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      “Coffee.”

      It was a demand, not a request.

      My nephew Chris Biggs merely smiled indulgently as he grabbed a mug and started pouring. If he knew anything it was that I, Millie Watson, am not a morning person. I need at least three mugs of hardcore caffeine – we’re talking coffee strong enough to strip a stomach lining here – before I’m even remotely human. That’s on a good day. On a bad day I need seven. I’m not exaggerating.

      “You look like you had a long night,” Chris noted as he watched me reach for the sweetener packs. We were in the small kitchenette at the Legacy Foundation, the place where we both worked, and he seemed much happier than I felt.

      “I did have a long night,” I confirmed, dumping two packets of Equal into my coffee before reaching for the creamer. “I was watching Stranger Things on Netflix and I couldn’t make myself stop. That’s why binging is a bad idea. I just had to keep going.”

      Chris’s smirk was easy and quick. “I didn’t know you liked Stranger Things.”

      “I didn’t know it either. Charlie turned me on to it. For some reason, she absolutely loves the show and she suggested I watch it.”

      That wasn’t exactly true. I’d figured out right away why Charlie Rhodes, the newest member of our paranormal investigative team, was enamored with the Netflix show. She identified with the main character, Eleven, a telekinetic wonder who has questions about her identity and existence. Charlie was magical herself — and had no idea where she came from — so it made sense that she would connect with the show.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t mention that to Chris because he had no idea about Charlie’s true nature. As much as I loved my nephew — and I loved him enough to continue working for the foundation that my ex-husband owned and operated even after we divorced, making my ex-husband technically my boss — I couldn’t spread Charlie’s secret. I’d made a promise ... and I intended to keep it.

      “It’s a great show.” Chris was the enthusiastic sort. He didn’t have a suspicious bone in his body and didn’t as much as question why Charlie had suggested a show about a telekinetic wonder to me. It never even crossed his mind. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

      “Don’t get too excited,” I warned. I knew what he was thinking. “There’s no way I’m going to let you drag me to a bunch of science fiction and horror movies to see what else you can get me to like. I’m still traumatized from when you made me see that haunted doll movie.”

      Chris chuckled. “Annabel.”

      “I don’t care what her name was. She was creepy and I had nightmares for two straight nights.”

      Chris leaned his hip against the counter and sipped his coffee, his eyes twinkling. “I didn’t realize you were afraid of dolls. That’s called pediophobia, by the way. It’s a real thing.”

      He always knew the most ridiculous stuff. “Just haunted dolls.”

      “That’s kind of funny because you’re the brave one when we go on assignments. I mean ... you weren’t afraid of the zombies in New Orleans.”

      He delivered the line with good humor, but our recent trip to New Orleans had been disastrous. Several members of our group were still recovering. I stole a look in their direction.

      Charlie and Jack Hanson sat in comfortable chairs in the main room of our suite. For all intents and purposes, they looked calm – even at ease – at least from the outside. I knew better. They’d been messed up for days since returning from New Orleans.

      I didn’t know much other than they’d gone out one night and came back bedraggled. Once they’d returned, the threat was gone. They stuck close to each other that night, and Jack had been attentive and protective since, but their interactions with one another were stilted.

      Something very bad had happened between them ... and I was determined to find out what.

      “I wasn’t thrilled about the zombies,” I countered, finding my voice. “I guess it all happened so fast that I didn’t have a chance to worry about being afraid.”

      “I just wish we could’ve caught one.” Chris turned wistful. “I would love to have a zombie to experiment on.”

      He didn’t realize what he was saying, of course. He had no idea that he sounded like a megalomaniacal baddie from a scary book. All he could think about was getting proof of what he knew to be true. The paranormal was real and he wanted the whole world to realize it. He had no idea there was proof in our very group, and I wanted to keep it that way. It’s not that I thought he might experiment on Charlie. That’s not who he was. But he would constantly try to get her to perform, and in his zest to learn everything he could about her he would also put her life at risk. I couldn’t have that.

      “Well, I’m sorry your plan to catch a zombie and experiment went awry,” I offered dryly. “I know that must be a disappointment to you.”

      “Totally.” He kept talking, his lips flapping as he went on and on about the importance of catching a real zombie while I tuned him out and focused on Charlie and Jack.

      She looked as if she hadn’t slept in days. I knew Jack was staying close, protecting her, but their emotions were close to the surface. I couldn’t understand why. They’d obviously survived the battle with the zombies and took down whatever foe was causing the phenomenon ... and yet they weren’t happy. In fact, they looked downright miserable. I made a silent vow to figure out what was torturing them and fix it. If anyone deserved happiness, it was those two. They’d fought hard to find each other, and there was no way I was going to let them be torn apart.

      “Did you hear what I said?” Chris prodded, forcing me back to reality.

      Well, crud. I hadn’t been listening. He obviously realized that. “I was thinking about the zombies.” That wasn’t exactly a lie. I simply wasn’t thinking about the zombies in the same manner he was. “I think we got lucky things ended the way they did. I know you’re upset about not catching a zombie, but we’re probably better off.”

      Chris furrowed his brow. “What makes you say that?”

      “Every zombie movie I’ve ever seen. In fact ... .” I trailed off when the elevator dinged to signify the arrival of a guest. I took a moment to glance around the department and count heads — Bernard Hill was reading a magazine in the corner, Hannah Silver was playing with a new microscope at her desk and Laura Chapman was glaring daggers at Jack and Charlie from her spot behind them — and came up with a complete list. That meant whoever was about to step off the elevator wasn’t part of our group.

      “Maybe we have a new case,” Chris suggested, moving to stand, his shoulder brushing mine. He was decidedly taller, but not so big he felt intimidating, unlike Jack, who was built like a Hollywood star in a boxing movie. “I could use something fresh to sink my teeth into.”

      Most of us probably agreed with that. We got antsy if we spent too much time in one place. Still, Charlie and Jack had other things going on. Perhaps it was best if we didn’t travel — for them — at this time. “Maybe.” I licked my lips and frowned when the doors opened to reveal a woman I recognized from my former life as Myron Biggs’ wife. “Oh, well, son of a ... .”

      Chris widened his eyes as I began to swear under my breath. “I take it you know her.”

      I nodded, doing my best to control my anger even though I wanted to start stomping around the room and disappear into my office before another word was uttered.

      “Who is she?” Chris prodded, obviously confused.

      “Adele St. Clair,” I gritted out after a beat, my eyes narrowing as she searched the room. I wasn’t surprised when her gaze fell on me. I was obviously the one she was looking for. “She runs in the same circles as your uncle, the same circles I used to be part of when I was married to him.”

      Chris didn’t look bothered by the admission. “I wonder what she wants.”

      That was a very good question.

      

      BECAUSE SHE WAS CLEARLY HERE for me, I greeted Adele with a tight smile and what I hoped came across as sincere welcome before pointing her toward my office. Technically Chris handled the intakes — he was in charge of our group — but Adele hadn’t gone through proper channels. This was personal, which meant I had to talk to her, even though I would rather deal with ten haunted dolls than one entitled woman.

      “Well, this place is ... nice.” Adele had a smile at the ready as she sat in one of the chairs across from my desk. “I knew you had an office here. I didn’t realize it was in the basement, though. I pictured a penthouse view I guess … not that there’s anything wrong with the basement.”

      The way she said “basement” reminded me of the time she threw a garden party and realized the caterer had brought paper napkins instead of linen to her swanky tea extravaganza. “I actually like being in the basement,” I offered. “No one bothers us and we have the entire floor to ourselves. We can spread out as much as we want.”

      “Yes, well ... you’re the one who enjoys working.”

      Adele was not the sort of woman who worked. In fact, she once told me that she looked at women who chose to have jobs as confused individuals who simply hadn’t found their true calling yet. No, honestly, she said it with a straight face and everything.

      “I do like working,” I agreed, doing my best to keep my temper in check. One of the reasons I divorced my husband — they were many and varied — was that I was sick of living the rich lifestyle he seemed to so easily embrace. It wasn’t that I didn’t love Myron, but I got to the point that I wondered if there had ever been two more mismatched people. We were much better apart, something we both happened to agree upon. He still loved his fancy parties and I loved a night spent with Netflix and pizza delivery. It worked out for both of us.

      “Well, that’s great for you.” Adele shifted in her chair. “That’s why I’m here, actually. I need your help.”

      We were finally getting somewhere. “My help with what? If you’re throwing another séance party, I’ll have to pass. That last one devolved into drunken shenanigans and nonstop ‘light as a feather, stiff as a board’ games. I’m a bit too old for that.”

      Adele’s lips curved down. “That’s not what I have in mind. I need your expertise.”

      “My expertise?” Now I was really confused. “My expertise in what? I haven’t planned a party in years. I don’t miss playing that game.”

      The sigh that escaped Adele’s lips was long and drawn out. “I don’t need your help with a party. I’m perfectly capable of planning my own party.”

      “Fair enough. What do you need my help with?”

      “Well ... it’s a little difficult to explain.”

      “Try me.”

      “Just ... wait a second.” She rubbed her hands together and shifted in her chair again. It was as if she couldn’t get comfortable, which led me to believe that whatever she was about to drop on me was more serious than I initially envisioned.

      “Is something wrong with Arthur?” That was the first question that popped into my head. Arthur St. Clair was a wealthy former attorney who had retired after representing a former professional basketball player accused of killing his wife. He got the player off on a technicality and the money that flowed in was enough for him to retire early. He’d been golfing and lounging at the country club ever since.

      “Oh, this isn’t about Arthur,” Adele replied. She seemed surprised that I would drag him into things. “Arthur is ... Arthur. There’s nothing wrong with him other than the fact that he starts drinking before noon.”

      “He’s developed a drinking problem?” I never liked Arthur and Adele, but that wasn’t the sort of thing I wanted to hear. “I’m sorry. Are you going to host an intervention and get him to rehab or something?’

      Adele wrinkled her nose. “Um ... no. I didn’t say he had a drinking problem. I said that he starts drinking before noon on the golf course. Everybody knows that’s tacky. He doesn’t seem to care, though.”

      “Oh, well, sure.” I felt stupid for assuming she was trying to procure help for her husband. That wasn’t who Adele was. She cared only about helping herself. “So ... why are you here?”

      “I guess there’s no easy way to explain it,” she supplied. “I keep trying to think of a dignified way of asking for help, but there isn’t one. The thing is ... my house is haunted and I know the people in this group are psychics or whatever. I want you to get rid of the ghost for me and I’ll pay you to keep it quiet.”

      Whatever I was expecting, that wasn’t it. My mouth dropped open as I ran the words through my brain, which felt as if it was about to burst given the dearth of inappropriate questions fighting for dominance.

      “Aren’t you going to say anything?” Adele prodded after a moment.

      Oh, I had plenty to say. Most of it would offend her to the point she fled the office, and I wasn’t quite certain that was the outcome that would be best for me. Well, at least not yet.

      “You have a ghost,” I said finally, wondering how she expected me to react. “How do you know this?”

      The look she shot me was withering. “How do you think I know it?”

      “I don’t know. That’s why I asked.”

      “I thought you were supposed to be an expert.”

      “I’m on a team of experts,” I countered. “I have certain ... abilities ... that allow me to help my team. I need more information.”

      “Fine.” She rolled her eyes but remained focused on the issue at hand. “It started about six months ago. The maids complained that certain parts of the house felt colder than they should. We assumed there was some blockage in the heating system and called for a repairman. After three different repairmen couldn’t find anything wrong, we just assumed the house was drafty ... until we started hearing noises.”

      “You heard noises?” I was officially intrigued. “It wasn’t rattling chains or anything, was it? That only happens in movies and Scooby-Doo episodes.”

      “I didn’t hear chains. I heard ... voices.”

      “Voices? As in multiple voices?”

      “Well ... that’s the thing. I heard whispering and it sounded like multiple voices. I think more than one ghost is going to be unwieldy, though, so I’m leaning toward us having only one ghost.”

      Oh, well, that was some logic for you. Two ghosts were too many, so she was determined to believe they had one. Whether that was the truth or not didn’t matter. “Have you actually seen a ghost?”

      “I’ve seen ... something. It’s hard to explain. I’ve seen shadows and movement, but … I don’t know how to describe it properly. I think you should come out to the house so I can take you on a tour and point out each area where an incident happened.”

      I wasn’t opposed to that. I also wasn’t a charity. “You know you’ll have to pay for my services?”

      Adele scowled. “I’m well aware that you’re not going to work for free.”

      “No, I’m definitely not going to work for free. I think you came directly to me because you think I can help you quietly so you won’t risk others finding out what’s going on. You want this to be kept quiet?”

      Her eyes flashed with something I couldn’t quite identify, but she nodded. “That would be preferable,” she agreed.

      “That means I can’t take the entire team with me. If I do, they’ll want to record everything that happens, and word could spread ... especially because Myron is in charge of the company. He doesn’t stick his nose into our business all that often, but he occasionally asks. I’m guessing that because you still run in the same social circles you’ll want to make sure he doesn’t find out.”

      She nodded stiffly. “It would be better for everyone if that didn’t happen.”

      “That means I’ll be working alone.”

      “I think that’s best for all those concerned.”

      I did, too, especially because I wasn’t convinced that Adele was dealing with a ghost. Ultimately it didn’t matter. Ghosts didn’t frighten me, and I had an idea of exactly how to approach this problem.

      “I’ll help you,” I volunteered.

      Adele let out a relieved breath. “Thank you.”

      “For a price.”

      She returned instantly to suspicious. “What price?”

      I couldn’t contain my grin. I knew what I wanted … and she wasn’t going to like it. We were about to find out how serious she was about this situation. “I’m glad you asked.”
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      After securing the details from Adele, I promised to be at her house shortly. I just had to gather supplies.

      Actually, there was only one supply I wanted to collect, and she was sitting with her boyfriend and pretending to read a technical magazine.

      “Hey.” I pasted a bright smile on my face. “What’s going on in lovers’ land?”

      Jack scowled. He looked more like a male model than a security specialist. His long black hair was sleek and shiny, and his cheekbones were ridiculously cut. “Do you have to say stuff like that? We’re at work.”

      “Oh, I never would’ve guessed.” On most occasions, Jack is easygoing and delightful to be around. Over the past few days, he’d been the exact opposite. “Does that mean I can’t make off-color jokes? My whole day has been thrown into turmoil.”

      “Ha, ha, ha.” His gaze was dark. “What do you want? Do we have another assignment?”

      “I do.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “You have an assignment but the rest of us don’t? How does that work?”

      “It’s a woman I used to know from my time with Myron.” I tried to refrain from making a face ... and failed. “She claims she has a ghost.”

      “She claims?” Jack was dubious. “I’m guessing you don’t believe her.”

      “Adele has always been a pill. She’s the histrionic sort. You know when you watch period movies and there’s always a woman complaining about having the vapors? That would be her.”

      Brow furrowed, Jack glanced at Charlie. “Do you understand what she just said?”

      Charlie nodded and managed a legitimate smile, although it was small. “She’s saying that this woman likes being the center of attention and tends to overreact.”

      “Why didn’t she just say that?”

      “She’s Millie.”

      Jack smirked at the remark and the energy between them noticeably warmed. The more I witnessed their interaction, the more convinced I became that I was making the right decision. I needed to get to the bottom of Charlie’s melancholy.

      “Adele swears up and down there’s a ghost in the house and she wants me to get rid of it. We struck a deal of sorts for me to do it without telling anyone what was going on.”

      Jack’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “What sort of deal?”

      “Never you mind. It’s none of your business.” Adele wasn’t the only one who wanted to keep certain things quiet. “I figure it’s an easy assignment, in and out. We have nothing going on here, so I thought I would take Charlie with me.”

      As expected, Jack balked. “Why do you want to take Charlie? You’ve made it clear that you think this woman is lying.”

      “Or just imagining things,” I corrected. “I don’t know that I think she’s purposely making stuff up as much as freaking out over something that’s easily explainable with a little digging.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It means that I’m heading out to her house now to look around. She lives in a big mansion near a private lake. I expect to be in and out.”

      “So ... why do you need Charlie?”

      “Because it’s always good to have backup.” And I’m going to grill her to within an inch of her life when I get her alone. I was desperate to know what was going on between her and Jack. “Charlie hasn’t done anything since we got back from New Orleans. The fresh air will do her good.”

      Suspicion etched its way across Jack’s handsome face. “Do you plan to get in trouble?”

      “I never plan to get in trouble. Sometimes it just happens.”

      “Do you plan to let it happen?”

      “No. I swear. This is going to be easy. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      He didn’t look convinced, but he was clearly resigned, because he slid his eyes to Charlie and sighed when he caught her smile. “Don’t get in trouble,” he admonished her as he stood. And, despite his earlier warning about this being a work environment, he pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I have things I should catch up on in my office anyway. If you guys run into trouble, I want to know about it. Don’t wait until you’re buried — or in jail cells — to call me. I’m available if things get out of hand.”

      “Nothing will get out of hand.” I grabbed Charlie’s arm and tugged. “You act as if you don’t trust me, Jack. That hurts. I’m a trustworthy person.”

      “You’re loyal,” he corrected. “You’re also scatterbrained and leap before you look. I would prefer if you didn’t do that this go-around.”

      “Sure, sure.” I was already done listening to his admonishments. “You won’t even notice we’re gone. Trust me.”

      

      I WAITED UNTIL WE WERE IN the car and on the way to Adele’s house to start my interrogation.

      “What’s going on with you and Jack?”

      Charlie, her eyes focused out the window, shrugged. “What makes you think anything is going on between us?”

      “I’m not blind. My eyesight might not be what it used to, but I’m well aware when something is going on. You forget, I’m an observer of human nature. I know when something is going on ... and something is definitely going on between the two of you.”

      She didn’t say anything immediately. In fact, she went so long without saying anything I thought she was going to pretend I hadn’t asked the question in the first place. Just about the time I was going to prod her she spoke, although it was barely a whisper.

      “He knows.”

      My blood ran cold at the way she said it. There was something ominous about her tone. I didn’t have to ask what he knew. There was only one secret that would’ve been big enough to derail their relationship.

      In all honesty, I’d been expecting this. I wanted Charlie to tell Jack the truth sooner rather than later because I understood he would need time to adjust. I hadn’t realized she told him the truth in New Orleans, but I’d begun to suspect. I shouldn’t have been surprised by her declaration, yet it took me a few moments to wrap my head around the new logistics of our small group.

      “Well ... .” I trailed off. Honestly, what was I supposed to say to her? It’s not as if I had experience in this area.

      “He says we’re going to be fine and he just needs a bit of time to adjust, but he’s already treating me differently. I don’t know what to do.”

      “You need to give him time.” That was the easiest answer. “Jack is a reasonable man. He’ll come around. Besides, it’s not as if he broke up with you. He’s just thinking things through. That’s what happens when you fall for a logical man. Jack is extremely logical. Finding out that you have magical powers couldn’t have been easy for him.”

      “He found out when I set a bunch of zombies on fire with my mind.”

      “Oh, well, yeah. That will do it.” I tried to picture the scene in my head and came up empty. I wanted to press her on it, but knew better than pushing her before she was ready. Charlie had a tendency to close in on herself if she felt the real world was getting too heavy. That was the last thing I wanted.

      “You know, Charlie, this is for the best,” I offered, searching my mind for the best way to comfort her. “Now there’s nothing standing between you and Jack. He’ll finish thinking and then things will go right back to normal. You don’t have anything to worry about.”

      “Then why am I so worried?”

      “That’s your nature. You’re a worrier. You’ve had to be because you’ve been hiding your true self for the better part of your life. Your adoptive parents knew, but they warned you to keep it quiet. That’s a missive you took to heart.

      “When it comes down to it, you’re going to find that Jack embraces what you are just as easily as he fell for who you are,” I continued. “He just wasn’t expecting it. He’s always the skeptic of our group anyway. Not only did he get irrefutable proof that zombies were real, he found out you were a magical being at the same time. He’ll come around.”

      The hope on Charlie’s face almost broke my heart. “Do you really think so?”

      “I know so. Don’t focus on that right now, though. I really wanted to bring you because I know you can see ghosts. I figure that you’ll be able to sniff out fairly quickly if there’s really a ghost on the loose at Adele’s house or if she’s bonkers. Either way, she’ll owe me a favor ... and I intend to collect.”

      “Do I even want to know what that means?”

      “No.”

      “As long as you don’t tell her I see ghosts it should be fine. I just don’t want to risk my secret getting out to anyone else. I’m at my limit with that right now.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that.” I smiled grimly as I took the appropriate exit off the freeway. “I told her I was psychic and could see ghosts. I’ve got you covered.”

      Charlie was horrified. “Why would you tell her that?”

      I shrugged. “Why not?”

      She didn’t have an answer, so she just shook her head. “I can’t believe you told her that. She’s going to have you put in a nuthouse if you’re not careful.”

      “I’m not worried about that.” Honestly, that was the least of my fears. “I wasn’t lying to Jack when I said I have everything under control, so there’s no reason to fret. I’ve got you covered.”

      

      ADELE MET US AT THE FRONT door herself. Even though she had a full staff of maids and grounds workers at her disposal, I knew she was serious when she was the one to greet us.

      “Who is this?” She made a face when she saw Charlie.

      “This is my co-worker Charlie Rhodes. She’s very good, totally professional and discreet, and I needed someone to help me.”

      Adele was clearly dubious. “I thought you said you could see ghosts. Why would you need help if that’s true?”

      “I need a quiet atmosphere if I expect to see them,” I replied without missing a beat. I’d already worked out the answer to this question in my head. “She has to make sure that my chakras are clear and that nobody roils up the atmosphere if you expect me to solve your little problem.”

      Adele made a face. “Your chakras?”

      “That’s what I said, isn’t it? If my chakras get out of line then we’re all screwed.”

      Charlie gave me a bewildered look out of the corner of her eye but I ignored it. This was not the time for a public discussion on my tendency to spout nonsense. We both knew I wasn’t going to change my ways.

      “Fine.” Adele held up her hands in capitulation. “I won’t mess with your chakras. I just want you to find this ghost and get it out of here. You can do that in about an hour, right? Arthur is due home from the club in three hours and I want to make sure he doesn’t suspect anything.”

      I wasn’t surprised that she was hiding this from her husband. Arthur was the type to make fun of his wife for everyday occurrences. If he found out she believed their mansion — which had more in common with a castle than a house — was haunted, he would never let her live it down. Adele was the type who cared what other people thought. She especially cared if the East Coast’s hoitiest-and-toitiest denizens thought she was playing host to a ghost. This is the sort of story Arthur would tell at the club to get a laugh from his friends and then it would be out, which would be akin to committing social suicide for Adele.

      “I can’t guarantee that we can do it in an hour,” I countered. “We have to find the ghost first. It’s not like a dog. We can’t call it and throw a ball to entice it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because ... because ... .”

      Charlie let loose a low sigh and then swooped in to save me. “Because a lot of ghosts are shy,” she explained. “They’ve been traumatized by what happened to them in this world and that’s why they can’t leave and move on to the next. They don’t trust others easily — especially strangers — and it sometimes takes time to convince them to trust us.”

      Adele made a hilarious face. “Yeah, that’s not going to work for me. I want the ghost gone before Arthur gets back from the club.”

      “Well, we can only do our best, Adele,” I snapped. “I can’t guarantee a specific outcome when working with something as unpredictable as a ghost. You’ll have to calm yourself.”

      “Or maybe I’ll have to fire you,” Adele shot back. “I wouldn’t have hired you if I didn’t think you could get the job done quickly. One thing I could always say about you when you were married to Myron — and there was nothing good to say about your hostess skills, that’s for sure — is that you were the determined type. You always got things done, even if it wasn’t pretty. That’s why I came to you in the first place. Perhaps you’re slipping in your old age.”

      Oh, well, now she was hitting below the belt. “Slipping? I’m two years younger than you.”

      “That’s not what the gossip pages believe, and that’s what truly counts.”

      “Oh, you’re so full of crap. Do you know what I should do?” I took a threatening step toward her, every intention of rearranging her Botoxed-to-within-an-inch-of-her-life face, but Charlie intervened.

      “It’s clear we’re working on a timetable,” Charlie interjected, her tone calm. “If you expect us to do as you ask, we need to get to work. Where do you normally see the ghost?”

      “I’ve never seen it … at least not directly,” Adele responded primly, smoothing her hair. “I’ve thought I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and then turned to find nothing there. The maids keep mentioning it. Also, well, I have noticed the cold spots in the house, and someone keeps moving my silver hairbrush in the bathroom. I figure that must be a ghost with extremely good taste because that brush is an heirloom.”

      It took everything I had to keep a straight face. “So ... your proof that there’s a ghost is the fact that your brush keeps getting moved. Have you considered the maids are moving it?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Adele turned haughty. “The maids know better than to touch that brush. It was a gift from Arthur’s mother — the only non-tacky thing that woman ever gave me — and I cherish it above all else. The maids know never to touch it.”

      “What about Arthur?” Charlie asked automatically. “Could he be moving it as a joke?”

      The look Adele shot my younger counterpart would’ve been funny under different circumstances. The way Charlie shrank back, though, told me she didn’t find it funny at all.

      “Knock that off, Adele,” I warned, extending a finger when she made a move in Charlie’s direction. “She’s younger and fitter than us. I’ve also seen her in a fight. She can definitely take you.”

      Adele rolled her eyes to the ceiling, as if praying for benevolence from a higher power, and then sucked in a breath to collect herself. “I want this little problem taken care of, Millie. I didn’t want to come to you. I mean ... why would I? The best thing that ever happened to our social group was when you stepped out of it.”

      I happened to agree with that sentiment. “Most definitely.” I bobbed my head. “I’ve had so much more fun now that I don’t have to go to your stuffy parties and pretend to like those teeny-tiny cucumber sandwiches you insist on serving on pumpernickel bread. I mean ... really. That’s just gross.”

      Adele glared. “That’s my special recipe.”

      “Which you stole from Martha Stewart or something. We all know you don’t cook. Heck, we’re thankful you don’t. It’s better for everyone concerned if you don’t make your presence known in the kitchen. It’s bad enough that you exert your taste buds on everybody.”

      “That did it.” Adele extended her finger in the direction of the door. “This was a mistake. I don’t want you here.”

      “Fair enough.” I expected her to react like this and was determined to get it out of the way. “Just know that I won’t be coming back once I walk through that door. You have one shot, and you’re about to blow it.”

      “I don’t care.” Adele was adamant. “I assumed you’d matured since your divorce from Myron. Apparently I was wrong.”

      “I’m actually trying to get more immature,” I explained.

      “Well, great job.”

      “Thanks.” I inclined my chin toward the door for Charlie’s benefit. “Let’s get out of here. There’s a great diner on the way back that has the best clam chowder you’ve ever tasted. My treat.”

      Charlie’s expression reflected bewilderment. “I don’t understand,” she said after a moment. “I thought we were here to get rid of the ghost. What is she going to do if it turns into a poltergeist and starts destroying her house?”

      I had to hand it to her. We hadn’t even discussed counter moves in case Adele turned difficult. Her response was a brilliantly manipulative ploy, and I wanted to kiss her I was so excited.

      “Hold up.” Adele put her hand on the door to stop me from opening it. “Can that really happen? The poltergeist thing, I mean. Can it destroy my house?”

      Charlie nodded solemnly. “It can. I know that movie was a bit over-the-top, but a lot of that stuff has truly happened. People say Steven Spielberg can see ghosts and that’s why he insisted on making the movie. It was a catharsis for him.”

      “Are you serious?” Adele looked enraptured with Charlie’s story. “Well, in that case ... .” Her eyes were dark when they flicked back to me.

      “I’m not going to change my attitude,” I warned her. “I will try to work fast. I guarantee that I don’t want to be here any longer than you want me here.”

      That was seemingly enough for Adele. She nodded. “Then we should head to the east wing. That’s where most of the sightings are.”

      “Lead the way.”
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      Charlie wasn’t used to a house the size of the St. Clair mansion. She openly gaped as we moved around the third floor.

      “Is that an actual suit of armor?” Her eyes were the size of saucers as she moved toward the item in question. “I mean ... seriously?”

      Adele held my gaze for a second, her disdain evident, and then she adopted a polite smile for Charlie’s benefit. “My husband had it shipped over from London several years ago. It’s the armor King Arthur wore during his search for the Holy Grail.”

      I jerked up my head, surprised. “Wait ... .”

      “I don’t think that armor is available,” Charlie countered. “Is it possible this is the armor someone playing King Arthur wore in a movie?”

      “No. It’s really King Arthur’s armor. Arthur told me. Arthur was named after King Arthur. He’s a direct descendent.”

      That was the biggest load of horse pucky I’d ever heard, but I managed to keep my opinion to myself ... just barely. “Well, it’s great.” I met Charlie’s gaze behind Adele’s back and grinned. It was obvious she’d picked up on Adele’s self-important nature on her own. I was glad I didn’t have to explain things to her.

      “Adele, it would probably be best if you gave us a few minutes alone,” I said after a beat, an idea forming. “I need my chakras clear and if there was ever a woman who could block chakras it’s you.”

      Her gaze was dark. “Is that supposed to be an insult?”

      “As a matter of fact ... .”

      “Millie won’t be able to concentrate if you don’t give her some space,” Charlie interjected smoothly. “The longer you cloud her chakras, the longer we’ll be here. We know you don’t want that.”

      “Definitely not,” Adele agreed, her gaze bouncing between us as if she was having some sort of internal debate. “Okay, I’m going to leave you two alone. Just know that I’ve done a full inventory on this house. If anything is missing I will call the authorities.”

      I was officially offended. “Do you expect me to steal your silver or something?”

      “Word has spread that Myron gave you nothing in the divorce.”

      Oh, well, that was ludicrous. “We were married a long time, Adele. We didn’t have a pre-nup. I actually did fine in the divorce.”

      “Really?” Adele’s brow wrinkled. “The news around the club right after you settled said that you didn’t get half of the company when you split. We all figured there was a reason for that.”

      “There was a reason,” I agreed. “That’s Myron’s company. I didn’t want to take it from him.”

      “But ... you continue to work there. I figured something had to be up with that, like perhaps Myron was punishing you for being a total embarrassment. I thought maybe he forced you to take a job and you only pretended you liked it to save face.”

      Oh, she was a real piece of work. She couldn’t fathom the fact that I simply wanted to work. It didn’t compute in that teeny-tiny brain of hers. In her world — the world I used to be a part of — women worked only if they couldn’t convince their husbands to rip up pre-nuptial agreements. This was the land of trophy wives and backdoor marriage deals. That was one of the reasons I so desperately wanted out.

      “I work because I like working,” I supplied. “I work with Chris. I’ve always been fond of him.”

      “Yes, you and Myron were never blessed with children of your own, so you had to focus your attention on Chris.”

      I ignored the dig. “Myron and I came to an equitable settlement when it came to ending our marriage. I never wanted to take his company. That doesn’t mean I didn’t claim what I was due. And before you ask, I have no intention of telling you how much I got, so you can just drop that notion right now. We’re not going to share. I’m beyond that.”

      Adele was suddenly innocent. “I wasn’t trying to pry.”

      “That’s exactly what you were doing. It doesn’t matter, though. I’m not going to tell and you’re going to give up trying to find out. Otherwise ... you can just live with your ghosts and make up your own excuse for the neighbors when the poltergeist rips your ceiling off.”

      Adele’s eyes went wide. “Can they actually do that?”

      “Not only can they do it, they enjoy doing it.”

      “Well ... then I’ll leave you to your work.” She tugged on her blouse to smooth it. “If you need me, I’ll be in the kitchen. I’m finalizing the menu for my upcoming tea party.”

      “I’m sure we’ll be fine.” I watched her go, keeping my fake smile in place until I was sure she was out of earshot, and then unloaded my unhappiness on Charlie. “I hate that woman.”

      “I can see why.” Charlie was back to staring at the suit of armor. “Do you really think she believes King Arthur wore this?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea. Arthur has been known to have the occasional bit of fun at her expense. He probably just told her that to shut her up or something. I can see that.”

      “Is Arthur a bad guy?” Charlie moved away from the armor, drifting down the hallway. She didn’t seem to have a destination in mind, so I allowed her without questioning her sense of direction.

      “No. Well ... at least not as far as I know. I wasn’t nearly as into the gossip as some of the other women in our social circle. I listened, don’t get me wrong, but I wasn’t well liked, so very few people confided in me. I never heard any truly awful stories about him. I mean ... I’m sure he runs around, but that’s common in his circle.”

      Charlie’s eyes were troubled when they locked with mine. “Did Myron cheat on you?”

      That was a hard question to answer. “There were times I was suspicious, but I never caught him in the act.”

      “But you think he did. Did you ever cheat on him?”

      “No. I never much saw the point of getting married if you weren’t going to keep your vows. Of course, in the end, I was the one who wanted to end my marriage. Myron didn’t. He actually put up a fight. Finally he realized I was serious and not interested in keeping up a marriage simply for appearances. He stopped fighting me pretty quickly after that.”

      “But you loved him at one time?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      She shrugged, noncommittal. “I don’t know. I was just thinking.”

      “I loved him,” I offered. “I loved him a great deal. We just weren’t suited for each other. We were too fundamentally different to make things work. It was a sad ending, but we’re both better off without each other.”

      “Yeah.” Charlie rolled her neck and stared at the empty hallway. “I haven’t seen a hint of a ghost. I think your friend might be off her rocker.”

      “I think that’s entirely possible.” I was thoughtful as I studied Charlie’s profile and then realized why she’d gone sad again. “Charlie, you and Jack aren’t the same as Myron and me.”

      She looked taken aback when she turned to face me. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “You didn’t,” I agreed. “But it’s written all over your face. You and Jack aren’t all that different. Sure, he wasn’t really a believer until you forced it on him and now he’s having an existential crisis, but at your core you’re compatible. Myron and I were never compatible.”

      “No? Then why did you marry?”

      “We thought we could overcome the little things we didn’t like about one another. It turns out those little things were signs of bigger things. They were fissures in our foundation that widened. Your foundation with Jack is strong. There are no cracks. You’re simply waiting for the cement to fully dry.”

      She chuckled at the analogy. “I hope you’re right. I don’t like feeling like this. I’m ... afraid. I’m afraid to say something to him, try to draw him out. I’m afraid to keep going on in silence. I’m just really afraid.”

      “I think you need to tell him that.” I opted for honesty. “Your and Jack’s greatest strength is that you talk to one another. Even if he thinks you’re being an idiot, he always listens. He’s probably just as frightened as you. It doesn’t do either of you any good to hold back your emotions out of fear. That’s only going to force you to drag things out.”

      “I don’t know if I’m ready yet.”

      “Then wait a bit. Jack obviously isn’t going anywhere. Just don’t let it fester too long. You’ll both regret it if you do.”

      “Yeah, I ... .” I wasn’t sure what she was going to say, but whatever it was died on her lips as a shrill scream echoed from somewhere inside the house and it was chilling enough that my back went rigid.

      “What was that?” Charlie moved toward the stairs without hesitation. She was brave beyond measure and always wanted to help.

      “I don’t know, but we should find out.” I was just as determined as her. “Maybe we’ll luck out and find Adele’s ghost has moved her brush again. I’m dying to find out why it would care about a brush.”

      “Yeah. That’s weird. Come on.” Charlie was already on the stairs.

      

      IT TURNED OUT THE NOISE ORIGINATED from the kitchen. One of the maids was going down the back stairwell when she felt an invisible foot try to trip her. She was carrying sheets at the time and took a nasty tumble. She was a righteous mess by the time we arrived on the scene.

      “What happened?”

      “What do you think?” Adele challenged, her cheeks red with fury. “The ghost did it. It’s turning into a poltergeist. I just know the roof is next.”

      Yeah, I was starting to think that Charlie’s embellishments were going to turn on us. Adele was definitely the sort of person who would take a story — like King Arthur wore the armor taking up residence on her third-floor landing — and run with it. I was doubtful she would let the poltergeist story go even after we cleared the house.

      Instead of playing into Adele’s paranoia, I opted to focus on the maid. She was a pretty woman, long dark hair pulled back in a bun, and she wore a uniform. Her nametag read “Danielle,” and I was fairly certain she was of Hispanic descent, which was confirmed when she started rattling off an explanation in Spanish when I turned my raised eyebrows to her.

      “What did she say?” Charlie asked.

      “Do I look like I speak Spanish to you? I can barely speak proper English.”

      “She said it was El Diablo,” one of the kitchen workers volunteered. She wore a name tag that read “Mercedes” and didn’t appear bothered by the hoopla occurring on her turf.

      “That means devil, right?” Charlie queried.

      I frowned at her. “How do you know that?”

      “Because it came up when we were hunting for the Chupacabra and I remembered the term.” Charlie was thoughtful as she checked the hysterical woman’s ankle. “I think this is just twisted. Mercedes, can you ask her if she saw anything or if she just felt something?”

      Mercedes obliged and shot off a string of rapid-fire words. She listened when the maid responded, asked a few more questions, and then furrowed her brow as she turned back to me. “She says that she saw El Diablo’s shadow following her through the house while she was changing the bedding.”

      I was incredulous. “She actually saw the devil following her through the house?” I flicked my eyes to Adele. “Can you account for your whereabouts right before she fell? It sounds like something you would do for giggles.”

      Adele openly glared. “Oh, you’re so funny.”

      “I know. I should have my own comedy show.”

      “What’s my motive for tripping her?” Adele challenged. “Do you think I want to open myself to a lawsuit?”

      “Oh, please,” I scoffed, rolling my eyes. “We both know you made your workers sign an agreement stipulating they would never sue you when they applied for employment. Everybody knows you give your workers a five-hundred-dollar signing bonus to get them to sign off on litigation. Don’t insult me.”

      Adele’s gaze darkened. “How could you possibly know that?”

      “It’s common knowledge.”

      “Then that means someone has been talking out of turn … thus breaking the nondisclosure agreement I made them sign at the start of their employment. I want the name right now.”

      I most definitely knew who had been talking out of turn and Adele wasn’t going to be happy with the answer. Still, I would much rather offer up her husband as the sacrificial lamb.

      “Arthur compares you to the grandmother on Gilmore Girls whenever he’s at the club,” I volunteered. “He says that you go through staff like other women do underwear, and that you’re impossible to work for so you have to bribe those who are desperately in need of money to join your employ. Even then they say the longest the workers last is six months before they can’t take working for you a second longer.”

      Adele worked her jaw. “I don’t believe you,” she said finally. “Arthur would never say anything of the sort.”

      “No? You might want to ask around that club you hold in such high esteem. Everyone there knows about your penchant for being the boss from hell. We all laugh like loons behind your back. Yes, I’m including myself in that statement.

      “Arthur once told a story about some worker you had from Columbia who made the grave error of serving tacos at a tea party. You apparently melted down and told everyone it was a joke,” I continued. “He said you had that woman deported over tacos.”

      The look on Adele’s face was murderous. “I’m going to kill him.”

      Better him than one of the workers. “I think that’s a fine idea. Then he can join the ghost population hanging around your house.”

      She jerked up her chin. “Have you seen the ghost?”

      I was careful to keep from meeting Charlie’s gaze. I didn’t want Adele getting suspicious regarding the abilities I’d told her I boasted. If she thought for an instant that Charlie was the gifted one and I was using her, she would wield the information as a cudgel against me, not caring in the least that she would hurt Charlie in the process. I had to make sure that didn’t happen.

      “We haven’t seen a ghost, but we’ve only been in the one corridor,” I replied. I was starting to consider another option, although I had every reason to believe that Adele would fight me if she realized the direction I was taking. “We need to continue searching the house. The thing is ... I need a little something extra, too.”

      Adele was instantly suspicious. “And what is that?”

      “I need a list of everyone who has access to the house.” I figured I should go for broke. She could either help or shut me down, and I didn’t want to play games if she was going to opt for the latter. “We’re talking full-time workers, part-time workers, delivery people, seasonal workers ... you name it. I want a list of absolutely everybody.”

      “For what purpose?”

      “Because your maid seems to believe this devil was following her around the house and then tripped her in the stairwell. That doesn’t make much sense. That’s not how ghosts usually operate.”

      “What if we’re dealing with a poltergeist?”

      Yup. What I earlier thought of as a stroke of genius by Charlie was coming back to bite me.

      “You have no other signs of a poltergeist at this point,” I explained, choosing my words carefully. “Frankly, we don’t know what we’re dealing with. To help narrow that down, we need to eliminate all the human possibilities.”

      “But ... what are you going to do once I give you the list? How is that going to help?”

      “Let’s just call it a hunch.”

      Adele let out a huffy sigh. “Fine. But I want you to be careful. I still don’t want Arthur finding out about this.”

      “He won’t hear a word from me.” I mimed zipping my lips. “I swear. I have no interest in spreading this story. If people find out I can see ghosts it will become something I’d rather not deal with. We’re both holding secrets that the other wants kept quiet. We’ll have to trust one another.”

      Adele looked momentarily placated. “Well, I guess I can come up with a list. How are you going to do anything about it, though? I mean ... you need someone with contacts to run a list like that. I know because we have to hire a private investigator whenever we want to do a background check, and it gets expensive. There’s also only so much a PI can do.”

      “Let’s just say I have a contact who can help me on that front.” I slid my eyes to Charlie and found she was already resigned to my plan. “He’s in the security business and he’s very good.”

      “Fine. I’ll get you the list. Then I want you out of here. Arthur will be here within two hours and I don’t want to explain why we’re hanging out. That will be awkward.”

      “For both of us.”

      She scoffed. “People would be jealous of you. They would make fun of me.”

      “What makes you think we don’t already make fun of you?”

      “Just ... shut up,” she scowled. “You really are more trouble than you’re worth.”

      “Believe it or not, you’re hardly the first person to tell me that.”
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      We searched the house one more time. Charlie said we hadn’t spent enough time to get a genuine feel for the atmosphere, but that’s all we could spare. Adele came up with the list of names as we were leaving.

      “I’m telling you that we’re dealing with a ghost.” She was firm. “No one from the living world would dare mess with me.”

      “I can see you believe that, but I would rather be sure.” I snatched the sheet of paper from her. “We’ll be in touch.”

      Charlie waited until we were in the car and on our way back to the office to ask the obvious question. “Do you really think she’s dealing with a ghost?”

      “Unlikely, but ... well ... I never rule anything out.” I shot her a wan smile. “I didn’t foresee adopting a genuine psychic as my sidekick, and yet here we are. Never say never.”

      She snorted and shook her head. “Why am I your sidekick? Maybe you’re my sidekick. Have you ever considered that?”

      I didn’t immediately answer. Instead I simply waited.

      “Fine.” She threw up her hands and stared out the window. “I’m your sidekick. I guess I don’t have a loud enough personality to be the lead.”

      The statement bothered me. While I didn’t want to be a sidekick — really, who does? — Charlie’s personality was already perfection. She was eager, smart, encouraging of others and gung-ho for any adventure. It didn’t get much better than that.

      Right now, though, she was down. Jack not immediately embracing the fact that she could read minds and set zombies on fire with magic was draining her of the vitality I’d come to love. I would have to fix that.

      “We can be partners if you want,” I offered after a beat. “Nobody has to be the sidekick in that scenario.” After she was silent a few moments, I risked a glance in her direction despite the heavy traffic and found her smiling. “What?”

      “The fact that you would even offer means that I’ve turned pathetic,” Charlie explained. “You feel sorry for me ... and I don’t want to be the member of the group everybody feels sorry for. I hate when people play professional victim. That’s not who I want to be.”

      “I hardly think that’s what you’re doing.”

      “No?” Charlie didn’t look convinced. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I really don’t. I feel paralyzed.”

      I could see that. Still, she didn’t need to feel that way. Jack would never betray her. “Charlie, you don’t have to worry about what Jack’s going to do. He’ll come through. I swear it.”

      Her smile was rueful. “I don’t want him staying because he’s too nice to leave.”

      “That’s not what’s going to happen.” I grasped for the right way to explain things to her. “He fell for you despite what his head was telling him. That’s a very big step for a man like Jack. He worked so hard to stay away from you that it was almost comical.

      “We all saw what was happening — well, maybe Chris didn’t — but the rest of us realized right away that he was smitten with you,” I continued. “It was obvious you were equally smitten with him even though you fought to keep people from figuring it out.”

      “I thought it was just a crush,” Charlie admitted. “I thought I would outgrow it.”

      “Instead you nabbed your dream guy.” I smirked at the way she rolled her eyes. “Charlie, you and Jack belong together. I knew that from the start. You two are meant to be ... and I say that as someone who hates all that schmaltzy romantic stuff.

      “This is just a bump in the road,” I continued. “This is not about you. This is about Jack. He has to let go of his rigid belief system and finally embrace the truth. I know you can’t see that right now, but it will become obvious fairly quickly. Jack will embrace everything that you are and then you’ll start moving forward again.”

      She let loose a sigh that sounded as if it should be coming from a petulant teenager. In truth, she wasn’t that far removed from those years. She tended to be theatrical at times, but she mostly held it together. I hoped this would be no different.

      “Are you really going to ask Jack to run that list of names?” she asked after a beat, finally changing the subject.

      I nodded without hesitation. “I am.”

      “Do you think he’s going to argue with you about doing it?”

      “Oh, most definitely.” I’d already resigned myself to having to grovel. “I’m going to have to strike another deal to push this job through … only this time with him.”

      “What was the first deal?”

      “Don’t worry about that. We have to focus on one deal at a time.”

      

      “ABSOLUTELY NOT.”

      Jack was adamant when we approached him. He had a mountain of paperwork on his desk and was slowly working his way through it. He’d stopped long enough to listen to our story ... and then completely shut us down in ten seconds flat.

      “You have to help me,” I argued. I knew this would be a fight, and I had no intention of backing down. “This woman ... well ... she could be in grave danger.”

      “And that’s what you’re worried about?” Jack’s glare was withering. “You know I don’t believe that, right? Chris mentioned after you left how you’ve always fought with Adele St. Clair, and he was surprised that you agreed to help. It seems he didn’t know you two struck a deal.”

      Temper churned in the pit of my stomach. “You didn’t tell him?”

      “No, but I should have. I don’t tattle.”

      “No, you don’t.” I flopped in the chair across from his desk as Charlie nervously flittered in the open space behind me. Jack’s office was his inner sanctum. People rarely visited because they knew he didn’t like it. The only one allowed inside with any frequency was Charlie and you would never know that by looking at her now. “It’s just a few names to run.”

      Jack’s eyes were on Charlie as she paced his office. “Chris said you were handling this case and to stay out of it.”

      “Chris is a sweet boy who I dearly love. He talks out of his bottom half the time, though.”

      Even though it was obvious Jack was determined to remain stern, his lips quirked and his shoulders momentarily shook with silent laughter before he recovered.

      “It’s important, Jack.” I decided to appeal to his sense of duty. “One of the maids took a header down the stairs while we were there. She could’ve died. She said the devil was following her around the house.

      “Now, that could be a ghost,” I continued. “She could be seeing something evil that’s been left behind from someone who used to live in the house. It could also be someone human messing with her. I tend to be cynical, so I lean toward the human.”

      “I thought you believed in ghosts,” Jack challenged.

      His expression was hard to read, but I didn’t miss the way he flicked his gaze toward Charlie. The naked emotion that momentarily took over his eyes caused my heart to stutter. He really was struggling ... and trying so hard to make things okay for her at the same time. He already recognized he couldn’t stay away from her. He was simply trying to come to grips with his new reality. It was almost painful to see the internal battle wage inside him.

      “I believe in ghosts,” I offered. “I’m just not sure if Adele is dealing with a ghost. It can’t hurt to run the names she gave me.”

      “Except you won’t be the one running the names,” Jack argued. “It will be me ... and I have work to do.”

      “We can’t bother him,” Charlie interjected quickly, taking me by surprise. “He’s got other things to do, more important things. They take precedence.”

      Oh, well, now she was starting to irritate me. “He’s fine. No one is twisting his arm. Whether he admits it or not, he wants to help.”

      “No, I don’t.” Jack adamantly shook his head. “You agreed to this little job so you should be the one to do all the work.”

      “He’s right.” Charlie was insistent. “He doesn’t want to help us. Who could blame him? You need to leave him alone, Millie.”

      She sounded so worried my heart twisted a bit. When I shifted my gaze to Jack’s face, I saw he was feeling the same thing. He didn’t like what she was saying ... or the way she was saying it.

      “I’ll run the names,” he announced, extending his hand in my direction.

      That was a quick shift ... not that I was complaining or anything. “You will?” I was suspicious. “You’ll run all of them?”

      “You said there were only a few names. How long can it take?” Jack was having a conversation with me, but his eyes never left Charlie.

      “Great.” I dug in my purse and retrieved the sheet of paper. “It shouldn’t take you long at all. While you’re running them, I’ll take Charlie for some clam chowder. I wanted to stop on the way back to town, but she claimed she didn’t have much of an appetite. We need to fatten her up. She was already too thin and now she’s downright stick-figure-ish. Honey, men like a little junk in their woman’s trunk, so you need to eat.”

      Jack took the sheet of paper as Charlie started shaking her head.

      “I’m really not hungry,” she insisted. “I haven’t had much of an appetite of late. It’s fine. I’ve been thinking of getting one of those books and embracing a healthier diet anyway.”

      Jack scowled as he glanced at the sheet of paper. I thought he was going to start lambasting me about the number of names on the list. Instead, he focused on Charlie. “You’re perfect the way you are. Millie is right about food. You need some. You haven’t been eating enough the past few days to keep a bird alive.”

      I was taken aback. “Wait ... you want us to leave you with all the work?” I was oddly suspicious. Jack was the sort of man who said what he thought, and yet this made no sense.

      “I’m fine handling the work.” He barely glanced at the names, and instead remained focused on his girlfriend. “If you can get Charlie to eat a full meal, I’ll run every single one of these names ... even though you said there were only a few and there are really, like, fifty.”

      He was giving me a way out. There was no way I wasn’t going to take it. “Consider it done.” I hopped to my feet and grabbed Charlie’s wrist so she couldn’t get away. I was starving and I’d always wanted to fatten up the girl some. “Any requests on what I feed her?”

      Jack’s lips twitched at Charlie’s uncomfortable expression. “She loves seafood pasta ... and clam chowder ... and cheesecake. Make her eat all those things.”

      “That won’t be a problem. You can trust me.”

      

      FORCING CHARLIE TO CLEAN HER plate turned out to be more work than I’d envisioned. My tenaciousness won out, though, and I finally managed it. When we returned to the office — the food Charlie insisted on purchasing for Jack clutched firmly in her hands — I was essentially exhausted.

      “Can you give Jack his food?” Charlie shoved the takeout bag in my hands.

      “Why don’t you want to give it to him?”

      She shrugged, averting her eyes. “I just need to run to the bathroom. I won’t be long, but I don’t want his food to get cold.”

      I knew what she wasn’t admitting. Being around Jack made her nervous, which was a travesty. I took the food without complaint. “I’ll give it to him. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

      Charlie brightened considerably. “Great!”

      I waited until she was out of sight to stroll into Jack’s office. He looked up when I plopped the food on the corner of his desk, the question evident in his eyes.

      “She ate,” I informed him. “I made sure of it. She’s still a nervous wreck.” I figured I didn’t have much time until Charlie returned, so I wanted to get everything off my chest. “Listen, it’s not my place to tell you what to do with your relationship, but that girl is a fidgety mass of moods.

      “I know you know about ... well ... everything,” I continued. “I’m glad the truth is out because she was getting more antsy with each passing day. You need to suck it up. You’re holding her at arm’s length and it’s not fair. She can’t change the way she was born.”

      Jack made a protesting sound. “I don’t want her to change. It’s just ... I didn’t know that what she can do was even real.” He looked tortured. “I’m just trying to wrap my head around it. I’m not trying to punish her.”

      My heart went out to him. “I know that, Jack.” I heaved out a sigh as I sat in one of the empty chairs. “She’s so worried, though. She thinks you’re going to break up with her.”

      His eyes flashed with annoyance. “I told her that wasn’t going to happen.”

      “You and I both know you’re not going to turn on her, but it’s different for her,” I argued. “She hasn’t been with our group all that long. She’s spent her entire life hiding who she is because she doesn’t want to be shoved in a cage and studied like a lab rat. You can’t blame her for being leery.”

      Jack rubbed his cheek, thoughtful. “I’m simply trying to wrap my head around things.”

      “And I don’t begrudge you the time you need. I just don’t want to see her suffer in the meantime. She’s a fluttery mess.”

      “I know.” Jack pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead. “I don’t want her unhappy. That’s the last thing I want. I still need a bit of time.”

      “Well, then how about putting on a braver face while you take that time? I think it would be best for all concerned.”

      He exhaled heavily and nodded. “I’ll try.” When I arched an eyebrow in doubt, he held up his hands in capitulation. “I’ll really try,” he insisted. “I’ll do better.”

      “Let’s hope so.” I inclined my chin toward the food. “She insisted on getting that for you. Thank her with something other than a teeny-tiny smile. Use your lips ... and put some oomph into it.”

      He glowered at me. “Let’s talk about something else, shall we?” His eyes flicked to the door at the sound of shuffling feet. “Thanks for the lunch, Charlie. I was about to fall over I was so hungry. I didn’t even realize it until I smelled the clam chowder.”

      “Oh, well ... you’re welcome.” Charlie’s cheeks pinked with pleasure. “I figured you’d probably skipped lunch.”

      “I did,” Jack agreed. “The food reminds me that there’s a new restaurant I want to check out that’s not too far from your apartment. I think we should go to dinner there tonight. They have fried green tomatoes, which you love, and what is supposed to be the best crab in town.”

      “I ... um ... .” The surprised delight on Charlie’s face was obvious. “Okay. I ... that sounds great.”

      “Good.” Jack’s smile was heartfelt before he turned to me. “Most of your list is clean. There are three names I find problematic.”

      Now we were getting somewhere. “Lay them on me.”

      “The first is Jim Brady. He’s the head gardener. He has a theft conviction on his record. I’m going to have to do more digging to get the specifics on it.”

      “We can’t rule out a thief,” I said pragmatically. “It’s a big house. Someone might be trying to make a quick buck by faking a haunting.”

      Jack didn’t argue with the sentiment, instead pushing forward. “The second name that alerted was Bailey Rankin. She’s a local girl in her twenties who works as a maid for the St. Clairs. Before that, she worked for two other families and was fired from both jobs because she had an affair with the man of each house. She also has an assault conviction on her record that I’m going to have to make a call about.”

      I stirred. “How do you know about the affairs?”

      “Because I happen to know the woman running the temp agency she used to work for and I placed a call. She wouldn’t say anything on the record, but off the record she had quite a few stories to tell. It seems Bailey is trying to get herself pregnant by a rich man. She openly admits that.”

      “Huh.” I rubbed my chin. “There’s no way Adele can know about that.”

      “Would Arthur cheat on Adele?” Charlie asked. “I know you said he was a boring guy, but that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t cheat on his wife.”

      “I’m doubtful Arthur would risk that given Adele’s wrath, but I can’t completely rule it out,” I admitted. “I’ll have a talk with her about it tomorrow. As much as I dislike her, I don’t like seeing grifters like this Bailey person tear families apart.”

      “That’s probably smart,” Jack agreed. “The third name is the one that worries me the most. Aaron Slade is a general handyman around the house. He’s been convicted of forcible rape.”

      I jolted. “There’s no way Adele would hire a rapist.”

      “She might not know. We can ask her tomorrow.”

      “We?” I didn’t bother hiding my surprise as I cocked an eyebrow and folded my arms over my chest. “Since when are you part of the team? Earlier you said this was my responsibility.”

      “That was before I found out you were going to be taking on a rapist.” Jack was matter-of-fact. “I don’t like what I’ve read about him so far and I haven’t even dug for the nitty-gritty yet. I don’t want you in danger ... so you’re taking me with you tomorrow.”

      I could read between the lines. He would die for Charlie. Oh, he would die for me, too, but she was his priority. He would protect her above all else. That would never change ... and he was going to force himself to get over the other stuff. It would be only a few days until things were back to normal. I could feel it.

      “Well, I think that’s a fabulous idea.” I shot him a smile as I stood. “Welcome to the team. Your insistence on being our bodyguard is a welcome development.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I’m going to keep you in line. Don’t kid yourself.”

      “If that’s what you need to tell yourself.” I was giddy. “This is going to work out. I bet we have this sewed up by the middle of the afternoon tomorrow.”

      “That’s what you said about today,” Charlie reminded me.

      “I meant tomorrow.” I pinned her with a look. “Don’t get worked up. We’re going to solve this by lunch tomorrow. Trust me.”
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      Charlie and Jack were together when we met in the suite’s meeting room the next morning. I took that as a good sign. Chris had called an impromptu employee meeting — which I wasn’t looking forward to — and I’d spent the better part of the morning brainstorming ways to get out of it ... but came up empty.

      “You guys look happy this morning,” I noted as I sat next to Charlie. “I take it your dinner went well.”

      Jack’s expression was hard to read. “Dinner was great. Charlie ate her weight in seafood. She hardly weighs anything now, though, so that’s not saying much.”

      Charlie made a face. “I’m eating fine. I don’t see why you guys have to act like mother hens.”

      “Perhaps we like it,” Jack suggested, lightly patting her back before his eyes turned to the door. Chris was on the other side talking to Myron, and they looked to be having an intense conversation. “Do you have any idea what this is about?”

      I didn’t and that worried me. If Myron was involved, whatever was about to happen couldn’t be good. I had my suspicions, but it was better not to get ahead of myself. “No, but I’m prepared for something stupid.”

      “Maybe he’s dissolving the group,” Charlie suggested. “I always wondered if he would eventually get to that point. It seems weird that a big corporation like the Legacy Foundation would continue to funnel money into a division that doesn’t post a profit.”

      I had to bite back a sigh. “That wasn’t a downer comment or anything, Charlie. Good job.”

      She balked. “I’m just saying that ... well ... they look intense.”

      They did indeed look intense. “Don’t worry. Whatever it is, I’ll handle it. Don’t react. Just let me do what I do.”

      “That sounds like a great idea,” Jack drawled, giving Charlie’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze before moving his hands to the table. “Nothing could possibly go wrong if we let you take on your ex-husband, the money man.”

      I ignored the sarcasm. “Myron only thinks he bites. He’s really a big teddy bear when it counts.”

      Jack looked dubious, but instead of responding he kicked back in his chair and waited. It didn’t take Chris long to join us, Myron trailing behind.

      “I’m sure you’re wondering why you were all called here,” Chris started, his expression grave. “It seems a complaint has been made about ... certain things.” He looked pained. “I tried to get us exempted from what’s to come, but apparently that’s not possible.”

      “No, it’s not,” Myron intoned, drawing numerous sets of eyes to him. “Due to recent developments, the board has decided it’s important to remind people of appropriate workplace behavior. That includes respecting supervisors, respecting others and a reminder of exactly what constitutes sexual harassment.”

      Okay, now I was really confused. “You want to make us go to a sensitivity seminar?” That wasn’t what I was expecting.

      Myron met my incredulous gaze. “That’s exactly what we have planned. It’s not just for your unit, so don’t get your panties in a bunch. It’s for everybody.”

      “Perhaps you should go to the seminar so you don’t make comments about people’s panties,” I suggested.

      His eyes flashed with annoyance. “That was not meant as a sexual statement.”

      “Really? That’s what I heard.”

      “Listen ... .”

      I knew better than allowing him to get a full head of steam. That would be disastrous. “I’m not saying you’re a pervert, Myron. That would be an example of one of those workplace statements that’s probably not conducive to a pleasant co-worker environment.”

      His eyes were hard. “What are you saying?”

      “That the panties comment made me uncomfortable. I need a safe environment to talk about my feelings because I’m so shaken.”

      Myron knew me better than most. Our marriage might not have worked, but that didn’t mean the years we spent together were wasted. He could telegraph and recognized right away that I was working an angle.

      “What do you want, Millie?” He practically growled out the question.

      “Well, it’s not what I want as much as what I feel comfortable with. That’s what’s important, right?”

      Bernard Hill, my boyfriend and co-worker, cleared his throat next to me. He rarely inserted himself in the conversation when Myron and I decided to go at one another — he valued his job too much for that — but it was clear he was growing steadily uncomfortable with my performance. Myron was well aware of our relationship, but chose to ignore it. Now that we were all trapped in a small room together, that seemed increasingly difficult.

      “What do you want, Millie?” Myron repeated. He wasn’t an idiot. He recognized I had an angle.

      “Well, the thing is, I have a client. I don’t have time for a sensitivity seminar. I’m already feeling sensitive anyway.”

      “You have a client? Just you?”

      “That’s correct.”

      Myron looked to Chris for confirmation. “How did that happen?”

      “It’s Adele St. Clair,” Chris volunteered, causing me to internally cringe. I really didn’t want that information spread around ... at least not until I was in a position to spread it. If Myron spoke out of turn at the club and it got back to Adele, I would be in an uncomfortable situation.

      “Adele?” Myron furrowed his brow. “I don’t understand. Why would she go to you for help? She hates you.”

      “Which only proves she has terrible taste in friends,” I offered.

      “She thinks she has a ghost,” Chris explained. “Millie thinks it’s far more likely she’s imagining things and volunteered to act as our point woman on the case. If there’s something there, we’ll all go in. There’s been no confirmation yet.”

      “Oh, geez.” Myron pinched the bridge of his nose and I could tell he was trying to maintain his cool, which took monumental effort. “Did it occur to you that this was a bad idea, Millie?”

      “No. Why would it?”

      “You and Adele hate each other. She actually threw a party when we ended our marriage and I got the club membership in the divorce.”

      “Yeah, she’s a real pill.” I made a face. “I knew I should’ve kept that membership, if only to torture her.”

      “That’s neither here nor there.” Myron clearly didn’t want to renegotiate his precious club membership. That had been one of his firm demands when we sat down for our financial discussion. I never cared either way about the club, so it was easy to give him what he wanted. “I don’t think I can let you out of the sensitivity seminar over this. I’m sorry.”

      I blew out a dramatic sigh. I was nowhere near done. “Okay. If that’s the way you want it.”

      “It is.”

      “What time is this seminar?”

      “In fifteen minutes and it’s going to take the entire day.”

      Yeah, that wasn’t going to work for me. “Okay. I understand that you have a job to do. I will be at the seminar. I just need to take my panties to Human Resources and discuss my feelings before things start. I should be on time, but don’t wait for me.”

      I made to stand, but Myron was already in front of me. I adopted my most innocent expression. “What?”

      “You’re just ... .” He looked as if he was about to explode. His cheeks were so red he reminded me of a beet. There were times he had the same personality.

      “I’m feeling sensitive,” I noted. “I can’t help it.”

      He worked his jaw. “Fine,” he said finally. “Because you already have something scheduled, you’re exempt from the seminar. I will make sure that Human Resources knows so there’s no confusion.”

      I managed to keep my smile in check, but it was by sheer force of will. “Thank you. I’m going to need you to exempt Charlie and Jack, too. They’re helping me with my case.”

      “What? No!”

      “Fine, but I think they’re feeling sensitive, too.”

      Jack dropped his head. “Don’t bring me into this.”

      “They can’t be exempt,” Laura Chapman, our resident viper, complained. “They need to be refreshed on the fraternization rules. They’re the entire reason for this seminar.”

      Suddenly, I was suspicious. “Oh, really?” I pinned Laura with a pointed glare. “How could you possibly know that?”

      Laura knew she was in trouble and began backtracking. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

      “I know exactly how you meant it.” I swiveled back to Myron. “Charlie and Jack are going with me.” I was firm. “You said yourself that our group was exempt from the fraternization rules. If you want to go back on that, then you’re going to be in a world of hurt.”

      “I’m not going back on that.” The frustration on Myron’s face was palpable. “I can’t believe you’re backing me into this corner.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have let Laura manipulate you into this.” There was no way I was backing down now. “You’re your own worst enemy sometimes, Myron. This was a mistake from the start, and I think you know that.”

      “Yes, but ... she made a formal complaint. I can’t just ignore it. I can’t fire her either.”

      Laura turned huffy. “I will sue if you try to fire me.”

      “Have you considered transferring her to a different department? That might be the ideal solution for everybody.”

      Myron brightened considerably at the suggestion as Laura started fuming.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Laura warned.

      “I’ll give it some thought,” Myron said, straightening. “As for now, you’re officially exempt. Go forth and sin.”

      I grinned. “Don’t forget Jack and Charlie.”

      “They’re exempt, too.” He shook his head and sighed. “I don’t even know why I try to modify your behavior. It didn’t work the entire time we were married. It certainly won’t work now.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      

      WE DROVE TO ADELE’S HOUSE together, Jack complaining the entire way because he was certain Myron was going to find a way to get payback.

      “Myron doesn’t want payback against me,” I announced as we parked in Adele’s driveway. “He didn’t want to force us into the seminar as it was. He doesn’t care about stuff like that. The only reason he agreed to it in the first place is because Human Resources told him it was a good idea.

      “The thing is, Laura is showing her stripes and she’s even dumber than I thought,” I continued. “When our group was set up I sat down with the lawyers and Chris when it came time to write our bylaws. We have an entirely different code of ethics from the rest of the company.”

      Jack killed the engine on his truck. He looked intrigued. “How did you manage that?”

      “I’m smarter than I look.” I tapped the side of my head for emphasis. “Don’t worry about it. In the end, there’s absolutely nothing Laura can do. I’ve taken care of that.”

      “Is it because you wanted to protect Bernard?” Charlie asked as we hopped out of the truck.

      “It’s because I wanted to protect us all. It doesn’t matter now. I’ve got everything under control. You have nothing to worry about, so don’t turn morose. I prefer it when you guys are sparkly and falling all over each other.”

      Jack grimaced. “There are times I want to shake you.”

      “Oh, don’t say that. You’re making me feel sensitive.” I strode past him and headed straight for the door, pounding before he could respond with something snarky. One of the maids answered almost immediately

      “Yes?” She looked confused. I didn’t recognize her from the previous day.

      “We’re here doing some work for Adele,” I announced. “We need to see Danielle.”

      “Danielle?” The maid furrowed her brow. “I’m afraid I don’t know who that is.”

      “That’s the maid who almost fell down the stairs yesterday. She claimed the devil made her do it.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know who that is.”

      “Then let us speak with Adele. She’ll know what we’re talking about.”

      “Mrs. St. Clair hasn’t yet risen. I’m afraid I can’t wake her. She left specific instructions.”

      Oh, well, that was just so Adele. “Then where is Mercedes? We would like to talk to her.”

      “She’s in the kitchen.”

      “Lead the way.”

      Still unsure, the maid cast the occasional look over her shoulder as she led us through the house. By the time we reached the kitchen she was a nervous wreck. “I really don’t think you’re supposed to be here. Mrs. St. Clair will be angry.”

      “You let me worry about Mrs. St. Clair,” I chided. “I’ve got everything under control.”

      “Do you ever get tired of saying that?” Jack queried. “I’m serious. That comes out of your mouth more than anything else. I’m not sure you actually know what the statement means.”

      “Don’t push me.” I wagged a finger at him before focusing on Mercedes. “We need to see Danielle.”

      “Danielle is gone,” she replied, her full attention on some sort of pasta salad.

      “Gone where?” My heart skipped a beat as I considered the possibilities. “Did something happen to her? Did the devil come back?”

      “I guess that depends on how you define the word ‘devil,’” Mercedes said dryly. “She was fired.”

      At least she wasn’t dead. That was a great relief. Wait ... what? “She was fired?” I glanced around the room as if expecting men to jump out and declare I was on some hidden camera television show. “Why?”

      “Because Mrs. St. Clair said she failed to fulfill her duties as a maid. Her ankle injury meant she couldn’t climb the stairs. She was fired and this one was brought in to replace her.” She gestured toward the clueless woman standing directly behind me. “Her name is Salma and she has no idea what she’s even doing. She won’t last long.”

      “I don’t understand. Are you saying that Adele fired Danielle because she was injured on the job?”

      “You act surprised. The woman is the actual devil in this house. No one lasts more than a few months because she’s so terrible.”

      “You don’t seem afraid of her,” Jack noted. “If she’s so terrible to work for, I would think she would have fired you long ago for talking back.”

      “Oh, I’m a special case.” Mercedes’ smile was mischievous. “All the other women in the neighborhood want to hire me as their cook because I’ve won awards. I’m paid extremely well and Mrs. St. Clair is well aware that someone else would snap me up ... and then everyone would want to go to this new person’s parties, so I have different rules from the rest of the staff.”

      Mercedes’ attitude made me smile. “You torture her, don’t you? Image is everything to Adele. That means she has to put up with your mouth to be able to brag to her friends at the club that she has the most coveted cook in the area.”

      “She hates me,” Mercedes acknowledged. “She always threatens to fire me. I told her to bring it. I will probably make more money someplace else. But I signed a contract here, so I’m stuck for another three months. Every time she says something rude, I lick her food. We have a unique relationship.”

      I tried to picture the scene she was painting and all I could do was laugh. It was one of those gut-shaking, bend-at-the-waist guffaws that would’ve shaken the windows of a smaller room. “Oh, now I want to hire you.”

      “I heard you no longer have servants.”

      “No, but we have a kitchen at our place of work and you would be a welcome addition.”

      “Make me an offer and we’ll see.”

      “I’ll put an offer sheet together as soon as we’re done here.” It was time to get back to business. “We need to know about Danielle. We have more questions for her. This is Jack Hanson. He’s one of my co-workers. He was hoping she could explain the incident again.”

      “I’m not sure where Danielle is,” Mercedes admitted. “She was in tears when she was shown the door. I made sure she got an Uber, but there wasn’t much else I could do. Mrs. St. Clair had already cleaned out her room. That’s where the new maid is staying.”

      Finally catching up to the conversation, Salma wrinkled her nose. “Are you saying the house is haunted?”

      “Our boss certainly seems to think so,” Mercedes replied. “I don’t know what to believe. All I know is that Danielle is gone — treated worse than a dog — and Mrs. St. Clair is spending the morning in bed because she says she has a migraine.”

      “You don’t believe her?” Charlie asked.

      “She has a hangover. She was up late drinking because Mr. St. Clair didn’t return from the club when he said he would. She’s convinced he’s messing around.”

      I thought about Bailey Rankin, the woman Jack had mentioned the previous evening. “Do you think he’s messing around?”

      “I think that Mrs. St. Clair is cold and withholds affection. Mr. St. Clair is a man who has money and believes he can buy whatever he wants. Together they are a rotten pair, and I really can’t wait to get away from them.”

      “Then I guess we need to wake Adele,” I said grimly. “She’s the only one who can tell us where to find Danielle ... and answer the questions we have. Besides that, we have some information to share with her. Where is her room?”

      “You can’t tell her that,” Salma instantly barked. “Mrs. St. Clair will fire me if strangers suddenly show up in her bedroom.”

      Mercedes patted Salma’s arm. “You weren’t going to last at this job anyway. Consider it a blessing and move on.”

      “But ... .”

      “No.” Mercedes shook her head and then gestured toward us. “I’ll take you upstairs. She won’t fire me. She’s still trying to get me to sign a contract extension.”

      “Does she know that’s never going to happen?” I asked.

      “She does, but she still thinks she’s powerful enough to bribe me into staying in her employ. I’ve told her that money isn’t everything, but she doesn’t believe me.”

      “That sounds just like her.”

      “Yes. She really is the devil.”
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      Mercedes didn’t bother knocking before pushing open the door to Adele’s room. Jack looked decidedly uncomfortable as we all shuffled forward, but Mercedes wasn’t bothered in the least as she yanked open the curtains.

      “Rise and shine, Mrs. St. Clair,” she drawled in a singsong voice.

      Adele looked like death on a cracker. “What is going on?” she rasped as she shaded her eyes from the bright morning light. “I told you that I was sleeping in this morning. I have a migraine.”

      “You have a hangover,” Mercedes corrected, unbothered. “It’s all that bourbon you drank last night.”

      “I don’t drink bourbon. I don’t drink at all ... except at parties and brunch ... and the occasional charitable event … and then it’s always for the children. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “You emptied an entire bottle last night all by yourself. It’s already been replaced, so you don’t have to worry about what Mr. St. Clair thinks. I know how you struggle with that.”

      Adele glared at her. “You’re fired.”

      “Oh, don’t tease me.” Mercedes slid onto the settee on the far side of the room and propped up her feet. I had to hand it to her, she had attitude oozing out of every pore and knew exactly how to use it. “If you rip up my contract I’ll be out of here in ten minutes flat. I’ve been packed since five days after I signed it, quite frankly.”

      “Oh, shut up.” Adele shifted so she could meet my gaze. “I’m not hungover. I don’t care what this ... charlatan ... told you. I have a migraine. I’ve suffered from them since I was a child. They’re quite debilitating.”

      Charlie, never one to keep a comment in her mouth when she could blurt it out at the exact worst moment, was confused. “You started drinking bourbon as a child and telling people you had migraines? Where were your parents?”

      It took everything I had not to laugh as Jack carefully slid his arm around Charlie’s waist and tugged her until she was out of Adele’s sightline.

      “What are you doing here?” Adele seethed. “I thought we’d concluded our business yesterday. You did absolutely nothing, and I’m not paying you for it.”

      “Oh, suck it up, buttercup,” I countered. “I ran all those names you gave me yesterday and I came up with some information. It’s not as if I was sitting around doing nothing. You made me leave because you didn’t want Arthur to find out what you were doing. Turns out that was a wasted effort, huh? He didn’t come home when you thought he would.”

      “He didn’t come home at all,” Mercedes offered brightly. “I’m sure he’ll pretend he spent the night at the club again, but I have trouble believing he chose a couch over a bed. But that’s just me.”

      Adele’s glare was withering when it landed on Mercedes. “Why must you always be so hateful?”

      “I learned from the best,” Mercedes replied without missing a beat. “You should get up, drink some juice. I have some of those electrolyte packets in the kitchen. Take some ibuprofen, hydrate, and get some food into you. In a few hours your migraine will be a distant memory.”

      Adele waved off Mercedes’ suggestion. “The migraine will pass when it passes. I don’t need your help ... especially because I’m not hungover. You need to stop telling people that or I’ll fire you.”

      “Perhaps I tell people that so you will fire me,” Mercedes supplied. “There could be a behavioral hint in there.”

      “I’m not releasing you early from your contract. It’s not going to happen. In fact, I’m willing to pay you double if you stay for another year. How can you say no to that offer?”

      “I would rather die than continue working for you. Besides, your friend here offered me a job. She says I can work with a bunch of ghost hunters and have regular business hours. I think I like that idea.”

      “I didn’t say you could have regular business hours,” I countered. “You added that bit yourself.”

      “You want me, you’ll give me regular business hours.”

      I hadn’t even tried her food and yet I definitely wanted her. “I’ll figure something out.”

      Incensed, Adele bolted to a sitting position, slamming her hands on the mattress, and then groaned and grabbed her head before flopping back against the pillow. “Ugh. I hate both of you. You have no idea.”

      “I can live with that.” I snapped my fingers next to her ear because I knew it would annoy her. “We need to talk about serious matters now. What’s going on with Danielle? Why did you fire her?”

      “Because she was an abysmal maid.”

      “Really? I heard you fired her because she twisted her ankle and couldn’t carry the linens up the stairs. If so, that’s heinous. She was injured working in your home.”

      Adele’s eyes were narrow slits of hate when they landed on Mercedes. “You just say whatever you want, don’t you? I really am going to fire you.”

      “You’re a tease and we both know it. I’ve been trying to get fired since you hired me. Nothing ever works. I’m going to keep ramping up my efforts until I win. Even if it’s only one day before the end of my contract, I will get you to release me.”

      “That will never happen. I’ll make you stay to the bitter end.”

      “I hope you like your food already licked.” Mercedes was blasé. “That’s how every meal is going to be served between now and then. You’ve been warned.”

      “Ugh. You are just a foul creature. Absolutely foul.”

      Jack cleared his throat to get everybody’s attention. “Not that I’m not enjoying this conversation — which I’m not — but we have important issues to discuss,” he said. “The first is Danielle. Where did she go? I want to interview her about what happened in the stairwell. I speak Spanish, so I should be able to converse with her easier than these two.” He gestured toward Charlie and me.

      “I don’t know where she went,” Adele snapped. “It’s not my job to keep track of fired workers.”

      “We’ll have to find her a different way,” I muttered.

      “I can try making a few calls,” Mercedes offered. “I’m not sure it will work, but there’s no harm in trying.”

      “I would appreciate that.” I meant it. “That brings us to your workers. We conducted background checks on everybody. Jack flagged three people.”

      “No, he didn’t.” Adele adamantly shook her head. “There is no one worth looking at on our staff.”

      “Even Bailey Rankin?” I challenged.

      Adele’s forehead wrinkled. “Who is that?”

      “She’s a maid,” Mercedes replied, her expression thoughtful. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “Don’t you know?” I asked. “I mean ... I would’ve figured you knew everything in this house.”

      “Almost everything,” she corrected. “I’ve never liked Bailey, so I didn’t take the time to get to know her. She’s lasted longer than I expected. She’s a real kiss-up. She plays the game well.”

      “She also has a criminal record,” Jack volunteered. “She has an assault conviction that resulted in two months in the county jail because she got in a physical fight with a previous employer. The fight occurred when the woman in question caught her in bed with her boss … who just happened to be that individual’s husband.”

      Adele leaned forward again, this time much more slowly. “Wait ... are you saying that Bailey slept with her boss and then struck the man’s wife upon discovery?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. According to the sources I’ve been able to tap, Bailey makes it a habit to sleep with the man of the house in every location she’s worked because she wants to get pregnant. That’s why she is no longer represented by an agency. News about her has spread.”

      “Well, that little whore.” Adele clutched the blankets tighter. “I’ll make her wish she’d never weaseled her way into my home.”

      “Just make sure you have backup when it’s time,” Mercedes offered. “Otherwise it will be ... bam!” She mimicked punching an invisible person and grinned maniacally at her boss. “No offense, Mrs. St. Clair, but you’ll go down hard. You’re not very athletically inclined.”

      “Shut up, Mercedes,” Adele growled. “I’ve seriously had it with your mouth. It’s going to cause you to lose your job here if you’re not careful.”

      “Promises, promises.”

      The routine between them would’ve been funny under different circumstances. We didn’t have time for it today, though. “Bailey isn’t the only one with a record,” I added, inclining my head toward Jack. “Tell her about the others.”

      “Your gardener Jim Brady has a theft conviction. He stole a riding lawnmower from one of his employers, got drunk, and was arrested by cops for driving under the influence two years ago. To my knowledge, he hasn’t yet made restitution.”

      “I wouldn’t worry too much about that,” Adele countered. “We knew about the lawnmower incident when we hired Jim. The lawnmower in question belonged to Barry Gibson. He was always a jerk – actually tried to outlaw Halloween in the neighborhood because he hates kids and thinks promoting paganism is going to result in a first-class ticket to hell for all of us. He melted down when he found out we thought it would be funny to hire Jim. He’s been a good worker, though. As for restitution ... that’s really none of my business.”

      “Fair enough.” Jack held up his hands. “The last individual I flagged was Aaron Slade. He’s the one I’m most worried about.”

      “Aaron Slade?” Adele furrowed her brow in concentration. “I don’t know who that is.”

      “The handyman,” Mercedes volunteered. She was clearly enjoying the conversation. “He basically handles things like changing all the lightbulbs, inside and out. He fixes the trim and the carpet. Last week he made repairs to the paver stones at the front of the house.”

      “Oh, right.” Adele nodded once and then grabbed at her temples. “Now I remember. Arthur hired him. He said we needed an extra body and he’s the one who brought Mr. Slade in. I had nothing to do with that.”

      I exchanged a quick look with Jack. He was clearly thinking the same thing as me.

      “Did your husband run a background check on him?” Jack asked finally.

      “I’m sure he did.”

      “Then how did he miss the fact that Mr. Slade has been convicted of forcible rape? It happened fifteen years ago. He served only five years for it. He attacked a maid in another house he was working at and forced himself on her. She spent two weeks in the hospital after he was done with her.”

      “That can’t be right.” Adele looked legitimately puzzled at the news. “I’m sure that Arthur would’ve run a background check on anyone he hired. He somehow must’ve missed that. There’s no way we would’ve hired a sexual predator. We would be liable if he hurt one of the workers.”

      “I can actually attest to that,” Mercedes offered. “There’s no way Mrs. St. Clair would’ve willingly let a man like that on the premises.”

      Jack focused his full attention on the saucy chef. “Have you ever seen him acting out of sorts?”

      “No, but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. I spend all my time in the kitchen. I don’t pay a lot of attention to the other areas of the house. I don’t really care what happens everywhere else. I barely care what happens in the kitchen.”

      “Ah, such a good work ethic,” Adele intoned.

      Mercedes pretended she didn’t hear her. “I’ve only seen him a few times. He’s never been aggressive during any of those interactions.”

      “We still need to talk to him,” Jack insisted. “Do you know where we can find him?”

      “Not for a few hours. He won’t be here until noon.”

      “Then I guess we’ll look around until then.”

      

      WE LEFT ADELE TO RECOVER FROM HER migraine and started wandering the house without a guide. Adele probably would’ve objected if she’d known what we were doing.

      “I kind of feel sorry for her,” Charlie admitted as we hit the third floor. She was at the front of the group so she could direct us should she catch sight of a ghost. “I mean ... she seems really unhappy.”

      “She makes people unhappy, Charlie,” I pointed out. “I think it’s karma.”

      “I think it’s sad.” Charlie pursed her lips as she moved closer to a window. “I think she has a broken heart because her husband cheats on her. She doesn’t want to admit that — she thinks it makes her look weak — but it’s the truth. She’s insecure because she’s not enough for her husband.”

      “I think it’s the opposite problem,” I argued. “She’s too much for her husband.”

      “That doesn’t mean she isn’t hurt by what’s happened. I think she really loves her husband, and no one wants to be discarded by the person they love.”

      Jack slid his eyes to her, his mind clearly busy. I could practically read his thoughts and offered him an almost imperceptible shake of my head. Now was not the time for whatever drama he was thinking of drumming up.

      Speaking of Arthur, he picked that moment to make his appearance. He wandered into the hallway from one of the far rooms, making me think he’d been home the entire time. “Here’s the lord of the manor now.” The haphazard greeting was out of my mouth before I thought better of it.

      Surprised, Arthur jerked up his chin and met my steady gaze. “Millie?” He looked confused. “Is something wrong? What are you doing here?”

      I had a choice. I could make up a ridiculous lie and try to cover for Adele, knowing full well Arthur would never believe it, or I could simply tell the truth. “Adele thinks you have a ghost and we’re trying to find it.”

      If Arthur was surprised by the news, he didn’t show it. “Of course she does. That’s just … so freaking like Adele.” He shook his head. “Well, carry on.”

      I didn’t want to let him go without asking a few questions. “Do you think you have a ghost?”

      He laughed at the question. “Absolutely not. Ghosts? Nonsense.”

      I briefly held Charlie’s gaze — I was certain she had a thing or two to say about that — but refrained from starting a philosophical argument. “What about the things happening around the house? Did you know weird occurrences have been taking place?”

      Arthur couldn’t hide his surprise. “I beg your pardon.”

      “Like cold spots in the house and weird noises,” I volunteered. “Adele says it has been going on for a while … although if what I’m hearing around the house is any indication, you’re never here. What’s up with that?”

      “I don’t believe that’s any of your business, Millie.” Arthur’s gaze was dismissive as he moved to push past us. I took the opportunity to stare at the end of the hallway from which he’d approached. As far as I could tell, the only things down there were extra bedrooms. “Do you and Adele have separate rooms or were you meeting someone else in one of the extras?”

      “Perhaps Bailey Rankin,” Jack suggested. He clearly didn’t like Arthur. That much was obvious. He stood between me and Charlie, his hands fisted at his sides, and practically dared the man to say anything untoward to either of us.

      “Why do you even care what I’m doing?” Arthur exploded. The guilt that flashed in the depths of his eyes told me everything I needed to know. We were right on the money. “This is my house. I’ll do whatever I want in my house.”

      “Including torture your wife,” I surmised. It was rare that I managed to muster sympathy for Adele — she really was a terrible person — but Arthur was somehow worse. That was telling ... and disappointing.

      Arthur snorted derisively. “Since when do you care about Adele? You two have never exactly been close.”

      “I don’t care about her. I’m just ... here for a job.” It didn’t matter what I said to him. I was never going to change his mind. It was a waste of time. “We want to know if you’ve seen anything weird around the house the past few weeks. That’s all we care about from you.”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen something weird.” He leaned closer so he was staring directly into my eyes. “You’re hunting for ghosts in my house. There’s nothing weirder than that.”

      With those words, he turned on his heel and stalked toward the stairs. He appeared to be officially done with us.

      “He’s an ass,” Jack complained as soon as he was out of earshot. “I don’t like him at all.”

      “Join the club.” I ran my tongue over my teeth. “I don’t believe him. I don’t think he would even know. He’s obviously tied up with other people under this roof. We should keep looking.”

      “Okay.” Jack’s hand automatically moved to Charlie’s back. “I hate people who cheat,” he announced, making me sigh. I was hoping to avoid the drama. “I’ll never be like that.” His eyes were clear when he met Charlie’s gaze. “I tell the truth no matter what.”

      That seemed like a heavy comment given the circumstances, but Charlie brightened considerably at his words, so maybe they weren’t as lame as I thought.

      “I’m glad,” she offered.

      “Me, too.” He moved his hand up to her hair so he could smooth it. “Come on. We should keep looking for this ghost. I don’t want to stay here a minute longer than necessary.”

      He wasn’t the only one who felt that way.
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      We continued searching because it was all we could do. As chief of security, Jack plotted a plan and we followed it. From wing to wing and from floor to floor we scouted the entire house.

      We came up with absolutely nothing.

      “There has to be something,” I complained two hours into our search as I wiped my forearm across my forehead. I’d somehow managed to work up a sweat even though we were trapped in a drafty house. I looked to Charlie. “You’re the one with magic. Can’t you find something?”

      Clearly uncomfortable, Charlie cast a furtive look in Jack’s direction, and I immediately wished I’d thought better of making demands of her in front of Jack.

      “I just meant ... .” I trailed off, uncertain what to say.

      “It’s fine.” Jack flashed a smile for Charlie’s benefit. “I’m getting used to things and I want to learn everything about what she can do. I’m not exactly thrilled that she told you first, but I guess it’s something I’ll have to get over.”

      “Oh, she didn’t tell me. I saw her work her magic that night when we thought we were looking for the Chupacabra but we were really fighting for our lives with humans.”

      Jack stilled and I could practically see the gears of his mind turning. “You used magic that night to protect yourself.” He was quiet for a moment. “Well, of course you used magic to protect yourself. That was the smart thing to do. I should’ve seen that.”

      “You should’ve seen what?” I challenged. I was already regretting bringing this up.

      “It’s nothing. I just remember thinking at the time that she’d only been saved by a fluke. I was relieved, don’t get me wrong, but I couldn’t put together how she’d managed to save everybody ... including herself.”

      “She’s gifted,” I offered simply. “We’re lucky to have her.”

      “Yeah.” Jack’s eyes were soft when they turned back to Charlie. He was obviously warming to the idea of her powers. Before long, they would be back to their sickening selves and shooting each other flirty looks when they thought no one was looking. I never believed it was possible that I would prefer that scenario ... but I was wrong.

      “What about it, Charlie?” I prodded, deciding to go for broke. “Do you sense anything?”

      Charlie pursed her lips and glanced around, her eyes intense. “I don’t know,” she said finally. “The atmosphere is different here. I don’t know that I can completely rule out a haunting. But I haven’t seen a thing. It’s possible that the house simply has bad vibes because the people inside it are so terrible.”

      “I’ll bet that’s it.” Jack shot her a wink. “Charlie solved it. I think we can be done here and head back to the office.”

      That wasn’t happening. At least not yet. “It’s not even noon,” I reminded them. “If we go back now, they’ll force us into the second half of that seminar. Is that what you want?”

      Jack’s face lost a bit of color. “No.” His lips turned down into a scowl. “I still can’t believe that Laura is the reason for that seminar. Why do you think she did it?”

      “I think that’s rather obvious,” Charlie answered, her eyes narrowing as she made her way to the wall across the way. She seemed entranced by something. “She’s jealous that we’re together. She wants to see if she can force us apart. She’s sensed that things aren’t the same as they used to be between us and she wants to see if she can leverage that to her advantage.”

      Jack immediately started shaking his head. “Things aren’t bad between us.” He looked to me for confirmation, but all I could do was arch an eyebrow. “Okay, things are a little tense between us,” he conceded. “They’re not bad, though. We’re going to be okay.”

      He was so earnest I couldn’t help feeling for him. “Of course you are.” Honestly, I’d never doubted that for a second. “I’ve been telling Charlie just that because she’s such a bundle of nerves. You don’t have to convince me.”

      “I guess that means I have to convince her.” He turned in Charlie’s direction and I could see the intent scrawled across his features. He was about to have a serious conversation with her — even though it was absolutely the worst time — and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

      I was resigned to watching their relationship drama play out when everything shifted.

      “Charlie?” He furrowed his brow and took three long strides toward the opposite wall. “Where did she go?”

      I’d been paying so much attention to him that I’d lost track of Charlie, which was apparently a mistake because the young woman had disappeared. “I don’t understand.” My heart skipped a beat as I moved to follow Jack, and then I saw something that he’d apparently missed in the first scan. “Wait ... look.” I gestured toward an obvious seam in the wall. I hadn’t seen it the first go-around either.

      Jack slipped his fingers into the crease and tugged, causing the seam to widen as a hidden door opened.

      “Oh, well, that’s not something you see every day,” he muttered, shaking his head.

      “This is an old house,” I reminded him. “It was around during the prohibition era. I bet there was some bootlegging going on in these neighborhoods, which is how people continued to be able to afford these homes.”

      “That was a fascinating history lesson,” he drawled. “If you don’t mind, though, I’m going to find my girlfriend.”

      He seemed anxious to disappear down the dark passageway. I didn’t blame him. He was worried about Charlie, who seemed to find trouble wherever she went. The thing about the young psychic, though, was that she almost always found her way out of it, too. I wasn’t all that worried about her.

      Jack was another story. He strode down the gloomy hallway with a purpose, directing himself toward a source of light at the far end of the corridor. When we arrived, we found an absolutely huge room with bay windows ... and it was completely full of baby items.

      “You scared the crap out of me,” Jack announced as he closed the distance on Charlie. “Next time you find a doorway to a secret room, yell, ‘Hey, Jack, look what I found,’ before disappearing. I would prefer not having a heart attack every five minutes.”

      Charlie had the grace to be abashed. “I’m sorry.” She looked sincere. “I thought you saw me slip through the opening. You were right behind me.”

      “Yeah, well ... we were talking.” Jack’s fingers were gentle as he brushed a strand of hair from her face. He was a big, tough, rough-and-tumble guy ... and she made him gooey. “Please just tell me next time before you disappear inside the walls of a house. That should probably be a rule or something.”

      Instead of being offended that he was bossing her around — which is how I would’ve handled it — she beamed. “Sure. We can make a list or something.”

      “Yeah.” His smile was soft as he squeezed her wrist, and then he reluctantly broke eye contact and started scanning the room. “What is this place?”

      “It’s a nursery,” I replied, trudging to the ancient crib resting against the far wall. It was white, as was all the bedding. It had probably been in pristine condition at one point. Now it was a dusty mess.

      “Why would someone close off a nursery like this?” Charlie asked. She was standing by a shelf and staring at the abandoned stuffed animals that littered it. They should’ve been happy items. Given how long they’d been locked away, they looked sad more than anything else. “It’s like whoever did this wanted to pretend a child was never here.”

      “I’m guessing that’s because there never was a child here,” I offered, tapping into my memory of a long-forgotten event. “I’m betting this was baby Arthur’s nursery.”

      Charlie turned away from the shelves and focused on me. “Arthur and Adele had a child?”

      “Actually, they didn’t.” I turned rueful. “You have to understand. This was ... well, I guess it would’ve been almost thirty years ago.

      “Arthur and Adele were basically the same age as Myron and me, which is why we so often got thrown together at the club,” I continued. “That continued for a long time because we never had children either.”

      Charlie shifted from one foot to the other and I could practically see the uncomfortable question haunting her eyes.

      “Before you ask, Myron and I talked about having children,” I explained. “I knew even back then that our marriage wouldn’t work, but that didn’t mean I was opposed to having children. Believe it or not, he would’ve made a good father.”

      “I can see that,” Jack confirmed. “He’s very good with Chris. He’s indulgent at times and you can tell he’s extremely fond of him. He’s also stern when he thinks he needs to be. He’s a good balance ... at least for Chris.”

      I smiled at the way he phrased it. “It was Myron’s love for Chris that saved our marriage for such a long time. Whenever I would convince myself I was done and try to walk away, I would see them together and it would pull me back.

      “Anyway, I’m drifting,” I continued, pulling myself from my reverie. “At a certain point, when Adele was in her late thirties, she turned up pregnant. They were much different from Myron and me. We decided we would’ve liked a child or two but couldn’t have them. That probably turned out to be a blessing.

      “Arthur and Adele, on the other hand, could find no medical reason for why they couldn’t get pregnant. There were no baby St. Clairs running around this big house. I heard things, of course. Adele wasn’t going to confide in me, but she did in others. They weren’t exactly trustworthy and spread her business all over town.”

      “She would’ve been better trusting you,” Charlie noted. “Even though you’re blunt and say whatever comes to your mind, you’re loyal.”

      “You’re definitely that,” Jack agreed. “Finish the story.”

      “I think you can guess where the story is going,” I replied. “In her late thirties, Adele actually turned up pregnant. It was a big deal and she was excited. Arthur was thrilled, too. He spent all his time strutting around the club as if he was the cock of the golf course. He kept talking about the son he was going to have and how he would grow up to be an important man. That was the happiest I’d ever seen the two of them.

      “They went all out, as you can see,” I continued, gesturing around the dusty nursery. “They found out it was going to be a boy and that only heightened their anticipation. They were happy right up until the end ... and then Adele went into labor.

      “Apparently the doctors knew there was something wrong from the start. They took her in for a C-section because the baby was under duress. They almost lost Adele during the procedure. They did lose the baby. He was essentially stillborn, although I don’t technically know if he meets all the criteria for that distinction. I do know that he never took a breath outside of his mother ... it was a tragedy.”

      Charlie made a wounded sound deep in her throat, and when I turned my eyes to her I found Jack standing at her side with his arm wrapped around her waist. Obviously she was more affected by the story than I anticipated.

      I opted to finish the tale, even though I wasn’t certain the details were important. “After it happened, Adele and Arthur grew more distant. He wanted to try for another child right away — that’s what he told anyone who would listen, because Adele wasn’t getting any younger — but she was broken-hearted and opted against it. I don’t think their marriage ever recovered from that bitter disappointment.”

      “It sounds like a terrible time for both of them,” Jack noted, his hand busy as he rubbed it up and down Charlie’s back. “That doesn’t explain why they tucked away this room. Also ... was this the best place for a nursery? It’s on the other side of the house from their bedroom.”

      “Adele’s bedroom,” Charlie corrected as she bent to dust off an antique rocking horse. “It’s clear Arthur doesn’t ever sleep in there.”

      I shifted my eyes to her, surprised. “What makes you say that?”

      “It’s all girly stuff. Silk robes hung all over the place, makeup strewn about ... and cold creams everywhere. No man would put up with that … at least very few that I know. After meeting Arthur, I’m positive he wouldn’t be one of the few exceptions.”

      Huh. I hadn’t put that together. I should have, but I was obviously running behind on this one. “So ... maybe Arthur was in the part of the house we saw this morning because that’s where his room is. Maybe they don’t want anyone to know that they’re not sharing a room.”

      “I don’t know about that.” Jack didn’t look convinced. “Mercedes said that Arthur has been sleeping at the club. I don’t know if that’s true, but that’s the info that they’re sharing with the staff. There has to be a reason behind it.”

      “Do you think Bailey Rankin plays into it?” Charlie asked.

      “I think that’s a possibility. We should probably find her.”

      “We should,” I agreed, my fingers moving along the wooden railing of the crib so I could wipe away some of the dust. “I’m betting this wasn’t always the baby’s room. I’m sure they had a nursery elsewhere. After losing the baby, Arthur probably wanted the nursery items taken away at some point and Adele didn’t want to part with her dreams, so instead she moved everything in here so she could visit when she got the urge.”

      “I don’t think anyone has visited this room in a long time,” Jack argued. “This place has been tucked away and forgotten about.”

      “I don’t think it was forgotten as much as forced into the background.”

      “Whatever you say.” Jack tugged on Charlie’s hand and directed her toward the hallway. “As sad as this is, I don’t think it has anything to do with why we’re here. We need to focus on that.”

      “I know.” I flashed a smile that I was certain didn’t make it all the way to my eyes. “Seeing this room simply reminds me that Adele has been through a lot … even if she does cause some of her own problems. She didn’t create all the strife in her life. It’s not that I forgot about the baby as much as I just forgot to remember. Not everything that happened to her was of her own doing.”

      “I don’t know what you want me to say,” Jack said after a beat. “I still don’t like her. I feel sorry for her, but she’s a horrible woman.”

      “She’s definitely horrible,” I agreed, shaking my head. This wasn’t what we should focus on. “We should track down our suspects.”

      “Let’s start with the gardener,” Jack suggested. “I think he’ll be the easiest for us to rule out.”

      

      JIM BRADY WAS WORKING IN THE yard when Mercedes led us to him. He didn’t exactly look surprised as much as resigned to see us.

      “When I heard Mrs. St. Clair was hiring investigators to solve her ghost problem I figured you would eventually find your way to me.” He shook his head. “What can I do for you?”

      “We ran background checks,” I announced before Jack could respond. “We know you’re a thief.”

      “I stole a riding lawnmower from my last employer, got drunk and drove it all over the river walk,” Brady confirmed. “I paid a fine and did a couple weekends in the county jail for my trouble. Also, because I was drunk, I had to attend alcohol awareness classes, finish eighty hours of community service and take a special education class for those with impulse control issues.”

      I frowned. “All for driving a lawnmower while drunk?”

      He nodded. “I got spanked harder for that than actually stealing the lawnmower.”

      “Have you made amends with the individual you stole the lawnmower from?” Jack asked.

      “No. He won’t take the restitution checks I send. I’m not exactly sorry for what I did — he was always a world-class jerk — but I believe it’s my job to make restitution. Actions have consequences. He refuses to cash the checks. You’ll have to ask him about that.”

      Oddly enough, I believed him. To ensure I wasn’t on the wrong page, I looked to Jack for confirmation he felt the same way.

      “I guess that’s it,” Jack said, mustering a legitimate smile. “One thing: I read the arrest report. It said you weren’t wearing pants during your joyride. Is that true?”

      “It is. I’m lucky I didn’t get anything for the public indecency.”

      Jack snickered. “That’s kind of funny.”

      “It’s a colorful story I’ll always have to tell.”
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      Aaron Slade was next on our list. The handyman was working on outdoor solar lights, Mercedes said, pointing vaguely to the yard.

      “I’ll do the talking with this one,” Jack announced as we crossed the massive lawn. “I don’t want to hear any arguing.”

      If he thought I was simply going to agree with that, he had another think coming. “Why do you get to ask the questions?”

      “I’m in charge.”

      I snorted. “I must’ve missed your promotion ceremony.”

      “I’m in charge when it comes to security,” he clarified, his eyes flashing. “This guy is dangerous. He’s a rapist.”

      “I think we should let Jack ask the questions on this one,” Charlie offered. She looked nervous, as if she expected us to start yelling at one another. “He understands people like this better than us.”

      Jack slowly slid his eyes to her. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “That she’s worried you and I are going to start sniping at one another. Also, you’re the big, bad security guru and it’s your job to protect us helpless females.”

      Charlie balked. “That’s not what I was saying. It’s just ... he dug up the information. Plus, if this guy runs Jack’s going to be chasing him ... and beating him up. It’s not like I can offer anything with this many people hanging around.”

      “You offer enthusiasm,” Jack encouraged. “That’s the most important thing.”

      “Ugh.” I mimed throwing up. “I’m glad to see you’re back to being gross, but must it always be in front of me? Why am I the lucky one?”

      “You inserted yourself in our relationship from the start,” Jack replied without hesitation. “You’ve earned the special privilege.”

      His reaction made me laugh. “Oh, whatever. If you want to ask the questions, knock yourself out. I already don’t like this guy just from looking at him.”

      “And why is that?” Jack queried. “Other than the obvious, I mean.”

      “He’s wearing a beanie cap in the middle of beautiful weather. That’s always suspicious.”

      “Well, at least you have a reason.”

      

      SLADE WATCHED OUR APPROACH WITH narrow eyes. He was clearly on edge and didn’t offer a word of greeting when we finally closed the distance.

      “Mr. Slade, I’m Jack Hanson. We’re here working a problem for Mrs. St. Clair, and over the course of our investigation we found some troubling things regarding your background.”

      I had to hand it to him, he was blunt when he wanted to be.

      “You’re working a problem for Mrs. St. Clair?” Slade wore work gloves covered with dirt and the accumulated grime smeared across his face as he swiped at the sweat dripping from his brow. “What problem would that be?”

      “She’s concerned about some things that have been happening around the house.”

      “Would you care to ... you know ... give me more information?” Slade’s tone was mocking. He was well built, his arms bulging with muscles, and after giving each of us a cursory look he focused all of his attention on Jack. He clearly wasn’t worried about Charlie and me.

      “I don’t know that we’re at liberty to say,” Jack replied smoothly. “Mrs. St. Clair didn’t give us clearance to spread her business around the household.”

      Slade let loose a snort of derision. “Oh, please. This entire house is one big gossip convention. Everyone knows everyone’s business.”

      “Would you care to be more specific?”

      “I don’t know that I’m at liberty to say.” Slade’s tone was dismissive. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have things to do.”

      “I don’t believe we’re done yet.” Jack wasn’t the sort to back down and he wasn’t going to change his approach today. “We want to know what you do here.”

      “What I do?” Slade’s eyebrows hopped as he glanced around. “You’re looking at it. If something needs to be fixed around this house, I’m the one to fix it.”

      “But how did you get the job?” I blurted out, ignoring the dark look Jack shot in my direction. “With your background, you shouldn’t have been hired in the first place.”

      “My background?”

      “You’re a rapist.” I wasn’t ashamed to say it. I wasn’t particularly worried about him attacking me either. For one thing, Jack was here and he would never let this dirty fool put his hands on me. For another, Charlie was present and despite her fear she would use her magic if she thought it was our only option. And, lastly, I had a Taser in my purse and I wasn’t afraid to use it.

      “I believe we’re done talking,” Slade growled. He managed to maintain his temper, but just barely. I could feel the hatred rolling off him. “There’s nothing in my job description that says I have to talk to random people asking questions. How do I know you’re even supposed to be here?”

      “You can take that up with Adele,” I shot back. “If you don’t like us questioning you, that’s on her. She gave us a job to do and we’re going to do it.”

      “You still haven’t told me what that job is.”

      “It’s none of your business.”

      “Yeah, well ... if you have a problem with me not answering questions you can take it up with Mr. St. Clair. He signs my paycheck. I believe he ranks above Mrs. St. Clair.”

      “That’s a sexist thing to say,” Charlie groused, making a face. “They’re married. That means they’re partners, equals.”

      Slade’s eye roll was so pronounced I was surprised he didn’t fall over. “Oh, geez. You’re one of those.”

      Charlie’s expression was blank. “One of those what?”

      “One of those feminists,” Slade replied. “I have news for you, honey, that’s not the way the real world works. Not everything you see on television is real. This is the real world.” He gestured toward the expansive lawn, a scene that was right out of a movie if I ever saw one. “In the real world, cuties like you are meant to be seen and not heard. Although ... I could think of a few other things I might be able to find for you to do.”

      He was trying to bait Jack ... and it worked. Jack shot out a hand and planted it in the middle of Slade’s chest.

      “Don’t even think about touching her,” Jack warned, venom dripping from his tongue. He looked as if he was spoiling for a fight — heck, he’d looked that way for days — and Slade was the sort who was only too happy to oblige.

      “You’re going to want to remove your hand from my chest, partner,” Slade warned. “You won’t like what happens if you don’t.”

      “Try me.”

      Jack was usually calm unless he absolutely had to fly off the handle. Right now, there wasn’t even a single iota of that calmness I’d grown to love on display. “Sure. Do you want to do it right here?”

      “Nothing is happening right here,” I argued, wedging myself between the two bristling men. I pushed Jack with everything I had to get him to take a step back and then focused on Slade. “I’m not sure how you got this job, but I wouldn’t count on having it much longer. It seems Mrs. St. Clair wasn’t aware of your criminal background. She is now.”

      “Is that supposed to be a threat?” Slade held Jack’s gaze for a moment longer and then focused on me. “I’m not afraid of you. Mr. St. Clair is in charge. He hired me. If you have a problem with that, take it up with him.”

      “You can count on that,” Jack promised.

      

      MERCEDES WAS RETICENT ABOUT pointing us in the direction of Arthur.

      “I don’t know,” she hedged as she chopped vegetables. Her hands moved so fast they were almost a blur. “It’s one thing to set you loose on the grounds to torture the employees — they’re used to it thanks to our employers — but to send you after the big boss ... .”

      “We need to talk to him about Aaron Slade,” I pressed. “He’s a real threat to the women who work here.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that since I heard what you told Mrs. St. Clair. I’ve never seen him make a move on anyone, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t occasionally act like a creeper. I definitely don’t like that he’s here. But I don’t see where I have the authority to help you get rid of him. He was hired by Mr. St. Clair.”

      “That’s why we want to talk to him.”

      Mercedes was clearly dubious. “See, I think you want to talk to him about something else. I’m not sure that’s going to go over well.”

      Something occurred to me. “Okay, that’s fair. You don’t want to rat on the big boss. Can you tell us where we might find Bailey Rankin?”

      Thanks to the small smile playing at the corners of Mercedes’s lips I knew I’d asked the right question. “That I can help you with. Bailey is an employee. She’s not the boss. At this time of day — every day, mind you — she’s in the guesthouse giving it a good spruce. I would wager money you’ll find her there right now.”

      “Thank you. We appreciate your help.”

      “No problem. Make sure Bailey knows I directed you to her, huh? It will just be easier that way.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that. I’ve got everything under control.” I looked to Jack, who appeared confused. “This time I’ll be the one asking all the questions.”

      “Great,” he deadpanned. “I don’t even know what just happened.”

      “You’ll find out in a few minutes.”

      

      THE GUESTHOUSE WAS AT the northeast corner of the property. It was small in comparison to the main house, but it would loom over typical suburban ranch homes.

      “You could fit an entire family in here,” Charlie noted as she stared in awe at the building. “Why would you need a guesthouse when you have a huge mansion to live in?”

      “Rich people are weird,” I explained as I strolled up the walkway that led to the front door. “Why do you think I ran from this world?”

      “I thought it was because you didn’t like your husband.”

      “Myron isn’t actually a bad man.” I meant that. “We simply weren’t compatible. I want to be me. Myron wanted me to be something I wasn’t. That can never work. It’s important that your partner is okay with you being yourself.” I let my eyes drift to Jack. “You’re not going to have a problem with that.”

      “She’s not,” Jack agreed. “Just out of curiosity, what do you expect to find here?”

      “Just wait. I think you’re going to be pleasantly surprised.” I slammed my fist against the door as hard as I could, pasting a condescending smile on my face for when it opened. Sure enough, it wasn’t Bailey who opened the door. It was Arthur.

      “Oh,” Jack intoned when he saw the man’s furious face. “I get it now.”

      “See, you’re not as slow as you pretend.” I offered Arthur a wave that I was sure would grate. “Hello again, Sunshine. What are you doing here? We expected to find Bailey Rankin.” I opted to play the game in an effort to keep Mercedes safe. She didn’t deserve any blowback.

      “I don’t know who that is,” Arthur replied. “In fact ... .”

      “Did someone just say my name?” a female voice asked from behind Arthur. Sure enough, a pretty brunette with breasts spilling out of the top of a disheveled maid’s uniform appeared. “Is it Mercedes? I’m not helping her. Tell her I don’t have to go back to the house, Big Daddy.” The last bit was delivered with a pouty bottom lip and lowered eyes.

      “Oh, gross.” I felt sick to my stomach. “You really are a piece of work, Arthur. How disgusting can you be?”

      “I think that’s a question you should be asking his wife,” Bailey shot back petulantly. She was abrasive, as if spoiling for a fight. “Who are you people? I saw you around the house yesterday.”

      “That doesn’t matter right now,” I answered, pinning Arthur with a pointed look. “I think you should send her back to the house, Arthur. We need to have a discussion.”

      “He’s not sending me anywhere,” Bailey shot back.

      “Go to the house, Bailey,” Arthur countered. He didn’t look embarrassed in the least to have been caught in the middle of an afternoon tryst. but he obviously didn’t want an audience for what was about to go down. “Tell Mercedes I want something sweet for dessert tonight.”

      “But ... I don’t want to leave.” Bailey acted like a teenager trying to manipulate a spoiling father.

      “Well, you can’t always get what you want, can you?” Arthur countered. “You need to leave.”

      “But ... .”

      “Now!” Arthur commanded as he glared at the young woman. “Do as you’re told, Bailey. You’re still an employee, and things can change quickly if you’re not careful.”

      The look on Bailey’s face was murderous. “Are you threatening me?”

      “Merely explaining your options. Now ... go.”

      Bailey stomped out of the guesthouse. Arthur didn’t appear bothered by her theatrics. Instead, he wandered into the front parlor and headed straight for the drink cart.

      “Can I wet your whistle, Millie?”

      “Thanks. It’s a bit early for me.”

      “It’s five o’clock somewhere.”

      “Not here.” I inclined my head toward the couch for Jack and Charlie to sit. “We need to talk about Aaron Slade.”

      Arthur arched an eyebrow, clearly surprised. “Slade? I thought you were here to give me grief about Bailey.”

      “I’m not your mother. You know what you’re doing is wrong. I can’t make you a better person, Arthur. I should point out, though, that she’s been fired from several agencies because she has a tendency to sleep with the boss.”

      His smile was smug. “And what’s wrong with that?”

      “She’s trying to get pregnant so she can trap a rich man. She’s looking for a payday.”

      His smile slipped. “How can you possibly know that? I ran a full background check on her before ... well, before any of this.”

      “I think I have better contacts than you,” Jack volunteered. “I noticed right away when conducting background checks that she had an interesting employment history. When I called one of the agencies listed for her — I know the woman who heads the personnel department at that agency — she had no problem telling me about Bailey’s history. It became a real issue, to the point they fired her.”

      “I see.” Arthur’s eyes reflected trouble. “I guess I should’ve vetted her more carefully. This could turn into a problem.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t sleep with her unprotected,” I begged.

      “No, I didn’t. That doesn’t mean she’s not smart enough to get around that if she’s so inclined. Well ... I guess that’s that. I can’t risk playing with her again. I’ll have to replace her.”

      “Yes, and you truly seem broken-hearted about it,” I drawled. “Are you going to cry into your bourbon tonight? Or, wait, perhaps you’ll fall into a new maid and cry on her shoulder.”

      “Oh, don’t give me your high-and-mighty act, Millie,” he shot back, annoyance on full display. “You shouldn’t be so judgmental. It’s not becoming.”

      “Neither is schtupping the maid under your wife’s nose.”

      “Do you think she doesn’t know?”

      “No. I think she knows.” That was the worst part of all of it. “That’s why I think she’s drinking herself into oblivion and crawling into a hole of despair.”

      “You act as though you care.”

      “Maybe I do.”

      “Why would you? Adele has been nothing but cold to you since we met. She never thought you were worthy to be included in our group.”

      “I’m well aware.” And I was. I always knew how she felt about me. “I’m kind of angry you’ve put me in a position to feel sorry for her, Arthur. I mean ... how bad does that make you?”

      “I’m simply a man trying to find some joy in life.” He swirled his bourbon. “What are you really doing here? You can’t possibly believe that ghost story Adele is floating about. It’s absolute nonsense.”

      “I don’t know that it’s nonsense,” I said, making sure to keep my gaze from Charlie because I didn’t trust Arthur. There’s no way he could know the truth, but I didn’t want to risk it. “It doesn’t matter. Adele is convinced something odd is going on and I believe her. I don’t think it’s ghosts, though.”

      “What do you think it is?”

      “I think someone is gaslighting her.”

      “And I assume you believe that someone is me. Why would I possibly want to do that? Adele and I have settled into a life in which she does her thing and I do mine. It’s much the same as the life you shared with Myron before you ended your marriage. Did you want to hurt Myron at any point? No. I don’t want to hurt Adele either.”

      “That doesn’t mean someone else doesn’t.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe your little girlfriend thought it might be fun to force Adele out of the house. Convincing you to marry her would’ve been better than simply having a baby with you.”

      “I ... .” At first, Arthur looked as if he was going to argue. He tacked quickly, though. “Tell me everything you know about Bailey and we’ll go from there. I’m not saying I believe you, but I might not be as reticent to the idea as I was originally.

      “I can promise nothing,” he continued. “Still ... tell me what you have. I’m curious, which is enough to get me to listen to you. That’s more than I would’ve thought possible ten minutes ago, so have at it.”
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      I did as he asked, leaving nothing out. By the time I’d finished he seemed intrigued.

      “I didn’t realize everything that had been going on around the house,” he admitted. “I certainly didn’t know about Danielle being tripped in the stairwell ... and then fired. I’ll see if I can track her down and make sure she lands on her feet. I always liked her. She was an attentive little thing.”

      I made a face. “Oh, don’t tell me you were with her, too.”

      He chuckled. “She’s not my type. She did listen when I talked about books. She was always in charge of cleaning the library. She liked debating plots with me. It was our … thing.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t play lord of the manor games with her?”

      Arthur nodded. “I wouldn’t have even tried. I prefer my women, shall we say, paler?”

      Jack looked taken aback. “What?”

      “White,” I volunteered. “He’s saying he wasn’t interested in Danielle because she’s Hispanic.”

      “Oh, let’s not make this a racist thing,” Arthur argued. “For the record, I’ve spent time with Hispanic women. But that was years ago. The older I get, the more set in my ways I become. I can’t help it.”

      “Yes, you’re a real ... joy,” I muttered, shaking my head. “I honestly can’t believe you haven’t been elected president you’re such a paragon of virtue.”

      “Let’s not devolve into insults,” he chided. “Our lives diverged, Millie. I’m talking Adele and me here. I’m not who I was probably meant to be, but it’s not as if I can go back and change things. I am who I am ... for better or worse.”

      It was a simple fact ... and it bothered me. Still, that wasn’t why we were here. “I think it’s entirely possible that someone is trying to gaslight Adele, make her believe things that would cause her social standing to falter. You can’t deny that your little friend would get off on that. I’ve only met her once and I can tell she’s a game player.”

      “No, I can’t deny that she would enjoy messing with Adele. That’s the way she is. It’s just ... I’m a little disappointed that I didn’t sniff out her ulterior motives before you told me the truth. I feel ... duped.”

      “Yes, you’re the victim here,” I drawled. “Let’s make this all about you.”

      He glared. “I was simply saying ... you know what? It doesn’t matter.” He held up a hand in capitulation. “What is it you want me to tell you?”

      “I want to know if you think it’s possible that Bailey has been working against Adele.”

      “I think it’s possible. You don’t have to worry about it continuing, though. I’ll make sure she’s fired by the end of the day.”

      “Do you think she’ll go gracefully?”

      “Not in the least. It won’t matter. I have security on the premises. They’re used to escorting disgruntled help from the property. I’ll call them up from the gate.”

      He was matter-of-fact ... and I was sick to my stomach. “You’re all heart, Arthur.”

      “I do my best.” He took another sip of bourbon and eyed me speculatively. “Is that all?”

      “Not even close,” Jack replied for me. “We want to know about Aaron Slade. Why did you hire him given his record?”

      “What record?” Arthur furrowed his brow. “What are you talking about?”

      “We’re talking about the fact that you hired a rapist as a handyman,” I replied without hesitation. “How could your crack security team miss that when running his background?”

      Arthur worked his jaw. “I’m not sure ... um ... are you certain?” The question was directed toward Jack.

      “I’m absolutely certain,” the security guru replied. “It wasn’t exactly hard to dig out. How did your security team miss it?”

      “Because they weren’t involved in Slade’s.” Arthur swirled his bourbon, grim. Before continuing, he finished off the glass and headed back to the bar. “Slade was hired because of his ties to Bailey.”

      Oh, well, now we were finally getting somewhere. “And what are his ties to Bailey?”

      “They’re cousins.”

      Jack knit his eyebrows. “I don’t think so. That would’ve popped on the searches I ran. I made sure to include any familial ties in the search parameters.”

      “And how sure are you about that?”

      “Very sure. I don’t miss things.”

      “He doesn’t,” I agreed. “If Jack says they’re not related, you can believe him.”

      “Then that means I’ve been doubly duped.” Arthur heaved out a sigh as he returned to his chair. He looked pained, and I had no doubt it was because he was made to look a fool rather than a potential broken heart. Bailey had been nothing more than a plaything for him. She was never a potential partner. “Well, this is ... humbling.”

      I doubted he even understood the meaning of the word. “Tell us,” I ordered. “How did Slade end up here?”

      “It was Bailey from the start. She moved on me within three days of getting the job here. I knew what she was doing, but I didn’t care. She’s beautiful and it’s not as if I’m against being used for the right purposes.

      “We struck up a relationship relatively quickly. It was easy and required zero effort on my part. She was open to anything and eager to please.”

      “I really want to punch you,” I muttered, shaking my head. “I don’t understand how you can’t see how wrong this all is.”

      “You’re mistaken. I see that it’s wrong. I simply don’t care.”

      “You should get some pride.”

      He shrugged. “Perhaps. That’s a discussion for another time, though.”

      I agreed. “Finish the story.”

      “There isn’t much to tell. Bailey and I met in various parts of the house the next few weeks. We would engage in a quickie and then I would carry out my business.”

      “Did she ever try to get anything more from you?” Jack asked.

      “Of course, but there’s nothing unusual in that. Every woman I’ve been involved with in the last thirty years or so has always tried to get something extra from me. I know how to handle the situation. No one has ever been able to bamboozle me ... until now.”

      “I would guess that Bailey was trained by grifters,” Jack offered. “She can probably read a crowd better than most and realized that pushing you in the obvious way would backfire. That’s probably why she decided to go after Adele.”

      “Except you have no proof that she actually went after Adele,” Arthur pointed out. “Right now, that’s only a hypothesis.”

      “True,” Jack conceded. “I feel it pretty strongly, though. You still haven’t told us the specifics on Slade.”

      “It was several months after we started our relationship. Bailey rarely asked for anything. She knew how to play me ... which I can see now. She mentioned her cousin and said he’d had it really hard his entire life. She told a sob story about how he was mistreated by his parents and never had the opportunity to learn a trade. Then she mentioned that he was a great handyman and thought he would be a good utility staffer for the household.”

      “And because she wasn’t asking for herself and didn’t want anything you were unwilling to give, you readily capitulated,” I surmised. “That’s just ... so stupid.”

      “I’m not under any illusions that I acted intelligently,” Arthur agreed. “The question is, what do we do now?”

      “Well, I’m going to guess the conversation we just had with Slade set him off,” Jack replied. “He’s probably angry enough to go after Adele. We need to get back to the house and check on her.”

      “And after that?”

      “After that we track down Slade and Bailey and remove them from the property. You’re right that we don’t have enough evidence to have them arrested. I’m willing to bet that once they’re banned from the property that all the ghost sightings will conveniently dry up.”

      “Then let’s get to it.” Arthur slowly rose to his feet and drained the rest of his drink. “I feel like a righteous idiot,” he admitted.

      “You should.” I had no sympathy for him. “If you don’t love Adele, you should find a way to separate while inflicting minimal damage. It would be best for both of you.”

      “I’ll consider it ... but after. I wasn’t lying when I said I didn’t want anything bad to happen to her. That’s the truth.”

      “Then we’ll make sure she’s safe. Adele is our biggest concern right now.”

      “Well, would you look at that.” He beamed at me. “We finally agree on something.”

      I wasn’t nearly as happy about that fact.

      

      ADELE WAS OUT OF BED – barely – when we barreled into her room. She looked surprised at the interruption ... especially when she realized Arthur was part of the crew.

      “What on earth is going on?”

      I laid everything out before Arthur could come up with a convenient lie. And, while he was chagrined at my boldness, he didn’t offer a word of complaint. When I finished, Adele was flummoxed.

      “I don’t understand,” she confessed. “Are you saying that Arthur’s latest conquest is responsible for all of this?”

      Well, that answered that question. I wasn’t sure until exactly this moment that she was aware of Arthur’s relationship with the buxom maid. She’d been fairly convincing over the course of her earlier denials. Apparently that was all for show.

      “We don’t think it’s her alone,” I explained. “She had help ... and we think that help came in the form of Aaron Slade.”

      “Yes, the handyman you mentioned earlier,” Adele mused. “You think they’ve been doing this together?”

      “I think it’s a definite possibility,” I confirmed. “She told Arthur that Slade was a cousin. According to the records Jack has been able to track down, that’s not true.”

      “Speaking of that, I don’t suppose you have a computer I can use, do you?” Jack directed the question to Arthur. “I want to see if I can find any other ties between Slade and Bailey.”

      “There’s one in Adele’s dressing room.” Arthur pointed. “There’s no password to log on. Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Thanks.” Before leaving the room, Jack pinned me with a pointed look. “Don’t leave this room without me. That goes for both of you.” He looked at Charlie. “Promise me you won’t leave.”

      “I promise,” Charlie replied. “We don’t have anywhere to go until you come back anyway. We’re not sure what we’re going to do.”

      “Good point.”

      I waited until he was gone to make my opinion known. “I think we should confront them.”

      Charlie immediately started shaking her head, but she wasn’t my target audience when it came to the suggestion. Arthur and Adele looked much more intrigued than my magical sidekick.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Adele asked finally. “I mean ... couldn’t it be dangerous?”

      “It could be,” I confirmed. “But we’ll have Jack with us, and Arthur has security guards on the property. I think we’ll be fine if we go as a group.”

      “Um ... well ... .” Unsure, Adele turned to Arthur. “What do you think?”

      “I think that I want some answers,” he admitted after a beat. “I don’t like that I was so easily duped. I think I’m owed an explanation.”

      “I would like some answers, too,” Adele agreed. “I need to get cleaned up before we confront them. I don’t want to look like walking death for my big moment.”

      “So get cleaned up,” I prodded. “By the time you’re ready, Jack should have more information. If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to get them to admit what they’ve been doing.”

      

      I HELPED ADELE DRESS IN HER closet once she was out of the shower and had applied her makeup. I thought she was being ridiculous. She didn’t need a full face of paint to reclaim her home. Obviously, she felt otherwise.

      “What’s going to happen with you and Arthur?” I asked once I got bored of watching her size up potential outfits. “Do you think you’ll divorce?”

      “Of course not.” She acted as if that was the most ludicrous thing she’d ever heard. “Arthur and I are lifers.”

      “Yes, but he’s been cheating on you for years,” I pointed out. “Don’t you think you deserve better than that?”

      “I think that ... life is complicated. Arthur and I were never destined for a world full of great love. We don’t have that in us. Like your friends Jack and Charlie, you can tell they’re going to have one of those great loves people write books about. That’s not Arthur and me.”

      The sentiment was schmaltzy but I couldn’t argue with it. “Yeah. They’re definitely ... something. They’re still young, figuring things out. They’re going to make a lot of mistakes. I doubt they’ll be the same mistakes you and Arthur have made, but it’s not too late for you to make amends with him and either go forward or break up. There’s still a chance you can find a great love.”

      She snorted. “Don’t you think I’m too old for that?”

      I thought of Bernard and shook my head. “I found my great love after I separated from Myron.”

      “You did?” She looked intrigued. “Do I know him? Is he a club member?”

      And that right there was the true source of Adele’s problems. “No. He’s not in your world. He’s in my new world ... the same world that Jack and Charlie are a part of. They’re my new family.”

      “But that’s not a world I want to be a part of.” Adele’s eyes shone with sincerity. “I don’t want to be part of the everyday world. I want to be part of this world. And, yes, this life isn’t perfect. Arthur and I don’t have that burn-up-the-sheets love that others so enjoy. That doesn’t mean we’re unfulfilled.”

      “Tell that to the hangover you had this morning. It’s clear to me that you’re drinking your sorrows away.”

      “Maybe a little,” she conceded. “I really should do something about that, but I don’t want to leave this life. It’s a part of me.”

      “I think that’s the fear talking.”

      “And I think it’s ... simply the truth. This is the life I like. I want to hang out at the club ... throw parties ... and make fun of the women wearing last year’s shoes. That’s simply who I am. I can’t change who I am … and I don’t want to make the attempt. I’m set in my ways.”

      I could tell she wasn’t going to budge. It made me sad but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. Honestly, why bother trying? “Get dressed,” I instructed. “We’ll see what Jack found and then track down Slade and Bailey. I’m almost looking forward to seeing their faces.”

      “I know, right? It’s going to be fun.”

      That wasn’t the word I would choose, but I wasn’t in the mood to argue.

      

      “SLADE AND BAILEY DEFINITELY have ties to each other that run deeper than they let on,” Jack announced when everyone was together in Adele’s parlor. “They’re lovers, not cousins.”

      “Lovers?” Arthur’s face twisted. “Are you saying she was sleeping with him at the same time she was sleeping with me? That’s not very loyal.”

      I seriously wanted to punch him. “You probably don’t want to go there,” I warned, irritation flashing. “I mean ... seriously. Let it go.”

      “Chill out, Millie,” he ordered. “It was just a statement.”

      “An annoying statement.”

      “A statement nonetheless.”

      “And it has nothing to do with the problem we’re facing,” Jack snapped. “These two have been together for years. As far as I can tell, Bailey started writing Slade when he was in prison — which means she knew exactly what he was when she suggested he be hired here — and they’ve been together since Bailey was eighteen.”

      I wrinkled my nose as I thought about the age difference. “Bailey was probably impressionable at that age. Maybe Slade molded her into what she became.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if he suggested the baby plan,” Jack agreed. “I didn’t find out much else besides that. I definitely think we should confront them now. The more time we give them to realize we’re plotting, the more likely they are to disappear.”

      “So we should go now.” Arthur dug in his pocket for his phone. “I’ll call for security and get them up here. It shouldn’t take more than five minutes.”

      “Then we’ll go after them,” Jack said. “It would be better for all concerned if we find them together.”

      “Do you think we’ll get that lucky?” I asked.

      Jack shrugged. “We won’t know until we try.”
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      Mercedes, always on top of things, told us where to find Slade and Bailey. Sure enough, they were right where she said they would be — in the potting shed — and they weren’t alone. Danielle was with them.

      “What’s going on here?” Arthur strolled into the small building with an air of authority. “Millie, I thought you said Adele had fired Danielle.”

      “She did.” I was as confused as he was. “I’m not sure ... maybe she came back for her things or something.”

      “Or maybe she was part of this from the start,” Jack countered, his expression hard to read. “Maybe no one tripped her in the stairwell. Maybe she made it up.”

      Oh, well, that was an interesting hunch. “Why would she make it up?”

      “And why would she fake an injury that caused her to get fired?” Charlie added, confusion on full display.

      “Because she only came to this house to get money out of us,” Adele replied, catching me off guard with her fortitude. “I guess I should’ve realized she was in cahoots with these two. It didn’t even occur to me, though. I thought she was a different sort of grifter.”

      I knit my eyebrows together. “I don’t think I’m comfortable with you using the word ‘cahoots.’”

      She ignored me and instead focused on the defiant maid, who looked markedly different from the woman I’d seen the day before. There was no fear in this woman’s countenance, which made me realize it was entirely possible that I’d been bamboozled.

      “You shouldn’t have come back, Danielle,” Adele warned. “I told you what would happen if you did.”

      Danielle’s eyes lit with fire. “And I told you what would happen if you tried to keep me away from him. Do you think I’m just going to let you do this?”

      The sigh Adele let loose was long and drawn out. “I don’t understand why you insist on furthering this fraud. I mean ... really. There’s no way Arthur is your father. Stop spouting that nonsense.”

      Now I was really confused. “Wait ... she claims Arthur is her father? I don’t understand.”

      “I had the same reaction,” Adele supplied. “I mean ... look at her. There’s no way Arthur is her father.”

      I had to ask the obvious question. I couldn’t stop myself. “Why do you think Arthur is your father, Danielle?”

      Slowly, deliberately, the woman tracked her eyes to me. There was mayhem reflected there. “Because he is. My mother told me on her deathbed. There’s no way she would lie to me.”

      “But ... who is your mother?”

      “Esme Gonzalez.”

      I watched Arthur for signs he recognized the name, but his face was as blank as when the conversation started. “Do you know who that is?” I asked finally.

      Arthur shook his head and held out his hands. “No. I have no idea.”

      “I tried telling her she was backing the wrong grift, but she wouldn’t listen,” Adele volunteered. “I mean ... Arthur’s eye might wander, but it doesn’t wander to certain ... um ... types.”

      I had to bite back my disgust as Danielle made a face.

      “What types?” Danielle challenged.

      “She’s being racist,” I volunteered, seeing no reason to keep the information to myself. We were well past that now. “She’s saying that Arthur doesn’t engage with anything other than white women. I do have to say that Arthur essentially told us the same thing an hour ago.”

      “My mother wouldn’t lie to me.” Danielle was adamant. “She said you’re my father. That means you’re my father.”

      “I hate to break it to you, my dear, but I’ve only ever been with one woman of Hispanic descent and that was years ago,” Arthur offered. “It couldn’t have been your mother.”

      Wait ... something occurred to me. “How do you know it couldn’t have been her mother?” I challenged, legitimately curious. “What was the woman’s name?”

      Arthur wrinkled his nose. “How am I supposed to remember? It must’ve been twenty-five years ago.”

      I flicked my eyes back to Danielle. “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-four,” she hissed.

      Well, that was enough proof for me. “Arthur, you can’t remember the woman’s name and this woman is the right age. Plus, she swears her mother wouldn’t lie to her. I think it’s likely that she’s your daughter.”

      Adele growled. “Really, Arthur? You promised never to do anything like this. That’s why I looked the other way during your … infidelities. I can’t believe you put us in this position.”

      “You can’t just take her word for it,” Arthur whined. “She’s making it up.”

      Something about Danielle’s dark glare told me that wasn’t true. “I think we should let a DNA test sort that out,” I said. “That’s between Danielle and you.”

      “And me,” Adele snapped.

      “Listen ... I can’t even keep up with the weird thing you guys have going here. I don’t care how you handle that particular problem. It’s on you. What we have to worry about is these two.” I gestured toward Bailey and Slade, who both looked to be about as uncomfortable as two people could get. “I want to know how they got involved.”

      “Involved in what?” Danielle delivered the question with smooth efficiency, but I wasn’t an idiot. I didn’t believe her for a second.

      “It’s probably best if you don’t start lying now, Danielle,” I warned, wagging a finger to get her attention. “It won’t work out well for you in the end if you protect these two. We know the truth about them.”

      “And what truth is that?” Slade challenged. “What is it that you think you know about me?”

      “Well, for starters, you’re a rapist,” I shot back.

      Slade clenched his hands into fists at his sides and took a threatening step in my direction. “Stop saying that. I was framed.”

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Jack warned, carefully sliding Charlie behind him so he could keep her safe while simultaneously moving to stand as my protector. “I’ve been looking for a reason to pop you, and if you take another step in Millie’s direction I’ll have it.”

      Slade narrowed his eyes. “I’m not afraid of you.”

      “Then you’re dumber than you look,” Charlie shot back, her eyes flashing.

      As if out of nowhere, the stack of clay pots resting on the shelf behind Slade started vibrating. They flew out and crashed into his back, causing him to pitch forward. Jack immediately leapt in front of me, but Slade didn’t attack. Instead, he turned a set of incredulous eyes toward the shelves.

      “What the heck was that?” he snapped.

      I slid my eyes to Charlie and found her glaring in the man’s direction. I had no doubt about what had just happened. I also knew I didn’t want that information to get out.

      “Perhaps there’s a ghost after all,” I suggested. “Maybe we’re dealing with multiple entities.”

      “I just want to talk about one thing,” Adele challenged, her glare fixed firmly on Arthur. “How could you have a child with another woman after ... after ... you know?”

      Instead of being apologetic, Arthur rolled his eyes. “It’s not as if it was planned. You know as well as I do that accidents happen. Besides, we don’t know that she’s telling the truth. Her mother very well could’ve lied to her as part of a cash grab.”

      “What cash grab?” Danielle practically exploded. “I’m an adult. The time for child support has long since passed. I don’t care about money.”

      “Then why are you here?” Adele demanded.

      “Maybe because she lost her mother and wanted to get to know her father,” I suggested, shaking my head. I was starting to get a migraine of my own. “It doesn’t really matter. She’s right. She has no claim on your money, so if that’s what you’re thinking ... you should probably stop.” Even though she was working with grifters, I felt sorry for Danielle. I was hopeful that she didn’t realize exactly who she’d aligned herself with. “It would be helpful if you told us how the three of you found each other.”

      “The three of us?” Danielle’s forehead wrinkled. “You think we’re all working together? That’s not true. I mean ... we’re all here together, but I only called Bailey because I needed a way to get back on the property and figured she would help. She has Arthur’s … ear, after all.” Her gaze darkened at that last part.

      Arthur had no shame. No, really. He didn’t look even remotely apologetic. “She no longer has my ear ... or anything else,” he countered. “That relationship, while entertaining, is also over.”

      Bailey’s mouth dropped open. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me.” Arthur folded his arms over his chest. “You didn’t really expect me to impregnate you, did you? I mean ... I’m not an idiot. There’s no way I would ever let that happen.”

      Danielle pointedly cleared her throat.

      “Well, never again,” Arthur corrected. “I know about your history, Bailey. I know that you’ve made it a point to try to trap each boss you’ve had. I’m not going to play that particular game. So ... it was fun while it lasted, but you’re fired.”

      Bailey was outraged. “You can’t fire me! I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “I think the authorities would beg to differ,” Jack countered. “You knowingly entered into a scam with your buddy Slade here. You met while he was in prison and started corresponding with him. The pair of you schemed to bilk the St. Clairs out of money with a planned pregnancy.”

      “I wasn’t planning on bilking anyone,” Bailey shot back. “As for the pregnancy ... yeah, I planned to have a baby with him, but because I love him. And his wife never gave him a baby. I mean ... he’s old and he’s never had a child. I was going to give him the one thing he’s always wanted.”

      Danielle rolled her eyes. “You see me standing right here, don’t you?”

      I swallowed the mad urge to laugh. It was uncalled for given the situation, and yet I couldn’t stop myself. This scene was straight out of an old episode of Dynasty. And, oh, how I loved my Dynasty. Actually, I preferred Falcon Crest. I was open for an ending from either right now.

      “He wants a white heir,” Bailey shot back. “Heck, you heard him. He only likes white women.”

      “He slept with my mother,” Danielle exploded.

      “I was probably drunk at the time, so it didn’t really matter who I ended up with that night. I wasn’t always as discriminating as I am now,” Arthur hung his head.

      “In other words, the bourbon eased the racism,” Jack shook his head. “Does anyone else want to leave?”

      I was right there with him. There were still a few things to hash out, though. “Did you guys plan all of this? Did you fake the ghost sightings to drive Adele around the bend? You wanted her out of the house, right?”

      Danielle frowned. “That was their idea,” she said after a beat, jerking her thumb in the direction of a mutinous-looking Slade and Bailey. “They had already started. I figured it out and confronted them. I wanted it to stop because I was determined to get to know my father.

      “They refused to stop and instead offered me a way to help,” she continued. “They said it would be best for all of us if Mrs. St. Clair was sent to a hospital or something. It would allow us to spend time with Mr. St. Clair without her sticking her nose in. She wouldn’t end up hurt or anything, so I agreed.

      “Aaron was hiding in the stairwell yesterday. He’s the one who tripped me,” she continued. “I wasn’t expecting it. He told me to tell everyone it was a ghost, so I did.”

      “You said devil,” I corrected. “You said it was a devil.”

      “He is the devil.” Danielle was matter-of-fact. “I realized that when he tried to trip me. I wanted to confront him about it, but I was fired before I could. That was probably his intention all along.”

      I shook my head. “No, I think his intention was to kill you.”

      Slade’s eyebrows flew up his forehead. “You can’t prove that. Besides, she’s lying. Nothing happened the way she said it did.”

      I didn’t believe that for a second. “You tripped her because you wanted her out of the picture,” I surmised. “You figured if Arthur found out she was his daughter there was a chance it would ruin your plans with Bailey. You couldn’t have that.

      “Sure, Arthur is a disgusting piece of filth and it was unlikely that he would embrace Danielle, but stranger things have happened,” I continued. “You came up with the haunting idea and were reasonably assured you could get away with killing Danielle because the ghost would be blamed. But the fall didn’t kill her.”

      “No, but it did injure her enough to cause her to get fired,” Jack added, his gaze heavy. “In a way, that was even better for you ... until Danielle returned. Our presence was already causing the walls to close in on the two of you, so you met Danielle out here because you planned to take her out for good this time ... and instead you found all of us invading your space.”

      Danielle’s eyes widened. “Is that true?”

      “Of course not,” Slade scoffed. “They’re making things up ... and they have no proof.”

      “We have enough to launch an investigation,” Adele challenged, pointing so the security guards knew it was time to take the three conspirators into custody. “I want them all secured and we’ll call for the police,” she ordered.

      The security guards hopped into action without uttering a single word. Slade looked as if he was about to put up a fight, but one look at Jack’s dark countenance told him all he needed to know. Any attempt at escape would end in a fight ... and Jack would win, no matter how tough Slade fancied himself.

      “You have no proof,” Slade reiterated, haughty.

      “It doesn’t really matter,” I said. “We’ve done what we came here to do ... figure out the truth. It didn’t turn out to be ghosts, but we solved it all the same. That’s all that matters.”

      Adele sniffled. “That’s not all that matters. I said I would pay up if it was a ghost. It wasn’t a ghost, so ... I’m not going to follow through on our negotiation.”

      I wasn’t about to put up with that. “If you don’t pay up, I’ll spread word that Arthur has an illegitimate child all over the club. I mean ... all over. I’ll let the story about him and the maid who likes to sucker old men drop, too. Is that what you want?”

      Arthur was the one to respond, horrified. “I am not old!”

      “Let’s see how others hearing the story feel, shall we?”

      Arthur held my gaze for an extended moment and then blew out a sigh. “Whatever you promised to get her to come out here, Adele, you have to pay her.”

      Adele balked. “No. She didn’t hold up her end of the bargain.”

      “Does that really matter now?” Arthur’s eyes flashed with annoyance. “We don’t want our business splashed all over the club. It will ruin us.”

      “But ... .” Adele looked beyond frustrated. And then, finally, resignation washed over her features. “Fine. I want you to know I’m doing this under duress, though.”

      I offered her my most predatory smile. “That makes it all the better.”

      

      AN HOUR LATER, SLADE, Bailey and Danielle had all been escorted from the property. I felt a little sympathy for Danielle. She’d agreed to align with the others, though, so she would have to face her punishment.

      Adele wrote the check to the charity of my choice — a facility for teenage mothers who needed further education, a place where I’d been volunteering for years — and complained throughout the entirety. I promised I would get a huge plaque acknowledging her donation as soon as I got back to the city.

      She didn’t find my offer amusing. Ah, well, sometimes people simply don’t get me.

      I was more than ready to leave when I strolled out the front door to look for Jack and Charlie. I found them almost immediately.

      They were in the yard close to the shed, sitting on the grass and talking as they stared at the beautiful vista. The house might’ve been overdone, but the view was simply breathtaking. They seemed to be calm, happy even, and they were having a good time as they held up dandelions and made wishes before blowing. Charlie kept dissolving into giggles, which was obviously Jack’s intention.

      They looked relaxed ... and comfortable with each other. That’s what I wanted most for them. Sure, they might need a bit more time to fully come to grips with their new reality, but they were well on their way.

      “Hey, lovebirds, are you ready to go?” I called out.

      Jack shot a dirty look over his shoulder. “Will you stop saying stuff like that?”

      “No.” I grinned as I pointed toward his truck. “We’re done here. We should be going.”

      Jack helped Charlie to her feet, dusting off the seat of her jeans as they strode in my direction.

      “And did you get your payment?” he asked when they’d closed the distance.

      “Yup.” I held up the check and watched as Charlie squinted to read it.

      “What’s Avondale?” she asked.

      “It’s a home for teenage girls who get pregnant and need help with medical bills ... and continuing their schooling ... and dealing with their parents. I’ve been donating my time there for years.”

      “Really?” Surprise etched across Charlie’s face. “That’s really nice of you. I can’t believe your payment was a charity donation. That’s ... really cool.”

      “It is,” I agreed.

      Jack slid his arm around Charlie’s waist and met my gaze. “You also did it because you knew it would drive Adele nuts. Admit it.”

      “As you can see, it doesn’t take much to drive Adele nuts.” I turned my head to the house over my shoulder. “They’re both crazier than I thought.”

      “What do you think will happen with Slade and Bailey?” Charlie asked.

      I shrugged. I honestly didn’t know. “I don’t think it matters. It’s not our problem.”

      “I agree with you there.” Jack tugged Charlie tighter to his side. “As for leaving, I’m right there with you. If I never see these people again, it will be too soon.”

      “I always wondered why you left this world,” Charlie admitted. “I thought leaving all this money sounded crazy. Now I get it.”

      I thought of Bernard, who was probably starting to worry ... and fume because he’d been stuck in the sensitivity seminar all day. “There are more important things than money.”

      “Yeah.” Jack pressed a kiss to Charlie’s forehead and then directed her toward the truck. “You did a good thing here ... even if they don’t appreciate it.”

      I beamed at him. “That’s the most important thing. Although ... did I tell you about this restaurant I know on the way back to the office? They have the best clam chowder.”

      Jack grinned. “Maybe we’ll have to stop ... but that means we won’t get back until after the seminar has concluded.”

      “Huh. Imagine that.”

      “Clam chowder it is.”

      Now we were talking.
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