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      “My EMF reader went off the charts in Diamond LaRue’s bedroom,” said Gary Benson, holding up a small metal box with flashing red lights. “Her spirit is definitely here.”

      “Wow,” I said, looking down at my empty plate. Two seconds ago, it held the last chocolate-covered strawberry from the buffet table. I had to elbow aside a drag queen, my younger sister Dee, and some dude in a leather jacket to get that ode to sugary joy.

      And you know where it was now?

      In the mouth of Gary Benson, Paranormal Investigator. Apparently, Gary didn’t understand stealing a hard-won treat from a sugar addict was bad manners. Strawberry juice dribbled down his chin and he, being such a gentleman, wiped it off with the back of his hand.

      This was why I hated parties. Yet, here I was at my friend Frank Delgado’s newly acquired home, whose former owner, Gerald Buckner AKA infamous 1970s drag queen Diamond LaRue, had been murdered. Yes, in this house. Her bedroom, actually, the very place Gary the Strawberry Stealer had gotten his EMF orgasm.

      Frank, who was a lawyer by day and a drag queen by night, decided a housewarming party was too blasé. Oh, no, no, honey. He’d wanted to host a séance with a few friends.

      “What’s your name?” Gary asked my boobs.

      “Violetta Graves,” I said, sighing.

      I’m a cocktail waitress so I’m used to people talking to my boobs, but in Gary’s case, it wasn’t his fault. Gary was several inches shorter than me, which put him at breast level. I wore a pink scoop-necked blouse tucked into a pair of button-up black jeans. The cleavage was more impressive than usual because I’d invested in a fancy Victoria’s Secret push-up bra.

      I stared at the dessert thief, who was oblivious to my ire. His red hair was long and so was his scraggly beard. He wore a brown shirt that peeked out from beige coveralls and heavy black boots. Gary Benson looked like an overripe peach with arms and legs.

      He smiled at me, chocolate staining his teeth, and said, “EMF stands for electromagnetic field radiation.” He lifted the metal box again. “This is a detector. High EMF means there are ghosts nearby.”

      Or it meant that we were smack-dab in the middle of a thunderstorm with so much lightning it looked like God was hosting a giant disco party outside. The ferocity of this storm was insane. In Las Vegas, “make it rain” usually meant throwing money around, not actual water pouring from the sky. The relentless storm made the whole séance-at-midnight scenario about a thousand times creepier.

      Gary lifted up his cell phone and pointed it at me. “I’ve been recording video for the last hour,” he said. “In case we have orbs.”

      Having watched my share of ghost-hunting shows, I knew paranormal investigators loved seeing circles of light appear on their cameras. They called it proof of supernatural manifestations. My own theory was that orbs were ghost farts.

      “Sometimes orbs won’t show until you play the video back.” He scanned the room with his phone, but I’m not sure what he thought he was recording. People eating quiche? The dining room’s ode to 1970s decor? My irritation at being pummeled with information I didn’t want to know? “I’ve done some EVPs, too.” He looked up at me. “You know, electronic voice phenomenon?”

      “EVP. Yep. Awesome.”

      He leaned in conspiratorially. “I left my digital audio recorder in the gym—and I think I got some really good EVPs.” Thunder boomed for the four-millionth time in the last hour. Gary’s stupid box flashed and whirled. He squealed in excitement, hurrying out of the massive dining room and into the hallway. “I got a spike,” he yelled.

      Gary didn’t know it, but Diamond LaRue’s ghost was nowhere near his EMF detector.

      She was standing by the buffet table, arms akimbo, surveying the intruders in her home.

      Diamond was dressed as 1970s Patti LaBelle in the space diva style perfected by Patti’s former singing group Labelle. I knew way, way more than I wanted to about Patti LaBelle, Donna Summer, and Gloria Gaynor because my friend Frank’s Diamond LaRue fandom was deep and abiding and included details about every one of Diamond’s most famous impersonations.

      Still, I had to admit that Diamond rocked the signature Labelle look. The silver shirt with its huge circular shoulder pads and matching painted-on pants along with the chunky glitter boots definitely screamed: I am a space fucking diva. Either that, or she was about to do an appearance on Mystery Science Theater 3000. Her shiny silver eye shadow highlighted the irritation in her gaze and her pursed bright-red lips added an exclamation point to her annoyed expression. She turned her glare on me—like having this séance was my fault—and then she disappeared.

      Okay. Here’s the thing. I really am a cocktail waitress in the land of free booze and cheap eats. But I can also see ghosts. It sucks. For one thing, dead people keep finding me and putting me in the middle of murder investigations. For another, I can’t turn off my so-called gift. Oh, and one more fun fact, dead people looked alive to me so I’m not even sure half the time if I’m talking to someone still breathing or someone popping in from the Other Side.

      You can see why I needed that chocolate-covered strawberry. You know, the whole consumption of chocolate releases happy hormones or some shit.

      “I think Gary needs a Xanax,” said my sister Dee as she joined me, holding a tiny plate of sadness that included a cube of cheese, two cherry tomatoes, and a peanut-butter-stuffed celery stick. I looked at her with an eyebrow raised. She shrugged. “I’m trying to be healthy.” She looked at me, the Devil in her eyes. “That reminds me—I signed us up for yoga.”

      My mouth dropped open. Yoga was definitely on my list of top ten things I never wanted to do. “What? Christ. You’re the worst sister ever.”

      “No, that’s you,” she said. She tossed the cheddar into her mouth. After she was done eating it, she dabbed the corners of her mouth with a cocktail napkin. “But at least you’re not some government spy keeping things from your only sibling.” She narrowed her gaze at me. “Oh, wait. Yes, you are.”

      Not this again. Ugh. Three weeks ago, I kinda sorta told some scary government officials that I would help them with a secret ghost project. The same ghost project that caused severe damage to a couple of downtown casino-hotels—including the one that almost collapsed on top of me—because the government let loose a shit-ton of pissed-off, malformed spirits.

      Like Sin City needed more angry dead people floating around.

      However, after I’d agreed to be the military’s ghost bitch, I hadn’t heard a peep from the Most Terrifying Guy on the Planet, General Haddock. Maybe he was too busy in Area 51 dissecting aliens and taking apart space ships. I was totally fine with not hearing from him or anyone from PISS because General Haddock scared the crap out of me. Yeah, that’s right. PISS. Paranormal Investigative Science and Security. And here I thought the federal government didn’t have a sense of humor.

      My sister’s laser-like glare was trying to melt my face. “Ugh. Stop looking at me like that. I’m not a spy, Dee. I’m a… uh, consultant.”

      “A ghost consultant,” she said, her tone disbelieving.

      “It’s a thing,” I insisted.

      “It’s not a thing.”

      “What other skills do I have that the government would want?” I asked. “My keen ability to walk around in high heels for eight hours at a time? The sexy way I carry a tray full of alcoholic beverages? Or, hey, what about my fantastic talent of showing off my tits?”

      Dee’s gaze dropped to my breasts. “Well, they are pretty impressive.”

      “I know, right?” I grinned.

      Frank approached us. He wore a button-down white silk shirt, faded True Religion jeans, and a pair of blue snakeskin boots. His skin was the color of cocoa mixed with too much milk. He wore his dark hair short—mostly because it was easier to wear the wigs he needed when he became his drag persona, Divine Cox. “It’s almost midnight, darlings. Are you ready to call forth the spirits?”

      “You think Diamond will show up?” asked Dee, who knew damned well I could see ghosts and that the infamous drag queen was all up in this shiz.

      I wanted to bop her on the back of the head. When I’d invited her to come with me tonight, I’d told my sister all about Diamond LaRue. Dee immediately wanted to investigate the decades-old murder. Thanks to an unhealthy obsession with the Investigation Discovery Channel, my sister thought she wanted to be a private detective. Did I mention she was going through a nasty divorce? I think she was looking for distractions from her reality, which included dealing with her asshole ex, raising my adorable four-year-old nephew, and being related to me, the reluctant ghost whisperer.

      Frank laughed, waving off Dee’s question. “Who really believes in ghosts other than those fine Winchester boys on Supernatural?”

      “What’s Supernatural?” I asked.

      Frank gave me a long stare. “You are so deprived, sweetie. Supernatural is the glorious story of two very hot brothers on a quest to rid the world of monsters.” He patted my shoulder. “Get on Netflix and remedy your terrible ignorance. You’ll thank me.”

      The idea of watching a television show about two dudes hunting monsters had about as much appeal as talking to dead people on a daily basis. As in, none. P.S. Less than a month ago, in this very house, Frank asked me if I believed ghosts. Ha, ha. That was the first time I met Diamond LaRue. She’d been giving him a hard time for daring to take ownership of the house she’d built on her little corner of Mount Charleston.

      Even thirty or so years later, Diamond LaRue’s property had remained private and tucked away from the outside world. It was about an hour’s drive from downtown Vegas to the single-story, five-thousand-square foot abode. To get here, guests had to navigate a winding narrow road that snaked halfway up the mountainside, find the practically hidden turnoff, and then traverse another mile of gravel road to the electric gate. But none of that stopped Diamond’s worshippers from making the long-assed journey to leave tributes to her Diva-ness.

      After Diamond died, her widowed mother inherited all of Diamond’s property. Vera Buckner refused to sell the house. She kept the place where her son had died neat and tidy, but never lived here and rarely let others visit. A few months ago, Diamond’s mama had passed away and her only heir—some distant cousin who lived on the East Coast—auctioned off everything. Frank snatched up the property, outbidding everyone else. I don’t know how much he paid for it, but it was probably millions.

      Diamond LaRue was not happy to have a living roommate, and she made sure Frank knew about it. He got freaked out about the noises, moving objects, and feeling like someone was touching him. Frank didn’t know I could see and talk to ghosts, but one day while I was visiting he’d expressed his paranormal fears. I had a talk with Miss LaRue about chilling out and she agreed.

      But now Frank was hosting a séance, and given how annoyed Diamond looked earlier, she was not thrilled about it. I wouldn’t be surprised if she started some shit. Diamond knew how to throw hissy fits. She was well known for her temper in life, and not much had changed in death.

      Over the years, plenty of people had attempted to contact Diamond. Until tonight, ghost hunters had to be content with conducting their investigations outside the gates. Everyone wanted to know the same thing: Who killed Diamond LaRue?

      Newsflash. She didn’t know.

      Or she didn’t want to know.

      Spirits weren’t exactly reliable sources of information when it came to their own deaths, especially violent deaths like Diamond’s. She was shot in the back six times. There were plenty of suspects, but the investigation had been fumbled from the very beginning. The crime scene had been trampled through by police, media, and concerned friends. Evidence had been lost. Interviews weren’t conducted properly. It had been a goddamned clusterfuck.

      Tonight’s guests had congregated in the rectangular-shaped dining room. Frank, Dee, and I stood between the hallway's entrance on my left, and the parlor's entrance behind me. On the other side of the twelve-foot dining table was the food-laden buffet and to its right was the door to the galley kitchen.

      Gary bustled in from the hallway with his EMF thingie raised and his cell phone aimed at the ceiling. “I have some serious movement on the needle!” He rushed past us, huffing and puffing, practically skidding into the parlor AKA the Scene of the Séance.

      Jesus. That guy really did need a Xanax. Maybe two.

      “Where did you get him?” I asked Frank.

      “He’s one of my clients,” he said. “Gary’s about as dangerous as a basket of kittens. Every now and then, his enthusiasm for ghost hunting gets him in trespassing trouble.”

      “I thought you represented entertainers and did contracts and stuff.”

      “I do, but not all of my clients are entertainers. Like you, for instance.”

      I asked Frank to be my lawyer once when I was almost arrested for killing my ex-boyfriend. Luckily, the real murderer confessed and negated the whole me getting arrested and going to jail thing.

      “Have you two met anyone else yet?”

      Dee and I shook our heads. I’d been too busy trying to stuff my face to bother meeting the other guests. Also, I spent so much of my time smiling at strangers and putting up with their crappy behavior, I tended toward the anti-social when I was on my own time. Especially at parties I felt obligated to attend. Don’t get me wrong. I adored Frank, which was the only reason I was here. I didn’t need a séance to see ghosts. Those motherfuckers showed up all the time.

      “That’s Robert Grange.” Frank nodded toward the drag queen in full regalia. Uh-huh. I mowed her over at the buffet table. Her skin was the color of dark chocolate, which made her costume all the more striking: Glittery pink dress slit to the thighs, blinged-out high heels, oversized pearl necklace with matching drop earrings, and a teased-up wig the color of rainbow cotton candy. I studied her make-up—vibrant purple eye shadow, painted eyebrows, long, spiky, lashes, and lips shaded purplish-red.

      Her outfit matched the house. The home was filled with white and pink, Diamond’s favorite colors. In fact, Frank hadn’t changed much about the décor, including the hideous dining set with its high gloss white table and matching rectangular chairs. The drag queen sat in one of those chairs, her eyes glued to her smartphone. How the hell was she able to scroll on that screen with those long, sharp pink-glitter nails?

      “Tonight, however, Ivanna Bang is in the house,” said Frank.

      Dee and I snickered.

      “Ivanna Bang? That’s fantastic,” I said.

      “Isn’t it? Ivanna,” called Frank. He pointed to us. “This is Dee and Violetta.”

      “It’s so nice of you to meet me,” said Ivanna in a voice as deep as that of James Earl Jones. She didn’t even glance up from her phone.

      “Oh, ignore her highness. She’s been in a mood all night.” Frank dropped his voice. “Robert’s father used to be Diamond’s business manager.”

      “Which one?” I asked. The drag queen hadn’t been known for her ability to work well with others and she’d had several business managers.

      “Turns out, he was her very last manager,” whispered Frank. “And there are those in this room who think he was the one who killed Diamond LaRue.”
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      “Who thinks that?” whispered Dee. Her mouth widened into a surprised “O.” “Oh, my God. Is it—” She rolled her eyes toward Ivanna.

      Frank leaned close and spoke in a whisper. “Okay. After Diamond’s death, Buick Grange quit the entertainment business and became general manager of a casino in Boulder City where he worked until he retired. He got married and had three kids—the youngest being Robert. A few years ago, he died of lung cancer and rumors were flying that he’d given a deathbed confession. You know Buick Grange was the number one suspect in Diamond’s murder, right?”

      “Buick?” said Dee and I together. We smirked at each other.

      “That was his legal name, I swear,” said Frank, raising his hand like he was going to take an oath. “Supposedly, the night Diamond died, she and Buick had a blowout argument about him embezzling from her accounts. Next morning, she’s found shot to death in her bedroom.”

      “Did Robert ever give you the dirt?” I asked.

      “He says there isn’t any dirt. According to him, Buick didn’t admit to jack shit.”

      “Do you believe him?”

      Frank shook his head. “Not for a minute.”

      I shared a look with Dee. Holy crap. Did the son of Diamond’s last business manager actually think his father was a murderer? I was dying to know. I mean, how did you come to that conclusion? And if so, why? Had Buick really confessed to shooting Diamond? Or had Robert discovered some terrible secret that made him believe his own dad was capable of murder? I was abuzz with the kind of curiosity that always got me into trouble.

      Frank nodded toward an older man with short salt-and-pepper hair, leaning against the wall just past where Ivanna sat. “That’s Tony Forrest. He was friends with Diamond, you know. Back in the day, he covered the entertainment scene for the Las Vegas Journal-Review under the pseudonym Tony Tiger.”

      “Wow. That sounds lame even by 1970 standards,” I said. I’d sorta met him already. If you counted wiggling past him to grab the fruit happiness that ended up in Gary’s mouth. Tony seemed like an everyday Joe in his T-shirt, jeans, boots, and leather jacket. Like the drag queen with the impossible fingernails, he stared intently at an electronic device, but his Wi-Fi enabled poison was an iPad. Back in Diamond’s day socializing among humans at events like this used to include making awkward conversation with each other while sipping boozy drinks. She probably didn’t know what to make of people staring at phones all the damned time.

      “I recognize his name,” said Dee. “He’s written several true crime books about murders in Vegas.”

      “Yes. And he still works for the Review-Journal,” said Frank. “Did you know he was the one who discovered her body?”

      Dee and I looked toward Tony. For a so-called reporter, he didn’t seem all that observant about what was going on around him. “How old is he?” I asked.

      “Sixty-three,” said Frank. “But he sure doesn’t look it.”

      No, he didn’t. I would’ve guessed him to be in his fifties. “Why would you want to come back to a place that holds one of your worst memories?” I asked.

      “Are you kidding me? He wrote about Diamond’s murder from the get-go. Discovering her body was the scoop of a lifetime. Those stories took him from writing fluff pieces about entertainers to investigating the gritty underbelly of Las Vegas.” Frank air-quoted the last part of his sentence, so I took it to mean that he was repeating something Tony had said about himself. “Anyway, he’s researching his next book—all about Diamond and her murder.”

      “You’d think that would’ve been his first true crime book,” said Dee.

      “He told me he hadn’t been emotionally ready to write about Diamond until now. I’m just glad her story is finally getting told. It might be too much to hope that her murder gets solved because of it, but who knows? Stranger things have happened.”

      Truer words were never spoken.

      “Tony’s been here for hours interviewing me and taking pictures of the house. The séance is the cherry on the Diamond cake.”

      “Does he have any guess about who shot Diamond?” I asked.

      “He told me he’s saving his conclusions for the book. I took that mean he doesn’t know and he’s going to use a lot of innuendo to point the finger at someone. Probably Buick because he’s dead and can’t defend himself.”

      “So you don’t think he has any actual evidence about the killer?”

      “Vie, I think any evidence that may have existed is long gone. The police got a lot of shit for the way they handled the crime scene. Back in those days, you didn’t have the same kind of protocols. Hell, Diamond’s friends were traipsing in and out while Diamond’s body was still laying on the floor.”

      “That’s terrible!” exclaimed Dee.

      Frank pressed a hand against his chest. “Girl, I know. What happened to Diamond was a travesty made worse by how the cops handled her murder.” He looked at me. “It’s probably silly to hope that Diamond is still out there somewhere, and she might come through tonight and tell us who killed her.”

      I wondered if I should tell Frank that Diamond was here—and she didn’t know who’d shot her dead. Or she didn’t want to remember. Maybe she couldn’t accept who had pulled the trigger and the denial was so strong, she carried it with her spirit. I put away the idea of revealing my gift to Frank. The more people who knew about my ability, the more trouble I got in. Hell, I was already on the government’s radar and I didn’t want to become their next experiment. Thus, my willingness to work with them on their classified paranormal crap.

      “Who’s she?” asked Dee waving at the woman filling up a plate at the buffet table. Her blonde hair was pulled up into a ponytail that bounced every time she moved. She wore jeans, a Captain America T-shirt, and red tennis shoes.

      “That’s Brandi Stallings, the psychic. She’s going to do the séance.”

      “She’s totally a Brandi with I,” I said.

      “What is she, twelve?” asked Dee.

      “Eighteen,” called the psychic. She turned and grinned at us. “Nineteen next month.”

      “Holy crap,” muttered Dee. “She really is psychic.”

      “I am,” agreed Brandi as she walked to our little gossip group. “But I also have really good hearing.” She looked at me. “I do write my name with an I. And when I sign stuff I put a heart over the I, too.” She plucked something from her plate and put it on mine. When I looked down, I saw a chocolate-covered strawberry.

      “Where did you find that?” I asked.

      “I’m a psychic, remember?” She laughed. “The caterer refilled the desserts before she left. And I saw Gary swipe your strawberry earlier.”

      “Thank you.” I wasted no time shoving the treat into my mouth and chewing like it was the last bite of my last meal. Its sweet deliciousness improved my mood instantly. Dee handed me her napkin and I used it to wipe off my mouth.

      “Stay classy, sis,” said Dee as she took the soiled napkin and my plate. “I’ll dispose of these while you try to find your dignity and self-control.”

      “We both know I lost both a long time ago, never to be found again. I’d have better luck trying to find my virginity.”

      “No, you wouldn’t.” Dee turned on her heel and swept away with our trash, leaving me alone with Frank and Psychic Girl.

      “She has a little boy?” asked Brandi.

      “How did you—” I stopped. “Psychic. Right.”

      She beamed at me, projecting warmth and empathy. I found myself saying, “Justin’s about to turn five and he’s the coolest nephew ever. Unfortunately, he’s with his dumbass dad this weekend.” Why did I just vomit all that information? I squinted at her. “Wow. You’re good.”

      “It’s my sweet, innocent face,” she said, her blue eyes sparkling like champagne bubbles. “People trust me.”

      I’m sure they did. But with what? Their secrets? Social security numbers? Safe combinations? Call me jaded, but I didn’t buy Brandi’s happy-to-help attitude. Nobody acted that nice without some kind of angle. Certainly not someone touting to be a psychic. This was Las Vegas. We all had ulterior motives. It’s just the way people were in a town built by the mob and greased by bilking tourists out of their money.

      Thunder cracked so loudly that I jumped. Goosebumps rose on my skin. “Jesus,” I muttered as I rubbed my tingling arms. “You picked the perfect night to call on the spirits, Frank.”

      “You know I’m a planner, Vie,” said Frank, his smile wide.

      Suddenly, the distinct disco beats of a very familiar 1970s song rolled through the house followed by a female voice belting out: “I will survive!”

      “What the fuck was that?”

      “You and Dee were the last to arrive so you didn’t get to hear my new doorbell music. Diamond used to do a fabu routine when she performed as Gloria Gaynor, so I thought it was perfect.” He studied my blank expression. “I upgraded everything with smart house features, Vie. The security system, the lights, the electrical outlets—everything can be controlled by this.” Frank slipped out his cell phone from his front pocket and waved it at me.

      “Does it tell you who’s at the front door?” I asked.

      “As a matter of fact, it does.” He pushed a button at the bottom of the screen and a video feed popped up.

      “Henry!” he said in a faux pissed-off voice, but I saw the happy surprise that flashed across his face. He covered the phone and looked at me. “We broke up yesterday. I didn’t think he’d come.”

      Frank dated a lot and honestly, I didn’t pay attention to the flavor of the month these days. I couldn’t keep any of the names or occupations straight, and even if I had, it wouldn’t matter because Frank would was already moving on to the next dude.

      “So, Henry is…”

      “Nothing. Not anymore. I gave him three months of my life, Vie. Three. Months.”

      For Frank, that was practically an engagement.

      “What did he do?”

      “I am not talking about that.” Frank sucked in a breath, straightened his shoulders, and then returned his attention to the phone.

      I’m nosy, so I leaned over and looked at the video feed that revealed two people standing on the front porch. One was the cute ex named Henry, and the other was an older woman with short gray hair. Henry closed his umbrella and said, “Frank? I hope you don’t mind that we came anyway since Mom was a friend of Diamond’s.”

      “Don’t think for a second this means we’re back together.” He said as he pushed a red button underneath the video.  A buzz was heard and the front door opened.

      A moment later, Henry and his mother entered the dining room. Frank whisked away the wet umbrella while Henry helped his mom take off her raincoat and then removed his. Frank returned and took the overcoats. I saw Henry’s expression of hurt and yearning as he watched Frank leave the dining room again. Henry had the tanned skin of someone who spent a lot of time outdoors. In Vegas, that usually meant hiking, golfing, or lounging around the pool. He didn’t look like the lounging-around-the-pool kind of dude and he looked built as hell under that button-up blue shirt and white dress pants. Yeah. Definitely a hiker. Golf didn’t get anyone those kinds of muscles.

      “This place hasn’t changed much at all,” said Henry’s mother. She smiled at us. “I’m Andrea Halter.” She put her hand on her son’s arm. “This is Henry. And you are?”

      “Violetta Graves,” I said. Dee rolled up on us about that time so I pointed at her and said, “That’s my sister, Dee.”

      Dee gave Andrea and Henry a little wave. “Hi.”

      “Brandi Stallings,” said Psychic Girl. “How are you?”

      “I’m amazed,” said Andrea. “The house looks the same as it did in 1976. That’s the last time I was here.”

      Frank returned to the dining room, immediately giving Henry the cold shoulder. Andrea didn’t seem to notice her son’s distress or Frank’s irritation. Her eyes had taken on a distant sheen, as though she was mentally walking down Memory Lane.

      “So, you and Diamond were friends?” asked Dee. I envisioned Dee putting on a deerstalker cap and pulling out a magnifying glass. My sister, the private investigator.

      Andrea’s gaze dimmed. “I worked for her. I’m sorry to say things ended badly between us.”

      Dee opened her mouth, no doubt to say something like, “Where were you on the night in question?” But Henry circumvented Dee’s potential grilling by saying, “Nice to meet you all. Mom, let’s get you something to eat.”

      “Yes. I think my blood sugar is getting low.”

      Diamond LaRue materialized next to me and yelled, “What is that bitch doing here?”

      I screeched and stumbled backward. Goddamn ghosts! Diamond didn’t give a rat’s ass that she startled me in room full of people. She was seething.

      Oh, great. Along with getting stared at by everybody, my outburst had also stalled Henry and Andrea.

      “Are you all right, dear?” asked Andrea. She looked like the kindly mother you saw in those holiday commercials—you know, the smiling lady wearing a festive sweater who handed out crescent rolls to her family.

      “Totally. Uh … the storm’s just freaking me out, I guess.”

      “Do you need to sit down?”

      “No, no. I’m fine. Really.”

      “Have you always been afraid of storms?” asked the psychic. I could tell by Brandi-with-I’s expression that she didn’t believe my excuse, but then she frowned and shivered. “Did it just get cold in here?”

      Cold? No way. Given the heat of absolute rage rolling off Diamond, I found it hard to believe we weren’t all on fire.

      “You found a cold spot?” Gary rushed back inside the dining room. He plucked a little gray box from his pocket, waved it around wildly, and gasped. He put his phone in front of his face and said, “We have ghosts!” He moved the phone back and aimed it at the small device. “See? It’s dropped ten degrees in here!”

      “I said,” hissed Diamond, spinning toward me. “What is this bitch doing in my house?”

      The glass chandelier shook and the lights flickered—no doubt in response to Diamond’s exploding fury. Gary let out a high-pitched, “Squee!” and aimed his phone at the swaying chandelier. “We have a manifestation!”

      “Do we?” Frank directed the question at Brandi.

      “Something’s here,” she confirmed.

      I guess Brandi’s statement freaked out Diamond because she suddenly disappeared. But I had a feeling that she wouldn’t be gone for long.

      “Or it’s just the storm,” said Tony without looking up from his iPad. Brandi looked over her shoulder at the reporter and shot him a death glare. Wow. She apparently didn’t appreciate Tony’s lack of belief.

      “Definitely, the storm,” agreed Ivanna who glanced up at the new arrivals. “Hello,” she said in that impossibly deep voice.

      Andrea canted her head to study the drag queen. “Have we met before?”

      Ivanna returned Andrea’s curious gaze and shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      But Gary had no patience for polite conversation. He tapped Psychic Girl on the arm. “What do you sense about the ghost?” he asked excitedly.

      “Sorry,” she said. “Whoever it was is gone now.”

      Amateurs. Christ. Talk about being between a ghost and hard place. Even though I couldn’t see Diamond, I knew she was still here. And since Dee was the only person here who knew I could see and talk to spirits, I couldn’t exactly have a conversation with Diamond in front of everyone. So I looked at Dee but I directed my question to the absent ghost and said, “Why are you so upset?”

      Dee stared at me for a second then understanding lit her gaze. She answered, “Because it’s cold in here. I don’t like being cold.”

      Everyone was preoccupied talking about their own theories about the activity in the room. For a moment, I didn’t think Diamond would respond to my question. Then she appeared, and oh crap, she was still in full-on pissed-off diva mode.

      “Why am I upset?” She stomped over to Andrea and pointed a finger in the woman’s face. “Because it’s this bitch who killed me!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      I had to get Diamond alone somewhere so I quickly exclaimed, “I have to go to the bathroom!” I knew I looked crazy, but I hoped people blamed it on my so-called storm phobia. Diamond had lost her ever-loving mind and I needed to talk to her ASAP.

      “It’s this way,” said Dee, grabbing my arm and hauling me down the hall and into the half-bath. She shut the door behind us.

      We took a moment to absorb the utter pinkness. The pale pink wallpaper was dotted with tiny white roses. Everything else in this ode to horrible washroom was pink, including the toilet and sink.

      “I’m really beginning to hate this color,” said Dee as she sat down on the toilet lid. “I take it we had a ghost visit.”

      “Did we ever. Diamond just accused Andrea of killing her.”

      “Whoa.”

      “Yeah, whoa.”

      So, here’s the deal. I can do other ghost-type shit, too. A cranky senior citizen medium named Jack Withers took me under his wrinkly wings and taught me a few new skills. One of those skills was being able to call spirits to me. I inhaled deeply as I closed my eyes and pictured Diamond LaRue. Then I imagined looping a rope of light around her and pulling her toward me as I said, “Get your butt in here right now, Miss Thang.”

      Diamond LaRue instantly appeared teetering on her space boots. She righted herself and glared at me. “How dare you! I am not a fucking yo-yo!”

      “Don’t even. I thought you didn’t know who killed you.” I crossed my arms and returned her glare. “Are you’re saying Andrea Halter shot you in the back six times?”

      Diamond’s expression went sullen. “She wanted me dead.”

      “To hear Frank tell it, half of Las Vegas wanted you dead. Why would Andrea shoot you?”

      “She was here the day I died,” said Diamond. “You know why? To tell me that she was in love with my man.”

      “Which man was that?” I asked.

      Diamond spread out her hands and studied her silver nails. “Buick Grange.”

      I relayed that information to my sister, who could only hear my side of the conversation.

      “Robert Grange’s father,” said Dee. “Appearing tonight as Ivanna Bang.”

      Because there is a twelve-year-old trapped inside me, I snickered. And so did Dee. Drag queen names were the best. I cleared my throat. “Andrea didn’t seem to recognize Robert.”

      “She sorta did,” said Dee. “Maybe he reminded her of Buick and that’s why she thought she’d met him before.”

      “For fuck’s sake. I didn’t say Buick loved her back,” griped Diamond. “Andrea was my personal assistant. She scurried around like a little mouse—and nobody even looked twice at her. Buick was my manager. He liked men and women, but my fabulous self swayed him completely to Team Diamond.” Diamond glanced at me, sorrow in her gaze. “Not that we could be obvious about it. It was the seventies. Not even Las Vegas would accept a gay black drag queen and a bi-sexual white man dating in public.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “That sucks.”

      “Everything sucks when you’re dead,” said Diamond. “After Little Miss Mouse told me she was in love with Buick, I fired Andrea on the spot. Believe me, Buick was just as shocked as I was.”

      “He was here when Andrea said they were in love?” I asked.

      “They weren’t in love!” Diamond rolled her eyes so hard I was surprised they didn’t pop out of her head. “Andrea dropped by that evening to embarrass herself. And she did it an hour before I was supposed to host a small get-together for a few friends. I fired her, and she left. When Buick showed up for my shindig, I told him what she’d said. We laughed about it. He said he felt sorry for her and that she’d taken his niceness for something else.”

      I bit my tongue. That was the kind of bullshit a cheater would say. But I’m a cynic. If Andrea really did act like a mouse, why would she work up the courage to tell the formidable Diamond she was in love with Buick? Unless … maybe Buick had given her that idea?

      “Do you understand now?” Diamond snapped her fingers at me. “Andrea wouldn’t recognize Buick’s son from a stranger on the street. She was never with my man.”

      I didn’t quite follow Diamond’s logic, but there was no point to arguing with her. Whether or not Andrea had an affair with Buick, she’d obviously moved on and made a life with someone else. Or at least had a baby with someone else. There was no way Henry was older than say, thirty-five. I was betting he was fairly close to Frank’s age. So probably not Buick’s child—if the man really did have an affair with Andrea.

      “You remember Tony?” I asked.

      Diamond grimaced. “Reporter for the Las Vegas Review-Journal. He got invites to my parties and I got good press coverage.”

      “Your murder got him transferred from the entertainment section to the crime beat. Frank told us that Tony found your body.”

      Diamond shrugged. “I don’t remember. Those first days being dead were confusing.” She gasped and pressed a hand against her bosom. “Oh, my God.”

      “What?” I asked, alarmed by her stunned expression.

      “I just realized that if I was alive I would be … I would be … old.” She fanned her face. “Can you imagine?”

      “You’d rather be dead than be old?”

      Diamond pursed her lips and looked me up and down. “I don’t do wrinkles, honey.”

      “What’s she saying?” asked Dee. My sister had retrieved her cell phone from her back pocket and was tapping the screen.

      “She doesn’t do wrinkles,” I responded. “She really hates Andrea. Tony used to go to her parties. In fact, she had a party the night she died.” I paused. “Also, I don’t think she likes Tony all that much.”

      “I don’t,” said Diamond. “He treats women like shit.”

      “She says Tony treats women like shit.”

      “I’ll say.” Dee showed me her phone. She’d Googled Tony Forrest. “He’s been married and divorced five times. And he’s been accused of domestic battery.”

      “No surprise there,” said Diamond. “Tony was a dick.”

      “What about Buick?”

      Her expression turned icy. “He was a gentleman. He knew how to treat a lady.”

      “What about a lady’s money? Rumor has it he embezzled from you.”

      Diamond’s entire body blinked, like she was a flashing neon sign. What the hell was that? Her image stabilized but she looked befuddled—and scared. “I … don’t remember.” She frowned. “So much about that night is fuzzy. It’s all jumbled. Maybe we fought.” She straightened up and looked down at me haughtily. “I am a very passionate person.”

      “Did he embezzle from her?” asked Dee.

      “She doesn’t remember.”

      “Oh. Bummer.” Dee paused. “Do you think it’s weird that Frank was dating the son of Diamond’s former PA?”

      “We’re talking about Frank and his crazy obsession with her highness over here,” I said, jerking a thumb at Diamond. Not that Dee could see her, but still. It was hard for me to treat ghosts differently from regular people because they looked just as real.

      “Good point. I think Frank needs a new hobby.”

      “Hmph. I think you need a new hair stylist,” said Diamond, obviously offended. She twirled her finger at Dee. “Because that mess on your head looks like a squirrel took a shit in a bird’s nest.”

      “Hey! Don’t say mean crap about my sister. That’s my job. Anyone else who does it gets a kick in the crotch.”

      Diamond’s eyes flashed with humor and for a millisecond, I saw true warmth. It reminded me that Diamond had once been alive, trapped in the same human dramas that plagued us all. She had loved and been loved—at least before someone hated her enough to kill her.

      “Are you going to show up at the séance?”

      Her expression turned pensive. “No. That’s too much drama.” Then she disappeared.

      “What did she say about me?” demanded Dee.

      “That you’re pretty and have nice hair.”

      “Hah.” My sister pointed her middle finger at the space next to me. “Whatever it was, Diamond dearest, up yours.”

      “She’s gone. And let’s not piss off the diva anymore than she already is, okay? If she gets any more riled, Gary’s gonna get a lot of paranormal evidence tonight.”

      Knock, knock, knock.

      “Are you all right, Vie?” asked Frank. “Did that strawberry not agree with you?”

      I blew out a breath and then I opened the door. “I’m fine. Except I need more dessert.”

      “After the séance, darling. Brandi’s almost ready to start.”

      Dee and I left the bathroom and followed Frank into the parlor, which had been re-decorated to meet every horror movie expectation I had about séances. The loveseats and coffee table had been moved out and replaced with a huge round table that was covered with a purple silk cloth. In the middle, I shit you not, sat a huge crystal ball. Flickering Yankee candles were scattered across every surface. The air was rife with the scents of rose and vanilla. Sheesh. Around here, even the smells were pink and white.

      “Why do I feel like this is gonna go full-on Poltergeist?” asked Dee.

      “Would you prefer The Conjuring?”

      “No, my choice would be Casper the Friendly Ghost.”

      “The seating arrangement will be based on your auras, so it’s very important you sit in the right place.” Brandi patted the chair on her right. “Frank, you’re next to me.” She pointed at each subsequent seat around the table. “Ivanna, Dee, Henry, Tony, Gary, Violetta, and Andrea.”

      Well, shit. I guess my aura wasn’t allowed to sit next to my sister’s aura. And in this configuration, Tony Forrest would be on my left and my bestest best friend Gary would be on my right. Damn it. We moved toward our seats, but Brandi held up her hand. “Don’t sit down yet. I have to prepare my psyche for communication with the Other Side.”

      Oh, gawd. Just kill me. “Where’s the booze?” I whispered to Frank. “You can’t expect me to do this sober.”

      “I asked Frank not to serve alcohol until after the séance is over.” Brandi’s blue eyes twinkled at me from across the table. “The spirits respond better to participants who don’t partake in spirits.” She giggled at her joke.

      I happened to know that the spirits didn’t give a ripe damn if their living counterparts drank a cocktail or three. In fact, most ghosts were too deep into their traumas to pay attention to what we were doing. But I wasn’t going to argue with a child who wanted to play dress-up and pretend she had superpowers.

      The chorus of Baby Got Back erupted from the cell phone in my back pocket. I’d chosen that ring tone for my boyfriend, Matt Stone the Hot Homicide Detective, because he had the nicest ass I’d ever seen.

      “Hey, Sexy Pants,” I said, answering the phone as I hurried through the dining room. I huddled by the buffet table and looked at the desserts. No more strawberries. I bet Gary shoved ‘em all into his big mouth. “What’s up?”

      “I’m headed into work. Tourist found a dead guy in an alley near Fremont Street.”

      “You have all the fun.” I plucked a mini-cheesecake from a three-tiered display. “You wanna switch? I’ll go solve your murder case and you can sit in a room full of weird people trying to contact the spirits.”

      “No, thanks. I’d rather look at a body with a gun shot wound to the head.”

      “Yikes. That’s how your dude became a corpse?”

      “Seems so.” He paused. “Any contact with Diamond?”

      “Yeah. And she is not happy.” I turned toward the wall and lowered my voice. “Her ex-assistant showed up. Turns out that on the day Diamond died, the assistant told our resident diva that she was in love with Diamond’s boyfriend, Buick Grange.”

      “Buick?”

      “I know, right? Maybe getting named after cars was a seventies thing. Anyway. The son of Buick is here, too. And so is a reporter from the Las Vegas Review-Journal.”

      “What reporter?”

      “Tony Forrest.”

      I heard Matt mutter obscenities under his breath. “Do not talk to that guy, Violetta. If he even gets a whiff about your abilities, he’ll be a boil on your ass.”

      “Gross. So, you know him?”

      “He’s constantly poking his nose into our investigations. He’s got someone on the inside who feeds him information. Tony Forrest has screwed us more than once by releasing victim names or talking about evidence we needed to keep under wraps. He doesn’t seem to give a shit that he’s helping the perpetrators.”

      “What an asshole.”

      “Yeah, he is. Sorry, Vie, I gotta go. I’m at the scene. All this rain is washing away evidence.” He blew out a breath. “Text me when you get home so I know you’re safe.”

      “Not only will I text you, but I will also send you a picture of my fabulous cleavage.”

      “I’d rather see you naked in person,” he said softly. “How about tomorrow night?”

      “We could do dinner before I go to work.” I worked the overnight shift, which started at midnight and ended at 8 a.m., at The Mansion. It was an off-Strip joint with a billionaire’s haunted house theme. Oh, the irony.

      “How about I make you dinner at my place and then you can show me that fabulous cleavage of yours?”

      “Oh, I’ll show you more than that.”

      He laughed. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Bye.” I ended the call and popped the cheesecake bite into my mouth. Oh, man. That was good. I joined everyone standing near the entrance to the séance room as they waited for Brandi to finish her psychic prep. She sat at the table, her eyes closed. Her lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying.

      “I’ll take that,” said Frank as he plucked my phone out of my hand. “Brandi says electronic devices disrupt the flow of spirit communication.” He put it into a brown leather tote and then he lifted the bag, showing it to everyone. “I’m putting this in the hall closet with the coats. Everything will be safe and sound during the séance.” He went to Gary and opened the tote. “Empty your pockets, Gary.”

      “But I need my equipment!” Gary pulled out gadgets from his pockets and dropped them inside the bag.

      “The phone, too.”

      Crestfallen, Gary gave up his phone. “How am I supposed to get evidence of ghosts?”

      “You’ll get all your toys back after the séance,” promised Frank. He left the room and a moment later he returned from stowing the tote. I glanced at Henry. He was having a quiet conversation with his mother, but his gaze never left Frank. I could tell Frank was pretending not to notice that his ex kept making goo-goo eyes at him. He ignored Henry as he slipped back into the séance room and blew out all the candles except for the two tapered candlesticks on either side of the crystal ball.

      Dee and I moved away from the crowd. We’d learned to put space between us and other people because sometimes—okay, all the time—our conversations turned crass. Also, we dropped a lot of f-bombs.

      The rumbling thunder and slapping rain were the only sounds besides Brandi’s now noisy inhalations and exhalations.

      “Sounds like my Lamaze breathing when I was in labor with Justin,” said Dee.

      “I thought you had an epidural.”

      “Yeah. Because Lamaze breathing didn’t work. Breathe through the pain, my ass. You know what’s better than hee-hee and hoo-hoo? Fucking drugs, that’s what.”

      “I wish we had some now,” I said. “Doing this séance would be a lot more fun.”

      Dee leaned in close. “You ever think about—you know—using your power to do this kind of shit? It probably pays better than waitressing.”

      “Bite your tongue. You know any time I use my gift for my own personal gain, karma punches me in the vagina.”

      “Oh, please. Grandma used the gift plenty for her own personal gain and she did just fine.”

      “Until she died of cancer and gave this ghost-whispering nightmare to me. You don’t think her disease was a cosmic price she paid? She used the ghosts to help her win at the tables. Then boom, cancer.”

      “That’s the dumbest thing you’ve ever said.” Dee lifted her eyebrows. “And you’ve said a lot of dumb things.”

      “Shut up.” Ugh. I hadn’t been born with the ability to see ghosts. This curse had been passed down on my mom’s side of the family for generations. On her deathbed, Grandma grabbed my hand, muttered some mumbo-jumbo, and a couple minutes later, she died. The next thing I knew I was seeing fucking ghosts. I was sixteen and already a screw-up. To this day, I don’t know why my grandmother gave me the gift. Mom was furious she’d been skipped over—and I’d already been on her shit list the minute I hit puberty. I was not an easy child. But to be fair, my mother wasn’t June Cleaver. More like Norma Bates.

      “Come, everyone,” Brandi intoned in a hushed voice. “It’s time to reach across the veil and talk to the spirits.”
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      Frank switched off the chandelier’s sparkling lights. The sudden darkness was thick and heavy. I felt like I’d just been buried under a ton of black sand.

      Dee, Frank, and I were the last to enter the parlor. Did I mention it was really fucking dark? I smacked into the back of Tony—which I only knew because my face kissed his leather jacket. I muttered an apology and went around him as he sat down. I knew that my seat was to the right of his, but when I got there, guess what?

      Gary was sitting in my spot. Really, Gary? Really? First, he stole my strawberry and now he’d taken my Brandi-approved place at the séance table? Nice.

      Well, I wasn’t going to whine about it. At least, not out loud. If Brandi the Psychic hadn’t caught on to Gary’s switcheroo then why should I care? I didn’t see auras. I wasn’t even sure I believed they existed. I know, I know. I saw ghosts so maybe I should be open to other weird bullshit. But auras and crystal balls and other crap like that were the tools of con artists. You know, like fresh-faced Brandi who looked as innocent as an angel and probably had the soul of a demon.

      I sat down. The flames of the candlesticks stretched high, wiggling like snakes. I guess I should thank Gary for putting his little round self between Tony and I. After Matt’s warning, I wanted to avoid ol’ Tony as much as possible. And now that the ghost hunter was in my chair, I wouldn’t have to talk to the reporter at all.

      In the flickering candlelight, Brandi smiled benevolently at everyone, her expression serene. Her eyes had taken on a faraway look—as though maybe she really could peek through the barrier that separated the living from the dead.

      “I find it helps open the doorway to the spirits if participants cleanse their minds and relax their bodies. Now, everyone hold hands and breathe with me.”

      Holding hands with strangers was also on my top ten never to do list, so I was silently cursing Brandi as I grasped the hands of Andrea and Gary. Andrea’s hand was cold and clammy and I wondered if her blood sugar hadn’t stabilized yet. Or maybe she was just nervous about being in her old boss’s house again. Gary’s fat fingers were grimy. Probably from chocolate.

      “Breathe in,” directed Brandi softly, “and breathe out. In. Out. Okay, everyone. Take one more deep, deep breath—aaaaand release.” Brandi’s smile glinted in the flickering light. “Excellent. Now, imagine a bright light connecting us all together. Add your energy to this light and let it become a beacon to the spirits.” A few awkward moments passed, and then Brandi said, “Now, that we’ve created the circle of light, you can release hands.”

      Oh, thank goodness. Andrea readily let go of my hand, but when I tried to slip from Gary’s grasp, his fingers tightened on mine. I’d had enough of Gary’s stealing my shit—I wasn’t going to let him hold my hand hostage, too. I jerked my fingers free and then wiped my palms on my jeans.

      “Now, please close your eyes. Focus your energy on bringing forth Gerald Buckner also known as Diamond LaRue.”

      I closed my eyes for about three seconds and then I peeked. Everyone’s eyes were shut except for Tony’s. He looked bored and I didn’t blame him. This shit was awful. I opened my eyes fully because fuck it, and caught Tony’s gaze. He shook his head, his expression screaming, “This. Is. Stupid.”

      I didn’t want to share a moment of camaraderie with the man because he was a certified jerk, so I closed my eyes again.

      “Gerald, we ask that you manifest here and now. We know you have a story yet to tell. Please. Let our support carry you forward into this realm.” Brandi exhaled. “Are you there, Gerald? Give us a sign.”

      We heard a big thump. I yelped and opened my eyes again. The candles had been doused. In the sudden, cloying darkness thunder cracked and it was so damned loud it felt like the storm was yelling at us inside the room. The roaring boom startled people—or at least I assumed so because I heard chairs scrapping and nervous laughter.

      “Diamond?” Frank’s reverent whisper floated through the dark. “Are you here?”

      I’ll give Brandi credit. She didn’t jump on the obvious opening Frank had given her. Instead, she answered, “I don’t think so. But … someone is here. Someone whose name starts with the letter C.”

      I felt a chill all the way to my toes.

      My father’s name was Curtis. He’d divorced my mother when I was eleven and Dee was nine. He was a trucker, so we didn’t get see him all that much. He died when I was sixteen—just a few months after my grandmother had passed away. His truck overturned and slid off of a bridge. He was already dead when they pulled him out of the crushed vehicle. Despite my gift, I had never, ever seen my father as a ghost. I figured he’d gone on to wherever dead people go. You know, dead people who didn’t hang around on the earthly plane and annoy the hell out of me.

      I couldn’t believe I was actually thinking that Brandi had managed to reach across the veil and contact to my dad. It was a testament to my fucked-up state of mind that I would even consider such a thing. I knew pigs would fly before Dee took the “C” name bait. We were both cynical about psychics, but we also kept our family dirt buried deep.

      “Is that all? The letter C?” said Robert/Ivanna’s deep baritone. “Puh-lease.”

      “Robert,” admonished Frank in his best diva voice, “don’t be a twatwaffle. Go on, Brandi.”

      “I’ve got it now,” said Brandi. “Corrine. The woman’s name is Corrine. Does anyone know her?”

      “This is bullshit.” Tony sounded disgusted.

      “Do you know Corrine?” asked Brandi.

      “Fuck off.”

      Well, that was harsh.

      In the silence following Tony’s outburst, I heard the hushed breaths of the others and then nothing but the rain slapping against the house.

      “I’m losing the connection,” said Brandi, her voice quivering. “Please. Everyone. Close your eyes and try to re-energize the circle.”

      Nope. I wasn’t gonna do that. Besides, I couldn’t see a fucking thing in the inky darkness so what was the point of closing my eyes? I heard a low sound, kinda like a grunt, I guess, and wondered if Diamond was trying to mess with us.

      The storm-punctuated silence went on for so long that my skin prickled. I didn’t like this shit, and I wanted it to be over.

      Finally, Brandi whooshed out a deep breath. “I’m sorry. The door to the spirits has closed. There will be no further communication.”

      “What about Diamond?” asked Frank. “Are you sure she’s not here somewhere?”

      “No. I told you, the door is closed.” Brandi’s voice had gone from bubbly sweet to rude-as-fuck.

      I heard a chair scrape backwards and then the lights in the parlor came on. Everyone groaned and blinked. Going from dark to bright in a nanosecond made dots flash in front of my eyes. It took a minute for my eyesight to clear.

      Frank stood on the other side of the room, his hand still on the switch as he gave Brandi the evil eye. She didn’t seem to notice. In fact, her skin had taken on a grayish sheen as she grabbed her crystal ball and its metal stand, putting both into a black duffel bag she’d heaved onto the table. In her haste, she knocked over the candles, spilling their wax across the purple silk, and she didn’t bother to pick them back up.

      “You’re leaving?” Frank marched to Brandi. “You promised an hour of communing with ghosts. I already paid you!”

      “I’ll give you refund, Frank. But I’m going home.”

      Tony snorted, rolling his eyes as he got up from the table. Brandi’s fearful gaze followed him as he went to lean against the wall, his eagle eyes watching everyone else. Brandi zipped up the bag and heaved it over her shoulder. “I need my purse, please. I’d like to go.”

      “The storm is so awful, dear, you might want to wait a bit,” said Andrea. “My little car almost didn’t make it up that gravel road, it was so muddy.” She smiled at Brandi.

      Brandi tried to smile back, but she couldn’t quite get her lips to bend the right way.

      Andrea stood up, gave Brandi a little pat on the shoulder, and walked toward her son. As she did so, I noticed she was giving Tony the same kind of look I often got from my mom—a sorta I’m-so-disappointed-but-I-also-want-to-throttle-you expression. She then joined Henry at the entrance to the dining room and they had a fierce whispered conversation. Ooooh. What was that about?

      Then I realized Ivanna wasn’t in the parlor. Huh. Where had she gone?

      “Well, that was a bust,” said Gary. He sat down in the chair Andrea vacated and looked at me. “The candle thing was cool, though.” He blinked. Then he shifted to the right to stare past me and then sat up straight, the blood draining from his face. “What’s going on? Why am I here? And also there?” He pointed behind me.

      Every single nerve ending in my body went on high alert. I turned and saw Gary sitting next to me. His eyes were closed and his head drooped down as if he’d fallen asleep. Two Garys?

      “Shit!” I jumped up so fast that I knocked over my chair. “Dee!”

      Dee rushed to me and grabbed my shoulder. “Jesus! What? Are you having a stroke?”

      “Maybe.” I waved her toward the paranormal investigator. “Check Gary’s pulse.” I looked around for Ghost Gary, but he’d disappeared. Had he already moved on to wherever souls go when they leave the earthly plane? If so, wow. That was quick. The spirits of murder victims tended to hang around. See: Diamond LaRue.

      My sister leaned down and studied Gary’s face. “Is he…”

      “Yes,” I hissed. “You know CPR right?”

      Dee gently lifted his head and pressed two fingers against his neck. She frowned and then looked down at his chest. “CPR isn’t going to help him, Vie.”

      I followed her gaze … to the wooden ice pick sticking out of Gary’s heart.

      “No one noticed that?” I screeched.

      “You didn’t,” said Tony in a way-too-calm voice.

      “I’m notorious for not noticing shit,” I sniped at him. “What’s your excuse, Mr. True-Crime?”

      Tony lifted an eyebrow at me, his gaze was anything but empathetic. Man, that dude was cold.

      “The handle’s practically the same color as his shirt,” Dee said. “And he looks  like he’s asleep.”

      “Gary’s d-dead?” Brandi turned an awful green color and then she darted around the other side of the table with her duffel bag, practically slamming into Andrea and Henry. Andrea put her arms around the girl while Henry joined Dee at Gary’s body. Brandi started to cry and Andrea patted her back, making soothing noises.

      Tony’s gaze flicked to the teenager and he frowned, as if Brandi’s reaction to someone getting killed was too melodramatic.

      “There’s not a lot of blood,” said Dee, who seemed to think she was in an episode of Fatal Encounters. Gawd. I needed to stage an intervention for Dee’s Investigation Discovery addiction.

      “The ice pick is acting like a plug,” said Henry. “Otherwise, there would be severe bleeding.”

      “Henry’s a cardiologist,” said Frank, explaining his ex’s disturbing knowledge of blood and wounds. “Are you sure there’s nothing you can do for him?”

      Henry shook his head. “He was probably dead thirty seconds after his heart was punctured. I’m sorry, Frank.”

      I saw Frank’s face go pale. Henry’s expression softened. I could tell he wanted to comfort Frank, but he was officially an ex and that meant hands-off. He seemed to come to the realization that his comfort wouldn’t be welcome. I felt my heart ache for the two men. There was nothing worse than having to be around your ex right after the break-up.

      Well, unless you were murdered like poor Gary. I guess that was worse.

      “C’mon, ladies,” said Henry, ushering his mother and Brandi out of the parlor. “Let’s go sit down.”

      I crossed the room and took Frank’s trembling hands. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah. No. It’s just … oh, my God. Someone killed him.” His horrified gaze met mine. “One of us stuck an ice pick in Gary’s chest.”

      “Unless it was a ghost.” Tony smirked at us. “Maybe Diamond didn’t like Gary running around the house acting like an idiot and she stabbed him.”

      “Maybe you killed him,” I shot back, “because, wow, what a scoop. Ghost Hunter Dies at Séance. Bet that would be awesome in your new book.”

      Tony’s smirk turned into a scowl. “I didn’t do it.”

      “Well, someone here did. And it wasn’t a fucking ghost.” At least, I didn’t think it was. Some ghosts could manipulate objects—and Diamond was one of those who’d mastered moving shit around. But I didn’t think she had the power to shove an ice pick into a human being. She didn’t have a motive, either. If Diamond had the ability to mete out some spirit justice, she would’ve killed her ex-assistant Andrea.

      “Maybe you murdered Gary,” said the reporter, anger dancing in his eyes. “You were sitting right next to him.”

      “So were you!”

      “Knock it off, you two,” said Dee. “Frank, get the cell phones. We need to call the police.” Dee glanced at me. “You better call Matt.”

      “He’ll be thrilled,” I muttered. I guess it was a good thing I was dating a homicide detective given the amount of dead bodies that piled up around me. I glanced at Tony. “You should go into the other room.”

      “Why should I leave?”

      “The less people in here, the better,” said Dee.

      “Then you go,” he retorted.

      “If you want continued access to me and this house for your Diamond LaRue book,” said Frank, “then you’ll back the fuck off.”

      For a second, I thought he might argue with Frank. Then, without saying a word, he turned and sauntered into the dining room. You know what? I did not like Tony. He seemed every inch the asshole Matt said he was.

      “What happened to Ivanna?” I asked.

      “She went to the bathroom,” said Frank.

      “Are you sure? We’ve got one dead body and one missing guest.”

      “What’s going on?” asked James Earl Jones. I mean, Ivanna Bang. The parlor had two entrances. One led into the foyer and the other into the dining room. Ivanna stood in the foyer entrance. Her gaze landed on Gary. “Fucking hell. Is he dead?”
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      “Yes,” I confirmed. “He’s dead.”

      “He’s worse than dead. He was murdered.” Dee pointed to the ice pick embedded into Gary’s chest.

      Ivanna blanched and swayed as though she might fall. She leaned against the doorway and fanned her face. “Sweet Jesus. Why would anyone kill that guy?”

      Good question.

      “C’mon, Ivanna.” Frank drew his friend through the parlor and into the dining room. Dee and I followed because who wants to be left alone with a corpse? Frank pulled out a chair. “Have a seat, darling.”

      Brandi sat on the other side of the table, her duffel in her lap, her eyes red from weeping. Henry crouched beside her, speaking quietly, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying. I saw Brandi shake her head and then she jumped to her feet. The duffel slid to the floor as she slapped a hand over her mouth. I knew that expression. Poor Brandi was gonna heave up her guts. She grabbed the duffel, ran out of the room and then I heard the bathroom door slam shut.

      Ivanna sat down heavily. She looked around, her eyes watering. “Well, which one of you killed him?”

      The shocked expressions seemed genuine enough. Well, except for Tony. He still looked pissed about getting tossed from the parlor. He was leaning against the wall, arms crossed, which seemed to be his go-to I’m-a-serious-reporter position. “I vote Violetta,” he said. “She was sitting next to him. And he was annoying her all night.”

      “If I killed people who annoyed me, you’d be dead, Tony.”

      “Is that a threat against my life?” He straightened away from the wall. “Can I quote you on that?”

      Dee’s fingers clamped onto my elbow to prevent me from marching across the room and strangling Tony.

      “He’s riling you up on purpose,” she said softly. “He’s a reporter, Vie. He wants a story. Don’t give him one.”

      “Too late for that,” said Tony because he was Jerky McJerkPants.

      I flipped him the bird. Dee grabbed my hand and pushed it down.

      Tony’s smirk was getting on my last nerve. He looked at Frank. “Is there another bathroom I can use?”

      Frank waved him toward the back of the house “Just use my master bathroom.”

      Tony left. I hope he fell into the toilet and drowned in his own pee. It would serve him right for being such a sanctimonious asshat.

      “I better check on Brandi,” said Henry.

      “Gary was her friend,” said Frank. “He’s the one that recommended her for the séance.”

      “Oh, that’s just terrible,” said Andrea. “The poor baby.” She moved around the table to where Ivanna sat and patted the drag queen’s shoulder. “You don’t look well. Let me get you some water.”

      “Thank you,” said Ivanna.

      For all of Diamond’s hatred of the woman, all I saw was a nurturer. Andrea took care of people. She disappeared into the kitchen. About a minute later, she returned with a cold bottle of water and handed it to Ivanna. The drag queen downed half the contents.

      “Time to call the cops,” said Dee. “Frank, would you get the cell phones, please?”

      “He shouldn’t go alone,” said Tony as he re-entered the room. “In fact, nobody should go anywhere alone before the cops arrive. We need to keep an eye on each other.”

      It was a good idea, though I was loathed to admit it. Also, I resisted the urge to point out that Tony was off all by himself for the last couple of minutes. But I didn’t. Because I am goddamned saint. Anyway. If people wandered around willy-nilly the killer might escape, or worse, someone else might get an ice pick to the heart. So, I guess we all needed murder buddies. You know, like we were on a kindergarten field trip to the museum rather than in a huge house with a bunch of potential murderers.

      “Fine,” said Frank. “Violetta and Dee, will you come with me?” He looked around. “Everyone else stay here.”

      Henry re-entered the dining room with Brandi and Tony re-iterated his “nobody go anywhere alone” speech to them. Henry nodded, but Brandi seemed to ignore the reporter all together. It was as if Tony didn’t even exist to her.

      Frank, Dee, and I went back into the parlor because it was the shorter route to the foyer closet.

      Guess who was there?

      “I’m a ghost!” I watched as Gary leaned down and waved his hand in front of his body’s face. He grinned up at me. “Do you see that? I’m a ghost!” He started dancing around.

      I couldn’t respond to Gary’s inappropriate joy, even though I wanted to yell, “What the fuck is wrong with you? You’re dead, you idiot!” Instead, I followed Dee and Frank into the foyer. Gary stayed with his corpse, poking his ghost finger through his own chest. Seriously. What was wrong with that dude?

      Frank opened the closet. He dug around the coats. “What the hell?” He looked over his shoulder at us, obviously discombobulated. “The tote with all the electronic devices is gone.”

      “What?” Dee went under Frank’s arm and started pushing through the coats. She bent down and dug through the purses and bags lined up on the closet’s floor. “Who would take the phones?”

      “The person who killed Gary,” I said. I had a sudden, awful thought. Oh, my God. My heart turned over in my chest as the realization nearly made my knees buckle. “Dee, Gary was sitting in my chair.”

      Dee stood up and faced me. “He was?”

      “Yes. I was supposed to sit with Tony on my left and Gary on my right, but Gary stole my spot. I ended up sitting between him and Andrea.”

      Frank stared at me, his brows dipping as he frowned. “You don’t know anybody here except me and Dee. Who would stab you?”

      “That list is longer than you think,” said Dee, ever the supportive sibling. She glanced at Frank. “Why do you have ice picks? Are you getting blocks of ice delivered to your house like it’s the 1800s?”

      “The house included all of Diamond’s things, and she kept several ice picks. I don’t use them for anything.”

      “Well, somebody used one to commit murder.” Dee shut the closet door. “We need to get everyone out of here.”

      “Including the murderer?” I asked.

      “If you were the intended victim, do you want him—or her—to have another chance?”

      “Hell, no. I love breathing.” I turned to my friend. “Frank, don’t you have a computer? All we need is Internet access. I can send a text to Matt through my phone carrier’s website.”

      “I have a laptop. I’ll be right back.” Frank hurried into his office, which was located few feet past the dining room on the opposite side of the hallway. He returned in less than a minute. “My laptop’s gone. So is my tablet.”

      “That’s it,” said Dee. “Everybody leaves. Frank locks up the crime scene. And we go to the nearest police station and report Gary’s murder.”

      I will admit, I was freaking out. But I kept that shit to myself. I’d save screaming and running for later.

      We returned to the parlor. And found a burglary in progress. Tony the reporter was squatted next to Gary rifling through the dead man’s pockets.

      “Get away from him,” yelled Dee.

      Tony stood up, hands raised as if to show us he hadn’t taken anything.

      “You should know better than to contaminate the crime scene.” Dee shook her finger at him as if he were her four-year-old son instead of a grown-assed man. “You put back what you took.”

      “I didn’t take anything.”

      “Put. It. Back.”

      “Did you steal something from my client?” asked Frank. “Because as a representative of Mr. Benson’s estate, I will have you arrested for larceny.”

      “Jesus, you people are intense.” He pulled a black pen shaped object out of his jacket pocket and put it on the table in front of Gary’s body. “It’s an audio recording device. I saw him using it earlier. I just wanted to see if I could hear anything.”

      “Like him being murdered?” asked Dee.

      Tony shrugged.

      “Get out,” said Frank.

      The reporter headed out of the parlor, but paused at the doorway. He turned around. “I need my iPad and phone.”

      “We’ll get right on that,” said Dee, forestalling Frank’s response.

      Tony pinned her with a piercing stare, but my sister didn’t blink. Finally, the stare-down got weird enough that the reporter turned away and joined the others waiting in the dining room.

      “Why didn’t we tell him the electronic devices are missing?” asked Frank.

      “Because he’s a asshole, that’s why.” Dee looked at Frank. “I need masking tape, a napkin, and a plastic baggie.. I’ll put the audio recorder into the bag to preserve it for the cops. We’ll do our own crime scene tape to block off the doorways. Then, we’ll get everyone out of the house.”

      It took about five minutes for Frank to procure the items Dee wanted. She used the paper napkin to pick up the audio recorder and seal it into the gallon-sized baggie. She put it back on the table. Then we went to work taping off the doorways. We put so much tape across the spaces that anyone who’d tried to take it off would make a lot of noise. God forbid anyone trip and fall into that mess. They’d be wrapped up like a mummy.

      After we finished, we trooped into the dining room. Brandi was huddled with Andrea and Henry, more like a teenager and less like a confident psychic. Ivanna remained in her chair, the now empty water bottle clutched in her hands, looking pale and withdrawn.

      “Did you call the cops?” asked Tony.

      “No,” said Dee. “Because all of our devices are gone.”

      He straightened. “What? Someone stole my iPad?”

      “Someone stole everyone’s stuff, Tony,” said Dee, glaring at him. “So, we’re going to leave. You all go home, and we’ll bring the police back to the house to deal with Gary.”

      “You think it’s wise to let the killer walk out of here?” asked Tony.

      “Do you have a better suggestion?” I asked.

      He pressed his lips together, obviously annoyed with me, and then he shook his head.

      “You’ll get no argument from me,” said Ivanna as she got up. She put the water bottle onto the dining room table. “This has been one helluva night.”

      We all crowded into the foyer while Frank handed out overcoats, umbrellas, and purses. While everyone put on coats and got their collective shit together, Frank opened the front door.

      Or, at least he tried to.

      “Stop playing,” complained Ivanna.

      “I’m not,” said Frank, twisting the knob and pulling hard. “It’s locked.”

      “Then unlock it,” I said.

      “It’s an electronic, keyless lock, Vie.”

      “Well, push the code or the buttons or whatever.”

      “It doesn’t have a code or buttons.”

      “Are you shitting me?” I grabbed his arm. “Please tell me you don’t need your cell phone app to get us the fuck out of here.”

      “Hang on. I have a back-up remote in my bedroom.” Frank pushed his way through the agitated guests and hurried down the hallway toward the back of the house. A couple minutes later, we saw him stride down the hall and into his office. Another minute passed before he returned. “My goddamned back-up remote is missing.”

      “Maybe you left it somewhere else in the house,” said Dee.

      “I searched my bedroom, master bath, and office. Other than the kitchen, those are the only places that I go.”

      “What does the remote look like?” asked Dee.

      “It’s small, slim, and white with gray buttons.”

      “Fuck this. Everyone take a window,” I said. “If we can’t jimmy them open, we’ll break one.”

      “There are bars on all of the windows,” said Frank. “After Diamond’s murder, her mom had them installed because fans kept breaking into the house to steal memorabilia. “

      “We’re stuck in here?” Dee and I shared a panicked look. Someone had jammed an ice pick into Gary’s heart, and maybe had intended to kill me, and now we were trapped in this house with a lunatic. See? This is what happens when I try to be social.

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” said Ivanna. “Somebody better get out the goddamned Bourbon.”

      “Don’t panic.” Dee moved into the middle of the hallway. “Let’s spread out and check all the rooms.”

      “I’m telling you, the remote is gone,” said Frank. “Just like our cell phones, my laptop, and Tony’s iPad.”

      “Well, those things have to be hidden somewhere in the house.” Dee waved her hands around. “So, if we’re going to search for the remote, we might as well look for the other missing items.”

      “Henry and I will take the kitchen and dining room,” said Andrea.

      “We’ll take the guest bathroom and formal living room, too,” said Henry. He glanced at Frank and for a moment, Frank met his ex’s gaze. I saw regret in both men’s eyes. “I’m pretty familiar with the house’s layout.”

      “I’m sticking with you.” Brandi gripped Henry’s bicep. She readjusted the duffel over her shoulder. “No way am I going anywhere by myself in this house.”

      “Nobody should go anywhere alone,” said Tony, who’d apparently appointed himself the boss of everyone. “Not even Frank.”

      Frank huffed. “Fine. I’ll take Ivanna and search the guest rooms and the library.”

      “This place has a library?” I asked.

      “And a gym,” added Frank.

      “We’ll take the gym and the parlor,” said Dee. “We’ll also dig through any closets we come across.”

      “I’ll stay with Violetta and Dee,” said Tony.

      “No, you will not,” I said, offended and amazed he had the nerve to suggest such a thing. “I don’t like you.”

      “Way to be subtle, sis,” said Dee.

      “Fuck that.”

      Tony lifted his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’ll go with Frank and Ivanna.” He looked at me, almost smiling. “I admire your balls, Violetta.”

      “That’s because they’re bigger than yours.”

      He snorted a laugh.

      “All right,” said Dee, clapping her hands like a teacher trying to get the attention of her students. “Let’s go, everyone. Move, move, move!”
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      Dee and I waited for the others to disperse to their various search spots before we turned to the taped doorway of the parlor. “I’ll crawl under the gap and look around,” said Dee.

      “You do that. I’ll stand here and watch you.”

      “You’re so helpful.”

      “Aren’t I? How lucky are you to be my sister?”

      “Hah.” Dee lay on the floor, got on her back and limbo-ed underneath the half-foot we’d left during our taping spree. She stood up and then carefully started searching the room. My sister was aware that everything she did in there might mess up the crime scene even more. She paused by the séance table and stared at the tipped-over candles. I knew it was driving her crazy not to put them upright and straighten the tablecloth. Whereas I was lazy and messy, my sister was organized and tidy. Growing up, we drove each other crazy with our opposite attitudes about, well, everything.

      Gary apparated next to me, and I yelped. “Christ. Don’t do that!”

      “Sorry.” He grinned. “I can’t believe I’m a ghost!”

      So much for Gary moving on to wherever. I was surprised Diamond hadn’t shown back up. She struck me as territorial and I don’t think she’d like Gary haunting her space. Then again, she was pretty pissed about Andrea and the whole séance thing. She was probably holed up somewhere sulking.

      I looked around to see if anyone else was nearby and then I whispered, “Dude. You’re dead. Like, forever. You’re okay with that?”

      He shrugged. “It’s more fun than being alive.”

      That was the saddest statement ever. What kind of crappy life had this poor guy lived that being murdered was the high point?

      “Do you know who stabbed you?”

      “Nope.”

      “Do you have a guess?”

      Gary twisted his lips as he thought about it. “Not really. I sorta met that reporter guy a couple of weeks ago, but the only people here that I know are Frank and Brandi.”

      “How do you know Brandi?”

      “She’s the girlfriend of my pal Eric. We work together on paranormal investigations.” He looked down at the floor. “She was always nice to me.”

      I had a feeling not many people were nice to Gary. I sure as hell wasn’t. But in my defense, he didn’t exactly endear himself to me with his food and chair thievery. Though he might’ve unintentionally saved my life, and for that, I owed him.

      “Frank said you recommended Brandi for the séance.”

      “Yeah. But not because she’s pretty and smells nice, I swear.” He held up his hand like I was gonna ask him to put it on a Bible or something. “She really is psychic. I’ve seen her in action.”

      So had we, and let me tell you, I was unimpressed. “You said you met Tony a couple of weeks ago?”

      Gary nodded. “Yeah. Well, I saw him, but we didn’t actually talk. There’s a place downtown that’s famous for its hauntings. Lots of dead people. Have you heard of the Lucky Motel?”

      “Sure.” Along with every hooker and drug addict from here to Reno. It wasn’t a place people with actual luck stayed. I should know. I had to bunk there a time or two between living situations. The bugs were big enough to saddle and ride.

      “You saw Tony at the Lucky Motel?”

      “Eric and I were meeting Brandi in Room 223—that’s the most haunted spot in the whole place. You wouldn’t believe the amount of EVPs I’ve gotten in there. Anyway, she got there before we did. We were headed to the room when Tony passed us in the hallway. He looked really mad.”

      I filed away that information. Tony was a reporter, so he might’ve been meeting a source. Or maybe he’d gotten a blowjob from one of the many ladies of the night that could be found near the motel. But that wouldn’t explain him looking angry. Unless he couldn’t raise the flag, so to speak.

      “Hey, Violetta. How come you can see me?”

      “Family curse,” I said. “Passed down from my grandmother.”

      “So you’ve known that ghosts are real for your whole life?”

      “Sorta. Grandma would tell me and Dee about the spirits, but I didn’t see them until I got the ability.”

      “Your sister can’t see ghosts?”

      “Only one Graves family member gets to be the lucky recipient of ghost vision.” I reached out and gave Gary an awkward pat. Yes, I could touch the spirits, and they could touch me, but I tried to avoid making physical contact. But that wasn’t a spirit issue. That was a cocktail waitress issue. I dealt with a lot drunk patrons who thought swatting my butt or touching my boobs was okay. Let me tell you something about the beauty of stilettos—they were like the blades they’d been named for and I’d sunk them into many shoes and even bare toes in response to grabby hands. Even so, eight consecutive hours of that crap nearly every night was enough to make a girl extremely selective about who got to touch her.

      “You are lucky, you know. To see ghosts. Do you know how many people search for proof of the afterlife?”

      “Given the amount of television shows dedicated to the dead, I’m gonna say there’s a lot.”

      He nodded. “You shine. Did you know that?”

      “I’ve heard it from other spirits—the shiny thing. I can’t see it myself.” In fact, the whole I-looked-bright-as-the-sun to ghosts worried me a little. I don’t remember my grandmother ever talking about that aspect of being a medium, though honestly, she’d never actually done anything to prepare me for getting the gift. Dee and I always thought Mom would be given the ghost-whispering gig. So did Mom. I still don’t understand why Grandma bound her powers to me. I was the least qualified and the least responsible among the Graves women.

      Gary cocked his head and frowned. “Do you hear someone singing?”

      I strained to listen but only heard the rain pounding against the house and the frustrated noises my sister was making as she meticulously searched the parlor.

      “It’s weird,” said Gary. “I swear it sounds like my mom is singing Girls Just Wanna Have Fun. She loved Cyndi Lauper. She knew all of Cyndi’s songs, even the ones that never got played on the radio.” He smiled sadly. “She died when I was twelve. Brain aneurysm. One minute she was there in the kitchen singing away and the next—she dropped to the floor and that was it. She was gone. Just … gone.”

      I could feel his grief, and it was as heavy and gritty as roughly carved stone. Feeling what the spirits felt was just another perk of my ability. It was soul-crushing, sometimes, the sorrows they held. Regret. Grief. Pain. All of these were the chains that bound spirits to this plane. “I’m sorry, Gary.”

      “I started getting into the paranormal, you know, hoping I might one day connect with her. Like, maybe, she was watching out for me. I figured talking to people on the Other Side would be like finding the right radio frequency. But it didn’t work out like that.”

      “I think there’s a reason why it’s hard to prove there’s an afterlife.”

      “Really? What reason?”

      “Beats the hell out of me.”

      He laughed. Then he sobered and turned around. “You can’t hear that singing? I swear that’s my…” He looked up, his face full of wonder. “Mom?”

      I followed his gaze, but I didn’t see anything. When earthbound spirits were ready to move on, they always saw something or someone different. I met a ghost named Carson who heard Wham!’s Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go and saw a disco ball appear, of all things. He boogied-woogied himself into the sky where he faded into the clouds. I couldn’t hear or see what he’d described, either. And I didn’t know where he’d gone.

      Gary’s eyes filled with tears. “It’s her. Violetta, it’s my mom!”

      His joy pushed out the grief weighing on me and replaced it with a bubbling joy. His happiness was absolute and the beauty of it was breathtaking.

      He lifted up his arms and then he was pulled upward. By his mother, I assume, because again, I couldn’t see shit. Gary dangled in the air, laughing giddily.

      “Bye, Violetta,” he said. “I wish you lots of luck.”

      “Thanks, Gary. You, too.”

      Then Gary the Strawberry Stealer was gone.

      You know, I was a little sad about that.

      “There’s no remote and no missing phones in this room,” said Dee as she joined me at the doorway. She waved her hand under her nose. “Also, the dead guy is starting to smell bad.”

      “He hasn’t been dead that long,” I said. “No way are you smelling decomposition.”

      “Well, maybe he didn’t use enough deodorant, but … oh.”

      “Oh, what?”

      “Loose sphincter. It happens after death. Everything relaxes and whatever’s in the bowel and urinary tract releases.”

      “Gary shit his pants?” Man, I was glad he’d departed before he got that news about his corpse. There are some things people—even dead people—just shouldn’t know.

      “What do you want to bet that Frank will firebomb this whole room?” asked Dee.

      “Wouldn’t you?”

      “I’d pour gasoline over the entire house and throw a lit match on it.” She blanched. “No offense, Gary.”

      “Don’t worry about him. He’s gone.”

      Her eyes widened. “Gone gone? What about being murdered? Wasn’t he upset?”

      “Actually, he wasn’t all that broken up about being dead. And he didn’t know why anyone would kill him.”

      “Hmm. We don’t know if that ice pick was meant for you, either. And if so, who would want you dead. I mean, of the people who are here.”

      “Thanks so much.”

      “You know what I mean. You’re responsible for putting away some seriously awful assholes.”

      “You have a point. But …  maybe the murder was random.”

      “Right. You think someone played Duck, Duck, Goose with an ice pick?” Dee lay down and wiggled under the tape. “That’s the least likely scenario.”

      “And the scariest one. Because if we can’t figure out a motive then we can’t figure out who killed Gary.”

      “Or tried to kill you.” Dee popped to her feet.

      “Ugh. Before tonight, I had never met any of these people. That leaves you and Frank. And I know Frank loves me.”

      “If I wanted to kill you, I would’ve done it when I was fifteen when you left a pregnancy test in my trashcan for mom to find.”

      “I did it for your own good. I was not going to let you date Ken ‘Virginity Killer’ Cooper.”

      “I was grounded for two months.”

      “Yeah? After Mom found an half-empty bottle of Jack Daniels and box of condoms on my dresser—I was grounded for three.”

      “It’s not my fault you kept ill gotten goods in your room,” she said primly. “Or that you showed me your hiding spot.”

      I looked at her and grinned. “Good times, Dee.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, right.”

      I couldn’t help myself. I hugged the crap out of my sister. I loved her so much. She was my rock, and always had been. Dee squeezed me back and then let go.

      “Do you know where the gym is?” I asked.

      “Yes. I took a tour around the house while you stuffed your face.” Her gaze landed on the still opened closet. “You search in there?”

      “Nope.”

      We both squatted down and rifled through the purses. We skipped hers and mine, which left us with Andrea’s and Brandi’s. I pegged the medium-sized black handbag as Andrea’s and snagged it. Dee grabbed the yellow monstrosity in the shape of a smiley face and slowly unzipped it to keep the sound from alerting others we were being sneaky. I unsnapped Andrea’s and looked inside while my sister poked around in the smaller purse.

      “This is a total mom bag. Tissues. Mints. Wallet. Glasses case. She’s got a Tide Stick and a tiny screwdriver and a little pair of scissors.”

      “If she had animal crackers in there, it would be like my purse,” said Dee.

      “She’s got a prescription.” I lifted the bottle out and looked at the label. “Xanax.”

      “She didn’t strike me as a Nervous Nelly.”

      “Probably because she’s taking Xanax. Duh.” I closed the purse and returned it to the closet. “What do you got?”

      “A matching emoji wallet—winky face. She has three different kinds of gum. And a box of tarot cards.” Dee paused. “I thought you were supposed to keep tarot cards wrapped in silk.”

      “Why?”

      “To protect the deck from negative energy.”

      “You know the weirdest shit.”

      “It’s not that weird.” Dee moved aside the deck. “Huh. What’s this?” She plucked a business card out and read it to me. “Tony Forrest, Crime Reporter, Las Vegas Review-Journal.” She flipped the card over. “Lucky Motel, 8 p.m.” She looked up at me. “Why the hell would Brandi meet with Tony at the skankiest of all motels?”
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      “Holy crap! I forgot to tell you. Gary knew Brandi. She’s the girlfriend of one his ghost hunter pals. That’s how she got the séance gig—Gary recommended her to Frank.” I sucked in a deep breath as excitement made me jittery. “He told me he saw Tony at the Lucky Motel a couple of weeks ago. They were doing ghost shit or whatever and Tony was in the hallway. Gary said he looked pissed-off.”

      “So … what?” Dee frowned. “Brandi invited a crime reporter to be part of a paranormal investigation?”

      “Maybe. But, I don’t think so.” I shook my head. “Gary sounded surprised to see Tony there at all. But why else would Brandi invite him to the motel?”

      “Why else? Are you kidding me? It’s the Lucky Motel, Vie. People go there to get laid.”

      “No way. She’s only eighteen and he’s sixty-three.”

      Dee shuddered. “That’s disgusting.” She tucked the card into her back jean pocket.

      “Hey!” I wiggled my fingers at her. “What about fingerprints and preservation of evidence, Miss Investigation Discovery?”

      “It’s too late now. I touched it. But the information is still good.” Dee tapped her bottom lip. “We need to ask Brandi why she was meeting Tony.”

      “Well, you know Tony won’t tell us dick, so it’s gotta be her. If she was at that motel with her boyfriend and Gary, it makes no sense to invite Tony there so they could bone.”

      “Wow, Violetta. You have a way with words,” said Dee.

      “I calls ‘em like I sees ‘em.”

      Dee rolled her eyes. Then she continued poking through the bag. “Oh-ho! What’s this?” She opened the purse wide so I could see the rectangular pink and blue box.

      “Is that a pregnancy test?”

      “No, it’s a DNA kit from one of those online services. You spit in a tube, send it in, and they upload your genetic information into their database. It doesn’t look like she’s even opened it.”

      “Why would she carry that around?” I asked. “You think she and Tony banged and she got preggers and now she wants to prove he’s the father? It would explain why he looked pissed when Gary saw him. Maybe she gave him the news before her boyfriend arrived.”

      “She doesn’t look pregnant. Not even a little. And I don’t see Tony volunteering to fill up a test tube with his spit. There are easier ways to get Tony’s DNA for a paternity test.” My sister re-zipped the bag and stood up. She waved at me to follow her. “C’mon. We still need to search the gym.”

      Dee and I started down the hallway. We passed Henry and Brandi in the dining room. Brandi was crawling underneath the long white table, looking under chairs, and Henry was digging around the buffet table. Andrea wasn’t with them.

      “Hey, wait a minute.” I grabbed Dee by the back of her shirt and yanked her to a stop. I dragged her to the dining room. “Where’s Andrea?” I asked Henry. “No one is supposed to be alone, remember?”

      “She’s looking through all the cabinets.” Henry pointed at the closed door that led into the kitchen. “She’s only five feet away.”

      We heard a resounding crash.

      And then a blood-curdling scream.

      I barreled past everyone and pushed through the door into the galley kitchen. Everything was white, from the appliances to the countertops to the floor. Broken dishes—guess what color, yeah, white—covered the tile. Andrea was pressed against the countertop, holding her mouth. Her eyes were as wide as golf balls and her whole body was shaking.

      Floating above the mess, looking supremely satisfied, was Diamond LaRue. She’d switched out her space diva look for a flowing green gown with a diamond-studded belt and matching arm cuffs. She wore her hair in long, dark ringlets. So, she’d donned her Gloria Gaynor look. I guess Frank’s doorbell song had inspired her to change attire.

      The kitchen was narrow and long and not meant to hold a lot of people. Dee, Henry and Brandi crowded in behind me.

      “What happened? What’s going on?” asked Henry. “Mom! Are you okay?”

      “I s-saw h-her,” said Andrea. “Diamond.” Andrea’s haunted gaze met mine. “She’s still here. Oh, my God. She’s still here.”

      I wanted to say, yeah, I know, and isn’t she a peach, but no, Diamond’s ghost was my burden to bear. I wrapped my arm around Andrea’s shoulders and guided her to Henry. Her son took one look at her gray pallor and ushered her out of the kitchen. He sent me a grateful glance before going through the door with his mother. Brandi’s eyes went from the broken dishes to me. “How did that happen?” she asked.

      “Beats me,” I said.

      She studied my face and then she said, “I think you do know. I think you have a lot of secrets, Violetta.”

      “Yeah? I think you have secrets, too, Brandi. Feel like sharing?”

      “You first,” she muttered and then she opened the door and walked out.

      Now Dee and I were alone with the spirit of a diva drag queen.

      I looked up at her highness still floating about five feet in the air. “What did you do, Diamond?” I whisper-yelled.

      Dee stood sentinel at the door in case someone tried to come inside.

      “Gave her a little scare,” said Diamond, completely unapologetic. “I pushed a stack of dishes onto the floor, okay?”

      “Did you want to give her a heart attack?”

      “She shot me in the back. Fair’s fair.”

      “You don’t know that she’s the one that killed you,” I said. I sucked in a steadying breath. “Did you show yourself to her?”

      Diamond shrugged. “Not on purpose. It’s hard as hell to manifest to normal people and trust me, it’s not worth the energy.”

      “Could you just not … be you for a minute? Someone else was murdered in your house. Less than a hour ago.”

      Diamond’s gaze went wide. “What are you talking about?”

      “During the séance someone took one of your ice picks and jammed it into the chest of Gary Benson.”

      “That little round dude that was running around my house with those crazy machines?”

      “Yes. Him.”

      “I didn’t know. I don’t spend every waking minute here, you know. I left because I didn’t want any part of this séance bullshit.” She waved her hands. “Do you know how many fools have done séances outside my house? I don’t appreciate the drama.”

      “Oh, like you don’t adore the attention,” I said. “You love that people are still fascinated by you.”

      She lifted one elegant shoulder. “Maybe.”

      “Okay, okay. Look. We could use your help,” I said. “We are stuck in this house because Frank’s upgrades are electronic and we can’t get the fucking doors open. Someone stole everyone’s phones.” I paused as an idea struck. I narrowed my gaze. “Did you take them?”

      Her mouth dropped open, obviously offended by my accusation. “You think I can use a cell phone to call the people in my Rolodex?” She made a phone receiver with her hand. “Hey, it’s Diamond, back from the dead. How you doing, baby?”

      “Ha, ha. Nobody has Rolodexes anymore.”

      “Nobody has any goddamned common sense, either. Why would I steal that junk?”

      “To fuck with people. You just destroyed expensive china to scare Andrea. You’re saying you wouldn’t hide everyone’s stuff to make people crazy?”

      “Hmph. I didn’t do shit.”

      “Fine. Moving on.” I sighed. “Where are your hidey holes?”

      “My hidey what?”

      “Oh, c’mon, Diamond. Where are the stash spots? In the walls? Attic? You got a floor safe Frank doesn’t know exists?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      She looked away and I knew she was lying. This house was built in the 1970s. The drug culture, especially on the disco scene, was in full swing. There was no way Diamond LaRue didn’t have a secret place to put her coke, pills, and weed. She was infamous for her parties. I didn’t believe for a second she didn’t have any stash spots. What did she think I was going to do? Steal her thirty-year-old drugs? Bitch, please.

      “Can you help us look for the missing remote so we can get out of here? Frank says it’s small, slim, and white with gray buttons. Or maybe you can find where the phones are hidden so we can call the police.”

      Diamond put her hands on her hips. “What do I look like, your maid?” She snapped her fingers in a Z motion and then disappeared.

      “Really?” I threw my hands up in the air. “Argh! Fucking ghosts.”

      “She’s not gonna help us, is she?” asked Dee.

      “No.” I looked at the mess on the floor. “Let’s clean this up so we can search the gym.” The longer we took to get out of this house, the worse I felt. Like something was right behind me, breathing down my neck, scratching at my back. It was unsettling. And terrifying. I didn’t like the foreboding crawling around my gut—like being stuck in a locked house with a dead body and a killer wasn’t the worst thing that could happen tonight.

      While we were picking up the plate pieces and tossing them into the bin under the sink, Frank came into the kitchen. “Andrea said Diamond threw dishes at her. Is she for real?”

      “That’s what she told us,” said Dee. “We didn’t see anything, though.” My sister was a fabulous liar. Then again, so was I—and who do you think taught her to be so devious?

      “We’re all back in the dining room with nothing to show for going all through this house. I guess we can still go through the closets, but Vie, I gotta tell you, I don’t think we’ll find anything. I’m freaking out.” Frank hunched down and helped us finish cleaning up the mess. Once we were done, we stood up. I was ready to get the fuck out of the house, no matter what.

      “You can’t tell me there is no way to leave.” I hugged myself and rubbed my shoulders. “Seriously. What if you get locked in this house and you have a fire?”

      “I have a panic room. I’ll stay in there safe and sound until a hopefully gorgeous fireman rescues me.”

      “I like how you’re totally grounded in reality.” I couldn’t help a laugh but I sobered quickly. “Electric door locks. Panic room. Jesus, Frank. Are you expecting the zombie apocalypse?”

      “I like to feel safe. Especially in this house. You know.” He looked around and shivered. “Where she died.”

      “If this place freaks you out so much, why did you buy it?” I asked.

      “So no one else would. Diamond is my hero. She was strong. Beautiful. And yes, difficult. But her life wasn’t easy.” He paused. “Gerald Buckner’s life wasn’t easy. But he broke through. He opened the door for so many of us. I can do what I do and be who I am because of drag queens like Diamond LaRue. I feel like I owe her. And I want to protect her legacy—for other dreamers like me.”

      “Don’t let anybody shine brighter than you,” I said, repeating Diamond’s motto, which I’d learned from Frank.

      He smiled, and we said together, “Shine, darlings. Shine like the stars you are.”

      “That’s awesome,” said Dee.

      “She was awesome.” Frank turned toward me. “Having this séance was one of my less brilliant ideas. I can’t believe someone here killed Gary. And took our stuff.”

      “And made sure we couldn’t leave,” added Dee. “Why go to all the trouble of trapping us inside this house?”

      “Maybe our killer isn’t done yet,” I said grimly.

      “You still think you were the target?” asked Frank.

      “I can’t dismiss the fact that Gary was sitting in my designated chair.”

      “The chair Brandi insisted you sit in,” pointed out Dee.

      I stared at her. “You think Brandi wanted to kill me? Why?”

      “Yeah. I got nothing.” Dee washed her hands in the sink. “Maybe the killer trapped us in here because he—or she—needs to destroy evidence that links them to the crime.”

      Realization struck and I felt my heart drop to my toes. “You mean something like an audio recorder?”

      “Oh. My. God.” Frank sank against the fridge. “Tony was stealing the audio recorder. Do you think he stabbed Gary because of something he said or did that got recorded on that device?”

      “Gary was videotaping on his cell phone, too,” I said. “And now all the phones are gone.”

      “We have to listen to that audio recording.” Dee leaned against the countertop and crossed her arms. “But we need to get it without anyone else noticing.”

      “Frank, you have to distract the group. I’ll go with Dee to get it then we’ll go to the gym to finish our search.”

      “And listen to anything Gary may have captured,” said Dee.

      “Damn skippy.”

      “I have the perfect distraction, honey,” said Frank. “I’ll take them into the formal living room with its fabulous bar and make cocktails. Then I’ll claim potty break and meet you in the gym.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Let’s do this.”
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      Like a pied piper leading the children away from the village, Frank led the guests into the formal living room, which was located between his office and the foyer. The sunken-in entertainment space was the same pink and white motif as the rest of the home, but with leather furniture and fuzzy carpet.

      Dee and I stayed at the buffet table piling up food on plates and waited for the others to leave. The minute we were alone, Dee and I ran to the entrance into the parlor, she scooted under the tape, and scurried to her feet. She grabbed the bag containing the audio recorder and managed to get back under the tape and in a standing position in less than thirty seconds.

      “Let’s go,” she said.

      I followed Dee down the hallway. She took a right and we moved down a second hallway. When we reached the end, she turned into the left doorway and we entered the gymnasium.

      Dee flipped on the lights and I looked around. I noted Frank’s newly acquired and various exercise machines: treadmill, StairMaster, Bowflex, and weight bench. A slim silver refrigerator was against the far right wall and next to it, a shelf full of fluffy white towels and a couple of chairs. Everything in here looked new, except for the mirrored walls, which had that 1970s feel. I bet my next paycheck that back in Diamond’s day this had been a par-tay space. It was easy to imagine the place filled with people dressed in bell-bottom jeans and loose, low-cut shirts lounging around on bean bags and oversized pillows. Everyone had a drink in their hands or a smoke, either cigarette or joint, and the air was punctuated by laughter.

      “Everyone’s distracted,” said Frank as he entered.

      “How did you get past Tony the Doorman?” I asked.

      “I asked Ivanna to distract him so I wouldn’t have to hear his no-one-goes- anywhere-alone speech. This is my own damned house. Baby, I am hot as hell.” Frank walked to the silver fridge, opened it, and took out a cold towel, which he wrapped around his neck. “I’ve grown to regret inviting Tony Forrest to the house to ask me questions. Especially if he turns out to be a murderer.”

      “I regretted inviting that fool to my house, too,” said Diamond as she appeared out of thin air. For once, I managed not to react like a startled animal. She stood to the side of me, studying the gym. “Frank really messed up this room with all those machines.”

      I slanted at glance at Frank. And then I looked at Diamond. I really couldn’t hold back my secret from Frank any longer about seeing Diamond. What the hell, right?

      “Do you think Tony had anything to do with your death?”

      “Violetta?” Frank’s voice trembled. “Who are you talking to?”

      “Diamond,” I said. “I can see her.” I looked at him and saw his expression filled with concern, like he’d just realized I was nutballs. “I see spirits, Frank. I’m sorry I never told you before. But it’s…”

      “Crazy?”

      “She’s not crazy,” said Dee. “I promise.”

      “Tony. Hmph. That boy thought he was such a ladies man.” Diamond drifted around the room as though she was seeing it as it had been in her day. “He was one of my guests that night. Him, Buick, a few drag queens from my show, and a girl who came with Tony.” She looked at me over her shoulder. “He liked them young. He was twenty-two? And that girl he brought with him? Sixteen if she was a day.”

      “Sixteen?” My stomach clenched. I’d been flippant about the idea of Tony and Brandi possibly having sex at the motel, but I realized I might’ve had the whole situation wrong. What if he had preyed on Brandi?

      “You remember what it was like to be sixteen?” asked Diamond. “You want to experience everything. You think you’re more adult than you really are. You experiment—you push those boundaries. Trying to find yourself, right? She was like that. Pretending she knew how to smoke. Swigging away too many cocktails.” Diamond stopped before me, her gaze haunted. “At least that’s what I thought.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He put a mickey in her drink. I found them in one of the guest rooms. She was passed out and he was raping her. In. My. House.”

      I swallowed the bile that rose in my throat. Son-of-a-bitch.

      “I pulled him off that girl and raised hell. Everyone came running. Buick punched him in the face and gave him a black eye. We took that poor baby into another room, but she was so out of it, she didn’t know what was going on.”

      “That’s horrible,” I said. “Christ. What an asshole.”

      “Who’s an asshole?” asked Frank.

      “Tony Forrest, that’s who.”

      “He was drunk and crying and saying he was sorry. I told him if he didn’t want to be blacklisted by every theatre on the Strip, he’d confess. I recorded the whole thing. I told him if I ever found out he’d hurt another girl, I would make sure every paper in Las Vegas got a copy of that tape.”

      “You still have that tape somewhere?”

      Diamond nodded.

      “Dee, we have to hear what Gary recorded that Tony thought was important enough to kill for.”

      “You think Tony stabbed Gary? What did Diamond tell you?” asked Dee as she pulled the recorded out of the plastic bag with the edge of her shirt.

      “Tony drugged his sixteen-year-old date’s drink at Diamond’s party and after she passed out, he raped her.”

      Dee sucked in a shocked breath. “Do you think he did the same thing to Brandi?”

      Dee echoed my earlier thoughts and I felt like I was going to throw up.

      “Oh, my God. If he did, we are going to beat his ass,” said Frank as he joined Dee and I in the center of the room.

      Dee pressed the small silver button on the side of the pen shaped audio device.

      “There are cold spots all over this house,” said Gary’s excited voice, “and I think I’m getting orbs.” Gary continued talking about ghost this and ghost that. He went on for so long about paranormal crap, I was beginning to think he hadn’t accidentally recorded anything nefarious.

      “I’m going to leave this recorder in the gymnasium, where Diamond held her historic parties.”

      “They were definitely historic,” said Diamond.

      “Shhh,” I told her.

      “This is EVP session number six in Diamond LaRue’s home,” whispered Gary. Then he said, “Man, I hope I get something.”

      We heard his boots rasp against the carpet as he left.

      It seemed like a year before we heard another voice.

      “I told you to leave me alone.”

      “That’s Tony,” said Dee.

      “You don’t get to walk away.”

      “And that’s definitely Brandi,” I said.

      “I’ve had enough of your crazy accusations. If you don’t leave me the fuck alone, you’ll regret it.”

      We waited for a couple of minutes, but we didn’t hear anything else. Dee fast-forwarded several times, but there was nothing else. Finally, she clicked it off, put the recorder back into the bag and sealed it.

      “I’m glad he didn’t record his own murder,” said Frank.

      “I bet Gary hadn’t even listened to this yet,” I said. “There was no reason for Tony to kill him.”

      “Poor Gary. Like I said, harmless as a basket of kittens,” said Frank, shaking his head. His gaze snagged mine. “You can really see ghosts, Vie?”

      “I really can.”

      “So you knew Diamond was here the whole time?”

      “Yeah. She’s kinda hard to ignore.”

      “I don’t know what to think. You’re telling me that there’s an afterlife. That we exist after we die.”

      “Surprise,” I said, doing jazz hands.

      “I don’t know if I want to hug you or slap you.”

      “I feel that way all the time,” said Dee. “I suggest both.”

      “Ha, ha.”

      “Violetta.” Diamond had moved across the room and now stood in the far right corner near the weight bench. She crooked her finger at me. “Over here.”

      I walked to where she stood, and she pointed down at the floor. “There. That’s my stash spot.”

      I could see where the carpet was tipped up just the tiniest bit in the corner. I knelt down and tugged. The carpet easily came loose and I pulled it back. I saw the square cut into the concrete and the inset handle in the middle. I grabbed it and lifted the lid.

      There were several vials of cocaine, a plastic baggie filled with marijuana, a glass jar with mushrooms, and a prescription bottle with God knows what inside. Among Diamond’s party items was a silver microcassette recorder. I picked it up and popped the lid. Inside was the cassette with Tony’s confession.

      Frank and Dee were looking over my shoulders.

      “Oh, sweet baby Jesus,” muttered Frank. “Nobody saw this. I have to destroy all this mess.”

      “Except this,” I said, holding up the cassette recorder. “Tony’s confession shows a pattern of abusive behavior toward women. If we can get Brandi to tell us what he did to her, we’ll have motive for Gary’s murder.”

      “You’re a regular Sherlock Holmes,” said Dee proudly.

      “I’ve been hanging out with you and marathoning murder porn for way too long.”

      “Plus, you’re dating a homicide cop,” she said.

      “Plus, you’re a fucking ghost whisperer,” added Frank. “You’re screwed forever, baby doll.”

      “Tell me about it.” I glanced up at Diamond. “I know you think Andrea might’ve killed you out of jealousy, but Tony had a motive, too.”

      “To get that tape?” she asked.

      “He used your murder to move up into the big leagues. He’s a star reporter. He’s gotten big-ass book deals. And I bet he figured this evidence died with you.”

      “Motherfucker.” Diamond disappeared.

      “She’s gone,” I said.

      “We need to get back to the living room and remove Tony’s balls.” Frank extended his fingers into claws. “I will rip them off myself.”

      “If he’s the killer then he hid the phones—and the rest of the stuff,” said Dee. “We have to tie him up or something. Make him tell us where he hid everything.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” said Frank. “I suggest we punch him in the junk as hard as possible.”

      “No argument from me,” I said.

      “I’m on board,” concurred Dee.

      As we entered the hallway, thunder boomed.

      A second after that, the electricity went out.

      And in the utter darkness, we heard a woman scream.
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      We hurried down the hallways, bumping into each other, as we tried to navigate in the dark. Luckily for us, the electricity kicked back on and we made it to the living room without falling on our faces.

      The place was in chaos.

      Tony lay on the floor, groaning. Beside him, Andrea held a towel on his stomach. Her hands, the towel, and Tony’s shirt were soaked with blood. Henry and Ivanna had Brandi by the arms. She was screaming and crying and trying to pull away from them.

      She held a bloodied ice pick.

      “What the fuck is going on?” yelled Frank.

      “I couldn’t take one more snide comment from that asshole,” choked out Brandi. Her face was swollen from crying and rage. “You know what you did! You can’t walk away from it!”

      “You’re crazy,” rasped Tony.

      “Shhhh,” said Andrea. “Don’t say anything.”

      “Keep the pressure on him, Mom,” said Henry. He looked at Frank. “I need the First Aid kit. And the pressure bandages.”

      “On it.” Frank left the room to retrieve the items.

      Brandi had expended her energy. She dropped the ice pick and sagged down, still weeping. Henry let go of her and went to attend to Tony. Ivanna pulled the girl into an embrace and looked at us.  Her expression was one of defeat. What the hell had happened?

      Dee and I approached Ivanna. “Let’s go into the dining room,” I said.

      Ivanna nodded and gently led Brandi across the hall and put her into a seat. I saw Frank hurry past us and into the living room. Dee got Brandi a handful of napkins to wipe her face and opened a bottle of water for her. We each pulled out chairs and sat in front of her while Ivanna stood behind the girl and stroked her hair.

      “Did Tony hurt you?” I asked her softly. “We know he likes to … take advantage of young girls.”

      “You mean he rapes them,” she said dully. I could tell she was going into shock. Dee grabbed Brandi’s hands and rubbed them.

      “Did he rape you?” The words felt like poison and my mouth filled with an acrid taste.

      “He raped my mother. Almost twenty years ago.” She stared at us, but I don’t think she really saw us. “That piece of shit is my father.”

      I suddenly understood why she’d brought up the name Corrine during the séance—and why Tony had reacted the way he did. Corrine had been Brandi’s mother.

      “Mom committed suicide three weeks ago. In her note, she wrote down everything that animal did to her. That’s how I found out I was a child of rape. Before that, Mom told me my dad was dead.” She coughed and then took a sip of water. “I wanted him to admit what he’d done. I wanted him to pay for hurting my mother. But he threatened me. Said he would make my life a living hell if I tried to tell anyone what I knew.” Tears fell down her face. “I’m his daughter. I share his DNA. I’m awful, too.”

      “It doesn’t work like that, honey,” said Dee. “You chose who you are. Not your genetics.”

      Brandi started sobbing again. “I wanted to kill Tony. He should be dead.”

      “She sure as hell tried,” said Ivanna. “One minute, we were drinking cocktails and making small talk, then next minute she was screaming and stabbing Tony with an ice pick.”

      “Where’d she get the ice pick?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “From the kitchen,” said Brandi. “I grabbed them from one of the drawers.” She wiped her nose with a napkin and looked at us, her expression filled with misery. “You were sitting in the wrong chairs. I didn’t mean to stab Gary. I really didn’t.”

      Realization sank in as Brandi uttered her confession. Tony had taken the wrong seat and pushed everyone to the right. Gary was sitting in Tony’s chair. The chairs Brandi had picked out for everyone because she’d already planned to kill her father.

      “That’s why he didn’t want to go anywhere alone,” I said. “He knew he was the target. He was afraid you’d try again.”

      “Bet he didn’t think I would try again in a room full of people.” She choked out a laugh. “I showed him.”

      I thought about Brandi sticking so close to Henry and Andrea—and about that duffel she’d carried around with her, never letting it out of her sight.

      “You took everyone’s stuff, didn’t you?” I asked.

      “It’s all in my duffel bag. Frank’s laptop and tablet are in there, too, and so is the house remote.” Brandi shook her head.

      “How did you know to take the house remote?” asked Frank.

      “I didn’t know. I panicked and took everything off your desk. I didn’t know what to do. Gary was dead and I was afraid. I just … I just needed time to think.”

      “Vie,” said Dee. “Get the phones and call Matt. Ivanna and I will stay here with Brandi.”

      I left them in the dining room with the teenaged murderer. A girl whose life had been ruined by Tony Forrest, not once, but twice. We all make choices, though, and Brandi had made hers. She would pay a steep price for her revenge. An innocent man’s life had been taken and her future was gone now.

      I entered the living room and found Tony sitting up on one of the couches with his waist bandaged tightly. He looked pale and shaky, but also looked like he was going to live. I hoped he was in a lot of pain.

      I found Brandi’s duffel bag, unzipped it, and pulled out the tote with all the items. Frank joined me, pulling out his laptop, tablet, and hallefuckinglujah, the door’s remote.

      It took me three tries to find my phone. The minute I got it, I called Matt. He picked up on the second ring. “Are you home safe and sound?”

      “Um, no,” I said. “I’m still at Frank’s. We’ve been trapped in this house for the last three hours.”

      “Trapped?”

      “Electronic locks are the devil,” I said. “Don’t ever, ever get them.” I sucked in a breath and then blurted, “The psychic killed the ghost hunter. And then she tried to kill the reporter.”

      “Please tell me you mean metaphorically.”

      “I mean a girl named Brandi Stallings, the psychic, stabbed Gary Benson, the ghost hunter in the heart, with an ice pick. And then she attempted to murder Tony Forrest.”

      “Jesus H. Christ. I’m leaving now. Don’t touch anything. And don’t let anybody leave that house.”

      “Yeah. Got it.”

      He hung up, and I felt better knowing Matt was on the way with the cavalry. I put my phone in my back pocket. “The police should be here soon.” Between the storm, the dark, and the muddy road, it might be longer than I wanted before help arrived.

      “I better check on Brandi,” said Henry.

      “She’s not doing that great,” I said. “She admitted that she killed Gary.” Henry nodded, his gaze sad, and then he left the room. Andrea moved to the bar and poured herself a straight shot of whiskey.

      “That poor baby,” she said. She slammed the shot. “She’s just a kid.”

      “Just a kid! She tried to kill me,” whined Tony.

      “Yet, you’re still breathing,” I retorted. “Which is bad news for the female population.”

      He glared at me, his lips twisting into an ugly grin. “That bitch is not getting away with trying to murder me.”

      “Well, like you said, she’s crazy.” I twirled my finger by my temple. “I mean, she’s probably too mentally unbalanced to stand trial. And once people find out why she stabbed you, they might be really empathetic.”

      Ivanna came into the living room, aimed a death glare at Tony, and then joined Andrea at the bar for a drink.

      “I didn’t do anything to her mother. But even if I had, the statue of limitations has run out,” he said smugly.

      It turned my stomach to hear him say that kind of shit. He didn’t have a conscience. He didn’t care about anyone except himself. “You’re disgusting, Tony Tiger.”

      If I thought Tony was pale before, hearing his old nickname made him as white as a pail of fresh milk. “Don’t call me that.”

      I held up the microcassette recorder. “Lookie what I found. I bet you’ve searched high and low for this.”

      “Nothing on that tape means dick,” he spat. “What happened at that party was a mistake, that’s all.”

      I lifted my hand and wiggled my fingers. “Five divorces, Tony. And you’ve been arrested for domestic battery more than once. You did not learn your lesson.” I tapped the recorder. “You have a motive for murder.”

      “Murder?” His eyes widened. “You think I killed Gerald?” He actually had the nerve to laugh. “Sure, I came back the next morning to ask for that tape. To promise I wouldn’t—” He cleared his throat. “That there wouldn’t be any more problems. The door was unlocked. I walked in, called his name. The house was this strange kind of quiet. Made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. I found him dead on the floor of his bedroom. I did not shoot him.”

      “I bet you looked for the tape, though. Didn’t you?”

      “So what? I called the cops, didn’t I?” He grimaced in pain. “You want to know who killed the famous Diamond LaRue? Why don’t you ask Andrea over there? She was banging Gerald’s boyfriend.”

      I heard Ivanna gasp. She clutched her pearls and I watched as she turned to stare at Andrea. The older woman blushed.

      “It’s true,” said Andrea quietly. “I had an affair with Buick. I was young. Naïve. I thought I was in love with him.” She poured herself another shot. “I thought he loved me, too. He made it sound like Gerald had this terrible hold over him. Like he couldn’t escape from him.”

      “So you confronted Gerald,” I said.

      “I told him that Buick and I were in love. I thought if he knew … he would let Buick go.” She pushed the glass away as tears filled her eyes. “Gerald was furious. He fired me right then and there and demanded that I leave. I was supposed to help with the party that night. I always felt like if I hadn’t said anything—if I had stayed,  I could’ve protected Gerald somehow.”

      “It wasn’t her fault.” Diamond appeared in the living room. She was still dressed as Gloria Gaynor in the flowing green gown with diamond accents. She stood in the middle of the living room, looking pensive and upset.

      She floated toward Andrea and stroked the woman’s gray hair. “She was such a sweet girl. I’d forgotten how sweet. I should’ve listened to her. She never had a mean word for anyone.” Diamond looked at me. “He seduced her. I understand that now.”

      She wavered, her smile sad, and then she disappeared.

      We heard sirens wailing and a few minutes later, Matt was at the door. My boyfriend walked straight to me and gathered me in a tight hug while cops, CSI, paramedics, and Matt’s partner, Joseph Monetti, poured through the door.

      “I’m so glad to see you,” I said. “It’s been the worst night ever.”

      Matt kissed me. “You okay?”

      “I am now.”

      “Good. Stay put. I’ll be back.”

      I nodded. Then I watched as Tony was lifted onto a gurney and wheeled out of the house. I couldn’t believe he wasn’t going to pay for what he’d done to the women in his life. He’d raped two women that we knew of—and there were probably more. If Brandi’s aim had been better, the world would’ve been rid of a monster.

      It was an evil thought, I know. But it wasn’t fair that a creep like Tony would live to hurt more women and Gary, who wouldn’t hurt a fucking fly, was dead.

      The night took on a surreal quality. The storm finally stopped, leaving an eerie silence in its wake. It hurt my heart to see Brandi taken away in handcuffs, but Frank had already called in a favor from a lawyer friend who regularly defended capital murder cases. I couldn’t imagine that Brandi wouldn’t end up in jail—but maybe she’d get a jury who’d take her mental state into consideration.

      I pulled Frank aside. “It would be a real shame if the suicide letter of Corrine’s mom was accidentally made public. Or if this was given to someone in the media.” I handed him the microcassette recorder.

      “Yeah,” said Frank, nodding. “It would be tragic.”

      Frank had lots of contacts and I knew he’d tell the right people. Tony wouldn’t pay for his crimes through the justice system, but the court of public opinion would fry his ass. And maybe his other victims would come forward—and tell their stories.

      I don’t know how long it took for CSI to finish collecting evidence, for Monetti and Matt to interview all of us, or for Gary to be taken away to the morgue. Probably about a 100 years or so. Monetti stopped long enough to give me a hug, and then he left. Eventually, the only people left in the living room were me, Dee, Matt, Frank, and Ivanna.

      Matt had to go in to make phone calls and do paperwork, so he kissed me good-bye, and I promised him a text for when I actually got home.

      And then there were four.

      Dee and I sat at the bar while Frank lounged in a puffy pink chair. Ivanna stretched out on the white leather couch. She looked worn-out.

      “I believed Tony,” I said. “I don’t think he killed her.”

      “And I don’t think Andrea did, either,” added Frank.

      We turned our gazes to Ivanna. She got up from the couch, her gaze filled with pain. “My father is dead. So is Gerald. What does it matter now?”

      Diamond LaRue flickered into solid form. As I watched, the drag queen persona melted away until only Gerald Buckner remained. His short, cropped hair crowned a face that was all sharp angles softened only a little by full lips. He wore a loose orange shirt unbuttoned at the top and a pair of bell-bottom jeans with tan ankle boots.

      He was weeping. The ragged sound of it tore through me.

      “I remember,” he said. “I remember everything. Buick was embezzling from me to pay off gambling debts. We fought. I told him I was going to call the police. He had this gun. He always had it. For protection he said.” Gerald shimmered. It was as if remembering his death was somehow making him weaker. “We were in the bedroom screaming at each other and he…” Gerald sobbed. “I loved him. I loved him and he killed me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. My heart shattered for him. His grief and regret weighed heavily on me. “I’m so sorry.”

      Ivanna frowned at me. “Sorry for what?”

      “For you,” I improvised. “Your dad told you the truth, didn’t he? He confessed to killing Gerald.

      Ivanna’s lips trembled. “I didn’t know that man,” she said. “My father was a good person. A decent provider. A loving husband.” Ivanna straightened and put on a brave face. “I’ll say goodnight now.”

      Ivanna left the room with her shoulders back and her head held high. It was a heavy burden she carried, knowing that the father she’d respected and loved her whole life was a murderer.

      After the drag queen left, Frank turned to me. “Diamond’s here, isn’t she?”

      I looked at Gerald. He wasn’t crying anymore, but he looked lost, alone, and scared. “Yes,” I said. “Gerald Buckner is here.” I looked at Frank. “She remembered that Buick killed her.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” he said. “I don’t belong here anymore.” He looked at me. “Where do I go now?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      He wiped his eyes and shook his head. “And here I thought all drag queens go to heaven.” He laughed, but the sound caught in his throat.

      Despite my so-called skills as a ghost whisperer, I had no idea how to help Gerald. I was trying to figure out some words of comfort, something awesome that might make him feel better, but then he went completely still.

      “Oh. My. God.” He was looking straight ahead. I followed his gaze, but there was nothing. Whatever it was, only he could see it. The next thing I knew Gerald Buckner had transformed into space diva Patti LaBelle complete with alien-esque headdress. “Girl, they’re calling my name. Do you hear that cheering? The applause is like thunder!”

      “That’s amazing,” I said. I think she needed to accept what happened to her before she could go—wherever spirits go. “Time to take center stage now, Miss Diamond LaRue.”

      “Damn right, honey.” She put her hands on her hips and sashayed forward. Then she paused, looking over her shoulder. “Don’t forget, Violetta. Shine, darling. Shine like the star you are.”

      She winked at me.

      And then she was gone.

      A free spirit.
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