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        “This zany town and its cast of characters make me smile.”

      

        

      
        “Seriously one of the funniest, most entertaining books I have read in a long time!"

      

        

      
        "a lighthearted gem"

      

        

      
        “The perfect amount of steam, giggles, mystery and Mudville!!! I love this town!!”

      

        

      
        "Humor, romance and mystery. The action keeps going, no slowing down.”

      

        

      
        “so well written, you almost believe the ghosts are real!”

      

        

      
        “mystery and intrigue with a good dose of romance”
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        Cadaver Lab 3

        Spirited Shenanigans

      

      

      It's spooky season again in Mudville, when all the local spirits come out to play…

      Our favorite mismatched trio, reluctant ghost-conduit Natalie, her grumpy doctor boyfriend Liam and their recently deceased ghost friend Gabe, are back for more spirited shenanigans.

      Will Natalie finally confess to her friends that she’s able to communicate with the dead?

      Who or what is the new entity haunting the Once Upon a Vine Books & Wine shop?

      And finally, will Natalie survive her first encounter with a malevolent spirit during her latest adventure as a cast member on a ghost hunter reality show, all while she’s trying to solve a century-old murder?

      Find out in this darkly funny small-town contemporary romantic comedy that will leave you dying for more.

      He's a former Army medic. She owns a book and wine shop. It's all the makings of one steamy small-town romance… except he runs a cadaver lab and she sees dead people.
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      As a more or less private person, there were only certain things Natalie Chase was more than willing to confess aloud to others.

      Telling Harper, Red and Bethany last year that she’d thought the new doctor in town was hot, in spite of the rumors that Liam might or might not be a serial killer? Easy. (The margaritas she’d consumed at the Muddy River Inn might have spurred on that confession.)

      Admitting to Harper last year that she was overwhelmed with the workload at her new book and wine shop and needed help? Also (moderately) easy—and necessary.

      Then there were things Natalie was dead set against revealing even to her closest friends.

      That she’d been seeing—hearing, talking to, socializing with—ghosts since being electrocuted and technically dead for three and a half minutes last year?

      That was not so easy.

      In fact, as Harper and her fiancé Stone stood in front of Natalie waiting for the announcement she’d promised when she’d summoned them to Liam’s lab, there were any number of unpleasant things she would far rather do than admit her secret.

      She’d happily run naked down the village’s Main Street instead of making this confession—even though she made sure all the light bulbs were low wattage in her apartment so Liam never got a really clear view of her sun-and-exercise deprived body.

      She’d rather be locked in the spooky abandoned nursing home down the road—even though she knew it would be teeming with spirits.

      But telling Harper and Stone that she’d been communing with the dead and lying about it to everyone except for Liam for over a year? That was the dead last thing on her list of unpleasant things to do—no pun intended.

      Yet she’d succumbed to the pressure of others. Had let her supposed friend Gabe convince her to text Harper.

      Why she’d let him have a say in what she did she didn’t know. He was a ghost. It wasn’t like he was unbiased in the matter. Or could understand her plight as a living breathing human being.

      It didn’t matter that he’d been murdered. Cut off in the prime of his life. She could still hold him accountable for pressuring her into doing something she didn’t want to do. Something she knew in her heart was a bad idea. Bad for her and bad for the spirit community of Mudville.

      Peer pressure was real—even if it was a spirit doing the pressuring.

      But as the local ghosts’ human representative, wasn’t it up to her to protect them from the many and sordid ramifications of exposure?

      Yes. Yes, it was!

      Natalie had a flash of what could happen to Mudville should the word get out.

      She imagined hordes of spectators crowding the streets hoping for a ghostly encounter. Trespassing on private property. Wrecking the local farmers’ fields with their RVs and all-terrain vehicles.

      And the press! They’d be relentless once they learned.

      She’d have no peace. She wouldn’t be able to run her store. They’d block the entrances with their crews and news vans. Customers wouldn’t be able to get in to shop.

      With horror she remembered the disastrous live interview she’d done with Lucy Sunshine for WBNG News right after she’d been electrocuted and lived to tell about it. It had proved she was not a natural on camera.

      Nope. That was an experience she never wanted to repeat. Not in this lifetime and—now that she knew about the existence of the spirit world—not in the afterlife either.

      Harper was a good friend. But she was also a writer. She lived her life in a public way Natalie couldn’t comprehend. Harper put everything about her own life, this town, and the people in it online for the world at large to see.

      Yes, Harper’s social media obsession had helped the shop enormously—saved it really—back in the early days when Natalie had been struggling to make a go of the new business.

      Natalie was undyingly grateful for all of Harper’s help and hard work, as well as her friendship.

      Once Upon a Vine Books and Wine might not exist today without Harper. But Natalie couldn’t trust her to keep a secret this big. Which left her with a decision. What was she going to tell Harper now instead of the truth?

      She was going to have to wing it. Come up with some sort of confession on the fly. Something that wouldn’t make it seem odd that she’d texted them to come to Liam’s lab right away.

      As her friend stood expectantly waiting, Natalie began, “Harper, I have something to tell you.”

      While she paused to notice that she didn’t have enough air in her lungs—she seemed to have forgotten how to breathe—Natalie heard Gabe gasp.

      Invisible to Liam, Harper and Stone, Gabe turned to his equally invisible girlfriend next to him. "Millie, this is it. Nat’s actually going to admit to another living she can see us.”

      She wanted to shush him. Snipe at Gabe to be quiet. Tell him that she had to think.

      But she couldn’t do any of those things without revealing her secret. And wasn’t the point right now—her main goal—to hide that she could hear Gabe?

      Blocking out the distraction—the constant ghost chatter that had been the soundtrack of her life for over a year—Natalie finally focused her mind. And thankfully, her mind delivered the perfect solution.

      Fingers crossed that it would work, she sucked in a big breath and let out on a whoosh of air, “Madame Letisha is a fraud.”

      Stone laughed. A sardonic sound ripe with sarcasm. “What? Natalie, are you saying that the ghost medium Harper hired. The lunatic who waved burning herbs around our house, spoke some mumbo-jumbo and then handed my fiancée a bill for a no-doubt outrageous amount she still won’t admit to, is a fake? No. Say it isn’t so.”

      As Stone rolled his eyes, a tight-lipped Harper shot him a sideways glance before focusing back on Natalie.

      Meanwhile, Natalie was trying to ignore the judgmental rise of Liam’s eyebrows as well as Gabe’s scowl.

      Millie however, having been raised as a proper Victorian lady by her mother, maintained a passive expression. Natalie thought she would have liked living during that era. It seemed so much more civilized—Millie’s murder and subsequent dismemberment aside, of course.

      “How do you know she’s a fake?” Harper asked.

      Good question. How could Natalie know except for the fact that she could actually see and talk to ghosts while the charlatan medium Harper had found on Google clearly could not?

      Again, she wracked her brain for an answer.

      The solution literally surrounded her. Liam’s lab.

      Liam was a scientist. He had equipment and stuff. He’d even brought some of it over to Harper’s. That was it!

      “Because Liam's machine picked up something after the house cleansing,” Natalie blurted.

      "It did?” Harper asked on a gasp.

      Liam's dark brow cocked impossibly higher. So high he might as well have spoken aloud. Natalie imagined his words would have had a few cusses in them over her fib now involving him.

      Harper spun to him now. “Liam, what did you catch?”

      Liam turned his gaze pointedly away from Harper and said, “Natalie, why don't you explain? You're so much better at this than I am.”

      At that Gabe snorted. They all, the ghosts included, considered Natalie a shitty liar. But she’d been living this lie so far just fine.

      Pretty much.

      Mostly, anyway⁠—

      It was Gabe’s fault Harper had heard him and Millie in her house which had spurred her to hire Madame Letisha—fraud though she was—to cleanse the house. And it was Gabe’s fault Stone had heard him and Millie in the garden today.

      His fault. Not Natalie’s.

      She’d have to remind him of that. Later.

      Right now, she had some fibbing to do. They’d see. She’d pull this off too.

      “Liam’s recorder caught ghost voices after Madame Letisha claimed she’d cleared the house. The voice clearly said that Letisha was full of bullshit, but the ghosts would willingly leave the house out of respect for you.”

      Harper’s eyes widened. “Oh, my God. That was on the recording?”

      “Yes.” Natalie nodded with pride over her very believable lie.

      Ha! There. That should do it. Problem solved. Who was a bad liar now?

      “Can I hear it?” Harper asked, looking excitedly at Liam.

      Uh, oh.

      “Um…” Natalie hadn’t thought that far ahead and she seemed to be fresh out of lies.

      "I sent it off to one of my researcher friends to see what he could make of it,” Liam supplied smoothly.

      She should be grateful he’d come to the rescue so quickly with that amazing excuse. But as his girlfriend, Natalie considered it more than a bit disturbing just how smoothly Liam had lied.

      “Didn't you keep a copy?” Harper asked.

      “Didn't even think of it. Just sent the whole machine right off.” Liam lifted one shoulder.

      Damn, he really was good at this. But as Harper still studied them both too closely as she digested this tall tale, Natalie decided she’d better elaborate.

      “He—the researcher—wanted to inspect the device as well as the recording,” Natalie jumped in, picking up where he’d left off in the tag team lying. “But I thought you should know.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me right away?” Harper frowned.

      “Before she paid her,” Stone added grumpily.

      When Natalie froze like a deer in headlights, Liam jumped in again. “I was so busy I didn’t listen to the recording until days later.”

      “Yup. Days and days. Almost a week really,” Natalie added.

      “But why didn’t you tell me then?” Harper asked.

      Crap, Harper asked a lot of questions.

      “Well…you seemed so happy the disturbances had stopped. I didn’t see the point. It was done. I thought it best to let it go. In fact, I only brought it up now because you were talking about hiring Madame Letisha for me. To clear the bookshop and the garden. So of course I had to say something⁠—”

      Liam squeezed Natalie’s arm to quell her babbling and said, “We’re really sorry. We should have told you.”

      Harper let out a breath. “No. I understand why you didn’t. But oh, my God, I have to hear that recording. When can you get it back?” she asked Liam.

      After a sideways glance at Natalie that conveyed his displeasure with this whole situation, Liam said to Harper, “I’ll call my friend and find out. I’ll let you know.”

      “Great. Thank you.” Excited now, Harper spun to Stone. “We have to go. My head is swimming. I have to get it all down before I forget.”

      Stone drew in a breath. “You’re going to write a book with ghosts in it now, aren’t you?”

      “You bet your sweet ass I am.” Harper grinned, reaching for Natalie to envelop her in a hug. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. Both of you, for telling me. I’m so excited.”

      Oh, boy. What had she done?

      Natalie forced a smile. “I see that. Now go, before you forget all your great ideas.”

      “I will. Thanks.” Harper grabbed Stone’s hand and as he said a quick goodbye, she dragged him out of the lab.

      When the door slammed shut behind them, Liam crossed his arms over his chest and glowered at Natalie. “What now, Einstein?”

      Ha! She’d already thought of that.

      “We make an actual recording. Gabe says what I told Harper he said. We say Liam had the recorder in his pocket and turned it on in the attic after everyone else went downstairs so that’s why only Gabe’s voice is on it.” When Gabe looked skeptical, Natalie added, “Stop. It'll work. She’s so excited she won’t question it.”

      Gabe, holding Millie's hand, shook his head. “You were going to tell her the truth. Nat, what happened?”

      “Yes, Nat, what did happen?” Liam asked pinning her with his stare.

      God how she hated the two men could gang up on her now. All because Gabe and Millie’s love was so powerful that when the two ghosts touched they could, somehow, be heard by others and not just Natalie.

      The power of love…

      Wait. That was exactly what she needed right now. Love. It was just the thing to get her out of this sticky situation.

      She narrowed her eyes at Liam. “If you really loved me, you’d understand.”

      With that she spun on her heel and stomped toward the door as she heard Gabe say, “Oh, man. You’re in trouble now.”

      And Liam’s grumbled, “Shit.”

      Natalie smiled. The power of love. It could also be used as a weapon.
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      “Oh, my God,” Harper gasped, not for the first time. She pressed a hand to her chest and repeated, “Oh. My. God.”

      “Jeez, somebody get this woman a thesaurus,” Gabe mumbled. “I thought she was supposed to be a writer.”

      He turned and glanced at Millie, who did a half nod, half shrug of confirmation.

      Meanwhile, unaware of the ghostly critics in the room, Harper hit the button to stop the recording from playing and spun to look wide eyed at Natalie. “Oh, my God.”

      At this, Gabe ran his hand over his face and Millie let out a little giggle from behind her fingers.

      “This is real,” Harper said rather than asked, sounding breathless with wonder.

      “It is.” Natalie nodded, happy to be telling the complete truth for a change.

      “And you believe it—the voice—is an actual spirit?”

      “One hundred percent, I do, ” Natalie confirmed, once again, one hundred percent truthfully.

      “And Liam recorded this in my bedroom in the attic?” Harper asked.

      Oh, well. So much for being truthful…

      “Yes,” Natalie lied with a definitive nod she hoped made her answer seem extra convincing.

      Harper spun to look at her fiancé. “Can you believe it?”

      Stone had remained suspiciously silent up until now, although he did look a bit pale beneath his farmer’s tan. “I don’t want to believe it, Harper. We sleep in that room. We… do other things in that room. And there was a ghost watching us?”

      Poor Stone. But she did share his horror over the reality of ghostly voyeurism. A shiver ran down her spine.

      Swallowing hard, Stone glanced at Natalie. “Where is Liam, anyway?”

      She couldn’t admit that even though he had showed her how to use the recorder so she could capture Gabe’s voice in his lab earlier that day, Liam had refused to be there when she delivered the bogus recording to Harper and Stone.

      “Uh, he had something important to do. A… meeting. A, uh, Zoom call actually. For his research.” There. That sounded real.

      More details always helped sell the lie. And Liam probably was working on his research project, which was something very important. So really, it wasn’t all that much of a lie at all.

      Stone-faced—no pun intended—Stone continued, “It’s the same voice I heard in the garden.”

      He looked between her and Harper. And looked like he needed a drink.

      “Which proves he—the ghost—did move out of the house. Just like he promised he would. He’s in the garden now. See?” Harper was obviously in caretaker mode, trying to calm Stone. “At least he sounds like a nice ghost.”

      Harper reached out and squeezed Stone’s hand, uncharacteristically assuming the role of the calm reasonable one in their relationship while Stone visibly freaked out.

      If Natalie had to guess, Harper was worried he’d refuse to sleep in the house anymore. Since they were supposed to live there in her great aunt Agnes’s house even after they got married, that could pose a problem.

      “I’m nice and I’m handsome too,” Gabe joked with a wink at Millie.

      Luckily he hadn’t been holding Millie’s hand while speaking. Without the two entities having physical contact, Harper and Stone couldn’t hear them speak. Only Natalie could. Why that happened, no one knew for sure. Gabe and the rest of the ghosts didn’t get an instruction manual upon dying.

      But not revealing themselves now was a smart move on Gabe’s part. Hearing the tape had been enough of a revelation for Harper and Stone for one day. They didn’t need to know they were in the midst of an up close and in person spiritual—or at least spirit—encounter here and now.

      Harper spun back to Natalie. “But now that we have concrete irrefutable proof, we have someone else—besides the ghost—who we need to deal with.”

      “Who?” Natalie asked.

      “That phony Madame Letisha.” Harper scowled.

      Uh oh.

      “Uh, proof for what?” Natalie asked, fearing the answer.

      “Proof to discredit her. We have to stop her from misleading other unsuspecting clients.”

      Shit. Was what had begun as a little white lie going to end up starting a war between Harper and Madame Letisha?

      This could end up in a lawsuit. Would the tape hold up in court as evidence?

      The recording was real—and really Gabe—but it hadn’t been recorded in Harper’s house nor had they captured it on the date Letisha had been there. Could an expert prove that?

      As Natalie panicked, Harper continued to lay out her plan of attack against Madame Letisha, unconcerned that neither Stone nor Natalie was participating in the conversation.

      “I’ll give her a one star on Yelp, of course. But I think I need to go live on social media and play that tape. I’ll cross-post the video to every platform I’m on.”

      The path to Madame Letisha’s destruction continued as Harper started to brainstorm how to add the character of a charlatan—a fraud medium—into the current book she was writing. And then how to kill off the character in the most horrible way possible.

      “Well that turned dark quickly,” Gabe said as Millie watched Harper rant.

      He turned his gaze back to Natalie.

      “What are you going to do now?” he asked. “Any more brilliant ideas?”

      She didn’t need snarky sarcastic comments from the resident spirit. But she did need a good idea of what to do to deal with this situation and Harper.

      Unfortunately, it seemed she was fresh out of ideas.
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      As the ghost world and the world of the living—the two realms Natalie had attempted to navigate separately for the past year—collided, the last thing Natalie needed was to host book club at the shop.

      But there was no way to get out of it. Her one and only employee, Jules, was taking a night class and couldn’t cover the evening so it fell to Natalie.

      If it was a nice normal book club who sat in a circle and talked about the latest read, she could just hide in the shop and wait for them to leave. But there was nothing normal about Mudville, or its residents. Which is why it was no surprise when Alice Mudd, octogenarian and direct descendent of the town’s founding family, popped her head in the front door and said, “I need help.”

      Resigned, Natalie drew in a breath and braced herself for anything. “Coming.”

      Outside, she saw why Alice, five feet tall maybe on a good day, needed help. She was trying to wrestle her giant beverage dispenser out of the back seat.

      Natalie eyed the dispenser suspiciously. “Alice, I thought we agreed you weren’t going to serve magic mushroom lemonade at book club anymore.”

      “I’m not.”

      Phew. “Good. Thank you,” Natalie said as she took the two gallon-sized containers of tea from Alice’s hands.

      “This is cannabis iced tea,” Alice said as she pushed the car door closed with one foot while balancing the empty dispenser on her hip.

      “What?” Natalie choked.

      “Don’t look so scandalized. It’s legal here now and I have a bumper crop of weed growing behind the barn to share with my friends.”

      The question was, knowing Alice, how many friends had she shared her weed with but had forgotten to tell them they were being drugged.

      Frowning, Natalie remembered the brownies Alice had brought to the last meeting. She’d had only half of one but remembered feeling completely relaxed and mellow. And she’d slept like a baby that night.

      Dammit. She’d been drugged by Alice. Again!

      “Alice—”

      “Agnes needs this tonight. And that’s your fault,” Alice said, waiting by the door for Natalie to open it for her.

      “Why my fault?” she asked, while juggling the two gallons of pot tea and opening the door.

      “You told her the house is haunted. Poor Agnes hasn’t slept in two days.”

      Crap. The lie that had been meant to keep this whole ghost thing under wraps had done the opposite. Blown up and spread all over town.

      She should have known. This was Mudville. Small town at its best—and worst. Gossip spread like wildfire and so did lies—and truths.

      The last thing she’d wanted to do was freak out Harper’s great aunt Agnes over the ghost living in her house. The worst part was, Millie had actually moved out. The house was now ghost free for the first time in a hundred years. Agnes really did have nothing to worry about—not that she’d believe that.

      Maybe it was a good thing Alice came prepared to dose the book club. At least Agnes might sleep tonight.

      The regular book club crowd filtered in and every one of them stopped at the refreshment table for a cup of Alice’s iced tea.

      One day they were going to get in trouble for this. As she smiled and greeted each attendee, Natalie imagined DEA and SWAT descending upon the old train depot turned book and wine shop and cuffing her. Cuffing them all—Alice included.

      She’d have a record. And a mug shot!

      Liam would have to bail her out. He’d never let her hear the end of it.

      As she imagined the worst, the meeting had begun in the next room. Steering clear of the beverage area, Natalie hovered near the back to make sure the club didn’t need anything from her before she went back to the shop to try and get some cardboard boxes broken down for recycling.

      “Before we get started on the book discussion, I wanted to run an idea past everyone,” Alice began, apparently running tonight’s meeting instead of Agnes, who truly didn’t look well. Guilt weighed on Natalie’s shoulders.

      Meanwhile Alice shushed two attendees who weren’t completely silent.

      She was in rare form today, standing in front of the group, but barely tall enough for Natalie to see her over the heads of those seated in the room.

      “The recent situation that Agnes has found herself in,” there was a murmur in the room that Alice quickly silenced with one sharp glance, “has given me an idea.”

      Natalie noticed that Alice hadn’t elaborated as to what Agnes’s situation was exactly but everyone seemed to know anyway. Small town. Zero secrets.

      “We’re going to use this as an opportunity to put Mudville on the map.”

      What?

      “You know we’ve all been writing to Hallmark to get them to film one of those Christmas movies here, to no avail. But Hallmark’s loss is the Paranormal Channel’s gain. Now I don’t approve of how it seems they’ve gone all in on crappy reality television, but I can forgive that if they choose Mudville as the location for their new show.”

      The low murmur of chatter began again as Natalie wondered what the hell Alice was talking about.

      “They’re holding a contest. The winner gets to be the location for their new show. Harper, if you would be so kind.” Alice glanced up and found where Harper was seated.

      Harper stood, a stack of cards in one hand and a fist of pens in the other. “As Alice said, PNC is accepting nominations for the town for their next location. So all we have to do is fill out these postcards. I’ve already printed all the information for the town and stamped and addressed them to the channel. All you have to do is sign your name and add your information in the return address field.”

      “Do you think we really have a chance to be chosen?” Mary Brimley asked.

      “Of course, we do. They’d be foolish not to choose us,” Margaret Trout sniped.

      “Hallmark hasn’t,” Dee Flanders reminded them. “And we’ve been emailing them for a year.”

      “Right. Because they’re foolish.” Margaret nodded.

      Agnes had stayed conspicuously quiet until now. Alice moved to stand behind her chair. The diminutive woman squeezed her friend’s shoulder and said, “I think we have an excellent chance of being chosen. Right, Agnes?”

      Agnes let out a breath but bobbed her head in agreement as Natalie wondered what any of this Paranormal Channel stuff had to do with poor Agnes.

      “What’s the show they’d be filming?” Mary, the town’s ad hoc information officer and chief keeper of all Mudville knowledge, asked.

      “That’s the reason we’re a shoo-in. Between Agnes’s house and Harper’s evidence they’ll have no choice but to choose Mudville, because the name of the show is…” Flashing yellowing teeth in what took on the vestiges of an evil grin, Alice revealed after a lengthy dramatic pause, “Ghost House.”

      Ghost House. At that the air left Natalie’s lungs.

      Her nightmare was coming true.

      She’d lied to prevent exactly this. Prevent strangers and looky-loos from invading Mudville on their amateur ghost hunts. And now it was going to happen anyway.
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      The months passed quickly, as time seemed to do the older Natalie got.

      Before she knew it, the searing heat of summer had slipped away. There was a crispness to the air most mornings, which got chased away by noon as the autumn sun warmed the old brick depot that was her home and work.

      The trees along Main Street changed, their summer leaves of verdant green turning to burnished shades of red, yellow and bronze.

      The arrival of autumn was her favorite time of year since she’d moved upstate.

      This year, especially. The application deadline for the dreaded Ghost House show had passed in September—she knew because she’d stalked the PNC website closely—and there’d been no word from the network.

      Hopefully that meant that Alice and Harper’s postcard writing campaign to get Mudville chosen as the Paranormal Channel Ghost House host town had failed.

      That was not a surprise. The romance and the mystery book clubs were strong and active, but their ranks still only amounted to barely a dozen people. Which was great for a town with only a thousand residents—men, women and children included. But not enough to win a contest, thank goodness.

      With that worry beginning to dissipate, the rhythm of Natalie’s days remained even. Normal.

      Well, normal except for one thing… Gabe.

      Natalie glanced out the front window now, looking left and then right to see if Gabe was making his way to the shop.

      She hated to admit how disturbed she was that he wasn’t there as she opened the store and got ready for the day.

      Gabe had always been a creature of habit, as was she. Nearly every day since she’d first begun to be able to see ghosts, he’d been there. Sliding through the front door, hovering by the cash register before she’d even finished her first cup of coffee.

      That was until that fateful day. The morning after she’d failed to tell Harper the truth.

      Gabe had been late arriving that next morning, in spite of knowing she really needed him there, with Millie, so she and Liam could make the fake recording of a real ghost to expose that fraud of a medium, Madame Letisha.

      He’d come, but late and not happily. He’d been different since then. Subtle changes but Natalie had noticed. He was still friendly. Still polite. But he wouldn’t wander in until the afternoon. Or he’d skip visiting her in the store altogether.

      She’d assumed he was just busy with his relationship. His and Millie’s was a love story for the ages. Both souls trapped in this earthly purgatory rather than moving on. Both murdered, though one hundred years apart.

      But Natalie managed to maintain a relationship with Liam and not completely abandon her friends. As a ghost with no responsibilities—no job, no bills to pay, no laundry to do, no toilets to scrub—certainly Gabe
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