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CHAPTER 1
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Zara Lawson wakes up to the hot slap of June, even before the sun crawls through their hotel’s gauzy curtains.  Some tourists’ boozy ass cackle rising in reply can be heard over the persistent hum of the air conditioner. There’s no point in fighting it. You either let New Orleans steam you like a pot of greens, or you end up limp and a frustrated bitch by noon.

“Where my phone at?” Tasha’s voice, three octaves below polite, grumbles from beneath a hotel-issued comforter that’s already half on the floor. 

Zara's already up, dressed, and massaging her scalp with argan oil.

“You mean my phone, which you stole for memes?” 

Zara plucks it from the nest of snacks and chargers at the foot of Tasha’s bed. She launches the front-facing camera and angles for her best ‘I woke up like this’ pose. 

Tasha surfaces from under the covers. Her hair is a full halo of locs. The wide gap between her teeth turns even her scowl into comedy gold. “You ain’t even caffeinated yet. Calm your influencer ass down before it malfunctions.”

She drags herself to the mini-fridge, unearths a can of Red Bull, and pops it open in one fluid move. The hiss and snap of aluminum is the only wakeup call she answers to.

“Gotta hit the magic hour, T. That’s when you catch the desperate estate sale. Look, we gotta score today before the conference panel. How the hell we're going to show up without a few haunted pieces to talk about?” Zara reminds her sister. 

“You’re the only demon on Magazine Street this time of day,” Tasha mutters, but her mouth twitches to betray the pleasure she takes in the ritual. She grabs her own phone, cracked but functional, like most things she loves, and launches into her daily doom scroll.

Zara sets up her portable ring light by the window, so the bayou’s butter-yellow haze lights her up just right. She paints her lips, shimmies into a cherry print crop top, and snaps the vintage D&G belt to cinch her waist. She feels the familiar, hungry fizz. It's the sweet spot between nerves and exhibitionism. “Let’s get this bag!” she sings in her attempt to hype herself up.

By eight, the sisters are on the street. The morning humidity pastes their clothes to their skin. Zara bounces ahead. Her micro-locs wrapped in a gold scarf, the camera up and streaming as she narrates. Tasha, resigned, follows with her twisting hips and a portable fan, occasionally poking the lens into her sister’s face for a candid close-up.

“First stop, thrift gods willing, is Lagniappe Luxe, where I scored a pair of genuine Bakelite bangles last year for seven bucks and some change-”

“Which she sold for five hundo on Depop,” Tasha interjects. “She’s a hustler.”

“A savvy businesswoman, thank you. And a humanitarian! I’m redistributing beauty to the world.” Zara pauses to catch a glimpse of herself in a glass storefront. She adjusts her nose stud, then does a slow pan of the street for her viewers. “It’s giving... haunted Gatsby brunch. It’s giving... spiritual residue.”

A pair of old men on a shaded stoop holler, “Baby, you light up this whole block!” in the world’s laziest catcall, but Zara throws them a wink and a blown kiss. 

“See, T? I’m a walking public service.”

“Maybe if you used your powers for good, like, rescuing blue balls,” teases Tasha.

Zara launches into an impromptu monologue on the joys of thrifting: the history, the hunt, the high, all while guiding her live followers through the shop’s garish window display of glittering costume jewelry and porcelain hands.

She ends with, “And if y’all see anything you like, drop a comment.”

Inside, the Lagniappe Luxe owner, who is a brittle woman in bug-eye sunglasses. Tasha keeps the camera running as Zara narrates the first rack. Her sister dismisses the Target castoffs and zeroes in on a peacock blue scarf with actual peacock feathers. 

“Ooh, problematic but stunning,” she coos, draping it over Tasha’s shoulders.

Tasha deadpans to the camera, “Is this the part where you smother me and inherit my student loan debt?”

Zara, in full-on show woman mode, answers, “Hoe, not in this economy. I couldn’t afford the funeral.’” She snatches a chunky Bakelite necklace from the display and slides it over her own neck. “Thoughts?”

“Looks like Mardi Gras puked on you,” Tasha grumbles. “In a hot way.”

“I’ll take it.” Zara turns to the camera. “First rescue of the day, y’all.” 

They spend an hour weaving through thrift shops, Zara always narrating, always on, and Tasha alternating between supportive sidekick and chaos agent. By the third shop, the sidewalk is soup and the sky threatens rain. Zara, flush with caffeine and adrenaline, stops to regroup on a stoop while blotting her sweat with a stack of souvenir napkins.

“I need to recalibrate.” Zara wipes a damp strand from her brow and gestures for Tasha to pause the live stream. “Time for some real talk?”

Tasha grins, already knowing the drill. “Hit me.”

Zara’s public voice drops away, replaced by the version only family gets. “The panel at the conference is at six.  I'm tired and I don't have a damn thing to say. So, if I bomb, we blame jet lag, right?”

“If you bomb, you'll pop your top, jiggle your titties, and get the clicks,” jokes Tasha. 

“See, this is why you my ride or die.” Zara loops her arm through her sister’s, and together they power walk toward the next shop.

The street is changing as noon creeps up with more vendors, more shouting, music that doesn’t fade between shops but overlaps like competing incantations. A man with a face tattoo offers them samples of boiled peanuts, and Tasha gamely accepts, then makes a face like she’s been cursed. 

“What seasoning was that, ass?” she coughs with a shudder.

Zara tosses her head back in laughter. “You were always a sucker for nuts,” she teases. 

“Hey, now,” winks Tasha with her tongue sticking out.  She positions the streaming camera to catch a nearby street performer. It's a woman on stilts, painted like a skeleton. She flashes them a gold grill and throws up the peace sign. Tasha points at the next storefront where an ancient wooden sign reads CURIO CRESCENT in faded silver paint.

Zara, suddenly quieter, eyes the door. “Next up,” she announces to their stream viewers, “we’re going deep.”

“Better not be cursed,” Tasha mutters, but she’s already following.

The camera’s red light blinks as the sisters step into the shop’s shadow. The air inside is cool, but there’s a different kind of weight. Zara feels it settle on her. She squares her shoulders, checks her lipstick in a hand mirror, and readies herself for whatever comes next.

***
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The bell over the door sounds like a coin dropped in water. Inside, Curio Crescent is cool and close, air perfumed with old paper, clove incense, and the subtlest note of something mineral and unfamiliar, like gunpowder or ozone. Shelves crowd the walls. They were weighted with tarnished silver and glass and antique oddities like taxidermy, porcelain cameos with half-erased faces, occult paperbacks, and a tiered display of rosaries and fobs coiled in their own chains.

Tasha, unimpressed but dutiful, raises the phone to catch it all. Zara’s voice, softer now, floats to their audience, “We have entered the lair, y’all. Send prayers, or at least Venmo for bail money.”

Zara glides to the nearest vitrine as the camera pans behind her. She breathes in the dust and secrets. “So much drama,” she whispers half to herself. “I want to marry this smell.”

“Bet it’s haunted Febreze,” Tasha jokes dryly. She’s pretending to focus on the shelf of vintage Zippos, but her gaze keeps flicking to the corners of the room, wary. Some shops you walk into, you feel watched.

Zara coos for the camera, showing off a rhinestone tiara with only three stones missing. But she’s not here for rhinestones, or tiaras, or even a perfectly preserved pair of punk era Doc Martens. She only pauses for a second before moving on. No, it’s the corner case with its black velvet, backlit violet LEDs that tugs at her, as if it’s got her name etched into the wood. She steps closer as her pulse ticks up. There, nestled among the velvet display busts, is the necklace. An awe-inspiring seven oval cut garnets set in a crescent of polished obsidian. The stones are nearly black unless the light catches them just right, then they flare up like brake lights in fog. Each gem is framed by silver filigree, faintly tarnished but intricate like lace. Instantly, Zara is obsessed.

“You seein’ this?” She shrieks, “That is the most unhinged piece of jewelry I have ever laid eyes on. It’s like Dracula’s mistress.”

Tasha, now fully invested, swings the camera in for a close-up. “Ooooh. Now that’s a look. Does it come with a free exorcism?”

A voice...not loud, but perfectly timed, intervenes from behind the counter. “Only if you wear it at midnight, Hun.”

The shopkeeper appears as if she’s materialized between blinks. The old woman is tiny and upright. Playing the part, she paired her cloud of static white hair with layers of black chiffon and moth-pummeled tweed clothing. Her eyes are magnified by ancient bifocals and sparkle with humor.

“That piece,” the old lady says, not moving from her post. “It’s got a story, if you want it.”

Zara doesn’t need an invitation. “Always. Spill.”

The woman’s hands, thin as a crow’s feet, gesture at the velvet case. “Came from a riverboat merchant's wife, they say. Mississippi, 1857. The lady who owned it wore nothing but black, drank her wine with a drop of blood, and seemed ageless. In fact, they say she outlived the bastard and went on to live a free life when women weren't supposed to be a man's equal. “Her husband bought her diamonds, but she pawned every last one. Then one day she disappeared.”

Tasha raises an eyebrow so high it nearly levitates. 

“Disappeared?” Zara asks, unable to resist.

“Poof,” the woman replies. “Some claim she ran off with a gambler. Others say she drowned. But every owner since has either pawned it or come back with stories of it whispering in the night.”

Tasha leans into the shot to drop her voice to horror movie mode, “I want a necklace that whispers. Is it Bluetooth, or just possessed?”

The woman’s smile cuts quick and sharply. “Maybe both. But it sings only for the moon's bled.”

Zara, loving every second, shoots Tasha a look.

Tasha deadpans to the camera, “If y’all ever wondered what happens when your period lines up with a full moon, this is the content you came for.” She does a dramatic zoom on Zara’s face.

Zara narrows her gaze. This is the shit she thrived on, and her viewers wanted to see. She knew the chat was blowing up with comments. Up close, the stones seem to pulse, as if her own heartbeat is bouncing back at her through the glass.

“Can I try it on?” she asks, already knowing she will.

The old woman inclines her head. “If it likes you, it’ll let you.”

Tasha frowns, “What if it doesn’t? Will it burn her? Oh, shit! A curse?”

“You’ll know,” the shopkeeper commits. Her eyes crinkle like she’s just remembered a private joke.

Zara, emboldened by the camera and the audience, reaches for the case. Her hand hovers for a second. It is just long enough for doubt to slip in, then she opens it. The necklace is heavier than she expects, cool to the touch, and when she lifts it, the garnets catch the light in a way that makes them look wet. She turns to Tasha, who’s already holding the camera at the perfect angle.

“Alright, kiddies. We’re doing this.” Zara undoes the clasp and settles the necklace around her throat. The cold of the obsidian kisses her skin, then goes warm. 

The old woman smiles a little softer now. “Looks right on you,” she nods.

Tasha, who can never resist a bit, steps in with her own spooky monotone, “We’ll see if she’s still herself by sunset. Place your bets in the comments.”

Zara laughs, but the sound is different. To her, the mood is weird...like the shop itself is listening. She can’t stop touching the stones, which seem to throb under her fingertips.

“It for sure fits the vibe,” Zara grins, slightly breathless into the live feed. “What's the feedback? Feeling it?”

Tasha snaps a few pics, “Don’t let it bite,” she chuckles.

Zara grins, but for the first time, she wonders. The necklace hums, so faintly she can’t tell if it’s real or imagined.

The shopkeeper watches, content, as if she’s seen this play out a thousand times.

“See how it fits out in the sun,” the lady gestures her head towards the large shop window.

Zara runs her tongue over her teeth and feels a rush of something heavy and un-explainable. She leads her sister back toward the door. She sighs in awe at the way the stones cast a prism of bright colors on the walls. 

“That there is a rare effect. Usually, only glass will do that, but those stones are real. I have the papers as proof. Don't know how or why they do that, though,” the woman explains. 

Tasha is the first to break the odd spell. She angles the camera off of Zara for a second. “Time for the real work,” she murmurs, “Shit or get off the pot,” she whispers while peering at the necklace on her sister’s throat.

Outside, the Quarter’s noon chorus is distant, but in here, everything’s gone hush except for the faint tick of a grandfather clock and the whisper of the shopkeeper’s shoes as she moves behind the counter. “Well,” the old woman presses, folding her hands, “does it suit?”

Zara’s fingers don’t leave the beads. “It’s gorgeous. But how much?”

The woman’s gaze is keen. “For you? Two hundred, even.” Her response is like she’s known the number all along.

Tasha’s jaw drops. “Lady, we could buy two tickets to Beyoncé for that!”

Zara goes into negotiation mode, leaning in and letting her voice get silkier, “Two hundred’s steep for a haunted accessory, especially one that whispers. Let’s be real. The resale market on blood jewelry is brutal.”

The shopkeeper doesn’t blink. “If it’s meant for you, the price won’t matter.”

Zara laughs. “I’ll give you sixty. And that’s me being generous. My followers would riot if I let you fleece me.”

The old woman steeples her fingers. “You strike me as the sort who can’t be fleeced, only transformed. But here’s my counter: try it on, for real. Let it decide. If you can wear it through a single breath, I’ll take your price. If not, you walk away.” She shrugs. “Deal?”

Tasha’s eyebrows do a slow, skeptical dance. “Define ‘single breath.’ Is it gonna choke her, or what?”

The woman laughs, a dry cackle. “Just a moment. For both of us to see.”

Zara glances at Tasha, then back to the mirror behind the counter. She’s never been superstitious, but the necklace draws her like a flame draws a moth. However, this occult stuff is for the gram, for the followers. In real time, she didn't want to lose her soul to the things in the dark she knew were out there. 

“Alright,” Zara chimes at last. “But I’m holding you to that sixty,” she adds in a rush.

The shopkeeper gestures for her to step closer. 
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