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      Hellloooo!

      Welcome to Bewitching Midlife Crisis Mysteries, where being over fifty is phenomenal, empowering, and sometimes exhausting!

      Please note, I’ve taken much artistic license with the various types of witches and thrown them all into a pot of witch’s stew—or is that brew?—and made up my own concoction of witch. If you know me, I’m sure you’re thinking, go figure, right?

      Either way, this is my fictional take on witches in my equally fictional town of Buttermilk Bay, Massachusetts, where my intrepid sleuth, Evanora Lavinia Dark is over fifty, not without the inevitable aches and pains, yet still maintains a healthy zest for life and an appetite for solving a good mystery.

      She’s left her corporate job full of stress and intestinal discord for her old hometown to open her own staging business. Much like me, Evan has a passion for decorating, but no formal training or degrees in design. She (again, like me) just loves a good throw pillow and even better, a good bargain throw pillow.

      Thus, it seemed only natural for me to write an amateur sleuth with a love of decor.

      On that note, thanks to all the YouTube designers (amateur and pro) for all the inspiration, and to all the HGTV shows I watch. Among just a few, No Demo Reno, Home Town, Unsellable Houses, Good Bones, Bargain Block, and naturally, my ultimate favorite, Fixer Upper. I’ve learned so much and I’m so grateful to have a channel to de-stress with when I need to come down from Investigation ID. LOL! But the biggest lesson I learned? Love what you love and the heck with what’s trendy and “out of style.” If you like duck wallpaper borders ala 1990, do it. You only live once!

      Also, please note, the mystery in this book revolves around ancient history, but is totally made up. Complete fiction. So for all you history buffs, don’t shoot!

      That said, I hope you enjoy the fun people of Buttermilk Bay and a strong, independent woman with solid female friendships, who’s empowered and living her life to the fullest, even with the ailments and challenges (can you say menopause) being over fifty can bring!
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      If you want to know who unalived you, I'm your girl. Evanora Lavinia Dark at your service!

      Heart attack/stroke/open-heart surgery survivor, new-lease-on-life starter, astral-projecting-ghost-talker.

      And most importantly, a witch over fifty with bursitis, blood pressure meds, and zero effs to give.

      I’m done with corporate life—or maybe it was done with me first— and after a life-changing stroke followed by a heart attack and a subsequent quadruple bypass. All this just before boarding a plane for my lifetime dream trip to Hawaii.

      Clearly, it was time for a change.

      So I moved back to my hometown and my passion. Interior design. I have no experience, no degrees in the field, but I jumped in with both feet and opened my own house staging business--Stage Right. Nowadays, you can find me happily decorating houses for my best friend, house flipper, and real estate agent, Fabiola Fabrizio.

      Together, we’re determined to give our town, Buttermilk Bay, located in Massachusetts (not far from Salem) a facelift and bring in young families to stir up the economy. Little by little, people are beginning to take notice of my work and hiring me on the daily and that’s great for my bank account.

      There’s only one problem. Ghosts. Sooo many ghosts. Ghosts I started to see after my bypass surgery (cliche, right?). Ghosts who were murdered and need my help to solve the mystery surrounding their deaths. Do you have any idea how hard it is to carry a fifty pound chandelier while a ghost is in your ear, hassling you to find their killer?

      When a guy named Ferris Leopold is found dead at the house next door to the one I’m staging, it’s full steam ahead to solve his murder. Or is it? Ferris was a lowdown dirty, albeit petty thief in life and I’m struggling to set aside my morals in order to help him.

      But as I dig deeper into Ferris’s past, meet a hot AF silver fox of a man, and explore my new powers in the process, I discover not everything is as it seems...
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      “Know what this room needs, Fab?”

      My best friend since first grade, Fabiola Fabrizio, lifted a meticulously manicured eyebrow in question. She stared down at me while I lie on the floor of the house I’d just finished staging for her, hoping it would help stretch my leg and hip.

      According to what I’d read on the Internet, it aided in easing the stabbing pain of my most recent affliction—bursitis.

      Toad’s spit, bursitis hurts. The doctor who gave me a cortisone shot with a syringe the size of the Space Needle says it often happens to people who sit at a computer all day. While those days are now officially gone for me, the suck of my soul from my very core as an HR manager who sat at a computer all day is apparently on an extended stay and continues to haunt me.

      “I don’t know what the room needs, but I know what you need. You need a physical therapist. I know a super cute one, by the way. Cute in a seventy-year-old way, if you don’t mind dentures and some liver spots. But everyone says he looks sixty,” Fab assured me with a wink, her thick lashes sweeping her cheek. “Sold him a house down on Old Bluff Road—twelve hundred square feet of oceanfront cottage. Beyond cute.”

      I looked up into her midnight-dark eyes set in an olive complexion that never appeared to age. “When you say cottage, Fabiola Fabrizio, that’s code amongst you real estate agents for fixer-upper shack, right? Meaning, the price is outrageous for a house with dirt floors and the only real bennie is the ocean view?”

      Fab curtsied, lifting her unlined red lips in a coy smile. “Sure, it needs a little work, maybe some updates, but Gerard knew what he was getting into when I sold it to him.  I was Honest Abe about it. Plus, he has plenty of money to spare. What else does he have to do but put it to good use for renovations?”

      I sat up on my elbows and shook my head at how disappointing the housing market was here. “Buying a house here in Massachusetts means you either have to be a millionaire or willing to roll up your sleeves and put in some elbow grease. So by updates, you mean the poor man’s cooking over an open fire in the backyard because the kitchen is nothing but two by fours and some studs?”

      Fab put her hands on her hips. “If you must know, it’s a Bunsen burner in the guest bedroom, Smart Girl, but you’d be amazed what you can cook on a Bunsen burner if you’re hungry and motivated. Just ask Gerard.”

      She wrinkled her nose at me, but she was still smiling like the cat who ate the canary as she checked her glossy dark hair in the gold oblong mirror in the entryway.

      I laughed out loud with a snort and a shake of my head. Honestly, my BFF could sell breast implants at a dental convention. She was an amazingly good real estate agent and an even better house flipper. Both of which she’d turned into a profitable business all on her own.

      In fact, she’s who’d convinced me to come back to our hometown of Buttermilk Bay. Not far from Salem, for those who are curious.

      Anyway, if she’d conned someone into buying the “cottage” on Old Bluff, she’d done it using all the tools in her arsenal and her intense charm, because it was the very definition of a dive. An expensive dive, because everything on the ocean here in BB was overpriced, but still a dive.

      “It’s beachfront, Evan. It wouldn’t matter if it was a pup tent. It’s on the beach. That’s real estate one-o-one. Have I taught you nothing?”

      Since I’d moved back to Buttermilk Bay from Boston at the behest of my dearest friend, in order to start the next chapter of my life staging houses, I’d learned a lot about the whys and wherefores of real estate and house flipping.

      One—beachfront property could have a house made of sticks on it with pine needles for a roof and someone would buy it.

      Two: location, location, location.

      I ran my hand over the faux vintage-inspired area rug, smoothing out the wrinkles, repeating the very words I’d just thought.

      “You’ve taught me that you could sell dentures at a breast implant convention and that every night when I get into bed, I’m beyond grateful you’ve included me in your selling spree. I’m happy just to ride your coattails.”

      Fab had always been the more adventurous of the two of us, so when she’d taken on the project of revitalizing Buttermilk Bay, our small, maybe even antiquated town, to bring in more commerce and young families, she’d gleefully accepted the challenge and invited me along for the ride with this whacky scheme of staging houses.

      Of course, I was sort of at loose ends when she asked, for reasons I’m not sure I’m quite yet ready to reflect upon out loud.

      Let’s just say, I lost my HR job of twenty-two years, two months and eight days and leave it at that for now, shall we?

      Anyway, Fab had always loved Buttermilk Bay, and she’d proven that by coming home after college and planting roots, while I left and stayed left.

      Er, stayed gone—in Boston, that is, until only last year. Which I suppose should make me the more adventurous one, seeing as I left home and went to a strange new city to live.

      But the difference is, I’d chosen a safe HR position, eventually becoming a director while still sucking the soul from my very core, and Fab had struck out on her own, doing what she loved. First selling houses and starting her own real estate business, and then ten years ago, flipping houses.

      As far as I was concerned, being self-employed was scary AF, as the kids say these days, and far more adventurous than I’d ever been, but Fab had excelled.

      And I hoped to follow in her footsteps, now that I’d started Stage Right.

      Which, by the by, was the very definition of scary AF.

      “Hey,” she said on a tinkly giggle, settling on her haunches in front of me in heels, no less—a position I fervently envied, mind you. “You’re not riding anything. You’re starting a new chapter in your life with a little help from your best friend. You’re writing a new beginning. It’s called Over Fifty and Stinkin’ Amazing, by Evanora Lavinia Dark: A Guide to Living Life Your Own Way After Almost Dying.”

      It’s true. At fifty, I’d almost died.

      Chuckling, I responded, “That’s a pretty long title. Don’t they say titles shouldn’t be longer than five words?”

      She shook her dark head at me, the curtain of her thick black hair swishing against her official navy-blue real estate blazer as she rose on graceful legs. “Not when you’re over fifty. When you’re over fifty, you can have whatever-length title you want. It says so in the Over Fifty Guide to Living Your Life Free of the Chains that Bind.”

      “I think you’d better not apply for any publishing jobs,” I teased, holding my hand out to her.

      She grabbed it and helped yank me upward, pulling me into a hug. “Have I told you how happy I am you’re here and that I no longer have to have girls’ night margaritas over Skype while I’m in my sweats and a baggy T-shirt?”

      I hugged her back, just as happy to be here, believe you me. “I’ve been back for almost a year, Fab. You’ve told me that often.”

      She gripped my shoulders with her perfectly manicured hands and squeezed. “I think we’ve both learned, we can never say it enough because you just never know.” Then she pulled me into another tight hug. “Don’t ever do that to me again, Evan,” she whispered, her tone fierce. “Not ever.”

      I leaned back in her hug and shot her a teasing smile. “You mean have a stroke followed by a heart attack, a quadruple bypass and a carotid artery clean out just before boarding a plane to my dream vacation in Hawaii?”

      Her lips thinned and her velvety dark eyes narrowed. “Still too soon, BFF. You almost died, Evan. Died. You almost kicked the bucket and left me here all alone with nothing but the wolves at the door.”

      I threw the back of my hand up over my forehead, my tone light and teasing when I said, “The wolves? Drama be thy middle name.” Then I sobered. “Listen, if I can laugh about it, why can’t you?”

      Her eyes grew watery. “Because you didn’t see you hooked up to more machines than a machinist’s shop holds, while tubes came out of every orifice on your person and you were a lovely shade of chalk white. That’s why. It was three weeks of sheer terror I choose to take very seriously, even if you won’t.”

      I hated that I’d frightened everyone. Hated that they’d been inconvenienced because I’d worked myself almost to death. It was my fault.

      Back then, I hardly ever ate more than one meal a day and that had usually been on the fly. I fueled myself with not much more than coffee and Twizzlers. I worked long hours and hadn’t had a vacation since my son left the nest—which was why I was going to Hawaii. Because I needed a break.

      I dabbed at her eye with my thumb. “Stop or you’ll ruin your perfect makeup. I’m sorry, okay? I know it was a scary time for everyone who wasn’t flat on their backs, higher than a kite on pain meds. I’m sorry I put you all through that, but it’s been almost three years, Fab. Time to let go.”

      I can’t tell you how grateful I was for the people in my life. My father, Fab and her mother, Mama Fab, my son Callum. They’d all sat vigil after my surgery while I healed, and I was grateful, but I was also about moving forward.

      She pointed to the jagged scar between my not-so perky breasts, still ugly and a little pink. “Tell Mama that, would you? She hassles me every time I tell her you’re staging a house for me. She thinks I work you too hard.”

      Fab’s mother was like a mother to me, too. She’d welcomed me to the fold from the very first day my best friend had brought me home to her house for a snack (which had turned into a four-course meal, as it always does with anyone Italian) and I’d been part of the Fabrizio clan ever since.

      I vehemently shook my head. “Nuh-uh. If I do that, she won’t bring me any more Tagliatelle Al Ragu. No dice. I love you, but not enough to sacrifice my pasta.”

      Now she laughed, her giggle returning to its light, airy tone. “All I’m saying is, I’m glad you’re back home where you belong and that you’ve decided to do what you were meant to do and that you’re doing it with me.”

      I squeezed her hand and nodded. “I’m glad, too.”

      I looked around at the cute three-bedroom, two-bath house Fab had so painstakingly, beautifully flipped and I’d only just finished staging to prepare for sale, and smiled.

      Decorating was my jam—it’s always been my passion. Throw pillows and rugs, candles and vases, fill my soul like almost nothing else. Other than my son, Callum, that is.

      I won’t deny I love pretty things. I’m an aesthetics girl through and through. It doesn’t have to cost the earth, but if it makes me smile, I’ve probably given in to it and purchased it.

      Often, it was my solace when I was stressed from work. I don’t have a degree in design, no formal training or fancy internships under designers. Only my love of a good bargain and the joy of making a home feel cozy and well-loved.

      Now it’s my livelihood, and things were going pretty darn good thanks to the work Fabiola threw my way, along with the recommendations she’d given other house flippers and fellow agents looking to spruce up a home to ready for sale.

      I hoped to rent an office if things kept moving the way they were instead of working out of my renovated mobile home. I’d sort of appropriated it from my deceased father (I have two dads) and called it my own.

      When I first moved back, I invested my substantial severance and savings into Stage Right rather than buy a house—which, like I said, costs a bloody fortune here in Buttermilk Bay.

      That left little to buy a stick-built home if I planned to eat and pay my bills, should things go belly up with a new business. I hoped to have a long life now that I had a patched-up heart. My savings and hush money were good, but they weren’t forever good if I didn’t live modestly.

      So I lay claim to my deceased father’s mobile home, already bought and paid for, in the sweet little mobile home park where he’d once stashed his treasures (more on that later). Completely renovated it and made it my tiny two-bedroom two-bathroom palace with a free-standing tub overlooking the ocean.

      Wildflower Meadows by the Sea was an adorable little over-fifty-five park, nestled in a tree-lined burg, and nothing like what comes to mind when you think “mobile home.”

      There are no meth-heads or people who sell guns for the cartel, housed in rusty metal boxes smelling of cigarette smoke and stale beer. Well, unless you count Fergus McGee. I mean, he doesn’t smoke meth. No-no. He does, however, smell like stale beer and that’s only due to his ale choices—they all stink, mostly because he’s always trying some new craft brew he made to save a buck and keep “the man” from getting his tax dollars.

      But for the most part, Wildflower Meadows by the Sea is nestled on a sweet patch of winding roads with a decent amount of space between mobile homes that feature backyards, landscaped common areas filled with flowers in the spring and summer, and lots and lots of retired folks over seventy.

      Making me one of the youngest residents, but welcomed by proxy due to my father’s gregarious nature.

      I’d never have expected to find my cultured, well-groomed, maybe even a little snobby father had a mobile home, but if he had to have one, this cute little ’90s Redman suited him.

      Anyhow, that’s how I started Stage Right. Saving on the purchase of a house gave me the money for an enormous storage unit and plenty of shopping finds. Gosh, that had been a blast, buying inventory for various staging projects. Lots of antique road trips with Fab, and sometimes Mama Fab, too.

      “Hey,” Fab said with a nudge and a look of concern. “Where are you?”

      I waved her off and smiled, stretching my tired arms. “I was just thinking about how good it is to be home. Now, lemme give the place one more sweep to be sure everything’s perfect for the photographer and we’ll go grab some dinner, ’kay?”

      Fab brushed lint from the rug off my black T-shirt. “Done.”

      I gave the open-concept living room and kitchen one last look, satisfied with the flow of muted colors and continuity of my European farmhouse theme. It was a personal favorite of mine to style. Lots of neutral shades of taupe, cream and some charcoal black thrown in.

      I grabbed my purse, sitting on the distressed wood table beneath a whitewashed wood chandelier. I checked the thick black chain securing it to the ceiling to be sure it was sturdy.

      “What do you feel like eating tonight?”

      She checked her lipstick in the mirror and winked. “German?”

      “Because of Jorge or because you love sauerkraut and schnitzel?”

      Jorge Durchenwald had recently moved to Buttermilk Bay and opened a delightful German café called Schnitzel Haus, and it was an enormous hit. Not only with the locals, but with my gorgeous friend, Fabiola.

      She giggled and slung her purse over her shoulder. “Because muscles and sauerkraut. Sooo many muscles.” As she made her way to the black Dutch door, she peered over her shoulder at me. “Wait. We got to gabbing about everything but the original subject. Before we go indulge in sauerbraten and spätzle, what does this place need?”

      I tilted my head, a little distracted for some reason. “Huh?”

      “You said this place needed something.”

      I looked around at the serene setting, inhaling the scent of new house. “Oh, right! Glad you reminded me. Whimsy. It needs whimsy.”

      “Whimsy,” she repeated, deadpan, her olive skin glowing beneath the setting sun of early fall.

      Fab gave me that look often. She didn’t share my love of decorating. She was just as happy with nothing more than a boring beige couch and an ugly sherpa blanket to keep her warm while she binged on Netflix.

      Nodding, I ran to the last big red tote left to be packed up in my old Chevy truck marked “throws” and pulled out a black and cream-colored blanket with fringed edges.

      I held it up and sighed a happy sigh. “Duh. What have I always told you about staging?”

      She rolled her eyes, and teased, “You want clients to imagine themselves curled up on a couch with a blanket and a book in front of a roaring fire, and that means adding whimsical items. Blah, blah, blah. I’d mock you, but apparently it sells houses and who am I to rain on this cash parade?”

      “Exactly, Grasshopper.” I grinned, splaying the blanket over the edge of the white slipcovered couch, letting its bottom half fall gracefully to the floor. I brushed my hands together. “Perfect. Now, let’s go find Jorge and all his muscles.”

      “Are you Evanora Lavinia Dark?” a meek voice asked.

      I fought a groan.

      No. Not now. I closed my eyes and inhaled, clenching my fists in the hope it would go away. I’d had a long day and it was a miracle I was getting out of here before midnight, let alone dinner.

      I didn’t want to deal with this today.

      Not that I mind, let’s be clear. But I’m starving.

      Someone cleared their throat and repeated with a bit more authority in their tone, “I repeat, are you Evanora Lavinia Dark?”

      My shoulders sagged as I turned in the direction of the voice.

      And there it was. Plain as the day is long, sitting on the chunky wood mantel above the white and gray fieldstone fireplace I’d personally distressed and stained.

      A ghost.

      “Well?” he asked, his deep chocolate eyes piercing mine. “Are you?”

      Crap.

      Crap, crap, crappity, crap.

      Okay, so here’s the scoop. My name is Evanora Lavinia Dark and I’m a witch. Not a broom-riding, cauldron-bubbling, Halloween-Hocus-Pocus, cast-wicked-spells witch. I’m not even really a Wiccan witch.

      Alas, I’m Wimpy Witch. I’m a weak one at best. But if we have to compare, I’m more Practical Magic witch.

      I am, however, what some old schoolers call a kitchen witch.

      You know, an herbs-and-essential-oils, creates-mild-magic witch? Emphasis on mild.

      My mom was the real-deal witch, according to my father. Spells, potions, making things disappear. She was that kind of witch.

      I allegedly inherited some power from my mother’s side of the family, all of whom are almost always unavailable for comment on my heritage and how exactly it affects me.

      Except for my great aunt Tuppence, but we haven’t heard from her since dad number one died.

      Either way, my magic is—or was—mild to say the least. I could whip up home remedies, a potion, healing oils (though, I sure hadn’t figured out how to help my bursitis) every now and again, etcetera.

      Then all that changed. Big time.

      After my open-heart surgery, I became a kitchen-slash-talk-to-ghosts-I-can-see-as-clear-as-day-and-who-need-me-to-solve-a-crime witch.

      Or what some in my circles might call a hedge witch.

      Again, I’m Evanora Lavinia Dark.

      A witch.

      A tired (though happily so), over-fifty (okay, fifty-three), house-staging, bursitis-riddled, ghost-seeing, crime-solving witch.

      Pleasure to meet you.

      Stage Fright
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      “Well?” the entity all but tapped his toes in impatience. “Is that you?”

      Straightening my shoulders, I reluctantly nodded, my stomach growling in hunger. “It is.”

      I made a promise to myself when the ghost sightings began that I’d do my best to help any ghost who approached me. No matter how inconvenient, no matter the time, day or night.

      But man, they didn’t make it easy. I was in the headspace of schnitzel and red cabbage, not the afterlife.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Fab stop cold and close the front door, letting out a forlorn sigh. “You’re not just talking to hear yourself talk, are you?”

      She knew the answer, but I indulged her because she asked the same question every time we were ghost-crashed.

      “I wish.”

      “We’re not going to see Jorge and all his muscles tonight, are we?” she asked as she made her way across the light oak hardwood floor to the sofa, scanning the room as though she might see what I was seeing.

      I winced at her in apology. “We might still make it. You never know. Maybe this ghost just lost a shoe or his razor or something, and this time I’ll solve the mystery faster than you can say spaetzle.”

      I was almost positive that wasn’t true, but a girl could hope.

      Fab tipped her head back and laughed as she plopped down on the couch. “Yeah, like all the other times, right?” The minute her butt hit the cushion, she looked at me with a worried glance before hopping back up with a visible shudder as though she’d been stabbed with a hot poker. “Eep! Am I sitting on him?”

      Now I chuckled. “No, honey. He’s by the fireplace.”

      “I sure won’t mind if you tell her I wouldn’t hate it if she sat on me,” the ghost said with an amused laugh and a lascivious wink.

      He had a very light Boston accent, lilting and gentle, despite his crass remark

      Pointing a warning finger at his gaunt face, I threatened, “Don’t get fresh or I’ll ship you off to the light without a second thought, buddy.”

      I can’t really do that. I don’t have that kind of power. I’m not the kind of witch who can summon demons or send people into what’s been referred to as the “light.”

      Though, since this all began, seeing ghosts, that is, it’s my understanding that by helping a soul who won’t cross until they’ve handled their unfinished business makes for good karma.

      I dunno. I don’t know if I believe in karma. I don’t know the rules or if there even are any rules. This whole thing has been banana splits.

      I realize it sounds like a trope in a book, or a bad Lifetime movie, but I didn’t start seeing ghosts until after my open-heart surgery. I don’t even know why I started seeing them to begin with.

      At first, I honestly thought it was the drugs I was on—and so did everyone else when I began talking to someone sitting at the edge of my hospital bed no one else in the room could see.

      But more on that later. Suffice it to say, I can only see and hear ghosts and offer earthly aide if possible—which I totally want to do. I want to help, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have questions.

      Like, how they keep finding me, or why they found me in the first place, but I’m really trying to learn and understand as I go.

      Anyway, I really wasn’t any threat to whoever Floaty McFloaterson was, but he didn’t know that, did he?

      My ghost immediately piped down, busying himself walking through walls, and Fab relaxed a bit, sitting back down and crossing her legs at the ankles.

      “Ask him if he likes your whimsy,” she teased.

      I chuckled, though I’m not one-hundred percent sure Fab isn’t just pretending to be okay with my ghosting and internally, she’s really freaked out, but she hides it so as not to upset me. So I won’t feel like more of a misfit that I already did simply being a witch.

      Despite her glamorous outer shell, one that leads most people to believe she’s only into fashion, hair, and makeup, Fab’s façade is just that—her facade.

      I mean, she does love makeup and hair and all those fun things—so do I. Where we part ways are her reading and television interests.

      Fab’s actually a huge sci-fi/fantasy/paranormal geek. She loves it all, from Star Trek to a writer named Terry Pratchett. To believe in what’s happening to me is akin to one of her shows becoming a reality—and that’s a little freaky. Especially when it’s happening to your best friend.

      And holy ghosts, was it ever freaky at first.

      I mean, wow-wow-wow, seeing an entity for the first time had been nothing short of spectacularly nutballs, and it scared me spitless.

      Yet, I’d adjusted over time, and Fab tried to adjust to me seeing and chatting with the afterlife, too.

      Emphasis on tried.

      Honestly, I think it still scares her. She makes a lot of jokes, but it’s obvious to me she’s uncomfortable. Still, she slaps an indulgent smile on her face and assumes it comes with the territory being a witch’s BFF brings.

      And that made me love her even more—Fab accepted me for me, as a witch or not, seeing ghosts or not.

      Speaking of ghosts, I looked at the figure now hovering above the mantel, his long legs dangling. I already knew he was a freshly minted ghost. The expression of pure wonder on his face as he floated upward was
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