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November began the season of joy. 

Bonfires, crisp air. Football is in full swing. Get-togethers with family and friends. Thanksgiving.

What wasn’t supposed to be part of it was murder. At least, it shouldn’t be. 

Visits to New Horizons Assisted Living and Nursing Home were normally something Periwinkle Manning enjoyed. Earlier this morning, however, someone discovered one of her favorite women residents dead in her bed. 

Peri was concerned for Miz Clarissa. Miz Naomi’s roommate. The two elderly women had been friends since high school, and roommates for over eight years. They shared a one-bedroom suite in the assisted living center.

Peri wasn’t surprised to find the suite door ajar. Most of the residents loved company. Unless they were sleepy or wanted privacy, the doors to the hall were left open.

Miz Clarissa sat in her usual rocker, a knitted blanket over her lap and legs. Her Bible lay open on her lap. As she silently read from it, she kept glancing at the glider-rocker that belonged to Miz Naomi.

A chair that should have been empty but wasn’t. 

Miz Naomi, or rather her spectral remains, occupied it.

Peri froze in the doorway. What did this mean? It wasn’t at all what she expected to see.

Naomi looked up, smiling when she saw Peri. “I’m so glad you’re finally here, dear. I needed to see you before I leave to join my Harvey.”

Peri didn’t know how to respond. She was still new to this seeing dead people business. Last time, it meant that someone had been murdered. Did seeing Miz Naomi’s ghost meant someone had murdered the ninety-two-year-old woman? Who would do that? Why would anyone do that?

Clarissa turned and saw her. “Praise the lord you’re here.”

The fear in the ninety-three-year-old woman’s eyes tore at Peri’s heart. “What happened?” Sitting on the edge of the loveseat, she reached out and took hold of the hand Clarissa held out.

Clarissa furtively looked around. “Someone murdered Naomi,” she whispered so lowly that Peri had trouble hearing her. 

“What makes you say that?” 

“Clarissa woke up just as the person finished smothering me with my own pillow,” Naomi stated angrily.

Peri, already dealing with the woman’s loss, now had to deal with the knowledge her favorite resident had been murdered. “I’m having trouble taking this in.”

“How do you think I feel?” Naomi responded, as Clarissa nodded. “I’m ready to join Harvey, but I wanted to go organically. I didn’t want someone to help me along.”

“I’m so sorry this happened to you,” Peri offered the only thing she could think.

Naomi shrugged. “I guess it doesn’t matter in the end.” Her eyes widened, and she laughed. “The pun was unintended but appropriate.” Naomi was taking her untimely demise surprisingly well.

“Did you recognize the person who did this?” Peri asked Clarissa.

“I didn’t see them,” Naomi stated. “I didn’t even realize I was dead until Clarissa told me.”

“They were dressed in dark nurse’s scrubs, but it was dark. I couldn’t even tell if it was a man or a woman. I’m not sure of height either. Not short, but I don’t know how tall. Not fat, either. I knew Naomi was already dead, so I shut my eyes and pretended to be asleep. I was afraid I was gonna be next.” Clarissa trembled.

Moving to kneel beside her, Peri wrapped an arm around her fragile shoulders and gently hugged her. “I’m so sorry, Miz Clarissa. Is there anything I can do to help?”

Clarissa patted Peri’s hand. “You can get someone to listen. I told the nurses this morning, but they think I was just dreaming. They won’t listen. I know what I saw. My daughter-in-law is coming. I’m going to live with them for a while. Can you stay with me until she comes?”

“Of course I can. Do I need to pack anything for you?”

“No. Ava already packed for me.” Referring to one of the nurses, Clarissa pointed to a spot near the side of the door where two suitcases sat on the floor.

“Find out who did this to me, so Clarissa will feel safe once more,” Naomi said.

“I’ll try, Miz Naomi, but I’m not an investigator. This may be beyond my capabilities,” Peri explained, or tried to. 

“That gorgeous young man of yours will help you, I’m sure,” Naomi responded. 

Peri couldn’t exactly call Theo Navarro hers, but she knew he and his partners would be just as horrified as she that a defenseless old woman had been murdered in her sleep. All three men were real-life heroes. They’d fought for their country. Now they fought for justice as private investigators.

“I’ll certainly ask him,” Peri promised.

Clarissa gave her a quizzical look. “What man of yours?”

“Theo Navarro. He’s not my man. He rents the apartment on the third floor of Frog Knot.” Frog Knot being the name of the old family house Peri had gotten after her parents’ deaths. She’d turned it into a B&B to earn enough money to keep it up. Peri continued, “Theo and his two partners run a detective agency. You know one of them. Jake. He’s Sheriff Alton’s nephew. Once I tell them what happened, they’ll want to help.”

Clarissa sagged back in her chair. She again patted Peri’s hand. “It’s a blessing you have someone to help you.”

“Yes, it is, Miz Clarissa.” As soon as Peri could, she was going to text Theo and ask him to call her right away.

Peri thought she saw movement behind Clarissa. When she looked, however, there was nothing there. 

“Someone needs to find the vile person who did this to Naomi.” Clarissa’s comment got Peri’s attention. Tears pooled in the little woman’s dark brown eyes and rolled down her cheeks.

With the arm she had around her shoulders, Peri gently squeezed her shoulders. “Yes, they do. We’ll do everything we can to make that happen.”

Clarissa dabbed at the tears on her mahogany cheeks with a soft cotton handkerchief. “Naomi is my friend, and I failed her. I should have yelled out. Done something.” 

“You did nothing wrong, Clari. You’re my best friend. I couldn’t have asked for one better. There is absolutely nothing you could have done. They would have murdered you, too. That would have broken my heart,” Naomi said.

“I’m gonna miss you so much,” Clarissa cried.

It proved she could see her deceased roommate. Peri had thought so, but now she knew for certain.

“Don’t you worry, Momma,” a fresh voice, Clarissa’s daughter-in-law, spoke from behind them. “Peri can come visit whenever she wants. And I can take you to Frog Knot to visit.”

The lovely septuagenarian had misunderstood Clarissa’s statement. Peri took advantage, quickly responding, “Both sound delightful. We’ll certainly keep in touch.” Leaning over, she hugged the older woman.

“Thank you,” Clarissa whispered.

“You’re welcome. I promise to keep in touch.” They released each other and Peri stood. She turned to Sherika, the daughter-in-law. “Let me help you with the luggage.”

“That would be great. I parked directly in front of the ramp,” Sherika said as a nurse came in with a wheelchair.

As Sherika picked up one suitcase and put Clarissa’s purse over her shoulder, Peri picked up the second one. Peri watched as Naomi waved and the two women exchanged watery smiles. The nurse helped Clarissa move to the wheelchair.

Peri blinked away tears as she followed Sherika and Clarissa to the side entrance with the ramp, and helped get Clarissa and her belongings settled into the sedan. Miz Naomi stood under the portico near the sidewalk, watching. It broke Peri’s heart. These women should have been able to live the rest of their lives in peace and comfort. Instead, one was dead, and the other lost not only her friend but her sense of security.

It was evil. Peri would do her best to see the murderer brought to justice.

She and Naomi watched Clarissa be driven away before they turned to return to the room. As soon as they entered, Naomi faced her. “Harvey is waiting for me. And I’m ready to join him. I just had to speak to you first. I’m worried about Clarissa. Whoever did this may go after her.”

“Do you have any idea who would want you dead? Or why?”

Naomi shook her head, her blue eyes somber. “No. Harvey and I never had much money. When I entered New Horizons, I divided all my property, both personal and real estate, between our two children. What little money left when I die—well, I guess now—will be donated to my favorite animal rescue. There’s nothing for anyone to fight over. Or to murder me over. Not that I think it was anyone in my family. I just want you to understand.

“It was dark in the room. Very early in the morning, from what Clarissa told me. Neither of us liked light in the room at night, so we only had a nightlight in the bathroom. It’s possible they got the wrong woman, but I have no way to know. I’m sorry, Peri, but I don’t know anything else to tell you.”

Peri didn’t want to think about the murderer killing the wrong woman. She hoped that wasn’t the case. Because if it was, it meant someone else was in danger. 

It was also possible Miz Naomi had seen something the murderer didn’t feel they could take a chance on her mentioning. How would she ever figure it out if that was the reason?

“You can solve this, Peri. I have faith in you. Watch over Clarissa for me.”

“I will,” Peri promised.

“Goodbye.” With a smile on her face, Naomi slowly faded as she crossed over to the other side. 

Again, Peri thought she had caught movement out of the corner of her eye, but when she turned, the space was empty. She frowned.

Peri sank onto the loveseat. She needed a few moments to collect herself before going to round up her companion, Pauly Rhodes. She was glad she’d already read to the residents in the dayroom. Peri couldn’t do it now. She was too shaken up.

A short while later, she stood and headed back through the halls to the large communal room where the residents could gather and play games or just sit in groups and chat. She’d left Pauly, a retired drummer for a rock band, talking to his fishing loving buddies when she’d gone to check on Clarissa. He rented a suite at Frog Knot. 

Pauly looked up as she entered. Whatever he saw alarmed him because he immediately told his friends goodbye before rapidly making his way to her side.

“What happened? Are you okay?” he asked in concern.

“I’ll be fine. Do you mind if we leave?” Peri wanted to go home.

“Of course not.” After a last wave to a group of old men, Pauly turned and walked out with her. As he waited for her to unlock the small SUV, he asked, “Are you okay to drive?”

“I’m fine.” Peri felt better, less shaky. “I just had a shock. I’ll tell you on the way home.”

By the time they reached the old plantation-style house-turned-bed-and-breakfast named Frog Knot by her great-grandmother, Peri had related everything that transpired.

“Theo should be home. You need to tell him,” Pauly stated.

Peri nodded. “I plan to.” She parked in the garage, and they both got out. Theo’s car was in the adjacent slot. Peri was eager to see him. Not only to tell him what happened, but because she needed one of his hugs.

Theo sat in a lounge chair in the loggia watching a college football game on the large-screen TV over the fireplace. His friend Dalton, who also was one of his business partners, sat in one to his left. Dean Robillard, who rented the garage apartment, sat on the couch.

All of them looked their way when she and Pauly entered. The welcoming smile on Theo’s face died the moment he saw her. Bounding to his feet, he crossed the space to cup her shoulders in his hands. He bent to stare into her eyes. “What happened?”

“I went to visit Miz Clarissa while I was at New Horizons. I learned someone murdered Miz Naomi.”

Understanding all that her statement meant, Theo hugged her tightly.

Peri hugged him back. She’d forgotten Dalton’s presence until he asked, “Mrs. Naomi Matthews? I heard she died in her sleep.”

Peri and Theo pulled apart, but they continued to touch each other. Theo looked at her, a question in his blue eyes.

Peri nodded. “You’re going to have to tell them, eventually. It might as well be now.”

Dalton frowned. “Tell us what?”

Still holding Peri’s hand, Theo turned to face his partner. “There’s an interesting result of Peri’s concussion back in July. She now sees dead people.”

“But only if they’ve been murdered,” Peri clarified quickly because Dalton looked as if he thought Theo joked. Not that her statement would help.

Dalton grinned. He looked from Peri to Theo and back, and finally to Pauly and then Theo. His brown eyes widened, the grin gone. “You’re serious.”

“As a heart attack.” Theo frowned back. “It was Peri’s ability to communicate with Jason that gave us the edge we needed to solve his murder.”

Dalton’s eyes widened further at that. They waited as the wheels turned in his brain.

“You never had a problem with my hunches while we were overseas,” Theo reminded him. Theo had told Peri about his gut-hunches in the time since their previous adventure.

“But dead people?” Dalton held up a hand before they could respond. He shook his head. “Not that I don’t believe you. I’ve got a great-aunt who’s a root doctor. And after Theo and some of the weird stuff we experienced in the Middle East, how could I not? It just takes some time to wrap my brain around it.”

Peri smiled. She understood that.

“Her great-grandmother Belle had the same ability,” Dean Robillard, the tenant in the garage apartment, and Peri’s good friend, added. 

“I’m glad I’m sitting down.” Dalton shook his head once more. He picked up his beer bottle. Tipping it up, he drained it.

Theo took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “I get it’s a shock, but we’ve got a murder on our hands. At an assisted living center.”

Dalton put the empty bottle in the nearest trash can. “What kind of bas... evil son-of-a-gun would kill a defenseless old lady?”

“That’s what we have to learn,” Peri said. “The person attacked Miz Naomi while she was asleep, so she couldn’t tell me anything to help identify them. Miz Clarissa woke up to someone in nurse’s scrubs in the room, but she only got a brief look. She pretended to still be asleep. The poor woman was terrified she would be next.”

“Does Miz Naomi have any idea of who might want her dead?” Theo asked. 

“No. There’s no inheritance to fight over. Nor could she think of a reason anyone would want her dead,” Peri told them.

“Where is she now?” Dean Robillard, the tenant in the garage apartment, asked.

“Unlike Jason, who felt the need to hang around, Miz Naomi only stayed long enough to tell me she hadn’t died a natural death. She only knew that because Miz Clarissa told her. Once Naomi told me, she went on to join her beloved husband, Harvey,” Peri told them. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Peri caught a shimmer of movement. When she turned toward it, there was nothing visible.

Pauly sat in a chair where he could see both of them and the football game.

Theo resumed his seat on the chaise, keeping a foot on the floor on either side. “Have a seat.”

Theo left her with the option of sitting with him or getting her own seat. Still shaken by the afternoon’s revelations, Peri took a seat between his legs. It was comforting to lean back against his chest and have him wrap his arms around her waist. Peri rested her head against his shoulder.

“Miz Naomi did wonder if the murderer, in the dark, got the wrong room and killed the wrong person,” Peri informed them.

“That’s a disturbing thought,” Dean stated.

Peri nodded. She shivered, causing Theo to tighten his hold on her.

“And would leave us with an entire rest home of potential victims,” Theo said.

“Either way, it’s bad. We have no clues to the identity of the murderer,” Dalton said.

“We have a larger problem. No one realizes she was murdered. I would hope New Horizons has cameras in their hallways, but they’re not going to let anyone look at them when they believe she passed in her sleep,” Theo said. “That’s a hornet’s nest they are not going to want to kick.”

“Miz Clarissa tried to tell them. They think she was dreaming and is just upset by her friend’s death,” Peri said.

“You need to get her family to ask the police to investigate,” Pauly spoke up. “That place is going to fight it. Having a murder connected to the place could ruin them.”

Dalton picked up a bowl of popcorn. “Pauly’s correct. And it needs to be done as soon as possible. If she’s embalmed, evidence is going to be lost.”

Dalton and Pauly both looked at her.

“Do you know either of her children?” Pauly asked.

“I know her son, Dickey Matthews, fairly well. He comes—came to see her the most. Perhaps because he lives nearest,” Peri said.

“Then he sounds like the one to call. Are you up to it, Peri?” Theo asked.

Good question. Was she? Did it matter? She had to be. There wasn’t a choice. Peri owed it to the older women to discover the identity of Miz Naomi’s killer.

“I need to get the phone book to look up his number. How in the world am I going to explain to him how I know someone murdered his mother?” If she couldn’t convince Dickey his mother didn’t die a natural death, they might never find the answer.

“I’ve always found the truth works best,” Pauly said.

“Of course it does,” Jake, Theo and Dalton’s other partner said as he entered the loggia from the house. He carried a tray with four beer bottles, a glass of iced tea, a plate of finger sandwiches, and bowls of chips and dip. He put it on the coffee table between the circle of seats. “What are we not lying about?” He asked. Picking up a bottle and a sandwich, Jake sat on the couch. He kicked off his shoes and propped his socked feet on the edge of the table.

“About how Peri knows Naomi Matthews was murdered,” Theo said.

“Wait. What?” Jake froze with his sandwich halfway to his mouth. Then his feet hit the floor, and he sat up straight. “Miz Naomi was murdered?”

“Yep,” Dalton said. 

“Okay, and how does Peri know this?” Jake asked uneasily.

“She sees dead people. Ever since her concussion,” Dalton said.

“Slow down.” He took a deep drink from his beer bottle. “Come again?”

Theo frowned at him.  He elaborated and then added, “It’s how she knew so much about Jason. Though so far, the murdered people haven’t been able to give details about their murder or killer.”

“Jason? Jason Hughes?” Jake looked at her. “Wasn’t one of your ancestors said to be capable of the same thing?”

Peri nodded. 

Movement out of the corner of her eye caught Peri’s attention. This time the vaporous figure of a man stood by the window nearest the hall to the garage. She turned to face it and blinked. It couldn’t be. Had saying his name conjured him? 

“No! No, you can’t be here. You left. You went to the Light. You have to go back,” Peri told the figure.

Jason looked embarrassed, surprising for someone without corporeal form. “About that... I tried, but I couldn’t follow Sheila. I tried, Peri. I really did. It didn’t work and I don’t know where to go.”

“Are you what I’ve been seeing out of the corner of my eye? Just how long have you been back?” Peri asked.

Jason’s ghost nodded and then shrugged. “A couple of weeks.”

“A couple of weeks!” Peri squeaked, appalled that he’d been skulking around without any of them the wiser.

“I was afraid you’d make me leave if you knew. I honestly have nowhere else to go. I promise I haven’t gone in anyone’s private areas.”

Peri closed her eyes. She did not want to feel sorry for him. No doubt there were good reasons he hadn’t been able to follow the Light all the way. But darn it, he sounded so pitiful, and really, where else could he go? 

“Fine, but you make a nuisance of yourself and you’re outta here. Understand?” Peri threatened.

He nodded enthusiastically. “I do. And I won’t.”

Peri turned back to find everyone’s eyes on her.

Theo shook his head with a sigh. “He’s back, isn’t he?”

Peri nodded. “He couldn’t go all the way, and he’s got nowhere else to go.”

Theo shook his head again.

“Whoa, those of us non-spirit seeing folks need help. Who’s back?” Jake asked.

“Jason,” Dean said in disgust. “It has to be.”

Theo nodded.

“Jason Hughes is in this room. Right now?” Jake squinted toward the area Peri had been looking at as if that would help him see the spirit.

Jason glared at Jake. “Pardon me for being corporeally challenged.”

“Yes.” Peri pointed to where Jason stood. “Right there.”

“I don’t see him, either, but right now, we have bigger problems,” Dalton said.

“What can be bigger than a ghost?” Jake asked.

“A murderer.” Dalton looked at Jake. “Peri’s got to call the lady’s son and let him know before they embalm her.”

Jake put down his sandwich and held up his hand as he looked at Peri. “Whoa. Slow down a sec. I need to catch up. Mrs. Matthews was murdered and Peri’s the only one who knows?”

“All of us know it now, too,” Dean said.

“Besides the murderer. Plus, Miz Clarissa saw them. She just didn’t see them well enough to identify them,” Peri said.

“You need to call Dickey Matthews, honey,” Theo said.

Peri thought about it. She couldn’t do it. “I can’t just call him. I need to see him in person to tell him this.”

“Uncle Alton needs to be told, too,” Jake said. His uncle, Alton Calhoun, was the county sheriff. “He needs to speak with Miz Clarissa about what she did see.”

“New Horizons is inside Alston’s Landings town limits. It’s not Alton’s jurisdiction,” Dalton reminded him.

“You can’t tell anyone about Miz Clarissa,” Peri said, her stomach clenching. “That poor woman is terrified. She was afraid the murderer would kill her, too. If they were to find out she saw them at all, they might still try.”

“She’s a witness,” Jake argued.

“But she can’t identify them. She saw a person in dark scrubs removing a pillow from over Naomi’s face. She couldn’t even tell if they were male or female,” Peri said as he patted Theo’s arm before unlocking them from around her waist. She then got to her feet. “Promise me, Jake, that you won’t mention Miz Clarissa.”

Jake glowered at her.

“If Naomi’s son agrees, Clarissa won’t need to be involved,” Theo stated as he stood.

“Then Peri better hurry,” Jake said after glaring at his partner for a moment.

“We will,” Theo said. He looked at Peri. “Get your purse. I’ll drive. Do you know where he lives?”

“No. I’ve never been to his house. I just know he lives on this side of Georgetown,” Peri said. She turned to Jason. “You stay here.”

Jason frowned, but held up his hands and nodded.

Dalton did some quick typing on his cell phone. “I’ve got it. I’ll send the directions to your phone.”
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Theo turned off onto Anthuan Maybank Drive. He followed some streets through neighborhoods until his GPS brought them to a neat, one-story brick ranch. Black shutters framed the front windows. The yard was neatly manicured, and the sidewalk cleanly swept. It led up to a deep front porch with several seating areas.

He got out of the car and walked around to the passenger door. Peri opened it as he approached, but she didn’t get out.

Theo squatted down in the open doorway. “Do you want me to talk to him?”

Peri met his gaze. The sadness in her brown eyes troubled his heart. When she held out her right hand, Theo stood and helped her out. 

“No, it will be better coming from me.” She took his right hand as soon as he closed and locked the car door. “I just don’t think he’s going to believe me when I tell him.”

Theo gently squeezed her hand. “You said he knows you. If so, then he knows you’re an honorable person. He’ll believe you.”

Peri remained quiet as they walked up to the front door. She pressed the doorbell. Then they waited. 

Two dogs began barking excitedly. Between their noise, they heard someone approaching. Moments later, a tall young man with sandy-blond hair opened the door. Two Boykin Spaniels came out to dance around them in greeting. 

“Hello, Rick. Is Dicky available?” Peri smiled up at the young man.

“He sure is, Miss Peri. Come in. The family is in the family room.” He stepped back, holding the door wide. 

The dogs raced back inside. 

“Only some have arrived. Grandmother, Grandfather, my family, and Aunt Sandy’s family won’t be here for a few hours.” He closed the door behind them. “Follow me.” 

The young man preceded them down a short hallway. The closer they got, the louder the voices became. Soon they reached a generous den with a bank of floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking a partially shaded, lush yard beyond. It looked good despite being November. 

As they came into view of the people, a slender elderly man about six-feet-tall stood the moment he spotted Peri.

“Peri, darling, thank you so much for coming.” He walked over to take both of her hands in his.

“Dicky, I’m so sorry about your mother. She was such a lovely lady. I’m going to miss her.” Peri released his hands to exchange a hug. “Dicky, let me introduce you to Theo Navarro. He’s a private detective. We’d like to speak to you.”

The smile he turned on Theo drifted into a frown. “Of course. We can go into the study.”

“Rick mentioned Farron was already here,” Peri said. “Would you ask him to join us?”

Dicky looked from Peri to Theo. “This sounds serious.”

“It is, Mr. Matthews. We are also operating under a time constraint,” Theo told him.

Dicky turned. “Farron, can you join us for a moment?”

A man about
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