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      “There’s going to be a stodgy crowd at Murder House this weekend,” I told Teddy. “You need to be on your best behavior.”

      The response from my pet skunk was to twitch his tail and disappear behind one of the large potted ferns on the front porch.

      Obviously he was not concerned.

      Whether our guests were uptight or overly familiar didn’t matter to Teddy so much as if they were willing to pay him attention or not. He loved a good scratch behind the ears and a couple of cat treats, and he could usually garner both from a wide variety of guests. Especially now that his social media account had taken off.

      The bed and breakfast I had inherited from my great-aunt Odette had two claims to fame:

      A live-in descented skunk who on occasion I dressed like a mini-concierge.

      And the fact that we’d had several murders in house.

      Hence the nickname Murder House.

      I groaned out loud when I realized I had used said nickname. “Did I just call Midnight House Murder House? I cannot do that in front of the guests!”

      Sure, a lot of people loved to book my rooms because of the reputation it had for ghosts and the undeniable fact that we’d had a couple (was that really so many?) murders but I had vowed to never make light of its deadly legacy.

      At least not in front of paying guests.

      Spring had sprung in New Orleans and I was ready for lazier days after a very busy Mardi Gras season, complete with drunken revelers and a side of ghost hunters.

      Quieter days after this weekend anyway.

      It was the first Thursday of April and Midnight House was fully booked, not by ghost hunters this time, or bachelor parties, but by a group of guests attending the Magnolia Heritage Gala. It was the kind of annual Garden District charity event that got written up in glossy magazines that still did impressive print layouts. The attendees were all the type who knew how to hold a champagne flute correctly. I never knew there was a correct or incorrect way to hold one until I attended the gala last year and got called out, so trust me on this—there is a correct way. Whatever you do, do not hold the bowl of the coup glass. I repeat, do not hold the bowl.

      This crowd had bank accounts with lots and lots of zeros. Historic preservation was their religion and they were fanatical about architectural and historical accuracy. Except when it came to the more brutal aspects of history. Those they were perfectly willing to sweep under the rug.

      In short, I was fully prepared for them to be high maintenance.

      But at the moment, I was enjoying the warm late Thursday morning porch sit, the air smelling like gardenias and warm rain. My neighbor’s azaleas had exploded in pink along his fence line that separated our two Victorian houses in the Marigny. Not that Hollis Broussard had ever stopped to admire them—or smell a rose or any other flower—a day in his life.

      He thrived on coffee and chaos.

      I winced as I rocked back and forth, my chair creaking gently against the original floorboards. I sipped my chicory coffee and savored it. Another week or two and I’d be forced to ice my coffee or die from heat stroke so for now I was enjoying my warm bean juice.

      "Teddy," I said, watching my skunk disappear behind the largest of the potted ferns on the front porch. “If you knock that over, you’re going inside."

      A tail appeared from behind the fern. It twitched, which I interpreted as neither an apology nor a promise of better behavior.

      The gala was tomorrow evening at Belle Rêve Manor, a stunning old Garden District property that I had driven past approximately one thousand times in my life but never actually entered until Aunt Odette had invited me to accompany her the year before. I think she had sensed she was on borrowed time and wanted to introduce me to the traditions that had been part of the fabric of her life and legacy in New Orleans.

      She’d done so in the nick of time because she died only three weeks later, a fact that was weighing on my mind a lot the last few days.

      Belle Rêve Manor was an impressive house that made architects marvel, interior designers itch to get their hands on her, and brides envision themselves descending the grand staircase to a Taylor Swift orchestral arrangement played live by a string quintet.

      Or maybe that was just me.

      Not that I was getting married anytime soon, but a girl can dream and much to my surprise, mine involved turned staircases and pop music arranged for strings.

      Odette had been a legacy member of the Magnolia Heritage Society, a fact I had not thought much about until three weeks ago when I received a very formal letter informing me that, as her heir, I had inherited her membership. The letter had been handwritten in actual calligraphy.

      I had texted my best friend Maggie a photo of it immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        We didn’t do enough self-improvement during the pandemic. I could have learned calligraphy.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        We started a podcast. I feel like that’s sufficient.

      

      

      

      

      

      That was true. We had started a podcast, Gumbo and Gris Gris: Murder In the Crescent City, which thanks to Maggie had grown to be wildly successful. It was really her baby though, not mine.

      
        
          
            
              
        But I don’t know calligraphy.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m sure there’s a font for that.

      

      

      

      

      

      A car pulled up in front of the house while Maggie and I were texting. I glanced up and realized it was one of my guests. I shoved my phone into the pocket of my blue linen dress—bought to look like I belonged in the Magnolia Heritage Society and because, well, it had pockets.

      The man heading up the walkway toward my porch was tall, silver-haired, and dressed in a linen suit. He looked both sophisticated and slightly like he might be a fried chicken spokesman. He had a rolling bag at his side and was studying the exterior of Midnight House the way people study paintings in a museum. Slowly, with his head slightly tilted, looking for the things that weren't immediately obvious.

      "You'll notice the dentil molding along the cornice has been repainted," he said by way of greeting. "The original would have been a slightly warmer cream. What you have now reads more yellow in direct sunlight. Still, the bones are excellent."

      I was well aware the cornice had been repainted. I had the painter’s bill shoved in a folder that Odette had left behind with an eye-popping number on it. In my next career I wanted to be a cornice painter.

      There was no great response to that other than, “Hello. Welcome to Midnight House."

      He seemed to register that he hadn't introduced himself and extended a hand. "Reginald St. Clair. I have a reservation."

      "Harper Bergeron." I shook his hand. He had a firm and deliberate grip. "I’m the owner and your hostess this weekend. Come on in."

      Reginald St. Clair stepped into the foyer and the head-tilt returned immediately. He was looking at the crown molding and the chandelier medallion. He made an involuntary sound of distress.

      "Preservation architect?" I guessed.

      He smiled thinly. "Is it that obvious?"

      "Just a wild guess. You complimented the bones of my house before you said hello."

      "Fair point." He glanced at Teddy, who had followed us into the house and was sitting at attention near the parlor doorway. "That's a skunk."

      Reginald studied Teddy. Teddy studied Reginald right back. Neither was laying their cards on the table.

      The stare down was more comical than threatening though.

      "His name is Teddy,” I told Reginald. “He comes with the house. Well, technically he comes with me, but I come with the house so there you go. It’s me, good architectural bones, and a skunk."

      "Does he have opinions on historic architecture?"

      "He has opinions on everything," I said. "But he tends to keep them to himself."

      I showed Reginald to Room One, which had the original plaster medallion on the ceiling that I personally refused to paint over regardless of what any contractor recommended, and left him to settle in. By the time I came back downstairs, a ride-share had deposited my second arrival at the curb.

      This guest was somewhere in her mid-forties, with alert, watchful eyes. She had a carry-on, a tote bag, a canvas satchel, and a slightly mangled straw hat that had seen better days.

      Her smile was warm when I opened the front door to meet her on the porch.

      "This must be the place," she said. "The magnolia out front clinches it." She pointed at the enormous tree spreading its pale blooms over the left side of the house. "Symbolically appropriate, given the occasion. I'm Allison Klein."

      "Harper Bergeron. Can I help with any of those bags?"

      "Absolutely not, I've got a system." She climbed the porch steps with the confident efficiency of someone who had checked into a lot of hotels. "I write historical fiction," she added, as if I'd asked. "Louisiana-focused. The gala is research. Evelyn Carrington promised me an introduction to the Belle Rêve archivists, which I strongly suspect was a negotiating tactic and may or may not materialize."

      A negotiating tactic for what?

      "Evelyn Carrington," I repeated. She was top dog at the Magnolia Heritage Society and the gala's chair. "So you’ve met her?"

      I had met her only once in person at the gala the year before.

      She was the reason champagne etiquette was seared into my brain.

      Allison's expression became a little guarded. "Everyone in this particular world knows Evelyn Carrington," she said.

      I took that to mean she had strong opinions about Evelyn but was choosing not to share them.

      “She’s a Magnolia Heritage Society legend,” I said, just to try to provoke Allison into more of a response. I was curious to see who was aligned with who in the group. If I was going to make Aunt Odette proud I had to find the right friends.

      Allison didn’t take the bait. "Which room am I in?"

      Room Two was on the quieter side of the house. I left Allison arranging her notebooks on the writing desk with the focused intensity of someone establishing territory. I wondered what books she had published but she looked more interested in unwrapping than chatting.

      I wasn’t curious enough to look her up though, at least not right now.

      When I went back downstairs a sleek black car rolled up out front.

      “No rest for the wicked,” I told Teddy, who was resting in his pet bed in the laundry room. He chittered in acknowledgment, but made no move to follow me.

      It was moments like this that I wished I had the budget to hire staff. I was getting dizzy from all the back and forth of checking in my new guests.

      The man who climbed out of the black car was somewhere in his early forties, dark-haired, and handsome.

      Not as handsome as my neighbor Hollis, but he sported a symmetrical face and a stately nose that most humans would deem attractive.

      He paused on the sidewalk to look at Midnight House. Reginald's gaze  had been analytical, but this man's was something warmer. Nostalgic, almost.

      He caught me watching from the porch and smiled. "Taylor McIntosh," he called up. "Small-batch distiller. Afterlife Spirits, out of Kentucky."

      "The bourbon, of course." I had seen the label at the bar around the corner, which my friend Demarcus, the bartender, stocked specifically because it sold well. The name was a good fit for a NOLA crowd. "Popular pour around the corner."

      "Glad to know it's found a warm reception." He grabbed his bag and came up the steps. His handshake was friendlier than Reginald’s. Less business-like. "My bourbon is being featured at the gala tomorrow. Evelyn Carrington arranged it."

      He said Evelyn Carrington's name with the relaxed confidence of someone who was not even a little bit worried about her. Which made it hard to believe he’d actually met her.

      Or maybe they were old chums, who was to say? I filed his response away and showed him to Room Four.

      By the time I came back downstairs for what felt like the fortieth time—you’d think my backside would be much perkier than it was after constantly using the stairs—there was already a fourth car in the driveway. A young woman was standing on the porch filming the exterior of the house on what appeared to be a very expensive camera.

      "You must be Vivienne,” I said.

      She was the only arriving guest whose occupation I already knew because if anyone wanted to film at Midnight House, I required permission. She’d asked, I had agreed.

      "Yes. Vivienne Okafor." She didn't lower the camera. "Documentary filmmaker. As we discussed, I may want to film some B-roll here. The house has a wonderful atmosphere."

      "As long as you let me know when you’re filming," I said. "And my skunk has approval rights on all footage he appears in."

      Vivienne glanced down at Teddy, who had followed me to the door and was sitting on the welcome mat looking positively cinematic. She raised her camera and took a single shot.

      "He'll do," she said, glancing at her camera screen.

      That made me frown. That was a decidedly lukewarm reception to my very extraordinary skunk.

      Vivienne was a few years older than me with close-cropped natural hair and a confident stride as she fully entered the foyer and swept her gaze over the parlor and the grand staircase.

      The chandelier flickered at the top of the stairs.

      Almost instinctively, she raised her camera and took a few rapid shots.

      “That’s just bad electrical. Or ghosts. Depending on what makes you feel better,” I joked.

      “Hmm.”

      I guess she wasn’t about that ghost life.

      “I saw you’ll be attending the gala as well,” she said.

      I had no idea how she knew that but I didn’t really care. The guest list wasn’t exactly a secret, especially now that I was a member of the Society.

      “I have full access, which Evelyn approved personally." She finally dropped the camera from her face and looked at me with the brisk energy of someone who had seventeen things to do after this.

      Clearly none of which would be doing a photo shoot of my skunk.

      In spite of that, I put Vivienne in Room Five, which had the best afternoon light. I figured she would appreciate it.

      With all four guests checked in and the house humming with the particular energy of occupied rooms—the sound of rolling bags and running water and someone opening and closing a window—I retreated to the kitchen and poured myself a very justified second cup of coffee.

      Teddy plopped down on his usual spot next to the kitchen table.

      “Maybe not as stodgy as I thought,” I told him. “More eclectic than stodgy.”

      It was either talk to Teddy or talk to myself and while that was usually sufficient, it wasn’t cutting it today. I knew Hollis was home because his car was in his driveway so I texted him.

      Coffee?

      He gave me a thumbs up emoji in return.

      Sometimes he surprised me. In all the time I’d known him I would have never taken him for a thumbs up emoji guy. But then again, he wasn’t a big texter in general. He preferred face-to-face.

      Through the kitchen window, I could see the magnolia in the side yard, its blossoms fat and white and almost aggressively lovely in the April sun. And somewhere across the next yard, through the gap in the hedge, I caught the brief movement of a blue jacket.

      A moment later, my back door opened.

      "No one got killed today?” I asked.

      Hollis Broussard came in, helped himself to a coffee mug, poured himself a full cup, and leaned against the counter. He crossed his feet at the ankles in what was his favorite kitchen stance.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “You still have your tie on. If you were just getting home you’d be more rumpled. You look positively fresh as a daisy,” I told him, shooting him a smile that teetered on a smirk.

      He grunted. “That’s what it says on my dating profile.”

      That made me cackle out loud. “Whoa. You just told a joke. You must be on a homicide-free streak right now.”

      As a homicide detective in a city that had its fair share of them, Hollis worked long hours and was underpaid. He saw the worst of the worst and more often than not, he was a little cranky, with good reason.

      “I slept for twelve hours straight after we made an arrest yesterday. I feel amazing.” He took a huge sip of his coffee and made a loud, “Ah,” sound of approval.

      He gave me an affectionate smile that both unnerved me and made me feel a little warm from the inside out.

      “Glad to hear it,” I said, and I meant it. “Sleep is one of life’s greatest pleasures.”

      His eyebrows rose up and down. The corner of his mouth turned up.

      It made me so flustered I raised my mug too fast and knocked my tooth with the edge. “Ow.”

      "Full house?" Hollis said. “The street’s been busy this afternoon.”

      "Four bookings."

      "Gala crowd?"

      "Every single one of them." I turned around and leaned against the opposite counter, wrapping both hands around my mug. "They all know the woman who's chairing the event tomorrow night and only one of them seemed thrilled about it."

      He looked at me over the rim of his coffee. "Harper."

      "I'm just observing."

      He sighed. Set down the mug. "Which woman?"

      His voice sounded heavier. I was personally responsible for sucking all the light and joy out of Hollis this morning.

      "Evelyn Carrington."

      Something moved across his face. Not alarm. Just…awareness.

      "You know who she is," I said.

      "I know of her." He picked his mug back up. "She's well-connected. Old Garden District family. Very involved in historic preservation." He paused. "Not universally beloved."

      "I can see why.”

      "Yep. She's powerful and she knows it and she doesn't always use that power gently."

      I looked at Teddy. Teddy looked back at me.

      "Great," I said. "So I've got a full house, a charity gala, and a potentially divisive authority figure who all four of my guests have some kind of complicated history with."

      Hollis gave me a look. "Or you’re overreaching and overreacting and borrowing trouble.”

      I nodded. “Could be. I won’t even deny it.”

      “They're just members of the same small social world and you're reading into it because you've had two solved murders in six months and your pattern recognition is running hot."

      "Probably." I picked my mug back up. "I'm just saying I'm paying attention."

      "You're always paying attention."

      "And yet somehow it's a surprise every time."

      He almost smiled at that. He finished his coffee, ran the mug under the faucet the way he always did, and set it on the drying mat. He then dried his hands and looked at me with an expression I had started to recognize over the past several months—the one that meant he was going to say something he hadn't fully decided to say yet.

      "Be careful tomorrow night," he said.

      "It's a charity gala, Hollis. There will be canapés."

      "There were canapés at the last thing you got mixed up in."

      I considered that. "There weren't, actually. There was charcuterie."

      He pointed at me.

      I thought he was going to admonish me again.

      Instead he said, “Nice dress.”

      It didn’t sound like a compliment. “I’m trying to look professional!” I protested.

      “You look like you’re going to film videos of yourself baking bread.”

      My jaw dropped. “What’s wrong with baking bread?”

      “Not a dang thing.” He let himself out the back. Through the window, I watched him cross back toward his house with the long, unhurried stride of someone who had nowhere to be but was always slightly braced for wherever he ended up.

      I looked down at Teddy.

      "There is nothing wrong with this dress," I told my skunk.

      Teddy sneezed.

      “Harper! Harper! I desperately need your help!” Allison called out, bursting into the kitchen, wild-eyed and frantic.
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      “What happened?” I asked, already scanning Allison for blood, broken bones, or evidence she’d been attacked by an angry ghost.

      “My laptop won’t connect to your WiFi and I have chapters I have to send to my editor within the hour or she is going to think I have abandoned the manuscript entirely. I cannot have that conversation again, Harper, I simply cannot.” Allison pressed a hand to her chest like she might actually faint.

      I had braced myself for so much worse. A fellow guest falling out a window. A poisoning of the welcome chocolates. The ice for the mint juleps being melted. That’s what happens when your bed and breakfast is known as Murder House. You expect the worst.

      “That’s an easy fix. I’ll take care of it for you right now. The house router resets if you unplug it and plug it back in. It lives in the hall closet under the stairs. Very high tech operation I’m running here. Feel free to reset it yourself if it goes out again and I’m not around.”

      “Would you mind showing me exactly how to do it? Technology and I have a complicated relationship.”

      I led Allison to the closet, unplugged the router, counted to ten out loud like I was playing hide and seek, and plugged it back in.

      “You’re a lifesaver,” Allison said, already typing furiously on her phone while we waited for the little blinking lights to stabilize.

      “So you’re on a deadline for the new book?” I had no idea how that sort of thing worked. It seemed like such a cliche that writers were always frazzled and on a deadline but there must be some truth to it.

      “Yes. It’s due in September and I’ve barely started. I have twelve months of writing to fit into five.”

      “That sounds unfortunate.” I shut the closet door. “What’s the book about?”

      “It’s set in New Orleans. A fictionalized Garden District family, several generations, several scandals. Evelyn has been extremely helpful with research.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was sarcasm or amusement. Allison’s expression was hard to read.

      “Evelyn seems like she would be a stickler for accuracy.”

      “Not in this case.”

      Definitely amusement. The sort of I-have-a-secret look on Allison’s face gave it away.

      “That sounds interesting.”

      “It’s all a nightmare,” Allison said cheerfully, and went back to her phone. “I should have been a true crime writer. So much more straightforward.”

      “But bloodier,” I commented. “I should know.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I co-host a true crime podcast with my best friend, Murder Maggie.” It was a morbid nickname but not the worst the internet had called Maggie, unfortunately. Everyone had an opinion.

      The nickname had stuck and Maggie didn’t mind it.

      I would hate it, but fortunately for me, even though Homicide Harper was an obvious pairing to Murder Maggie, no one seemed to have thought of it. Yet.

      “You do? Fascinating! I’ll have to pick your brain. I’ve been noodling with the idea of writing a time travel novel. I could have the contemporary female protagonist be a true crime podcast host. Then she gets sucked back into a series of serial murders from the Victorian era.”

      “I would read that book all day long,” I told her, truthfully.

      “I need to flesh this out,” Allison said, rushing upstairs, her phone held up in front of her. “Siri, make a note. True crime podcast, set in San Francisco. Victorian era. No, right after the great fire when chaos overtook the city. A perfect setting for a predator.”

      I nodded, approving of the idea. My guests this weekend were proving to be more entertaining than I had originally assumed. “Why do I feel like Taylor and Allison would make a great couple?” I asked Teddy, who was sprawled dramatically across the kitchen floor in a patch of afternoon sun.

      He rolled onto his back in response, which I chose to interpret as agreement, and possibly a request for a belly rub, which I obliged.

      What was setting out the Happy Hour hors d'oeuvres compared to quality time with my favorite skunk?

      Reginald popped his head into the kitchen. “What’s this I hear about mint juleps? Taylor has brought out his own Bourbon batch. If you have the fixings I can play bartender. Always fancied myself a bit of a liquid architect as well.”

      I would have sworn on Aunt Odette’s grave that Teddy rolled his eyes at the expression ‘liquid architect.’

      “To the parlor, then,” I said, with a practiced smile.

      Tomorrow night, there would be champagne flutes and the soft glow of candlelight beneath the magnolias at Belle Rêve Manor. One of the most powerful women in the Garden District would be toasted.

      I would wear a dress that would make the blue “bread baking” dress I had on look like a casual rag—even though I normally wore jeans and T-shirts—and accept my legacy membership into the Society.

      But tonight we were what sounded like the start of a joke. Four guests, an innkeeper, and a skunk walked into a parlor…

      Vivienne took a picture of me the second I rounded the corner.

      “Nice dress,” she said, lowering her camera.
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      After a friendly and uneventful evening, the next morning arrived with roughly four hundred percent more humidity than I had any interest in dealing with.

      It was time to face facts—I had to ice my coffee.

      Which had me in mourning for my hot java, but there was too much to do to grieve for long. Sucking on my iced coffee through a straw in a steel tumbler, I spent the better part of the day running the B&B equivalent of a military operation. Beignets, coffee, and orange juice out for breakfast, fresh towels, extra ice in the parlor cooler, and a covert dusting of the first floor, all while keeping half an ear tuned to the comings and goings of my guests.

      Reginald spent most of the morning on the front porch with a folding easel and a sketchbook, apparently rendering the exterior of Midnight House in painstaking architectural detail, muttering to himself about window proportions. I peered over his shoulder at one point.

      “Wow, that’s fantastic,” I said, enjoying the vision of Midnight House sketched out in charcoal. He was talented.

      Reginald jumped. “Good Lord, Harper. You scared me half to death.”

      I hadn’t exactly been quiet in my approach. I wondered if Reginald was a little bit hard of hearing. Either that or he had been so focused he hadn’t registered the floorboards creaking when I had walked. “My apologies. I just thought the sketch was lovely.”

      He grunted, so I watered the ferns in the planters as Taylor arrived back at Midnight House, smelling faintly of bourbon and looking pleased with himself. I couldn’t even fathom drinking bourbon at noon but Taylor clearly loved the drink.

      “Out testing your own or checking out the competition?” I asked.

      “Both. It’s a calling,” he told me as he tottered up the porch steps. “Sort of like the priesthood.”

      “Not quite the same,” Reginald said, not looking up from his sketch, his pencil moving rapidly.

      Oh, so he heard that but not me? Interesting.

      Taylor was undeterred. “It just whispers in your ear one day that you’re meant to distill
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a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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