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Prologue
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LaShaun lit a long tapered white candle on the altar and sat down on a bench near the front of The Immaculate Heart of Mary Church in Los Angeles. The white marble statue softly reflected dozens of flames. The Virgin Mary looked down with a serene expression of acceptance and forgiveness. No matter what sins those who sought refuge had committed, she was willing to absolve. LaShaun tried to pray, but the words stuck in her throat. 

“Hello, child,” a quiet voice spoke with the lilt of a Latino accent. 

The rustle of fabric caused the flames to waver. LaShaun looked up. The nun wore an expression not unlike the statue before them. Even at fifty Sister Adalia had the smooth brown skin of a woman ten years younger.

“I’m okay, Sister.” LaShaun started to stand, but a light touch on her shoulder from the nun’s hand stopped her.

“You’re here because your heart is at peace?” 

“You know me too well,” LaShaun replied with a smile that soon faded. “I have to go home.”

“I see.” Sister Adalia sat next to her with a soft sigh. “You’ve come a long way, not just in miles. Maybe it’s time.” 

“Monmon Odette needs me. No matter what our differences, she loves me. But if I go back... will I be tempted to slip into my old ways?” LaShaun fingered the red onyx beads of the bracelet on her right wrist. The golden cross that dangled from it felt comforting against her skin.

“You’re a changed person. That change goes deeper than you think,” Sister Adalia said.

“And the spirit I summoned?” LaShaun whispered the forbidden truth that she had shared with Sister Adalia. Only one other person knew, Monmon Odette.

“We humans do more than enough evil on our own. Don’t give the devil and his minions so much credit.” 

“You and I know there are angels. There are demons at work in the world as well. My family has mixed the old religions from Africa with Catholicism for generations. More than a few of us have paid the price. I can’t run from fate anymore.” LaShaun bowed her head.

“You needed that time and distance to find yourself. The strength of your ancestors is in your blood.” Sister Adalia looked at the cross that hung on the wall in an alcove behind the altar.

“I hope you’re right, sister.” LaShaun raised her head to look at Sister Adalia, and then followed her gaze to the cross.

“Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen,” Sister Adalia quoted the scripture in a reverent tone.

“The old religion warns there is a price to pay for dealing with spirits. So does the Bible.”

“Our Blessed Mother will protect and guide you. Of that I’m sure. However, if you need a human ear, call me. Better yet, send a text or a tweet. I’ve got my new smart phone. ” Sister Adalia patted the pocket of her dark blue jumper. 

LaShaun laughed. “Twenty-first century nun to the rescue.”

“Our order already has a Facebook page,” Sister Adalia said, laughing with her. They stood together and walked to the altar filled with lit candles. 

“Thank you for being my friend.” LaShaun squeezed her hand.

“I’m glad we met. You’ll be just fine,” Sister Adalia replied.

Before LaShaun could respond a gust of warm air pushed down the center aisle of the pews. The candle flames danced crazily, but didn’t go out. The lights of the church dimmed and long shadows on the walls gave the impression of a crowd in the sanctuary. Sister Adalia gasped and made the sign of  the cross. The warmth changed to a chill in seconds. Then the light grew strong again.

“May God be with you.” Sister Adalia let go of LaShaun’s hand. Her dark eyes sparkled with alarm. 

With a nod goodbye, LaShaun left the church and went out into the crisp night air. She drove to the townhouse where she lived in the bedroom community of Hawaiian Gardens, California outside Los Angeles. She opened the front door just in time to pick up the ringing phone. A family member told her what she already had sensed. There were dark, sad days ahead. 
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Chapter 1
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LaShaun sat calm amid the bustling activity at the small sheriff’s station. Apparently, folks got into a lot of mischief Saturday nights on the bayou. Despite being so busy, the deputies and civilian employees found time to shoot sideways looks in her direction. Likely only a few actually needed to be near the area where she was seated. With the exception of Deputy Myrtle Arceneaux, the only black female deputy on the force. Her copper brown skin blended with the tints in her hair. No doubt she had the duty of making sure LaShaun did not attempt to leave the premises. Deputy Arceneaux sat at a nearby desk rustling paperwork. Deputy Chase Broussard had pulled her over then had her follow him to the station.  He was somewhere trying to figure out a way to charge LaShaun with a crime serious enough to make her spend the night in jail.

LaShaun wore an impassive expression, a skill she had learned as a girl at her grandmother’s knee. Lucky for them Monmon Odette was seventy-seven and ailing or she’d have show up to quietly scare the jeebies out of them. Her ability to exact revenge using voodoo was legendary in Vermilion Parish, Louisiana. Monmon Odette loved playing the part of a modern Marie Leveau. Despite her circumstances, LaShaun laughed softly at the memory of how her grandmother relished the notoriety, and used it to great advantage. LaShaun fingered the necklace she wore.

The young secretary seated at the front desk stared. She seemed fascinated by the snake pendant. Made of silver with carnelian stones for eyes, it hung from a red leather cord. LaShaun transferred her placid gaze from a spot on the drab light green wall to the skinny blonde-haired clerk. The woman jumped and blinked rapidly when their gazes met.

“Hello, Darlene,” LaShaun said quietly. 

“How do you know my name,” Darlene said, her voice squeaky and eyes wide.

“Name tag.” LaShaun pointed to the brass plate fixed to a wooden bar on her desk.

Darlene blinked rapidly some more, then let out a high-pitched giggle. “Well duh, Darlene. Nobody needs a crystal ball to know that.” 

Another woman marched up. She looked ten years older than Darlene. Her too perfect red hair convinced LaShaun that it came from a bottle. Freckles covered her pale face. She gave LaShaun a brief sideways look then frowned at Darlene. “What are you doing?”

“Just being polite,” Darlene replied. “LaShaun, this is Terry Ramirez. She works over in robbery and-”

“Stop chit chatting and get back to work.” Terry jerked a thumb toward a stack of folders.

“Right,” Darlene said obediently, but frowned when Terry turned her back. She stood, gathered folders, and gave LaShaun a wink before she strolled off.

“LaShaun?” 

Turning toward the voice, LaShaun found herself face to face with Savannah St. Julien Honoré, her childhood nemesis growing up in Beau Chene. Savannah’s honey brown skin blended well with the golden highlights in her hair. She stood next to a sullen young woman. Terry lingered nearby and thumbed through papers on Darlene’s desk. 

“Hello, Savannah.” LaShaun looked at her.  Her long hair pulled back into ponytail, Savannah wore navy blue slacks, a crisp light blue shirt and carried a leather case. “You’re representing a client? I thought you retired from the law to run the family business.”

Savannah nodded to the young woman. “Go on, Nyla. Come to my office nine o’clock sharp tomorrow morning.” 

“Okay.” Nyla strode off with one last scornful look around to let law enforcement know she didn’t think much of them.

“I practice part-time, mostly pro bono for kids in trouble. You need a lawyer- again?” Savannah’s expression implied she wasn’t shocked.

“Not me. This is just a misunderstanding,” LaShaun said.

“Sure it is,” Savannah replied in a dry tone. “Sorry to hear about your grandmother being so sick.”

LaShaun gazed at Savannah. She really meant it. Of course she did. Savannah had always been the “good girl”, the polar opposite of what the town folk thought of LaShaun.  “Thanks. She’s gotten weaker, but she’s strong willed.”

“Yeah, everybody knows. So how long will you be in town?”

“Don’t worry. We’ll have time to do lunch and catch up on old times.” LaShaun smiled.

“Definitely. Wait by the phone for that call.” Savannah gave her a tight smile and walked off. 

“See you later.” 

LaShaun waved to Savannah when she looked back once more before exiting the station. Terry stared at LaShaun across the room with a stony expression. Moments later Deputy Broussard strode toward her. She suspected he meant to shake her up with that harsh façade. Obviously Deputy Broussard had not done his research on her very well. 

The tall husky deputy stood about three feet away. One hand was on the dark brown gun belt around his waist. He gave a curt gesture like a traffic cop directing cars. LaShaun did not miss the way Terry stood straighter and brushed two fingers through her hair when he got close to them. “Ms. Rousselle, this way please.” 

LaShaun walked close enough to brush her arm against his. “I most certainly will, Deputy Broussard. I’m going to cooperate fully.”  

Terry sucked in air like an angry vacuum cleaner. “Call if you need me to pull any reports or records.” 

“Thanks. I have everything I need already,” Deputy Broussard said.  He gestured for LaShaun to walk ahead of him.

“Nice meeting you.” LaShaun smiled at Terry. She put a little extra sway to her jean- covered hips as she walked ahead of the deputy. A look back at the woman confirmed her suspicion. Terry would have gladly scratched out LaShaun’s eyes. 

“Third desk on the left, ma’am.” Broussard gave a sharp nod.

“All right, Deputy Broussard. My, my. All this attention because my rental SUV has a broken taillight.  Must have happened on the road here. Nice to know Vermilion Parish is protected against jagged plastic.” LaShaun knew getting smart might cause her more trouble. Still she liked seeing Broussard’s jaw muscle cramp up when she refused to cower. She had inherited a smart mouth from her late mother, Francine. Something Monmon Odette chastised her for on numerous occasions. 

“That bag of weed has more to do with why you’re here, ma’am,” a second deputy clipped back. He fell in behind them as though assigned to LaShaun’s case. 

“Herbs,” LaShaun corrected mildly. She followed Broussard to another room. A scattering of three or four deputies sat at desks completing reports or talking on phones. 

“We’ll see,” the other deputy replied.

Deputy Broussard didn’t respond to his colleague’s comments. “Have a seat, ma’am.”

LaShaun sat down and looked at the other deputy’s nametag. “I’m being arrested because I’m an old school herbalist, Deputy Gautreau?”

“Them don’t look like no Creole seasonings to me. Now you just came from the airport from Los Angeles. Lot of drugs pass through here from Texas, New Mexico and California.” Deputy Gautreau stood against the wall and crossed his arms. “I’m not saying you’re some heavy duty drug dealer. Look, you like a little recreational use, get amped up on the weekends with some Acapulco gold maybe. I mean you only have a few ounces. First offense gets you a five hundred dollar fine and maybe six months in jail, unless we find you’ve been picked up on previous drug charges.”

“You won’t. I don’t even smoke tobacco. I allow nothing and no one to take control of me, Deputy Broussard,” LaShaun said quietly. 

“But you have been arrested before in this parish,” Gautreau said.

“I was questioned,” LaShaun said correcting him without a trace of anger in her tone. 

“You were booked,” Deputy Gautreau insisted, the inflection in his voice meant to needle her into reacting. 

LaShaun ignored the attempt. “Since you’re familiar with the case you know that the charges were dropped.”

“Suspicion of murder. Pretty serious.”

LaShaun caught Terry watching them from across the room and leaned toward Deputy Broussard. The V-neck of her red t-shirt didn’t give him much of a view, but Terry couldn’t see that from where she stood. “Lack of evidence,” she murmured then pursed her lips. 

“Which isn’t the same as saying you were innocent of the charge,” Deputy Gautreau shot back.

“Yes it is,” LaShaun said softly. “As a law officer you must be familiar with the phrase innocent until proven guilty.”

“Sometimes it just takes a little longer to build the case.” Deputy Gautreau smiled at her.

. “I’ve got this one, okay?” Deputy Broussard turned in his chair sharply. He eyed the other man until Gautreau grunted, pushed off from the wall, and strolled off.

LaShaun forgot her game of driving the love struck secretary crazy. Interesting, she mused. The two men despised each other. She studied Deputy Brossard as though he were part of a police line-up, taking note of the tiny scar beneath his left eye. He had Cajun black eyes and curly black hair, his skin a light tan that was most likely from being in the sun. Back in the day she might have flirted with him. Broussard was handsome in a ramrod straight-arrow way. She didn’t remember his face though. Of course eleven years had passed. Still the events that led up to her arrest played out in her dreams for years after, like a video in high definition. 

“I didn’t kill Claude Trosclair no matter what you’ve heard,” LaShaun said. 

She lowered her eyes then looked at him again. Broussard stared at her in silence for a few seconds, his gaze lingering on her lips. Like a tiny electric shock. LaShaun realized she wanted him to believe her. She’d always instantly disliked any symbol of authority. But they weren’t usually this sexy. Footsteps and paper rustling broke the spell they seemed to be casting on each other.

“Here is the report from last shift on that burglary.” Terry slapped a brown folder onto the desk between LaShaun and the deputy. 

“Thanks, but I’m kinda busy right now, Terry. Give it to Myrtle if you don’t mind.” Deputy Broussard frowned then handed it back to the woman.

“Fine.” Terry stomped off.

Deputy Broussard looked at LaShaun again. He tapped the keyboard of the computer on the desk. “You were saying.”

“That I’m innocent.” LaShaun said. 

“Okay,” he replied, his tone lawman neutral. “So tell me why you’re back in Vermilion Parish.”
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“I— ” LaShaun broke off  when Deputy Broussard’s boss strode in. 

Sheriff Roman “Romey” Triche’s hair was silvery white. When she’d left nine years ago, he still had traces of brunette mixed with the gray. At five feet eleven inches, he looked short next to Broussard. Still he had an air of authority that made him seem taller. He came straight toward them without looking left or right. The room got quiet. Even the phones stopped ringing. Darlene had abandoned her reception duties to watch the scene. Terry stayed to watch also, the scowl on her face directed at LaShaun. Deputy Arceneaux, followed Sheriff Triche. Deputy Gautreau joined them again as well.

“Evenin’, LaShaun.” Sheriff Triche nodded to her. “Sorry to hear ‘bout your grandmother bein’ so sick and all.”

“Thank you, Sheriff,” LaShaun nodded back to him. “You think I might get to see her tonight? I’ve had a long plane ride from L.A., and a long drive from New Orleans.”

Sheriff Triche blew out a gust of air and looked at Deputy Broussard. His gray eyebrows pulled together in a frown. “Well?”

“Broken taillight, but more important a suspicious substance.” Broussard pushed the clear plastic bag on top of the desk toward Sheriff Triche.

“I stopped at a shop in the French Quarter after I got in from New Orleans. Monmon loves the way I fix my special tea.” LaShaun looked at Deputy Broussard. “I use a mixture of chamomile, mint and ginger root. I could give you the recipe if you like.” 

“That’s one of three I found.”  Broussard ignored her dig.
“Humph.” Sheriff Triche picked up the bag and opened it, took a sniff then closed it again 

“I say send  these over to the State Police lab for analysis.” Gautreau struck a self-important pose. “Then we’ll know what’s what.”

“Myrtle ain’t got time to run no errands,” Sheriff Triche said. “She’s working on them burglaries. Something I thought you was helping her with.”

“I will.” Deputy Gautreau  started to say more, but the Sheriff waved a hand at him.

“We can’t be usin’ up our measly budget on expensive State Police lab tests on tea leaves.” Sheriff Triche took out a pinch of dried leaves from one of the bags and put it on his tongue.

“But boss— ”

“This here ain’t nothin’ but a bunch of wild herbs from out in the swamp. My granny was a traiteur. Used to see her lay all kinds of plants out to dry. This here, use it for a tea to settle the stomach.” Sheriff Triche repeated the taste test from the other two bags. “Herbs”

Gautreau drew himself up and his jaw muscle tightened again. “Well maybe so, but we better be sure with all the drugs coming through. We got a real problem in this parish. I’m gonna keep these.”

Sheriff Triche puffed out a long-suffering sigh. “Right, law and order to impress the voters. Them same voters find out you wastin’ their tax dollars on tea leaves and you’ll hear from ‘em. Once you find out these are just medicinal plants she’ll get her property back.”

“You’re in charge,” Gautreau replied in a dry tone.

“Yeah,” Sheriff Triche said. He looked at Gautreau until the man walked off.  

Deputy Broussard looked at LaShaun with curiosity. She could see the wheels turning as he wondered about her, and her past. She knew he was sorting through what he’d heard about the Rousselle family, and comparing that to his boss’s behavior toward her.

“LaShaun, come talk with me a minute in my office.” Sheriff Triche gestured for her to follow. His gaze sent a silent message at Deputy Arceneaux and she followed them.

“Glad to visit with you, Sheriff.” 

LaShaun walked between the sheriff and the female deputy. The audience sat still and quiet as though they were watching a drama unfold. When a phone rang a tall dark brown deputy swore and snatched up the receiver. 

“Now I feel like I’m really in trouble. Or maybe I’m being treated special. Be careful, Sheriff Triche. Folks will talk when they hear about this, and I don’t want Mrs. Triche mad at me,” LaShaun joked. 

Sheriff Triche only grunted in response. When they arrived at his office, he stood aside after opening the door. Half of one wall was glass with vinyl blinds hung to provide privacy if needed. Deputy Arceneaux nodded for LaShaun to go first.

“Thank you, ma’am. You’re safe with me, Sheriff. You don’t need Deputy Arceneaux here to protect your reputation.”

“Getting more like your grandmother I see,” Sheriff Triche retorted. He waited until Deputy Arceneaux closed the door before he went on.

“Was that meant as a compliment or insult?” LaShaun grinned at him.

“Both.” Sheriff Triche squinted at her for a few seconds then his expression relaxed. “Damn it girl, you barely crossed the parish line and already you causin’ me headaches.”

“I’m so sorry. Never mind I’ve been sitting around this grim place for almost two hours being gawked at like a zoo animal.” LaShaun crossed her arms. “Wonder who told that cute deputy to stop me?”

“Chase is doin’ his job.” Sheriff Triche gave a slight shrug when LaShaun arched an eyebrow. “You know how you left things. Not much has changed.”

“Like I believe in coincidences. The Trosclair family still running things I see.” LaShaun pressed her lips tight and gazed back at the sheriff.

Sheriff Triche looked at Deputy Arceneaux and seconds later she left quietly. The door made a soft bump as closed. The sheriff wiped a hand over his face and sighed. 

“Don’t start with the conspiracy theories, okay? I’m betting when Deputy Broussard brought you in somebody told him about you.”

“Like Deputy Arceneaux? And I know she didn’t go very far, so I’ll keep my hands visible so she doesn’t rush in here and jump me,” LaShaun said. She didn’t smile this time.

“You know damn well Myrtle don’t gossip. One of the best officers I got. Chase ain’t bad, just a little... intense.” Sheriff Triche stood and went to a compact refrigerator on a table in one corner of the wide office. He took out two bottles and closed it again. Then he grabbed an old-fashioned bottle opener and popped off the tops. “Have some Barq’s Crème Soda. Still your favorite I bet. Got some corn chips in here, too.”

LaShaun studied him as he came back and held one of the bottles to her. After a few seconds, she took it. “If you pull out onion dip and some lace napkins I’m gonna faint.” 

Sheriff Triche barked a gruff laugh. “We won’t need the smelling salts then.”

“So, you plan tell me who’s still got me on their list?” LaShaun took a swig of crème soda and waited.

“We don’t have that much time.” Sheriff Triche put a toothpick in his mouth and chewed it for a few seconds. “But you got it right when you mentioned the Trosclair kin. Claude’s brother and other relatives won’t come at you in the open. Because of Quentin.”

“My bad taste in men comes back to haunt me.” LaShaun turned the cold, long-necked bottle of crème soda in her hands. “Be nice if you told me Quentin has moved out of town, and the Trosclair family isn’t rich or powerful anymore.”

“Would be nice, but it would be a lie.” Sheriff Triche took out the toothpick and tossed it in the trash. “He’s a Trosclair to the bone, thinks he owns the world and nobody can touch him.”

Quentin Trosclair. LaShaun’s former undercover lover and fellow suspect in the murder of his own grandfather. The alleged motive was money of course, and lots of it.  “The Trosclairs may not own the world, but they sure got a big piece of Vermilion Parish. Last time I checked Quentin hasn’t spent even one minute in jail.”

“Humph.”  Sheriff Triche’s bushy gray eyebrows crunched until they looked like a wooly caterpillar. He rubbed his hands together. Frustration that he hadn’t been able to clamp handcuffs on Quentin radiated from him in a red-hot aura.

“As fun as this stroll down memory lane is, Sheriff, I’d rather be on my way.” LaShaun set the soda bottle down on his desk. “If y’all don’t have evidence to arrest me on something I’m leaving.”

“Everybody around town figured you’d be back because your grandmamma is real sick. But Deputy Broussard really did stop you for that broken taillight. We’ve picked up more than a few drug runners and fugitives from traffic stops.”

“If you say so.” LaShaun knew he made sense, but wasn’t ready to concede just yet. “But he did recognize my name.”

“Rousselle name carries its own unique reputation you might say. So yeah, when he called it in I’m sure somebody gave him the 411.” Sheriff Triche nodded. “Hell, I knew you were back about two minutes after Chase called in your driver’s license number.”

“I didn’t miss living in a fish bowl,” LaShaun retorted. 

“The Trosclair family has powerful friends. Not that you didn’t piss off a few more folks in your time,” Sheriff Triche said. “With your grandmamma being down sick folks might feel little safe comin’ at ya. If you know what I mean.”

LaShaun stood. “I’m here to spend time with Monmon Odette, that’s all.  If you don’t mind I’d like to go now.”

Sheriff Triche stood. “One more thing, your family ain’t been exactly harmonious. I heard talk about feuds over her land and such.”

“There’s no place like home,” LaShaun said with a grunt. “Thanks for the warning. By the way, why are you giving me the heads up on all this stuff?”

“Hoping it might help ward off another big mess. I’ve dropped a few words of warnin’ to various other citizens, too.” Sheriff Triche tapped a forefinger against his temple. 

“You’ve got a sharp brain inside that old Cajun head.” LaShaun put her hands on her hips. 

“Steer clear of Quentin and trouble.”

“Yes, sir.” LaShaun snapped to attention and gave him a military salute. 

Sheriff Triche shook his head and pointed to the door. “Lawd, have mercy. I’m about to retire in a few months, and you come back to town. Go on then.”

LaShaun lowered her hand and gazed back at him.  “Sheriff, if there’s any trouble it won’t be because I started it.” 

“Humph.” The sheriff didn’t sound convinced as he followed her out of his office. 

Deputy Arceneaux had been leaning against the wall of the hallway. She stood straight when she saw them and fell in step behind Sheriff Triche.

“I feel so safe with all this police presence,” LaShaun joked. 

The three of them reached the big open room. Once again, all chatter and noise quieted as they entered. Deputy Broussard was talking to Deputy Gautreau, and the exchange didn’t look friendly. LaShaun once again picked up on the bad blood between them. 

“Sir,” Deputy Broussard said, and looked at his boss expectantly.

“Until you find out these ain’t illegal substances LaShaun can go on to Monmon Odette’s.”

“Okay.” Deputy Broussard nodded.

“But she could leave anytime,” Gautreau said.

“Right now we don’t have enough to hold her. I still know the law even with one foot out the door.” Sheriff Triche rubbed his forehead and winced. “Now just do what I say.”

“My grandmother is seriously ill, so I have no plans to leave for at least two weeks.” LaShaun gazed at Sheriff Triche and then at Deputy Gautreau.

“No probable cause.” Sheriff Triche gestured for LaShaun to follow him.

“I didn’t write out the ticket for that broken taillight.” Deputy Broussard wrote the ticket. He tore off the short white piece of paper and held it out to LaShaun. “You have to pay the fine or report to traffic court.”

“I’ll pay the fine since I’m guilty. But for the record if any other broken tail lights show up I didn’t do it.” LaShaun took the ticket and smiled at Deputy Broussard, her lips parted. He stared back at her mouth. “And you can’t prove I did even if you try.”

“Lawd, have mercy.” Sheriff Triche muttered and heaved a sigh.

LaShaun flipped her fingertips at them as her only goodbye. Despite her insolent, hip-swaying exit from the Sheriff’s station her legs felt shaky. When she reached the parking lot LaShaun took in a deep breath of the cool March night air. Once inside the Mercury Mariner, she exhaled and locked the door. Though she should have known better than to issue that challenge, LaShaun had been unable to stop herself. After all, she was Francine’s daughter and Odette LaGrange Rousselle’s granddaughter. Challenging authority was most likely coded into her DNA.
* * *
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THE DIGITAL CLOCK GLOWING in soft green on her dashboard said it was almost eleven thirty. The dark night of rural Louisiana hugged the Mercury Mariner on all sides as she drove down the country highway. After another fifteen minutes of driving LaShaun turned off Highway 77 onto the black top road called Rousselle Lane. A few twists and turns brought her to Monmon Odette’s driveway. A curtain twitched and moments later the front door cracked open. LaShaun opened the driver’s side door and got out. Her cousin Rita stood in the doorway, the bright porch light washed over her. She put both hands on her wide hips.

“Monmon kept asking about you. She was about to make me call out the sheriff’s department to find you.” Rita crossed the screened porch and let the screen door slap shut behind her. 

“Just so happens they could have told you exactly where I was. One of your diligent deputies hauled me in. Got three bags. Grab this little one. I’ll get the others”

“Damn, that didn’t take long. You already pissed somebody off?” Rita stared at her for a few seconds.

“I’m not that good at being bad.” LaShaun handed Rita a bag.  “How’s Monmon been today?” LaShaun went to the rear of the SUV. She unlocked the hatch and picked up both suitcases. 

“Sleeping a lot. She’s getting weaker in body and mind. She talks a lot about the past, most of it in Creole French, so I can’t understand. I fixed up your room.”  Rita didn’t wait for her, but went up the porch steps and disappeared into the house.

“Thanks,” LaShaun said to empty night air. She went inside and placed her bags in the hallway.

Not seeing her cousin, LaShaun followed the smell of food to the kitchen. She breathed in the scent of onions, peppers, and garlic. A large electric skilled was set to the warm setting. Inside was jambalaya. A woven basket held a loaf of French bread. Minutes later Rita came to the kitchen. Rita turned from the stove when LaShaun came in.

“Monmon fixed that for you. She wouldn’t let me cook. Says she’s the only one knows how to prepare your favorites.” Rita’s tone held an edge. 

“She’s got an iron will. How are you?” LaShaun tried to ease the tension that crackled in the air between them.

“I’m doing fine. Since you’re here I’m moving back to my place.” Rita turned to go.

“Hey, you don’t have to leave tonight. There’s plenty of room.” LaShaun caught up with her halfway down the hall. 

“I put clean towels in your bathroom.”

LaShaun smiled at her. “C’mon, we can hang out and catch up.”

“I’m going home. The home health aide is named Tasha Easley. She comes three times a week to help. And the nurse comes by to check her vitals once a week.” Rita said.

“I really appreciate all you’ve done.” LaShaun started to say more but Rita cut her off.

“Monmon Odette will want to spend time alone with you.” Rita left was through the front door and in her Ford Mustang before LaShaun could say goodbye. The headlights flashed against the house as she turned the car around to leave.

LaShaun sighed as she locked the front door. She instinctively turned into the living room to her left. The sights and smells of her grandmother’s house acted like a time machine. One long sofa sat against a wall. A painting of Monmon’s house and part of the woods surrounding it hung just above it. Two other smaller paintings of bayou scenes hung on two other walls. Over the fireplace was a portrait of a breathtaking woman, Odette when she was a woman of thirty. A baby grand piano sat in one corner of the room. The polished walnut finish gleamed as always. Most people didn’t know it, but Monmon Odette was an accomplished pianist. LaShaun went to it and traced the fingers of one hand along the carved music desk above the keys. Then she sat down and gently played the first few notes of “Over The Rainbow”.

“Why you actin’ like you scared of them keys? Play the song right. That’s one of my favorites.” Monmon Odette said from the doorway.

She leaned heavily to one side on a thick carved wooden cane. Her skin had the color and texture of ancient brown parchment. Her white hair was combed back, and her scalp showed through in spots where it had thinned. The dark eyes still hinted at some secret power. She wore stud earrings. The twin gold beads gleamed as she moved her head. Then she smiled with affection. The years seemed to slip away. A remnant of the beautiful woman she in the portrait came through. LaShaun once again knew why Monmon Odette was a legend in Vermilion Parish. Nothing short of magic seemed to flow from that smile. Yet, LaShaun also knew the truth.
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Chapter 3
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LaShaun answered by playing the song as though she were in a grand concert hall. She repeated the opening notes then let them tinkle like flowing water. Monmon Odette continued to smile as she sat down in the nearest stuffed chair. LaShaun ended the tune with a flourish that would have made any conductor proud.

“Humph, now you’re just showin’ off,” Monmon Odette said when the final note died away. She put the walking cane aside and stretched out a hand to LaShaun. “Welcome home, my sweet baby girl.”

LaShaun went to her. She kissed the hand that had guided her through childhood. Now the knuckles were knotted, the tapered fingers weakened by arthritis. Yet, the skin appeared strangely smooth.  

“Bon soir, Monmon. You should be in bed.” LaShaun kissed her forehead. She breathed in the familiar scent of Cashmere Bouquet. The fragrance of lavender and chamomile came from another era. 

“So, you finally come home. To watch me die, eh?” Monmon Odette patted LaShaun’s cheek. 

“To celebrate your life, sweet mother,” LaShaun whispered. A tear slipped down her face. No need to make pointless protestations otherwise. They both knew Monmon Odette’s time on earth was growing shorter.  

Monmon Odette shushed away her sadness with a soft hiss. She produced a scented lace handkerchief from the pocket of her robe and dabbed away the tear. LaShaun sat on the floor and rested her head in Monmon Odette’s lap. 

“Don’t grieve just yet, Cher . The blood is still runnin’ warm in these old veins. I’ve got just enough time left I think.”  

“Time for what?” LaShaun toyed with the hem of her grandmother’s cotton gingham robe.  

“You’ll know soon enough. But tonight you need rest after a long journey. You’ve come back home through time and space I think,” Monmon Odette murmured.

LaShaun looked up at her. “Has anything changed here?”  

Monmon Odette patted her shoulder as a signal she wanted to stand. With a short grunt from the effort, and a hand from LaShaun, she rose from the chair.  Monmon Odette held LaShaun’s arm as they walked down the hallway to her bedroom.

“Some things are eternal. The movement of the wind, the heat on the bayou when summer comes. All that is the same.” 

“The land stays the same if people don’t ruin it. Like they ruin a lot of things,” LaShaun said softly.

“Human nature doesn’t change either, Cher .” Monmon stopped and gave LaShaun a sideways glance. “The same deadly sins rule a man’s nature.” 

“And women,” LaShaun added raising an eyebrow back at her.  

Monmon Odette laughed and started walking again. “True. But age does make a difference. When you get to be old you look at things differently.”

They arrived at the door to her grandmother’s bedroom. As they entered, LaShaun let her go in first. Then she fluffed the down pillows as her grandmother sank onto the bed. LaShaun helped her remove the robe and ease back onto the pillows. Once she’d tucked the vintage quilt around Monmon Odette’s chest her grandmother sighed.  

“Thank you, sweet girl. Now sit with me awhile.”  

LaShaun sank onto the cushioned seat of a large oak rocking chair next to the bed. A Bible was on the nightstand. “Of course. Shall I read to you?”  

“Non.”  

Monmon Odette closed her eyes after a few moments. LaShaun watched the slight rise and fall of her grandmother’s chest. After a while, she gazed around. Monmon Odette had redecorated. Her grandmother had a fondness for antiques, history and tradition. Yet, Monmon Odette was no old lady clinging to the past. LaShaun smiled when she saw the combination radio and compact disc player on the other wide nightstand. The high tech device didn’t clash with the country style décor. Curtains with a lovely old rose pattern on a cream background matched the quilt, the rug and pillow shams. An overhead cane ceiling fan looked old enough to have come from one of the plantation homes along Vermilion River. Then LaShaun saw the family photos on a round table. She left the rocker and went to it. Several pictures were sepia toned, taken before the turn of the last century. “Celie LeGrange, 1866-1932” was written at the bottom of one. Monmon Odette’s mother. Jules Paul LeGrange, husband to Celie and Monmon Odette’s father, stared stone-faced from another photo. An even older picture of a lovely woman dressed in a long dress and button top shoes sat next to it. LaShaun did not have to read the faint letters to know her. Acelie LeGrange stared at her descendant across time, two hundred years to be exact. LaShaun’s mother stared from a photo taken in 1982. She looked beautiful in a flowered sundress. Francine stood next to a five year old LaShaun. Both wore forced smiles trying hard to look happy for the camera. LaShaun didn’t remember that particular day, but she remembered her mother’s overwrought disposition. Still in love with Antoine St. Julien even five years after he married another, Francine never found happiness. 

“I’m glad you’re home, Cher . Have  you forgiven me?”

LaShaun looked up to find her grandmother’s dark gaze fixed on her. “I didn’t blame you for anything that happened to me, Monmon.”

“Maybe you should have, and for your maman, too. So many mistakes and no time to fix them. But I may still have time to do some good for you.” Monmon Odette inhaled deeply causing a rattling sound deep in her chest. She breathed out slowly then closed her eyes. 

“I made my own choices, and my own mistakes.” LaShaun blinked away tears. 

Monmon Odette nodded without opening her eyes. “Maybe Le Bon Dieu will have mercy on this old woman.”

“Just rest, sweet mother. I’ll take care of you, and we’ll laugh and sing Boozoo Chavis songs.” 

“Oh yeah,” Monmon Odette murmured softly. She even hummed a bit of a zydeco tune as she drifted into sleep. 

LaShaun crossed to the nightstand and turned off the lamp but left a nightlight on. The faint illumination cast shadows that heightened atmosphere of an eighteenth century Creole cottage.  She watched her grandmother’s chest rise and fall for a few seconds, and then tucked the quilt up closer to Monmon Odette’s chin. LaShaun moved quietly across the rug-covered hardwood to the door.

“My lawyer will make things right Tuesday,” Monmon Odette whispered.

“What?” LaShaun spun around.

Monmon Odette’s head turned to the side on the pillow. She gave a contented sigh, and snuggled deeper into the covers. Seconds later she snored lightly. LaShaun could almost believe she’d imagined hearing her; except Monmon Odette wore a slight, sly smile as she slept. She resisted the urge to shake the old mischief-maker awake and get answers. Instead, she went to her bedroom. Fatigue forced her into pajamas and into bed. The sound of rushing wind lulled her to sleep. Her dreams were filled with misty swamp scenes, elusive voices, and the sense of being watched.

The next morning LaShaun pushed back the curtains in her bedroom. Maybe the bright Louisiana sunshine could banish the uneasy sense left behind by dreams she couldn’t quite remember.  After getting dressed, she went outside to the front porch. Her grandmother sat in the sunshine, a cup of hot coffee on the table next to her. Wrapped up in a crocheted shawl, Monmon Odette smiled when she saw her.

“Good morning, my bébé.” Monmon Odette sighed, and then picked up her cup. She sipped and sighed again. “Nothing like good coffee on a pretty morning.”

LaShaun looked around at the magnolia and oak trees scattered around the house. “I missed the green grass. Los Angeles is nice, but dry. You gotta have a lot of money to get your lawn green like this. Humph, you gotta have money to have a lawn.” LaShaun walked to the edge of the porch and leaned on the railing.

“This is where you belong.” Monmon Odette gazed off into the distance. Her voice held a strange quality, as though she spoke to someone else.

“Some might argue with that,” LaShaun retorted with a smile. “I saw Savannah last night.”

Monmon Odette waved a gnarled hand in dismissal. “Nonsense. This is your home.”

“I caused a lot of trouble in my time. I had fun doing it sometimes.” LaShaun winked at her grandmother.

“Girl, you still got the same spunk.” Monmon Odette chuckled softly. Then her gaze shifted to the blacktop road. She pointed to an approaching car. “Now what would they want?”

The white Vermilion Parish Sheriff’s department cruiser with green and blue lettering pulled up into the driveway. Deputy Broussard sat inside for a few seconds before he cut the engine. When he got out LaShaun noticed the long, lean frame wrapped in the dark khaki uniform. His wore an unreadable expression behind the dark sunglasses. He studied his surroundings then strode toward them.

“Morning ladies.” Deputy Broussard nodded to Monmon Odette. “I was out this way, and decided to return your property. He held out a white plastic bag.

“Thanks.” LaShaun looked inside at the three bags of herbs in cloth sacks.  “I guess you found out I was telling the truth. Since you’re not explaining my rights or taking out the handcuffs I mean.” His crooked smile surprised and pleased LaShaun. Warmth from his curved lips seemed to snake out and curl around her body.

“Nothing but herbs, like you said. Sorry for the inconvenience.” Deputy Broussard looked at Monmon Odette. “Hope you’re feeling better, Mrs. Rousselle.”

“Indeed I am, young man. Having my granddaughter home is a comfort.” Monmon Odette smiled at him.

“I’m sure it is, ma’am.” Deputy Broussard nodded respectfully.

Monmon Odette braced herself and stood up. “Let me look at my roses. I sure hope that cold weather didn’t burn them.” She started walking away toward the far end of the long porch.

“Monmon, what are you doing? Let me help you.” LaShaun took a few steps when her grandmother scowled at her.

“I’m tired of everybody hovering over me like gnats. I can still enjoy a short stroll, and look at my own roses. Besides, don’t be rude. This young man came way out here to bring back your belongings.” Monmon Odette continued to walk as she spoke. 

“She’s very strong-willed,” Deputy Broussard said.

“You have no idea. I could have picked up my herbs. Or were you curious about the infamous Rousselle family?” LaShaun dropped the bag on the small table next to the cane chairs.

His dark eyebrows went up over the sunglasses, and then he took them off. “Very curious to be honest, especially after the sheriff came to your defense.”

“Oh really?” LaShaun leaned against a post and crossed her arms. 

“According to him none of the evidence indicated you killed Claude Trosclair. He also said the talk of you being a voodoo queen was a load of superstitious swamp country crap. That’s a direct quote.”

LaShaun laughed out loud. “Well, well. I never would have believed that Sheriff Triche would become my defender. Monmon, did you hear? The sheriff thinks the reports of my crimes and misdemeanors have been greatly exaggerated.”

“Always said Roman Triche had sense,” Monmon Odette called back.

“Anyway, I just wanted to say...” Deputy Broussard cleared his throat as LaShaun gazed at him. “Welcome back to Vermilion Parish.”

“Thank you, Deputy Broussard. Maybe we’ll run into each other again, hopefully under friendly circumstances.” LaShaun’s gaze followed the strong line of his jaw up to his dark eyes. He looked at her for several minutes before putting his sunglasses on again.

“Yes, ma’am.” Deputy Broussard gave a sharp nod. “Good day, Mrs. Rousselle.”

“Bye bye deputy. You come back anytime.” Monmon Odette beamed at him.

She made her way back along the porch holding the wooden railing with one hand and her cane with the other. Moments later the cruiser disappeared around a curve in the driveway. Monmon Odette chuckled to herself as she gazed at LaShaun.

“What?” LaShaun placed one hand on her hip.

“That young man came way out here to bring you one little old bag. I feel safe knowing we got us such a considerate deputy. Yes indeed.” Monmon Odette continued chuckling as she went inside.

“You’re so funny, Monmon,” LaShaun said. When the screen door banged shut, LaShaun turned to look toward the road. And smiled. 

* * *
[image: ]


LASHAUN SPENT THE NEXT day settling in. True to her word, Rita moved back to her condo. She has arranged for a home health services for Monmon Odette. A nurse and nursing assistant would make regular visits. LaShaun became the contact person. Rita made the change with a matter-of-fact façade, but LaShaun detected the tension. In fact, all the smiling and cooperation as Rita handed over Monmon Odette’s day-to-day care wore on LaShaun’s nerves. Monmon Odette watched them both, saying nothing but knowing all. This family meeting with her lawyer was sure to be interesting.

At eight forty-five Tuesday morning. a sleek silver BMW sedan rolled up the driveway. Seconds later a tall, fine black man got out. LaShaun sat on the porch with the local newspaper. She dropped it on the table next to her chair, no longer interested in the new discount store opening or local high school sports. She watched Devin J. Martin, size up the house and surrounding land. His expression was unreadable behind the expensive sunglasses. Moments later he smiled as if aware he was being observed. He walked to the front porch, and LaShaun stood to greet him. His smile widened in appreciation when he saw her. 

“Good morning, Mr. Martin. I’m LaShaun Rousselle, one of Mrs. Rousselle’s granddaughters.” LaShaun shook his hand. His skin was smooth and warm. He held her hand for the just the right amount of time. Not too long to be suggestive, yet long enough to leave the door open. She recognized a fellow player.

“Good morning.” His handsome face registered surprise for an instant. 

“Come in. I’ll get you a cup of coffee. You’ve had a long drive from New Orleans.”

“Thanks,” he said as he followed her into the living room. He set his briefcase on the floor. Then he took off his sunglasses and carefully placed them in an inside pocket of his suit jacket. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Rousselle.”  

”And you.” LaShaun turned to face him.

“So the stories are true. You’re supernatural. You knew my name and that a cup of Louisiana dark roast would be appreciated.”

She smiled at him. “Apparently not. I don’t know what you like in your coffee.”

Martin let out a throaty baritone laugh. “Nothing. I like it hot and strong.”

“Then you’re in luck. We can accommodate. Come on in.” LaShaun stood aside against the open screen door as he entered. 

With a confident stride, he went to the living room. The scent of his expensive cologne lingered. LaShaun let the screen door shut and watched him closely. Martin scanned the antiques in the foyer, pausing for a few seconds at a row of wood sculptures. LaShaun could almost hear his mind working, estimating what it could be worth in dollars. 

“I see the lawyer made it.” Rita stood on the porch wearing a slight smile. She opened the screen door and joined LaShaun in the hallway.

“You’re both the first ones here,” LaShaun said, smiling back at her.

“Are we?” Rita glanced at her smart phone. “Guess I’m just used to getting up early. Is Monmon Odette in the living room yet?” 

LaShaun raised an eyebrow at her attitude. “I’ll get her. Go on in and have a seat. I’m fixing coffee now.”

“Let me know if you need help,” Rita said over her shoulder. Her offer seemed half-hearted because moments later she disappeared. 

LaShaun went to the kitchen. She had a rolling wooden serving cart prepared with a carafe of hot coffee, cups, and beignets. Two elaborate ceramic bowls held sugar and real cream. Monmon Odette would not allow substitutes in her kitchen. As LaShaun came back down the hallway, she met Monmon Odette walking with care along the hardwood floor. The soft moccasins made her footsteps silent.

Monmon winked at LaShaun, put a finger to her lips, and whispered. “Listen, Cher , listen to them making plans. Shh.” Indeed, they could hear the murmur of voices.

“What are you up to, Monmon?” LaShaun gazed at her through narrowed eyes. “You set up some mess inviting them here.”  

“Now why would I want to provoke my sweet relatives? Especially when they’ve been so good to me.” Monmon Odette dark eyes sparkled with mirth. She gave a soft laugh then turned to leave. 

Before LaShaun could say more Martin came through the archway. With a smooth, solicitous expression, he took Monmon Odette’s arm and escorted her to the living room. 

“Good morning, Mrs. Rousselle. How are you feeling?”

“Hello, Mr. Martin. It was so good of you to come on short notice.” Monmon Odette matched his smoothness with her own charm. “Such an important lawyer like you must be busy with more important matters in the big city.”

“I was in the area on other business, so it was no trouble. Besides, your granddaughter has been very helpful.” Martin helped Monmon Odette get settled in one of the high back upholstered chairs.  

“LaShaun has spoken to you. How wonderful,” Monmon Odette replied.

“No, I mean Ms. Rita here.” Martin looked at Rita then back at Monmon Odette.

“I see. Tell me how she’s been helpful.” Monmon fixed a steady gaze on Rita. 

“Ahem, I meant to say...” Martin looked at Rita again as if asking for help. 

“Knock, knock. We’re comin’ in so don’t shoot,” a strong male voice boomed. 

Moments later Theo Rousselle entered the room his head barely clearing the top of the doorframe. Albert, the quieter, more morose brother, followed behind, as usual. Monmon Odette’s two surviving sons looked alike except for the difference in height. 

“Hello, mama. LaShaun, look at you. I swear our niece gets prettier every year, don’t she Albert?” Uncle Theo kissed LaShaun on the forehead like she was still the six year old he used to tickle.

“Welcome home.” Uncle Albert blinked then gave her a brief hug. 

“Thank you,” LaShaun said. “My uncles are still as handsome as ever.”

At six feet four, Uncle Theo still looked powerful even at sixty-one years old. Still his shoulders were more stooped than when she’d last seen him. With salt and pepper bushy hair cut short, he wore checked short-sleeved sport shirt and navy blue Dockers. He beamed at them all and at no one in particular. A shorter but just as formidable looking Albert was six years younger. He frowned around as though checking the room for threats as they entered the parlor.

“Mornin’,” Uncle Albert grumbled. “How you feelin’ this mornin’, Mama?” Always dutiful, to a point, he kissed Monmon Odette on the check then stood back. 

“Hey, good-lookin’,” Uncle Theo said in his amiable manner. He kissed Monmon Odette on the cheek. “Somebody has been spreadin’ lies, cause you lookin’ way to young and spry to be sick.”  

“Hello, boys. Sit down. LaShaun gonna fix you some coffee.” Monmon Odette waved her hand at LaShaun to reinforce her instructions.

As LaShaun passed around china cups of strong Louisiana dark roast coffee, more family arrived. Several cousins nodded to LaShaun, then crossed to Rita. They stood near a window talking low. After a few minutes Rita went back to sit on the sofa no far from Monmon Odette and the attorney. Aunt Leah came in with her oldest daughter Azalei. Aunt Leah’s timid husband eased into the room as though determined to go unnoticed. Azalei walked over to LaShaun.

“Hello, cousin. Nice to see you again.” Azalei didn’t wait for a reply. She spun around and went to Monmon Odette. “Hello, dear grandmother. I’m so happy to see you doing better.”

“Are you? Means you and your mama will have to wait a bit longer to inherit.” Monmon Odette pursed her lips.

“We’re more than willing to wait,” Aunt Leah blurted out. 

“How kind of you to be patient,” Monmon Odette replied placidly. She looked up at her daughter. “I’ll try not to test that patience much longer.”

“I didn’t mean we’re sitting like vultures waiting for you to...” Aunt Leah blinked rapidly as Monmon Odette’s lips curved up in a smile. “Of course you know that’s not true.”

“Hmm.” Monmon Odette accepted a cup of coffee from Rita. “Thank you, dear. So Mr. Martin, shall we get started?” Conversation died away.

“Ah, right. I have the will you created. However your granddaughter has some changes.” Martin cleared his throat. 

LaShaun shrugged when everyone looked at her. “I don’t know what he’s talking about.”

“When Monmon got so sick I took over. Her memory and judgment were affected by illness of course. So she gave me power of attorney for her business affairs and her medical needs,” Rita said.

“Say what?” Aunt Leah blinked hard and fast as.

LaShaun gazed around at the faces. She could tell this was a news flash to all, and not a welcome one either. Monmon Odette seemed unfazed. LaShaun wondered if her grandmother even remembered signing those legal documents. Rita turned to Monmon Odette.

“You gave me power of attorney freely, isn’t that right?” Rita spoke slowly as though she was being tolerant of her grandmother’s mental shortcomings.

“Did I? I seem to recall something about that,” Monmon Odette replied. 

Rita looked at LaShaun first, then at the rest of her relatives. “Monmon Odette has good days, and bad days. In her best interest, I’ve taken control. Her assets have been placed in a trust, and I’m the sole trustee.”

“What the hell?” Uncle Theo looked at his sister Leah. “Did you know about this?”

“No, I didn’t.” Aunt Leah stood up and looked down at Rita. “Don’t think for one damn minute that I won’t challenge this slick move.”

“Me, too,” Uncle Albert said. “I’ve got my lawyer on speed dial, girl.”

“Yes, we all know how much you like to sue other folks, Uncle Albert,” Rita said. She stood to face her aunt. “

“Well, you pulled off a slick move,” Aunt Leah hissed.

Azalei stepped between them. “Let’s not fight, mama. Rita is going to be fair to us all I’m sure.” 

“Huh?” Aunt Leah looked at her daughter in shock.

“Trust me,” Azalei said quietly. “Rita and I discussed these arrangements. We’ll get a loan to help our business, and the rest of the assets will be managed wisely. Mr. Martin drew up the trust with protections.” She raised an eyebrow as some sort of signal to her mother. 

Aunt Leah calmed down, but only a little. She shot a warning look at Rita. “We’ll see.”

“See hell.” Uncle Theo pointed at Martin. “I’d like to take a look at those papers. You, hand ‘em over.”

“Uncle Theo, Monmon Odette’s lawyer has done a very good job making all of the necessary legal arrangements. We’ll be happy to discuss the details. That’s why I called this meeting.” Rita crossed her arms.

“You called this meeting?” LaShaun glanced at her grandmother. “Monmon Odette.”

“Rita suggested a family meeting to have my lawyer explain the particulars of how I want my estate passed on.” Monmon Odette wore a smile. Her dark Creole eyes twinkled.

“Which is exactly what Mr. Martin did.  Monmon’s lawyer has everything nice and legal. Right, Monmon?” Rita wore a satisfied expression as she faced her fuming relatives.

“I’m sure you think so, except he’s not my lawyer.” Monmon Odette sipped from her cup. 

Rita shook her head slowly, and wore a sad smile. “See, LaShaun. Monmon Odette gets confused sometimes. That’s all right, I’ll take care of everything.”

“Excuse me.” Savannah Honoré stood in the door. Her appearance made more than a few jaws drop. She wore a slight frown. “Sorry to get here late, Mrs. Rousselle. You did say nine thirty, right?”

“Good morning, child. You’re right on time.  Get up, Azalei, and let Savannah sit down.” Monmon Odette pushed Azalei from her seat and gestured to Savannah. “Come sit next to me. LaShaun will get you a cup of coffee.”

LaShaun leaned down, and whispered. “What are you up to, and why is she here?”

“Don’t be rude by whispering around others, LaShaun.” Monmon Odette sat straight. She smiled as Savannah sat down on the antique settee next to her chair. “LaShaun wants to know what’s going on, and why Savannah is here. I’m sure that’s a burning question the rest of you have as well, heh?” 

“This is a family meeting. Outsiders shouldn’t be hearing our business, Monmon.” Rita gave the newcomer a stony look. “Now you see why I needed to take control. I knew Monmon was incompetent, but this is beyond crazy. A St. Julien of all people.” 

“Someone should be in control, but don’t count on it being you for long,” Uncle Albert shot back.

“Bring it on, Uncle Albert,” Rita said calmly. She turned to Savannah. “I’m my grandmother’s guardian. I don’t care why you’re here, but it’s time to leave.”

“Rita, sit down and listen.” Monmon Odette’s sharp tone made the others snapped to attention.

“You don’t seem to understand, grandmother. Our lawyer will explain it too you later. I’m in charge now.” Rita’s cold expression seemed triumphant.

“No, you don’t understand. Mr. Martin is not my lawyer. Mrs. Honoré is my lawyer, and we’ve drafted a new trust and will.” Monmon Odette’s voice grew stronger as she spoke. “By the way, that power of attorney has been revoked. My lawyer will show you the order.”
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Chapter 4
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“Your lawyer?” LaShaun and Rita blurted out in unison.

“That’s ridiculous,” Rita shouted.

“Calm down,” Devin Martin said to Rita. He looked ruffled, but worked to keep his cool. 

“Yeah, you tried to run a game, but Mama figure you out fast,” Uncle Albert said pointing a stubby forefinger at Rita.

“Shut up,” Rita snapped back.

“Don’t tell my daddy to shut up,” one Uncle Albert’s daughters shouted over his shoulder. “You lookin’ to get a good ass-whippin’.”

“Stop hiding behind your daddy and step up then,” Azalei replied, standing next to Rita.

“I think we can discuss these matters in a more civil way.” Martin blinked hard when a shoving match broke out to his left between arguing cousins. 

Savannah stood behind Monmon Odette’s chair. She signaled to LaShaun. “Can’t you settle these folks down?”

“Me? I’m still in shock over my grandmother hiring you as her attorney.” LaShaun stared at Savannah. “Our families have been feuding for longer than we’ve been alive.”

“I was—” Savannah’s eye went wide as she looked past LaShaun. 

LaShaun followed her gaze. One cousin had grabbed another one around the collar and was shaking him. “Damn. Help me get my grandmother out of here.”

“I’m just fine. I don’t want to miss a minute of this. Most excitement I’ve had in a long time.” Monmon Odette waved away LaShaun’s attempt to help her out of the chair.

“Monmon Odette, you started this mess. Now fix it.” LaShaun stared at her grandmother.

“What we need is a SWAT team,” Savannah muttered. She took out her smart phone and dialed 911.

Monmon Odette stood suddenly startling LaShaun and Savannah.  “Don’t y’all want to know the terms of my new will?” 

Her voice cracked through the clamor. Everyone looked at Monmon Odette. She sat down again with a grunt. “I thought so. Savannah, give them the particulars.”

Savannah leaned down to her. “I’m not sure this is the best time.”

“Yes it is. Go on.” Monmon Odette nodded.

“Ahem, well, uh.” Savannah looked at LaShaun who shrugged, so she took out her tablet device. “Basically the will specifies that LaShaun receive the house, its contents and the land surrounding it.”

“Oh hell no,” Azalei broke in before Savannah could go on. “This is the thanks we get after all we’ve done for you?”

“Keep talking, Savannah, and don’t pay any mind to that irritating interruption.” Monmon Odette glared at Azalei.

“LaShaun is also the trustee of the revocable living trust which includes a list of the following assets.” Savannah stopped when Monmon Odette lifted a hand.

“That’s all they need to know. I’m sure my children and grandchildren know everything I own down the last blade of grass, and every penny.” Monmon Odette turned to her relatives. “You’ll have to find out how much is left when I’m dead, and not before. The most important thing to know is that LaShaun will make sure my wishes are carried out.”

Rita pushed past Uncle Theo to stand in front of Monmon Odette. “I’m not surprised. You always put her ahead of everyone else, and especially me. Now let’s see if this stands up in court. Everyone knows you’re mind is going, not to mention being in poor health and on strong medications.”

“Savannah?” Monmon Odette gazed back at Rita.

“I can successfully argue that you took advantage of Mrs. Rousselle while she was in a weakened state. The legal phrase is exerting undue influence. Once Mrs. Rousselle recovered mentally and physically after treatment...”

“Everybody knows that my doctors worked a miracle bringing me back to life,” Monmon Odette added, and made the sign of the cross. “With power from the good Lord, of course.”

“Once she recovered,” Savannah continued, “Mrs. Rousselle realized she needed to make some changes.”

“Well that don’t sound much better than when Rita took over,” Uncle Albert huffed for a few seconds. “Leah, you didn’t know all this was goin’ on under our noses? I thought you was supposed to be on top of things.”

“Of course I didn’t. Now shut up,” Aunt Leah cut him off.

“But Azalei just said she wanted the best for Monmon. I’d think you all would be thrilled that she’s doing so well that she could consult her own attorney and make all these plans. Sounds to me like she’s doing just fine.” LaShaun said, and smothered a laugh before it escaped.

Azalei walk over to face her. She jabbed a finger in LaShaun’s chest. “You’re not going to waltz back into town and take everything from us. We’re the ones who have taken care of her, and she’s not even grateful.”

Rage crackled beneath LaShaun’s skin like an itch. She could feel heat rising from the point of contact on her chest “You need to back away from me”

“What are you gonna do?” Azalei whispered. “I’m not a kid anymore scared to face up to you.”

“You should be.” 

LaShaun grabbed the finger and bent it back until Azalei squeaked in agony. When Rita tried to intervene, LaShaun slapped her hard across the face. Rita spat a curse word, but before she could act, LaShaun wrapped her fingers around Rita’s throat and squeezed. The rage drove LaShaun when she saw the animosity in her cousin’s eyes. Devin managed to get between the two women and pry LaShaun’s hand free. Rita stumbled back gasping for air. Aunt Leah pushed forward yelling at LaShaun. Another cousin grabbed her scarf and pulled her back.

“Y’all don’t think we know you and Azalei are in on this deal with Rita?” The cousin screamed. “Go on, LaShaun, whip her ass. We got your back.”

Hell broke loose. Kinfolks took sides with either LaShaun or Azalei and Rita. Savannah shouted that they could well destroy priceless antiques, and no one would get them. When no one listened, Savannah retreated to a corner of the room. The fighting spilled out to the long front porch and into the yard. Sirens whined closer. Moments later a Vermilion Parish Sheriff’s patrol car pulled into the yard, blue lights flashing.

Devin Martin swabbed sweat from his forehead with one shaking hand. “Thank God for the cavalry.”

Deputy Broussard got out of his cruiser. He took several moments to observe the chaos then took put a handset to his mouth. Seconds later his voice boomed through a loud speaker on the roof of his cruiser. 

“Everybody that hasn’t settled down by the time I count to five is going to jail.” 

Deputy Arceneaux stepped out of a second cruiser. She was with her partner, a lanky man the color of dark chocolate. He walked past Deputy Arceneaux to stand on the edge of the front lawn with his feet wide apart. Deputy Broussard’s countdown had the desired effect. Loud curses and name calling gradually died away. Two of LaShaun’s male cousins got into a shoving match. Deputy Arceneaux’s partner barked orders at them. When they broke apart the deputy stood between them.

“Who should I handcuff first?” he said, his voice a deep rumble. His tone indicated he didn’t care which one; just that he would enjoy snapping the steel bracelets nice and tight.

“Arrest her. Me and Rita are going to press charges.” Azalei pointed to LaShaun, and then rubbed a red spot on her left cheek. “She’s going to pay my medical expenses, too. After she gets out of jail that is.” 

Monmon Odette came through the front door. She held onto a walker moving slowly. A teenaged great-grandson helped her along.  

“Monmon Odette walked to the edge of the porch with careful steps while she held onto a teenage great-grandson. “I’m old and can’t hear too good these days. Say again, Azalei?”

“LaShaun...” Azalei stopped when she locked gazes with her grandmother. 

“Somebody wanna tell me what happened?” Deputy Broussard said.

“Family discussion that got out of hand. Nobody got hurt, and everybody is going to go home and cool off. Ain’t that right, children?” Monmon Odette.

Uncle Theo cleared his throat and tucked his shirt back into his pants. “Mostly a bunch of yelling, officer. No real harm done.” 

“Yeah, nothin’ but a little family disagreement.” Uncle Albert put on a tight smile.

“So that’s the story, huh?” Deputy Broussard looked around the crowd, but no one answered. Then he stared hard at LaShaun. 

“Apparently we’re all sticking to it.” LaShaun looked at Rita and Azalei.

““Then I suggest everybody follow Miss Odette’s advice and go home,” Deputy Broussard said.

He nodded to the other deputies. They in turn walked into the crowd. Deputy Arceneaux and her partner herded people toward the cars parked in the driveway and on the lawn. LaShaun’s two uncles, aunt, and Rita lingered on the porch. The deputies concentrated on moving the younger, more combative relatives out. When Deputy Broussard turned back to LaShaun she shrugged and walked toward him with a smile.

“Thanks so much for being a source law and order. Just what these folks needed.” LaShaun titled her head to one side when he squinted at her. “What?”

“People around town said you were trouble. Looks like you’re eager to prove they’re right.” Deputy Broussard rested a hand on one slim hip.

“What else did they say about me?” 

“Isn’t that enough?  Not much of a character endorsement if you ask me.” Deputy Broussard looked down at her with a stone face. 

LaShaun felt a rush of heat beneath her skin, the sign when she “saw” clearly what others did not. Deputy Broussard had his will set on not finding her attractive. She could almost hear his thoughts, that Sheriff Triche had lost his edge and the sharp instincts that had served him well.

“You’re wrong about him, the sheriff I mean,” LaShaun said quietly.

Broussard’s gaze narrowed like the laser on a Glock pistol. “Don’t try your magic tricks on me.”

“Relax, Deputy Broussard. I’m not trying to put a spell on you.” 

“Yeah, I’ll try to remember that,” he replied in a bland tone. He took sunglasses from his shirt pocket and put them on.

LaShaun became irritated with herself
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