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        One more deadly romantic comedy. Meet Mitzi, Molly, and Marla—three sisters, southern-fried born-and-bred, and the ghosts who love them.

      

      

      

      Marla Newberry has no interest in dating someone local. She much prefers midnight runs to a biker bar in Shreveport.

      Cooter Haines, drummer for a Grateful Dead tribute band called Skull Bone, owns the biker bar called The Deadhead. He also happens to be the only guy who can curl her toes like a sprung guitar string. And while she enjoys surrendering to his toe-curling on occasion, she’s not interested in bringing the long-haired drummer home to daddy—until the night Cooter tells her he loves her, and then comes up missing.

      That Saturday night, a rival drummer makes a deal with the devil (aka the Skull Bone’s manager) and steals the drummer job away from Cooter. Cooter angrily speeds off on his bike and doesn’t return. Marla smells a rat.

      Later, she wakes up to find a ghostly Cooter sitting at the foot of her bed. Dead isn’t so great, he tells her, and those rumors about Southern Rock bands jamming in Heaven? He’s seen no evidence. Plus, he’s pretty sure someone jacked up something on his Harley making him roll the bike. He needs her help to find out who wanted him dead.

      But is Cooter really dead, or was Marla only dreaming? And days later, where is he?

      Can she and her sisters solve this final mystery of the men in their lives, and the ghosts(?) who love them?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Marla Newberry glanced up from her coffee and stared at the yellowed plastic clock on the diner wall. The place smelled of bacon grease, coffee, and the lingering aftermath of someone’s flowery perfume. The counter was empty at this hour, most folks having cleared out after the Saturday morning breakfast rush.

      The old clock ticked steadily, its hands sweeping the face in unbroken movement.

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      Her sisters sat huddled in a corner booth a few feet away, speaking in hushed tones. She’d avoided them ever since they had arrived. Sighing, she ran a hand through her hair and sat up straighter. They were talking about her.

      “Give it up, ladies,” she called out.

      Mitzi smirked. “What?”

      “You know.”

      Molly twisted in her seat. “You gonna mope all day or join us?” Her bright blue eyes flashed with the challenge of her words. Molly was the youngest of the three sisters and never at a loss for words.

      Marla stood, smoothing the wrinkles from her faded jeans. “I’m not moping.” She lifted her cup and saucer. She loved that the diner used old-fashioned cups and saucers rather than mugs.

      “You’ve been staring into your coffee for an hour,” Mitzi added. “Surprised you even saw us come in. Get over here. We were just talking about the Halloween festival next month. Help us plan.”

      Ah yes, the annual small town, Carrington, Louisiana Halloween Festival. Her family had volunteered for years, and this year would be no different. Marla slid into the booth beside Mitzi, her middle sister.

      Mitzi’s eyes showed concern, and Marla felt a pang of guilt. Her sisters worried too much.

      “Plenty of time for festival planning, you know. I’m sure Mom’s on it.”

      “She is, of course,” Molly said. “Dad’s doing the dunking booth again.”

      Of course. Dad loved that thing.

      “It is September, you know. October is just around the corner,” Mitzi added.

      “I know that. School just started.” She definitely knew school had started because she was teaching English this year, and her middle schoolers were already kicking her butt.

      “Three weeks ago.” Molly sipped her coffee. “Ewe. This is cold.” She signaled the server behind the counter.

      Mitzi widened her eyes, looking directly at Marla. “Distracted much?” She waited for a response, sipping from the straw in her chocolate shake, her cheeks sucking in. “You were lost in thought over there.”

      “I’m fine. Just lesson planning in my head. I have a job, you know.”

      Molly snorted. “Nice try. We know you’ve been thinking about Cooter.”

      The server came and refilled their coffee cups. Heat rose in Marla’s cheeks at the mention of his name. When the young woman left, she said, “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Oh please,” Mitzi scoffed. “You’ve been wandering around with that confused and pained look on your face for a couple of months now. Ever since you two—”

      “Can we talk about something else?” Marla interrupted sharply. She didn’t want to think or talk about Cooter Haines or the memory of his lips on hers, warm and tasting of whiskey.

      Molly and Mitzi exchanged a glance, then Mitzi squeezed Marla’s hand. “Of course. Whatever you want.”

      The old clock continued its steady beat.

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      The sound was barely audible above the din of the traffic outside and voices in the diner, and most people probably didn’t even hear it. But she did. Why was she so focused on it?

      Was time running out? For what?

      Her heart, however, beat anything but steady. She stared into her coffee again, wishing for the familiar comfort of routine. But since the random and impromptu and decadent and subsequently repetitive encounters with Cooter started a few months ago, nothing was routine anymore.

      It wasn’t like her to be so enamored of a man that he occupied her every living and breathing moment, every thought in her brain. She was more of a love ‘em and leave ‘em kind of girl. Er, woman. She and Cooter had shared a warm and friendly relationship for a couple of years—it had always been hands and lips off—until it wasn’t.

      Until about six months ago.

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      At first it had been delicious fun—scrambling off to the storeroom in the back or sneaking up to his apartment over the bar. Neither of them had talked about anything more than an occasional toe-touching romp—easing the tension of the week and having a little whisky-induced fun.

      Until the last time, a couple of months ago, and Cooter had gotten serious.

      So serious, in fact, he’d mentioned the L-word.

      Marla wasn’t ready for the L-word. She made that quite clear that night.

      She’d not seen him since.

      It wasn’t him.

      It was her.

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      Mitzi patted the table in front of Marla. “Earth to sister. Earth to sister. Goodness, that man has you all swoony and everything.”

      Shaking herself, Marla stuck out her tongue. “Does not.” She glanced once more at the clock on the wall, then refused to think about it. Time with Cooter? Running out? Ridiculous.

      “Whatever. Hey. I was thinking of going out tonight. Hubby is in New Orleans on business. Want to go to Shreveport?”

      Molly grinned. “I do. Brody is off work tonight. I could see him.”

      “Good. He hangs out at Deadhead, right?” Mitzi then focused on Marla. “You’re coming too. No excuse.”

      Deadhead was Cooter’s bar. Marla shook her head. “No. I’ve… I have other plans.”

      Mitzi dismissed that. “I think Skull Bone is playing there tonight. Do you know for sure?”

      What the heck was she getting at? Cooter was the drummer for Skull Bone, a Grateful Dead tribute band. He was super awesome with the sticks, one of the best drummers around. They played Deadhead often, so it wasn’t really a big deal. Shrugging, she said, “More than likely.”

      “Then go with us.”

      She shook her head. “No. Plans, remember?”

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      Damn it. Stop.

      Molly gestured with a hand. “Oh, pooh. Change them.”

      She shouldn’t. But she kind of wanted to. “I don’t know. I have to think about it. Call you later?”

      Mitzi stood, grabbing the check. “Just make sure you do, sister. Don’t give us the slip. We’ll be there by nine.”

      Marla nodded. “Fine.”

      Looking proud and pleased, Mitzi’s grin widened. “I’m picking up your coffee, too. See you later.”

      Marla watched them leave. They’d done it to her again.
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        * * *

      

      Late in the afternoon, Marla went for a hike at Kisatchie National Forest to clear her head, and to keep her from thinking about Cooter and going to Shreveport and the biker bar. She’d willed herself to stop thinking about ticking clocks and time running out. That was all weird, anyway—that old clock.

      Instead, she simply wanted to clear her brain and get some exercise to tire out her body.

      She could have ridden her bike, her Harley—it was a beautiful afternoon for it—but decided instead to take the jeep. The hike would exhaust her. She didn’t need to ride home on the bike.

      Exhaustion was perhaps what she needed right now. She’d not slept well lately and could use a good night’s sleep.

      The worn trail stretched before her as she made her way into the woods, sunlight filtering through the canopy above. The sun streamed through the trees, creating a shifting, shimmering layer of light and shadow. Her boots crunched on the pine needle-strewn path, a soothing rhythm that calmed her soul somewhat.

      Outside of a warbling bird and an occasional squirrel’s chatter, the forest was quiet—and she felt at peace. She could lose herself in the winding trails and the solitude.

      She quickened her pace. The trail sloped upwards, straining her muscles, and she savored the burn in her thighs. It had been a while since she’d had a good physical workout. Fatigue quieted her restless mind, and for a while she thought of nothing but the terrain ahead.

      Nothing like a long hike to put things into perspective.

      By the time she returned to her Jeep, dusk had crept into daylight. She drove back toward Carrington with the windows down; the air scented with pine and promise. After about an hour of driving and musing, she realized she was at a crossroads.

      Literally.

      Turn left to go to Carrington and home. Right would take her to Shreveport and The Deadhead.

      Impulsively, she turned toward Shreveport.

      Damn it. Was this a mistake?

      She drove on.

      Some nights the stars shone so brightly they lit the country road, but tonight clouds obscured the sky. Marla wondered if that was an omen of doom. What would Cooter think, her showing up again? Now?

      An hour later, she pulled into the gravel lot of The Deadhead.

      Neon signs glowed in the dimness, advertising Lone Star beer and Jim Beam. From within came the familiar strains of “Friend of the Devil,” a frequently played Grateful Dead song at the bar.

      Marla gripped the steering wheel, her heart pounding.

      The Deadhead biker bar sat near the end of town, in a secluded area. Cooter had told her once that when he bought the place, and told others he was opening a bar there, that they laughed. It was too far out of town, they said. No one would come all the way out there for a beer.

      But Cooter thought otherwise and persevered. They came for the beer, the atmosphere, and the music. And they came often.

      The loud music and revved up bikes didn’t bother anyone, which was a good thing, because both were loud and often. She hadn’t been to Deadhead in weeks, avoiding the surge of longing and desire Cooter’s presence evoked. But tonight, the lure of music and memory proved too strong.

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      “Oh, stop it. Damn it! I’m going.”

      Looking down at herself, still dressed in hiking shorts and a T-shirt, desperately needing a shower, and shook her head. Not bar clothes, that was for certain. Not that the patrons of The Deadhead really cared.

      Which they didn’t.

      She got out of the Jeep and walked to the entrance, pushing open the creaking wooden door. The smoky interior was crowded, as always, bikers and locals mingling over pool tables and beers.

      Marla sighed, glancing around the dimly lit interior. She loved the atmosphere, the live music and cold beer—she was more than ready for a cold one, to be honest.

      She’d long ago decided she preferred the untamed atmosphere of The Deadhead, having grown tired of the safe, quaint, and predictable, small-town scene in Carrington. The men there were fine for happily-ever-after, but she was more of a casual fling woman. No man she’d ever met in Carrington shared her thirst for adventure or understood her free spirit.

      And as a teacher, she also couldn’t afford any gossip or drama. Her students would have a field day if they saw her out with a different man every weekend. Middle school kids were the worst. It was simpler to avoid local dating altogether.

      She wasn’t fond of the music row bar scene near the river in downtown Shreveport, either. A bit on the seedier side of life, she’d braved it when she was younger and with a group of her girlfriends. Bar hopping was a thing back then, right out of college. But now, Cooter’s place was where she wanted to be, for the beer, an occasional whiskey sour, and of course, Cooter.

      Marla’s gaze drifted to the leather-topped bar. A crowd of men and women huddled up against it. She’d met Cooter sitting at that bar two years ago and had bonded instantly over their mutual love of the Grateful Dead and motorcycle road trips.

      While Marla cherished her independence, she couldn’t deny the connection between them. Cooter was a talented drummer, and she loved the music. He owned a bar, and she liked beer and whiskey. Like Marla, he had a Harley and craved the freedom and new experiences the open road offered.

      When she was with Cooter, her heart raced with excitement and possibility.

      And there. There he was, standing behind the bar—tall and rugged in worn jeans and a leather vest, pushing his shoulder-length and graying hair away from his face, while drawing beers from the tap, and talking up the customers.

      Cooter. Her Cooter?

      Marla stood frozen in place, caught between leaving and rushing into his arms. Their last encounter had been bitter and painful, a clash of stubborn wills that left her aching with loss. But one look at Cooter, and she knew nothing had really changed. Her heart belonged to him, much as she hated to admit it. It was beating terribly erratic—as wild and as primitive as the bayou at midnight.

      As if sensing her gaze, Cooter looked up and caught her eye. He checked a slow smile easing across his face. Her insides melted a little.

      Marla smiled back, warmth flooding her veins.

      She swallowed hard and slid onto a stool near the end. Cooter placed a Lone Star in front of her without a word.

      She might avoid most men in Carrington, but she would always come back for Cooter. He was her one exception.

      She took a long sip, savoring the sharp, familiar taste. “Skull Bone playing tonight?” She tried to sound casual, nonchalant, and wondered if it was working.

      “Nah. Next weekend. Bayou Jam is here.” Cooter’s voice was a rough rumble.

      “Ah.” Marla took another drink of beer. “Shoot. I told Molly and Mitzi that Skull Bone was playing. I think they were going to make it up. I should text them.” She pulled her phone out of her back pocket.

      “You coming around again now?”

      His question made her pause, and she slowly set the phone face down on the bar, the text unsent.

      “I don’t know.” Marla traced a pattern in the condensation on her beer bottle, glancing about at the crowd, not making eye contact. “Been a few weeks.”

      “Eight weeks. Two months. Five days.”

      She met his gaze then. He knew exactly how long? “Oh.”

      “You’re the one who left.” There was an edge to Cooter’s words. “Said you needed time away from this place. From me.”

      “I know.” She held his gaze, unmoving. “But I couldn’t stay away. Not from the music, and… Not from you.”

      Cooter stared, his expression unreadable, except for a flicker of longing in his eyes that kicked up a response of mixed messages in her heart and gut—of hope and apprehension.

      She wanted him. She didn’t want him. She wanted him.

      The bar erupted in cheers as Bayou Jam took the stage, launching into their first song. Marla swayed, closing her eyes and losing herself in the familiar chords and lyrics. When she opened them again, Cooter was watching her, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

      “Come on,” he said, grabbing her hand. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “You can’t leave.”

      “We need to talk.” Cooter glanced to his right. “Luke can handle this crowd.” He gave the bartender a nod.

      Marla watched Cooter’s friend, Luke Strong, nod back, then slid her gaze to Cooter. Her heart nearly burst from her chest at the intense look in his eyes. “Where are we going?”

      “Anywhere but here.” Cooter’s smile widened. “The night is young.” His eyebrows waggled.

      He grabbed a bottle of Jim Beam and led her out the back. Marla laughed, gripped his hand, and followed Cooter to his bike. He stashed the whiskey in a saddlebag. She climbed on behind him, her arms winding around his waist, fingers locking over his hard, taut, six-pack abdomen. The engine roared to life beneath them as they sped off.

      Her chest grew warm against his back—from the inside out.

      She was home at last.
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        * * *

      

      The night air rushed over her skin as they sped down the dark, winding roads outside of town. Marla clung to Cooter, overcome with the thrill of it all, no longer questioning her sanity.

      This was right.

      They arrived at the old, abandoned barn, its silhouette illuminated by the moonlight. She followed him just inside the wide door, her steps tentative but determined. He spread out a blanket on the dirt floor and opened the bottle of whiskey.

      They could still see the sky. Marla noticed the clouds had cleared. Stars glittered the night sky. She relaxed a little more.

      “We used to come out here a lot when we were kids.” He gestured to the dusty bales of hay stacked against one wall. “My uncle owns the place.”

      Marla cocked her head. “Ah, hay bales, full moons, and young lovers in the night. Was this your favorite spot?”

      He laughed. “No girls. Just my guy friends and me, shooting the shit, drinking some beer. Maybe sneaking a smoke.” He gave her a wicked grin.

      She smiled, inching closer to him until their knees touched. “I don’t believe that for a minute.”

      He threw back his head and laughed again.

      He handed her the bottle of Jim Beam. She took a sip, then handed it back. He took a gulp. The fire of the alcohol burned down her throat and filled her with warmth. Seduced by the setting, perhaps, and the man leaning in closer, Marla kissed him—slowly at first, then deeper—until she was lost in his embrace.

      Cooter pulled away slightly and brushed his lips across hers again before lying back on the blanket and folding his hands beneath his head. She admired his strong features, illuminated in the moonlight, as he studied her with deep-set eyes that seemed to search through every layer of her being for answers she wasn’t sure she had.

      He reached for her hand, turning it over so he could trace circles around her palm with his thumb. “Tell me everything,” he whispered. “Tell me the problem between us.”

      Marla let go of her doubts as she spoke. Her voice quavered at first, but grew stronger with emotion.

      “Between us?”

      He nodded. “How about you talk about how you feel about us? Period.”

      Marla blew out a breath. “I was feeling like what I knew about myself wasn’t true anymore.”

      He grinned. “I get that.”

      “I never intended to fall for someone so completely. I don’t do relationships, Cooter. I’ve never been good with them and, frankly, I never wanted one.”

      His right eyebrow spiked. “Oh? And now?”

      She sighed. “I’ve missed you these past two months. I didn’t know what we had was real until I was away from you. All I could think about was getting back to how things were before the night of the argument.” She held her breath. “Do you feel the same way?”

      Cooter remained silent but gripped her hand throughout her confession until finally nodding in response when she finished speaking.

      “Marla, darlin’, I can’t get enough of you. I need you in my life.” It was a simple, heartfelt statement. Just like him. Straightforward and uncomplicated.

      Marla tilted her head back with a sigh and gazed up at the stars. “Oh, Cooter….”

      “You’re beautiful.” Cooter propped himself up on an elbow.

      She looked at him. “It’s just the moonlight.”

      He touched her cheek with a forefinger, let it linger and then slowly trace the side of her face. “No, it’s you.”

      “It’s the stars.” Her brain raced, trying to recall if anyone had ever called her beautiful before. Pretty, maybe, but beautiful? “The stars are beautiful.”

      “Not as beautiful as you.” Cooter brushed a stray curl behind her ear. “I’m glad you came to Deadhead that night two years ago. You turned my universe upside down, Marla Newberry.”

      She looked at him, this easygoing, caring man who had stormed into her life. “You did the same for me. I never knew I could feel this way about someone.”

      “Tell me how you feel?” His voice was rough with emotion.

      “Like I can be fully myself with you. Like we’re two parts of the same whole.” She took his hand, threading their fingers together. “You’re it for me, Cooter. However long we have in this life, I’m yours. If there’s anything after this, I’m yours then, too.”

      He stared into her eyes for a long moment, as if he were measuring what to say next. Then she guessed he figured he should put it out there again.

      “I love you, Marla.”

      She eased out a sigh and her chest felt lighter. “Cooter,” she whispered, “I love you, too.” She’d never said those words to another man.

      Cooter pulled her in for a searing kiss. Marla gave herself over to the sensation, to him, heart, body, and soul. The next few hours sealed their love with a toe-tingling romp under the stars that Marla knew she would never forget.

      They shared a bond as endless as the road ahead and as constant as the stars above. With bone-deep certainty, what they had would endure all tests of time.

      Perhaps eternity.
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