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Blurb
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FROM SOCIALITE TO INNKEEPER, she didn't expect to trade cocktail spirits for another kind entirely.

Divorcee Meredith Sullivan is starting over in rural Maine, leaving behind her glamorous NYC lifestyle and cheating husband. The inn she inherits, dubbed Three Crones Inn by the locals, comes with three unexpected ghostly residents. Lottie was the first mistress of Three Crowns, but her cheating husband murdered her. Augusta came to the inn to write, and her spirit never left. Gemini was a '20s flapper on the wrong side of Prohibition.

Together, they're enough to drive Meredith insane even as they help her find her way in this new adventure. Hunter, the sexy handyman, is a bonus and a complication she's not sure she's ready to face after ending her 20-year marriage, but if she wants to restore the inn to its former glory, she has to put on her big girl panties and deal with all the challenges coming her way. The mystery of what's happening in the lighthouse must be solved, and she has to keep living.

Life's no longer about cocktail parties, but there are still plenty of spirits.
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Prologue 
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MEREDITH CLUTCHED THE chilled bottle of champagne in her hands and stifled a giggle as she rode the elevator up to their spacious apartment on the twenty-first floor overlooking Central Park. Dirk was going to be so surprised. Tomorrow was their twentieth anniversary, but he wasn’t expecting her. 

She was back three days early from her girls’ spa trip by design, wanting to surprise him with her presence. She was giddy with anticipation, imagining how happy he’d be to see her. She’d lucked out, finding a chilled bottle of good champagne at the nearest liquor store.

She nibbled on her lip for a moment, letting worry consume her. They’d been so distant from each other, especially since Chayse went to college, but she was determined to fix things. Dirk seemed to be trying as well, having been happier lately. There were glimpses of the old, indulgent him, though he was still just as likely to tune her out as he had always been. She felt a surge of irritation that she quickly tamped down, not wanting her grievances to ruin the special night.

She looked at her watch, and it was twelve minutes until midnight. She was confident he would still be awake, since he often worked late, bringing home tasks from the office. Being a booming real estate developer kept him quite busy, but she was determined to carve out some time for just them. They had tried it last year for their nineteenth anniversary, taking a trip down the West Coast, but he had been far too distracted with work. She hadn’t felt like they got any closer during their trip, and this last year had seen them drifting even farther apart.

No more. They were going to fix this, starting tonight. She looked down at the bag in her other hand, which held a frilly negligée that would mold to her generous curves and a box of his favorite chocolates. It was a recipe for romance, and she was ready to get cooking. 

When Meredith got off on her floor, she slid the shopping bag over her wrist so she could fish out her key. She knew right where it was in her purse, and it didn’t take long to open the door and step inside the apartment.

She frowned, feeling a wave of disappointment sweep over her. All the lights were off. It was rather late for him to still be at the office, but maybe he’d decided to go to bed early. She hesitated for a moment and then shrugged. If she woke him up, surely he wouldn’t complain with what she had in mind.

With her excitement renewed, she tiptoed down the hallway, wanting to make sure she surprised him. As Meredith neared the doorway to their bedroom, she saw the light on, and the door cracked. She could hear something, but she assumed it was Dirk having a conversation on the phone. She grasped the door handle and pushed it open, popping inside with a bubbly, “Surprise. Happy annivers...” She trailed off, aghast at what she saw.

Dirk had gone to bed early all right, but he hadn’t done it alone. His blonde assistant was there with him, currently riding her husband in her bed. At least she had the grace to stop and look horrified as she clutched a blanket to herself at Meredith’s surprise entry.

“Mrs. Sullivan. I—” She broke off, bending her head to hide her face behind a long fall of blonde hair.

She was temporarily robbed of speech as she stared at her husband, who hadn’t moved his hands from the hips of the younger woman he’d been plowing just seconds before—and moments before their anniversary. Before she knew it, the champagne slipped from her hand, crashing against the marble floor. It must’ve been a good quality bottle, because it didn’t break, but the sound broke the floodgates of her paralysis. Meredith strode across the room, standing over the bed to glare down at Dirk. “What are you doing? It’s our anniversary tomorrow.”

He frowned and then shrugged. “You said you weren’t going to be home for it.”

“So you decided to get a proxy to celebrate?” She glared at the other woman, struggling to remember her name. Amy? Andie? Anise. “Anise, get your clothes and get the hell out of my house.”

“Meredith, calm down,” said Dirk, sounding irritated, as though he had any right under the circumstances.

“Get. Out.” She glared at Anise, not yet able to truly deal with Dirk. She was further irritated when the younger woman looked down at Dirk, getting a nod of assent before she obeyed Meredith’s demand to get out. She slid off Dirk far too gracefully, still clutching Meredith’s favorite set of satin sheets around her as she rushed to the bathroom.

There was complete silence between herself and her husband as they waited for his mistress to dress and leave. She scurried out moments later, looking stricken as she shot a glance at Meredith. Obviously, she hadn’t expected to be caught in flagrante delicto with Meredith’s husband. She had no sympathy for the woman, and she certainly had none for Dirk.

When she looked back at him, finally having the stomach for the task, she was disgusted by the way he’d folded his hands behind his head. He was practically smirking, and part of her wondered if he might have done this deliberately. Had one of her friends leaked to him that she planned to return early to surprise him? It would be just like Dirk to stage some sort of melodramatic show rather than tell her in an adult, mature way that he was having an affair. 

A wave of regret made her queasy. “I’ve just been wasting my time, haven’t I?” She shook her head as she thought about the last few years, and all she’d invested in trying to renew the spark in their marriage. No wonder she’d had little luck. He clearly had no interest in reciprocating or bringing back the strong relationship they once had. 

Or maybe she only thought they’d had a solid marriage. Suddenly, she was doubting every bit of her life with him, wondering how much of it had been a lie, and what manner of subterfuge he had engaged in all along to keep her in the dark.

“Things have just gotten stale, Meredith. A man needs an outlet, you know?”

She took a step back, feeling her eyebrows rise practically to her hairline. “So, you want an open marriage now? You’re okay if I go out and screw around too?”

His expression closed, and he looked angry. “Of course not. What would people think if they found out?”

“What will people think if they find out you’re cheating on me?” She practically screeched the words, but then a sinking sensation filled her. Suddenly, a lot more made sense. Many of her friends seemed to be avoiding her of late, and she couldn’t recall the last time Dirk’s business partner had actually been able to look her in the eye. She’d noticed the oddities, but she hadn’t ever thought it was something to do with Dirk cheating on her. “They already know, don’t they?”

He shrugged. “Some of them. It doesn’t have to be a thing unless you make it a thing. Lots of people in our position have this kind of marriage. You get to have the benefit of my name and money, and you provide my hostessing and all the other things I need. Anise is just a little bit of fun on the side.”

She glared at him. “I wonder if Anise sees it that way? I know I don’t. I want a divorce, Dirk.” As she said the words, relief filled her, and she admitted to herself she had been thinking about it for a while. She’d always tamped down the thoughts when they came to her, but she couldn’t pretend she’d been anywhere close to happy for at least the last couple of years. Their marriage had slowly died, with the passion going first, and after that, it had been an inevitable decline to this. Still, he could’ve given her the courtesy of telling her he wanted out before he started cheating.

“You’re being ridiculous.”

“No, I’m not. I deserve to be treated with respect, especially from my husband. How long have you been cheating on me, Dirk? Give me an honest answer.” She stared at him, pinning him like an insect stuck to a pad by an entomologist. Her gaze dared him to lie.

He shuffled a bit in the bed, looking away before finally meeting her gaze. He seemed kind of sheepish but also a little proud. “The first time was with Chayse’s Chinese nanny.”

Her eyes widened as she recalled the span of nearly a year when Yun, the Chinese student, had lived with them and helped provide childcare for Chayse on a part-time basis. Her daughter had adored Yun, and so had Meredith. She’d even given her a big bonus with which to go back to China. 

She was sick now, especially since Chayse had been eight years old. That meant the lousy dog cheated for the first time thirteen years ago. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask how many more, but she decided it didn’t matter. It was probably better not to know. Whether it was one or a hundred, he’d betrayed her, and the outcome was the same. “Why didn’t you just tell me you wanted out?”

He let out a sigh of impatience, as though she were the one causing problems. He rolled out of bed and came over to stand beside her, not bothering to get clothed. She could tell from the way his erection strained that he must’ve taken one of his magic blue pills. She grimaced, curling her lip in disgust at all the ways he’d prepared to cheat on her. She shook her head. “You’re nasty.”

He glared. “You don’t have to be a bitch about it, Meredith.”

“Yeah, I do. We’re through.” She started to rip off her engagement and wedding rings, but unfortunately, she’d had them on her finger for so long that they weren’t going anywhere yet. She scowled down at them for a moment before glaring up at him. “I’ll have these cut off at a jeweler and melted down. Maybe you can recycle them for your next wife.”

He shook his head. “You really are being quite childish about this. Can’t we just talk?”

Her mouth gaped, and it took everything she had not to kick him in his shin. “There’s no talking this through. It’s over. I wish I’d realized it years ago, because then I wouldn’t have thrown away half my life on you.” Tears burned the back of her eyes, and she blinked rapidly. “I wasted so much time.”

“It’s called marriage. It’s an investment. I chose you because you had good breeding, nice family connections, and you were pleasant in bed, Meredith. Most of those things still hold true, so there’s no reason to dissolve our partnership.”

She wasn’t certain if she could get any angrier, but he seemed to be trying to push her to that point. “We don’t have a damned partnership. I’m not your business partner. I’m not Stanley. For goodness’ sakes, I’m supposed to be your wife.” She took a deep breath, not liking the screeching tone of voice coming from herself. Taking a step back, she glared at him once more. “It really is over, Dirk. I don’t want anything else to do with you.”

He crossed his arms over his chest as he laughed at her. “You’ll change your mind. Why don’t you go somewhere and cool off? Maybe the Ritz? Once you feel better, we’ll figure out our next step.”

“My next step is to ask my girlfriends for the best divorce attorney they know. I’m going to drag you through the courts, humiliate you, and take you for everything.”

He flinched then, and his lips tightened. “Don’t be ridiculous. We can handle this matter in-house.”

She rolled her eyes at his continued use of business terminology. Had that always been his trend, to refer to their marriage as more of a merger? She’d have to analyze it later, but she didn’t have the patience or the inclination to right now. All she wanted to do was get away from him, hole up in a nice hotel suite, and figure out what happened next.

As she walked past the bottle of champagne, she bent to scoop it up, deciding she’d indulge in it alone. Whether it would be a celebration or a pity party, she couldn’t imagine the champagne would be out of place.

“Where are you going?”

“Somewhere where you aren’t to figure out what I’m doing next. I won’t be back, Dirk.”

Maybe something in the resolve in her tone got through to him, because he was quiet for a moment, and then he shouted, “If you walk out the door, don’t bother coming back. I’ll leave you with nothing. You’ll be the one who’s humiliated and destroyed.”

Meredith realized she was still carrying the bag with the negligée and his candy, and she dropped it so she could lift her hand to give him a parting gesture that was nowhere near friendly. After that, she slammed the apartment door behind her with a surge of satisfaction, enjoying the way it rattled, though not as much as it should have due to quality construction. 

Then she was in the elevator and returning to the parking garage, where she’d left her Volvo. Her luggage was still in the trunk from her girls’ trip, so there wasn’t anything she needed at the apartment she shared with Dirk. He’d insisted on a professional decorating firm, so there wasn’t even an abundance of family pictures in there. 

Each one she cherished was stored on her devices and backed up on the Cloud. Anything else could be replaced, but she was determined not to go back to the site where her marriage had ended, and where she had been humiliated so badly. Screw Dirk and his business lingo. If he wanted to regard this as a merger instead of a marriage, she was ready to dissolve the firm.
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[image: ]




MEREDITH CURSED HER late start and getting lost, which led to her still driving far into the evening. The coastline of Maine was gloomy and dark, with a thick fog rolling in, and it was cold. Perhaps relocating in February hadn’t been the best idea she’d ever had, but she’d had enough of New York. Now that her divorce was final, she had no reason to stay around. Chayse went to school in Boston, and all her friends had gradually drifted out of touch. She wasn’t certain if it was shame from hiding the affair, or if they were embarrassed to be associated with her because she’d insisted on divorcing Dirk despite their counsel.

Her lips turned up in a smile as she recalled that sweet moment yesterday when she had affixed her signature to the final decree after the judge had dissolved the marriage. It had been a long seven months trying to get free of him, but now she was. In the end, she hadn’t held to her plan to stick him for everything, because she’d decided it had been worth forgoing a chunk of their earnings accumulated during the marriage just to be free of her sleazy ex-husband.

Despite the stress of trying to navigate unfamiliar, curvy terrain in the dark, she still managed a bright smile at the thought of him being her ex. That phase of her life was well and truly over, and she was thrilled. She’d shed some tears, but considering she’d wasted twenty years plus the time they’d dated on Dirk, she thought she was recovering nicely.

In fact, she was looking forward to this new chapter. She was going to find out more about herself, and who she was living alone. A shiver of excitement went through her as she contemplated the adventure ahead. A lovely old inn awaited her, and it needed an innkeeper.

As she finally saw the sign for Crowder, Maine on the highway ahead of her, she idly wondered if Lucy had seen some of this coming. Lucy Sullivan had been an eccentric old woman, and she’d been a source of some mockery for Dirk’s family. Meredith had heard several horrible things about the woman before she finally met her when Lucy came to New York for a visit four years ago. 

She’d been anticipating a crazy woman, but they had clicked right away. She still smiled fondly thinking about the visit, and how close she and Lucy had become afterward. Lucy hadn’t been much for technology, so they mostly exchanged handwritten letters, and her only real regret was she hadn’t gotten to see Lucy again before the older woman passed from a stroke several months ago.

Unfortunately, she had been in the depths of dealing with her divorce at that point, and it hadn’t occurred to her to make a visit to Lucy, though she’d always meant to in the future. She hadn’t known the other woman was ill, though she guessed it shouldn’t have been a surprise, since Lucy was seventy-six when she passed away. The legal firm’s representative told her it had happened while she was asleep, and Meredith hoped it had been a peaceful passing.

When the attorney showed up at her doorstep, she at first assumed it was some new maneuver by Dirk to further cheat her in the divorce settlement, but instead, he had been a representative of Lucy’s estate, there to present her with the deed for Three Crowns Inn and the surrounding land. Meredith had been surprised to inherit property from her ex-husband’s aunt, but she hadn’t had the attention span to deal with it. She’d simply accepted the bequeath and moved on at that point.

Until she came across the paperwork in the back of a drawer just a few weeks ago. It had reminded her of everything, and suddenly, she had a backup plan. The idea of remaining in New York as a bored, divorcée socialite seemed tedious. She’d wasted enough time on that life, though it had never appealed to her. She might’ve been born into it, and Dirk had firmly enmeshed himself into her world, but she was looking forward to something new.

She had the first stirring of doubt when she turned off the highway to take the Crowder exit. The town was tiny; much smaller than she’d expected. There were a few restaurants, but they all appeared closed. Her stomach rumbled then, reminding her she’d skipped eating earlier, wanting to arrive at her destination before it got too dark. Then she had gotten lost, and her provisions had long since given out.

She slowed as she passed the grocery store, but it was shuttered and dark too. She couldn’t even read the sign that told her the name. It wasn’t quite nine o’clock yet, but everything had shut down.

She resigned herself to spending the night hungry, but as she was driving past the school, she caught sight of lights ahead. She slowed down, flicked on her left turn signal, and turned into the parking lot. A bar with a gas station awaited her, and that was a strange combination. It had a single pump, and it looked to be the old-fashioned kind that wouldn’t even accept a debit card. She felt like she was in a time loop as she slowly got out of the car, locking it with her fob before entering the bar.

At least it was open, though there were only a couple of other patrons. It had a musty smell that was a combination of old smoke and perhaps degrading fish. They were awfully close to the coastline, after all. She wrinkled her nose but ignored the stench, deciding this was her best option for food. That was affirmed by the small menu posted to the wall.

She looked around, expecting a waitress, but no one appeared. Hesitantly, she started to move to a table, and an older man with a grizzled visage cleared his throat from behind the bar. She looked up at him. “Hello.”

He grunted. “Sit at the bar please, miss. It’s just me tonight, and it’s easier to serve you that way.”

She approached slowly, eyeing the other two patrons. They sat with a few barstools between them, and they were both older men who appeared lost in their thoughts. They must’ve been depressing thoughts, or maybe it was just the atmosphere of the place weighing them down. She felt like it was pulling her down too as she sat on a rickety barstool.

“What’ll you have?”

“Do you still have food?”

“Aye, I can fry up something.” He handed her a small sheet.

She looked down, seeing it was the appetizer list. Everything was fried, but she was too hungry to be picky. After selecting a few items, she said, “I don’t suppose you have sparkling water in a bottle?”

He snorted, shaking his white head at her. “Not too likely, miss.”

“Tap water will be fine then.”

He glowered at the sign behind him that read: Two Drink Minimum. “You gotta order two drinks.”

“Do they have to be alcoholic?”

He nodded. With a sigh, she glanced at the two men farther down the bar. “I guess another round for them on me.”

Apparently, that suited the man just fine, because he grunted and turned away. She watched him walk behind the bar and disappear into the kitchen. Seconds later, she heard a sizzle as he dropped something in hot oil, and then he returned. He poured one of the other patrons a shot of something and gave the other one a glass from whatever he had on tap before giving her a glass of water. Both men looked at her and nodded, so she smiled in return.

“You headed to Portland, miss?” asked the old barkeep when he returned to her vicinity.

That was the closest large city, but she shook her head. “No, I’m here to stay.”

He laughed. “Don’t think you’ll find that barstool very comfortable.”

Meredith smiled. “I meant in Crowder, but it’s not the worst thing I’ve ever sat on.” That was a total lie, of course. She had never been to an establishment like this in her life, and she was used to furniture being sturdy without the threat of tipping over under her when she sat on it.

“So, you’re here to stay in Crowder? You must be that foreigner who inherited Three Crones Inn.”

Meredith blinked. “I’m not a foreigner. I was in New York City.”

He snorted. “Might as well live on the moon as be from that crazy place.”

She wasn’t certain whether to be amused or insulted, so she decided to go for a neutral response. “Do you mean the Three Crowns Inn?”

He shrugged. “That’s the official name, but folks ‘round here tend to call it Three Crones Inn.” He lowered his voice lightly in a conspiratorial way as he leaned across the bar. “It’s ‘cause of them ghosts.”

Meredith frowned as a chill slipped on her spine. “Ghosts?”

“Aye. By all accounts, there must be at least three of them that live there. At least, that matches up with what folks have seen over the years.” He gave her look full of pity. “If I were you, I wouldn’t want to inherit that place. I might be tempted to turn right ‘round and go back where I came from.”

“That’s not an option.”

A beeping from the kitchen interrupted any reply he might’ve made, and he grunted at her before he turned to fetch her food. He returned less than a minute later with everything dumped into a large plastic basket lined with paper.

“How long have you lived here?” Meredith dipped a fry in ketchup as she asked before popping it in her mouth. Fries weren’t part of her usual diet, but she couldn’t deny it tasted heavenly. That probably had something to do with the layers of old oil from years of use that imparted their unique flavor. She tried not to think about that.
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