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      Previously, in Phantoms Are Forever…

      

      Following Persephone and Tabby, I climb to the second floor and look up when Persephone points at the attic steps. “What is it?” I ask.

      “I’ve just been made aware of a situation that we need to handle,” she says, without a lick of sarcasm or pushiness in her voice.

      If anything, her lack of emotion makes me wary. “A situation in my attic?”

      I find myself following her and the cat into the dark, dusty third floor. Night has fallen, and I flip on the single light that hangs from the rafters. It throws layers of shadows over the collection of furniture, trunks, and discarded boxes of belongings that I’ve never found time to sort through.

      Tabby hops over stacks of books, magazines, and newspapers, then weaves behind a dress form and a wooden rocking chair. She perches on top of a chest with metal hinges and leather buckles.

      Persephone juts her chin. “Open it.”

      It’s not as easy for me to get to it as it was for the cat. “I could use a flashlight.”

      “You won’t need it in a minute,” my guardian angel says.

      A chill slides over my shoulder. “Just tell me what’s inside that’s so important.”

      She shakes her head. “This is one of those times when I can’t say anything. All I can do is point you in the right direction.”

      The chill curls around my spine. I have to move the dress form out of the way and I sneeze from the dust from the newspaper stacks as I relocate them as well. I finally make it to the chest, and Tabby jumps down.

      “I’m not going to like this, am I?”

      Neither of them replies, and I reach for any kind of psychic message that might come through to warn me before I lift the lid. I’m not like Kit, Sage, or my aunt. There’s a lot going on inside my brain, and I’m imagining a storm of unnerving things that could be happening.

      Best to get it over with.

      The leather straps are worn and closed like a belt buckle. I wrestle with the tight material to release the clasp, then brush the dust from my hands. “Okay,” I say, dragging up as much courage as I can. “Let’s see what secrets you’re hiding.”

      Of all the things I thought my aunt might have stored in this chest, what I see is not one of them.

      At first, I think my eyes are deceiving me. Or that maybe it’s a Halloween prop.

      The smell that emanates from the chest tells me differently. I cover my nose and mouth with a hand, partly to shut out the odor and partly to hold in my cry of disbelief. My shadow falls over the contents, and I shift, trying to get more illumination on them. Unfortunately, that doesn’t help.

      It’s no prop.

      What I’m looking at inside Aunt Willa’s trunk is a…

      “This has to be a trick,” I say. “A mistake.”

      “It’s not,” Persephone argues. “A scandal, yes. You have quite a mystery to figure out, Ava, and it looks like your aunt has something to answer for.”

      Blank, bottomless eye sockets stare back at me. Below them, a set of teeth seem to grimace.

      This is so much worse than anything I’d imagined.

      Locked away in this abandoned trunk in my attic is a human skeleton.
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      “Logan! Logan, you need to get up here right now!” My voice bounces off the sloped attic ceiling, sending dust motes dancing through the beams of afternoon sun. I can’t tear my eyes away from what’s nestled in Aunt Willa’s antique trunk.

      A skeleton. A human skeleton, curled up as if trying to fit inside before someone slammed the lid shut.

      I hear Logan’s footsteps on the stairs, his breath catching as he reaches the last step. “Ava? What is it?”

      His normally composed lawyer face drops completely as he steps beside me. His mouth hangs open just long enough for a dust bunny to consider moving in.

      “Is that what I think it is?” he whispers, his tanned face paling.

      “Unless Aunt Willa had a surprisingly realistic Halloween decoration that nobody ever mentioned? Yeah, it’s exactly what you think it is.” I fold my arms, partly from the chill suddenly taking over the attic and partly because I don’t know what else to do with my hands.

      Persephone has conveniently disappeared.

      Logan runs his fingers through his already tousled hair and kneels beside the trunk. The wood floor creaks beneath his weight as he leans forward. “The bones are aged,” he murmurs. “Whoever this was has been here a long time. Decades, maybe.”

      “In my aunt’s trunk. In my attic.” The implications settle heavily in my stomach. “This is bad.”

      Logan’s eyes narrow as he studies the trunk’s hinges and worn leather straps. His fingers trace the edge, and he picks up a metal shape from the floor. A rusted lock. “Was this on it?”

      I shrug. “I have no idea.”

      “The trunk itself looks like it’s from the 1950s.” He points to some faded inscriptions on the inside of the lid, then peers into the corners. “There are no clothes, no jewelry. The simple size of the skeleton, though, suggests someone on the petite side.”

      Lawyer-mode activated. “Are you playing detective? Your specialty is family law, not skeletal law.” I’m aiming for humor, but my voice comes out higher than intended.

      He glances up with that half-smile that makes my heart skip. His expression sobers quickly, though, when he sees my dismay. “I’m certainly no expert. We need to call⁠—”

      “The police,” I finish for him, already feeling a headache forming behind my eyes. “Detective Jones is going to love this. He already thinks I’m the freak who talks to ghosts.”

      “You do talk to ghosts,” Logan reminds me gently, standing up and brushing dust from his khakis. “But this time, you didn’t need your ability to find trouble. It was waiting right here in this trunk. Any idea where it came from?”

      I look down at the skeleton again, at the curved spine and the delicate finger bones. Female, I think to myself, like he said. “No clue.” Who was she? How did she end up forgotten in an attic trunk that now belongs to me? “Aunt Willa,” I whisper to the rafters, “a little warning would have been nice.”

      A meow draws my attention. Tabby, my witchy shifter, many-times removed grandmother in feline form, twitches her whiskers at me. At least she’s not in her human form naked, as she so often likes to gallivant around.

      “Tabby, no!” I start, but it’s too late. Cats and boundaries have never been on speaking terms.

      She hops right in with the skeleton, ignoring my protests. Her golden eyes narrow as she sniffs around the ribcage.

      “Logan, get her away from there.” I wave my hands. “That’s evidence. Or remains. Or...something!”

      Logan makes a dismissive gesture. “You know how well that works. She’s her own woman.”

      Can’t argue with that. “So am I, but…ugh!” I throw up my hands as Tabby’s attention intensifies. She extends a dainty orange paw beneath the bony fingers of the skeleton’s right hand. Something glints in the dim light.

      “What is she doing?” I whisper, moving closer against my better judgment.

      Tabby lets out a triumphant meow and hooks her claws around something metallic, dragging it into view. I squint, our shadows keeping it in the dark.

      But seeing it sends a jolt through me. The attic air feels stifling. I lift out a small, dented tin box no bigger than a deck of cards.

      “Don’t open it,” Logan warns. “And you should wear gloves. Detective Jones will have our hides if we tamper with evidence. He’ll never let me hear the end of it.”

      “Evidence?” I place the tin on a nearby dresser. “Of what, exactly? You think it’s tied to the skeleton?”

      He pulls his phone out of his pocket, hesitates, then makes the call we both dread. “We don’t know, so it’s better to err on the side of caution.”

      “Please tell him this isn’t my fault.” The dread pervades my entire system. “I didn’t murder anyone. I just found their remains. In our attic. That I inherited. From my aunt. Who apparently collected more than teacups and questionable quilts.”

      Logan steps to the far corner of the attic, punching in Jones’s number with a resigned expression. I hear the rumble of his voice explaining the situation with the kind of calm that makes him so effective in a courtroom. Too calm, if you ask me.

      Tabby purrs, looking supremely satisfied with her detective work. “Check your pride, grandmother,” I whisper to her. “This could end badly for all of us.”

      She flicks her tail and pads off downstairs. Logan returns, slipping his phone into his pocket. His expression tells me everything I need to know. And his deep sigh? The prelude to exasperated sarcasm. “Jones is thrilled, I take it?”

      “He said, and I quote, ‘Of course it’s Fantome. Why would it be anyone else? She’s a magnet for the weird.’ Then he asked if you’d communed with the skeleton’s ghost yet.”

      I roll my eyes. “Classic.”

      Logan’s lips twitch in amusement. “He’s on his way with Dr. Abernathy. The county ME is off for the weekend, so Doc is filling in. He said not to touch anything and, specifically, to ‘make sure your wife doesn’t start a séance before I get there.’”

      “That’s Kit and Sage’s area of expertise. The ghosts just show up for me. It’s not like I send invitations. If I did, they’d all RSVP with unfinished business.”

      Logan drapes an arm around my shoulders. “What does your sixth sense tell you about this one?”

      I look at the skeleton, at the tin, at the trunk that’s been sitting innocently in my aunt’s attic for who knows how long. “That Detective Jones is right about one thing,” I sigh. “I’m a magnet for the weird. Why is it always me?”

      The air in the attic shifts, as if someone has opened a window on the other side of the room. I glance toward the single dormer window, but it’s tightly latched. Logan doesn’t seem to notice, his focus fixed on the trunk.

      “You feel that?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

      Logan glances around. “No, what?”

      That’s when I see her—or rather, through her. A woman appears near the trunk, her form flickering and jerky like footage from an old film reel. She wears a sleeveless blouse tucked into cigarette pants with an apron tied around her waist. Her hair is swept up in a messy bun of dark, ringlet-like curls.

      “Oh,” I breathe, my heartbeat quickening. “Hello there.”

      Logan’s head swivels toward the trunk. “The ghost?”

      The woman’s eyes widen in surprise, fear, or maybe relief? Her body flickers between translucence and a more substantial form. Her mouth moves, but I hear nothing.

      “I’m so sorry, I can’t understand you,” I tell her. “But I can see you. These are your remains, aren’t they?”

      Logan stays silent, watching me with the patient expression he’s perfected since discovering my peculiar talent. The ghost points toward the tin, then toward me, urgency in her gesture.

      “The tin means something to you. Can you show me⁠—”

      Her form flickers violently. My chest feels a tug, a wrenching. She stretches, contracts, then disperses into nothing more than a faint shimmer.

      “Wait!” I reach for her. “Don’t go!”

      “And…she’s gone, isn’t she?” Logan asks.

      I nod, disappointment settling over me. “She was trying to tell me something about the tin. I need to find out what it was.”

      The creak of the stairs beneath us interrupts any further speculation. Heavy, measured footsteps announce Detective Jones’s arrival long before he appears, slightly winded from the climb.

      “Fantome.” He gives a curt nod, his bushy eyebrows drawn together in his permanent expression. “Already started the ghost whispering, I see.”

      Here we go. “Good evening to you, too, Detective. “How’s your blood pressure? Those stairs are mighty steep.”

      Jones grunts, his gaze shifting from me to the trunk. Behind him, Dr. Abernathy ascends the stairs with more grace. “Miss Ava.” His voice is warm and reassuring. “What a predicament you’ve found yourself in. Though I must say, your aunt would have found this entire situation terribly interesting. A mystery to be solved.”

      Logan and I have to squeeze ourselves between several stacks of boxes as Jones moves toward the trunk, each wooden plank protesting under his weight. In contrast, Dr. Abernathy’s footfalls are nearly silent as he follows, adjusting his round spectacles. The sudden silence makes me jumpier than the creaking did.

      “We need more light.” Jones pulls on latex gloves. “Got anything brighter?”

      Logan turns on his phone’s flashlight. “Best I can do unless you want me to grab some lamps.”

      “This is fine for now,” Jones grunts. He snaps pictures and records video, noting the day, time, and location.

      Once he’s done, he awkwardly moves aside so Dr. Abernathy can examine the skeleton. “Fascinating,” Doc murmurs. “There are no clothes or other markers to identify it.”

      Jones makes notes in his spiral pad. “Any guess on how old it is?”

      “How old was the victim, or how long has the body been in the trunk?” Doc shakes out a black body bag and unzips it. “Can’t speak to either until I do a full autopsy.”

      I flinch at the sound of the zipper. Jones grunts and turns to me. “And you saw its ghost, I presume?”

      I cross my arms. “As a matter of fact, yes. Just before you arrived.”

      “Of course you did.” I swear he practices this tone in the mirror. “And what did this ghost tell you?”

      “She tried to communicate, but she vanished before she could.”

      “I see,” Jones mumbles, making another note.

      I catch Logan’s eye, and he gives me a subtle wink. The detective might not believe in my abilities, but at least my husband is in my corner.

      Jones moves around the cramped attic space and gestures at the stairs. “Let’s continue this conversation downstairs. Dr. Abernathy needs space to work.”

      “Perhaps Logan would stay and assist?” Doc asks.

      I glance once more at the trunk before following Jones. Logan gives my hand a quick squeeze, offering silent support as I pass.

      The living room seems too bright after the attic’s dimness. Jones points at the sofa for me to sit, like I’m a suspect in his interrogation room.

      “So,” he begins, notepad at the ready. “Where exactly did this trunk come from?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” I settle into the cushions, petting Moxley, Logan’s basset hound, behind the ears. “It was already in the house when I inherited everything from Aunt Willa. I haven’t gone through much of anything up there yet.”

      “You expect me to believe you’ve owned this house for nearly two years and never once checked the attic?”

      “Have you seen my to-do list?” Heat rises in my cheeks. “Moving home, taking over Aunt Willa’s event planning business, starting my wedding gown business, and getting married took up a lot of my time. The attic wasn’t exactly priority number one.”

      “And all your ghost-whispering antics. Seems like they keep you busy.”

      “You don’t have to believe in my abilities, Detective. The ghosts don’t care either way.” I straighten my spine, channeling Aunt Willa’s dignified posture. “But I’d appreciate it if you’d focus on the actual skeleton in my attic rather than my ability to see spirits.”

      Jones snorts. “Did your special ghost powers give you any insights about our victim?”

      I count to three silently. “As I mentioned, she appeared briefly but vanished before communication was established. She seemed confused. Maybe scared.” I leave off the part about her reaching for the tin. If he wants to be rude, I’ll just keep that to myself, and that tin is going to help me connect with her, I’m sure of it.

      Besides, I’m dying to look inside.

      “And you have no recollection of your aunt ever mentioning this trunk? No stories about it?”

      “None. Aunt Willa kept plenty of secrets, but hiding a body seems a bit extreme, even for her.”

      “People surprise you,” Jones says flatly. “Even the ones you think you know.”

      The stairs creak, and we both turn to watch Dr. Abernathy come down with Logan, carrying the body bag. The careful way they move makes my throat tighten—this was once a person, and she was trapped in the trunk quite possibly for decades.

      “We’ve secured the remains, Detective.” Dr. Abernathy’s voice maintains that gentle bedside manner even when discussing a skeleton. He turns to me, his round spectacles catching the light. “Miss Ava, I’ll take the utmost care with your...unexpected guest. Rest assured, she’ll be treated with dignity. Everyone deserves that in the end, no matter how they came to be forgotten.”

      “Thank you, Doc.”

      Jones clears his throat. “I’ll need that preliminary report as soon as possible.”

      “Of course, of course,” Dr. Abernathy nods. “Though some things shouldn’t be rushed. Death has already claimed all the time this poor soul had—we can spare a little of ours to do things properly.”

      With a respectful nod toward me, Doc moves toward the door. Logan helps him navigate the body bag through the entryway, and I watch as they carefully load it into the ME’s vehicle. An officer that Jones has called arrives, and the two of them wrap up the trunk and haul it out as evidence.

      As I watch them all drive away, I pray the ghost comes back and tells me what happened to her.
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      Before I can turn for the living room, Brax and Rhys, who run the B&B next door, enter through the back porch and emerge from the kitchen.

      “My word.” Rhys’ eyes are wide in his freckled face. He’s dressed in gray sweatpants and a yellow tank top, and he’s fanning himself. “What happened over here?”

      Brax’s concern causes a wrinkle between his brows. He’s less casual, wearing black slacks and a purple button-down. “Are you okay?”

      Before I can answer, my mother throws open the front door, a hurricane in a tailored pantsuit. “Avalon Fantome! What is this about a body in your house?” Mama’s graying blond curls bounce with indignation as she strides in, my father Nash trailing behind with an apologetic smile.

      “Hello to you, too, Mama.” I accept her perfunctory cheek kiss, the scent of her Chanel No. 5 perfume engulfing me. “This news traveled fast, even for Thornhollow.”

      “Brax called me the moment he saw the police pull up.”

      Of course he did. Small-town grapevines are faster than Wi-Fi.

      Mama brushes imaginary lint from my shoulder. “And Doc was here, too?”

      Daddy wraps me in a bear hug. “You okay, sweetheart?”

      “I’m fine.” I collapse onto the sofa, waving at all of them to make themselves at home. “But finding skeletal remains in your attic isn’t exactly in the homeowner’s manual.”

      Mama perches on the edge of an armchair and blinks. “You found what?”

      Brax and Rhys pour wine as I launch into what led me upstairs in the first place. Logan returns as I’m filling them in about the ghost woman who was attached to the bones. Mama’s perfectly plucked eyebrows climb higher with each detail.

      “And the trunk was just...up there?” Daddy points at the ceiling.

      “I had no idea it existed until today.” I look pointedly at Mama. “Any chance you know how Aunt Willa came to have an antique trunk with a skeleton in her attic?”

      Mama waves her hand dismissively. “I remember that old thing. Ugly as a wet cat in a bonnet. Goodness, Ava, it’s just a prop. She bought it ages ago.”

      “A prop?” Logan and I say in unison.

      “For the display windows.” Mama waves that hand again, this time at the front of the house. My cats, Arthur and Lancelot, are occupying said windows, unconcerned with the hubbub. “Willa loved it for the vintage charm, especially when she did her Victorian dress displays, complete with lace gloves and feathered hats. Every year when she used it, someone would offer to buy it from her.”

      I try to process this. “You’re saying Aunt Willa knowingly displayed a trunk with human remains in her shop window?”

      Rhys puts a hand to his mouth. “Good Lord.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Mama scolds. “She had no idea what was in it.”

      Logan sets down his wine glass untouched. “She never opened it?”

      “She couldn’t.” Mama sits farther back in the chair. “It had a rusty iron lock on it and no one had the key.”

      “Where did she get it?” I ask.

      Mama’s fingers tap her knee while she thinks. “Some estate sale, I think. Must have been... twenty-five, thirty years ago?”

      How many skeletons are hiding in Thornhollow’s estate sales?

      Logan leans forward. “Do you remember whose estate?”

      “Heavens, no.” The tapping increases as she mentally flips through memories like index cards. “It might have been the Blackwoods? No, no.” She glances at Daddy. “Was it that peculiar house on Magnolia Drive? I think she got it right before Ava was born…”

      Daddy shrugs, giving me an apologetic look. “Can’t say I remember anything about it.”

      Pressure is building behind my eyes. I rub them. “That’s not helpful.”

      “Well, I’m sorry.” Mama straightens her jacket, looking put out. “It wasn’t as if I didn’t have a few things on my mind at the time, being pregnant with you and all.”

      “I didn’t mean it that way, Mama.” I heave a sigh. “It’s been a shock, is all.”

      Logan rubs my arm. “All we know is that we have a mystery skeleton that came from a mystery estate sale three decades ago.”

      Brax, who’s standing with an arm on the mantel of the fireplace, lets out a soft whistle. “Detective Jones is going to love that.”

      Logan shrugs. “Doc will figure out who the woman was, and we’ll go from there.”

      “Why is Doc doing the autopsy?” Rhys asks.

      “The medical examiner is out of town for the weekend,” I tell him. “Doc is filling in.”

      “I’m sure the trunk was empty when Willa bought it.” Mama fidgets. “If there had been a dead body in it, how would she have lifted it? I mean, she wasn’t exactly bench pressing such things, even in her prime.”

      “She probably had Saddler move it,” Daddy says.

      My uncle Saddler died when I was six. I barely remember him, but he came alive for me in Aunt Willa’s stories. He’d been a carpenter and had built the bookshelves in all the rooms of this house as well as the rocking chairs on the front porch. I still have the cedar chest he made for me in the bedroom Logan and I claimed.

      Brax toys with his wine glass. “Someone could have added the remains after it was here.”

      The idea sends a shiver through me. “Someone used this house as a dumping ground for a body?”

      Rhys sucks in a scandalous breath. “Or your aunt wasn’t as innocent as we all thought.”

      Everyone freezes. Mama’s head snaps up. “You watch your mouth, young man.” She gives him the don’t be ridiculous scowl. “My sister never harmed so much as a stray cat.”

      I notice how Mama carefully doesn’t meet my eyes. There’s something she’s not saying, but pushing will only make her clam up tighter. That’s the thing about Southern mothers—they’ve elevated withholding information to an art form, all while smiling and offering you sweet tea.

      I down a gulp of wine. “Of course she didn’t kill anyone. But someone put that woman in that trunk, and now her ghost is wandering around.”

      Mama stands, smoothing out invisible wrinkles from her pants. “Well, I’m just grateful you found the poor soul. Maybe now she can rest in peace, whoever she is.”

      The gentleness in her voice is in direct contrast to her commanding presence. Behind the mayor’s polished exterior and the bossy mother persona, there are glimpses of the compassionate woman who taught me to leave food out for strays and always help neighbors in need.

      She and Daddy kiss my cheeks, and I rise to see them out. Mama pauses at the doorway, her fingers fidgeting with the pearl necklace she always wears to town meetings. “There’s something else,” she says.

      I brace myself. I knew it. “About the trunk?”

      A shake of her head. “The Southern Spirits Cookoff is Saturday.” She says this as if it’s a national emergency, which, in Thornhollow, it practically is.

      “And?” I prompt, confused at the change in topic.

      “Finding a skeleton in your attic is going to be all over town.” Mama’s perfectly manicured nails straighten my necklace. “This is terrible timing. Absolutely dreadful.”

      Really? That’s what’s on her mind? “I’m sorry my discovery of human remains has inconvenienced the town’s foodies, Mama.”

      “Ava,” she admonishes in her classic you are testing my patience tone, “this isn’t about the foodies. It’s about civic duty. The cookoff brings in tourism dollars, and the proceeds from this year’s event are going to The Birdie House.”

      The Birdie House is a women’s center that supports new mothers who lack family or financial resources. It’s named after local legend Birdie Birmingham, a once-renowned Southern cook and folklore icon who vanished without a trace back in the sixties. Since the money will go to help mothers, the cookoff has been rescheduled from later in the year to Mother’s Day weekend.

      “What does this have to do with me?” Even as I ask, I know. I feel it coming like a summer storm.

      Mama squares her shoulders, Mayor Dixie Fantome now fully present. “Margie Raynor’s daughter is taking her on a cruise for Mother’s Day. She can’t judge this year.”

      “Mama, no⁠—”

      “You have to step in.”

      I look to Daddy for help, but he’s suddenly very interested in the wedding dress in the nearest window display.

      “I can’t judge a cooking contest!” My voice rises an octave. “I burn microwave popcorn. Plus, there’s a literal murder investigation happening in my house!”

      “It’s hardly an investigation.” Mama dismisses that notion with a wave of her hand. “And you don’t need to know how to cook to appreciate good food. Besides, you’re a Fantome—Thornhollow’s founding family has always had a place on the judging panel.”

      “There’s only been one previous panel, Mama, and none of our family was on it.”

      She arches a delicate brow. “Your cousin Stanley was a judge.”

      “Stanley is my cousin five times removed! And if he’s doing it this year, then the founding family is once more represented.”

      “He can’t. It’s a rotating position to be sure no one person ends up skewing the results through favoritism.”

      Don’t try to outsmart Dixie Fantome with her own logic. You’ll lose every time.

      I close my eyes, counting to ten. “Mama, I have a ghost to help, and Detective Jones breathing down my neck. The last thing I need is to be at a public event tasting moonshine-infused peach cobbler.”

      “Don’t be overly dramatic.” I nearly laugh at this, coming from the Drama Queen herself. “That’s exactly what you need.” She rests her hand on my shoulder. “Honey, if you don’t show up, people will talk. They’ll claim you’re hiding something. You know how this town works. They’ll suggest you know more about that skeleton than you’re letting on.”

      I blink, realization dawning. “You’re worried about how this affects your upcoming reelection.”

      Something flickers across her face—hurt, maybe—before her mother mask slips back on. “I’m worried about you. Small towns have long memories. If you don’t act innocent and show them you’re confident, they’ll never let you forget it.”

      Confident about what? That I’m not a killer? That my beloved aunt wasn’t?

      The worst part is, she’s right. I’ve spent years away from Thornhollow, and coming back with my ‘special abilities’ has folks whispering. Hiding away might only feed the rumor mill.

      “It’s only a few hours of your time,” she presses. “I already checked with Rosie, and she told me she and Jenn can handle Saturday’s wedding. All you need to do is be at the fairgrounds, smile, eat some delicious food, and show everyone that finding a skeleton in your attic is no big deal.”

      “It is a big deal, Mama.”

      “One that Landon and your father”—she grabs Daddy’s arm and yanks him over to us—“will handle.”

      My father used to work on the Thornhollow police force. He and Landon Jones were partners for a time before he left the force, left town, and pursued his real love—music. He offers a consoling smile. “There isn’t much you can do when it comes to the investigation, and your mother’s right—I’ll help Landon figure it out.” He kisses my forehead. “You don’t worry, now, y’hear?”

      I glance at Logan as he joins us. He shrugs sympathetically.

      “Fine.” I sigh, the word feeling like surrender. “I’ll do it.”

      Mama’s face brightens. “That’s my girl! The committee meets tomorrow at five. Wear something nice. Not black,” she adds. “Something cheerful. Yellow, maybe. Ask Brax to help you pick something, okay? I’ll text you the details.”

      As she takes Daddy’s hand, I catch a glimpse of real relief in her eyes, and beneath my irritation, I feel a tug of affection. For all her manipulations and social maneuvering, Mama is fighting for her town the only way she knows how. And somewhere along the way, I became a soldier in her civic battles. “You’re a good girl, Ava,” she whispers with a wink.

      For a moment, I’m eight years old again, desperate for her approval. “Don’t push it,” I mutter.

      After they leave, I sink onto the sofa. Logan sits beside me, his shoulder a comforting presence against mine. Rhys and Brax are deep in a whispered conversation at the fireplace.

      Logan pats my leg. “You know, you don’t have to do everything she says.”

      “Mama’s like a hurricane. You can’t fight her. You just try to survive.”

      “And yet you love her anyway.”

      It’s true. For all her faults and all her pushing, Dixie Fantome loves this town and her family with ferocious devotion.

      And whether I like it or not, I’m my mother’s daughter.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Logan refills my wine glass. Rhys and Brax halt their conversation and face us with expectation. Moxley curls up at our feet, his droopy eyes watching with canine interest.

      I sip my wine. “I can’t believe Aunt Willa had a skeleton in the attic for who knows how long.”

      “Things are never dull around here,” Rhys says.

      Tabby makes an entrance, hopping up on the shelf where I have set the tin. She paws it, knocking it to the floor.

      “What’s that?” Brax asks.

      Logan raises both brows, setting down his glass. “You didn’t give that to Detective Jones?”

      “I know I should have, but he was being rude and I wanted a chance to examine it first. When I saw the woman’s ghost, she reached for it. It has significance to her.”

      Logan uses his lawyer voice. “Because it could be evidence associated with her death. Don’t touch it. There might be fingerprints or other DNA that could help us identify her.”

      I mentally roll my eyes, but he’s right. Setting my glass aside, I grab a pair of gardening gloves hanging by the back door, and return with them on. “I just want to have a look, and then I’ll turn it over to our dear detective.”

      Tabby preens next to the fallen tin. It’s a pretty thing, even though the pink paint has faded to a peach color. Retrieving it, I return to the couch, turning it over in my hands. Flecks of rust dot its edges like freckles. There’s a small latch to keep it closed. I hesitate a moment, my curiosity mingling with nervousness. “Let’s see what Tabby uncovered.”

      I take a deep breath and pry open the latch, which releases with a protesting creak. The scent of aged paper and something herbal wafts up—rosemary, perhaps, or thyme.

      “Cards,” Logan says, leaning closer.

      Rhys and Brax hover over our shoulders, peering in. Tabby hops up on the back of the sofa, placing her front paws on my shoulder.

      “Recipe cards,” I clarify, lifting out the top one. The paper is yellowed but remarkably well-preserved. Each card is hand-printed in steady block letters. “This one is for Whispering Pimento Cheese Dip. Mama would love that one.”

      Rhys points to the corner of the card. “What’s that?”

      “Some kind of sparrow, maybe?” I squint at the delicate bird illustration drawn in faded blue ink. Each of the next cards I examine has a similar bird. “It’s on all of them.”

      Logan squints at one of the titles. “‘Clarity Tea—for when the veil must be thinned.’ That doesn’t sound like your average sweet tea recipe.”

      “This one is ‘Memory Preservation Tincture.’” I flip to another. “And here’s ‘Binding Cordial to keep secrets where they belong.’” I hesitate, but the next one seems normal. Sort of. “‘Back-from-the-Dead BBQ Ribs.’”

      Rhys plucks it from my hand. “I’m so going to make this!”

      Brax
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