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      “That vampire is staring at me.” I clenched my jaw and tipped my head at a fanged female standing among parade-goers at the gates of Jackson Square.

      Veronica Maggio stood on tiptoes and gazed over the crowd. “The one with the curls and blue dress?”

      “Uh-huh.” I pulled up the collar of my peacoat. “Every time I look at her, she’s ogling my throat.”

      She gave a get-a-grip gasp. “Franki, she’s barely twelve years old.”

      No matter how hard I tried, I could never convince my best friend and employer that danger was a daily concern. Sometimes it seemed like she clung to her perky-positive Elle Woods worldview to spite me, and the proof was in her Legally Blonde-inspired pink Playboy Bunny costume. “Go ahead—scoff. But she reminds me of Claudia, the blood-thirsty kid Kirsten Dunst played in Interview with a Vampire.”

      “Well, this little vampirette isn’t going to bite you, especially not at a Halloween parade.”

      I looked to the voodoo doll beside me for support, but she looked away. “How does that make any sense?”

      Veronica shot me the side-eye. “You’re one to talk about making sense. I don’t know why you’re always so suspicious of people.”

      “Uh…” I blinked, incredulous. “Because we’re private investigators, and we’re in New Orleans?”

      “We both know vampires aren’t real.” She turned toward Decatur Street, resuming her wait for the first float. “And no one comes to the Krewe of BOO! parade to bite anyone. They’re here to have fun.”

      Judging from the way the buzzed Betelgeuse to my right had been baring his teeth at me, I wasn’t so sure about the biting part. “Maybe, but as soon as Glenda gets here, I’m heading home.”

      She glanced at her phone. “It’s six-thirty, so I’m expecting them any minute.”

      If I hadn’t been sufficiently spooked by the vexing vampiress, the realization that my sixty-something ex-stripper landlady was bringing a companion did the trick. “Them? I thought it was her.”

      “Carnie’s coming too.”

      Dread filled my veins like a bad transfusion. As her stage name implied, Carnie Vaul was a carnival-clown-turned-drag-queen friend of Glenda’s who once hired me to investigate a homicide involving her priceless amber necklace. And even though I technically worked for Veronica’s PI firm, Private Chicks, Inc., Carnie had thrown her weight around—all three hundred fifty pounds of it. The worst part was that I’d solved the case six months before, but she was still hanging around like an albatross from my neck—or a big boobie-bib. “I would’ve appreciated a heads-up.”

      “You just got one.” She stood on her tiptoes and scoured the crowd. “Try not to pick a fight with her, okay?”

      “Me?” I said, shocked. “That devious diva has targeted me from day one.”

      “She’s difficult, I know. But you played right into her hand.”

      I snorted. “Maybe it’s because her hands are so huge.”

      The crowd gave a collective gasp followed by cheers, and Veronica and I strained to see the float.

      “Oh.” She covered her mouth. “It’s Count Dracula.”

      The old phrase, “I vant to suck your blood,” came to mind. With a grimace, I turned to eye my toothy little friend but came face-to-face with Glenda.

      “How do you like me, ladies?” She struck a pose in a floor-length black feather dress and matching cabaret shoulder collar. “Miss Carnie and I decided to go as each other this Halloween season.”

      “Local celebrities trade places,” Veronica said as Carnie waddled into view. “What a cute idea.”

      “Creepy” was a better term. Glenda looked like an old crow with clown hair, and Carnie, in a white, plus-sized halter-top and boy shorts, bore an unsettling resemblance to the New Orleans Pelicans’ King Cake Baby mascot in his giant bib and diaper—except for the platinum wig and cigarette holder.

      “You know me.” Glenda flapped her two-inch purple feather lashes. “I love an excuse to dress in costume.”

      I suppressed a smirk. Glenda O’Brien, in art Lorraine Lamour, had worn a stripper costume every day since she’d started dancing some fifty years before. And everyone in The Crescent City was acutely aware of it.

      “Franki likes costumes too,” Carnie said in a fierce falsetto. “And hers is so realistic—a worn-out working girl who’s given up on her looks and her life.”

      A float of Chucky and his axe-wielding bride came into view, which was appropriate since I was feeling stabby.

      “I’m not wearing a costume because I was working.” I straightened my coat. “I had to finish my notes for an employee theft case.”

      Carnie’s eyes lit up like a jack-o’-lantern. “What did he steal? Your femininity?”

      That burned, especially coming from a queen.

      Glenda gave a raucous laugh. “If you need a costume, Miss Franki, you know I’ll do you right.”

      Wrong. Glenda was an avid stripper costume collector who’d provided me with outfits for a couple of cases. And thanks to her creations, I’d had wardrobe malfunctions that made Janet Jackson’s Super Bowl nip slip seem demure. “I don’t need a costume, thanks.” I hit Carnie with a direct stare. “But now I need a drink.”

      Veronica pulled some cash from her bunny suit. “I’ll buy us a round.”

      Before I could refuse, she took me by the arm and led me across the street. We walked along the gutter to bypass the partiers, and the Chucky float pulled up beside us.

      Glenda looked at its krewe. “Throw me something, Monster,” she shouted, using the Halloween variant of the Mardi Gras cry, Throw me something, Mister.

      A zombie chucked a painted oyster shell, but it sailed over Glenda and conked me in the head.

      “Ow!”

      The zombie looked dispirited. “Sorry, lady!”

      Carnie cackled as I checked for blood—and did a quick scan for the canined kid. Once I’d located her, I turned to take on the float. “You guys should stick to soft throws like Aunt Sally’s Pralinettes.”

      “Let’s get you to safety.” Veronica ushered me into Big Easy Daiquiris, and maybe it was the possible concussion, but I could have sworn I saw her smiling.

      Despite the crowd outside, there were only a handful of people in the shotgun-style establishment.

      “You have a seat,” Veronica said as she, Glenda, and Carnie approached the bartender.

      Following her advice, I sat at the bar and glanced at the TV hanging in the corner of the room. There was a Breaking News banner at the bottom of the screen, and it was clear from the gold New Orleans PD shield behind the empty podium that the police were about to hold a news conference.

      Glenda pulled out the barstool beside me and hiked her dress to her thighs before sitting down. “You going to meet your banker beau tonight, sugar?”

      The mention of my boyfriend, Bradley Hartmann, made my lips pucker—and not for a kiss. The day before he’d surprised me with the news that he was going on a two-week trip to New York for Pontchartrain Bank. The trip had been a surprise to him too, so I didn’t blame him for the late notice. What I did blame him for was not inviting me to come with him, not even for the weekend. “He’s wrapping up some things at the office.”

      She patted my knee. “I used to be like him, you know.”

      I couldn’t wait to hear how.

      “Hustling twelve-hour days, seven days a week.”

      “It must be tough being a stripper,” I said to commiserate. “And a bank president.”

      She gave a grave nod. “One day I realized that all of this”—she pointed to her body—“was no good to my clients if I wasn’t good with myself. So I made time to live a little.”

      Based on the stories she’d told me about her stripping days, she’d lived a little a lot. “Bradley can’t always control his own schedule. He just found out that he has to leave town tomorrow for work.”

      “And he’s not making time for you before he goes?” Carnie put a hand to her bogus bosom. “How telling.”

      I hit her with a don’t-go-there stare. “We’re meeting for brunch in the morning.”

      “Sounds about as sexy as a date at a grocery store.” She flopped onto the stool next to Glenda.

      Although I knew better than to fall victim to one of her jabs, it still hurt. I was sensitive enough about Bradley not inviting me to New York, so I didn’t need her picking apart our plans. “He has to be well rested for the trip.”

      “Well, you can hardly expect him to catch up on his beauty rest during a three-hour flight, can you?” Carnie had raised her falsetto an octave to sound innocent.

      I lowered my voice an octave to sound incensed—which I was. “He can’t sleep on the plane because his secretary’s going with him.”

      Glenda and Carnie exchanged arched brows.

      “It isn’t like that,” I protested. “Ruth Walker’s at least sixty years old.”

      One of Glenda’s eyelash-wings lowered to mid-flap.

      “I think someone’s throwing shade at mature women, Glenda,” Carnie said, using drag speak for insult.

      “’Sixty’ and ‘sexy’ are practically the same word, Miss Franki. You’d do well to remember that.”

      I gave a three-second sigh. With Glenda’s feathers all ruffled and Carnie’s boy shorts in a bunch, I would’ve been better off at the parade with the vampire. “I wasn’t ‘throwing shade’ at anyone. All I meant was, Bradley’s not into older women.”

      Glenda flipped her Bozo hair, but it didn’t budge. “His loss, sugar.”

      Veronica walked up behind me as the bartender delivered our drinks. I started to compliment his Captain Jack Sparrow costume, but then it occurred to me that it might be his normal look.

      “Three Zombifieds and one Vampire Bite,” he announced, placing orange-colored drinks and a blood-red concoction on the bar.

      I didn’t have to ask which one was mine. I frowned at Veronica, who raised her fleur-de-lis–shaped cup in a toast, and wished I’d gone home as planned.

      “Look, Miss Carnie.” Glenda pointed at the TV. “It’s that handsome hunk of man meat, Detective Sullivan.”

      Carnie licked her Lucille Ball lips. “Gurrrl, you know I’d like to take a bite of that beefsteak.”

      I dosed myself with my drink and glowered at the screen. The superintendent of police and the chief were on either side of the podium, and Detective Wesley Sullivan was right where he liked to be—front and center. I knew because I’d made the mistake of getting in the way of his glory while working on Carnie’s case. And because his ego was as inflated as his biceps, he’d done everything he could to sideline me, starting with throwing me in jail.

      I made eye contact with the bartender, who poured a daiquiri from one of the machines. “Could you turn up the sound, please?”

      “F’sure.”

      Veronica looked at the TV. “What’s going on?”

      “I’ll bet it’s about the blood bank, Miss Ronnie.” Glenda held her straw like a cigarette holder.

      The cold, red liquid I’d sipped took on a ghastly chill in my mouth. I held it there for a second and then swallowed, hard. “Blood bank?”

      The bartender aimed a remote control at the TV, and the murmur of reporters chatting in the background became audible.

      “As you may know,” Detective Sullivan said, quieting the crowd, “last night there was an attempt to break in to The Blood Center on Canal Street at eleven forty-five p.m. We believe the culprit or culprits were scared away by officers responding to an unrelated call near the scene.”

      “Send those officers my way, Detective. I don’t scare easily.” Glenda arched her back to emphasize her sex, not her strength.

      Detective Sullivan shot a somber look at the camera, matching my mood exactly. “The security camera outside the building was disabled. Fortunately, a security camera across the street captured an image of a suspect, who we’ll show to you now.”

      Video footage of a caped figure aired.

      “A cape?” I was dumbstruck—and disturbed. “A guy goes to steal blood from a blood bank and wears a cape?”

      Veronica shrugged. “Who said it was a guy?”

      “Um, the point is the cape?” I glanced around the bar, surprised that no one else was freaked out by the suspect’s choice of outerwear. “It’s awfully vampiric, don’t you think?”

      Veronica bit her straw and turned away.

      “It’s too much clothing.” Glenda scowled at the screen. “The public doesn’t want to see that.”

      “And capes are out of style,” Carnie chimed. “They need to put the camera back on that delicious detective.”

      Detective Sullivan reappeared, and Glenda and Carnie clinked cups.

      “If you know this individual, or if you have any information about the break-in, you can call us at the number on the screen.” He read from a sheet of paper on the podium. “If you’d rather remain anonymous, you can call Crime Stoppers, send them a text, or leave a tip online.”

      “What about your phone number, Detective?” Glenda cooed.

      As Sullivan left the podium, a young male reporter appeared on screen. “Do you have any active leads?”

      The detective looked annoyed. “We’re following up on some tips, but at this time we do not have a suspect.” He nodded at the gathering of reporters. “Yes, Bill.”

      An older man stepped forward with a notebook. “Do you have any reason to believe this attempt is related to the break-in at the Metairie blood bank last month?”

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss that.” The detective pointed to someone off camera. “Ann?”

      “Do you have any idea what the motive would be for stealing blood?” she asked.

      The superintendent leaned into the microphone. “I’m afraid we’re out of time. This concludes the press conference.”

      I glanced at Veronica. “The superintendant skirted that question, didn't he?”

      “Yeah.” She sat on the stool next to me. “I wonder why.”

      “I’m not sure I want to know.” I reached for my Vampire Bite but then decided to leave it be. “Had you heard about the break-in at the Metairie blood bank?”

      “M-hm.” Her pretty pout thinned. “They wiped out their entire supply of B Positive.”

      My blood type. I scratched my neck. “Bizarre.”

      Glenda plucked a few feathers from her breast area. “Stranger things have happened in New Orleans, sugar.”

      After a year and a half in the city, I knew that was true. “But why would anyone steal blood? And only one type?”

      “I say it’s a fetish.” Glenda pulled a cigarette holder from the heel of her stripper shoe. “When I was dancing at Madame Moiselle’s back in the ‘90s, we had this VIP room regular we called The Podiatrist. He took pictures of our feet with a Polaroid.” She laughed and slapped my leg. “Then he rubbed the pictures between our toes before putting them in individually marked plastic baggies.”

      I pulled Veronica’s drink from her grip and took a gulp.

      Carnie, nonplussed by The Podiatrist, leaned back on her barstool. “Maybe it’s a wounded criminal in hiding.”

      A mobster or a drug lord was a possibility—one I didn’t want to consider.

      Veronica twisted her ring, staring into space. “Or maybe it’s for voodoo or witchcraft.”

      That was my cue to leave, or rather, flee.

      “Whatever the reason, I’m glad it’s Detective Sullivan’s problem and not mine.” I hopped from the barstool and, without thinking, chugged the rest of my Vampire Bite. And when I put the glass on the bar, I had a bitter taste in mouth, but not because it reminded me of blood.

      It was because something told me that I’d jinxed myself and that the blood bank problem was about to be mine.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I awoke, shivering. The temperature in my bedroom had dropped at least ten degrees since I’d gone to bed. Too exhausted to open my eyes, I rolled onto my back and reached for the hot pink velvet duvet, pulling it over the sheets. Then I waited to drift back to sleep.

      A blast of hot air hit my neck.

      And another.

      In my semiconscious state, I realized the blasts were coming in rhythmic bursts.

      Like breathing.

      In a flash I was alert, frozen with fear. It was ludicrous to think of vampires and blood bank thieves, but I did.

      As well as deranged drag queens.

      I couldn’t get my gun, because it was in the nightstand. My only option for taking on the intruder was the self-defense training I’d received during my year on the Austin PD.

      Corralling my courage, I opened my eyelids a crack. And the blood drained from my body.

      A hairy face hovered at my throat.

      Was it a big bat? A werewolf? An unshaven Carnie?

      The creature’s mouth opened, as though in slow motion, revealing pointed teeth and emitting a putrid odor.

      The smell of death.

      I whimpered, and it…barked?

      My body went limp.

      The creature was my cairn terrier, Napoleon.

      “Bad boy,” I shouted, supine. But I was madder at myself than at my dog. I didn’t know what had gotten into me—all I knew was that I wanted it to get out.

      He barked again.

      “Ugh.” I raised my head. “What do you want?”

      In reply, he jumped off the bed and trotted to the doorway. Then he turned and looked over his shoulder.

      “This had better be important business.” As soon as I’d said it, I thought of Bradley’s trip, and then I was doubly annoyed.

      I dragged myself from the black bordello-style bed and grabbed my gut. I’d been in a bad state before hitting the sack, so I’d gone out with a bang—an alligator sausage Dat Dog and crawfish étouffée fries topped off with a quarter jar of Nutella. The problem was that the alligator and the crawfish sought revenge, swimming in the muddy swamp of my stomach.

      Lumbering Bride-of-Frankenstein-style through the living room, I reached the front door and peered through the peephole. Satisfied it was safe, I opened the door. “Shake your tail fur.”

      Napoleon darted into the yard, and I lost sight of him in the darkness. I wasn’t sure what time it was, but it was after two a.m. because the lights were off at Thibodeaux’s tavern across the street.

      A cat howled from the cemetery next to the bar, and Napoleon growled.

      “Stay,” I commanded, although I still couldn’t see him. “You go in there, and you’re on your own.”

      The ghoulish graveyard had been the bane of my existence ever since Veronica had talked me into renting the apartment next door to hers on the first floor of Glenda’s fourplex. Because I lived in Austin at the time, my best friend had mailed me the lease. And she’d stayed as mum as a corpse about the macabre tombs, crypts, and mausoleums across the street. Otherwise, I would’ve run for my life. Even the locals knew how disturbing their aboveground cemeteries were, which is why they’d nicknamed them cities of the dead.

      And, as far as I was concerned, there was nothing uplifting about living by the dead, especially in one of Glenda’s apartments. Veronica described the décor as bordello chic, which was fitting since Glenda had furnished the place from brothel fire sales, but it also had a disturbing funeral parlor feel. When the day came that I could afford to move out, I was going to write a book about the experience—The Little Whorehouse of Horrors.

      The cat started caterwauling, and I heard my cairn “terror” tear across the grass to save the cemetery from the feline infiltrator.

      “Damn dog never listens to a word I say,” I muttered, slipping on my soccer sandals.

      The alligator and the crawfish switched from the freestyle to the butterfly the second I set off for the cemetery. When I got to the gate, I cursed whoever had left it open. The musty scent of decay assailed my nostrils, and I covered my nose and mouth. There was no way to know whether the odor was from the damp earth and thick carpet of dead leaves—or from something else.

      “Napoleon! Come. Here. Right. Now.”

      Nothing.

      As I debated whether to enter, a gargoyle glared at me from atop a tomb. Gritting my teeth, I took a step forward and stopped.

      The leaves were rustling—a lot.

      “That’s a big cat,” I said to the gargoyle, shifting my weight to the other foot. “Like, lion-sized.”

      A hiss sounded, and a yelping Napoleon dashed past me with his tail between his legs.

      I cracked a smile at his cowardice and glanced in the area of the cat commotion.

      And what I saw scared the smile from my face.

      Moving among the mausoleums was a caped figure—like the one on the press conference video.

      Following Napoleon’s lead, I turned tail and ran to the apartment in Olympic time.

      After checking on Napoleon, who was holed up beneath the zebra-striped chaise lounge, I peeked through the gold fringe of my drapes.

      There was no one in sight, but I wasn’t about to relax because I finally understood why I’d been so spooked. I’d lived in New Orleans long enough to know that people and things were connected in this city in ways they weren’t anywhere else. In unthinkable and unknowable ways.

      The vampire, the press conference, the caped figure—the uneasy feelings they’d given me had been no accident. One way or another, they’d come back to haunt me during Halloween.
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      My phone alarm went off, and I sat straight up in bed, knocking heads of garlic to the floor. It seemed silly in retrospect, but since I’d had the garlic in the house, I’d surrounded myself with it in case the caped creeper came in. It wasn’t that I really believed in the supernatural, but when faced with something spooky like a suspected vampire, my standard operating procedure was to play it safe rather than sorry until I had all the evidence in hand.

      After gathering up the garlic, I stumbled to my automatic coffeemaker. As I stood at the kitchen counter stirring the black brew into a half-cup of Baileys Crème Brulée coffee creamer, Napoleon pressed a paw to my foot.

      “You want breakfast, do you?” I grabbed his bowl and gave him a glare while dishing up his dog food. “You know what I want? A cairn terrier who doesn’t live up to his breed name.” I placed his kibble on the leopard-print linoleum. “So the cemetery excursions stop today, feline foe or no.”

      Swallowing some coffee, I scooped up my phone and returned to my room to get ready to meet Bradley. I should’ve been looking forward to our date, but part of me wanted to cancel, and it wasn’t because I was pouting about the trip. After the previous day’s events, my instincts were telling me to get back in bed—and pull the covers over my head.

      I stepped into the bathroom and onto something foreign. “What the⁠—?”

      My behind hit the floor and the coffee went flying—all over my one clean dress I’d hung in the doorway before going to bed.

      So much for listening to my instincts.

      Sprawled on my back, I lifted my head to see what had caused me to slip. There beside the pink claw-foot tub was the culprit—a bulb of garlic.

      “Seriously?” I put my head down.

      My ringtone sounded.

      Thinking it was Bradley, I reached for my phone and tapped answer as I pulled myself to my feet. “Hello?”

      “It’s your mother, dear.”

      “Yeah. Hi, Mom.” I resented the implication that I didn’t talk to her enough to recognize her voice. “Listen, I’m getting ready to meet Bradley. Can I call you tonight?”

      “This is important, Francesca.” Her typically shrill tone had turned snippy. “And Bradley can wait on you for once. After all, you’ve been waiting on him to propose for almost two years.”

      I exchanged a look with myself in the oval-shaped mirror of the red Louis XVI vanity. When was I going to learn to screen my calls? “What’s going on?”

      “Anthony quit the deli.”

      Maybe that was why I’d been getting the vampire vibe. My older brother Anthony had been sucking the lifeblood from my parents since the day he was born. At thirty-two, he was still living at their home in Houston and, until recently, “shirking” (a more applicable word than “working”) at their business, Amato’s Deli. “Wow. What’s he going to do for money?”

      She sighed a lifetime of exasperation. “That’s what I’m calling to talk to you about.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that, but I didn’t like the sound of another receiver picking up even more.

      “Ciao, Franki,” my nonna said in her thick Sicilian accent. “You got a ring-a yet?”

      I returned to my sprawling position on the floor. A combined call from my martyr mom and matchmaker grandma carried the physical impact of a one-two punch. “No, Nonna. Bradley hasn’t popped the question.”

      “But you steal-a the lemon six-a months ago,” she protested. “If you ask-a me, that-a Bradley is-a the lemon.”

      “She’s right, Francesca,” my mother singsonged. “When we were there in March, I told him all about the tradition—a single woman steals a lemon from a St. Joseph’s Day altar, and within a year she’s engaged.”

      The reference to the cockamamie Italian-American custom and my unwilling participation in it curdled the creamer in my stomach. There would be no lemonade made from this batch of lemons. “Right. So he still has six months to propose.”

      “Your Nonna and I think you need to move on. At thirty, your eggs are already old,” she reminded in her ticking-time-clock tone. “You can’t afford to put them all in Bradley’s basket.”

      I stood up and mouthed “help me” in the mirror. Only my mother could take an innocent idiom and turn it into an insulting indictment against my reproductive system.

      “What about that handsome detective we met at your house?” she trilled.

      My reflection and I rolled our eyes. What did everyone see in Sullivan? “Just so we’re clear, I’m staying with Bradley. And even if I wasn’t, I wouldn’t date the detective.”

      “What’s-a wrong-a with you?” Nonna yelled. “He gave-a you a five-a dollar bill-a.”

      Bradley had given me a ruby and diamond necklace for my birthday, but my mom and Nonna were placing their bets on a man who’d tipped me five bucks when I’d performed a striptease to crack a case. “Getting me married is not a family project, okay? I can find a husband for myself.”

      “You haven’t found one so far.” My mother stated the painfully obvious.

      I watched the corners of my mouth leap to their deaths. “Can we get to the news about Anthony, please?”

      She snorted, as though I were the one being rude. “He’s decided he wants to work in the hospitality industry.”

      I almost hit the floor again—this time from laughter.

      “What’s so funny?” The snippiness had resurfaced.

      “Mom, Anthony doesn’t greet customers when they come into the deli—he grunts at them. So how the hell is he going to work in hospitality?”

      “Francesca Lucia Amato!” She went from snippy to snarly. “You watch your language, young lady.”

      That was my mother. When it came to having kids I was verging on menopausal, but when it came to anything else I was forever a child. “Fine. But even you have to admit your son is severely lacking in people skills.”

      “I most certainly do not,” she snapped. “Anthony can be very charming.”

      “Sì.” Nonna cackled. “Like-a the ass of a bull-a.”

      “Go ahead. Make fun, you two,” Mom shouted above our snickers. “But it’s all settled. Your father has given him his blessing to move to New Orleans.”

      I choked on a chuckle. “Who?” I whispered, hoping I’d misunderstood. “Who did Dad give his blessing to?”

      “Anthony,” she replied. “It’s a tourist city, and you know we have connections there.”

      There was no way I could forget. My nonna and nonnu had emigrated from Sicily to New Orleans where they’d raised my dad and his four brothers. And ever since I’d set foot in the city, my nonna had been trying to set me up with her Sicilian friends’ sons, grandsons, nephews, neighbors, and assorted acquaintances—some of the saddest suitors in the South. “But Houston has tons of tourists. Why come here?”

      “Your father got his start in the deli business in New Orleans,” she said for the thousandth time. “And Anthony has seen how well you’ve done for yourself after moving there. He wants a chance to do the same thing.”

      When she put it that way, I couldn’t begrudge my brother a shot at a new career. But I could begrudge him everything else. “Honestly, I think it’s a dumb idea. But whatever.”

      “I’m glad you agree.” She twisted my words to suit her worldview. “Now that it’s all settled, he’ll be at your place within the week.”

      The bathroom began to spin.

      “Wait a second,” I wheezed, returning to my safe place on the floor. “He’s not living with me, is he?”

      “He won’t be there long, Francesca. Just until he gets on his feet.”

      “Uff,” Nonna pffed in Italian. “He never get off-a the couch.”

      For once I was glad my nonna was on the phone. “She’s right, Mom. Anthony doesn’t get on his feet. And don’t forget that I live in a one-bedroom apartment. I don’t have room for him here.”

      “Your father and I lived in a one-bedroom house with all three of you kids when you were small,” she shrilled, making her maternal misery known. “God knows we’ve sacrificed for you. It’s your turn to sacrifice for us.”

      My eyes narrowed. Was this some kind of parental payback for being husbandless and childless? They unloaded their freeloading son on their single daughter?

      “Goodness, I’d better get off the phone.” She verbalized my sentiments all along. “I need to get a move on if I want to get Anthony packed.”

      I wouldn’t swear to it, but I thought I heard her squee.

      “Goodbye, dear.”

      The line went dead. And so did my hopes for the future.

      I’d been a fool to fear the caped figure.

      Anthony was the one coming to suck my blood.
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      “Where are you?” Bradley shouted into his cell phone above the jazz blaring at The Court of Two Sisters restaurant. “I’m going to have to head out in about twenty minutes to make my flight.”

      Disappointment joined the hunger already chewing at my insides as I clutched my phone and mentally cursed the red light. “I’m about to turn into the Quarter. I’ll be there in ten.”

      “We’ll have a few minutes together, then,” he said, sounding content.

      Carnie’s comment about the grocery store date came to mind, and my disappointment turned to annoyance. Was that all Bradley needed with me? A few measly minutes?

      “Franki? Are you still there?”

      “Yeah. See you in a few.” I tapped End, which symbolized how I felt about the whole situation—not seeing him the night before, not warranting more than a brunch date that morning, not being invited to New York for the weekend. And “a few minutes” was all the time I needed to tell him that.

      The light turned green.

      I hooked a right onto St. Ann Street, and I flinched.

      The scene before me looked like the college textbook pictures I’d seen of San Francisco’s Summer of Love—but in the French Quarter in the fall. And judging from the look of the hippies hanging out on the sidewalks, they were the same flower children from the summer of ‘67—only they’d matured into flower fogies.

      The light at the next intersection was red, so I slowed to a stop. Wondering whether the hippies were getting ready to rally for pot or protest a war, I looked around for their picket signs while I waited. Not seeing any, I glanced at the light.

      Then I looked down.

      A pair of black go-go boots had caught my eye because the wearer was marching up the middle of the street. The next thing I knew, “These Boots are Made for Walkin’” played in my mind. But when I raised my gaze, it wasn’t Nancy Sinatra’s face I saw but Nancy Reagan’s—with long black hair and gray roots.

      The woman reached the cross street, and I realized she wasn’t alone. Shuffling behind her slight frame was a chubby dachshund in a tie-dyed T-shirt and a band of merry—and hairy—men.

      As I looked on perplexed, she paraded to the front of my 1965 cherry red Mustang convertible, lowered her peace-sign sunglasses, and stared straight at me. Then she raised her bell-sleeved arms, and her entire entourage sat down.

      Unsure how to react, I sat immobile as the haughty hippie draped her arms around a sixtyish male with gray chest hair sprouting from his suede-fringed vest and proceeded to swap spit.

      Then I remembered that I, too, was wearing boots. I threw open my car door and stomped up to the impassioned pair. “Listen, I hate to break up your love-in, but you need to clear out.”

      The fringed flower fogy broke the lip lock. “This is a sit-in, man.”

      “Well, could you sit in somewhere else? Like on the sidewalk?” I pointed at my Mustang. “Because I need to get through here.”

      “That would defeat the purpose.” The hippie chick’s tone was hoity-toity. “We’re sitting in to protest the cruel and inhumane practice of boiling live crawdads.”

      I looked at her like she was high, which was a definite possibility. “Um, good luck because they’ve been boiling them here for hundreds of years.”

      “Don’t listen to her, Pam,” a frizzy-haired burnout in bell-bottom jeans and Jesus boots advised. “She’s part of The Establishment. You can tell by her cream-colored pants.”

      “What’s wrong with cream?” I protested. “It’s an earth tone.”

      Pam leaned back on her palms and tilted her head. “Yeah, I’ll bet she wants to break us up so she can go to brunch.”

      My head retracted. “I am going to brunch.”

      “Boo, hiss,” the hippies heckled.

      I recoiled again. I’d never heard anyone actually say “hiss,” and it seemed kind of harsh.

      A car horn blared.

      We turned and saw an elderly male in a Mercedes behind my Mustang.

      “See?” I shouted. “I’m not the only one you’re blocking, so why don’t you keep on truckin’ and get out of the street?”

      Pam’s old man rose on well-worn flip-flops. “We’re not moving, dig? So flake off.”

      Based on the context, I was pretty sure he was telling me to leave. But he did have a skin condition.

      Pam stood on scrawny legs. “Like, get back in your car and split.”

      “Like, I would, but you’re blocking my way.” I scrutinized the not-so-dynamite duo with a surly stare. “And whatever happened to promoting peace and love?”

      She grasped her live-and-let-live locket. “The times they are a-changin’.”

      Her comment reminded me that the times they were also a-wastin’. With mere minutes to meet Bradley, I balled my fists and stormed over to the man in the Mercedes. “You might as well turn around, sir.” I cast a glare worthy of a brunch-eating Establishment member at Pam and her people. “Those hippies are downright hateful.”

      Without further ado, I jumped into my car, pulled over to the curb, and parked. I might’ve revved my engine too.

      The hippies watched as I climbed from the car and slammed my door. Flinging my bag over my shoulder, I set off on the three-block walk to the restaurant.

      “Righteous,” Pam said.

      My boots practically screeched to a halt. What I really wanted to do was “rap” with her—and I didn’t mean “talk.” But at least ten minutes had passed since I’d talked to Bradley, so I decided to mellow out and keep on keepin’ on—and to stop using hippie lingo moving forward.

      After a couple of blocks, I emerged from the hippie hotbed into the usual tourist traffic. The strange thing was that the queasy-uneasy feeling of the night before had returned. I told myself it was nerves about confronting Bradley, but even I knew that was a lie.

      Because something was up. I just didn’t know what.

      “Hello, Franki.”

      The gruff Boston accent was familiar.

      A couple of buildings further ahead, I spotted a balding, beer-bellied guy in an orange island shirt and blue toe shoes that looked like gloves for feet.

      “Lou Toccato.” I flashed a sincere smile as I made my way over to greet him. I got a kick out of Lou and his kooky last name, which was Italian for “touched,” as in “crazy.” The irony was that Lou was sane while his psychic wife, Chandra, was the loon. But I was indebted to them both because they’d bailed me out of a bad place on a homicide case. “I haven’t seen you since the plantation investigation.”

      “That’s right.” He gave me a hearty handshake and then hiked up his sagging shorts.

      Even though I was in a hurry, I had to stop and chat with Lou, especially since I didn’t have to deal with Chandra. “Hey, so how’s business? Are you still in Mid-City?”

      “Nah.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Chandra and I formed an LLC.”

      “Huh,” I said, surprised. “A plumbing and psychic services company?”

      “Yup, yup.”

      In a weird way, it made sense. There were plenty of people in New Orleans who would equate overflowing toilets with misdeeds from the dead. “Where are y’all at?”

      He jingled the keys in his pocket and rocked back on his heels. “Over on Frenchmen Street.”

      I nodded, impressed. “That’s prime real estate. The plumbing business must be treating you right.”

      Lou rocked forward to his toes. “Actually,” he said in a confidential tone, “Chandra’s the breadwinner in the family.”

      If he’d hit me upside the head with a pipe wrench, I could not have been more floored. As psychics went, Chandra, aka the Crescent City Medium, was just plain sad. Not only was she phasmophobic, she was also a flat-out fake. “Where is she, anyway?”

      He jerked his shoulder toward an open door.

      It was unmarked, so I read the overhead sign. “Boutique du Vampyre?” Startled, I took a step back. “What’s she doing in there?”

      “Buying supplies,” he said with a shrug. “They sell candles.”

      “And custom fangs,” I added, reading from a placard on the wall. It was probably a psychosomatic reaction, but my neck throbbed. “I’d love to pop in and say hello to her, but I really have to⁠—”

      “Why, Franki Amato.”

      Chandra’s honeyed voice hit me like a hammer. And I rued the run-in with the hippies at the sit-in. Thanks to their concern for the crawdad, I was going to be sidelined by the psycho psychic.

      She studied my face as she stepped from the store, and I eyed her outfit. She was dressed like a Dallas Cowboy cheerleader but built like the Pillsbury Doughboy. Since I’d seen her last, she’d toned down the size of her Chanel bag, but she’d ramped up the breadth of her frosted bouffant bob.

      I mustered a polite smile. “Lou and I were talking about you.”

      “I know you were.” She raised a blood bag with a straw to her tiny lips.

      For a moment, I was relieved because it finally dawned on me that I was having a nightmare. How else would I explain the blood bag—and the hippies? But then Chandra shoved the bag in my face, bringing me back to my bizarre and bitter reality.

      “It’s not a real blood bag. It’s an energy drink,” she said, as though reading my mind. “Cute, huh?”

      Like a leach on a baby’s bottom.

      She put a pudgy hand on Lou’s chest, causing the suns, moons, and stars on her charm bracelet to jingle. “They have a blood clot spread that would be perfect for your cooking class.”

      The queasy feeling intensified. I wasn’t sure what kind of class Lou was taking, but I was positive I didn’t want to sample his cooking.

      “Boy, I need to get a look at that.” Lou headed for the door. “Nice seeing ya, Franki. You’ll have to drop by the house sometime.”

      “Will do, Lou.” I watched him go inside with regret. The thought of being alone with Chandra and her psychic shenanigans reminded me why I hadn’t kept in touch with her. “I wish I could stay and chat, but I’m super late for a date with Bradley.”

      Chandra put a purple paddle-shaped fingernail to her lips and giggled. “Oh, you’re not going to make it.”

      “Is that a prediction?”

      “No, reality.”

      I remembered another reason I hadn’t kept in touch with her.

      My phone vibrated.

      “Must be Bradley.” I looked into my purse.

      Jingling started, and the blood bag hit the ground.

      I watched as red liquid squirted onto my cream-colored pants, ruining my chances of making it to the brunch—and of being an Establishment member.

      Then I looked up.

      Chandra’s eyes had rolled back in her head, and her left arm was raised, both signs that a spirit was in the process of inhabiting her.

      “Nope. This isn’t happening today.” I tried to pull her arm down. Chandra might’ve been a fake, but she was no flake, to use the term in the proper idiomatic sense. If she was pulling the vibrating act, then she knew something—something that most likely had to do with me. And whatever it was, I wasn’t ready for it.

      Ever.

      The vibrating stopped, and her eyeballs returned to their places.

      I held up my hand. “Whoever is talking to you, I don’t want to know.”

      “But a young man is in distress.” She dug her nails into my arm. “You have to help him.”

      “If he’s dead,” I said, pulling her paddles from my flesh one by one, “then it’s too late to help him. And no offense to your spirit clients, but at Private Chicks Inc., we only work with the living.”

      “The human thing to do is hear him out.” She began to pace in her white platform boots—the second pair to walk all over me that morning. “But I can’t quite understand him. It’s like he’s drunk.”

      “Well, if I were dead and calories were no longer a concern, I’d be drunk too.” I pressed my back against the building. “Who is this guy, anyway?”

      “He won’t tell me.” She flailed her arms. “He keeps going on about drinking and sex.”

      I eyed a guy who was two-fisting foot-long drinks and escorting feather boaed–women on either arm. “That doesn’t exactly narrow the playing field in these parts.”

      Chandra gave a ghastly gasp and put her hands to her moon-pie face. “He’s not just talking about booze. He’s saying something about someone drinking his blood.”

      This time my eyes rolled back in my head. It was obvious Chandra had seen the police news conference the night before and was using it to push her services. Doing my best to sound serious, I said, “Oh. If this is about a bloodsucker, ask the guy if it’s my brother.”

      She blinked. “How did you know? He mentioned Anthony.”

      My head snapped back. I’d never uttered my brother’s name to anyone besides Veronica. Some things—like Anthony—were best kept in the family. “In what context?”

      “He said he’ll be in danger when he comes here.” She stopped pacing. “And he’s not the only one.”

      I knew she was probably guessing my brother would visit me at some point, but I decided to play along—just in case. “What kind of danger are we talking?”

      She pressed a palm to her cheek. “The same thing that happened to this poor young man.”

      “Which is?”

      Her eyes were as round as full moons. “He’ll be strung up like an animal and have his blood drained.”

      Maybe it was because she was talking about my brother, or maybe it was because I’d been in this situation with Chandra before, but I believed her.

      And, as if to back up the blood-draining business, the blood promptly drained from my face.
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      “You went home and went to bed?” Veronica gaped at me from her seat at the two-top table in our office kitchenette. “At ten thirty yesterday morning?”

      “Why else would I be here at eight a.m. on a Monday?” I hoisted myself onto the counter and pulled a beignet from a Café du Monde bag.

      Her gaze didn’t waver from my face despite the doughy distraction. “But why would you do that?”

      “Were you not listening to my Sunday saga?” I set the pastry on the bag, so I could tick off the awful events of the previous day on my powdered sugar–encrusted fingers. “First my mom announced that she’s sticking me with her slacker son, then those high-and-mighty hippies hijacked the street, and after that Chandra shook me up with her psychic shtick. So, I missed brunch with Bradley, and he didn’t even try to seem disappointed.”

      Veronica’s forehead wrinkled. “I still don’t see why you didn’t go to the restaurant.”

      “To do what?” I picked up my pastry and pouted. “Wave goodbye?”

      She stood and snatched the beignet from my hand. “To inform Mr. Bradley Hartmann that you’d be taking him to the airport, so you could discuss your relationship during the drive.”

      My mouth twisted to one side. I hadn’t thought of that.

      “Wait a minute.” She shook the beignet at me, and I lamented the loss of the powdered sugar that fell from it. “Did you avoid The Court of Two Sisters because Anne Rice set one of her books there?”

      “Do you really think I’m that paranoid?” I feigned outrage. Because we both knew I would’ve stood outside the restaurant wielding a cross if I’d so much as suspected that the author of The Vampire Chronicles had set a story in there. “The thing is, I was already frustrated when I ran into Chandra, and then she got me so freaked out that I wanted to go home.”

      Veronica smoothed the back of her brown leather pencil skirt and returned to her seat, taking my beignet with her. “Why would you listen to that medium when you know she’s a fraud?”

      I pulled another beignet from the bag and bit off half to buy time to think. After chewing it over, I replied, “Sometimes Chandra knows things that make me wonder if she does have a sixth sense.”

      “Because she pays attention and uses the details she picks up to draw you in?” Not only did her tone leave no room for disagreement, it practically called me a dummy. “But if it makes you feel any better,” she said, picking at my pastry, “I watched the news last night and this morning, and there were no reports of vampire attacks.”

      When she put it that way, it didn’t make me feel better. And it definitely confirmed that I was a dummy for sleeping surrounded by garlic. “I guess Chandra’s
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