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Chapter One







“But I don’t want to go! It’s dark outside, and scary. Why can’t we wait until daylight?”

Taylor Beaumont looked back and wished for the hundredth time that day that the ghost had a corporeal body that could be handcuffed and dragged to their appointment. Helena Henry made even the most pleasant of errands difficult and potentially illegal, but when she was directly opposed to something, it was all over but the crying. And drinking. Helena did tend to drive one to a hot bath and cold bottle.

“You sound like the Winstons’ cat when it’s in heat,” Taylor said. “I’m not discussing this with you again. This was the only time I could get an appointment and we’re parked barely a half block away. You need answers about your place here on earth, and I don’t have them. This psychic is supposed to be the real deal. She might be able to give us those answers.”

And if there is a God, the poor woman won’t be able to see you.

If hearing Helena was akin to traversing the fifth level of hell, seeing her was a place in hell that Taylor hadn’t even heard of. The ghost managed to choose a completely inappropriate wardrobe for both her age and her size, and then mangled her poor choices into an ensemble that would probably make the pope decree the end was nigh.

Her current “artistic expression” was dedicated to the upcoming Christmas holiday, and it was a doozy. Her feet sported green elf boots complete with bells and red trimming. And that was the best part of the entire outfit. After that, things went seriously downhill. Her legs were clad in green leggings that matched the boots. The leggings might not have been the horror they were if Helena had elected to wear a top that covered the worst of her offending areas. Instead, the ghost had fabricated a top from red tinsel, complete with silver balls hanging from the end of her tinsel-wrapped boobs. On top of her head perched a Star of David tree topper because, as Helena said, she didn’t want to leave others out of the celebration. 

Taylor was fairly certain that anyone who could see Helena would beg to be excluded from whatever the hell she had going on.

“What if she casts a spell on me?” Helena asked as she jangled up the sidewalk behind Taylor.

“If she casts a good wardrobe taste spell on you, I’ll pay her extra.”

“Rude.” Helena glared. “Like you’re a fashion plate. If I had your body, there would be no limit to what I would wear.”

Taylor cringed. “You mean you’re limiting yourself now?”

“Seriously,” Helena said. “What if she puts me in a bottle or something?”

“You’re not a genie. No one is putting you in a bottle or casting a spell. You’re dead. What in the world could she do to hurt you?”

“Maybe she’ll send me back,” Helena said quietly.

Taylor stopped walking and stared. “You have got to be the only person in the known universe who doesn’t want to be in heaven.”

“I want to be in heaven…just not now. I have a grandbaby. And friends. Sort of. Sometimes it seems like everything good happened to me after I died.”

Taylor sighed. “I get it, okay? But I promise you we’re only going to talk to her. No one has any plans to do anything to you.”

“What if she weirds out or something?”

“Then you pop out the wall and run away.”

“What about you?”

“I have a gun.”

“You could have told me you had an exit plan.”

A multitude of thoughts went through Taylor’s mind, but she didn’t bother to verbalize them. Helena seemed immune to both subtle and direct communication. “Here’s the place,” she said and pointed to a shop door.

The building was in the French Quarter and had that slightly run-down look that a lot of the historical buildings did. The steps leading up to the entry were crooked, and when Taylor entered, she found the floors slanted as well. The shop was tiny and had dim light, and every shelf was crammed with merchandise—candles, jewelry, incense, and other spiritual items for the many belief systems in New Orleans.

A young woman with a blond-and-purple bob stood at a counter at the back of the store, opening a cardboard box. She barely glanced at them when they walked inside, but Taylor headed straight toward her. She was, after all, the only person in the store.

“She looks weird,” Helena said.

Taylor raised one eyebrow and stared at the ghost. “She looks weird?”

“Whatever. Let’s get this over with.”

Taylor continued to the counter and Purple Hair looked up from a box of gris-gris and gave her a bored look. “I have an appointment with Madame Serafine,” Taylor said.

Purple stuck her hand out. “Fifty dollars.”

“Miss Personality,” Helena muttered as she moved over to the side of Taylor at the counter. 

Taylor handed her a credit card and the girl sighed as she swiped it through the machine. She silently handed Taylor the receipt to sign, then pointed to a curtain behind the desk. “Back there.”

Taylor slipped her receipt copy in her pocket and headed past the counter and through the curtain, glancing back to make sure Helena was still following. The ghost looked unhappy and slightly fearful, but she was still shuffling her elf feet to the back of the store.

The back room was even darker than the front, a single candle flickering on a table in the corner of the room. An older woman with pale skin and dark hair with silver streaks sat on a chair on the opposite side of a small table. The table held a stack of tarot cards, dice, and of all things, a crystal ball.

“I thought that crystal ball stuff was BS,” Helena whispered.

“Madame Serafine?” Taylor asked.

The woman nodded and motioned for Taylor to sit. She slipped into the chair across from the psychic. 

“Sure, make me stand like cattle or something,” Helena griped. 

Serafine studied Taylor for so long that she started to feel uncomfortable. Finally, she spoke. “You’re not here for a reading.”

“How did you—never mind.”

The psychic smiled. “Something unworldly troubles you. Tell me.”

Taylor took a deep breath and tried to explain about Helena, her death, rising from the dead, ascending to heaven, then subsequent return to earth. Serafine leaned forward, her gaze locked on Taylor the entire time. When Taylor finished, the psychic leaned back. 

“What you have described is both interesting and disturbing,” Serafine said. “You say this ghost appears to people when their lives are in danger? But yet you can see her and don’t seem worried about your future.”

“I see far more ghosts than Helena,” Taylor explained. “I was born with a caul.”

The psychic’s eyes widened. “I sensed great power in you when you entered the room. That explains much. So what can I help you with?”

“Well, I’m not sure. I mean, I guess I was hoping that you’d know something about why Helena could return here, and what gives her the ability to pick up things and eat and periodically gain mass.”

“I wish I did,” Serafine said, “but those things are as mysterious to me as they are to you. In all my time circulating among my spiritual peers, I have never heard of such.”

A wave of disappointment washed over Taylor. Sure, it had been a long shot, and a shortcut to doing her own research, but she’d still held out a little hope that someone had answers. “What about a reading? Can you do a reading on Helena?”

Serafine’s eye twitched. “She’s here now?”

“Yes, she’s standing to my right.”

The psychic cast an apprehensive glance at Taylor’s side. “I…well, I suppose a palm reading is out of the question, but I could try the cards.” She reached for the cards and shuffled them. “If you could indicate where Helena is?”

Taylor pointed to her right where the ghost stood, still pouting.

Serafine nodded and turned over the first card. “Death.”

“Hell, I already know that,” Helena said.

The psychic shrugged. “I suppose that makes sense.” She turned over the next card. “The wheel of fortune. Since ordinary human problems don’t apply to Helena’s situation, I’m going to take the spiritual slant on the reading. From a spiritual standpoint, the wheel of fortune asks you to make a contribution and take responsibility for things happening in your life…or, er, death.”

“I’m responsible,” Helena said.

“You’re as responsible as a toddler,” Taylor shot back.

“She’s talking?” Serafine asked, looking more uncomfortable than Taylor figured a psychic should. Likely, Serafine thought Taylor was a nut and thought humoring her was the quickest was to get rid of her.

“Unless she’s sleeping or eating, she’s talking,” Taylor said.

“Hmm.” Serafine turned over the next card. “Justice reversed. Something is happening or about to happen in your life that you feel is unfair.”

“Everything in my life is unfair,” Helena said. “I get no respect alive or dead.”

“You get what you ask for,” Taylor mumbled.

Serafine glanced at where Helena stood, then back at Taylor. “The next card is the devil reversed. This indicates that things are not always as they seem. You should look beyond surface appearances for the truth.” She looked at the cards and shook her head. “I have to tell you that if I’d drawn these cards for a living person, I would have warned them that a great trial was coming. The fact that Helena is already deceased leaves me uncertain if the reading applies to the present or the past. I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help.”

Taylor cocked her head to the side and looked at the psychic. “You don’t believe a word I said, do you?”

“What? No, of course I believe you.”

Taylor looked over at Helena. “Pick something up.”

Helena rolled her eyes. “What am I now, a performing pony?” She reached out and lifted the crystal ball from the table.

“Oh!” Serafine jumped up from the table, the blood rushing from her face. “Is she wearing green tights and red tinsel?”

Taylor nodded.

“I see her,” Serafine whispered.

A wave of panic rushed through Taylor. Only a certain type of person saw Helena—usually the type marked for death. “Okay, don’t panic.”

“I’m trying not to, but if everything you said was true, I have the right to panic.”

“Yes, of course,” Taylor said, “but what I didn’t say is that every person who saw Helena lived to tell about it. So maybe consider it a warning, like the cards. Be more careful than usual.”

Serafine relaxed a bit and she nodded. “You’re right, of course. Signs are things to be incorporated into our decisions, and that goes double for warnings of danger. I will take your advice and be very watchful in the coming days.”

Taylor handed Serafine her card. “If you run into trouble and need help, give me a call. I specialize in strange, so nothing you tell me will faze me.”

“I can see that.”

Taylor looked over at Helena. “Put that down before you drop it.”

The ghost, who’d been making faces at the crystal ball, jerked upright, and the ball rolled off her palm. Helena scrambled to grab the falling object and went solid as she crashed into the table and broke it in two. Taylor grabbed the ball from her hand as she flopped around under the tablecloth, and handed it to Serafine. 

“I’m so sorry,” Taylor began.

Serafine waved a hand in dismissal. “It’s all right.”

Helena gave one final flop and flung the tablecloth off, sending it across the room and right on top of the candle. The tablecloth burst into flames. 

“Fire!” Helena yelled. “We’re all going to die.” She jumped up from the floor and bolted out of the room through the wall, leaving a trail of tinsel in her wake. Taylor didn’t even want to think about the parts of the ghost that were now exposed. 

Serafine was stock-still, clearly panicked, so Taylor yanked the burning tablecloth onto the floor and stomped on it until the flames were gone. Thank God she’d worn her hiking boots. She looked over at the psychic, who stood silently clutching the ball.

“I’ll just…we’ll go ahead and leave,” Taylor said and hurried out of the room, her face burning with the flush she knew was there.

Two young ladies stood next to the counter as she exited the back room. She barely glanced at them and gave Purple Hair a nod before rushing to the front door. 

“Next!” Helena yelled.








Chapter Two







“I smell smoke,” Rose Gardner told her best friend as they walked through the front door of a small shop in the French Quarter. The place was cluttered with candles and knickknacks one would expect to find in the shop belonging to a psychic. While Rose was highly skeptical, her best friend, Neely Kate, was sure to appreciate the ambiance. 

“That’s incense. It’s just part of the psychic experience, Rose,” Neely Kate said in a good-natured tone, tossing her long blond curls over her shoulder. Despite being well aware that Rose thought the trip was a waste of time, Neely Kate’s enthusiasm hadn’t been squelched. “I know I have a special paranormal gift. I just need someone who can see across the veil to help point me in the right direction to find it.”

Rose sighed, unsure why her friend was so desperate for a supernatural gift when she’d seen firsthand the trouble Rose’s had caused. “Neely Kate, you’re wonderful just the way you are. Trust me. Leave it at that.” She stopped in front of the counter, expecting the clerk with purple hair to look up from the cloth bags she was so intent on opening and closing, but she ignored them. 

“I have an appointment with destiny,” Neely Kate said breathlessly, her cheeks tinged pink with excitement. 

Rose leaned forward, lowering her voice. “We have an appointment with Madame Serafine. We know we’re early, but my friend didn’t want to wait.”

The girl looked at her ledger. “Neely Kate Colson?” she asked in a bored tone.

“That’s me!” 

The girl stuck out her hand, still not looking up at the girls. “That’ll be fifty dollars.”

Neely Kate gave her the cash she already in her hand when they heard a loud crash and raised voices behind the curtain that covered the doorway.

“Is everything okay back there?” Rose asked. 

The purple-haired girl shrugged, continuing her task with the bags.

“I love your hair,” Neely Kate gushed. “I’ve been thinking about dyeing my own hair a fun color.”

Rose’s gaze jerked up to Neely Kate. “Don’t you dare. Ronnie would have a fit.”

“Ronnie wouldn’t even notice.”

Rose shook her head dismissively. “If you believe that, then we need to ask the psychic where we can find your ever-lovin’ mind, because that man has nothing but eyes for you.”

Neely Kate’s own blue eyes sparkled with happiness. But then, being a newlywed and pregnant with her first baby had made Neely Kate the happiest person Rose knew.

“Now I really do smell smoke,” Rose said, trying to peer through the crack in the curtain. 

Seconds later, a young woman with a long black ponytail ran through the curtain, giving a nod before she rushed for the front door. 

Neely Kate’s head swiveled around as if searching for something. “Who said ‘next’?”

Rose knew the woman hurrying past her hadn’t said a word, and the purple-headed woman was too busy ignoring them. “I think you’re hearing things.” 

Neely Kate put her hands on her hips. “No, I’m sure I heard an elderly woman’s voice, and there were a lot of jingling bells.”

Rose’s eyes widened in concern. “Something must have got shook loose in your head when Tabitha knocked you to the ground last week. Maybe we should call your doctor.”

A woman appeared between the crack in the curtains. She looked exactly as Rose expected from a psychic—dark hair with silver streaks and unusually pale skin that made her look like a vampire. But it was the crystal ball she held in her hands that added to the effect. 

Neely Kate shivered, trying to contain her obvious excitement, and the clerk rolled her eyes. 

The older woman cleared her throat. “Are you my seven o’clock reading?”

Neely Kate rushed around the corner of the counter and extended her right hand. “You must be Madame Serafine. I’m Neely Kate Colson, but then you probably already knew that since you’re a psychic and all.” When the woman didn’t take her hand, Neely Kate lowered hers, undeterred. “I have so much to ask you.”

“You’re welcome to come back, but there’s been a…mishap.” She glanced up at the girl at the counter. “Gina, can you help clean up the mess in the back?”

“Not right now. I’m sorting through the new inventory.”

The way the psychic’s brow lowered made it look as though she wanted to reprimand her employee, but decided it was a waste of time. She rolled her shoulders in defeat and turned around, disappearing behind the curtain. 

Rose and Neely Kate glanced at each other before Neely Kate followed. They walked through the curtain and stopped when they entered the room. A table in the center of the room was split in the middle and folded inward. A pile of ashes that looked like pieces of fabric covered a small section of the floor. Tarot cards were scattered everywhere. When Serafine said there was a mess in the back, she wasn’t kidding.

“What happened here?” Neely Kate asked. 

“Don’t ask,” Serafine grumbled as she pulled a chair free from the rubble and sat down. Neely Kate did the same and set her chair in front of the elderly woman. Rose stood to the side of Neely Kate, taking in the skulls sitting on shelves on the walls. One thing was for certain: Serafine’s decor added to the overall experience.

“What answers are you seeking today?”

“I want to know if I have any supernatural gifts. My best friend, Rose, has visions of the future, and I know that I must have a gift, too.”

“Hmm…I’m not sure if I can see that.”

Neely Kate pouted in disappointment. “Can’t you at least try?”

The woman shrugged. “My best chance was with the tarot cards…” She glanced at the blackened cards on the floor. “I can read your palm and see if I can find your answers there.”

Neely Kate held out her hand, flipping it palm side up. “Okay.”

The psychic held Neely Kate’s hand in hers, her index finger trailing across the etched lines. “You have a very strong lifeline, which means you have good health.”

“That’s true,” Neely Kate murmured. “I’ve been in excellent health.”

“What are you talking about?” Rose asked, her thinly veiled skepticism breaking loose. “You were sicker than a dog for the last month and a half.”

The blonde shot her friend a glare. “I wasn’t sick. That was morning sickness. From the baby.”

“It’s not called sickness for nothin’, Neely Kate.”

The psychic stopped tracing and looked up at Rose with narrowed eyes. “Your negativity is affecting the reading.”

Rose wanted to point out that the lines on Neely Kate’s hand would be there no matter Rose’s attitude, but she bit her tongue and offered an apologetic smile. Neely Kate really wanted to see the psychic, and Rose was determined to make sure her friend was happy. Even if Rose thought the woman was full of poppycock.

“I see trouble in your future, and sorrow.”

Neely Kate’s back stiffened, and Rose put a hand on her shoulder.

“You will overcome an obstacle but face another in its place.”

“What does that mean?” Neely Kate asked in a trembling voice. “Is it about the baby?”

Rose’s stomach twisted into a knot. Neely Kate’s grandmother claimed to be able to read tea leaves, and although she got most predictions wrong, she had told Neely Kate on multiple occasions that she would lose her baby, and her friend was anxious.

The psychic moved to another part of Neely Kate’s palm. “Your marriage line is strong but the lines for children are unusual…”

Rose stiffened as the edges of the room grew dark, and she felt the familiar tingle in her head, announcing an oncoming vision. They were always unwelcome and mostly inconvenient, but she’d learned long ago that fighting them was pointless. She always saw them from the eyes of someone close to her, and while they were sometimes embarrassing, she had no choice but to let the visions happen and deal with the consequences later. 

The room faded and she was at a door, turning a lock. The gnarled fingers told Rose the vision was through Serafine’s eyes. Something jabbed into her back.

“We need to go back inside,” a man with a deep, menacing voice said, pushing the pointed object hard into her coat.

“I don’t have anything you want,” the psychic said, her heart racing. “My employee already made the night deposit.”

“It’s not your money that I want.”

The vision gave way to the dark room and Rose blurted out, “You’re going to get held up.”

The psychic looked up from Neely Kate’s palm, her eyes wide. “What?”

Rose grimaced. She always blurted out what she saw, an annoying tic that got her into more trouble than she could shake a stick at. People never believed her, but the woman claimed to be psychic, even if Rose had her doubts. Maybe she’d be more open to the idea. “I see visions.”

Serafine’s jaw drooped.

“And I just saw a vision of you being held up by a man with a gun.”

The psychic stood up and glanced at the collapsed table, then back at Rose. “Get out.”

Neely Kate bolted out of her chair. “What?”

“Get. Out.” The woman pushed Neely Kate toward the door while Rose backed up to stay out of her path.

“But you haven’t finished my reading!” Neely Kate protested. 

“I’ve had enough weirdness for one night! First a ghost! Now visions!” Serafine pushed them through the curtains and turned to the clerk. “Gina, I’m closing up early. Go home.”

Gina looked up in a panic, more emotion than Rose thought her capable of showing. “But I’m not done counting the gris-gris bags.”

“I don’t care!” Serafine shouted. She snatched one out of the clerk’s hand and shoved it at Neely Kate. “Here, take this. On the house. It will offer you protection and it’s obvious you’re going to need it.” Then she pushed them outside and locked the front door.

“But you didn’t finish my reading!” Neely Kate shouted. 

Serafine flipped the Open sign to Closed.

“Open the door!” The blond woman pounded on the glass with her palm. “You didn’t finish! You ripped me off!”

Rose grabbed her arm. “Neely Kate, she’s not going to change her mind. Let’s just go.”

Neely Kate turned to her, her eyes wild like a rabid dog trapped in a corner. “This isn’t right!” she shouted, pointing to the door. “She took my money and stopped while telling me about my children! And I won’t even get into the fact that she didn’t tell me about my supernatural gift!”

People on the street were openly staring, including the shopkeeper next door. Rose was surprised they’d noticed, given all the other strange activities she’d already seen in the few hours they’d been in the French Quarter since arriving in New Orleans earlier that afternoon. “I know, honey, and I’m sorry. We’ll find another psychic tomorrow. I promise. She’ll be even better.”

Her friend crossed her arms. 

“I’m sorry I had a vision and ruined everything.”

Neely Kate’s face softened. “It’s not your fault, Rose.”

“I know, but I still ruined it for you. Not to mention I think someone’s gonna rob Serafine and she won’t listen to my warning.”

Neely Kate’s mouth pursed in irritation. “Well, serves her right, then. Let’s go.”

She let Rose drag her back to the hotel, and while her anger had faded during the five-block walk, it still simmered beneath the surface. When Rose shut the door behind them, Neely Kate pulled out her phone. “That woman ripped me off and I’m not going to stand for it.”

“What are you doing?” Rose asked as she pulled up a number on her phone.

Neely Kate’s gaze jerked up, putting her hand on her hip with an indignant glare. “I’m getting justice, that’s what I’m doing.” She held the phone up to her ear and was silent for a long moment, then she broke loose. “Madame Serafine, you stole my money! I don’t know how you do things here in the fancy city, but in Henryetta, Arkansas, that makes you a crook. We don’t stand for that nonsense and know how to take care of people like you. I’m staying at the Bourbon Orleans Hotel and I’m giving you until tomorrow morning to do the right thing and pay me back. Leave my money at the front desk or I’ll be forced to do something neither one of us wants.” She hung up, blowing a long breath out of her mouth.

Rose unsuccessfully tried to hide her amused smirk. Neely Kate usually settled down once she got something off her chest, but was fun to watch while she was spewing. “Do you feel better now?”

“No…I don’t know.” 

“Well, I know what will make you feel better. Room service.”

A grin spread across Neely Kate’s face. “I’ve never had room service before.”

“Me neither, but Mason insisted we order it while we’re here.”

Neely Kate flopped down on the bed. “Did I ever mention how much I like your boyfriend?”

Rose blushed, thinking about the send-off Mason gave her that morning. “I’m kind of fond of him myself.”

“Did you ever figure out what he’s doing in Little Rock?”

Rose’s smile faded. “No, but I’m smart enough to know that this trip for you and me wasn’t just an early Christmas present. He wanted me out of Henryetta while he’s up in Little Rock doin’ whatever he’s doing. The fact that he didn’t want me to tell anyone, even my own sister, is pretty suspicious.”

“We’ll figure it out. We’ve figured out two mysteries in Fenton County in less than a month. We’re on a roll… We should start our own detective agency.” She picked up the room service menu. “Ronnie Junior is starving. Let’s order.”

The two women ordered jambalaya and crawfish étouffée with an order of beignets on the side. They were exhausted from their day, so they called it an early night. Rose called Mason while Neely Kate slept in the other bed. He still refused to tell her what he was doing, stating that it was official business relating to his assistant district attorney position in Fenton County, but Rose suspected otherwise. 

When Rose woke the next morning, she blinked in confusion. She wasn’t in her own room, and she heard loud banging on the door. 

“Open up!” a man shouted. 

Neely Kate sat upright. “Who’s that? Did Mason’s credit card not work?”

“There’s nothing wrong with Mason’s card,” Rose mumbled, climbing out of bed and padding to the door. “I’m sure it’s a misunderstanding.”

She peered through the peephole, and a man in a shirt and tie with a tan jacket stood on the other side. 

He pounded again, his face contorting with impatience. 

“Who is it?” Rose shouted through the door. 

He held up his wallet, flashing a badge. “Detective Savoy, open up.”

Rose’s hand flew to her chest, and she fumbled with the lock before opening the door. 

Neely Kate stood behind her, grabbing Rose’s arm.

The detective eyed both women, stuffing his wallet back into his pants pocket. “Ms. Colson?” he asked drily. 

“That’s me,” Neely Kate squeaked, trying to peek around her. 

“I need you to get dressed and come down to the station for questioning.”

Rose stepped in front of her friend, shielding her from the detective. “What on earth for?”

“The murder of Serafine Saint Cerano.”

Rose cringed. Oh, crappy doodles.








Chapter Three







A New Orleans detective pounding on your door first thing in the morning was never a good thing. It was even worse when you hadn’t actually gone to bed until an hour before the excessive knocking. Taylor had barely gotten the door and her eyes open before the dour-looking middle-aged man flashed his badge and told her he was taking her downtown for a talk.

Her first thought was that Helena had done something illegal that had led back to Taylor, but when Detective Savoy spit out “murder” her eyes popped open. When he added “Serafine Saint Cerano” to the statement, her pulse shot into aerobic zone. Death hadn’t even entered her realm of possibilities.

Taylor requested some time to put on street clothes and invited Detective Savoy in to wait. Helena was standing in her bedroom, her eyes wide. “Did he say that psychic woman was murdered?” she asked.

Taylor nodded. 

“Why does he want to question you?”

“Probably because I was one of the last people who saw her alive,” Taylor whispered as she pulled on jeans and a shirt. “Our appointment was close to closing, remember?”

“But you didn’t kill anyone.”

“I know that, but I don’t think the detective is going to take my word for it and let me go back to bed.” She tugged on her tennis shoes and laced them up. 

“I’m going with you.”

“Damn straight you are. I want to know what the detective says when I’m not around.”

“I’ll need to change clothes.”

Taylor started to protest that no one else could see her, but that argument fell on deaf ears every time. Besides, the Grinch pajamas the ghost currently sported were meant for a far younger, thinner person. She looked up from tying her shoes and saw Helena’s newest creation. She’d ditched the tinsel and was now dressed like the original Sherlock Holmes, complete with long coat, hat, pipe, and magnifying glass. Except Helena had kept her nod to the holidays and the entire outfit was red and green. It was beyond garish, but as it was also the most coverage Taylor had ever seen on the ghost, she simply gave an internal sigh of relief.

“Let’s get this over with,” she said and left the bedroom, Helena trailing behind her.

The ride to the police station was a short and silent one…at least as far as Detective Savoy was concerned. Helena babbled the entire way, mostly worried about what would happen to her if Taylor went to prison for murder. She didn’t seem to grasp that Taylor would be in a far worse position as she wasn’t capable of walking through walls like Helena.

Taylor was almost relieved when they pulled up in front of the police station and walked inside. At least Helena stopped talking. Detective Savoy led her inside and motioned to an officer at one of the front desks. “Put her in one of the interrogation rooms. I’ll be there in a minute.”

The officer nodded and motioned for Taylor to follow him. Taylor shot a look at Helena and she set off behind Detective Savoy. Taylor wound through the mass of metal desks and followed the officer down a narrow hallway, where he pushed open a door and pointed inside. Taylor stepped into the room and the door slammed shut behind her. That’s when she realized the room wasn’t empty.

On the other side of a table sat two young women. They were both medium height and build, one with long brown hair and the other with a mass of blond hair that looked like it belonged in Texas rather than Louisiana. They both looked oddly familiar, but for the life of her, Taylor couldn’t place them.

“Hey! I’ve seen you before,” the blonde said. “You ran out of Madame Serafine’s shop while we were paying.”

Taylor nodded as it clicked into place. She’d barely glanced at them, but she remembered two women standing at the counter when she’d hurried out. Her subconscious mind must have locked in on more details than she could recall. 

“I’m Neely Kate Colson,” the blonde said, “and this is Rose Gardner.” 

“Taylor Beaumont.”

Neely Kate cocked her head and lifted her eyebrows with a scrutinizing gaze. “So did you kill her?”

“What?” Taylor stared. “No, of course not. Did you?”

Rose put her hand on Neely Kate’s arm. “You have to excuse my friend. Sometimes she’s a bit too direct. She tends to say whatever she’s thinkin’.”

“That’s okay,” Taylor said. “I prefer direct.”

“Good,” Neely Kate said. “We didn’t kill her either, but I still want a refund since she didn’t finish my readin’. Now that she’s dead, I’m probably not gonna get it.”

Rose’s eyes widened. “Neely Kate, that poor woman is dead and you’re still complainin’ about a refund?”

“Why didn’t she finish your reading?” Taylor asked.

Neely Kate glanced at Rose, who had a flash of guilt cross her face. “I don’t know. She got this irritated and kind of spooked look, then kicked us out.”

Taylor frowned. Certainly Serafine had been unnerved by seeing Helena. Who wouldn’t be? But the two girls’ expressions led Taylor to believe there was more to the story than they were saying. She was about to push them for information when the door flew open and Detective Savoy strode in, the officer who’d led Taylor to the room right behind him.

“What the hell!” Detective Savoy stared at all of them, then whirled around to glare at the other officer. “Why did you put them in the room together? I swear to God, you shouldn’t be allowed to carry a fake badge, much less a real one.”

“I didn’t know the others—” the officer started.

Detective Savoy waved a hand in dismissal. “Get out.”

The officer didn’t even hesitate before turning around and bolting out of the room. That’s when Taylor realized why Detective Savoy’s name sounded familiar. Her friend with the district attorney’s office talked about him sometimes, and it was never complimentary, and her work had crossed paths with his once before, even though they’d never met. 

Detective Savoy narrowed his eyes at them. “Since you’ve all had a chance to chat, I might as well question you together. Sit.” He pointed at Taylor. She pulled a chair out and sat down across from Rose. The detective pulled the remaining chair to the end of the table and placed a folder in front of him before sitting.

He stared at them without speaking for so long that Taylor was about to request he get on with it. Then the door opened and another officer stuck his head in and nodded. Detective Savoy glanced at them and opened his folder. 

“You were all at Madame Serafine’s shop last night. And don’t bother denying it. We have a credit card receipt for one of you and the clerk just ID’d you all.”

Taylor felt a sliver of fear run through her. She’d hoped the detective only wanted to question her to get information, but it was sounding less like he thought they knew something and more like he wanted to pin the murder on one of them. 

Detective Savoy pointed at Neely Kate. “Let’s start with you. That was an interesting message you left for Madame Serafine. You accused her of stealing from you and demanded she leave the money at your hotel or she’d pay. Well, she paid.”

Neely Kate’s mouth dropped open. “You honestly think I killed her over fifty bucks? Are you crazy? I’m gonna be a mother. What kind of example would I be setting for Ronnie Junior?” She rolled her eyes and shook her head in disgust. “I don’t know how y’all do things down here in New Orleans, but in Henryetta, Arkansas, we don’t just run around killin’ people unless it’s over something important like cheerleading slots.”

“Did you go to her shop to collect the money she owed you?” Detective Savoy asked. “Did she refuse to pay?”

“What? No! She didn’t finish my readin’ and I wanted a refund. That’s all.”

Detective Savoy didn’t look remotely convinced. “That was an awfully strong reaction over an unfinished reading.”

Neely Kate started to reply, then clamped her mouth shut. Rose leaned forward. “She’s pregnant and worried about her baby. We went to see Madame Serafine so she could tell Neely Kate that Ronnie Junior is fine, but she kicked us out before answerin’. Neely Kate was just upset.” Rose waved her hand dismissively. “It’s a hormone thing.”

Taylor looked back and forth from Detective Savoy to Rose and Neely Kate. She didn’t doubt for a minute that the two women were telling the truth. Nothing in their body language indicated differently, but she also knew they weren’t telling him everything. People never did, but that didn’t mean what they were holding back was relevant. Usually it was simply personal and they didn’t want others to know.

“Well, what about her?” Neely Kate pointed at Taylor. “She practically burned the place down before we got there. That’s gotta be worse than leavin’ a message on voice mail.”

Detective Savoy turned to look at Taylor. “Is that true? Are you the one responsible for the fire at the shop?”

“Well, yes, but it was an accident.” Taylor scrambled for an explanation that didn’t include Helena. Speaking of which, where the hell was Helena? “I was looking in Madame Serafine’s crystal ball and dropped it. When I scrambled to catch it before it hit the ground, I landed on the table and broke it. A piece of the table knocked the candle over and caught the tablecloth on fire.”

Detective Savoy cocked his head to the side. “You expect me to believe that ridiculous story?”

Taylor felt her spine stiffen. The detective was just doing his job, but he’d rubbed her wrong from the moment he’d banged on her door. “If I were going to make something up,” she said, “it would sound a lot more plausible, so yes, I expect you to believe me, but mainly because I have no reason to lie.”

“Unless you came back to the shop after it closed and finished the job,” Detective Savoy said.

“Are you placing me under arrest?”

“Not at this time.”

Taylor rose from her chair. “Then I’m done here. I’m sorry about what happened, but I left the shop and went straight home. Aside from the clerk and these two women, I didn’t see anyone else in the shop and didn’t pay attention to anyone on the street.”

Neely Kate jumped up. “If she gets to leave, we’re goin’ too. C’mon, Rose.” She tugged at Rose’s sleeve.

Taylor looked at Detective Savoy. “I suggest the next time you bring any of us in for harassment that you establish motive, because accidentally breaking a table and wanting a refund are hardly the type of things people kill a perfect stranger over. And might I also suggest you work on your attitude. People are far more likely to offer you information if you’re not treating them like criminals.”

“See that you don’t leave town. Any of you,” Detective Savoy said.

Taylor didn’t even bother to respond. She stalked out of the interrogation room and left the police station. She heard scrambling behind her and glanced back to see Neely Kate practically pulling Rose out of the building. Still no sign of Helena, but Taylor was too angry to care. She set off at a fast clip down the sidewalk, already unhappy at the choice of either paying for a taxi or making the mile walk home.

“Wait!” Neely Kate yelled as Taylor was about to turn the corner. 

Taylor stopped and looked at them.

“How’d you know he’d let us leave?” Neely Kate asked.

“I’m a private investigator. I know my rights. He’s fishing. If he had anything concrete, he would have placed someone under arrest.”

Neely Kate’s eyes widened. “A private investigator? Rose, did you hear that?” She shot Rose a conspiratorial smile before turning her attention back to Taylor. “So do you think he’s gonna leave us alone now?”

Taylor frowned. “No. Detective Savoy has somewhat of a reputation for building cases on circumstantial evidence so that he can get a quick close.” A fact she knew all too well, as she’d gotten a friend off a trumped-up embezzlement charge that Savoy had pegged her for. Taylor had never had the pleasure of meeting the detective in person, but she had no doubt he was still hacked that she got her friend off and another detective ended up catching the real bad guy.

“Why on earth would he want to do that?” Rose asked. “I’d expect that in Henryetta, but not in the city. Doesn’t he care about catching the real killer?”

Taylor shook her head. “I think he only cares about being promoted.”

Rose shot a nervous glance at Neely Kate. “So what are we gonna do? You threatened the woman.”

“Only because she wouldn’t give me my money back,” Neely Kate argued. “I’m unemployed now and pregnant. I can’t go throwin’ my money away.”

“It doesn’t sound like Detective Savoy gives a tinker’s damn,” Rose said. “In fact, he sounds an awful lot like Detective Taylor in Henryetta, and we both know what he’s like.”

Neely Kate looked at Taylor. “So if Detective Savoy isn’t gonna do his job, then you do it for him. You’re a PI. You know all about this stuff. And Rose and I have solved a couple of mysteries ourselves. We can help.”

Taylor had decided to pursue her own investigation when she’d left the police station, but she wasn’t about to take on partners, especially amateurs. She already had her hands full with Helena. And speak of the devil, the ghost finally appeared in the alleyway and hurried toward them.

“Do you have to walk so fast?” Helena bitched as she huffed up.

Neely Kate pointed. “You. You yelled ‘Next’ last night at Madame Serafine’s shop. I remember your voice.”

Taylor and Helena froze, staring at Neely Kate. Rose scrunched her brow. “Who exactly are you talkin’ to?”

Neely Kate shook her finger. “The woman right in front of you. Dressed like Christmas Sherlock Holmes. Right there, Rose.”

Rose stared past Neely Kate’s finger, then looked back at her friend, a worried expression on her face. “There’s no one there,” she said.

Neely Kate threw her hands up in the air and looked at Taylor. “She was talkin’ directly to you. Are you gonna tell me you don’t see her, either? I may be pregnant, but I still have my wits about me.”

A rush of thoughts raced through Taylor’s mind. None of them good. What possible explanation could she give that made sense other than the truth, which technically made no sense at all?

“Yes,” Taylor said. “I see her, but most people don’t. She’s a ghost.”








Chapter Four







Taylor stared at Neely Kate, waiting for her to call her crazy. 

Neely Kate’s mouth dropped open, then she yelled, grinning ear to ear. “Woo hoo! Rose, I told you I had paranormal gift. I see dead people!”

Rose stared at her, clearly convinced the entire lot of them had lost their mind. Taylor bit her lower lip, trying to decide what to do about the monkey wrench she’d never seen coming. She’d had no intention of including the two women in her investigation, but if Neely Kate could see Helena, then Taylor had to make sure she remained safe. Then Neely Kate’s words registered with Taylor.

“You’ve been looking for a paranormal gift?” Taylor asked.

“Yes,” Neely Kate said, her excitement clear. “It runs in my family. My grandmother can read tea leaves. I just knew I had an ability, and I’ve been lookin’ for it for years.”

Rose didn’t look convinced. “Your grandmother has about a twenty percent accuracy, which is why we were seein’ the psychic in the first place. And there’s dead people all over the place back home,” Rose said, “but you’ve never seen a one of ’em before.”

“How do you know?” Neely Kate said, putting her hand on her hip and giving her a haughty gaze. “Maybe I talk to dead people all the time and I just don’t know it ’cause they look real. Like that Sixth Sense movie.”

“Actually,” Taylor said, “Helena is one of a kind. Most ghosts have limited communication skills. They are mostly emotionally charged.”

“You see ghosts?” Neely Kate asked.

“Obviously, she does,” Rose said, “unless you two are havin’ a shared delusion.”

Taylor waved a hand to stop the argument that was inevitably coming. “There’s no delusion. Helena is real. Apparently Neely Kate can see her. And while all of that is interesting, we have a bigger problem.”

Taylor looked at Helena. “Did you find out anything at the police station?”

Helena nodded. “That girl with the purple hair was in there. She had a knot on her head. She told that rude detective that after those two left, she went to lock the front door and someone shoved it open and knocked her on the head. She didn’t get a good look at him and doesn’t know what happened until she came to early this morning, found Madame Serafine dead in her reading room, and called the police.”

Neely Kate translated what Helena said for Rose and then grabbed her friend. “You said she’d be robbed. That must be what happened!” 

Taylor turned to Rose, confused. “Why would you say that?”

“I have these visions sometimes,” Rose said, her voice practically apologetic. “It’s a family sort of thing. I don’t know when they’ll come and I can’t control blurting out what I see.” She sighed. “It puts me in more messes than I’d like.”

“I understand,” Taylor said. “I come from a family with…uh, unique abilities as well.”

“Really?” Rose perked up a bit.

“Yeah. Maybe when all this is over, we’ll sit and talk about it.”

“But in the meantime,” Neely Kate said, “we need to know what was stolen from Madame Serafine’s shop. That could lead us to the bad guy, right?”

“How are we supposed to find that out?” Rose asked. “I’m sure the shop is a crime scene, and that Detective Savoy isn’t gonna tell us a thing.”

“There is a way,” Taylor said and looked at Helena. “Detective Savoy had a case file in the interrogation room. Find out what’s in that file.”

“I don’t want to go back in there,” Helena whined. “It’s depressing and it stinks. Plus that detective is a douche bag.”

Neely Kate laughed and Rose shot her a questioning glance.

“Yes,” Taylor agreed. “A douche bag who wants to send one of us to prison. If it’s me, you’re out of a place to live.”

“All right,” Helena grumbled. “But could you at least stand closer to the building? All this exercise is killing me.”

Taylor scanned the alley, taking in a large clump of cypress trees located diagonally across from the back of the police station. “We’ll wait for you there,” she said, and pointed.

Helena headed off for the police station, and Taylor, Rose, and Neely Kate made their way over to the bunch of trees, slipping behind them where they had a peek of the back of the police station but couldn’t be easily seen by anyone exiting that way or looking out a window.

“That is so amazin’,” Neely Kate said. “Helena can do all kinds of things you can’t do for yourself. You must be an awesome detective with her as a secret weapon.”

“I do all right,” Taylor said. It would take a month to explain all the trouble Helena caused while attempting her version of help. And that wouldn’t even scratch the surface of the trouble she caused when she wanted something to eat.

Neely Kate looked at Rose. “When we get home, I’m gonna find me a ghost like Helena. Just think, Rose. We could start our own detective agency and the ghost could do all the work.”

Rose glanced at Taylor. “I’m going to guess that’s not exactly how it works.”

“Still,” Neely Kate said, her enthusiasm not the least bit waned, “it’s a great plan. Even if we had to do some of the work. We already know how, but a ghost would give us a leg up that no one else has…well, except Taylor, but she’s not in Henryetta.” 

“We can talk about it later,” Rose said, then looked at Taylor. “How long do you think she’ll be gone?”

Taylor shrugged. “It depends on how long it takes her to find the file, then how long it takes for her to open it. Helena is very inconsistent with things like touch. Sometimes it doesn’t work the way she’d like.”

The words had barely left Taylor’s mouth when Helena ran through the wall of the police building, clutching a folder in her right hand. “Oh no,” Taylor said as the ghost ran toward them.

Rose whirled around and her eyes widened, probably because all she saw was a floating folder racing toward them. Helena slid to a stop in the loose dirt under the trees and handed the folder to Taylor, before bending over and clutching her chest.

“I didn’t tell you to steal it,” Taylor said.

Helena looked up. “What did you expect? It’s not like I can shoot Xerox copies out of my butt,” she wheezed.

“I expected you to read it and tell me what it said.”

Helena rose up, her face flushed red. “Oh, I didn’t think of that.”

Taylor stuffed the folder under her shirt. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” She took off through the building behind them and rounded the corner into a small park area behind a stone wall. She checked to make sure the area was clear before sitting on a park bench and pulling out the folder. As she read the report, her pulse ticked up a notch.

“What’s wrong?” Rose asked.

Taylor struggled to find a nice way to convey the information, but couldn’t latch onto one. “She was tortured.”

Rose sucked in a breath. “Oh my word! Who would do such an awful thing?”

“Someone with a personal ax to grind,” Taylor said. “Someone trying to get information out of her. Maybe just someone crazy.”

“What was stolen?” Neely Kate asked.

Taylor scanned the report and shook her head. “The report says the store was tossed, but the clerk couldn’t identify anything missing.”

“But Rose said she’d be robbed,” Neely Kate said.

“The shop was full of merchandise,” Taylor said, “and since the clerk was cracked pretty good on the head and it was probably a mess from whoever was there to rob them, she may not realize yet what was removed.”

“I guess you’re right,” Neely Kate said. “So what do we do now?”

Taylor blew out a breath. “You two go back to your hotel. I start making calls to see if there’s any word on the street.”

“But we wanna help,” Neely Kate argued.

Taylor shook her head. “The kind of people I need to talk to don’t like crowds.”

“Oh.” Neely Kate’s hopeful expression turned to one of disappointment, but she didn’t argue. “So how do we find you?”

Taylor pulled her wallet out and handed her a business card. “That’s my cell number. Text me your contact information. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear something.”

“What are you gonna do about that?” Neely Kate pointed at the folder.

Taylor stuffed it under her shirt again. “It’s going to take a dip in the Mississippi. We better get going. If one of those cops comes across us all here together, it’s not going to look good. You guys head out first.”

They jumped up from their bench and headed around the stone wall. Taylor waited a couple of minutes before looking at Helena. “This is not good.”

Even Helena managed to grasp the severity of the situation. “Why didn’t you warn her about me?”

“Because if paranormal gifts really run in her family, it could be nothing. I don’t want to scare the hell out of a pregnant woman. According to Rose, she’s already worried about her baby. The last thing I want to do is cause more stress when I’m not certain it’s necessary.”

“That makes sense. So what now?”

“Now I step under rocks and talk to some people who don’t like talking. You stick behind and see if the conversations go anywhere else after I leave.”

Helena nodded. “We got this.”

Taylor rose from the bench, the folder digging into her rib cage. Did they have it? It certainly didn’t feel like they did. It felt more like a train racing out of control toward a ravine where the track had fallen. Taylor hoped she could find the brakes before they went over the edge.








Chapter Five







“How is it that you find trouble wherever you go?” Neely Kate asked as she and Rose walked back to the hotel.

“Me?” Rose stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, her hands on her hips. “You’re the one under suspicion for murder.”

Neely Kate pursed her lips, deep in thought. “Huh. Now that you mention it, this is a switch. Detective Taylor usually thinks you’re the guilty one.”

Rose scowled. “Through no fault of my own.”

“Maybe so, but he’s usually gunnin’ for you just the same.” She shrugged. “I’m starvin’ and I remember seeing a restaurant on the way back to the hotel that looked like it had good po’boy sandwiches.”

Rose laughed despite the anxiety in the pit of her stomach. “I swear you’re gonna eat your way through New Orleans.”

Neely Kate looped her arm through Rose’s. “You make it sound like that’s a bad thing.”

“Hey, it sounds like as good a plan as any. Besides, I’m hungry too.” She tried to sound lighthearted, but she was worried that Neely Kate was in serious trouble. At least in Henryetta, Rose had her boyfriend, Mason Deveraux, the Fenton County assistant DA, or Joe Simmons, her ex-boyfriend and now nursery business partner, who used to work for the Arkansas State Police until recently taking over the vacated chief deputy sheriff position in Fenton County. In New Orleans, their only ally was a woman who claimed to be a PI.

Rose felt guilty questioning her credibility, but Taylor Beaumont had said she saw ghosts. But Rose knew that while Neely Kate was drawn to drama like a raccoon was to a campground Dumpster, she didn’t make things up and she’d never been prone to hallucinations. And even if Taylor had been making fun of her somehow for supposedly seeing a ghost, there was no denying the floating folder that shot out of the brick wall. 

So did that mean Neely Kate finally found a supernatural gift? Could she now see ghosts? Why hadn’t she seen them before? Maybe the psychic had been the real deal and shaken something loose in Neely Kate’s head. 

No matter, there was no denying Neely Kate was ecstatic at the news. She was currently humming “Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer.” 

“Neely Kate,” Rose murmured, worried about stealing her friend’s newfound joy. “Maybe I should call Joe.”

Neely Kate narrowed her eyes. “Why would you call Joe? You promised no landscaping or nursery work while we’re here.”

“This isn’t about work…well, at least my work.” She paused and steeled her shoulders. “It’s more in line with Joe’s work. As the chief deputy sheriff.”

“Why?”

“Why?” Rose rolled her eyes. “Because you’re a suspect in that poor woman’s murder and Taylor admitted that Detective Savoy is just as lazy as Officer Ernie, if not more so.” She heaved out a breath as she scowled. “And I didn’t think that was even possible.”

“I didn’t do it, Rose. I didn’t kill her.”

“Crappy doodles, I know that.” Rose shook her head, dismissing the statement as nonsense. “But the police here don’t seem to care about the truth, so it wouldn’t hurt to have a little backup waiting in the wings.”

Neely Kate’s mouth pursed. “No. You’re not calling Joe.”

“You have to get over your animosity toward him. He’s a permanent fixture in Fenton County now. And if he’s there, you might as well use him to your advantage. I think you need him now.”

She shook her head. “He’s never gonna help me. He knows I can’t stand him.”

Rose offered her a soft smile and tucked a strand of Neely Kate’s hair behind her ear. “Neely Kate, you can’t hold a grudge against him forever. He and I breakin’ up was for the best—I have Mason now.” She forced a smile, trying to ignore the pain and worry over the real reason they broke up, a secret even her best friend didn’t know. And the reason she suspected Mason was in Little Rock right now: digging up dirt on Joe’s father to get him to drop the fabricated blackmail information he had on Rose and held over Joe’s head. Mason asserted that as long as Joe Simmons cared the slightest bit about her, she would never be safe. She suspected he was right.

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m thrilled you’re with Mason, but I can’t forgive Joe for tossing you to the side to run for that state senate seat. And I definitely can’t forgive him for hooking back up with the Wicked Witch of Southern Arkansas.”

“Be that as it may, Joe would help you and you know it. Look how worried he was about Ronnie Junior when Tabitha tackled you to the ground.”

Neely Kate didn’t protest, but she didn’t answer, either.

A man approached the two women, wearing jeans and a black hooded sweatshirt. The hood hung low over his forehead and covered most of his face except for a short red beard. He grabbed the strap of Neely Kate’s white Gucci knockoff and started to pull it off her shoulder.

But after dealing with all her rowdy cousins, Neely Kate had fast reflexes and a good center of gravity. She twisted the strap around her hand and jerked the bag out of his grasp. The man reached for it again, but Neely Kate swung the purse back and began to whack him over the head. 

He released several yelps and covered his head, taking several steps backward. But Neely Kate kept swinging her bag until he finally broke free and took off running away, shouting, “You’re crazy!” 

“Oh, my word, Neely Kate!” Rose cried out, trying to gather her wits about her. “Are you okay?”

Neely Kate lowered her arm, her chest heaving from her exertion. “That man tried to steal my purse!”

“You should have just let him have it. You could have gotten hurt.”

“He’s the one who got hurt. I have three cans of Vienna sausages in here.”

Rose started to ask her friend why she had Vienna sausages in her purse, then shook her head. “Never mind. Let’s go get you some lunch.”

Both women held their purses closer until they reached the restaurant. They ordered their sandwiches and sat down. 

“I know it’s been a crazy day already,” Rose said. “But I was hoping to do some shopping this afternoon. I figured you’d need a nap before we go to see Wicked tonight.”

“I can probably last a few hours. We can’t waste the opportunity, since we definitely don’t have shopping like this back home.” Neely Kate gave her a wry grin. “Anything in particular you’re looking for?”

“A present for Mason.” She took a bite of her po’boy, avoiding eye contact. 

Neely Kate winked. “We passed a lingerie store. We’ll go back and you can find something special. Anything else?”

Rose hesitated. “A dress to wear tonight…something black.”

The blonde’s head jerked up. “Rose Gardner—”

Rose’s phone rang and she snatched it out of her purse, hoping to avoid the lecture she knew was coming. 

“Hey, Mason,” she answered, raising her eyebrows in mock innocence at Neely Kate.

“Are you girls having fun?”

Rose considered telling Mason everything, but stopped herself. Neely Kate hadn’t been arrested. Taylor was a PI and she was looking for clues to solve the case. But she knew Mason well enough to know that he’d drop everything and drive down to New Orleans. She’d let him come if there was something he could do to help them. But for now, Taylor was their best bet. Besides, if Mason was doing what she suspected, he was of more use in Little Rock. 

“We’re great.” She flashed Neely Kate a big smile. “We’re in the middle of eating po’boys for an early lunch.”

“Sounds delicious. What else have you girls been up to?”

“Oh…shopping.”

“Did Neely Kate get a chance to see that psychic she was dying to see?”

Mason using the words dying and psychic in the same sentence made her want to confess. “She did see the psychic…” She drew the words out.

Neely Kate’s eyes flew wide open and she mouthed, No. Don’t tell him!

Are you sure? she mouthed back. It’s Mason.

He can’t do anything. Let’s wait.

Sometimes she and Neely Kate thought so much alike it was like they were twins separated at birth. 

But she’d hesitated long enough to get his attention. “Rose? Is everything okay?”

“It’s fine. We’re fine.”

His voice turned serious. “It doesn’t sound fine.”

“Mason—”

Neely Kate snatched the phone from Rose’s hand. “Mason? Are you having a good time in Little Rock?” There was a moment of silence. “Uh-huh. That’s great.” She shifted in her seat. “Rose and I are about to go shopping and I have inside information that she’s about to buy you a Christmas present. I think you’re really gonna want to see her wearing it under the Christmas tree on Christmas morning, if you know what I mean.” She flashed a wicked grin. “But we won’t have time to shop if she’s talking to you…uh-huh. I’ll tell her. Bye.”

Neely Kate ended the call and handed Rose the phone. 

“What was that?” Rose snatched the phone from her.

“It’s called distraction.” Neely Kate picked up her sandwich and laughed. “I’ve obviously failed you as a friend if you don’t know how to use it.”

“I know how to distract him…” Rose blushed. “It’s just usually done in person.”

“Before I forget, you’re supposed to call him after the play.”

“Okay.”

The girls finished their lunch and started shopping. Several hours later, they returned to their hotel room, exhausted and looking forward to their naps. 

Rose started to open the door to their room while Neely Kate continued down the hall. “I’m gonna get a bottle of water from the vending machine. Do you want one?”

“Yeah, thanks,” Rose said absently as the fumbled with the electronic key. But when she pushed the door open, she gasped. 

The room had been completely trashed. The dresser drawers were open and their clothing was scattered all over the room.

“Neely Kate?” Rose called down the hall. “Do you still have Taylor’s phone number?”

“Yeah, it’s in my phone. Why?”

“We need to call her.” Rose took a deep breath. “We’ve been burgled.”








Chapter Six







“Oh my stars and garters!” Neely Kate exclaimed, looking over Rose’s shoulder. “You get broken into even when you’re not in Henryetta.”

Rose’s back stiffened at the reminder. Her house had been broken into so many times that she’d lost count. “We need to call Taylor.”

Taylor was concerned and told the girls that she’d be at the hotel within a half hour. In the meantime, she told them to go sit in the hotel bar and wait for her. 

“But I really need a nap,” Neely Kate protested into the phone. She must not have liked Taylor’s response, because she made a face before groaning. “Fine. See you soon.”

“I take it she doesn’t want us to go into the room?” Rose asked, turning her attention back to the mess. It could have been some random break-in, but she suspected that was wishful thinking. 

It was a sad day when you hoped your room being broken into was random.

They trekked back down to the bar and found a table. Rose ordered a glass of tea and Neely Kate ordered water. The blonde leaned the nape of her neck on the back of the upholstered chair and was asleep before the waitress returned. Rose used the time to call her sister Violet to check on her dog, Muffy. 

“We need to talk about Christmas, Rose,” Violet said. “We’ve always spent Christmas Day together. That’s not changing this year just because you’re with Mason, is it?”

It suddenly occurred to Rose that Detective Savoy had told them not to leave town, but Christmas was only a few days away. What if Rose couldn’t go home for the holiday?

She was looking forward to her first Christmas with Mason in the farmhouse. That might not happen now. Tears filled her eyes, and she saw a blurry Taylor walking through the hotel entrance. “Violet, I have to go. We’ll talk about it later.”

She hung up the phone and patted her friend’s arm. “Neely Kate, Taylor’s here.”

Rose blinked to dry her tears while Neely Kate stretched. “I had the best dream about fried chicken.”

Taylor stood next to the table, shifting her weight. 

“Did you find out anything?” Neely Kate asked before taking a drink of her water. 

“Nothing I want to share at the moment.”

Rose wasn’t very good at accepting those kinds of answers.

Neely Kate looked up at an empty spot behind Taylor. “I like your new outfit. If you added some glittery fingernail polish and some sparkly eye shadow it would really pull the look together.”

It took Rose a second before she realized Neely Kate was talking to the ghost. 

Taylor’s brow shot up in surprise as she looked over her shoulder. “Are you crazy? You think sparkles are going to fix that?” She waved her hand up and down while pointing to the empty space behind her.

An indignant look washed over Neely Kate’s face. “Excuse me, but sparkles can fix just about anything.”

Taylor shot Rose a look of disbelief, but Rose just shook her head. 

“It’s better not to ask.”

Taylor must have agreed, because she gave a small shudder as if to compose herself and said, “Why don’t we go check out your room.”

“Good idea,” Rose said.

Neely Kate trailed behind the two of them, looking like a crazy woman who was having a conversation with herself.  But Taylor’s mouth dropped open when she looked behind her. “Helena! You can’t hold those bags in public.”

Sure enough, two paper shopping bags hung in midair. 

“I don’t care if she’s pregnant. You still can’t hold those bags!” Taylor snatched the bags away, but not before a couple with two kids walked by, their mouths gaping in shock.

“We’re practicing a magic trick,” Taylor said with a forced smile. “It’s looking pretty good, don’t you think?”

The family continued to the hotel entrance, and the elevator doors opened. Taylor shot inside, glaring at the empty corner as Rose and Neely Kate entered. 

The doors closed and Neely Kate stuck out her foot and crossed her arms, not an easy task with the bags she was still holding. “Helena was just being nice. You don’t have to be so mean about it.”

Taylor stared at her in stunned silence, while Neely Kate turned to the empty corner. “I know just how you feel, Helena. My own family takes me for granted and doesn’t appreciate my efforts either.”

“What are you talking about?” Rose asked, still unnerved that her friend was talking to an empty corner. “Your grandmother appreciates you every Tuesday night when you take her to bingo.”

Taylor seemed to come out of her stupor. “Neely Kate, if you knew the trouble Helena brings with her, you might not feel the same way.” 

Neely Kate turned up her nose and looped her arm with…nothing. “Don’t you worry, Helena. You’ve got me now.”

Taylor was back to the state of disbelief. “Now I’ve seen everything.”

“And I don’t see a cotton-pickin’ thing,” Rose mumbled. 

The elevator doors opened and a maid pushed a food cart past the opening. 

Taylor jabbed her finger toward the corner. “Don’t even think about it.”

Rose led the way to their room, with Taylor close behind. Neely Kate trailed several feet behind, talking in whispers. 

“Does…Helena hang out with you all the time?”

“No, but she’s with me quite a bit. Her son lives here and he and his wife just had their first child, so she visits her grandbaby a lot. And she tends to get her feelings hurt when people tell her the truth. Then she leaves and pouts.” 

“Can the grandbaby see her?”

Taylor nodded. “All her family members can see her. We all wondered if the ability would carry to the next generation, and it seems that it has.”

Rose wanted to ask more questions, especially if Neely Kate really had uncovered a paranormal gift that involved ghostly visitors, but they had reached their room. She pulled the key card out of her pocket and pushed the door. “Here it is.”

Taylor walked through the opening and looked around. “Did you go in or touch anything?”

“No, I saw we’d been burgled and we didn’t go in. I had Neely Kate call you immediately.” When Taylor glanced up at her, Rose shrugged. “I have some experience with break-ins.”

Taylor looked as if she wanted to ask, but instead continued her investigation. “Can you tell if anything is missing?”

The two young women moved around the room for several minutes. “I don’t see anything missing,” Rose said, her eyes bugging when she saw a floating lacy pink bra. 

“I don’t think pink’s your color, Helena,” Neely Kate said, plucking the bra from thin air. “I think you’d look better in tangerine.”

“More like she’d look like a tangerine,” Taylor mumbled. 

“Neely Kate,” Rose said, “if you’re done playin’ stylist to the dead, can you focus on the task at hand?”

Neely Kate gave her a blank stare. 

“Do you see anything missing?”

“Oh.” She gave a cursory glance. “No.”

“So where does that leave us?” Rose asked Taylor.

“Well, it was obvious they were looking for something, and the timing of Madame Serafine’s death is too coincidental.”

Rose gasped. “I just remembered that someone tried to steal Neely Kate’s purse when we were walkin’ from the police station to lunch.” Her brow lowered with concern. “I think you’re right. The police think Neely Kate may have killed Madame Serafine. In my vision, a guy held a gun to Serafine’s back, saying they needed to go inside. Madame Serafine said she didn’t have any cash, but the man said he wasn’t interested in money.”

“And they weren’t interested in money here, either,” Taylor said. “There’s twenty dollars on the bathroom counter.”

Taylor turned to Neely Kate, who stood at the end of the bed wearing a skirt on her head. “Helena. What are you doing?” She listened for a moment. “It’s bad enough I’m forced to endure your bad taste in clothing, but at least no one else is subjected to it. Please don’t take advantage of this poor girl’s misplaced excitement and turn her into a mini-me.”

Neely Kate pulled the skirt off her head, giving Taylor a scowl. “Helena’s a free spirit and she needs to express herself. Clothing is her canvas. You’re stifling her creativity.”

“What exactly does this ghost wear?” Rose asked, putting a hand on her hip.

“Trust me,” Taylor said. “You don’t want to know.”

Neely Kate swiveled to the side. “Don’t listen to her, honey. I think you look beautiful.”

Taylor took a deep breath before blowing it out. “Neely Kate, Rose is right. You can play dress-up later. Did you buy anything at Serafine’s shop? Or take anything with you?”

She shook her head, her blond curls bouncing. “I wasn’t there long enough to buy anything. She literally pushed us out the door.”

Rose cringed, still feeling guilty that Neely Kate didn’t get the answers she wanted. But as Rose watched her friend, who seemed to be listening to nothing, she decided she did get an answer after all. 

“Wait!” Neely Kate said, grabbing her purse and digging through it. She pulled out several objects and set them on the bed—lipstick, a can of Vienna sausages, her rhinestone-covered wallet. “This,” she said, pulling out a small red velvet bag. “Madame Serafine shoved this at me as she was shooing us out the door. She snatched it from the purple-haired sales clerk and said I needed protection. That this would help me.” Neely Kate squeezed the bag. “It looks like she was right. It’s protected me.”

“No,” Taylor said, taking the pouch from her. “You’re wrong. This bag is what got you into trouble. This must be what the killer is after.”

Taylor opened the bag and dumped the contents onto the bed—herbs, stones, a chicken bone—certainly nothing worth killing over as far as Rose was concerned. 

“I don’t get it,” Taylor said. “Someone is after you for a reason, and I thought this had to be it, but I don’t see anything here that justifies purse-snatching or burglary, not to mention torturing Madame Serafine.” Her shoulders slumped. “It must be something else.”

Rose watched as both Neely Kate and Taylor turned their attention to the empty spot, their eyes wide. 

Taylor looked angry. “What do mean, you took one too?”

Rose glared at the two women. “Since I’m the only one who can’t see or hear Helena, can someone please translate?”

“Helena’s just turned things upside-down. As usual.”








Chapter Seven







Taylor forced herself to maintain control. Losing it on a ghost was both inefficient and unproductive. “What if someone had seen a floating gris-gris bag? And why in the world would you take something like that? You bitched and whined the entire way to her shop and then you steal a voodoo item. How does that make sense?”

“It was dark outside and that street had hardly any lights. I didn’t figure anyone would see.” Helena put her hands on her hips. “And I thought it was candy. You know, how people put chocolates in cute bags and tie them up for party favors? The bag was red.”

“Red velvet is for protection,” Taylor said, “and furthermore…you know what, never mind. Where is the bag now?”

“I dropped it on the floorboard of your car. It rolled under the front seat and I didn’t want to retrieve it because you’d gripe like you’re doing now. Then I forgot about it.”

“All of you stay here,” Taylor said. “I’m going to get that bag.”

She left the hotel room, a million things spinning around in her head. The bag had to be the key. What other explanation was there for the attempt to steal Neely Kate’s purse and the search of their room? Unless Neely Kate made a habit of threatening every shop owner she came in contact with, Taylor had to assume the killer was looking for something that he expected to find in Serafine’s shop.

She scanned the street as she walked to her car, glad she’d been able to find a parking spot out front instead of having to use the dark garage. Several times that day, she’d had the feeling she was being watched, but had been unable to catch anyone in the act. It could be Detective Savoy and company, but it was far more likely it was Club Bad Guy.  

She hopped in the driver’s seat and bent over to look under the passenger seat. Sure enough, just under the edge of the seat rested the gris-gris bag. She retrieved the bag, grabbing a phone charger along with it, and stuffed the bag in her pocket. Then she climbed out of the car, still clutching the phone charger in her hand. If someone was watching, they’d think she’d returned to her car for the charger. She hoped.

The hair stood up on her neck as she walked up the sidewalk to the hotel, and she knew the watcher was nearby. But was he watching her or waiting on another chance to try to snag Neely Kate’s purse? 

She hurried back to the room and rapped on the door. Rose inched the door open a crack, then flung it open and waved her in. Taylor slipped through the door and pulled the gris-gris bag out of her pocket as she headed for the bed. “Pass me a towel from the bathroom,” she said.

Rose grabbed a hand towel and passed it to her. She unfolded it on the bed and turned the gris-gris bag over, dumping its contents onto the towel. The collective intake of breath said it all. In the middle of the herbs, rocks, and bones glittered ten huge diamonds. 

Neely Kate grabbed one and held it up to the light. “It’s huge. Is it real?”

Helena stepped next to her and tilted her head from one side to the other. “It’s real all right.”

“Helena says it’s real,” Neely Kate gushed with excitement.

“How can she be sure?” Rose asked.

“Helena was quite wealthy when she was among the living,” Taylor said, “and then there’s the whole murder aspect. People don’t usually kill for fakes.”

“Yeah,” Rose said. “I suppose you’re right.”

“Of all the things I imagined,” Neely Kate said, “I never once considered diamonds.”

“Me either,” Taylor agreed. “I suspected drugs, but if the bags came from Africa, then it makes more sense.”

“Well, none of it makes sense to me,” Rose said. “If Serafine was smuggling diamonds, then why in the world did she just hand one of those bags to Neely Kate? That clerk was countin’ those bags when we walked in like she was doing inventory. She couldn’t have known which one had the diamonds when she grabbed one.”

Taylor nodded. “You’re right. She couldn’t have known which one had the diamonds. When you combine that with the torture angle, it leads me to believe that Serafine wasn’t in on the smuggling. Her shop was being used to get the diamonds into the country.”

“The clerk?” Rose asked. “But she was attacked too.”

“We don’t know that the clerk is the only employee,” Taylor pointed out.

“Well, someone had to order those bags,” Neely Kate said. “They didn’t just appear.”

“What do we do now?” Rose asked. “We can’t stroll down to the police station and hand a bag of smuggled diamonds to Detective Savoy. He’d put Neely Kate in the basement of Angola.”

“And I’m not goin’ to any basement,” Neely Kate said. “Horrible lighting for makeup, and the dampness makes my hair flat.” 

“No one’s going to the basement,” Taylor said, “and definitely not one in Angola.”

“Well, what are we going to do?” Rose asked. “My boyfriend is an assistant district attorney back home.” She cast a worried glance toward her friend. “Maybe I should call him.”

Taylor shook her head. “That would be a great idea if you were back home, or maybe even in another state, but Louisiana cops don’t give a hoot about the assistant DA in their own precinct, much less from another state. All it would do is make Neely Kate look more guilty.”

“Hasn’t that horse already left the barn?” Helena asked.

Taylor glanced at Helena and frowned. “There’s something else. I wasn’t sure about it before so I didn’t say anything, but I have to tell you now.”

“Oh, dear. What is it?” Rose asked, her apprehension clear.

Taylor gave Neely Kate an apologetic look. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but I don’t think you have a paranormal gift.”

Neely Kate looked at Helena, then back at Taylor, putting her hands on her hips. “How can you say that? I can see ghosts. Helena’s standing there plain as day and Rose can’t see her.”

“No, you see a ghost. Helena. And there’s some history that goes along with seeing Helena.”

“What does that mean?” Neely Kate asked, her eyebrows pinching together.

“Aside from me, Helena is only visible to people who are in mortal danger.”

“Oh, crappy doodles!” Rose sucked in a breath and covered her mouth with her hand.

Even Neely Kate looked a tiny bit less excited than she had before. “Surely there’s gotta be another explanation.”

Taylor shook her head.

“Well, who was the last person to see her before me?” Neely Kate asked.

Taylor took in a deep breath and blew it out. “Madame Serafine.”








Chapter Eight







Taylor waited for her words to sink in. Neely Kate’s expression went from disbelief to confusion, and finally a tiny sliver of fear crept in. 

“Oh, Rose!” Neely Kate exclaimed. “Ronnie’s gonna be madder than a hornet if I end up dead and don’t have a chance to explain why I put all that baby furniture on layaway after he told me not to.”

“He might be so upset about you dying that he won’t get mad about the layaway,” Helena pointed out.

Rose patted Neely Kate’s arm. “Stop that nonsense. Nobody’s dyin’.”

Taylor stared. Unbelievable. The woman’s life was in danger and she was more concerned that her husband might be angry about her putting furniture on layaway. “I have an idea.”

“Good,” Neely Kate said, “because Ronnie expressly told me not to decorate the nursery until we found out if we were having a boy or girl and since Rose won’t force a vision to tell me, that means he thinks I’m waitin’.” A guilty look crossed her face. “Especially since I promised him I wouldn’t.”

Rose gave her a hopeful smile. “Technically, you haven’t decorated the nursery, so I think you’ll get off on a technicality.”

Neely Kate nodded, looking happier. “Oh. That’s true.”

“But some bad guy is still trying to kill her,” Helena reminded them. 

“How are you gonna fix all of this?” Rose asked, turning her attention back to Taylor. “I can usually see a way out when there’s trouble, but this is a huge mess.”

“I don’t know how to fix it all,” Taylor said, “but I have an idea that might get Neely Kate out of the killer’s sights.”

“Okay,” Rose said. “That’s a good start. What’s the plan?”

“The killer didn’t find the bag in your room, so he tried to steal your purse, right?” Taylor asked. 

Rose and Neely Kate nodded.

“He’s out there,” Taylor said. “Somewhere in front of the hotel. I could feel him watching me when I went to my car.”

Rose’s eyes widened. “He’s watchin’ us now?”

“Yes. So I want you to go shopping.”

Rose put her hands on her hips. “Well, that’s the most ridiculous plan I’ve ever heard.”

“You did wanna buy a new dress for tonight,” Neely Kate said.

Rose glared at her friend. “That was before we knew someone was tryin’ to kill you over diamonds you’re not smugglin’. Between dead psychics, lazy cops, and thievin’ ghosts, I’m about done with this so-called vacation. This city is worse than Henryetta.”

“She’s got a point,” Helena said.

Taylor held a hand up. “Let me explain. I want you to go shopping and let him steal your purse this time.”

“No way!” Neely Kate said. “I love that purse.”

“It’s not even a good fake,” Helena argued. 

Neely Kate glared at her. “Keep it up and I’ll unfriend you.”

“I’m just saying,” Helena grumbled.

Rose scrunched her brow. “Why would you want Neely Kate to let them steal her purse?”

“Simple,” Taylor said. “We put the gris-gris bag that Madame Serafine gave you back together and put it in your purse. The smuggler steals it, realizes it’s not the bag of diamonds, and hopefully starts looking somewhere else for his merchandise.”

“Oh!” Rose perked up. “That is a good idea.”

“That’s just the first part,” Taylor said. “For the second part of the plan, Helena and I will tail you from some distance—close enough to keep eyes on you but far enough away that the smuggler doesn’t notice me. When he steals the purse, I’ll get pictures and we’ll go after him.”

“I’m not going after him,” Helena said. “Not in this outfit.”

“Then take off the three-sizes-too-small naughty Santa suit and get in decent clothes,” Taylor said. “And shoes. If I see those Gene Simmons dragon boots one more time, I’m going to shoot you.”

Rose cringed. “For the record, I’m glad I can’t see her.”

“Fine,” Helena said and flapped her arms around for a couple of seconds. “What about this?”

Sweat pants and tennis shoes would have been optimal, but at least the camo gear complete with black face paint was something Taylor had seen before. And it had the added advantage of containing no spandex.

“Oh, that’s great,” Neely Kate said. “I sure wish I could change outfits and makeup like that. Think of all the time it would save.”

“She’s dead,” Rose said. “I don’t think she has to worry about time.”

Neely Kate sighed. “Someone is going to owe me a new purse when this is over…unless I could keep one of those.” She stared wistfully at the glistening diamonds. 

“Neely Kate!” Rose rolled her eyes. “A woman was killed over those pieces of rock, and besides, what are you gonna do with it? It’s not like you can wear a ten-carat diamond in Henryetta. No one’s gonna believe it’s real.”

Neely Kate pouted. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.”

“I’m more worried this will blow up in our faces and we’ll be stuck here instead of being home for Christmas. Aren’t you supposed to take one of your new Chopped gourmet dishes to your granny’s for Christmas dinner? You said you planned to introduce them to culture.”

Neely Kate’s eyes widened. “I hadn’t thought about that. Oh no! We have to fix this or Christmas is gonna be ruined.”

“No one is going to ruin Christmas,” Taylor said, “especially a criminal.”

“What about her wallet?” Rose asked. “If he steals her ID and credit cards, that creates a whole other problem.”

Taylor’s mind whirled for a couple seconds, then she latched onto a solution. “Hit a few clothes shops, keeping the purse close. Stop at the nearest coffee shop with outdoor seating. Pull your wallet out to go order and leave the purse in the chair across from Rose.”

“You’re sure he’ll take it, even if I’m sitting there?” Rose asked.

“He tried to wrestle it from me before,” Neely Kate said. “If he can run by and grab it that would be easier than what he tried the first time.”

“Look,” Taylor said, “maybe it won’t work. But it’s worth a try to get the target off of Neely Kate.”

Rose nodded. “Then we go shopping. Neely Kate, you better take everything out of that purse that you can’t replace.”

Neely Kate grabbed her purse and pulled out her cell phone, which she slipped into her pants pocket. “The rest is okay—ChapStick, lotion, aspirin, a pen, a can of Vienna sausage, and two packets of crackers—that sounds normal enough, right?”

“For a pregnant woman, yeah,” Taylor said as she tied Neely Kate’s gris-gris bag back up with the string. “Put this gris-gris bag in there and let’s get this show on the road.

“What about this?” Rose waved her hand at the trashed room. “If this was an ordinary circumstance, we would have reported this to the hotel manager and called the police. But after this morning, I wasn’t looking for more socializing with the police.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Taylor said. “Let’s just get out of here. Take the Do Not Disturb sign off your door, and housekeeping will find it and report it while you’re gone. You won’t be here to deal with any of it. If the smuggler steals your purse, then you can come back here and report both at the same time.”

“Won’t the police check the security cameras and see we came back?”

“Yes,” Taylor said, “but I know someone who can handle that end of things. I’ll make the call as soon as we get outside.”

Rose grabbed her purse and pulled it over her shoulder. “Then I guess it’s time to go get robbed. Which seems so wrong after all the time I spend trying to keep it from happening back home.” She shook her head as she walked out the door.

“Helena and I will go out the side door,” Taylor said, “but don’t worry, we will be watching.”

“We got this,” Neely Kate said, her enthusiasm back in full force. “Cheer up, Rose. We’re gonna catch a bad guy.”

“If we don’t get ourselves killed first,” Rose said as they piled into the elevator. “But if we do, maybe you can hang out with Helena.”








Chapter Nine

 




The girls had already shopped earlier, but Neely Kate’s short nap in the restaurant had invigorated her for a second round.

They found a clothing store, but Rose had a hard time distracting Neely Kate long enough to tuck several black dresses in the small dressing room. Shopping was limited in Henryetta, and she knew she’d need the dresses soon enough, even if she wasn’t ready to tell Neely Kate why.  

Neely Kate said she was hungry for beignets, so they walked to Café du Monde, and during the entire stroll, the hair on the back of Rose’s neck stood on end. Taylor had said she felt as though she was being watched, and Rose felt the same way. But she kept her concerns to herself

Rose and Neely Kate picked an outdoor table, next to the wrought iron railing separating the restaurant seating from the sidewalk.

Neely Kate sat in a chair across from Rose, but looked uncertain. “This place has waitresses, so there goes Taylor’s plan for me to go inside and order. Do you think we should go somewhere else?”

“No, I think whoever wants the gris-gris bag is close. How about you go inside and go to the bathroom? I think that’ll work.”

“Okay,” the blonde said, digging her wallet out of her purse and handing it to Rose under the table. “Take this. I know our original plan was for me to carry it inside, but it’ll look strange if I take my wallet to the bathroom.”

“Good point.”

Neely Kate put her purse on the table, giving the bag a look of longing. “I still say someone’s gonna owe me for this.”

Rose leaned forward, narrowing her eyes. “Focus, Neely Kate. Christmas. Incarceration.”

She sighed. “Yeah. You’re right. If the waitress comes, get me a double order.”

“Okay.”

Neely Kate went inside to the restroom, and Rose became the nervous one. It seemed strange to encourage someone to steal Neely Kate’s purse, but if she was part of this crazy plan, she might as well help it along. She suspected the potential thief would be more likely to enact his crime if she wasn’t paying attention to the bag. She needed to check to see if she had any calls from Bruce Wayne, her business partner in her recently split-off landscaping business. He’d gotten another lead on some landscaping equipment and had planned to check it out. She pulled out her phone and gave it her attention, trying not to watch Neely Kate’s bag out of the corner of her eye. 

She didn’t have to wait long. Within less than a minute, a man in a dark hooded sweatshirt ran up, reaching over the short wrought iron wall. He snatched the purse and took off before Rose had a chance to realize what was happening. 

Another figure ran past seconds behind the purse-snatcher, chasing him down the crowded sidewalks. Rose jumped out of her seat and watched Taylor fight her way through the tourists and shoppers. Neely Kate hurried over. “Did he steal it?”

“Yeah. And Taylor took off after him.”

“I hope she catches him. I really like that purse.”

“I hope she catches him so we can figure out who killed Madame Serafine.”

Neely Kate scowled. “Well, that too. Obviously.”

The waitress came over to take their order and Rose didn’t see any sign of Taylor. 

“Let’s order your beignets to go and wait to see if Taylor comes back with your purse as well as some answers.”

The two women sat down and placed their order. Rose became anxious when Taylor hadn’t returned in ten minutes. 

“Maybe we should call her,” Neely Kate said, licking powdered sugar off her fingers.

“We should save that as a last resort. What if she followed him and she’s hiding to see what he does? We don’t want to tip them off that she’s there with a ringin’ or a vibratin’ phone.”

“That’s true,” Neely Kate said through a mouthful of pastry. “I hope she’s okay.”

“You don’t see Helena around, do you?”

Neely Kate glanced around. “No. I hope she’s okay, too.”

“She’s a ghost, Neely Kate. I’m sure she’s fine.” Rose picked up a beignet. “And speakin’ of phone calls, maybe it’s time for you to call Ronnie and tell him what’s goin’ on.”

She shook her head, then mumbled through a mouthful, “No. He’ll only be worried. Let’s wait and see if Taylor finds something out, then we can both decide whether to call Ronnie and Mason.”

Rose pursed her lips. She wasn’t sure waiting was such a good idea. As it was, Mason was probably gonna be miffed that she hadn’t already told him what was going on, but he’d insist on coming down and he probably wouldn’t sit on the sidelines, waiting for the law enforcement officers to work this out. He never did in Henryetta. But Taylor said his involvement might do more harm than good. Still. Ronnie was a different story. He was a mechanic and he truly loved Neely Kate. Rose’s friend was putting on a brave face, but Rose knew she had to be scared facing a possible arrest. Especially here in New Orleans. At least in Fenton County they had Mason and Joe. 

“How are you handling this, Neely Kate? Really?”

Tears filled her eyes. “I was excited to come to New Orleans, but now I just want to go home.”

Rose covered her hand with her own. “You will, I promise.” She sat straighter, forcing a smile. “In the meantime, let’s go back to the hotel and get that ball rollin’ and then we can go out to dinner before we go to the play.”

“I almost forgot about the play in all the confusion.”

“Yeah, me too. But Mason paid a fortune for the tickets, and while he’d understand if we didn’t feel up to it, I really want to go—partially because this was his early Christmas gift to me and I really want to see the play.”

Neely Kate stood, picking up her bag of beignets. “Then let’s get goin’. We’ve got a full afternoon and evening ahead.”








Chapter Ten







Taylor pulled out her cell phone when she stepped out the side door of the hotel. As she made her way to the sidewalk, she saw Rose and Neely Kate cross the street and head for one of the dress shops. She found the number she was looking for in her contacts and dialed. 

“Yo, Taylor,” he answered.

“Yo, Jimmy,” she said, smiling. Jimmy was a twenty-year-old computer geek disguised as a surfer. He was what artsy people called eclectic and what regular people called slightly off. Taylor figured both were probably true.

“To what do I owe this pleasure?” he asked. “I swear I haven’t gotten into any more trouble.”

“If memory serves me correctly, it wasn’t really you who caused the trouble before. You were just caught up in the tidal wave.”

“True that. But you’re the only person who believed me.”

“Yeah, well, I’m calling in a return of that favor.”

“You in a bind?” All joking fled his voice and his tone switched to concerned.

“Me and a couple other ladies. We had the misfortune of being the last people to see a murder victim alive.”

“No shit? Wow!”

“And Savoy drew the case.”

“Oh man, that is not good. He was always looking for the short answer, not the right one.”

“And he hasn’t changed a bit. Anyway, the ladies I’m in a bind with are staying at your place of employment and someone tossed their room this morning. I told them not to report it and let housekeeping call it in. I won’t get into why, but I have my reasons.”

“Sure. What do you need from me?”

“I need the security footage for this morning to disappear. I don’t want Savoy to get any indication that they knew about the break-in. I want it all to funnel through housekeeping and hotel management to them.”

“No problem. In fact, your timing is perfect. I’m changing out the server today. I’ll tell them the entire system has been off-line since six a.m. Will that work?”

“Perfectly. Before you do it, can you check and see who entered room 234 this morning? 

“Sure. Hold on a sec.”

Taylor heard fast typing and the occasional click of a mouse. 

“I assume the two girls are the occupants, right?”

“You got it.”

“The only other person who entered was wearing a server’s uniform, but he didn’t have a tray. Medium height, thin, but he kept his face turned away from the cameras.”

“Probably a pro.”

“Looks like it.”

“Thanks, Jimmy. I owe you one.”

“Nah. Heck, this doesn’t even make us even. But dinner and a movie might.”

She laughed. “Let me think on that one, and thanks. You’re a lifesaver.”

Helena stared at her, eyebrows raised, as she slipped the phone back into her pocket. “Jimmy, huh? How come you haven’t told me about him?”

“Because he’s just an acquaintance.”

“Acquaintances don’t usually erase security footage for people.”

“They do if you provided the evidence that got them off a murder rap.”

“Okay, maybe then. Hey, do you think it’s smart to go after the diamond thief?”

Taylor shrugged. “Probably not, but it’s a better option than turning those diamonds over to Savoy. Do you think he’d believe we came by them accidentally?”

“But the clerk had to have seen Madame Serafine give Neely Kate one of the bags.”

“What if more than one bag had diamonds in it?”

“Oh, right. I’m just worried is all. They seem like nice girls.”

Taylor nodded. “Which is why you and I are going to make sure this is all cleared up and they’re home for Christmas.”

“Good. What do you want me to do?”

Taylor pointed to the corner she’d mentioned earlier. “I want you to wait on that side of the street on the far end of the café near the trees. We don’t know which direction the purse snatcher will come from or escape to. I’ll wait across the street at Jackson Square. If he goes your direction, do your best to keep up with him and I’ll catch up as quickly as I can. If he runs my direction, then back me up.”

“I hope he comes my direction. That’s a lot less running.”

“For you.” Taylor had the exact opposite hope. Counting on Helena to keep up with anyone for very long was an expectation she’d be foolish to have. If Taylor couldn’t get across the street quickly, the purse snatcher would be in Canada while Helena was rounding the first corner.

“Oh, the smell of beignets in the air,” Helena said, sniffing the air. “I’m going to head over to my spot.” 

“No stealing food,” Taylor called as the ghost hurried across the street.

Helena waved a hand in dismissal, as if the warning didn’t need to be repeated. Every five minutes or so.

Taylor headed to Jackson Square and found a streetlamp near one of the starving artists who sold their paintings in the square. She leaned against it and pulled out her phone, then pretended she was reading something on it while scanning the street for anyone who looked as if they were going to steal a purse. Rose and Neely Kate entered the café and took a seat next to the railing. Both of them were doing a good job pretending to do the normal tourist thing, but Taylor could tell they were slightly uncomfortable.

Neely Kate got up to leave the table and Taylor wondered how long they’d have to wait for the purse snatcher to strike. The answer was not long.

Taylor saw the man in the hoodie approaching the café, his gaze locked on the purse. She bolted across the street, dodging cars and praying that all those hours on the treadmill had paid off. The hooded guy hurried past the railing, snatching the purse with the moves of a pro, then he took off down the street. Taylor turned on the afterburners and set off after him.

After two blocks, her thighs and calves burned and the purse snatcher showed no sign of slowing. As they approached the French Market, she caught sight of something out of the corner of her eye. She glanced over and saw Helena on the other side of the French Market. Stunned, she slowed slightly for a harder look. No way the ghost had maintained that speed for two blocks. 

But something was off. She could only see Helena from the waist up because the stands in the French Market blocked her lower body, but instead of bobbing up and down, the way she should be if she were running, her entire body seemed to be gliding. Seconds later, they reached a spot where the tables were pushed apart, creating a walkway to the other side, and that’s when it all made sense. At least, as much sense as anything involving Helena did. She was wearing roller skates. 

No way was this going to end well.

“Taylor! Look at me!” Helena yelled and turned into the French Market cruising straight through people and tables as if they weren’t even there. Or more accurately, as if Helena wasn’t even there. 

Taylor tore her gaze from the potential train wreck and saw that she was only twenty yards from Hooded Guy, who had slowed to a fast walk. She put on the brakes, before he was clued in that she was chasing him, and began weaving through the French Market crowd. She looked back and saw that Helena had made it to the middle of the market and was cruising down the center aisle.

At the end of the market, Taylor came to a halt and watched as Hooded Guy crossed Decatur and headed down Saint Philip. He stopped in front of a house midway down the street and pulled out a cell phone. Taylor scanned the street for options to approach, but the street contained few people and no obstacles to hide behind other than a couple of scattered cars. 

It figured. The one time she would have welcomed a construction crew, there wasn’t a single one in sight.

“Taylor!” Helena yelled again, but this time the excitement was gone from her voice and had been replaced with fear.

She turned around, anticipating the worst, and that’s exactly what she got. Helena was barreling out of control, her legs shooting one direction, then another, and her arms flapping as if she were trying to take flight. And then the one thing Taylor had dreaded the most happened. 

Helena went solid.

She crashed into a fresh shrimp vendors’ table and sent buckets of shrimp and ice crashing onto the concrete. The owner flipped backward out of his metal folding chair, his expression one of complete terror and confusion, with good reason since from his vantage point, he’d just been attacked by air. Helena hit the water and her legs were done. They split in different directions and Helena went down smack the middle of the shrimpy mess. 

The slick shrimp juice sent her sliding right into the Mardi Gras mask vendors’ table, and a flurry of sequins and feathers shot up into the air. The shrimp vendor tried to move, but the mass of Mardi Gras finery fell all around him, feathers and sequins sticking to every wet spot on his body. 

Taylor tore her gaze away from Helena’s latest debacle just in time to see hooded guy enter the house he’d been standing in front of. She didn’t even hesitate before hurrying across the street. She felt a tiny bit guilty leaving Helena, but what possible help could she be to an invisible person in a very public place?

The buildings had no gaps in between them, so no chance of sneaking down a side and listening in at a window. Taylor inched toward the door she’d seen Hooded Guy enter and took a picture of the building with the address. She was about to cross the street and see if she could find some vantage point to watch as the guy left and get a picture, when she heard the faint sound of arguing coming from the second floor. 

She stepped onto the street just enough to look over the balcony and saw that one of the second-floor windows was partially open. She crept back under the balcony and strained to make out what they were saying.

“Not there…don’t know…one bag left…have to find…no other option.”

She heard a door slam and she rushed across the street to where a car was parked. She pulled out her phone and put it on camera, then pulled out her car keys, hanging them on her finger. Hopefully, Hooded Guy would think it was her car and she was about to leave. 

The front door opened and Hooded Guy stepped out. He paused briefly and Taylor got the shot, then dropped her hand holding the phone and lowered her gaze. He didn’t even glance at her before hurrying off up the street and away from the French Market.

As Taylor headed back to the French Market, she did a quick search on the address, and pieces began to fall into place. She just needed to check on a few things and maybe they’d get more answers. But first, she’d better call Rose and Neely Kate. They were probably sitting on top of their phones waiting to hear what happened.

Neely Kate answered on the first ring. “Did you get my purse back?”

“Unfortunately, no,” Taylor said, “but I followed him to the drop site and ran the address.”

“So the case is solved?”

“Not quite yet. There are some things I have to check out. Before we turn this over to Savoy, it’s basically got to be spelled out like in kindergarten, including pictures if we have time to draw them.”

“Well, what did you find out?”

“The house the purse snatcher went to belongs to Arden James, a former jeweler who did ten years for fencing stolen jewels. He was just released from prison two months ago. The story was in the newspaper the day of his release.”

“Oh! Well, that’s great news. Are you coming back here now?”

“No. I doubt seriously Arden worked in Serafine’s shop. I need to figure out the inside connection. I don’t think Serafine was involved, but I can’t be sure. And if Purple Hair is our girl, why would the smuggler crack her on the head? Serafine probably had at least one other employee. I have a friend down at the employment commission. I’m going to see what she can tell me.”

“Great. Hey, is Helena okay?”

The shrimp debacle!

Taylor clenched her phone. “Uh, yeah, sure. Listen, I need to run. I’ll get back with you as soon as I know more. Just stay put and don’t give Savoy anything to latch onto.”

She slipped the phone back into her pocket and headed across the street to the French Market, hoping she hadn’t just lied to Neely Kate about Helena. 








Chapter Eleven







After everything they had been through that day, Rose couldn’t believe it was only two in the afternoon. She was happy Taylor had gotten some solid information about the case, but it wasn’t nearly enough to clear them. Her stomach tensed with anxiety when she thought about what was still to come. Almost every run-in she’d ever had with law enforcement in Henryetta turned out bad, and after their meeting with Detective Savoy this morning, she expected more of the same. 

She wondered if the break-in had been discovered by housekeeping yet, but the answer to her question was evident when Rose and Neely Kate got off the elevator on their hotel floor. Three people stood in front of their hotel room door. 

“Oh, my stars and garters,” Neely Kate mumbled. “I think they found the mess.”

“I think you’re right.” Rose couldn’t help dragging her feet a bit as they neared the small group. 

A man in a gray suit turned to them as the girls reached their room, a grim expression on his face. “Ms. Gardner?”

“Yes?” Rose said, trying to sound surprised. She didn’t have to fake the nervousness.

“I’m Rob Benson, the hotel manager. I’m afraid your room has been broken into. We’ve contacted the authorities and they are on their way.”

“Oh my goodness!” Neely Kate exclaimed, sounding worried. 

“How on earth did you find out we were robbed?” Rose asked. “Did someone see them runnin’ off?”

“No,” Mr. Benson said, his brow lowered with concern. “One of the housekeeping staff discovered the break-in, then called me.”

“Did they steal our stuff?” Neely Kate asked.

Mr. Benson didn’t look happy about this conversation, not that Rose could blame him. This had to look bad for the hotel. “We’re not sure. Once Matilda discovered that someone had searched through your things, she vacated the room and waited for me to arrive. The police should be here any minute.”

“Oh dear,” Rose said. 

The manager leaned closer and lowered his voice. “We’ll be more than happy to move you to another room and comp your stay because of the inconvenience. We take the safety of our guests very seriously.”

“Thank you.”

“Well, what do we have here?” a familiar voice asked behind them. “I wouldn’t be too concerned about their inconvenience if I were you.”

Rose squeezed her eyes shut as she turned around to face her current worst nightmare. “Hello, Detective Savoy.”

The sour-faced man stood several feet away, flanked by two uniformed officers. The detective pulled his wallet out of his pocket and flashed it to the manager, then just as quickly stuffed it back into his pants. “Detective Savoy. New Orleans PD. What do you think happened here?” He nodded his head to the closed door to their room.

“Our housekeeping staff went to clean Ms. Gardner’s room this afternoon and discovered that it had been broken into.”

The officer raised his eyebrows with a smirk. “Had it now?”

The manager’s brow scrunched low over his eyes. “Why do you say that?”

“Never mind. Go on.”

“Matilda discovered the room had been vandalized about thirty minutes ago.”

“Was anything taken?”

“Nothing that belongs to the hotel,” the manager said. “We can’t be sure about the guests’ belongings.”

Savoy turned to the women. “Have you been in the room yet?”

Rose didn’t want to lie, so she came up with the most recent version of the truth. “We just got here and were talkin’ to Mr. Benson and he told us what happened. We haven’t had a chance to go in.”

The detective waved his hand toward the room in what looked to be a gallant gesture, but Rose knew it was anything but. “After you, ladies.” He held up his hand to the other two officers to stay put.

Neely Kate turned to Detective Savoy and gave him a look of pure innocence and confusion. “You’re wantin’ us to go in and contaminate a crime scene?” 

He smiled, but it was condescending. “You can walk in, but just don’t touch anything.” 

The girls entered the room and looked around, keeping their hands to themselves. About thirty seconds later, Savoy became impatient.

“Well?” 

Rose shook her head, but avoided eye contact as she continued to examine the mess. “I don’t see anything missin’. What about you, Neely Kate?”

“No.”

Savoy hooked his thumbs in the waistband of his pants and said in a smug tone, “Why does that not surprise me?”

Rose’s head shot up. She suspected he would give them a hard time, but she’d still held out hope that she was wrong. “What are you talkin’ about?”

He held his hands out at his sides. “Why would someone break into a tourist’s room and not steal anything?”

Rose’s temper was starting to get the better of her. “I don’t know, Detective. You’re the expert. Shouldn’t you be the one tellin’ us?”

His eyes widened in surprise. 

“It’s obvious they were lookin’ for something.” She waved to the mess. “Isn’t your job to figure out what that is?”

He took two steps toward her, his face less than a foot from hers, but she held her ground. He was a bully, plain and simple, and she was sick to death of backing down to them. She’d faced scarier bullies than Detective Savoy, although she suspected he could inflict more damage.

“What’s a country bumpkin like you from southern Arkansas know about my job?”

“My ex-boyfriend is Joe Simmons. He used to be a detective for the Arkansas State Police and is now the chief deputy sheriff in Fenton County, so it turns out I do know a thing or two about detective work.”

But as soon as the hatred filled Savoy’s eyes, Rose wondered if she’d just frolicked headlong down the wrong path. Taylor had said involving Mason would probably cause more harm than good, and she suspected this was the same.

“Do you want to know what I think, Ms. Gardner?” He spat out her name as if it were vile.

“Not particularly, Detective Savoy, but I suspect you’re gonna tell me anyway.”

He took a couple of steps backward, did a slow circle as he took in the room, then turned back to face her, his face covered with contempt. “Here’s what I think—Ms. Colson got mad at Serafine Saint Cerano and then went back to ‘make her pay.’” He used air quotes to accentuate his point. 

“You think a little thing like that is capable of torturin’ someone?” Rose asked in disbelief while swinging her hand back toward Neely Kate. “What’s the point? It was only fifty dollars.”

“Yeah,” Neely Kate said, sounding indignant. “I wouldn’t waste the time over something so trivial. Besides, it might mess up my nails.” She held out her hands, showing her latest manicure of silver sparkling nails with tiny Christmas trees painted on each one. 

The detective only stared at the two women, his grin spreading.

“That cat got your tongue?” Neely Kate asked, putting her hands on her hips and jutting her right hip out to the side.

He smirked. “No, but a jail cell’s going to be slowing yours down soon.”

“You don’t have any grounds to arrest her!” Rose protested.

Savoy took a deep, satisfied breath and let it out with a malicious twinkle in his eye. “Don’t be so sure of that.” He took a step closer. “Ms. Gardner, how’d you know Ms. Saint Cerano was tortured?”

Oh, crappy doodles. That was in the paperwork. The paperwork Helena the ghost had stolen from the police headquarters. “You told us this morning.”

He shook his head. “Nope. I purposely left that part out.”

Rose clamped her mouth shut. 

“Now I not only suspect Ms. Colson of committing murder, but you of being an accessory.” His grin spread across his face. “I love when I can close a case in one day.” He winked at her. “I’ve got the department record, you know.”

“How many other innocent people have you railroaded to keep that record goin’?” Rose asked.

He shrugged with a look of indifference. “Who cares? As long as the case is closed, that’s all that matters. Now I’ve got to figure out how to loop Ms. Beaumont in on this, which I’m sure I’ll manage, and I’m bound to get that promotion.” He started toward the door. “I have no doubts that I’ll be seeing you girls soon.” 

“Not if I can help it!” Neely Kate shouted after him.

He walked out and gave a half wave without looking back. “You can go do your job, boys,” he said the police officers. “But I wouldn’t waste too much time trying to pin it on someone else.”

The stunned hotel manager stood in the doorway, a look of horror in his eyes. 

“We didn’t do it,” Rose said, taking a step closer to him. 

He took a step backward, stumbling when he hit the housekeeping cart. “I’m sure you didn’t. We’ll move you to your new room soon.” Then he took off down the hall, the housekeeper and a woman in a business suit following after him.

“Me and my big mouth,” Rose groaned, sitting on the edge of the bed. 

Neely Kate sat next to her and put an arm around her back. “Don’t worry. Between you and me and Taylor and Helena, we’ll figure this mess out.”

Rose looked up at her friend. “We?”

“Shoot yeah, we. This isn’t the first mystery we’ve solved or you’ve solved completely on your own.”

Rose rolled her eyes. “A couple of those were by accident.”

“So?” Neely Kate’s eyes widened to make her point. “You’re a natural at solvin’ mysteries.”

“But this isn’t Fenton County, Neely Kate. We don’t know the first thing about anything here.”

“So? We’ll just figure it out.” Neely Kate stood and tugged on Rose’s arm. “Come on.”

Rose stood, confused. “Where are we goin’?”

“We’re going to solve a mystery.”

“How on earth are we gonna do that?”

“I know the first place to look. Take a guess.” She grinned. 

Rose let out a breath. How could she be so stupid? “The scene of the crime.” She started for the door. “Let’s go.”








Chapter Twelve







The air had turned nippier as Rose and Neely Kate took off toward the psychic’s store. 

“Do you think we should have heard something else from Taylor by now?” Rose asked, hunching her shoulders against the wind. 

“I wondered that too, but I suspect she’s trackin’ down more leads,” Neely Kate said. “Maybe she’s wrapped up with something and can’t get away to call us with another update.”

“Let’s hope it’s not tied up to something,” Rose murmured. 

“That too. But they couldn’t catch Helena. I bet she’d come tell us if something happened.”

“I would hope she’d go to the police.”

“They wouldn’t be able to see or hear her,” Neely Kate said, walking around a man stumbling while holding a plastic cup. “I’m the only one who can. I think she’d come to me for help.”

“Yeah, I suppose that’s true.” Rose cast a glance at her friend. “So how disappointed are you that you might not have a paranormal gift after all?”

Neely Kate gave a shake of her head. “Just because Taylor spouted her explanation doesn’t mean it’s true. You know my grandma has a gift.” Still, Neely Kate didn’t sound so convinced.

“I know.” Rose looped her arm through Neely Kate’s arm and pulled her close. “Why is it so important to you that you have a special gift anyway?”

Neely Kate was quiet for a moment before she answered in a voice so quiet Rose barely heard her, “So I’ll be special.”

Rose pulled her to a halt in the middle of the busy sidewalk. “What on earth are you talkin’ about, Neely Kate Colson?”

Neely Kate met her gaze but looked hesitant. “I grew up in a loud family and everyone has a special gift.”

“I thought your grandma was the only one with a paranormal gift.”

“Oh, she is.” Neely Kate waved her hand in dismissal. “But everyone else has a talent. My cousin Petey can shoot a squirrel dead center between the eyes, and Vickie can make a mean venison stew. She’s won blue ribbons at the county fair. But me… I’ve got nothin’.”

Rose’s mouth dropped open in shock. “How can you say that? You’re one of the most special people I know.”

Neely Kate scowled and tried to walk away before Rose hauled her back. “You’re not walkin’ away from this.”

Neely Kate took an exasperated breath. “You have to say that, Rose. We’re best friends.”

Rose steeled her back. “No, I don’t have to say any such thing. You’re larger than life and everyone loves you.”

A sly grin lifted her mouth. “Not Joe.”

Rose lifted her eyebrows playfully. “Even Joe. He loves that you’re so feisty and stand up to him. And especially that you have my back after our breakup.”

“He does not.”

“I promise he does.” Rose’s smile fell. A strand of Neely Kate’s hair blew into her face and Rose tucked it behind her ear. “Why can’t you just be enough as you?”

Tears filled Neely Kate’s eyes. “I wasn’t enough for my momma, was I? She took off ten years ago with some man and left me for Gran to raise. If I was enough, she wouldn’t have left me, now would she?”

Rose’s chest tightened as a lump filled her throat. She grabbed Neely Kate’s shoulders and stared into her eyes. “Now you listen to me, Neely Kate Rivers Colson. Your mother is a selfish fool. That woman doesn’t deserve you. And I promise you that if one of these giant diamonds showed up in her lap, she’d throw it away thinkin’ it was a piece of glass, because she obviously doesn’t know special when she sees it.”

Neely Kate’s chin quivered. “I’m so glad you sat by me in jury duty that day.”

Rose smiled, her eyes burning with tears. “Me too.” She took a deep breath. “Now let’s go clear our names so we can go home for Christmas.”

Neely Kate was quieter than usual as they walked the rest of the way, even though Rose tried to cajole her out of her doldrums. Rose wasn’t surprised she was taking the potential murder charges seriously, especially here in New Orleans, but the reason for Neely Kate’s obsession with getting a paranormal gift did surprise her. Neely Kate was one of the most outgoing, wonderful people she knew. She realized how people actually viewed themselves was often different from how the world saw them. Rose included.

They stopped at the corner of the street, eyeing the shop two doors down. Crime scene tape covered the front entrance. 

“So what do you want to do?” Neely Kate asked. 

“It will be pretty obvious if we’re snoopin’ around the front, especially you if people remember you poundin’ on the window yesterday.”

Neely Kate grimaced. 

“How about I stroll by and casually look inside, like those people over there?” She pointed to a couple who stood in front of the crime tape, obviously trying to figure out what happened.

“Sounds good.” 

“And why don’t you go into that candle shop and look around like you’re shopping. Otherwise it will look suspicious if you’re standing on the corner.” Although on second thought, Rose decided it took a lot more than standing on a street corner to look suspicious.

“Good point.” 

Neely Kate took off for the candle shop, which was directly across from the psychic’s store, while Rose crossed the street. She pretended to look into the windows of the establishment next door. Just her luck it was a bar, which made her look more like a wino than a window-shopper, but then she figured she was in New Orleans. By looking at the number of people walking around with drinks in their hands, if someone could get away with window-shopping a bar anywhere, it was here. 

When she reached the front windows of the psychic’s shop, she saw a streak of purple inside, ducking behind the counter. Gina, the employee they met yesterday, was inside. They needed to talk to her.

Neely Kate stood in the window of the candle store, holding up a hunk of wax that looked like a grotesque pirate. Rose made a slight motioning movement and Neely Kate nodded, setting the candle down and heading for the exit.

Rose moved to the street corner and waited.  

“The clerk is inside the shop,” Rose said as soon as Neely Kate joined her. 

“Are you sure?”

“Unless Madame Serafine hired multiple employees with purple hair, then yes, I’m sure. We need to talk to her.”

“Yeah, but how?”

“Let’s go around to the alley and see if we can get in the back entrance.”

“Oh!” Neely Kate gushed. “Good idea!”

They made their way around the side of the bar and turned the corner to the alley.

“It’s the second store,” Rose said, staying close to the wall. “And here it is.”

The back door was slightly ajar. Rose gave Neely Kate a glance before pulling her hand back into her sleeve and wedging the heel of her palm into the crack. She slowly pushed the door open, worried the old building would creak or groan, but it was surprisingly quiet. Rose held it open for Neely Kate to lean her shoulder against the edge. Rose sneaked into the dark back room and Neely Kate followed, carefully shutting the door behind them. 

“Now what?” Neely Kate asked. 

Rose tried to figure out their next move when she heard a voice, and she looked at Neely Kate with wide eyes. Gina, the purple-haired clerk, was talking to someone, but Rose could barely make out her words. She crept to the edge of the partially open door that led to the room where Serafine had started to read Neely Kate’s palm. It was still trashed, but the curtain to the front of the store was wider than it had been the night before. Rose still couldn’t see Gina, but the clerk was raising her voice, making it easier to hear.

“…I keep telling you I don’t know where it is!” She grunted in exasperation as she walked past the curtained doorway. “I’m telling you, I’m missing two bags, but she only gave away one bag to that hillbilly girl with the big hair.”

Neely Kate stiffened. “Hey!” she whisper-shouted.

Rose turned back to look at her, giving her the evil eye. 

Thankfully, Gina was too worried about her own dilemma to hear them. “I’ve looked everywhere and I can’t find the second one.” 

Gina was silent for a moment. “You don’t think I’m stupid, do you? I don’t want to end up at the bottom of the Mississippi.” She was silent again. “Fine. I’ll search again, but I’m telling you it’s not here. Somebody took it and it wasn’t me. But when I find it, I’m out of this, and you better keep your promise.”

There were several more seconds of silence. “Whatever,” Gina said finally, “but once the murder is pinned on those girls and that PI, I’m leaving town.”

Rose and Neely Kate exchanged worried glances. 

Gina muttered “Damn it!” and slammed something on the counter. Rose wouldn’t be surprised if it was her phone. It sounded as though Gina was in big trouble.

“Do you still wanna talk to her?” Neely Kate whispered in her ear. “’Cause I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“No, sounds like she’s in on it. She’s not gonna tell us anything. We need to tell Taylor and see if she found anything else out.”

“And then hopefully go home,” Neely Kate said. “No offense, but this is the worst vacation ever.” 

Rose couldn’t agree more.








Chapter Thirteen







Taylor found Helena sitting on the curb at the end of the street. The roller skates were gone and had been replaced with ballet shoes, which was confusing enough to begin with, but when combined with the camo and the smell of shrimp, made things seem even more odd.

“About time you came back,” Helena griped. “I could have died there.”

“You’re already dead.”

“Why do people keep saying that?”

“Because it’s true? What’s with the shoes?”

“You think I know? I was lying there in that heap of shrimp, sequins, and feathers and thinking ‘I wish I were lighter on my feet’ and these things appeared.”

“Can you walk in them?”

“Yeah, but not well. This street is bumpy. Hurts my corns.”

Taylor opened her mouth to ask how in God’s name a ghost could have corns, but decided the answer wasn’t even worth it. “Well, walk as fast as you can. I need you to go into a house and see if you can find out anything about the diamonds.”

Helena pushed herself up from the curb and started up the street, moving as if she were walking on hot coals. When she picked up speed, it was an even worse spectacle, but at least she was moving faster.

Taylor wrinkled her nose as a gust of wind hit Helena. “Why is it that you can hold smell? That isn’t right on so many different levels.”

“How should I know? You were supposed to be figuring all this out for me.”

“No, we were supposed to be figuring it out together.”

“Well, we’re doing a bang-up job so far what with the potential murder charges.”

Low blow.

Taylor stopped across the street from the house and pointed. “Just get in there and see if you can find out anything. I’ll wait for you back on the corner.”

“Who lives there?”

“A guy who did time for fencing stolen jewels. Recently released from prison.”

“You want me to go in there with a prisoner?”

“He can’t see you!”

“He can probably smell me.”

“Then that’s just an added bonus he deserves. This guy is going to get Neely Kate sent down the river for murder. Do you want that to happen?”

Helena sighed. “Fine.” 

Taylor watched as she did her strange walk across the street and through the wall of the house. She headed back for the corner and leaned against the street sign post, trying not to stare at the fencer’s house. This entire mess had hit her like a ton of bricks. She wasn’t used to being a suspect, and she didn’t like it one bit. Nor did she relish the thought of Savoy’s railroading Neely Kate for another feather in his cap. 

The entire thing had her edgier than usual…more reactive and impatient. She needed to remind herself to relax and concentrate on this case as if it were any other job she’d been hired to do. It was easy to say, but so much harder to do when it was personal. Like right now. She checked her watch for the tenth time in as many minutes and hoped Helena had been inside the house so long because she’d uncovered information they could use, and not a serving tray of food.

She pulled out her cell phone, frustrated with herself for not using the time to make a phone call to her friend at the employment commission. This was exactly what she’d been trying to avoid—losing focus. 

“This is Dot,” her friend answered on the first ring.

“Hi Dot. It’s Taylor.”

“Taylor! How the heck are you? I haven’t heard from you in a coon’s age.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I’ve been busy with the agency and a special project I’m working on, and I’ve dropped everything and everyone else. I promise it’s not personal.”

“Oh, I’d never think that, honey. You’re darn near the only considerate person I know.”

“I might change your mind here in a second, because I’m calling for a favor. One of those favors you’re not supposed to do in your official capacity.”

“What’s wrong? I know you, Taylor Beaumont, and you never ask for things like this unless it’s dire.”

“I’m sorta wrapped up in a murder investigation.”

“You trying to clear someone innocent, like that Jimmy you helped before?”

“No. I’m trying to clear myself.”

“Good Lord! My heart’s beating like a drum. I won’t even ask for the details because I know you won’t give them and they’ll likely stress me more. Just tell me what I can do for you.”

“I want to know who works at Madame Serafine’s Voodoo House.” 

“Sure, give me a second. It looks like she has two employees, Gina Miller and Robbie Calloway. Looks like Robbie is sixteen and only works some weekend hours. Gina is full-time.”

At sixteen and minimal weekend hours, that put Robbie out of the running for involvement in high crimes. Not that she hadn’t encountered highly accomplished sixteen-year-old criminals, but he didn’t have enough access to guarantee handling a smuggling operation. 

“What’s Gina’s work history?” Taylor asked.

“Looks like she’s been at the shop for six months and before that…hmmm.”

“What?”

“I don’t have any work history for her prior to the shop. Could be she’s a transplant.”

“Could be,” Taylor said. “Thanks for the information. I really appreciate it.”

“You be careful. And please let me know when you get this fixed. I’m going to worry until I know you’re safe.”

“I promise.”

Taylor slipped the phone back in her pocket. Gina might be a transplant, but since she was the only employee with the ability to handle the diamond smuggling from the shop, it was more likely her entire identity was a fake. 

She caught movement out of the corner of her eye and glanced over to see Helena hobbling toward her. The ghost looked to be in so much pain that if it had been ordinary circumstances, with an ordinary body, Taylor would have offered her a piggyback ride. Instead, she had to wait, rather impatiently, for Helena to make it the half block before dropping onto the curb.

“Did you hear anything?”

Helena nodded and held up one finger. She took a couple deep breaths and then grabbed her foot and started massaging it. “I hope I can change shoes soon. This is awful on the feet and the lungs.”

Taylor struggled to control her impatience. “The jeweler? Anything?”

“Oh yeah. His phone rang when I walked in and he told someone it failed. I heard yelling—mostly cussing—from whoever he was talking to, but that’s it. Then the jeweler said he had the funds from the first trade and they needed to settle.”

“That means there must have been more bags with diamonds in the shipment. Arden fenced what was there and whoever he’s working with is the one looking for the missing bag that you stole.”

“Which makes the other guy the murderer, right?”

“Probably so.”

Helena blew out a breath of relief. “At least I wasn’t holed up with a murderer.”

Taylor didn’t even bother pointing out that neither Arden nor the murderer could have seen her anyway. Once Helena’s mind latched onto something, it was all over but the absurdity. “What else did he say?”

“Arden asked why he couldn’t send the courier to collect. The only thing I could hear the murderer say was ‘compromised.’”

Taylor nodded. “The courier is probably the guy who broke into Rose and Neely Kate’s room and stole Neely Kate’s purse. The murderer must think he’s had too much visibility to do another job.”

“Then Arden said ‘the theater?’ and ‘I know you can’t risk coming here but why in public?’ Then he said ‘Fine, I have a gray wool coat with a red scarf.’ Then the murderer talked for a while and Arden hung up the phone.”

“The theater? He didn’t say which one?”   

Helena nodded. “He said ‘I hate Wicked’ after he hung up.”

Taylor’s pulse shot up a bit. “This is great. We know where he’s going to make the drop. That means we can tail him and find out who the murderer is, take pictures, and turn the whole shooting match over to Savoy on a silver platter.”

“Just the way he likes it.”

“Oh yeah,” Taylor said and shook her head.

A fake ID that passed scrutiny, purse snatchers who knew how to enter a locked hotel room while avoiding the security feed, Arden James, and a public drop of money. It had all the calculation and planning of a highly professional job.

So why risk it all by killing Madame Serafine? Either the murderer answered to someone worse than himself, or he was arrogant enough to think he’d never be discovered. 

He was dead wrong.

And Taylor was going to prove that tonight.

“I have even better information…if you want it.”

“What?”

Helena grinned. “I know how Arden is going to give the murderer the money.” 

“How?”

“After he got off the phone, he went to his bedroom closet and took out the coat he mentioned earlier. Then he took several envelopes of money out of his dresser and shoved them into the lining. It has this hidden zipper in the side.”

Taylor couldn’t control her excitement. “We’ve got him.”

“Damn straight.”








Chapter Fourteen







Once Rose and Neely Kate were several blocks from Madame Serafine’s shop, Rose asked for Neely Kate’s phone. “I want to call Taylor.”

Neely Kate dug it out of her jeans pocket. “What if she’s in the middle of something?”

“I think this is important enough to bother her.”

Taylor answered on the second ring, sounding worried when she answered. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes and no,” Rose said, then continued before Taylor could ask questions. “The housekeeping staff had discovered the break-in by the time we got back and they had called the police.”

“That’s a good thing. Did you tell them Neely Kate’s purse was stolen, too?”

“We never got a chance.” Rose paused. “Detective Savoy was with the officers who showed up.”

“Oh, crap,” Taylor muttered. “What happened?”

“He doesn’t believe for a minute that our room was broken into. In fact, after he left, he pretty much told the officers not to waste their time lookin’ for evidence.”

“What did he tell you?”

Rose moved next to a building to get out of the way of the busy sidewalk traffic, dragging Neely Kate with her. “He thinks we staged the break-in.”

Taylor groaned. “To try to take the heat off of you two?”

“Exactly. Only we messed up.”

“What happened?”

“He got me riled up and I told asked him how could he accuse a tiny thing like Neely Kate of torturin’ someone, then Neely Kate added she wouldn’t torture someone for fifty dollars.”

Taylor was silent for a moment. “And only someone with inside info—or the perpetrator of the crime—would know that.”

“Exactly.”

“Damn.”

“But there’s more,” Rose said.

Taylor blew out a loud breath. “After your last news, I’m afraid to hear it.”

“This is actually good news. After we realized Savoy is railroadin’ us, we took off for Madame Serafine’s shop.”

“Why would you girls do something so risky?”

Rose snorted. “Please, this was nothin’ for us. Just last week I was undercover in a strip joint tryin’ to find Neely Kate’s missin’ cousin.”

Taylor was remarkably quiet, and Rose figured she was in shock. 

“So anyway, Gina—the purple-haired girl—was in the shop, but crime scene tape was still across the front door so we figured she wasn’t supposed to be there. We slipped around to the alley and through the back door. When we got inside, Gina was on the phone.”

“Could you hear what she said?”

“Yeah, we heard enough to know she’s involved.”

“After my information from the employment commission, I suspected as much,” Taylor said.

“Gina said she had been lookin’ for the second bag everywhere but couldn’t find it. She said she wasn’t stupid enough to take it herself.”

“Unless she wants to end up dead. These people are professionals and aren’t to be messed with.”

“She pretty much said that, but there was something else. She said as soon as they found the other bag, she was out, and he had to keep his promise. What do you think that means?”

“Maybe she didn’t want to be involved in the first place, or could be she’s got cold feet because Serafine was murdered. I don’t think that was the original plan.”

“That makes sense. There’s one more thing.”

“I’m almost afraid to ask at this point.”

“She said as soon as the murder was pinned on ‘those girls and that PI’ she was leaving town. Savoy must have told her he’s after us when she was down at the station. I get Neely Kate…and me by default of being her friend, but why is he workin’ so hard to get you involved?”

“I saved a friend from being railroaded in one of his trumped-up cases. Obviously, he’s holding a grudge. Damn it. Since Gina’s involved, God only knows what false information she’s fed Savoy to direct attention away from herself.”

“I hadn’t even thought about that, but I bet you’re right. She’s probably made us out to be crazies, foamin’ at the mouth and all.”

“I’m sure of it. So we’re working on borrowed time.”

“Looks like it,” Rose said, her voice breaking. Her heart had begun to race, and she tried to catch her breath. She’d taken all of this in stride, but now it was hitting home. Maybe it really was time to call Mason.

“Listen, I have some solid leads of my own.” Taylor recapped everything that had transpired since she’d last talked to Neely Kate. “So Arden James is making a drop at the theater. During the performance of Wicked.”

Rose gasped. “Neely Kate and I have tickets to see Wicked tonight.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No. Mason bought them for Neely Kate and me as part of my early Christmas gift. That’s why we’re in New Orleans.”

“I’m going to need one of those tickets,” Taylor said. 

Rose’s ire rose. “No way. Neely Kate and I are goin’ to that play. We’re part of this and we’re not sittin’ in our hotel room waiting for Detective Savoy to show up and arrest us. We wouldn’t do that at home and we’re sure not doin’ it here.”

Neely Kate nodded her agreement.

“While I appreciate the can-do spirit, Rose, you need to leave this to a trained professional.”

“Neely Kate and I may not have a fancy license, but between the two of us, we’ve solved more cases in six months than the Henryetta Police Department has in the last two years.” Of course, that wasn’t saying much, but no need telling Taylor that. “I’ve discovered the identity of three killers, figured out who robbed the Henryetta bank, killed a hardened criminal who chased me through the woods for two days, and helped guarantee the installment of the current Fenton County crime lord. I’m not the fragile flower you think I am.”

Taylor was silent for several seconds. “Okay. You’re in. But maybe Neely Kate should sit this one out. She is pregnant, after all.”

“No way. I’ll be worried sick that Savoy will arrest her while I’m at the play. She goes, but I’ll make her sit in her seat and not get involved.”

“Well, okay,” Taylor said, sounding as though she was adjusting to Rose’s demands. “I guess I need to buy a ticket to Wicked.” She paused, then released a groan. “No, Helena. I don’t need to buy two tickets. You don’t need one.”

“So once we get to the theater, what’s the plan?”

“Thanks to Helena, we know James is wearing a gray wool coat with a red scarf. If I can find him, Helena and I can trail him and catch him in the act of the drop-off.”

“So let’s meet in the theater lobby,” Rose said. 

“No. The less we’re seen together the better. I’ll show up early and try to scope things out. Text me once you girls are there. We’ll figure out where to go from there.”

“Sounds good.”

Neely Kate waved her hand in front of Rose’s face. “Ask Taylor what Helena is wearin’ tonight.”

Rose’s eyes widened in disbelief. “I’m not askin’ Taylor what a ghost is wearin’ to the play. What does it matter? No one can see her.”

“I can see her and so can Taylor. I want to coordinate our outfits.”

Taylor coughed. “Did I just hear Neely Kate say she wants to coordinate her outfit with Helena’s?” Taylor groaned. “No, Helena…fine.” Taylor sounded pained. “Helena says she’ll try to match Neely Kate.”

Rose relayed the information and Neely Kate broke into a huge smile. “I’m gonna wear my red dress with black shoes and white scarf with green Christmas trees. I want to look festive.”

“She says—” Rose started.

“I heard her,” Taylor said in a dry tone. “I’ll pass it on to Helena. Rose, you should thank the heaven above that you’ll be spared the pain of the big fashion reveal.”

“As long as I’m there for the big bad-guy reveal, I can live with it.”

“Rose,” Taylor said hesitantly. “I know you are desperate to clear your and Neely Kate’s names, but don’t do anything too risky tonight.” 

Rose’s eyebrows rose in mock innocence as she shot Neely Kate an ornery grin. “Do somethin’ risky? I wouldn’t dream of it.”








Chapter Fifteen







“Are you sure this is going to work?” Helena asked as Taylor stuffed a red scarf in the pocket of the gray jacket she’d picked up at the resale shop an hour earlier. 

“No. I’m not sure about anything, but I can’t think of a better idea. Can you?” Taylor’s plan was to locate Arden and get the pictures, but if she had a chance to switch the jackets, she was going to take it. 

Helena scrunched her brow for several seconds, then shook her head. “I got nothing.”

“Then this is the plan. If it doesn’t work, I’ll have you start practicing smuggling nail files.”

“You never do your nails. Why would I need to carry around a file?” Then her eyes widened. “Oh, it’s a prison break joke. Hey, what happens if we get all the evidence? That Savoy is a jerk. He might bury it instead of finding the real murderer.”

“I’ve already considered that, and I have a backup plan. I did some poking around the New Orleans PD gossip this afternoon and got the name of the other detective in the running for the promotion Savoy is gunning for. The gossip says that no one likes Savoy.”

“Shocking.”

Taylor nodded. “If I offer the other detective a way to cut Savoy off at the knees and get the promotion, I think Detective Broussard will jump at it. I got his cell number from a mutual friend. If tonight goes down like we hope, I’ll call him to come make the arrest before Savoy gets wind of anything.” 

“That’s smart and sneaky. I like it.”

Taylor rolled the jacket up and tucked it under her arm as she turned to face the mirror. “How do I look?”

Both she and Helena scrutinized her appearance. For a complete tomboy, Taylor thought she’d done well. The dress was black and made of some stretchy material that made movement easy. It came to her knees, leaving her legs free for running. And God forbid, if it came to that, she could easily step out of her medium-heeled pumps and sprint barefoot. Her usual ponytail was gone, replace by an upswept hairdo with shiny black combs holding it all in place. 

“You look good,” Helena said.

“You sound surprised.”

“Well…”

“Never mind.” Taylor didn’t know what had possessed her to ask the ghost about her outfit of choice, especially given what Helena had selected for their mission.

All one had to do was Google “Lady Gaga Christmas outfit” and up popped pictures of Helena’s outfit of choice. The jumpsuit was tight, red, and entirely too short, which was fine for the young and thin Gaga, but not so much for an old ghost. If one pictured Mrs. Claus in that outfit, it was a closer fit. Her hair was bright and shiny Christmas green, which was disturbing enough, but the headpiece was the real kicker. Sprigs of fir tree branches shot out in every direction, balls dangling from the ends. A gold ornament perched on top completed the catastrophe.

The only good part was she’d left off the absolutely absurd and impossible-to-walk-in shoes that Gaga had worn and opted instead for black lace-up army boots. Taylor hoped Neely Kate got a good eyeful of Helena and learned not to encourage her. Helena was the last person, dead or alive, who needed encouragement.

 “Let’s do this,” Taylor said and grabbed her purse and car keys.

She’d planned their arrival at the theater to be an hour before the play started, so only a handful of people roamed the amphitheater when they walked in. She scanned the lobby, trying to determine the best vantage point, and finally decided on a bench toward the front of the lobby and centered in between two statues. From there, she’d have a clear view of people coming in, but if she edged over on the bench toward one of the plants on the side, the foliage would provide her with a little coverage. 

While she waited, she took out her phone and set up a text message to Detective Broussard in case time was of the essence when she needed to send it.

My name is Taylor Beaumont and I’m a private investigator. I have evidence that Madame Serafine was murdered by diamond smugglers using her shop to move merchandise. I know who the killer is and have proof. Get to the Wicked production before Detective Savoy shows up and takes the glory and the promotion.

She read the text and smiled. That should get his attention. Now, she just prayed she had a reason to send it. 

“This is boring,” Helena said.

Taylor nodded, even though she didn’t really agree. Normally, it would be boring to sit on a bench staring at doors, but she was so pumped up thinking over all the possible endings for the night’s adventure that she was certain her pulse rate was through the roof. 

Then Helena started bitching and the minutes began to drag. Taylor almost cheered when the first patrons started to arrive thirty minutes later. “Go near the doors,” she said to Helena. “If the crowd gets too large, I might not be able to see everyone entering. If you see Arden James, then yell.”

“Got it!” Helena jumped up from the bench and took off across the lobby, the ornaments on her headpiece swinging as she walked.

Taylor had hoped James would show up early and the entire thing would be over and done with before Rose and Neely Kate arrived. The boss had already tortured and killed one woman, and Taylor had no doubt that he wouldn’t hesitate to do it again if he thought it meant getting his diamonds. Despite Rose’s claim that the two had been involved in some criminal escapades, Taylor worried about getting them involved, especially Neely Kate. Taylor would never forgive herself if the stress of the situation did something to Neely Kate’s baby.

But as more and more people piled into the theater, her hopes of a quick evidence collection and exit faded away. She wasn’t happy about it, but it made sense. It was far easier for James to make the drop unnoticed in a crowd. 

A flash of red caught her eye, and she looked over to see Rose and Neely Kate walking in. Then a wide screen of red completely blocked her view as Helena ran over to them. Neely Kate slowed a bit and looked at Helena from head to toe, then winked. Good God. Taylor would never get the ghost in regular clothes again.

Helena must have told them where Taylor was because they both glanced toward the bench, but kept walking into the theater. Relief passed through Taylor that they were going along with the plan as agreed. 

For the next twenty minutes, Taylor watched the doors like a hawk, but James never showed. She was just about to decide that there had been a change in plans for the drop or Helena had made a mistake when she saw James enter the lobby. She jumped up from the bench and started across the lobby toward James, trying to keep him within sight in the crowd but also staying far enough back that he wouldn’t notice. 

“Ms. Beaumont, I would never have taken you for the cultured type.”

Holy shit!

Before she even turned around, she knew it was Savoy. The man’s voice literally made her back muscles tighten. As she faced him, she forced a fake smile. “I could say the same for you. So does that mean you’re following me?”

“What if I am?” 

The cocky look on his face made her want to punch him. “Well, I’m single, but you’re not really my type. If you’re going to revert to stalking for dates, you should really consider women my mother’s age.”

Savoy’s eyes flashed with anger. “I would never lower myself to your level. You know what they say about lying with dogs.”

“Yes, but I was assuming you were the fleas in that example. Enjoy the play, Detective.” Taylor whirled around and stalked off in the direction she’d seen James disappear in, mentally cursing as she walked. Leave it to Savoy to show up at the play, putting a whole other monkey wrench in her plans to pass the arrest to another detective. 

She scanned the crowd for Helena and saw the ghost over to the right near the bar.

God, please don’t let that bar contain food.

She made her way over to the ghost and stepped to the side of the bar and pulled out her cell phone.

“James is at the other end of the bar getting a drink,” Helena said. “What’s wrong? You look mad as hell.”

Taylor lowered her head and lifted the phone up to cover her mouth. “Savoy is here.”

“Holy crap! Did he see you?”

“Oh yeah, and the insults were flying.” She typed in a text and hit Send. “I just let Rose and Neely Kate know he’s here.” Then a thought hit her. “I wonder if he followed them.”

“Oh wow! I didn’t even think of that. If so, then they really need to stay put. Otherwise, they’d lead Savoy right to you and he’d take all the credit and probably still manage to give you and the girls grief.”

Taylor sighed. “I know.”

“Hey, James is moving.”

Taylor looked over and watched as the James picked up his whiskey and headed away from them. She set off after him, remaining at a safe distance. At the end of the lobby, he approached a gentleman at a counter that stretched the width of the lobby. She watched as James set his drink down, then removed his coat and handed it to the attendant, who passed him a piece of paper.

Taylor could barely contain her excitement. James was using coat check to make the exchange. He’d pass the ticket off to the murderer, who would pick up the coat with the money and waltz out of the theater without anyone even remotely aware of the enormous crime that had happened right under their noses. At least, that’s what they thought would happen.

She pulled the red scarf out of the coat pocket and tucked it around the collar, then draped the coat over her arm and approached the same attendant. “I’d like to check this for my uncle, please.”

“Of course.” The young man smiled at her and handed her a ticket. He placed the coat on a hanger and headed through a door into a room behind the desk.

Taylor turned around and scanned the lobby for Helena. Why was she always getting off somewhere when she was needed? A second later, the ghost popped through the wall next to Taylor, holding a meatball on a stick. As soon as she saw Taylor, Helena shoved the meatball in her mouth and swallowed it whole.

“I’m going to pretend I didn’t see that,” Taylor said.

Helena didn’t look convinced. “Why? You never do that.”

“Because I’m too excited. James checked the money coat, so I checked mine. It’s number eighty-two. I need you to get in there and switch the claim tags on the coats. James’s coat should be next to mine.”

Helena’s eyes widened. “We got him. I mean, all you have to do is claim the coat and it’s over.”

Taylor nodded, afraid to speak. Afraid that saying the words out loud may jinx the entire thing. “Hurry up.”

“I’m going!” Helena rushed off to the coatroom, the balls clanking together as she ran.

Taylor walked back to the middle of the lobby and stepped next to a plant. She pulled out her phone and sent another text to Rose and Neely Kate.

James checked the coat. Helena is exchanging the tags. I’ll pick up the coat afterward and this whole mess will be over.

She pressed Send and almost cheered as she slipped the phone into her purse. In all her imaginings of what could happen tonight, something this simple hadn’t even been on her radar. In fact, the ease of the entire thing almost made her worry. She sucked in a breath. What if Helena wasn’t able to touch things? When she got nervous, the ghost tended to lose the one ability she needed the most. 

She shook her head, trying to clear it of any negative thoughts. Helena would come through. She was going to keep repeating that.

Helena will come through. Helena will come through.

“Why are you standing here mumbling?” Helena’s voice sounded in front of her. “You look like a crazy person.”

“Never mind. Did you switch the tags?”

Helena gave her an indignant look. “Of course.”

Relief flooded Taylor’s body. “Great. I’m going to get the coat. Follow me and stand guard just in case James comes back.” Taylor pulled the claim tag from her purse and headed back over to the far end of the counter to the attendant who’d helped her earlier.

“I’m so sorry to bother you,” she said, “but my uncle has decided he’s cold. Can I please get his coat?”

“It’s not a bother,” the young man said. “My grandpa does the same thing.”

He went into the coatroom and returned with James’s gray coat. Taylor could barely contain her excitement as she thanked the man, but just as she was going to turn and walk away, she heard a voice farther down the counter. “I need to pick up number eighty-one.”

Her back tightened and she sucked in a breath so hard, her eyes watered. 

“Are you all right?” the attendant asked.

Taylor nodded. “It’s my asthma.” She inched backward and sat on a metal folding chair in the corner. The statue next to it partially blocked her from view. “I’ll be fine,” she assured the attendant. “I just need to sit for a few minutes and catch my breath.”

“You’re sure?”

“I promise.”

The attendant didn’t look convinced, but much to Taylor’s relief, he headed back to the counter. Taylor peered around the statue and saw Savoy waiting impatiently for the coat.

“Oh my God!” Helena popped through the statue. “Savoy is the murderer?”

“Apparently,” Taylor whispered. 

The attendant looking for the coat walked out of the back room but wasn’t holding a coat. “I’m sorry sir, but it appears your coat has been misplaced.”

Taylor snapped her head around and looked at Helena. The ghost held her hands in the air. “I swear I didn’t move anything but the tags. The room is a mess, though.”

“What do you mean, you’ve misplaced it?” Savoy’s voice ticked up five notches and a dark flush crept up his neck. “I’m a detective with the New Orleans Police Department and I need to leave for a call. Find that coat now!”

“He’s really mad,” Helena said.

Taylor’s pulse pounded in her temples as she struggled to think. “Yeah, and I’m sorta trapped here and he’s looking this direction. Go create a distraction before he walks this way.”

Helena ran off down the counter and attempted to flip over a plant at the other end, but her hand passed right through it. Taylor felt her panic rise. She yanked her cell phone out of her purse, pulled up the text to Detective Broussard, and hit Send. Then she added a follow-up.

The murderer is Detective Savoy and he’s got me trapped at the theater. Please hurry!

She hit Send again and then sent a text to Rose and Neely Kate.

Savoy is the killer! He’s got me trapped at coat check and Helena’s powers went south. Come distract Savoy so I can get away.

She hit Send and leaned back as far as she could in the chair, attempting to flatten them both against the wall, and prayed that the cavalry would arrive before it was too late.








Chapter Sixteen







Neely Kate fidgeted in her seat in the darkened theater. Rose put her hand on her knee and whispered, “Neely Kate, you have to settle down. You’re disturbin’ the woman next to you.”

An older woman shot Neely Kate an aggravated glare, but Neely Kate didn’t seem to notice. 

“I’m too nervous to settle down,” she whispered back. “I fell asleep when you were in the strip club last week and missed everything. I don’t want that to happen.”

“It’s not likely this time. For one, the play’s excitin’ on its own, and two, the jewel smuggler’s already here. Something’s bound to happen. It’s just a matter of when.”

“We should be out there doin’ something.”

“No. We need to wait. Taylor said James checked his coat and Taylor’s watchin’ to see who picks it up. If the murderer sees us out there we might screw things up.”

The green girl on stage sang a song with an animal professor, but Rose had a hard time concentrating. Her phone vibrated and she hid the screen to read Taylor’s text. 

Savoy is the killer! He’s got me trapped at coat check and Helena’s powers went south. Come distract Savoy so I can get away.

She sucked in a breath and Neely Kate shot her a glance. She didn’t seem to notice Rose hiding her cell phone by the side of her leg. 

“What’s wrong?”

Rose tried to calm her racing heart. “Something I ate at dinner isn’t settling well. I need to run to the restroom.”

“We didn’t eat dinner.”

Oh, crappy doodles. “That must be what’s wrong—all the excitement and all.”

“Do you want me to come with you?”

“No!” Rose said a little too forcefully and Neely Kate’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “It’s embarrassin’ enough. I don’t need you outside the stall handing me toilet paper.”

“Shhh!” the woman behind her hissed. 

If they weren’t careful, they were gonna get kicked out before Rose could even get out to the coat check to help Taylor. 

Her answer seemed to satisfy her friend, but barely. “Okay…” But she didn’t sound completely convinced. “But if you’re not back in five minutes, I’m coming lookin’ for you.”

Was there any chance this could be wrapped up in five minutes? Not likely, but she’d give it a shot. “Okay.”

Thankfully, Mason had gotten seats on the aisle, saying he’d purposely picked them in case Neely Kate needed to make a quick trip to the restroom. And while seats fifteen rows from the stage provided a great view, she was now a distraction running down the side aisle to the back door. 

Rose had worn heels and a new black dress, and she realized she hadn’t thought it through. Running was next to impossible, but she didn’t want to kick the shoes off yet. She might still be able to blend in the crowd. 

She realized her mistake when the coat check came into view. There was no crowd. Everyone else was inside watching the play. Taylor was on the other side of the room sitting in a chair behind a statue, the edge of a gray coat in view. Savoy stood at the counter, his face bright red as he pounded a fist on the counter. “I want my coat now!”

All Savoy had to do was turn around and he’d realize he’d been duped. Rose decided to take the direct approach. She wasn’t sure Taylor would approve, but she didn’t see any other plan besides pulling the fire alarm, and she wasn’t willing to go there. Yet.

Rose took a deep breath and strode over to him, telling herself that just last week, she’d handled a room full of hardened criminals like they were schoolboys. She could handle Detective Savoy. Even if he was a killer.

Her stomach dropped. She really shouldn’t have thought about that part. She looked at her phone and turned on the voice recording app. Taylor had the coat, but he could deny knowing about the money. She wanted foolproof evidence he was guilty. 

“Well, Detective Savoy,” she drawled softly as she approached him. “You don’t strike me as the theater type.”

He turned to face her, his back now to Taylor. “Ms. Gardner. What a coincidence that you’re here.” He cocked an eyebrow, disgust in his eyes. “I happen to be missing my coat. Do you know anything about that?”

She willed herself to be strong and not let this man intimidate her. “I would think a snake like you is cold-blooded enough to not need one.”

He leaned closer. “I don’t think you know who you’re dealing with.”

She lifted her chin. “I know exactly who I’m dealin’ with. A bully. But the funny things about bullies is they’re really just scared little boys tryin’ to prove to the world that they’re big and bad.”

“I am big and bad. I don’t need to prove it.”

Rose believed it. His eyes had an evil gleam, and he looked as if he wouldn’t bat an eyelash to wrap a hand around her throat and strangle her on the spot. Nevertheless, she pushed on, hoping Taylor or Helena would be her backup if she needed it. 

“Oh, I believe you’re big and bad. Bad enough to kill someone for diamonds.”

He froze, his face turning pale. “What did you say?”

“Gina’s missin’ one bag of diamonds. I know where it is.”

He grabbed her arm and dragged her to a column. “Your friend has them. I knew it.”

“No. Neely Kate doesn’t have them, but I know who does.”

He licked his lower lip, excitement covering his face. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I’m not stupid enough to think I can get away with this and come out unscathed. I think you want the diamonds enough to make a deal.”

“I’m listening.” 

Rose stepped out of her heels and bent at the knees, picking them up with her free hand. “Sorry, my shoes are killin’ me.”

“That’s not the only thing that will kill you if you don’t start talking.”

She swallowed. “I want a cut and the promise that you’ll stop tryin’ to railroad Madame Serafine’s murder on Neely Kate or me.”

“I won’t give you a cut, but I’ll let you and your friend off.” 

“Okay.”

He laughed. “You’re not going to try to get the PI off too?”

“You have to pin it on someone, right?” Rose asked, hoping the phone was recording everything. “Especially since you did it. You can’t arrest yourself, can you?”

His eyes narrowed. 

“Why’d you kill her? She obviously didn’t know anything about it.”

“To take the heat off me. One of the bags was lost, and I had to blame it on someone. The buyer thinks I’ve done my part to find it.” He shrugged with a smirk. “All part of the game.”

“You’re the one who got Gina involved, right?”

He stiffened. “Why would you care…?” He glanced down at her hand and realization spread across his face. 

Rose swung her shoes as hard as she could into his face. His hand reached up in time to block the heels from hitting his eye, but they jabbed his forehead enough to draw blood. He let out a yell, and his stunned response was enough to give her a half second head start. Rose turned and ran, noticing that Taylor was in pursuit, but Savoy’s intent was the phone and Rose couldn’t be sure that Taylor could reach her in time to keep Savoy from grabbing it and smashing it on the marble floor.

She had to lose the detective.  

But Rose had run herself into a corner. Literally. Savoy was advancing and she saw only one escape. The door next to her that led into the theater. She swung the door open as he reached her, slamming it into his face. He shouted obscenities that drew the attention of patrons in the back rows. Low murmurings of disapproval rose and they turned around to see what was causing the racket. 

Rose didn’t have time to worry as she bolted down the aisle. Taylor had reached Savoy—without the coat—and had grabbed his arm in an attempt to keep him from going after her. But he released a growl as he shook Taylor off and tore after Rose in a sprint. 

Rose ran faster, throwing her shoes behind her in an attempt to slow him down.  People turned in their seats, staring at her in surprise and disapproval. 

An usher hurried down a side aisle toward her. “Miss!” he whisper-shouted. “You can’t run in here!” 

She ignored him and raced through the intersection of aisles, just missing him.

Savoy wasn’t so lucky. The usher jumped in the middle of the aisle prepared to intercept him, but Savoy pushed him to the side. “Police business! Get out of the way.”

Rose knew she was in real trouble—not just physical danger. If Savoy got hold of the phone, there was a good chance she’d get thrown in jail and never get out. 

Taylor ran after Savoy, shouting “I’m with him” to the usher. The audience was now murmuring loudly, some of them standing, not that Rose blamed them. She knew three people sprinting and yelling had to be a sight. 

The stage grew nearer, and Rose realized she was about to get cornered again. Ushers were pouring down every aisle toward her. The only escape she found was the stairs that led to the stage. 

Neely Kate hunched down in the aisle where Rose had been seated. “Helena says to go onstage!” she whispered loudly. “We’ve got you covered!”

Rose wasn’t sure she should trust the ghost—especially since Taylor had texted that Helena failed her in the lobby—but the stairs were looking like her only choice. She glanced back behind her when she heard Savoy shouting again. Neely Kate was pitching her cans of Vienna sausages at the detective. He grabbed the side of his head and stopped, turning toward Neely Kate and hunching down as though he was about to go after her.

“Savoy!” Rose stood on the steps and waved her phone, making sure her screen shone in the semidarkness.

The detective’s face filled with rage and he tore after Rose, starting up the steps before she reached the top. His long legs spanned two steps at a time, and Rose stood onstage, taking a split second to figure out what to do next. The actors were performing the musical number “Dancing Through Life,” and Rose moved to the edge of the group. One of the male dancers grabbed Rose’s wrist and swung her toward him, his eyes huge with shock when he realized she wasn’t a dancer. Her back to his chest, he picked her up so she was several feet off the floor. He spun her around, then set her on her feet, then swung her out, then back. 

Savoy stood on the stage, near the top of the stairs, as he watched Rose for several seconds before storming toward her. 

Rose was mid-twirl when she saw a wheelchair on the opposite side of the stage tip forward. An actress had been sitting in it, but was now soaring through the air like a flying squirrel, her arms spread-eagle as she screamed. She landed on her stomach and slid, crashing into several dancers. They toppled over like bowling pins, taking Savoy down with him. 

The remaining dancers tried to continue dancing while the main actor stood in the middle of the stage. Confusion and panic covered his face, but he kept singing to the actress next to him. Her eyes were wild and she looked around as if waiting for someone to tell her what to do.  

Savoy climbed to his feet and growled as he headed toward Rose, but the wheelchair zoomed across the stage—entirely on its own. The chair slammed into the the  detective’s legs and he fell backward into the seat. 

The song continued, and the dancers who had fallen were up on their feet, jumping back into the number while the wheelchair began to spin in place, faster and faster. It abruptly stopped and the chair flew to the center of the stage, then tipped forward and slammed Savoy into the statue dead-center of the action. He slid down as if in slow motion until he lay face-first on the wood floor.

The orchestra finally stopped, the dancers slowing, then coming to a standstill, confused about what to do next. A man in a white shirt and gray dress pants bolted up the stairs, carrying a pair of handcuffs. 

Savoy had pushed up to a sitting position and shook his head as though trying to clear it. He saw Rose and his eyes narrowed with hate as he climbed to his feet. The performers scattered to the edges of the stage, watching to see what Savoy would do next. 

Rose stumbled several feet backward to get away as the new detective advanced toward the still-dazed man. 

“Savoy.” A wide grin spread across the detective’s face. “I’ve been waiting a long time to do this.” He grabbed one of Savoy’s wrists and slapped a cuff on it. “You’re under arrest for the murder of Serafine Saint Cerano.” He jerked the man around and cuffed his other hand behind his back. 

A bucket hung in midair, floating toward the two officers, then tipped over Savoy’s head, covering him with green paint. 

The audience jumped to their feet, wild with applause. “Bravo!” 

When the officer finished reading Savoy his rights, he pushed him toward two uniformed policemen who waited at the top of the stairs. They each grabbed one of his arms and pushed him down the steps. The new detective watched him for several moments before turning his attention to Rose. 

Rose held her breath, terrified of how much trouble she might be in. He took several slow steps, then stopped in front of her. 

“Rose Gardner.”

Rose cringed. “Yes…?”

“Detective Broussard.” He held out his hand, and she gaped at it before taking hold. He gave her hand a shake. “On behalf of the New Orleans PD, thank you for helping us remove this boil on the butt of our city.”

Rose looked down at their still-clasped hands, then back at his face. “A law enforcement officer thanking me for my help? There really is a first time for everything.” 





Chapter Seventeen







Helena set two eggnogs—heavily laced with whiskey—down on the coffee table as Taylor placed the topper on the tree and turned on the lights. She stepped back and they both stood for a moment in silence, smiling at the colorful lights and sparkling tinsel.

“A beautiful end to one of the weirdest weeks ever,” Helena said. 

“Agreed. And that says a lot coming from the two of us.”

Helena laughed. “Yeah, given our unique abilities, neither of us can expect normal.”

“Probably not on a regular basis, but every now and then, it’s nice.” Taylor sat on the couch and lifted the eggnog. “Like now. This is normal.”

“You’re drinking with a ghost. Not normal.”

Taylor smiled. “Maybe not to regular people.”

Helena flopped into a chair and took a big gulp of her drink. “So how did your talk with Detective Broussard go this afternoon?”

“About how I expected. Arden James is singing like a bird. Savoy threatened to trump up parole violation charges if he didn’t cooperate.”

“Will he go back to prison?”

“Probably, but Broussard thinks the judge might go easy on him for cooperating, and given that he was coerced.”

“Did they pick up the purse snatcher?”

“Yeah. Once I identified him, it didn’t take them any time to round him up. They brought him in with that clerk, Gina, although that’s not her real name. Savoy got her a fake ID to get the job at Madame Serafine’s shop.”

“He must have paid them well.”

“Not at all. Both were petty criminals that Savoy had busted a couple times before. He pulled the same stunt on them that he did on Arden—threatened to arrest them. Given their history, they would have done serious time this round.”

Helena shook her head. “What a piece of crap.”

“Definitely. Savoy thought he was smart enough to get away with it all. But his ego got the best of him.”

“Thank God. Having him out of the New Orleans PD is the bonus given how he felt about you. Hopefully, you scored some points with Detective Broussard in case you need a little off-the-books help in the future.”

“I think I might have. Are you ready for all the upcoming celebrating?”

“I can’t wait,” Helena said, practically bouncing on the chair. “I’ll be at Hank’s on Christmas morning, watching my grandbaby’s first Christmas.”

“And Christmas Eve?”

“Maryse is picking me up to take me to Mudbug to see everyone.” Helena stared at the tree, a wistful look on her face. “I miss them. I know I’m better off here and they’re all better off with me here. But Mudbug will always be home.”

Taylor nodded. “And they’ll always be your family.”

“That’s a nice thought. Will you be at your parents’ for Christmas?”

“Christmas Day. I can hardly wait. Another day of hearing my mom tell me about how I’m wasting my life and should take up a real career like accounting. I’d rather pull my nails out with pliers.”

Helena gave her a sympathetic look. “You want to come with me to Mudbug on Christmas Eve? Maryse invited you, remember?”

It was a tempting offer. The thought of spending a pleasant evening with nice, interesting people who didn’t mock her life and career choice sounded great, especially after the past few days. “I may just take you up on that.”

“You don’t get to pick your family, but if you’re lucky, you can pick friends that become like family. Maybe that’s something you should look into. You spend too much time alone.”

“What are you talking about? You’re here.”

“Not exactly the kind of company I was thinking of.”

Taylor opened her mouth to reply, but the doorbell interrupted her.

“Are you expecting someone?” Helena asked.

“No.” She got up and headed to the front door. When she opened it, she found herself staring directly at a huge bouquet of bright red poinsettias with glittering sprigs of tinsel and satin ribbon weaving in between. 

“Taylor Beaumont?” a voice behind the flowers asked.

“Yes.”

“Merry Christmas.”

Taylor took the bouquet from the delivery guy and placed it on the kitchen table.

“Wow!” Helena walked up to the table as she closed and locked the door. “That takes up half the table. Who’s it from?”

“I have no idea.” She scanned the flowers and finally spotted a small red envelope poking out from among the leaves. She pulled the card out.




Congratulations on getting your man. New Orleans is a better place because of you. Merry Christmas. 

Jimmy 




Helena leaned over and read the card. “Jimmy, huh?”

Taylor felt a blush creep up her neck.

“You’re blushing!” Helena cried.

“It’s the whiskey.”

Helena grinned. “Sure it is. Or maybe the new year could be a little less lonely than this one. If you’re willing to take a chance, that is. Take it from someone who regrets all the things she’ll never get to do—it’s worth it.”

Taylor looked at the gorgeous bouquet, which had to have cost a fortune, then looked at the grinning Helena. Maybe it was time to take another chance. She’d taken one with Helena, and that had worked out. Sorta. Okay, it was still a work in progress, but then her entire life was.

“Maybe I will,” Taylor said. “Merry Christmas, Helena.”

“And to all a good night.”








Chapter Eighteen







On Christmas morning, Rose stood at the edge of her living room staring at the Christmas tree she and Mason had decorated less than a week ago, the day before she left for New Orleans. It was covered with decorations they’d found in the basement of her recently inherited farmhouse. A small pile of presents was scattered underneath. 

Mason stood behind her, his chest pressed to her back, his arms wrapped around her stomach. He pressed his cheek to the side of her head as they stared at the sparkling lights.

Rose sighed with contentment. “This is my best Christmas ever.”

Mason squeezed her tighter. “Me too.”

“This is my vision,” Rose murmured, sinking into him. “The vision you asked me to have last week to make sure I was gonna be okay.”

“I figured.” Mason’s breath blew her hair and it tickled her cheek. “Is it as good as you envisioned?’

“Better. Because this is real.”

The stayed there for several moments before he asked, “What time are Violet and the kids coming over?’

“Around eleven. Vi wanted to give them a chance to play with their toys. Your mom is showing up around eleven, too.”

He nuzzled her neck. “Then we have time for our own celebration.”

She laughed and spun around to face him, still in his arms. “Just how many celebrations are you planning on, anyway? I’m home safe and sound.”

“Remind me to never send you off alone again. You scared me to death when I realized what happened in New Orleans. I was under the deluded impression that you’d be safe with Neely Kate.”

“Hey! We worked everything out, thank you very much.”

“Thank goodness Ronnie is such a low-key man and took everything in stride.” He paused. “Do you think Neely Kate really saw a ghost?”

“At first, I would have said not a chance…but after some of the things I saw…” She let out a sigh. “The biggest question is if Madame Serafine really opened Neely Kate to seeing spirits or if seeing the ghost of Helena was a onetime experience. And if it was, Neely Kate is bound to be disappointed. I’m not sure how she’ll take that.” 

“She’ll be fine. Not much can get Neely Kate down.”

Rose hoped so. She tried not to think about the predictions the psychic had made before she’d kicked them out. Was losing her supernatural gift the great sorrow Neely Kate was supposed to face?

She offered Mason a soft smile. “In any case, we were perfectly safe while we were gone. You don’t have to worry so much.”

“With you, safe is a relative term. I took it to mean staying away from criminal activity or law enforcement officers the entirety of your trip.”

Guilt washed over her. She suspected she was about to have more associations with criminals than he imagined. But she refused to think about the four black dresses she’d bought in New Orleans. Trouble would seek her out soon enough. Or Skeeter Malcolm, to be more precise. “You know I don’t go lookin’ for trouble, Mason.”

“And that’s what makes it even scarier. I’d almost wish you did. Then you could at least try to avoid it. Trouble seems to find you like a divining rod finds water.”

“Enough talk about trouble, unless you have another kind in mind.” She pressed her lips to his and gave him a slow, sensuous kiss. “What were you saying about a celebration?”

A mischievous grin lit up his face. “Why Rose Gardner, your mind is positively in the gutter.”

“Ha!” She laughed. “You’re the one who made me this way.”

His grin settled into smug smirk. “Well, I’ll have you know that this has nothing to do with the removal of any clothing.”

“Like that means anything,” she teased. “I happen to remember one time in the truck—”

He laughed, hugging her tighter. “This has to do with your Christmas present. But if you don’t want it…”

“You are a wicked man, Mason Deveraux.”

“And you love me that way.”

“Yes,” she said breathless. 

“We can celebrate that way later. First, your present.” He led her to the sofa and had her sit on the cushions. He perched on the coffee table, looking nervous. “I was busy with work issues while I was in Little Rock, but I had time to pick something up.” He reached into his pajama pocket and pulled out a small red box. “But I’m worried you might not like it.”

Rose’s heart thumped against her chest, and she fought to catch her breath. He was holding a ring box.

“Rose Gardner, you are the most special woman I’ve ever known. I loved you before we even started dating, and I never thought I’d be lucky enough to be with you.”

She looked up at him with wide eyes, her mouth dry. Was he going to propose?

“You’re like my mother. A collector of lost souls.” He smiled, but it was tentative. “I’m saying this wrong.” He took a deep breath, and she realized he was nervous. “I know you’re not a jewelry person—you don’t wear much of it—but I had this made specially for you and I hope you like it.” He hesitated. “It’s…unusual, but it seemed to fit you.”

Rose held her breath as he opened the lid. When she saw the contents, she pushed it out with relief. The box contained an assortment of gemstones and a silver heart. She glanced up at him.

“They were out of boxes and had to put it in a ring box.” 

She pulled it out and realized they were attached to a silver chain. The stones all hung separately, with the locket-sized heart in the center.

“The stones represent people in your life. The amethyst is your sister, Violet…for obvious reasons. The diamond is Neely Kate because other than you, I can’t think of anyone I know who shines brighter.” He smiled. “The rose quartz is for Muffy, which represents a gentle love. The jade piece,  is for Jonah, which is said to bring serenity, is for Jonah. He does that for you—with your therapy sessions. And the blue lapis is Bruce Wayne and stands for friendship.” He hesitated, then pointed to a red stone. “The garnet is me, which represents passionate devotion. That’s why it hangs closest to the heart.” He looked into her eyes. “Which is you.” He leaned forward and kissed her gently on the lips. “Because you have the biggest heart of anyone I know, and I’m thankful to be included among the people you love.”

She kissed him, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Oh, Mason! It’s perfect.”

He kissed her back, then looked into her eyes. “Why do you look so relieved?” he asked.

She cringed. “I thought it was an engagement ring.”

Worry and panic set on his face and she hurried to explain. “I love you, Mason, and after our baby scare last month I know we both decided we needed to wait, but I thought maybe you changed your mind.” She rushed on. “You know I want to marry you someday… Just not now.”

A smile spread across his face. “I feel the same way.”

She let out a breath of relief. “Everything’s just so perfect the way it is. I don’t want to mess that up, you know?”

“I do.”

They laughed at his joke, then she took his hand and looked deep into his eyes. “This is the most perfect gift ever, Mason. Truly. Thank you.” She started to put the necklace on and noticed a pale tan-and-white-striped stone at the very edge of the others. “Mason, you missed this one. Who’s this?”

He swallowed, suddenly looking unsure. “It’s an agate. Which represents protection and friendship.”

“Who is it for?”

But he didn’t answer and she knew. Joe.

“Rose, this is your necklace, and you can add and remove whomever you like. I just hope I’m always the one closest to your heart.”

She smiled up at him, her heart bursting with love and thankfulness. She never knew she could be so happy.

She only hoped it would last.




The End
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