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Chapter One

The
Bones

 


It was late when Ellen and her friends and her little dog,
Moseby, arrived at the Inn on Ursulines in the French Quarter of
New Orleans on a hot summer night. They had just checked in and
were in the courtyard heading toward their suite when Tanya’s phone
rang.

“It’s Priestess Isabel,”
Tanya, the tallest and thinnest of the three friends, said as she
put the phone to her ear. “Hello, Priestess . . . isn’t it a bit
late for that tonight? . . . Okay, hold on a sec.” Tanya cupped a
hand over the phone as her long, blonde ponytail blew in the
evening breeze. “She wants us to come tonight. It’s already past
nine. What do you think?”

Ellen had gone ahead a few paces to insert
her key card into the door. “I’m tired from the flight, but if
that’s what she wants.”

“She said she’s
unavailable in the morning,” Tanya explained.

“We better go tonight,
then,” Sue agreed as she followed Ellen inside. “If we want to
throw the bones ourselves.”

“Okay, Priestess,” Tanya
said into the phone. “We’ll see you soon.”

“On the way, we can grab
coffee and pastries to share with her,” Ellen suggested when Tanya
appeared in the doorway. “Maybe that will wake us up.”

Sue grinned. “Now, you’re singing my
song.”

 


Fifteen minutes later,
they arrived at the Voodoo Spiritual Temple on North Rampart via
their rental car—a blue Honda Pilot—and entered Priestess Isabel’s
establishment. The scent of lavender and roses permeated the air,
immediately soothing and relaxing Ellen. From the back of the
crowded shop full of Voodoo dolls, gris
gris bags, sachets, incense, charms, and
other paraphernalia, Priestess Isabel appeared wearing a
smile.

Tanya greeted her with a coffee.

“Well, isn’t that nice,”
the priestess said.

“We brought pastries,
too.” Sue, the shortest and the plumpest, opened the lid on the
bakery box to show off the goods. “Hope you’re hungry.”

“Welcome, ladies.” The
petite priestess was nearly as short as Sue with black, tight curls
that were close to her head. “Who’s this?” she asked of the
dog.

“Moseby,” Ellen, who was
the middle one of the three friends in height, weight, and
politics, cradled him in his cloth pooch carrier.

The little, black dog opened his eyes and
looked at the priestess before closing them again.

“He doesn’t find me very
interesting.” Isabel laughed as she beckoned them to follow her.
“Let’s go out back.”

She led them to the courtyard, where the
light breeze did nothing to alter the sultry evening air. “Who’s
throwing first?”

“I will.” Sue laid the
bakery box on the stone retaining wall that surrounded Isabel’s
herb and flower garden. Then she took a seat at the bistro table
and picked up the dried bones, shells, and rocks that were
scattered across the woven mat. “I need to know about my heart
palpitations. Should I be worried? The doctor thinks I’m
overreacting.”

Isabel took a seat across from Sue. “Give
them a shake.”

“I really don’t want to go
on any more medication, if I can avoid it,” Sue added. “I already
feel like every time I try to pronounce the medications I’m taking,
I may be summoning a demon instead.”

Ellen and Tanya laughed as they watched Sue
throw the bones.

Isabel studied the lay of each of the items
on the mat. “Are you drinking too much caffeine? These indicate an
addiction. How much coffee and soda do you consume?”

“Well,” Sue began with a
frown. “I like to start my day with a caramel mocha latte, and by
lunch time, I start craving my cherry coke.”

“You might want to cut out
one of those,” Isabel said, eyeing the Styrofoam cup of coffee Sue
had put to her lips.

Sue lifted her brows. “What? I don’t drink
nearly as much caffeine as other people I know. Are you sure that’s
what the bones say?”

“Are you questioning my
abilities? If you don’t like what I have to say, don’t
ask.”

“It could be worse,” Tanya
pointed out. “You were worried you might need an
ablation.”

Sue pushed her brown bangs from her equally
brown eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m not questioning you, Priestess. I just
can’t bear to part with my two favorite drinks. Who wants to go
next?”

“You don’t have to part
with them,” Isabel clarified. “Just cut down.”

“We all know how good I am
at depriving myself.” Sue climbed from the chair and leaned against
the stone retaining wall as Tanya and Ellen each offered the other
one the chair.

“Go ahead,” Ellen
insisted.

Tanya took a seat and gathered up the bones
before shaking them and throwing them across the mat.

“What’s your question?”
the priestess asked.

“Should I gamble at the
casinos while I’m here? Or will it be a waste of money?”

Isabel leaned over the table to study the
layout. “The bones promise riches and surprising discoveries in the
coming days.”

Tanya clapped her hands. “Yay! That’s
exciting!”

“Beau Rivage, here we
come!” Ellen cheered.

Sue rolled her eyes and mumbled, “Can Tanya
and I trade readings?”

Isabel laughed at Sue. “Friend, you need the
opposite of caffeine. You’re so tense and stressed, I can feel it.
Let me make you my special tea to calm your nerves.”

“What are you stressed
about, Sue?” Ellen asked.

“Oh, I don’t know. We’ll
talk about it later.”

Ellen and Tanya exchanged looks of concern.
Ellen decided to let it go for now, not wanting to press for more
information in front of the priestess.

Ellen switched places with Tanya and
gathered the shells, bones, and rocks. As she shook them in her
hands, she asked, “Will Lane and Maya’s baby be a girl or a
boy?”

Then she threw the objects across the table
and waited eagerly as Isabel studied them.

“All signs point to
feminine energy,” the priestess finally said. “I see a baby girl in
your future.”

Ellen straightened her back. “I knew it!
That’s exactly what I told Lane.”

“Maybe you should become a priestess,” Sue
teased.

Ellen winked at Isabel. “Maybe I
should.”

 


A half hour later, they sat inside Isabel’s
sitting room next door to her shop, chatting over tea and pastries.
Surrounded by artifacts from all over the world, including dolls,
pottery, tapestries, costumes, beads, an old organ, masks, horns,
and other oddities, many which were stuffed with one-dollar bills,
the priestess rambled about the illusions people have of one
another. Ellen, who felt sleepy and content, had begun to suspect
that there were more than black tea leaves in her brew.

“We all have illusions,”
Sue agreed, her lids half closed. “My marriage depends on
them.”

Ellen chuckled, but when the priestess
blurted out a hysterical cackle, Ellen’s laughter became
uncontrollable. Her rib cage hurt, and she peed a little.

“Oh, no!” Ellen cried. “I
just wet myself!”

She and her friends laughed even harder.

“What’s in this tea,
Priestess?” Tanya asked.

“Just hemp leaves,” she
said. “It’s the best antidote to stress. You ladies needed
this.”

“You got us high?” Ellen
cried through her giggles. “How will we drive ourselves
home?”

“It’s only a ten-minute
walk to the inn from here,” Isabel pointed out. “Or you can
Uber.”

“Who would have thought
that ‘uber’ would become one of the most used verbs in the English
language?” Sue reflected. “It’s such a funny sounding
word.”

The other three friends each said ‘uber’
repeatedly, laughing at the way it sounded.

“It sounds like rubber,”
Ellen pointed out. “Another funny word.”

“And such a funny thing,
too,” Tanya noted. “A dick sleeve. It’s strange what humans think
up, isn’t it?”

Another wave of hysteria swept over Ellen at
the mention of “dick sleeve,” especially from Tanya, who rarely
said anything vulgar.

“I peed again!” Ellen
cried, standing up. “I don’t want to wet your chair,
Priestess.”

“That chair has seen
worse,” Isabel said with a chuckle.

Ellen and Tanya exchanged glances. An image
of the priestess getting down with a lover on the furniture entered
Ellen’s mind. Tanya must have had a similar vision because they
both busted out laughing.

“Do you need to use the
restroom?” Tanya asked Ellen after a beat.

“I think I’m done now,”
Ellen admitted.

“Will this tea be good for
my heart palpitations?” Sue asked Isabel. “I feel pretty relaxed,
to tell you the truth.”

“Absolutely,” Isabel
confirmed. “It will also help with your visions, which you’re going
to need in Biloxi.”

“Why would you say that?”
Tanya wanted to know.

“I have a feeling,” the
priestess explained. “I’m sure there’s someone there who will want
to talk to you.”

“Really?” Ellen asked.
“Maybe I should throw the bones again.”

The priestess set her teacup on the coffee
table and stood up. “Let’s go.”

They filed out of the building into the
courtyard, where Tanya and Sue watched as Ellen shook the bones.
“Will we encounter ghosts in Biloxi?” She dropped them across the
mat.

Priestess Isabel took a long look, her brow
furrowed.

“What do they say?” Ellen
asked impatiently.

Isabel scratched her head. “This may not
make any sense, but they indicate something about a boundary.
There’s a line you shouldn’t cross, a place you shouldn’t enter.
One part of the house you’re staying at might be dangerous. You
should be able to feel it as soon as you go inside. Just avoid that
room or that part of the house, and you’ll be fine.”

Tanya’s face sobered.
“What if we don’t feel it? What if we enter the dangerous side?”

“I’ll pack you some of my
special tea bags to take with you,” Isabel said. “It relaxes the
body and sharpens the sixth sense.”

 


Because Ellen’s pants were damp, she
convinced the others to walk the six blocks from the Voodoo
Spiritual Temple to the Inn on Ursulines. Moseby hadn’t needed
convincing, happy to escape his cloth pooch carrier to stroll on
his leash in front of them. Sue, who seemed more relaxed than ever,
didn’t complain about her feet as she ambled along between Ellen
and Tanya, chatting about their upcoming luck at the casinos and
the impending arrival of Ellen’s grandbaby girl. The streets were
crowded with tourists, many of whom were on ghost tours. Ellen
tried to listen in on what one of the guides was saying about
Delphine LaLaurie, but Sue’s chatter drowned out the other
voice.

“Almost everything she
said tonight was positive,” Sue noted. “It was worth flying into
New Orleans to see her, don’t you think? I mean, I suppose I can
alternate between my caramel mocha lattes and my cherry cokes. I
don’t have to give them up—just cut back. Maybe the doctor was
right about my not needing an ablation. I’m glad I got a second
opinion, anyway. And the drive to Biloxi tomorrow will be a
breeze.”

“Well, the one negative
thing was a biggie,” Tanya argued. “Wouldn’t you agree,
Ellen?”

Ellen laughed. “It’s just a very small thing
that our Biloxi home rental has a dangerous side, and our best
defense against it seems to be hemp tea!”

“If you plan to drink more
of it on this trip,” Sue said to Ellen, “it might be time to invest
in adult diapers.”

The three friends laughed hysterically as
they continued their walk in the sultry night through the French
Quarter.


Chapter Two

The
Summer House

 


The next morning, Tanya and Ellen strolled through the French
Quarter with Moseby to the Voodoo Spiritual Temple to retrieve
their rental car before picking up Sue and heading out to Biloxi,
Mississippi. In a little over an hour, they reached the palatial,
white house on Beach Boulevard that they would call home for the
next seven days. It sat on a hill overlooking Biloxi Public Beach
and the iconic lighthouse across the street.

As they turned off the main road, Ellen got
a closer view of the house. It was a three-story Greek revival at
the top of a long hill of green lawn. Steps made of red pavers
stretched across the façade with six towering white columns that
reached up to a second story balcony, reminding Ellen of the
Parthenon. Behind the white railing of the balcony, Ellen could see
floor-to-ceiling windows trimmed with black shutters. Above the
second floor loomed a large dormer with three tall windows. Ellen
found the symmetry of the house—along with the contrast between the
white paint, red pavers, and the black roof and
shutters—pleasing.

Driving up from a side street, they pulled
into the driveway leading to two carriage-style garage doors near
the back of the house.

“Is this where I park?”
Sue asked Tanya, who sat beside her in the front.

Tanya nodded. “We don’t have access to the
garage.”

Unlike their summer rental, the home behind
it faced the side street, and it was small in comparison. A black
German shepherd eyed them curiously from the end of a rope tethered
to a stake in the front yard. Ellen kept Moseby close in his cloth
pooch carrier to avoid a scene. She was surprised when the bigger
dog did nothing more than stare at them as they unloaded their
luggage.

From the driveway, they followed a path to a
side door where a red-paved porch and a black awning were flanked
by charming gas-lit lanterns.

Moseby squirmed, so Ellen leashed him and
let him sniff the grass while Tanya entered a code into the
lockbox.

The side door opened to a narrow hall
leading to three other doors. The door to the right, which was
locked, led to the garage. The door straight ahead opened onto a
large breezeway. Through the glass panes of the door, Ellen could
see patio furniture arranged on the red brick pavers to take
advantage of the ocean views, and behind it was an outdoor shower
off the back of the garage. The door to the left led to a bright
stairwell.

Although the space was small, the stairwell
felt large with tall windows on two sides looking out to the ocean
and onto the breezeway.

Tanya led the way up the stairs, pulling her
bag behind her.

“What a gorgeous house in
a stunning location,” Ellen said as she followed Tanya.

“Be on alert for the
supposed dangerous side,” Sue, who took up the rear, reminded them,
before adding, “Why did you have to pick a place with stairs,
Tanya?”

“This is one of the few
historical homes on the strip to have survived Hurricanes Camille
and Katrina,” she explained. “Mainly because it’s built to
withstand strong winds and floods.”

“Safety before
convenience,” Ellen said with approval as they reached the second
floor.

“Though, I don’t think
we’re expecting a hurricane anytime soon,” Sue grumbled.

At the second-floor landing, they were
greeted by yet another door, which, once opened, led to a beautiful
living area with gorgeous views of the ocean and a door to a
balcony as wide as the façade of the house.

“Isn’t this lovely?” Ellen
said as she opened the double French doors to the balcony, where
four wooden rockers, a patio table and four chairs, and a porch
swing made it the perfect place to take in the view. “I can see us
enjoying margaritas out here tonight.”

“I love the
Victorian-style furnishings,” Tanya said of the furniture inside—a
curved chaise lounge, wingback chairs, and Queen Anne coffee and
end tables.

The chaise lounge was on the same wall as
the entrance, while the wingback chairs flanked the fireplace,
which had an ornate wooden mantle and façade facing the
floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the gulf. Across the room from
the chaise lounge was a round, wooden dining set for four with a
television mounted on the wall above it, and to the right of it,
just across the room from the entry, was a doorway into a
kitchen.

Sue pointed to her feet. “This rug looks
expensive, and the floors look as though they were refinished
recently.”

“They were,” Tanya
confirmed. “The homeowner told me that the house suffered quite a
bit of damage from Hurricane Katrina. She and her husband are still
renovating. In fact, she asked us not to go to the third floor, as
it’s still under construction.”

Ellen snapped her fingers. “I bet that’s the
dangerous side Priestess Isabel warned us about.”

“You think there’s
something evil on the third floor?” Tanya asked Ellen with her
brows lifted.

Ellen shrugged. “I’m just saying it could be
the area we’re meant to avoid.”

“That would be convenient,
wouldn’t it?” Sue smirked as she crossed the living area and into
the kitchen. “This is cute. Check out the antique dishes and tins
on the open shelving.”

Tanya followed. “So, you don’t think it’s
the third floor?”

Sue shrugged. “I didn’t say that.”

Ellen entered the galley kitchen behind
Tanya, admiring the antique tins of Frank’s Allspice, Quaker Oats,
Old Hickory Pure Lard, Borden’s Meadow Brand Malted Milk, Bean
Coffee, and General Food’s MAX-I-MUM Brand Peanut Butter. A wave of
nostalgia swept over Ellen, and she was a little girl standing in
her mother’s kitchen reaching for the saltines in the old-style tin
they used to come in.

“Is this a dumbwaiter?”
Tanya said, pointing to what appeared to be exactly
that.

Tanya slid open the door and looked down. “I
think this goes all the way to the breezeway.”

“It sure beats hauling
your groceries up the stairs,” Sue commented. “Push the button and
see if it works.”

Tanya pushed the button. They heard a slight
buzzing sound as the dumbwaiter ascended from the ground level.

“That sure is neat,” Ellen
said. “I can’t wait to use it after we go shopping.”

“I wish we would have
known about that before we lugged all our bags up here,” Sue
complained.

“Well, now we know we can
send them down when it’s time to leave,” Tanya pointed
out.

Tanya closed the sliding door and left the
kitchen. Sue followed.

“Oh, I want this room,”
Sue said from another door adjacent to the kitchen. “It’s really
pretty in here, though there’s not much of a view.”

“I guess I’ll take this
one then, if that’s alright with you, Ellen,” Tanya said of the
room next to Sue’s. “I’m not getting any negative vibes from it.
What about you, Sue?”

“This room seems fine to
me,” Sue replied. “Are all the ceilings painted in this pretty
teal?”

“I think so,” Tanya said.
“It really is pretty with the white walls and dark wood floors and
furnishings.”

“There’s a bathroom for us
to share,” Sue pointed out to Tanya as Ellen turned toward the
entrance to the bedroom over the garage.

It was next to the guest bathroom, which she
supposed she’d have to herself. She glanced inside at the clawfoot
tub and pedestal sink before entering the bedroom that was to be
hers for the week. It appeared to be larger than the others with a
queen—rather than a double—bed, along with a writing desk in one
corner. She, too, felt nothing negative or foreboding as she
glanced out the back window. The German shepherd lay bored on the
front yard of the house below. Ellen felt sorry for him.

“This must be the master,”
Sue said as she entered. “I guess I jumped the gun.”

“Do you want to trade?”
Ellen offered, though she’d rather keep the room for
herself.

Sue must have sensed Ellen’s reluctance.
“No, that’s okay. I’m fine where I’m at.”

They both jumped at the sound of something
heavy hitting the floor above them.

“What was that?” Tanya
asked as she returned from the kitchen.

Ellen and Sue exchanged looks of alarm.

Sue turned to Tanya. “Did the landlord say
there would be workers renovating during our stay?”

“Absolutely not. That
would suck.”

Ellen agreed. “Maybe one of the owners came
by to grab something, not realizing we’d be here by now?”

The three friends returned to the stairwell
and looked up, listening quietly for several seconds. Moseby
growled, which further alarmed Ellen. When they heard nothing more,
they shrugged and returned to their second-floor living room.

“Maybe something fell
over,” Sue speculated, “something that had been recently
moved.”

Tanya nodded. “Or maybe there’s an animal up
there, like a raccoon.”

“That’s probably all it
was.” Ellen sat down in one of the wingback chairs and gazed at the
gulf as Moseby jumped into her lap. “Are you ever going to tell us
what has you so stressed out lately, Sue?”

“Ellen!” Tanya chastised.
“She’ll tell us when she’s ready.”

“We’ve been pretty
patient,” Ellen argued. She turned to Sue. “I wanted to ask you
during the ride over, but I didn’t want to distract you while you
were driving.”

Sue’s face reddened as she crossed the room
and sat beside Ellen in the adjacent wingback chair. Tanya took the
chaise lounge and pulled her legs up under her, waiting for Sue to
reply.

Sue wagged a finger at them. “Y’all have to
promise not to discuss this with your husbands.”

“These days I forget
things as soon as I hear them,” Ellen teased, trying to lighten the
mood. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

Just then they heard another loud thud
overhead. Again, it sounded as though something heavy had fallen
onto the floor of the third story.

Tanya jumped to her feet, but before she or
any of the friends could say a word, Moseby leaped from Ellen’s lap
and started barking at the door to the stairs.

Ellen scooped him into her arms. “What’s the
matter, boy?”

His bark turned into a whine, but there were
other dogs barking nearby. Ellen rushed to her bedroom window and
noticed the German shepherd below on his feet barking in her
direction.

“What’s going on, Ellen?”
Tanya asked her in the bedroom doorway.

“I have no
idea.”

Mo leapt from her arms and barked at the
stair doors again.

“Maybe we should check it
out.” Sue took her purse from where she’d laid it on the kitchen
table and pulled out her gun. “It could be a vagrant.”

Tanya gulped. “Or a demon.”

Ellen scooped up her barking dog again and
followed Sue up the stairs toward the third floor with Tanya close
behind them.

“Wait,” Tanya insisted in
a whisper. “Should we call 9-1-1? What if it really is a vagrant?
What if he overpowers us and hurts us?”

Sue waved her gun in the air. “That’s what
this is for, but maybe you’re right about calling for backup. What
do you think, Ellen?”

Ellen shook her head as she hugged her
whining dog. “I’d hate to bother the police if it’s just a raccoon
up there.”

Tanya took out her phone. “I’m calling
Brenda, the landlord. Maybe she and her husband will come and take
a look.”

Ellen and Sue stood on the stairs,
waiting.

“No answer,” Tanya said.
“It went to voicemail.”

“Leave a message,” Sue
urged.

Tanya quickly said into her phone, “Hey,
Brenda, this is Tanya Sanchez. We’re in the house, but we keep
hearing loud noises upstairs and are concerned there might be an
animal or a vagrant. Could you and your husband please come and
check it out as soon as possible?”

“I’m going up,” Sue said
as she continued up the stairs.

“Are you sure that’s a
good idea?” Tanya wondered. “Maybe we should wait for the
homeowners to look into it.”

“Who knows when that will
be?” Sue argued. “There’s no way I’m getting a wink of sleep until
I know what’s going on up there.”

“Why don’t we leave for a
while?” Ellen suggested. “Let’s go to the beach and give whatever’s
up there a chance to leave.”

“That would also give
Brenda time to call me back,” Tanya said with a nod.

Sue hesitated on the stairs. Then another
loud thud made all three friends rush down the steps and back
inside the door of the second floor, closing and locking the door
behind them.

Sue leaned her back
against the door. “What on earth is
that?”

“Let’s hurry and get out
of here,” Ellen said, panting.

“To the beach, then?”
Tanya asked.

“What about the pitcher of
margaritas I wanted to make?” Sue reminded them. “Can we spare a
few more minutes?”

Ellen cocked her head to the side. “I
suppose your margaritas are worth the risk. I wanted to change into
my swimwear anyway.”

“Me, too,” Tanya said as
she headed for her room.

“Y’all get changed, and
I’ll have our drinks ready in no time.”

Moseby stood by the door to the stairwell
and growled.


Chapter Three

Biloxi Beach

 


Directly across from their summer rental was the Biloxi
Lighthouse situated on the median of Highway 90, also known as
Beach Boulevard. The three friends and dog quickly descended the
steps of the house and then turned left—or west—along a sidewalk
toward a crosswalk. They passed an empty lot that was nothing more
than a grassy hill and a few thin trees enclosed by a wrought-iron
fence. A historical marker in front of it identified the location
as the Robinson-Maloney-Dantzler House.

Sue stopped to read the marker aloud:
“Originally a raised-cottage Greek revival mansion like Beauvoir,
the house located here was built circa 1849 by J.G. Robinson, a
wealthy English cotton planter. It was the center of an estate that
included a ten-pin bowling alley, billiard hall, bath house,
thoroughbred stables, kennels, gardens, and a wharf for docking two
prized yachts. About 1908 the Maloney family enlarged the house
with a second story addition and two-tiered wrap-around porches in
the neo-classical style. Destroyed by Hurricane Katrina in
2005.”

“How sad,” Tanya said as
they gazed up the hill at the empty lot.

On the other side of the
lot was another white Greek revival as large as the one they were
renting. A curved, stone wall surrounded by flowers near the
sidewalk entrance read: Biloxi Visitors
Center.

“Should we check it out
before we get all sandy?” Ellen wondered.

Sue shook her head, her wide-brimmed hat
flapping like wings. “I don’t want to drink warm margaritas
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