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      Southern girl Verity Long is about as high society as her pet skunk. Which is why she’s surprised as anyone when the new head of the Sugarland social set invites her to join the "it" girls. But this is no social call. Verity’s new client needs her to go in undercover and investigate strange happenings at the group’s historic headquarters. 

      But while spirits are whispering hints of murder, the socialites are more focused on Verity’s 1978, avocado-green Cadillac. And when Verity stumbles upon a fresh body, she's going to need the long-dead citizens of Sugarland to help her solve the crime. Good thing she has the handsome deputy sheriff Ellis Wydell on hand, as well as her ghostly sidekick Frankie. The bad thing is, the ghosts are now whispering about the end of a certain ghost hunter.
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      They say you know a ghost is near when bloodhounds howl in the night or when you see a flickering shadow out of the corner of your eye. But as I leaned against the white painted rail of my back porch, I knew a ghost lingered behind me because he couldn’t stop talking about his poker hand.

      “Four of a kind, aces,” Frankie crowed, laying his cards out on the table for his three gangster buddies, who would have been green with envy if they hadn’t shimmered in black and white.

      The snub-nosed ghost across from Frankie tossed his cards down onto the table. “You’re cheating!” he declared, but he said it halfheartedly. He knew as well as I did that Frankie couldn’t be hiding an ace up his sleeve. Spirits could only own what they’d died with and Frankie hadn’t been holding any cards on that hot summer night back in 1933.

      “Lucky at cards, unlucky at love,” I teased, gaining a bemused glance from my boyfriend of several months, the handsome deputy sheriff, Ellis Wydell. I drew close enough to smell his spicy aftershave. “I’m talking about Frankie.”

      “I figured,” Ellis said, wrapping an arm around me. “You need to find him a girlfriend.”

      “I think that’s beyond my pay grade.” I was still getting used to the fact that I could see spirits and talk to them. And that I occasionally hosted poker night. Ghostly matchmaking was a whole other level of weird.

      Ellis and I shared a grin and I was just about to lean up and kiss him when the phone in my pocket vibrated.

      “I wonder who that could be,” I said, not recognizing the number. If the call wasn’t from a friend or family member, maybe it was a potential client. I’d been trying to get my ghost-hunting business started. “Oh, Ellis. I think this could be it.” I stepped away from him and answered. “Hello?” I asked, over the croak of bullfrogs and the chirping of crickets.

      Static clouded the other end of the line. A woman’s voice crackled in the midst of it. “We need you.” Her words sounded hollow, far away.

      “Who is this?” I pulled the phone away to take a second look at the caller ID.

      “I recognize that number,” Ellis said. “It’s the main line for the Sugarland Heritage Society.”

      The group oversaw historic preservation and resided in one of the town’s most treasured old properties. It shouldn’t be open this late at night, on a Friday no less.

      The screen on the phone flickered as I brought it to my ear again. “Sorry. I didn’t catch your name.” When there was no response, I added, “What can I do for you?”

      The caller didn’t respond, and for a second, I thought I’d lost her. Then the voice came through. “There’s been a murder.”

      Almost simultaneously, the police radio on Ellis’s belt went off.

      Break-in at the Sugarland Heritage Society. All available officers report to the scene.

      We exchanged a worried glance. Before I could tell him what I’d heard, a harsh click echoed in my ear and the line went dead. “Hello?” I demanded. “Hello?”

      “I have to go,” Ellis said, backing up a few steps as he unhooked the radio from his belt.

      “Woah! Hey!” the gangsters protested as my non-ghost-seeing boyfriend walked straight through their poker game.

      He spoke into the radio. “This is Officer Wydell. I’ll be there in five.” He headed for the porch steps. “Sorry, Verity.”

      “I’m going with you,” I said, hurrying after him, making sure to bypass the ghosts.

      Ellis stopped at the edge of the porch and planted a quick kiss on top of my head. “Not this time. Break-ins can be dangerous.” He gave my hand a squeeze and then took to the stairs. “Let me do my job.”

      “It’s a murder,” I said, following him down. “That’s the call I just got. A woman reported a murder. The call came from inside the house.”

      He drew his radio out again and cursed under his breath. “Watch your backs. Verity Long just received a call from inside the Sugarland Heritage Society. Caller reported a murder.”

      I gave it ten seconds before that was all over town.

      “You see why I’m going with you,” I said, trailing him to his police cruiser. Dang. I needed to get my purse.

      “Not yet,” Ellis said, turning to me. “The police will be swarming all over the place.” He dug in his pocket for his keys. “This is the biggest thing since the bank murder.”

      “Which I solved,” I pointed out.

      “You know I think you’re amazing,” he said, with the kind of pride that made me go a bit melty, “but let the police do their job, mortal methods only. I’ll tell you what we find and bring you in as soon as we can.”

      “But a murder?” I protested, unwilling to let it go.

      “I’ll check it out,” he assured me.

      Yes, well, he couldn’t see everything.

      “I’ll call you as soon as I have something to tell you,” he said, opening the door and hitting the lights on the cruiser.

      He’d better.
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      The next morning, I sat on my porch swing, watching an electric blue butterfly stretch her wings on the edge of a pot of zinnias, wondering if I was crazier than a soup sandwich.

      Last night’s caller had made it perfectly clear. There had been a murder.

      Ellis had met up with half the Sugarland PD outside the heritage society. They’d found the historic building locked tight, which was six kinds of strange considering someone or something had tripped the alarm. The society president let four officers inside the house to conduct a thorough search.

      They’d found nothing.

      No caller.

      No killer.

      Not even a body.

      Don’t get me wrong. I was both grateful and glad a tragedy had not occurred. But it also left me puzzled.

      Of course nobody else wanted to talk about the blaring alarm that had sent police rushing to the house. It was more fun to pretend nothing real had happened, to laugh about my ghostly warning on the morning radio talk shows. One particularly obnoxious host even had the gall to speculate that I lived for the drama of my failed wedding and my ghostly gift. As if I’d asked for any of it.

      She had called me!

      Just when I’d proven myself on my first ghost-hunting job. Just when I’d thought the town might be ready to take me seriously…

      A small cold nose nudged my arm. My little skunk, Lucy, sniffed the last strawberry in my breakfast bowl and gazed up at me as if to say, If you won’t eat it, I will.

      I placed the skunk and the bowl on the porch and stood.

      I’d been up since six a.m., fielding calls from my sister, my neighbors, and my mother in Florida.

      The Sugarland grapevine was more like a weed, one that sprawled every which way and was impossible to kill.

      My friends and family had been kind, at least. Thank goodness you were mistaken, they said. You must be imagining things, they hoped.

      But I wasn’t. I’d heard the raw truth in the caller’s voice last night. Her cry for help had come from inside the building, even though it had been locked up tight. Whoever she was, she’d reached out to me, never mind the fact that Ellis and his fellow officers had found not one single soul on the property.

      She’d sounded desperate. I simply couldn’t ignore that. It wouldn’t be right.

      In fact, there was only one thing I could think of to do.

      “Frankie!” I called. I scanned my generous backyard for any sign of the ghost that lived on my property. “If you can hear me, I’d like a word.”

      I’d met Frankie during an unfortunate bout of house cleaning, when I’d decided to try to make something of the dirty old vase I’d found in the attic. I hadn’t thought twice about dumping the ashy old soil inside over my rosebushes and rinsing it deep into the roots with the hose. Only it wasn’t a vase, it was an urn. And that wasn’t dirt. It had been…him. Or what was left of the poor fellow.

      My bang-up cleaning job had trapped Frankie’s ghost on my property for good. Or at least until we could figure out a way to separate him from my garden soil. Nothing we’d tried so far had worked.

      I alone could see him. Well, when he chose to appear to me. He frequently liked to remind me that he had his own friends and his own afterlife.

      “Oh, Frankie!” I called again, hoping he’d turn up. He liked to hang out in my backyard. Yet I detected no sign of him near the fishing pond, in the field beyond, or even in his favorite spot under the old apple tree.

      Frankie wasn’t what you’d call an early bird, especially after a late night of poker, but this was an emergency.

      He couldn’t leave the property, not unless I left and took his urn with me, so he had to be around somewhere.

      If I could get his attention.

      “That’s strange,” I said, going from coaxing to conniving, “I didn’t know there was money buried under my porch.”

      The strawberry bowl clanked and spun as my skunk made a beeline in the other direction. That was a good sign.

      She tended to bolt when Frankie came around.

      Of course, even I wasn’t ready for Frankie’s head to pop up out of the porch near my feet. I jumped back. “Good Lord!”

      Frankie appeared in black and white, but I could see through him. Mostly. I tried to avoid staring at the neat, round bullet hole in the center of his forehead.

      He scrunched his long, thin nose and squinted up at me. “There ain’t no dough down there. Just a rusty bucket and a couple dozen spiders.”

      “Big ones?” I squirmed.

      “As far as you know.” He rose up out of the porch, looking every bit the angry specter—make that gangster. He’d been a ruthless mobster in his day, and he dressed the part. Frankie wore a 1920s-style pin-striped suit coat with matching cuffed trousers and a fat tie. He rose up and up until his chest was level with my line of sight.

      He’d clearly been very good at intimidating his enemies, and probably his friends as well.

      I squared my shoulders. If I backed down an inch, he’d take a mile. “I’m sorry for the false alarm, but I need your help.”

      He glared down at me. “And you figured you’d lie to me to get it.”

      I felt a twinge of guilt, but I refused to flinch. “Considering you made your living gambling, stealing, and smuggling, I figured you might not mind so much.”

      The corner of his mouth tugged up. “Maybe I am teaching you a thing or two.”

      I sincerely hoped that wasn’t true. “I received a call last night,” I explained. “From an individual who may be a ghost. Is that even possible?”

      He shrugged. “I’m standing here, having this conversation with you, and you want to talk about whether or not crazy things happen?”

      “I see your point. You should know the call came from a locked building, with no living soul inside. Ellis checked.” The gangster didn’t appear overly impressed. “The woman on the other line reported a murder,” I said. “It has to be a cry for help, not from someone living, but from the dead.”

      He held up a hand. “Oh no. I see where this is going.”

      “Then you understand why I need you.” I couldn’t talk to any other ghosts without his help. I couldn’t do a darned thing about that call unless Frankie lent me his power to see the spirit world. Frankie wasn’t what you’d call a team player, but we’d joined forces before, with amazing results. “We’ve done so much good,” I pressed, hoping he had a soft spot…somewhere. “We saved my house, we helped that little boy reunite with his parents, we solved the murder at the old distillery.”

      “You drained my energy and dragged me along on a bunch of do-good nonsense that was distinctly uncomfortable to me and didn’t pay beans,” he said, as if that were all that mattered. “Now you want to borrow my powers to go running off to solve some murder you don’t even know exists.”

      “She asked for my help,” I said. “How can I ignore that?”

      He reached to the side and a white Panama hat materialized in his hand. “You’ve refused to help me plenty of times. A couple of weeks ago I asked you to drive me and the fellas to the First Sugarland Bank and you said no.”

      “That’s because you wanted to rob it.”

      He drew the hat down over the bullet hole in his forehead. “It really bugs Suds that he never got that job done,” he mused. “I don’t like leaving anything hanging, either.”

      I ran a hand through my hair and tried to think of a way to get him on my side, short of raiding a bank vault. “I realize it’s uncomfortable for you to help me. I’m truly sorry about that.” The power drain made parts of him disappear. But they always came back.

      Eventually.

      The problem was I’d already made a somewhat jarring deal with him the last time I needed his power. He could invite any ghost buddies he wanted to get together in my backyard. He’d gone from my guest to, well, I supposed he was more of a housemate now. I didn’t know what else I could offer.

      “I may just have to owe you,” I said, notching my chin up to match Frankie glare for glare. “This is important. I have to know who made that call. It may be nothing. It may be a false alarm or a dead end, or it could be murder.”

      “Even if I wanted to let you put my power on layaway,” he said, his attention drifting to the yard. “I don’t have time right now.”

      “You’re a ghost,” I balked. “All you have is time.”

      “That is stereotypical and offensive,” he said, waving at someone out in the yard.

      “Who’s out there?” I asked, trying to see, knowing I couldn’t without his help.

      Frankie grinned. “Sticky Pete!” he called, strolling to the edge of the porch. “Tie the bangtail out back by the shed.”

      “The what-tail?” I seriously needed to get a book on 1920s slang.

      “Never mind.” He waved off my concern. “The point is I’ve got a major event starting at noon. We got less than two hours to get this show started and the fresh dirt isn’t even down yet.”

      “What? I told you that you could have friends over.” As in a few of his old buddies to keep him company. “That doesn’t mean new dirt, bangtails, or whatever else Sticky Pete has planned.”

      “Not as far as you can see,” he smirked, turning back to the yard.

      “Frankie,” I warned. Only I couldn’t prove anything—couldn’t see anything—without his power, the jerk.

      “Hey, Knuckles, set up the bookie booth by the apple tree,” he hollered. “I’ll be down in a minute.” He winked at me. “Duty calls. Too bad you can’t watch and learn.”

      I leaned against the porch rail, blocking his view. “We’re going to the heritage society first. This is important.”

      He gave me a once-over. “Are we getting paid?”

      “No,” I huffed.

      “Then it’s not important,” he concluded, walking past me and down the porch steps.

      “This is my house,” I said, catching up with him halfway. Perhaps I did have some leverage. “Come with me now and I’ll make your afterlife even better.” He gave me a you’ve got to be kidding look, but I pressed on. “I’ll build you a gang headquarters out back, a place where you and your friends can have some privacy.”

      He halted at the bottom of the stairs. “You serious?”

      “Sure.” It would give them some place to go besides the porch.

      Truth be told, I’d already planned on surprising him with a nice shed near the pond. I’d received a small check after our last adventure and figured he’d earned a part of it. But if Frankie wanted to bargain, we’d do it his way.

      “What’s your angle?” he asked, sizing me up.

      I smiled sweetly at him. “Not all of us are looking to take advantage of every blessed little thing.” Besides, Ellis had already bought the premade shed. It was waiting to be delivered from the hardware store.

      “All right.” Frankie’s upper lip curled. “Deal. I’ll give you a half hour. No more. Suds can run the preshow for a while, but he ain’t a people person like me.”

      Frankie was smooth as a barbed wire bathtub.

      “Fine,” I said, “a half hour.”

      “And don’t push it. I gotta keep my feet this time,” he warned. “I need ’em for our…event.”

      “Let’s go, then,” I said. We wouldn’t have time to dawdle, but it would allow me to locate any ghosts on the heritage society property and hopefully learn what happened last night. “I’ll grab your urn.”

      “I’ll meet you in the car,” he said, sweeping through the porch rail and into the yard.

      I grinned at his back, and at any ghosts who cared to notice. Then I hurried the heck up.

      I took my bag from the counter and the urn from the barrel full of “Frankie” dirt that I’d shoveled from my garden. We’d relocated it, along with my favorite rosebush, to the parlor for safekeeping. Eventually, we might figure out what to do with it.

      Lucy had curled up on a blanket on the floor by the fireplace. “Be good,” I said, kissing her on the head. She could hold down the fort.

      My 1978 Cadillac was parked in the back of the house, near my decimated rose garden. I’d inherited the avocado green land yacht from my grandmother, along with our family’s antebellum home.

      And like the house, it needed a bit of love. The driver’s side door didn’t budge on the first try, but I gave it a good yank and it worked just fine. I slid my bag with Frankie’s urn onto the floor of the passenger side and said a prayer of thanks that the gangster hadn’t wandered away in the minute it had taken me to get ready.

      “I’d like your power now,” I said, turning my key in the ignition. The engine gave a hard chug and a wheeze, but it started right up.

      The gangster shot me a dubious glance. “You want to start burning your half hour already?”

      Sue me if I wanted to get a better idea of what was happening in my own backyard. Besides, the heritage society wasn’t far. We’d have plenty of time to look around.

      Frankie crossed his arms over his chest. “We can start right now if you drive away and don’t look back.”

      As if I’d be able to resist.

      Luckily, Frankie was in as much of a hurry as I was. And sometimes I think he mistook my sweet nature for passiveness, weakness even. I wasn’t above using that to my advantage.

      His energy settled over me and I tried not to shiver at the heavy, pricking weight. It felt like a blanket of tiny pins and needles. Within a moment or two, the worst of the transfer was over. I took a deep breath as I opened my senses to his world.

      A trumpet blasted across my yard. “What was that?”

      “Fats McGee is just practicing,” Frankie said, glancing behind us. “Now drive.”

      A horse whinnied. I heard the low, throaty sound of Frankie’s buddy Suds calling for bets, and I could swear I smelled popcorn.

      I turned around. “Frankie!” I choked. “Did you open a horse racing track in my backyard?”
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      He had!

      He’d turned my lovely four-acre yard into a broken-down, skid-row, jacked-up version of the Kentucky Derby, complete with a squad of Confederate Army engineers erecting a grandstand.

      And this after I’d offered to build him a shed.

      A pair of ditzy flappers giggled and waved American flags while a cowboy watered his ghost horse in my grandpa’s fishing pond. He chatted with a Pony Express rider and a World War One cavalry officer, both on horseback, both ready to race around the dirt track being shoveled out of a wagon by two pioneers.

      “No,” I vowed. “This is…no.”

      Frankie shot me a snarly look, but he could stuff it.

      He might have thought he’d pulled a fast one, but I was putting an end to this scraped-up, taped-up monstrosity on my back lawn. “You have taken advantage of my trust for the last time. You—”

      A Native American painted pony shoved his snout through the roof of my car and I about had a heart attack. I looked out my driver’s side window and saw a gray-and-white speckled horse chest and dangling feathers.

      “Check in with Sticky Pete,” Frankie instructed the ghost rider.

      The horse snorted and retreated, and my housemate could go with him as far as I was concerned. I stared Frankie down. “You have gone beyond the bounds of common trust and decency.”

      “What did you expect? I’m a gangster,” he shot back, as if that explained everything.

      “I don’t care who you are. This ends now.” I reached for my car door before another mustang blocked my way or, God forbid, a whole herd of them.

      “Hold up,” Frankie said quickly. “Let me ask,” he said, leaning back in his seat, all clever-like, sticking a hand through the closed window. “If you’re busy stopping my race, how are you gonna track down your midnight caller?”

      “So in the meantime, you can just tear up my backyard?” Granted, the digging didn’t actually appear in the real world, but it was the principle.

      On the other hand, we were talking about a murder.

      He had me. He had me over a barrel.

      “Fine,” I shot back, ker-chunking the car into gear. He was right. I couldn’t waste my half hour on cowboys, Cherokees, and bushwhackers. “But you are not getting away with this.”

      “Oh ye of little faith,” he said, his fingers catching the breeze.

      I gripped the wheel hard and steered up the side drive. “You purposely deceived me. This isn’t just your friends coming over for poker night. This isn’t a party in the yard.” It was a full-on ghostly gambling operation.

      It was something only a dirty, rotten criminal would do. Of course if I called him that, he’d only be flattered.

      He was making quite the afterlife for himself. In fact, he was making far greater strides while dead than I was in the real world.

      How depressing was that?

      “You don’t get it.” The gangster sat up straighter. “I’m not doing this to torture you. I need this. It’s high time I do something with my afterlife.”

      “Then find a hobby.” He could take up knitting for all I cared. Yoga. Zumba dancing. I readjusted my grip on the wheel as my car bounced over a rut in the road. “Anything that doesn’t mess up my property, in real life or on the other side.”

      “Well, that leaves out all the fun stuff,” he said, adjusting his tie.

      “You don’t know until you’ve tried it,” I said, quoting one of my grandma’s favorite sayings, ignoring his dubious expression.

      I cranked down my window and stuck my hand out, waving at a few of my neighbors camped out on their porches as the land yacht rumbled down the long straight drive toward town.

      Once upon a time, my family had owned the thirty acres surrounding our house. But over the years, we’d sold it piece by piece. Now, modest houses sprouted up past my bare front lawn, where the peach orchard once stood.

      I ground to a halt when I saw a ghostly company of Union cavalry picking their way straight through Erma Brower’s summer tomatoes. I stared as they crossed the road in front of us.

      “They’re headed for my backyard, aren’t they?” I asked as one of the soldiers tipped his hat to us.

      “Relax,” Frankie drawled. “It’s not like it’s an invasion.”

      “It’s no wonder someone shot you in the forehead,” I grumbled, chugging the car back into gear.

      “Now who’s not being nice?” Frankie mused.

      The ancient Cadillac groaned as I took a left turn onto Rural Route 7. What I wouldn’t give for power steering. And a ghostly Keep Out sign for my backyard.

      I had to find some way to get a handle on Frankie’s extracurricular activities. When I’d made the deal to let him use my home as a base for his gang, I never imagined he’d take it so far. I’d seen glimpses of a good man behind his outlaw attitude. I’d trusted him to do the right thing.

      Now he was making a spectacle of me and my hospitality and it would only get worse. First it was inviting gangsters to hang out on my back porch, but soon that turned into a fully functioning casino and flapper parties. That had devolved into skinny-dipping in the back pond. And then today…

      I took a deep breath and tried not to think about the indecorous activities taking place near and hopefully not in my grandfather’s favorite fishing spot. I couldn’t worry about that right now. I had to focus on the job at hand and I couldn’t do that job without him.

      I glanced over at Frankie, who sat, happy as a clam at high tide, counting a wad of ghostly twenties.

      Something had to change. I just wasn’t sure how to get Frankie to work with me without resorting to extortion, or worse. He was better than that. I knew it. There had to be a moral fiber in him somewhere, even if it was only one and it was polyester.

      We sped through the wooded area west of town. Large old oak trees and leafy sassafras and sugar maples lined the road, their thick branches stretching overhead to form a canopy of green.

      I had to focus on the ghost at the Sugarland Heritage Society. For the next half hour at least. The preservationist headquarters occupied a historic property only a mile or so past the old Southern Spirits distillery, where I’d tackled my first ghost-hunting case. Perhaps that was good luck.

      My engine let out a pop and a wheeze as we crested a small hill.

      Frankie shot me a dubious look. “It sounds like something died in there.”

      “It’s an old engine. It has its quirks.” I tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. “Just like you.”

      Frankie smirked. “If you got paid for this job, maybe you could get a tune-up.” He drew a silver watch out of his suit pocket and flipped it open.

      “It’s not always about money,” I told him. What would the world be like if friends and neighbors, even strangers, demanded payment for every good deed? “It’s my moral duty to get to the bottom of this.”

      The gangster shook his head. “Moral duty don’t pay the rent,” he said, polishing the watch with his jacket.

      “Maybe not, but luckily, I already have a home. And a car. Even free garden-grown fruits and vegetables, thanks to our last ghost-hunting client.”

      “Don’t remind me.” The ghost snapped the watch closed, giving a small shudder at the memory of our last job.

      Yes, it had been scary to solve the old mystery of Rock Fall Mansion, even for the ghosts. But I was immensely grateful for the opportunity and for what I had now.

      So many people made do with less.

      I’d recently been one of them.

      Last summer, I’d ended things with Beau Wydell, the most eligible bachelor in three counties. He’d admitted to cheating on me shortly after he’d put some unwelcome moves on my sister. I’d ended our betrothal on the eve of our wedding, which was awful enough, but that hadn’t ended my problems.

      His mother, Virginia Wydell, took the rejection as a personal offense and made me pay dearly for it. She’d sued me for the cost of the lavish wedding she’d planned and, up until then, paid for. I’d had to sell most everything I owned. I’d nearly lost my home, and I still hadn’t quite regained my dignity.

      “I just hope we don’t run into Virginia,” I said. “She’s president of the society.”

      “How do you know that?” Frankie asked, as if I’d been meeting her secretly for lunch and bouts of hair braiding.

      It was unavoidable in a small town like this. “Some things you know just by breathing the air.”

      Besides, she’d been president for at least two decades. At this point, it seemed elections were a mere formality.

      Luckily this was Saturday, so we’d probably encounter more tour groups than anything. Perhaps I’d join one and make a quiet search of the property. I could break off if I saw a ghost in distress, or any ghost, really.

      My blinker click-clacked as we made a left at the regal stone entryway with its elegant white wood and gold-lettered sign.

      At the end of the drive stood a two-story clapboard historic home with a small parking lot out front. The building was originally a home for widows and orphans and had been handed over to the society back in the 1920s.

      A second after we turned onto the property, my car accelerated all on its own. “Frankie!” I hit the brakes, jerking us back. The car shuddered and kept rolling, slower this time, but still alarming. I turned to the ghost, wide-eyed. “What’s happening?”

      “Your car is a piece of junk,” he said, holding onto the door frame with one hand. At least he had the courtesy to appear as flustered as I was.

      I twisted around in my seat. I didn’t see any ghosts behind us, pushing. “Can a spirit take over my engine?” I demanded as we cruised slowly toward the haunted house.

      “No,” Frankie said. “Well, maybe,” he corrected. “You don’t get to blame everything on us.” He craned his neck forward when we caught our first good look at the house. It sat back from the road, behind beds of carefully cultivated native flowers.

      “Holy smokes. This job just got better,” he said, breaking into a grin. “Dream girl at two o’clock.”

      It wasn’t like I could stop the car. “Where?” I asked, struggling to follow Frankie’s ogling stare while steering straight. It was all I could do. We were still rumbling forward. I hadn’t touched the gas since I’d turned into the place.

      The ghost of a young woman watched us from an upstairs window. Her dark hair curled past her shoulders and, yes, I’d think she was rather pretty if I didn’t have other concerns. She brought a hand to her mouth when she caught us watching; then she fluttered her fingers in a shy wave.

      “Do you think she’s doing this?” I demanded.

      “I wish,” Frankie said, waving back. “It’s not all about you, you know.”

      “Focus,” I told him.

      Ghostly magnolia trees rose on both sides, limiting my view of anything beyond the driveway. I had to stay calm. I could handle this.

      “Oh, yeah. Did you see how she made sure her collar was covering her neck? She’s into me.” Frankie grinned ear to ear. “If you’d told me I was gonna meet her, I’d a done this job for free.”

      “You’re not here for a date.” If I only had a half hour with him, we were going to do this right. “We need to ask her about last night’s call,” I said, my voice rising as the car gave a shuddering lurch. “And the break-in. We’re here to help.”

      As soon as I said it, the car slowed and seemed to calm.

      “I’d sure like to help her with a few things,” Frankie mused.

      “Frankie,” I admonished. Beyond the last of the trees, the lot stood empty save for a weathered van parked at the back of the lot. It must belong to a maintenance person. I’d assumed there’d be more people around on a Saturday. “You realize this was a home for widows and orphans.”

      “So?” he said, leaning an elbow out the closed glass window.

      Meanwhile I kept an eye out for more ghosts and tried not to read too much into the click-clicking that was now coming from my engine. Maybe it was the car. Hopefully the quick stop hadn’t broken anything.

      I adjusted my grip on the wheel. “Gangsters and innocent widows don’t mix.”

      “I’d like to test that theory,” he remarked.

      I turned into a parking spot at the front and tentatively stepped on the gas. The car lurched forward.

      “Watch it!” Frankie hollered as we careened straight over the parking barrier and onto the front lawn. I hit the brakes, turning the wheel. The land yacht narrowly missed the front porch rail as it reared up and onto the pristine front lawn. It crunched over a lovely garden border and into a patch of perfectly spaced begonias.

      “Stop, stop, stop!” I ordered my car, wrestling it to a halt an instant before it collided with the house itself. It gave a shuddering clank and I shoved the car into park before it got any more ideas.

      I killed the engine, hands shaking.

      “And you think horse racing is irresponsible,” Frankie said. “This car is the real menace.”

      “Is it bad?” I asked, struggling to open my door and see what damage we’d done.

      At least we hadn’t hit the house.

      Pink flower petals littered the ground. On shaky legs, I knelt to look at a piece of the stone garden border wedged under one of my front tires. The obnoxiously long hood of my car had taken out at least three begonias. “It could have been worse,” I said, clinging to the thought.

      I rested a shaking hand on my upper chest. I could fix this. I could replant the bushes. I could back my car out of the flower garden, if only I could stop freaking out. At least no one had come outside to yell at me.

      I must be the only living person at the house.

      Frankie strolled toward me, straight through my car, until he stood next to me, surveying the damage. “I hate to break it to you, but you only have my power for about ten more minutes.”

      “You’re going to hold me to that after everything that just happened?” I said, shocked all over again.

      “Lecturing me about my friends takes time, crashing the car takes time,” he said, ticking things off.

      “So does ghost hunting, and we haven’t even started yet.” I didn’t need the rundown of my setbacks today.

      I bent to look underneath the car. I’d have to pull out carefully if I didn’t want to cause any more damage. I’d never been in an accident before and I didn’t want to give my insurance company any reason to raise my rates.

      “I got a schedule to keep,” he insisted. “Of course, if we meet the cute girl haunting the second floor, I might be willing to stay longer. I think she’s into wiseguys,” he said, straightening his jacket, “or maybe it’s the suit.”

      “We can’t break into the house.” We’d only trip the same alarm that had alerted the police last night. I tugged up the strap of my sundress. “Let’s see who we run into out here.” It would do me good to calm down a bit. And now it seemed walking the grounds, searching for ghosts was our most relaxing option. Sometimes I wondered how I’d gotten into this.

      A ghost cow grazed in the front yard, but didn’t appear to have any company other than a gray, ghostly watering trough and a hitching post that had seen better days.

      “Maybe we’ll find someone around back,” I suggested. If that didn’t work, perhaps I could talk Frankie into staying longer in the hope that the pretty girl ghost would come outside.

      A long field stretched out past the rear of the house and ended in an old cemetery populated with leaning monuments, thick oak trees, and the spirits of the dead. Silvery images wound up from the ground and around the crumbling memorials.

      “Stop. You don’t need to worry about them,” Frankie warned as I walked to get a closer look. “The ones in there don’t leave.”

      “I can’t imagine why.” The images appeared more transparent from this far away, but I could swear I saw a woman’s face in the gnarled roots of an old oak tree.

      “You can tell by the way they slink along the ground, close to their graves. They’ve been forgotten for too long. Ghosts like that lose touch with what it’s like to be alive.” He shivered. “You can’t fix it.”

      I wasn’t so sure about that.

      Frankie’s expression darkened, as if he knew what I was thinking. “I mean it,” he warned. “Focus on what you came here to do.”

      It was surprisingly good advice coming from him.

      I shoved my hands into the pockets of my sundress and tried not to fiddle with the hole at the bottom of the left one. It was there when I’d bought it, but the dress had been too cute to resist. Plus, pockets could always be mended.

      We walked around to the front porch and saw a sign on a stand: No Tours Today.

      “No wonder it’s deserted,” I said.

      A ghostly porch light flickered by the front door, even though it wasn’t even eleven o’clock in the morning.

      “Five minutes left,” Frankie said, not being helpful at all.

      I knocked to be polite and wasn’t surprised when no one answered. If the door was locked, if the alarm was set, then we were stuck.

      “Here goes nothing,” I said, trying the knob.

      “Look at you,” Frankie said, grinning.

      “It’s not like we’re breaking in,” I said, surprised when the handle turned and the door pushed open, elated when no alarm sounded. “I’m a citizen of Sugarland and this is…my history.”

      We stepped into the large darkened foyer. Gaslights flickered in ghostly sconces. The subtle light blue period wallpaper in the mortal world gave way to deep, rich, wood-paneled walls. A wide staircase opened up on the left side of the room and curved up to the second-floor balcony.

      “Hello?” I called, hoping to attract the ghost we’d seen earlier.

      In the mortal realm, a heavy round table stood to the right of the stairs, with a towering vase of native Tennessee flowers in bloom. But on the ghostly side, two different groupings of otherworldly furniture gave way to a long, high table in the back.

      This must have been where the widows and orphans gathered.

      “Nice place,” Frankie said, stretching out on one of the couches, arms spread over the top, grinning like he’d just come home.

      “Let’s check this floor first,” I said. “Keep an eye out for offices or areas where there would be a modern phone for a ghost to use.”

      “Verity Long,” a woman’s voice said behind me.

      I turned to see Julia Harper Youngblood, last surviving member of one of the oldest families in town. She’d married an out-of-towner this past summer and even that hadn’t damaged her standing. As a born and bred Harper, she was still the crème of Sugarland society. Or perhaps it was the fact that her family, as well as her new husband, had bucket loads of money. Her sable brown, artfully designed hair swept back from her face in a chic wave that defied gravity, and her painfully thin frame and overly made up eyes reminded me of a praying mantis.

      I straightened my back and folded my hands in front of me like a proper Southern belle. “Why, Julia,” I said, “I’m surprised to find you here.”

      “I can see that.” Her red silk dress swished as she drew closer. “Forgive me for not greeting you sooner, but I was up half the night with the police, watching them chase down a false murder report.”

      “The burglar alarm set them off in the first place,” I reminded her. “As for the call I received, it was real. I just don’t know what it means.”

      She tilted her head and studied me. “Our former president, Virginia Wydell,” she prodded, as if I didn’t know the queen bee of Sugarland, the one bent on ruining me, “she warned me about you. With a fair amount of glee, I might add.”

      Wait. “Former president?” Virginia had been president for so long, I was surprised the place wasn’t named after her.

      “I was installed last week.” She smiled. “Surely you remember the Cannonball in the Wall debacle,” she added pleasantly, even if her words were anything but.

      Yes. I’d solved the mystery of a murdered librarian, and I’d outed Virginia for attempting to destroy and rewrite history.

      “Quite the scandal—the heritage society president distorting our shared legacy. It made her just unpopular enough for me to win this year’s election,” Julia drawled, with no short amount of delight. “I suppose I should thank you.”

      “Virginia is responsible for her own downfall,” I said. I’d had nothing to do with her choices.

      “Virginia still cares very much for the society,” she said, her heels echoing on the hardwood as she closed the distance between us. “She and I spoke this morning, and she warned me you’d probably show up here, looking for ghosts.” Julia’s perfume invaded my senses. It smelled like sweet, earthy ambergris and bathtubs full of money. “She suggested I toss you out on your ear and have you booked for trespassing.” She glanced out the window, at the tire tracks through the lawn that led to my Cadillac parked atop the mangled begonias. “It seems she didn’t anticipate the property destruction.”

      “I’ll replant every last bush and flower,” I vowed. I had no excuses, so I didn’t give her any. “I’m one of the good guys,” I promised. “You need me if you want to learn what’s really happening here.”

      The corners of her mouth turned up. “I do believe you’re serious,” she said before her pleasure evaporated. “You truly think you can—” she made a dainty gesture “—commune with the spirit world?” she asked, as if I were Miss Cleo, the 1-800 number psychic.

      I looked her dead in the eye. “I’ve met Civil War soldiers, mob assassins, and a 1970s ghost driving a shaggin’ wagon,” I said, enjoying the slight drop in her jaw. “I’ve seen ghost dogs, ghost horses, and out on your lawn right now, you have a ghost cow, who seems to be enjoying her day. I need to investigate. I will investigate. It would, however, be easier with your help.”

      “Well, then,” she said, sizing me up, “come with me, miss ghost hunter. I have something that may surprise even you.”
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      She led me down a narrow hallway lined with oil paintings of former heritage society presidents, enshrined for the ages in ornate gold frames.

      I caught my breath when I spotted a ghostly portrait at the end. It appeared larger than the others, baroque in style, and it shimmered as if it would disappear at any moment.

      The ethereal painting pictured a beautiful Victorian woman with high cheekbones, artfully stacked hair, and jeweled chandelier earrings. Her image was so lifelike and her expression so bemused that if I didn’t know better, I would have sworn she was looking back at me. It was quite unlike anything I’d seen from the time period, which leaned—no, rather dove toward the formal.

      “What is it?” Julia paused midway into the next room, wearing a slight frown.

      “Nothing,” I assured her, backing away from the image. Best not let the crazy flag fly until I could prove to her I was for real. I cleared my throat. “You know, I was surprised to run into you this morning,” I said, joining her, hoping she wouldn’t notice the blatant subject change. “Is that white van yours?” It didn’t seem like something a society lady would drive, but honestly, I’d think better of her if it were hers.

      Julia stared at me, aghast. “That’s used to haul things for the society.” She tightened her Tahitian pearl earrings and I noticed she wore a matching triple-strand bracelet. “My husband and I live on the other side of the cemetery, just up the rock path. It’s a lovely walk.”

      Perhaps. As long as you didn’t mind the spirits trapped there. “You don’t find it at all…spooky?” I asked, glancing back at the portrait in the hall.

      Julia folded her hands in front of her. “The quiet of the place can be unsettling at times. Hardly a bird chirps or a squirrel runs in that cemetery. But it is the quickest route.”

      Spoken like a steely Southern belle.

      Julia’s family went back to the founding of the town. The Harpers had lived in a sprawling Victorian overlooking the river for as long as I could recall.

      She led me past a desk stacked with brochures, which was tucked in front of an antique fireplace. I kept my eye out for a phone, one a ghost could have used to call me last night.

      As if that were normal.

      Still, I needed something about this situation to make sense.

      Next to the desk, on a carved wooden pedestal, stood the bust of a young woman. She stared longingly up to the heavens, a lace veil stretched over her face and hair like a burial shroud. I caught my breath as her eyes blinked, and her gaze turned to me. Superimposed on the stone was the ghostly face from the hallway.

      “Hello,” I said, not caring anymore if Julia thought it strange. This ghostly image was sentient, and it seemed to be following me. “What’s your name?”

      She disappeared.

      “I just met one of your ghosts,” I said to Julia. “She’s a little shy.”

      “Then she’s the exception,” Julia said pragmatically. She walked to a pair of closed wooden doors. “This next room houses our museum. It’s where we keep dozens of priceless items families have donated, some dating back to the founding of Sugarland.”

      “We came here for our fifth-grade field trip.” It was a rite of passage in this town. I didn’t remember much, but I’d seen some of the vintage clothing from the heritage society collection at the last Cannonball in the Wall festival. It had been a lovely event, until I’d discovered a body.

      A framed museum brochure showed the built-in wooden display cases along the walls, historical furniture and artifacts, and mannequins in real period clothing.

      Julia’s bony shoulders slumped. “Now when I come in each morning, I find this.”

      She opened the pocket doors to reveal those mannequins sprawled in various lewd poses on the priceless original furnishings, doing things no child should ever witness.

      I drew a hand to my mouth. “My stars.”

      The bearded mannequin of Colonel Jackson, hero of the Battle of Sugarland, leaned woodenly—but nevertheless suggestively—as he took liberties with the figure of Eula Jean Larimore, the wife of the second mayor of Sugarland. Meanwhile the mayor, the man who’d spearheaded the building of our town square, lay on his back under the form of a widow, her black mourning gown and veil most definitely askew. That was really all I needed to witness. “You really do have a problem,” I said to Julia. I wasn’t sure what to do about it, but it was certainly more embarrassing than me talking to ghosts.

      Julia eased a Cherokee woman off a smiling modern army soldier dressed in desert camouflage. “That’s Chaplain Rowland’s World War I traveling desk. With all the action it’s seen lately, I’m surprised it hasn’t caught fire.”

      “I hadn’t even noticed the desk under those two,” I said, helping her place the Cherokee girl back near the native artifacts exhibit.

      “We’ve already lost the buttons from Private Fisk’s army pants. They were ripped clean off, you see.” She sighed. “At least those are modern. We can buy more. But it’s only a matter of time before a historical piece is torn or broken. These items are irreplaceable and they’re not even ours. Most are on loan from families who trust us.”

      I scanned the room, looking for spirits.

      “This doesn’t make sense.” I couldn’t imagine what any of it had to do with murder. In fact, I couldn’t see any reason for a ghost to do this. “This display—and the call I received last night—there must be a purpose behind them. It takes a lot of energy for spirits to interact with objects in the mortal realm.” Not to mention make a phone call.

      The smaller exhibits under glass appeared to be intact. I paused in front of a time-stained pair of round metal spectacles. The yellowing description tag was a relic in itself, created in the days of manual typewriters. It stated the glasses had been worn by a Rough Rider, a certain Colonel Clinton Maker. I knew him. Or at least I’d met his ghost. “It doesn’t appear as if your ghost is searching for anything.” I’d seen spirits tear apart display cases before, trying to recover their property, but that didn’t seem to be happening here. “So why expend energy just to shock a bunch of society ladies?”

      Julia pressed her lips together tightly. “The members don’t know about any of this,” she said. “I’ve been sneaking over to fix everything before the volunteers arrive to open the museum.”

      “For how long?” I asked. This couldn’t be an easy secret to keep.

      “Three days,” she replied, sounding tired. “It’s getting more difficult to cover up, with the Sweet Tea Luncheon at the start of next week. I cancelled the volunteers for today. You were my excuse,” she added wryly, “what with you calling in the police in the middle of the night. In fact, I was hoping that having the police here half the night would keep me from waking up to this.” She sighed. “Obviously the ghosts had other ideas.”

      “The haunting itself is getting worse, too, isn’t it?” I’d often found that if spirits didn’t get your attention, they’d try harder.

      “It is.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to hide it. And now the whole town is talking about that call you made to the police last night, the report of murder coming from inside this house. Half of them believe you talked to a ghost. The other half—?” She shot me an apologetic glance as she caught herself. “Well, you have to admit, it’s hard to believe.”

      “I don’t expect blind trust,” I told her. She only knew me by reputation, and mine wasn’t exactly sterling. “All I ask is that you keep an open mind.”

      “With what I’ve seen lately, I believe I’m willing to try.” Julia returned her attention to the orgy in front of us. “I would have had these mannequins fixed by now if I’d kept my phone turned off this morning. The calls have been incessant.”

      I knew the feeling. “Let me help,” I said, adjusting the widow’s skirt to make her decent. That wasn’t right. On second thought, I just lifted her off the mayor entirely.

      Julia gave me a hand. “It started with the mayor. He’s been with a new lady every night. Then Colonel Jackson joined in, and so did the army soldier.” We placed the widow next to the Mother Mary’s Home for Wayward Widows and Orphans portion of the exhibit. “They’re not heavy, just awkward. Still, it’s a lot of work.”

      Especially for Julia in her red silk dress. I couldn’t help but wonder why she’d done herself up so nicely if she’d expected to be alone in the house. “So this has been going on for a little less than a week,” I said, smoothing the widow’s veil. “Did you make any changes to the property, move any furniture, dig up anything interesting in the cemetery?” I added, going out on a limb.

      Julia tried to hide her shock as she adjusted the lace on the widow’s high collar. “No. There’s been no digging in the cemetery,” she said, her voice measured. Yet I noticed her hands were shaking. She glanced at me. “No one can find out about this. The members will be mortified. They’d blame me, or at least expect me to fix it. And if this gets out to the public, we’ll be a laughingstock.”

      “Or you might sell a lot more tickets.” Although they’d probably lose the elementary school audience.

      She wasn’t amused. “As president, I’m ultimately responsible for the society home and its contents,” she said, adjusting the pins on the widow’s veil. “At first, I believed this to be the work of someone who wanted to shame me and cast doubts on me as a leader. After all, I’m twice divorced in a town that doesn’t take kindly to it.”

      If I had to guess, I’d think any ding to her reputation would have more to do with her most recent husband’s multiple marriages, or what some referred to as his “string of bad luck,” but I wouldn’t have felt right suggesting it.

      She gave a wry smile, as if reading my mind. “I beat out Virginia Wydell by two votes. Any other year she’d have had an easy victory. The woman was ready to spit nails.”

      Virginia was the vengeful type, but a racy mannequin arrangement wasn’t her style. I reached for the mayor and stopped halfway. “Wait. If someone living is behind this, we need to stop touching the evidence. I can call Ellis. He’ll be fair in his investigation.” Although I hated to put him in a position of questioning his own mother.

      “I suspected her too,” Julia said, reaching past me, taking the mayor by the shoulders. “It started Wednesday morning. When it happened again on Thursday, I set up cameras to catch Virginia in the act,” she said, lifting the figure and setting him on an empty stand. “The footage was filled with static at about three in the morning, but there’s a flash where you can see… they were moving by themselves.” She took a deep breath. “I didn’t even believe in ghosts until that moment. But there’s no question about it,” she added, turning to me. “A ghostly force is moving the mannequins.” She shook her head, as if she couldn’t quite believe what she was saying. “I watched it more times than I can count. It’s so hard to explain.”

      I knew the feeling. “I wish you would have called me.”

      She straightened the mayor’s tie and stole a glance at me. “I thought about stopping by to talk with you when I realized this was indeed a haunting, but I found it…difficult.”

      “You’ll discover I’m pretty easy to get along with,” I told her.

      “Forgive me, but I don’t understand it.” Her brow furrowed at the job she’d done on the tie, and without hesitation she ripped it open to start over from scratch, her movements agitated. “I don’t understand how one minute you were normal and sweet and engaged to Beau Wydell and now you suddenly ‘see’ ghosts and start dating Beau’s brother.”

      At least she was honest. “A lot has changed since last summer,” I said. But even I could see how a proud woman like her would be reluctant to stake her reputation on me.

      She gave up on the mayor. “Last night, I had the chance to speak privately with Ellis. He said you not only talk to ghosts, but you were invited to be in a Yankee officer’s wedding.”

      “I’ll be there as soon as they settle on a venue,” I explained. Now that Matthew had reconciled with his family over being a Yankee, his mother had way too many ideas about the wedding. His bride, Josephine, wasn’t cottoning to meddling parents. She’d endured enough of that in life. So they were working it out. The ghosts certainly had time. And when it was all settled, Ellis would be my date. It pleased me that he talked about my ability so openly, that he believed in me.

      “Ellis is a good man,” she said, as if she needed to convince herself of my goodness as well.

      An ominous, ghostly laugh echoed behind me and I turned to see Frankie grinning ear to ear. “I lost track of time back there. What a great place. And now this!” he added, gesturing to the mannequins.

      “Just a minute,” I mouthed.

      I was still convincing this woman of my trustworthiness, not to mention my sanity. She didn’t need to see me talk to the dead.

      “Sorry, babe. You already got ten extra minutes. I think I lost a toe.” Frankie ripped back his power so fast it felt like whiplash.

      “Ouch!” I said on an exhale, resting my hands on my knees, feeling the sting down to my bones.

      Julia touched my shoulder. “Are you all right?” she asked, drawing back when I gave her the mother of all electric shocks.

      I nodded, catching my breath. “My ghost is acting up.”

      Frankie didn’t even appear sorry. “I’m not your ghost,” he ground out, shoving his hands into his pockets. “Now get me out of here.”

      Julia froze. “I feel a cold spot. Right here,” she said, her eyes widening, “Does that mean there’s a spirit present? I’ve felt them in the cemetery as well.”

      “Welcome to my world,” I said, straightening.

      Julia made the sign of the cross.

      “What good does she think that’s gonna do? I’m not a vampire,” Frankie huffed.

      The socialite reached into the pocket of her dress and drew out an overstuffed envelope. “I believe I’d like to hire you, Verity.” She took a deep breath. “If you’re willing,” she added, pressing the envelope into my hands. It bulged with cash.

      “Yes!” Frankie slapped his hands together, like he was at some kind of sporting event. “This is how we should get paid. In envelopes full of money!”

      “I’d like you to work directly for me,” Julia insisted. “Tell no one.”

      “I haven’t even told you my rate,” I said, feeling strangely indebted. I didn’t think I’d ever held so much cash. These were hundred-dollar bills. Loads of them.

      “It can’t be more than the cost of a private detective,” she said. “There should be plenty in there.”

      “You’re hiring a detective?” I asked, thumbing through the wad of bills. I had no idea they made this much.

      She drew back. “I have a personal matter to handle,” she said tightly. “I’d like your discretion with that information as well.” She waved a hand, as if the entire conversation were distasteful suddenly. “Take the money. It’s yours. I can always stop for more after the committee meeting this morning,” she added to herself.

      “I’m certainly willing to help,” I said. I had a responsibility to whoever had called me last night. “But this money,” I said, furrowing my brow. I could hardly believe it was real.

      “If you need more, you’ll get it,” she assured me. She looked into my eyes. “I won’t be undermined. I refuse to be compromised any longer. Put this to rest, Verity. For me and for our ancestors. Find out what’s troubling them and let’s fix it. Let’s make this a happy place again.”

      She was being too generous. And I’d return whatever portion of my fee I didn’t use. But it would feel good to be paid for my services. “I’ll do it,” I told her. There was only one catch. “I know you want this kept secret, but I have to at least inform Ellis. It’s a necessary step,” I added quickly before she could protest. “I might need backup. You can trust him.”

      She stiffened. “He’s Virginia’s son.”

      “He’s gotten me out of more jams than I can count,” I assured her.

      Ellis had helped me break out of a haunted bank vault, he’d taken on a poltergeist to save my life, he’d even driven the getaway car after I ticked off a speakeasy full of ghostly gangsters.

      “He can’t tell his mother or anyone,” she insisted.

      “We won’t let you down.” Ellis and I could certainly keep a secret. Besides, Virginia and the rest of the society ladies would only make the job more difficult if they knew about it.

      Frankie cocked his head. “We better split. You got people coming.”

      “All right,” I said. “My ghost is telling me we need to go. You’re about to have visitors.”

      Julia’s eyes widened. “The special committee!” She checked the slim gold watch on her wrist. “They’re early.”

      No doubt eager to get the scoop from last night.

      Listening to the police scanner was a form of entertainment in this town, but it was always better to get the dirt directly from the source.

      Of course, I had no interest in gossip, but I had to ask. “Are you deciding something big?” Any major changes to the property might be enough to rile up the ghosts.

      “It’s none of your concern,” she shot back.

      I didn’t have time to explain. “I’ll just get out of your way.” I headed for the door, shoving the envelope of cash into my pocket without the hole.

      “Wait,” Julia said. “Take the side exit.” She rushed out to the wood-paneled room with me on her heels and opened a door that led out to a small porch. “We don’t want anyone to see you.”

      Fair enough. “Meet me back here at ten o’clock tonight,” I told her. “Will the house be deserted then?”

      “It will. Yes. Goodbye,” she said, closing the door.

      I hurried down the side steps and out to the land yacht parked in the middle of the ruined flower bed. I yanked open the door as I saw a pair of sleek cars advancing down the drive.

      I fired up my engine and slammed the land yacht into reverse.

      The tires spun and the engine whined.

      Frankie stood up in the center of my hood. “You got something caught under your tire.”

      “You think?” I said, pushing harder on the gas.

      My tires spit dirt and begonias.

      Frankie bent down. “You’re just digging a bigger hole,” he said, his voice muffled by the whine of the engine and the blood pounding in my ears.

      My tire wedged on something solid and, for a second, I thought I was home free. But then it slipped again, and when I checked for clearance in my rearview mirror, I saw a black Mercedes pull up behind me and a green Jaguar slide in next to it.

      “All right,” I said, shoving my car into park. I turned off my engine, smoothed my hair, and dug in the console for a tube of lip gloss.

      “That ain’t gonna fix this,” Frankie said, from the other side of my windshield.

      “Grandma used to say nobody ever regretted being a lady.” I checked my side-view mirror and spotted a pair of socialites at seven o’clock.

      I exhaled, pasted on a smile, and slid out of my car, prepared for battle.
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      Gird your loins,” I murmured to Frankie as Eudora Louise Markam slid out of her black Mercedes and hurried toward my stranded car.

      “You’re the one she’s looking at,” Frankie said, as if it wasn’t his problem.

      I supposed it wasn’t. He was nothing to her, quite literally.

      As for me? I’d never wanted to be a ghost before, but at the moment, I could understand the appeal.

      The society matron halted at the edge of the parking lot, her perfectly layered platinum blonde hair swirling in the breeze. She clutched her pink designer purse, her Botoxed forehead unmoving. “Why hello, Verity,” she said, as if she hadn’t noticed my land yacht on top of the ruined flower bed. “Car trouble?”

      “Acceleration issues,” I said, standing my ground. It wasn’t as if I could hide the monstrosity behind me. There was nothing to do but grin and bear it, even if my galloping heart hadn’t quite gotten the message.

      Kelli Kaiser slammed the door on her green Jaguar. “You should get rid of that old wreck. It’s a menace to society.”

      “Yes, well”—seeing as Kelli graduated only a few years before me, I doubted she’d earned the money it took to drive the well-oiled machine that took her from luncheon to bridge club—“the Cadillac is sentimental,” I said breezily. I owed her no explanation, but I had to be sociable if I wanted to survive this. I clasped my hands in front of me like a well-bred lady. “I don’t suppose either of you has a set of towing cables or perhaps a large shovel.”

      Eudora laughed at that, and I honestly think she meant it as a sweet, social gesture. Kelli nudged her on the arm. “Quit it,” she said, in the worst stage whisper ever. “She’s actually serious.”

      “Oh.” Eudora eyed me with a mix of pity and curiosity, as if I were on the wrong side of a zoo display. She fiddled with her diamond earring. “I suppose you could call Triple A.”

      I didn’t have Triple A. I didn’t even have power steering. “It’s okay,” I said brightly. “I’ll figure it out. You go on inside.” I tried for a smile and failed. “Don’t stand here on my account.”

      Please don’t make me dig my front tires out in front of an audience.

      Then again, I didn’t see how I could do any good without a shovel or a board to brace the tires. I might do better to set the car on fire and walk home.

      I felt my body heat and my cheeks flush.

      Eudora appeared as if she wanted nothing more than to bolt. “It wouldn’t be neighborly just to leave you here,” she said, even if it meant staring at me, making it worse, wallowing in my embarrassment with me.

      “Nothing about this is neighborly,” Kelli said, taking a quick picture with her cell phone.

      Frankie walked in between me and the two ladies. “I don’t get it. Nobody’s even mentioned the muddy pit you made.”

      No. It was more polite and infinitely more humiliating not to say a word.

      “Just don’t do anything crazy,” he warned, fading away. “Like give the money back.” His voice trailed behind, even after he’d disappeared completely. “I gotta see a man about a pony.”

      A chilly wind blew, driving the floral carnage directly at the two ladies.

      Frankie.

      Kelli tilted her head. “Are you here because of a ghost?” she asked, braving the storm from the safety of the parking lot. Neither lady had stepped into the no-man’s-land of the grass.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Julia said. She stood on the front porch, with her hands on the rail like a commander overseeing the troops. “Sakes alive, the conclusions you draw,” she said, descending the stairs like Scarlett at Tara. “Verity was here for another reason entirely.”

      Eudora gave me the once-over, from my secondhand dress to my perfectly serviceable sandals. “I can’t imagine what that might be.”

      I wasn’t even offended. There would be no way I’d set foot on this property without a spirit in peril or a gun to my head. Julia didn’t want to admit I was here as a ghost hunter, and I respected that. She’d paid me well and asked me to keep her secret, but I also had no other way to justify my presence on their front lawn.

      “I get it!” Kelli clapped her hands together. “You’re joining the society,” she said in a rush. “I do hope you are. We need fresh blood in this place.”

      Hardly. The blood would be mine as the ladies devoured me piece by piece at one of their fancy luncheons. “Not exactly,” I cautioned, my mind spinning as I tried to come up with another possible explanation. I was never very good at lying.

      “Yes, I offered her a membership,” Julia said. Her stony expression gave nothing away, but I noticed the blush in her cheeks had gone from a chic peony to the color of the hot pink begonias under my wheels. She lifted her chin. “We would like nothing more than for Verity Long to join our venerated society.”

      She wanted me in that society like she wanted termites. I pasted on a smile. “I did enjoy seeing the house,” and I wouldn’t mind having unrestricted access to it, “but I really don’t think—”

      Kelli’s pretty face twisted into a ruthless smile. “I’ll be your second sponsor if you need one,” she said, toying with her thick, gold monogram necklace, “as long as I get to break the news to Virginia Wydell.”

      “That would be…too kind,” I said, a trickle of sweat making its way between my shoulder blades. As much fun as it would be to watch Virginia fake heart palpitations, like she did when her plan to steal my house failed; or even to watch Virginia faint dead away, like she did when her plans for my perfect wedding to her lying, cheating youngest son had fallen apart, I really didn’t want to antagonize the woman. Not when I was building something new with her middle son.

      And, yes, that was about as messed up as it sounded.

      “Now, Verity,” Julia said, stepping onto the grass, “we’ve had a member of the Long family in the society for nearly sixty years. Even your grandmother used to hold a position on the board.”

      Before it had become a nest of vipers.

      Her heel sank into the dirt. She winced and drew it out, but it didn’t slow her advance in the slightest. “Your family has given us some of our most hardworking and dedicated members.”

      Yes, but in my grandmother’s day, the society had been focused on charity functions instead of social ones. They’d cared more about helping people afford good food rather than what chef prepared it.

      Julia stopped in front of me. “When your mother left town, we were all very disappointed.”

      “No one more than me,” I said. Mom didn’t love this town like I did. After my dad died, she hadn’t wanted to stay.

      “But you took over the family home. You care,” she said, and I could tell she treasured Sugarland as much as I did. Not that it made me want to stick around this place. “I can’t think of a better person to represent your family as a legacy member,” she concluded.

      I was touched. I truly was. But not enough to put my neck on the chopping block.

      “Please,” she said, eyeing me carefully. “Think of the history.”

      “I am thinking plenty,” I ground out as politely as I could. I’d keep my end of the bargain, but I shouldn’t have to sell my soul to do it. She had to see that.

      If I joined the society, if I gave them an opening, they’d scrutinize any little thing I did, even if I could manage to keep the land yacht from jumping onto the front lawn again.

      I’d be having tea with them, meetings with them, I’d go through my small wardrobe way too quickly and have nothing else to wear for them. I began to feel a bit ill at the prospect of being judged so thoroughly.

      Problem was, it would be near impossible to keep this ghost-hunting assignment under wraps if I wasn’t somehow part of this group, and I could really use this job.

      Eudora took a tentative step up onto the grass. “It’s okay if you feel you don’t fit in,” she said, as if that could diffuse my discomfort. “The society isn’t for everybody. You don’t have to do what Kelli and Julia say, even if it would be fun to stick it to Virginia.”

      Two minutes in and we were already scheming. I clutched my hands in my pockets, trying to ignore the wad of money. I had to remember what I’d come here to do. I had to think of the poor ghost who had called on me for help last night.

      This house was an important piece of our town’s history. It belonged to all of us, not just the society ladies. The ghosts here had acted out because they were unhappy. Those poor widows and children had suffered enough in life. I didn’t want them to keep hurting, not if it was in my power to do something about it.

      I could do this. I had to.

      “I can’t wait to join the Sugarland Heritage Society,” I said before I could change my mind.

      “Then it’s settled,” Julia said, as if we’d come to a business agreement, which I supposed we had.

      “I’ll draw up the papers,” Eudora said, as if she wasn’t quite sure how this had come about.

      I was right there with her.

      “I’ll get you a member pin,” Kelli said, with enough enthusiasm to fill me with dread, “and call my handyman to dig out your car and buy some more flowers.”

      “I’ll pay you back,” I said, feeling a moment of panic before realizing that I did have some money now, although I wasn’t sure I felt right about spending it before completing any of the job.

      “No need to compensate.” Kelli winked at me, her ear already to her phone. “You’ve given me enough of a gift.” She bounded up the front steps, pausing just short of the porch. “Just be sure to wear that dress to the Sweet Tea Luncheon on Tuesday. It’s at Virginia’s house.”

      I looked down at my pretty flowered dress. What had I gotten myself into?

      Don’t think about it.

      I had what I needed—a paying job and a way to help the ghosts. As for the rest, I’d take it one day at a time.

      

      I made my escape with a flower stuck under the wheel well.

      Heaven help us all.

      I wrestled my hands-free earpiece from my center console and tried to untangle the mess of black wires as I stopped my car at the end of the tree-lined drive. The earpiece was a garage-sale find that should have been thrown out long ago, seeing as it was out-of-date, fraying, and probably going to electrocute me next week. But it worked, for now.

      Just as I was hooking the receiver over my ear, a red Aston Martin made a right turn next to me and nearly swerved off the road. From the driver’s seat, Virginia Wydell stared at me as if she were the one seeing ghosts.

      “Hello,” I said, waggling a few fingers at her in a semblance of a wave. She frowned, clearly displeased to see me.

      Little did she know this would be the best part of her day.

      I dialed my boyfriend’s number and then pulled out slowly into traffic.

      He answered right away, which was typical of Ellis. “Did you see your new shed?”

      “What?” I asked. “Can we pick it up?”

      “I was at the hardware store this morning,” he said, the warmth in his voice soothing my raw nerves. “They had it ready, so I brought it out and set it up by your pond.”

      “Thanks so much.” Frankie would think I was the ultimate bargain keeper. “Are you at my house now?”

      “I’m back at the restaurant. They just delivered my four-top tables. Stop by and take a look.”

      Ellis was in the process of opening up a small business. He was renovating the old Southern Spirits distillery into a brewpub and eatery. It was just the kind of modern gathering place the town needed, and there had been a lot of interest in his new venture since I’d helped him rid the place of a poltergeist.

      “I’d love to see the new tables,” I told him, holding onto my earpiece so it wouldn’t fall out. “I’m just down the street.”

      He’d done a lot of the work himself, on his off time from the police force, so he had even more reason to be proud of the accomplishment.

      I steered down the country road and smiled when I saw the battered limestone wall that marked the beginning of the old Wilson’s Creek property that Ellis had purchased. Moss clung to the uneven top. Clumps of grass and weeds sprouted from gaps in the mortar. We’d had some good times here.

      The rock wall rose higher on both sides of an open iron gate. A large stone marker read Wilson’s Creek. I turned, expecting a narrow dirt road. Instead, I encountered a wide, smooth patch of pavement. I knew he’d been hard at work, but goodness. I was proud as punch and I hadn’t even gotten to the place.

      The new road led to a modern parking lot in front of a large brick building with wide wooden carriage doors. Tall windows lined the first and second floors, sheltered under red brick arches. He’d even restored the wood turret off the back. Crisp letters, hand-painted in white on the brick, read “Southern Spirits since 1908.”

      “My stars,” I said, walking past the repaired, repainted brewery wagon out front.

      The large wood door opened easily and I found myself in a carriage house turned modern restaurant.

      Stylish lantern-style light fixtures hung from the newly refurbished, exposed rafters above. The smell of fresh lumber mixed with century-old brick and wood polish.

      Ellis Wydell leaned against the antique bar at the front, grinning.

      No doubt he’d seen me coming. Ellis always saw everything coming.

      He was as handsome as the rest of the men in his family, which was to say drop-dead gorgeous. He stood tall and lean, with broad shoulders, bulk in all the right places, and a dimple in his chin that deepened when he smiled the same as when he frowned.

      “You’ve done so much,” I said, rushing to give him a big hug. “I should have come by sooner.”

      “As I recall, you were busy with a haunted mansion.” He planted a kiss on my head and held me close. “Not to mention helping me decorate my own house.”

      “Yes,” I said, noticing the shiny new barware and coasters with the logo I’d done for him last month—white block lettering on a brick background. “This is beyond what I expected.”

      “I’m glad,” he said, keeping hold of my hand as I went to explore. “I wanted you to see it all at once.”

      “The new furniture looks great,” I said, marveling at the distressed wood tables. They fit so well in this old carriage house. “Everything does.”

      I was so pleased for him. I’d seen firsthand how he struggled with aesthetics. Even after I’d helped him fix up his house, he still preferred to keep most of the walls bare and seemed genuinely perplexed at the idea of decorator pillows. He’d never made his own comfort a priority. But when it came to Southern Spirits, a place he not only loved but also wanted to share, he made every detail important.

      He dragged me back for a kiss, but just then his handyman walked in from the kitchen near the back.

      “Hi, Harry,” I said, noticing his beard had grown longer and his hair even shaggier since the last time I’d seen him.

      He shrugged at me and mumbled a hello, which was more than I used to get out of him when I thought he was responsible for the murder of Ellis’s uncle.

      I supposed I couldn’t blame him. Tool belt clanking, he disappeared into one of the seating nooks built into the old stable stalls on the left side of the building.

      “You’re sure dressed pretty,” Ellis said against my ear.

      And people said Beau was the charming brother. I turned to Ellis. “Frankie and I stopped by the Sugarland Heritage Society this morning.”

      “I figured you might,” he said, pulling a chair out for me. “Did you talk to any ghosts?”

      “No, but I ran into Julia Harper Youngblood.” I told him about the dirty mannequins and how they seemed to be the work of an unknown ghost.

      He sat back in his chair, surprised. “I point-blank asked her if she’d seen anything strange in that house and she said no.”

      “She was probably embarrassed to tell you,” I said, running my fingers over the gorgeous wood of the table. We both knew what happened when someone in this town started talking about seeing ghosts.

      “I’m dating you,” he said. “She should know I’m safe to talk with.”

      “Well, you did something right because she hired me based on your recommendation, and she paid up front.”

      “That’s fantastic,” he said, with that lopsided grin of his. “I knew you’d make a good ghost hunter, even if it does scare the bejesus out of me sometimes.”

      Me too.

      “Nobody can know about the mannequins except us,” I cautioned. “I promised her.”

      He shrugged a broad shoulder. “We’ve kept secrets before.”

      Not well. Everyone in town had found out we were dating. Of course, that was because Ellis had wanted to go public with our relationship, claiming we had nothing to hide.

      My eye caught the old trapdoor that led down to the root cellar. I stood and walked over to it.

      “I’m not worried about either of us spilling the beans,” I said, running a foot over the door, “but I did have to do something drastic to give me an excuse to be on the property.” Just thinking about it made me sweat. “You’re looking at the newest member of the heritage society.”

      “That’s great,” he said, shocking me to my toes.

      Truly? I turned to him. “Not everyone is going to think so. Your mother about crashed into a tree when she saw me pulling out of the property this morning, and as far as she knew, I was just visiting.”

      “She could stand a little shake-up,” he said, his hands in his pockets. Upon seeing my frown, he relented a bit. “If you have trouble with women like my mother running these things, you did the right thing by joining. You should stick around after this job is over and make some changes. Invite your friends to join. Lauralee likes meeting new people.”

      He’d clearly mixed up running with joining. I wasn’t looking to take over. “Lauralee has her hands full with the PTO. They want her to be the box top mom this year.” My best friend had four boys under the age of eight. She could be counting those little slips of paper for years.

      “See?” Ellis said. “She likes to volunteer.”

      “For her kids,” I conceded.

      “And for the good of Sugarland,” he added, as if it were that easy. “Get your sister in there. Get Bree from the animal shelter.”

      He’d officially gone insane. “I like these people. Why would I do that to them?”

      He took my hands. “I’m telling you, you can make a difference here. Get some nice people, ones who care about our history, to sign up. Find the thoughtful people who are already members. Organizations like that go to the biddies because caring women like you leave it to them. You can turn it around, bring it back to being useful. You could do a lot of good.”

      I’d been a member for twenty minutes, and he already had my coup planned out. “I think you’re giving me far too much credit.” Besides, I didn’t want to be in charge. I wasn’t a leader. “Even if I do like the idea of changing things, I can’t even control my own backyard. Frankie is holding horse races out there. When I left this morning, he had cowboys and cavalry soldiers and heaven knows who else running a dirt track next to a bookie booth.”

      “I thought the colonel might have gone out,” Ellis mused.

      I’d broken him in far too well.

      “What makes you think they got to Colonel Maker?” The colonel haunted the first stable stall on the left. I’d met him and his horse, Annabelle, when I was going up against the poltergeist.

      “It’s usually a few degrees colder over here.” We walked to the table Ellis had set for Colonel Maker in the alcove he haunted. “Now the air is positively balmy.”

      He was right.

      “I like what you’ve done with his alcove,” I said, running a hand over the table, set with a photo of the Rough Rider, an empty place setting for him, and one for his horse. Ellis and I had planned this gesture after the colonel had been so good to me on my first ghost hunt.

      “You even left a carrot for Annabelle.” I smiled.

      “I do it every day. This is their home.”

      Ellis wanted everyone to feel welcome at Southern Spirits.

      I looked over the lovely tables, the glazed concrete floors, this space that held so much history. “I’m so happy for you, Ellis.”

      The tips of his ears reddened at the compliment. “Now that the tables are in, I’m going to do a small tasting party for friends and family next weekend. There are a few things on the menu I’d like to test out and the chef is available.”

      Wow. I hadn’t realized he was this close. “Is this like a soft opening?”

      “Not exactly. This is much smaller. I want to say thanks to everyone who has supported me.” He shook his head, as if he couldn’t quite believe it had all come together. “It’s taken a long time to make this place ready.”

      It had. He’d originally bought the building with his uncle, who was planning to retire from the police force and run the restaurant full-time. But Vernon had been killed in the line of duty before the project could get off the ground.

      “So it’ll be your family,” I said as casually as I could.

      I was the girlfriend now. I’d have to get together with them sooner or later. Although I’d been hoping for later.

      “My mom and dad,” Ellis said. “Beau,” he added, naming my ex with barely a pause. “My brother Leland.”

      “Ah, yes.” The last time I’d seen them all together had been the night before I’d been set to marry Ellis’s brother.

      “Sorry to spring this on you.” He gestured helplessly. “It’s the only weekend Dad will be in town for the next two months.”

      I hoped I didn’t look as horrified as I felt. “It’s great.” It would be fine. After all, this was what my life would be like if we were together; family picnics and birthdays, Thanksgivings and Christmases.

      “If all goes well, I’ll start putting ads in the paper and do a soft opening next month,” Ellis said, “and if you’re still willing to design those menus, I’d really appreciate it. Just as soon as I know what to put on them.”

      “I’ll start drawing up some ideas. It’ll give me something fun to think about this afternoon.” Besides ghosts in my backyard and dinner with my boyfriend and my ex-fiancé.

      “It’ll be fine.” He wrapped a reassuring arm around me. “You’ll see.”

      Ellis, the eternal optimist. I normally liked that about him. If only I didn’t sense a storm brewing, and darned if I wasn’t rushing headlong into the middle of it.
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      When I returned home, Frankie was nowhere to be seen.

      I shut off the land yacht’s engine, ignoring the way it popped and crackled. At least it hadn’t made a mad rush for the middle of my rose garden.

      Frankie had been so eager to get home. I almost wished I had been tuned into the spirit world so I could see what fresh havoc he was orchestrating in my backyard.

      Or perhaps I didn’t want to know.

      “Frankie?” I called, slinging my bag over my shoulder, feeling the weight of the urn inside. I’d at least check in with the ghost, if only to give him a stern warning to keep himself whole and in shape for tonight. He owed me that much.

      But I didn’t see him on the porch or near the pond or even under the apple tree.

      “Frankie!” I called.

      This was important. If we could get to the bottom of the ghostly happenings at the heritage society this evening, if we could solve the mystery and be done with it, I would be able to gracefully decline my membership to the ladies who lunched.

      Better still, I wouldn’t need Frankie’s powers again—at least for the time being.

      The small break would give me time to rein in Frankie’s new venture. If I didn’t, I was afraid I’d walk out on my porch tomorrow and see Secretariat being saddled up.

      “Where are you?” The urn bag bumped against my side as I walked out past the fishing pond to the field beyond. “You’re not going to believe what happened after you left this morning.”

      It was much more exciting than a haunted horse race, at least for me.

      I wandered toward the field in the back, where Frankie sometimes took a load off. I had no doubt the horses were still running on the spiritual plane. For one thing, I saw no birds, squirrels, or wildlife of any kind. Little critters seemed to have a sixth sense when it came to ghosts. For another, I expected the races to go until dark, and then the post-party to last until dawn. I’d seen firsthand the way these guys lived it up. It was no wonder they’d all died young.

      I shook my head. It wasn’t any of my business. The ghosts were free to make their choices. But I would make sure my own personal gangster saved some of his energy for tonight.

      My gaze landed on the shed out back. Ellis had set up one of those prefab wooden ones, the kind you get at the feed store. It wasn’t huge, but it was a home base Frankie could call his own.

      The gangster had to be excited, but I couldn’t imagine why he’d be in there instead of attending his own race.

      Unless he was hurt. Or he was holed up with a randy flapper. Either way, I needed to make sure he was okay.

      I approached slowly, looking for any sign of spirits—which was ridiculous because I couldn’t see a thing without Frankie.

      “Frankie?” I asked, knocking to be polite, wincing because if he really was in trouble, I’d just given myself away. “I’m coming in.” The door creaked as I pushed it open.

      Dust motes swirled in the stark, empty space.

      “Are you in here?” I stood, listening for him, the sun hot on my back as I breathed in the smell of fresh lumber and stale air. “Give me a sign if you can hear me.”

      In the distance, my neighbors’ children laughed and called to each other. The breeze blew through the leaves of the old apple tree. But there was no sign of Frankie.

      Okay, now he had me worried.

      I slipped out of the shed, not sure what to think. He wouldn’t walk out on his own race. Quite the opposite. He’d been in a hurry to get back. He couldn’t leave the property without his urn, which I’d brought back with me in my purse.

      Something awful could have happened. Perhaps he’d gone too far this time, ticked off the wrong criminal. Perhaps even now he was at the bottom of my pond, wearing a pair of cement shoes. Not that it would kill him, but I needed him for tonight.

      I scanned the yard again. I walked all the way around the shed. I looked for anything amiss on the porch as I climbed the white painted steps.

      Inside the house, a sleepy Lucy curled on the futon in my parlor. At least she was all right. I stroked her head as she stirred herself awake and rubbed her cheek against my arm.

      “Did you see anything?” I asked, ruffling the fur at her neck. She lifted her head, giving me better access to her sleep-warmed underbelly. “I wish you could tell me. Although it looks like you snoozed the whole time.” She was largely nocturnal, after all.

      I stood with a sigh. Maybe I was being silly. Frankie had been on his own for decades before he met me and seemed to do just fine, even if he had gotten shot in the head.

      The silence inside the house hung heavy over me.

      Now that I was alone, I slipped Julia’s payment out of my pocket, the envelope full of cash that made me nervous to simply hold.

      Frankie had been so proud of me for being paid.

      Stop it.

      He was fine. I’d find him before tonight.

      In the meantime, I’d take a lesson from his book and hide my windfall, not under the porch as I’d pretended this morning, but somewhere safe.

      I made my way to the front staircase. I supposed I could have deposited the money in the bank, seeing as I had $215.09 currently in checking and nothing in savings, but this was a small town and I wasn’t quite sure how to explain a cash deposit of several thousand dollars, without me actually holding down a job or selling anything.

      Make no mistake, this was Sugarland. If the bank teller didn’t mention it to her sister, who would mention it to her knitting group, then the person in line behind me would handle the honors.

      News of my envelope of cash would be all over town before sunset. Then I’d have to explain my sudden wealth paired with my outlandish urge to join the Sugarland Heritage Society.

      Julia would deny everything, take her money back, and I’d be out of luck.

      No, I’d stash Julia’s payment in a nice, safe place that only I knew about. Then I’d see about solving her problem.

      I padded up the staircase and made a left into the empty bedroom that had once belonged to my grandmother.

      The well-worn oak planks creaked under my sandals and I stopped for a moment to admire the white wallpaper with pale pink roses. I pictured her dresser against the wall and the old pinewood bed Grandma had inherited from her mother.

      I knew it well. This had been my bedroom after I’d inherited the house.

      Of course, I’d had to sell everything when Virginia Wydell had gone after me. She might have taken my things, but I’d kept hold of the house. Even without those family heirlooms, this was still a wonderful room filled with memories.

      I made my way to the built-in wardrobe my grandfather had made, across from the windows overlooking the backyard.

      He’d constructed a false bottom for tough times. I said a quick prayer of gratitude for his foresight and for the fact that Grandma had shown me how to use it. I gently drew open the wardrobe door and let out a small cry at what I found inside.

      “Frankie!”

      He’d mashed himself in the back right corner, behind several empty hangers and the multi-striped, hideously ugly winter coat I’d bought from the resale shop.

      “Close the door!” he ordered, eyes wide, his hands braced against the sanded wood interior.

      “I will not,” I said, pushing the hangers and the coat to the side with a metallic screech. “What are you doing in there?”

      “Hiding,” he hissed, batting me away as if I were a moth or an errant fly. “Now shoo. Go away.” He drew his hat down and tried to make himself smaller. “Go back downstairs and keep looking for me.”

      Of all the silly notions. I glanced behind me, making sure I was alone with this lunatic. “Why?”

      “So Mick ‘The Angel Maker’ doesn’t come up here and shoot me in the head,” he gritted out.

      For the love of Pete. “It’s not like you haven’t been shot in the head before.” And, oh great, his left leg was missing. “You need to stop this nonsense and save your energy for tonight.”

      “You don’t get it,” he said, breathing hard, as if he’d been running. “Mick and I had a misunderstanding. I can hear him out there…looking for me.”

      “Can’t you just disappear into the ether?” It was the in-between place where spirits could rest and relax.

      “Like he wouldn’t follow me there.”

      Goodness. Well, no ‘Angel Maker’ was allowed to wear out my mobster. That was my job. “Fine. I’ll talk to this Nick guy.”

      “Mick,” Frankie barked. “And don’t go near him. He’s insane.”

      And this wasn’t? “Mark my words, I’m going to have a talk with this bully. In the meantime, I insist you calm down and save your strength.”

      He nodded, cringing as I closed the wardrobe door.

      Of all the nonsense. Frankie needed to find new friends and something positive to occupy his time.

      Belatedly, I realized I still had the envelope of cash.

      “This will make you feel better,” I said, opening the door and pressing the small lever near the front of the wardrobe. A compartment roughly the size of a shoebox lifted from the bottom.

      I slipped the envelope inside the wood-lined box at the bottom and closed the lid on top.

      “That is nice,” Frankie said, of the cash or of the compartment, I had no idea. “Watch out for Mick. He’ll eat your liver for breakfast.”

      “Leave it to me,” I said, closing the door on him once more. I’d dealt with my fair share of bullies in life. “Besides,” I told him, “in a match between a Southern girl and the mob, you should always bet on the girl.”

      “This isn’t a joke,” he growled.

      “I realize that.” I’d be smart. Because once I had Frankie’s powers tonight, once I was on the ghostly plane, Mick ‘The Angel Maker’ could go after me as well.

      I smoothed my hair and put on my best smile as I descended the staircase. Lucy raised her head as I walked straight back out onto my porch.

      “Oh, Suds,” I called to Frankie’s right-hand man. The daisy pot near the stairs wobbled and I hoped that meant he was close. Either way, it didn’t matter. “I just remembered. Frankie said he’s gone into hiding. Can you take a message to him for me? He said he’d be at the Piggly Wiggly in Jackson City. Either there or Monkey Joe’s clear over in Nashville. If he’s not there, check the twelve blocks around the Nashville Library on Church Street…” Suds would know it was a lie, that Frankie needed his urn to travel. He was the only one who knew Frankie’s secret. “Anyhow, tell him I’m leaving tonight without him and he’d better not bother me when he gets home.”

      The wind chimes at the end of the porch tinkled.

      “Thanks, Suds,” I said, taking a seat on the white-painted swing, folding my legs under me as it swayed gently in the breeze.

      And in a few moments time, I saw a bunny rabbit hop out from my neighbor’s property to mine. Soon after, a squirrel scampered up the side of the apple tree. I smiled as the bees returned to my hydrangea bushes near the porch and birds began to chirp.

      If I knew one thing about gangster ghosts, it was that they couldn’t resist a chase. I’d gotten my house and my property back once more.

      I went upstairs and knocked twice on the wardrobe. “You can come out now. I sent Mick away.”

      “Where?” Frankie asked, poking his head through the door next to me.

      “The Piggly Wiggly. Among other places,” I assured him as he glanced around the room.

      He glided out of the wardrobe and slunk toward the back window. He stood, back to the wall, and ventured a glance outside. “They’re all gone,” he said, studying the grounds, “even the horses.”

      The tragedy. “You’re safe now,” I told him. “I gave them lots of places to look for you.”

      He nodded, not bothering to thank me. “My gang must have followed the chase. The rest of ’em probably went home. A lot of times, the old soldiers don’t like the shooting. Kind of crazy, huh?”

      “Not really.” I imagined many of them had seen enough conflict to last more than one lifetime. “What did you do to Mick anyway?”

      “Nothin’.” He notched his chin up. “He said I had no business running a track,” Frankie said, as if it were a great insult, as if I hadn’t told him the same thing. “I told him he had no business carrying such a sissy gun.”

      “He pulled his gun on you?” I gasped. I’d known that gambling operation would cause problems.

      “He insulted me,” Frankie said, holding his hands out. “I didn’t know I was talking to Mick ‘The Angel Maker,’” he drew a hand over the back of his neck, “or I wouldn’t have pulled out my own gun, shot him in the foot, and shoved him into the pond.”

      “Maybe you should try to apologize,” I suggested.

      “What?” He tossed me a strained look. “No. Being a gangster means never having to say you’re sorry.”

      Well, it certainly couldn’t hurt.

      Perhaps after Mick dried off for a bit longer, he’d relax about his encounter with Frankie. We could hope.

      “Get some rest,” I told him. “I need you fresh for tonight.”

      “I suppose we have a deal,” he said, fading back into the wardrobe. “In the meantime, think I’ll hang out with the money.”

      “Good idea,” I said, not sure how I felt about Frankie haunting the old wardrobe.

      At least I knew where he was.

      I went downstairs and noodled with a few menu designs for Ellis’s new restaurant, then curled up for a short nap with Lucy. Before I knew it, the afternoon had faded and it was time to investigate the heritage society ghosts.

      “Pull the car out front,” Frankie said, hovering above the envelope of money. “Take it to the edge of your property and I’ll jump in.”

      I did, and true to his word, he shimmered into view on the passenger floor next to me as we drove down the lane toward the highway.

      “You can’t keep living like this,” I said. “You’ve got to talk to Mick and work it out.”

      “Never,” he vowed.

      We’d see about that. At least I had him tonight.

      We arrived at the heritage society a few minutes later. Security lights cast shadows over the crushed flower bed out front. It appeared as if Kelli’s handyman hadn’t quite gotten to fixing it yet.

      I pulled in next to a classic red Corvette convertible with whitewall tires and sixties space-age brake lights.

      “I hope that’s Julia’s.” I didn’t see any other cars in the lot save for the white van.

      Frankie hung close as I locked up the car. “You think we were tailed?”

      “Stop it. You’re fine.” Even if he took a fatal bullet wound, it would just knock him out for a few hours. You couldn’t kill a ghost. They were already dead. Although putting him out of commission would mean I was on my own.

      He gave me a doubtful look. “You don’t get it. Mick makes spirits go away. For good.”

      “I don’t believe it.” I’d seen spirits “killed” and come back. That was how it worked.

      Frankie gave me a long look. “Word on the street is that he dispatched ‘Nickles’ Scarteri. Permanently. Ain’t nobody seen him around since.”

      “Just stick close,” I told him, glancing behind us at the darkening parking lot as we made our way to the front door. “I could also use your powers right about now.”

      Frankie was gentler this time, and I paused only briefly as the prickling energy descended on me, wound its way through me, opening me up to the ghostly side in a way that surprised even me, especially when I nearly walked straight through an otherworldly half-barrel of geraniums on the porch.

      “That came up out of nowhere,” I gasped.

      “If you say so,” Frankie said, waiting for me near the door. “Keep an eye out for that cute widow,” he added, glancing up toward the second-story windows.

      “We’re here to do a job,” I reminded him, hoping he didn’t disappear on me.

      “Julia?” I called, pushing in the door. “It’s me, Verity.”

      I stepped into the foyer and gasped.

      Julia sprawled on the floor at the bottom of the main staircase, her neck twisted at an impossible angle.

      “Not again,” Frankie muttered behind me.

      “It could have been an accident,” I stammered, trying to make sense of the woman in red, her eyes wide and staring lifelessly at the ceiling.

      I should have turned away. I should have gone outside and called the police, or locked myself in my car for safety. But what I saw, or rather didn’t see, had me rooted to the spot.

      She was obviously dead. Yet when that happened, I saw soul traces. Those wispy white streaks of light around a body told me that a soul had recently passed. Whether or not that person came back was another matter, but every death I’d experienced left its mark at the scene.

      Julia lay as if she’d been placed there, with no soul traces around her.

      “She didn’t just trip and fall. She died somewhere else and was moved here,” I told Frankie. “This wasn’t an accident. “This is murder.”

      Just like the caller had warned.
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      At least I had the Sugarland PD on speed dial. Susie Barnes, my sister’s friend who worked in dispatch, instructed me to turn around and walk outside, without moving anything, touching anything, or breathing on anything. To say it plain, I was a little insulted. It wasn’t like I’d interfered with a murder investigation, ever.

      Unfortunately, I’d had plenty of opportunities.

      My knees felt weak as the weight of what had just happened crashed down on me.

      I stepped out onto the front porch, not even touching the front door to close it.

      They should know by now that I wasn’t some overzealous troublemaker, some amateur sleuth who thought it was cute or funny to fumble around and complicate police matters. I never gave the police reason to doubt me or made their job harder—quite the contrary. Still, when Detective Pete Marshall arrived on the scene, he appeared less than thrilled to see me.

      He parked his police cruiser next to the red Corvette and got out of the car with more vigor than you’d expect for a sixty-something detective in a small town like Sugarland.

      “Verity Long,” he said, taking the steps two at a time, drawing out my name as if I’d been at fault every time he found me on the scene. To cut to the chase, I hadn’t. “You draw trouble like a skunk at a Sunday social.”

      He obviously hadn’t met my skunk.

      Marshall paused in front of me, his mouth stern. The jagged furrows in his weather-beaten forehead deepened. “Where is she?”

      “I found her at the bottom of the stairs,” I said. Ambulance sirens sounded in the distance. It was far too late for them to do any good. “I didn’t touch her. It’s clear her neck is broken.”

      “Stay outside,” he instructed, brushing past me and into the house.

      A young officer with a military haircut launched up the steps after Marshall. I stepped aside to give him room. “Hello, Officer Duranja.”

      “Evening,” he said, almost as an accusation, passing me with barely a glance. He was one of Lauralee’s regulars at the diner, and he’d been nice enough on the other occasions when I’d found a body.

      “Don’t look so glum,” Frankie said, hovering next to me. “You wanted to get this job done in one night and you succeeded.”

      “Hardly,” I said, stepping off the porch. I didn’t need anyone looking out the window and seeing me talking to thin air. “There’s a dead woman in the foyer.”

      “You had nothing to do with it,” he said, with a bit too much relish for my taste. “If the client is dead, that means your job is over. And you got paid in cash!”

      I stared at him. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

      He grinned. “Me neither.” He threw his arms out to the side as we headed for the shadows under a copse of trees. “Verity Long got paid in cash!” He turned a circle. “Boy, that feels good to say.” He dropped his arms. “You should try it.”

      “Franklin Rudolph Winkelmann,” I scolded under my breath.

      Frankie’s jaw dropped open. “How did you know my name?”

      “Wikipedia.” That wasn’t the point. “I made a promise to that dead woman in there. I told her I’d get to the bottom of the haunting on this property and we haven’t even begun to look into it.”

      “And now you got the fuzz in the house,” Frankie muttered.

      That wasn’t our biggest problem. “I also owe it to Julia to learn exactly who killed her and left her body at the bottom of the stairs.”

      “Ah, no,” he said, pointing a warning finger at me, “that was never part of the gig.”

      “It is now.” If I could help bring a killer to justice, I would. “Like it or not, this power comes with responsibility.” I had no idea what was happening here, but I couldn’t ignore the fact that we had a dead woman on site the night after I’d received a call about murder. “I’m thinking that call last night was a warning.”

      “Like some ghost knew it was going to happen?” Frankie considered the question. “And then she called you?”

      Of course. “It’s not like there’s anyone else in town who sees ghosts.”

      “She could have watched a killer setting up a mark,” he said, working it out in his head, “although I don’t know why anyone would stick their nose in like that.”

      “Because there are good people in this world, and the next.” Heck, I was still holding out hope for Frankie.

      He rolled his eyes and urged me farther into the darkness under a large oak tree. “Look, hon, you ever wonder why the nice lady handed you an envelope full of C-notes?”

      “She said she had it handy because she was hiring a private detective.” It seemed all was not well in Julia’s world.

      Frankie glanced over my shoulder at the paramedics heading into the house. “People kill because they are covering something up.”

      “Oh my. I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

      “Then you’d better start,” Frankie shot back. “This stinks of dirty money. You know what happens when you mess with that?” He pointed to the bullet hole in his forehead. “Ka-bam!”

      “Aren’t you being a little dramatic?” I hoped. I crossed my arms over my chest and backed deeper into the darkness.

      Frankie’s eyes bugged out. “Take my advice,” he said, advancing on me. “Consider the job done and walk away. Give it a rest. You think I don’t take things seriously? Well here’s me being serious: you’re in over your head. You’re dealing with a killer, same as me. Let’s take the money and forget we ever heard about Julia Whatshername.”

      Cripes. If anyone knew about killers, it was Frankie.

      “Okay, wait,” I said, breaking away from him. I had to think about this. “If it’s dirty money, I have to give it back. I have to tell the police.”

      “Have I taught you nothing?” Frankie barked. “What part of getting away with the money don’t you understand?”

      “I’m not in the mob.” I was just a ghost hunter trying to do the right thing. As for how to explain it to the police, I’d go to the one officer who would believe me without question. “I’m going to call Ellis.” I pulled out my phone and started dialing. “He’ll know how to handle this.” He wasn’t working tonight, or he’d have been here already.

      “It’s like you want to be poor.” Frankie threw his hands up. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      I walked away, leaving Frankie to his ramblings as I dialed Ellis’s number. He picked up on the second ring.

      “Ellis?” I said. “Thank goodness. It’s me. I—”

      The phone beeped and the connection died.

      Darn it.

      I dialed him up again. “Ellis—” As soon as he picked up, the connection severed.

      My phone had four bars of signal and plenty of power. “This is weird,” I said, walking farther out into the yard.

      This time, I didn’t get a word in before the phone lost the call.

      Worse, Ellis didn’t even try to call me back. Or maybe he couldn’t get through.

      I turned to Frankie. “Either my phone is haunted, or we’re caught up in some strange cell phone vortex.”

      “Don’t look at me,” the ghost said. “I’ve never even been tempted to touch one of those things.”

      “Okay,” I said, trying to work it through. “I got the call last night from a ghost and I could hear that. Now I can’t call from the same haunted property.”

      “Verity!” Marshall shouted from the front porch.

      Shoot. I told him I’d stick close.

      “Coming!” I said, heading for the porch.

      The ambulance was just pulling away.

      He hooked a thumb in his gun belt. “I told you to stay right here.”

      I held up my phone. “Couldn’t catch a signal. I was trying to call Ellis.”

      He drew me under the porch light, making me stand right in the middle of the ghostly flowerpot. “Ellis isn’t on this case.”

      The spectral geraniums felt sickeningly wet and made my legs tingle from the knees down. I stepped to the side, out of the mess. “True.”

      His eyes were cold and calculating, his cheeks ruddy. “Tell me what you saw tonight,” he said, pulling out a notebook.

      I was halfway into my story when Madge from the funeral home pulled up in a hearse. Wait. They needed to do an autopsy or at least document her injuries. “Is she taking the body?”

      “She ain’t here to make a cup of tea,” he said, as if it were obvious.

      Duranja opened the door and waved to Madge. “I’ll help her get the corpse situated. We’re still trying to reach Julia’s husband. Madge is going to fix her up before he has to identify the body.”

      “This is a murder scene,” I said, noticing Duranja touched the doorknob with his bare hand.

      “It’s not.” Duranja shot me an indulgent smile. “Julia fell down the stairs. I know it looked awful. And it’s sad, but it happens.”

      Maybe it did, but not tonight.

      “You’re wrong,” I said, getting both of their attention. “And I have proof.”

      “You do?” Marshall said, exchanging a glance with the other officer. “Show us.”

      “Okay, I can’t do that,” I admitted, knowing it sounded like seven kinds of crazy. But for Julia’s sake, I owed them the truth. “You know I see ghosts,” I began, in the worst ever opener for two men who didn’t believe. Marshall openly smirked while Duranja took on a politely pained expression. Well, this wasn’t a picnic for me, either. “I also see…” My throat tightened and I fisted my hands so hard my nails dug into my palms. Just say it. “I see…spiritual traces after a soul leaves the body. They appear where there has been a recent death, and I saw no traces of death at the bottom of the stairs.”

      Duranja snickered.

      “Now that’s rude,” I told him. “This is hard on me too, but it’s important and I’ve never steered you wrong before. Remember how I found that missing girl’s body? Was I a weirdo then?”

      “Yes. And you got buried alive by a killer,” Marshall said, as if that were the entire story.

      “Right, but I got out because a ghost rescued me,” I said, going for broke.

      He looked at me like I’d told him I was Bill Murray with a proton pack. “I’m not going to open up a police investigation because you didn’t see the lady’s soul floating around.”

      “It’s not her soul,” I began.

      “Either way,” he said, cutting me off.

      I glanced to Frankie, who just shrugged.

      The problem with using ghosts to solve murders was they never gave you evidence anybody else could see.

      “You have to trust me when I tell you that she didn’t die at the bottom of those stairs.” I couldn’t back down. There was too much at stake.

      The seasoned cop gave me an indulgent pat on the shoulder. “I have a coroner and an ambulance crew who tell me different. She fell, sweetheart. Shouldn’t have been wearing such high heels on old shallow steps. The poor woman broke her neck. Now you go home and get some rest.”

      “That’s impossible.” We had to act quickly. “Julia set up cameras in the museum,” I said. “Check those. Maybe a killer came in the side door.”

      “We’ll look into it,” Marshall said, in a way that made me think he wouldn’t.

      But this was important. “Right now, the killer could be destroying evidence at the actual murder scene.”

      “And where is that?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said, losing patience fast. “But if you walk around the house with me, I can find it. If it’s here. And if it’s not in here, we can walk the property. We might need to go to her house or the cemetery out back.”

      “No,” he said simply.

      “You’re not even going to try?” I had Frankie all night. We could do this.

      “There’s nothing to see,” he said, even as he stood directly in the ghostly flowerpot.

      I had to give him something tangible, but I just didn’t have it. “I’ll find you proof,” I vowed, even as I watched Madge push a stretcher through the front door. “There could be evidence on Julia’s body or the doorknob there. Anywhere, really.”

      “I’m going to chalk up…this,” he said, waving off my story, “to the trauma of finding the body.” Marshall closed the door behind Madge. “Now let me walk you to your car.”

      “Julia gave me an envelope of cash this afternoon,” I said, following him out.

      “Don’t spend it all in one place.”

      “Isn’t it odd?” I pressed.

      “That ain’t what I think is odd,” he said, digging his keys out of his pocket.

      So that was how it was going to be.

      Fine. I could handle this. “I’m going to stay here a bit,” I said, letting him get in his vehicle.

      He eyed me. “Don’t you start on Madge. Duranja is in there and he doesn’t cotton to trouble.”

      “I won’t bother them,” I promised. There was nothing I could do to keep them from moving the body. “I simply need to calm down before I drive home.”

      Perhaps handle a few other things as well.

      “Good girl,” he said, starting up his engine.

      I watched as he pulled out and drove slowly down the darkened driveway to the main road.

      All right, then. I scanned the front yard for any glowing, otherworldly clues. “Time to find Julia’s death spot.”

      “I was afraid you were going to say that,” Frankie muttered next to me.

      “Good. You’re still around,” I said, hurrying toward the side of the house. “It would have been nice if you could have given them a sign just now—dimmed the lights, whipped up a breeze.”

      “Rattle some chains?” he asked sarcastically. “They don’t want to believe you. You can’t blame that on me.”

      “We need to get to work.” If we could locate the death spot quickly, maybe I could find a way to prove it, or at least get Madge and Duranja interested enough to keep them from destroying any evidence. I had to at least try.

      We passed the shadowy copse of trees and, beyond it, an old outhouse.

      A death spot would appear bright, with glowing tendrils of light reaching up toward the heavens. It would be tough to miss while I was tuned in to the other side. “We have to be close,” I said, sidestepping a gaggle of ghostly chickens. They squawked at me as they scattered. “Julia wasn’t a large woman, but it would be hard to move her far.”

      “Dead weight and all.” The gangster nodded as we passed a transparent, glowing hitching post on the side of the house. “You realize you’re walking in the dark, close to where a killer was earlier tonight. He could be back here, trying to cover up evidence.”

      “Duranja is still inside if I run into any trouble,” I said, shoving my hands into the pockets of my sundress. He’d hear me call for help.

      If I had a chance to yell.

      An unearthly scream echoed from the cemetery. I stiffened and felt my pace slow as we approached the rear of the house and the graveyard beyond.

      Frankie shuddered. “Maybe we should go into the house and talk to some widows.”

      “Don’t be chicken.” Besides, the police wouldn’t let me in. I had no business in there, at least none that they could see.

      We stopped a distance away. Shadowy figures weaved in and out of the crumbling tombstones. The yard between lay in shadows.

      “I don’t see a death spot in there or behind the house.” A flat stretch of grass led straight to the graveyard and hid nothing. “You think the spirits in the cemetery might have seen anything?”

      “If they did, they couldn’t tell us,” Frankie said, his voice cold. “You’re better off with the ghosts in the house.”

      “All right.” This was the kind of help I needed from him. “We’ll avoid the cemetery for now.” We needed to locate the death spot, not find distractions.

      “I just wonder why there’s not more out here.” You’d think the heritage society would have a gazebo at the back of the property, some flowers, something. “Don’t you think that’s strange?” I asked Frankie.

      He shrugged. “Who am I to tell people how to decorate?”

      Unless this part of the property gave society members the creeps as well. Even if people didn’t see ghosts, a lot of times they could sense them. Like that prickling feeling you get at the back of your neck when something is off.

      “Come on,” I said to Frankie. “Let’s finish crossing the yard and then wind around the other side of the house.”

      “Oh, lets,” the ghost said, walking between me and the haunted cemetery.

      “You’re such a gentleman, Frankie.”

      He drew back as if I’d slapped him. “You’re off your rocker.”

      “Keep an eye out for any spirits inside the house,” I said, watching the darkened windows. “Your mystery woman might be watching you,” I added with a smile.

      “You think that’s funny, but I might actually have a shot,” he mused.

      Yes, because Frankie was such a charming guy.

      As we came up on the other side of the house, I paused by the stairs I’d used to escape the society museum this morning.

      I wished I could have made contact with the ghost I’d seen in the bust. Why had she appeared so close if she didn’t want to talk to me?

      Perhaps she’d needed to check me out first.

      We made it back to the front, to the red Corvette. It was the only place we hadn’t looked, but I didn’t see how anybody could kill Julia in there and keep it a secret. I studied the classic car, with the hearse parked behind it. Poor Julia.

      I saw no swirling soul traces on the white leather seats, or anywhere else for that matter. “Maybe she was killed inside the trunk.” It was the only place left.

      “Nah.” Frankie drew up next to me. “Bad angle. Besides, when you make holes in the bottom of the trunk, the blood drips out. Talk about leaving a trail.”

      “She wasn’t shot,” I said, recoiling. “You’ve actually thought about how to shoot someone in a trunk?”

      He gave me a strange look. “Sure. I thought about it.”

      Right. “Just…peek inside.” I wanted to be thorough.

      He stuck his head into the trunk. “Jumper cables, golf clubs,” he said, his voice muffled. “Sorry, babe,” he said, drawing his head out.

      “It was worth a try.” I sighed. We were officially at a dead end. “I don’t know where else to look except inside the house,” I told him. If those cameras were still in there, that could be huge. “Duranja and Marge should be coming out soon, but they’ll lock up after they leave.”

      “This will actually be fun, then,” Frankie said, the corner of his lip turning up. “Follow me,” he whispered, drawing me into a shadowy spot near the front porch. “I’ll show you how to break in.”

      “What?” No. “We’re not breaking and entering.” If I gave in to Frankie’s cat burglar fantasies even once, the gangster would want to do it all the time. Besides, if we found the evidence illegally, we couldn’t present it to Marshall and he couldn’t use it to arrest our killer. There had to be another way. “Maybe I can volunteer for a committee or something.”

      “You really want to resort to that?” Frankie slipped a hand to one of the pockets inside his jacket. “We’ll do this the easy way. Let me show you some of my tools.” Frankie drew out a square velvet pouch like he was holding the queen’s jewels. “Lucky for you, I died with them.”

      And they’d only work on the ghostly plane.

      “The right thing isn’t always easy,” I reminded him, and myself. It wouldn’t kill me to wave the society flag, and it was the only logical, legal way I could think of to have full access to that house. I could look for the cameras first, then search for Julia’s death spot. “I’ll be all right.” Maybe it would be actual charity work or historical preservation, although I doubted it. I’d probably get stuck making place cards for the Sweet Tea Luncheon.

      Frankie sighed, whipping the cloth over his tools, rolling them up again. “You realize the president of the society is dead, maybe even killed by another member of the society.”

      I gave him a hard look.

      “Try to deny it,” he challenged. “You didn’t want to get mixed up with these vipers before you figured out one of them might be a killer.”

      “I didn’t say it was a good idea.” But it had a good chance of working. “Let’s head home,” I said, heading for the car. “There’s nothing more we can do tonight.”

      “Oh no,” Frankie said, refusing to move an inch. “I ain’t going back there. Now that he knows I’m not at the Piggly Wiggly, Mick is gonna look for me at your place. He’s probably setting up an ambush right now.”

      Heavens. I turned back toward him. He was right, of course. Mick could very well be back at my house. The Piggly Wiggly wasn’t far, and his crew could have appeared in Nashville in a mere thought. Still, I didn’t know what he expected me to do about it.

      “You’re going to have to face him sooner or later. You’re grounded on my property.”

      “Not if we go on the lam,” Frankie said.

      Heavens to Betsy. I’d have to drag his urn all over creation, and I wouldn’t be able to keep a lookout if I didn’t hold on to his power. He’d already lost his right leg clear up to the knee.

      “Cut me off your energy,” I told him.

      He glanced down to where his missing lower parts should be. “It’s not gonna help. The stress is draining me.”

      It was his own fault. “You’ve got to go back eventually.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “We can hole up somewhere else.”

      I dug my keys out of my bag. “Frank, I hate to break it to you, but I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

      “That’s where I can help,” he said, hovering over me as I unlocked the car door. “I used to have an old hideout near the railroad tracks.”

      “No,” I said, placing my bag in the backseat.

      His right thigh faded away before my eyes. “You can’t take me back there,” he insisted. “I need a safe house.”

      “Darn it.” He was stressing himself out of existence, and out of energy. “Fine. For tonight, we’ll stay at my sister’s apartment.” At least she knew about him and would hopefully understand. “But tomorrow, you’re going to help me investigate the heritage society house.”

      “Deal,” he said, whooshing out a breath. He disappeared and then reappeared in the passenger seat. “You’re saving my afterlife here.”

      “I don’t know what I’m doing,” I said, getting into the car. Only that I’d get to the truth behind Julia’s murder, no matter what.
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      We stayed at my sister’s that night, which should have made Frankie happy, only it didn’t because Melody lived in an old schoolhouse that had been converted into loft apartments.

      How was I supposed to know there’d still be kids running through the halls?

      Mercifully Frankie had cut me off from his power, but that didn’t stop him bemoaning the fact that he hadn’t died with a set of earplugs.

      “Maybe you should have bought some with all that money in your pocket,” I told him, turning back to my sister. We stood in her simple, open kitchen. I hadn’t even told her about Frankie’s horse racing venture yet.

      Melody was a perkier, blonder, thinner version of me. “Can Frankie buy things on the ghostly plane?” she asked, pouring me a glass of fresh-brewed iced tea.

      “Sometimes.” His immaterial gains tended to disappear after a short while. It didn’t stop Frankie from pursuing them. “The only things a ghost can have permanently are what he died with.”

      “Well, that settles it, then,” she said, making herself a cup of decaf. “I’m carrying my Keurig with me wherever I go.”

      “You think this is a joke,” Frankie said, fading away.

      Actually, I didn’t. “We need your help,” I told my sister. “Where are you working tomorrow?”

      She hit the start button. “Breakfast shift at the diner, and then the library in the afternoon.”

      “When you’re at the library, can you look into the history of the heritage society property?”

      “Sure. I know it was originally the Home for Wayward Widows and Orphans,” she said. “Fifth-grade field trip.”

      “I’d like to know more about that cemetery out back,” I told her, “as well as the history of the house.” I took a seat at the counter. “Also, if you could find as many pictures as you can, there’s someone I’m trying to place. I saw a ghostly portrait of a beautiful woman. And then I saw her face again, watching me from a bust.”

      “Oh, yikes.” Melody shivered.

      “She actually seemed shy. I’d love to learn more about her.” Knowing who she was might help me draw her out.

      “I can do that,” Melody said, joining me at the kitchen island with her cup of coffee. “This has to do with Julia Youngblood’s death, doesn’t it? I heard about it at the grocery store and the gas station and at the library book club meeting.”

      I explained to her what had happened and what I had to do. She shook her head at the end of my story. “Well, at least I already talked to Mom this morning and told her you weren’t getting into any trouble. We have about a week until she calls one of us again.”

      I leaned my elbows on the island. “I just have to solve this before I’m on twelve heritage society committees. Unless you want to join with me,” I hedged.

      “Not a chance.” She laughed. “This one’s all you.” She checked her watch. “I really have to get to bed if I’m going to run before work.”

      “Go,” I told her, giving her a hug goodnight. She’d already been in her jammies when I’d stopped by. “I’ll be fine,” I promised.

      

      Morning sunlight streamed through the long row of windows along one wall.

      “The three girls were the worst.” Frankie stood in the middle of the old trunk Melody used for a coffee table, holding his head. “Just when I thought I couldn’t take the giggling, they started squealing. Those little voices could cut glass.”

      “At least you didn’t run into Mick ‘The Angel Maker,’” I said as I leaned over my sister’s pretty gray couch, folding the sheets I’d borrowed last night. “And I’m glad to know those kids were enjoying their afterlife,” I added, making sure my folds were neat. Not that Melody was particular, but she had opened her home to us.

      And let me sleep while she snuck out early.

      “Kids should be out playing in a pond or stealing cigarettes,” Frankie fumed. “What are they doing in school if they have a choice?”

      Well, it didn’t sound like they were doing much studying. I strolled into Melody’s kitchen. “They probably loved it here. I sure enjoyed grade school,” I said, pouring myself a plastic tumbler of tea.

      I didn’t know the spiritual side like Frankie did, but I’d seen enough to know that the ghosts with a healthy mind-set often spent part of their afterlives in places that made them happy. This was such a light-filled, positive place. I took a sip of tea. Aww…Melody had brewed a fresh pot of Tazo black, my favorite.

      I leaned my elbows on the kitchen island. “See that big long chalkboard behind the couch?” I asked. “That’s original. It’s neat.”

      “You don’t know what’s written on it,” Frankie huffed, then grinned. “Little buggers.”

      “Well, we agree on one thing,” I said, taking another sip. “We can’t stay here.”

      Not that Melody wouldn’t welcome us. She was generous to a fault. But the loft only had the kitchen-living room area and my sister’s small tidy bedroom. We’d be in the way, and I had a house of my own.

      “So we move.” Frankie shoved his hands in his pockets and strolled toward me. “I know a guy who holes up in the basement of the old Ezekiel Church that burned down. I bet there’s room for two more.”

      “Not happening,” I said, savoring my tea.

      “Listen. He has lots of guns,” Frankie said, as if that would make me want to go near the blackened husk of a building down by the river.

      It did make me think about how I needed a shower. “We should go,” I said, reaching for my bag.

      “Excellent.” Frankie grinned. “You’ll like One-Eyed Clyde.”

      “We’re going home,” I corrected, opening Melody’s front door for him. “You have to make up with Mick sooner or later.”

      Turned out that would be later.

      Frankie fumed the entire way to my place, stopping only to list other safe house alternatives, like the haunted speakeasy underneath Southern Spirits, surrounded by his gang.

      Where I’d nearly been shot.

      An abandoned mineshaft just outside of town.

      Hardly caved in at all.

      And even an old fishing shack down by the river.

      Now mostly above water since the river was lower in the summertime.

      I kept my eyes on the road as we turned off the highway and onto the long familiar road that led to my home.

      Frankie was getting out of control. He wasn’t just extorting favors from me in exchange for the use of his powers. Now his lifestyle was starting to affect mine.

      Even without him offending Mick the whoever, he didn’t have any business running a racetrack out of my backyard, or whatever new scheme he was bound to cook up next week.

      I had to figure out a way to get him to work with me and not against me all the time. Yes, he was accustomed to a certain lifestyle, but we had to find a way to meet in the middle, without driving either one of us crazy.

      “Stop,” he ordered as my home and property came into view down the road. “You can’t make me do it.”

      Actually, I could.

      Frankie was grounded to my property, and if I headed home with his urn, he was bound to go with me. I didn’t like to force it on him, but I wasn’t going to move into my sister’s apartment, either. “This is the only way.”

      He braced himself against his seat, as if he could stop the car through sheer will. “Give me some time first. I need to call in a few favors.” He looked at me, wide eyed. “For the love of all that’s holy. Please.”

      It was the please that did it. That and I didn’t like to see him suffer.

      On any other day, Frankie would have called me weak. This morning, however, when I pulled over to the side of the road just shy of my property line, he let out a sigh of relief.

      I parked under a drooping willow tree and cut the engine. “I’ll walk from here.”

      “Thank you,” he said, flopping back against the headrest and loosening his tie.

      I dug his urn out of my bag and left it on my seat. Then I walked the rest of the way to my lovely, formerly peaceful home.

      Lucy greeted me at the door, grunting and waddling in circles she was so excited to see me.

      “Sweet baby,” I crooned, scooping her up, “I’m so sorry I left you all night.”

      She rubbed her furry little head against my chin, my chest, anywhere she could reach as I stroked her back. “Are you hungry?” I asked, walking her to the kitchen.

      A small white bag sat on the center island, with a note under it.

      I scratched Lucy under the chin while I picked up the paper and read it.

      

      Heard about what happened last night. Brought breakfast.

      Call me when you get this.

      Ellis.

      

      I dug into the bag and found a fresh chocolate donut and a take-out container of cantaloupe. What a sweet gesture. I’d been telling him the other day how I’d been craving melon.

      Lucy perked up at the smell of the fruit and I fed her a slice. I tried to call Ellis back and was surprised to get his voicemail. I left him a message. Then I showered, enjoyed my donut, and dressed in my very best sundress, the white one with the blue hydrangeas.

      I might not be eager to join the Sugarland Heritage Society, but I was their newest recruit and I intended to make the most of it.

      No telling how long it would take for someone to discover the mannequins in the museum this morning. With that surprise, and with Julia’s death, it would be an interesting first day.

      The last thing they’d likely worry about would be me or my wardrobe, I assured myself. Still, I brushed my hair to a shining gloss before hurrying downstairs.

      “I’m sorry I have to leave you again,” I said to the skunk, who had practically followed me into the shower this morning. Lucy tended to be more independent than many pets, but she still had feelings. “Here.” I took the container of cantaloupe and selected several large pieces for her bowl. “I know food doesn’t make up for attention, but it’s all I can do right now.” I’d also ask Melody to stop by after work. She loved Lucy.

      We’d be back to normal in no time if I could just find Julia’s death spot, understand what was happening with the ghosts, and somehow tie everything together.

      Piece of cake, right?

      Lucy swished her tail as she ate, barely giving me another thought.

      That at least was a blessing. I kissed her on the head, resisting the urge to sprinkle a bit of Vita-Skunk supplement over her fruit. We all needed to indulge once in a while.

      “See you later, sweetie,” I said, waving a goodbye to her as I headed out.

      This time, I locked the door behind me.

      We didn’t usually bother in Sugarland. It had been a point of pride for me once that I didn’t need to take such measures. But if Frankie’s warning was true, if I was about to step into something sinister, it paid to be careful.

      

      I hadn’t been gone from my car too long, but when I returned, I found no sign of my gangster buddy.

      “Frankie?” I asked, scanning the empty road, the quiet houses, searching for any sign of him. The leaves of the willow tree rustled in the breeze.

      A voice sounded in my ear. “Get in the car, real casual-like. And drive.”

      It sounded like Frankie. I hoped it was him.

      “Frankie, are you in trouble?”

      “Drive,” he hissed.

      “I hear you. I’m going,” I said, fumbling for my keys.

      “Don’t answer me,” he shot back. “You are the worst criminal ever.”

      Yep, that was Frankie. I resisted the urge to remind him that I wasn’t a criminal. You couldn’t pay me to be a gangster. I was merely a good Southern girl who had gotten caught up with a stubborn, shady ghost.

      I moved his urn to the passenger seat and yanked the driver’s side door closed. The worn beige vinyl handle came clean off in my hand. “Oh my.” I placed it on the seat next to me and cranked the window open.

      “What are you doing?” Frankie demanded.

      The door hadn’t closed all the way. I reached an arm out and opened the lever on the outside, glad it stayed attached to the land yacht.

      “You are never going to be my getaway driver,” Frankie fumed as I closed the door properly and started the engine.

      “Good thing that wasn’t on my to-do list,” I said, battling the manual steering wheel as I made a tight U-turn, being very careful not to cross my property line. Maybe then Mick or any other gangsters on my land wouldn’t see or sense Frankie. That certainly seemed to be his plan.

      “Drive casual,” he ordered as we headed down the road toward the Sugarland Heritage Society.

      “You’re welcome,” I told him when we were on the main road and out of danger. I glanced at the handle on the seat next to me. “My poor car.” That handle had been loose for a while. Ditto for the fabric lining the roof, the FM knob on the radio, and both rearview mirrors. Even the door to the glove compartment was missing two out of three screws in a size they didn’t make anymore. When you got right down to it, everything in this car was hanging on with a lick and a prayer.

      Frankie didn’t respond, or appear. In fact, he stayed quiet the whole drive, which was both refreshing and a bit worrisome. It seemed this Mick guy was real trouble.

      But surely not worse than the murderer I was dealing with.

      “We’re here,” I said, pulling into the lot at the heritage society. “You can come out now.”

      Frankie shimmered into view in the passenger seat next to me and I couldn’t contain my gasp. He’d lost both of his legs, one arm, and he had a hole in his chest.

      “Did you get shot?”

      “Nah. Mick didn’t see me.” He attempted to close his coat over the missing part of his torso. “But the wait was stressful,” he said, fading into nothingness. “Excuse me while I try to fix this.”

      “How?” From past experience, the only things that worked were rest and time.

      “I think I discovered something,” he said, his head shimmering back into view. “I get energy when I let loose and have fun.”

      “All right,” I said, although I doubted the former Home for Wayward Widows and Orphans offered gambling, horse racing, or wild flapper parties.

      On this particular Sunday morning, the society seemed abandoned by the living as well. All except for a yellow BMW parked near the front entrance next to Julia’s Corvette. A pair of women about my age huddled close by. I recognized them as Kelli’s friends and members of the society. They spoke quietly and urgently to each other.

      Their furtive glances at me turned into full stares as I rolled my window down and reached out to open my driver’s side door from the outside.

      “Hi,” I said, trying to appear as friendly as possible.

      I’d simply explain that I was a new member, before making some excuse to get into the house and lock them out. That should at least buy me some time to find Julia’s death spot.

      Larissa Rose turned to me, her pretty pink lips set in a sneer. “No gawkers. Can’t you see we’re in a crisis?”

      “I’m here to help,” I said quite truthfully. “You might not have heard, but Julia made me a member yesterday afternoon.”

      “Julia is dead,” said Constance, Larissa’s companion and, if I recalled right, her best friend from high school.

      “It’s terrible,” I said, understanding how shocked she must feel. “I’m so sorry,” I said, reaching out to Constance.

      She recoiled. “Leave, please.”

      I shook my head. “I wish I could, but that’s just not possible,” I said, ignoring their shock. “Before she died, Julia asked me to take care of something inside the house. I have to honor her wish.”

      Larissa’s eyes grew round. “She wanted you to hunt ghosts.”

      “Of course not,” I said automatically, although it hurt to deny it.

      They exchanged a glance.

      “We might as well show her,” Constance said cryptically. “Even if she talks, nobody’d believe her.”

      Larissa nodded, her face mottled with unshed tears. “At least she didn’t plow down the flower beds this time.”

      “I thought we agreed we weren’t going to talk about that,” Constance said to her friend.

      “I’m right here,” I reminded them.

      Larissa nodded, clearing her throat. “We were supposed to open the museum this morning for the First Baptist Church Group tour,” she said, looking at her friend instead of me. “They’re due right after the second service.”

      “We didn’t even know what to do with Julia dying right inside,” Constance added, eyeing me like I wouldn’t understand.

      “Julia would have been the one to tell us to cancel. Or to keep going,” Larissa agreed. “We’re new members like you. We can’t make mistakes. Well, I suppose you can do what you want, but we can’t.”

      Boy, I needed to get inside, get out, and be done with these people.

      “We figured we’d open up the house, just in case,” Constance said, “but, oh my.” She covered her mouth with her hand.

      “You need to see this,” Larissa said, taking me by the shoulders and guiding me toward the house. “My husband says you’re crazy, but maybe that’s just because he’s friends with your ex,” she said, her hands beginning to shake as we neared the front porch. She leaned close to my ear. “I choose to trust you. I think you were smart getting away from that rat bastard.”

      She didn’t know the half of it. “Is the door open?” I asked, stepping away from her. It seemed we’d already gone as far as she was willing.

      “Yes. The…problem is right inside,” she said, backing away.

      “This may take some time,” I cautioned them. “I’ll need you to stay out.”

      “We’ll cancel the church group,” Constance called, pulling out her phone. “We have to do it. We can’t let them see what’s in there.”

      “Verity told us to do it,” Larissa said, perfectly willing to toss me to the wolves.

      “Good,” I said, not caring at the moment. I paused when I reached the porch. “Frankie?” I murmured under my breath.

      The gangster didn’t appear, but I felt the prickling of his energy as it settled over me. I let it sink deep as I watched the ghostly flowerpot shimmer into view.

      “Go on.” Larissa motioned to me.

      “Right. No problem.” I pushed open the door and froze at the sight that awaited me.

      The mannequin of the mayor’s wife lay dead at the bottom of the stairs, her arms sprawled, her neck broken like Julia’s had been. The remaining five figures stood in a semicircle behind her, staring at me.
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      The mannequins couldn’t tell me what they’d seen, but the spirits in this house sure could.

      I closed the door behind me and stood in the darkened foyer.

      “Who did this?” I asked, my voice loud in the deserted house. “Talk to me.” Shadows cast by the trees outside rippled over the polished wood floor and over the death scene played out at my feet.

      The interior of the house remained silent as the grave.

      I scanned the stairs and the landing above for any sign of a ghost. I didn’t even see Frankie. He’d better be making himself useful, or at least whole.

      “I can hear you. I promise to listen.” I stepped past the mannequins, toward the back of the foyer, past the elegant otherworldly furniture groupings, to where a ghostly piano stood.

      I returned to the grisly scene. I didn’t understand it, but perhaps I could use it to my advantage.

      “This display looks terrible,” I said, to any soul who might be listening. “I think I’ll move it back to the way it should be.”

      I reached for the woman’s sprawled body, forcing myself to touch the garish twisted head. It was just a mannequin.

      Ignoring her vacant eyes, I snapped her head back into place. “All better,” I said, forcing a bit of cheer. “Now let’s put you back.”

      I lifted the body and said a quick prayer of thanks that it was more awkward than heavy. Chin up, shoulders straight, I began ferrying it back to the museum, hoping…what? That I’d stirred up an angry spirit?

      With a cringe, I admitted to myself that was exactly what I was doing—hauling a plastic murder victim in the hope that a real spirit would descend upon me in a closed, haunted museum.

      All in a day’s work, I reminded myself as I entered the narrow hallway leading to the museum. It felt narrower than before, darker.

      I pressed on. I’d been in haunted places before, and scarier ones at that. Today, I merely needed to find Julia’s death spot and perhaps a ghost or two who had seen the crime. It was encouraging to see that they were aware of what happened.

      Even if their display creeped me out.

      I pressed forward, despite the unsettling prickling sensation at the base of my neck.

      Bejeweled women watched me from painted portraits and an eerie chill prickled my bare arms.

      I lowered the mannequin and turned. “Hello?”

      The hallway behind me remained dark.

      The only light came from the gray glowing portrait at the very end of the row, the one with the dark-haired woman. I could swear her eyes followed me. She wore an intriguing necklace, with a scripted gold C linked between two strands of pearls.

      “Hello?” I asked.

      She didn’t speak, and I was glad, so very glad to step out into the small reception area. Heart pounding, I approached the white stone bust near the desk. But her face remained stony.

      Within minutes, I had arranged the mayor’s wife back on her stand. When I had her stable, I looked up to the corners of the room.

      If I were Julia, I’d have placed cameras up high, so that they had a good view of the room and wouldn’t be disturbed. I saw large unrepaired screw holes in three of the four corners, but no cameras. I searched further, then returned to those holes. The cameras had to have been there. It was the most logical placement, and I doubted the society ladies would tolerate long-standing damage to the house. Those holes must have been made recently. Julia had simply died before she could have them repaired.

      Darn it all. Those cameras might have come in handy.

      I’d simply have to rely on the ghosts and my own powers of observation.

      I returned for the figure of the mayor and the rest of the collection. No spirits stopped me, which I found exceedingly strange.

      Why go through all the trouble of creating an elaborate scene, only to watch me take it apart piece by piece?

      Out the window, I saw Larissa getting into the yellow BMW, with Constance at the wheel. They were leaving me, which was just as well. I didn’t need an audience.

      But inside the house? That was different. I could feel at least one set of eyes on me as I returned to work on the mannequins.

      No spirits interfered. Still, I remained braced for them, even as I finished my work. My fingers shook as I smoothed the netting on the widow’s veil.

      The ghosts had given up their scandalous display and turned their attention to the killing of Julia, showing her dead at the bottom of the stairs, with five witnesses.

      Perhaps the spirits were trying to tell me something. Had more than one person in the society wanted Julia dead?

      Truly, I didn’t know what to make of it.

      “Frankie?” I called, hoping to tap into his criminal mindset, but if the gangster heard me, he didn’t respond.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d think he’d abandoned me as well. But I still had his power. I could tell from the silvery gray chandelier glowing overhead, its ghostly candles flickering in an invisible breeze.

      Maybe now that he was safe from Mick, he could hold his energy together long enough for me to at least find Julia’s death spot.

      A nondescript door crusted with several generations of white paint stood near the back of the room. I slipped past an antique spinning wheel and turned the crystal handle. I pushed it open with a grating creak.

      A butler’s pantry lay beyond, stuffed with boxes and shopping bags gathering dust. Beyond it, I saw a small kitchen in dire need of updating. The speckled Formica countertop housed an industrial coffeemaker, a half-dozen white plastic carafes, and a basket stuffed with apples and browning bananas.

      Tucked into the rear of the house, a steep back stairway led both up and down. And, while I’d much prefer to go up, my gut told me I’d most likely find Julia’s death spot if I ventured in the other direction.

      I reached into my bag and retrieved my keychain flashlight, keeping it close as I started down the sharp descent toward the basement. There was no door blocking the way, nothing separating me from the yawning blackness below. I shuddered as the air grew cooler and the scent of wet earth enveloped me.

      If there had been a light switch, I missed it. Rather than turn back and risk running headlong up the staircase and out into the sunny, light-filled yard, I flipped on my flashlight. It would help me see well enough. Besides, what I was truly searching for lay in another realm entirely.

      I stepped down onto a rough concrete floor, uneven and marred by brushstrokes, as if it had been hastily poured over the bedrock itself. Dozens of thick wood boards leaned up against the walls on both sides of me, creating a tunnel effect that forced me deeper into the gloom.

      My light hit a sign advertising the time the circus came to town for a fundraiser. I shifted the beam to the right and revealed a wild-eyed clown, tall as a man, his painted face grinning down at me. Lord almighty. I brought a hand to my chest. I’d never particularly liked clowns, even when they weren’t in creepy basements.

      I turned my back on the ghoulish figure and ventured further into the darkness. A metal bingo counter with wood balls loomed out of the shadows. It sat on top of a stack of boxes marked Casino Party and I had the fleeting thought that Frankie might actually like it down here.

      My light danced off the low ceiling, catching dust motes and the faint gray hue of the ghostly side. Nestled among cardboard boxes and tightly zipped covered clothing racks, ghostly wooden crates glowed with an unearthly pallor. I bent over one, hardly believing the label.

      

      1847 Robertson’s Genuine Bourbon Cordial

      Harrison Co Kentucky

      

      Next to it lay an open wooden crate labeled King’s Lane Champagne. A single corked bottle remained inside.

      “Heavens,” I whispered, noticing for the first time the image of earth underneath the boxes. I saw each room as the dominant ghost did, and right now I was squatting over the sharp outline of a freshly dug grave.

      I took a chance and touched the loose, soft gray earth piled near the foot of the grave, shivering as the icy touch of the other side invaded me.

      “Who are you?” I whispered, letting out a small yelp when an orb shot out of the dirt.

      The gray, swirling ball of light hovered over where the deceased’s head would be. It flickered as it floated a few feet off the ground, and I wondered if I’d startled it as much as it had startled me.

      “Hello,” I croaked, from my spot on the floor. I don’t think I could have stood up if I’d tried.

      It floated toward me, and I let it, my harsh breathing the only sound in the basement tomb. My heart fluttered as it drew close enough for me to see the swirling darkness at its very center.

      My palms scraped against the harsh concrete floor, my legs and arms numb from the cold as the spectral ball of light halted near the tip of my nose.

      Then it darted to the side, surging straight past my ear.

      I whipped around, watching it zip toward the stairs.

      What the—?

      “Don’t leave,” I called, grabbing for my light. I at least needed to know whose grave that was.

      It shot up the stairwell while I dodged a clothing rack and knocked over a box of casino chips. My bag slid off my shoulder and I caught it on one elbow as I barreled after the spirit. This was the first ghost I’d managed to contact in this house and I wasn’t about to lose it.

      It fluttered at the top of the stairs, with me pounding up after it.

      “I’d love to meet you,” I called, watching it dip and float near the kitchen.

      The orb kept its distance, refusing to stay in one spot as it skirted past a narrow window and up the steep switchback stairs to the second floor. I kept pace, the blood pounding in my ears and my breath coming short.

      The stairs emptied into a hallway on the second floor and the orb halted just inside.

      I slowed, not wanting to scare it.

      “Molly Fletcher,” a woman’s voice echoed from the other end of the hall, “are you teasing that sweet lawyer again?”

      The orb giggled. “Not this time.” Her image lengthened into the gray, swirling shadow of a young woman.

      She didn’t appear afraid of me or ready to attack, which I appreciated.

      “I’m so glad to meet you, Molly,” I said, venturing up a step. “My name is Verity, and I’m from Sugarland, too.” At her lack of response, I quickly added, “I don’t know about that lawyer who is sweet on you, but I want to assure you I don’t make a habit of chasing young ladies up the stairs.”

      She laughed, her features coming into focus, and I recognized her as the attractive woman Frankie and I had seen in the window. She was even prettier in person, with a fresh, roundish face with an upturned nose and perfect bow lips like an old silent movie star.

      A disembodied head shimmered into view behind her, another young woman, with a dusting of freckles on her cheeks and light hair pulled back into a messy bun. “You’ve got to stop bringing people up here,” she hissed in her friend’s ear. “It’s not allowed.”

      “Pishposh,” Molly said as the rest of her body came into focus. She wore a black Civil War-era dress with lace detailing on the long sleeves and high neck. “This girl was about to step on my grave,” she said, more amused than put out. “Besides,” she said, sizing me up, “I didn’t know she could see me.”

      “Excuse me,” I said, clearing my throat, “why are you buried in the basement?”

      I might have stumbled upon a century-old murder, or even a long-dead serial killer preying on widows and orphans.

      “You try digging a grave in a February snowstorm,” Molly said, as if I’d offended her. “The girls did the best they could for me.”

      “She died on Valentine’s Day,” the light-haired ghost said before clapping a hand over her mouth. “Now you’ve got me talking to her.” Molly smiled, but the other woman appeared slightly terrified. She turned her attention on me. “Go away. Leave. Before Mother Mary finds you.”

      Molly gave a small sigh. “She doesn’t like us talking to strangers and she especially wouldn’t want us talking to the living. Surely you can understand that.”

      Not particularly, but we’d work it out. “I’ve heard of Mother Mary. She founded the home for widows and orphans,” I said, glad to finally know what was going on. At least mostly. Mother Mary might seem stern to her charges, but I was sure she had a heart of gold. “Everyone alive in Sugarland knows about this place, how the good widows and orphans of Sugarland lived here, finding shelter and friendship,” I added, making that last part up. But, truly, these two widows did seem to be friends. “This place is a landmark.”

      “You don’t say,” Molly beamed. “Did you hear that, Henrietta? We’re a respected landmark.”

      “We are something,” Henrietta remarked.

      But there was one thing I didn’t understand.

      “Do you have any orphans with you?” The child ghosts I’d met in my adventures had been some of the most openly curious spirits I’d ever encountered, yet they seemed strangely absent in a place built for them.

      “I was an orphan here,” Molly said. “My parents died in the war.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. “That must have been awful.”

      She brought a hand to her throat and nodded. “I was so scared until I came to live under Mother Mary. Henrietta helped raise me.” She shot a grateful glance at her bodiless friend. “She didn’t have any children of her own.”

      “You don’t need to tell her our business,” Henrietta admonished.

      “If you won’t let me flirt with the nice lawyer, you can at least let me talk to a girl my own age,” Molly said, gliding straight toward me.

      “Well…” I began. I wasn’t exactly her age, seeing as she had to have died in the late 1800s.

      Molly glanced back at her friend, then focused on me once more. “I’ve never gone to dances. I’ve never taken a Sunday picnic.” She stopped by my side. “I’ve never even been in love.”

      “What a shame,” I said. Every girl should have that.

      “It’s overrated,” Henrietta groused.

      I gave Molly a wink. “It’s not,” I whispered.

      Molly hovered close enough to touch, close enough to see the subtle pain in her expression at Henrietta’s dismissal of her romantic hopes, and the spark of amusement at my response.

      “I’ve always fancied myself as a bit of a romantic,” she said, as if we were two girlfriends sharing a secret.

      “There’s nothing wrong with that,” I said. “When the right man comes along, you’ll know,” I promised. “You just can’t give up in the meantime.” It could be hard for all of us, but I’d seen ghosts find love just as I’d seen it happen for the living, breathing people I cared about.

      Henrietta grew a bit misty. “Sometimes I forget what you’ve missed,” she said reluctantly. “I had all of that. At least until John died.”

      “He was killed at Sharpsburg,” Molly supplied.

      Henrietta closed her eyes briefly. “We weren’t even married a year.” She schooled her expression. “But that’s behind us now. We raised the children. Most of them moved away. Molly stayed to help take care of the place.” I could tell she was proud. I was as well. Women like these had built Sugarland. I was honored to carry on their legacy.

      “I’m so grateful to you both. I don’t know if you realize, but this place means a lot to the people in Sugarland.”

      Molly positively beamed. “I knew it would someday.”

      Henrietta’s mouth tightened. She directed her gaze at me. “Are you making fun of us?”

      “Of course not,” I said, hoping she wasn’t about to shut me down. “Surely, you’ve seen the museum downstairs. People really care about you and your story.”

      Henrietta shot me a dubious look, but I pressed on. “Perhaps you can tell me who is rearranging the displays.”

      Molly’s surprise showed. “We don’t go into the museum unless we must.”

      “Too many memories.” Henrietta shuddered.

      Molly’s mouth twisted into a wry grin. “And last time, I ran into Father Flagherty. He likes to lecture.” She leaned close. “He thinks he knows everything,” she added, as if she were telling tales out of school. “I wouldn’t put it past him to rearrange your museum, either.”

      I doubted the display I’d seen was the work of a priest, but I wasn’t about to describe it to a widow and an innocent orphan. “Do you think Father Flagherty would talk to me?” I asked. “I’d like to ask him a few questions.”

      “Please don’t,” Henrietta said, retreating from the doorway. “You’ve said quite enough already.” She shot a pointed look at Molly.

      Molly’s face fell. “She’s right. I’m sorry.” She sighed. “Goodbye,” she added, trailing after her friend.

      I couldn’t lose them now. “Wait! I’m only here to help,” I promised, stepping up to the second floor. “I’m looking for a death spot, one that belongs to a woman named Julia who worked as a volunteer here.”

      Molly stopped on the landing overlooking the foyer. She turned to me, her brow knit. “No one has died in this home in at least a century.”

      “I found a body at the bottom of the stairs last night,” I told her.

      Molly gasped and glanced over the edge, as if it would still be there.

      Henrietta wrinkled her brow. “It has nothing to do with us. Now leave before Mother Mary sees you up here.”

      “I can’t leave until I check this floor for death spots,” I said. It would have been easy enough for someone to kill Julia up here and then push her down the stairs.

      Before Henrietta could object again, I opened the first door and found a bedroom. A shimmering gray washstand and pitcher hunkered by the window. Next to it stood a narrow bed strewn with petticoats and a corset. Beaded necklaces and other trinkets hung from hooks over the bed.

      “You seriously think we would have failed to notice a death spot?” Henrietta asked, as if I’d taken leave of my senses.

      They’d missed the body last night. Or at least Molly had. I wasn’t so sure about Henrietta.

      “I need to see for myself,” I said, moving down the hall.

      Two more open bedrooms revealed the same, with the last one containing no jewelry or clothes—simply a long table with a society mailing in progress laid out in the middle of where the ghostly bed stood.

      Molly cleared her throat. “This is our home,” she began, “I don’t go into your home and open your doors, and…”

      “Snoop around,” Henrietta supplied.

      “It’s not like that, I promise,” I said to them both. Only they were sort of right. Darn it. “It’s just that a woman was killed last night. It’s up to me to discover where the crime happened.” I certainly couldn’t count on Detective Marshall.

      “She acts like a Pinkerton detective!” Henrietta sputtered as I moved toward the last bedroom, down at the end of the hall. “This is highly improper.”

      “At least it’s a slow day,” Molly remarked.

      “Slow for what?” I asked over my shoulder as I reached the last room.

      Molly blinked, with wide, innocent eyes. “Visitors.”

      I turned the knob, only the door wouldn’t budge.

      “That’s Mother Mary’s room,” Molly supplied. “She likes to keep it private.”

      I twisted the handle again. The door was unlocked on the mortal plane, but it still wouldn’t open. It seemed Mother Mary held quite a bit of sway in this house. And she’d have to be powerful to lock me out like that.

      “Mother Mary,” I called, knocking.

      Henrietta’s head floated to my right. “If she didn’t let you in before, what makes you think she will now, just because you finally decided to knock?”

      “Henrietta—” I began.

      The ghost ignored me. “Anyway, she’s not there. If she was, you’d know.”

      “I really do need to talk to her,” I said. “Can you point me in the right direction? I won’t mention that I met you.”

      “It’s not easy to find Mother Mary if she doesn’t want to be found,” Henrietta drawled. “She doesn’t even like to show herself to us anymore.”

      Interesting. “Why does she avoid you?” I pressed.

      Molly closed her eyes briefly, then opened them. “She doesn’t avoid us, exactly. It’s hard to explain. But if a woman died here recently, Mother Mary should know. Come on,” Molly said, directing me away from her friend. “Mother Mary hides out sometimes. I know where. I’ll take you there and you can talk with her.”

      “Great.” I glanced back to Henrietta, who frowned and disappeared. “Just you and me.”

      “Just you,” Molly warned as she led me down the curved staircase, toward the empty foyer.
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      The ghost descended the curved staircase, her translucent black skirts trailing behind her. I kept pace, even as my eye caught the polished floor at the bottom where I’d found Julia.

      I made a wide arc around the spot. The dark wood gleamed in the slanted morning light, as if nothing had happened.

      Molly continued without me, passing through the pink settee in the foyer, as well as the table behind it.

      “Thank you for helping. I know it wasn’t an easy decision,” I said, dodging furniture as I worked to catch up to her. I had a feeling she and Henrietta had seen more than they were willing to admit. If I could just get them to open up to me, I might be able to discover how to stop the disturbances in the museum, as well as what had happened to poor Julia. I trailed Molly to the far right side of the foyer. “I can be a friend if you’ll let me.”

      She stopped and turned to me, her back to the wall.

      Her brow knit, as if she were coming to a decision. “This will be the last time I speak to you.”

      This wasn’t the time to push, so I simply nodded.

      “Mother Mary is present whenever anyone enters her office,” Molly said. “There,” she added, pointing to the wall behind us.

      Oh boy. Frankie might have lent me some wicked powers, but I couldn’t exactly walk through walls. And there was nothing on the ghostly plane to indicate a door or other opening.

      “Can we persuade Mother Mary to come out here?” I suggested, eliciting an expression of horror from my reluctant guide.

      Molly swallowed hard. “If you must speak to her, then go inside and do, but please don’t involve me or Henrietta.” She gave one final glance toward the wall and her image began to fade.

      “Wait,” I said quickly, unable to stop her as her energy shrank down into the flickering gray orb I’d found in the basement. She dropped through the floor and disappeared entirely.

      Darn it. I’d scared them away.

      Molly had been friendly enough, curious even. But she didn’t know me and had no reason to trust me. Her help ended when I’d pressed her about Mother Mary. I sighed. There was nothing to do about it now.

      My only option was to find Mother Mary as Molly had suggested, despite the fact that her favorite haunt lay behind a plaster wall.

      “Frankie,” I called. He could see what was back there and maybe even draw the ghost out.

      Unfortunately for me, he didn’t appear.

      I drew his urn out of my bag. “Oh, Frankie,” I said, rubbing the thin copper, my fingers catching in the dent at the bottom. “This is important. I could really use your help.”

      I saw nothing, heard nothing except for the ticking of the mantel clock in the hall.

      Then I noticed something very interesting on the top of the wood quarter paneling next to me, very near the spot where Molly had hastily pointed. It appeared to be a simple cut in the wood. When I looked closer, I saw a worn spot at the top roughly the size of a human fingertip.

      I glanced behind me to make sure I was truly alone before pressing down on the section of paneling. A sharp click echoed through the foyer. The section I’d pushed dropped down and the wall in front of me shuddered. I stepped back as a narrow portion of wall swung in like a door.

      “My word,” I said under my breath. I hadn’t expected this in the home for widows and orphans.

      I stepped inside Mother Mary’s hidden enclave. It was wider than it was long, with a low ceiling and no windows. It felt more like a tomb than anything else.

      A heavy wood desk stood in front of me, carved at the base and definitely old. It existed on the ghostly plane the same as it did in my reality. It must be hers.

      I saw no sign of the ghost, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t here, watching.

      A fireplace took up a good portion of the wall behind the desk, and above that, a pen and ink drawing of the home as it stood in 1921, when the society took ownership. Frankly, I couldn’t tell much of a difference. It seemed this place didn’t change much.

      Stacks of paper crowded the desktop, both ghostly and of this world, intermingling in a way I’d never seen before. I detected a faint hint of lemon furniture polish and a noticeable absence of dust. This was not an abandoned office.

      An antique bronze lamp stood among the detritus, streaked with green patina and topped by a shade of pink glass made to look like flower petals. I saw it mirrored on the ghostly plane and wondered how Mother Mary liked sharing her private space.

      “Mother Mary?” I asked, careful to avoid touching any of her things. Just in case.

      “I’m here to sort out the trouble you’ve been having,” I said, taking the opportunity to get a closer look at the items on the desk. I saw invoices that bore Virginia’s signature. And on top of that, a congratulations card made out to Julia.

      So this was the society president’s private office.

      An old black rotary phone cut through a ghostly ledger book.

      “Your office is lovely,” I said, noticing a gorgeous wooden wardrobe that once stood in place of the dull, modern filing cabinets along the wall facing the front of the house. Next to it, on the ghostly plane, stood a beautiful three-paneled changing screen painted with birds and flowers. It reminded me of the painted fans from the Far East. “You must have done some missionary work,” I said, trying to draw her out.

      If I could make a positive impression, get on her good side, I’d most likely make allies of the widows who lived here. Mother Mary seemed to hold quite a sway, and I had a feeling I needed her to get to the bottom of this.

      On the opposite side of the desk stood a heavy round table. The four dining chairs surrounding it were no doubt newer, but the table stood on the ghostly plane as well. File folders scattered over the top, and I saw meeting notes marked Sweet Tea Luncheon. Several glass pitchers crowded the table, one decorated with a pink polka dot design, another in bubbled glass with a thick green handle, both etched to commemorate various years of tea-themed luncheons.

      A low creak echoed as my one and only exit began to slowly swing closed.

      “Wait!” I rushed for the door, grabbing a glass pitcher and jamming it into the doorway. I made it in time, barely, and managed to wedge the door open. The heavy wall pressed in against the glass, but the pitcher held.

      I tested the door and found I was able to push it open farther.

      Thank goodness.

      Still, I had the distinct feeling that the ghost had tried to trap me here. Molly had said Mother Mary was present whenever anyone stepped inside her private sanctuary. Apparently she wasn’t ready to let me go so easily.

      “I’m staying,” I assured her, “at least for now.” I bent to make sure the 2016 Sweet Tea Luncheon commemorative pitcher was wedged in tight, glad the socialites had ordered thick, heavy glass.

      Still, I saw no sign of any ghost, no death spot. Then I spotted one place I still needed to look—on the wall past the crowded table stood a simple door caked with years of paint so that I could barely see the keyhole below the stained bronze knob. A chair had been wedged in front of it, as if keeping something out, or quite possibly barricading it in.

      Either way, I had to see what lay inside.

      I removed the chair and turned the handle, opening a dark, empty closet.

      Strange. It was clear the society could have used more storage. But when I stepped inside, I knew why no one ventured in here.

      It wasn’t just the chill in the air or the bare wood and nails that made up the walls and ceiling. It was the utter shock of stepping into a place where I so obviously didn’t belong.

      I felt it clearly, and would have even without Frankie’s powers to guide me.

      I was definitely intruding.

      “This is your place, isn’t it, Mother Mary?” I said quietly, scanning for anything on the other side that would give me an idea of what this space was for, or why it was special to the ghost.

      A ghostly steamer trunk stood by itself at the back of the empty closet. I closed in on the gray glowing remnant of an age long gone and reached for the lid. It felt like touching a chilly, wet, live wire.

      It opened with a harsh creak.

      I yanked my hand back and shook it as I peered inside.

      The aged paper lining cracked and broke along the seams of the old chest. It stood empty save for a pile of ashes, not unlike the ones I’d dumped out of Frankie’s urn.

      “Stars!” I stepped back. Could those be her…remains?

      I crouched closer. If I wasn’t mistaken, the ashes in the trunk resided on the other side. They appeared light, almost white, and as I bent to examine them further, they swirled and took flight, as if carried on an invisible wind.

      I scurried back as they crackled in the air.

      “What are you trying to tell me?” I whispered.

      The closet door began to close.

      This time I let it, fighting every instinct I had to bolt out into the light. Mother Mary was showing me something. Heck, I’d come here to find her. I couldn’t leave now.

      I watched the old door close with a deafening click.

      Then I waited in the darkness for her to appear.

      “Mother Mary?” I asked, barely able to draw a breath.

      She remained silent, but I could tell I wasn’t alone in this room. She could appear any second. She could reach out to me. Touch me. Hurt me, if she wanted to.

      I dug into my bag and found my flashlight. The beam of light sliced through the darkness, catching the ashes as they swirled back down into the old trunk.

      “Talk to me,” I whispered. “I don’t understand what you’re trying to say.”

      I didn’t particularly like small places, either. This felt wrong and tight, and every second I spent here made me wonder if I was going to get out, if the door would open.

      If I was well and truly trapped.

      My courage deserted me and I grabbed for the door, twisting the handle. Shoved.

      The door didn’t budge.

      Ohmygosh.

      I kicked it, twisted the handle until my wrist ached, and launched my weight against it. I would not be trapped. I would not be clawing and desperate. I would not for one more second live like this. I heaved my shoulder at the door and it burst open, propelling me out into the haunted office, off balance, but free. Alive.

      I braced my hands against the sturdy table, the glass pitchers clinking against each other as they shook.

      Sweet heavens. I glanced back at the darkened maw of the closet. “What was that?”

      A faint draft of air brushed past my ear and toward the desk at the center of the room, ruffling papers and stirring up the ashes in the fireplace.

      “I’m trying to understand.” I ventured closer, nearing the thin, dead ash sparkling in the air. If she wanted to show me something on the desk, she was going to need to get out some traffic cones and a lighted sign. This thing was a mess. “You might need to be more obvious.”

      Julia’s leather day planner, with her name etched in gold, sprawled on top of meeting notes that bore Virginia’s loopy scrawl. I opened the main desk drawer, crowded with pens, Post-it notes, and various other office supplies.

      The file drawer on the left hung partly open, and when I pulled it out all the way, I was surprised to find it empty. Had Julia been clearing out Virginia’s things?

      Virginia had lost the election, but surely the files in this office—and the resulting mess—belonged to the society. Perhaps she’d taken some papers to archive. This place could certainly use a clean sweep.

      The closet door creaked closed and I breathed a sigh of relief. I didn’t want to look at it anymore.

      I opened the file drawer on the right. It, too, lay empty. Save for a single sheet of paper.

      The neat, crisp writing read candlesticks, doorknob, necklace.

      I read it out loud, having no idea how to begin investigating a necklace I’d never seen, a doorknob in a house full of them.

      “Perhaps I can start with the candlesticks.” I placed the list on the desk. “Is that what you’re trying to tell me?” I asked, hoping the ghost was listening.

      I couldn’t figure out Mother Mary at all. “I’ll ask Julia’s husband what he might know,” I said, searching for any sign of the nun. That was when I spotted Julia’s keys on a hook near the door. She must have left unexpectedly, to leave her keys behind.

      Her election had set off the ghosts, and I had to think it had something to do with her death. A talk with her husband would be wise. “I should take her car back to her house anyway,” I murmured to myself. It had been unsettling to see it out in the lot when I’d arrived, and I had to think it would be more so for those who cared for her.

      I ran a hand over Mother Mary’s old desk. “You don’t want to talk. I get it.”

      A low grating sound came from the desk, and I watched as the old rotary phone began to dial.

      Six. Eight. Four.

      Seven. Two. Two.

      I watched in horror as it dialed the rest of my number. And when the rotary dial spun back into place, I lurched when the phone in my bag started to ring.

      Hand shaking, mouth dry, I pulled out the phone, the screen displaying the number for the Sugarland Heritage Society, as it had the night before Julia’s murder.

      I hit the answer button and brought the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

      Static crackled over the line. I heard labored breathing, then a woman’s harsh voice. “You’re next.”
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      Is this Mother Mary?” I demanded, staring at the phone on the desk. It remained motionless in its cradle. The static cut off and the line went dead.

      I heard the creak of glass against wood. Then I saw the pitcher I’d wedged in the only exit begin to shimmy and pull away.

      “Oh no.” I was not getting trapped in here.

      I launched myself toward the door, kicking the glass pitcher in my haste, sending it spinning into the foyer as I slipped through the hidden doorway and out of the ghost’s creepy, awful haven.

      The wall slammed shut behind me. I forced myself to stop running as I neared the bottom of the stairs. I wasn’t trapped anymore. The front door was right there.

      If it opened.

      No, I couldn’t think like that.

      I forced a calming breath. Then another. I wasn’t going to find any answers running.

      “Please,” I said, to any soul who was listening. “Tell me what happened.”

      Weak light slanted through the windows into the shadowy foyer. Deafening silence surrounded me, but I could almost feel someone watching. “I want to help,” I promised.

      A hollow sound, like a marble rolling over a table, sounded weakly at the top of the stairs.

      Just when I was about to go up and see what it was, a single bead dropped from the top step. It bounced down each step, with an unnatural slowness, until it landed dead at my feet, in the same spot Julia had lain.

      Cold air prickled my skin, frigid in its intensity.

      On the floor lay a perfect Tahitian pearl. “Is this for me?” I asked, doing my best to remain casual as I reached down for it, gasping as it dissolved into nothingness right in front of my eyes.

      The front door creaked open and I shivered as a wet, ghostly touch grazed my ear.

      “Go,” whispered the same raspy voice from the phone.

      I was out of the house in seconds, shivering in the warm Southern air as the door slammed closed behind me.

      “Oh my gosh!” I needed a shower, I needed to run, I needed to stop touching ghosts, talking to ghosts, or even thinking about ghosts.

      My legs felt shaky as I nearly ran straight through the ghostly flowerpot on the porch.

      Why the ghost had targeted me, why she felt like she had to warn me, I had no idea. And what was with the pearl? And the touching? I rubbed my ear, as if I could scrub it away. It felt like she reached straight through me.

      I stumbled down the porch steps toward my car. I’d left Julia’s keys in the office, but I wasn’t about to go back and get them.

      Meanwhile Frankie leaned against the driver’s side of my Cadillac, smoking a cigarette without a care in the world.

      He had his legs back and his chest was whole again. He looked great, which was horribly unfair. And completely unnatural. He’d never regained his energy so fast before.

      “Where were you?” I demanded, shaking out my arms and legs, never more glad to see my own personal ghost. “Mother Mary spoke to me again. She touched my ear.”

      “That’s great,” he said, not even listening to me. He posed with his shoulders back, chest out, taking a drag like he was in a cigarette commercial or something. “You should run back in and talk to her.” He waved me along with his cigarette hand. “I got a thing going.”

      “A thing?” I asked, my mind still back on the ghostly pearl and Mother Mary’s warning. I glanced over my shoulder. “I think that old nun wants to kill me.”

      The windows stood empty, and I saw no sign of any ghosts.

      Thank goodness.

      I fisted my hands, trying to gather a bit of calm. “See, there was this ghostly pearl. And a phone call, and—”

      Frankie blew a smoke circle. “I don’t mean to be unsupportive,” he mused, looking past me, “but that has nothing to do with me. Now shoo. Go away. You’re cramping my style.”

      “I’m in the middle of a ghost hunt.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “And why do you look so good?”

      “I’m following your advice,” he said breezily. “I found a hobby.”

      “It looks a lot like loitering,” I said, not quite sure what to make of him. “What are you really up to?” If it wasn’t too bad, perhaps he could keep at it.

      “That’s my private business.” He leaned against my car like he was the lead in a 1930s gangster flick, or perhaps the villain.

      Whatever he’d been doing, it was obviously rousing his spirit. My adventures in the house, combined with the state he’d been in when we started, should have drained his energy to the point where he’d have lost everything below his shoulders. Only he looked better than I’d ever seen him. He had his tie on completely straight, there wasn’t a wrinkle in his suit, and he had a daisy in his lapel. That was new. I raised an eyebrow.

      “What?” he demanded. “You never see a guy with a daisy before?”

      Not him.

      “Listen,” I said, moving on, cringing at the ghostly smoke cloud forming around us. “Mother Mary called me again on the phone. She warned me about Julia’s murder before it happened. She just told me I’m next.”

      But what had I done to make someone angry enough to kill me? I’d investigated the haunting in the museum and searched for Julia’s death spot, but I hadn’t found anything yet. Was I getting close?

      “I get it,” he said, pulling his hat down lower over the bullet hole in his forehead. “When you get threatened, it’s important. When Mick is after me, you tell me to buck up and get over it.”

      “It’s not like that at all,” I said, waving the smoke away. Frankly I’d had enough. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

      “Back to the house where Mick is looking to kill me,” he said, refusing to budge.

      Lord in heaven. Did he need me to pull out the sock puppets? “Frankie, you’re already dead!”

      Smoke trailed from his nostrils. “I don’t see why you have to keep pointing that out.”

      Because it was true. “Look, we can’t stay here. There could be a murderous ghost on the loose—” Cripes. Okay. Now I saw the irony.

      Frankie raised a brow. “Speechless? I never thought I’d see the day.”

      He was the most annoying ghost I’d ever met. “At least I’m doing this for good, to help people.”

      He shrugged. “You help people find justice. I help people have a good time,” he said, as if they were one and the same.

      I didn’t justify that with an answer. “What if Mother Mary was the one who killed Julia?” I asked, edging past him to open my car door.

      It would be hard to relocate the body, but the ghost had moved mannequins, so I wouldn’t put it past her.

      “There you go,” he drawled, “always blaming the ghosts.”

      “You said one is trying to kill you,” I shot back, pushing the door through him. If he wasn’t going to move, I’d just have to climb in through the passenger side. “I hate to force you, Frank,” I said, rounding the car, “but I’m not staying.” I didn’t take kindly to being threatened, and it was especially unnerving coming from a ghost.

      I got in on the passenger side and scooted across the velvet bench seat.

      A spirit I’d investigated in the past had actually shown up at my house while I was in the tub. Luckily, that one hadn’t attacked me, but it seemed Mother Mary, or whoever was behind Julia’s death, wasn’t above killing the living.

      I stopped cold as I was shimmying over the center console.

      “Stuck?” Frankie asked.

      “I can’t go home,” I told him. “Not right now at least.” I had to keep working on the mystery or I wouldn’t feel safe closing my eyes at night. Not if it meant opening them to Mother Mary hovering over my bed.

      But I wasn’t going right back in after the nun’s threat. I wouldn’t be able to think straight or make the kind of good decisions that kept me and my friends out of danger. “Think.” I checked my watch. It was half past ten. I might not have the will to go back into the house, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t make progress.

      “Julia’s husband will be able to tell me more about the days leading up to her death.” He might also be able to enlighten me on any strange goings-on in her personal life. “I’m going to drop by and see him,” I said, rolling down the driver’s side window. We were in the middle of Sunday church hours, which meant he’d probably be home. I couldn’t imagine him attending first or second services, not after Julia’s sudden death. He’d want privacy to mourn, and there wasn’t a lot of that at the First Baptist.

      Of course I’d be breaking protocol by showing up at his estate during church hours, but I had to hope Julia’s husband would understand. I rested an elbow on the driver’s side window ledge. “With any luck, Mr. Youngblood will have some insight into the list his late wife made, or who might have wanted her dead.”

      “Glad you have a plan,” Frankie said, straightening his shirtsleeves, as if he were the one who might be rumpled. He ripped his power from me so fast I didn’t even see it coming.

      “Frankie!” I gripped the steering wheel as a static shock went through me.

      “What?” he asked before my teeth had finished rattling. “You don’t need this to talk to the murdered lady’s husband. Besides, my pinkie toe is tingling,” he added, smoothing his tie. “If that goes, there’s no telling what’s next.”

      I got myself situated and started up the car. “Don’t worry. I survived,” I assured him. “In case you were feeling guilty.”

      He wasn’t.

      “Hold up,” he said, leaning through the driver’s side window. “Leave my urn here.”

      “For real?” It could get stolen, misplaced, run over. We could lose the last bit of ash inside and he’d be grounded at my place forever. Although I had taped the lid on pretty well. “Frankie, honestly, what are you up to?”

      His cigarette trailed smoke into my car. At least I couldn’t smell it anymore. “I have what you call a social obligation.”

      It wasn’t like he could host horse races here or open a gambling den. Not with the old nun around. He had nothing nefarious to do, unless…

      I brought a hand to my mouth. “Please tell me you’re not running a con on a bunch of widows and orphans.”

      “That’s a good idea, but no,” he said, “I’m ashamed to admit I didn’t think of that.” Although he stopped short of explaining what he did have cooked up. “My urn will be fine if you hide it good. It’s the least you can do after putting such a crimp in my afterlife.”

      He’d struck me right in the guilt.

      Still, he had a point. And it would be easier to talk to Julia’s widower without the peanut gallery. I reached outside and opened my car door, leaving the engine running lest it choke on itself and never start up again. “I’m trusting you to be good.”

      “I like that about you,” he said, grinning.

      He trailed behind me as I fetched his urn from my bag and tried to determine where to stash it.

      I wasn’t about to venture back inside the house right then. Besides, someone could lock Frankie in and me out. There was no way to get under the porch and I hated to leave him in the bushes.

      Then I saw it—Frankie’s new safe house.

      And I swore, no matter how I felt about my housemate at the moment, it was objectively the best choice. I skirted around the side of the main house, past a copse of trees and toward the leaning, weather-beaten structure just beyond. It stood removed from the main house, quiet, but still in good shape for as old as it was. It lay out of the reach of security lights, or any lighting for that matter. And it appeared completely forgotten by any and all socialites.

      “Hey,” Frankie said as I pulled the door open, “that’s not a safe house. That’s an outhouse.”

      “Close enough,” I said, taking in the warm, dry interior that smelled of old pinewood and dirt. It wasn’t unsanitary, a bit dusty perhaps, which made perfect sense. It hadn’t been used in a century at least. “No one will look for you here.”

      I placed his urn in the back corner, past the hole in the wooden seat, and smiled at the abject horror on his face.

      “You think this is funny?” he asked, standing several feet away, as if he couldn’t even bring himself to haunt the place.

      “You got your way,” I said, closing the door securely behind me. I headed for my car. “I’ll be back in an hour or so.” Hopefully with some insight on what that list from Julia’s office meant, or even some idea as to who might have killed her. “Be good,” I added over my shoulder.

      My car was still running, thank goodness. I slid into the driver’s seat and headed out.

      Julia’s family had lived in one of the houses on the river bluff for as long as I could remember. I turned right out of the heritage society and caught the old river road that came up a mile or so before Southern Spirits.

      It ran back through the woods, turning as it ascended the big hill toward the bluffs. Just before I got to the part of the road that skirted the edge of the cliffs overlooking the river, I pulled over as far away from the drop-off as I could and plugged in my hands-free headset.

      My sister, Melody, answered on the first ring. “Verity! How’s it going so far?”

      “Great,” I said, trying to muster a bit of enthusiasm, even though ghosts weren’t really on my fun list at the moment. “Have you found anything yet?”

      “You won’t believe this, but the entire collection is missing.”

      “What?” I asked, gripping the wheel.

      “According to microfiche from twenty years ago, we had photos of the home and its original occupants, household logs, and the personal diary of Mother Mary Cooper. But it’s all gone. Stolen.”

      “When?” I pressed.

      “We don’t even know.” She sighed. “But no one has checked it out in at least twenty years.”

      “So there’s nothing on Mother Mary, either?” I asked. “I just had a run-in with her at the old widows and orphans home. I need to know what her deal is.”

      “I have a request out to the Jackson County Library, as well as the state archive in Nashville,” she said as I slowly pulled out onto the road again, being extra careful. It wasn’t nearly wide enough for my taste, and it paid to be cautious. “I do know the heritage society did a book a few years ago on the house before and after they took over. Mother Mary is supposed to be this strict old nun. We do have that book.”

      “If it has any pictures, I’d like to see them,” I said. “So far, she’s not showing herself, and her communication style involves closing me in spaces I’d rather escape.”

      “Maybe you should skip this job,” Melody suggested.

      “I can’t ignore a ghost who called me on my cell phone.”

      “Do you think she can hear you right now?” Melody asked.

      Heavens to Betsy. “Not until you said that.” I rounded a bend that took me back into the woods.

      “Electronics can amplify ghostly energies,” she said. “I read that in an article. I’ll pull that for you as well.”

      “Thanks. Gotta go. I’m stopping in on Julia’s husband,” I said, nearing the old Victorian that Julia’s great-grandfather had built.

      If it was possible for a Victorian to appear masculine, this one did. It had been painted in rich shades of gray and deep blue, with stunning white trim and double bay windows on both the first and second floors.

      The house boasted a wide back lawn overlooking the river. Several black wicker rocking chairs lined the wide porch in the back, and as I drove around front, I saw a matching pair on the other side of the wraparound porch.

      The front columns stood three times the size of the ones at my house. Behind them tall windows arched up toward the kind of gingerbread trim that would make the editors at Southern Living swoon.

      “Be careful,” Melody cautioned. “He might not be so happy when you start asking questions.”

      “I’ll be subtle,” I said, parking out front.

      “You?” she asked, but I let that slide as we said our goodbyes. Even though I’d never been formally introduced to Julia’s husband, I was familiar enough with my challenges, and his.

      Vincent Youngblood IV had a reputation in town. Not like mine. No, he was respectable, the perfect gentleman. His name had not been blackened by a loud, splashy scandal or hung out to dry. He was a perfect citizen in every way.

      Still, it wouldn’t escape anyone that Julia was his third dead wife.
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      After ending the call with Melody, I stood for a moment on the half-circle drive in front of Julia’s ancestral home. What a shame this beautiful estate would no longer be passed down to the next generation of Harpers. I hoped her widower would do his best to honor her legacy.

      Huge trees dotted the yard, their lush canopies swaying in the summer breeze. The forest grew thick at the edges of the property where I searched for the path into the woods.

      Then I saw it, a well-worn passage near a white birdhouse on a stand.

      That must be the shortcut Julia had used to make her way down to the heritage society.

      I couldn’t see the rest of the path from here, or the cemetery down below. I could only make out the roof of the widows and orphans house, with its thick chimney rising up against the clear summer sky.

      Well, no sense dawdling, even if I felt uneasy meeting the man Julia had married last summer, about the same time I’d planned to marry Ellis’s brother.

      I forced a smile and made my way to the cheery oak door. It had a long window built into it, veiled with antique lace curtains. For all I knew, Vincent Youngblood IV was a lovely person. I’d never had the occasion to speak to him, and I certainly shouldn’t judge him based on a few whispers in town. I knew all too well how it felt to be on the other end of that.

      All the same, I felt a twinge of guilt as I knocked, and not just because we were smack dab in the middle of church hours. No. It was worse than that. I stood on Vincent Youngblood’s front stoop, fully aware that I was breaking the first rule of Sugarland mourning etiquette: always bring a covered dish.

      Truth be told, I felt a bit naked without so much as a basket of fried chicken or a tomato pie, not even an artfully molded Jell-O dessert with fruit and whipped cream inside. My mother had raised me better.

      It would be even worse to tell the new widower my suspicions about his poor wife’s death. The police still believed it was an accident. I had no proof to contradict that, none I could show him at least. Was I being honest or cruel?

      He’d already lost so much.

      Still, if Vincent could help me understand the list I’d found in Julia’s desk this morning, if I could somehow gauge who might have wanted to hurt her, perhaps I could find the evidence I needed to help him and his late wife.

      He answered on the second knock. “Hello,” he said, easing open the door, his expression welcoming and his tone suitably grave.

      Vincent was a handsome, athletic man. His wavy black hair had grayed stylishly at the temples and he’d dressed for company in a powder blue oxford shirt tucked into belted charcoal dress slacks. No doubt he’d been receiving plenty of visitors before the first service. Even if every man, woman, and beast in Sugarland judged you, the ladies still brought you casseroles.

      I was living proof of that.

      “Hi. I’m Verity Long, from the Sugarland Heritage Society,” I said, the last part feeling strange as it came out of my mouth. “I’m sorry I don’t have a casserole. I was just down the hill, and, well, I wasn’t planning on stopping by. I just wanted to see how you’re doing.”

      “Your condolences are enough,” he said, gesturing me inside, his spicy aftershave tickling my nose. “There’s only so much shrimp and grits casserole a man can eat.”

      An intricate model sailboat stood on a pedestal by the door and another graced the wall opposite.

      He caught me noticing them. “Do you sail?” he asked, closing the door.

      “I barely canoe,” I admitted.

      We probably shouldn’t be talking about boats anyway. Rule number two of Sugarland mourning etiquette: don’t bring up unsuitable topics. His first wife had died while sailing. His second wife had drowned on a girls’ vacation. Now he’d lost Julia, and while boats hadn’t been involved this time, I didn’t want to bring up any painful memories.

      “I hope you’re hungry,” he said, leading me into a gorgeous sitting room with thick woven rugs over gleaming hardwood.

      A pimento cheese dip with Ritz crackers, nestled in Tupperware, sat on the coffee table, along with a platter of fried dill pickles, a tray with cream cheese and pepper jelly spread, a basket of fried chicken, and a plate of deviled eggs.

      “I’m glad to see you’ve had so many callers,” I said, taking a seat on the tan leather couch.

      “I’m touched so many people care.” He took the chair opposite. “Please help yourself,” he said, gesturing to the food in front of me. “The eggs are from Susie Baker.”

      She made the best deviled eggs in town and she never shared her recipe. It had come from her mother and her mother’s mother before her. I even recognized the plate—white with blue flowers. Suzie got it as a wedding gift and it had her name in Sharpie on the underside so she’d always get it back.

      “Thank you,” I said, sampling an egg. It was perfect.

      Vincent took a seat opposite me and I knew it was time to tackle the final rule of Sugarland mourning etiquette: speak well of the dead.

      I folded my hands in my lap. “I’m so sorry for your loss. Julia was a fine person.”

      Her husband nodded gently.

      Saint Julia. Even if she hadn’t been, she would be now.

      “We’d recently become reacquainted,” I said, trying to ease into the reason I was there. “She hired me to investigate a haunting at the heritage society home.”

      He tented his fingers. “I’m surprised Julia never mentioned it. Then again, I’m not much of a believer.”

      That didn’t mean spirits weren’t real. “The historical mannequins have been moving into revealing positions.”

      He seemed surprised at that. “And what did they reveal?”

      A widow’s antique undies, but I didn’t want to tell him that.

      I leaned forward. “I find ghosts are usually interested in spilling truths that we living would rather hide.” When he didn’t react, I pressed. “Did Julia uncover any scandals or secrets in the days leading up to her death?”

      He grew a bit teary at the mention of her name. “Many in the society believed that her election itself was the scandal. Such a shame. She shouldn’t have had to prove herself, but she did.” He folded his hands in his lap, his expression earnest. “Julia was a strong woman. It was one of the things I loved about her.”

      I had to respect him for that.

      “Julia hired me on the spot,” I said. “She was very decisive.” I did admire her for it, but a quality like that could offend certain people. “Can you think of any members in particular who had trouble with her?”

      “Virginia Wydell,” he said, without missing a beat.

      “Well, of course.” Virginia wasn’t happy unless somebody else wasn’t. “Still, there was more to it than the election. The ghosts prove that.”

      He broke his gaze. “I’m sorry. I’m not sure I can make that leap.”

      “Julia installed cameras in the museum,” I said. “Didn’t she tell you? She captured everything.”

      He paled at that.

      That’s right. “She had an entire ghost video,” I said.

      He rubbed a hand along his chin. I could tell I’d gotten him thinking. “I wish she would have shared that with me. Although I probably would have told Julia she was crazy,” he said, with a touch of regret. He rested his elbows on his knees. “Where is this video?”

      “Probably here in your house. Maybe in her office at work. I never saw it.” If only she hadn’t died so suddenly. “Perhaps we can look for it,” I suggested. Then he might have an easier time believing.

      He sat back in his chair. “While I’m glad you shared a nice hobby with my poor Julia, I’m sure you can understand when I say I’m a little out of sorts at the moment.”

      I’d broken the second rule of Sugarland mourning etiquette: no unpleasant topics.

      “I apologize. This may not be the time,” I began, but when we came right down to it, I was in a position to help him find justice for his poor, dead wife, and I owed this man the truth. Some people embraced the other side more openly than others, but I had to at least give Vincent the chance to understand what was really happening. “I realize you’re not a believer like your wife was, but what I saw on the ghostly side makes me think there may have been more to your wife’s death than a slip down the stairs.”

      He closed his eyes briefly. “Please don’t say that.”

      I got it. I really did. “I realize I may be overstepping my bounds, but if it were me, I’d want to hear the truth.” We owed Julia that. “I suspect your wife’s death may have something to do with a discovery she made in the house, something that has made the dominant ghost in the house upset as well.”

      “Dominant ghost?” he asked, as if I were speaking another language.

      In a way, I was. “Never mind the terminology. Just know this: Julia trusted me with her secret. She paid me in cash. And I want to do right by her.”

      “Please”—Vincent gestured helplessly—“no more.” He took a steadying breath, then another. “Julia’s ghost issue is over now. All her issues…are finished. And your job is done. Whatever she paid you, keep it. And if she owes you any more, you let me know and I’ll pay you right now.”

      “I’m not here for money,” I assured him, “or because of a job.” It was so much more than that. It was justice. “I want what’s best for you and your late wife.”

      “Then you should go,” he said, standing. “I appreciate your loyalty to Julia, but your job is well and truly done. Now if you hurry, you might get to church in time for the second service.”

      “Mr. Youngblood—”

      He held up a hand. “I do appreciate your visit this morning,” he said, dismissing me. “I’d like you to walk away whole, knowing you did your best.”

      But that was the thing. I hadn’t done my best yet. I’d barely started.

      “Your wife asked me to secure a few items,” I fudged. It was the only excuse I could think of to justify what I’d found in her office and perhaps question him further about her personal effects. “She made a list of things that may have gone missing from the society house.”

      His eyes widened a bit. “That is most unfortunate. I had no idea.”

      “She may have tracked some of the antiques down before her death.” I certainly hadn’t found anything in my search earlier. “She was looking for candlesticks, a doorknob, and a necklace.”

      He hesitated. “All right,” he said, “I haven’t seen anything like that around here, but let me check her private study.” He paused at an arched doorway that led to the other side of the house. “Did she say what kind of necklace?”

      “No.”

      He gave a sharp nod and headed down the back hallway.

      I turned toward the window overlooking the yard. He seemed genuinely grieved, yet distant. I didn’t know what to make of it.

      A pounding began on a door at the back of the house. “Please let me in before I drop this!” a woman’s voice called.

      I paused. Had Vincent heard? Surely.

      The pounding grew more desperate. “Hurry!” she insisted.

      Sakes alive. If I couldn’t bring a casserole, I could at least try to save one.

      I rushed through the arched doorway and past the mélange of pies and cakes crowding the dining room set for two.

      “It’s about to go!” she called.

      I raced for the kitchen in the tradition of Southern ladies since the beginning of time. I cornered around the stainless steel refrigerator and nearly collided with the polished oak table in my haste. Salon-styled platinum blond hair was visible through the window in the door. She had her back to me and I hoped she hadn’t already dropped her casserole.

      I flung open the door, ready to grab hold of the dish. “I’ve got you,” I said, reaching out as she turned to me.

      She gave a small shriek and dropped her bottle of champagne. It burst, fizzing all over the back porch.

      “Constance,” I said, recognizing the woman I’d met outside the heritage society this morning.

      She stood in the middle of the mess, juggling a pair of champagne glasses, a box of strawberries, a bottle of orange juice, and a can of whipped cream. More than that, she’d changed into a slinky white number that pressed up her breasts from here to Albany.

      It was certainly no church dress.

      She stared at me and I stared back for a split second. I could see the naked horror in her eyes, replaced just as quickly by calculated social grace.

      She held up the glasses. “Sometimes, you need more than a casserole.”

      Heavens. It did seem as if she were prepared to offer Julia’s poor widower an entirely new level of comfort.

      Or perhaps she was already in line to be the next Mrs. Vincent Youngblood IV.

      Even more startling, Constance wore a necklace I’d seen before, with a scripted gold C linked between two strands of pearls. It looked like the one in the ghostly painting at the heritage society.

      She caught me staring at her chest.

      I cleared my throat. “My, that’s an interesting necklace.” We were both a bit rattled. Perhaps she would believe it to be a polite subject change.

      She drew a quivering hand to her chest. “Thank you. It was a gift.”

      Perhaps something Vincent had found in his late wife’s office?

      “Why, hello,” Vincent said from the doorway, attempting surprise. “So kind of you to drop by. Constance, is it?”

      He wasn’t fooling anyone.

      She broke into an uncomfortable, toothy smile. “I just stopped over to see if you were all right.”

      She’d make a terrible actress.

      Had Julia known what her husband had going on the side?

      “I suppose you didn’t find anything in the desk,” I said, not quite willing to give up yet.

      He trained a hard look on me. “No.”

      “Then I’ll just go,” I said, slipping out the door, wading over the debris on the porch. Wow, oh wow-e-wow. The Sugarland grapevine would have a field day with this, not that I would tell them. No. I had something more important to do.
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      I drove down the hill toward the main road, heading for Southern Spirits, praying Ellis would be there. But when I reached the bottom and passed Mother Mary’s home for widows and orphans, my engine chugged hard and gave a shuddering ke-bang.

      “No, no, no…” I chanted, hitting the gas even as the car began to slow. I kept my foot to the pedal, steering straight past the house as my car wheezed and lurched and came to a stop at the driveway.

      Then to my horror, the steering wheel began to turn right.

      My front tires crunched onto the gravel drive.

      “Stop!” I slammed the car into park and shut off the engine.

      No way was I going back there. Not alone and especially not if a ghost wanted to force me.

      I made a hasty exit from my car and began walking fast toward Southern Spirits. I’d walk the whole way if it came down to it. It wasn’t far.

      I grabbed my cell phone out of my bag and dialed Ellis. It went straight to voicemail. Dang it!

      All right. I forced myself to slow and then stop when the paved shoulder of the road ended in scrub grass and weeds. I took a deep breath and then another.

      A ghost couldn’t make me do anything…at least it helped to tell myself that.

      I tried Ellis at home. The phone rang. And rang. And rang.

      No problem, I assured myself, watching the heat rise from the road next to me.

      I tried Melody. She didn’t answer, either. She must be at second service. My friend Lauralee always went to the eleven o’clock as well. I nodded to myself. I could handle this.

      I’d simply return to my car, inform the ghost that I had no intention of returning to the society house today, and then drive straight home and hope it didn’t follow me.

      Head high, shoulders back, I walked like a woman in charge back to the scene of the haunted car takeover.

      I’d left the driver’s side door wide open, which would have been a red flag to anyone passing by.

      Unfortunately, no one had.

      “I’m leaving now,” I announced to the darkened house at the end of the drive, “but I will return. Eventually.”

      As soon as I found the nerve.

      And perhaps once the ghosts stopped stalking me.

      I slipped into my car, slammed the door, and turned the key—ready to make like Mario Andretti—when the engine didn’t start.

      It didn’t even give a click-click-click.

      “Oh, come on.” I tried again, and nothing.

      I braced my hands on the steering wheel. Okay. So I wouldn’t be driving away after all. But if the ghost thought this little stunt could keep me here, it had figured wrong.

      This time, I closed the driver’s side door before hurrying down the side of the road toward Southern Spirits. Even if Ellis wasn’t there, I could grab his spare key from under the rock at the back and at least have a safe place to stay until I could get a ride home.

      The ghosts in the Southern Spirits restaurant liked me. They’d protect me.

      And while a mile-long walk didn’t seem like a lot, in the Tennessee summer heat, through scrub and weeds, I was a bit worse for wear when I finally made it to Southern Spirits.

      Seeing Ellis’s truck parked outside the newly restored red brick building was like being handed a refreshing cup of water in the middle of a long race.

      Too bad his blue truck wasn’t the only vehicle out front. Parked next to it was his mother’s brand-spanking-new champagne-colored Cadillac. For when she got tired of driving her Aston Martin, I supposed.

      I slowed and wiped a sweaty clump of hair off my forehead as I walked past Virginia’s ultimate fashion accessory. At least I’d gotten some exercise.

      I refused to hang my head low. I would have sweated in the morning heat even if I’d been sipping a mint julep on the porch. Besides, there was absolutely no use in pretending I was anything other than the (somewhat poor) ghost-hunting girl next door, although I did pause for a quick application of lipstick and a swipe of powder on my nose.

      My hair, on the other hand, was a lost cause.

      Head high, I strode up the new stone stairs to Southern Spirits and opened the heavy wood front door. The cool air-conditioning hit me, and my eyes took a moment to adjust to the darker interior. When they did, I found my boyfriend and his mother rearranging restaurant tables.

      To my shock, she had a grip on the table opposite Ellis and was actually helping him drag it. It appeared as if they were going for more of a diamond pattern, which looked pretty neat. Virginia’s blond hair was slicked back into a stylized bob and she wore a powder blue Jackie O-styled dress.

      “The angled rows will be more pleasing to the eye when customers first walk inside,” she said, gesturing back to the front door and freezing when she saw me.

      Ellis seemed paralyzed for an instant as well, as if I’d caught him enjoying a moment he shouldn’t. In reality, his worlds had simply collided.

      “Hi,” I said, as cheerfully as I could given my utter desire to run the other way.

      “She was just helping me decorate,” Ellis said at exactly that same moment.

      “Looks great,” I said, because it was true, and because he deserved to have a little peace between his girlfriend and his mother. If I was going to keep dating Ellis, Virginia and I needed to be able to maneuver situations like this with a little tact and a lot of grace.

      Virginia straightened, brushing off her dress. “This place needed a woman’s touch,” she said, as if she were merely observing a fact. She made a show of tightening her dangling gold earrings. “I’d have figured you’d be out all night again. You certainly look like you have.”

      Ellis appeared startled at that. “Did you really just say that, Mom?”

      He must have told her that he’d stopped by my place last night, only to find me gone.

      “Tell me if it’s not true,” she said as innocently as she could.

      This was going to be fun, but I wouldn’t give Virginia the pleasure of me losing my temper. “I stayed at Melody’s,” I told them both. “Frankie had a…personal issue we needed to address.” As for today, well, I wasn’t sure I wanted to explain it with Virginia around.

      “See? There you go,” Ellis said. Then more firmly to her, he added, “I told you I’d like to have your help, but not if you’re going to disrespect my girlfriend.”

      “Who should be at second services,” his mother added.

      Ellis ignored her and walked to greet me when it became clear I couldn’t force myself to take one more step. “It’s good to see you, Verity,” he said, kissing me on the cheek. “I’ve been trying to call you.”

      “She could have called you, too,” Virginia mused.

      Ellis shot her a look.

      “What?” she asked, as if she had no idea. “Verity is the one who stayed out all night and then blamed a ghost.”

      He wrapped an arm around me and led me toward the matriarch of Sugarland society. I felt myself growing warmer with each step. She didn’t deserve my politeness or my respect. She was a woman who saw kindness as weakness.

      She’d ignored Ellis for years because he hadn’t toed the family line and become a lawyer like his father and two brothers. He was the black sheep, the disappointment, because he’d followed his passion and become a police officer. He’d been strong enough to stand up for what he wanted. Ellis was also a true gentleman, a good person, which was the only reason he was with her now.

      Her bright emerald eyes glittered with challenge.

      “You know what, Virginia,” I began.

      She straightened, the wrinkles around her lips deepening as she waited with barely contained glee for me to lose control and fling an insult.

      “Those earrings go nicely with your dress,” I said, relying on another age-old Southern tradition: changing the subject.

      I wouldn’t stoop to her level, for Ellis if for no one else.

      Besides, if we were going to have any sort of relationship, this wouldn’t be the only time I’d have to play nice. And I had to admit the glittering gold balls dangling from her ears were classy and made her look very well put-together.

      “Thank you,” Virginia said airily, her drifting gaze the only indication that I’d startled her.

      “There. Are we all better?” Ellis asked.

      “I’m always fine, dear,” Virginia said lightly, with a touch of steel. “I suppose I’m just sad that your girlfriend barely makes time for more than a drop-in visit.” She turned to him. “Word has it she’s spending her time at the heritage society. That’s a shame when a woman is too busy for her man.”

      “I always have time for the people I care about,” I told her. “There’s simply a lot to clean up at the heritage society,” I added sweetly, earning a frown from her.

      “I’m glad that you’re both here, and that you both care,” Ellis said, stepping between us. “Look, Verity. Mom’s been helping me add a few more tables,” he said. “I have to admit her layout is better than the one I had. We even fit two more four-tops.”

      “That’s great,” I told them both. She had done a good job. Each table shone with a thick candle inside an antique-looking iron lantern. “I like the new table lights as well.”

      “Just a restaurant-warming gift,” Virginia said, pleased.

      She should be. They were really nice.

      I turned to Ellis. “Listen, can I talk to you for a minute?” I glanced over at Virginia. “I was just over at Vincent Youngblood’s house.”

      Ellis gave a quick nod. “Would you mind taking a look at the tables in the archways, Mom?”

      She strolled that way without an argument, which made me suspicious all over again. I caught her glancing at us over her shoulder, but she moved out of earshot, thank goodness. I didn’t have time for Virginia and her games. Instead, I took a seat at the nearest table and told Ellis all about my visit with Julia’s widower.

      “He was shady, Ellis,” I insisted. I might not always suspect people’s worst motives, but I could read them pretty well. “He appeared all sad and proper, yet he’s having another woman over before his wife is even in the ground.”

      Ellis ran a hand through his hair. “I know all about him. The police have been watching Vincent since his first wife died five years ago,” he said, frustrated. “We’ve investigated everything to do with her death, but we can’t pin it on him.”

      I planted my arms on the table. “Well, then what about the second wife?”

      “He was in an entirely different country when she died,” Ellis said, as if that irritated him as well. “The St. Kitts authorities ruled it an accident and US authorities can’t investigate unless he asks for our help.”

      I leaned back. “Which he didn’t.”

      Ellis watched me carefully. “Do you think something’s suspicious about Julia’s death?” he asked, as if it were a new idea.

      Of course. “I left you a half-dozen messages.”

      He drew back as if he’d been slapped. “I didn’t get them.”

      “Oh my gosh,” I said, reaching for his hands, “of course I’ve been calling you.”

      He let out a half-breath, half-whoosh of relief. “I was wondering what the hell was going on.” His green eyes caught mine. “It bugged me when I didn’t hear from you. Not that I can demand you check in with me.”

      “You should expect it,” I said, squeezing his hands. “I like that you’re looking out for me. I mean, we are dating.”

      He withdrew a hand and rubbed his temple. “I know. I just—” he began. “Forget it,” he concluded, taking both my hands once more. “Now start from the beginning. Tell me everything.”

      I did. I told him how I’d never seen Julia’s death spot; how she’d been about to hire a private detective; about the missing cameras that, admittedly, could have been her doing. I told him about the list of objects that she appeared to be investigating, or for all I knew, that she could have removed herself; I told him every detail about Constance showing up at Vincent’s house for a cozy sip of champagne when he was supposed to be mourning Julia.

      “So that’s the little tart,” Virginia said from across the room. I’d almost forgotten she was there.

      She stalked up to us, grabbing a bottle of water from a table along the way.

      “You’ve been eavesdropping on us?” I asked, a little sharper than I’d intended.

      “Of course I have,” she said, arms out. “I’m his mother.”

      Ellis appeared less than amused. “I knew you had eyes in the back of your head, but this is ridiculous.”

      “It’s not my fault this big room carries sound well,” she said, taking a seat at the table like she belonged there. “Julia suspected he was fooling around on her,” she continued. “I’ll bet that’s why she was hiring the detective.”

      Virginia really had heard everything. I supposed there was no use denying it. “Julia gave me the cash instead. I’m not sure when she was supposed to meet this other person, but I don’t think she ever made it.”

      Virginia frowned. “I told her to let it go. The heritage society didn’t need a scandal.”

      “Some things are more important than saving face,” Ellis said. “Besides, I don’t see how Vincent’s indiscretions would reflect badly on the heritage society, even if his wife was president.”

      His mother’s frown deepened. “Julia also knew Vincent’s floozy was someone in the society, from a token the woman left behind in her marriage bed—a charm from the necklace each member received at last year’s Heritage Ball.”

      “Ouch,” Ellis muttered.

      “Nobody suspected Constance. At least I didn’t,” Virginia admitted, as if it were a personal failure.

      “I wouldn’t have thought of her, either,” I said. She was too young and she didn’t strike me as sophisticated enough to draw Vincent’s attention. “Would Constance even be his type?” I asked. “Vincent seems to like independently wealthy women, and I’m not sure she has a lot of money.”

      “She doesn’t,” Virginia answered sharply. “Her family owns Baker’s Garage and her brothers even work there. She could probably change your transmission if you asked,” she said, as if working on cars were a failing instead of a skill. “I’m sure she liked it that a man of standing took interest, but she’d be a fool if she thought it was going anywhere. Vincent does keep to a certain standard.”

      “All of this would be helpful for the police to know,” Ellis said. He scooted his chair back. “I’ve got to call Marshall,” he said, standing. “Alone,” he added when he saw both of us start to rise. Ellis drew the cell phone out of his pocket and headed for the kitchen doors at the back of the restaurant.

      “We’ve already heard everything,” Virginia said to me. “Now we need to decide what to do about it.”

      I watched Ellis disappear into the kitchen. “I hate to jump to conclusions, but we’ve all heard the rumors about Vincent’s previous wives. I know they’ve never found anything, but…do you think Vincent could have killed Julia?”

      “He’s more than capable.” She folded her hands on the table between us. “Constance has been a project from the start, but it won’t do to let her get wrapped up with a killer. If what you’re saying is true and someone really did murder Julia, we need to address the situation. Now.”

      Virginia actually believed me and trusted what I’d seen on the other side. Wonders never ceased. “So we’re kind of on the same side here,” I said, not used to the feeling.

      Virginia’s thin lips turned up. “Don’t get used to it.”

      I wouldn’t want to. Still, I wasn’t above seizing the advantage for however long it lasted.

      “Tell me what you know,” I said, folding my hands on the table in front of me. “Don’t leave anything out.” Even the smallest details could be important.

      She matched my stance. “Vincent is evil. I knew from the first time Daisy brought him to town he was trouble.”

      “And Daisy was his first wife,” I confirmed. I hadn’t remembered her name. “I know they belonged to the yachting club. They liked to sail.” It was how she’d died.

      She huffed. “He liked to sail. She only went out on the boat with him when he insisted. And even then, she didn’t go often.” Virginia leaned forward, her hands clasped. “But there they found her, dead in the water. It was an accident, they said. She wasn’t skilled enough to sail the boat alone.”

      “But you don’t think she’d have gone out alone in the first place,” I said quickly.

      “Never in a million years,” Virginia vowed. “We reported it to the police, but they could never prove anything.”

      “His second wife drowned on a Caribbean vacation; he wasn’t even there.” He seemed blameless in that.

      “Kate was an excellent swimmer,” Virginia said. “She swam competitively in college. Precise strokes, outstanding endurance. She took great pride in it. Yet she died on a bright, clear afternoon with no heavy waves.” She eyed me. “Vincent claimed he drove to Chicago to see friends the weekend it happened, but no one saw him at the restaurants he loves up there.”

      “How would you know?” I asked. “There are a lot of restaurants in Chicago.”

      She gave a small smile. “I know more than you can imagine.” At my shock, she added, “There are some things your sister can’t look up at the library.”

      “Did you tell the police?” I asked.

      The corners of her mouth turned down. “Of course I did. But it’s not about what’s true. It’s about what you can prove.”

      Didn’t I know it.

      So if Vincent had killed Julia…I gasped. “I told him about the cameras she set up in the museum.” My horror doubled. “And that she gave me a wad of cash when she hired me at the society. And about her list.”

      Virginia slammed a hand on the table. “Heavens, Verity! You never change, do you? You just say exactly what’s on your mind.”

      “That’s not a bad thing, you know,” I shot back, even though it felt pretty terrible right now. He might think I had video that I didn’t. He now knew about the payment Julia had wanted to keep secret. Then there was the list…

      “I can’t believe she hired you,” Virginia fumed. “And you know why she gave you cash,” she added. “To keep it from us and her husband.”

      Whoops.

      “You don’t think,” she huffed.

      “That’s not fair,” I said, although I had to admit, I saw her point.

      Virginia leaned across the table. “What did Julia want from you? Did she have you chasing down a bunch of widow ghosts? Perhaps Mother Mary herself? If so, why?” She threw her hands up before I could begin to answer. “Were you looking for the things on Julia’s list? I should have guessed you were working for her,” she seethed. “Julia would have to be desperate to allow you in the society.”

      “Thanks,” I said, “and I’m not going to tell you what she wanted. I’m going to practice tact.”

      “You don’t even know what the word means.” She stood, toppling her chair. “When Beau made a mistake, you went after him publicly so that the entire town knew everything.”

      I stood and faced her. “That was Beau’s fault. His. I told him when I caught him assaulting my sister that I wouldn’t marry him. He pushed for the wedding. He wanted to humiliate me when I didn’t show up.”

      “Good girls show up!” she seethed. “Good girls go through with it, no matter what. You don’t have to stay married to him. You annul it. Quietly. After the out-of-town guests go home.” She choked out a laugh, giddy with disbelief. “If your grandma were alive, she’d have told you that.”

      “She would have told me to torch his ass.” And she would have lit the torch for me.

      Virginia drew back like I’d slapped her. “You humiliated yourself and my baby son,” she ground out. “I hope you’re happy.”

      “I stood up for myself,” I said. “I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

      “And that, my dear, is your problem,” she said, as if she’d scored the victory. She walked around the table and stood directly in front of me. “I can’t trust you with my son or my family because you have no filter. You do and say whatever is on your mind and people get hurt.”

      “I refuse to let someone walk all over me,” I told her. “But I promise you, I don’t have any grand secret agenda. Or any secrets, period. I’m not going to hurt Ellis.”

      “It’s true you have no dirt.” She walked behind me. “I checked. It’s all out there already.”

      “Lovely,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at her.

      “I’m not going to let you threaten me anymore.”

      Me? When had I ever threatened her? I wasn’t the tyrant. I turned to her. “I didn’t start this.”

      She glanced at the closed kitchen doors. “You may have worried me at first, carrying on with Ellis. He’s been so disappointing already.” She leaned close enough for me to choke on her expensive floral perfume. “Then I realized something. You’re temporary. A blip. I’m always going to be in his life.”

      I lifted my chin. “You’re going to have to do better than that. He really likes me and I’m quite fond of him as well.”

      She stepped back. “Then why weren’t you here today instead of me?” She righted the chair she’d toppled. “Why weren’t you with him the night Julia died?”

      Because I was doing my job. “I tried to call him.”

      “I know,” she smirked. “I saw his phone on the bar. I hung up on you.”

      Son of a gun. “So it wasn’t a bad connection.” Or a ghost.

      I took a moment to let that sink in.

      “It was a mother who knows best,” she said, cold and calculating. “I’ve been spending a lot of quality time with him, yesterday and today. I erased caller ID and your whiny little messages. Just like I wish I could erase you.”

      It seemed I’d underestimated her. “It won’t work. He still calls me. We’re good together. I might not do things the way you like, but if you opened your eyes, you’d see I make him happy. Shouldn’t that count for something?”

      She could have her society and her secrets and her lies. Ellis wasn’t a pawn she could control. He was her son and he was trying to do his best by her. She couldn’t pick the way he led his life or whom he dated. He was his own person and she should be proud of that.

      She eyed me like I’d just tried to put one over on her. “That sort of talk used to upset me. But I can wait you out.”

      Heavens to Betsy. “We’re never going to fix this, are we?” I’d hoped with time, she’d learn to accept me, that she’d see how good I was to her son.

      “Let’s not argue,” she said, straightening the chairs around the table. “We don’t want your face to be all blotchy when my son comes back out.” She leaned close to me again, as if sharing a secret. “Men don’t like overly emotional ladies.”

      Ellis burst out of the kitchen, swearing under his breath. “Marshall is saying it might be murder now. That’s why they haven’t released the body yet.”

      “I knew it,” I said.

      “I knew it first,” Virginia said. “So what do we do?”

      Ellis joined our grim little circle. “The head wound isn’t consistent with a fall down the stairs. Also, her pearl bracelet is missing.”

      I gasped. “What about a necklace? That was on the list.” I’d told Vincent all about it.

      Virginia shot me a pleading look. “This is what I’m talking about.”

      “Well, wait,” I said. “It couldn’t have been Julia’s necklace because she wrote the list. But Constance was wearing a necklace that I saw on a ghostly portrait in the society house. A double strand of pearls with a gold C in the middle. When I asked her about it, she said it was a gift.”

      “So you just flat out asked her,” Virginia said, as if I’d taken a marker to the Mona Lisa.

      “What else could I do?” Truly.

      “You make discreet inquiries,” she seethed.

      “Yes. To my vast network of contacts,” I ground back.

      “You two have a brand-new issue now?” Ellis asked, as if he were a bit afraid of both of us.

      “No,” we answered in unison.

      “Great,” he said, glancing from me to his mother. “Kelli Kaiser was the last person to see Julia alive. Marshall talked to her this morning. She said Julia was wearing the pearl bracelet.”

      “Kelli was at the society house that day. She arrived as I was leaving,” I confirmed. “In fact, she was the second sponsor for my membership.”

      “After I sponsored her mother and her sister,” Virginia burst out.

      “Focus,” I told her. “The ghosts know something,” I said, turning to Ellis. “When I refused to go back into the house this morning, they stopped my car there. It won’t even start.”

      “I was surprised that car was running ten years ago,” Virginia remarked.

      Ellis eyed his mother. “I’ll call Ron at the garage. Now, Verity, you said you found a list Julia made.”

      “Yes.” I told him about the necklace and the other missing items. And about the ghostly pearl that had tumbled down the main staircase as I fled the house this morning.

      “You can’t let any of that get out,” Virginia said, her hand wrapping around my arm like a steel band. “Information is power.”

      “I realize that,” I assured her, my head spinning from the secrets. And here I thought the heritage society committees would do me in.

      “I’ll need that list of missing items,” Ellis said.

      “I know where to find it.” I’d left it on Mother Mary’s desk. I nudged Ellis’s arm. “Want to come with me?”

      “Always.” He grinned.

      Virginia looked ready to spit nails. “You can have my key,” she said stiffly.

      And just like that, we were back in business.
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      Ellis called Ron at home and he agreed to come on over and check out my car once he fetched his mother from church.

      That gave us some time, I mused, as I watched Virginia drive away from Southern Spirits.

      But Ellis had other ideas. “I’d rather not have it all over town that I accompanied you inside the society when it was closed,” he said, walking me out to his truck.

      “Good point.” Ron would tell his wife, who would tell her mother, who would tell half the town. “I’d like to get cleaned up a bit anyhow. And check in on Lucy.”

      So we drove to my house. I took a long bath while Ellis entertained my skunk.

      I walked downstairs in a fresh sundress to find her chasing him around the kitchen island.

      “That’s got to make you dizzy.” I laughed as my skunk merrily chased my boyfriend, nipping at his heels.

      “She’s fast,” he said, turning back to her and letting her dash into his arms.

      She wriggled while he scratched her neck, her ears, her head.

      Then we called Ron from the garage, who assured us he was on his way.

      And just after we’d enjoyed a dinner salad on the porch, I heard the tow truck rumbling up the drive.

      Ellis and I exchanged a glance. “I told him to just take it to the garage and bill me.”

      “I’ll accept no charity,” I told him, even if I might have to dig into Julia’s payment to afford the bill. The thought made me cringe.

      We headed out and watched Ron lower my car down onto the driveway. “It wouldn’t turn over for me. The battery looks good and you have gas in it. Could be a bad ignition switch or a bad connection in the solenoid control wire.” He popped the hood for Ellis.

      “Think it’s the neutral safety switch?” my boyfriend asked.

      “Might as well check,” Ron suggested.

      Ron tossed him the key and Ellis slid into the driver’s seat. He left the door open and turned the ignition.

      The car started right up.

      “It’s my safety switch?” I asked.

      Ellis shut the car down. “No. I just started it up regularly.”

      Ron stared. “I swear it didn’t start for me.”

      I believed him.

      He slid into the driver’s seat and it started up for him as well.

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” he said, shutting it down. “I can check it out at the garage if you want.”

      “I think I’m good,” I said. It wasn’t my car. It was the ghost.

      Now I wondered if it was even my car’s fault or mine that I’d crashed into the flower bed. It seemed someone wanted me at the heritage society. That scared me more than accidents or repair bills.

      “Thanks, Ron,” Ellis said, handing him a fifty for the tow.

      “I’ll pay you back,” I promised. I didn’t carry that kind of cash.

      “I’m not worried about that,” Ellis said as we watched the garage owner climb into his tow truck and depart. “I don’t think you should be driving to the heritage society tonight.”

      “I’ll leave that to you,” I agreed. Although I wasn’t sure it would make a difference. It wasn’t my car they wanted. It was me.

      

      “Be careful,” Ellis warned as we pulled up to the society in his truck.

      “I always am,” I promised.

      Only it didn’t always make a difference.

      The windows stood dark in the fading light. I was relieved to find nothing overtly threatening. Although we did arrive just in time to see Frankie skulking around the right side of the house.

      He looked like he was in trouble.

      And let’s face it: I wasn’t the only one with a problem.

      “Give me a minute,” I said to Ellis, slipping out of the pickup and into the warm, clear night.

      If Mick and his men had found Frankie, I might be his only hope. I wasn’t tuned into the other side, but there had to be some way I could help. I could at least grab his urn and get him off the property.

      This time, I didn’t announce my presence. I didn’t ask any loud questions. I was stealthy. I edged around the side flower bed and slunk up behind Frankie so I didn’t give away his location.

      He seemed so intent I wondered if he’d even heard the purr of Ellis’s truck engine as we’d arrived.

      My gangster friend moved like a shadow through the bushes at the side of the house and then crouched down.

      I drew up behind him. “Hey,” I whispered.

      “Gah!” He threw up his hands and an explosion of ghostly flowers flew everywhere.

      “I thought you had a gun,” I said, trying to make sense of the pale, shimmering wildflowers at my feet and on the bush. And since when could I sneak up on him? I felt an odd cold stinging on the side of my head and realized one of Frankie’s flowers had gotten into my hair. “Ick!” I shook my head and a rosebud disappeared as it fell out onto the ground.

      “Real nice,” he said, straightening his white Panama hat. “You know how much time it took to pick all these?” He bent down to retrieve his bouquet.

      I was ashamed to admit it, but I felt a little betrayed. “I thought Mick found you. I snuck out here to defend your life. Why else would you be skulking around like that?”

      He’d been acting strange ever since we’d arrived at the society house.

      Crouched on the ground, he held up a small shimmering dandelion. “I was picking these little flowers that grow behind the bushes.”

      “Why?” Then it occurred to me. “Are you making dandelion wine?”

      That would be a nice hobby, although I didn’t know where he’d find the equipment. Then again, this was Frankie.

      “Why, why, why? You’re worse than a toddler,” he bristled.

      “You’d better not be trying to romance any widows,” I warned.

      He gathered a fallen peony. “Maybe I just like flowers.”

      Oh, sure. He’d been pleased as punch to be dumped in my rosebush. “Listen, I met the girl you saw when we first came here. She’s not your type at all.” Too sweet. Much too innocent. “You need to stay away from her.”

      He stood. “Are you giving me dating advice?”

      “I am.” I notched up my chin. “And I’m saving you a lot of trouble. And heartbreak. I know for a fact that Molly is smitten with a positively charming lawyer,” I said, laying it on thick.

      A wry tilt touched his lips. “I don’t recall asking, but thanks for bothering me anyway. Now are you done?” he implored, going back to his flowers.

      “Not at all. I need your powers. A ghost has been fiddling with my engine. Now Ellis and I have to go back inside the house to find Julia’s list and I don’t want to get surprised by Mother Mary.”

      He ran a hand over his chin. “Not even half of that made sense.”

      When I opened my mouth to explain it, he held up his hand. “Don’t tell me. I don’t care. Honestly, Verity, I didn’t realize how exhausting you were until I had my own place.”

      “It’s a latrine.” I couldn’t believe he’d prefer an outhouse to my ancestral estate.

      He shrugged. “Home is what you make it.”

      “Hold still,” he instructed before zapping me with his power. He didn’t hit me hard, but the sudden infusion made me gasp as countless needles of energy pricked over my head and arms, traveling down my body to my toes. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to the feeling.

      “Now leave me alone,” he said, walking away with his flowers. “I got business.”

      “What business?” I asked, trailing him to the small outhouse. Shimmering gray light seeped between the boards and shone in glistening rays through the knotholes.

      He paused at the door of the latrine. “None of your business,” he said, slipping inside, the door flapping closed behind him.

      Okay. That wasn’t the weirdest thing I’d ever seen him do. Not by a long shot. But I still didn’t know what to make of it.

      I watched the outhouse for a moment, not sure what I expected to see. Maybe one of his gangster buddies would walk out, or Frankie would go flying headfirst through the door and out into the side yard.

      But none of that happened, so I shook my head and walked back toward the front of the house.

      Ellis had parked the truck in front of the flower bed I’d decimated on my first visit. He leaned against the driver’s side door and was just ending a phone call with someone.

      “That was Marshall again,” he said, stowing the phone in his back pocket. “He hasn’t opened up a formal investigation yet, but he will if we can find something.”

      “Good.” I scrubbed a hand over my chin, still trying to put together what Frankie had been doing.

      He slid his thumbs into his jean pockets. “Is everything okay with your ghost?”

      I glanced back toward where I’d last seen the gangster. “I’m worried about him, Ellis. He has a mob assassin after him and he’s acting really strange.”

      “If you’re concerned, talk to him,” he said. “I’m going to check the doors for any sign of forced entry. If Julia was killed—” He cleared his throat before correcting himself, “Assuming Julia was killed, I need to look at this place from a different angle. I may be able to learn more about the night she died. Then we’ll head inside and find that list.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I said, glad to have him on my side. Normally, I didn’t mind investigating on my own, but partnering with Ellis opened up so many more possibilities. He had the analytical mind of a police officer and the understanding of a true friend. I made a quick promise to myself that I’d never take that for granted.

      Ellis headed for the front door.

      Meanwhile, I made it to the side of the house just in time to see Frankie gliding away from the outhouse and into the backyard. The latrine still glowed, and I was tempted to peek inside, but decided I’d rather follow him.

      Frankie didn’t seem to want to tell me what he was up against out here, so I’d have to do a little investigating of my own. Now that I had his powers, I’d be able to see exactly what kind of trouble he was courting.

      He glided across the barren yard and hesitated when he reached the end. Ghostly shadows churned in the old cemetery beyond. I shivered at the unnatural gray fog sifting through the centuries-old headstones. Frankie had warned me about that place and now he stood on the very edge of it.

      I ducked behind a rosebush when he glanced back at the house. He tugged his hat low over his brow and gave a single low whistle, like the call of a dying bird. A heartbeat later, he repeated it. Then he walked straight into the graveyard.

      Oh boy. Frankie had been adamantly opposed to reaching out to the ghosts in the cemetery. Or had he just been opposed to going out there with me?

      Either way, I wasn’t exactly crazy about following him.

      I had Frankie’s power flowing through me, which meant I could interact with the spirits, but I was also vulnerable to them. He’d said those spirits out there were bad news. They could touch me, hurt me, even kill me if they wanted.

      While I was still deciding what to do, I saw the shimmering form of a woman glide from the house, through the wall near the museum. She wore a long gown and her dark hair flowed out behind her, as if caught in a swirling spectral wind.

      I didn’t dare stop her. I couldn’t even determine her features as I watched her disappear into the blighted cemetery.

      That settled it.

      When Ellis and I left tonight, I was taking Frankie’s urn with me, no matter what the smart-aleck gangster said. I’d stash him at Melody’s apartment if I had to. He could run the halls with the schoolkids and do ghostly finger painting for all I cared. At least he’d stay out of trouble.

      In the meantime, I had no choice but to see what he’d gotten himself into.

      I hurried across the dark, deserted yard, toward the forsaken cemetery, and entered in the same place Frankie had—between a cracked and broken cross and a stone so badly weather-beaten that any defining features or inscription had all but melted away.

      The ground felt soft and wet, the air a bit chilly.

      I dug in my bag and found my keychain flashlight.

      “Frankie?” I whispered, pressing forward, venturing deeper into the field of crumbling and broken graves.

      The cemetery had appeared misty from the outside, but from within, the gloom shrouded everything. It was as if I’d entered another world.

      I stepped onto a hard spot and drew a sharp, low moan from the ground beneath me.

      I gasped and jumped sideways, shining my light down onto a shattered stone slab amid the weeds. “My apologies.” I hadn’t meant to step on anybody.

      Although I was most likely stepping on a lot of bodies.

      Sweet heaven. I shone my light forward and hurried deeper into the cemetery. I saw a faint light up ahead, swirling in the fog. It was impossible to tell if it was a spirit or an outbuilding or a particularly haunted piece of burial ground. I just hoped it wasn’t worse than where I was.

      When I neared it, I saw figures moving inside, at least two.

      “Frankie?” I called, hoping I wasn’t making a horrible mistake. “Are you in here?”

      He gave no response. Either he wasn’t there, or something had happened.

      I said a quick prayer, then stepped forward, braving the unknown, and let it surround me.

      As soon as I did, the space around me cleared.

      I stood in a small grassy meadow, with the sun shining overhead and not a tombstone in sight. My annoying, conniving gangster buddy lounged under a large healthy apple tree, feeding a strawberry to a sweet, trusting Molly.

      She wore a crown of dandelions, probably woven from the ones I’d seen him picking earlier.

      “I don’t believe this,” I barked, startling Molly into overturning the nearby picnic basket.

      Frankie leapt to his feet. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m investigating. I’m trying to figure out why you’d enter the creepy, awful cemetery you told me to avoid.”

      “Creepy.” Molly held a hand to her chest, as if I’d offended her.

      “You come with me,” Frankie ordered, as if I were the troublemaker. He walked us both straight out of the lovely vision and back into the deadened cemetery. “This is a bad place for you to be,” he said through gritted teeth. “The ghosts out here don’t know anything but sadness and pain.”

      “Then why are you having a picnic?” I demanded. “With the sweet girl I told you to avoid.”

      “Since when do I take orders from you?” he asked, genuinely perplexed.

      He had a point. “Frank—” I sighed “—what is that happy place? How does it exist in the middle of a decrepit cemetery?” Maybe we could find a way to expand that good spot. It was worth a try.

      Frankie planted his hands on his hips. “The ghosts here are barely surviving, which makes me the dominant spirit,” he said, as if he were weak for admitting it. “I get the feeling Molly hasn’t had a lot of good in her life. I wanted to treat her to a nice picnic.”

      Henrietta would flip a gasket. Mother Mary…well, there was no telling what she’d do. I’d noticed that Molly had kept her face and her figure blurred as she escaped the house, which probably meant she’d been sneaking out to meet Frankie for this little interlude.

      “You’re going to use up all your energy,” I said. He was lending it to me; he was creating happy places for a girl he barely knew.

      I looked him up and down. Strangely enough, he’d remained whole.

      “She makes me feel good,” he said defensively. “I’m stronger because of her.”

      He looked it. “You made a light place in the darkness. For her,” I said, trying to understand. She didn’t know what she was courting.

      The gangster cleared his throat. “She makes me want to be a better man.”

      That, I hadn’t expected.

      I studied his face for any sign of his usual flip attitude, but detected none. Perhaps he saw Molly differently than he did the ditzy flappers at his gang parties. I didn’t see how he’d gotten to know the young lady, unless he’d been sneaking around behind my back, talking to her. That was definitely a Frankie move.

      Well, then… “Have you kissed her yet?” I asked.

      He looked slightly horrified. “That’s none of your beeswax.”

      “That would be a no,” I teased.

      He frowned, then glanced back at the swirling light of the picnic. “We’re working up to it. She’s a good girl. You can’t just rush into these things.”

      I never thought I’d see the day.

      “Now will you scram?” he added, reverting back to the Frankie I knew.

      I supposed they were two consenting adults. They were both certainly older than me. And at least he was taking things slow. “Just…be careful.”

      “You too,” he cautioned as he retreated into his misty bubble and left me among the darkened graves.

      A hollow wail drifted across the foggy darkness. That was my cue to split.

      I gave a final glance toward the swirling paradise before I hustled out of the cemetery in record time. Still, I felt the tendrils of spiritual energy clinging to me even after I stood firmly in the backyard.

      This was becoming a strange, strange night.

      And I had no idea what had happened to Ellis.

      My arms prickled as I made my way around the back of the house. I moved slowly, trying to listen for any sign of my gorgeous deputy sheriff boyfriend.

      Perhaps we needed to go on a picnic after this was all over.

      “Down here,” Ellis said out of the blue, nearly giving me a heart attack.

      “Where?” I asked, searching the shadowy ground near the house until I saw a dark opening with the faintest light shining from it.

      I made my way over and found him at the bottom of a dug-out staircase leading down to a door that must open into the basement.

      Ellis braced a small flashlight between his teeth while snapping a picture with his phone.

      He shoved the flashlight under his arm. “You can stay up there,” he said quickly. “I was just getting one last baseline shot.” He returned his phone to his pocket and headed up the stairs. “No signs of forced entry on any of the doors, but I did find something you might like to see.”

      I didn’t like his ominous tone or the hard set of his jaw.

      He led me over to the side of the house, near the stairs I’d used to flee the first day.

      “I came this way the morning Julia died,” I said, spotting the museum exit.

      When we drew near the stairs, he caught my arm. “Stand back. Don’t go any closer.” He shone his light down on a set of wide tire tracks. “Do you remember seeing these?”

      The grooves appeared deep, and they’d torn up some of the grass. “I wasn’t looking.” I’d been too busy running. Still, I’d have liked to think I would have noticed.

      “It could be something,” Ellis said, his light bobbing over the mysterious tracks. “I took pictures and sent them to an expert I know.” He shot me a meaningful glance. “Society ladies don’t drive off road.”

      Except for me.

      “Can you guess what kind of car made them?” I asked. I knew it wasn’t my 1978 Cadillac. I’d stopped in the flower bed.

      The tracks were about a yard long and close together. They dug hard on the end closest to the stairs, as if the vehicle had stopped in a hurry.

      “These are four-wheeler tracks,” he said, taking a few more pictures. He lowered the cell phone camera, his expression stern. “It could be kids out for a joyride, or it could be a man who lives up the hill, who needed to transport a body.”

      Lord almighty. I’d walked straight into that man’s home this morning and been much too honest with him. “Kids for a joyride wouldn’t stop by the side door to a society home.”

      “You wouldn’t think,” Ellis agreed grimly. “We’ll be able to see the tracks better in the morning. In the meantime, we need to check out the route up the hill and see if we can find any more tracks.”

      Right through the graveyard.

      I was getting to be a regular.

      He kept his flashlight trained on the ground in front of us as we walked.

      “How did you even know I was close by just now?” I asked. Frankie had found me rather stealthy.

      “Your dress swishes,” he said simply.

      Leave it to Ellis to notice every detail.

      “The cemetery is really creepy,” I said, dread tickling my stomach.

      He pursed his lips together, almost amused. “Coming from you, that’s saying something.”

      “Hey now.” I nudged him. “I’m not overly brave. I just do what needs to be done.”

      “And then some,” he said, wrapping an arm around me, drawing me close.

      Even still, I barely contained a shiver as we came upon the cemetery. The dirt path led straight through it. At least I hoped it led to the other side. I couldn’t see much past the swirling fog and graves.

      That was okay, I promised myself. I had Ellis with me. Yet even he had slowed.

      The translucent shadow of a spirit clung to the grave to my right. It slithered around the headstone like a snake.

      “Hello,” I whispered.

      “You need to stop and talk?” Ellis asked, his voice tight. He shone his light into the graveyard, warily assessing our situation. I could tell something didn’t feel right to him. He was a good cop and he could tell when a place felt off. Unfortunately, I couldn’t tell him what to do about it at the moment.

      “No,” I said, disappointed as the spirit sank into the weed-strewn ground. There had to be something I could do for these ghosts.

      The graves lay dozens deep on either side of us. The night air felt heavy and still.

      The sound of soft weeping reached my ears. “You hear that?”

      Ellis took a firm grip on my hand. “No,” he answered. “Do we need to run?”

      I shook my head. “I think she’s just sad.” The sound came from Ellis’s side, and when I looked, I saw the likely reason. A large fallen oak had crushed at least a half-dozen stones. The weeping sounded like it was coming from underneath.

      I looked back and saw only fog behind us. “I think we’re okay if we keep to the path.” At least nothing had come after us so far.

      We paused for a few moments.

      Ellis began moving again, but lurched to a halt almost immediately. A second later I heard why. Voices floated down the path. From our world, not the ghosts’.

      “We can’t just walk in,” a woman’s voice protested mildly.

      “Yes, we can. You have a key and you know the alarm code.”

      “We never even set the alarm before Julia.”

      I gripped Ellis’s arm. “They’re going to sneak into the society house!” I whispered.

      They would be upon us soon.

      “Will you be okay if we go farther in?” Ellis asked quietly, drawing me off the path, toward the graves.

      “I hope so.” We weren’t going to learn anything if we made ourselves known. “This way,” I hissed, leading him toward the fallen oak tree.

      I tripped over shards of stone, offering up my silent apologies to the owners of those graves.

      Ellis and I ducked behind the large log. The weeping intensified, and it was coming from underneath our hiding place.

      A light bobbed a short distance away. We’d barely made it.

      “I could get into trouble,” the woman fretted. “You said this wasn’t that important.”

      “It isn’t, baby. It’s nothing,” he crooned. “Just a loose end I have to tie up.”

      Chilly air seeped from under the log and I forced myself to remain hidden.

      They were almost upon us.

      I felt a watery touch on my ankle.

      “Well, as long as the envelope has your name on it, I suppose it belongs to you,” she reasoned, unable to keep the worry out of her voice.

      “I’ll know it when I see it,” he said. “She must have taken it here by mistake.” They passed us at that moment and I caught a glimpse of him in the beam of her light. It was Vincent and Constance.

      “I told you I don’t like you talking about her,” Constance complained as they moved on.

      He gave a low, conciliatory chuckle. “You’re the one I want,” he promised, his voice trailing away as they drew farther from us. “It’s always been you.”

      When they’d made it out of the graveyard, I shot up from our hiding place and looked down to see a silky gray shadow wrapped around my ankle.

      I bit back a cry and launched myself toward the path, feeling like I’d just run through a dozen sticky spiderwebs. “Ew, ew, ew!” I whispered, dancing in a small circle.

      Ellis was on me in a second. “Are you okay?” he asked in my ear.

      “Fine,” I said in a mouse voice. “Go get ’em. I’ll catch up.”

      “I’m not leaving you.” He looked down the path then back at me. “Besides, I can’t arrest him for talking about breaking in.”

      “But they’re up to no good,” I said, rubbing my ankle.

      He rested one of his thumbs in his belt loop. “It’s sketchy. She has a key, and she could claim she’s doing society work.”

      “We both know she’s not.”

      We trailed Vincent and Constance down the path, careful to maintain our distance from the bobbing lights ahead of us. They were almost to the backyard. We stopped at the edge as we watched them creep toward the house.

      “We’re not going to let them break in,” I said.

      “We’re not.” Ellis tensed beside me as he watched them walk toward the side stairs. “Follow my lead.”

      Gladly. “I’m right behind you.”
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      We came upon them at the front door. Vincent shone his light down, illuminating Constance’s hand as she turned her key in the lock.

      “Evening, Vincent,” Ellis said, strolling casually toward the pair.

      I hung back, not quite sure what he had planned.

      “Officer Wydell,” Vincent said, startled. His light bobbed away from the door. The older man had changed into a dark green sweater and black pants, which appeared quite warm for a summer evening. Perhaps that explained the ruddiness of his cheeks under the glare of Ellis’s light, not to mention the sheen of sweat on his forehead. “You’re…not here on official business, are you?”

      Ellis shot him a friendly grin, strolling across the front lawn like he owned it, but I could feel the tension in his voice. “I’m opening up a restaurant down the street. Verity and I were headed from there and figured we’d stop off. She was showing me where she had her accident,” he added, pointing out the spot on the lawn where my tires had encountered the begonias.

      “I still don’t know what happened,” I said.

      Constance brought a hand to her very bare chest. She wore a simple black shift, with mussed hair this time. And no necklace. “Ah, well, it’s lovely to see you. Sorry to interrupt, but I forgot my folder for the Sweet Tea party.” Now I knew she was lying. She’d never call a visit with me lovely. Constance cracked the door, seemingly eager to escape our company. “I’ll just be inside for a minute.”

      “We’ll be sure to lock up after we leave,” Vincent said, placing a hand on her back, smooth as always.

      “We’ll go with you,” Ellis said, climbing the porch steps, casual as he delivered their worst nightmare. “There’s been some unusual activity here and I want you to be safe.”

      “I’ll go in as well,” I told her, right on his heels. “I believe I may have left my sunglasses inside. It was so kind of you and Larissa to let me in the house the other day.”

      Constance shot a panicked look to Vincent. “We did let her in. It was the day after Julia died and the ghosts—”

      “How many times do I have to tell you,” Vincent said, ushering her inside, “it’s all in your head.”

      “You don’t need to manhandle me,” she said, her cheeks flushing as she eased out of his grip. She didn’t appear pleased, but she did his bidding. She walked slowly toward the hidden office, giving me time to go someplace, anyplace else.

      In her dreams.

      “We’ll stay out here,” Ellis said, keeping an eye on Vincent, who hesitated but didn’t argue. “This must be difficult for you,” Ellis said, watching the man carefully.

      “You can’t imagine,” Vincent said. He glanced to the bottom of the stairs, to where his wife had been found dead.

      “I didn’t realize you and Constance were close,” I said, hoping for a reaction.

      Vincent cleared his throat. “We’re not. I was just doing her a favor.”

      That earned him a dirty look from his girlfriend. She triggered the lever in the wall, and the door creaked open.

      “Need any help?” I asked, walking to join her.

      “She’s fine,” Vincent said, stepping in front of me, blocking my way.

      Now who wasn’t being subtle?

      “Oh, I’m not about to let her search alone,” I assured him. “It wouldn’t be proper of me.” I treated him to a wide smile as I slipped past him. “Sisterhood and all,” I added.

      Besides, I was quite curious to see what Constance was doing in there.

      I found her at Julia’s desk.

      “Verity,” she said, stepping back from the desk like it was on fire, “you scared me.”

      I could tell. “You looked a little stressed when you came in,” I said quite honestly. She was also standing near the spot where I’d left Julia’s list. I scanned the messy desk, but didn’t spot it right away.

      “I’m perfectly all right,” Constance said, lingering by the fireplace. “Aren’t you supposed to be looking for your sunglasses?”

      Among other things. “They could be anywhere,” I mused, keeping an eye out for Mother Mary. I tried my best to be subtle, but I really didn’t like Constance standing by that desk.

      When she showed no sign of moving, I strolled over to the side table with the tea pitchers and the paperwork laid out on top. “Oh, look. Here’s everything for the Sweet Tea Luncheon.”

      “Ah,” she said, with forced cheer, joining me. “I’m so glad you found it.”

      She reached for a stack of folders and I stopped her, catching her wrist as a ghostly pair of hands appeared directly in her path. They were old and wrinkled, with nails cut to the quick. And as they came into focus, I saw they clutched a black beaded rosary.

      Mother Mary.

      I stilled, waiting for the rest of her to appear.

      “Don’t be rude,” Constance said, shaking me off. She reached straight through Mother Mary’s grasping fingers, barely looking as she whipped a folder out of the stack. “Right on top,” she said, giving a cursory glance inside.

      A crackling sounded from the fireplace behind the desk and I watched as a ghostly fire flared to life amid the dead ashes. “Holy smokes,” I whispered. “Mother Mary is right here,” I told the startled socialite.

      She paled. “Oh. My.” She hesitated. “I suppose this is all I need,” she said, making a beeline past Vincent, who hovered in the doorway, frowning.

      “We’ll walk you out,” Ellis said from behind him.

      I turned back to face the old nun. “I’m so glad to make your acquaintance,” I said. “Were you the one who stopped my car?” I added, cringing as her energy grew dim and her hands began to disappear. “Wait!” Mother Mary’s image faded completely. “We need to talk,” I added. But she didn’t appear again.

      I swallowed my disappointment. I couldn’t imagine why she’d shown herself so briefly.

      “Isn’t Verity coming?” Vincent asked from out in the foyer.

      I supposed I must. “Be right there,” I said on a sigh.

      When I joined them, I saw that Vincent had purposely stayed a proper distance from his girlfriend. Too late for that. Constance, on the other hand, fidgeted nervously with the folder.

      “It isn’t very admirable,” he said to me, “scaring her like that.”

      “Tell that to the ghosts,” Ellis mused.

      We escorted the other couple to the door and Ellis held it open for them.

      Vincent hesitated, his displeasure clear. “Aren’t you two leaving as well?”

      “Of course.” I glanced to Ellis, not sure what else to do.

      “After I do a walk-through and make sure this place is secure,” Ellis clarified.

      Vincent lingered in the doorway, but he couldn’t argue with the law.

      “You should take your wife’s car home,” I suggested, feeling the need to bring her up. I’d assumed her husband had been too grief stricken to care about a car he wasn’t driving, but we now knew that wasn’t the case.

      “I will. Soon,” he said, without conviction. He patted his pockets, without any actual effort to locate anything. “I just don’t have the keys with me.”

      “There’s a set in the office,” I offered.

      Constance stood on the front porch behind him. “I told you I’m not riding in that thing,” she said under her breath.

      “Well, goodbye,” I said cheerfully.

      “Yes, goodbye,” Vincent muttered, turning to leave. “Thank you very much, Officer Wydell.”

      “Any time.” Ellis closed the door behind him.

      “You’re good,” I said, turning to him, giving him a peck on the cheek.

      He ran a hand up my back. “You’re not so bad yourself.” He turned my peck into a full-blown kiss that made my toes curl.

      Just when I was getting into it, he eased away.

      “You hear that?” He peered through the lace curtains.

      “No,” I said, still in his arms. “What?”

      The widow and his latest socialite stood arguing by his dead wife’s car. He spotted us and urged her to move along.

      “They could be hiding something in the car,” I said.

      “Not with us watching,” Ellis said, smiling as he waved at them.

      I joined him. “What if they come back?”

      “Then we’ll be here,” Ellis said, turning the lock. “But I doubt they will with every light blazing. I’m going to walk through the house. I wasn’t lying when I said I needed to give it a second look. Especially by the side door. There could be evidence the police missed.”

      “Marshall didn’t look anywhere but at the bottom of the stairs,” I recalled.

      “I know,” Ellis said grimly. “And while you two were in the office, Vincent suggested we spend the time taking a look at the museum.”

      Perhaps he believed in ghosts more than he’d let on. Or maybe he’d wanted to find something else.

      “I told him he wasn’t allowed back there,” Ellis said. “He didn’t push it.”

      “Nice job, Officer Wydell,” I said, giving him a kiss on the cheek.

      “I like this job.” He grinned. “It has perks.”

      “Yes, well, while you get to work searching the house, I’ll see what I can find in the president’s office. And for the record, I wasn’t trying to scare anybody back there. Mother Mary appeared right over the planning table.” Maybe she would again. “I also need to grab Julia’s list.” I’d keep it in my bag now that we knew it could be important. And then there was the envelope Vincent had been here to find, the one addressed to him that he thought Julia had taken from their house and hidden. “Vincent’s envelope might take some searching.”

      “We’ve got all night,” Ellis mused.

      That we did.

      

      I admit I felt a little hesitant entering Julia’s office alone. Mother Mary’s appearance had been brief, and she hadn’t threatened me this time, but I knew from experience that ghosts could be unpredictable.

      I steeled myself and stepped inside. At least this time, I had Ellis within yelling distance.

      The ghostly fire burned in the hearth as I made my way to Julia’s desk. I’d left her list right on top, by the pink shaded lamp and next to Mother Mary’s otherworldly ledger book.

      It wasn’t there.

      I looked through all of the papers in that area, and nearby, and on the desk entirely, my concern growing as I discovered the list wasn’t among them.

      Perhaps Constance had taken it.

      I should never have told Vincent what I’d found. Virginia had been right about that. Maybe I needed to think before I spoke sometimes. In my defense, I’d had no way of knowing Vincent was capable of such deception.

      Secrecy be darned. I sat down in Mother Mary’s old chair, half-daring her to appear once more. “I don’t mean to pry, but I do intend to get to the bottom of this,” I warned her.

      The fire let out a sharp pop behind me.

      The ghosts had drawn me here for a reason.

      First things first, I made a stack of every paper on the desk. And then I sorted them. Congratulatory cards went in one pile. I’d save them for…perhaps Julia’s friends in the society. Vincent wouldn’t appreciate them. I made a pile for society-related business. Mostly committee reports for the incoming president. A directory of member phone numbers, some blank membership forms… The list wasn’t among any of it.

      I sighed.

      At least I knew what it said.

      Still, proof was hard to come by in my line of work and I hated to think it had slipped through my fingers.

      Vincent’s envelope hadn’t been among the paperwork, either.

      The desk was wide, with drawers on both sides. I started on the top, right drawer and found it empty. The drawer below it had originally held Julia’s list, but this time, it sat empty as well.

      I could see why Julia had stacked her desk with paperwork. The drawers were too narrow for file folders, and it would have been a shame to even try to hook anything over the antique wood. It seemed strange she’d leave them empty, though.

      The other side of the desk was a different story. The top drawer strained under the weight of file folders bent to fit inside. They were carefully stacked and labeled in Virginia’s loopy scrawl.

      I perused her official meeting notes, going back some twenty years. She kept an entire file on etiquette and manners, with a list in the back of who had none. Ouch. She kept table charts from the gala, noting which tablemates had hit it off and which should never share dinner again, at least in her opinion.

      

      Miranda Statler, incorrigible floozy.

      Fiera Marlow, a prime example of the failures of two centuries of inbreeding.

      Garretta Carson, there’s a tree stump in Louisiana with a higher IQ.

      

      Well, I supposed I should be grateful Virginia merely saw me as a loudmouth commitment phobe.

      Julia had been kind to keep a lid on this, especially when Virginia listed her as having the brain and body of a stick bug. Perhaps Julia hadn’t seen this file. She had taken office in such a sudden, surprise victory. And it seemed she’d had more on her plate than desk cleaning.

      Did Virginia even remember this was here?

      Ellis rapped on the office doorway. “Finding anything?”

      “The list is gone,” I told him.

      “Constance?” he asked, entering.

      “Probably.” I set Virginia’s file on the cleared desk. “I also found some of your mother’s old notes. She’s been less than charitable to her members.” I motioned for him to take it. I’d left the worst on top. “Maybe you should give it to her.”

      He began reading and winced. “She must have forgotten this was here,” he said, closing it. “I can’t just take it though,” he added, holding it as if he wished he could. “It feels wrong.”

      It did. “Here,” I said, letting him hand it back to me. “We’ll put it at the bottom of everything and you can tell her it’s here. Surely, she’ll be more than glad to drop by tomorrow and get it herself.”

      Ellis nodded, his hands on his hips. I could tell he was disturbed by the sharpness of his mother’s jabs. She could be cruel, but she was still his mother. “Have you looked in the file cabinets at all?”

      “No,” I said. Ghost hunting was much more fun than file sorting. He headed for them while I took the table on the other side. “Did you find anything on your walk of the house?”

      “Caked mud by the side entrance,” he said grimly, his fingers flying through the first drawer of files. “I sent some pictures to Marshall, along with the pictures of the tracks we saw outside the house. He’s going to come by with an expert in the morning.”

      “So Julia took office unexpectedly,” I said, perusing the remaining files from the table. Fall carnival, holiday social, board meeting… “Vincent believes she had an envelope addressed to him and that she brought it here. She also made a list that said: necklace, doorknobs, candlestick.”

      “It could have been a list of things to buy,” Ellis said, moving down to another drawer. “Not a list of items missing.”

      “Then why did someone take it?” I asked.

      “Maybe my mom will have an idea,” Ellis said. “I’ll call her,” he said, pulling his phone out of his pocket.

      “Are we giving anything away by doing that?” I asked him, and myself. I’d learned my lesson, thank you.

      “She’s my mother,” he said, as if that absolved her, “and she was with me the night of the murder.”

      Plus she knew most everything anyway.

      “All right—” I began, but he was already dialing.

      I’d finished with the committee files on the table and I wasn’t exactly keen on listening to Ellis confront his mother, so I slipped out of the office and into the foyer.

      It lay quiet and empty.

      I pressed forward into the narrow hallway, curious as to what Vincent might have wanted to find in the museum.

      I flipped on the lights as I went. It would look like we were having a party in here. And when I reached the entrance, I paused.

      The mannequins remained in place, perfectly presentable for a fifth-grade field trip audience, or anyone else. I stepped inside, letting the quiet seep into my bones.

      I studied the cases, all locked tight, protecting antique earrings and wedding rings, dance cards and Native American pottery. I paused over a small section dedicated to Father Flagherty, spiritual counselor to the Home for Wayward Widows and Orphans.

      His looped writing on the aged letters told of a dozen good widows, alone and forgotten, who had lost their husbands in the War of Northern Aggression. He prayed for all who took it upon themselves to donate whatever funds they could spare for the home. It seemed they needed food and medicine, clothes for the children.

      I ran my fingertips over the glass, tracing the thick metal cross nestled in velvet next to the letters.

      “That cross was an ordination gift from my mother,” a booming voice drawled.

      I turned quickly and saw the spectral image of an old, bald priest.

      He grinned at me. “Didn’t mean to scare you, pumpkin.”

      “Father Flagherty?” I asked. He wore a black cassock and a thick silver cross that glowed as bright as he did.

      “I’m glad to meet you, Miss Verity,” he said, smiling at my shock. “Molly told me about you.” He frowned. “I caught her in the cemetery with your friend.”

      “He’s harmless,” I assured the priest.

      His frown deepened. “He’s dangerous and sinful,” Father scolded. “I told him to stay out of my cemetery.”

      “Yours?” I asked, a bit harder than I’d intended. But I didn’t appreciate the way he talked about Frankie.

      He folded his hands into the pockets of his cassock. “There’s much work to be done for those poor souls. I don’t need the distraction and neither does Molly.”

      “I’m glad you care.” I just hoped he didn’t judge them too harshly.

      He drew next to me and looked down at the cross under glass. “They really should have buried me with that. If Mother Mary hadn’t gone before me, she’d have insisted.”

      So he knew her. Of course he did, he’d written letters about her. They haunted the same house. “I’ve tried to talk to Mother Mary. She isn’t very forthcoming.”

      He folded his hands into his sleeves. “Then perhaps you should let her be.”

      “I can’t afford to do that. I found a woman dead at the bottom of the stairs a few days ago. Her name was Julia. I think she was murdered and that Mother Mary might have information that would help us solve the case.”

      He nodded solemnly. “Such a shame. Lovely young woman. I gave her last rites, although she was already gone.”

      At last. A ghost who had seen Julia’s body. “Did you see who killed her?”

      “No,” he said, his regret clear. “I found her at the bottom of the stairs.” He leaned closer. “I’ve been looking for her death spot. It’s rare, but sometimes, they have trouble moving on.”

      “I can’t find her death spot, either.”

      “It may be gone already,” he said, with a touch of regret. “Soul traces can disappear quickly when a spirit rises up. That’s a blessing at least.”

      “True.” But it wasn’t justice. “I keep thinking her death has something to do with the disturbances in the house. Maybe she was here early one morning and saw something or heard something she shouldn’t. Maybe it has something to do with the way the mannequins in the museum have been moving.”

      “I have no idea what you mean,” he said, and I realized that of course whatever ghost was doing this wouldn’t have involved the priest. Not if Father was scandalized by a picnic in the cemetery.

      “About that,” I said, trying to figure out a way to explain.

      He held up a hand. “Let me worry about it, child. You can’t possibly understand what is happening in this house, nor should you.”

      I didn’t appreciate his condescending tone, even if he was from another age. “Believe me, I’m more than capable of understanding. And I’m sure I can help.”

      “You sound like Mother Mary,” he scoffed, “only your methods—and hers—are all wrong.”

      “And yours are working so well.” He hadn’t even found Julia’s death spot.

      Of course, neither had I, but I wasn’t being cocky about it.

      He shook his head sadly. “Your friend has gone to a better place. The best thing you can do now is honor her memory by doing good on your side of the veil.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m doing,” I said. If he’d just stop thinking he knew what was best. “I’d appreciate it if you could summon Mother Mary for me. We’ll talk to her about how to proceed.” She’d realize I was a good person to work with. Maybe she and I could team up and leave the old priest out of it.

      “Absolutely not. Mother Mary is in seclusion.”

      “She called me,” I said. “She showed herself to me in her office. I saw her hands with a rosary. That doesn’t sound like seclusion to me.”

      “I gave her that rosary,” he said, softening for a moment. “She’s a good woman. But even good women need to know when to stand back and let a man do the job.”

      Oh, brother. I opened my mouth to kindly say what I thought of that, but he had already begun to shimmer and disappear. “Father, wait—” I protested.

      But he was already gone. It seemed the good Father had indeed gotten the last word.

      “I am going to talk to Mother Mary,” I said to the empty museum.

      In fact, now might be a good time to explore the only place in the house I hadn’t visited—Mother Mary’s bedchamber.
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      I paused near the spot where Julia’s body had been found, then eased past it and ascended the curving staircase. The hallway upstairs lay deserted. Still, I kept an eye out for ghosts as I approached the room at the end of the hall, Mother Mary’s room.

      I placed a hand on the crystal knob. This time, it opened easily.

      Strange.

      Had I earned Mother Mary’s approval since the last time I’d tried? Was that why I’d been drawn back?

      Or perhaps she’d merely run out of strength after appearing to me in her office.

      I stepped inside a bedroom with red silk wallpaper and heavy silk drapes.

      An antique wood bed stood against one wall and a ghostly candle flickered on the dresser next to it.

      On the mantel across from the bed, a pair of candlesticks glowed with an unearthly light. They flared at the base and rose in an elegant line to the place where they held burning tapers. Nearly on top of them, in the mortal realm, stood an identical pair. Only the ghostly pair were about a half inch shorter.

      I pulled my keys from my purse and, carefully, so as not to touch the otherworldly flame, I reached one of the keys into the lower taper of the modern candle. Then I gently tugged it into my waiting grasp.

      The silver candlestick felt lighter than I’d expected, and when I turned it over, I saw it was hollow in the middle.

      Definitely not an antique.

      Had the originals been taken and replaced?

      Even if they had, I couldn’t be certain when in history it had happened, or how the thefts fit in with Julia’s death. A pair of candlesticks was hardly worth killing over.

      “I told you this room is forbidden!” an outraged Henrietta exclaimed.

      I turned to find her head floating in the doorway. “Do you know who took the candlesticks that belong in here?”

      She grew even more horrified. “They’re missing?” she shrieked, her gaze landing on the modern replacements I held. “I told Molly we should be more careful. No one is allowed in here ever again!”

      “Who did you see come in here before?” I asked.

      Her eyes fluttered so fast I was afraid she was going to pass out. If that was even possible for a ghost. “Another blonde woman,” she sputtered.

      Great. That narrowed it down.

      “Did she take anything else?”

      “Every doorknob on this floor!” she fumed. “Replaced.”

      “Recently?” I eased past her to check the knob on the door.

      “Of course,” she shot back. “I’m not like the girls in the cemetery. I know what decade it is.”

      I crouched down to inspect Mother Mary’s door. The cut crystal knob mirrored what I saw on the mortal plane almost exactly. Almost. When I looked closer, I could see the one there now was slightly larger and perfectly clear. The original crystal had a few tiny flaws I hadn’t noticed before.

      Holy smokes. “The ghostly portrait in the hall downstairs,” I said, “I saw her necklace on a girl named Constance. Do you know anything about that?”

      “Leave!” she insisted. “This floor is private.”

      “All right.” I eased past her and out into the hall. “Don’t get upset,” I said. Too late. “I’d also appreciate it if you don’t mention to Mother Mary that I was in here.”

      She hovered in the doorway, as if she feared I’d make a dash back into Mother Mary’s private bedroom. “You need to take your friend home,” she insisted.

      “Ellis is just helping me sort through some paperwork,” I assured her.

      Her eyes widened. “Not him. The other one!”

      Frankie. I should have known. “I realize you don’t want Molly to be courting, but he’s being a perfect gentleman.” So far. “I promise I’ll keep an eye on them.”

      “She keeps sneaking out to meet him,” she said, following me as I walked down the hall toward the stairs. “That’s not like her. She doesn’t know the first thing about men or love. What if she falls for him?”

      I could honestly say the thought hadn’t occurred to me. It was Frankie. Still, he’d been rather romantic back there. And Henrietta had a point—virtuous young ladies should not be meeting strange guys in the cemetery.

      I turned to face her. “Try not to fret too much about your friend,” I said, hoping my words brought her some comfort. “He’s a good person.” Mostly. “He just likes to play by his own set of rules.”

      She seemed taken back at that. “But he’s a lawyer.”

      Say what?

      “You’re talking about the guy in the white hat, right?”

      “With the stunning good looks and the flower in his lapel,” she clarified.

      Oh, brother.

      “He’s her handsome lawyer?”

      “Of course,” Henrietta sputtered. “Are you daft?”

      “I’ll set him straight,” I promised her. “In fact, I’ll take him with me when I leave.” Then Frankie and I would have a nice, long chat.

      “You’d better.” She fled through the wall at the back, probably to try to spy on her friend and the gangster. Make that lawyer. That one took the cake.

      I headed down the stairs and found Ellis still in the office. He was bent over the middle file cabinet drawer and he didn’t appear happy.

      “I’m finding nothing,” he said, frustrated. “Why do they need fifty copies of meeting notes from May 12, 1988?”

      “Did you talk to your mother?”

      He straightened. “She was horrified. She thought she’d gotten rid of all that.” He held up his hands. “She should have just put it in this file cabinet. Nobody seems to look in here. They just shove more stuff in. At least we have all night,” he added, going back to it.

      “I’m still not crazy about spending the night in a haunted house.” It hadn’t turned out so well the last time.

      He glanced up at me. “We’ve got a suspect who’s eager to get into that museum. If he thinks I’m gone, he’ll try again. I don’t want anything disturbed until I can get Marshall out here tomorrow morning.”

      Good point.

      “Also, there was something to Julia’s list of missing items. Someone has taken candlesticks and doorknobs from upstairs. I had it verified by a ghost. I’d also be willing to bet Constance stole the necklace she was wearing when she showed up at Vincent’s house.”

      He cursed under his breath. “Okay. I’ll keep an eye out for records or any photographic evidence of what’s supposed to be there.”

      “I’m pretty sure I saw the originals on the other side.” Or at least what had been in the house in Mother Mary’s time.

      Ellis ran a hand over his face. “We need proof in this world.” He looked down to the endless paperwork around him. “Maybe it’s in here somewhere.”

      I nodded, the prospect making my eyes cross a little. “I also promised I’d find Frankie a new place to stay. And I have to let Lucy out again.” She’d gorged herself on blueberries this afternoon.

      “Go.” He left the endless files to plant a kiss on my forehead. “I’ve got this.” He handed me his truck keys. “I know I was frustrated just now, but I’ll be fine. You’d be amazed at the amount of paperwork I handle in a day at the station.”

      “You had me at paperwork,” I said, glad not just because I could trust him to do the job right, but also because he was always there for me.

      I held up his keys. “I’ll bring back some blankets and pillows. You want me to run by your place for anything?”

      He grinned. “Nah. As soon as you get back, I’ll have all I need.”

      

      A few minutes later I was in his truck, with a gooey look on my face and pure affection in my heart. That man was worth putting up with a thousand Virginia Wydells.

      I was even happier when the truck started and nothing stopped me from pulling out. I turned onto the main road, eager to make my trip fast and return with a fresh fruit salad for us to nibble on, when Henrietta’s head popped up next to me.

      “Now you’re really on my list,” she vowed.

      I jerked the steering wheel at her sudden appearance and the truck swerved. Holy smokes. I wasn’t used to power steering. I over-recovered and skidded into the oncoming lane.

      “You’re going to get us killed!” Henrietta shrieked.

      “You’re already dead,” I bit out, regaining control of the truck if not my racing heart.

      My old Cadillac might be a tank, but it was a lot easier to drive.

      I kept to my lane and slowed down, grateful to be in one piece. The truck’s headlights cut through the pitch black and illuminated the trees lining the road.

      “Figures I’d get the rude one,” Henrietta huffed.

      “I beg your pardon.” I hadn’t meant for my words to come out harsh. I’d been battling to keep the truck—and myself—in one piece. Besides, I didn’t appreciate leaving the house with a stowaway ghost.

      She shot me a holier-than-thou look. “Your friend acts sweeter than honey, but I’m sure I can’t trust him if he associates with the likes of you.”

      Unbelievable. “So now I’m the bad influence?”

      The spirit eyed me suspiciously. “You left your friend behind. You said you’d take him with you.”

      Oh. That. “I’m coming back,” I assured her. I slowed as the road curved. “This is just a quick trip out.”

      “We need to return immediately.” She narrowed her eyes. “They’re sequestered in his gentleman’s retreat right now,” she hissed.

      “You mean the outhouse?” I asked.

      Frankie was having girls over to the latrine?

      “He’s saying things to her no proper gentleman should,” she added ominously.

      Sakes alive. We couldn’t have him seducing a sweet orphan girl. “I’ll take care of it first thing.”

      She lifted her chin. “I’m staying with you until you do.”

      “Oh no.” I hit the gas as we came up a hill. “I don’t need another ghost following me around.”

      “I can be persistent if you cannot.”

      Fine.

      She sat primly next to me. Or at least I assumed so. She was still only a head.

      I kept my eyes on the road and my focus on what I could control, which didn’t seem like much at the moment.

      Henrietta, for her part, delivered the occasional glare as I took us the rest of the way to the turnoff for my house.

      Still, there was one question I was dying to ask her.

      “So what’s Mother Mary like?” I asked, starting down the long road to my house. “And if she’s so powerful, how come she’s not showing herself? I mean, I saw her hands. That was it.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I’m not talking to you until you solve the problem with Rudolph Winkelmann.”

      “Who?” I asked, slowing as we passed a hitchhiking ghost.

      “Molly’s beau,” she said, as if I were daft, “your friend, the lawyer.”

      “Right,” I said, focusing once more. Franklin Rudolph Winkelmann was his real name, although the lawyer part was pure fabrication.

      What was he trying to pull?

      It was bad enough to shoot Mick ‘The Angel Maker’ in the foot, but lying to that innocent girl, pretending to be someone he wasn’t… He couldn’t be serious about her if he was doing that. No doubt it was the 1930s version of giving the wrong phone number. The rat.

      He could expect a visit from me at his gentleman’s quarters soon.

      I sighed. It would be such a tease to pull up to my lovely, peaceful home and then have to leave to sort out Frankie’s issues, not to mention a murder.

      But as I neared my house, I saw that it wasn’t quite the haven I’d expected.

      Ghostly sedans crowded my lawn—Lincolns, Delages, and Triumphs shimmering gray in the moonlight, as transparent as the men who took cover behind my hydrangeas and in the begonia bushes surrounding my front porch. I’d never seen anything like it.

      Frankie’s friend Suds sat on the front porch steps, looking forlorn.

      I parked out front, behind a Ford Model A. “You’d better wait here,” I said to Henrietta. No way she was used to this kind of crowd.

      Neither was I, but I didn’t have a choice.

      My pulse quickened as I eased down out of the truck. I was tuned in to the other side, which meant those ghostly guns were deadly to me. I should just turn around and leave. I would. Except they’d already seen me.

      Act casual.

      Maybe they’d let me slip past them and into the house. I just wouldn’t look at them. They wouldn’t even know I could see them.

      The mobsters watched me as I walked slowly past them. One grizzled gangster with a five-o’clock shadow and a fat neck tipped his hat at me, while his other hand hefted a Tommy gun.

      I gazed about, as if I were enjoying a perfectly lovely summer night.

      Poor Lucy. I hoped she was all right inside.

      Suds stood when I approached. Dirt and grime streaked his tan pleated pants and chambray shirt. That didn’t bother me. He always looked like that. Suds had died while tunneling into the vault at the First Sugarland Bank. Besides, I couldn’t help him right now.

      “They’re looking for Frankie,” he said, his snub-nosed face shining with sweat.

      I fumbled for my keys, wishing I’d kept hold of them, cursing myself for not thinking.

      I pushed open the door and entered quickly, shivering from the chill of the ghosts.

      “Lucy.” I hurried down the hall. “How are you doing, baby?”

      I turned on more lights than strictly necessary and found her in the parlor, in a nest of blankets. She raised her head, her fur smushed with sleep, and toddled out to greet me.

      “Baby,” I said, folding her in my arms, “I’m so sorry I left you with these ghosts.”

      “Did you hear me?” a man demanded. I turned to find Suds standing behind me. “Frankie’s been named.”

      I glanced behind him to make sure he was alone. “I have no idea what that means,” I said, clutching my skunk. I’d known he was in trouble, but this was a full-mob stakeout. At my house!

      At least Lucy didn’t seem to mind. She nuzzled my arm, not even bothered by Suds.

      “Frankie has a mouth,” Suds explained as a chunk of ghostly dirt broke off his pants and landed on my floor.

      And a temper. “He told me he shot Mick in the foot.”

      “We’re lucky he didn’t pick a more sensitive area,” Suds said.

      “So far nothing I’ve heard gives Mick the right to hunt Frankie like this.” I mean, if Frankie were to get into this kind of trouble, I figured it would involve theft, embezzling, or something else Frankie loved to do. “Yes, Frankie showed bad judgement.” What else was new? “But it’s over.”

      Suds shook his head and the spiderweb dangling from his bowler hat swayed. “He embarrassed the guy. Frankie’s got to find a way for Mick ‘The Angel Maker’ to save face or he’s history.”

      He couldn’t live like this. I couldn’t either.

      “Let me talk to this Mick,” I said, fully aware that I still had Frankie’s powers and that Mick could hurt me too if he wanted.

      Maybe he’d be a reasonable guy. Although staking out my house over a couple of choice words and an ill-mannered gunshot to the foot wasn’t exactly a point in his favor.

      I went to the refrigerator and pulled out a bowl of cut fruit for Lucy. She tucked into the treat and I watched her eat, her fluffy tail writhing with delight.

      Why couldn’t all our lives be as simple as Lucy’s?

      I glanced to the back door. Perhaps I didn’t have to deal with this tonight.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Suds said. “They covered the back. And I have a feeling they’re onto you anyway.”

      “Why?” I asked, straightening.

      “Because they can hear you talking to me.”

      I turned and in the doorway to my kitchen stood a trio of wiseguys.

      All right. I took the long way, through the parlor and the front room. I could feel them cold at my back as I walked out onto my porch. A dozen guns lifted, aimed right for me.

      “Can anyone here tell me where to find Mick ‘The Angel Maker?’” I asked, proud when my voice remained calm and steady.

      We’d come to some kind of truce. We had to. I was feeling okay about my chances until Henrietta’s head appeared next to me, looking flustered and nervous.

      “I told you to wait in the car,” I told her.

      “No,” she said, voice shaking. “I told you, you are not going to leave my sight.”

      Just then, the door of a Packard in the front opened up and a good-looking man in a three-piece suit got out. He had an angular face, movie-star hair, and a hard look in his eye.

      Henrietta gasped.

      “Stay behind me,” I told her.

      “He’s so handsome,” she gushed.

      What was up with these repressed widows?

      “He’s a terrible, terrible man,” I muttered to her.

      Mick ‘The Angel Maker’ took his time approaching us, no doubt to make us nervous. It was totally working on me.

      He nodded to his men as he passed, and they tipped their guns to their boss. When he reached the bottom of my porch, Mick stopped directly in front of me, his gaze pinning me to the spot.
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      Are you Ida Jane?” Mick asked, as if he wanted me to say yes.

      Up close, the hardened gangster had an almost boyish look to him, with full lips and an eager glint in his eye. I still knew better than to trust him.

      I tried to focus on Mick, and not his men behind him with the dark, deadly barrels of their guns pointed straight at me. I cleared my throat and spoke in a low, soothing tone as if he were a feral dog or a rabid coyote. “My great-grandmother’s name was Ida Jane Butler.” Ida Jane had been born on this property in 1912. “Did you know her?”

      His mouth hardened and his face lost all expression. “You’re the spitting image of her.”

      I really hoped she hadn’t ticked him off.

      He reached for my neck and I froze, bracing myself against the contact, knowing I could do nothing about it. But he stopped just short of me, his fingers curling into a fist. “She meant a great deal to me,” he hissed, pulling his hand back as if it were difficult for him not to touch me. “Pray, love. Tell me where I can find her.”

      He swiped up a hand and his men lowered their weapons. At least most of them. The guy behind my hydrangea kept his Tommy gun aimed square at my chest. It wasn’t like he even needed to be accurate with that thing. One pull of the trigger and I was history.

      “Ida Jane,” Mick said, his attention flicking to my lips, as if he wanted to kiss me. “Please tell me I haven’t…frightened her.”

      I would have loved to tell him that he had scared the bejesus out of dearly departed Ida and that she demanded he scram and take his men with him. But it wasn’t as if I could exactly produce the ghost of my great-grandmother.

      “I live here now,” I said. “I haven’t seen her lately.” Truthfully, I hadn’t seen her at all, but I really didn’t want to irritate Mick any further. “It would be just like Ida to check in, though,” I added, giving him—and myself—a bit of hope. I could use some help from Ida right about now. “I’ll kindly mention I saw you,” I said, thinking I could perhaps just ease past him with a quick and friendly goodbye.

      And then race down the driveway and move in with my sister for the foreseeable future.

      He blocked my way. “I’m Mickey Stuart.” A muscle in his jaw twitched. “I grew up down the road. Your place still looks the same.” He glanced past me to my house. “Ida and I used to walk in the peach orchard together,” he added quietly. “I’d give anything to do that again.”

      I gasped as my family’s old peach orchard sprang to life in shades of gray right there in my front yard. The houses down the way fell out of sight, taken over by rows and rows of ghostly trees, gorgeous and full, heavy with fruit. A dirt path ran up the middle, right where my driveway stood today.

      Long-gone bees buzzed in and out of the branches and I spotted my grandpa’s old bucket at the end of the first row, filled to the brim with peaches. The old tool belt he’d inherited from his father-in-law hung from a low branch, ready and waiting to be strapped around great-grandpa’s waist.

      “Oh my.” I brought a hand to my mouth. It was beautiful. My land—restored to what it had been, to what it could never be again.

      For a second, I really believed Ida Jane might come walking out of that orchard. I think I wanted it as much as Mick.

      I could feel the coldness seeping off him as he stood next to me. “It’s something, isn’t it?” He looked down with an emotion I couldn’t place. He hesitated for a moment and then offered me his elbow. “Would you care to walk the orchard with me?”

      “I’d be honored,” I said, meaning every word. “Only…” I paused, not sure how to reject his touch.

      He caught my drift and withdrew. “Right. I’m not used to the living.”

      “We grow on you,” I told him, careful to stick close to him as he walked me down the steps and through the posse of mobsters out for blood.

      “What happened to the orchard?” he asked, leading me down the driveway.

      “The family needed money.” I marveled at the thick branches of the trees and just how much fruit they must have produced. I always knew they’d been here, but seeing them was another matter.

      Mick cursed under his breath. “I shoulda come back sooner.”

      A lot could happen in more than one hundred years. Although I didn’t have the heart to remind him Ida couldn’t spend his money now.

      I glanced back at the house surrounded by the hit squad. But they didn’t follow us.

      “Check this out,” Mick said, leading me off the path, through a thick row of trees. We had to duck to avoid the branches. He stopped near a tree trunk that twisted and then broke off in a Y. “Stand next to this one.”

      I did and noticed initials carved in the wood. IJ + M

      Two branches of the same tree, their initials glowing white in the shimmering bark.

      “Did you love her?” I asked quietly, knowing I was treading in dangerous territory.

      His expression hardened and I feared I’d made a grave error.

      “I was going to ask her to marry me.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked up to the night sky. “But the depression was on. I headed to Chicago to make some money first. Fell in with a rough crowd.”

      “I know how that is,” I said, following his gaze, marveling at the glittering stars through the branches. These were the same stars my grandparents and great-grandparents had seen, through these same trees. “A rough crowd moved in with me.”

      His eyes flicked down to me, like cold, hard rocks. “Frankie the German. He insulted me. He shot me.”

      I nodded. “I’m sorry for that.”

      He slammed his eyes closed. “That’s not enough.”

      “It can be,” I offered.

      “No. You haven’t been around the block like me. Weakness gets you killed.” He drew a revolver out of his jacket, as if the movement pained him. But when he opened his eyes, they’d gone cold, like the eyes of a killer.

      I froze. “Don’t.”

      He aimed the revolver at my chest. “I didn’t choose this. Frankie did, and he wasn’t man enough to stick around.” He cocked the trigger. “Now I gotta prove a point.”

      “By killing me?” I took a step backward, but there was nowhere to go.

      “It’s nothing personal, sweetheart.” He shrugged. “I’m just sending a message.”

      There was no use running. No use fighting. If he wanted to kill me, he would. It was the most helpless, awful feeling, and I suddenly knew how Frankie must have felt in his last moments.

      Mick narrowed his eyes. “What? You’re not going to argue with me? Plead for mercy?”

      “Would Ida do that?” I asked him.

      He frowned. “You look too much like her.”

      “Would she be proud of the man you’ve become?” I pressed. It was all I had. I wasn’t a beggar or a pleader, but I would hold him accountable.

      “It was tough times. You know that.” He adjusted his aim, but he didn’t fire.

      Yet.

      He eyed me, as if I were trying to get one over on him. I was, in a sense. I needed to get out of here alive. But I also had a valid point to make. “I don’t know you like Ida did, but it seems to me like you have the power to be whoever you want to be.”

      “I came down here to find her,” he said, jabbing the revolver at me like an accusing finger. “Hell, I come down every decade, hoping she’s here. And what do I see this time? Horse races and Frankie the German tossing cigarettes into the pond where Ida and I used to swim.”

      Welcome to my world. “I get he’s a jerk sometimes, but I grounded him on this property by mistake, so he’s here until I can find a way to fix it.”

      “So I should just let you go,” he shot back. “I should just let Frankie go,” he said, as if it was the most absurd idea in the world. Well, screw that.

      “I put up with him, I don’t see why you shouldn’t have to.”

      He barked out a laugh.

      “That sounds like something Ida would say,” he told me, his grin fading. “Damn, I miss her.” He lowered his gun.

      My head went light from sheer relief. “She sounds amazing,” I told him.

      He wiped his forehead with the side of his gun hand. “She was…is,” he corrected himself, refusing to believe she’d moved on.

      “Mick!” one of the men called from down the row, swishing tree limbs out of his way as he ducked through the row toward us. He stopped short when he saw me. “You didn’t whack her?”

      “No,” Mick snapped. “I didn’t.”

      “Oh.” He straightened. “Okay.” He stood awkwardly for a moment. “Um, Bones is down from Chicago. He needs a word about the Milwaukee shipment.”

      “Yeah, all right,” Mick said, the peach trees fading, their limbs retreating, so that we stood in the middle of my yard, a distance from the house, in bare grass that used to be the center of so much more. “Tell him to wait in my car,” Mick said, as resigned as I felt.

      I folded my arms over my chest, shaking a little. I’d never had a gangster try to revenge whack me before, much less someone my great-grandmother used to date.

      “You okay?” Mick asked, which was ironic considering the circumstances.

      “You’re a little intimidating,” I admitted.

      “I am.” He shot me a predatory grin. “Come on. I’ll walk you back.” He replaced his gun in his side holster. “You know, just in case one of the guys gets trigger-happy.”

      How comforting.

      The summer grass swished at my ankles. I really shouldn’t push it, but I had to know. “Does this mean you forgive Frankie?”

      “No,” he said, lowering a finger at me, “but I’m willing to forget about it this time.”

      “Thanks, Mick,” I said, meaning it sincerely.

      “Right back at you,” he said, pausing near the tree where he and Ida had carved their initials so many years ago.

      “Can you really kill ghosts permanently?” I asked.

      He started walking again. “As far as they know.”

      Before I could ask more, we reached the edge of the orchard and his men began filing around us, some smoking, a few talking among themselves as they situated themselves in their cars. Others packed away some of the bigger guns in their trunks.

      A grizzled mobster with a scar cutting down his chin opened the door to Mick’s shiny black Packard.

      “If I see Ida, I’ll tell her about you,” I promised as he grabbed the frame, ready to slide into the backseat.

      He paused. “Don’t.”

      “Just about the orchard, then,” I promised, “and that you still think about her.”

      He nodded, easing all the way in. “When I’m ready, I’ll come back.”

      Scarface slammed the door for his boss and directed a snarly look my way. I’m ashamed to say it wiped the smile right off my face.

      His men drove out of my yard in a single line with Mick’s Packard at the rear. I waved to the gangster as he headed down the long driveway toward the main road.

      And while I questioned Ida’s taste in boyfriends, I supposed it could be hard to resist the boy next door and the romance of the family peach orchard in the moonlight.

      I sighed and looked out over my sprawling front yard. “At least Frankie can come home now.” I could be at home again.

      Henrietta’s head materialized next to me. “Who’s Frankie?”

      I shook my head. “You’ll see.”
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      We returned to the society house and found Ellis standing out on the porch, his elbows planted on the rail.

      “Needed a break?” I called to him, gathering a pink blanket from the back of the extended cab.

      After Mick left my place, I’d gone inside to check on Lucy and to grab both my blankets. But then I’d found Lucy curled up in the fluffy red one. I didn’t have the heart to leave her without, and the thinner pink fleece would be plenty big for Ellis and me, as long as we snuggled close.

      “I was on the floor going through the last of the files and I swear I felt somebody touch my hair,” he said, giving a slight shiver.

      Poor guy. Ellis wasn’t as comfortable with my line of work as I was. But he stuck it out for me.

      “It had to be one of the widows,” I told him, ascending the stairs, although I was surprised Mother Mary hadn’t put a stop to that. “You are pretty hot.”

      He grinned despite himself and cringed a little too. “I’m pretty sure somebody touched my bicep, too.”

      He did have nice arms.

      “We’ll make those lonely women behave,” I said, planting a kiss on his cheek. They could look, but they couldn’t touch.

      “I made it through every last stinking file,” he said, drawing me back for a proper kiss. He leaned his forehead against mine. “I didn’t find the envelope Vincent was after or any proof that those candlesticks or any doorknobs are missing.”

      Shoot. “What about a necklace?”

      He took the pink blanket from me. “I’m afraid not.” He tucked it under his arm. “I did find several layers of fine ash in the fireplace. Paper burns that way. If that was paper, it was quite a stack. I’m going to have the lab look at it.”

      My stomach sank. “An entire drawer of paperwork is missing from Julia’s desk.”

      “I know,” Ellis said cryptically.

      “And still we have no proof.”

      He shook his head. “Sorry, babe.”

      “According to your mother, that’s how Vincent got off the last time.” And the time before that. Lots of suspicions, but no real evidence he’d done anything wrong.

      Ellis tilted his head as he opened the door for me.

      “What?” I asked, entering the house.

      “Nothing. I just never thought I’d hear you quote my mother.”

      “She can be right from time to time,” I admitted. “Just not about me.”

      He stashed the blanket on the couch nearest the door. “I think you’ve surprised her so far,” he said. The phone in his back pocket chimed and he drew it out. “It’s the station,” he said, heading out toward the porch. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to take this in my truck.”

      “Be my guest.” I already knew everything the police did. “I have to find Frankie.”

      “Right,” Ellis said. He pulled the phone away from his ear. “How’s he doing with all this?”

      “Better than he should be,” I said, following Ellis outside. Frankie should have been sapped of his power by now. I’d been borrowing energy all day and well into the night. But according to Henrietta, he’d had energy to do all kinds of things to poor Molly.

      “You hear that? I’m going after my friend,” I said to thin air, hoping Henrietta would hear. I wasn’t sure where she’d gone.

      As I rounded the corner of the house, I realized she might have been right about Frankie. Someone was holed up in his hideout. Shimmers of gray ghostly light shone through the cracks in the wood, lighting it up from the inside.

      “Frankie.” I knocked twice, and when he didn’t answer, I opened the door.

      Nothing could have prepared me for the sight.

      I’d expected the cramped building to appear as I’d seen it last—dusty and bare. Only it had changed to suit the vision of the dominant ghost in the space—Frankie.

      And he’d turned it into a bachelor pad.

      Sleek mahogany walls, inlaid with soft sconces, stood in place of the rough wood. The room was easily five times the size it should be. A chandelier hung from the ceiling. Luxurious carpeting stretched over the floor. It reminded me of a grand stateroom or a posh suite at the Ritz.

      Frankie sat in a low club chair with his back to me, minus his suit coat, his white dress shirt rolled to his elbows, exposing strong forearms. He gripped a drawing pad in one hand and sketched in charcoal with the other.

      Across from him, like a scene from Titanic, Molly lay stretched out on a silk couch, posing seductively. She held a single red rose to the bare skin above her breasts.

      I let out a small choked cry. “Frankie!”

      He spun around. “Don’t you knock?”

      “I did!”

      Molly shrieked and disappeared.

      “Wait!” Frankie called. He tossed his pad and charcoal onto the chair and stuck his head through the wall. “Molly!” He muttered a curse and yanked his head back. “You scared her away.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, still trying to wrap my mind around the lit candles on the side table, the bottle of champagne chilling in the corner, rose petals on the floor. “You said you wouldn’t seduce her.”

      “I didn’t,” he insisted. “She seduced me.”

      “I don’t believe it for a second.” He’d lied to her. He was taking advantage of her. “And just so you know, while you were playing Romeo, I saved your butt from Mick ‘The Angel Maker.’”

      “You what?” His eyes widened as he walked straight for me. “You got rid of Mick?”

      “He’s heading back to Chicago right now, thanks to me. You’re scot-free as long as you don’t tick him off again.”

      “I don’t even know why he showed up in the first place,” he said, almost to himself.

      I’d tell him later. “The point is you can go home, Frankie. You don’t need to be here anymore.”

      He stiffened at that. “Yeah, well, maybe I like it here.”

      Wrong answer. “I don’t even know where you got all this stuff,” I said, afraid to touch any of it. Every fricking thing in here resided on the ghostly plane. “Did you steal it?”

      “Good idea, but no. You gave me a blank slate,” he said. “I improvised. I envisioned. This is how the dominant ghost sees it. Me,” he said, spreading his arms. “This is the first real place that’s all mine.”

      “Well, the party’s over. I need you, Frankie. While you’ve been dillydallying, I’ve been up to my neck in murder.” If I had to live in the real world, so did he. “There’s a guy going around killing his wives. Julia was number three. She hid an envelope from him, one that belonged to him that he’s very eager to get back. Only we can’t find it. I can’t even find her death spot. Now get this. I think her death is somehow connected to these petty thefts, but I can’t even prove those are happening. We’ve got circumstantial evidence piling up right and left, but no proof. No solid evidence of anything. This guy is too smart.”

      Frankie strolled over to the side table and grabbed a fluted glass. “What do you want me to do about it?” he asked, gulping the remaining champagne in two swallows.

      Wasn’t it obvious? “I want you to work with me. I want to know I can count on you.”

      He swiped a hand over his mouth. “You can’t,” he said, as if I were crazy to ask. “You got my power.” He pointed the empty glass at me. “That’s where the deal ends.”

      Him and his loopholes and his lies and his slippery promises. “So everything is a deal with you. Nothing is personal.”

      “Why does this shock you?” he snapped. “Tell me when I’ve pretended I was anything else.”

      “What? Like a decent person?” I’d had enough of this. Of him. “I saved your afterlife tonight and almost got shot in the process. That’s friendship. That’s caring.”

      He smashed the glass on the floor. “I didn’t ask you to do that and I didn’t ask you to care.”

      “Well then, my mistake.” I turned and walked out the door. “Excuse me for treating you better. I thought you might be turning into a decent guy.”

      “No. You want me to turn into somebody like you,” he said, charging outside after me, blocking my path.

      “Heaven forbid.” I threw my hands out. “You just gotta get the last word in.”

      “Yeah,” he snapped. “I do. Listen, sweetheart, and listen to me good. I lie. I cheat. I steal. And I’m sure as hell not going to change for you.” He got in my face. “I’m Frankie the German and you’d better remember it.”

      A woman gasped and we both turned to see Molly, fully clothed now, standing by the house. She took a step back in shock, then another.

      “Babe—” Frankie began.

      She turned and fled into the house.

      “Argh!” He threw his hands up, turning to me. “Look what you did!”

      “Oh, I did this,” I bit back. “I lied to the girl about who you are. I told her you were a lawyer. I made you run all over with flowers and champagne and rose petals.”

      “It got out of hand, okay?” He gritted his teeth. “Her. Me. All of it. My head gets all screwed up around her. I turn into an idiot.”

      “I’m not going to disagree with that,” I mused.

      “She makes me feel so…good.” He snorted, staring at the wall she’d fled through as the fight drained out of him. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “You did enough,” I told him. “I mean a lawyer, Frank? Of all things—a lawyer?”

      “It’s respectable,” he said defensively, missing my point entirely. He blinked a couple of times. “What should I do?” He gestured helplessly. “I mean, yeah, I should be running after her. But I don’t even know what to say.”

      “Hi, my name is Frankie and I stole Al Capone’s favorite armored truck on a dare,” I said simply. “Seriously, Frankie, you’re going to have to tell her you lied.”

      “No,” he said, digging a thumb through his belt loop. “I’d like to avoid that.”

      I ran a hand over my eyes. “Relationships are built on honesty, Frank.”

      “Don’t call me Frank,” he said absently, his gaze trained on the house as if he could will poor Molly to come back out, all giggles and smiles.

      I sighed. “You’re going to have to come clean. Molly might not realize who Frankie the German is.” I glanced up at the second floor. “But Henrietta knows. She heard all about you from Mick ‘The Angel Maker,’ and as soon as those girls talk, they’re going to put it together.”

      He swore under his breath. “Girls like to talk. They could be talking right now.”

      “They could.” There was no use sugarcoating it.

      He ran both hands through his hair. “I was going to tell her the truth,” he said, pacing. “I just didn’t know how.”

      “Maybe it won’t matter to her,” I suggested.

      “It will. She wouldn’t have dated a gangster,” he said, his hair sticking up at odd angles, “not a nice girl like that. I figured once she got to know me, it wouldn’t matter.”

      “Frankie, you don’t have a choice anymore.”

      “It’s too soon. I gotta think of something. I gotta throw her off my trail. Maybe I can kidnap Henrietta.” He held onto his head, as if he could pry the answer out with his bare hands. “This girl is the only good thing I’ve got.” He said it so plainly, so sad, that I would have reached out and hugged the jerk if I could.

      “Tell her that,” I said gently. “Tell her the truth.”

      He shook his head, rueful. “I ain’t good at this stuff.”

      That didn’t matter now. “Time to grow a pair, Frank.”

      His gaze flickered over me warily, as if expecting a blow. “You come with me.”

      I couldn’t do this for him, but I could help him find her. “All right, buddy. Let’s go find your girl.”

      

      We walked around to the front of the house and I saw Ellis in his truck, still on the phone. I waved at him as Frankie and I headed for the front door.

      “We’ll start upstairs,” I told Frankie. That was where I’d seen the girls most often.

      He fidgeted as we entered the foyer. “I’m not allowed upstairs. He gave a short huff. “The widows have strict rules. I ain’t gonna risk it with her mad at me.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “What if she goes running to her friend?”

      He might be right. We didn’t want to set Henrietta off. Or worse, Mother Mary. If possible, we needed to get to Molly first. “I’ll bring Molly down for you,” I said, working up a strategy.

      I ascended the stairs quickly and quietly.

      I’d hoped that these ghosts would help us solve Julia’s murder, that they would tell me why they were upset enough to move the mannequins and what we could do to fix this place. But so far, I’d uncovered more questions than answers.

      The house lay still. And when I reached the top of the landing, I realized I didn’t even know which room was Molly’s.

      “Oh, Molly…” I called.

      I tried the first door at the top, but saw no sign of her. I tried the second and found the same. I hoped Molly hadn’t fled, or disappeared for good.

      She had seemed quite upset.

      I glanced down to the foyer. Frankie watched from below, his hair mussed and his hands planted in his pockets. I held up a finger. We still had one more door, other than Mother Mary’s.

      I grasped the crystal handle, feeling the chill of the ghostly one below it as it turned. But unlike the others, a simple push didn’t open the door. Ghostly cold radiated up my arm as I tried again and again. It was stuck.

      Bracing myself, I put my shoulder and my strength and my weight into it and gave a mighty shove.

      The door burst open and I stumbled inside.

      A large man sat in a tub, with his pasty white back to me. He was going bald. When he turned around, I saw it was Braxton Bell Larimore, the second mayor of Sugarland. Oh my word. I’d never met a celebrity before.

      And I really shouldn’t be staring at him right now. I froze.

      He shot me a saucy grin. “If you’ve got more hot water, bring it on in, sugar.”

      That was when I realized he wasn’t alone in the tub. Henrietta lounged with enticing abandon on the other side, her breasts covered in bubbles. A flat board stretched between them, with a game of chess—in progress—sitting on top.

      She winked at me, then reached across the board to stroke the mayor’s arm. “Hold on a second, baby,” she said, stepping lithely out of the tub, stretching out her arm and drawing a silk wrapper from the ether. “She’s new.”

      “That’s Mayor Larimore,” I hissed as she drew me out to the hall. “Why are you in a tub with Mayor Larimore?” I didn’t understand it. “He built the town square and the library. There’s a mannequin of him downstairs. And he’s in the tub with you.” Then I had an even more horrible thought. “What about Mrs. Larimore?”

      Henrietta adjusted her wrap over her bosom. “Mrs. Larimore went into the light more than a century ago. He’s lonely.”

      “So he comes to the widows and orphans home to play chess,” I said. “Naked,” I added, making no sense of it.

      “Widows and orphans?” Henrietta laughed, shaking the damp ringlets that framed her face. “This is a whorehouse, sweetie. We’re working girls. We earn our keep.”

      “That can’t be.” The town history books said differently. “According to everything I’ve heard, according to the library, the books, the museum downstairs, this house has always been the Home for Wayward Widows and Orphans.”

      Henrietta snorted. “That was a euphemism back in the day. Pay a visit to the poor widows and orphans…”

      Oh my. “So it was all a lie?”

      “No,” she said with regret. “Most of us did lose our husbands in the war. And it’s not like there are widow’s pensions for the losing side. We did what we had to do.”

      “I saw Father Flagherty’s letters.” He’d written people about the widows.

      Henrietta rolled her eyes. “Oh, he never approved. He thought if he raised enough money from enough out-of-town folks who didn’t know, if we changed our ways, asked for forgiveness, that we could just go back to being respectable.” She barked out a laugh. “I shouldn’t complain. He did get us medicine and help in the lean times.”

      “Oh my.” I felt horrible, for the women like Henrietta who had to support themselves, and for what I’d uncovered.

      “The truth always comes out,” I said. At least it did in my line of work.

      “I don’t know.” Henrietta shook her head. “The town certainly forgot about us. Frankly, I think a lot of people wanted to forget.” She shrugged. “The home for widows and orphans became reality so far as the history books are concerned.”

      “So all of you are…?”

      “Earning our keep,” she said, with no small amount of pride.

      I thought about wholesome, innocent Molly and how Frankie had lured her into that salacious pose. He’d claimed she’d seduced him.

      Unless she had been a little more eager than I’d imagined. “Oh my word. Molly too.”

      “She was raised here. She never worked.” Henrietta tilted her head. “At least not that way, but no men came courting, either.”

      “Poor Molly.” That picnic in the cemetery really had been her first romantic interlude.

      “Molly liked the lie. She liked being respectable.” Henrietta shook her head. “I knew it wouldn’t last.”

      It hadn’t.

      “And I knew she’d get hurt.” Henrietta planted her hands on her hips. “That’s why you need to get your friend out of here. She’s forgetting who and what she is.”

      Perhaps change was good in this case. “I walked in on them tonight. She ran off.”

      “Good. It’s time for your friend to leave her be.” Henrietta sighed. “Just don’t tell him about her past. It would break her heart if he knew. She shouldn’t have lied to him, but she realized a big-time lawyer like him would never date a girl who washed sheets in a whorehouse.”

      Oh, brother. “I need to talk to her.”

      She paused for a moment, as if listening. “She’s not here.”

      I couldn’t believe this. “Do you know when she’ll be back?”

      Henrietta tsked. “I don’t.” She tilted her head. “Listen, I have to see about a man in a tub.” She held out her hand and produced a steaming kettle of hot water. “It wasn’t my idea to lie to you. Or”—she held up the kettle, displaying voluptuous curves—“to hide this body.” She lowered the kettle. “I did it because I care about my friend.”

      “I understand.” More than she realized.

      She turned to pass through the door and return to her naked bubble bath with the mayor. “Wait,” I called after her. “What about Mother Mary? I thought she was a nun!”

      “Oh, honey,” she said over her shoulder, “we call her mother because she’s the madame.”
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      I found Frankie at the bottom of the stairs.

      “I heard you talking to someone,” he said, straining to see around me. “Was that her?”

      “It was Henrietta.” And of course he’d heard the whole thing. Frankie had bat hearing. Poor ghost. I hated that he had to find out this way. I stepped down the final stair and clasped my hands in front of me. “Do you want to talk about what Henrietta said?”

      He knit his brow. “I can’t hear anything from that second floor. It’s like they’ve got it rigged. What were you surprised about? Where did Molly go?”

      “She went off to think,” I said. If he wasn’t onto it already, then this was her secret to tell.

      “Where?” he demanded.

      “I don’t know.” I honestly didn’t. “She’s not on the property. But don’t worry. It’s not like she can leave for good.”

      “Oh, yes, she can,” he said, punching the wall. His fist went right through it. “I’m the only one who can’t leave a piece of property.”

      Poor grounded ghost.

      “She will come back and you will talk,” I promised. If any couple ever needed a talk, it was them. “Give it time.”

      He took a step back. “I don’t care,” he vowed. “I don’t. I really don’t.” And with that, he turned away and zoomed straight out the front door like a ghost on fire.

      Ellis walked in a few seconds later, shuddering. “I just got smacked in the head with a cold spot.”

      “That would be Frankie,” I told him.

      He gave a quick nod. “At least I know I’m not crazy.” He rubbed a hand over his eyes. “I sure hope we find something tomorrow.” He glanced around the foyer. “In the meantime, we should think about getting a few hours’ sleep.”

      “We should.” It was already three in the morning, but there was no earthly place to lay our heads.

      “We could go upstairs,” Ellis suggested halfheartedly. I understood his reluctance. I wouldn’t put it past Vincent and Constance to sneak back into the house. We wanted to be in their way if that happened.

      Besides, “I don’t want to sleep upstairs in this house, not while I have Frankie’s power.” Who knew how loud those working girls could be? I took his hands and drew him close. “This place used to be a bordello,” I whispered in his ear, so as not to offend the ladies upstairs.

      Ellis opened his mouth and then closed it. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “Of course I have no proof,” I said, playing with one of the buttons on his shirt.

      “I wouldn’t expect it,” he said, a grin playing over his lips.

      “Although after five minutes of trying to sleep on hardwood, I’ll probably be willing to trade it in for a few randy ghosts and a real bed.” I wasn’t a kid anymore.

      “Tell you what,” Ellis said, breaking away from me, “I’ll bring a mattress down.”

      Oh my. I wasn’t so sure that was a good idea. I watched him head up the stairs. No telling what had happened on those feather beds. “Whatever you do, don’t go in the middle bedroom,” I called.

      “All right,” he said, heading straight for Mother Mary’s room.

      Of all the… “You’d better let me help!” I called, hurrying after him. “The ghosts are still mad about their things getting stolen.”

      Mother Mary had threatened me when I’d looked through her office. I didn’t want to know what would happen if I dared sleep in her bed.

      I reached the landing too late. He was already lugging the feather bed out of her room. “This isn’t original to the house, so we should be fine.”

      “How could you possibly know that?” I asked, bracing for Mother Mary or Henrietta to descend on us in full attack mode.

      Ellis hefted the feather bed up and drew back the cotton covering. “It’s from Sears,” he said, displaying a long crinkly mattress tag.

      A giggle erupted from Henrietta’s room, followed by a man’s hearty laugh.

      “Okay,” I said, grabbing an end of the bedding, “let’s get this out of here.”

      It was more awkward than heavy. Ellis did most of the lifting. I did a lot of supporting and guiding as we made our way like drunken sailors down the stairs and plopped the feather bed near the couches to the right of the main staircase.

      I still wasn’t one hundred percent sure this was a good idea, but dang, that soft feather mattress sure looked good. I hadn’t realized how bone tired I was until I saw that bedding waiting for me.

      Mother Mary forgive us. “I think I could fall asleep right now,” I said.

      “Wait for me.” Ellis turned off most of the lights, leaving the one over the front door burning. “We have about three hours until Marshall and the investigators arrive.”

      “It’ll be three more hours of sleep than you got in the last haunted house,” I said, gathering the blanket I’d brought.

      “That case ended well,” he said, plopping down, folding his arms behind his head.

      I flicked the covers over our improvised bed and over his face while I was at it. “This will work out too, right?” I asked, sinking into the feather bed next to him.

      He drew me under the covers, and I rested my head on his shoulder.

      “Marshall wants me to go question Vincent first thing tomorrow,” he said. “He’s hoping Vincent will mess up and say something he shouldn’t.” He drew my hair back from my face and planted his cheek on my forehead. “I think Vincent is smarter than that.”

      I ran my fingers over his firm, warm chest. “Vincent will walk. Again. We don’t have what we need.” He’d come here looking for what I could only imagine had been the proof Julia had gathered against him, but it was gone now. I didn’t know how or why, but that didn’t change the fact.

      Ellis planted an arm under his head and looked down at me. “We need you to find her death spot.”

      I knew that. I’d been trying. “It’s not here.”

      The lines around his eyes crinkled as he winced slightly. “It could be at their house.”

      I stared up at him. “It very well could be. Can you get a search warrant?”

      “Not with the evidence we have.”

      Which was no evidence at all.

      I rose up on an elbow. “Maybe I can get upstairs while you’re down talking to him.”

      He sighed. “You can’t. Promise me you won’t. As much as I want to nail him, I won’t jeopardize our ability to prosecute him.”

      Dang law and order, at least in this case when it worked for the bad guy.

      “I’ll search the cemetery again,” I promised him. It was the only other place I could think to check. Julia had walked through the graveyard on the mornings before her death. Only she hadn’t died in the morning. It had been afternoon or evening, and she’d driven her car.

      Still, it was worth checking out. I had to do something, even if it involved the creepy old graveyard.

      Ellis met my promise with a kiss and then another. And suddenly I didn’t mind so much when a few minutes later, we ended up on the floor.

      

      Unfortunately, daytime came much quicker than I would have liked.

      I woke sprawled under the covers, with Ellis’s comforting weight beside me. I had an arm flung over him, and a leg, as if he were a giant teddy bear.

      The front door banged open and a man’s throaty chuckle greeted us.

      Oh, Lord. My eyes flew open. Ellis lay bare chested. I still had my sundress on—and everything else, thank you—but I still felt like I’d been caught with my hand in the cookie jar.

      I rolled over and saw Marshall looking down at Ellis and me. The older detective’s smug expression suggested he knew exactly why Ellis listened to the crazy girl who thought she could see ghosts. Officer Duranja and two other men in ties stood behind him.

      “So this is what you call investigating,” Marshall said, walking inside, giving the rest of them a good view.

      Ellis stood slowly. “It’s better than ruling a murder an unfortunate accident,” he said, his chest bare, his jeans slung low on his waist. He made no attempt to apologize for his lack of dress or anything else.

      Duranja snickered when I double-checked the straps on my sundress and ran a hand through my mussed hair.

      “It’s almost nine o’clock,” Marshall said, as if we’d slept in to spite him. “I’d expected you to be at the Youngblood house by now, Officer Wydell.”

      Ellis reached down and offered me a hand. “I have a uniform in the truck.” I took Ellis’s hand and stood, trying to channel his devil-may-care attitude. “You’ll be fine here with them,” he assured me.

      “She’s not going to be in here while we’re investigating.” Marshall frowned.

      “Of course not,” I said quickly before Ellis uttered anything he’d regret. I gathered my sandals from the floor. “I’ll just pop on over to the cemetery.”

      Marshall and his men looked at me strangely as Ellis escorted me, sandals in hand, out past the Sugarland PD.

      “Call me if you find anything,” Ellis said once we’d made it out to the porch. “I’ll be right there. Duranja is trustworthy too, they all are.”

      Yes, but they didn’t believe in me or my abilities, and that could put me in danger.

      “I’ll be fine,” I assured him.

      He had to do his job and so did I.

      I kissed him goodbye out by his truck, trying not to care that anyone might see. I wasn’t some tart or a twit who got by on her looks and nothing else. I cared about Ellis and he cared about me and there shouldn’t be anything to feel ashamed about.

      I left him gathering his uniform and headed down the side of the house. Perhaps Frankie would like to visit the cemetery with me. A good ghost hunt would help him forget his lady troubles.

      “Hey,” I said, knocking at the door to his latrine. “How are you doing, buddy?”

      “Go away.”

      As if. He hadn’t been himself last night. Or heck, since we’d gotten here.

      “Frankie, I’m worried about you,” I said, ever grateful that he didn’t have enough oomph to operate the latch lock.

      I opened the door and nearly doubled over from the cigarette stench.

      Frankie’s hat hung over the one remaining sconce on the wall, his suspenders tossed over the back of the couch. I almost stepped on a ghostly whiskey bottle empty on the floor. The club chair had gone missing, along with a good portion of the formerly glorious mahogany paneling. Ghostly peanut shells littered the floor, along with a half-eaten pie and more cigarette butts than I cared to count.

      “Is the housekeeper dead?” I asked, trying for a bit of levity while navigating the mess.

      My friend lay on the couch, one leg dragging on the floor, the other leg missing clear up to his thigh.

      “Oh my gosh, Frankie.” It hadn’t been more than a few hours since we’d headed to bed. He’d gone downhill fast.

      “I’m living the bachelor life,” he said, a half-smoked cigarette dangling from his hand. “Woo-we. I can’t tell you how great it is not having a woman to tell me what to do.”

      “It looks like a real blast,” I told him. He smelled like a liquor cabinet. “You realize you’re losing parts now that she’s gone.”

      “I don’t care,” he muttered, taking a drag from his cigarette, the smoke filtering out his nose. “I’m fine. I don’t need anybody.”

      “Frank,” I said, trying to find a non-ghostly place to sit. There wasn’t one. “I think there’s a connection between your feelings and how fast you…” I didn’t want to say deteriorate.

      “I don’t have feelings.” He stared up at the ceiling. “I don’t have anything.”

      He did. And I was willing to bet that when he was actually in touch with them, he was a much more powerful ghost. I couldn’t help but notice how he’d been with Molly versus the state he was in now.

      I had to figure out a way to fix this for him. If I counted on Frankie to have a revelation, well, let’s just say he could be stubborn as a goat.

      In the meantime, I was all for distraction. “I’m going out to the cemetery in a minute—”

      “She’s not there,” he interjected.

      “You might enjoy the walk,” I suggested. “Last night, I freaked out when a hand grabbed my leg. You could get a good laugh out of that.”

      He stared at the ceiling, smoking.

      “All right. Well, when I get back, I’m going to take you home.” I said it to get a reaction, but he didn’t seem to care. That worried me even more. I sighed. Perhaps it was a good idea to get him away from this place. Maybe Suds could cheer him up or at least take his mind off Molly.

      “I’ll be back soon,” I promised, leaving him to his thoughts as I closed the outhouse door behind me. It would have been nice to have company while searching the cemetery, but I knew how numbing it could be to lose at love. I certainly wasn’t going to judge him for it. I’d help him fix it if I could. Once I dealt with the murderer, of course.

      I smoothed my dress and walked determinedly toward the cemetery. I could handle this on my own. This wasn’t my first time dealing with the dead and it wouldn’t be the last.

      If anything, seeing Frankie so down had made me realize it was even more important to find Julia’s death spot, if it hadn’t disappeared already. Not only did we need proof to bring in the prime suspect, who was suspicious of us already, but also because Frankie was losing energy fast. I didn’t know how quickly I would drain him now that he’d lost his girl.

      I slowly approached the graveyard, with its hunched and leaning stones. A death spot should stand out among the bleak gray stones. Only none did, at least not that I could see.

      Dry grass crunched under my feet as I stepped inside. An unearthly mist swirled around me.

      “Hello?” I called.

      Spirits whispered in the crackling of leaves and the calls of the birds overhead. This place felt sad and forlorn. And no wonder. These weren’t the graves of poor widows, but the forgotten graves of prostitutes. I stepped over a fallen stone. They were probably buried here because they were seen as disgraceful and unworthy to deserve a place in town.

      They were left here, abandoned—both then and now. No one kept up this cemetery. No one visited. Except the ghost of Father Flagherty, and he’d judged Frankie for having a picnic.

      No wonder this place felt so heavy with despair.

      Up ahead, I spotted the field beyond the graves.

      I turned and walked toward the path that cut through the middle of the cemetery, making a wide arc around the fallen tree Ellis and I had hidden behind last night. The sound of a woman weeping carried in the breeze and I said a quick prayer for her, that she’d find peace somehow.

      The other side appeared much the same, only smaller, with the graves pressed closer together, some even leaning against the others, as if for support.

      One large stone stood near the center. Spirits, shadowy and weak, wound at the base, like smoke before a fire.

      I approached the burial marker, with its flat base and single obelisk among the hunched and leaning stones. I slowed my pace over the uneven ground surrounding it until I drew close enough to read the inscription:

      Here lay the ashes of many a lovely girl

      Together forever

      There didn’t seem to be much joy in togetherness, or much comfort.

      I heard weeping again, but this time, it came from a ghost I could see. A woman in a long dress stood on the other side of the cemetery, with her back to me. She didn’t appear lost like the others. And while I didn’t like to disturb the dead, I couldn’t escape the notion that perhaps she’d seen something or knew where I could find Julia’s death spot.

      I went to her, careful of the uneven ground, relieved to leave the stifling sadness of the cemetery behind and step into the field beyond.

      “Hello,” I said, hoping I didn’t startle her.

      She turned and I saw it was Molly, her face streaked with tears and her bottom lip quivering. She quickly wiped her eyes and began to disappear.

      “Wait!” I said. “I know what it’s like.”

      She hesitated, and I talked fast. “We’ve all had boy trouble before.”

      She looked so lost. “It’s not him, it’s me. I saw you talking to Henrietta.” She lowered her eyes. “You know what I am.”

      “I do.” I wanted to tell her that it didn’t matter, but I didn’t think she’d believe me. “I haven’t told him,” I said, drawing up next to her. “That’s for you to do.”

      “Absolutely not.” She blinked at me through her tears, as if she couldn’t believe I’d suggest it.

      “I think you’ll find him to be more understanding than you realize.” At least I hoped so. It shouldn’t matter what she was a hundred and forty years ago. Or what he was…still. “I mean, you saw me talking to him. You heard what he said.”

      Maybe they were right for each other. He was certainly better with her. She’d reached something inside him that I don’t think even he knew about. This could be big for both of them. They’d never know unless they at least gave it a shot.

      She blinked hard. “So he’s German. So what?”

      “Well,” I began. His past was his to tell as well.

      “He’s so proper. Such a gentleman. So…passionate. I saw him yelling at you.” She looked back toward the outhouse in the distance. “He thinks he’s so bad. But he’s so good.” She sniffed. “Too good for a girl like me.”

      I motioned for her to walk with me, up the path that led from the house. “I think we all feel unworthy sometimes.” I’d felt it this morning when Marshall and his men walked in on me and Ellis, like who was I to be happy with someone like him? Who was I to own that? But when it came down to it, we all deserved happiness however we could find it. “I’ve known Frankie a while,” I told Molly, “and I’ve never seen him fall for a girl like he has for you. That has to count for something.”

      She walked next to me, twisting a wrinkled handkerchief in her hands. “I always hoped I’d meet a gentleman someday, a man who could fall in love with me.”

      She deserved that. We all did.

      The path beyond the cemetery was well kept. We must have reached Julia’s family property.

      I stopped near a stone bench under a flowering magnolia tree. “Let him see who you really are,” I told her. “It’s the only way.”

      She glanced up ahead, toward a covered bridge spanning a small creek. “He’ll just leave me,” she said, voice barely a whisper.

      “Then he’d be a fool.”

      “I’ll think about it,” she said, her eyes glimmering with unshed tears. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said as she shimmered into nothingness.

      I stood alone on the path that Julia had walked in the days leading up to her death. I could see why she liked it. It was really pretty once you got past the cemetery. I wondered if Molly would go back to the field, or if she’d muster her courage and give Frankie another chance.

      Up ahead, just past the covered bridge, the path curved sharply up the hill toward Julia’s house. Ellis was probably there by now, questioning Vincent, and I wasn’t allowed to help.

      I continued down the path toward the creek, as Julia had many times before. But not on that last night. Julia had driven to the society house on the evening of her death. Her car was proof enough of that.

      I wouldn’t interfere with the investigation. I’d let Ellis do his job. But after that, I’d bring Frankie back here. I’d remain hidden with his urn while the gangster looked around. It wouldn’t overlap with Ellis’s questioning, and there was no procedural rule that prevented a ghost from searching a house.

      My plan was perfect. I smiled as I stepped down some flat stones embedded in the trail to form a short stairway to the covered bridge. I was so busy congratulating myself on my plan that I nearly stumbled down the last two steps when I saw the stark white streaks of a death spot underneath the covered bridge.

      Could it be Julia’s? It had to be. No one else had died recently so far as I’d heard, and death spots only appeared for a short while.

      I broke into a run, my sandals slapping the old wood planks, the sound echoing off the roof of the covered bridge. I halted just short of the swirling light tinged with a shot of red, spiritual evidence of the violence and pain the spirit had felt upon passing.

      With shaking fingers, I dug inside my bag for my keychain flashlight, flicking it on, illuminating wet wood and the sheen of a pearl trapped between the boards.

      It had to be Julia’s. Her pearl bracelet had gone missing the night of the murder. She must have been on her way back home, over this bridge, when she was attacked.

      I shouldn’t touch the pearl. I didn’t. But I wanted to; it was the only proof I had.

      The creek rushed below, waters churning. One shift, one bad move and that pearl would shake loose and be gone forever.

      I reached for my phone to call Ellis when a shadow fell over the pearl on the bridge.

      Constance stood on the other side, as shocked to see me as I was to see her.

      “Don’t come any closer,” I told her. “This is a crime scene. I’m calling Ellis.”

      “But…” She took a step forward.

      “Julia died on this spot,” I warned. “I have evidence.”

      She held out her hands, as if to stop me. “I know. I saw her.”

      “Dead?” I asked.

      “No,” she shot back. “When I left her here, she was alive.” Her hands shook hard. “She wasn’t supposed to die.”

      “I think you’d better start talking,” I told her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Constance stared at me with wide eyes. “It was all a mistake,” she insisted.

      Julia’s death spot loomed between us.

      “Then tell me how it happened,” I said, shining my light on the pearl caught on the wood bridge.

      “I don’t know how that got there.” She backed away from the scene of the crime. “I didn’t do that. I couldn’t have done that,” she added, confused.

      I snapped a picture of the pearl. Then I took one of the place where Julia breathed her last.

      “Come join me on this side,” I said, texting the pictures to Ellis. “We’ll let the police sort it out.”

      “The police are at Vincent’s house right now,” she said. “He made me sneak out the back.”

      She held her ground while I dialed Ellis.

      As the phone rang, I was relieved to see Constance gingerly step around the death scene and join me on the other side.

      “Julia was hurt. She lay right here,” she said, careful to avoid the spot. “She was breathing, but she wasn’t moving. I freaked out and called Vincent. He said to leave her here. That he’d take care of it.” Her hand flew to her mouth. “Vincent is going to blame me. He’s going to say I did it and I left her here, but I didn’t kill her. You have to believe me!”

      “It’s not just me you have to convince,” I said, disheartened when my call to Ellis went to voicemail. I could understand it. He must be in the middle of questioning Vincent. But I didn’t like it. I tried Marshall. As it rang, Constance backed away, out of the covered bridge toward the society house, wobbling on platform sandals.

      “Stay with me,” I called.

      “This,” she began, her gaze darting wildly, like a trapped rabbit. “This is a mistake.” She clutched at her pink sundress, her hair in a messy twist. She’d better not be thinking of running.

      Marshall didn’t pick up. What the frick? Did he think I’d call him if it wasn’t important?

      I had to get her back to the society house, to the police.

      “Ellis is questioning Vincent right now,” I said, cutting her off from the path back to Vincent’s place. “Talk to me if you want help. I doubt your former friend’s husband is looking out for you.”

      Constance spun to face me. “She was never my friend. I was there for Virginia.”

      “Right,” I said, closing in on her. “You didn’t like Julia because she took Virginia’s office, not because you were sleeping with Julia’s husband.”

      She glared at me, but she didn’t deny sleeping with Vincent. “Virginia is my friend. She mentored me out of the church social committee and into the society. She looks out for me. She made the heritage club what it is and then that bitch Julia took over.”

      “You mean won the election?”

      She shook her head. “It was never supposed to happen. Virginia was unbeatable. The election should have been a formality. Then she lost and had to clear the way for Julia.” She adjusted her gold chain purse strap over her shoulder. “Virginia had twenty years’ worth of private papers, and all those ladies just stood there, gloating, watching her as she boxed up her things. It was humiliating, even for a strong woman like Virginia.” She straightened her shoulders and mustered her pride. “I didn’t blame Virginia when she walked right out.”

      “Did you go back in?” I asked quietly.

      She swallowed hard and retreated toward the cemetery. At least I had her moving in the right direction.

      “Virginia asked me to take care of things.” She sniffed. “I was glad to do it. Only there was a lot.” She cringed as we came upon the cemetery. “My car was full and we still had more. Virginia told me to handle it. She never said to keep it. So I started a fire.” Her voice trailed away. “I didn’t realize Julia would see the smoke from her house.”

      She looked back and so did I. Julia’s gray Victorian stood vigil on the hill overlooking the river.

      “She caught you,” I concluded.

      Constance gave an involuntary shudder. “She was livid.” Her voice went flat. “She reported me to the board. They were going to kick me out. Virginia was going to let them do it.”

      “After you did her dirty work.” Why was I not surprised?

      Constance turned toward the cemetery and began walking again. “She was angry I’d burned the files in her bottom drawer. She said there were histories of the house in there, things that she’d taken from the Sugarland Library for safekeeping.” A vaporous ghost twisted around her ankle as she stepped over a large stick in the path. “She was really angry when I told her what I did to the things in the bottom drawer.”

      “You burned away the history of the house,” I said.

      It seemed even Virginia had her limits.

      No wonder Mother Mary had been on a tear.

      “Did you see any of it before it went into the fire?” I asked as we passed the graves of the forgotten women.

      “Nothing,” she said, with clear regret.

      It had been a mistake. But I wondered if the ghosts saw it that way.

      The women who had been charged with preserving the history of the town had instead wiped it away.

      “I was wrong,” Constance said forcefully. “I know that. I admitted it. But that wasn’t enough for them. I spent almost ten years kissing Virginia’s butt. I did everything Virginia asked me to do. I knew I wasn’t good enough to ever hold office, but I was good enough to help her. The society was my life, my entire life, and they were done with me.”

      “Virginia sided with Julia against you,” I said, realizing just how deep that had to cut.

      Constance crossed her arms. “The Special Committee met that morning. They decided.”

      “I saw them arrive,” I said to myself. I’d encountered them when I’d fled the house that morning.

      “All that remained was for the board to make it official. I was agenda item number twelve. The last order of business. The least important item—my life. They were going to kick me out and cut me off like I was some kind of afterthought.”

      “So you attacked Julia,” I said quietly.

      A tear rolled down Constance’s cheek. “Virginia wouldn’t return my calls. She wouldn’t even answer the door for me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. Virginia could be cruel. I knew that firsthand.

      “I was just going to talk to Julia, to see if I could get her to veto the whole thing.”

      As we drew nearer to the house, I saw movement on the side with the tire tracks. No doubt Ellis’s experts were hard at work.

      Constance looked past me, toward the house. “I reasoned with Julia. I pleaded with her. She had to see what she was doing to me. I admit I followed her back to her house, up the path and into the covered bridge. She was so abrupt, so angry.”

      “She knew you were having an affair with her husband,” I said, keeping my voice even.

      Constance stiffened. “She couldn’t have known it was me. That would have made it worse.” She stopped just short of the yard. “I don’t regret Vincent, not after how she treated me.” She fingered the gold bracelets on her wrist. “Julia turned on me in the bridge. She said I’d done this to myself. She was cleaning out the old, preparing for the new.” She stroked the rows of pale pink beads stacked one on top of another. “I pushed her. Her head hit the side of the bridge and she fell. She was stunned, but she wasn’t dead. I…I freaked out. I ran to the house and I told Vincent. He said he’d take care of it.”

      “How did she break her pearls?”

      “I don’t know,” she insisted. “You have to believe me.” Constance swallowed hard. “Before…all this…he told me he was going to get rid of her. I thought he meant divorce or a separation. Then I started thinking…what if he really got rid of her?”

      “You know how his other wives died,” I said.

      “That’s all speculation,” she said quickly.

      “I hate to tell you this, but right now, all the evidence points to you. You have to go to the police and tell them everything you told me.”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “He’ll lie. He’ll say I did everything.” Her hand flew to her cheek. “I did do everything!”

      I took her by the arm, holding her steady. “Bad judgment isn’t the same as murder.”

      “I love him,” she said weakly.

      For that, I was truly sorry.

      I led her into the yard at the back of the house. “What did he want to find last night when you two stopped at the society house?” I pressed. “What was in that envelope?”

      She pulled away. “He wouldn’t tell me. I found it the day I was going through the office for Virginia. Julia had wrapped it in a list she’d run off the computer, one that gave the names and addresses of private investigators.”

      “We need to know what was in that envelope,” I said, to myself more than anyone else.

      She turned to me, looking so small, so scared. “We…we could look. I stole it.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. How?”

      She clutched her purse. “I kept it in my Sweet Tea planning folder.” She mistook my surprise for judgment. “It had Vincent’s name on the front,” she said quickly. “I thought he might want it, but I forgot about it when Julia barged in and yelled at me.” She looked down at her purse. “Last night, I took it back.” She lifted her eyes to mine. “But I didn’t give it to him.”

      I drew close to her. “Where is it?”

      “In here,” she said, grasping her purse.

      “Show me,” I said.

      She clutched her purse tighter. “Will you help me? With Officer Wydell?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      She reached inside and produced an envelope labeled, Vincent Youngblood, evidence.

      She chewed her lip while I debated with myself what to do. “If this really is evidence in a murder, we can’t mess with it. We have to let the police open it,” I said, heading for the society house.

      “Do you believe me now?” Constance asked, her fingers dancing over her arms, her purse. “I think he did something terrible. I’m…I’m so scared. I was glad when he kicked me out of the house,” Constance said.

      “I know what to do,” I assured her. “Follow me.”
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      I led her to the side of the house, where Marshall stood over one of the police experts. The man had stripped off his jacket, his gun visible in his side holster as he scraped off a sample from the tire imprints Ellis and I had found the night before. He handed a vial to Duranja, who bagged it.

      “I’m scared,” Constance said, her voice quivering as she struggled to navigate the side yard in platform heels.

      “I’ve got you,” I told her, approaching the officers. “Detective Marshall,” I called.

      He narrowed his eyes at us. “This is a police investigation. I told you I want you off this property.”

      “I understand.” I wasn’t about to interfere. “But good news. Constance and I found where Julia died.”

      He glared at me for a split second, as if he didn’t quite believe me. “Where?” he demanded.

      I stopped just short of him. “Julia’s death spot is under the covered bridge up the hill. And I found more than ghostly evidence,” I said, before his furrowed brow froze that way. “There’s a pearl lodged in the floor panels of the bridge.”

      He traded a glance with Duranja. “As soon as you’re done here, I want you to go check out that site. Secure it if you need to,” he ordered the younger officer.

      My companion wrung her hands. She looked like she was about to bolt again, but I had the letter. I had the evidence in my hand.

      “Constance found an envelope that Vincent was trying to take,” I said, handing the letter to Marshall. “He had a motive.”

      I detected something new in his expression—respect, or at least a keen interest in what I had to say.

      This was all unraveling for Vincent, and as far as I was concerned, it couldn’t happen fast enough.

      Marshall eyed me before reaching into the front pocket of his uniform and drawing out his reading glasses.

      He focused on the envelope before his gaze flicked back to me. “Any idea what’s in here?”

      “None. But it doesn’t look good. And I’ll bet you can find more evidence where she died.”

      “We’ll check it out,” he said, handing the envelope back to me, as if he weren’t quite sure if I was full of it or not. “In the meantime, please step back from the investigation.”

      That was it? Step back? “I found these tracks,” I pointed out. “You wouldn’t even be here if I wasn’t helping.”

      “Officer Wydell found these tracks, and right now you’re in the way,” he said, dismissing me as easily as if I were a nosy bystander instead of an active participant in this case.

      Of all the nerve. Sometimes, I think Marshall treated me so dismissively precisely because Ellis didn’t. Or maybe the man was just a jerk.

      “What now?” Constance demanded as we scooted away toward the front of the house. “You said they’d take care of it. I don’t have a lot of time here. Vincent is expecting me back shortly to take a walk with him. If I don’t go back there, he’ll know something’s up.”

      “The police will handle this,” I promised. They just weren’t rushing to the scene like I’d hoped they would. Or focusing on the evidence I held in my hand. “If not Marshall, then Ellis.”

      He would have taken me seriously. He would have dropped everything had he been here.

      Her eyes widened. “You left Ellis a message. You told him you were with me. What if he says something to Vincent?”

      “He won’t. He has the photos,” I said.

      “If he checks his texts,” she said, getting hysterical. “If Vincent learns I talked to you…”

      She’d be in trouble.

      Poor Constance would have an honest-to-God reason to fear for her life. We had Vincent where we wanted him, but that was when men like him got desperate. If Marshall made any calls and tipped Vincent off…

      She gripped my arm hard. “Hide the envelope in your purse,” she said, her fingernails biting my skin. “You keep it safe and give it to Ellis.” She yanked her hand back, patting her mussed hair and her wrinkled dress. “I’ll go back. I’ll pretend this is all normal.” She gave a sweet, trembling smile. “I’m a Southern girl. I can manage it.”

      She shouldn’t have to. It would be wrong to put her in danger like that, not when we could do something about it.

      “There’s a better way,” I promised her. We certainly didn’t need to be standing around in the front yard. I tucked the letter into my purse. “We’ll give this to Ellis now.”

      He already had Vincent in his sights. We wouldn’t give the black widower a chance to escape, not this time.

      “We’ll confront Vincent with the evidence,” Constance agreed, not moving an inch. In fact, she seemed rooted to the spot.

      We had another problem, though. “I don’t have my car.” And Ellis took his truck to confront Vincent.

      “I can drive,” Constance said, reaching into her purse. “The society has the van.” With shaking fingers, she withdrew a set of keys. “They haven’t taken these away from me yet.”

      Because Julia had never had her board meeting. She’d died instead.

      Constance and I walked quickly toward the van all by itself at the back of the parking area. She hit the remote locks and I opened the passenger-side door. A large cardboard box swallowed the seat. I grabbed it by the sides and, oomph, it was heavy.

      No problem. “I’ll ride in the back,” I said, sliding the rear door open and finding the entire van crammed with boxes, folded tablecloths, and plastic tubs filled with what appeared to be flowered centerpieces.

      Constance cringed as she settled into the driver’s seat. “They’ve already packed the van for the Sweet Tea Luncheon. Can you ride in the middle somewhere?”

      “Maybe.” It was jammed.

      “Or…” A look of utter dread crossed her features. “I have Julia’s car keys. Vincent threw them at me when I refused to ride in that car.”

      Nice guy. “Let’s take her car, then,” I said.

      “I can’t ride in that car,” she vowed. “I won’t.”

      “Then I’ll follow you,” I said, holding my hand out for the keys.

      She handed them over like I’d asked her to handle a live spider. The designer fob had Julia’s initials monogrammed in pink on white. “It was hers, you know?”

      And Julia’s husband was not?

      I slammed the door to the van.

      She rolled down the window on the passenger side. “You go first. I’ll be right behind you.”

      “You can’t leave,” I warned her. “Ellis needs to listen to us. Both of us.”

      “I know. I can do it,” she promised.

      Even if she lost her courage, I had possession of the evidence. With any luck, it would be enough for Ellis to make an arrest, or at least prompt a confession.

      “You’re doing good,” I called to Constance, rushing for Julia’s classic red Corvette.

      The instant I opened the driver’s side door, I was greeted with the scent of oil-rubbed leather mixed with Julia’s sweet, earthy signature perfume.

      I slid into the driver’s seat, amazed at how low to the ground it felt. I was used to the land yacht or Ellis’s truck. I grabbed the handle and the door snicked closed.

      All right. I nodded to Constance and we set off toward old river road near Southern Spirits. I’d taken it once before, on the way to question Vincent.

      The narrow road ran back through the woods, turning as it ascended the big hill toward the bluffs overlooking the river. I checked the rearview mirror. Constance kept a steady pace behind me.

      Good.

      She had a death grip on the wheel and fire in her eyes. She could have left a bit more distance between our cars, but she was nervous. And she was staying with me, just as I’d asked.

      We followed the curve of the hills and I laid off the gas as we came upon the sheer drop that had made me so nervous before. I steered away from the edge, hugging the hillside as close as I could, when Constance’s van crashed into the back of my car.

      I pitched forward, teeth and bones rattling from the impact. The Corvette spun sideways on the road, the nose skimming the hillside. Rocks and debris tumbled down on the hood.

      The car lurched, throwing me backward as the van made a hard reverse.

      Before I could brace myself, she sped forward again. I held up my hands uselessly as she rammed my passenger-side door. My stomach dropped as I felt the back of the car go weightless beneath me.

      I grabbed my bag and flung open the door, rolling out of the car onto the hard pavement. My shoulders screamed with the impact as I watched the rear tires of Julia’s Corvette spin over thin air before the entire vehicle gave way and pitched off the bluff and down into the river.

      Heavens. I scrambled to stand, to do something. I tossed my purse strap over my shoulder and looked for somewhere to go as the white van backed up and then surged full speed directly for me.

      I tried to dodge, but there was no use. The road was too narrow and there was nowhere to hide.

      At the last second, I jumped forward instead, landing on the hood of the van. There was no way to hold on, nothing to grab as I scrabbled for the exhaust grate at the top of the hood, a windshield wiper, anything.

      Constance glared at me from the other side of the glass, with murder in her eyes.

      She wasn’t a whimpering flower. She was a cold-blooded killer and I’d misjudged her badly.

      “Stop!” I pleaded.

      She braked hard at the edge of the cliff and I lost my grip on the grate. I snatched at the wiper as I slid across the hood.

      “You didn’t do it!” I hollered as she reversed, readying herself for another run. I wouldn’t be able to hold on if she tried to pitch me off again. “It’ll be okay!” I pleaded, desperate now and fooling no one, least of all myself.

      “You’re wrong.” Constance gripped the wheel, cold and calm. “I killed Julia, and with my luck, my prints are on that pearl.” The corner of her mouth turned up. “But not for long,” she said.

      And then she hit the gas.
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      I held the windshield wiper in a death grip with both hands, unable to even feel my fingers anymore, knowing I didn’t have enough strength to hold on much longer.

      Constance surged toward the edge of the cliff when a gruesome, shrieking spirit flung itself directly onto the windshield in front of me.

      The silver, swirling body passed straight through my hands in a wet invasive touch that chilled me to the core, but I refused to let go.

      Constance let out a sharp cry and steered hard right, flinging me into the bushes on the hill. She sped past, smashing the front of the van into the thick trunk of a tree not five feet away.

      The hood of the van steamed.

      I shook, my arms numb and bloody with scrapes. Constance lay with her head buried in the airbag, not moving.

      “She’s still breathing,” said a raspy voice behind me.

      I turned and saw an old woman in a long black robe. Her gnarled hands clutched a rosary.

      Those were the same hands I’d seen in the study that day. I’d never forget them.

      “Mother Mary,” I whispered.

      Her cheeks were sunken, her face weather-beaten. She looked scary as all get out, but she hadn’t attacked me. If I wasn’t mistaken, she’d saved me.

      Maybe she really was a nun.

      The spirit turned and hid her face from me. Long black hair floated behind her, rippling in an unseen breeze. Or maybe it was a tattered veil. “Are you all right, child?”

      “I-I think so,” I said, attempting to extricate myself from the bush.

      It was harder than I imagined. My limbs didn’t want to work. Still, I wasn’t safe. I had to keep hold of my wits. Mother Mary had shocked Constance into crashing, but I wasn’t out of the woods yet.

      I pushed myself out of the shrubbery and slid down through the dirt. “She tried to kill me,” I said, still processing the wreck and my narrow escape.

      Constance could have just as easily driven off the bluff.

      “I warned you,” the ghost said, her voice so gravelly I had to focus to understand her. “I’ve been watching you. Guiding you. You need to listen.”

      “I’ve been hearing that a lot lately.” Slowly, I pulled myself to my feet.

      “You amuse me. You go your own way.” She turned to me, her wrinkled mouth turning up in a satisfied smirk. “You remind me of me, a long, long time ago.”

      I took a step toward her and my knee gave out. I stumbled and caught myself. Barely. I touched a hand to my head and it came away bloody. I must have hit it when I jumped out of Julia’s car. “You called me before you knew me. How did you do that?” She’d dialed me up on the phone like it was nothing and told me about a murder.

      “I directed my energy,” she said plainly.

      “Oh, sure,” I said, as if it happened all the time, “but why did you need me?”

      Her expression grew stormy. “Julia’s husband is a wife killer. She hid the proof in my office. She died before she could use it.”

      “I know.” Mother Mary had hovered right above the folder that contained the evidence against Vincent. She’d shown me her hands and pointed it out. I hadn’t understood.

      I bent over, fighting a wave of dizziness, bracing my shaking hands on my bloody knees.

      “It is wrong,” she hissed. “Men who mistreat women should be punished.”

      I nodded, staring at the dirt and rocks stuck in my knees. “I’m working on it,” I promised her.

      “I trust that you are. The spirits whisper about you. You are the only mortal in this town who speaks to ghosts.”

      It didn’t feel like such a hotshot job at the moment.

      I forced myself to stand, glad when I didn’t keel over. “You said I was next, right after I suggested driving the red Corvette. No offense, but how could you know?” It wasn’t like nineteenth-century Mother Mary had ever tooled around in a classic car.

      The ghost glared at the injured woman. “I watched her bring a man to my house. His job was to inject a substance to make the brakes fail. She had murder in her heart.”

      So it hadn’t been a crime of passion. She’d planned to kill Julia. On a road like this, brake failure could be catastrophic. And when Julia had opted to walk home, Constance murdered her anyway. “She’s dangerous,” I said, forcing my aching body toward the wrecked van.

      Constance could have a gun for all I knew. In cases like this, survival could depend on whomever recovered faster, whomever stayed conscious long enough to keep the upper hand.

      Blood flowed from a wound on her temple, but when I touched her shoulder, she groaned. She wasn’t out of the game yet.

      My shoulder screamed as I opened the side door of the van. Boxes of Sweet Tea Luncheon supplies lay tossed on their sides, erupting with tablecloths, vases, and polka dot tea pitcher party favors. I should bash her over the head with one. Instead, I found a box of centerpieces and dragged them out, spilling silk flowers and glitter all over the road.

      Then I tied Constance to the steering wheel with ribbons meant for the centerpieces.

      “Now this reminds me of the old days,” the old ghost said.

      I didn’t even want to know.

      “It’ll hold her for now,” I said, tightening the knots that bound her wrists to the wheel and wrenching her keys out of the ignition.

      When I’d stowed them safely in my purse, I called Ellis.

      He answered this time. “I’m sorry, Verity, I just finished with Vincent.”

      I braced a hand on the side of the van. “Constance just tried to kill me.”

      “What?”

      “I have her tied up on the river road, by the sheer drop-off—which, by the way, needs a guardrail. I have proof Vincent is a killer. And my head really hurts.” My temple throbbed as I tried to keep a grip on the phone.

      “Holy hell, Verity. I’ll be right there. I’ll call Marshall on the way. Stay put!” he ordered.

      I didn’t have a choice. The phone dropped out of my hand and my knees went weak. So I went ahead and sat down on the side of the road in the dirt.

      I really wished this road got more traffic.

      The ghost hovered over the roadway next to me. “Your Ellis is a good man.”

      “He is,” I said.

      Ellis was coming down the hill. Marshall would be coming up. But for a few minutes it was just the ghost of Mother Mary and me. I’d wanted to talk to her since the first phone call, and this might be the best chance I got.

      “In the trunk you showed me, were those ashes…you?”

      She pursed her lips. “That’s where I kept my papers when I was alive.” Her gaze traveled to Constance. “She burned them.”

      Mother Mary had shown me the ashes in the fireplace.

      “I didn’t know.” About any of it really. I leaned my back on the front tire of the van and looked up at her. “So you really were a madame.”

      She gazed at me and I recognized her confidence from the ghostly portrait I’d seen in the hall. “I didn’t plan it, but my husband died in the war and I had children to support. We lost everything—the farm, the house. And there were more like me.”

      “Women with children to support,” I said, sad for her and for all of them.

      She notched her chin up. “There is only so much seamstress work, only so many wealthy enough to hire out for laundry. I did what I had to do, and I made sure we had food for the children.”

      “And Father Flagherty didn’t approve,” I concluded.

      She smiled, despite herself. “He’s my brother. He returned home from the seminary and about fainted when he learned what I’d done. He was convinced he could write for donations, secure enough support from out of town for us. Nobody in town would give us the time of day.”

      “He loved you, then.”

      “In his own bossy way,” she said, rolling her eyes, “kind of like you.”

      “I’m not that way,” I said. I’d shown her nothing but respect.

      She laughed despite herself. “You looked through our things on the second floor. You give orders to your friend. You forget ghosts are people, too.”

      “Oh, wow.” I hadn’t thought of that.

      Her image faded. “I didn’t choose to die looking like this.” She was leaving. “As I lay dying, my brother put his favorite rosary in my hands, as if I wanted it. His letters talk about me as if I were a saint, as if I needed that. Now I even look like an old nun. His vision of what I ought to be has replaced the person I was.”

      “Please don’t go.” I held out a hand, even though it hurt like the dickens. “Keep me company.” I didn’t want to be alone.

      Her image flickered. “I don’t like appearing this way. I don’t like talking this way.”

      She did sound like a trucker with a bad CB connection, but I wasn’t about to tell her that.

      “Just…please,” I said. My whole body hurt. “Please stick it out for a bit longer.”

      She fingered her rosary. “I suppose there’s no harm, now that you’ve already seen me.” She sighed. “It was the one thing I’ve avoided for the last hundred years, even in front of Father and the girls.”

      “Thank you,” I said, meaning it most sincerely. She didn’t have to save me. She didn’t have to appear for me or stay with me. “You look nicer than you think.”

      She snorted. “That’s the first time I’ve heard you lie.” She placed herself between me and the injured Constance. “My brother says vanity is the worst of the seven sins, but I tell him lust is more fun.”

      There it was again, that twinkle in her eye. She must have been something back in the day. I smiled even though it hurt. “I can’t believe you said that to a priest.”

      “He wasn’t always a priest, although he always did act like one. He ministered to me and the girls in life, and he still serves many of the souls on this side.” She glanced at the trussed-up Constance. “He did his best to take care of my girls, and so do I.”

      I didn’t even mind that she’d included me. Not when she’d saved my neck.

      I let myself relax a little under the watchful gaze of Mother Mary. “So your house really was a bordello,” I said. “Nobody talks about that now. I mean nobody.” My sister couldn’t even find records in the library.

      She stiffened and directed a dirty look at Constance. “And now nobody ever will. This woman burned my customer logs and my photographs.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I told her, wishing I could change it.

      She sighed. “As long as there were pictures of us, as long as our story was buried in that drawer, there was a chance people would remember us,” she said, gripping the cross of her rosary. “Not anymore.”

      “Is that why you posed the mannequins?” I asked.

      She gave a rueful smile. “That was Molly’s way of bringing you to the house. She’s a little impulsive and she knew I wanted you there. My way was quicker.”

      You couldn’t beat a phone call. “Did you also take control of my car?”

      She winced. “I’m sorry about the flower bed. The second time around, I just cut your engine instead.”

      “Thanks,” I said. I mean, she’d done her best. “I have to think there are other records of you and your bordello,” I assured her. “If not in the Sugarland Library, then somewhere else.” I refused to give up hope, for her or her girls.

      She glanced away, over the cliff. “It was a lovely place. I owned our house and our land at a time when women just didn’t do that. Not everyone in the town liked us, but they had to respect us.”

      I heard the wail of sirens from down the hill.

      “What about the thefts?” I asked. “Julia was investigating a necklace, those candlesticks…”

      She waved away the question. “One of the volunteers has sticky fingers. I don’t care about those things. The necklace will be with me forever; I was wearing it in my portrait, the one in the hall.”

      I remembered the ghostly portrait at the end of the long row of society presidents. Mother Mary Cooper. The madame had worn her dress cut low and her raven hair in a twist. “You were stunning.”

      She gazed down at her wrinkled hands. “I look much different now.” She looked back to Constance trussed up in the van. “That woman burned more than papers. She burned the last picture of me as I was.”

      I’d been wrong in my initial assessment. Mother Mary wasn’t a dried-up old lady. She was a vibrant woman.

      She sighed. “What I wouldn’t give for a silk dress and perhaps even a feather for my hair.”

      “You’re beautiful,” I told her again. “You showed yourself for me. You saved me. And you lived a full life on your own terms. That’s the kind of beauty that lasts. Not everyone can say they have that.”

      She averted her eyes. “I just want to be remembered for who I am.”

      “Maybe I can help,” I said before I had a chance to think on how.

      “He’s here,” she said, fading away as Ellis barreled around the corner.

      He’d barely shut off the engine before he was out of the car. “Verity!” He rushed to me. Vincent sat in the back of the truck with his hands behind his back.

      “I’m all right,” I told him. At least I would be once we got this all sorted out. “And I know what happened.”

      

      Marshall arrived minutes later and took Constance to the hospital and then into custody.

      At the station, she confessed to the murder of Julia. She had attacked the society president under the covered bridge and broken her neck, along with her pearls.

      Duranja recovered the single pearl trapped in the floorboards on the bridge. Constance had tossed the broken bracelet over the side and into the rapidly flowing creek below. It was never found.

      It turned out Constance hadn’t left her prints on the pearl I’d found. If she’d played it as cool as Vincent had in the past, she might have gotten away with murder.

      Constance claimed she never intended to kill Julia, that it had been a crime of passion. But I told the police about the man she’d brought to mess with Julia’s brakes.

      He hadn’t been careful enough. A partial print under the car matched that of Constance’s brother, who worked at the family garage. He’d injected a chemical into the lines to lower the boiling point of the brake fluid so when they heated up on those turns, the fluid would boil and form gas pockets. That should have caused brake failure, but lucky for me it wasn’t an exact science.

      When the car didn’t fail, Constance had decided to take things into her own hands.

      Vincent claimed no knowledge of car tampering or his wife’s murder, and he vehemently denied having an affair with Constance.

      He was arrested anyway and questioned about his role in his latest wife’s murder. But his involvement had been circumstantial at best.

      Constance claimed he’d driven her in his four-wheeler to place the body at the bottom of the stairs. She claimed she couldn’t lift it on her own. But there was no proof he’d ever been there. She’d had access to the keys and to his garage. Her fingerprints were all over the vehicle, along with his. But then again, he owned the vehicle.

      Without evidence against him, Vincent walked.

      But the police kept the envelope I’d found.

      About a week later, Ellis knocked on the door to my kitchen, and I could tell from his somber expression the news wasn’t good.

      He escorted me out onto my back porch and over to the rail where the entire adventure had begun. “The envelope contained a blank receipt from a taxi company in St. Kitts, along with some sand Julia labeled. It seems she found them both in her husband’s old pants pocket. Vincent had claimed he’d never been to St. Kitts.”

      The receipt proved he’d lied.

      “Is it enough?” I asked.

      “That he took a trip? No,” Ellis said. “We called every investigator on the list. None had spoken to her yet. Julia may have been onto something more, but we’ll never know.”

      “He was probably going after the envelope on the night the alarm went off,” I said.

      “He was,” Ellis said, “according to Constance, at least. Julia was the first of the society ladies to actually use the alarm. Vincent locked the house up again and ran.”

      “He had a key?” I asked.

      “We found one in his house,” Ellis said. “He went back with Constance that night because she had the code.”

      “And the envelope.” Not that she’d given it to him. She had to have known in her heart he was up to no good.

      “He’ll slip up some time,” Ellis said. “When he does, we’ll get him.”

      Lucy came dashing around the apple tree and up onto the porch, like a skunky bolt of lightning.

      “What’s gotten into her?” Ellis asked, reaching down to pick her up.

      She pawed his arms, restless, as he stroked her on the back. “The grass is getting high back there. She must have run into Frankie.”

      “How’s he doing?” Ellis asked, smiling as Lucy snorted and buried her nose in the crook of his arm.

      “He’s still missing his leg,” I said, worried. “He’s not recovering like he should.”

      “He needs her,” Ellis said, looking at me as if he understood the feeling.

      “I want to try to get the word out about the true history of the house.” I had Melody checking local libraries, as well as the state archive for proof. “I also want to do what I can for those girls in the cemetery.” I’d told Ellis all about those lost, forgotten spirits. “But I don’t want to push it. At this rate, Frankie could disappear altogether.”

      “I don’t care,” he hollered from somewhere behind the apple tree.

      His hearing was uncanny.

      His power settled over me, which was infinitely disturbing considering I didn’t ask for it. I saw no horse races in the yard, no Sticky Pete, no wild parties.

      I gave Lucy one last stroke and then walked down by myself to talk to the gangster.

      “I don’t need your power right now.”

      Frankie leaned against the far side of the apple tree, his cheeks hollow, his leg missing up to his thigh, and his hat askew, exposing the round bullet hole in his forehead.

      He stared straight ahead. “I don’t care. Take it. But I’m not going back to that place.”

      “I have a feeling she’d be glad to see you,” I said. With Frankie, it was hard to tell. But Molly seemed to genuinely care for him. “It’s been an entire week.”

      “It’s over,” he vowed. “I don’t need the complication.”

      Yes, because Frankie was one to avoid trouble.

      I opened my mouth to tell him that when a faint jazz tune floated over the yard.

      Heaven, I’m in heaven.

      “That’s ‘Cheek to Cheek,’” I said.

      Frankie straightened his back. “That’s our song.”

      And my heart beats so that I can hardly speak.

      I clapped my hands together. “It’s coming from the front yard.”

      “Don’t you dare go out there,” he said, leaping to his feet.

      “What are you going to do, hide?” I asked. She was coming for him. I knew it. If he was breathing, I would have hugged him. “This is wonderful.”

      “I gotta get lost in the shed,” he muttered.

      “I’ll tell her you’re in there,” I vowed. “I’ll tell anyone who asks.”

      Frankie swallowed hard. He was actually scared. “So what, do I just go out there?”

      “Yeah,” I said, stepping out from behind the tree.

      Molly floated into the backyard, with a dandelion behind her ear, looking as sweet and vulnerable as a girl could.

      “This is your shot, Frankie,” I told him. But I shouldn’t have bothered. He’d already zipped past me and taken her into his arms.

      And then he kissed her.
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      So that’s how Frankie got his leg back,” I said to Ellis as we retreated toward the rose garden. As soon as he’d kissed her, he’d been made whole again.

      It was truly amazing.

      To Frankie’s credit, he hadn’t succumbed to any big public displays of affection. He’d simply lifted Molly into his arms like a bride on her wedding night and retired to the shed.

      And then he’d taken his power back, as if I’d wanted to see what came next.

      “You should rename it the love shack,” Ellis teased, placing a struggling Lucy down on the grass. She darted under the porch.

      “Frankie didn’t even bother opening the door,” I said. “He went straight through the wall.”

      “I know how he feels,” Ellis said, drawing me in for a kiss. “When you find the right girl, you don’t want to waste any time.”

      After a suitable interlude, we strolled past my Cadillac parked in its usual spot, and I couldn’t help but run a hand along the fresh paint job. Now that I’d found justice for Julia, I hadn’t felt bad about returning to the hidden drawer in the wardrobe and withdrawing the envelope she’d given me.

      It had contained several thousand dollars in cash, more money than I’d ever seen, up close, in my life. I made sure to honor her gift, and my work, by using it wisely.

      “The Cadillac looks great,” Ellis said, admiring the repaired door handle, the new paint job, and the complete interior detailing. “I can’t believe you kept it avocado green.”

      Truth be told, I couldn’t imagine it any other way. I’d retained the original velvet seats as well. They’d just been thoroughly cleaned and repaired. Same for the fabric on the roof.

      “New doesn’t necessarily mean better,” I mused. I had a lot of fond memories of this car. And now that the engine had been restored, it would serve me well for years to come. Unless Mother Mary decided to fiddle with it again.

      “Tell me you at least ordered power steering,” Ellis said, checking out the white trim on the new wheels.

      “Power steering is for sissies,” I teased. I had plenty of oomph to steer my car. Besides, I’d had other plans for the rest of the money.

      We walked out to the front yard, where I’d bought and planted four small rows of peach trees, sixteen saplings in all.

      It was a start.

      “I’d be glad to help next time,” Ellis said, taking my hand. “I wield a mean shovel.”

      “I appreciate the offer,” I said, giving his hand a squeeze, “but this was something I had to do on my own.” I had a picture in my mind of where each tree needed to be planted, where it should be.

      “Melody thinks I’m crazy, planting trees when I could be shopping for cute shoes or a kitchen table. But that’s just stuff. This is my heritage.” My land. The best way to honor my family’s history was to take care of what we had left.

      “Your grandmother would be proud,” Ellis said, wrapping an arm around me.

      She would be. And maybe even my great-grandmother, too—the notorious Ida Jane. With any luck, I’d meet her someday.

      Lucy darted out from the backyard, straight for the start of my peach orchard. She dashed in and out of the leafy young trees, like it was a grand adventure.

      I was just about to call her over when Frankie hit me with a tingling shot of power.

      Ellis jumped. “You feel that?” he asked as I nearly doubled over from the prickling energy racing over my skin and sinking deep into my body.

      “Frankie’s feeling better,” I managed, through gritted teeth. I’d made it clear I needed his power to see if I could do right by Mother Mary and her girls, but he could have warned me first.

      “Lucy sure hasn’t noticed him,” Ellis said, watching her roll in the grass.

      “Oh, I doubt he’s coming out of that shed anytime soon,” I said, recovering. “We’re on our own if we want to set this right.”

      “I’m game,” he said, digging for his keys, “but only if it involves an old madame, her brother the Father, a bodiless prostitute, and a creepy old cemetery.”

      “That and a ride in the new and improved land yacht,” I said, steering him back toward my car. “Oh, and Henrietta appears as more than her head now,” I added, by way of conversation. Not that he could see her, but I did want the good officer to have all the facts.

      

      The old Cadillac did me proud as we drove out past the start of the peach orchard and down the long driveway toward Rural Route 7.

      “Duranja and Marshall searched Constance’s house,” Ellis said. “They found the missing candlesticks. My mom identified them. Evidently, Mom keeps society records at her house as well. She showed photographic proof.”

      “Go Virginia.” I think. I still didn’t like the idea that she had so many files on so many things. Or how she’d gotten away with removing those files from the library.

      Shortly after Melody had reported the theft to her boss, Virginia had surprised the library director with a generous donation. Her transgression was forgiven, with the caveat that Melody or another librarian “personally assist” Virginia the next time she researched in the Sugarland Library.

      “I know you’re not a fan of my mom,” Ellis said, glancing at me, “but those records she kept on the society house proved your missing items, and prompted Constance to confess.” He shook his head. “Constance said she needed the candlesticks and the doorknobs to renovate her house—historic preservation and all.”

      “By dismantling history.”

      “She didn’t think anyone would notice.”

      “Julia did.”

      He nodded. “So she did.”

      “Did she say anything about the necklace?”

      “She found it in an old steamer trunk in the basement and figured it was meant to be hers.”

      “I don’t think Mother Mary Cooper would agree.” We’d place the necklace in the museum, with a special note describing its owner.

      We passed Southern Spirits and drove a ways more before turning left into Mother Mary’s place.

      Luxury cars crowded the parking lot. The flower bed had been repaired and replanted, and I spotted Virginia Wydell getting out of her cream-colored Cadillac. Naturally the only spot left in the lot was the one on her left. Ellis waved to her and a secret part of me hoped she’d snub us and walk inside.

      No such luck.

      She waited until I parked next to her and slipped out of the car.

      Ellis closed the passenger-side door. “Heck of a crowd you have today.”

      Virginia tucked her white clutch purse under her arm, her back ramrod straight under her tailored pink suit. “We’re electing a new president,” she announced. “It won’t be me,” she added, with a sharp glance in my direction.

      News of Constance’s actions on Virginia’s behalf had made it into the paper. It wasn’t my fault necessarily, but I suppose I had been the one to bring everything out into the open. “Did you see the article about Mother Mary’s bordello?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she seethed.

      “The truth will set you free,” I said. Perhaps now the society could change. According to Kelli, they’d received more than a dozen applications from young, unconnected women in town who were interested in preserving Sugarland history in its true form. This could be the start of something big.

      In any case, I’d decided to stay and lend a hand. It wasn’t Ellis’s grand coup, but it had the rumblings of a revolution.

      Virginia looked me up and down warily, as if she sensed it coming. “You did good by the way of Vincent,” she said, grudgingly.

      It hadn’t made a difference. “He’ll walk.”

      She nodded. “We’ll get him.” She looked to Ellis. “Men like that need to be stopped.”

      “My, my, my,” Kelli called, picking her way through the lot on heels so high they brought her closer to Jesus.

      The wrinkles around Virginia’s thin lips deepened as the young blonde inserted herself between us. “Verity Long, I’m so glad you’ve accepted a post on the museum reorganization committee. I can’t wait to see what you do to educate the schoolkids on the new house history.”

      “It’ll be G rated, I guarantee it.” We’d talk about strong women, and an especially brave one who decided to take on the world on her own terms.

      I glanced to Ellis, who grinned, and to his mother, who had gone a bit green.

      “Your grandma would be proud,” he said.

      I smiled. “I hope so.”

      After all, Grandma had been part of this group way back when, and she’d never backed down from a challenge.

      “I also have this for you,” I said, handing Virginia her key.

      “The meeting will be starting soon,” Virginia said, as if she wished she could lock me outside.

      “I’ll be there in a minute,” I promised. “I just have one thing to do first.”

      

      I left Ellis talking with his mother and walked around the side of the house. When I reached the backyard, I drew up short at what I saw.

      Bright summer flowers rested on pallets in and around the old graves. The underbrush had been swept away, replaced with fresh sod grass. Leaning tombstones now stood erect. Broken ones had been hauled off and replaced with crisp white crosses.

      “Who did all this?” I asked, marveling at the change.

      The ghosts no longer cowered in wisps around broken memorials. They’d begun to gather the courage to unfurl, to stand as survivors.

      “We do more than tea parties,” a crisp voice said behind me. I turned and found Kelli. “At least some of us do,” she said, navigating the backyard on her sky-high heels. How did she manage? “I wasn’t lying when I said I was glad you joined.”

      “So this was you.” I tried to picture the manicured socialite in gardening gloves, wielding a shovel.

      “My committee,” she said, “and yes, me too.” She smiled to herself. “I’m not all pearls and sass.” She grew serious. “That reporter, Ovis, he can be a blowhard, but his story about the forgotten girls made me want to do something.”

      Good. “I’d like to help.”

      She smiled at that. “Then you can be on my committee.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Believe me, you’re going to need allies. This group can be brutal.”

      “Then let’s make it better,” I said.

      She tilted her head, as if she was considering it. “We’ll just see.” She glanced at her watch. “Now come on. The meeting starts in five.”

      “You go on without me,” I told her. “I’ll be along.”

      I’d spotted Mother Mary gliding among the graves.

      I walked out to greet her and encountered Father Flagherty instead.

      He shimmered into being directly in front of me, wearing a long black cassock with lace at the collar, a black cowboy hat, and a smile. “You did good,” he told me.

      I glanced over his shoulder, to ghosts who shrank away from my gaze. “Are they going to be okay?”

      “They needed to be looked after by more than just me. I’ve been told,” he hedged, “I can be a bit judgmental.” He sniffed. “It’s not anything I meant to do. I want to change.”

      “You already have,” Mary called over her shoulder. “Knowledge is power.”

      “She’s appearing to everyone now,” he said, glancing back at her. “What did you say to my sister?”

      I wasn’t sure. “I think I just reminded her of who she was, who she’s always been.”

      “I’ve only ever wanted to help,” he said. “I sometimes forget I don’t have all the answers.”

      “I know the feeling.” I’d work on that as well.

      Mother Mary glided up next to us and placed a hand on her brother’s shoulder. “We’ll do it together. I shouldn’t have disappeared the way I did.”

      He placed his hand over hers. “I missed you. I think everyone did.”

      She smiled. “Thanks for noticing us, Verity. And for remembering.”

      “People care,” I promised her.

      They just needed to be reminded sometimes.

      

      I walked out to the front of the house and found Ellis next to his truck.

      “Are you hanging out here to pick up women?” I asked as the last of the socialites hurried past.

      “One girl in particular,” he drawled.

      “Your mother glad I’m here for good?”

      He chuckled. “She’s in there having a duck fit right now.”

      “Well, I don’t want to miss that,” I said, leaning in for a kiss. And then another. “Or maybe I do.”

      “You okay with scandalizing society by the flower bed?” he asked, drawing me in for a long lingering kiss.

      “I prefer the foyer,” I told him. “But this’ll do.”
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      I ran a brush through my hair and fastened a thin gold chain around my neck, keeping one ear peeled for a knock on the door downstairs. Ellis Wydell, my one and only, would be dropping by any minute to personally escort me to the soft opening of his new restaurant.

      It was a night for family and friends to see the place, try the menu, and celebrate. Ellis had turned the old Southern Spirits distillery into a fun, modern gathering place with old-world charm. He’d done it to honor his deceased uncle, who had been his original partner on the project, and he’d done it for the town, to restore an old building to its former glory. I was so stinking proud of him. I couldn’t wait to see it—even if my ex-fiancé would also be there, along with my almost-and-potentially-still-in-the-future-but-OMG-it’s-too-soon-to-go-there mother-in-law.

      I took a sip of wine that turned into a gulp. I mean, just because I’d come within a toad’s hair of marrying Ellis’s brother didn’t mean this had to be weird. My relationship with Ellis had nothing to do with the rest of his family. We cared for each other because we were right for each other. Ellis and I were happy together. Ecstatic.

      The fact that my wedding to Ellis’s brother would have taken place a year ago this very night was just an awkward, strange coincidence.

      It wasn’t like I hadn’t seen the rest of the family since knocking Beau into the cake and storming out of the reception.

      He’d had it coming.

      Beau had cornered my sister the night before the wedding and tried to kiss her. She’d fended him off and told me everything.

      Like any girl with a lick of sense, I went to Beau that night and told him I wouldn’t marry him. But he showed up at the church the next morning anyway. Beau wouldn’t rest until he’d humiliated me in front of everyone we knew. Then Virginia Wydell sued me for the cost of the lavish ceremony and reception, forcing me to sell almost everything I owned to pay her back.

      By the time the dust cleared, I realized I’d dodged a bullet. But Beau and his mother didn’t see it that way. As far as they were concerned, Beau was a catch and I should have been proud to march down that aisle and call myself Mrs. Beau Wydell.

      The ruined wedding had led to a frenzy in the Sugarland rumor mill that only got worse when I decided to become the local ghost hunter. It hadn’t helped that I’d taken on Ellis’s Southern Spirits property as my very first case—or that I’d started dating Beau’s black-sheep brother. But that was finally settling down. Now I just needed to blend in for the grand opening. The focus should be on Ellis and the restaurant. He certainly deserved it.

      I took a deep breath and applied pale pink lipstick with a bit of gloss on top. This was just one more speed bump on the road to happiness. I truly cared for Ellis and couldn’t be more excited to see his new place. Why, this very afternoon, he’d called to say that he’d made one final touch to the restaurant that would surprise even me.

      I fingered the tiny gold skunk pendant on my chain, a gift from Ellis. Time to go. I slipped out of the bathroom and bounded down the wide wooden staircase of my lovely ancestral home. Six generations of my family had lived and died here, and I would as well. I belonged here. I loved everything about the place.

      Except for the ghost of a 1930s gangster who waited for me just past the bottom stair. Frankie “The German” didn’t appear happy to see me, either. He planted a hand on the antique newel post and glared at me like I’d just stolen his last barrel of hooch.

      Well, I didn’t have time for his antics tonight.

      “Evening, killer,” I said, sidestepping around him.

      “Hold it right there.” The ghost formed again in the hallway directly in front of me, blocking my path to the kitchen.

      Frankie appeared in black and white, but I could see through him. Mostly. He wore a 1920s-style pin-striped suit coat with matching cuffed trousers and a fat tie. Oh, and he had a bullet hole in his forehead, courtesy of the last person he annoyed while alive.

      Sometimes, it wasn’t so hard to understand why it had happened.

      “My house, my hallway,” I said, pretending not to notice the way he loomed over me. He could take the angry specter act somewhere else. I’d been afraid of him at one time, but we’d pulled each other through enough harrowing and downright jaw-dropping adventures that I no longer startled at the appearance of the gangster hovering above my original red oak floors. “I have to make sure Lucy is settled in before I leave.”

      My pet skunk never minded when I had the occasional evening out. She liked to catch up on her sleep. But she did enjoy being cuddled before I left. And with Frankie floating around downstairs, she probably needed an extra snuggle or two. She might not have even eaten her dinner.

      Lucy wasn’t particularly fond of my resident ghost.

      Frankie allowed me to pass, but he wasn’t done. “Make it quick,” he said, straightening his tie. “I got a hot piece of business going.”

      “Please, not again.” The last time he’d seized a wild hair, I’d walked outside to find an entire ghostly racetrack in my backyard, complete with a bookie booth. “I don’t think I can take it.”

      “It ain’t for you,” he said, as if the idea were preposterous. “It’s a romantic gesture for Molly, and you’re about to blow it.”

      “Aww…” The frustration drained out of me. “How sweet.” Frankie had opened his heart a bit since he’d met his girl. Molly was a cute, Victorian-era ghost he’d fallen for during our last adventure. Sure, it had only been a few short weeks since they’d gotten together, but their budding romance appeared promising all the same. “Is she here? I’d love to say hi.” Only I couldn’t without his help.

      Frankie had to lend me his power if I wanted to see any other ghosts besides him. He wasn’t particularly fond of doing it since the drain on his energy made parts of him disappear. In fact, I had found myself bribing him on more than one occasion when I needed to get in touch with our town’s spiritual side.

      The ghost stopped in front of the hallway mirror, and I couldn’t help but notice how he cast no reflection. He checked his watch while I took the opportunity to fluff my hair. “Molly will be here any minute and, no, you can’t see her.” He ran a finger under his collar and yanked, as if it were too tight all of a sudden. “You’ll start telling her stories again.”

      I dropped my hands to my sides. “Oh, come on. The one about you and the urn is a classic.”

      Frankie and I had met after I’d done a bit of housecleaning. The ugly old vase I’d found in the attic had needed more than the quick and dirty cleaning I’d given it with my garden hose, but I’d done my best. While I was at it, I’d dumped out the loose dirt inside and rinsed it into the roots of my favorite rosebush, thinking I’d replace it with some fresh water and a nice, fat rose.

      Only it wasn’t a vase; it was an urn, and by rinsing Frankie’s earthly remains so completely into my garden dirt, I’d bound him to my property.

      I’d been as unnerved as he was.

      Our only saving grace was that I hadn’t done a bang-up cleaning job. A smidge of Frankie’s ashes remained inside the urn. That meant I could take him places with me, as long as I didn’t mind being the girl with an urn in her purse.

      And I did take him places. Just this morning, we’d gone to the library.

      It was the least I could do considering the circumstances.

      He rolled his eyes, and I took advantage of his distraction to scoot past him.

      “I should tell her about the time you got spooked in a haunted house,” I told him.

      “Hey, I told you Rock Fall mansion wasn’t your typical haunted house,” he protested, and I swore I saw his cheeks flush. Poor gangster. “I don’t deal in Egyptian curses,” he insisted.

      That case had actually turned out well, although I didn’t think Frankie would appreciate the reminder.

      “I’ll be out of your way in a sec,” I promised, finding my pet skunk next to the kitchen island. She’d emptied her food bowl and had somehow decided that it would make a good bed. She snuggled with her back legs and furry little rear inside, the rest of her hanging out, which didn’t seem to bother her in the slightest. She lifted her head and curled her tail out when she saw me.

      “Did you get enough dinner?” I asked, reaching down to scratch her between the ears.

      Only she spotted Frankie first and took off like a shot for the parlor.

      “Darn it,” I said, watching her go.

      “Good. She was sitting on a clue.”

      “Frankie.” I turned to find him behind me, holding a small white basket with a handle. I couldn’t have been more shocked if he’d been holding a kitten. “Classy,” I managed.

      He let the basket disintegrate into thin air and pointed a finger at me. “This is none of your business. You’re supposed to be gone.”

      “It’s my house,” I told him. “I didn’t know you’d be playing Romeo tonight.” I’d have made kissy noises if I didn’t think it would make him bolt.

      He smacked a hand against his forehead. “I should have just stuck to my place. But Molly said she wanted to go somewhere new.”

      Ellis had installed a utility shed out by the pond that was all Frankie’s. His private retreat, if you like. I could understand the appeal of going out.

      “You should definitely put forth the effort,” I agreed. “Even small romantic gestures can mean a lot to a girl.” Then it hit me. “You should make her a mixed CD.” Did people do that anymore? “Maybe a mixed digital playlist.”

      His jaw slacked. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, and I most definitely don’t need your help romancing a girl.”

      The kicker was, he might. Before Molly, I was willing to bet Frankie hadn’t had a serious date in almost a century. That basket certainly didn’t look like him. And even though I was no expert in the ways of love, I was a girl and I knew what girls liked. “Show me what you’re doing for her tonight,” I pressed. “Just one peek and, after that, I’ll wait outside,” I promised. “I’ll even take Lucy.”

      She’d be happier out on her patio pillow, anyway.

      The ghost groaned and then hit me with his power.

      I gasped. Not because it hurt, but because I hadn’t expected him to do it. Perhaps some part of Frankie really did want my help.

      His energy settled over me with a heavy, prickling feeling that reached down to my bones. In a million years, I didn’t think I’d ever get used to it. Moments later, my senses opened and I could see the other side.

      My dated kitchen appeared much the same as it always did, with pale yellow walls and an oak-topped island. Frankie’s urn sat next to a cookbook I’d borrowed from the library. The avocado green wall phone stood waiting by the laundry room, its perpetually tangled cord trailing down to the floor. I had no kitchen table, no real appliances. I was still recovering from my brush with financial doom, courtesy of my once-soon-to-be mother-in-law.

      I had to find an easier way to say that.

      Ghostly rose petals shimmered into focus, leading from my back door through my kitchen. They branched off at Lucy’s bowl, and a folded note rested underneath it.

      “Is this one of your clues?” I asked, taking a closer look. I accidentally brushed the edge of the ghostly note. It felt cold, with a wetness that seeped into my skin.

      “Stop right there!” Frankie made a motion to block me, but he knew as well as I did that any touch between a ghost and a living person gave both parties quite a shock.

      “It’s private,” he insisted, “a scavenger hunt. She likes games. And I’m not finished. I still have to dim the lights, write a poem, and light twelve dozen mini votive candles around your tub.”

      Lordy. “You’re borrowing my grandmother’s antique claw-foot tub?” I asked. “The one I bathe in every day?”

      He shot me a cat-ate-the-canary grin that faded as soon as a knock sounded at the back door. “Oh no. She’s early.”

      Perhaps that was a good thing. That way, he didn’t have time to unleash a swarm of monarch butterflies or hire a classical music quartet. And I still wasn’t keen on having him in my tub—ghost or not.

      I opened the door, and instead of Molly, I found my handsome boyfriend, Ellis. He wore a white button-down shirt with jeans, along with a smile that showed off the dimple in his chin.

      “How did I get so lucky?” I wondered aloud, much to his delight.

      Molly hovered right behind him, her dark hair done in a pretty updo, her black dress hugging her corseted curves.

      “I’m not ready yet,” Frankie protested, like Romeo’s caustic country cousin.

      I slipped outside and closed the door. “You look gorgeous,” whispered my broad-shouldered date as he leaned down to kiss me on the cheek.

      Behind him, Molly gave a heartfelt sigh.

      I took Ellis’s hands in mine. “Molly’s right behind you.”

      “Well, hello,” he said, turning, as if he could see her. He’d never have that power, at least I didn’t think he would. But it didn’t stop him from acknowledging her.

      She batted her lashes. “Always a pleasure,” she said, with a lilting twang. Molly hadn’t gotten out much before she’d met Frankie, and even the simplest social gestures seemed to delight her.

      “We’re going to Ellis’s new restaurant,” I explained. “I’m so proud of him,” I added, squeezing his hand. “Southern Spirits is amazing.”

      He grinned, and I could still see the slight scar under his eye from when he’d saved me from a killer. If anything, it made him even sexier. “Molly and Frankie are invited too, of course,” he said.

      A crash sounded from my kitchen.

      “Truly?” Molly clapped her hands together. “That’s where Frankie’s gang hides out. I’ve been wanting to go.”

      “It’s a little dark where they are,” I hedged. Not to mention frightening. Dozens of the South Town Boys had been gunned down in an illegal speakeasy built into the caves underneath the property. They’d tried to shoot me the last time I’d ventured into the ruins of the club hidden below Southern Spirits. It had been six kinds of scary because when I was tuned in to the ghostly side, their bullets could actually kill me.

      It was definitely no place for a lady.

      Much better for her to stay behind and enjoy the surprise her gangster boyfriend was cooking up for her. I cracked the door. “Frankie…”

      “I want to go see Southern Spirits,” Molly finished for me.

      The ghost appeared at my door, his tie askew and a box of matches in his hand. “No,” he said to his girlfriend. Then he turned to me. “Go get Suds,” he hissed. “The doves escaped, there’s chocolate sauce all over the floor, and I’m out of matches!”

      “Er, Verity,” Ellis hedged, checking his watch. “Are you ready? At this rate, I’m going to be late to my own party.”

      “One second,” I told him.

      We couldn’t leave Molly standing out on the porch while her out-of-his-mind boyfriend chased down chocolate-covered birds and tried to set fire to however many candles he had scattered all over my house.

      He was lucky I liked his girlfriend. And that the mess was his to clean up on the ghostly plane. Otherwise I would have been a lot more upset about what he was doing to my ancestral home.

      I pasted on a smile. “Let her inside the house,” I said through gritted teeth. “Ellis and I have to go.”

      “Why don’t you want me to meet your friends?” she countered. “Suds likes me.”

      Frankie dug a finger under his collar. “Suds ain’t like the rest of my friends.”

      That was true. Suds hadn’t even known he was dead until Frankie and I unearthed him in the tunnel underneath the First Bank of Sugarland. Once Suds had gotten over the shock, he’d been as good an ally as I’d get on the other side.

      Molly’s face fell. “Are you ashamed of me?” she asked Frankie.

      “Don’t be crazy,” he said, flinging a hand out, chilling my arm when it whooshed past. “I’m ashamed of them.”

      “We really have to go,” I said, taking Ellis’s arm.

      “We do,” Molly agreed, holding her ground.

      I heard a chorus of squawks from inside my house and a bone-rattling crash.

      Frankie shot a wide-eyed look at me. “Do doves and swans get along?”

      “I’m getting your urn,” I said, ducking past him. “You’re coming with us.”

      “I’ve got it under control,” he insisted, watching me pluck his final resting place from my kitchen island.

      “We’ll leave your troubles behind,” I promised. He’d see. I deposited the small brass urn into my shoulder bag.

      “That’s not how it works.” He followed me out onto the porch as I locked the door behind us. “It never works out that way.”
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