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    Chapter One


     


    I stepped off the Learjet at the private airfield just before dawn. I’d been on the plane exactly seventeen hours, twenty-six minutes and fourteen seconds, wearing the same eight-hundred-dollar dress I’d worn when I killed a man twenty-five hours earlier. One of my shoes hadn’t made it out of the desert, and I clutched what remained of the other shoe in my right hand and my nine millimeter in the left. Apparently, eight-hundred-dollar dresses didn’t come with pockets or holsters, and I didn’t have the kind of cleavage that made a viable hiding place.


    A black Cadillac DTS with limo-tinted windows waited at the end of the runway, so I took a deep breath and headed for the car, steeling myself for the ass-chewing I knew was coming. But when I opened the door and slid into the passenger’s seat, the angry, balding man I’d expected to see was nowhere in sight. Instead, a slightly overweight, fiftyish, African-American woman frowned at me, shaking her head.


    “Girl, you are in one heap of trouble,” said the driver, Hadley Reynolds, CIA executive assistant extraordinaire.


    “Did he have a heart attack when he heard?” I asked, wondering why the director had sent Hadley instead of coming himself. “I figured he’d be here to run me over with the car.”


    “He had a moment there during that phone call when I wondered. His face turned so red, I thought he was going to pop, but then he rushed out yelling at me to pick you up and take you to meet him as soon as you arrived.”


    I sighed, my fleeting thoughts of a real meal and decent clothes slipping from my mind. Not only had the plane been stocked with healthy food, it hadn’t contained an ounce of alcohol. “I guess picking up a burger and six-pack on the way is out of the question?”


    “It’s six a.m.”


    “Not in the Middle East,” I pointed out.


    “This is Washington, D.C., not some giant sandbox. Besides, you’re meeting at a café. You can have all the fat and carbs you want.” Hadley looked down at her own plump figure then over at me and frowned. “You know, I rarely ask for anything although I do a lot of favors—and God knows, I’m never going to fit in one of those size-four dresses they put you in—but why can’t you be kind to the shoes?”


    I looked down at what was remaining of the Prada shoes and felt a bit guilty. When I’d opened the box containing the shoes at CIA headquarters, I thought Hadley was going to pass out. She’d stared at them as if they were magical. My reaction hadn’t been exactly the same. “I’m sorry.”


    Hadley raised one eyebrow.


    “I swear. I’m sorry. That entire situation got a little out of hand. I didn’t plan on ruining the shoes.”


    Hadley sighed and patted my leg, like she’d done since I was a little girl. “Honey, I know you didn’t, but you keep having these situations. I’m afraid that one day I’m going to be picking you up in a box.”


    “It’s my job.”


    “The risks you take are not your job and you know it.” She paused for a couple of seconds. “You don’t have anything to prove…not to him or anyone else.”


    I just nodded and looked out the window, not wanting to get into a discussion about my late father, the “him” in her statement. Even though he died when I was fifteen, I could still see him frowning at me and shaking his head. Unfortunately, I couldn’t blame him. Super CIA agent Dwight Redding had never made a mistake, never blown his cover, and never killed someone who wasn’t on the hit list.


    Dwight Redding had been perfect. The golden boy at the CIA.


    Changing mental channels, I focused on the current situation. “Why a café?”


    “The director didn’t say.”


    I studied Hadley’s expression, but she was telling the truth, which worried me even more. If Director Morrow wanted to meet with me somewhere other than CIA headquarters that could mean only one thing—he was letting me go.


    I sucked in a deep breath and blew it out slowly, trying to prepare my defense argument. Best to hit him with it first, before he could pull the trigger—play to his sympathies. Yeah, that was it. If, of course, I could figure out exactly what his sympathies were before we got to the café. Eight years of working for him hadn't provided a single clue.


    Hadley made a sudden turn and pulled up in front of a dingy storefront with the day’s special painted right on the grimy window. “You sure he’s not going to kill me?” I asked, giving the neighborhood a quick once-over. It looked like the kind of place where no one would blink over the sound of gunshots.


    Hadley shook her head. “If the director doesn’t kill you, the food in there probably will.”


    “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” I climbed out of the car, leaving the broken shoe behind, and headed into the café.


    I spotted Director Morrow and another agent, Ben Harrison, in a booth at the back of the single room. Otherwise, it was completely empty. Morrow frowned as soon as he saw me walk in. As I got closer, he noticed my bare feet and downed his entire glass of water. I glanced over at Harrison, trying to get a read on Morrow’s state of mind, but he gave me an imperceptible shake of his head. Not good. Time for defense mode.


    “I had to kill him,” I said as Harrison rose and allowed me to slide into the booth across from Morrow. “I didn’t have a choice.”


    Harrison made a choking sound, sat down next to me and had a fake coughing fit into his napkin.


    “Your personnel file,” Morrow said, “is full of those ‘no choice’ situations. Your hit count makes Attila the Hun look like a pacifist.”


    “But he was going to sell that girl to the sheikh. She was only twelve years old and -”


    “I don’t care if he had Siamese twins with puppies. You always maintain cover.” He held up two fingers. “Two years worth of work blown in less than a minute. It’s a new record, Redding.”


    “I can still salvage it. Just put me back in.”


    “How do you propose I do that? You were supposed to be the distributor’s new eye-candy. All you had to do was deliver the money, collect the drugs, and leave. But no, you had to kill the brother of the boss…an arms dealer who shot his wife for walking in front of the television during American Idol. Do you really think he’s going to give you a pass on killing his only sibling?”


    “Not to mention,” Harrison added, “that most hoochies don’t go around killing people with their shoes. He’s probably figured out you’re not some ditzy gold digger.”


    I glared at Harrison, who only seemed to have diarrhea of the mouth when it involved me. “There wasn’t any place on my body I could hide a gun—not with that sleazy dress I had to wear. And that shoe had a spike on it. What the hell else is it good for?”


    “Jesus, Redding.” Harrison laughed. “Haven’t you seen a movie, a magazine ad…another woman in public? Stilettos are common among people with estrogen.”


    “Which explains why you know what they are, and I don’t. Why don’t you play the girl on the next mission? You’re obviously better suited.”


    “There is no next mission,” Morrow said, cutting off the argument altogether.


    I whipped around to face the director. “You’re firing me? You can’t do that.”


    “I could do that if I wanted to, but that’s not the problem. We got news from Intel this morning. Your face has been distributed to every drug and arms dealer that does business with Ahmad’s organization. He’s offering one million to anyone who brings your body to him. Ten million if someone brings you in alive.”


    “Jesus,” Harrison said, all antagonism gone.


    I felt the blood start to drain from my face, and mentally tried to force it back up.  “So? It’s not the first time an agent has had a price on their head,” I said, hoping my voice sounded stronger than I felt.


    Morrow shook his head. “We’ve never had a case this bad. Seeing you dead has become the personal agenda of one of the biggest arms dealers of the decade. I have no choice but to make you disappear.”


    “No way am I going into witness protection. They’ll stick me in some bank teller job in Idaho.”


    “I agree that witness protection is out, but not because I care what job you’d be asked to perform.” Morrow leaned across the table, his expression a combination of serious, concerned, and just a hint of fear. It was the fear part that made my breath catch in my throat. 


    “There’s a leak,” Morrow said, his voice low. “I know it’s coming from inside the CIA, but have no idea how high up it goes.”


    I gasped, my mind trying to grasp what he’d said. It wasn’t possible. A traitor in the agency? 


    “No way!” Harrison jumped up from the booth and paced in front of it. “I don’t believe it.”


    Morrow sighed. “I didn’t want to believe it, either, but the reality is, someone put Ahmad’s people onto Redding before she ever set foot on that boat. That whole scene with the girl was intentional—trying to force Redding to blow her cover so they could be certain. They knew she didn’t have a gun, but apparently didn’t factor in how dangerous she was in high heels.”


    “Shit,” Harrison said and slumped back down in the booth.


    Morrow looked at Harrison then back at me. “Both of you know that information about the mission could only have come from our office. According to Intel, Redding wasn’t supposed to make it off that boat at all, much less alive. And that whole shoe incident upped the stakes astronomically.”


    “She can have plastic surgery,” Harrison said. “It’s done all the time, right?”


    “No way!” I argued.


    Morrow held up a hand to stop the exchange. “You’ve been watching too many Hollywood movies. Plastic surgery can’t change her height or her bone structure, not enough, anyway. Ahmad’s security equipment is top of the line. A single photo taken by one of his cameras, and they’d have the bone structure pinned right back to Redding. We still have another operative inside. We can’t afford the risk.”


    “So, what am I supposed to do?” I asked, the gravity of the situation finally sinking in. “You’re telling me I’m not even safe at CIA headquarters? Where am I supposed to go?”


    Morrow pushed a folder across the table. “I have an idea,” he said somewhat hesitantly. “It wouldn’t be official. Only you, me, and Harrison would know about it. That’s why I’m speaking to the two of you here. I can’t trust anyone else, and there’s the possibility that my office is bugged.”


    Harrison glanced over at me and nodded. “Whatever you think, sir. I’ll do whatever you need.”


    “All I need from you, Harrison, is to keep your mouth shut and remember this information in case something happens to me. For the obvious reasons, there will be no paper trail. Redding, on the other hand, is going to have to do a bit of maneuvering to pull this off.”


    “Pull what off?”


    “My niece just inherited a house from her maternal great-aunt. She’s scheduled to spend the summer at the place, going over the contents and getting it ready to sell. She’s never been there before, and my understanding is the aunt wasn’t the picture-hanging kind of gal, so there’s very little risk of anyone catching on.”


    “Catching on to what, exactly?”


    Morrow blew out a breath. “I want to send my niece to Europe for the summer, and I want you to go to Louisiana and pretend to be her. It’s the perfect cover. No one will be looking for you there, and no one in the town has ever met my niece. They just know she’ll be arriving sometime this summer to settle things.”


    “Louisiana…you mean swamps and alligators and hicks?”


    “I mean a small town with lovely people and a slower pace. Just until we've removed Ahmad. The hit on you is personal. Without Ahmad in charge, the hit will likely go away.”


    My mind began to whirl again. “But that could be weeks…months. You can’t expect me to live in the middle of a swamp for that long. What in the world would I do? They probably don’t even have cable television. Is there electricity? Oh my God, isn’t that where they filmed Deliverance?”


    Morrow shot me a dirty look. “You’ve spent days crawling through the desert with only a rifle and a bottle of water. Don’t tell me a couple of blue-haired old ladies and some mosquitoes are going to be the death of you. This is a vacation compared to your norm.”


    He pointed to the folder. “This is some background information I put together on my niece. Her aunt probably talked about her, so the townspeople will be looking for someone meeting that description.”


    “What about the Internet?” Harrison asked. “Most people are all over it.”


    Morrow shook his head. “She had a stalker situation when she was a teen that scared her senseless. She’s been diligent about keeping herself off the Net. I’ve already checked and it’s clean.”


    Morrow looked at me. “I need you to be ready to leave by tomorrow.”


    I reached for the folder, making note of the fact that Morrow was looking off at the wall behind me rather than looking me in the eye. Not good. A feeling of dread washed over me as I opened the folder and started to read.


    Sandy-Sue Morrow. Good God, the name alone stopped me cold.


    I kept reading and felt the blood drain from my face. Finally, I looked up. “I can’t do this.”


    Harrison, sensing something was seriously screwed, looked from Morrow to me, waiting for the dam to break. “You’re a professional,” Harrison said. “You’re a genius at undercover work—well, sorta.”


    “This,” I said and shook the file, “is not undercover. This would require a reincarnation.”


    “Now, Redding,” Morrow began.


    “She’s a librarian,” I interrupted. “The last thing I read was an article on making a silencer out of a Q-tip, unless you count autopsy reports.”


    “You’re going to inventory a house, not run a library” Morrow pointed out. “No one’s likely to ask you for reading recommendations.”


    “She knits.”


    “So you’ll learn, just in case. It wouldn’t hurt you to have a hobby besides racking up bodies.”


    Harrison shook his head. “I don’t know, sir. I’ve seen those knitting needles. Do you really think you should turn Redding loose on an unsuspecting population and give her a weapon? Remember that incident in Egypt with the #No. 2 pencil?”


    “Don’t be ridiculous,” I snapped. “That was a Pentel, not a #No. 2.”


    Morrow cleared his throat. “I’m sure Redding will find a way to contain herself.”


    I tossed the folder back across the table. “She was a beauty queen!”


    “Holy shit.” Harrison dissolved into a fit of laughter. “No way is Redding pulling that one off. Look at her. Her hair’s shorter than mine.”


    “My hair is convenient for my job,” I said, running a hand over inch-long, blond locks that had been trapped under a hot wig the day before, “and besides, I thought short hair was fashionable.”


    “Short, yes,” Harrison said, “but you’re sporting the Britney Spears Nervous Breakdown style. Not a hit among men or the beauty pageant circuit.”


      I threw up my hands. “This…this person has single-handedly set the women’s movement back ten years. Knitting? Librarian? Beauty queen? Please tell me I can kill her next.”


    Morrow rose from the booth and glared down at me. “That will be enough. My niece is a lovely woman. And until further notice, you will become that lovely woman, or I will shoot you myself.”


    “You could try,” I mumbled.


    “What?”


    I bit the inside of my lip and clenched my hands. “No problem.”


    “Good. Your afternoon is booked. You’re getting acrylic nails, a pedicure, hair extensions, and learning how to apply makeup and wear high heels without killing someone.”  He gave me a broad smile then walked out the door. 


    Harrison gave me a sideways glance and inched away from me in the booth. His hand hovered over his weapon as he made a break for the door behind Morrow.


    Fake hair? Fake nails? Someone touching my feet? Oh, God, they were going to paint my toenails pink, weren’t they?


    I groaned and placed my head on the table, covering it with my arms. This was going to be even harder than the time I killed that drug lord with a Tic Tac.


    And not nearly as satisfying.


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Two


     


    On a hot and humid Saturday evening, I stepped off the bus in Sinful, Louisiana, and was fairly certain I’d gone straight to hell. Forrest Gump had gotten it all wrong. Life wasn’t a box of chocolates. It was a box of ex-lax, and I felt like I’d consumed the entire thing.


    I stared down Main Street and grimaced. It was a cross between a Thomas Kinkade painting and a horror movie. A pretty, pink store with lacy-looking trim sat at the end of town. Pots of flowers rested along the sidewalk in front of the store. The sign in the window read, You Kill ’em—We’ll Stuff ’em. A giant deer head with crossed eyes hung next to the entry.


    The shop next to it was all brick, painted pale blue with navy edging. No potted plants there, but ivy with cute, little white flowers grew up the front of the building to a terrace on the second floor. The sign in that building’s window had an arrow pointing to the pink store and read, Give ’em the Skin—Give Us the Meat. I hoped to God it was a butcher shop.


    “Here’s your luggage, ma’am.” The voice of the bus driver sounded behind me and shook me out of my Alice in Wonderland moment. I looked back at the two bright pink suitcases with silver, tinsel tassels and choked back a wave of nausea. While I’d been tortured by the women at that salon, Harrison had been sent luggage shopping. This was his final parting shot.


    I’d have rather it came from his nine millimeter.


    I thanked the bus driver and handed him a big tip. If I never returned from here, I needed someone to remember where they’d seen me last. I extended the roller bar for the large case and placed the smaller one on top of it, trying not to notice my long, painted nails. I’d asked for black polish, but Morrow had called ahead and warned them. They’d offered me wine and little froufrou cakes and thought they’d get me to go along with “Delicate Mauve” or “Sunshine Tangerine,” but I was onto them. We finally compromised on “Ravishing Red,” a shade I picked because it was the exact color of freshly-spilled blood.


    I pulled a piece of paper from the pocket of my ghastly purple suit and studied the directions. My “great-aunt’s” house was probably a mile from here, which wouldn’t have been a problem under normal circumstances. Under normal circumstances, I’d single-handedly overturned dictatorships in less than a mile. But in a linen suit, in the dead heat of Louisiana, and wearing high heels, I’d be lucky to make it down Main Street without stabbing myself with that deer head’s antlers just to end it all.


    Sighing, I grabbed the handle of my luggage. I managed two steps before my ankle twisted and the heel broke right off the damned shoe. Two hundred dollars for that piece of crap. I didn’t even want to think about the silencer I’d been looking at for less than that, or the black market grenades I could have added to my illegal collection.


    I picked up the broken heel, pulled off both shoes and chucked them into a stream of dirty water that ran the length of the town behind the kill-’em-and-eat-’em shops. Yet another pair of fancy, overpriced shoes that Hadley would never get to wear.


    “I’d hate to see you arrested for polluting the bayou your first day in town,” a man’s voice sounded behind me.


    I whirled around, angry that someone had managed to get so close to me and I hadn’t even been aware of his existence. The fact that he was driving a huge truck with obscenely large tires just reinforced my belief that after five minutes in Louisiana, I’d already lost my edge.


    I gave the man a quick assessment—mid-thirties, six foot two, about twelve percent body fat and has a blind spot forty-five degrees off center in his left eye. A weakness I could capitalize on.


    “Polluting?” I inquired. “I just increased the value of that mud stream.”


    He smiled—one of those patronizing, fake smiles that men used only on what they mistakenly assumed was the weaker sex. “That mud stream feeds half the people in this town.”


    “I’m on a diet.”


    “You must be Marge Boudreaux’s niece.”


    It took me a moment to realize that the “Boo-drow” that came out of his mouth equaled the “Boudreaux” I’d read in the obituary, but I’d never have gotten that right. “Yes.”


    “Bet you’re wondering how I knew.”


    “Well, the whole town is probably comprised of fifteen people and whatever they shot yesterday, and since none of them walk down Main Street with pink luggage—at least I hope not—I’m not exactly amazed that you realized I was a stranger.”


     He raised his eyebrows. “Marge described you as a lot nicer. Guess she meant compared to her. Well, since you’re here...and barefoot, I’ll be happy to give you a lift. That gravel is rough on the feet.”


    I looked down at the road, realizing for the first time that I wasn’t standing on pavement. Instead, my feet were firmly planted on some strange mixture of dirt and shells. Thank God that pedicure hadn’t made pansies out of my feet. “I’m fine, really.”


    He didn’t look the least bit convinced, but apparently figured he’d done his southern duty. “Okay. Well, see you around.” He pulled away, the ridiculously huge tires of his truck stirring up more dust than a desert storm.


    For a shot of whiskey and a pair of combat boots, I’d have grabbed the tailgate of Bubba’s truck and rode my luggage to the other side of town. But then that might have stood out. Likely, librarian ex-beauty queens didn’t ride luggage.


    Twenty minutes later, I strolled up the walkway of my new residence. It was a huge Victorian, and I sighed in relief that it was painted a sensible navy blue and contained no flowers in pots or in the front landscape that I’d likely kill. Now if only the inside was fern- and ivy-free, I was in business.


    Fifteen more steps and I could get inside, out of public view, change into normal clothes and wait until midnight to burn the luggage in the backyard. I could already smell the smoke. But when I placed one foot on the porch, the front door opened and a little, white-haired, old lady stepped out.


    Five foot two, a hundred and ten pounds with the purse, older than Christ, too many weak points to name.


    “You must be Sandy-Sue.” The woman stepped forward to clutch my hands. “I’m so happy to finally meet you. I was afraid your bus had been delayed.”


    “Nope. Right on time.” Like rushing toward death.


    “Wonderful. I’m Gertie Hebert, one of your aunt’s oldest friends.”


    I nodded. The emphasis was on old.


    Gertie reached into a huge handbag that looked like it was made from tapestry and dug out a Baggie. “Caroline had a chicken incident over at her place and didn’t get to making the welcome basket, so I had to improvise.” She held out the Baggie. “Prune?”


    “Maybe later,” I said. Like when I’m ninety.


    “Well, then come on inside and meet Bones. Maybe we can dig you a pair of shoes out of that interesting luggage of yours. You know, women haven’t been required to go barefoot in Sinful for at least forty years.”


    I stared. “Are they still required to be pregnant?”


    Gertie waved a hand in dismissal. “Only if you were born on the first Tuesday of the crawfish festival, and then only if there was a full moon. But there’s probably an exception with you being from out of town and all.” She turned around and entered the house.


    For the first time in my life, I felt a small tremor of fear trickle down my spine. I’d obviously crossed into enemy territory, and darned if I hadn’t tossed my only weapons in that muddy water.


    I stepped inside the house, relieved that there weren’t a bunch of antiques or glass sitting around and surprised by the understated furniture and light tan walls. Not a tassel or bit of lace in sight. I just might be able to manage this.


    “This is pleasant,” I said.


    “You sound surprised.”


    “Yes—No…Well, I figured, given that the rest of the town looks like a pastel painting…”


    Gertie nodded. “You know Marge wasn’t exactly a follower. She didn’t like gardening or cleaning, so she wasn’t about to have ‘shit that needed watering or dusting’ around her place.” Gertie grinned. “Marge was a bit of a feminist. Ahead of her time, really, but then I’m not telling you anything new.”


    I felt my spirits rise a bit. Maybe, just maybe, this wouldn’t turn out to be awful.


    “I made coffee,” Gertie went on as she waved for me to follow her down a hallway off the front living area. “Marge was always worried about you, dear.”


    “Me?” I walked through a doorway behind Gertie and stopped short to look at the bright, sunny kitchen. The walls were painted off-white; the cabinets were oak and real hardwood, not the fake crap like I had in my apartment back in D.C. Miles of granite countertops covered the cabinets forming an L shape around the kitchen area.


     “Yes, dear,” Gertie poured a cup of coffee and sat it on the countertop in front of me, then placed a wooden box of sugar and cream next to the coffee.


    I ignored the sweetener, took a big sip of the coffee, and sighed with pleasure. Gertie made coffee that would strip paint off a bumper.


    Gertie watched me for a moment, then poured herself a cup of coffee. “Marge was concerned that you wouldn’t live up to your potential as a woman. She thought you had some old-fashioned ideas.” Gertie looked at the unused sweetener, then back at me, and smiled. “Maybe she was wrong.”


    Uh-oh. I scrambled for an explanation. I hadn’t even been in Louisiana thirty minutes and already someone was onto me. If I couldn’t fool Mother Time, how was I supposed to fool anyone else? “My, uh, mother, had a different view of things than Aunt Marge.”


    Gertie nodded in understanding. “And you did what good daughters do and went along with her. Of course, dear, I understand that completely. My mother had ideas of her own, too. I was a constant trial to her.”


    “You? What in the world did you do?”


    “I didn’t get married and give her grandchildren. Why that was a mortal sin to Mother. A woman who couldn’t find a man was to be pitied.”


    “You don’t strike me as someone I should pity.”


    Gertie’s eyes twinkled. “Smartest thing I ever did was not have a man. I’ve had seventy-two years of doing what I please.” She patted my hand. “You and I are going to get along just fine.”


    I felt a shift somewhere in the universe, and smiled at Gertie. Maybe, just maybe, this wouldn’t be so bad after all. I was just about to ask for a second cup of coffee when a lump of blankets in the corner of the kitchen shifted and rose from the box they were in. I barely kept myself from reaching for the weapon that wasn’t there and instead pointed to the corner.


    Gertie glanced at the box, then the clock. “Five p.m. on the dot. Time for Bones to get some exercise.” Gertie walked over to the corner and pulled the blankets off the box. Finally, a hound dog’s head emerged. He stared at me for a moment, and I wondered if he was a trained attack dog, but when he took the first shaky step out of the box, I realized the dog was old.


    “I guess I know why they call him Bones,” I said, taking in his thin, bony frame.


    “Oh, that’s not why,” Gertie said. “He was a magnificent piece of hound in his day, but Bones is getting up there.” She opened a door at the back of the kitchen and the dog strolled outside. Gertie motioned to me and we stepped out behind him.


    Bones did the whole sniffing routine at the edge of the bushes, then leaned against the side of the back porch to prop himself up and hike a leg. The necessary business completed, he then headed toward the dirty stream that ran across the back of the lawn.


    “Is that the same dirty water running through town?” I asked.


    “Yes, that’s Sinful Bayou. Creates a bit of a problem with mosquitoes, and snakes but alligators rarely come into the lawns, so you probably won’t have to worry about that.”


    Oh goody. I might not have to kill anything my entire visit.


    Bones waded at the edge of the bayou and stood there as if he were soaking his feet. His head was down, with his nose close to the surface, but he wasn’t drinking. Thank goodness. Lord only knew what was in that water besides my shoes.


    Gertie frowned. “There he goes again. That dog.”


    “What’s he doing?” I asked, just as Bones began to dig. “Is he going to be all right? He looks like he’s going to drop any minute.” The dog wobbled like a drunk, throwing water and dirt around him at a faster pace than I would have thought him capable of.


    Gertie waved a hand in dismissal. “He does it all the time. Tracks mud everywhere.”


    All of a sudden, he stopped and put his nose right up to the surface of the water, then completely submerged his head in the murky mess. A couple of seconds later, his head popped up with a large white object in his mouth. Looking extraordinarily pleased with himself, he trotted back to where we stood, dropped the object at our feet, and shook bayou water on us.


    I put one hand up to shield my face and looked down as Bones dropped on his belly and began gnawing on one corner of the object. “Gertie? That’s a bone.”


    Gertie lowered her hand and looked down at the hound. “Well, of course it is. We had to install cement footers around the entire cemetery because of that dog. How do you think he got his name?”


    I narrowed my eyes at the object between Bones’ paws, making certain my initial thought was correct. “You sure those footers went around the entire cemetery?”


    “Yes. Why do you ask?”


    “Because that bone is human.”


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Three


     


    Gertie stared at the bone, then back up at me, and for a moment, I was afraid the prunes were going to repeat on her. The color drained from her face and she whispered, “What do we do?”


    “Did you kill him?”


    Gertie's eyes widened and she sucked in a breath. “Lord no! I…I don't…I can't…”


    “Then we call the police. You have police here in Mayberry, right?”


    “Of course. We have the sheriff and a deputy.”


    “Then let's head inside and dial them up.”


    “What about the...you know? We can't just let Bones keep gnawing on it. I mean, that's someone's family.”


    I took a look at the hound, who was stretched out on the lawn, gnawing the bone in slow motion and about to nod off to sleep. “I don't think he's going to do much damage. He probably doesn't even have any teeth left.”


    Gertie didn't look convinced, but she trailed after me as I headed back inside the house. I located the phone at one end of the kitchen counter and passed it over to Gertie, then proceeded to fix myself another cup of coffee. It was going to be a long evening.


    Gertie took the phone, then bit her lower lip. “Maybe I should call Ida Belle.”


    I paused before taking a sip of coffee and looked over the cup at Gertie. “Your sheriff's name is Ida Belle?”


    “Of course not. Robert E. Lee has been the sheriff here forever.”


    I blinked.  Surely she meant figuratively. “So why would you call this Ida Belle before you called the sheriff?”


    “Ida Belle is the president of the Sinful Ladies Society.”


    I waited a couple of seconds for more information, but apparently Gertie thought that one sentence had explained it all. “So, this Ida Belle will call the sheriff—measure the bone for a slipcover…or what?”


    “Ida Belle will do whatever is necessary. The Sinful Ladies Society has been running Sinful since the sixties. I know the mayor likes to think he and the city council have a say, but everyone's just humoring them.”


    “Of course,” I said, even though I had absolutely no idea what was going on in this town. “Maybe call the sheriff first, then Ida Belle. Keep up the illusion for the men?”


    Gertie nodded. “That's a sound plan. Keeping men in line requires a delicate balance.”


    She started pressing numbers on the phone, then paused. “I'm wondering…why did you ask me if I'd killed that person?”


    “Because I needed to know whether to call the police or help you hide the body.”


    Gertie's face cleared in understanding and she smiled. “Of course.”


    I didn't know whether to be relieved or afraid.


    ***


    Apparently, Tuesday afternoons were a hotbed of criminal activity for Sinful, so we had to wait almost an hour before the sheriff showed up. He looked nothing like the pictures of Robert E. Lee from my history books, but he did ride up on a horse. Ida Belle, on the other hand, had shown up within minutes, her white hair wrapped around giant rollers and covered with a bright green scarf that clashed with her purple robe and pink slippers.


    She’d asked to see the bone, which was still out back next to the now-sleeping hound dog, and after a brief look, exchanged a glance with Gertie that seemed to convey an entire conversation I wasn’t privy to.


    “But—” Gertie began.


    Ida Belle lifted a hand to cut her off. “Not now. I need to take these rollers out of my hair and get some blood flowing back to my head. Then I’ll be able to think clearly.”


    “Of course,” Gertie said.


    “Tonight,” Ida Belle said and spun around on her pink slippers and exited the lawn by a hedge on the side that she’d walked through earlier.


    “What’s tonight?” I asked.


    “Oh, er…nothing, really. We just meet sometimes—the society ladies, that is.”


    I studied Gertie for a moment, intrigued by her sudden discomfort. She hadn’t seemed the least bit disturbed by the discovery of the bone, and her call to the sheriff had lacked any of the normal drama that would have been present in most people. But a mere glance from a five-foot-two ancient woman, with a slight limp and wearing a bathrobe had her unnerved.


    “What exactly do you do at these meetings?”


    Gertie’s eyes widened. “Oh, the Sinful Ladies Society is a secret society. I can’t tell you what we do at meetings.”


    “Or you’d have to kill me?”


    “Ha,” Gertie gave a nervous laugh. “Mostly, we knit.”


    “Uh-huh.” Knitting, my foot. I had no idea what was really going on but I could tell Gertie was lying.


    “Excuse me,” Sheriff Lee interrupted.


    I looked over at the sheriff, a shriveled, white-haired man who couldn’t have been a day under ninety. “Yes?”


    “The water’s rising in the bayou—tide’s coming in and all—and I’m afraid the bone will wash back into the water.”


    I stared. “So pick it up.”


    His eyes widened. “Oh, well, I don’t know about that. That’s disturbing a crime scene and my deputy needs to document everything.”


    “The dog chewed on that bone for a good ten minutes. I don’t think moving it two feet is going to mess up your evidence.”


    He stared at me for a while, then looked back at the bone. The bayou level had risen so that it just reached the edge of the bone. It had already submerged the sleeping hound dog in a couple of inches of water, and when I took a closer look, I realized he was blowing bubbles with his partially submerged mouth.


    I elbowed Gertie and pointed to the dog. “We should probably wake him up, right? Before he drowns in his sleep.”


    “Oh, that dog. Do you mind? I’m wearing support hose and you’re already barefoot.”


    I sighed and stepped into the water to shake the dog. Saggy support hose were not something I was interested in seeing in this lifetime, much less today, when my absurdity meter was already on overload.


    “Bones,” I yelled at the hound as I jostled his body. He let out a loud snore. Not even so much as an eyelid flickered.


    “You may have to pick him up,” Gertie instructed. “He sleeps like the dead.”


    “You think?” I gave him one final shake with no result, then straddled him and wrapped my hands underneath his body, hoping if I pulled him to an erect position, he’d wake up and help me out a bit. Just as I was about to lift, he woke up with a start and flipped over, crashing into my right leg and sending me sprawling into the bayou. 


    Instantly, the polyester suit soaked up a thousand pounds of water and began to itch like crazy. I struggled to rise, but then my legs sank in some sort of quicksand-like mud, and my entire body lowered six inches into the rapidly rising water. And that’s when my training kicked in.


    In a split second, I shed the heavy suit top, exposing the lacy strip of fabric beneath. I placed the suit top in front of me, flat across the mud and heaved myself onto it with my knees. A short crawl across the suit top put me onto the grass of the backyard, and I collapsed on the lawn, my feet and legs so caked with mud they felt as if they’d been encased in cement. My eyes stung from the water and I clamped them shut, not wanting to think about how much bacteria was running through them.


    I heard someone clear their throat and opened one eye. Bones was sitting next to me, clutching the bone in his mouth and looking quite satisfied all the way around. Directly behind him was a pair of blue jean-encased legs. I followed the legs up and found myself looking at the guy I’d seen in town with the monster truck.


    “We sorta frown on skinny-dipping around here,” he said, “especially at crime scenes.”


    I jumped up and glared. “This is a…lace-shirt-thingie. I’m hardly naked.”


    He raised one eyebrow. “Your lace-shirt-thingie is white and thin, so you may as well be.”


    I looked down and was momentarily horrified to see his assessment was absolutely correct. What in the world were clothes manufacturers thinking, making a top that wasn’t water resistant? Girly clothes sucked rocks.


    Before I could retort, Gertie slapped her gigantic bag across my chest and glared at him. “Young man, your mother raised you with better manners, and you best just get on with your job or I'll tell her all about this.”


    He smiled, a slow, sexy smile that you usually see in movies, but he never took his gaze off me. “I am doing my job. This is the second time today I've caught this woman breaking the law.”


    “You're the deputy?”


    I don't know why I was surprised. So far, he was the only person in town I'd seen well under the century mark. Given that the sheriff had arrived horseback, monster-truck guy might be the only person in town that could still function well enough to have a driver’s license.


    “Carter LeBlanc,” he introduced himself. “Protecting the citizens of Sinful.”


    I pointed to the bone. “You didn't protect that one.”


    A tiny bit of smug slipped from his expression.


    “I'm going to change clothes,” I said, “unless, of course, changing clothes in your own home is also a crime in Sinful.” I whirled around and started toward the house.


    “Only on Wednesdays,” Gertie called behind me.


    ***


    I used the water hose next to the back porch to wash the black, gooey mud off my legs and arms. The last thing I wanted to do was track it into the house and have to do something domestic, like mopping, on my first day here. It stuck like tar, and for a moment, I wondered if I was going to need a scraper to get it loose. After what seemed like a lifetime, my skin finally appeared, and I turned off the water and stalked into the house, letting the back door bang behind me.


    A quick inspection of the rest of the house’s downstairs didn’t reveal a bedroom, so I assumed that meant they were all upstairs. Unless, of course, bedrooms were illegal in Sinful on Saturdays, which was always a possibility. I grabbed the hideous pink luggage and lugged it up the stairs, feeling like I’d been dropped into an alternate universe. I had no idea what I’d expected to find deep in bayou country, but this certainly wasn’t it.


    I hadn’t even been in town one day, and I’d already ruined my shoes, committed two misdemeanor crimes, flashed the deputy, and stumbled upon a potential murder scene. For the first time since I’d left D.C., I was happy that Morrow had insisted on a no-contact rule with him until it was safe to bring me home. If he had any idea that my entrance into Sinful society had been anything other than under the radar, he’d probably fly down here and shoot me himself.


    I left the luggage at the top of the stairs and did a quick reconnaissance of the upstairs rooms. The outside of the back of the house didn’t contain any structures or trees close enough to the house to make a second-floor window exit possible, but it seemed to have no lighting other than the light next to the back door. The front lawn appeared to be well-lit, and the porch roof provided easy access to the upstairs windows.


    I weighed my escape options and finally decided a front-facing room gave me the most flexibility until I could buy some sturdy rope to rappel out of a back window. I knew if Morrow were here he’d be telling me that the likelihood of needing to escape in the middle of the night was slim, but then he’d probably also have told me that inheriting a dog that dug up part of a dead person on my first day in town wasn’t probable, either.


    The master bedroom was on the front of the house, but staying in a dead woman’s room while pretending to be her niece didn’t seem right to me, so I selected the other room. It didn’t have a connecting bathroom, but then, the desert didn’t, either, so traveling to pee was the norm for me. And I had to admit, albeit rather grudgingly, that the other room was rather nice.


    It had real wood paneling, hand-carved with ornate designs of inset squares. One wall contained a huge picture window complete with cushioned seat and built-in bookcase, filled with books, took up another entire wall. It was easy to see what Marge had used this room for. I didn’t even like to read, and this room had me ready to select a book and pile up in that window to catch the last of the evening sunlight.


    Of course, given the town and the people I’d met so far, likely Marge had a wall full of Bibles or books on knitting. I took a step closer and studied the titles on a shelf, my eyes widening in surprise: The Study of the Brain, Forensic Investigation Techniques, Eastern Religions, Field Dressing Manual, The Power of Women, A Study of Handguns through the Centuries.


    I glanced at the other shelves, my eyes lingering only long enough to scan some of the titles, and then blinked in amazement. Not a single work of fiction that I could see, and none of the books were what I expected to find in an old spinster woman’s house.


    I picked up a framed photo sitting at the back of the desk and took a closer look. It was a stocky woman wearing camo and holding a rifle beside an enormous deer. I assumed it was Marge. I put the picture back and shook my head. Apparently Marge and I had more in common than I’d expected. This entire day had been filled with surprises.


    Unable to stand the itching from the polyester skirt any longer, I shed my wet garments and tossed one of the pink suitcases on the bed. I’d managed to convince them that librarian-beauty queens also had to mow lawns and take out the trash, so a couple pairs of jeans and several T-shirts were tucked in the corner of the suitcase. I tugged at the jeans that wanted to cling to my damp skin, then pulled on the shirt and reached for the tennis shoes and socks.


    Two minutes later, I was beginning to feel almost normal.


    A knock sounded on the back door, and a second later, I heard Gertie calling for me. I gathered the wet clothes from the floor and tossed them into the hallway bathroom on my way downstairs. They needed to dry before I could burn them.


    Gertie was standing in the kitchen next to Deputy Charming and not looking the least bit pleased. “I tried to tell him to come back later,” she said as I entered the kitchen. “A few minutes is hardly enough time for a young lady to make herself presentable.”


    “That's okay,” I said. “I'm not convinced he's worth getting presentable for.”


    Gertie gave me an approving nod. Deputy Charming was not as amused.


    “The personal assessments of criminals rarely interest me,” he said, “but I need to ask you a couple of questions before I leave.”


    I could have argued over the criminal comment, but that would have only kept him in the kitchen longer. “Go ahead,” I said. This couldn’t possibly take very long as I didn’t have anything to tell.


    “Did you notice anything odd today?” he asked.


    I stared. “Are you kidding? Try everything I’ve seen since I stepped off the bus. You’re going to have to be a lot more specific than that.”


    He sighed. “Since you arrived at the house.”


    “That really doesn’t narrow it down much. But I’ll give it a shot and say no because everything I saw that looked odd is apparently business as usual here.”


    “So you didn’t see anyone else along the bayou when you and Gertie went outside?”


    Gertie frowned. “I already told you no one was there. I’m old, not blind.”


    “No one was outside,” I confirmed.


    “How can you be sure?” he continued to prod. “They may have been hiding.”


    “Then we wouldn’t have seen them, now, would we? But the answer is still no.”


    “You’re sure?” He looked a bit skeptical.


    “Look—I have a sixth sense about these things. I can’t stand being watched. If someone was out there, I would have known.”


    He raised his eyebrows. “Seems odd that a beauty queen wouldn’t like being watched.”


    “That was a long time ago. I was in a different place in my life.” The understatement of the century.


    “Guess that Miss Congeniality title went into the past along with the crown,” he said.


    “You have no idea. Are we done here? I need a shower and to unpack.”


    “I’m done for now, but I’ll need to know if you’re planning on leaving town.”


    I threw my arms up in the air. “What in the world for? If you knew a single thing about forensics, you’d know that bone has been in the bayou for a while. The only way to get that smooth edging is by the constant flow of running water over time. I hardly sneaked out here years ago, killed a man, and put him in the bayou only to return years later and direct a two-hundred-year-old hound dog to dig up the bone and implicate me.”


    Gertie stared at me, and I could see the wheels in her mind working. Crap. I’d gone too far with my assessment.


    “That’s an awful lot of forensic knowledge for a librarian,” Deputy Charming said.


    Likely, it wouldn’t be a good idea to share that I came about that particular bit of information when I’d stumbled on a mass grave in a river in the Congo and received a rudimentary education from a local scientist.


    Librarian. You’re a librarian!


    “You’ve probably heard of books,” I said. “They tend to collect in libraries. I read. You should try it sometime.” I looked over at Gertie. “Thank you for the welcome. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I hear a hot shower calling.”


    I stalked out of the kitchen, not even bothering to take a look back. What the hell was wrong with that man? Was he really so incompetent that he couldn’t tell that bone was old? Good Lord, you could literally get away with murder in this town based on the ability of the local law enforcement. Not to mention the sheriff’s horse was hardly the optimum choice for a hot pursuit. It looked as old as he was.


    Morrow had thought he was doing me a favor sending me to Louisiana, but instead, I was right back in hostile territory, but without the benefit of any training or experience in my environment. As soon as I finished that shower, it was time to break out my laptop and do some reading on Louisiana.


    It was stranger than any foreign country I’d ever been in.


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Four


     


    It was a ten-minute struggle to cut off most of the length of the fake nails, but I wasn’t even going to bother trying typing with those daggers on my fingertips. Who knew acrylic was so hard? It was a fact I stored for future reference. The ability to construct weapons on my body parts might come in handy at some point.


    By the time I closed the laptop at midnight, I was more confused than ever. The stories and supposed facts I’d read about Louisiana were wide and varied. The people who lived here couldn’t agree on anything—language, how to fish, how to cook—even their legal system wasn’t in line with the rest of the United States’.


    Apparently, I was just going to have to wing it. The odds of Marge’s property becoming a second potential crime scene were unlikely, so I could probably fly below radar from here on out.


    I turned off the television on the dresser that had been blaring a late-night marathon of some reality show and crawled into bed. I let out a sigh as my body collapsed on the cushy foam mattress. I’d barely closed my eyes when I popped back upright.


    Croak.


    What the hell? I reached for my weapon on the nightstand and then cussed when I realized I didn’t have a weapon. Sandy-Sue Morrow did not have a license for a handgun and therefore could not check one in airline baggage, much to Director Morrow’s delight.


    Croak.


    I dropped out of bed and crawled over to the window, then slid up the side of the wall and pulled the drapes to the side just enough for me to see outside. The front of the house looked clear, but I knew I wasn’t imaging the noise.


    Croak.


    I whirled around. The noise was coming from the backyard. Where the bayou was. I relaxed a bit and walked into the room across the hall. I peered out the window, but the light above the back door didn’t do much to illuminate the backyard.


    Croak.


    Jesus, it was getting louder!


    I replayed the past four hours of Internet research in my mind. Frogs. That had to be it. How in the world did people sleep with all that racket?


    Croak.


    That did it. I’d seen a shed behind the house during my dog-crime-scene adventure. Surely it contained something that would kill one noisy frog.


    The thick, hot, humid air hit me as soon as I stepped out the back door, and I paused for a moment. A wad of toilet paper in my ears would probably work nicely and wouldn’t make me sweat.


    Croak.


    Nope. I wasn’t about to live with that for weeks or months on end, and besides, if I couldn’t hear the frog, then I couldn’t hear intruders, either. Not an option for the supremely suspicious. I sighed and headed across the lawn to the shed, happy to discover it wasn’t locked. I opened the door and peered into the darkness, wishing I’d thought to look for a flashlight in the kitchen. A dim ray of moonlight crept inside, and I finally made out a set of tools hanging on the back wall of the shed. The middle one was a shovel.


    Worked for me.


    I crept across the backyard toward the bayou, scanning the gently flowing water for my prey.


    Croak.


    To the left—near the hedge.


    As quietly as possible, I traversed the lawn, careful not to step into the bayou water and create a splash. A dark cloud passed over the moon, reducing visibility to almost nothing, and I paused for a moment, hoping the tiny bit of light returned soon. A couple of seconds later, the dim glow of moonlight slid over the water, and I located two humps about two feet from the bank. As the moonlight passed over them, I caught a flash of the white of the eyes before the shadows took over again.


    I positioned myself directly in front of the humps and lifted the shovel above my head. But as I began my downward pummel, a hand reached out of the hedges and grabbed the shovel, stopping my swing. An arm hooked around my waist and yanked me a good five feet away from the water before releasing me.


    “Coming back to bury the rest of the body?” a deep voice asked.


    I let out a sigh. Deputy Charming.


    And I was standing in the middle of a potential crime scene, at midnight, trying to regain possession of a shovel. Even with forensics on my side, this had to look a bit suspicious.


    “Actually, I was going to kill that frog so I could get some sleep. Do you guys give them amplifiers or something?”


    “That's no frog.”


    “I may not be from here, but I think I know a frog croaking when I hear it.”


    “Ah, it's a frog making all the noise, but that's not what you were about to hit.” He released his grip on the shovel, flipped on a flashlight and shined it on my target. It was two humps of eyes all right, connected to a mouthful of teeth and a long body and tail.


    The alligator, apparently resenting the spotlight treatment, spun around in the water faster than I would have thought possible given the length of the creature and disappeared beneath the murky surface.


    “Well,” I said, not about to let him catch on to the panic that coursed through me at my near miss, “maybe I'll luck out and he'll eat the frog.”


    He shook his head. “You've got some attitude, lady. I'll give you that.”


    Suddenly, it occurred to me that I was standing next to a stream of killer-creature-infested water, in the middle of the night, barefoot and wearing my pajamas, a pink, fluffy garment that Harrison had picked out to match the luggage. But that wasn't the part that interested me. I knew why I was there, but why was Deputy Charming there?


    “So, you mind telling me exactly what you were doing hiding in the bushes?” I asked.


    “Bird watching.”


    “Bull. You think that person was murdered and someone might come here looking for more pieces.”


    “I thought it might be interesting to see if anyone turned up here after word about the bone spread around town.”


    “How can you be so sure it has?”


    He laughed. “The Sinful Ladies met tonight at seven. Likely, the entire town knew by eight.”


    “Uh-huh, and does that nice bunch of little old ladies know you're using them to flush out the guilty party?”


    “Ha. Nice bunch of little old ladies. That's a good one.” He turned his flashlight across the back lawn toward the street. “Well, since you've likely scared away any of the guilty or the innocent, stalking around in your pajamas and brandishing a shovel, I guess I'll head home.”


    I stared at his retreating figure as he crossed the yard and disappeared around the front of the house. I had no earthly idea what brand of crazy was being sold in this town, but I was going to make every effort to stay away from it.


    Right now, I was going to go back to bed, sleep in until I couldn't sleep any more, and wake up tomorrow pretending this day had never happened. I clutched the shovel with one hand and covered my yawn with the other, my body itching to crawl back on that fabulous mattress.


    Croak.


    ***


    I awakened the next morning to a repetitive dull thud coming from downstairs. I pulled the cotton balls out of my ears and realized someone was banging on the front door.


    At eight a.m.


    On a Sunday.


    Whoever was assaulting that door was lucky I hadn’t been able to travel with my guns, or brought the shovel into the house last night, but that wouldn’t stop me from improvising. If they didn’t go away quickly, I could probably find something to work with in the kitchen.


    I forced myself out of bed, trudged downstairs, and flung open the front door. A startled Gertie stumbled backward, and I grabbed her just in time to keep her from plummeting backward off the porch.


    “Should I even ask what you’re doing here this early?” I asked as I stepped back into the house and shuffled to the kitchen to make coffee. I had a feeling this wasn’t going to be fast or easy.


    “Well, it’s Sunday, of course,” Gertie said as she trailed behind me. “You’re probably just disoriented from the trip and all the excitement yesterday and forgot.”


    I filled the coffeepot with grounds and water and pressed the switch. “Sunday? Is that supposed to mean something to me?”


    Gertie’s eyes widened. “Sunday’s church day, of course. I know some people think just any old day will do, but ‘progressive’ isn’t appreciated much in southern Louisiana. Unless you’re a heathen, you go to church on Sunday.”


    I opened my mouth to say I was absolutely a heathen and had no desire to attend church, here or anywhere else, but Gertie was on a roll and getting more animated by the second.


    “Word of your arrival has spread through town,” she continued, “so I knew I had to get over here early before the Catholics got to you.”


    “Sounds ominous.” I poured a cup of coffee and put it in front of Gertie, then poured another for myself. “What exactly do these Catholics do if they ‘get to you?’”


    “Invite you to their church, of course.”


    “And that would be bad?”


    “It would for me. I’m Baptist. Why, the last time I failed to get to a visitor first and get them into Sinful Baptist, the whole congregation prayed for me every night for a week—out loud. Sinful Catholic sent me a thank-you card. I don’t need that kind of embarrassment again.”


    I cringed. A whole week of praying out loud. No wonder she was desperate. “I guess it won’t kill me to attend, but do they really start this early?”


    “Service starts at nine. Used to be eleven, but everything’s changed since The Banana Pudding War.”


    “Was that anything like the Civil War?”


    “Oh, much worse,” Gertie said, completely serious. “You see, no businesses are open in Sinful on Sundays, because it’s a sin to work on the Lord’s day and all. But Francine makes the best banana pudding in the parish, so Pastor Don and Father Michael agreed to give Francine’s Café special dispensation to be open on Sundays without her having to go to hell.”


    “So the woman spends her entire Sunday cooking for everyone in town, and all she gets for it is a reprieve from hell? It sounds like she got shortchanged.”


    Gertie nodded. “You and I agree on that one. Anyway, Francine only has refrigeration for so much food, so she’s limited on how much banana pudding she can make.”


    “Let me guess—there’s not enough for everyone in town.”


    “Nope. Both churches used to start at eleven and run ’til noon, but the Catholics decided to start at ten thirty so they could get out early and ensure their banana pudding. Pastor Don retaliated by starting church at ten, and it went on that way until Mayor Fontleroy made it illegal to start church before nine o’clock or end before ten.”


    “I’m beginning to understand why this town is called Sinful. Everything is illegal.”


    “It sometimes seems that way. So you go get dressed, dear. I brought an extra purse big enough to carry your tennis shoes. We’ll change during the benediction so that we can sprint to Francine’s as soon as Pastor Don says ‘amen.’”


    “Sounds like a plan.”


    I didn’t have anything to do anyway. Besides, if the banana pudding was worth waging a war and giving someone a free pass on hell, it might be worth checking out. There was also the added bonus of seeing Gertie sprint. Besides, Morrow had told me to blend in with the natives. Apparently, skipping church would draw more attention than my pink luggage.


    Even given all the variables, the day had to be less complicated than the one before.


    I downed the rest of my coffee and hurried upstairs to find something suitable for God and running. The coolest, thinnest fabric I could find in my assortment of girly wear was a turquoise cotton dress with no sleeves and a skirt that sorta branched out. I figured that would allow air to pass as well as provide plenty of leg room for sprinting, although I doubted the actual need given the apparent median age of the town.


    Despite the fact that I was lean and not overly endowed, I tossed on a bra, figuring I’d burst into flames if I walked into church without one. Underwear was a given as you never knew when you might have to go into a fast drop and roll. Flashing people on Main Street was illegal most everywhere. In Sinful, it might get you the death penalty.


    I hopped into the bathroom, filled my hands with cold water and splashed it on my face. That was normally the extent of my morning routine, but before I could turn and dash out, I remembered that I was supposed to be acting like a girl. I sighed and walked back into the bedroom to retrieve the bag of makeup I’d left on the desk the night before when I’d unpacked.


    As I started to walk back into the bathroom, I saw a woman in the bathroom mirror.


    My hand swept to my hip, reaching for the weapon that wasn’t there, and a second later, I realized how fortunate that was. The woman in the mirror was me.


    I stepped in front of the mirror and turned my head from side to side, watching the long blond extensions bounce across my shoulders. The high, narrow cheekbones that had made me look gaunt with a shaved head now looked exotic. The turquoise dress seemed to make my matching eyes glow, especially with the mass of blond framing it. Good Lord. I was actually pretty.


    Like Mom.


    The thought ripped through me before I could stop it. I dropped the makeup bag on the floor and clutched the bathroom counter with both hands, staring down at the sink. I hadn’t thought about her in years - hadn’t allowed myself to. Memories of my mother were the one thing that crippled me, and weakness in my line of work could get you killed.


    But I’m not working right now.


    That was true, but it didn’t mean I shouldn’t be on alert. I took a deep breath and shook my head, trying to clear the warring arguments. Gertie was waiting downstairs to take me to church. Thoughts about my mom always led to thoughts of my father. And those thoughts had no place in a church.


    I picked the makeup bag up from the floor and pulled out a pale pink lipstick, grabbed my tennis shoes, then hurried out of the room, applying the lipstick as I walked. That was as good as it was getting. I couldn’t look at that face—my mother’s face—any longer. 


    “Sleeveless dresses aren’t illegal in church, are they?” I asked Gertie as I stepped into the kitchen.


    “Heavens, no. We’re devout, but we’re not barbarians. The humidity here is nothing to sneeze at.”


    Gertie handed me an enormous tapestry handbag that looked a lot like her own and I dropped tennis shoes and Tic Tacs inside. “Do I need anything else?”


    “Looks good to me. If you’re ready, let’s get going. I want to make sure we get the back pew.”


    I nodded and followed Gertie outside. I glanced around, but didn’t see a vehicle. “We’re walking?”


    “I had a bit of a fender bender,” Gertie said. “Wasn’t my fault, of course. It was a really stupid place to put a stop sign.”


    “Ah,” I said, figuring I was better off without the details.


    “Anyway, I’m supposed to get my car back this week.” Gertie looked over at me. “Marge has a Jeep, you know.”


    “Really? That’s great. I didn’t know if I’d have a vehicle while I was here.”


    Gertie nodded. “The battery’s dead because it hasn’t been used, but Walter, who owns the general store, ordered one for it last week.”


    “Cool.”


    Since Marge’s house was only two blocks from Main Street, it didn’t take long to arrive at church. I was amused to see that both churches sat on opposite sides of Main Street facing each other—like a religious standoff. I looked down the street and saw the sign for Francine’s midway down the block and on the same side as the Catholics.


    “They have a bit of a lead,” I said, “especially if we have to dodge traffic.”


    “It’s illegal to drive on Main Street when church is letting out.”


     I rolled my eyes. “Of course it is.”


    “And horses aren’t allowed at all on Sunday, due to the, er…mess. There was the incident with the mayor’s wife and a pair of fancy shoes she’d had shipped all the way from France.”


    I nodded. The sheriff's horse had taken care of business in my backyard the night before. You could lose an entire combat boot in that pile.


    Suddenly, I stiffened.


    I felt the woman’s gaze upon me before I located her, staring at me from across the block. She was probably Gertie's age, had silver hair, and wore a tan pants suit.


    Five foot four, one-ten, possibly born in the past century, a slight limp on the left side.


    We stepped off the sidewalk to cross the street to the Baptist church at the same time the other woman stepped off the curb to cross, presumably, to the Catholic church. As we passed in the middle of the street, she shot an amused smile at Gertie and let her handbag slip just enough from her shoulder so that we could see inside.


    Gertie sucked in a breath and the other woman’s smile broadened as she continued her march to the Catholic church.


    “Like getting to wear pants to church isn’t enough of an advantage,” Gertie said as we entered Sinful Baptist. “Celia Arceneaux’s bought the new Nike’s. We’re doomed.”


    “Don’t worry. I can take her.” Blindfolded and crawling.


    Gertie slid into the back pew and nodded. “I’ll let you take the outside seat to get a better jump. As soon as the preacher gets to the ‘A’ in ‘Amen’ on the last prayer, you make a break for it.”


    She dug in her purse and pulled out a pink bottle labeled “cough syrup.” She chugged back a good bit, then offered it to me.


    “No, thanks,” I said. “I’m good.”


    And not likely to drink out of the same bottle as someone who’s sick. Didn’t they teach them anything in Sinful?


    I glanced around the church and realized no one else was there yet. A quick glance at my watch let me know we had quite a wait before service began. I yawned and then thought about the reason I wasn't all that rested—besides the whole church thing.


    “Hey, Gertie, something strange happened last night.”


    Gertie patted my leg. “I’m sure it seemed that way, but things in Sinful are never quite normal compared to other places.”


    “No, I mean after all that. I went out at midnight to kill a frog that was keeping me awake, and that deputy was hiding in my bushes.”


    Gertie frowned but didn’t say a word.


    “So I got to thinking, given the alligators and hunting accidents and the fact that all this is below sea level and probably floods in a good hurricane, there’re at least a hundred valid reasons for a human bone to be in that bayou. But I’ve got a deputy hiding in the bushes, and that just doesn’t say accident, flood, or four-legged predator to me.”


    “No, I guess it doesn’t.” She didn’t look the least bit happy about it.


    “To take that one thought farther, if he thinks a crime has been committed, then that means he must have some guess as to whom that bone belonged.”


    “I suppose he might,” Gertie hedged.


    I narrowed my eyes at her and summoned up my limited knowledge of biblical rules. “Are you going to continue to lie by omission? We are in church.”


    Gertie sighed.  “I guess not. You’re right that plenty of accidents happen in the swamp. Usually, there’s a bit of something left behind so we know who the unlucky person was. But about five years ago, Harvey Chicoron disappeared without a trace.”


    “Did the police look for him?”


    Gertie nodded. “And a search party from town combed the swamp. Of course, Carter was still off in the Marine Corps at the time, but he would have heard all about it from his mother. Emmaline has always been a huge gossip.”


    My self-preservation radar clicked on. Marine Corps, huh? I was going to have to watch my step around Deputy Charming. He was turning out to be more complicated than he appeared. “So, what did everyone think happened to Harvey?”


    “Some thought a gator got him and dragged him under with a death roll, so there was nothing left to find. Some thought he ran off with another woman as there was a sizable sum of money transferred to an offshore account around the time he disappeared. He was always cheating on Marie, so running off with another woman wouldn’t exactly surprise anyone.”


    Gertie shook her head. “But mostly, no one cared. Harvey was the meanest, most disagreeable man in Sinful. After the initial surprise at his disappearance wore off, pretty much everyone was just happy he was gone.”


    “Even Marie?”


    “Oh, especially Marie. Her mother had been a tyrant when she was alive, and then she practically sold Marie into indentured servitude with that jackass the way she pressured her to marry him.”


    Gertie sighed. “And now I’ve gone and said ‘jackass’ in church. Five years past and that man still brings out the worst in me.”


    “I’m sure God knew he was a jackass.”


    Gertie nodded. “That is a fact. Poor Marie went from living with her mother to being married to Harvey, who was even worse. After he disappeared, Marie actually had the freedom to think and act as she wanted for the first time in all sixty-nine years of her life.”


    “Sounds like it worked out well all the way around, so then why all the worry? What do you think happened to Harvey?”


    “Why, Marie killed him, of course.”


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Five


     


    Before I could even fire off the hundred or so questions that had flashed through my mind, the back doors to the church opened wide and a choir entered, singing. Good grief. Sitting here for an hour was probably going to add another couple hundred questions to the list.


    The first of which was exactly why did Gertie think her doormat of a friend had killed her husband? And a close second was, why didn’t that thought seem to bother her much? Even the murder of the king of jackasses should have brought a twinge of something—guilt, maybe—to a woman who insisted on being in church every Sunday.


    Gertie elbowed me in the ribs and I realized everyone was standing and singing. I sighed and rose along with the rest of the attendees. Civilians were so confusing. The CIA was made up of career agents and ex-military. Everything was structured, and emotion was forbidden during an operation, for good reason. Having a civilian-like emotional moment is exactly what had landed me in church in Sinful, Louisiana, contemplating some doormat of a wife becoming a murderer.


    CIA agents didn’t share their fears, thoughts or dreams—assuming they even had any—and they didn’t have layers to uncover. If they did, they were so well hidden, they were having a beer with D.B. Cooper. Everything at the CIA was about the work, and while the work itself might be complicated, everything surrounding it was black and white.


    Sinful, Louisiana, was so many shades of gray, I was going color-blind.


    Once the choir finished their somewhat off-key song, the preacher started talking and my mind faded away from his voice, thinking about my current situation and wondering exactly how long I’d have to stay in Banana Pudding World. Occasionally, the preacher pounded his hand on the pulpit, breaking me out of my thoughts. Finally, he finished dooming everyone to hell, and everyone rose to sing again.


    When the preacher started praying right after the song ended, Gertie leaned over and whispered, “Get ready.”


    I pulled my tennis shoes out of my purse and happily pulled off the heels I’d been wearing. Twenty seconds later, I was ready for action.


    “We ask these things in Your name,” the preacher said.


    “Now,” Gertie whispered.


    “A—”


    I was out the door before the “men” even dropped. The door to the Catholic church flew open as I dashed out into the street, and Gertie's nemesis, Celia, barreled outside. The mid-morning sun hit her straight in the eyes, but she never slowed, running blindly down the sidewalk at a clip much faster than I ever would have imagined.


    But it was nothing compared with me.


    I could hear Gertie cheering behind me as I lifted the skirt of my dress and leapt over a snow cone stand. I slid a foot or so on the dusty sidewalk, then regained my footing just in time to push open the door to Francine's and bolt inside. Celia huffed in a couple of seconds later and stood there, panting and glaring.


    A big woman, probably about fifty, with a ton of blond hair piled on top of her head raised one eyebrow. “Looks like somebody done hired a ringer. You ain't even winded, girl.”


    “Not a bit,” I agreed.


    Celia narrowed her eyes at me as Gertie came trotting into the restaurant, the smile on her face as wide as the Grand Canyon.


    “Now,” Gertie said to Celia, “don't you be giving my friend the stink eye just because you spent all that money on those shoes and you still aren’t getting any pudding.” She turned to the woman with the hair. “Francine, we'll take a table for eighteen.”


    “Right this way, Ms. Gertie,” Francine said and grabbed a stack of menus.


    I followed Francine and Gertie to a stretch of two long tables placed in front of the plate-glass storefront.


    “I suppose you’ll all be starting with the pudding?” Francine asked.


    Gertie nodded and Francine walked through double doors at the back of the seating area, presumably to serve up eighteen orders of banana pudding.


    “We’re eating dessert first?” I asked.


    “Of course not. We’re just ordering dessert first so they don’t run out. Francine can only fit about twenty-five in her fridge. Celia’s got fifteen in her crew.”


    She looked positively giddy delivering that last statement, and I had to wonder what Celia’s crew would have in store for her when they realized the Nikes hadn’t done the job. I was, however, interested in seeing how they determined which crew members got the remaining pudding.


    Gertie insisted I take the seat at the head of the table, as the “guest of honor.”


    “Are sixteen more people really coming?” I asked. I hadn’t seen Gertie talk to anyone at church.


    She nodded. “All the Sinful Ladies will be here shortly.”


    “Did they skip church?”


    Gertie looked horrified. “You can’t skip church and then eat out. Why, the whole town would talk about you for a month.”


    “Don’t tell me they’re Catholic.”


    “Heavens, no.” Gertie laughed. “The things you come up with. Those of us that don’t sing in the choir have church duties. I was let off duties today as I was bringing a guest.”


    I was just about to ask Gertie about her earlier cryptic comment concerning Marie killing her husband when a shadow fell across the table. I looked up into the frowning face of Deputy LeBlanc. One glance at Gertie told me she wasn't the least bit happy to see him.


    “Morning, Ms. Gertie,” he said. “How are you today?”


    “Fine, thanks,” Gertie replied, but she didn't meet his eyes and her lips were drawn in a taut line.


    He ignored me completely, which was fine by me.


    “You were around when Harvey Chicoron disappeared, right?”


    “You know I was.”


    “They never found any sign of him, right, except for that missing money thing?”


    Gertie pursed her lips. “You're the police. I imagine the reports have all the information you can find, and I'm certain you can read as I taught you all four years of high school.”


    “I've been through the reports, but I wanted to get the local take on the situation.”


    “He's gone, and no one knows what happened. Not much more to it than that.”


    “There’s always more to it than that. When a person disappears, you should really take a closer look at the person. For example, was he well liked?”


    “You know good and well he was the orneriest man in town.”


    “Hmm. So, no one liked him?”


    “You know they didn't.”


    He raised his eyebrows. “Including Marie?”


    Gertie huffed. “I expect Marie had her hands full.”


    “I don't want to know what you expect. I want to know if Marie liked her husband.”


    There was dead silence for a long time, and I looked back and forth from Gertie to Deputy LeBlanc. The tension was thicker than the banana pudding Francine slid in front of me, and I couldn’t help but notice that as soon as she placed the last bowl on the table, she took off for the kitchen as if there was a fire that needed attending.


    “I already said no one liked him,” Gertie said finally.


    Deputy LeBlanc nodded. “He inherited oil wells from his parents, right? So that means Marie came into quite a comfortable living when he didn’t turn up.”


    “I don’t ask people about their finances. It’s rude.”


    He narrowed his eyes at her. “Did she offer the information?”


    “No,” Gertie snapped at him. “Marie never told me about her finances. Are you satisfied? Because you’re ruining my Sunday dinner.”


    He studied her for a couple of seconds, then nodded. “I’m done for now, but I may be by later after I study those case files again. If I have any more questions, that is.”


    He looked over at me and nodded. “Ma’am,” he said and strolled out of the restaurant.


    “What the hell was that about?” I asked. “You could have drowned a herd of elephants in the undercurrent between the two of you.”


    “He knows I won’t lie on Sunday. I tried to dance around the questions, but he still managed to get some information out of me.”


    I nodded, now understanding Gertie’s less-than-direct answers. “So, how much money did  Harvey have?”


    Gertie cocked her head. “Now, you just heard me say Marie didn’t tell me about her finances.”


    “I know, but I figure someone else did.”


    She laughed. “It’s a good thing Carter isn’t as shrewd as you are.”


    “So you do know?”


    “Of course. Marie told Marge and Marge told me and Ida Belle. Harvey sold those oil wells years ago, and his parents owned a ton of real estate, but as soon as he was officially declared dead, Marie got control of everything—all ten and a half million.”


    “Holy shit!”


    Gertie popped me with her napkin. “No biblical cursing on Sundays.”


    “Ouch,” I rubbed the red spot on my forearm. She must have been hell as a high school teacher. “Ten million is a lot of reasons to want a jackass dead. Is that why you think she killed him?”


    “That and another reason, but I won’t talk about it. I have to discuss it with the society ladies. We have to plan how to handle this before it gets out of control.”


    She waved a hand toward the window. “Here they come now.”


    I looked outside and saw a crowd of gray-haired women bearing down on the restaurant.


    Sixteen of them, probably from the Jurassic period. Fourteen wearing glasses and seven with hip replacements. Based on skin tone, high blood pressure was running rampant.


    “Why don’t any of your husbands come to church?” I asked. “Or is that some kind of rule, too?”


    Gertie waved a hand in dismissal. “You can’t be a member of the Sinful Ladies Society if you have a husband. The original members, like me, are all old maids. We’re finally starting to allow widows in, but their husbands have to be dead for at least ten years.”


    “Why ten years?”


    “Seems to take that long to deprogram them from silly man thinking.”


    “So Marie’s not a member?”


    “Not yet, but she can petition in another five years.”


    “If she’s not in prison.”


    “That’s not going to happen,” Gertie said, and although her voice sounded confident, her expression gave her away completely. Gertie was worried.


    Ida Belle plunked down in the chair next to me and gave Gertie a high five. “Good job beating the Catholics to the ringer,” she said as she smiled down at the huge bowl of banana pudding on the table in front of her. “I’ll bet Celia’s kicking herself for buying those expensive shoes.”


    “If she’s not kicking herself,” Gertie said, “her husband will be when he sees the bill for the shoes and has no banana pudding.”


    Ida Belle nodded, then looked down the table. “It’s time to remember our manners. Everyone, this is Marge Boudreaux’s niece. She’s the reason you all have banana pudding today, so remember to say a special prayer of thanks for her tonight.”


    The ladies broke out in a round of enthusiastic applause. Across the café in the corner, Celia and her crew turned to glare.


    “What’s your name, hon?” one of the little old ladies asked. “I want to make sure I get the right name to God.”


    “Her name is Sandy-Sue,” Ida Belle said.


    I cringed and my back stiffened from my butt cheeks all the way up to my neck. “Actually,” I said before I could change my mind, “everyone’s always called me Fortune.”


    “Really?” Gertie said. “Why?”


    “Well…” I fidgeted in my chair, trying to think up something that worked besides the truth. Telling them it was short for “soldier of fortune”—due to my mercenary tendencies—probably wouldn’t project the right image.


    “It’s okay, dear,” Gertie said. “I don’t want to embarrass you.”


    A lightbulb  popped on. “That’s okay. It was something my mother called me. She used to always say I was going to be worth a fortune someday—you know, with the beauty pageants and such. She really expected me to be an actress or model. I guess the nickname just stuck, and now, I’m not used to answering to anything else.”


    I was shocked at how easily those lies rolled off my tongue. I hadn’t even come close to retching despite the fact that I’d used “beauty pageant,” “actress,” and “model” in the same delivery. But even more shocking was the ladies’ reactions. No one looked even remotely surprised at my expected success based on beauty. They just nodded and smiled like it was the most natural thing in the world.


    An optometrist could make a killing in this place.


    “How come Francine hasn’t brought the list of specials over yet?” Ida Belle asked. “Is she drinking again?”


    Ida Belle craned her neck to look over Gertie into the kitchen. Gertie dropped her gaze to the table, not saying a word.


    “I don’t know anything about the drinking part, although I’m not opposed,” I said, “but she probably held back since Deputy LeBlanc was over here grilling Gertie about your friend Marie.”


    The ladies went instantly quiet and stared at me. I hadn’t commanded this much attention since I’d stolen that drug lord’s golden retriever.


    “Carter was in here?” Ida Belle asked.


    I nodded. “Asking if Marie liked her husband and how much money she inherited—”


    Ida Belle’s eyes narrowed. “What did you tell him?” she whispered to Gertie.


    Gertie paled and bit her lower lip.


    “She didn’t tell him anything,” I volunteered. “She worked around everything except what he already knew, and did a good job of it being that she has that whole lying-on-Sunday rule.”


    Ida Belle frowned. “Which Carter is well aware of.”


    “So, is anyone going to tell me exactly what I stepped in the middle of yesterday?” I asked. The more information I could get, the better situated I’d be to avoid the entire mess.


    Ida Belle glanced at the other ladies and shook her head. “Now’s not the time or place.” She lifted her hand to wave at Francine, who hovered in the kitchen doorway. “We’re ready when you are, Francine,” Ida Belle called out.


    The other ladies immediately launched back into the conversations they’d been having before my announcement. Gertie looked over at Ida Belle and opened her mouth to say something, but the tiny shake of Ida Belle’s head made her clam right back up.


    But was it because of the other ladies or me?


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Six


     


    The rest of lunch was completely uneventful. All of the ladies split immediately after, claiming knitting, letter writing, and book reading that needed to be done before they returned for evening church service, but I had the sneaking suspicion they might be secretly meeting up to discuss the whole Marie situation.


    I was happy to be left out of it all, so I waddled home after consuming chicken-fried steak, mashed potatoes with cream gravy, something called “fried okra,” God knows how many dinner rolls, and a big bowl of the best banana pudding I’ve ever had in my life. Gertie had promptly pointed out that compared with the refrigerated, whipped cream stuff I’d eaten before, it was the only banana pudding I’d ever had in my life.


    Regardless, I hoped I wouldn’t be in Sinful for very long. That sprint from the church to the café in no way covered the calories consumed. In fact, I might have to exercise until October to burn off the calories I’d just taken in. I figured I’d start on Monday.


    The Sinful Ladies had been a study in psychology all themselves. Out loud was a lively conversation about the sermon, the pudding, and the latest in fabric down at the general store, but the sideways looks, slight nods, and almost imperceptible shaking of heads belied an entire other conversation happening that I wasn’t privy to. I wondered if Gertie had shared her theory about Marie killing her husband with the rest of them. Something must have been said, because the subject of the bone never came up, and in a town as small as Sinful, that had to be the biggest news of the moment.


    But what I found the most interesting was that they didn’t quiz me on me. I’d expected to be asked to go back to Genesis and talk about my life, and although I’d read all the files, I wondered if my basic knowledge would be enough to satisfy them. They looked completely innocuous, but then, I’d been undercover enough times to know that what you saw on the surface was rarely what went on below.


    Something was up in Sinful, Louisiana, and I’d bet my last box of bullets that these ladies were in the fat middle of it. But it wasn’t my problem, and I was going to make sure it stayed that way. Below radar. Just like Morrow had insisted.


    I spent the rest of the day unpacking the hideous suitcases and getting a lay of the house. Given that Deputy LeBlanc had a penchant for appearing uninvited, I figured burning the suitcases was probably a bad idea, so I stuck them in a closet in a spare room where at least I didn’t have to see them. That chore took only thirty minutes, and then I went to the kitchen to take stock of supplies.


    I opened the pantry and stared. Canned goods, dry goods, and preserves filled every shelf, staring back at me in neat rows with every computer-generated label facing directly out. I’d heard about this before with people who’d lived through the Depression, but Marge wasn’t quite old enough for that to have been the case. Then I remembered this was hurricane territory. Likely, every pantry in Sinful was fully stocked in case of inclement weather.


    I glanced once more at the neatly arranged goods and shook my head before closing the pantry door. Marge either had been really bored one day or had a touch of OCD. I opened the freezer and pulled out the one package inside. It was wrapped in freezer paper and had “Deer steaks” and a date written on it. I had absolutely zero idea how to cook a deer steak, but then I had absolutely zero idea how to cook most things that didn’t go in the microwave.


    Maybe Marge had a grill tucked away in that storage shed. Otherwise, I was going to have to come up with one or eat canned fruit and vegetables the entire time I was here. There was a pad of paper and pen next to the phone, so I wrote down “meat” on a clean sheet of paper. I wondered briefly if the general store carried packaged meat, or if I was going to have to kill something to get more protein, but I wasn’t going to dwell on it just yet.


    Even though I’d never killed anything besides a human.


    Which was interesting when I thought about it. I supposed for the vast amount of the population, and probably all of the population of Sinful over the age of five, the exact opposite was true. Except, perhaps, for Marie. I frowned when I remembered Gertie’s unease with Deputy LeBlanc’s questioning and the worry on her face when he walked out of the restaurant. But most of all, I remembered the absolute certainty on her face when she told me that Marie had killed her husband.


    He knows I won’t lie on Sunday.


    I stiffened. Did Gertie know for certain that Harvey had been murdered by his wife or was she just guessing? As much as I was trying to stay out of whatever was bubbling to the surface in Sinful, my thoughts insisted on turning back to that very topic. And if I knew one thing about myself, it was that my instincts were never wrong. Those thoughts were a warning.


    I trotted up to the bedroom and grabbed my laptop. It was time for a little more reconnaissance on Sinful, Louisiana, and its residents. I needed to know what I had stepped in the middle of.


    Before it blew my cover.


    I flopped down on the window seat and leaned back against the pillows propped against the wall. The laptop seemed to take forever to fire up, and I drummed my fingers on the keyboard. Before I launched a full-scale investigation into Sinful, maybe I should see if there was any word from Harrison about my return home. I was supposed to check in with him tonight anyway. Might as well do it now.


    Although Morrow had forbidden contact, Harrison had set up a fake email account for me that would make it appear as if he were corresponding with some girl in Idaho whom he met on the Internet. The whole thing sounded icky to me, but Harrison assured me that Internet relationships were the norm these days. It explained a lot about his attachment to his smart phone and aversion to going out in public, but I wisely kept those thoughts to myself, especially as Harrison was breaking protocol to give me updates.


     My laptop finally finished booting, and I double-clicked on the icon Harrison had set up to reroute my Internet connection to appear as if it were coming from Idaho. As long as we were careful, there was no reason we’d get caught. I figured if I kept telling myself that, I’d believe it, eventually.


    Once the rerouting process completed, I signed into email and saw one message. I rolled my eyes when I saw the return email address. No chance it was spam. This was totally Harrison.


     


    TO: farmgirl433@gmail.com


    FROM: hotdudeinNE@gmail.com


    Hello. Hope things are going well down on the farm. Have you settled into the summer season?


    Things are heating up here in NE. I think we’re looking at a scorching summer. With any luck, it will begin to cool off early, maybe by the end of August.


    Email me when you get a minute.


     


    I felt my heart sink as I read the second paragraph. “Things are heating up” meant the situation was getting more critical, but did he mean with Ahmad’s organization or inside the CIA with the search for the mole?


    I sighed. Either way, he’d made it clear that the soonest he expected positive movement was by the end of August. That left me treading water in Sinful the entire summer.


    I clicked Reply and typed in a message.


     


    TO: hotdudeinNE@gmail.com


    FROM: farmgirl433@gmail.com


    I’ve settled into summer season fine. I’m sorry to hear you’re expecting such a hot summer. I always hope for very mild as hot tends to stunt growth and activity, in general. But I guess it’s all out of our control.


    Are you planning a vacation this year?


    I hope to see you soon.


     


    I reread the message to make sure he’d get what I was trying to say. The gist of it was that I had arrived safely, wanted to know if he’d be leaving for assignment soon, and hoped to get back to D.C. Soon. The safe arrival part seemed sadly understated given what I’d stepped in the middle of here in Sinful, but the less Harrison knew about it all, the better.


    I clicked Send and stared out the window. I don’t know what I’d expected to hear in only a day’s time, but I couldn’t help feeling disappointed. I’d hoped this would be really short-term—like a couple of weeks—and everything would go back to normal. I could have feigned an emergency that sent me back home, and the real Sandy-Sue could hire someone to auction off the contents of the house when she returned from her European vacation. No one would have been the wiser.


    Instead, it looked like I was stuck in Sinful, trying to stay out of a murder investigation while attempting to blend with the locals, most of whom were right in the middle of the murder investigation.


    ***


     


    Sunlight streaming directly into my eyes awakened me the next morning. I groaned and climbed off the window seat that I’d fallen asleep on the night before. My laptop was on the floor where I’d left it to “rest” my eyes for a minute. They must have been really tired, because a quick check of my watch let me know I’d been asleep in that window seat for six hours.


    My mind had probably gone numb from the complete lack of information that I’d found on the citizens of Sinful. I’d dug up exactly five names online—the mayor, the priest, the preacher, a local beauty queen, and someone who’d won a state fair ribbon for the largest squash. The mayor, the priest and the preacher had been listed on a website with information about Louisiana cities. That was all the listing contained aside from the population—253.


    The beauty queen had a Facebook page where she apparently spent all day telling the world how much effort it took to be beautiful, what with four-hour hair treatments and eating only negative-fifty calories a day. I’d gotten heartburn just reading it. Facebook had to be the biggest playground for self-absorbed assholes that the world had ever seen.


    I’d spent a moment praying she never heard about my arrival in Sinful as she might think we needed to hang out at salons or shop for shoes, and I had been relieved to find that she’d left for Hollywood the year before because she just knew she’d be famous. The fact that the Internet held no other mention of her answered my question about her Hollywood success.


    Three hours of searching and all I had was information a description of how to tighten the muscles on the inside of my thighs and more makeup tips than Tammy Faye Bakker could have offered. I was really jonesing for my database of information at the CIA. There had to be more to this town than God, banana pudding, and dead things.


    The only useful information I’d gleaned was on the alligator. Now, there was a worthy opponent. I’d seen one move in the water, and knew I’d be completely outclassed there, but I’d had no idea it could run that fast on land. And besides the underbelly, which it wasn’t likely to expose, the kill zone was a quarter-sized spot on the back of its head. I wasn’t one to shirk from a challenge, but I’d decided right then and there to keep my distance from water during my stay, which was going to prove a challenge since it was right outside my back door. At the very least, no more night excursions over frogs.


    As soon as the stores opened, I was going to see if I could purchase a pair of noise-canceling headphones. It would eliminate my ability to hear intruders, but aside from the dead guy I’d found on my first day, Sinful didn’t appear a security threat. Besides, the headphones would solve the nightly problem with my friend the frog, who’d spent last night running through what I was convinced was an Italian opera. Paper towel wasn’t enough to cut the racket.


    I threw on jeans and a T-shirt and headed downstairs to let Bones out for his morning business. At first, I’d been a bit concerned that my stay in Sinful included the care of something living. I couldn’t even keep cactus alive, but Bones was easy. He went outside three times a day, and every evening, he ate a can of soft food. Aside from that, he stayed curled up in the corner, snoring.


    Thirty minutes later, I’d polished off coffee, scrambled eggs and toast when I heard someone pounding on my front door. Surely there wasn’t church on Monday morning, and I knew of only one person that would be rude enough to bang on my door just before seven a.m. Boy, was he going to get a huge piece of my mind.


    I yanked open the front door and yelled, “What the hell do you want now?”


    Then I realized that it wasn’t Deputy LeBlanc standing on the front porch. Instead, Gertie and Ida Belle stood facing me, eyebrows raised.


    “I told you she wasn’t a morning person,” Gertie said to Ida Belle.


    “Well, by God,” Ida Belle ranted, “you woke me up and I had to put on my dentures and race out of the house without so much as a cup of coffee. She can darn well let us in and give us something to drink so we can tell her why we’re here.” Ida Belle narrowed her eyes at me. “Or maybe they’ll be more bones found in the bayou.”


    I wasn’t sure if Ida Belle was referring to me or Gertie, but I wasn’t taking any chances. Ida Belle could probably take Gertie in a fight, and I really didn’t want to have to kill anyone while I was here. I stepped back and waved them inside, figuring whatever had driven Ida Belle out of her house without coffee might be interesting enough to warrant brewing another pot.


    Gertie deferred to Ida Belle, who filed in first and marched straight back to the kitchen. She was already pouring herself a cup of coffee by the time Gertie and I got there. She downed the first cup like a shot of whiskey, and I wondered if the inside of her mouth was cauterized. I looked over at Gertie, who gave me an imperceptible shake of her head, and figured it was best not to talk until Ida Belle was done.


    She poured herself another cup, then filled one for Gertie and refilled mine and set another pot to brew. I wisely decided to stay out of her way.


    “Time to talk turkey,” Ida Belle said finally and pointed to the kitchen table.


    I grabbed my coffee and slid into a chair at the table. “I don’t think I can help you with cooking it or hunting it. I’m strictly a microwave-meal girl.”


    They both stared at me for a moment; then Gertie’s face cleared in understanding and Ida Belle chuckled.


    “Not that kind of turkey,” Ida Belle said. “The what-the-hell-is-going-on-in-this-town kind of turkey.”


    “Oh,” I said, still cautious. Killing something was often easier than talking. I wasn’t out of the woods by a long shot.


    “That bone belonged to Harvey,” Gertie said.


    I choked a bit on my coffee, the million reasons why Gertie sounded so certain of this fact running through my mind. “How exactly do you know that?”


    “The DNA test came back early this morning. Myrtle Thibodeaux is Marie’s second cousin, and the night dispatch down at the sheriff’s department. She’s been watching Carter’s email, waiting for the results.”


    “She hacked the deputy’s email?”


    “Well, I don’t think it’s really considered hacking when you use your dog’s name for your password,” Gertie said.


    Ida Belle nodded in agreement. “Besides, we can hardly be expected to run this town without information. Deputy LeBlanc is a bit too young to appreciate the order that the Sinful Ladies have managed for the past thirty years, so he’s not on board with keeping us in the loop yet.”


    “One of your citizens killed her husband and dumped his body in the bayou,” I pointed out. “That doesn’t sound very orderly.”


    “It was only a matter of time before someone killed Harvey—a jilted woman, the jilted woman’s husband, a business owner he’d ruined—Harvey had all enemies and no friends.”


    “That part I get,” I said, “especially after Gertie called him a jackass in church.”


    Ida Belle looked at Gertie. “You said ‘jackass’ in church?” Then she rolled her eyes upward as if looking through the ceiling and directly to Heaven for strength.


    “Anyway,” I continued, “the disorderly part is not killing Harvey but the disposal of his body. With all the swamp surrounding this town and careful planning, a piece of him should never have washed into my backyard.”


    Gertie nodded her approval and looked over at Ida Belle. “See. I told you she had a different way of looking at things.”


    Ida Belle cocked her head to one side and studied me for a bit. “You’re sorta direct, aren’t you?”


    I shrugged because I could be as vague as the next person if the situation merited it. “Maybe.”


    “Ha.” Ida Belle let out a laugh. “I like shrewd. It takes smarts to be good at it.” She looked over at Gertie and nodded. “Good call.”


    “We need your help,” Ida Belle said.


    “It’s a little late to find a better spot to hide the body.”


    “We know we can’t change the past,” Ida Belle said. “What we need is a plan to protect Marie.”


    “Aside from hiring the best attorney possible, I don’t know what anyone can do at this point, especially me. Out of curiosity, has anyone asked Marie if she did it? You did say everyone hated him, so why assume it was her?”


    “I asked her Saturday evening after I left here,” Gertie said, looking slightly ill.


    “And?”


    Gertie sighed. “She didn’t say anything. Her eyes got really big and she sorta squeaked and then ran off inside her house. She hasn’t answered the door or her phone since.”


    “Okay,” I said. “Probably not the actions of an innocent person, but it’s not exactly hard evidence, either.”


    Ida Belle nodded. “That’s exactly what I was thinking. As long as there’s no hard evidence, there’s a chance of beating this. Gertie told me about how you knew all that forensic stuff from reading so much at the library, so we figured we’d ask you to help us come up with something to detract suspicion from Marie.”


    Good Lord. I stretched my mind to all the late-night reruns of Law & Order that I’d watched. Somewhere in there had to be an answer, because it wasn’t going to come from all those books I’d never read.


    “I guess the most logical thing to do is to find another suspect.”


    Ida Belle nodded. “That creates that unreasonable thing, right?”


    “Reasonable doubt?” I asked.


    “Yes!” Ida Belle looked pleased. “We need you to find us some reasonable doubt.”


    “You want me to investigate people so that I can accuse them of murder? What about your secret knitting club? Surely you cooked up something after banana pudding and before evening service.”


    Gertie shook her head. “Only Ida Belle and I know everything. We’re the only two surviving members left of the original five that founded the society. The original five made all the decisions, and it’s going to stay that way for now. But we can’t investigate the people in Sinful. We have too many preconceived notions about the people here. We need someone from the outside to make the connection, the same way a jury would.”


    “No way. Even if I had the ability to do such a thing, doesn’t it sound rather dangerous to you—getting dirt on people so you can accuse them of murder?”


    Ida Belle raised her eyebrows. “Funny, the last thing I would have pegged you for was a coward.”


    My pulse immediately spiked, and I gripped the coffee mug so tightly the handle snapped and dumped the entire thing on the table. Gertie jumped up to grab a dishrag. Ida Belle just sat there, staring at me across a pool of spilled coffee...challenging me.


    Don’t get involved.


    Morrow’s voice echoed in my mind.


    I started to shake my head.


    The worst kind of person is a coward.


    That voice from the grave ripped through me, completely overshadowing Morrow’s plea, and twenty years fell away in an instant.


    “I’ll do it. But I’m going to need information. I’m not going in cold.”


    Gertie tossed the dishrag on top of the spilled coffee and started clapping. Ida Belle broke out into a smile for the first time that morning.


    “We can start with why the bone washed up in my yard. After all this time, why now, and where did it come from?”


    “That’s the easy part,” Gertie said. “It was Edgar that dug it up, and when they flushed the water out of the freshwater pond a couple of weeks ago, it drifted down the bayou until Bones found it.”


    Ida Belle nodded. “I agree.”


    “If this Edgar dug it up, why the hell didn’t he turn it in?”


    Gertie laughed. “Edgar was a hurricane that blew through here late last year. Flooded the whole area. Couldn’t even step off Marge’s back porch for over a week or we’d have been right in the bayou. Caught some good bass sitting right there in the wicker chair, though.”


    Ida Belle nodded. “All sorts of things rose out of the ground during Edgar. Why, my mother’s coffin popped straight up out of the grave and cruised down Main Street. I always said you couldn’t keep Mother down.”


    “And your mother always did love Francine’s pudding.”


    I sighed. I was going to need a lot more coffee.


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Seven


     


    “The first thing we need is another suspect,” I said as I poured one more cup of coffee. "Someone that a jury would believe could have killed Harvey. Juries come with their own prejudices, so we should play to them. Pick a man that’s scary looking, slightly odd in behavior, and has more firearms than any one person should need.”


    Unless they were CIA agents.


    Gertie and Ida Belle looked at each other, then back at me.


    “Is there a problem?” I asked.


    “That describes pretty much every able-bodied man in Sinful,” Ida Belle said.


    “Seriously?”


    “Well,” Gertie said, “except for Carter. He’s got the firearms, but he’s kinda cute, in an aggravating sort of way.”


    “The aggravating part, I’ve noticed,” I said. “You lost me on the cute.”


    “Give it some time, honey,” Gertie said.


    I was just about to tell her I didn’t have that much time when someone knocked on my front door.


    “Are you expecting anyone?” Gertie asked.


    “Who would I be expecting? You’re the only people here that I know except—”


    Ida Belle sucked in a breath as I stalked out of the kitchen and to the front door.


    Deputy LeBlanc stood on my front porch, but rather than wearing his usual semi bored/amused expression, this time he looked angry.


    “I need to speak to Gertie and Ida Belle. Are they here?”


    I stepped back and waved one hand at the kitchen. This did not look good for the home team.


    I hurried behind him as he stomped down the hall and into the kitchen. He stood there in the middle of the room, glaring down at them.


    “Where is Marie?”


    Their eyes widened.


    “At home?” Gertie said.


    “No. She’s not at home, or I wouldn’t be asking, and no one has seen her since Saturday. Tell me where you’re hiding her now, and I’ll let it all slide.”


    “But—” Gertie started to reply, but Ida Belle put a hand across her mouth.


    “You have got some nerve,” Ida Belle said, “marching in here and accusing us of such a thing. And even if Marie isn’t at home—even if we knew where she was—explain to me how that’s a crime.”


    “You know darn good and well why it’s a crime.”


    “Actually,” I said, “unless Marie is under arrest, it’s not a crime to know where she is and not tell you.”


    He shot me a dirty look. “This is none of your business.”


    And that pissed me all the way off.


    “You’re threatening my guests in my house,” I said. “So unless you’re planning on arresting someone, I want you to get out.”


    “You're making a big mistake,” he said. “Whatever these two are up to, you don't want any part of it.”


    “All they're 'up to' is a cup of coffee.” I waved toward the front of the house.


    Deputy LeBlanc shot one more look of warning at Gertie and Ida Belle and left, slamming the front door behind him.


    “Oh my God—” Gertie started.


    “What the hell—” Ida Belle chimed in.


    “Hold up!” I interrupted before they got too wound up. “Do those looks of absolute consternation and confusion mean neither of you knew Marie was missing?”


    “We had no idea,” Gertie said. “I swear it. I mean, she wasn’t at church on Sunday, but we figured with the bone being found and all, she was just lying low.”


    “This is not good,” Ida Belle said.


    “No shit, it's not good,” I agreed. “It makes her look guilty as hell.”


    “Well…,” Gertie said.


    I waved a hand in aggravation. “The fact that she probably is guilty is not the point. The point is that it does no good to divert suspicion to someone else if Marie is running around practically waving banners that say ‘I did it.’”


    “I agree this is not optimal,” Ida Belle said.


    “Not optimal?” I stared. “It's a friggin' disaster. Do either of you have any idea where she might have gone?”


    They both shook their heads.


    I felt my exasperation rise and cursed my father for ingraining the coward challenge in my psyche. My helping Ida Belle and Gertie was all his fault, and not at all what I'd signed up for when I agreed to come here. Knitting would have been a breeze compared with this. I took a deep breath and tried to remind myself that they were old and their only life experience was this God-forsaken town. I needed to do the difficult thinking.


    “Okay,” I said, “if Marie was in trouble, who would she call?”


    “Probably not her daughter,” Gertie said. “She lives out of state and Marie wouldn't want to worry her. And with her cousin working for the sheriff, well, she could hardly get her involved.”


    Ida Belle nodded. “She's right. Marie doesn’t have much family. The only people she would have called outside of those two is me or Gertie, and you have my word, neither one of us has heard from her since Gertie talked to her on Saturday.”


    “Well, it is pointless to continue finding suspects until we locate Marie and get her to stop drawing attention to herself. I can come up with some sort of story for her to tell about her disappearance, but it won't do any good unless we can get Marie back here to tell it.”


    “Harvey had that camp out on Number Two,” Gertie said. “Do you think she went there?”


    “Number Two?”


    “It’s an island out in the swamp north of here,” Ida Belle said. “It's called Number Two Island because the whole place has a rather foul smell.”


    “And people intentionally go there? Pitch tents there and camp?”


    “Not a tent camp,” Ida Belle said. “Camps are buildings—probably closest to a cabin.”


    “The fishing is great on Number Two,” Gertie said. “Just dab a little Mentholatum in your nostrils and you’re good for several hours.”


    “I’ll pass.” In no way, shape, or form did my helping them have to include traipsing around in the swamp on a stinky island that was probably surrounded by my only local predatory equal, the alligator.


    “You can’t pass,” Gertie said. “Even if we find Marie, we’ll never be able to convince her to return to Sinful unless she meets you. You’re our ace in the hole.”


    “That’s interesting, considering I just arrived two days ago. What would you have done to help Marie if I hadn’t come to town?”


    “I hear Brazil is nice this time of year,” Gertie said.


    I sighed. And it probably didn’t smell like crap.


    ***


     


    Ida Belle insisted that I had nothing suitable to wear to Number Two and that a trip to the general store was in order. I spent a very scary half mile clutching the back door handle of Gertie’s Cadillac while she herded the monstrous sedan down the center of the street. Other vehicles pulled onto curbs and into driveways to avoid her.


    “Damn it, Gertie,” Ida Belle complained from the passenger’s seat. “You’re driving without your glasses again. You’re going to kill someone.”


    Like me.


    “I’ve got on my glasses,” Gertie said.


    “You’ve got on your reading glasses.”


    “All I need is reading glasses.”


    “That’s not what Dr. Morgan said.”


    Gertie frowned. “What the heck does he know? I changed the man’s diapers, and now he’s telling me I have old eyes. Well, I’m not having any of it. My eyes were perfectly fine for reading until he convinced me to wear reading glasses. Now I can’t even read the label on canned goods without having these things on.”


    Ida Belle looked back at me and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I’m sure that’s it—the glasses are making your vision worse.”


    Finally, we pulled up at the curb of the general store, and I breathed a sigh of relief as I strolled inside. I hoped Gertie wasn’t doing the boat driving, too. An older, stocky man at a counter at the back of the store greeted me as I walked inside.


    “Welcome,” he said. “You must be Marge’s niece. I’m Walter and this is my store.”


    Six foot one. Two hundred fifty-six pounds. Good vision but high cholesterol.


    “Nice to meet you, Walter,” I said.


    He nodded. “I’ve been putting together some supplies for you.”


    I looked back at Gertie and Ida Belle, who shook their heads.


    “What kind of supplies?”


    He pulled a pair of silencing headphones from beneath the cabinet and set them on the counter. “Had to dig through storage to find these. Not much call for silencing with Sinful hunters, but I had one pair anyway. They’re a little dusty, but good quality.”


    He bent over and picked up a cardboard box and set it on the counter. “That should be everything you need for today.”


    I peered in the box and saw hip waders, work gloves, camouflage pants and T-shirt, rope, a hunting knife, and a rifle.


    I looked up at him. “I like you.”


    Walter laughed and shot a look at Ida Belle. “If only all females were so easy to please.”


    Ida Belle marched up to the counter and glared at Walter. “I demand to know who gave you information on this young woman.”


    I looked at Walter, who winked at me. “My guess,” I said, “is he’s been talking to Deputy LeBlanc.”


    “Yep,” Walter said. “Came in here yesterday laughing over your issue with the frogs, but he wasn’t laughing today. Came in here mad as heck over Marie being missing.”


    “Saw that myself this morning,” I said.


    “Well, I figured since Marie is missing and Ida Belle and Gertie was at your house darned near before coffee time that they was roping you into helping them with some nonsense. Since Harvey had that camp over on Number Two, I figured that’s where they’d want you to go look with them.”


    He pulled a tab from the cash register drawer and handed it to Ida Belle. “I put everything but the headphones on your tab as I figure that stuff is for Sinful Ladies’ business. I gassed up my boat and docked it around back. Put a tank of gas on your tab as well.”


    He handed a second tab to me. “That’s for the headphones. Just sign and we can settle up later when you come back for more supplies. You’ll want to get out to Number Two before the breeze picks up. I’m throwing in some Mentholatum for free, just ’cause I feel sorry for you.”


    I put the headphones in the box with the rest of the supplies. “I feel sorry for me, too.”


    I followed Ida Belle and Gertie out the back entrance of the store and down to the boat dock.


    “Darn man has always had a smart mouth on him,” Ida Belle complained.


    “Well, you have turned down his marriage proposals for over forty years,” Gertie said. “He was bound to get testy about it sooner or later.”


    Forty years! I didn't have that kind of interest or dedication to anything.


    “Walter knows good and well I'm not about to have a man around twenty-four/seven trying to tell me what to do. If he hasn't processed 'no' in forty years, then it's his own fault.”


    I eyeballed the tiny scrap of floating aluminum and hoped like hell there were life vests available. “Um, who exactly is driving the boat?”


    “I am,” Ida Belle said.


    Gertie started to protest, and Ida Belle held a hand up to stop her.


    “Don’t even go there,” Ida Belle said. “When you bring your glasses, I’ll consider riding with you again, but not a minute before.”


    Gertie crossed her arms over her chest. “Then I guess you’ll be walking to the meeting tonight.”


    “Me and my corns will manage the two blocks just fine.” Ida Belle looked over at me. “That equipment isn’t doing you any good in the box. Go back in the store and change clothes. And get a move on. The bouquet of Number Two tends to rise with the temperature.”


    Great.


    I trudged back to the store wondering what in the world I’d done to deserve all this. Then I remembered that I’d killed the brother of an arms dealer with a stiletto and everything made sense again. If this was the way karmic justice worked, I was going to make darn sure I didn’t kill the wrong person in the future.


    “Changing room is on the left,” Walter called out, not even looking up from his newspaper as I walked inside the store.


    I located the changing room and pulled on the camouflage pants, T-shirt and hip waders, then turned to look at myself in the mirror. It was the most ridiculous thing I’d seen in my life. The hip waders bloused out like a clown suit, complete with camo suspenders. All I needed was a litter of Chihuahuas to carry around in there and I’d be ready for a second career option.


    I walked out of the dressing room and up to the counter. Walter lowered his paper and gave me the once-over, then shook his head.


    “Is this really the best thing to wear into the swamp?” I asked. “Can’t I just wear jeans and rubber boots?”


    “Some places in the swamp is like quicksand. Looks like ground—then you step on it and sink a good three feet in the mud. If you was to wear the boots, you wouldn’t make it ten feet before one was stuck in a mud pit and long gone. For you to lose them waders, you’d have to step in something up to your waist.”


    “I’m not going to need to run or anything, am I? Because these things really restrict movement.”


    Walter’s brow scrunched together for a couple of seconds, then he shook his head. “I suppose a rogue gator is always a possibility. But given as how I already heard about your sprint to Francine’s yesterday, I’m betting money you’ll be faster than Ida Belle or Gertie. A gator can’t eat all of you, so from your perspective, running’s not really a worry.”


    I stared at him, certain he was joking, but he merely lifted his paper and went back to reading the cartoons. Jeez. And I thought I was ruthless. Maybe he was angrier over Ida Belle turning down those marriage proposals than she imagined.


    I hefted my supply box up on the counter. “Can I leave everything I don’t need right now and pick it up when we get back?”


    “Sure. I’ll just put it behind the counter.”


    “I don’t suppose you have some mirrored sunglasses, do you?”


    “Yep. Most people going on the water prefer polarized, though.”


    “I’m not planning on spending much time on the water, so mirrored are fine.” And allowed you to closely watch other people without them realizing what you were doing.


    Walter rummaged through a drawer behind the counter and pulled out a pair of sunglasses. I stuck them on top of my head, then dug through the box, stuffing things I thought I might need into the camo pants pockets. I started to load the rifle, then stopped.


    “I really appreciate you including a rifle in my gear,” I said, “but if I have to fire while running, a handgun would work better.”


    Walter lowered his paper and stared at me, raising one eyebrow. “You been watching them cop shows on television?”


    “Maybe?” I replied, hoping it would cover my faux pas of asking for weaponry that a librarian probably shouldn’t have the ability to use.


    He narrowed his eyes at me, and I worried for a moment that I’d taken things too far.


    “What’s a pretty young thing like you know about shooting a handgun?”


    “Pretty young things who live in big cities can’t shop after dark without protection.”


    He stared a couple of seconds longer, and I kept my gaze steady. Finally, he sighed and pulled a pistol from underneath the counter.


    “I have to run a background check on you to sell you a pistol,” he said. “There’s no way I can get that check done in the next ten minutes, so seeing as you’re Marge’s family, I’m going to loan you my gun. But if you lose it, or shoot anything but a gator with it, I’m going to swear you stole it.”


    “Sounds like a plan,” I said as I put the rifle back in my supplies box and took the pistol from him. “I take it you know this Number Two?”


    “Yep. Got a fishing camp out there.”


    “Is there anything in particular I should watch out for?”


    He snorted. “Yeah. You’re riding in the boat with ’em.”


     I shoved the pistol in my camo pants and left the store before I changed my mind. I was way too close to agreeing with him.


    Ida Belle was perched at the back of a tiny aluminum boat next to an outboard motor. Gertie sat on a bench in the middle, wearing a life vest and squinting at me as I approached the bank.


    “Couldn’t we borrow a bigger boat?” I asked.


    “A bigger boat won’t fit down the channel,” Ida Belle said.


    “Are you sure this thing’s safe?”


    Ida Belle waved a hand in exasperation. “Just get in and sit down up front. Unless you plan on dancing in here, the thing’s fine. And push me away from the bank, will you?”


    I looked at the wobbly piece of tin and hesitated, then chastised myself. I’d seen plenty of boat launches on movies. I could handle this.


    I untied the boat from a giant post, then pushed the front of the boat just a bit with my foot. The mud it was resting in must have been slick because the boat launched backward. Panicked, I leapt from the bank onto the flat shelf on the front of the boat, waders and all, and froze in a judo fighting stance.


    Gertie clapped, grinning from ear to ear. “That was amazing. I figured you were going to flip over into the bayou, and then we’d have to fish you out and buy you new waders.”


    Great. Twenty-five years of martial arts training had managed to entertain Mother Time in the bayou. My father would be proud.


    “I thought the waders were waterproof,” I said. “Why would you have to replace them if I fell in?”


    “They’re watertight,” Ida Belle said. “So as soon as you get in water over the waistline, they’ll fill up and you’ll sink like a stone. If that happens, you have to shed those waders and let them go. Then you’ll have to buy another set.”


    “That happen a lot?”


    “Probably more than you want to know about.”


    “Hmmmm.”


    “Are you going to sit down?” Ida Belle asked. “Or am I supposed to drive down the bayou with you up there looking like a Jackie Chan hood ornament.”


    I hopped down into the boat and sat on the bench at the front. It was a good thing I did. Next thing I knew, Ida Belle twisted the throttle on the boat motor and it launched a good two inches out of the water and ten feet forward in less than a second. If my feet hadn’t been firmly planted on the bottom of the boat, I would have been face-first in the aluminum.


    Gertie, however, did not fare as well. She flipped over backward off the bench, still clutching the shotgun, and shot out the lights on Walter’s pier. I looked back at the store to find Walter standing at the back door, shaking his head.


    “I’m putting that on your tab,” he yelled as Ida Belle powered the boat away from the store.


    I hoped Ida Belle had rich parents or had retired from a lucrative career. Otherwise, she might have to take Walter up on his proposal in order to clear her tab.


    I rose and staggered the couple of steps to the bench to take the shotgun from Gertie, then helped her back onto the bench. “I’ll just hold on to this,” I said, nodding at the shotgun.


    “It had already been pumped.” Gertie said and frowned at Ida Belle. “Who leaves their shotgun pumped?”


    “I do,” Ida Belle said. “I sprained my wrist last week, and it’s delayed my response time.”


    Gertie’s frown cleared. “Well, why didn’t you say so?”


    I was beginning to see the validity in Walter’s warning.


    “So, how far is it to Number Two?”


    “Shouldn’t take more than twenty minutes with the bayou this smooth,” Ida Belle said as the boat slammed over a wave, jarring my teeth.


    “And Harvey’s camp is on the bank?” Please. Please. Please.


    “Not right now. The tide’s out, so the water level will be too low to pull all the way up to his pier. We’ll have about a quarter-mile walk to get around to it.”


    I didn’t even bother to hold in the sigh. It felt like an entire day had already passed, and yet we still had to walk in sludge, find Marie, convince her to return to Sinful, drag her back if she didn’t want to go, come up with a reasonable explanation for her disappearance to Number Two, and find someone else to blame for Harvey’s death.


    I’d disabled a nuclear warhead with less effort.


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Eight


     


    I smelled Number Two before I saw it. I'd like to say that's because I was facing backward in the boat, but the reality is, the aroma of N2 wafted across my nose before we'd even rounded the narrow channel to get a clear view.


    I blanched and saw Gertie pull the Mentholatum from her pocket. I remembered Walter had given me some and pulled the container from one of my camo pants pockets. I swiped my finger in the gel and dabbed a bit in my nostrils, then inhaled a little.


    And almost passed out.


    Ida Belle rounded a corner, and I turned around to see what in the world could create such a stench. I was appalled to see an island of mud and cypress trees about a hundred yards away across a small lake, filled with stumps. There wasn't a breath of air, which meant that stench was literally permeating over a hundred yards away from the source. Ida Belle cut the boat speed down to almost nothing and began to weave in and out of the stumps.


    I was beginning to see the wisdom of Marie hiding out there. No one in their right mind would want to set foot on the place.


    I dipped my finger in the Mentholatum again, this time pulling up a wad of the gel, and shoved the entire thing into my nostrils. I sniffed again to test, then drove my entire nose into the bottle.


    “It isn't usually this bad,” Gertie said.


    “Why is it this bad now?”


    “Because it's summer. Heat tends to ripen the aroma. No one comes here much until cooler weather. The speckled trout are huge.”


    “I don't care if the fish are covered in gold. I wouldn't come here ever.”


    “If you'd been to one of our all-night fish fries after a day on Number Two, you'd change your mind,” Gertie said.


    “Not unless you had a mind-numbing amount of beer, I wouldn't.”


    Ida Belle snorted. “Of course there's beer. Who has a fish fry without beer?”


    I raised my eyebrows at her. “Southern Baptists?”


    Ida Belle waved a hand in dismissal. “That's only in front of other people. The Sinful Ladies don't count.”


    Gertie nodded and smiled. “Do you know why you always take two Baptists fishing?”


    “I have no idea.”


    “Because if you take only one, he'll drink all the beer.” She laughed so hard, she doubled over on the bench.


    Ida Belle rolled her eyes. “That joke is as old as Gertie, but it never ceases to tickle her.”


    “So, let me get this straight,” I said. “You have all these religious rules, like no drinking, but you only observe them in front of other people?”


    “Yeah, that pretty much sums it up,” Ida Belle said.


    “But doesn't God see it?”


    “Oh hell,” Ida Belle said. “God doesn't care about drinking beer. All those rules were made up by people trying to prevent you from doing something really wrong. Drunks make stupid decisions. If you don't drink, there’s less chance of doing something stupid.”


    I saw her point in a very broad way, but as I'd managed to do plenty of stupid things completely sober—this exact moment being one of them—I decided to let the whole thing drop. Religion was by and large constructed by men, and I had yet to find a man who was logical. Deconstructing religious rules would definitely be a journey into madness.


    “Almost there,” Ida Belle said. “Fortune, grab that pylon at the dock and pull us alongside where the ladder is.”


    I turned around and almost got a face full of wood. If I hadn’t had the reflexes of a trained killer, that’s exactly what would have happened. Instead, I threw my hands up in front of my face and pressed them against the pylon. When the boat came to a stop, I reached for the rope and tied the boat off to the dock.


    “Good job.” Ida Belle nodded approvingly.


    “A little more notice would have been nice,” I replied.


    “Bah. I’m keeping you on your toes. You never know when you might have to move fast out here. Doesn’t do any good to get complacent.”


    “Trust me, I plan on moving at the speed of light out here.” I started up the ladder and got the top of my hip waders caught on a loose board. Ida Belle and Gertie just stood there, watching me struggle with the rubbery material and the piece of rotten wood until I finally wrenched the entire piece from the dock.


    “Okay, maybe the speed of sound,” I said as I climbed onto the dock.


    “Maybe we should have told her there was a bowl of banana pudding on the other side of the island,” Gertie said.


    I reached down to grab the shotgun Gertie handed me, not even bothering to argue. I hadn’t run down Main Street yesterday for banana pudding. Until yesterday, I didn’t even know what real banana pudding was. I’d run down Main Street because I couldn’t stand walking away from a challenge. All I cared about was finishing first. The pudding had turned out to be the icing on top, but it wasn’t the reason I’d carried tennis shoes into church.


    I put the shotgun on the deck and went to extend my hand to Gertie, but found she was already stepping onto the deck, with Ida Belle close behind. Apparently, they were schooled in the fine art of hip-wader climbing. I consoled myself by thinking I’d probably made it easier for them by removing that rotten piece of wood.


    Before I could make a move for the shotgun, Gertie swiped it up and gave me a look that said she wasn’t going to part with it easily. I wasn’t about to get in a wrestling match with an old woman carrying a loaded weapon, especially on an island of dung. With my luck, she’d shoot a hole in the boat and we’d be stuck here.


    “Where to now?” I asked.


    Ida Belle pointed off to the left. “That way. The camp’s right on the water…well, when there’s water. We can follow the bank right up to the front door.”


    I nodded and stepped off the deck and into the same inky goo that was in the bayou behind my house. I yanked my leg out of the goo and plodded up to more firm ground. Ida Belle trudged through the sludge and stepped past me down the left bank. I waited for Gertie to fall in line behind her and then picked up the tail.


    “So, what happens if Marie doesn’t want to leave?” I asked as we walked.


    “That’s not an option,” Ida Belle said, the tone of her voice leaving no doubt in my mind just how serious she was.


    “What if she’s not here?”


    “Where else would she be? Harvey’s boat is gone. I seriously doubt she’s gone offshore fishing, especially as she doesn’t even eat fish.”


    “You didn’t tell me Harvey’s boat was gone.”


    “We didn’t think to check until after Carter barged into your house this morning. Gertie called one of the Sinful Ladies, and she checked while you were getting ready to leave your house.”


    “So, if Marie took the boat and came here, then why wasn’t it at the dock?”


    “She probably drove it around the other side of the island where the brush is denser and hid it close to the bank.”


    “That sounds pretty sharp for a doormat housewife.”


    “We might have taught her a few things over the years,” Gertie said. “Just in case.”


    “In case she murdered her husband and needed to hide?”


    “No! Lord, the things you come up with. In case he was being particularly mean and she needed to get away for a while. Harvey was too stupid and lazy to have looked for a hidden boat. He would have checked the dock and assumed she wasn’t there. The only thing the man ever put energy into was chasing other women.”


    “So why didn’t Marie leave him?”


    “The money, of course. Marie didn’t have what you’d call marketable skills, and her own parents had been poor as church mice. The prenuptial Harvey’s family had her sign was airtight. If she left, it would be with the clothes on her back and that was it.”


    “But surely you guys would have helped her.”


    “Of course, and don’t think we didn’t offer a million times, some of us more stringently than others. But Marie wouldn’t hear of it because of Charlie.”


    “Who’s Charlie?”


    “Her brother,” Gertie piped in. “He was a surprise baby for her mother, so much younger than Marie. Back when I was a girl, we would have called Charlie ‘slow.’ Of course we know now that he’s got autism. He’s fairly high functioning after training, but until Marie got him into therapy and the group home where specialists worked with him, he had a pretty meager existence.”


    I frowned, beginning to get the picture. “And Marie was footing the bill for Charlie’s therapy and living expenses.”


    “Of course. Marie loves that boy more than anything in the world. Can’t blame her, really. He’s just as sweet as he can be. But all those doctors aren’t cheap, and none of us could afford to keep up with his care. We’re comfortable, but we’re not millionaires like Harvey.”


    I blew out a breath. If Marie was convicted of murdering Harvey, the courts would probably award the inheritance to his nearest living relatives.


    I’d felt bad enough for Marie just knowing her husband abused her, but knowing she didn’t have another option—not a financially viable one anyway—cranked up my empathy to a place it had never been. She’d stayed all those years with a butthole to take care of her autistic brother. That was the kind of thing made-for-TV movies focused on.


    The woman was a hero, not a villain. From here on out, I’d stop complaining about helping Ida Belle and Gertie, who clearly had their hearts in the right place. If it meant Marie didn’t go to prison, it would be worth the hassle and definitely a more worthwhile project than packing up the belongings of a dead woman whom I was supposed to be related to.


    I glanced down at my watch. Almost fifteen minutes had passed. We had to be close. And just as that thought left my mind, we rounded a corner and there was the camp.


    It looked rather fancy for a camp, based on my experience in the desert, but I supposed it was too run down and slapped together to rate calling it a lake house. “Shack from a horror movie” was the best description I could come up with. The wood sides were weathered and warped in some places. The tin roof had holes rusted completely through in several areas. Good thing there hadn’t been a storm or Marie would have been swimming in there.


    We walked to the front door, which was constructed - badly - from a sheet of plywood. Although no sound came from inside, and I was fairly certain that Marie was not a bad person, my hand still hovered over my waistband as Ida Belle pushed open the door.


    “It’s empty,” she said, sounding defeated.


    Instantly, I relaxed my arm and dropped it at my side. Ida Belle stepped into the camp with me and Gertie in tow. The inside was just as run-down as the outside. A lopsided, wooden table stood in one corner, covered with chipped dishes and a Coleman stove. A cot piled high with rumpled blankets stood in the corner opposite the table. Makeshift shelves on the wall above the table contained boxes of dry food and cans of beans and corn. The floor was a mixture of dirt and trash.


    “It looks abandoned,” I said.


    “It pretty much has been,” Ida Belle said. “Marie never liked fishing.”


    “You guys just leave food sitting out at these places year-round?”


    “Most people leave some staples. Things that won't spoil.”


    “What about animals? This shack is hardly secure. Don't animals get in and eat things?”


    Ida Belle shook her head. “There aren't any animals on Number Two. Even birds don't land here.”


    I held in a sigh. Typical human shortsightedness. Animals wouldn't come near the place, so people thought it would be a good place to set up shop.


    “Well, ladies,” I said. “It looks like this was a bust. Clearly, Marie's not here.”


    “Ida Belle frowned. "No, but she was recently.”


    I spun around to look at her. “How do you know that?”


    “Because those blankets aren't filthy like everything else in here.”


    I lifted one of the blankets from the cot and smelled it. Sure enough, I got a nose full of fabric softener and Mentholatum.


    “Would she have gone anywhere else on the island?”


    “It’s not like it’s Hawaii or something,” Ida Belle said. “There’s nothing more out here than what’s right here—rundown camps, mud and cypress trees.”


    “Maybe she heard us coming and ran,” Gertie suggested.


    I stepped back outside and cased the outside of the shack. “The only prints I see are the ones we made getting here. So unless Marie can fly, she left long enough ago for the mud to fill in her tracks.”


    Ida Belle nodded. “Which means before high tide. The last would have been about eight hours ago.”


    “Well, I don’t think she would have left in the middle of the night,” I said, “so it’s probably safe to say she left before last night.”


    “Probably so,” Ida Belle agreed.


    “Then where is she now? The two of you have got to have more ideas than this stretch of stinking mud.”


    Gertie turned up her hands. “We don’t have a clue.”


    “None of you? All that strength and power you keep claiming the Sinful Ladies Society has, and not a one of you has an idea where Marie is?”


    Gertie shook her head. “We already told you that we didn’t fill the other ladies in on this. We were trying to keep it quiet.”


    I narrowed my eyes at them. “So I’m supposed to believe you were knitting at that Saturday-night meeting—just like you claimed to be on Sunday after church.”


    “We were knitting on Sunday,” Gertie said.


    “But not on Saturday night?”


    The guilty expression gave Gertie away completely. Ida Belle shot one look at Gertie and sighed.


    “Don’t ever commit a murder,” Ida Belle said to Gertie. “Everyone would know it was you in a heartbeat.”


    “I knew it. You’re weren’t knitting on Saturday night.”


    “No.” Ida Belle said.


    “So, what were you doing that was such a secret?”


    “Making moonshine.”


    I stared. “You’re kidding me.”


    “Nope.”


    “Moonshine? As in rednecks and brown jugs and prohibition?”


    Ida Belle drew herself up straight. “It hasn’t been illegal in quite some time. We’re hardly rednecks, and we put all of our moonshine into pretty pink cough syrup bottles.”


    My mind flashed back to Gertie chugging cough syrup before service on Sunday.


    “You were stoned at church?” I asked.


    “Of course not,” Gertie said. “You only have a little cough syrup before church to take the edge off Pastor Don’s boring sermons and that choir that manages to sing everything off-key. It’s not like we’re on the toot.”


    “And what exactly does the pastor think about you drinking cough syrup at church?”


    “He thinks it keeps us from coughing, I guess.” Ida Belle narrowed her eyes at me. “Do you really think all those women in western days had all those cramps and headaches and such? But they all carried around laudanum. You know why—because the menfolk didn’t think anything of it.”


    “But none of you are married.”


    Gertie brightened up. “Oh, we sell it every year at the church bazaar. Probably every woman in Sinful has a case or two. It’s made the most money of all the offerings ten years running. Even more than Francine’s banana pudding.”


    Ida Belle nodded. “The rate of divorce in Sinful dropped twenty percent when we started selling the cough syrup.”


    I took a final look at the shack and shook my head. “Maybe you should have given Marie a double dose.”


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Nine


     


    The walk back to the dock seemed twice as long as the walk to the shack. Granted, the stench was growing worse with every degree that the temperature increased, but I don’t think that was what made it drag.


    Gertie and Ida Belle were worried. Seriously worried. They’d tried to hide it in stories about moonshine, probably figuring it would distract me from the anxious glances and fidgeting that had gone on in the shack, but I’d noticed. I noticed everything people did. It was a hazard of my profession.


    Things were looking worse and worse for Marie, and at this point, I didn’t have a single idea to offer up.


    We were walking single file back to the dock, except this time I was walking up front, while Gertie and Ida Belle lagged behind. I could hear their low whispers as I trudged along the bank, but I didn’t even try to listen. This whole situation was shaping up to a murder trial, and the last thing I needed was to be in the middle of that fiasco. It was probably better if my knowledge of the situation ended here.


    I rounded the last corner and started across the remaining twenty yards to the dock. When I stepped up on the dock, I turned around to offer a hand to help up Gertie and Ida Belle. They were about twenty feet behind me, Ida Belle frowning and Gertie looking so worried it made me feel bad all over again about the entire mess.


    I’d barely tuned in to the faint rustle of marsh grass on the far side of the clearing when the alligator rushed out of the brush behind Ida Belle and Gertie, moving faster than I would have believed possible. I yelled and reached for my weapon, but before I could even wrangle it out of my waders, Ida Belle shoved Gertie out of the path of the charging monster, spun away from him, pulled her pistol, and fired, planting a bullet right in that quarter-sized kill spot on the back of his head.


    The ten-foot beast slumped to the ground, his jaws still open.


    “Holy shit!” I cried and ran over to help a dazed Gertie up from the ground.


    I looked over at Ida Belle, who was calmly holstering the pistol at her waist. “If I hadn’t seen that, I wouldn’t believe it.”


    Ida Belle shrugged. “You plan on tromping through the bayou your whole life, there’s certain skills you need to develop.”


    “Are you kidding me? I’ve met s—um, big game hunters that couldn’t make that shot.” I held in a sigh of relief that I’d managed to catch myself before saying “snipers.” Likely, beauty queen-librarians didn’t meet many snipers, at least, not that they were aware of.


    I looked over at Gertie, trying to figure out if Ida Belle was joking with me. Maybe she was in shock. Maybe she’d been afraid they were going to die, had pulled off the luckiest shot in the world, but didn’t want to scare Gertie by saying it.


    “Is she serious?” I muttered to Gertie.


    Ida Belle walked past me, all nonchalant, stepped on the dock, and untied the boat. “My daddy taught me to shoot,” she said. “He was a harsh taskmaster.”


    I felt a sharp pain in my chest. “Yeah, I get that.”


    “I thought your father died when you were a kid?” Gertie asked.


    “He did, but his disapproval still lingers on.”


    Gertie shot a look at Ida Belle, who had jumped in the boat and was messing with the motor, studiously avoiding the entire conversation. “Ida Belle’s father was a hard man. He wanted sons, you see, but Ida Belle’s mother had complications when giving birth to her and couldn’t have more children.”


    Jeez. Ida Belle and I were twins separated by a mere forty-plus birth years.


    I didn’t say anything at all, afraid that if I opened my mouth, decades’ worth of pent-up disappointment and anger would rush right out and flood us all. But Gertie’s words gave me a new understanding of Ida Belle’s refusal to marry the seemingly nice Walter, or any other man.


    Ida Belle motioned for us to get moving. “You two going to stand there all day gossiping about my miserable childhood, or are we going to get out of this stench and into a hot shower?”


    “I vote for hot shower,” I said and jumped in the boat.


    “What about the gator?” Gertie asked.


    “I’ll call someone to deal with it when we get back to Sinful,” Ida Belle said.


    “What’s the big deal?” I asked. “It’s not like a rotting corpse is going to change the bouquet of this place.”


    “Some people in Sinful have uses for it,” Ida Belle said.


    Recalling the stuffed-head shop on Main Street, I decided it was better not to know.


    I took the shotgun from Gertie and helped her down into the boat, then pushed us back from the dock. Ida Belle fired up the engine and began the slow process of weaving across the lake and back to the bayou. Gertie's face was still flushed as she sat on the bench, and her hands shook as she laid the shotgun across her lap.


    I studied Ida Belle through my mirrored sunglasses. The worry I expected to show on her face wasn't present. First, she looked reflective, then determined, but not even remotely stressed, anxious, or scared. Interesting. She wasn't in shock, yet the situation she'd just faced with the alligator would have sent most people's coping skills into overdrive.


    Something about Ida Belle wasn’t right. Despite the moonshine situation, I didn’t think she was under the influence of anything that would have a calming effect, and so far, I hadn’t seen any signs that she was a sociopath. But then if she was a smart one, I wouldn’t see any signs.


    As we left the lake and entered the winding bayou, I took in a deep breath of non-Number Two air and blew it slowly out. I was going to have to be more careful going forward. I’d taken Ida Belle and Gertie at their word on everything, despite warnings from Walter and Deputy LeBlanc not to get involved. Maybe there was more to the warning than I’d thought.


    Maybe Ida Belle and Gertie had more to hide than moonshine. 


    ***


     


    It took two rounds with soap, one with body scrub, and three shampoos before I was convinced the smell wasn’t on me but instead impregnated my nasal cavity. As soon as I got out of the shower and got dressed, I was going straight downstairs and sticking my nose directly in a can of coffee grounds. If that didn’t clear the bad smell out, it was hopeless.


    I’d barely finished toweling dry when I heard banging at my front door. Ida Belle and Gertie had hightailed it after dropping me off, leaving so fast, the tires on Gertie’s old Cadillac had screeched with the effort. They seemed as anxious to put some distance between us as I was, which was interesting. I knew my reason for taking a step back and assessing the situation, but I got the feeling they were taking a step back to avoid the assessment.


    That only left Deputy LeBlanc.


    The banging started again, and I could almost hear the aggravation with every echoing rap. He wouldn’t have any knuckles left if he kept it up. I was going to take my time—leisurely pick out an outfit, even put on undergarments, and maybe even dry my glued-on hair before bothering to answer. Then the third round of banging began, this time on a window.


    I wrapped the towel around me and stalked downstairs. If he broke a window, I might have to shoot him. And that would be a problem. Besides, all that noise on top of all the stench from this morning was starting to give me a headache.


    I yanked open the front door and yelled, “What?”


    A man I’d never seen before glared at me.


    Late fifties. Spare tire around his waist and flab everywhere else. The only threat here was annoyance.


    The man gave me a long up-and-down look, then shook his head. “I should have known not to expect any better from a piece-of-shit lawyer. Can’t even bother to put on clothes to answer the door. Like we needed more trash in this town.”


    Lawyer? “And you are…?”


    “Don’t pretend like you don’t know. I know those tricks you use, and I’m here to give you fair warning that I done hired my own attorney. I’m not letting that worthless bitch get away with this.”


    I took a couple of seconds to mull over the situation. Clearly, the man had been misinformed about who I was and what I was doing in Sinful, but at the moment, I knew of only one woman in need of an attorney. Further protesting my non-attorney status probably wouldn’t get me anywhere, but if I goaded him, I might get something useful.


    I smiled. “The worthless bitch and I look forward to meeting this attorney of yours, although I have no idea what you think you’re going to accomplish.”


    “I’m gonna accomplish keeping that bitch from stealing any more money from my cousin’s estate. God only knows how much she’s blown through in the past five years, giving it away to charities and supporting that dummy brother of hers.”


    I nodded. “You’re absolutely right. Giving to charity and taking care of one’s family are horrible uses of one’s own money.”


    A red flush started on his neck and crept up his face. “Don’t get smart with me, girl. You know good and well she killed my cousin to get that money. It’s taken five years, but it’s all going to come out now. And there ain’t a thing either of you can do about it.”


    “If that’s the case, I don’t guess I understand the purpose of your visit.”


    “I’m looking for Marie. I got papers to serve her. Legal documents that will prevent her from wasting any more of my cousin’s money.”


    “You afraid there will be less left for you to take?”


    “That money is rightfully mine! If Harvey would have known what kind of conniving trash he’d married, he would have written a will. In fact, we only have the word of the conniving trash that he didn’t have a will.”


    “Well, until you can prove otherwise, I guess that word is the law.”


    “We’ll see about that. So, where is she?”


    “Who?”


    “The conniving trash!”


    I shrugged. “I don’t know.”


    “I know you’re hiding her somewhere. If I have to, I’ll run you right over and search this house.”


    “No. You won’t.” The voice sounded from the side of the house.


    I leaned out the front door to see Deputy LeBlanc making his way around the house into the front lawn. He didn’t look happy.


    The man gave Deputy LeBlanc a dirty look. “I know my rights. She can’t hide Marie in there to avoid serving her papers.” He looked back at me. “Maybe I’ll just serve you instead.”


    “I wouldn’t recommend that,” I said.


    “I don’t give a shit what you recommend.” He pulled a pack of papers from his shirt pocket and tossed them at me. “Consider you and your client served.”


    He whirled around and stomped off the porch and to his truck, a beat-up Chevy. The engine rolled several times and he banged his hand on the steering wheel. The engine caught, and he flew backward out of the driveway and screeched onto the street.


    “Well, don’t just stand there,” I said.


    Deputy LeBlanc stepped onto the porch and got his first clear look at me and my current wardrobe. His expression was a mixture of resignation and exhaustion.


    “What would you like me to do?” he asked.


    “Arrest him for assaulting my house.”


    “You’re lucky I don’t arrest you for being improperly dressed in public…again.”


    “He caught me in the shower. I was going to dress before I came down, but I lost it when he started banging on the window. So, I take it Harvey’s cousin didn’t inherit money like Harvey.”


    “All he inherited from his dad was a bunch of overdue bills and a house that was falling down and full of beer cans.”


    Interesting. “So he was unhappy that Marie got everything when Harvey disappeared?”


    “‘Unhappy’ is putting it mildly.”


    “I guess Harvey was handing out money to him before he disappeared.”


    Deputy LeBlanc shook his head. “Not that I’m aware of. Harvey was the cheapest man in the world except when it came to himself.”


    “Then why aren’t you investigating that guy for Harvey’s murder? Sounds like a prime candidate to me.”


    “Who says I’m not? It’s not your business either way.”


    I reached over to pick up the papers that were lying on the front porch. It was an order to appear in court the day after tomorrow, so the court could rule on the merit of freezing all Marie’s assets. I glanced at the complainant. Melvin Blanchard.


    “You shouldn’t have those,” Deputy LeBlanc said.


    “I told him it wasn’t a good idea to give them to me. Can I help it if he’s an idiot?” I handed the papers to Deputy LeBlanc. “You know this means she doesn’t have to appear. She hasn’t been served.”


    “As soon as you find some clothes, you can report that to Ida Belle and Gertie and make them happy.” He narrowed his green eyes at me. “You know you’re asking for a heap of trouble, letting those two talk you into whatever they’re up to. The only thing that can help Marie is a good defense attorney. She’s not furthering her case by hiding.”


    “I know.”


    He sighed. “If you know that, then why are you helping them hide her?”


    “I’m not.”


    “Sure you’re not.”


    I felt my pulse spike and a flush creep up my neck. I wasn’t opposed to lying, even on Sundays, but when I told the truth, I expected people to believe me. “Look—I just spent my morning slogging around on an island that smelled like a big turd, and Gertie was almost killed by an alligator. My nasal passages may never recover, and the worst part is, we didn’t find Marie there. No one knows where she is.”


    He studied me for several seconds, and I saw something click in his expression. Finally, he believed me. He shook his head and sighed. “Did Ida Belle shoot the gator?”


    “Yes. Don’t tell me you’re going to arrest her for that?”


    “No, but at least I won’t have to question Francine over where she got fresh alligator meat.”


    “You eat those things? Seriously?”


    Deputy LeBlanc ignored my question and pointed a finger at me. “For a librarian, you seem to be in the middle of all the trouble happening in this town. Now, I’ve already told you once to back away. I suggest you listen when I tell you this time.”


    He whirled around and strode around the side of the house. I hurried into the kitchen and peeked out the blinds in time to see him head toward an aluminum boat that was pulled up onto the back lawn. He paused at the edge of the bayou and looked back at the house. I eased the blind down to a narrow slit.


    He pushed the boat off the bank and jumped inside with admirable agility and balance. As he coasted away, he lifted his hand to wave.


    I looked over at Bones, who’d opened one eye when I walked into the kitchen. “Some guard dog you are.”


    He yawned and closed the eye.


    I stepped back from the window and blew out a breath. Deputy LeBlanc was beyond annoying. Even more so at the moment because he was right. I was in the middle of something that could get me splashed across newspapers, or even worse, television. Despite my makeup and hair extensions, there was a chance someone in Ahmad’s organization would see the story and recognize me. At worst, I’d be killed. At best, Morrow would fire me. Neither sounded like good options.


    But what concerned me even more was why the good deputy had been docked in my backyard to begin with. The hedges prevented a clear view of the driveway from the bayou, so he couldn't have seen Melvin’s truck parked there. And the guy was loud, but I doubted seriously that he was loud enough to be heard through a house, across a fairly big lawn, and over a boat motor.


    All of which meant that Deputy LeBlanc hadn’t been cruising down the bayou and stopped off to prevent a fight. He’d obviously docked at the house for a completely different reason, and that made me really uncomfortable.


    The back yard didn’t hold any clues. The body hadn’t been buried there; it had drifted along in the current until Bones dug it up. Marge was dead and gone, so hardly available to be pumped for information about Marie.


    The only thing left that could be drawing him to the house was me. He knew I couldn’t be involved in the murder, but he had every reason to suspect I was involved in a cover-up. I thought he’d believed me earlier when I told him about the trip to Number Two, and I was sure he’d get it all verified with Walter. But he still knew I was involved with whatever Gertie and Ida Belle were up to and likely figured I was going to stay that way. 


    Unless he can pressure you into leaving town.


    It wasn’t a pleasant thought, but a smart man might take that tactic. And despite my general dislike for Deputy LeBlanc, I didn’t think for a moment that he was stupid. I might not be prone to the inner workings of small-town Louisiana, but I knew the three best ways to get someone to leave: kill them, threaten to kill them, or threaten to expose something they don’t want exposed.


    I wasn’t worried about the first two, and if Deputy LeBlanc got it in his head to run my prints, looking to find some dirt on me, he’d come up empty-handed. Morrow had seen to that himself. There was no trace of me left in federal databases.


    But all it would take is a couple of phone calls to the right people and he might find out that the real Sandy-Sue Morrow was jet-setting in Europe. And that discovery would bring down the whole house of cards.


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Ten


     


    I fixed a ham sandwich, went into the living room, and tried to concentrate on a hunting show on television. None of the so-called professionals on the show had a thing on Ida Belle, which was both impressive and worrisome at the same time. I was a trained assassin and wasn’t sure I could have made the shot Ida Belle did under the same circumstances. At close range, I was excellent at hand-to-hand, or shoe-to-hand, combat, but I preferred to do my shooting from a distance and with a scope.


    I swallowed the last bite of my sandwich and crumpled the napkin onto the plate sitting on the side table next to me. Who was I trying to fool—sitting here, pretending I wasn’t spending every moment thinking about Marie, Melvin, Deputy LeBlanc, Ida Belle and Gertie, and the dark cloud of gloom that had descended on me ever since I’d arrived in Sinful? I could watch stupid television from now until the end of time, but the problem wasn’t going away—not until someone found Marie and everything moved into the legal system.


    Which left me right in Deputy LeBlanc’s line of sight until the case ceased being his responsibility and became the state prosecutor’s problem.


    I drummed my fingers on the in table until the noise made me crazy. Finally, I grabbed the bag of cookies I’d been about to dive into, jumped up from the chair, and hurried out the door. I’d looked up Ida Belle’s and Gertie’s addresses on the Internet the other night when I was doing my research, but their telephone numbers had been unlisted.


    I’d try Gertie’s house first, and if they weren’t there, I’d head to Ida Belle’s next. It seemed the only way to ensure maintaining my cover was to find someone who didn’t want to be found. It wasn’t that much different from my real job, except the part about not having to kill anyone at the end of the mission. As the intended target was some kindly old lady who’d been abused by her husband and mother, I figured I could restrain myself.


    Gertie’s house was two blocks over from mine, so I stuck a cookie in my mouth and started out up the street, then made the turn around the corner to head to Gertie’s. No sooner had I rounded the huge hedge on the corner than I ran straight into Deputy LeBlanc, who was parked next to the curb, securing his boat to the trailer.


    Despite my quick pace and complete lack of braking, he didn’t even budge when I slammed into his back. As he whirled around, I took a step back, a bit surprised at how solid he was. It seemed I had originally underestimated Deputy LeBlanc on almost every level.


    “Sorry,” I said, figuring taking the polite route would be best.


    “In a hurry?”


    “Just getting some exercise.”


    He looked down at the bag of chocolate chip cookies I had clutched in my hand, then raised one eyebrow.


    “The cookies are the reason I have to exercise,” I lied. “I’m not allowed to eat any unless I exercise while doing it.”


    He gave me a placating smile. “Sounds complicated.”


    “It works for me.” I popped another cookie in my mouth. “Guess that means I have to run.”


    He put his hand on my arm before I took the first step. “I couldn’t help but notice that your cookies were taking you the direction of Gertie’s house.”


    “And? This entire town is the size of a postage stamp and is surrounded by bayous. Unless I plan on swimming, I’m going to be walking toward everyone’s house, eventually.”


     “Hmmm. I thought maybe you were about to ignore my good advice about staying out of my murder investigation.”


    “I was not.”


    He stared at me, clearly not believing a word.


    “I don’t even know where she lives.”


    He studied my face, but he didn’t have a chance. Lying was a huge part of my job. I’d been trained by the best forensic psychologists in the world. My own father wouldn’t have been able to catch me lying by body language or facial expression.


    Finally, he dropped his hand and gave me a single nod. “Try not to eat too many more of those. Trouble seems to follow you around. The thought of you roaming the streets makes me nervous.”


    “Ha. You’ve got man-eating monsters pretending to be frogs in your backyard, banana pudding wars, missing people, and an unsolved murder. I am the least of your worries.”


    Before he could get in another word or I could even see his expression, I stepped to his side and started off up the street at a good clip. Maybe he’d think about that and decide that checking into my background was a waste of time. As I approached Gertie’s street, I slowed just a bit and made a show of looking up and down the street for traffic. I could still feel his eyes on me, but I wanted to verify that I hadn’t lost my touch. I hadn’t.


    Damn.


    I crossed the street and went into a park, the opposite direction of Gertie’s house. I’d walk across the park to the bayou and circle around through the tree line to the row of houses behind Gertie’s. Then I’d cut through to her house. I heard Deputy LeBlanc’s truck engine fire up and the enormous tires turning on the pavement. A little girl and her mother were playing in a sandbox, so I stopped to pet her puppy, a roly-poly, happy, brown little thing. I heard the truck slow as it passed the park, but finally, it sped up and the noise of the obnoxious tires faded into the distance.


    I said good-bye to the puppy and its people and continued on my original course to the bayou. The truck was gone, but Deputy LeBlanc could easily have rounded a corner and parked to spy on me. It was best I stick to my stealth plan. As I skirted the edge of the park around the bayou, I started to realize exactly how vast the swamp wasteland that surrounded Sinful really was. Narrow passages of water, which Ida Belle had called channels, stretched in every direction like wavy spiderwebs weaving across the land. If a piece of Harvey hadn’t surfaced the day I arrived in town, I would have believed this the perfect place to dump a body.


    Apparently, Marie had felt the same way.


    The tree line curved to the left, and I trudged alongside it until I was behind the last row of houses that made up the town of Sinful. All I needed to do was find a way through that last row and into the block before it, and I’d be safely tucked away at Gertie’s house. I scanned the backyards, looking for an entry point, but a row of eight-foot fences stared back at me. At the far end of the row of houses, the bayou curved around, cutting off access unless I wanted to swim. Circling back the other way put me right back in the open and exposed to Deputy LeBlanc, who might be lurking behind a bush.


    Mind made up, I approached the row of fences. It was only eight feet. If I couldn’t scale  eight feet, I needed to go ahead and retire. Gertie’s house was in the middle of the block, directly across the street from the row of houses I was behind, so I chose a stretch of fence in the middle.


    I looked down at the bag of cookies and sighed before tossing the whole thing into the bayou. Then, I leapt up, grabbed the top row of the fence, and pulled myself up to peer into the yard. The last thing I needed was to run into a loud or angry dog.


    The backyard was clear except for a barbecue pit, a single lawn chair, and a doghouse. A careful study of the doghouse proved it to be empty, so I pulled myself over the fence and jumped over the hedge that lined the back wall of the fence. I did a quick drop and roll, then bounced back up, ready to take off across the lawn. That’s when I heard the rattle of a doorknob. I sprang back into the bushes, hoping my stay would be a temporary one.


    An enormous Rottweiler bounded out the back door and hurried to the center of the lawn, where he stood scanning his domain, no doubt to ensure it was free of intruders. Before I could launch into panic mode, my training took over and I immediately modified my breathing to control my heartbeat.


    Just wait it out.


    With any luck, the owner had let him out to do his business, and he’d do it and go back inside. He sniffed the ground and then lifted his head and sniffed the air. I was certain he couldn’t hear me as I hadn’t moved a muscle and was barely breathing, but I knew he could smell me, or at least smell the apple-scented shampoo that the beauty shop had insisted I use on my fake hair. Finally, he turned and trotted over to a section of the fence on the side of the yard and hiked a leg. Slowly, I let out the breath I’d been holding.


    He finished his business, then trotted back to the back door and barked. I felt relief wash over me. The owner would let him back in the house, and this would be just another minor delay  in my trip to Gertie’s. But when the back door opened, the dog did not walk in. Instead, the owner walked out.


    Deputy LeBlanc!


    I felt the blood rush out of my face. Of all the bushes in Sinful to hide in, I had managed to choose bushes that belonged to the one person I was trying desperately to avoid. No way would he take trespassing into his fenced backyard as part of my workout routine.


    Using a single finger, I moved leaves out of the way to get a better view. Maybe he’d just stepped out to smoke or something and would be heading back inside, complete with Rambo dog. My hopes were dashed when he set a plate of hamburger patties next to the grill, then opened the grill and lit the flame. Once the grill was lit, he sat in the lawn chair and lifted the beer he was holding in his other hand to take a drink.


    This was so not good.


    My chance of remaining undiscovered by the dog during the time it took for him to cook the stack of hamburger patties was so miniscule that it wasn’t even worth calculating. The dog, standing next to the lawn chair so that Deputy LeBlanc could stroke his massive head, suddenly stiffened and looked straight at my hiding place. If I could have mentally willed myself to become a leaf, I would have done so.


    After what seemed like an excruciating amount of time, the dog finally relaxed and sank to the ground next to the chair. At that moment, I felt a vibration in my pocket and struggled not to make a sound.


    The cell phone.


    Harrison had bought me a disposable cell phone before I left D.C. He was the only one with the number, and he wasn’t supposed to use it unless there was an emergency. I felt my pulse increase as I abandoned my sniper breathing and eased the phone from my pocket, saying a prayer of thanks that the ringer hadn’t been on.


    I glanced at the display and saw I had a text message—from Gertie!


    I didn’t know or even care how she’d gotten my number. All I knew was that she’d just thrown me a lifeline. I watched Deputy LeBlanc consume his beer for a couple of minutes, then finally got the movement I’d been waiting on. He rose from the lawn chair to put the burgers on the grill. Immediately, I went to text messages, hoping the noise he made putting the burgers to cook would mask the sound of my texting.


    Where are you? Need to talk.


    That was the message from Gertie. No shit, we needed to talk. I kept one eye on the dog and used both hands to tap out my message, glad I’d bothered to develop texting-without-looking skills. I glanced down at my message to check it before sending.


    Call Deputy LeBlanc at his home. I’ll explain later.


    I pressed Send, slipped the phone back in my pocket, and prayed. A couple of seconds later, I heard a phone ringing inside Deputy LeBlanc’s house. He looked at the back door and frowned, and for a moment, I was afraid he was going to ignore it. Finally, he sighed, closed the cover on the grill, and walked inside. Unfortunately, he left Rambo Rottweiler outside.


    As I hadn’t given Gertie criteria for keeping him on the phone, I didn’t have much time. Between the time constraint and the dog, crossing the backyard was completely out of the question. I picked up a rock from the landscaping bed and threw it at the fence in the far corner of the yard.


    Rambo dog launched in that direction, and I spun and jumped for the top of the fence. I was halfway over before I realized a lock of my fake hair was caught in the bush. My head yanked backward and my eyes watered, but it was too late to stop the momentum. I tumbled over the top of the fence and the hair ripped from my head with a sickening tear.


    I bit my bottom lip and held in a string of cursing as I ran for the tree line. I could hear Rambo dog barking at the fence behind me and the back door of Deputy LeBlanc’s house bang shut as I dove into some brush at the edge of the swamp. I heard Deputy LeBlanc yell at the dog, and I froze behind the brush. If he found that piece of hair, I was sunk. Being Creole country, this wasn’t exactly a town of women with long blond hair. Most of the hair I’d seen so far had been silver or gray.


    I waited a couple of seconds more, then hurried through the brush and back into the park. As I burst out of the tree line into the playground, everyone stopped what they were doing and stared.


    “Bird watching,” I said, and hurried past. 


    I had one hand over the top of my head where the extension had torn out, and I could feel blood oozing between my fingers. I hurried away from the park before anyone called the sheriff to report a deranged-looking woman bleeding in a public park.


    Now that I knew Deputy LeBlanc lived right across the street from Gertie, walking up the block and entering her house by the front door was clearly out. As much as I wanted to avoid scaling another fence, it looked inevitable. I passed Gertie’s street and entered the neighborhood one street over. I was relieved to see that several of the homes didn’t have fences that met on the sides. I would avoid at least one incident of fence jumping.


    I picked the one closest to Gertie’s house and hurried down the fence line, darting from one shrub to another in an effort to remain mostly out of sight. When I got to the back of Gertie’s fence, I glanced around to make sure no one was looking, then hopped across her lawn. The back door was open, so I let myself inside her kitchen. I could hear Gertie talking at the front of the house, so I eased down the hall to peek around the corner.


    She stood in the living room, peeking between the blinds on her front window. “You sound frustrated, Carter,” she said. “You need to work on that attitude if you ever expect to be elected sheriff when Robert E. Lee retires.”


    I shook my head in admiration. She still had Deputy LeBlanc on the phone. Gertie had serious skills.


    As I stepped into the living room, the hardwood floor creaked and Gertie spun around. Her relief was apparent as she broke out into a smile.


    “Oh my goodness. I’m so sorry, Carter,” she said. “I’ve just found my glasses in the refrigerator. I guess no one stole them after all.”


    She ended the call and dropped her cell phone on the couch before rushing over to me. “Are you injured? How badly?”


    “I had a hair accident,” I said. “I haven’t had time to check it out.”


    “Come into the kitchen and I’ll fix you up. I texted Ida Belle while I had Carter on the phone. She should be here any minute.”


    I followed Gertie back into the kitchen and sat in a chair at the end of the breakfast table. Gertie turned on the water in the sink and grabbed a clean dish towel from the drawer.


    “I’ll let this water warm up a little,” she said. “It will be easier to lift the blood off your hair so I can see what kind of damage you did.”


    I still had my hand pressed on my head, but I couldn't feel blood rushing out any longer. Apparently, the worst was past. Gertie dampened the towel with warm water and was just starting to lift the blood from my scalp when Ida Belle burst through the back door, huffing like a freight train.


    “Damn battery is dead on my car. I ran all the way over here from my house.”


    Gertie shook her head. “You live a block away.”


    “So, what's your point?”


    “You really need to start exercising.”


    “I'm seventy-two. How many reasons before I die do you think I'll need to run?”


    I piped up, “Banana pudding, man-eating alligators, texts from Gertie—”


    “Fine. What the hell happened to your head?” Ida Belle narrowed her eyes at Gertie. “Did you shoot her?”


    I stared at Ida Belle. “Is that a real problem around here?”


    Gertie glared. “That thing with the mailman was an accident.”


    “Uh-huh. And what about the thing with the dishwasher repairman?”


    Gertie grumbled and went back to dabbing at my scalp. “You have a couple of mishaps and everyone’s labeling you.”


    A second later, a hunk of my fake hair fell off in her hand and Gertie shrieked, tossing the hair in the air.


    For a woman who was already winded, and clearly out of shape, Ida Belle sprang from her chair like a criminal who'd just spotted the police. The blond and somewhat red extension landed in the middle of the table, and Ida Belle leaned forward to see what it was.


    “Is that your hair?” She looked over at Gertie, her eyes wide. “You scalped her.”


    “She didn't scalp me,” I said. Best to contain this before it got out of hand. “I scalped myself before I got here.”


    Gertie leaned over to inspect my head. “Well, for someone who just lost a wad of hair, you're certainly not bleeding much. There only a little tear here.”


    “That’s because it's not my real hair. It's extensions. They were glued to my real hair. I don’t think much of the real stuff came out.”


    Ida Belle slipped back into her chair and stared at me, cocking her head to the side. “Why would a former beauty queen have hair so short she needed to glue some in?”


    Crap! I had to come up with something plausible fast, or the two nosy Nellies would be suspicious. My mind raced, and then I remembered some woman who'd come into the beauty shop in tears when I was getting the extensions put in.


    “There was a horrible accident with hair bleach,” I said. “We had to shave it all off.”


    Their eyes widened and Gertie's mouth formed an O.


    Ida Belle nodded. “Tilly Monroe did something similar a couple of years ago. Thought she was going to go from red to blond, but her hair turned green. So she tried to fix it and burnt it all up to her scalp. Had to wear a wig for a year. They only do that fancy glued hair stuff in New Orleans.”


    Gertie picked up the extension from the table and held it next to my head. “It doesn't look like this covers the entire bald spot.”


    “No, I lost a piece before this one. That's why it started bleeding in the first place.”


    Ida Belle leaned forward in her chair. “Lost it where?”


    “In Deputy LeBlanc's bushes.”


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Eleven


     


    Gertie and Ida Belle both exploded at once.


    “What were you doing in his lawn?”


    “He’s going to know we’re up to something!”


    I held up a hand to stop the outrage. “I didn’t intend to be in his lawn. It was an accident.” Then I explained my attempt to sneak to Gertie’s house, my worry about Deputy LeBlanc watching me, my bright idea about cutting through a lawn, and the comedy of errors that followed.


    When I was done, Ida Belle and Gertie looked at each other, their expressions unreadable; then they both started giggling, then laughing. Finally, Gertie sank into the chair next to me with a snort, unable to remain standing, she was laughing so hard.


    I drummed my fingers on the table and waited for the hilarity to end. Finally, they took a few deep gasping breaths, Ida Belle wiped the tears from her eyes with the bottom of her blouse, and they sat back in their chairs.


    “My word,” Ida Belle said, “you have got to have the absolute worst luck in the world. The irony of your mother calling you Fortune is priceless.”


    Gertie nodded. “Maybe we should revert to your beauty days and call you Miss Fortune. Get it—misfortune?”


    She started howling with laughter all over again. Ida Belle scrunched up her face, clearly trying to hold it in, but finally, a burst of air came barreling out and she started laughing again. I yanked the dish towel from Gertie’s hand and began patting my sore head.


    “Go ahead and keep laughing,” I said. “You two will die long before me. I’ll get plenty of peace and quiet then.”


    They sobered a bit and reduced their laughter to gasping for air.


    “You have to admit,” Gertie wheezed, “it is an odd coincidence. What are the odds that the one lawn you pick belonged to Carter?”


    “One in forty, given the size of the neighborhood,” I said, not near as convinced of the hilarity as they were. It’s not like I ran across him in Manhattan or something.”


    “And he caught you tossing your shoes into the bayou, trying to kill an alligator you thought was a frog, eating Sunday lunch with the Sinful Ladies, and the bone was found in your yard,” Ida Belle pointed out. “That’s a statistical improbability even for a town this size, especially given the amount of time you’ve been here.”


    I threw up my hands. “So, what am I supposed to do? You guys got me in the middle of this mess, and now it seems no matter what I do, the spotlight is on me.”


    “I am worried about that piece of hair you left behind,” Gertie said. “If Carter finds it, he’ll know for sure it’s yours. Not many platinum blondes around here, and with me keeping him on the phone with all that unnecessary nonsense about my glasses, he probably already suspects something.”


    “We have to get that hair back,” I said.


    Ida Belle nodded. “You’re right about that. Can’t leave that hair in his bushes. Eventually, he’ll get around to working on his lawn. Carter always works in his lawn when he’s thinking hard on something.”


    My mind flashed back to the burgers and the beer. “Please don’t tell me it’s his day off.”


    Gertie bit her lower lip and looked at Ida Belle.


    “I’m afraid so,” Ida Belle said, “and as he won’t have another for ten days, he’ll probably tackle the lawn this afternoon.”


    “We’ve got to get him out of the house,” I said.


    “I don’t know,” Gertie said. “Carter is pretty strict about his days’ off. He doesn’t get many.”


    “Even if there was a call, the sheriff would take it today,” Ida Belle added.


    “There has to be a way to get him out of his house,” I said.


    Ida Belle stared at the wall for a moment, then nodded. “There is one way.” She looked at Gertie. “You still got those pictures that we took on your phone last week?”


    Gertie smiled. “You’re a genius!” She ran out of the room and returned seconds later with her cell phone. She passed it to Ida Belle, who pushed around on the display for a bit, then smiled.


    “Now we wait,” Ida Belle said.


    “Wait for what?”


    “It won’t take long,” Ida Belle said. “We’ll watch from the living room window. As soon as he leaves, Fortune and I will go retrieve the hair. I’ll be lookout at Carter’s fence, and Gertie can pretend to water her front flower beds and watch the street.”


    Ida Belle hurried into the living room, Gertie right on her heels. In case they were right, I trailed behind. I’d just stepped up beside Gertie to peer out a crack in the blinds when Deputy LeBlanc’s front door flew open and he ran out of the house. He had on one tennis shoe and was attempting to pull on the other one while he ran. Finally, he gave up and tossed it in his truck before jumping in and backing out of his driveway, tires screeching.


    He barely rounded the corner at the end of the street when Ida Belle yanked open the front door and ran out of the house.


    “What are you waiting on?” Gertie asked, waving me outside. “Go! Go!”


    I ran out the door and across the street with Ida Belle, who slipped behind the hedges lining the front stretch of Deputy LeBlanc’s fence. For an instant, I wondered what had prompted such a rush from the good deputy, but decided I was probably better off not knowing. I eased in the hedge beside Ida Belle and pulled myself up the fence to peer over.


    “Is the dog there?” Ida Belle asked.


    “I don’t see him.”


    “Well, hurry up, then. If Gertie sees him coming back, she’ll text me, and then I’ll whistle.”


    “Got it,” I said and flipped over the top of the fence and into the backyard.


    I froze for a couple of seconds and scanned every corner, looking for Rambo dog, but unless he was hiding in the bushes, he wasn’t outside. I ran across the yard to the back fence line where I saw the long blond hair sticking out of the hedge, the platinum strands shining like aluminum in the sunlight. I grabbed the end of it and pulled, but it was caught on the bush.


    At least that’s what I thought.


    I realized how badly I’d calculated when, on the second tug, Rambo dog stuck his head out of the shrub and growled, the other end of the extension clamped in his massive jaws. I dropped the extension as if it were a hot poker and hauled ass across the lawn. Rambo dog launched out of the bushes right behind me.


    I was fast, but there was no way I could make it to the front fence line without his catching me, so I ran toward the patio and jumped on top of Rambo’s doghouse. He launched his massive frame up the side of the house, and I said a silent prayer of thanks when he slid down the side and sat on the patio, growling.


    Ida Belle must have heard the racket, because a couple of seconds later, her face, flushed with the effort of climbing, appeared over the front fence.


    “That is not good,” she said.


    “Tell me something I don’t already know.”


    “Where’s a cat when you need one,” Ida Belle grumbled. “I’ll go find something to distract him.”


    She disappeared back over the hedge. I hoped her idea of a distraction didn’t involve firearms. I couldn’t exactly blame Rambo for defending his property. It was his job, although he was looking less and less scary with that blond tress hanging out of his mouth. I assessed my options for escape, but the doghouse, the grill, and the lawn chair were the only structures in the yard. And no way could I make it to the fence with Rambo’s steely gaze on me.


    Then I remembered the burgers.


    I leaned over as far as I could, and my fingers barely brushed the handle of the grill. I put more weight on my back leg and leaned in a tiny bit more so that I could pull open the top on the grill. Sure enough, the hamburger patties sat there half done. In the deputy’s rush, he’d remembered to turn off the grill, but hadn’t taken the time to bring the burgers inside.


    I grabbed the patty closest to me, tore off a little piece, and tossed it to Rambo. His eyes remained rolled up and fastened on me even as he lowered his head to sniff the meat. Then he stuck his huge tongue out and licked the scrap right up from the patio, the extension hanging from his jaw the entire time.


    I was going to have to use the bait and switch.


    I squatted down on the doghouse and stretched out my hand, just far enough for Rambo to smell the meat. His ears perked up and he immediately inched closer. I was only going to get one chance to get this right, and I was going to have to make it a fast one. One slip and my hand would be right there next to that platinum piece of hair.


    I steadied myself as much as I could and leaned forward, ready to make my move. I held out the entire patty, trying to entice Rambo close enough to grab the hair. He eyed me for a bit, still suspicious, but finally, the taste of the burger won out and he took that last step toward me.


    When he lunged for the patty, I grabbed the extension and pulled, flinging the patty behind me. Rambo didn’t even hesitate before following the patty. I launched off the doghouse and ran for the fence line, praying that he chewed before he swallowed. I didn’t even pause to look behind me before I heaved myself on top of the fence. A huge crash sounded behind me, and I glanced back in time to see Rambo tackle the grill, spilling the rest of the hamburger patties onto the patio. I flipped over the fence and into the hedges, breaking some branches and crashing into a startled Ida Belle.


    We both tumbled out of the bushes and onto the lawn, rolling in one giant ball of hands and feet. I wound up on top and sprang up immediately, worried that I’d killed Ida Belle. I smiled as she launched into a stream of cussing. At least she was still alive. I extended my hand and helped her up from the lawn, then glanced across the street.


    Gertie stood in her front yard, holding her water hose in one hand and her cell phone to her ear with the other. The end of the hose had flipped over into the open window of her car, and I could see water running out from the bottom of the door. She was staring directly at us, jaw dropped, which I took to be shock from our fall, but then she dropped her cell phone and started waving frantically.


    “We better run,” I said.


    Ida Belle stopped wiping off her pants and hurried after me as I sprinted across the street. Gertie dropped the hose, which got lodged in the passenger’s side mirror and remained hanging over the car door, grabbed her cell phone, and ran to the front door to hold it open. Ida Belle and I dashed inside, and Gertie pulled the door closed behind us. I peeked out the front window just in time to see Deputy LeBlanc rounding the corner.


    “Gertie, the hose!” I yelled.


    Gertie gave me a blank stare for a split second, then wailed, “Oh no!”


    “Not now!” Ida Belle grabbed Gertie’s arm as she moved toward the door.


    Deputy LeBlanc pulled into his driveway, slammed his truck door, then hurried back inside.


    “That was close,” I said.


    “He looks mad,” Ida Belle said.


    “He’s going to be madder when he realizes the dog ate all his hamburger patties,” I said.


    “Is that how you distracted him?” Ida Belle nodded. “Good thinking.”


    “Crap,” Gertie said and started pressing buttons on her cell phone.


    “Something wrong?” I asked.


    “I need to call Margaret and tell her not to bring her cat over.”


    ***


     


    We could hear Deputy LeBlanc’s outraged cries all the way across the street and through the walls of Gertie’s house. Gertie took the yelling as an opportunity to go outside and turn off the water hose and open her car door. A tidal wave of water gushed onto the pavement. Ida Belle rushed out with what had to be a gallon box of baking soda. She opened all the car doors and sprinkled the stuff everywhere. I made a mental note not to ride with Gertie for a good while, maybe ten years or more.


    Gertie slogged back inside and to the kitchen, her now-wet shoes tracking water across her hardwood floor. Ida Belle trailed behind her, wiping up the water with a dish towel. I followed them into the kitchen and took a seat across from Ida Belle as Gertie put on a pot of coffee.


    “I don’t suppose you have any baked goods around here, do you?” I asked. “I tossed my bag of cookies before I went over Deputy LeBlanc’s fence.”


    Gertie nodded. “I’d just finished a pound cake when you called. It will be great with coffee.”


    Ida Belle pointed at Gertie’s feet. “You need to take off those wet sneakers and put them on the back steps to dry. The last thing we need is you catching a cold when we’ve got things to do.”


    Gertie pulled off her tennis shoes and tossed them on the back steps. “Fortune, you never told me what you were coming over here for,” she said as she started pouring coffee. “Wouldn’t it have been easier to call?”


    “I suppose so, but I don’t have your phone number. I don’t know how you got mine.”


    Gertie slid cups of coffee in front of me and Ida Belle, then sat down with her own cup. “Your phone was on the kitchen counter on Sunday. I got your number off it in case I needed it, and loaded mine and Ida Belle’s into your contacts, which is empty, by the way.”


    “My old phone crapped out,” I said, making an excuse. “I haven’t had time to load names yet.”


    Gertie nodded. “Well, now that you know we’re in the contacts, you don’t have to take any more risks getting in touch with us.”


    “Which numbers did you give her?” Ida Belle asked.


    Gertie looked offended. “The secret ones, of course.”


    “You have secret phones?” I asked.


    “Absolutely,” Ida Belle said. “We have phones registered in our name, but with Big Brother able to pull your records at a moment’s notice, we decided to keep pay-as-you-go phones. We drive over to New Orleans once a month to pay cash for more minutes. That way, there’s no trail.”


    “Do I even want to know why you two need untraceable phones?”


    “Probably not,” Ida Belle said.


    As she was likely right, I didn’t push the issue. “I was coming over to tell you about a run-in I had with Harvey’s cousin.” I went on to explain the door banging, ensuing conversation, ineffectual paper serving, and Deputy LeBlanc’s observation of the exchange.


    “Why didn’t you guys tell me about him?” I asked. “We could have wasted a ton of time looking for another suspect and he was right in front of us. That guy has some serious anger issues.”


    Ida Belle shook her head. “The police checked into him first thing, but he’s got an airtight alibi for when Harvey disappeared.”


    “Completely airtight?”


    “He was doing a year in a New Orleans prison. He was in seven months before Harvey went missing and did another five months after. Unless Harvey was alive all that time and Melvin found him and killed him after he got out, there’s no way he did it.”


    “Crap.” Another great idea shot to hell.


    I drummed my fingers on the table, and then another idea popped in my mind.


    “Is it possible he could be working with a partner? Being in prison is the perfect alibi. Maybe he took advantage of that.”


    Ida Belle raised her eyebrows. “That’s not a bad thought.” She looked over at Gertie. “Who does Melvin hang out with?”


    Gertie stared at Ida Belle for a couple of seconds, then slowly shook her head. “No one that I could imagine him trusting with something like murder. His friends and family should be on one of those stupid criminal shows.”


    “If they’re anything like Melvin,” I said, “I totally get that. But maybe he hooked up with someone different—someone outside of his family and usual buddies. If he thought he was getting Harvey’s money, he could have afforded to pay a lot.”


    “Well,” Ida Belle said, “he doesn’t exactly run in high-class circles, so it’s entirely possible he found someone to partner with.”


    I nodded. “The most likely person would be someone he met in prison but who was paroled before he was.”


    Gertie and Ida Belle perked up, but suddenly my mind latched onto the flaw in my logic and I sighed.


    “Never mind,” I said.


    “Why?” Gertie asked.


    “If Melvin had someone murder Harvey, he would have wanted the body to be discovered while he was in prison. That way, it was far more likely Marie would be tried for it, and he could have made a run at Harvey’s money a long time ago.”


    Ida Belle frowned. “Maybe they had a plan but something went wrong.”


    “Like what?”


    “Maybe they didn’t want the body found right away so that the time of death range would be wide enough that Marie couldn’t alibi all the time.”


    “So you’re thinking they would have hid the body?”


    Ida Belle nodded.


    “Where?”


    “Somewhere in the swamp, I’d imagine,” Ida Belle said, “but if an alligator managed to get ahold of it…Well, that might be why it took ten years for some of Harvey to appear.”


    I blew out a breath. “It’s thin. I mean, really thin.”


    “Too thin to direct suspicion away from Marie?” Gertie asked.


    I nodded. “We need more than supposition.”


    “Like what?”


    “A possible partner for starters.”


    Ida Belle pursed her lips. “I think your point about him making friends in prison is a good one. I hear that kind of thing on the news, so it’s no secret it goes on.”


    “Yeah, but we’d have to know who he met in prison, and I have no idea how we’d get that information.”


    “Oh, that’s the easy part,” Gertie said.


    “It is?”


    “We’ll have Myrtle look it up for us. They keep records of cellmates at least, right?”


    “That’s Marie’s cousin, the woman who works for the sheriff’s department, right? She could get in a lot of trouble if she gets caught by Deputy LeBlanc. What if she won’t do it?”


    “Oh, she’ll do it,” Ida Belle said.


    Her tone made it sound like Myrtle didn’t have much of a choice. I wondered for a moment if Ida Belle had something on the woman. I didn’t wonder for a second if she’d use it. I already knew she would. Ida Belle was clearly the wrong person to mess with in Sinful.


    She was the Godfather, except silver-haired, female, and southern.


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Twelve


     


    Despite the enormous hunk of pound cake I’d eaten at Gertie’s house—and not even counting the second serving—I felt my stomach rumble as I scaled Gertie’s back fence and headed home. Apparently my earlier sandwich and all that cake weren’t enough to cover the energy I’d expended running from Rambo.


    I really didn’t feel like another sandwich, and I certainly wasn’t going to attempt cooking, not with the way my luck had been lately, so I hurried home and washed my hair. The bald spot was easy to see if I left the hair down, but I could cover it nicely if it was drawn back in a ponytail, which was my preferred hairstyle anyway, as long as I was required to be girly.


    I guessed I’d have to see about getting it fixed at one of those “fancy shops in New Orleans” that Ida Belle had talked about before someone noticed and started to wonder. Which reminded me that I needed to check with Walter and see if he had an ETA on that battery for Marge’s Jeep. I didn’t necessarily need a vehicle to traverse all four blocks of Sinful, but I couldn’t exactly walk to New Orleans.


    When I had everything cleaned and looking public-presentable again, I grabbed a book on Revolutionary War weapons that I’d found in the bedroom and headed to Main Street for Francine’s Café. There wasn’t any banana pudding on Monday, but my mouth watered thinking about the chicken-fried steak I’d had on Sunday. I could definitely stand a repeat of that meal, and maybe some cobbler. Gertie said they had cobbler every day and all of it was good. It was going to have to be fabulous to top Gertie’s pound cake, but in the name of science, I was willing to sacrifice my stomach for the comparison.


    Francine’s was empty except for two gray-haired men sitting in the corner. They looked up in interest when I walked in the door, then leaned in and started whispering. I figured they hadn’t seen anyone under the age of thirty in a decade, so there was probably some speculation of species on their part.


    Francine gave me a wave from the grill, then sauntered over with her order pad. “I guess neither my food nor hanging out with the Sinful Ladies got you killed.”


    “Not yet, but the jury’s still out on the Sinful Ladies.”


    “Ha. You’re a fast study. The Catholics will be gunning for you after that dash you made on Sunday.”


    I blinked. Hell, I hadn’t even been thinking along those lines. Jeez, now in addition to everyone else, I had to watch my back for the Catholics. “It’s hard to live a quiet life in this town, isn’t it?”


    Francine laughed. “Yeah, people who haven’t ever spent time in small towns, especially southern ones, always have some idea that it’s slow-paced and full of nice people smiling and waving. The second part is mostly true, but there’s never any shortage of drama. I think maybe the lack of things to do has people creating things to disagree about.”


    “Maybe,” I said, although I wasn’t convinced. Murder seemed a bit extreme a reaction to boredom, and yet they’d had one right smack in the middle of Geriatric Land.


    “You want something to eat, hon?”


    “Yes. I’ll take chicken-fried steak, mashed potatoes with gravy, corn, and extra rolls.”


    Francine nodded as she jotted the order on her pad. “And to wash it down?”


    “I don’t suppose you have beer?”


    “No. Sinful’s a dry town.”


    “You’re kidding me.” But now that I thought about it, I hadn’t seen any alcohol in the general store when I’d picked up sandwich fixings and the cookies. The Sinful Ladies “cough medicine” sales were looking more and more necessary.


    “I wish I was. A couple of beers or a glass of wine never hurt anybody, but darn if we can get the vote to pass. People are afraid a bar might open right here on Main Street. There’s two bars nearby, mind you, but you have to drive a couple miles out of town to get to them.”


    “I see. I keep forgetting how religious this town is.”


    “Oh, it’s not religion, though that’s the excuse they give every time it comes up. It’s the men that doesn’t want a bar in Sinful. It would probably put the other two out of business, and then the men would all be stuck doing whatever it is they drive out of town to hide from their wives right here in the middle of town where everyone could see.”


    “No women go to the bars?”


    “No reputable ones.” She slipped her pad into her apron. “The closest I can get you is root beer.”


    “Make it a root beer float.” Root beer was almost perfect when ice cream was in it.


    “You got it. Food’ll be ready in about ten minutes,” she said as she walked back into the kitchen.


    “I’m not in a hurry,” I said and opened the book to where I’d left off the night before. Amazing what horrible weaponry they had to use back then. I couldn’t imagine doing my job without the tools I had now. The farmers that had won this country had some serious balls.


    I was so engrossed in the book that I didn’t even hear him come in.


    “Ms. Morrow.” Deputy LeBlanc’s voice sounded right next to my chair, and I jumped.


    “Jesus. Do you always sneak up on people like that?”


    “That seems an odd question coming from you, but hold that thought.” He looked over at Francine, who was coming our way with my food.


    She set the plate in front of me and looked at Deputy LeBlanc. “You want something to eat?”


    “I’ll take the special.”


    She gave him a puzzled look. “I thought you always grilled on your day off.”


    He frowned. “Well, someone decided to send pictures to Junior Baker of his wife skinny-dipping with his cousin. Junior and his cousin got into a fight at the Swamp Bar, and I was halfway there before they called me to say all parties had left and the scuffle was over. In the meantime, Tiny ate my burgers, which I rushed off and left on the grill.”


    Tiny? Was he kidding?


    Francine shook her head. “That woman is going to be the death of one of those men.”


    “You’re probably right. I just can’t decide which one would be the better loss. Oh, Francine, put my dinner on Ms. Morrow’s tab.”


    Francine’s eyes widened, but she didn’t say a word before she hurried off to the kitchen.


    “Why on earth would I buy your dinner?” I asked. “I hope you don’t think I sent those naked pictures. I don’t even know those people.”


    “I have my own ideas about who sent them, but I’ll probably never be able to prove it.”


    “Then I don’t know why you think I owe you anything.”


     He shoved his hand in his pocket and pulled out three strands of platinum blond hair. “I found these wedged in between my dog’s teeth. Right there along with what was left of my dinner. The hedge you broke will probably survive, but the least you owe me is a meal. If you hadn’t gotten him riled, he would never have gone after my burgers.”


    Holy shit! You’re a trained professional, I told myself as I struggled to maintain a blank expression.


    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


    He gave me an amused smile. “Is that the best you can do?”


    He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “You know, peeping in people’s houses is against the law, but if you really want to catch a glimpse of me that badly, let me know. I’m always willing to accommodate a pretty woman.”


    He winked and laid the strands of hair across my book before sauntering off to the corner to talk to the old guys. I felt a flush of heat run up my neck and struggled to maintain control. The nerve of him, thinking I hid in his bushes to catch him in his undies or something. What an ego!


    “Do you want a refill?” Francine’s voice sounded beside me.


    Crap, I was losing my touch. That was two people in a row who had sneaked up on me in a public place.


    I looked up and saw her pointing at the empty mug. “Sure,” I said. Maybe another root beer float would sweeten my temperament.


    She returned a couple minutes later with the float, and I was still fuming.


    “Has he always been that cocky?” I asked as she placed the float on the table.


    Francine glanced nervously at Deputy LeBlanc and then nodded. “He was always sorta the best at everything: good grades, football star, best hunter…All the girls in Sinful chased after him something fierce. I sometimes think he went into the Marines just to get away from them.”


    “Figures,” I muttered. “So, where’s his harem now?”


    “Well, quite a few didn’t feel like waiting around, so they married others, some left town for bigger things, but there’s still a few vying for his attention.”


    She cocked her head to the side and studied me for a minute. “’Course, I haven’t seen him pay any woman mind until you.”


    “Oh, no! I have absolutely no interest in the Deputy Charming. In fact, if there was such a thing as negative interest, that’s what I have.”


    “Deputy Charming. I like that.”


    “I’m sorta into sarcasm”


    Francine shrugged. “Well, you could do a lot worse. I realize you’re only here for the summer, but a little summer fling never hurt anyone. Well, except Maureen Thompson, but she was sleeping with her sister’s husband.”


    She turned and walked back to the kitchen, leaving me stewing in my root beer float. Things were worse than ever. Not only had I risked my life to get that hair extension, only to have Tiny—and what an absurd name that was - clinging to evidence; but now Deputy LeBlanc assumed I was in his backyard because I had some amorous intentions concerning him. What a nightmare.


    As soon as I finished dessert, I was going straight home, climbing into bed, and not leaving the house for the rest of the day, unless there was a fire. Today was out of control. I needed time to decompress and regroup.


    I have no idea what compelled me to look over at Deputy LeBlanc, but it was as if I couldn’t help myself. He was still sitting with the old-timers, but as I glanced over, he looked straight at me, then winked.


    I sighed. Maybe I’d just make a quick stop by Gertie’s for some of that cough syrup before heading home.


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Thirteen


     


    I was pouring a shot of cough syrup when the house phone rang. I paused for a second, feeling strange about answering a dead woman’s phone, but then I figured everyone knew she was dead and someone was still calling, which meant the call was probably for me. I glanced at my watch. Eight o’clock. I answered the phone, expecting Gertie or Ida Belle to be on the other line, but got a proper-sounding male voice instead.


    “Miss Morrow?”


    “Yes.”


    “I’m sorry to call so late. This is Albert Worley. I’m an attorney with Worley and Pickard.”


    The summons!


    “I’m sorry, Mr. Worley, but I can’t help you find Marie. I don’t even know the woman.”


    There was dead silence for a moment and I wondered if he’d hung up. Then he cleared his throat.


    “I’m afraid I’m confused, Miss. Morrow. I’m your late aunt’s attorney.”


    “Oh. Oh! I’m sorry, Mr. Worley. There’s been some drama since I’ve arrived at my aunt’s house, and I thought you were calling for a different reason.”


    Mr. Worley cleared his throat. “I hope everything is all right…”


    “Everything’s fine. A bit of a misunderstanding is all. How can I help you, Mr. Worley? I’m afraid I haven’t even begun to catalog my aunt’s belongings.”


    “We’re in no hurry for that. Your aunt did quite well with her stock market investments, and the estate can handle the cost of your stay for as long as is necessary to wrap everything up.”


    “Oh, well, I’m really hoping to get everything settled before summer is over.”


    “That’s fine, Ms. Morrow. I just wanted to make you aware that there’s no pressure on our end of things. I know you live in a big city, but things tend to move at a slower pace in small places.”


    “That’s what they tell me.” I hadn’t actually experienced it, but I was still hoping.


    “The reason for my call is that your aunt left a document to be given to you following her death.”


    “What kind of document?”


    “I’m afraid I don’t know. It was sealed when she delivered it to us for safekeeping. Our instructions were to deliver it to you after her passing. If you’d like to pick it up at our office in New Orleans, that is fine, or I can arrange to meet you at your aunt’s house. I would send it courier, but I need to get your signature for the estate’s files.”


    Crap. The last thing I needed to do was forge Sandy-Sue’s signature on legal documents. Besides, whatever Marge had written in that document, she intended for her niece to read it, not me.


    “I’m not sure what my schedule is this week, Mr. Worley. My aunt’s Jeep is currently out of commission, but I’m hoping it will be fixed soon. I need to make a trip to New Orleans after that repair is complete. Can I call you and let you know when that’s planned?”


    “Of course. As I said before, there’s no rush. I’ll make arrangements for whenever you’re in town. Thank you, Ms. Morrow, and have a good evening.”


    I hung up the phone and headed upstairs with my bottle of cough syrup and shot glass in tow. I’d already had one shot, but I figured two would be better, especially if I intended to go to bed this early. I wasn’t exactly the early-to-bed type. As the first shot had almost burned off my vocal cords, I didn’t even want to imagine what it was doing to my bloodstream. I planned on being in pajamas and in bed before I went for round two. I was going to get some sleep around here if it killed me.


    ***


    I was halfway up the stairs when my cell phone rang. I groaned, not even remotely in the mood for a midnight jaunt with the two walking senior queens of trouble. I pulled the phone from my pocket, and my heart began to race as I saw the call was from Harrison.


    “What the hell is going on down there?” Harrison’s voice boomed over the cell phone as soon as I answered.


    I froze on the stairwell. “What do you mean?”


    “I have alerts imbedded in any search of the national databases. One popped last night for your dead aunt.”


    “Oh!” Deputy LeBlanc was moving quicker than I’d thought he would.


    “Why is someone looking into a woman that died of natural causes?”


    I explained the situation with the bone, leaving out my involvement with the Senior Citizen Mafia of Sinful, as I was afraid it would give him apoplexy.


    “Jesus, Redding, you're a magnet for dead people. Please tell me you're not involved in this.”


    “How could I be? The guy was killed a long time ago. Not like I could have done it.”


    “Well, apparently a Deputy LeBlanc thinks Aunt Marge knew something about it. Why else would he investigate her?”


    “She was good friends with the dead man's wife, and I understand from the locals that the dead man was an abusive but wealthy asshole. Maybe Deputy LeBlanc thinks one of her friends helped her out of the problem.”


    “You've been talking to locals about this? Stop! You cannot get involved in this mess. Stick to packing boxes and watering plants or whatever else they do down there.”


    “You don't want to know,” I muttered.


    “What?”


    “Nothing. Trust me, I'm trying to stay out of everything, but it would be odder if I wasn't curious. I'm not asking questions, but if people start gossiping, I’m not going to ask them to stop.”


    There was silence for a couple of seconds; then I heard Harrison sigh. “I get it. Fine, then listen, but do not offer an opinion on anything.”


    “I promise to keep my opinions to myself.” And Ida Belle and Gertie.


    Which reminded me. “Uh, Harrison,” I said, “there might be some more names that pop. The dead woman was in some sort of old ladies society that seems to run this town.”


    “Okay. If any seniors pop, I'll know it's just the deputy fishing.”


    “Is there any news on my situation?”


    “I'm afraid not. Ahmad's gone underground. Our intel went black, and we haven't locked on since Friday.”


    “But the hit is still out?”


    “Yeah. We've intercepted communication to two known Brazilian assassins. We know they entered the country, but we haven't been able to locate them yet.”


    “Okay,” I said, afraid to say more because I knew my disappointment would sound clearly through my voice.


    “Listen, Redding. I’m really sorry about all this. I know we don’t always see eye to eye, but that’s about the work, not personal. I want you to know I’m doing everything I can to get you out of there. So is Morrow.”


    “I know.” And I did know. Harrison and I fought like angry ex-lovers, and Morrow sometimes seemed to channel my late father with his disapproval and ass-chewing, but I knew they both wanted this resolved as much as I did.


    “Okay,” Harrison said. “I don’t want to keep this line open too long. I won’t call again unless the situation has changed, but keep checking your email. I’ll give you updates when I can get a secure connection.”


    “Thanks—Harrison?”


    “Yeah?”


    “I appreciate everything you’re doing.”


    “I know,” he repeated my words back to me.


    I disconnected and trudged up the stairs. So far, Deputy LeBlanc’s research hadn’t extended to me. Granted, there was no logical reason for it to as Sandy-Sue hadn’t been anywhere near Sinful when Harvey disappeared, but I wondered at what point curiosity would get the better of him and he did a background check just because.


    There were so many things for me to consider that my head was beginning to hurt. I was going to change clothes, get into bed with my book, and have some more cough syrup. With any luck, I’d fall into a coma and that would solve all my problems.


    ***


     


    I was just about to slip on the headphones when I heard a board creak overhead. Immediately, I dropped the headphones onto the bed and slipped out from under the covers. The night air was desperately muggy and still and couldn’t possibly have contributed to the noise.


    Someone was in the attic.


    During my original sweep of the house, I'd discovered the staircase to the attic at the end of the hallway. I'd thought it was a closet at first, but instead, I had found the narrowest set of stairs known to man. Nothing of any size could possibly be stored there as it would never make it up the staircase.


    I pulled on my socks to silence my approach, then crept down the hall to the staircase door. I held my breath as I eased the door open, relieved when it didn't squeak, then slid into the narrow space and tiptoes up the steps until I could peek into the attic.


    There was a single window at the end of the attic, and light from the full moon streamed in through it, creating a glimmering path down the center of the space. I cased the entire area, trying to make out some movement in the shadows, but everything was still.


    Not even a whisper of air passed through, and for an instant, I wondered if I'd been mistaken.


    Then I heard it again at the far end of the attic.


    I inched into the space, praying that the floorboards didn’t creak as I stepped onto them. I paused a moment, but only the silence of the attic echoed back at me. Whatever it was had gone still, which meant that it probably knew I was there—had sensed me, smelled me, or seen me. The element of surprise was out, but I still had the element of a pistol on my side.


    On high alert, I crept across the attic floor, falling back into combat mode, relying on all of my senses to give me any advantage. The sides of the attic were stacked with boxes and small furniture. Some of it was covered with sheets, giving the entire place the appearance of one of those houses you saw in a horror movie.


    And here I was, blond, in my pajamas, and creeping up on whatever was in there with me instead of getting out of the house. It would be a total cliché except that I wasn’t well-endowed or a cheerleader and would have easily dispatched those wimps from Scream.


    At the end of the attic, the stacks of boxes rose higher, almost touching the ceiling. What in the world was Marge storing up here? I had one closet in my tiny apartment back in D.C., and if you removed the weapons, it wouldn’t be a quarter full of anything else.


    I took a couple of steps toward the boxes and that’s when I saw one of the sheets covering some of them move. The movement was at shoulder level, and I froze, instantly realizing that if those boxes did not extend to the side wall of the house, someone could easily be hiding behind them. Someone with a rifle trained in between those boxes and pointing at my head.


    In a split second, I launched at the boxes and ripped the sheet from the top, then ducked before they could get off a shot at me. But my problem turned out to be of a completely different sort. As I ducked down, something large and furry landed right on my shoulder. All I could see was the flash of white from eyes and teeth. 


    I didn’t scream. A trained assassin does not scream, even when attacked by fur with teeth, but I did put a round through the roof of the attic, trying to hit the thing. I was unsuccessful. The furry teeth scurried across the attic floor to the far end, ran up an old bookcase, opened the window and sprang into the tree outside.


    I ran after it, thinking I might be able to pick it off in the tree, tripped over a coatrack and went sprawling into a stack of boxes, bringing them down on top of me. I scrambled out of the mess and ran to the window, but Furry Teeth was long gone. Disgusted, I closed the window, locked it this time, then swung around in a huff and banged my foot on a box. Aggravated, I kicked the offending box for good measure and the old cardboard split, heaving the contents onto the attic floor.


    The glint of a military medal caught my eye and I stooped to see it was attached to a very old army uniform that I recognized as from the Vietnam era. I lifted the jacket up for a closer view and saw Marge’s name stitched on it. So Marge was a Vietnam veteran, and from the looks of the stripes and medals, had not been over there painting her fingernails. This woman had seen some serious action.


    A military career certainly explained the simplicity and organization of her home, not to mention that it shed a ton of light on her reading material. And maybe it somehow explained why I felt so comfortable in her home even though I was completely out of my element everywhere else.


    Honor and respect wouldn’t allow me to leave a stack of military triumph rumpled on the floor in the attic, so I scooped the uniforms back into the box and picked the whole thing up, encircling the broken side with my left arm. Tomorrow, I could press all the clothes and find a more suitable container for them.


    I headed back downstairs to the bedroom and set the entire box of items on the desk. One glance at my watch had me groaning. Two a.m. Only five hours left to get some sleep before my internal alarm clock went off and I started another day of bliss in Sinful. Louisiana was hell on the sleeping population. I was starting to wonder if the people living here were vampires.


    I reloaded the pistol and picked up the headphones, ready to make the most of the little bit of sleeping time I had left. But before I got them on, someone started banging on my front door. What in the world was the problem now?


    I stomped downstairs and flung open the door. Deputy LeBlanc stood on the front porch, looking rumpled, exhausted, and not any happier than I was.


    “What now?” I asked.


    “I got a call about shots fired in this area.”


    “And naturally, you assumed it was me.”


    “Naturally.”


    I started to deny it, but as I was going to have to hire someone to repair the roof, I figured it would get out anyway. “There was something in the attic. I fired some shots at it, but it got away.”


    He raised one eyebrow. “Got away how?”


    “Darn thing opened the window and shimmied down the tree outside. I wasn’t aware that monkeys were native to the swamp, but then I’ll admit I don’t know much about the state.”


    He sighed. “The only monkeys in this state are in a zoo or holding political office. If it opened the window, it was a raccoon. They have opposable thumbs and are very clever. They are also essentially harmless.”


    “The thing attacked me! Jumped on me, then ran me over.”


    “It didn’t attack you. You startled it and it scrambled to get out of the attic when you tried to kill it. The real question is, where did you get the pistol?”


    Uh-oh. “Walter sold me a rifle.”


    “And if that’s what you had fired, I wouldn’t have as big a problem. People here know the difference between a rifle and pistol shot. And as I personally removed all the weapons from Marge’s house after her death, I know it wasn’t readily available.”


    “You removed the weapons? That’s my inheritance! What gave you the right to take it?”


    “The guns are safe and sound and locked away at the sheriff’s department, but I wasn’t about to let an empty house sit around with loaded guns in it, especially when everyone in town knew they were here.”


    “Okay, but what’s your excuse for keeping them now?”


    “I was going to return them when you arrived, but once I met you, I had second thoughts…and thirds, and fourths. Turns out I was right as you’ve probably shot a hole in your own roof.”


    I tried to come up with a good argument, but had to admit, he sorta had me on this one, which didn’t do anything at all to improve my mood.


    “I’m going to assume,” he continued, “that Walter, in his misguided attempts to take care of a pretty woman, loaned you his pistol. I expect you to return it to him tomorrow or both of you will be hearing from me.”


    He pulled out a pad of tickets and I felt my blood pressure rise.


    “You’re writing me a ticket? Let me guess—it’s against the law to startle wild animals in your own house on Tuesdays?”


    He ignored me completely and kept writing, then tore the paper off the pad and handed it to me. I looked down at it, but all it had was the name “Buddy” and a phone number.


    “Buddy will fix the roof,” he said. “Make sure he’s sober when he starts or he’ll fall off and his wife will have to put up with him underfoot for the six weeks it takes that bum leg of his to heal. I’ve known Buddy my whole life, and trust me, no one deserves that aggravation.”


    “Sober. Got it. And thanks.”


    He nodded. “Now, please put on your headphones and go to sleep before something ends up injured or worse. At least unload that pistol until I get some backup that’s not half blind and hard of hearing. I haven’t gotten a good night’s sleep since you showed up.”


    He stepped off the porch and crossed the lawn to his truck.


    “That makes two of us,” I yelled as he pulled away from the curb.


    I looked across the street and saw curtains drop back into place. Bunch of nosy people in this town. I slammed the front door, just because I could, and heard something in the bedroom above me hit the floor with a thud. I hurried back up the stairs to find the box from the attic dumped over on the floor. I must have left it too close to the edge of the desk, and the vibration from my slamming the door like a degenerate had caused it to fall over.


    Bones, who hadn’t awakened for the noise upstairs, the killing of the roof, or Deputy LeBlanc’s visit, chose that moment to start howling. I walked out of the bedroom and looked down the stairwell to see him trying to come up the stairs. He wasn’t even remotely successful, and the second time he slipped, I decided I’d better go downstairs and restrain him before I had another death on my hands.


    It took two treats and the twenty minutes Bones gummed them to get the dog calmed down and back to sleep. I trudged upstairs again, thinking that I got more rest and had less drama when I was on an assassin job. I stopped short and sighed when I saw the contents of the box still scattered across the bedroom floor.


    Completely over the worn-out box, the raccoon, the “borrowed” pistol, and the entire loss of another night, I started stacking the uniforms in some semblance of order on the desk. When I pulled the last one up from the floor, a set of bundled envelopes fell out and onto the floor. I picked them up, expecting to find letters from family and friends to Marge that were sent during the war, but was surprised to find the front of the envelopes blank.


    I removed the heavy rubber band from the bundle and opened the flap on one of the envelopes to slip out the paper inside.


     


    September 7, 1961


    Things are dire here in the jungle, but I remain safe as long as I stay focused on the job I’m here to do. Despite the attention I give my work, I find myself thinking of you at the oddest times. Sometimes I think of the way we walk down Main Street every year for the Fall Festival. Or the look on your face when we got stuck on the top of the Ferris wheel at the county fair. I miss your smile when we take a boat ride and the way you laugh at old silly black and white movies.  


    I’ve always loved you. The distance between us and the sacrifices I make every day for the sake of freedom have not diminished that certainty. Would that I could but tell you my deepest feelings, and my heart would not be as heavy as it is now, carrying this secret alone.


    Marge


     


    I pulled the paper out of the next envelope and found a similar letter. The thoughts and dreams of a soldier who missed her loved one. Flipping through the stack, I realized there had to be fifty envelopes, but not a single one was addressed.


    Marge had written all those letters to the man she loved, but never mailed them.


    I put the envelopes on the desk next to the uniforms, turned off the lamp, and crawled into bed. But as I lay in the dark, my mind whirled instead of relaxing into sleep. What must it feel like to love someone so completely? To be in the midst of a horrible war, but have your mind wandering to the smile of that person you left behind?


    I’d never cared about anyone like that. I wasn’t even sure that I could.


    There had been men, but I wouldn’t even call what I’d had with them relationships, much less undying love. I couldn’t even wrap my mind around writing all these letters but never having the courage to mail them. What could possibly be lost in doing so? If someone didn’t feel the same as you, then surely knowing that was better than never knowing. And if they did return your feelings, then you might have a future.


    I blew out a breath and forced myself to shut my eyes and start counting hand grenades. I was already neck deep in things I was unqualified to handle and had no business being involved in. The last thing I needed to add to the mix was the mystery of a fifty-year-old unrequited love affair.


    But even as I slipped off to sleep, I found myself wondering if Marge had ever told him her feelings and if his answer was why those letters had remained unaddressed and in her possession all these years.


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Fourteen


     


    The glow of daylight peeked through the curtains of my bedroom, and I opened one eye to look at the clock on the nightstand. Nine o’clock! Surely that wasn’t right. I opened the other eye, but there it was, nine a.m. staring back at me in big white numbering.


    I wasn’t sure whether to be appreciative or worried.


    On one hand, I’d finally gotten decent sleep. On the other hand, I’d expected Ida Belle and Gertie to be pounding on my door hours before now and wondered why they hadn’t. How sad was that? I’d been in town all of three days and was already conditioned to having people wake me up at the crack of dawn.


    I sat up and removed the headphones, then stretched. Bones would want his breakfast and a bathroom break, so I went downstairs to roust him from his bed.


    I roused Bones, who wandered into the living room instead of outside and stood at the bottom of the stairs braying again.


    “What is up with you?” I asked as I struggled to pull the hound out of the living room and back into the kitchen.


    I finally managed to get him turned around and out the back door, then opened the refrigerator. A whole lot of blank space glared back at me. After we'd returned from Number Two, I'd nabbed my headphones and the other miscellaneous supplies from Walter, but only lingered long enough to grab bread, lunch meat, and the cookies I’d lost yesterday. After my mad dash for the shower, I’d intended to go back and shop more extensively for staples, but the day had gotten away from me after that, and I'd never made it back.


    As I had to return the pistol to Walter, a trip to the general store was in order, assuming I wanted to eat on a semi-regular basis without paying Francine. I could check on the car battery situation while I was there. I needed that Jeep running so I could make a trip to New Orleans, and I wasn’t about to trust Gertie to take me, especially as she’d played Noah-and-the-flood with her car yesterday. Besides, Ida Belle had alerted me to the fact that Gertie needed glasses to drive but wouldn't wear them. 


    My stomach rumbled as I closed the refrigerator door. I remembered CIA Assistant Reynolds saying once that it wasn't a good idea to go shopping on an empty stomach, so I made the executive decision that breakfast at Francine's was a requirement for making good decisions later on.


    I grabbed some money from my sock drawer, threw on jeans, a T-shirt, and tennis shoes, grabbed my book, and headed out in a slow jog for Francine's. I figured jogging the two blocks might make up for a tenth of what I was likely to eat.


    There were only four other customers in the café—two older couples—but a long table in the corner looked as if it had seen a food fight just before I’d arrived. Crumbs of whatever that was littered every square inch of the checked cloth and the surrounding floor. Tipped glasses of milk appeared every couple of feet across the tabletop. Someone clearly needed better table manners.


    I took a seat at the corner table where I'd sat the day before and vowed this time not to get so absorbed in my book that anyone could sneak up on me again. The door to the kitchen swung open and I expected Francine to walk out, but instead, a young girl with long brown hair and pretty green eyes walked toward me,  an order pad in her hand.


    Mid-twenties, five foot six, good muscle tone and flexibility.


    Easily the third healthiest person I'd seen in Sinful behind me and Deputy LeBlanc. She stepped up to the table and smiled.


    “You must be Marge's niece. I've heard about you.”


    “Whatever Deputy LeBlanc said about me is an exaggeration. Probably.”


    She laughed. “Wasn't him that was talking, but you've definitely piqued my interest now. Celia Arceneaux is my aunt. She had plenty to say about your banana pudding dash on Sunday.”


    I looked up at her, a bit dismayed. “You're not going to refuse to serve me, are you?”


    “Lord, no! I don't mix myself up with anything that silly bunch of old women have going on, which aggrieves my aunt to no end. She thinks because I work here I should have some sort of pull with Francine.”


    “You don't?”


    “Nobody has pull with Francine, not even her husband. The woman is as practical and hardheaded as the day is long. She takes not getting involved with the townspeople's drama to a whole new level.”


    “Probably smart of her,” I grumbled, thinking how much easier the past three days would have been if I had stayed out of the local drama.


    “Heavens, I've totally forgotten my manners,” the young woman said. “My name is Ally.” She extended her hand.


    I shook her hand, my opinion of this direct, fresh woman favorable so far.


    “I'm Sandy-Sue,” I said, trying hard not to blanche, “but everyone calls me Fortune.”


    “I like that,” she said.


    “Thanks.” I pointed to the messy table. “What happened over there—they didn’t like the food?”


    “It was the mommies.” Ally rolled her eyes. “They all come in here with their toddlers after dropping the older kids off at school. I’m afraid to think what their houses look like.”


    “What time is that?” I asked, a bit horrified. “I want to make sure I’m never here then.”


    Ally laughed. “They usually show up around eight and are gone by nine. So anytime before or after and you’re good. Fortunately, the café and the park are usually the only places they frequent, so it’s easy to avoid the fray.”


    I made a mental note.


    “Well,” Ally said, “I guess I best get your order in. I go on break in a couple of minutes and Oscar, the cook, will fill in for a bit. He's not exactly a people person.”


    I don't know what possessed me—maybe it was because she was friendly and didn't seem to have an agenda. Maybe it was loneliness. Most likely it was because I figured I could pump her for information on the townspeople. Regardless of the reason, I found myself inviting her to eat breakfast with me.


    She smiled again. “I'd love to. I had a bagel this morning before we got started, but I burned it off hours ago. Let me get your order, and I'll bring it all out when it's ready. Then we can have us a nice chat.”


    She handed me a laminated card with the breakfast items, and I laughed at the list: Sinful Special, Without Sin, Mortal Sin, The Seven Deadly Sins, Create Your Own Sin.


    “The lunch menu doesn’t look like this at all,” I said.


    “The lunch menu is different since we serve that one meal on Sunday. But as no breakfast is served on Sunday, we get to use the irreverent menu. Francine’s got a wicked sense of humor.”


    “And really good taste in food. Give me the Seven Deadly Sins.” Eggs, bacon, sausage, biscuits, gravy, pan-fried potatoes, and pancakes. I could practically hear my arteries hardening.


    “You got it. Give me about five minutes.”


    I opened my book, figuring I could probably get in a couple of pages before the food was ready. I was several pages into the chapter on explosives when Ally returned with a tray of food fit for an army. She started shifting plates from the tray to the table, and my mouth watered as I took in all the southern goodness.


    “Is it all going to fit on the table?” I asked.


    “Oh, sure,” Ally said. “We may look like we’re at a buffet by the time I’m done, but it will fit.”


    When she eased the last plate onto the table, there was only a tiny hole left for the ketchup that she pulled out of her apron.


    “You don’t know what a treat it is,” she said as she took a seat across from me, “to have a meal with another single woman under the age of sixty.”


    “Based on the last couple of days, I understand completely,” I said and then stuffed a huge forkful of pan-fried potatoes into my mouth and closed my eyes while I savored the incredible combination of perfectly-cooked potato slices, seasoning, and onions.


    I swallowed and let out a sigh before opening my eyes. Ally looked amused.


    “Do I need to get you and the potatoes a private room?” she asked.


    “No. I’ll settle for public display of affection with the potatoes, but I may take you up on that offer when I get to the pancakes.”


    Ally laughed. “When I heard about you coming to Sinful, I didn’t imagine you’d be so entertaining.”


    “Why not?” I asked, curious about what was said before my arrival.


    “I guess I heard beauty queen and librarian and didn’t put the two together as fun or someone I’d enjoy having breakfast with.” She looked a bit sheepish. “I went to school with a beauty pageant girl. We didn’t exactly get along.”


    “I think I saw her Facebook page,” I replied. “I don’t blame you for not getting along. It was insipid. And for the record, all the beauty pageant stuff was my mother’s doing. I haven’t had anything to do with that since I started paying my own bills.”


     “Fair enough.”


    “So, I noticed there doesn’t seem to be an abundance of younger people around here,” I said. “I guess the mommies are at the park or closed in houses with their little darlings, but where are their men?”


    “There’s not a lot of employment here, so a lot of the men work construction in New Orleans during the week, or on oil rigs. The construction guys are usually around on Saturdays at the general store. The oil workers usually do two weeks on, two off, and right now, they’re gone. The women are tied up with kids and making ends meet, so you don’t see them out much. It’s an old-fashioned town when it comes to women and careers.”


    “And the single ones?”


    “Not many single men worth speaking of. Girls tend to snap up the decent ones, and any girl that’s not looking to settle down or didn’t get paired up by high school leaves town for a bigger pool of fish.”


    I glanced at her bare hand. “So, what’s your story? You’re smart, and I bet you’d have no trouble snapping up a guy, whatever that means, but you’re here, no children attached, and well below the average age group.”


    Ally sighed. “I almost got away. My dad died when I was a teen, Momma didn’t have any job skills to speak of. She was a receptionist at a dispatch office the next town over. There was no money for college, so I worked at the café several years after high school to pay for my first two years. I figured I could get a part-time in New Orleans to pay for the rest while I was going to school. But then Momma got sick my junior year.”


    “And you came home to take care of her?”


    Ally nodded. “Francine was a lifesaver and gave me my old job back, and I’ve been doing some online courses when they’re available, but they don’t offer a lot of courses online for a nursing degree.”


    “And your mother—how’s she doing?”


    “She’s dying…Cancer. One of those painful kinds that can take you in months or stretch into years. Momma’s going on three years now.”


    “Wow. I’m really sorry. That’s got to be hard.”


    “Oh, it’s been out of my hands for a month now. She finally got so bad that the doctors insisted she go to a nursing home in New Orleans.”


    “Then why are you still here?”


    She shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, when I was going to school, I knew absolutely that I wanted to be a nurse and live in the city. Then I came back home to take care of Momma, and all of a sudden, it didn’t look as good.”


    “Maybe it’s just cold feet over getting back into school.”


    “Maybe,” she said, but she didn’t sound convinced. She lifted up a spoonful of oatmeal, then set it back down in the bowl and looked directly at me. “Did you ever think you had all the answers when you were in the thick of something, but then when you take a step back, you realize you were so busy getting things done that you never stopped to ask yourself if it’s what you really want to do?”


    Her words slammed into me like a freight train. Back in D.C., I always kept busy. If I wasn’t working, I was thinking about work, preparing for work, or reviewing past work to identify areas that needed improvement. I didn’t allow myself to slow down, much less step back. Maybe because I was afraid I’d ask the same questions Ally was asking herself. And I knew I had no good answers.


    I realized that I’d never answered, but I had no idea what to say. Finally, I decided the truth was as good as anything and didn’t give anything away. “I guess I never thought about it. I’ve been on autopilot for a long time.”


    Ally nodded. “If Momma hadn’t gotten sick, I would have stayed in New Orleans, finished school, and probably gotten a job there. I think sometimes it takes a life-changing event to make us really see the way we’re living based on the choices we’ve made.


    “I can see that.”


    “Maybe one day, you’ll have an event and it will cause you to rethink everything.”


    Like having a price on my head and hiding out in the swamp, pretending to be an ex-beauty queen?


    “Maybe you’ll be lucky,” Ally continued, “and you’ll think your choices are the right ones.”


    “Somehow, I doubt it. That hindsight thing and all. I’d guess most people aren’t happy with everything they’ve done.”


    Except my father. Mr. Perfection.


    “That’s true,” Ally agreed.


    “So, have you figured out what you want to do?”


    “I think so, but you’ll probably think I’m crazy.”


    “You are the least crazy person I’ve met since I arrived. The upside of that is that nothing you say could surprise me.”


    She grinned. “I want to own a bakery and make beautiful, fancy desserts.”


    “I assume you don’t mean in Sinful.”


    “No. A bakery wouldn’t work in Sinful. People don’t have the money for fancy desserts, and most of the women here can bake like nobody’s business anyway. But a little shop in downtown New Orleans would be a dream. Fresh coffee brewing all day…people walking in from the street to buy chocolates and then returning for wedding cakes and party trays.”


    She sighed. “Like it could ever happen.”


    I shrugged. “Why not? You can go to culinary school and work for a bakery while you’re finishing. That way, you learn all the cool stuff they don’t teach you in classrooms or books.”


    “Yes, that’s true enough. I guess the part I get stuck on is capital to open a business. I wouldn’t make much in a bakery, and Lord knows, Momma’s house will probably barely cover the medical bills.”


    “So stay here a bit and save up. It’s got to be cheaper than New Orleans, especially as you’ve got a free place to stay. Save more once you’re in school and working and then apply for one of those grants.”


    She stared at me for a moment, her brow wrinkled, and I could tell her mind was working through the details. Finally, she nodded. “You’re right. I need to start working on a plan, instead of just sitting here and feeling sorry for myself.”


    “That’s okay. Anytime you need to sit around, eating this kind of food, and feeling sorry for yourself, I’ll be happy to sit with you and tell you to stop.”


    She laughed. “It’s a deal.”


    “And if you want to start practicing your baking and need a tester, I’m up for that, too.” I glanced down at her bowl of oatmeal, the only plate on the table that was hers. “That oatmeal seems a lonely choice for a prospective baker.”


    “Clearly, I don’t have your metabolism. If I ate all this, I’d be in a coma. Do you have a workout routine?”


    “Mostly running and stress.” Especially lately.


    “I don’t want any more stress, but maybe I’ll take up running if it keeps you that fit.”


    “You could always run from the police. That would cover the running part and the stress part.” It certainly had for me the day before.


    She laughed. “I had something a little less interesting in mind.”


    Don’t we all? “So, tell me, what’s the deal with the Sinful Ladies Society?”


    Ally glanced at the couples in the corner and then leaned in toward me. “Momma always called them the Geritol Mafia. They’ve been running Sinful for as long as most people can remember.”


    “But running it how? I mean, they look like harmless, old ladies.” I didn’t buy that for a second, but I figured I’d get more information by playing dumb.


    Ally frowned. “I know. I said the same thing to Momma once, but she shook her head and told me I should never underestimate a clever woman. She said anything Ida Belle wanted done in Sinful, she figured out a way to make it happen, but I never heard her raise her voice or even ask someone for a favor. I have no idea how she manages it all.”


    I remembered the photos Gertie had sent to that unsuspecting husband to get Deputy LeBlanc out of his house.


    “Blackmail?” I suggested.


    Ally shrugged. “I guess anything’s possible. There’s a whole lot more that goes on in small towns than what people imagine.”


    “Given that a human bone washed up in my backyard on my first day in town, I’m not about to argue with you.”


    “That’s a bad deal. There’s been a lot of talk that the bone was Harvey Chicoron’s, although the sheriff hasn’t said for sure.”


    “I hear Harvey wasn’t very well liked.”


    “That’s a gross understatement, really. Most people who’d known him for more than five minutes loathed him.”


    “Sounds like a good riddance, then.”


    Ally nodded, but she looked worried. “The problem is, people are saying his wife, Marie, did it. Everyone loves Marie, and no one would blame her for doing it, but we don’t want to see her go to prison, either.”


    “What does Marie say?”


    Ally’s eyes widened. “I thought Gertie or Ida Belle would have told you—Marie’s missing. Deputy LeBlanc is madder than a hornet although he’s trying not to let on.”


    “That doesn’t exactly help her case. So, where do people think she is?”


    “No one knows, but I’m starting to hope it’s someplace where there’s no extradition.”


    I took a bite of pancakes and held in a sigh.


    I was hoping the same thing.


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Fifteen


     


    I was so stuffed when I left Francine’s that I decided I needed to skip eating for a while, at least until supper. I’d enjoyed talking to Ally, which sorta surprised me as the only women I’d had any sort of personal conversation with more than once and for more than a couple of minutes were the D.C. coroner and Hadley. Talking to Ally had also given me an idea. Ally was young and had been away for a while, so she wouldn’t know all the past sins and secrets of the town, but I’d bet money that Walter would.


    He sat in the general store every day, chatting with customers and watching the ebb and flow of the locals. Not to mention that he kept proposing to the object of my curiosity. If Walter didn’t know how Ida Belle got things done, I’d concede she had them all hypnotized. I also figured it would be interesting to get a man’s take on Harvey and Marie. So far, the only male who had been involved on any level was Deputy LeBlanc, but he was keeping all his opinions to himself, except the ones he had about me.


    Thoughts of Deputy LeBlanc made me briefly wonder what he’d make of it if he caught me talking to Walter, but he had told me to return the pistol. So, technically speaking, it would be his fault if I returned the pistol and it led to conversation. After all, it would be bad manners, especially in the South, to walk into a man’s store, hand him a gun, and not even ask how his day was.


    Mind made up, I returned home, roused Bones from his nap on the porch and back into the kitchen, grabbed the pistol and headed to the general store.


    Walter was in his usual spot behind the counter, sitting on a stool and reading the newspaper. He looked over his paper when I walked in and shook his head. “I guess the headphones didn’t work so well,” he said.


    I stepped up to the counter and pulled up a stool to sit, assuming he was referring to the unfortunate raccoon incident. “Deputy LeBlanc has been talking about me again, hasn’t he? If he keeps it up, I’m going to assume he’s flirting.”


    Walter grinned. “Well, now, that might just be the case. Carter usually tries to avoid women as a species, but he does seem to have you in his rifle sights.”


    “Speaking of which,” I said as I pulled the pistol from my waistband and passed it back to Walter, “he told me I had to return this. I hope I didn’t get you into any trouble.”


    Walter stuck the pistol under the counter and waved a hand in dismissal. “All Carter did was give me a disapproving look. He knows better than to do more. After his dad died, I darn near raised the boy. He’s my nephew.”


    I blinked. I don’t know why I was surprised. Considering the size of the town, some of the locals had to be related.


    “Oh, I didn’t know that. Of course, that stands to reason,” I said, leading into the next direction I intended to take the conversation. “Being new here, I don’t really know much about anyone.”


    Walter laughed. “Yeah, that was clear when Ida Belle and Gertie managed to rope you into their nonsense. Most people tend to stay out of their path when possible.”


    “Really? The way I hear it, Ida Belle practically runs Sinful.”


    “That’s true enough.” He looked upward. “Lord save us all from the machinations of an intelligent female.”


    I put my elbows on the counter and leaned toward Walter. “But how does she do it, exactly?”


    He shrugged. “I do what she wants because I’ve been in love with her since elementary school. I don’t know everyone else’s reasons. Never asked.”


    The plot thickened. Either he was telling the truth, which I found charming, or he was lying.


    Time for a different tactic. “I’m sure you heard we didn’t find Marie on Number Two.”


    “I saw the long faces when you pulled up at the dock. I figured as much.”


    “What’s the deal there? I gathered from Gertie and Ida Belle that Harvey wasn’t well liked, but I don’t get why everyone assumes Marie did it.”


    He narrowed his eyes at me. “So, let me get this straight—two strangers tell you they need your help finding a woman that they think killed her husband and who is hiding on a stinky island, and you thought it would be a good idea to go with them?”


    I frowned. “When you put it that way, I guess it sounds a little sketchy.”


    “A little?” He shook his head. “You’re not at all the way Marge described you. We were expecting some shrinking violet that looked down her nose at the bunch of hicks. The last thing I would have figured you for was hooking up with Ida Belle and Gertie and trying to protect a woman accused of murder.”


    “Marge and I weren’t really close. I think she only knew what Mother told her about me, and Mother tended to believe what she wanted and not what was reality. I don’t know what to tell you, except that I guess I figured they were two nice, old ladies who needed help.”


    “Ha. Two nice, old ladies. I guess I can see how you would think so, not being from around here, but I’m guessing you’ve got a different opinion of their skill set by now.”


    “Yeah, but they seem good judges of character, and Marie was a friend of Marge’s. I assume my aunt would be helping if she were alive, so I guess I figure it’s the least I can do. Besides, Ida Belle and Gertie don’t think Marie’s dangerous, so why would I assume she is?”


    Walter sighed. “She’s probably not, and Marge definitely would have been in this up to her neck. To answer your earlier question, Harvey Chicoron was the biggest butthole this side of the Atchafalaya. But last time I checked, you couldn’t kill a man for being an ass.”


    “That’s sort of a shame, really,” I said.


    Walter raised his eyebrows. “Have anyone in mind?”


    “Not at this moment, but give me some time.”


    “I’m beginning to get why Ida Belle enlisted your help.”


    I shook my head. “Looks like it’s all for nothing. We haven’t found hide nor hair of Marie, and as it seems everyone’s sure of her guilt, I guess the outcome of this mess has already been determined. All that’s left is the trial.”


    Walter nodded, his expression sad. “I’m afraid you’re right, but no one in Sinful’s going to be happy about it.”


    “Oh, that’s not true. Harvey’s cousin Melvin came to my house the other day, banging on the doors and windows and swearing I was harboring Marie. He somehow got it in his mind that I was her attorney. Tried to serve me with papers to keep her from spending her own money.”


    “Melvin’s always been a useless cuss. Lazy as the day is long and always trying to get people to shell out money for his latest get-rich scheme. He couldn’t get money off of Harvey, and that always hacked him off. It’s probably been eating him alive that Marie’s had control of Harvey’s estate all these years.”


    “So, if Marie goes to prison, does Melvin get the money?”


    “I’ve never heard anything about Harvey leaving a will. Sorta stupid for a rich man, but Harvey wasn’t the brightest of bulbs. Far as I know, Melvin is next of kin, so I guess he’d come into it all.”


    I whistled. “Talk about hitting the lottery.”


    “Yep. It would be about the same thing.”


    “So, why don’t people think Melvin killed Harvey?”


    Walter frowned. “It’s crossed my mind a time or two, but there’s a couple things that keep me from latching onto that theory. First one is that unless Melvin could make certain Marie was blamed for Harvey’s death, he still wouldn’t benefit.”


    “That’s true. And you don’t think he’s smart enough to do that?”


    “Clearly not. If he did it, he kinda screwed up the finding-the-body part of the crime. You can’t exactly convict Marie of killing her husband if no one can prove he’s dead.”


    “But surely Harvey wouldn’t have disappeared and left all the money behind.”


    “There was some rumors—I don’t have any hard proof, mind you—that he was carrying on with a woman from New Orleans and they were planning to run off together. I’ve heard whispers that a good sum of money was missing from his accounts, but I can’t get any details out of Carter.”


    That figured. “You said a couple of reasons.…”


    “Yeah, second one is that when Harvey disappeared, Melvin was sitting in prison in New Orleans.”


    “I don’t suppose he could have had a friend do it—especially as he had the perfect alibi?”


    “I don’t know. Melvin didn’t have any friends that I’m aware of, and besides which, where the heck has the body been all this time? If there was a plan in all this, it was botched big time.”


    I sighed. “I guess you’re right. So there’s no one else that might have taken a shot at Harvey?”


    “Shoot—throw a stone and you’ll hit someone who wanted to. There’s no shortage of people who are happier in Sinful with no Harvey Chicoron. Hell, I’m one of them, but it’s a big leap from hating a man to putting a bullet in him.”


    “Yeah, I suppose it is.” For normal people.


    Then I processed the rest of his statement. “You, Walter? You seem so calm. Why would you want to shoot him?”


    “Harvey’s family built and owned most of Main Street. Me, the butcher, the churches, and Francine all rented the space. We tried to buy it for years, but Harvey’s parents wouldn’t sell. Then Harvey got control when his parents died and decided to put the screws to everyone. He doubled the rent, and we either had to pay up or get out.”


    I shook my head. “I would have shot him for you if I’d been here.”


    “Normally, I’m a peaceful man, but I’d be lying if I didn’t say it crossed my mind a lot more than once that everyone in this town would be better off if Harvey was dead.”


    “So when he disappeared, I guess that problem went away.”


    “Sure. First thing Marie did after she got control of the estate was lower the rent back to the old rate. Then she sold us our buildings at a more than fair price.”


    Walter narrowed his eyes at me. “What’s your interest in all this, anyway? You one of them amateur sleuth sorts?”


    “I find that sort of thing interesting.” The lie rolled easily out of my mouth. “But I guess mostly I was hoping the answer was something else besides Marie. Seems like everyone likes her, and the more I hear about her, the more I like her myself.”


    “That’s very true. It’s going to be a sad day if Marie goes away for killing Harvey. Likely, ain’t no one going to be happy about it but Melvin.”


    I nodded, and for some reason, my thoughts flashed back to the letters I’d found in Marge’s attic. “Can I ask you something?”


    Walter laughed. “You’ve already been asking me something for twenty minutes.”


    I smiled. “Okay. Can I ask you something else?”


    “As I don’t get much opportunity to talk to young, beautiful women, you can stay here talking as long as you want.”


    “There’re a lot of older, single people in this town—Ida Belle and Gertie, Marge, you. What’s the deal? No offense, but you’re in an age group that usually settled down for the whole kids-golden-retriever-and-white-picket-fence thing.”


    “Ida Belle, Gertie and your aunt were feminists ahead of their time. Can’t really blame them for wanting more than the role society told them they was supposed to fill. I’m not much for being told what to do, either.”


    “Me, either. So, my aunt never had a romance with anyone?”


    He frowned and shook his head. “Not that I can recall, although I often wondered if she didn’t meet someone in Vietnam.”


    “Why do you say that?”


    “When she came back, she had that look sometimes…like she was thinking hard about someone that wasn’t available. I know that feeling.”


    “Ida Belle?”


    He nodded. “All my life, there’s only been one woman for me. If I can’t have her, then I don’t want any other.”


    “Walter, you’re an old romantic!”


    He gave me a sheepish smile. “I suppose there’s worse things to be.”


    ***


     


    Given the size of my breakfast, I probably should have jogged home, but I didn’t have the energy. Instead, I shuffled back to the house, loaded down with bags. Walter had helped me stock up on plenty of easy-to-prepare food and had assured me the battery for the Jeep was on its way. Then he’d given me a free bottle of Sinful Ladies cough syrup and a wink before I’d headed out. I decided Ida Belle could do a whole lot worse than settling down with Walter.


    As I walked, my mind ran through everything that had happened since I’d arrived in Sinful. As much as I hadn’t wanted to care, I found myself drawn to the mystery surrounding Harvey Chicoron’s death, everyone’s presumption that Marie was the perpetrator, and the equally consistent belief that Harvey had deserved it and no one wanted Marie to pay.


    I almost felt sorry for the prosecuting attorney, but then the attorney part kept getting in the way of complete sympathy after the dealings I’d had with them. Still, they were in for some serious anger issues from the Sinful population when it came trial time. Except for Melvin. That idiot would probably be in court every day holding up a sign that read, MARIE DID IT, if the judge allowed such things.


    My search for an alternative suspect was leading nowhere fast. I’d had hopes that talking to Walter might yield another angle, but apparently, the most likely people to have popped off Harvey, besides Marie, were the pastor, the priest, the butcher, Francine, and Walter.


    I sighed. The more I learned about Harvey, the more I wondered if everyone’s assumption of Marie’s guilt was a bit of a leap. It seemed that a number of people had very valid reasons for wanting him out of the way.


    My imagination was still whirling with all the insane possibilities for a suspect when I looked around and realized I’d walked right past my house. Good grief. I needed some serious work on my focus. Someone could have capped me right there on the sidewalk, and I wouldn’t even have seen them coming. 


    I trudged up to the house and breathed a sigh of relief when I jiggled the front door and found it locked. At least Sinful hadn’t eaten away all of my survival instincts.


    Bones was awake for a change and standing at the back door. I took that to mean it was break time and opened the back door to let him saunter out. As it was a nice day and the kitchen knives were in easy reach, I left the door open so he could come back in whenever he was done with whatever one-hundred-year-old hound dogs did when they weren’t digging up bodies.


    In the time it took me to pour myself a glass of soda, he’d already shuffled back in and climbed back into his bed in the corner. For one who’d started all this flurry, he didn’t seem to have any problem sleeping. By my estimation, he managed a good twenty-three hours of sleep out of any twenty-four-hour day.


    I closed and locked the back door, then tackled the supply bags. It took only a couple of minutes to unpack the groceries; then I wandered around the downstairs of the house for a bit, trying to find something to do. After my fourth pass around the living room, I flopped into a recliner and blew out a breath.


    I was bored.


    For the first time since I'd arrived in Sinful, I was finally getting a dose of that whole slower-pace thing. Unless you had sleeping habits like Bones, it wasn't all it was cracked up to be. I pondered for a moment what it said about me exactly that I'd rather be risking my cover by getting involved in the investigation of a murder committed by a woman I'd never met to a husband that no one liked, than taking a nap.


    It took only a minute to decide I wasn't cut out for a slower pace. This bit of excitement was probably the first Sinful had seen since Harvey went missing, so I supposed I ought to be grateful for the timing as it had given me some distraction. Technically, I supposed I should be cataloging the stuff in Marge's house and packing it for sale, but that seemed even more boring than just sitting here.


    I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and checked the display for the tenth time since entering the house. No calls. No messages. Maybe Ida Belle and Gertie were taking a day off. That would be about right—as soon as I got knee-deep in it all, they were taking a step back.


    I gazed up at the picture on the fireplace mantel that Gertie had identified as Marge and Marie. They were on Main Street and both smiling. Streamers hung from light posts, so there must have been some sort of celebration going on. The photo next to it was one of Marge with a group of men standing next to a giant dead deer. They were all dressed in camouflage and looked to be having the time of their lives.


    The picture reminded me of Marge's military uniforms lumped on the desk upstairs, so I hopped up from the chair and headed to the bedroom. I didn't like those uniforms being rumpled. This was the perfect opportunity to iron them and get them back into the shape they were meant to be in. Ironing wasn’t exactly my favorite thing to do, but it was better than sitting there, and restoring the uniforms to pristine state would provide a certain level of satisfaction that I hadn’t really achieved since landing in Sinful.


    I retrieved the ironing board and iron I'd seen in the spare room across from the one I was using, then set up in front of the window in my own room. The light was nice, and it afforded me a great view of the street.


    I hunted down starch in the kitchen pantry while the iron was heating up, then picked the first set of pants and jacket off the table and went to work. Normally, you couldn’t find me doing anything domestic, but ironing was different. Growing up with a former military commander as a father tended to lend itself to good grooming. He’d even insisted on ironing sheets and underwear.


    Of course, as soon as I left home, I abandoned all that nonsense, but couldn’t give up the ghost on military uniforms. Sometimes something was simply the right thing to do. Armed with my starch and a hot iron, I went to work on the jacket.


    When I finished pressing the jacket to within an inch of perfection, I stood there holding it for a moment, thinking it was a real shame to fold such a beautifully ironed garment. Maybe I should hang up the uniforms. A museum or collector might be interested in them. You never knew what people were interested in having.


    I'd used all the hangers in the guest room for my own wardrobe, the vast majority of which I hadn't bothered to wear, so I went in search of more. The closets in the other spare rooms contained only neatly stacked and labeled storage boxes, so I went to dig through the closet in the master bedroom.


    It was a large walk-in with clothes rods on each side and shelves above. Marge's clothes were arranged according to type and color. No surprise there after seeing her pantry. A bunch of empty hangers dangled from the rod at the back of the closet, so I snagged a handful of them.


    Apparently, my mind overreached my grasp because I lost my grip and they popped out of my hand and onto the closet floor. Sighing, I leaned over to gather up the hangers. I reached for the last one and pulled, but it appeared to be stuck on something. I tugged harder and heard a faint click.


    A second later, the back panel of the closet slid back, revealing a wall of weapons that made me gasp.


    Holy crap!


    Pistols, rifles, semi-automatic, full automatic, knives, swords, grenades…I felt my heart pounding, and I got a bit short of breath. What a beautiful, beautiful collection. I ran my fingers reverently over a grenade launcher I’d been coveting for months. Marge had seriously good taste.


    Clearly Deputy LeBlanc didn't know anything about Marge's hidden stash. He'd removed a bunch of hunting rifles and a pistol and left all the good stuff behind. 


    I pulled an assault rifle from the wall and inspected it. It was in perfect operating condition. What the hell had Marge done in the military to warrant this level of interest in weapons? I knew she was a hunter, but this was hardly the type of gun one used to bag a deer.


    I put the rifle back on its hanger and reached for an excellent nine millimeter. The clip was full and it was a beauty. Certainly, Marge wouldn’t mind my borrowing her gun while I was visiting. I stuck it in my waistband, then squatted to feel the panel where the hanger was lodged. Sure enough, there was a little switch under the edge of the baseboard. I moved the hanger out of the way and pressed the switch. The panel slid silently back in place.


    Whatever she was up to, apparently Marge felt it necessary to keep her collection under wraps. I couldn't imagine something like this remaining a secret for long if someone among the general Sinful populace knew about it. And if it hadn't been a secret, Deputy LeBlanc would definitely have removed all the guns from the house after she died.


    I smiled as I walked back to my bedroom with a handful of hangers, the pistol tucked nicely at my waist. I heard a boat cruising down the bayou behind the house and two birds land on a tree outside—all without casting a glance out a window. Amazing how one good pistol made all the difference in a person. I was starting to feel normal again.


    What Deputy LeBlanc didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Sixteen


     


    After ironing all the uniforms, I spent a good chunk of the afternoon drooling over Marge’s weapon collection and then took a nice, long nap before slumping onto the couch and cruising through hours of bad television. No one called, banged on the door, or dug up bones in my yard, and I was really starting to long for some excitement.


    I almost wept with relief when my cell phone rang at nine p.m., and I saw Gertie’s name on the display.


    “I got a line on Melvin,” Gertie said. “We’ll pick you up in five.”


    She hung up before I could do anything rational like ask where we were going, or even smarter, refuse to go.


    I jumped up from the couch and ran upstairs for my shoes. Who was I kidding? Like it or not, the situation intrigued me, and at the moment, I was more afraid of being bored to death than discovered by a Middle Eastern hit squad. Besides, it would give me great pleasure to find Marie before Deputy LeBlanc and come up with a viable alternative to Harvey’s murderer.


    As I came down the stairs and back into the living room, I saw headlights flash across the front window and heard a car pull into the drive. I knew immediately that the low purr was not Gertie’s ancient Cadillac. I stepped outside and stopped short at the sight of the black, sexy Corvette idling in my driveway.


    The passenger window went down and Gertie waved her arm at me. “Hurry up, already.”


    I locked the door and hurried over to the car as Gertie climbed out and motioned me into what was supposed to be the backseat. I stuck one foot inside the car and twisted my body into a pretzel, then glided onto the backseat and unraveled. Gertie simply turned with her butt over the passenger’s seat and dropped.


    Ida Belle frowned. “You need to work out. Your knees wouldn’t be in such bad shape if you’d exercise a bit.”


    “My knees wouldn’t need to exercise if you’d get a car suitable for a woman your age. Damn thing sits nearly on the ground.”


    “This car is smoking hot,” I said. “I would never have figured you for a Corvette woman.”


    “There’re a lot of things you don’t know about me,” Ida Belle said, “but I’m about to tell you a couple of them. First off, this is my garage car, meaning I don’t take it out very often, and I let people ride in it even less often than that. I have a truck I use for everyday stuff, but it’s in the shop at the moment since I made the mistake of letting someone borrow it.”


    Gertie pretended to study her seat belt.


    Ida Belle continued. “And since Gertie turned her Cadillac into a swimming pool and now it stinks to high heaven, I had no choice but to use my baby as this is an emergency.”


    She turned and pointed her finger at me, then Gertie, glaring at both of us. “But if either of you so much as puts a scratch or dent on this car, I will shoot you and leave the body for the gators.”


    I nodded and wisely kept my mouth shut. As I’d recently been made aware of Ida Belle’s shooting acumen, I figured it was best to treat the car like fine china.


    Gertie nodded, but as soon as Ida Belle turned around, she looked back at me and rolled her eyes.


    “So, I take it you heard from Myrtle?” I asked, as Ida Belle pulled out of the driveway and drove toward Main Street.


    “Yep,” Gertie said. “She gave us the names of Melvin’s cellmates while he was inside. He had three different ones, but two were still there with him when Harvey disappeared.”


    “And the third?”


    “Killed in a car wreck the day after he was paroled.”


    “And I take it that Harvey was still alive and kicking then?”


    “Unfortunately, yes.”


    Another dead end. I glanced out the window and realized we’d driven right through downtown Sinful and were now on a lonely stretch of highway in the middle of the marsh. “So, then, where are we going?”


    “Ida Belle figured that since Melvin showed up to serve you papers,” Gertie said, “he was itching to get his hands on the money. He must have had everything ready to go if Harvey’s body was discovered. No way Melvin got anything done that fast or without help. He’s just not that smart.”


    Ida Belle nodded. “So I figured if we could find him associating with some nefarious character that was available to kill Harvey back then, we’d have our suspect.”


    I groaned. “Please don’t tell me we’re on our way to some place with an abundance of nefarious characters.”


    Gertie clapped her hands. “We’re going to the Swamp Bar. I’ve never been.”


    Oh no. “The place where you sent Deputy LeBlanc running off to yesterday?”


    “One and the same.” Gertie gave me an approving look. “I’m glad you wore black. I didn’t think to mention it.”


    “They have a dress code?”


    “No. We can’t actually go in the bar. Too many of the regulars don’t like Ida Belle.”


    “Should I even ask why?”


    Ida Belle shrugged. “It’s just some nonsense over the shooting competition at the annual fair.”


    Gertie nodded. “The nonsense part being that Ida Belle whups their butts every year.”


    “Of course she does,” I muttered. “So, if we can’t go inside, what’s the plan?”


    “We’re going to park at the end of the parking lot, where it’s easiest to make a getaway, and then peek in the windows.” Gertie almost squealed. “And I can get some pictures with my phone. Those phone pictures have been right handy.”


    “This is exciting to you?” I asked. “Sneaking around in a swamp to spy on nefarious characters? I’ve got to tell you, I tried that whole sneaking around thing in the suburbs, and it didn’t work out so well, especially for Deputy LeBlanc’s hamburgers. I’m pretty sure sneaking in the swamp is an even worse idea.”


    “You worry a lot, dear,” Gertie said. “It’s really not good for your health.”


    I sighed. Of all the things I’d done in my life, worrying was the least of the things I’d done to affect my health.


    “The most important thing to remember,” Ida Belle said, “is to remove your shoes before getting back in the car. I’ve tucked some trash bags in the trunk.”


    Unbelievable. With everything they had planned, Ida Belle’s biggest worry was getting the car dirty. I was more concerned that something besides our shoes would get shoved into those trash bags and thrown in the trunk at the end of the night.


    My unrest increased tenfold as Ida Belle turned off the paved highway and onto a road comprised entirely of dirt and shells that seemed to lead directly into the heart of the swamp. She decreased her speed to barely above an idle, and I could hear the shells crunching under the tires. I hoped to God that if we ran into trouble, Ida Belle cared more about saving our butts than saving her paint job.


    The further we progressed, the narrower the road became, or maybe it was just that the brush got thicker and closer to the road. Either way, combined with the pitch-black sky and complete lack of light except for the headlights of the car, it gave me a feeling of claustrophobia and being lost in a vast desert all at the same time. Normally, such things wouldn’t bother me. I’d dismiss feelings as counterproductive to the mission and move on, but ever since I’d arrived in Louisiana, I’d felt off balance. Oddly enough, foreign countries felt more familiar than this stretch of the U.S.


    Finally, I saw a tiny flicker of light in the middle of the black. As we drew closer, the faint lines of the large building came into view. It was comprised of weathered wood—rotted in places—and a tin roof with holes rusted through it. I completely understood Francine’s sentiment about decent women not coming out here for a drink. I wouldn’t walk in the place unless I had two guns pulled and an up-to-date tetanus shot.


    Ida Belle backed her car into a stretch of dirt at the far end of the open space that served as a parking lot. A truck with giant wheels blocked it completely from view of anyone in the bar—anyone that could see in the dark, that is.


    I unfolded myself out of the backseat and looked at my two partners in crime. “Well?”


    “We thought you’d need a moment for the blood flow to return to your legs,” Gertie explained. She looked over at Ida Belle. “She’s in really good shape.”


    Ida Belle waved a hand in dismissal. “Let’s get this done. It’s going to take me the rest of the night to get those bugs off my paint job, and I still have to roll my hair.”


    “There’s Melvin’s truck,” I said, pointing to the rust bucket I’d seen him peel away from my house in.


    “Good,” Ida Belle said. “Then this isn’t a waste of time.”


    I didn’t bother to respond. The jury was still way out on that one.


    We started across the open patch toward the building, and I immediately saw a problem. “Where are the windows?”


    I had a clear view of the front and one side of the building. The side with the door in the center had a porch light, but there wasn’t a window in sight, and no glow emitted out of the walls.


    “Too much glass in a place like this is dangerous,” Ida Belle explained. “There’re window openings on the bayou side that they cover with plywood when they close the bar.”


    Nice. “Seems a lot of effort. What time do they close?”


    “I think the last time was in 1982.”


    “Uh-huh. What about during Katrina?”


    “No way! It was dollar-beer night.”


    I knew I was going to regret it, but I couldn’t help but ask. “So, what did manage to close the bar?”


    “AC/DC was performing in New Orleans. The brothers that own the bar are huge fans, and neither would agree to stay behind and keep the bar open. Normally, it wouldn’t be a problem as their father would have filled in, but he was in jail at the time for shooting one of the patrons.”


    Yep. I regretted it.


    “Is Father Shooter still around?”


    “Yeah, he’s the bouncer, but his vision’s going, so it’s unlikely he’d hit you if he got off a shot.”


    “Unlikely” didn’t seem all that great of odds, but this was my penance for not asking for specifics before getting into Ida Belle’s car. If I managed to get through this unscathed, I was going to start requiring them to complete a detailed description of the mission—in writing—before I agreed to anything else.


    “All segues into eighties rock bands and murder two aside, how exactly are we supposed to peek inside the bar if the only windows are over the bayou?”


    “We’re going to steal a boat, of course,” Gertie said.


    “Of course we are,” I grumbled. I don’t know why I’d asked. It should have been so obvious. “And if someone sees us?”


    “Oh, wait!” Gertie reached into her enormous handbag and pulled out three black ski masks. “This will hide our identities.”


    I didn’t bother to point out that the options for three people—two old, one young—who would steal a boat at the Swamp Bar to spy on someone, wouldn’t be that hard to pick out of the Sinful population. I pulled on the ski mask. What the hell. 


    I looked over at Ida Belle and Gertie and winced. Black ski masks, black sweats, and black turtlenecks were definitely not the happening thing for senior citizens. Ida Belle pointed to the left and started walking. I followed the two thieving seniors to the pier and stared into the dim glow cast by the pier light, studying our options. All of them looked like they were five seconds away from following the Titanic down, and I’d be willing to bet none of them had Leonardo Decaprio, or anyone remotely resembling him, on board.


    “The one on the end is best,” Ida Belle said. “It will be quieter and easier.”


    Both good things when you’re stealing, I supposed.


    “Okay,” Ida Belle instructed, “you guys take the boat around. I’m going to circle the bar and keep watch from the bank on the back side.”


    “You’re leaving me alone with Gertie in the boat?” I asked. “What glasses is she wearing?”


    “She’s only got to go ten feet. That she can manage. But just in case, do you want the person with the only set of car keys on board with you?”


    I sighed and stepped into the boat as Ida Belle disappeared into the darkness. Gertie stepped in and stopped to pick up a long pole from the bottom of the boat. She handed it to me, then grabbed an oar and went to the back of the boat.


    “Stick the pole in the water and use it to push the boat,” she said. “I don’t want to risk using the motor.”


    Because I agreed with her one hundred percent on that risk, I stuck the pole in the slimy mud at the bottom of the bayou and got to pushing. As we inched up to the side of the bar, I realized that quite literally half of it was perched on giant stilts right over the water. Waves of cigarette smoke billowed out the openings that served as windows, and I could already feel my lungs constricting. Loud country music blared from a jukebox, and I could hear the sounds of at least one fight.


    But before we even got into position below the window, I could already see a problem. The window was a good foot above my head, even though I was standing on the bow.


    “Darn it,” Gertie said as she grabbed a knot on a piece of siding to hold us in place. “The tide’s out.”


    “Is there anything I can stand on?”


    Gertie brightened. “That’s right! You have that catlike balance. There’s a plastic bucket back here. Will that do?”


    “That’s fine,” I grumbled, just wanting to get this over with.


    “Hurry up!” Ida Belle hissed from around the corner on the bank.


    I positioned the white bucket upside down on the bow and carefully stepped up onto it in a crouching position. Gertie passed me her smart phone, and I slowly rose up the side of the bar until I could peer inside.


    The smoke was so thick, I had to wait for a good breeze to waft in before I could see much. I scanned the bar looking for that idiot Melvin, and finally spotted him sitting at a corner table, in deep conversation with a woman.


    I squinted, trying to get a better look at her, but finally decided I hadn’t seen her before.


    “Do you see him?” Gertie whispered.


    “Yeah. He’s talking to a woman.”


    Five foot five, a hundred fifty pounds, probably good in a bar fight.


    “She’s a bit younger than him,” I continued, “but rough around the edges. Really rough.”


    “It figures. We’re trying to get a cover for Marie, and he’s trying to get laid. Well, get a shot of them anyway. You never know what might come in handy.”


    I stuck the smart phone over the ledge and zoomed in on Melvin and his honey. I snapped a couple of pictures of them before he rose from the table and walked toward the counter.


    “He’s headed over to the bar. Maybe I can get a shot of him talking to someone else.”


    “We’ll work with whatever you can get.”


    Melvin slid onto a stool at the bar and motioned to the bartender, a burly man that even I wouldn’t want to take on in close quarters.


    Six foot four, two hundred fifty pounds of mean.


    I’d beat him in a footrace, hands down, but something told me he’d probably close that gap with a gun. The bartender filled two mugs of beer and slid them in front of Melvin. He leaned across the bar to speak to the bartender, who moved in so that they were only inches from each other.


    I snapped a couple of pictures. That bartender was a great suspect. He was scary looking, of sketchy legal background, and had no reason to be sharing secrets with Melvin, especially as he’d already served the beer.


    “Are you done yet?” Ida Belle hissed again. “More cars are pulling up. We need to get out of here.”


    “Just a bit more,” I said as I lowered the smart phone and watched Melvin as he left the counter. If he stopped to talk to anyone else on his way across the bar, I could get another shot.


    The delay proved to be my undoing.


    A slutty redhead with more cleavage showing than I’d seen in public in years, came walking into the bar. Melvin’s head yanked around to get a better look as if it had been snapped with a rubber band; then he walked right into the back of an enormous bald guy’s chair and dumped an entire mug of beer on top of him.


    The guy sprang up, breaking the wooden chair in two with the effort, and clocked Melvin before he could even stutter out an apology. Three other men jumped in the fray, and it flashed across my mind that now was a good time to get the hell out of there.


    “Bar fight,” I said and tossed Gertie the smart phone.


    I took one final peek inside just as the bartender stepped from behind the counter. The fight had ventured close to the window, and it was clear that Melvin was not going to come out on top of this one as he was currently curled in a ball on the floor. I looked back up just in time to see the bartender heave a bucket toward the fighters, and a second later, a burst of ice water hit me full in the face.


    “What the hell!” the bartender yelled.


    Through blurry eyes, I saw he’d locked in on me.


    “Go!” I yelled at Gertie, but she was already ahead of me, tugging on the motor.


    Before I could even jump off the bucket, the motor fired and she launched the boat backward, pitching me off into the bayou.


    “Swim!” Ida Belle yelled from the bank as Gertie continued her backward run, showing no sign of slowing.


    The front door to the bar burst open, and I heard people running outside as I swam like an Olympic athlete for the bank. The cries of the outraged bar patrons echoed through the open swamp.


    “Someone’s stealing my boat!”


    “Get ’em!”


    “Grab my rifle!”


    “Some bitch!”


    As soon as my hands touched ground, I sprang up and ran as fast as the quicksand mud would allow. Ida Belle was standing in a patch of moonlight, gesturing frantically. We ran behind the row of cars and hurried down the edge of the marsh until we reached Ida Belle’s car.


    “They’re all chasing Gertie,” Ida Belle said as she unlocked her trunk. “Now’s our chance to get out of here.”


    She reached into the trunk and tossed me a couple of trash bags. “Shed those clothes.”


    I stared. “You’re serious?”


    “Get naked, or I leave you here, but leave the mask on in case we run into anyone on the road home.” She tossed me a towel. “Wipe the mud off your hands.”


    I could hear the search party mounting in size and temperament, but Ida Belle just stood there, not about to unlock the car doors. Refusing to die in the middle of the swamp at the hands of people who were not worthy appointments taken individually, I pulled off my clothes and shoved them in the trash bag, then wrapped the second trash bag around me.


    Ida Belle finally unlocked the doors, and I jumped into the passenger’s seat as she tossed the dirty clothes into the trunk. A couple seconds later, she slid into the driver’s seat and we took off, sans headlights. Good God.


    “For heaven’s sake,” Ida Belle complained, “don’t touch anything. And keep your feet firmly in the middle of the floor mat.”


    I felt my back tighten as she drifted the Corvette around a corner that I couldn’t even see, praying there was road beneath us. “You have serious issues. You know that, right?”


    “So you say, but my car doesn’t smell like an algal bloom.”


    “What about Gertie? Aren’t we going to help her?”


    “Gertie’s fine. She knows these channels like the back of her hand. She’ll get away clean and leave the boat drifting.”


    Gertie’s unadmitted vision problems made that seem far less of a sure thing than Ida Belle made it sound, but I was in no position to argue. I was in no position to do anything but get indoors.


    “Uh-oh,” Ida Belle said. “We’ve got company.”


    I turned around in my seat, but couldn’t see anything behind us but the light from the bar.


    “Not there,” Ida Belle said.


    I turned back around and saw headlights curving through the swamp ahead of us. “I guess there’s no chance they’re on a different road.”


    “There’s only one road out here.”


    “Just stay cool,” I said. “They’re probably headed to the bar and will drive right past.”


    “You’re probably right,” Ida Belle said, but she didn’t sound convinced.


    But even as I said it, I knew we were sunk. “I don’t suppose there are any more Corvettes in town.…”


    “Of course. Why do you think I chose American over a German model? Granted, mine is in much better shape, but all the drug dealers have black Corvettes. At night, I blend.”


    I didn’t even bother to question the logic of blending with drug dealers. At the moment, it was a better option than being mistaken for ourselves. I held my breath as we rounded a corner that put us face-to-face with the other vehicle, which was stopped in the middle of the road, leaving no room to drive around.


    Ida Belle slowed to a stop. “This is so not good.”


    I started to reach for my gun, then remembered my gun was in a trash bag in the trunk and probably waterlogged, anyway.


    Someone rapped on my car window and I jumped. Ida Belle lowered the window and Deputy LeBlanc leaned down to the look into the car. He didn’t seem surprised to see either of us—and I had no doubt he knew who we were despite the masks—but his eyes widened when he saw my latest choice of garments.


    He sighed. “I promised myself when I saw this car, that no matter what, I wasn’t going to ask questions I really didn’t want to know the answer to. But I have to admit, this one has tempted me beyond all good common sense.”


    “She fell into the bayou,” Ida Belle said. “And she’s not riding in my car in wet clothes, so I made her improvise. Give me a ticket if you want.”


    “And you fell in the bayou how, exactly?” he asked me.


    “Trying to avoid a bar fight,” I replied. It was the truth. The short version, anyway.


    “Uh-huh. And why were you at the Swamp Bar to begin with?”


    “Checking out the local culture.”


    “Do you always check out the local culture wearing ski masks?”


    “We did facials before we left my house,” Ida Belle chimed in. “This is supposed to make us look ten years younger.”


    “I see. So your visit wouldn’t have anything to do with the fact that Melvin usually hangs out at the Swamp Bar when he’s not in jail.”


    “Really?” Ida Belle said. “I had no idea, but then, we weren’t there long.”


    He snorted. “I bet. Where’s your partner in crime?”


    “Gertie has a headache and stayed home to rest,” Ida Belle said.


    Deputy LeBlanc raised an eyebrow. “So, if I called her house right now, she’d answer?”


    “Of course not. I told you she was resting.”


    “Uh-huh. Then she wouldn’t know anything about the call I got concerning a stolen boat…”


    “Not unless she’s psychic,” I volunteered.


    Deputy LeBlanc closed his eyes for a moment, and I could see him mentally counting to ten. Finally, he opened his eyes and pointed at Ida Belle. “Turn on your headlights, take off those ridiculous masks, drive straight home, and do not come out of your house for the rest of the night. If you were a decent, kind person, I’d tell you to stay inside your house for an entire day so that I could catch a break, but I’m not going to waste my breath.”


    “And you,” he said to me, “if you’re going to continue hanging out with these two—against good advice, I might add—then at least carry a change of clothes. I’ve seen you in more states of undress than I did my last girlfriend.”


    Ida Belle rolled up the window, probably saving me from a retort I could ill afford, given the circumstances. Deputy LeBlanc walked back to his truck and backed up to let Ida Belle pull past him.


    “Headlights!” he yelled as we drove past.


    Ida Belle pulled off her mask and flipped on her headlights, creeping down the rock road. I pulled off my mask, and my skin screamed with relief to have the sticky, wet fabric no longer clinging to it. As soon as we hit the highway, Ida Belle launched the Corvette down the road at a clip so fast it had me gripping the sides of the seat.


    She glanced down at my hands. “I told you not to touch anything, you pansy.”


    I released the seat and glared. “You and I have to talk. As soon as I have regular clothes on and am strapped with a weapon.”


    Ida Belle opened her mouth to retort, but her cell phone rang, interrupting whatever she was about to say, which given my current mood, was probably a really good thing for Ida Belle.


    “It’s Gertie,” Ida Belle said to me as she answered the phone.


    “Where are you?” Ida Belle asked.


    I held my breath waiting for the answer, but Ida Belle only mumbled a few times.


    “Meet us at Marge’s,” she barked into the phone and disconnected.


    “Well?” I asked.


    “She’s about to hop in the shower and will meet us at your place.”


    “Her own shower?”


    “No, she’s showering with some hot guy she met on the boat ride home. Of course her own shower.”


    I shook my head. Here I was naked, wearing a trash bag, and facing another twenty minutes of this humiliation, and the senior citizen boat thief was hopping in a nice hot shower. So many things were wrong about this, I didn’t even have the mental faculties to list them all.


    I rode in absolute silence the rest of the way home. It was best not to let my thoughts out into the atmosphere. Gertie opened the front door, holding a fresh cup of coffee. I walked right past her without a word and went straight upstairs for a shower and clothes. With any luck, they’d take a hint and leave while I was gone, but when I went downstairs fifteen minutes later, they were eating the chocolate pie I’d bought from Walter and drinking coffee.


    When I walked into the room, they stopped talking. Gertie looked at me while Ida Belle looked at her coffee. Then Gertie kicked Ida Belle under the table and she lifted her gaze to mine.


    “I’m sorry I made you ride naked in my car wearing a trash bag,” she said, not sounding the least bit sorry.


    “No, you’re not,” I said. “And furthermore, do you really think a simple apology can make up for Deputy LeBlanc seeing me in that state?”


    Gertie sucked in a breath and stared at Ida Belle in horror. “You didn’t tell me that part.”


    “Of course she didn’t. That part makes her look really bad, not to mention gives the whole shooting match away to Deputy LeBlanc as, likely, no one else at the Swamp Bar was soaking wet immediately after a boat was stolen.”


    Gertie frowned at Ida Belle, shaking her head. “You have got to get over that car or sell it. It makes you crazy.”


    “Oh, she’s fine with the car where I’m concerned,” I said. “There could be a Cat 5 hurricane headed this way, and even if it was the only vehicle in town, I wouldn’t set foot in it again.”


    “I don’t blame her,” Gertie said.


    Ida Belle threw her hands up in the air. “Fine! I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to embarrass anyone or get us caught. I’ll work on my car issues.”


    Because she finally looked a tiny bit contrite, Gertie nodded and I poured a cup of coffee and sat down.


    “I put your clothes in to wash,” Gertie said. “But you’ll need to move them to the dryer. Don’t forget. With the humidity down here, they’ll get to smelling quickly.”


    Another glorious trait of Louisiana.


    I took a drink of coffee. “Please tell me we got something out of all of this.”


    “Oh yes,” Gertie said, her frown vanishing.


    “Good. That bartender is a scary-looking guy. I figured he would make a good target for us.”


    Gertie shook her head. “Oh, no. Not the bartender.”


    I frowned. “The woman?”


    “Not just any woman. That’s Marie’s third cousin, Cheryl.”


    Ida Belle nodded. “A nasty piece of trash that got run out of Sinful years ago. She was always jealous of Marie.”


    “Okay. But assuming she had opportunity and slight motive, we still have to prove means. And how would she have colluded with Melvin while he was locked up?”


    “That’s the best part.” Gertie smiled. “She’s a prison guard.”


    I stared. “At Melvin’s prison?”


    “Yep. How cool is that?”


    My mind raced with the possibilities. “Okay, this is good. It’s really good. Please tell me the picture I took is clear.”


    “Clear as a bell,” Gertie said. “We’re in business. Well, except for one small thing.”


    Ida Belle narrowed her eyes at Gertie. “What small thing?”


    “I think Melvin might have seen me. I couldn’t drive the boat with the mask on. The spotlight only hit me for a second, and I ducked, but he was standing on the end of the pier.”


    Ida Belle frowned.


    “Do you think he’ll retaliate?” I asked.


    “I don’t think so,” Ida Belle said. “He’s stupid, that’s certain, but he’s got no reason to suspect we’re trying to frame him for murder. Even if he knows we were there spying on him, what’s the harm from his point of view?”


    “True,” I agreed, although I would have felt better if Melvin had remained ignorant of it all.


    “We did it!” Gertie said, clapping her hands.


    “Sure,” I said, “just as soon as we find Marie, she gets arrested, and we find her an attorney, we can give them our theory and the picture.”


    Gertie’s face fell a bit. “Maybe there’s a bit more to do, but this is still a big piece of our plan.”


    “Yes,” I agreed. “It’s a big piece.”


    “Now,” Ida Belle said, “we just need to find Marie.”


    I blew out a breath. Yeah, just.


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Seventeen


     


    After all the excitement, the hot shower, and the pie, I should have been able to drop off to sleep, but no matter how many times I tossed around in the bed, it just didn’t seem to happen. Maybe it had been too much excitement, or more likely, too much coffee, but either way, sleep did not come. Finally, I decided I’d grab my book and read myself into slumber.


    I jumped out of bed and headed over to the desk, where I’d left my book that afternoon. As I reached for it, I knocked the stack of envelopes containing Marge’s unmailed letters onto the floor. The rubber band broke against the hardwood floor and they scattered.


    Sighing, I bent over to pick them up. As I reached for one that had slid under the edge of the bed, I saw pen marks on the front of the envelope that none of the others had. I straightened up and studied the marks. It was some sort of drawing, but didn’t look like anything recognizable. Then I realized I was holding the envelope upside down. When I turned it around, it was all too clear.


    It was a sketch of a woman’s face. Clean simple lines, no bigger than a quarter. And a single tear on the woman’s cheek. I stacked the rest of the envelopes on the desk and crawled in bed with my book and the envelope with the drawing, wondering if this one was different for a reason.


    I got my answer as soon as I started to read.


     


    I got the news from Francine. You are to be married. I knew someone like you would not live their life out alone, but it is like a knife through my heart. Why, Harvey? The pain I feel is almost unbearable.


    Nothing matters any longer. Not the war or even my return.


    In two months, I will be in Sinful for the first time in two years, but I’ll be alone.


    At least here in the jungle, I have a purpose. I have people to take care of. I have important work to do.


    I fear my reaction when I see you together for the first time on Main Street. I wonder how I’ll live there the rest of my life with you just out of my grasp and in the arms of someone else.


     


    I let out a gasp as I read.


    Harvey?


    The man that Marge had pined for and written all those unmailed letters to was Harvey Chicoron—the biggest asshole in the state?


    Dumbfounded, I flopped back on my pillow. This changed everything. If Marge had carried unrequited love for Harvey all these years, watched him marry Marie, and then seen him take up affairs with most of the women in the parish, God only knows what she’d felt.


    What she’d planned.


    I sucked in a breath. Could she really have loved him so much she killed him? Surely love didn’t work that way—not real love. But maybe, all the years of being pushed aside for someone prettier or younger or more pliable had turned all that overwhelming love into something else—something dark.


    God knows, Marge had the weaponry to take him out, and her military experience had provided the skill to use it. Could she have really taken things that far over a man who beat her friend and slept with everything with a pulse?


    And how many other people knew about Marge’s feelings for Harvey? Surely Ida Belle and Gertie didn’t, or they would have suggested Marge as an option for the murder in the first place. They might not like incriminating a friend, but in this case, the friend was long past this world and couldn’t be hurt by the accusation.


    Still, if Marge had managed to keep her crush on Harvey a secret from Gertie, Ida Belle, and most importantly, Marie, then she must have been the best actress the world had ever seen.


    I stared out the window into the pitch-black night and shook my head. How could such complicated things go on in such a small place? I never would have imagined it could be so. I’d always gone out of my way to streamline my life—removing all potential complication. I suddenly realized that mostly meant not having people around. Clearly, people were the biggest complication life threw at you.


    I slipped the letter back in the envelope and placed it on the nightstand. Letting out a sigh, I turned off the lamp and slid down in the cool sheets, trying to redirect my mind’s focus on anything but my own life. Since coming to Sinful, I’d already taken one too many uncomfortable looks inside myself. I wasn’t sure I could take another revelation without a good night’s sleep.


    I had just dozed off when I bolted upright.


    There was scuffling in the attic!


    I hopped out of bed and hurried over to the bag of supplies I’d gotten from the general store. That furry little rodent wasn’t getting the best of me this time. I was prepared with a spotlight and pellet pistol, both acquisitions from the general store. Walter didn’t have to run a background check on those, and they wouldn’t damage the roof.


    Armed with my legally acquired weapons, I crept up the attic stairs and paused a minute, allowing my eyes to adjust to the darkness. A thin stream of moonlight filtered through the attic window, casting a dim glow across the cluttered room.


    I scanned it left and right, but didn’t see any sign of my furry intruder. I heard a faint scratching noise behind a row of boxes at the back of the attic, and eased across the floor, carefully testing and choosing the floorboards that felt less likely to creak. Just a couple more steps and I’d have the varmint in my sights.


    One, two, three…


    I leapt over the row of boxes, clicking on the spotlight as I jumped. The light pierced through the darkness of the attic and lit it up like an explosion. I blinked once to get a visual in the glaring light, then leveled my pellet pistol at the scraping noise in the corner.


    “Don’t shoot!” a female voice sounded in front of me.


    Startled, I dropped the spotlight and it crashed to the floor, pointing the beam of light behind me. I looked back into the shadows as a figure emerged, fully expecting one of the Sinful Ladies to fess up to doing God knows what under orders from Ida Belle or Gertie. Then I stared in shock.


    “Marie!”


    There was no doubt in my mind it was her. Despite her age, her face hadn’t changed one bit from the photographs I’d seen of her as a younger woman. She walked slowly toward me, her hands in the air.


    I shoved the pellet pistol in my waistband. “What the hell are you doing in my attic? And put your hands down. I’m not going to shoot you. I’ve been trying to find you.”


    She lowered her hands and nodded. “I know. I’ve heard you talking to Ida Belle and Gertie. The kitchen vents come right up into my hiding place.”


    “You’ve been hiding here all this time?” I asked, but even as the words left my mouth, I thought about Bones’ constant attempts to walk up the stairs. I’d passed it off as senility or smelling the raccoon, but it had been Marie.


    “You must have been miserable,” I said as I lifted the spotlight from the floor.


    “It’s not that bad,” she said and motioned to the corner behind me. I turned to find a rocking chair with a stack of knitting and some books next to it. A military cot piled with blankets ran alongside the wall next to the chair.


    “The boxes blocked off my cubby hole from clear view. I figured unless you really looked hard, you wouldn’t realize…”


    And I hadn’t. Some intelligence agent.


    The entire time I’d been traipsing through the swamp trying to find Marie, she’d been knitting right above me while I slept. I could almost feel my father frowning and was infinitely glad Director Morrow would never hear about my total lapse in concentration and ability.


    “So, you set all this up when I was running around with Ida Belle and Gertie?”


    “Not really. The cot and chair were already here. Marge suffered from a bit of PTSD. Sometimes she’d stay up here. I think it made her feel safe, like when she was in the military camp.”


    “Well, it was certainly a good place to hide. No one was looking for you here, that’s for sure.”


    “Except for that situation with the raccoon, it’s been fine. I knew all the places everyone would check. That’s why I went to Number Two and left that blanket, hoping to throw people off track. I checked into a motel on the way to New Orleans on Saturday and paid for a week, just in case people were looking harder than Number Two.”


    I shook my head, still marveling that Marie had been in my attic the entire time. “But why? Why hide at all when it was only delaying the inevitable?”


    Marie sighed. “I don’t know. I know it was cowardly, but I didn’t want to be put on the spot until I had a good story.”


    “But Ida Belle and Gertie would have helped you.”


    “And gotten themselves in hot water for doing it. No, I needed to figure out a plan myself, and I wasn’t going to be able to do that sitting in jail or being stalked by that idiot Melvin.”


    “So, did you come up with something?”


    The sadness was apparent in her expression as she shook her head.


    “Well, you may as well come downstairs. You’ve got a lot of explaining to do, and I’m going to have to call Ida Belle and Gertie. They’ve been worried for too long already. I figure all this calls for coffee.”


    “And maybe a shot of whiskey?”


    “Definitely.”


    We tromped downstairs to the living room, where Bones was standing at the bottom of the stairs, wagging his tail. I hadn’t seen him so animated since he’d dug up the bone. Marie stopped to scratch behind his ears, and he licked her arm. He looked up at me, and I swear, there was a clear “I told you so” in his expression. He turned and trudged back to his bed in the kitchen and was snoring before we even walked in behind him.


    I laid my weapon on the counter and pulled out coffee. Marie slumped into a chair at the breakfast table and sighed. She looked completely beat and more than a little worried, which made perfect sense given the situation, but I got the impression more was bothering her than what I knew.


    “Is there anything you’d like to tell me…before we call Gertie and Ida Belle?”


    Marie looked at me, trying for a casual expression and failing. “No. Why would there be?”


    “Because you have this look like something is wrong besides the obvious.”


    “Well, there’s an awful lot wrong. It would be strange if I didn’t look worried.”


    I dumped grounds into the coffeemaker, poured in water and flipped the switch, then grabbed plates and forks and put them on the table next to what was left of the chocolate pie. At the rate it was going, it had been a good decision to buy three.


    I studied Marie for a couple of seconds, and she shifted uncomfortably under my scrutiny. Finally, I took a seat across from her.


    “It’s not worry that I see. It’s guilt.”


    Marie’s eyes widened. “I don’t have anything I should feel guilty about.”


    I smiled at her words. “I didn’t say you should feel guilty. I said you do. But nice work dancing around that statement.”


    “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”


    I cut off a slice of chocolate pie and placed it in front of Marie. “You didn’t kill your husband, did you?”


    “No.”


    “But you know who did.”


    She sighed. “Not at first, I swear. But as time passed, I began to wonder.”


    I got up from the table to pour us both coffee, then slid a cup in front of Marie. I sat down again and cut myself a big slice of pie. I’d earned it.


    “Did you ever get proof?”


    “No, and I never asked. I didn’t want to know for sure.”


    I took a big bite of pie, then washed it down with some coffee. “But you’re sure, anyway.”


    She looked down at her plate and nodded.


    “It was Marge, wasn’t it?”


    “I think so,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “I’m so sorry to have to say that to you.”


    The sadness in her voice confused me. I dropped my fork on the plate and studied her. “I don’t understand. I mean, I get that Harvey was no prize and your life is better with him gone, but I thought Marge was a friend of yours. She was in love with your husband and resented him for marrying you. That doesn’t make you just a little angry?”


    Marie looked up at me, clearly shocked. “That…I don’t…Why in the world would you say that?”


    “I found letters in the attic. Marge wrote them to Harvey while she was in Vietnam, but never mailed them. Tonight, I read one that referred to Harvey by name. I didn’t know who she’d written them to before then.”


    I ran upstairs and grabbed the stack of letters from the desk in my bedroom, then hurried back downstairs and pulled out the last one I’d read and showed it to Marie as I stood beside her chair.


    “See here,” I said, pointing to the only passage I’d found in the letters that identified the object of her affection.


     


    I got the news today that you are to be married. I knew someone like you would not live their life out alone, but it is like a knife through my heart. Why, Harvey? It feels as if you’ve plunged a knife straight through my heart.


     


    “She’s asking him why he married you,” I said. “Even if you never loved the man, it’s got to be insulting on some level that your friend wanted him for herself.”


    Marie read the letter and her expression changed from shocked to sad again. “I guess the truth can’t hurt anyone now. All this time I spent hiding and worrying…”


    I slid into the chair across from her. “What truth?”


    She pointed to the passage I’d identified. “That isn’t a comma after ‘why.’ It’s just a mark on the page from age or an accidental pen stroke.” Marie laid the letter on the table and looked over at me.


    “She wasn’t asking Harvey why he’d married me,” she said quietly. “She was asking me why I’d married Harvey.”


    “Oh.” I stared at Marie. “Oh!”


    Marie nodded. “I know. That sort of thing wasn’t acceptable back then.”


    “But did you feel…did you…”


    “No. I loved Marge as a friend, but I don’t have those kinds of feelings for her. She knew that and accepted that we’d only ever be friends. I think if I would have married a good man—a kind man—she wouldn’t have been so upset. But Harvey, well…”


    “He didn’t treat you well. And that made her mad.”


    “Yes. She tried to get me to leave him, even offered me a place to live and money, but she didn’t have enough to cover Charlie’s expenses. And besides, I couldn’t take from her, knowing how she felt. It wouldn’t have been right.”


    I tried to imagine how Marie felt, trapped with a mean man, dependent on him to take care of her only immediate family, but I couldn’t begin to understand the depth of her despair. I was too independent—too self-sufficient—and it just couldn’t compute.


    No more than I could understand how Marge must have felt, loving someone all those years, knowing she was being mistreated, and unable to do anything about the love or the mistreatment. Although, I guess ultimately she did do something about the mistreatment, which is why we were all in this mess now.


    “Okay, I get that Marge wouldn’t have liked how you were treated, but she sat and watched it for a lot of years. What makes you think she finally killed him?”


    “I’d been down with the flu for a couple of days. Marge was bringing me over a casserole so that Harvey would have his dinner on time. She wasn’t the best cook, but Harvey had no taste anyway. He didn’t care as long as food was on the table. But then Bones had an accident and broke his leg, and she had to rush him to the vet before she could deliver the food.”


    “And Harvey got mad?”


    Marie nodded. “Harvey expected things to be as he wanted them all of the time. I could have been dead and he would have still expected dinner at five o’clock.” She cocked her head to the side and scrunched her brow. “You know, since Harvey disappeared, I haven’t eaten supper at five? Not one single day. I either eat early or much later. I never thought about it until now, but I suppose my subconscious did.”


    “Makes sense. So what happened?”


    Marie frowned and looked down again. “He hit me, like he always did when he thought I’d screwed up. But this time, he hit me across the face. He usually only left marks on my body so I could hide them. Marge had walked across the backyards and was standing at the screen door in the kitchen when he did it. She saw it all.”


    “Did she kill him in your house?”


    “No. She burst into the kitchen and threw the casserole in his face. Then she yelled at him to get out before she called the police. I knew she wouldn’t because it would only makes things worse for me, but Harvey believed her. He stomped out, threatening to kill me and her.”


    A rush of anger washed over me. Beaten over a casserole being late? I probably would have killed him myself if I’d been there. “So, what happened next?”


    “Marge helped me clean the cut. He’d split the skin at my eyebrow. I had a black eye for a while, but since I was sick, I’d managed to avoid most people for a couple of days. Gertie and Ida Belle helped me cover it with makeup after that, enough so I could go to church on Sunday.”


    “Is church that important around here?”


    Marie looked up at me. “It was then. You see, Harvey had already disappeared, and Ida Belle and Gertie were afraid if people knew he’d hit me that I would have been suspected of killing him. They also set up a bank account in the Bahamas and had me use Harvey’s password to transfer money there so people would think he’d run off with one of his whores.”


    “Really?”


    Ida Belle and Gertie had left out quite a bit of their part in the Harvey-disappearing story. No wonder they were so desperate to find another suspect. They knew if everyone found out Harvey had beaten Marie right before he disappeared that she’d be convicted before she was even tried. And since part of his body had turned up, it wasn’t likely that Harvey had been the one moving money around, which left only Marie, with Gertie and Ida Belle in it up to their necks.


    “So you’ve left the money sitting there all this time?” I asked.


    “No. Ida Belle said we had to make it look like Harvey moved the money somewhere else, but do it in a way where it couldn’t be traced. There was some complicated maneuvering from country to country, and a couple of those sketchy-looking lawyers got involved, but eventually, I used the money to buy a beach house in Tahiti.”


    “You're kidding.”


    “Not at all. Gertie, Ida Belle, and I go there every year for a month. We tell everyone else we're doing missions work in South America. We needed a reason to explain the tans.”


    “Of course.”


    Marie gave me a sheepish look. “I guess they didn’t tell you all this.”


    “No. They left a couple of things out. Mostly, all the things that make them look bad.”


    Huge! They owed me huge for all the underhandedness. I started making a mental list. Gertie would owe me a pound cake every other day for my entire stay. Ida Belle was going to let me borrow her car.


    “So, I take it the police bought off on Harvey running?” I asked, something about the entire thing still not making sense to me.


    Marie nodded.


    All of a sudden, it hit me. “Did you tell Ida Belle and Gertie about what Marge saw?”


    “No. She asked me not to, and until today, I’ve kept her secret.”


    I stared, the entire mess starting to click together. “So all this time, Gertie and Ida Belle have really thought you killed Harvey?”


    “Yes, but I didn’t want to betray Marge. After a while, the whole thing became old news and there wasn’t any reason to revisit it. Besides, Marge was protecting me. I couldn’t put her at risk.”


    “Until now. You know the truth is going to have to come out.”


    “I know, but I’m afraid after all the lies, no one’s going to believe me.”


    I blew out a breath. “Me, too.”


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Eighteen


     


    Despite being roused out of bed, Gertie and Ida Belle made it to my house within minutes of my phone call. They both wore bathrobes and slippers, and Ida Belle had a head full of rollers, but they were wide awake and clearly stunned at the turn of events.


    It took a bit to explain everything to Gertie and Ida Belle, who flopped back and forth between being thrilled Marie was all right, shocked that she hadn’t actually killed Harvey, and nonplussed that Marge had been in love with Marie and apparently done the deed.


    “It all makes sense now,” Ida Belle said, “but who would have figured?”


    Gertie shook her head. “I am so sorry, Marie. All these years, we’ve thought you were the one that killed him.”


    “It’s all right. I knew that’s what you thought when you helped me with the offshore bank.”


    “But why didn’t you tell us?” Gertie asked.


    “She was protecting Marge,” I said.


    Marie nodded. “She killed Harvey to protect me. How could I let her take the fall for something I should have handled years ago myself? Especially knowing how she felt about me. It would have been a knife in her heart and her back.”


    “It was a big risk,” Ida Belle said. “If Harvey’s body had turned up before Marge died, you would have had to choose.”


    “I doubt it,” I said. “My guess is that if Marge were still alive, she would have confessed. She’d never have let Marie go to prison. In fact, from Marie’s standpoint, she’d be much better off if Marge were still here to confess. Given all the subterfuge, it’s going to be hard to get people to buy off on this.”


    “You’re probably right.” Ida Belle sighed. “If only we had a way to prove all of it. Proof that a jury couldn’t overlook.”


    Suddenly, a thought flashed through my mind. I jumped up from my chair, startling the three of them.


    “Marge’s estate attorney called me earlier this week. He said he had a letter that was to be delivered to me on Marge’s death.” I clenched Gertie’s shoulder. “What if she left a confession, just in case the whole thing blew up after she died?”


    Three hopeful expressions stared back at me.


    “It would be just like Marge to do something like that,” Gertie said. “Honor was a way of life with her.”


    Ida Belle nodded. “So, when can you get this letter?”


    I checked my watch. “Their office opens in a couple of hours. I figure we have time to get dressed, grab some breakfast and haul butt to New Orleans to be there when it does.”


    Ida Belle and Gertie jumped up from their chairs.


    “It’s a plan,” Gertie said. “We can take my car now that it’s been fumigating for a day.”


     Ida Belle nodded. “Marie, you better stick around here. No one’s caught on to your hiding place yet.” She shot me a derisive look. “Including the person living in the house. You should be safe here as long as you stay out of sight. Melvin already has some misconceptions about Fortune’s role here. I don’t want him to catch a glimpse of you when he’s sneaking around.”


    “I’ll be back in the attic before daylight,” Marie promised. “I’m just going to get a quick shower and change clothes. It will be nice to take my time in the bathroom. I’ve been rushing down when you left, hoping you wouldn’t catch me.”


    Gertie frowned. “She doesn’t need to hide in the attic any longer, does she?”


    “It’s okay,” Marie said. “I’ll feel safer there until y’all return. Just in case.”


    “She’s right,” I said. “I’d like to think Melvin isn’t stupid enough to break into the house in broad daylight, but as I’ve spoken with him, I can’t guarantee anything.”


    Gertie patted Marie’s arm. “As soon as we get back with that letter, we’re going to pick you up and go straight to see the sheriff. We’re going to put this entire mess to bed once and for all.”


    I felt my back and neck tense up. There was a lot riding on a letter that we weren’t even sure existed.


    I hoped Gertie’s prophecy was right.


     


    ***


    It took every ounce of self-control I had to smile politely at Mr. Worley and appear patient as he regaled me with tales about the woman he thought was my aunt. All of a sudden, it seemed things were actually taking on that slow pace everyone claimed for small-town living. Of course, it happened at the exact time I wanted everything to move at lightning speed. Well, now and during the sermon on Sunday.


    He sat across from me, in that giant leather chair that seemed to swallow up all one hundred forty-six pounds of him, holding the sacred envelop in his hand, and showing no signs of running out of things to say. I was almost ready to create an accident with my coffee so that he’d cut things off, when the receptionist poked her head in his office to tell him his next appointment had arrived. He looked at his watch in surprise, then pushed a piece of paper across the desk to me.


    “I’m sorry,” he said. “We’ve been having such a great conversation that I didn’t realize how much time had passed.”


    Fifty-six minutes. Ten seconds. Eleven. Twelve.


    “That’s all right,” I said and took the pen he was offering to sign the receipt document.


    I pushed the paper back across to him and rose from my chair. He jumped up as well, handed me the letter, and then shook my hand for what felt like another five minutes. By the time I got out of the office, my pulse was at heart attack level. I practically ran to the curb and jumped in the back of Gertie’s Cadillac.


    Both ladies turned around to give me expectant stares.


    “Well?” Ida Belle asked.


    “I don’t know yet,” I said as I tore open the envelope. “He wouldn’t shut up.”


    “Hurry up,” Gertie instructed, her hands clenched together on top of the front seat. 


    “I’m hurrying,” I muttered as I pulled the letter from the envelope and unfolded it.


    Ida Belle blew out a breath as she saw the scrawl. “Thank God, she wrote it longhand. The handwriting can be verified.”


    “Read it already!” Gertie yelled.


    I took a deep breath and started to read out loud.


     


    Sandy-Sue,


    Before I get to the point of this letter, I want to apologize for leaving this on your shoulders. If you stick around long enough to find out the particulars of the situation, you’ll understand why I couldn’t get any of my friends in Sinful involved.


    I killed Harvey Chicoron.


    When I was delivering a casserole, I saw him hit his wife, Marie. I’d always suspected that was the case, but I’d never had proof. Once I did, I saw red. I made a promise to myself that Harvey would never strike Marie again.


    I knew Marie didn’t have options for leaving. Without Harvey’s money, she wouldn’t be able to continue caring for her brother, and I knew Marie would endure any level of indignity to preserve her brother’s care.


    So I killed him and made it look like he’d disappeared with another woman. I knew it was the only way Marie would get the money and the quiet she deserved to live out the rest of her life.


    I am sorry if my actions caused grief for anyone in Sinful after my demise, but I am not sorry for what I did.


    Please show this letter to the sheriff so that suspicion no longer falls on Marie, but instead, blame is finally placed where it belongs.


    Your loving aunt,


    Marge


     


    We were all silent for several minutes. Tears pooled in Gertie’s eyes, and she sniffed, then rubbed the bottom of her nose with her finger. Ida Belle stared down at the floorboard, her grief so clear despite how hard she worked to control it.


    A wave of guilt washed over me for pretending to be the family of a woman who was so clearly missed. All this time, the situation with Marie and Harvey had been like a game to me—a puzzle that needed solving. I hadn’t stopped to think about the loss that had occurred to precipitate my arrival in Sinful, or how much it was still affecting these women, even though they didn’t show it.


    Then I felt sad. Sad for Ida Belle, Gertie, and Marie, and all the other women who’d considered Marge a neighbor and friend. Her dedication to protecting the freedom of others who couldn’t protect themselves had extended far beyond her military service. I regretted that I’d never gotten to meet her when she was alive. I think I would have liked her. I already knew I respected her.


    “Well,” Ida Belle said, then went silent again.


    “I’m sorry I didn’t know her better,” I said. “And I’m sorry all of you lost such a great friend.”


    A single tear ran out of Gertie’s eye and onto her cheek. She swiped it away with her finger and then smiled at me. “She would have loved you. All that worrying she did over how you’d turn out. I think she would have been surprised and very pleased.”


    I felt my heart ache just a bit. Sure, I was pretending to be Marge’s niece, but they didn’t know that. The fact that Gertie thought Marge would have been pleased touched me. It was the first time since my mom passed that someone had given me a genuine compliment. I’d forgotten what it felt like.


     “I guess we don’t have to worry about Marie going to jail any longer,” Gertie said.


    “No,” I agreed, but at the moment, it seemed small consolation.


    ***


    The drive from New Orleans back to Sinful was a sober one, none of us having much to say. No one had thought to leave Marie a cell phone, so she wouldn’t know what we’d found until we got back to Marge’s house. I figured it was just as well. To read the letter over a cell phone seemed rude. It was the sort of thing that really needed to be done in person.


    My thoughts whirled around on all the twists these few short days in Sinful had taken and marveled at the strength of the women I’d met and the one who had already passed. Which got me right back to the dread I felt at showing the letter to Marie, who would probably feel guilty about it all.


    It was a little after noon when we got back to Marge’s house. Marie was peeking down the stairs when we walked in and hurried down to join us as soon as Ida Belle closed the blinds. The anxiety in her expression made my heart clench just a bit. How must she feel—with her freedom and her brother’s financial and medical security riding on her dear friend admitting to a horrible crime? How had she lived all these years, seeing Marge every day, and both of them pretending nothing was out of sorts?


    “We got it,” Gertie said. “Let’s have some coffee and talk.”


    Coffee in the afternoon sounded a bit odd with the heat of the Louisiana summer, but we’d made a single stop on our return from New Orleans to pick up a bottle of bourbon. I figured a heavy dose was going straight into Marie’s cup, which certainly wasn’t the worst idea I’d heard, and noticed that Gertie pulled out the decaffeinated coffee instead of the regular.


    “Have you eaten today?” Gertie asked Marie after she put the coffee on to brew.


    “I had a glass of orange juice,” Marie said.


    Gertie gave her a single nod. “I’ll make some dry toast. You need to eat something. You getting sick won’t help anyone.”


    Bones woke up and stretched, then walked over to where Marie sat, and nudged her hand. She scratched him behind the ears, and he put his chin on her leg, looking up at her with those big, sad, hound eyes.


    “What’s going to happen to Bones?” I asked.


    Marie’s eyes widened. “Well, that’s up to you. You inherited him along with the rest of Marge’s estate.”


    I flopped into a chair across the table from Marie. “Oh. I hadn’t even thought about it that way.” Especially as I wasn’t Sandy-Sue and hadn’t really inherited anything. But despite all the legalities, I was about to make an executive decision about someone else’s property.


    “I wouldn’t dream of taking him away from here,” I said. “I can’t imagine he’d be happy in the city.”


    I looked over at Marie. “Do you want to take him?”


    Marie looked down at the old hound dog and smiled. “I’d love to have him. Bones is the best man I’ve ever lived with.”


    “Got that right,” Ida Belle said. “And let that be a lesson. Five more years and you’re in the Sinful Ladies Society. Stick to Bones and knitting. It’s safer.”


    I swear, the old hound must be part human, because he walked under the table and licked my hand before going back to curl up in his corner bed. I smiled, feeling better that Marie wouldn’t be alone anymore. Ida Belle gave me an approving nod, and Gertie sniffed, then pretended her nose itched as she placed the dry toast in front of Marie.


    “That coffee ready yet?” Ida Belle asked.


    “Coming right up.” Gertie said and started filling cups.


    Marie picked up one of the slices of toast and took a bite, but she didn’t seem enthusiastic about eating. I didn’t blame her. High stress levels tended to eliminate my appetite as well, and I normally had no shortage. I saw Gertie add a generous swish of bourbon to Marie’s coffee before she carried the cups to the table and took a seat.


    Marie took a sip of the coffee and grimaced a little. “It’s a little strong, Gertie. Pass me some sugar.”


    Gertie slid the sugar bowl across the table to Marie. We all sipped in silence for a couple of minutes. I figured they were waiting for Marie to eat more of the toast and get a bit of the coffee in her before hitting her with the letter.


    I sipped my coffee, trying to remain patient, and was just about to give it up when Marie swallowed the last bite of toast and Gertie nodded at me. I pulled out the letter and slid it across the table to Marie. Reading it out loud to her somehow felt intrusive.


    Marie hesitated, the fear clear in her expression, then finally lifted the letter and began reading. Her eyes grew red and watery as she read, and a single tear slid down her cheek as she placed the letter on the table.


    “Can we wait until tomorrow to take this to the sheriff?” she asked, her voice breaking.


    “Of course, dear,” Gertie said and patted her hand.


    Ida Belle nodded. “It’s been waiting all these years. I don’t think another day is going to kill anyone.”


    “Is this going to be enough?” Marie asked. “To, you know…”


    “I think so,” I said. “The police will want to talk to all of you, of course, but I can’t see any reason for the prosecutor to pursue you on this. It really doesn’t serve anyone’s interest, including the prosecutor’s. The chance of getting a conviction against you given these letters is slim. It’s definitely enough to sway a jury.”


    “Showing all this to the sheriff is the first step, anyway,” Gertie said.


    “Exactly,” Ida Belle chimed in. “And we’ll be right there to help you with this and every step that comes after.”


    Marie rose from the table and gave us all a small smile. “I appreciate everything you’ve done. I don’t know what I would have done without you. You’re wonderful people, and I don’t deserve such good friends. I’m going to get back out of sight, just in case Melvin is watching. I need some time to be alone with my thoughts…and talk to Marge.”


    I don’t know why exactly, but the thought of Marie, sitting in the attic on that cot, talking to her dead friend—the woman who’d killed to save her—got me choked up. I felt the pressure building in my nose and between my eyes, and my mouth dropped a bit as I realized what was happening.


    I caught the tear before it escaped my eye and stared at my moist fingers. I hadn’t shed a tear since my mother’s funeral twenty years ago. I wasn’t sure what it said about me that I shed a tear for a woman I’d never met but hadn’t shed a single tear when my father died.


    “We’re going to go,” Gertie said, and I realized they’d risen from the table and were standing there, purses in hand, and looking down at me.


    “Call if you need anything,” Ida Belle said, always the one taking care of business.


    But I could see the unshed tears in her eyes as well, although she was working hard to keep them in. Gertie didn’t even bother trying to stop them or wipe them away, instead letting them rest on her tanned skin, like proud emotional banners.


    As they left the house, I stared down at the kitchen table, wishing I could be more like Gertie.


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Nineteen


     


    I tried to make myself busy, but putting up the coffee cups, cleaning the pot and wiping the kitchen table took only minutes. Then I wandered from room to room, wondering what to do with my afternoon. Marie was still tucked away in the attic, and I really didn’t expect to see her for a while, if not tomorrow morning.


    Packing the house was always on the list of things to do, but I still felt funny making decisions about someone else’s property, and for once, I wasn’t starving. Sighing, I opened the kitchen blinds that had been closed to hide Marie and stared across the back lawn to the bayou. It was deceptively peaceful, but that slow-moving, muddy water had held a secret that set off a maelstrom in this small town.


    A cluster of cypress trees on the far right of the lawn perched right near the bank, the huge limbs shading the yard and part of the bayou. In the middle of the trunks hung a rope hammock. I stared at the hammock for a couple of seconds, then hurried upstairs, mind made up. I was going to grab my book, get in that hammock, and do my best to escape for a couple of hours. The next morning was going to be hard, and I needed to get centered before I went to the sheriff with the three ladies.


    I took the time to change into shorts, then grabbed my book and hurried outside, not bothering with shoes. The hammock was wide and comfortable, and I settled in immediately. I hadn’t managed to read a chapter before I caught myself dozing off.


    My eyes had just closed when I heard the sound of a boat approaching. I didn’t bother to open them. I wasn’t doing anything legal, for a change, and I figured whoever it was would continue on by, but seconds later, the engine cut out and I heard a thud on the bank in front of me.


    I opened one eye and saw Ally standing in a flat-bottom boat, smiling at me.


    “I was beginning to wonder if you’d heard me,” she said. “Sorry I interrupted such a good nap.”


    I swung my legs out of the hammock and walked up to the edge of the bank. “That’s okay. I was supposed to be reading, but then I got comfortable and warm and, well…”


    Ally nodded. “Why do you think I’m in my boat? I just crawled out of a lawn chair with a serious case of bed head. I was supposed to be working on some pastry recipes. I figured if I didn’t get upright, I’d never get back out of the chair.”


    “So you’re cruising Sinful by boat? Is that really interesting enough to keep you awake?”


    Ally laughed. “Hardly. But I thought fishing might keep me up and provide me with a nice supper and at least, a change of scenery. So, what do you say—want to hit the bayou with me?”


    Fishing certainly wasn’t on my list of things I liked to do, but I did like Ally, and so far, I hadn’t gotten into any trouble when I was with her.


    “You sure it’s not going to rain?” I asked and pointed to the dark clouds in the distance.


    “Probably not until tonight. That’s pretty typical of Louisiana in the summer.”


    “Oh, why not,” I decided. “Let me lock up the house. I don’t have any equipment, though. Maybe Marge has some in her shed.”


    “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got several poles.”


    I hurried inside to change into a tank top and grabbed a pair of flip-flops that I’d kicked off in the living room. They probably weren’t the best choice for fishing, but I’d noticed Ally was wearing them as well, so I figured she wasn’t as serious about fishing as she was about getting out of the house for a while. We were definitely on the same wavelength there. I’d much rather be outdoors whenever possible.


    For a second, I wondered if I should tell Marie I was going out, but decided to leave her in peace. If she needed something, Ida Belle and Gertie were only a phone call away. I gave Bones a quick pat and hurried back outside, locking the back door behind me.


    Ally gave my outfit an approving nod. “Fishing is really about getting a tan. I’m glad you thought to go sleeveless, although you’ve got a really good tan already, especially for being from up north. Do you use tanning beds?”


    As my tanning “secret” was working in the Middle Eastern desert, I stretched my mind for an answer that made sense, but I wasn’t really clear on the question. Then my mind flashed back to the Facebook page, to that vain, simpering beauty-queen who had left Sinful to become an actress.


    “I have one of those lamps,” I said, reciting one of her self-aggrandizing posts. “I use it in the spring so that I won’t burn when I get outside in the summer.”


    “That’s smart. A burn is no fun. Always itchy and with the humidity combined with heat around here, you’re forced to stay in air-conditioning until it heals. I hate being cooped up.”


    I pushed the boat away from the bank and hopped in, taking a seat on the bench across the front of the boat. “Are you sure you want to be a chef? I’ve never seen any baking outdoors.”


    She laughed. “I’m going to make sure when I build my own shop that I have huge picture windows in the baking area. Until, I plan on suffering a lot.”


    She started the motor and directed the boat at a cruising pace up the bayou, waving at people along the bank as she went. I closed my eyes, enjoying the feel of the wind and sun on my face. Even the smell of the muddy water seemed somehow relaxing, and I started to understand why people liked living here.


    “Oh, he’s a big one.” Ally’s voice broke me out of my half stupor, and I opened my eyes as an enormous alligator swam within inches of the boat.


    “Jeez, he must be twelve feet long.” I stared at the beast, whose entire body extended on top of the water as he paddled down the bayou. As he disappeared below the surface, I rethought that liking-to-live-here thing. Relaxing too much in Louisiana might get you eaten.


    “I guess you don’t swim much around here,” I said.


    “Oh, mostly they mind their own business. People ski down this bayou all the time, and kids swim off the docks.”


    “Do their parents have them heavily insured?”


    Ally laughed. “There’s an angle I never considered, but you’ve got me wondering as my mother let me swim off the dock, too.”


    She continued down the bayou past Main Street, and I looked back to see the town fading into the distance. Finally, we reached an open area and she eased the boat under a tree. She cut the engine, then reached over to pick up two fishing poles and handed me one.


    “Do you know how to cast?” she asked.


    “It’s been a while, but I’ll figure it out.” I did a quick review of the equipment and strained my mind back to the one time my father had taken me fishing. He promptly decided that, since I wasn’t a boy, I wouldn’t be able to do it properly.


    My jaw clenched involuntarily, and I executed a perfect throw into the middle of the bayou.


    Ally whistled. “Great toss. Now reel it in, and let’s put some bait on it so you catch a fish.”


    “Oh yeah, bait,” I grumbled and I reeled in the line.


    Ally stuck her hand in an ice chest and handed me a shrimp and a beer. “The shrimp goes on the line,” she said with a grin.


    I baited the line, tossed it back out, and popped the top on the beer. “Maybe fishing isn’t so bad.”


    “Oh, it’s really an excuse to be outside and drink beer. Sometimes, I don’t even bait my line. I just toss it out there and sleep.”


    She tossed her own line out into the bayou, then leaned back across the bench at the back of the boat. I decided that Ally was by far the smartest person I’d met in Sinful and laid back across my bench, enjoying the shade of the cypress tree and the gentle breeze that blew across the bayou.


    I must have dozed off, because the next thing I remember was the sound of a roaring engine. Before I could sit up, the boat pitched on its side and I fell off the bench and into the bottom of the boat.


    “Damn them!” Ally yelled from the back of the boat.


    I stood up and saw a boat speeding away down the bayou away from us. “Who was that?”


    “The Lowery brothers. Trust me, you don’t want to know more. They’re mannerless pigs. Everyone on the bayou slows down for fisherman except them.”


    I heard another boat engine rumble behind me and readied myself to avoid another bottom-of-the-boat experience, but as I turned, I saw Deputy LeBlanc cut the engine on his boat and coast up beside us.


    “You all right?” he asked me.


    “Fine,” I said.


    “I’ll give them a ticket,” he said to Ally. “They won’t pay it, but I’ll have the ammunition to toss them in jail for a couple of days. I’ll run them down before I head to New Orleans for an appointment.”


    “Good,” Ally said.


    He looked back at me and gave me a once-over. “I see you’re keeping better company today. Hell, you’re even wearing clothes. Keep up the good work.”


    He gave me a grin, started his engine and headed off down the bayou in pursuit of the Lowery brothers.


    “He’s seen you without clothes?” Ally asked, her eyes wide.


    “I was wearing a trash bag, but it’s sorta a long story.”


    Ally flopped back down on the bench. “I have a twelve-pack and the day off. This, I have got to hear.”


     


    ***


    Ally and I were having such a good time, we managed to polish off six of the beers and kill the entire afternoon and some of the evening. We even caught six huge fish that Ally identified as speckled trout, and she promised to invite me over to eat. I’d finally told her about the trip to the Swamp Bar, hedging around the reason for the trip and the exact cause of my dip. She’d laughed until she cried and then laughed more.


    Her sheer delight in my ultimate humiliation finally forced me to see the humor in the situation, and I laughed as well, then marveled that I’d found such a comfort level with a woman I barely knew, when I’d never found that same level of comfort with anyone back home. Hadley had known me since I was a kid and gladly volunteered as a fill-in mom. Director Morrow, who’d been my father’s partner at the time of his death, had done his best to steer me in the right direction, but I still wouldn’t confide in either of them, much less volunteer up things that embarrassed me.


    And all of that was so convoluted and loaded with baggage that I wasn’t about to dive into analyzing it. Especially not today. On a pleasant day, with a good breeze, great company, and beer. Finally, when we were sunburned and beer-logged, Ally headed back up the bayou to Marge’s house, making me promise to meet her for late breakfast the next morning.


    Marie crept out of the attic when she heard me stirring downstairs, and I fixed us up grilled cheese sandwiches. She didn’t say much, but I could see the weight of everything in her eyes. I didn’t envy what she had to do tomorrow in the least—not even in exchange for a free pass to all of Harvey’s money. A lifetime of guilt was clearly eating at her.


    I had just stepped out of the shower when the text message signal on my cell phone sounded. What now? It had been so quiet all day, and I’d really hoped that would carry into tomorrow, at least until we went to see the sheriff.


    I wrapped myself with a bath towel and went into the bedroom to check the message. Marie, whom I’d finally convinced to move into the spare bedroom across from me, hurried into my room.


    “Who is it?” she asked.


    I glanced at the display. “Ida Belle.”


    We’re having trouble with the new blanket design and need your knitting expertise. Come to Gertie’s as soon as possible.


    My pulse spiked and I felt the blood run from my face. Gertie and Ida Belle knew I couldn’t knit. The message sent me right back to the Middle East, with all the tricks and codes Harrison and I used to let each other know we were in distress.


    I knew immediately that everything about that message was wrong.


    Clearly, the intent was to get me to Gertie’s house.


    “It’s a trap,” I said.


    Marie’s eyes widened. “What’s happening?”


    “We’ve been wrong…so very wrong.” The only people who knew I was in cahoots with Ida Belle and Gertie were Walter, Deputy LeBlanc, Marie and Melvin. Only one of them had reason to want us all in the same place and be secretive about it.


    And then it hit me—everything everyone had believed all these years had been off. All this running around to use Melvin as a misdirection, and he’d been the killer all along. I’d bet money on it.


    “What’s wrong, Fortune? Tell me what’s going on.” Marie’s voice rose in pitch.


    I dropped the phone on the bed and ran back into the bathroom to throw on my clothes; then I rushed out and pulled on my tennis shoes. Marie gasped when I pulled Marge’s pistol out of the nightstand and checked the clip before tucking it into my waistband.


    I hurried over to her and gripped her arms. “Listen to me. I don’t know if he’s back from New Orleans, but I need you to call Deputy LeBlanc and tell him that Gertie and Ida Belle are being held hostage at Gertie’s house.”


    All the blood rushed from Marie’s face. “Who’s holding them hostage?”


    “If I’m right—Melvin.”


    Marie’s hands flew up to cover her mouth. “Oh, God! This is all my fault.”


    “You can play the blame game later. When you reach Deputy LeBlanc, tell him I’ve gone to help and I’m armed. Do you understand?”


    “Yes,” Marie said, her voice barely a whisper.


    I shook her a bit. “Snap out of it, Marie. Gertie and Ida Belle need you to be strong.”


    Suddenly, something clicked in Marie. I could see it in her eyes.


    The tears that were threatening to fall seem to evaporate. She straightened up to full height, her jaw set in a hard line, and probably for the first time in her life, Marie got mad.


    “Damn right, I’ll call the deputy,” she said. “Now, you go shoot that son of a bitch!”


    I grinned at her before running out of the house and across the street. I wanted to take a peek through Gertie’s back windows before I went and rang the doorbell. If there was a way to sneak up on Melvin and get the advantage, I was taking it. No use politely stepping through a doorway into potential death unless absolutely necessary.


    Silently, I lifted myself over Gertie’s back fence and crept across her yard, happy that she hadn’t turned on her back porch light. Only a faint glow from the moonlight reached the yard. The shadows of the hedges provided pitch-black cover all the way to the kitchen window.


    I felt my pulse beating so hard that my chest felt it would explode. I concentrated on breathing, but it wasn’t helping. I paused for a moment before I reached the edge of the house, trying to get a grip. What was wrong with me? This was my job. This was what I’d done for a living for the past five years, yet I felt like an agent out on my first kill.


    Then it hit me like a bolt of lightning. This was personal.


    I cared about the people inside that house, which made this the most important mission I’d ever been on. I couldn’t afford any mistakes. Lives that mattered were on the line.


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Twenty


     


    I peered in the back window, but the kitchen was empty. The only light I could see was a dim streak coming down the narrow hallway from the living room. He was probably holding them in there and had only a lamp on. Lack of light gave him the advantage when I entered the house, and he’d have no reason to suspect that I was coming prepared for battle.


    He certainly had no idea he’d just messed with the friends of a professional assassin.


    Entry on the first floor was out of the question. It was too easy for him to check the downstairs rooms, and climbing through windows wasn’t exactly the perfect position for gunfire—not for the one needing to fire, anyway. As I was scouting the trees in the backyard, the storm that had been threatening to break all day let loose. Lightning flashed across the sky and hit the ground with a deafening boom. The windowpanes clanked as the entire house shook. A second later, rain began pouring from the sky.


    I could barely contain my excitement. The storm would hide the minor noise I’d have to make to enter the house. I hurried to a huge oak tree on the side of the house and shinnied up it to the roof. I perched on a branch and waited for the next roll of thunder, then leapt onto the roof. I scrambled to the topmost peak and leaned over the side of the house to pull on the attic window.


    It was unlocked!


    I lifted the window, took a deep breath, and then grabbed the window frame with both hands. In one fluid motion, I pushed myself over the edge and pulled myself straight through the window, praying that Gertie didn’t have anything sharp or breakable stored beneath it. I landed shoulders first on a stack of cardboard boxes. They split immediately under my weight, but squished silently to the ground, the clothes they contained masking the sound of my fall.


    So far, everything had been perfect. I vacillated between hoping it was all meant to be and worrying that my lucky streak was going to run out at the worst time possible. The attic floor presented the first set of obstacles I needed to overcome. The houses were well-constructed but old and creaky.


    I pulled off my tennis shoes to reduce the sound of footsteps, but nothing short of the ability to hover was going to reduce my weight on the floor. I waited for the next set of thunder, then hurried across the floor to the attic stairs. I pushed the attic door open and breathed a sigh of relief when the well-oiled hinges didn’t make a sound. The low rumble of thunder was still echoing outside, so I eased down the steps, pausing every time a step made even the slightest creak.


    I stopped at the landing for the second floor and put my ear to the door, listening for any activity. I didn't hear a thing. Hoping they were on the first floor, I eased the door open and peeked into the hallway. It was clear.


    I slipped into the hallway and glided toward the stairwell, my sock-covered feet silently moving across the wooden floor. At the stairwell, I lay down and leaned over the edge to peer into the living room.


    It wasn't good. Ida Belle sat on the couch against the front wall, both her hands and legs bound with rope. She was stiff as a board, and for the first time since I'd met her, she looked disconcerted. Gertie was in a chair in the middle of the room, her hands and legs tied. A dark bruise was already forming across her cheek, and I felt my blood boil at the sight.


    Melvin stood in front of her, a shotgun leveled at her head.


    “Where is she?” he yelled at Gertie. “You sent that message over ten minutes ago, and she's right around the corner.”


    “Maybe she was in the shower or asleep, or not even home,” Gertie said. “If you'd let me call instead of text, I could have found out.”


    “No way was I giving you the opportunity to tip her off. If I see any sign of the cops, I'm shooting first and getting the hell out of here.”


    “You're not going to get away with this,” Ida Belle said.


    Melvin sneered. “You stupid bitch. I’ve gotten away with killing Harvey for five years now. If you broads hadn’t hid the body, Marie would be rotting in prison, and I'd be somewhere in the Bahamas with all my cousin's money.”


    “You couldn't have killed Harvey,” Ida Belle said. “You were in prison. Stop taking credit for things you didn't do.”


    “Another word from you, and I'll shoot you on principle. I came up with the plan. I found a partner that could carry it out without a hitch. Pulling a trigger is the easy part.”


    “So, how do you plan on explaining killing all of us?” Gertie asked. “Don't you think the police will wonder?”


    “Oh, that's the best part,” he said with a smile. “After Marie disappeared, I took this shotgun from her house. It has Harvey's name engraved on the side. Everyone will think Marie killed you to keep you from telling she killed Harvey. Her disappearing makes everything perfect. No alibi she comes up with will be good enough for the police now.”


    I picked my head back up and took in a deep breath. I blew it slowly out, trying to calm myself and form a plan. Melvin's idea was simple and diabolically accurate. Marie wouldn't have a bit of defense, especially if the three of us, the only people who could provide her an alibi, were dead. Even Marge’s letter wouldn’t hold weight against three bodies and a murder weapon.


    The only glimmer of light in the entire mess was the thought that Marge hadn't killed anyone after all. She must have found Harvey’s body after Melvin’s partner did the deed, and thinking Marie had done it, hid the body in the swamp. She left the confession letter, hoping to buy Marie a pass when she died.


    I shook my head at the complexity of the situation all these women had created because they all thought another of them had killed Harvey and were all trying to cover it up. With friends like that, you could conquer small countries.


    At the moment, I needed to conquer only a small living room…without anyone dying. Unless it was Melvin. My mind flashed back to that bruise on Gertie's cheek. I would enjoy killing Melvin but it would definitely make my situation more difficult. I shook my head. Who was I kidding? Killing Melvin would blow my cover altogether, but I could deal with that later.


    First up, I had to get into the living room without Melvin seeing me.


    I rolled over onto my back and stared up at the ceiling, trying to think of something that would distract Melvin long enough for me to get into the living room. I glanced at the table above me and saw a large crystal vase. Instantly, an idea formed.


    I rose silently from the landing and lifted the vase from the table. It was thick and heavy, and, I hoped to God, not a family heirloom. The other side of the spiral staircase opened up to the formal dining room, located off the far side of the living room from Ida Belle and Gertie. I peeked into every corner of the downstairs rooms that I could see, but there was no sign of Melvin’s partner in crime, Cheryl. Maybe she’d been wise and sat this one out.


    I pulled off my socks for better running grip, then heaved the vase over the stairwell and onto the middle of the dining table. Before the vase even connected with anything, I was already back on the floor, leaning over the edge of the stairs. The vase crashed onto the table, and the sound echoed through the house.


    The instant Melvin ran to the dining room to investigate, I flipped over the stairs and landed in the living room. Gertie and Ida Belle's eyes widened, but they didn't even flinch, much less utter a sound. Before Melvin could even turn around, I had my pistol trained on him.


    “Don't even think about moving,” I said as he spun around to stare at me. “I want you to place that shotgun on the ground, nice and easy.”


    Melvin hesitated for a couple of seconds, and I know he was weighing his options. He must have decided it wasn't worth the risk, because he placed the shotgun on the floor and stood back up with his hands raised.


    “You're making a big mistake,” he said.


    “Really? It doesn't look that way from where I'm standing.”


    I heard the movement in the hallway to the kitchen too late to respond as Cheryl stepped into the living room, her nine millimeter aimed directly at Gertie's head.


    “Guess I got here just in time,” Cheryl said.


    She looked over at me. “You could shoot me, but I'll probably get one off before you pull the trigger. And before you weigh your choices, I want to tell you that I'm a prison guard. I spend hours at the range each week. I'm not another white-trash fool from this hick town.”


    “Yes, you are,” Ida Belle grumbled.


    “Shut up, you old hag!” Cheryl screamed. “You two think you’re so important, lording over everyone in this town. I bet people will be glad to be rid of you, even if they wouldn’t say it to your face.”


    She motioned to me with her other hand. “Put that pistol on the floor and kick it over to me. No funny stuff or Gertie gets it.”


    I hesitated, trying to buy even a second of time to come up with an idea. Relinquishing my weapon was useless as they were going to kill us anyway. The only way we were coming out of this alive was if I could figure out a way to disarm Cheryl before Melvin could grab the shotgun. I glanced at the accent table next to Cheryl and saw Gertie’s knitting basket sitting there.


    And an idea formed.


    “Hurry up!” Cheryl yelled.


    I glanced at Gertie and Ida Belle. They both gave me a small nod. They knew the score as well as I did, and I decided the nod was their way of telling me to take my best shot, even if it was a long one.


    I leaned over and placed the pistol on the floor.


    “Kick it to me,” Cheryl said.


    I took a breath and edged my foot next to the pistol. When I pushed it across the floor, Cheryl looked down, as I’d figured she would, and I launched. Before she could even get fixed on me, I dove for her middle, grabbing a knitting needle from the basket next to her as I tackled her to the ground. She swung her nine around toward my head as we fell to the floor, but before she could squeeze the trigger, I stabbed the knitting needle right through her jugular.


    She gasped as blood spurted from her throat, but her grip was still tight on the pistol that I struggled to pull from her grasp.


    I looked up in time to see Melvin break out of his shocked stance and dive for the shotgun. Before he reached it, Gertie jumped up from her chair and kicked him right across the face. He staggered back a step, then launched forward and slugged her in the jaw. She went down and he grabbed the shotgun.


    As Melvin swung the shotgun up to shoot me, Cheryl finally released her grip on the gun. I yanked the pistol from her hand and fired a single shot through Melvin’s forehead. The shotgun fired as he fell to the floor, but thankfully, the shot went over my head and only took out the chandelier in the dining room. Gertie ran to the kitchen for a knife and cut the ropes loose from Ida Belle’s hands and feet as I checked Cheryl’s pulse. Then Ida Belle cut the ropes from Gertie’s still-bound hands.


    Checking for a pulse was a technicality, really. The vacant stare and the mass of blood spread across Gertie’s floor were a clear indication that Cheryl was long gone for this world.


    “Is she dead?” Ida Belle asked, rubbing her wrists.


    “Yeah.” I rose from the floor.


    “How did you get in?” Gertie asked.


    “I climbed up a tree and lowered myself in through an attic window. That was some kick. How did you get the ropes undone?”


    “I had my legs crossed when Melvin tied me up. He’s stupid. I knew I could slide them off, I was just waiting for the right moment, but my options were limited.”


    “And the kick?”


    “Oh, that was nothing,” Gertie said. “I see it all the time on those old Bruce Lee movies. I figured we had nothing to lose, right?”


    She wouldn’t look me in the eye, and I knew something was up, but before I could ask, I heard a low rumble coming up the block.


    I froze. “Deputy LeBlanc! I told Marie to call and tell him you were being held hostage.”


    I glanced at the two bodies and a wave of dizziness passed over me.


    Shit!


    This was so not good. There was no way I was getting out of this without being fingerprinted, logged into the system, and investigated. It would totally blow my cover, not to mention probably cost me my job.


    “Run!” Ida Belle yelled.


    “What?”


    Ida Belle grabbed the pistol from me and fired it into the couch. I stared at her as if she’d lost her mind.


    “You don’t need to be in the middle of this,” Ida Belle said.


    Gertie nodded and pulled me toward the back door. "Shove that bloody jacket in my compost pile. Get a good soaking, then try to break in the back door when you hear us let Carter in the front door."


    “But how will you explain—”


    "We'll figure it out," Ida Belle said. “Go. Now!”


    I scrambled through the kitchen, grabbing a butter knife as I passed the counter, then ran out the back door into the blinding storm, shrugging off my jacket as I went. I shoved the jacket into the compost pile in the corner of the yard, then circled around to the back door again. I stuck the butter knife in the doorjamb and pretended to be jimmying the back door.


    Suddenly, the door flew open and Gertie looked out at me.


    “Where’s Melvin?” I whispered, getting into my role of knowing nothing, just in case Deputy LeBlanc was listening.


    “He’s dead. Get inside before you drown.”


    I hurried inside and followed Gertie to the living room, where Deputy LeBlanc was frowning down at the two bodies and shaking his head. The table that held the knitting basket and the chair that Gertie had been tied to were both several feet closer to Cheryl’s body. A second chair had been pulled from the dining room and lay on the floor next to the first one, but none of the ropes that had bound the women were in sight.


    “Do you know how lucky you two are?”


    Ida Belle nodded. “We knew once Sandy-Sue arrived, they’d kill us all. But when they got to fighting over the inheritance, I knew it was our only chance to try something. When Gertie gave me the nod, I waited for the right moment.”


    Gertie jumped in. “As soon as Melvin put down that shotgun and came across the room to argue with Cheryl, I knew that was my chance. I grabbed the needle and shoved it in her neck.”


    “When Gertie stabbed her,” Ida Belle continued, “I jumped up and grabbed her pistol when she dropped it.”


    “Melvin got ahold of his shotgun,” Gertie said, her expression animated, “but Ida Belle clipped him before he got a lock on us. It was just like the county fair, only she wasn’t shooting clay pigeons.”


    Ida Belle nodded. “Just like it. Anyway, he pulled the trigger after I shot him. Must have been some involuntary thing, but lucky for us it happened as he was falling, so the chandelier caught the worst end of it.”


    Gertie waved a hand. “I’ve always hated that chandelier.”


    I stared at the two of them, completely dumbfounded at how eloquently and efficiently they’d fabricated a completely plausible story and then delivered it as if it had really happened that way. This was better acting than any movie I’d ever seen.


    I stepped in between them and reached out to squeeze both their shoulders. “I am so glad the two of you are all right. When I got that text, I knew something was wrong. I figured if I knocked on the front door and strolled in, we’d all be in trouble. I was trying to open the back door with a butter knife, but it wasn’t cooperating.”


    I stared down at the bodies and shook my head. “The whole thing is unbelievable.”


    Deputy LeBlanc sighed. “Welcome to Louisiana.”


    “Ha. Yeah, I didn’t quite count on this much excitement. I was under the apparently mistaken impression that small towns were quiet.”


    “It’s a common mistake,” Deputy LeBlanc said. “So, I guess since I received the rescue call from Marie, that she’s returned from yonder hiding place?”


    “Jesus, we forgot to call Marie!” Gertie ran off toward the kitchen, no doubt to call Marie and tell her the five-year nightmare was over for good.


    “Actually,” I said, “Marie never left. She was sorta living in my attic.”


    He stared. “And I’m supposed to believe you didn’t know?”


    “I didn’t know. I swear. Not until today.”


    “So, was she playing dead? Because these houses do make noise when people move around upstairs.”


    I threw up my hands. “Yes, there was noise, but I thought it was the raccoon. And I wasn’t about to go up there again and check after the hassle you gave me the first time.”


    His lips quivered just a bit, and I knew he was trying not to smile. “I didn’t hassle you about checking the noise. I hassled you about trying to shoot the noise.”


    “Whatever. It translated to the same thing to me.”


    “Well, given that last time you shot the roof, I guess Marie was lucky you left well enough alone. So, what’s this text that got you all suspicious?”


    I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and showed him the text. “I knew something was wrong because Gertie and Ida Belle know I can’t knit. And since we’d seen Melvin with Marie’s cousin at the Swamp Bar, I was afraid he’d gotten to them, thinking we were onto him.”


    “Uh-huh. You three and your investigation are something we’ll discuss at length as soon as I work up the energy. I’m just wondering, though, what if it really was a knitting emergency, and you’d just panicked?”


    I shrugged. “Then I would have wasted your time and almost drowned myself for no good reason, but it was a risk I was willing to take.”


    The smile broke through. “Well, as that’s one of the only things you’ve done this week that wasn’t illegal, I suppose this is progress.”


    I just smiled back and nodded. If he only knew.


    A car door slammed out front, and Deputy LeBlanc went to the door to let in the parade of paramedics. I joined Ida Belle and Gertie to peek out the front window. All over the block, people started coming out of their homes and gathering in front lawns.


    “Everybody’s coming outside now that the cops are here,” Gertie said. “Wasn’t no one coming outside when they heard gunfire, though.”


    “Cowards,” Ida Belle yelled out the front door.


    I grinned. It was hard not to like the old girls.


     


     

  


  



  
     


    Chapter Twenty-One


     


    It was long after midnight before Deputy LeBlanc, the coroner, and an assortment of other people finished up at Gertie's house. I knew they'd still have a load of questions to answer and papers to sign in the coming days, but I was confident that we were safe. Deputy LeBlanc hadn't shown any hesitation in buying their story. In fact, I think he was relieved that Marie hadn't killed Harvey as he had been dreading arresting her. Melvin wasn't liked by anyone, so the entire town would probably breathe a sigh of relief and have something to talk about for the next forty years.


    Marie had rushed over after Gertie called, crying like a baby and hugging everyone within an inch of their lives, including Deputy LeBlanc, who seemed a bit embarrassed by all the fuss.


    When she got to me, she'd whispered in my ear, “I wish Marge could have seen you now. She would have loved you.”


    After the last car pulled out of the driveway and Deputy LeBlanc crossed the road to his house, I looked around at the mess in Gertie's living room and shook my head.


    “Grab a change of clothes,” I told Gertie. “You're staying with me tonight.”


    Gertie started to protest, but Ida Belle stopped her. “She's right. We'll all help you deal with this in the daylight. But right now, we need to get out of this house.”


    “I know you two have your own places,” I said to Ida Belle and Marie, “but I have plenty of room if you want to come as well.”


    Gertie clapped her hands. “Slumber party. I haven't had one of those since I was a little girl.”


    Ida Belle frowned. “Grown women do not have slumber parties. This will be a gathering of the troops.”


    I nodded. “I say the first thing we do is gather in my kitchen for coffee and whatever Gertie has baked.”


    Gertie lifted a chocolate cake off the kitchen counter. “What are we waiting for?”


    The mood was festive as I served the coffee and Gertie cut off slices of her fabulous chocolate cake for everyone. When we were all seated at the table, Marie cleared her throat.


    “I just want to tell you all,” Marie said, “how much I appreciate everything you've done for me, now and in the past. And I want to apologize to Gertie and Ida Belle for not telling you that I suspected Marge had killed Harvey all those years ago. I guess Marge thought I’d done it, and we’ve all been covering for someone else this whole time.”


    “You were protecting Marge,” Ida Belle said, “and we respect that. Besides, even if we'd known, it wouldn't have changed what we did. We needed to divert suspicion from you, regardless, because you were going to be the first suspect when Harvey came up missing. It didn't matter who killed him.”


    Relief passed over Marie's face. “I guess you're right. I just never thought about it in that light.”


    I looked at Marie. “So, do you have any idea when or where Harvey was killed?”


    Marie nodded. “I think he was killed right in my kitchen. I’d been sick, remember? After Harvey hit me and Marge tended to the cut, she gave me a sleeping pill and put me to bed. I was out in seconds and slept hard. I remember when I went downstairs to the kitchen later on that evening, there was the faint smell of bleach. I just brushed it off as Marge cleaning up. I mean, until later, when I started to wonder.”


    Ida Belle shook her head. “She was cleaning up all right—after Melvin and Cheryl—and thinking you’d done it. I bet she had the shock of her life, coming back to the house and finding Harvey dead on the kitchen floor.”


    “I can’t even imagine,” Marie said. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the letter I'd gotten from the attorney.


    “As much as I'd like to keep this,” Marie said, “to remind me that someone I respected and cared about loved me this much, we need to destroy this letter and all the others.”


    I nodded. “They would only muddy the waters if they came to light.”


    I got up from the table and pulled a cast-iron pot from the cabinets, then picked up the stack of unmailed letters and dropped them inside. I took the letter from Marie, then tossed it in with the others and set them on fire. Marie stood to watch them burn and then dumped the ashes in the sink and washed away any sign that the letters had ever existed.


    “I think I've had about all I can take for one day,” Marie said, “so if you ladies don't mind, I'm going to bed.”


    Ida Belle and Gertie showed no signs of retiring, so I refilled all our coffee mugs and sat down again. The adrenaline still running through me was a more potent stimulant than the coffee ever could be, and I knew it would be hours before I'd be able to relax enough to sleep.


    Ida Belle looked over at Gertie with that secret look they share when they seem to talk telepathically. Gertie nodded, so I guess whatever was going on between the two of them, they were finally going to share.


    “We need to talk,” Ida Belle said to me.


    “Okay. About what?”


    “About who you really are.”


    I froze, not even breathing. “I don't understand,” I managed to say, happy my voice sounded normal.


    Gertie reached over and placed her hand on mine. “We're not interested in 'outing' you, dear. We want to protect you.”


    Ida Belle nodded. “But we can't do that properly if we don't know what we're protecting you from.”


    “We thought at first,” Gertie said, “that you might be running from an abusive husband or something of the like, but once we got to know you, we knew that couldn't be the case. An abusive man wouldn't last five minutes around you.”


    I shook my head. “What makes you think I'm not exactly who I say I am?”


    Gertie laughed. “You have fake hair, never wear makeup, and don’t seem the least bit interested in clothes.”


    Ida Belle nodded. “You sit and stand with your back to the wall and facing openings in all buildings. You jumped an eight-foot fence like it was a speed bump, and despite your fight with Tiny, you weren't the least bit winded.”


    “You run like a sprinter,” Gertie continued, “and have balance like a cat with the moves of an advanced martial artist. I know the construction of my attic, and no way did you ‘lower’ yourself into that window.”


    “When you meet people for the first time,” Ida Belle continued, “you immediately size them up, looking for weaknesses. You single-handedly took out two armed assailants, one with a knitting needle, and the second with a pistol shot right through the center of the forehead, all done without preparation and while scrambling. Normal people think; they don't react like that.”


    Gertie nodded. “Throughout this entire mess of murder, kidnappings, and gunfire, you have remained nonplussed.”


    “The bottom line,” Ida Belle said, “is that we recognize one of ours when we see them. You may not be in the military, but you've had military training, and plenty of it.”


    I stared at them, shocked for probably the first time in my life. I expected suspicion from Deputy LeBlanc, but I doubt even he would have come up with the detailed analysis the two innocent-looking old ladies sitting at my kitchen table had.


    One of ours.


    My mind locked on that statement, and I looked back and forth between the two of them. “Are you saying you two were in the military?”


    “Of course,” Ida Belle said. “The five founding members of the Sinful Ladies Society were all military. Me, Gertie and Marge were the last until recently, when Marge passed. Now, it’s just me and Gertie.”


    And suddenly it dawned on me. “You all served in Vietnam together.”


    Gertie nodded. “It was a horrible war, but all of us felt our place was there serving our country, not back in Sinful serving some clueless man his supper.”


    “So, what did you do? I mean, what were your jobs?”


    “Can't you guess?” Ida Bell asked.


    They grinned at each other and looked at me in anticipation.


    “I'm afraid to.”


    Ida Belle laughed. “Well, on paper, Gertie was a secretary. I was a nurse's aide. Marge was an inventory clerk.”


    “But that wasn't what you really did…”


    Ida Belle shook her head. “You have to understand, it was a different time then—women, in particular, were viewed as a weaker sex and incapable of the same things as men. Our commander took advantage of that, used it to make strategic moves.”


    Suddenly, clips from the past five days flashed through my mind like a YouTube video: Ida Belle shooting the alligator, Gertie and her Bruce Lee kick to Melvin’s head, Marge’s weapon collection.


    I felt my jaw drop open and I stared.


    Finally, I managed to speak. “You were counterintelligence.”


    “We prefer ‘spies,’” Ida Belle said.


    Gertie nodded. “It sounds cooler.”


    I leaned back in my chair and blew out a breath. “Spies. I can't believe it.”


    I narrowed my eyes at Gertie. “You're not woolly-headed or clumsy, are you?”


    Gertie laughed. “Of course not.”


    “Well…,” Ida Belle interjected.


    “Am not!”


    “You’re not as sharp as you used to be, and that’s all I’m saying.”


    Gertie glared at Ida Belle, then looked back at me. As soon as she turned, Ida Belle looked at me and shook her head.


    “The thing I learned,” Gertie said, “is that if people believe I’m clueless, they'll say and do all manner of things in front of me, thinking it doesn't matter.”


    I looked at Ida Belle. “And I guess that story about your dad teaching you to shoot was a lie?”


    Ida Belle shook her head. “Daddy was real and as big a son of a bitch as we described him to be. I was already a good shot when I enlisted, but the military honed the skill to a level of precision that only another marksman would understand.” She gave me a shrewd look.


    “You're right,” I said, trying to decide how much information to give and how much to hold back. Not because I didn't trust them, but because I didn't want to put them in danger.


    “You know,” Gertie said gently, “we're not going to appear any more threatening to the enemy if we know the truth than if we don't.”


    She was right and I knew it, but I’d spent my entire life trusting no one. Making a leap of faith was a huge step for me.


    “I’m not military, but they did train me. I work for the CIA.”


    Gertie clapped her hands. “A spook! Right here in Sinful. Imagine that.”


    I smiled. “No more unlikely than a ladies society run by Vietnam counterintelligence.”


    “She has a point,” Ida Belle said, then looked at me, her expression serious. “I’m not going to ask your job description, because I think we already have a good idea, and speaking about it isn’t necessary. And I’m going to assume that you didn’t kill Sandy-Sue to take her place here, but I would like to know that she’s safe and what exactly you’re hiding from.”


    “Sandy-Sue is definitely safe. She’s on extended vacation paid for by her uncle, who is also my boss. She knows nothing about any of this.”


    “Good,” Ida Belle said, completely satisfied with my explanation.


    “I’m hiding here because some very bad guys have a price on my head, and my boss is afraid a leak at the CIA blew my cover. I wasn’t supposed to return from my last mission.”


    Gertie frowned. “So you’re completely off-grid?”


    “Yes. My boss and one other agent are the only people who know where I am. Well, and now you guys.”


    Gertie whistled. “And if Deputy LeBlanc looks too closely into Sandy-Sue’s background, he may find out she’s not here, and it would leave you exposed. We figured it was something along those lines. That’s why we sent you outside after you rescued us and made up that story.”


    I nodded. “If I get called to testify, I’m perjuring myself just by stating Sandy-Sue’s name.”


    “And these bad guys that are after you—what are we on the lookout for?” Ida Belle asked.


    “Arms dealers. Trust me, they’d stick out in Sinful like a spotlight.”


    “Middle Eastern?” Gertie asked. “You’re very tan.…”


    I nodded.


    “That makes it easier,” Ida Belle said.


    “From now on,” Gertie said, “we'll do our best to keep you out of things that put you on Deputy LeBlanc's radar.”


    I felt a tiny sliver of fear run through me. “Is there that much questionable activity going on in Sinful?”


    “No, of course not,” Ida Belle said, then winked at Gertie.


    I put my hands over my ears and rose from the table. “I don't want to know,” I said as I headed upstairs for a well-deserved hot shower. I could still hear them laughing when I stepped onto the second-floor landing.


    I paused for a moment, smiling as their laughter traveled up the stairwell. They were good people, strong women, and loyal friends. They'd restored some of my faith in mankind, and it had cost me only a chunk of fake hair and a little embarrassment.


    Not a bad accomplishment for less than a week.


     


    The End
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    Excerpt from Trouble in Mudbug


     


     


    Family can be the death of you…


     


    Chapter One


     


    “I still can’t believe she’s gone,” Maryse Robicheaux murmured as she stared down at the woman in the coffin.


    Of course, the pink suit was a dead giveaway—so to speak—that the wearer was no longer with them. For the miserable two years and thirty-two days she’d had to deal with her mother-in-law, Maryse had never once seen her wear a color other than black. Now she sorta resembled the Stay-Puft Marshmallow Man dressed in Pepto-Bismol.


    “I can’t believe it either,” Sabine whispered back. “I didn’t know evil incarnate could die.”


    Maryse jabbed her best friend with her elbow. “For Pete’s sake, we’re at the woman’s funeral. Show some respect.”


    Sabine let out a sigh. “Maryse, that woman gave you holy hell. And her son was worse. I don’t even understand why you wanted to come.”


    Maryse stared at the casket again and shook her head. “I don’t know. I just felt compelled to. I can’t really explain it.”


    And that was the God’s honest truth. She’d had no intention of attending Helena Henry’s funeral. Yet after her morning shower, she’d stood in front of her closet and pulled out her dark navy “interview” suit and matching pumps instead of her usual work clothes of jeans, T-shirt, and rubber boots.


    Looking down at Helena, Maryse still didn’t know why she was there. If she’d come for some sort of closure, it hadn’t happened. But then, what had she expected—the dead woman to pop up out of the coffin and apologize for bringing the most useless man in the world into existence, then making Maryse’s life even more miserable by being the biggest bitch on the face of the Earth?


    It wasn’t likely when you considered that Helena Henry had never apologized for anything in her entire life. It wasn’t necessary. When you had a pocketbook the size of the Atchafalaya Basin in Mudbug, Louisiana, population 502, people tended to purposely overlook things.


    “I think they’re ready to start,” Sabine whispered, gesturing to the minister who had entered the chapel through a side door. “We need to take a seat.”


    Maryse nodded but remained glued to her place in front of the coffin, not yet able to tear herself away from the uncustomary pink dress and the awful-but-now dead woman who wore it. “Just a minute more.”


    There had to be some reason she’d come. Some reason other than just to ensure that Helena’s reign of terror was over, but nothing came to her except the lingering scent of Helena’s gardenia perfume.


    “Where’s Hank?” Sabine asked. “Surely he wouldn’t miss his own mother’s funeral. That would be major bad karma, even for Hank. I know he’s a lousy human being and all, but really.”


    Maryse sighed as Sabine’s words chased away her wistful vision of her wayward husband in a coffin right alongside his mother. If her best friend had even an inkling of her thoughts, she’d besiege her with a regime of crystal cleansing and incense until Maryse went insane, and she was sort of saving the insanity plea to use later on in life and on a much bigger problem than a worthless man.


    “Hank is a lot of things,” Maryse said, “but he’s not a complete fool. He’s wanted on at least twenty different charges in Mudbug. This is the first place the cops would look for him. There’s probably one behind the skirt under the coffin.”


    Sabine stared at the blue velvet curtain for a moment, then pulled a piece of it to the side and leaned down a bit. Sarcasm was completely lost on Sabine.


    “Cut it out,” Maryse said and jabbed her again. “I was joking. Hank wouldn’t risk an arrest to come to the funeral, karma or no. The only thing Hank liked about Helena was her money, and once the estate is settled, Hank’s bad karma can be paid in full.”


    Sabine pursed her lips and gave the blue velvet curtain one last suspicious look. “Well, it’s going to be hard to collect the money if he’s playing the Invisible Man.”


    Maryse rolled her eyes, turned away from the Pink Polyester Antichrist, and pointed to a pew in the back. “Oh, he’ll be lurking around somewhere waiting to inherit,” she whispered as the music began to play and they took a seat in the back of the chapel. “Even I would bet on that one. With any luck, someone will grab him while he’s in close range.”


    Sabine smirked. “Then he’ll collect momma’s money and work a deal with the local cops through Helena’s friend Judge Warner, and everything will be swept under the rug as usual.”


    “Yeah, probably. But maybe I’ll finally get my divorce.”


    Sabine’s eyes widened. “I hadn’t even thought of that, but you’re right. If someone grabs Hank, you can have him served.” She reached over and squeezed Maryse’s hand. “Oh, thank God, Maryse. You can finally be free.”


    Maryse nodded as the song leader’s voice filtered through her head. What a mess she’d made of her life. She hadn’t even been married to Hank thirty days before he disappeared, leaving her holding the bag while numerous bookies and loan sharks came calling. If they’d lived in any other state but Louisiana, she would have already been divorced, but Louisiana, with its screwed-up throwback to Napoleonic law, had only two outs for a marriage—either you served papers or you produced a body. No exceptions.


    She’d had no choice but to ask Helena for help. Hank hadn’t exactly borrowed money from the nicest of people, and if Maryse wanted to continue to live in Mudbug, she had to pay them off—pure and simple. That was two years ago, and despite the efforts of four private investigators and several angry friends, she hadn’t seen Hank Henry since. Oh, but she’d seen Helena.


    Every other Friday at seven A.M., Helena appeared like clockwork at Lucy’s Café to collect on the debt Maryse owed her, along with the 25 percent interest she was charging. Now the old bat had the nerve to die when Maryse was only two payments short of eating breakfast in complete peace and quiet.


    She turned her attention to the pastor as he took over at the front of the chapel. He began to read the standard funeral Bible verses, meant to persuade those in attendance that the person they loved had moved on to a better place. Maryse smirked at the irony. Mudbug was the better place now that Helena had exited. She cast her gaze once more to Helena, lying peacefully in her coffin…


    That’s when Helena moved.


    Maryse straightened in her pew, blinked once to clear her vision, and stared hard at Helena Henry. Surely it was a trick of the lights. Dead people didn’t move. Embalming and all that other icky stuff that happened at funeral homes took care of that, right?


    Maryse had just about convinced herself that it was just a lights and shadows trick when Helena opened her eyes and raised her head. Maryse sucked in a breath and clenched her eyes shut, certain she was having a nervous breakdown that had been two years in the making. She waited several seconds, then slowly opened her eyes, silently praying that her mind was done playing tricks on her.


    Apparently, it wasn’t.


    Helena sat bolt upright in the coffin, looking around the chapel, a confused expression on her boldly painted face. Panicked, Maryse scanned the other attendees. Why wasn’t anyone screaming or pointing or running for the door? God knows, she hadn’t been to many funerals, but she didn’t remember the dead person ever sitting up to take part.


    She felt a squeeze on her hand, and Sabine whispered, “Are you all right? You got really pale all of a sudden.”


    Maryse started to answer, but then sucked in a breath as Helena pulled herself out of the coffin.


    “Don’t you see that?” Maryse pointed to the front of the chapel. “Don’t you see what’s happening?”


    Sabine cast a quick glance to the front of the chapel, then looked back at Maryse with concern—no fear, no terror…nothing to indicate that she saw anything amiss.


    “See what?” Sabine asked. “Do we need to leave? You don’t look well.”


    Maryse closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and dug her fingernails into her palms, steeling herself. Even though it was the last thing in the world she wanted to do, she forced her gaze to the front of the chapel.


    Yup, her nightmare was still there. And, just as in real life, she didn’t want to stay silent for long.


    “What the hell is going on here, Pastor Bob? For Christ’s sake, I’m Catholic,” Helena ranted. “If this is some sort of weird Baptist ceremony, I don’t want any part of it.” Helena paused for a moment, but the pastor continued as if she’d never said a word.


    Maryse stared, not blinking, not breathing, her eyes growing wider and wider until she felt as if they would pop out of her head.


    Helena turned from the pastor and surveyed the attendees, narrowing her eyes. “Who dressed me like a hooker and shoved me in a coffin? I’ll have you all arrested is what I’ll do. Damn it, someone drugged me! What are you—some kind of weird cult?” She paced wildly in front of the coffin. “I’ll see every one of you assholes in jail, especially you, Harold.” Helena stepped over to the nearest pew and reached for her husband, Harold, but her hands passed completely through him.


    Helena stopped for a moment, then tried to touch Harold once more, but the result was exactly the same. She frowned and looked down at herself, then back at the coffin. Maryse followed her gaze and realized Helena’s body was still lying there—placid as ever.


    Helena stared at herself for what seemed like forever, her eyes wide, her expression shocked. The pastor asked everyone to rise for prayer, and Maryse rose in a daze alongside Sabine, but she couldn’t bring herself to bow her head. Her eyes were permanently glued on the spectacle at the front of the chapel. The spectacle that apparently no one else could see.


    Helena began to walk slowly down the aisle, yelling as she went and waving her hands in front of people’s faces. But no one so much as flinched. As she approached the back, Maryse’s heart began to race, and her head pounded with the rush of blood. She knew she should sit down, but she couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe.


    All of a sudden, Helena ceased yelling and stopped in her tracks about ten feet from Maryse’s pew. Her expression changed from shocked to worried, then sad. Maryse tried to maintain her composure, but the breath she’d been holding came out with a whoosh. Helena looked toward the source of the noise and locked eyes with Maryse.


    Helena stared for a moment, her expression unchanged. As the seconds passed and Maryse didn’t drop her gaze, Helena’s face changed from sad to puzzled, and she started walking toward the pew. Maryse held in a cry as Helena drew closer. A wave of dizziness washed over her. Her head began to swim. One step, two steps, and then the apparition was right in front of her.


    That’s when everything went dark.


    Maryse came to surrounded by a circle of black. For a moment, she thought she was in a tomb, but then her vision cleared, and she looked upward to the concerned and curious faces of the other funeral-goers. Helena’s funeral, she remembered instantly. She was at Helena’s funeral.


    “Maryse, are you all right?” Sabine leaned over her, worried.


    Maryse sat up on the floor and felt a rush of blood to her head. “What happened?”


    Sabine shook her head. “I don’t know. The pastor was praying, and the next thing I knew, you were on the ground.”


    An elderly lady standing next to Sabine handed her a Kleenex and chimed in, “It looks like you fainted. It’s probably the heat.”


    Maryse took the tissue, wondering what the hell she was supposed to do with it, and nodded. It was a more diplomatic response than pointing out that the chapel was air-conditioned, so that theory didn’t exactly hold water. Maryse rose from the floor, wobbling a bit on the uncomfortable high heels, and perched at the end of the pew. Deciding there was nothing more to see, the other funeral attendees drifted out the door and away to the cemetery for the interment.


    Maryse rubbed her temples and looked over at Sabine. “I swear, I don’t remember a thing. What happened?”


    Sabine frowned and gave her a critical look. “I’m not sure what to tell you. You started looking kinda weird in the middle of the service and asked me if I saw something, but I have no idea what. When we rose to pray, you were white as a sheet, and while the pastor was praying, you must have passed out. By the time I opened my eyes, you were already hitting the ground.”


    “It must be stress,” Maryse said. “That’s the only explanation.”


    “Maybe,” Sabine said thoughtfully, then placed one hand on Maryse’s arm. “Are you going to be okay to drive?”


    Maryse nodded. “Yeah, I’ll be fine. I was a little dizzy at first, but now I feel fine.”


    Sabine narrowed her eyes. “Are you sure? I have an appointment in twenty minutes or I would do it myself, but I can call Mildred if you’d rather someone give you a ride.”


    Maryse waved her hand, rose from the pew, and gave her friend a smile, hoping to alleviate some of her worry. “No use bothering Mildred while she’s working.” Maryse glanced down at her watch. “Speaking of which, did you close the shop for the morning?”


    Sabine shook her head. “Raissa agreed to cover for me until noon. Mrs. Breaux’s coming in for her tarot reading right after lunch. That’s the appointment I can’t miss.


    Mrs. Breaux absolutely hates getting a reading from Raissa.”


    Maryse stared at her. “But Raissa has real psychic ability. You’re just shamming.”


    Sabine rolled her eyes. “I know that, but do you really think these people want to know the truth? If they did, they’d drive the hour to New Orleans and see Raissa for a dose of reality. The only reason Mrs. Breaux keeps coming back is because I tell her what she wants to hear.”


    “But how long can that possibly last? I mean, sooner or later, she’s going to figure out you’re never right.”


    Sabine shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Raissa says she’ll be dead by year-end anyway, so the charade doesn’t have to last much longer. Her soul’s fine though—very clean, actually—so she should do well in the next round.” Sabine took a step closer and gave her a hug. “Give me a call later. And think about taking the afternoon off, please.”


    Maryse nodded, not even wanting to consider how Raissa knew when Mrs. Breaux would expire, then made a mental note to avoid running into that psychic anytime soon. Death was definitely one of those things where ignorance was bliss. “Thanks, Sabine. I really appreciate you coming with me on such short notice. And don’t worry. I’ll be fine from here on out.”


    Sabine didn’t look convinced, but there wasn’t much she could do. She gave Maryse an encouraging smile and turned to leave.


    Maryse gave her retreating figure one final glance and looked back to the front of the chapel. What in the world had happened? There was something in the back of her mind, but it was fleeting, like a movie on fast forward. Something important that she needed to remember, but it was flashing too fast for her to lock in on it.


    What could cause a young, healthy woman who spent most of her time outdoors to faint in an air-conditioned building? The answer hit her all at once and she gasped.


    Helena!


    The image of Helena Henry crawling out of her coffin and yelling at everyone in the chapel made her shudder all over again. And that look in her eyes when she’d seen Maryse watching her…


    But how was that even possible? Helena Henry was dead. There was no mistaking the bitter-looking woman in that casket for anyone else—despite the hideous pink suit and Vegas-showgirl makeup.


    The only explanation Maryse had was that she must have imagined the whole thing. All the strain of trying to find that idiot Hank and paying off his ridiculous debts to that devil-mother of his must have caused her to break. That had to be it. The dead didn’t show up to their own funerals and call people assholes.


    She paused for a moment. If they could, though, she’d have bet Helena Henry would have been the first to volunteer for the job.


    Certain her current line of thought had gone way too far, she left the chapel and made her way to her truck, anxious to get away from the overwhelming feeling of death. It was barely noon, but it was definitely time for a beer. Maybe she’d pick up something from the café on the way home—like a bag of boiled crawfish—then take a shower and a nap. Just a bit of a refresher.


    After that, she needed to contact her attorney and make sure he was prepared for a Hank appearance and was ready to serve him the divorce papers. She pulled into Mudbug, all eight buildings of it, and parked in front of the café. Turning off the truck, she stared out the windshield at her reflection in the café window. She didn’t even want to think about having to face Hank. She wasn’t even sure it was possible without trying to throttle him.


    Maybe she’d have fries, too—fries and two beers and forget she’d ever known Hank and Helena Henry.


     


    Maryse awakened mid-afternoon, surprised she’d slept so long. But napping any longer was a luxury she couldn’t afford. She’d already lost almost an entire day of work. If she hurried out to the bayou, there might be enough daylight to take some pictures and satisfy the state’s latest request for images of bayou foliage.


    Just as she was about to crawl out of bed, she felt the hair on her arms prickle as if she were being watched. Her cat, Jasper, stiffened and let out a low growl. Before she could figure out what had upset him, he leaped from the bed and shot out the cat door built into the window beside the bed.


    Shaking her head in amusement at his antics, Maryse caught a flash of bright pink out of the corner of her eye and looked up to find Helena Henry standing in the doorway of her bedroom, studying her like she would the fabric on designer sheets.


    Maryse felt her back tighten from the tip of her neck all the way to the base of her spine. This couldn’t be happening—not after only two beers.


    “Well, hell,” Helena said finally. “That solves it.” She took a few steps closer to the bed and looked Maryse straight in the eyes. “You can see me, can’t you?”


    Maryse nodded, unable to speak, unable to blink.


    “I thought for a moment at the chapel that you’d finally lost your mind, but I should have known better. You’re far too practical to let something like a funeral take you down. Especially my funeral.” She blew out a breath and plopped down on the end of the bed. “This is certainly unexpected but will probably come in handy.”


    “Handy?” Maryse managed to croak out, her mind whirling with confusion. There was a dead woman sitting on her bed. Weren’t they supposed to float or something? “But you’re…I mean, you are…”


    “Dead?” Helena finished. “Of course I’m dead. Do you think I’d wear polyester in the summer if I were alive? And don’t get me started about the color, or the low-cut top and the skirt that is way too short.” She stared down at the offensive garment. “Makes me want to puke.”


    “But how…why…” Maryse trailed off, not sure where to go with the conversation, not entirely convinced she was actually having the conversation. Finally, she pinched herself, just to make absolutely sure she was awake.


    Helena gave her a grim smile. “Oh, you’re awake, honey. And I’m really dead, and you’re really sitting in your bedroom talking to me.” She scrunched her brow in concentration. “Although, I suppose it’s not really me but the ghost of me. Hmmm.”


    “But at the funeral, you looked confused, surprised…”


    Helena nodded. “It was a bit of a shocker, I have to admit. Waking up in a coffin in the middle of my own funeral service. Took me a couple of hours to sort it all out, but once the memories came together, it all made sense.”


    “But why me? Why in the world would you be visible to me?”


    Helena shrugged. “Just lucky, I guess.”


    Lucky? Lucky! Good God Almighty! Maryse could think of plenty of words to describe being haunted by her dead Antichrist mother-in-law, but lucky sure as hell wasn’t one of them. “Please tell me you’re going to go away and haunt a house or a cemetery or something.”


    Helena shook her head. “Can’t do that just yet. I have a bit of unfinished business here. And much as you may hate it, it involves you. Plus, there’s that nagging problem of letting my killer get away, and as long as I’m hanging around, I figure I might as well do something about that, too.”


    Maryse jumped up from the bed. “Your killer? The newspaper said it was respiratory failure from your asthma.”


    “Respiratory failure, my ass. My lungs may have given out, but it was only after I drank whatever the hell was put in my brandy snifter. I collapsed right afterward.”


    Maryse absorbed this information for a moment. Certainly what Helena implied was possible, but if she was right, that still left a huge question unanswered. “Who did it?”


    “I don’t know, but they were clever. I haven’t had a drink of brandy in a long time. Could have been there for a day or a month for all I know.” Helena shrugged. “Guess I’ll just have to figure out who wanted me dead.”


    Maryse stared at her. Was she kidding? A shorter list would be people who didn’t want her dead.


    “I think that might be a bit difficult,” Maryse said finally, trying to be diplomatic. After all, she didn’t know anything about ghosts. Maybe they could do curses or something. This was Louisiana.


    “You weren’t exactly the most popular person in town,” Maryse continued and braced herself for the blow up.


    Helena surprised her by pursing her lips and considering her words. “You’re right,” she said finally. “There are probably plenty of people who weren’t sad to see me go. The question is which one was desperate enough to take action?”


    Maryse thought about this for a moment and began to see Helena’s point. When one really boiled down to the nitty-gritty of the situation, there was an enormous difference between preferring someone was dead, or even wishing them dead, and actually killing them. Still, the word “desperate” brought her missing husband to mind.


    “You’re thinking of Hank,” Helena said, and gave her a shrewd look. “Of course I thought of him, but I don’t think that’s the answer.”


    Maryse started to open her mouth in protest, but Helena held up one finger to silence her. “I’m certain he won’t be sad to hear I’m dead. But quite frankly, Hank lacks the brains to carry out something like this. If he ever tried to poison someone, he’d never think to use something the coroner wouldn’t detect. He’d probably go straight for rat poison or whatever was closest.”


    Maryse studied Helena’s face carefully, trying to discern whether she was being sincere or sarcastic. She couldn’t find any evidence of sarcasm. Well, that hung it all. If Helena was talking trash about Hank, the woman was most certainly dead.


    Oh, how a little murder changed everything.


    “Okay,” Maryse said, chasing away the great visual of Hank Henry rotting away in a prison cell. “What about Harold?”


    “Hmm.” Helena scrunched her brow in concentration. “It usually is the spouse, especially when there’s money involved. But as far as Harold’s concerned, I was worth more alive than dead. With the bequests I left to various people and organizations, he actually comes out on the short end of the stick, and he’s probably known that for a long time.”


    Maryse threw her hands in the air. “Well, if you’ve got a logical reason for why Hank or Harold aren’t guilty, then I don’t know why you bothered to come here. I obviously don’t have the mentality to think like a killer.” She took a deep breath and rushed on before she could change her mind. “I don’t think I can help you, Helena.”


    There. It was out in the open. She bit her lower lip and looked at Helena, hoping she would politely agree and go away.


    Helena gave her a withering look and shook her head. “Sorry. You have something I need.”


    Maryse felt her breath catch in her throat. Helena already had something in mind, and Maryse knew with complete certainty she didn’t want to hear a word of it. “What in the world could I possibly have that you need?” She waved one hand around the one-bedroom cabin. “This is all I have in the world besides my truck. A camp in the middle of the bayou.”


    Helena looked at her with sad eyes that seemed to go straight to her soul. “That’s not true. You’re alive. You can touch things, move things. I can’t. And you’re the only one who can see me.”


    Maryse narrowed her eyes at Helena. “What do you mean you can’t touch or move things? You got here, and the only way to get to my place is by boat.”


    Helena’s eyes lit up. “I know. That’s been the only interesting part about death so far. I stood at the bank thinking about how to get over here. Finally, I decided to borrow one of the small aluminum boats parked at the dock, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get a grip on anything. My hands just passed right through everything like it wasn’t even there.”


    “So how exactly did you get here?”


    Helena beamed. “I walked on water. I finally figured what the hell, if Jesus did it, I would give it whirl. So I stepped off the pier onto the bayou and voilà—I could walk on water.”


    Maryse stared at her in dismay. This was the start of the Revelation…she was positive. If Helena Henry could walk on water, Maryse was absolutely sure He was on His way back to claim His own.


    Well, that sealed it. Church this Sunday was no longer an option. She had some serious praying to do.
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