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      Welcome back to fictional Buttermilk Bay, Massachusetts! Located a mere a hop, skip and a jump from Salem, where my midlife witch and house stager, Evanora Lavinia Dark, hangs her hat in a tiny but fabulous mobile home. Please note. If you’re from the great state of Massachusetts, I’ve not only taken some artistic liberties with Buttermilk Bay’s existence, but with its location.

      I hope you enjoy this latest edition of Bewitching Midlife Crisis Mysteries—thanks for being a part of Evanora’s world!

      

      Dakota :)
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      Unalived recently? Lose your head? Need someone to help you get to the other side—with your head?

      Then I’m your girl—Evanora Dark at your service!

      During a design competition for charity Tambi Schubert, local Buttermilk Bay's star stager and designer has a little accident.

      Okay, it’s a not so little (read big—my word, so big).

      I find her, relieved of her head via a power tool, in the house I’m designing for the competition, bringing a screeching halt to the contest and an investigation that leaves me as a suspect.

      Yet, as I take a deep dive into Tambi’s past, I find almost everyone’s a suspect. Her past doesn’t only reveal her dismissive treatment of others, and some dark secrets, but a lonely woman who’s afraid of what waits for her on the other side.

      But the only way to find out, and to clear my name, is to find Tambi’s killer before I end up losing my head—no pun intended!
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      “He’s a screamer,” my best friend, Fabiola, commented with a grim tone and a question on her face.

      My silver fox, the guy I lovingly called my man friend, or sometimes my gentleman caller, Cary, put his forearm over his mouth to fend off his clear nausea. His normally ruddy skin, tanned from working outside, was now a pasty white, his muscular body jerking forward as he heaved.

      “Sorry. So sorry…” he apologized on a harsh cough, his eyes watering. “Blood…”

      I nodded my understanding, holding out one hand for him to take while I pulled my phone from my back pocket to call 9-1-1. “Wait here. Don’t go inside. Do not,” I instructed Fab who stood by the front door.

      Cary began to gag, loud, gulping, clucking noises sounding from the back of his throat.

      I yanked his hand toward me and turned him around, pointing to the lawn to indicate he should head there for some fresh air while I dialed.

      When Cary was safely outside in the cool spring air, I heard, “Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?”

      “My name is Evanora Dark and I’m at 3451 Suncrest Lane.”

      “And what is the nature of your emergency, Evanora?” a deep voice with a clear Bostonian accent asked.

      Dragging a hand through my hair, I rasped a sigh. “Well, it’s not actually as much an emergency…I mean, the emergency isn’t imminent. So, I guess there’s no need to rush.”

      “Ma’am?” I heard the operator say, his tone littered with a smattering of exasperated confusion. “How can I help you?”

      I leaned against the doorframe of the tiny cottage’s living room, where we’d spent the better part of a week competing in a reality-based competition called Inspiration Renovation to win money for charity.

      I’d been invited by the town of Buttermilk Bay to compete against two other local design/staging teams to renovate a home with a budget of forty-thousand-dollars for a low-income family by donating my time and resources.

      The grand prize?

      Thirty-thousand dollars to my favorite charity.

      The charity? Kai Cares, created in memory of one of my favorite ghosts who’d crossed over only a few months ago. A young man who’d done so much good while he was still on this plane. My time with him had so impacted me, I’d promised to honor his memory for as long as I lived.

      His name was Kai Pettigrew. A twenty-something who’d dedicated his young life to helping the homeless—raising money to fund their housing, feed them, clothe them—spreading his special brand of kindness to whomever he touched.

      “Ma’am? How can I help?” the irritated operator repeated, interrupting my thoughts about Kai.

      I rasped a sigh. “You need to send an ambulance… Wait, no. Not an ambulance. No ambulance is going to help this wound.”

      “Wound, ma’am? Has someone been injured?”

      “Uh, yeah. But injury is a very small word to describe a very big…wound.”

      The line crackled for a moment, then, “Ma’am. What are you seeing? Can you describe it?”

      Sure. I could, but it would probably sound like a scene from Texas Chainsaw Massacre, and that might come off a little outlandish for smalltown Buttermilk Bay.

      I gulped. I guess the shock and my need to help Cary keep it together had thwarted any initial horror I might have experienced, but now the sight before me was really sinking in.

      And it was pretty bad.

      “Ma’am!” The man on the other end of the line almost demanded a response. “Can you please explain what’s happening? Describe this really big wound so I can get you the appropriate help.”

      Clearing my throat, I squared my shoulders and said, “It’s…a head. A decapitated head.”
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      “It’s…a…a…head,” Cary whispered on a choking gasp, pressing his fingers to his stomach.

      Yeah. It was a head.

      As I rubbed Cary’s back, hoping to ease his nausea, I nodded. “Tambi Schubert’s head, to be precise. Our stiffest competition,” I responded with a wince.

      Tambi was another local house stager. The most popular stager on the scene in Buttermilk Bay when I’d come along, according to some industry gossip, she’d been disgruntled with me because I’d upset her apple cart by taking jobs she’d thought solely belonged to her.

      As I’d begun to garner more business for Stage Right, Tambi, who had far more clout than I ever would, had grumbled about me and my degreeless venture into staging houses.

      She never failed to mention my background was in HR, not in design, for which she did have a degree.

      I always said there were plenty of jobs to go around, but Tambi wanted all the things, and from the start of this charity competition, she’d made sure both myself and the viewing audience knew it.

      Anyway, it was her head rolling around the floor of the cottage Cary and I were designing. And I do mean her head had rolled.

      To the other side of the room, completely detached from her body.

      It must have skittered across the floor when someone had lopped it off with a radial arm saw, considering her body lay several feet away.

      She also had some slashes on her upper torso, from what I can only guess was a knife. They weren’t deep, but had she lived, she’d have needed more than a butterfly bandage.

      I gulped again as we waited on the front steps of the cottage for the police and ambulance to arrive.

      Thank the universe the family who lived here was on an all-expense-paid vacation in New York City, courtesy of the contest they’d won to have their home renovated.

      If they saw this, my heart wouldn’t be able to stand that sweet young couple and their children with those beautiful wide eyes, filled with horror.

      Fab nudged my shoulder and whispered, “Is Cary going to be all right?”

      “Cary’s going to be fine,” he muttered, standing. “I just need to walk it off. BRB.” He pressed a quick kiss to my cheek before he took the steps down two at a time, wandering along the tree-lined sidewalk, pushing his way through the cherry blossom petals falling from the newly lush limbs.

      “Blood makes my gentleman caller a little squicky,” I offered Fab, tightening my ratty old sweater around my waist.

      Poor Cary. I’d known that about him since our initial meeting at a crime scene, where he’d also screamed his head off after seeing a man dead at one of his job sites.

      Fab snorted, keeping her eyes on the front lawn and away from the scene inside. “I’m sure a head rolling around on the floor can do that to a guy.”

      I blew out a breath. “You okay?”

      She’d managed to get past me while I was on the phone with 911. Her gasp told me, she’d seen it all.

      Fab rocked back on her shiny red and tan heels, tucking her hands into her red blazer’s pockets. “Okay is a tricky word right now. Am I freaked out that I just saw Tambi Schubert’s head, sitting on the floor like we played a game of dodgeball with it? Will that vision rock me to sleep every night for the next hundred years? Probably. By that definition, I’m not okay.

      She held up a finger and continued.

      “But my therapist is on speed dial since you started seeing the dead and finding bodies littered hither and yon. So, if we define okay as in, it’s okay, I have someone I can talk to about the disturbing turn your life has taken, then yep, I’m okay. Right as rain.”

      I winced. It was a fair assessment. Fab had seen more death in the months since my ghost communications had made themselves known than she had in her entire fifty-four years.

      I squeezed her arm. “I’m sorry.” The only consolation I could manage for the imagery that would haunt her nightmares. “We could always call the best friend store and see if you can exchange me for someone who doesn’t see dead people and isn’t a witch. Maybe a nice soccer mom? Wait. Maybe we’re a little old for soccer moms. Besides, my butt’s not ready for yoga pants in public. How about a librarian? Lots and lots of books. Or a nurse?” I shook my head with a grimace. “No, that might be just as gory. Organs, guts and vomit.”

      She chuckled, despite her clear misery, and pulled me into a tight hug. “I wouldn’t trade you for all the Star Wars memorabilia in the land—even if I got my hands on a purple light saber Darth Vader, mint in package. And especially not with a decapitated head, scooting around on the floor like a sad dust bunny. I’m merely saying, I’ve had a few nightmares courtesy of your escapades into the afterlife.”

      I turned around, my eyes skirting the living room, avoiding the floor. My stomach rolled, the coffee I’d had earlier a little sloshy. I didn’t want to look, but the police would be here soon, and if things went the way they usually did when a dead body cropped up, I’d need to note all the details of the crime scene.

      But I really didn’t want to.

      “I can’t believe this is happening.”

      Fab gripped my arm and turned me back around. “What did happen?”

      My hands, suddenly cold, clenched together in a fist. “We got here early so we could get a jump on the kitchen—because as you know, it was pretty rough. It needed the most of our attention. We were all laughing and joking about how the early bird gets the worm, and who needs assistants and gophers like Tambi and Siggy have when we can do all the work, plus get our own coffee by ourselves…”

      I swallowed hard. The impact of that first visual when we’d unlocked the door had a way of sticking around as it popped up in my mind’s eye.

      Fab tucked me next to her, rubbing my arm. “And?”

      “And…we stumbled inside and Cary almost tripped over…”

      “Oh, my stars,” Fab whispered softly, pressing her fingers to her mouth.

      “Yeah.” Cary had hopped around like he was on fire, trying to avoid stepping on Tambi. I shook off the memory and continued. “The living room was in a shambles, so I’m gonna go out on a limb and say she put up a fight. One heckuva fight.”

      The living room had been torn apart. Two throw blankets were scattered across the soft butternut engineered hardwood we’d just laid earlier in the week. The light gray and muted beige pillows on the white sofa I’d reupholstered had been found by the front door.

      The bargain mirror—a huge 7x15 ornate piece with an antique gold frame we’d stripped and refinished—sitting on the wall opposite the entryway to make the tiny room appear bigger was smashed to pieces.

      The rustic chest with a sandy-colored wood top and white-painted front and sides that I’d only last night given a good roughing up, had been shoved toward the two small windows that overlooked the front yard.

      When we’d left last night, it had been in the middle of the room, sitting on top of a grey and beige area rug with fringed edges.

      The carefully crafted chunky lamps Cary wired and made out of finials glued together, painted in rustically shabby fashion, had been launched across the room, now cracked, the lightbulbs smashed.

      And then there was Tambi, her lithe body sprawled to the left of the radial arm saw we’d left in the entryway, still dressed in the clothes she’d worn yesterday. The tips of her long, wavy hair soaked in blood, her round eyes glassy and wide with horror.

      Tambi had been in her mid-thirties and nothing if not perky, in jeans I couldn’t believe she could actually move in and a pink cutoff shirt. She sported an unusual tattoo of a tiny sailboat on the ocean, right above her belly button.

      Her nails, the length of daggers—talons I’d declared had to be a hazard to do anything with, let alone strip furniture—were painted in pink with her design house logo on them.

      She’d flashed them at the cameras every chance she got.

      Her personality, on the outside anyway, matched her bubbly effervescence.

      Cary had compared her to a flute of champagne—cheery and bounciness in a glass, but a hangover waiting to happen if you had too much.

      Tambi and all her vivacity could be a lot, especially when you were tired from hauling furniture and building supplies. But she could turn on you on a dime when no one was looking.

      Yesterday, when we’d done our interviews with the film crew (did I mention there was one of those? They’re filming for the local morning program in reality-show fashion, with five-minute spots daily for the next week, until the competition is over), Tambi had been all innocence and light with the show’s camera crew.

      But when they’d moved on to the third team in the competition, Tambi had complained to one of the producers that the lighting was off, making her wavy chestnut hair look dull as dirt. She’d staunchly refused to film again until they fixed it.

      In another instance, when Jed, from the other team of Jed and Ed, made a passing comment about how it must be nice not to have to show up most days until noon, Cary had joked that was only because she didn’t have to do any of her own dirty work.

      She had an entire crew to help her renovate.

      Me? I had myself—and Cary, who hadn’t hesitated when I’d asked him to join me in the competition. We were older and slower, we didn’t have the kind of inventory Tambi and her partner Siggy did, but what we lacked in staff and frills, we made up for in heart.

      And now all that perky had been snuffed out, and despite the fact that she hadn’t been my favorite person in the competition, I wouldn’t want something this horrible to happen to anyone.

      As the sound of sirens rang out in our tiny community, Fab gripped my hand. “So you walked in on this, which is awful enough, but have you,” she leaned into me and whispered, “seen anything? You know…like…a dead Tambi?”

      “No. Nothing,” I muttered, making me wonder if Tambi had already crossed over. Although, just because she hadn’t shown up yet, didn’t mean she’d gone to the other side, either.

      I wasn’t arrogant enough to think all ghosts who died near me would use me as their conduit—or even that a soul cared enough about how they’d died to stick around and ask. Some entities didn’t want to know how they met their demise, and that was okay.

      But I’d sure like to know what happened to Tambi and who hated her enough to hack her head clear off her body.

      Fab sighed as Cary made his way back down the sidewalk, his face less pale. “Welp, the police are here. I guess we’d better get ready for them to question us.”

      “The police?” I heard a familiar voice ask, light and a little playful. “Why are the police here?”

      As Fab made her way down the steps to join Cary, I turned to my right, where the voice had come from.

      Oh, my word.

      “Evanora? Why are the police here? What’s going on?”

      I snapped my head forward, my mouth instantly dry while I fought any reaction at all, so I didn’t end up looking like an absolute fruit loop to the people around me.

      “Evanora?”

      Blowing out a breath, I kept my eyes forward, fighting the urge to look at Tambi again—standing right beside me.

      Still in her ultra-tight jeans and pink cutoff shirt.

      With her head…

      In her hands.
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      “Evanora!” Tambi demanded. “Why are you ignoring me?”

      How was I going to explain to Tambi that she was dead? How would I explain she literally held her head in her hands, and she hadn’t even realized it?

      How would I do that with at least ten cops and emergency service workers all looking at me, waiting for answers?

      I held up a finger to gesture to them that I needed a minute, catching Fab’s eyes. I knew she’d know how to stall the cops. Then I pulled my phone back out of the pocket of my sweater and held it up to my ear.

      “Tambi, I need you to listen to me and listen carefully. I can’t talk to you right now, and I’m happy to explain why, just not right this moment. Can you give me a minute?” I asked without looking at her—because come on. She was holding her head, for the love of all things bananapants.

      “Sure…” she muttered, completely oblivious to the fact that her head was in her hands.

      I repeat. In her hands…

      “I’ll be right back, Tambi. Promise.”

      Inhaling and slowly letting the deep breath out, I headed down the stairs toward the officers.

      The police were scattered about under the cherry blossom trees, talking with both Fab and Cary.  “Ms. Dark?” A tall young man with rosy red cheeks and a moon-shaped face lumbered toward me, pen and pad in hand.

      “That’s me,” I answered, feeling very shaky as, from the corner of my eye, I watched Tambi and her head float toward me.

      Please, Universe, help me keep it together.

      “I’m Officer Lambert, can you tell me what happened?” His voice was soothing and deep, and as I tried to focus on his pleasant face, I fought hard to keep the bile from building in my throat.

      I explained what we’d encountered when we arrived early this morning and my phone call to 9-1-1, and then I went silent. Words were hard to put together while watching Tambi float aimlessly above the people gathered around the cottage, clinging to her head.

      “Can you think of anyone who’d want to hurt the victim, Ms. Dark? Did you hear anyone threaten her?” Officer Lambert peered at me from beneath his police-issued cap, his sharp blue eyes spearing me.

      I gulped as Tambi began to move more frantically, floating in quick bursts of energy from group to group and obviously coming to the realization that no one could see her.

      “Ms. Dark?” he pressed.

      Shaking my head, I bit the tip of my finger. “No. I never heard anyone threaten her and I can’t think of anyone who’d want to hurt…her. Not like…” I swallowed hard again. “Not like that.”

      Tambi could be incredibly annoying, some might say bossy and demanding, but I couldn’t think of anyone here at the competition who wanted to see her leave the world quite the way she had.

      He asked me a few more questions, then thanked me and told me if Buttermilk Bay PD had any other questions, they would be in touch.

      Jed and Ed, a couple in life and in business, stood next to one another, visibly shaken as the officers questioned them. They bobbed their heads animatedly, the way they did whenever they held a conversation with anyone, only this time they looked pale and terrified.

      Jed and Ed, of Edje (get it?) Staging, were thirty-somethings with big dreams. Smart, quick-witted and with plenty of fresh design ideas, they made an amazing team. Though not quite as successful as Tambi and Siggy, they were up and comers who were taking Massachusetts by storm. The way they designed on a shoestring budget amazed me.

      I thought I was the queen of repurposing, but I had nothing on a team who could do what they did.

      I tried to avoid Tambi for the moment—when she realized what had happened to her, she’d need consoling and explanations. I couldn’t do that with a bunch of onlookers.

      The police had cordoned off the front door to the cottage, refusing anyone entry, making it impossible for us to return. Guessing the competition was off for at least the day, I decided it was probably for the best. I’d need at least twenty-four hours to help Tambi acclimate.

      Fab broke from the group being questioned and made her way toward me, her face solemn.

      The sun had grown brighter and the breeze, a bit warmer now, did nothing to help take the chill off. The mere thought of explaining to Tambi what happened to her left me chilled to the bone.

      “You okay?” I asked her with a sympathetic smile.

      “I’m fine, Ev. I didn’t have much to tell them. I didn’t know Tambi very well except for the occasional realtor gathering and the couple of times I saw her here this week, when I came to see you.” She paused and glanced into my eyes. “How are you? Have you seen anything yet?”

      Wincing, I nodded. “I have,” I mumbled.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      I leaned in and whispered, pointing to her phone in her hand. “I really don’t, but in the interest of you being one of the few who know I can see the dead, I’m gonna have to, because I need to get it off my chest. So you might want to have your therapist at the ready.”

      Fab poo-pooed me with one glance. “Please. Don’t be ridiculous, Ev. I think I’ve heard it all since the dead joined our playgroup. So tell me what’s happening? Have you seen Tambi?”

      I looked down at my feet, noting I needed a new pair of work boots. These were getting pretty torn up. “Yep. I’ve seen her.”

      “Okay, and…?” Then she suddenly hopped back, eyes wide as she looked around her body. “Am I standing on her? Where is she?”

      “Well, right now? She’s hovering over the ambulance as they load her remains into the back.”

      The breeze lifted the sheet on the gurney they’d used to transport Tambi’s remains, just for a mere second, but that was enough for her to see her dismembered head.

      Ugh.

      Fab covered her mouth to quietly gasp. “Did she… Oh, sweet Sam Elliott and a mustache. Did she see her…her body?”

      I held up a finger, cocking my ear, waiting out the piercing scream Tambi let loose. One only I could hear. “Yep. Just this second.”

      My heart skipped a beat and my pulse began to throb in my ears as Tambi cried, begging someone to tell her what happened.

      The hardest part of all this was watching while she became more distraught as she realized no one could hear her.

      And she still didn’t realize she held her head in her hands.

      Fab looked at me, her eyes wide and watery. “My gracious. This must be terrifying for her. Wait, is her head…”

      “Reattached? No.”

      It seems the way you go out is mostly how you enter the afterlife. In Tambi’s case, that was headless.

      Fab’s eyes went wider still, the dark orbs pulsing. She gripped my arm, her fingers trembling. “Where…?”

      “Is it?”

      Fab gulped, her olive complexion pasty. “Uh-huh,” she murmured.

      “In her hands.”

      She threw her hand over her
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