
        
            
                
            
        

    
	

	 

	Life in the Ghost Lane

	(A Spirited Midlife Book One)

	 

	Copyright ©2022 Morgana Dae

	First Edition

	Edited by Barham Editorial

	Beta Reader and Proofing: Pippa Wood

	Cover design by Natasha Snow

	Published by Knight Ever After Publishing LLC

	 

	All Rights Reserved

	This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission. This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from your computer to another through upload to a file sharing peer-to-peer program, for free or for a fee. Such action is illegal and in violation of Copyright Law.

	 

	All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental. Models are for representational purposes only and not related to the content herein.

	 

	All trademarks are the property of their respective owners.

	 

	 

	Visit me at www.morganadae.com



	


Table of Contents

	 

	 

	Frontmatter

	Description

	Prologue

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Chapter Twenty

	Epilogue

	Backmatter & Newsletter Sign-up

	



	


Description

	 

	 

	Ghostly loggers. Eerie mysteries. Who says your forties aren’t fabulous?

	
Cate yearns to rediscover the driven person she used to be. Completely surprised by the oh-so delightful anniversary gift of a divorce, the floundering forty-two-year-old impulsively moves to the mountains above Palm Springs. But after arriving at the nineteenth-century cabin she inherited from her great-aunt, the suddenly single woman is astounded to find it haunted by the spirit of a sexy lumberjack.

	 

	Swallowing her skepticism to go all-in on accepting the supernatural, Cate attends the taping of a ghost-hunter show. But with the co-host dying in a freak accident and whispers that it might be murder, she’ll need her swoon-worthy specter’s otherworldly assistance to solve the suspiciously spooky mystery.  

Can Cate and her ethereal sidekick catch a killer or is she digging her own grave?

	 

	



	


Prologue

	 

	 

	“Aunt Sylvia? Should I keep all these photos in here? Or should we try putting them in albums?” 

	Sitting on a rocking chair with an old wooden box of photographs from my hundred-year-old great-aunt’s life in my lap, I trailed my fingertips across the dusty pile. When was the last time I’d held an actual photo in my hand?

	My aunt jabbed a gnarled finger at me from where she was lounging with a quilt wrapped around her in an overstuffed chair by the fireplace. 

	“Be careful with those, Cate. Some are older than me.” She let out a sound somewhere between a cough, snort and sputter. “In other words, ancient.”

	“Oh, stop.” I swallowed hard. I hated being reminded that she probably didn’t have much time left. “You’re doing great.”

	She grunted then her eyelids drifted closed.

	My dumb commentaries never seemed to fail to show up at the worst times. How did I know how she felt? She could barely get around anymore. At least her tiny mountain cabin meant she didn’t have to shuffle too far to get from one spot to the next. The loft was off-limits these days, but other than that, most of the home was an open-plan shoebox, the walls made up entirely of knotty-pine with a river rock fireplace taking center stage. 

	Cozy. Homey. A lovely mountain cabin on a half-acre surrounded by cedars and pines. I probably loved it as much as she did.

	The living room was preceded by a small area that was how guests were greeted at the front door, and an equally small area that made up the kitchen. Two bedrooms and a postage-stamped size bathroom completed the layout. The entire cabin couldn’t be more than six or seven hundred feet.

	I scraped my teeth along my lower lip as I considered my aunt. I hated to bother her while she was resting, but I did need to get going soon. The time I spent with her was precious, since I lived in Los Angeles which was about a two-and-a-half-hour drive away. Unless I drove during rush hour. Then it could be somewhere between three hours and the end of civilization as we know it.

	I never drove during rush hour.

	Plus, I wanted to make sure she was okay before I left. I had to verify that the battery was working properly in her life alert bracelet, make her a sandwich in case she got hungry later, harass her over when the home care worker would be in next and annoy her to the point that she wanted to beat me with her cane.

	I hated to admit it, but more than once in the past couple of years, I wished I could stay at the cabin with her instead of going home. Once my daughter, Hailey, had headed off to college, I no longer felt attached to my own house for some reason.

	I brushed the disquieting thought aside and returned my attention to the pile of photos, sifting through them carefully. Part of the reason I’d pulled the old box out of the cabinet was so I could help her start organizing her things. She’d been complaining for a while that she couldn’t find anything. When I discovered the photos in the wooden box, I thought it might be nice to go through them—maybe identify the mystery people in the pictures so we’d have a family record. Thoughts sprang into my head of putting together scrapbooks and decorating them with cute stickers and dried flowers or…

	Yeah. That’s never happening.

	But I could at least get them sorted and out of the dusty, ancient container that was more likely to give her splinters than be of any real use anymore.

	I glanced in the direction of my aunt. Her slack jaw and booming snores signaled how deeply asleep she was. The woman had a good set of lungs on her, that was for sure. No, I shouldn’t bother her. And anyway, it was already past three in the afternoon. I determined that even though the hubby would whine about me getting back after his precious dinner hour and he’d have to—gasp—figure out what to eat all by his widdle self, no way was I getting stuck in the slow crawl through the desert back to L.A.

	Decision made. I would spend a couple more hours going through the pictures, maybe pencil in some names and dates once Aunt Sylvia woke up again. I fired off a text to Vince, sharing my plans. I also added some dinner suggestions that food preparation amateurs could handle, then shut off my phone. The whining could wait for when I got home. Give me something to look forward to.

	With that handled, I went back to the photographs. I’m not gonna lie. I love history, love antique stores and historical romance novels. You guessed it—total nerd. So instead of the photo-sorting being a task, it was like an adventure. 

	The top of the pile contained some pictures of people I actually remembered. I would only need my aunt’s help with the dates or events they were from. I sniffed on occasion, holding back the tears that threatened when I spotted a photo of my great-grandma with Aunt Sylvia in her younger years, the two sisters arm in arm as they traveled all over the world. They were true adventurers, two peas in a pod.

	However, the adventure ended once my great-grandmother married. Aunt Sylvia never went that route, remaining steadfastly single her entire life, and in some ways, I envied her. I wouldn’t trade my daughter for anything in the universe, but what if I’d waited longer? What if I’d created my own amazing memories from all my worldly travels?

	I sighed as I straightened the different piles on the burl-wood table—one for people I knew, the other for complete strangers I might be related to—then reached in to grab the next stack. For whatever reason, this small group of photos was tied together with a faded ribbon and seemed to be much older than the rest. 

	My hands shook as my throat tightened. Even as the sensations overtook me, I wondered why I was responding so dramatically to this particular bundle of pics. Sure, I’d had a lot on my mind lately, had been feeling overly-sentimental and emotional—something the other half had been more than happy to remind me of constantly—but freaking out over some pictures from Aunt Sylvia’s collection bordered on bizarre.

	Determined to quit behaving like a drama queen, I tugged on the frayed ribbon, the satiny fabric coming untied to reveal the mystery pictures. I drew my eyebrows together, surprised by the image of a ruggedly handsome, fully bearded man dressed in old-fashioned clothing. He posed emotionless with a large axe in front of an enormous fallen tree. The sepia-tone photo featured an embossed photographer’s mark at the bottom, indicating that it had been taken by Smith Bros. Photography in Stagecoach, CA. 

	Hmm. I wasn’t that familiar with the historic town at the base of the San Salvador Mountains, but now I was intrigued. There were several such towns with a rich past dating back to the old west in the area, and it might be fun to poke around some old local museums and learn more.

	I don’t know why the photograph captured me so. I couldn’t make out much detail of the man’s face, and of course, the picture wasn’t in color, so the most I could tell about his appearance was that he had dark hair, dark eyes and I could picture him on the cover of a historical romance. 

	I squinted to get a better look at the image. Yes, those were true axe-wielding muscles. 

	I turned the picture over to check for more clues. In barely legible writing, the cursive shaky and ink faded, it read: ‘For my dear mother from your loving son. Joshua, 1879.’ 

	“Okay, Joshua 1879. Whose side of the family are you from?”

	A loud creak sounded from the darkened bedroom, and I yelped, dropping the pictures. They fluttered to the ground, and I silently admonished myself for being so easily startled.

	“Dammit,” I mumbled as I quickly gathered up the old photos. I didn’t want to damage them through my carelessness. 

	“What the heck are you doing, Cate? Those photos shouldn’t be handled.”

	I collected them back on my lap, my cheeks heating as though I’d been caught with my hand in the cookie jar. Forty-one years old or not, with just the right turn of phrase or sharpening of tone, she could jettison me right back to my eight-year-old self.

	“I’m sorry, Aunt Sylvia. I was sorting them when I was surprised by a loud creak from the bedroom.” I chuckled. “I suppose it’s the wood expanding or whatever.” As if I knew anything about such things. “Or…contracting?”

	Aunt Sylvia snorted. “Either that, or it’s the creaking of my joints.” She side-eyed the pictures. “Be sure to tie those back up so they don’t get mixed in with the others.”

	My gaze snapped down to the pics. The one on top was this very cabin, only it had to have been from when it was being built. The goat shed in the back wasn’t there and there were a couple of large tents in the background. 

	Aunt Sylvia had bought the place shortly after her sister married. Apparently, she’d vacationed in Squirrel Cove a few times and loved the peaceful calm of the area. I wondered if the pictures were left behind and she’d run across them at some point after she bought the place.

	“I’m guessing these are from the original owners?” I shuffled through the pics until I got back to the one with Joshua the lumberjack. “Did this Joshua guy build the cabin? Was it his?”

	Aunt Sylvia pursed her lips. “I forgot I left those in there. I shouldn’t have put…” She glanced away and I could tell something was bothering her. It was as if she was upset I’d seen them—which seemed ridiculous. 

	Yet, also intriguing.

	“Shouldn’t have put what?”

	My inner curious cat was at play, but so was my concern that I not inadvertently lose any family history. I’d helped my mom go through my grandmother’s things and she’d been so upset when she couldn’t identify photos or remember other details of her mother’s past, such as whether something was a wedding gift from a beloved friend or what year it was her parents took that special anniversary cruise. I didn’t want to repeat the same mistake.

	It occurred to me how alike my mother and I were in that way. We wanted to know all the things.

	Aunt Sylvia stared into the fire, seemingly lost in thought as I waited for her to respond to my query. I lowered my eyes to the photos, moving them around as subtly as I could. I was dying to see what else was there. 

	“Oh, for heaven sakes, Cate.” Aunt Sylvia held out her hand. “Hand them over.”

	My eyes went wide. “You’re not going to burn them, are you?”

	“Why the heck would I—”

	Crash!

	I almost choked on my tongue at the sound of something large falling in the bedroom. I swallowed hard. The very room the loud creak had come from. I let out a shaky laugh. I’d been coming to this cabin for almost forty years. Why was I picking now to suddenly decide it was spooky?

	However, when I regarded my aunt to share the laugh, she didn’t seem all that jolly. Instead, she appeared rather concerned.

	“Aunt Sylvia? What is it?”

	She stared at me as if I had antennas growing out of my head. “You heard that?”

	“Uh, yeah. Of course.” I shrugged. “That’s the room the creak came from, too.” 

	She narrowed her eyes. “Huh. I see.”

	I was glad someone did. “Why don’t I go check whether anything’s broken.” 

	I’ll confess I was being the dutiful niece and that was it. Despite already scolding myself for being a scaredy-cat, the last place I wanted to go into right then was that dark, unusually loud room.

	I rose, handing her the photos once I was on my feet. I made my way the short distance to her bedroom, then reached in and flipped the light switch before setting one foot across the threshold. I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the brighter surroundings. As I glanced around, I couldn’t place what might have caused the loud bang, until I tripped over it. I grabbed one of the posts of her four-poster bed to keep from tumbling to the ground.

	I arched my eyebrows at Aunt Sylvia’s jewelry box, the culprit that had not only frightened us, but had almost made me break my ankle. Somehow, it had managed to leap off her dresser and land five feet away at the foot of her bed. 

	There’s a completely logical explanation for that.

	What it was, I had no clue. It might only be late afternoon, but it felt as if it were midnight, and I was trapped in Count Dracula’s castle. 

	I gingerly righted Aunt Sylvia’s jewelry box, worried that the beautiful old item had been broken in the fall. The lid was slightly ajar, but the contents hadn’t flown everywhere. As I gathered it in my arms, a black leather pouch fell from the box and landed with a soft thunk on the braided rug. I set the jewelry box on the dresser where it belonged, then reached down to retrieve the little bag that had fallen.

	“Wait!”

	I slapped my palm to my chest and was back to tongue choking. “Aunt Sylvia, don’t do that.”

	Like I said, the woman had a healthy set of lungs.

	“I’ll take that.” 

	Before I had a chance to inhale another breath, she snatched the pouch from the ground then tucked it into her sweater pocket. 

	I crossed my arms. “Look, I don’t want you to think I’m being pushy or nosy or whatever. But I was hoping to spend some time this afternoon going through photos so I can pencil in some info on the back about the images. I don’t know who half those people are.” I gestured to the living room. “Especially Joshua 1879. Maybe you don’t know him either, but I’d at least like to find out what you know about the origins of the photos, and anything you can tell me about the cabin. We’ve never really discussed anything like that in detail.”

	I gave her a smile as I led her from the room. “You know how I am with the history of things. In all the years I’ve been coming here, I never knew there was a sexy lumberjack who made up the history of this property.”

	Aunt Sylvia wrenched her arm away, frowning as she took her seat. She tugged the blanket back around her shoulders. 

	“You’d better be careful what you say, young lady. I wouldn’t start up with any sexy talk about complete strangers.”

	I laughed, thinking she was joking, but stopped mid-chortle when it was clear she wasn’t. I sat in the rocker across from her again. Aunt Sylvia was funny, sarcastic, loving and a real straight shooter. This cryptic and cautious creature was not the aunt I was accustomed to interacting with. 

	“Hey, I’m sorry.” So far, she didn’t seem too interested in revealing all, so I decided I should probably back off for now. “Why don’t I make us some tea, then you can tell me about some of our family pics. I noticed you have a lot from the camping trips we used to go on as kids.”

	“You don’t have to leave?”

	The hopeful note in her voice was clear. Whatever tension that had arisen over the pictures and the mysterious jewelry pouch seemed to have passed. What I heard now was my aunt’s unarticulated plea that I stay with her a while longer. 

	I was more than happy to oblige. There would be plenty of time in the future to ask her more questions about Joshua 1879.

	



	


Chapter One

	 

	 

	A year later…

	 

	Ana eyed me as if I’d lost my mind, then shoved another forkful of salad into her mouth. She was probably spot on in wondering if I’d bought a first-class ticket for a one-way trip on crazy train. But something about the letter from my aunt’s estate attorney had struck a distant chord in my soul. 

	After learning that Aunt Sylvia had left me her home, I’d been pondering whether to sell my aunt’s beloved cabin. The news of my inheritance was akin to the universe grabbing me by the throat and giving me a vigorous shake. Suddenly, I knew what to do.

	I was moving to Squirrel Cove.

	After all, what could it hurt to give a new town a try? To live in my aunt’s little cabin? Part of my reasoning was the ache in the pit of my stomach over the prospect of selling off the best of my childhood memories. Plus, at least if I lived in the cozy cottage, there would be a touch of the familiar to my new abode instead of renting some sterile, I-was-dumped-by-my-husband apartment.

	Sure, where my aunt had lived was over a hundred miles from where I was born and raised. And yeah, it was in a small town in the mountains and the cabin gave new meaning to the word tiny. Cities were cool and everything but… 

	I’ve got nothing. Stupid cities and their interesting shit to do. Whatever.

	I cleared my throat then took a sip of my chai iced tea, glancing around my favorite block on Melrose in the Fairfax District. Ana and I had been coming to this café for years, and I couldn’t imagine not being able to just ring her up and say, hey! Meet me down at Chez Rendezvous for a gluten-free muffin with flax seed sprinkles. 

	Okay, so in reality I always ordered the triple fudge lava brownie. Quit judging me. 

	Anyway, hanging out at the trendy Melrose Café, sitting outside under the umbrellas, gossiping—I mean, chatting—while absorbing the scenery, that had always been our little treat to ourselves. Our way of feeling like we weren’t the poor relations of L.A.—even if we kind of were. 

	In Los Angeles, the prices were so out of control that an average family home could easily cost a million bucks. If Vince hadn’t gotten a decent job right out of college, and we hadn’t been so OCD about saving for a house, we’d be lucky to have a studio apartment at this point.

	I sighed. We didn’t have anything anymore because Vince was living with his exciting new girlfriend, the one who wasn’t mind-numbingly boring the way I apparently was. Then there was me, getting ready to move out of the marital home now that it had been sold and the proceedings split between us.

	Ana sighed louder than I had. We competed over the weirdest things. She took a sip of her own tea then finally spoke up. 

	“Consider this. What will you do up there all alone? There won’t be anyone to hang out with, and besides, they probably roll up the carpet at six.” She rolled her eyes. “Not that there’s really anyplace to go there.”

	I scowled. Didn’t she realize I’d already thought of all that? “Things might stay open till seven. Maybe eight in the summer.”

	She smirked. “Funny. You know what I mean. Like, remember that time when our favorite nineties band did an impromptu gig on Sunset, and we rushed over to get in. You wouldn’t be able to do that if you were far away in the mountains.”

	“I’m not moving to Mars.”

	Her smirk deepened, something I hadn’t known was possible until that moment. “Yes. I realize that. What I’m trying to point out is that your ability to spontaneously do something amazing will be destroyed because you’ll be kickin’ it with the coyotes and mountain lions.”

	My eyes widened. “Mountain lions? There are mountain lions?” 

	Why had no one told me this? I didn’t remember giant, fanged wild cats the times I’d visited my aunt.

	Ana shrugged. “I guess? Maybe I’m getting the lions confused with the bears.” Her brow creased and she tapped her chin with one finger. “Could be it’s the bears I’m thinking of.”

	My jaw dropped. I didn’t remember anything about bears either. They were supposed to be across the Interstate in—wait for it—Big Bear.

	I huffed and threw my hands in the air. “Oh, well. That’s different, no worries then. As long as there aren’t any mountain lions, I shouldn’t concern myself with a few enormous, killer bears.” 

	Ana grinned and waggled her eyebrows. “Does that mean you’ll stay?”

	“Seriously?” I fell back in my chair and angrily crossed my arms. Her button-pushing skills were epic. “That was a rotten trick.”

	She batted her eyelashes. “I love you.”

	Her blue-ribbon awards in guilt trips were rather impressive as well. 

	“I love you too, dork. But I need…” 

	I frowned, pressing my lips together as I struggled to give Ana the perfect explanation for what was churning inside me. How could I put into words what I didn’t understand myself? Everyone could call what I was going through a midlife crisis, but they weren’t living and breathing my reality. I was the only person who knew what was right for me, and I needed to not only get onboard, but stay onboard with that truth.

	“What is it I’m not getting?” 

	Ana’s tone had changed from the comfortable banter we shared most of the time, to the let’s-cut-the-shit-and-figure-this-out voice that signaled she was ready to truly listen.

	“I need a do-over.”

	She nodded slowly. “You’re thinking you and Vince never should’ve gotten married? That having a kid was a mistake?”

	I gasped. “What? No! God, no. My daughter is the best thing that’s ever happened to me, which is part of the problem. And the early years with Vince were great, but I don’t want to dwell on that right now.” I groaned, shaking my head. “I’ve wasted so many precious hours on where did we go wrong? Why didn’t I see this coming and blah blah blah. Who cares? It doesn’t change the outcome.

	I rubbed my chin. “No, this is more about me. It’s how I let things run off the rails. You know, life was happening around me but instead of keeping my dreams alive, I sort of drifted down the stream, let the circumstances around me take over and distract me.”

	“Sort of like salmon spawning before the bears eat them alive.”

	I narrowed my eyes. “Enough with the bears already.”

	Ana noisily finished the last of her tea then pushed the glass aside. “Okay. Let’s take a gander at your situation. Husband of twenty years kicks you to the curb on your anniversary because he’s reached the conclusion that you’re too boring to share the rest of his life with.”

	I rubbed my forehead. I wasn’t sure how this was helping, but I held in the snappy comeback in case she said something less soul-destroying.

	“Yes,” I responded. “Carry on.”

	“Then, he suddenly moves in with a hot model ten years his junior who he claims he didn’t meet until five minutes after you were dumped. However, this whole time, for years and years and years and—”

	“Yes!” 

	All the heads belonging to the patio patrons whipped around and I realized I might’ve blurted a bit too loud. I offered my audience a tight smile, then folded my hands on the wrought iron table, leaning forward and keeping my voice low as I continued. 

	“Yes, I’m fully aware of all those facts. My point is, what now? Why not just go to the mountains, get away from all this crap—present company excluded—and start over? Hailey moved in with her boyfriend and has a ton of friends she hangs out with. When she still lived with us, I could barely see the blur rushing past me as she flitted from one social engagement to the next.” I rolled my eyes. “And if you think Squirrel Cove is far away, what would happen to our good times together if I ended up in Florida with my folks?” 

	I flopped back in the chair again, then raked my fingers through my hair. The French tip nails I’d been talked into getting by Ana caught in the unruly strands that ended at my shoulders. What followed was a humiliating attempt to break loose from the brown prison of curls that I should’ve pinned up the way I typically did.

	“The problem is—” I wrestled my hand free. “I can’t remember what I wanted to be when I grew up. Like I said, I don’t regret Hailey, not by a long shot. But now that she’s off doing her thing, starting her own life...” I shrugged. “That’s as it should be. I mean, I’m proud she has goals and interests.” I let out another self-pitying sigh. “Too bad I don’t.”

	“I call bullshit,” Ana growled. “I’ve known you since our junior year in high school. You were in five different clubs, a cheerleader, you won that…” She frowned. “Some award—”

	“The Future Historians of America.”

	She tilted her head. “Future Historians. How does that work? I always wondered about that.”

	Rubbing my forehead wasn’t helping. I needed a Tylenol. “Never mind. Continue. Tell me some more about how I peaked in high school.”

	Ana jabbed her finger at me. “Enough. You need to be reminded that you’ve always had plenty of interests, skills, talents—you were a real go-getter.”

	I slumped in the chair and polished off my own tea. “That’s the problem. Was. I was a go-getter.”

	Ana grabbed my arm. “Then go back and explore those interests again. Give yourself a chance to see where they might lead you.” She released me then averted her gaze. “I suppose the money from the house and the alimony from Vince can keep you going for a while.” She lifted one shoulder in a small shrug. “You know, since you already have a place to stay because you’ve inherited your aunt’s place and all.”

	I arched my eyebrows. “Seriously? You mean that?”

	Ana met my gaze. “I’m not that selfish. Pretty selfish, but not enough to doom you to try and scrape by in L.A. now that you’ve been so heartlessly dumped.”

	For a minute, I’d thought she was going to make me weepy before she squashed the warm fuzzies with the reminder of how discardable I was.

	“Uh, thanks?” 

	I swiped the back of my hand across my forehead. It was still early spring, but the sun creeping past our personal patio umbrella was making me sweaty. Or perhaps it was early-onset menopause. With everything else slamming into me at once, why not that as well?

	I regarded Ana with a frown. “Can menopause start at forty-two?”

	Ana’s eyes widened. “Yikes. I hope not. I don’t have time for that right now. Next year, maybe.” She tucked her jet-black hair behind her ears. “Actually, that director I’m working with now said that if the series we’re doing doesn’t get renewed, he wants me for another project he’s eyeing.”

	Only Ana would consider a natural function of her body something that should be scheduled in her planner. But I wasn’t going to miss out on this ideal opportunity to get the subject veered in her direction and away from me and my pitiful circumstances.

	“How’s that series been working out? Are you still having problems with the boy diva?”

	I’d always been secretly jealous of Ana’s career. She got to work at one of the big studios doing make-up and shared plenty of great stories whenever we had one of our café days.

	“Dirk?” She rolled her eyes. “He always makes sure to wear a stretch T-shirt a couple sizes too small to display the six-pack and to highlight the gun show.”

	I snickered. “Is there a reason ghosthunters need to be so fit?”

	“They do if they want a panting female—and male—fan base to help keep the ratings high.”

	I’d never been one to watch those ghost investigation or psychic wonders of the world kinds of shows, I didn’t believe in that stuff. But if Real Ghostly Encounters kept my girl employed, I was all for it.

	“Are you getting a chance to do some of the ghoul make-up now as well?”

	The only thing I’d enjoyed about the few episodes I’d watched for Ana’s sake, were the cheesy reenactments. A hearty belly laugh was guaranteed every time.

	She grinned. “Yeah. In a startling development, I’m starting to enjoy working on this series a lot. As annoying and as full of himself as Dirk is, I hope it doesn’t get cancelled.”

	“I thought it was super popular. It’s been around for what, five or so years now?”

	Ana nodded. “It has, but there are so many of those kinds of shows, so there’s a lot of pressure on him and his team to capture amazing phenomena. In some ways, I feel bad for the guy.”

	“He’s not getting enough action?”

	She pursed her lips. “Funny. No, it’s the producers. Sometimes they nix a location that Dirk is sure is a winner, because they feel the budget will be too high, or it’s in an inconvenient spot or whatever.” She glanced around then leaned in, lowering her voice. “And even though Dirk is a dick—” she paused to chuckle at her own joke “—his lead investigator is a true asshole. It’s been pretty obvious for a while that he’s jealous of Dirk’s popularity. When the show started, it was about the two of them as partners, and the rest of the team answered to them. Now it’s like it’s all about Dirk, and Stan has been relegated to the background.”

	“Damn. Whenever you tell me these behind-the-scenes stories, it’s like what’s going on behind the camera is way more interesting than what they film.”

	“Right?” She grinned. “I mean, I already love my job, but all the drama on set is the icing on the cake.”

	“Yeah. Totally.” 

	I gave a shaky laugh. This envy thing had to stop. She was my best friend in the whole world, and it wasn’t her fault that she hadn’t let her husband discourage her from pursuing her dreams. Ana had stayed on her path. Instead, I’d taken whatever job came along to pay half of the mortgage the way Vince insisted I do. 

	Not that I couldn’t have continued pursuing my interests during my off hours, but giving in to the subtle pressure to be a part of what he enjoyed, then raising our daughter he rarely had time for because of his career—I’d allowed any smidgen of excitement about my interests dwindle away until…

	I became boring. Boring, boring, boring.

	“Okay,” I announced. “I’m over it.”

	“Huh?” Ana crumpled her napkin on top of her salad remnants and was eyeing the check. “Over what?”

	“My whining.”

	She tapped a finger to her lips as if in deep thought. “Hmm. It’s only been about three months since the axe fell. I’d give yourself another month, maybe two, before you quit complaining all the time.”

	“I complain all the time?”

	“Well, only most of it.”

	Great. A boring whiner. What a winning combination.

	“Then that settles it,” I announced with determination. “From now on, the past is the past. I’m moving to my aunt’s cabin in Squirrel Cove and beginning a whole new life.” I furrowed my brow. “Theme of new life to be determined at a later date.” I pressed my lips together. “But not too much later.”

	Ana offered me a smile, one that indicated she approved. “I’ll hold you to that.”

	My chest tightened. I was really doing this. I was going to a place where I wouldn’t know anyone, where it would be up to me to decide what happened next. No husband to answer to, no daughter to take into consideration before making a decision.

	I met Ana’s eyes. “You promise?”

	“Hell yes. No more Mrs. Nice Bestie.”

	I could’ve pointed out that her harsh assessment of my circumstances hadn’t been what any sane person would consider nice, but I’d be wrong. Her words were exactly what I needed to get me off my starting-to-sag behind and begin anew. My own smile stretched wide.

	“Good. Now let’s get outta here. I need to shop for moving boxes.”

	 

	 

	 

	



	


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	“Oh my God, Mom. Why the hell did you bring this piece of junk with you?” Hailey shook her head. “You know you can get a brand-new toaster for about twenty bucks, right? I bet you can even find one that won’t blacken one side of the bread and leave the other completely untoasted.”

	I yanked the box of random kitchen items from her, the contents clattering together. “It still has life left in it. I need to be frugal until I have a better idea of what my future holds.”

	She snorted. “I can tell you what your future holds. Funky, inedible toast.”

	I dropped the box onto the small sofa in the main room of my aunt’s cabin, next to her old chair with the rainbow-colored Afghan draped over it. No, wait. My eyes burned. It was my cabin now. Thinking of her home as belonging to me was tough. I kept expecting to see Aunt Sylvia emerging from around the corner or croaking out my name if she needed help with something. 

	I’d give anything to hear her voice again.

	Hailey touched my arm. “Mom, are you okay?”

	I gave myself a mental shake. “Yeah. Totally fine.” I cleared the emotion from my throat. “I think once we get the microwave and spice rack from your truck, we should be good.” I regarded her with a feeble smile. “Then we can grab a late lunch.”

	Frankly, I was exhausted. As far as
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