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It was a perfect October afternoon in Rosemont, Louisiana. The sky above Ruth Webber’s backyard was a cornflower blue and the air soft with pale golden sunlight. The twenty or so folding chairs in front of a long, ivory-damask-draped table were in disarray. The business session of the Rosemont Garden Club had ended. The members were helping themselves to coffee, tea, and an assortment of bakery cookies. I favored the chocolate-filled, nut-sprinkled variety myself. 

I was not a club member. I was there under mild protest. When Aunt Anna had asked me to be her guest, she had had such a note of wistfulness in her voice that I could not refuse. This is why I stood there, with a big red dahlia corsage pinned to the shoulder of my brown linen dress, balancing a teacup and saucer while I brushed cookie crumbs off my lips. 

I recognized some of the ladies. Most of them were in Anna’s age range, over sixty and under eighty. I appreciated the club’s civic projects. They had turned every Rosemont intersection and park entrance into a gorgeous floral display. Still, I am not a joiner and feel awkward in a club setting. I had hoped there would be non-members like myself to talk with, but evidently, the other club members had not been as successful as Anna had been in snaring a guest. 

As I started toward the refreshment table to deposit my cup and saucer, and to take just one more chocolate-nut cookie, I saw Anna bearing down upon me. Her elegant white hair, done up in her usual French twist, flashed silver in the afternoon sun and her thin, graceful body moved decisively. 

Anna had a shorter, rounder woman in tow. As they came closer, the intensity of Anna’s clear blue eyes and the determined set to her delicate jaw line sent a chill across my shoulders. I smiled uncertainly. 

“Ladonna, there you are,” Anna said reaching out to touch my arm. Then Anna inclined her head toward her shorter companion. “This is my friend, Fern Mayhew. Fern, this is Ladonna, my dear niece, the one I’ve told you so much about.” 

Fern Mayhew wore only a touch of makeup on her round face and her dark blue eyes were quick and assessing. Fern wore her hair, brown frosted with gray, in a short, pixie style. A plain wedding band and modest diamond engagement ring circled the fourth finger of her left hand. That was the extent of her jewelry. Her blue, two-pieced dress was crisp and wrinkle-free, and Fern seemed to radiate energy like a small grandmotherly reactor. 

Fern looked like an organizer, someone who recruited people for civic projects. My apprehension grew. 

Fern sized me up and gave a curt nod. “You are right, Anna, she is exceptionally beautiful. Tall, like you, but much darker.” 

Fern was alluding to my dusky skin tone, dark brown hair, and amber eyes, which hint at something other than strictly Aryan stock. Anna beamed. She delighted in my difference. 

“Yes, isn’t she something? I’ve heard her appearance referred to as ‘exotic’.” 

I coughed and rattled the cup and saucer in my hand. I would have been more comfortable if they had had this little discussion out of my hearing. Anna had the good grace to blush. 

“Sorry, dear. Here, let me take that cup and saucer back for you. I’ll just be a minute, you two can get acquainted.” 

As Anna departed, I looked at her ruler-straight back and then down into Fern’s appraising gaze. 

“Anna tells me you are a private investigator. Like your grandfather. How long have you been doing this?” 

I began to suspect that this was an interview. I also astutely determined that this wasn’t ‘bring a guest day’ at Rosemont Garden Club. Anna was at the refreshment table; I cast her a withering glance. She smiled and waggled her fingers at me in a tiny wave. Fern was all but tapping the toe of her low-heeled pump while she waited for my reply. 

“Full time for over five years,” I answered. “During college and before my marriage I worked part-time for Justin.” 

Fern offered a sad smile of condolence. “Anna told me about the loss of your husband and son. I am so sorry.” 

I nodded my acceptance. 

“I imagine work is good for you, Ladonna. When caught up by other people’s problems, you tend to forget your own. I know I do.” 

“Do you have some work for me?” I thought I might as well cut straight to the purpose of this conversation. 

“Now that you ask, maybe I do. It isn’t much, but if you happen to have the time, Anna said you were at loose ends right now.” 

“She did, huh?” 

I hoped Anna had also told Fern that I didn’t like gathering information for divorce cases. 

“It is my sister, Ivy. Something strange is going on with her. Ivy is always so forthcoming, tells me everything about her family. The last few months she is, well, there is no other word for it, secretive. I think she is in trouble.” 

“Has she asked you for help?” 

“No. But she wouldn’t. Ivy is too proud for her own good.” 

“Do you think she is having trouble with her husband? Because if she is, another investigator would serve you better. I hope Anna told you I’m not eager to accept domestic cases.” 

Fern frowned and shook her head impatiently. “Ivy and Ross Delroque have been married almost as long as Fred and I have. I suspect the problem is one of their three children. Probably either Celeste or Trevor. Their oldest child, Bitsie, is married to a fine young man who works at HGChem. Ross is about to retire from that same company. Now, Celeste is recently divorced and she is back living in the family home. While Trevor, on the other hand, never moved out. Even though he has been married for a couple of years.” 

Fern’s round face was a kaleidoscope of swiftly changing emotions; it was obvious that something about her sister’s family disturbed her. So far, I hadn’t heard anything worthy of an investigation. 

“Trevor gambles,” Fern went on. “He’s the youngest, Ivy’s baby. I always thought she pampered him, the only boy, favored him over the girls. Although, Celeste has her problems. Not very good luck with men, if you know what I mean.” 

“Mrs. Mayhew, Fern, I hate to disappoint you, but unless there is a particular problem, I don’t see how I can help.” 

Fern’s eyes, a deep navy blue, snapped wide open. “That is just it, don’t you see, Ladonna? If I knew what was wrong I wouldn’t need you. I want you to help me find out what is bothering my sister. If she has problems she can’t tell me about, she needs help!”

It worried me that I understood Fern’s logic, but I still didn’t see what I could do. As Anna approached, I narrowed my eyes at her. In return, Anna beamed at me. 

“My, you two are just chatting away. I knew you’d get along.” 

Fern sighed. “I don’t know, Anna. Ladonna doesn’t seem to think there is anything to investigate. I’m sure if she went down there for a few days, she’d see right away that something is terribly wrong.” 

“I’m sure she would,” Anna agreed. “Ladonna is very good at getting right to the heart of a matter.” 

I didn’t like the direction of this conversation. “Fern, why don’t you visit your sister? Then you can see for yourself if there is anything wrong,” I suggested. 

“I intend to do just that, Ladonna. But Anna and I thought it would be much better if you went along. An independent observer. Now, I don’t expect you to lower your fee. I’ll gladly pay the going rate. I thought we could spend a week at Silverwood and if there is nothing amiss, I’ll give up and we can come home.” 

Anna leaned toward me, her eyes bright with excitement. “Silverwood is south of Lafayette...on the way, you can drop me at Sara’s just outside Breaux Bridge.” 

Sara is Anna’s cousin, the daughter of Stuart and Dolly Rose. Stuart being Justin’s brother. We are a large, but loose-knit family. I was sure the plan to visit Sara hadn’t just that minute popped into Anna’s mind.

“Please say you will, Ladonna,” Anna rushed on. “It will be more like a vacation than work. I can’t imagine there is anything much wrong at Silverwood. Then on the way home, you can pick me up from Sara’s, and we will have all had a nice time. How does that sound?” 

Like it or not, I’d been caught by ‘club women.’ Organizers, planners. Justin managed to avoid them. How had I been clumsy enough to fall into their trap? I drew a deep breath, the big red dahlia on my shoulder trembled, and I resigned myself to their plan. It had been a long time since Anna had seen Sara, and Sara had recently lost her husband. It would be good for Sara to have the company of her favorite cousin. 

Maybe I could stand some time away from Rosemont, or more exactly, some time away from John. John Deveau is a detective with the Rosemont Police Department. He is a handsome, loving, strong, demanding, controlling, overbearing man. The time was fast approaching when I had to either agree to a marriage proposal or give him up entirely. John isn’t a man for half measures. 

“Ladonna?” Aunt Anna said. “We could leave right away.” 

I rolled my eyes and sighed. “You’ve already called Sara, haven’t you?” 

Anna smiled weakly and nodded. 

Fern puckered her forehead and began ticking a schedule off on her plump fingers. “We can get an early start in the morning. There is enough food in the freezer to take care of Fred while I’m gone. I’ll come by your house about eight o’clock and we should be at Sara’s around ten. We can all go in my car. I don’t mind driving. It would save you expenses, Ladonna.” 

I took a step backward and shook my head. I had let Anna drive me to the Garden Club meeting because it was only halfway across town, and she had had flower arrangements and a large crystal punchbowl already loaded into her gray Dodge. It had seemed safe enough at the time. 

“No, I need to drive my own car. I can’t be without wheels when I’m working. Besides, I’ll need to drive back in order to collect Anna from Sara’s house.” 

Anna and Fern exchanged a satisfied look. Evidently, I had taken the case. How bad could a few days at an old plantation house be? Then a sudden hope of reprieve quickened my heartbeat. 

“Anna, we can’t leave Justin alone. Look, why don’t you two go on as planned. And, Fern, when you get to Silverwood, if things don’t look right, give me a call and I’ll be there in three or four hours.” I was grasping at straws. 

Anna patted my hand. “Jewel will stay with Justin. She’ll even sleep over if necessary.” 

My grandfather, Justin Rose, was near ninety-five and neither Anna nor I knew what we would do without him. Justin didn’t get around much physically, but he was still mentally sharp and not much slipped past him. Justin was a large man and too heavy, but diet was not a word in his vocabulary. He liked his food, and his daughter, Anna, was an excellent cook. 

Jewel Brown was a good cook, too. She usually came to our house at   S. Clair Street once a week to help with the cleaning. I first met Jewel when I was eight years old and she was twenty-three. At that time, there seemed a vast difference in our ages; now there didn’t seem to be much difference at all. Part of this was due to the fact that Jewel didn’t seem to age. Her smooth wrinkle-free brown satin skin and startling blue-green eyes never changed. 

Justin and Jewel had a long-standing feud. Jewel tried to bully Justin, always nipping at him to take care of himself. “Justin Rose, you put that cigar down. You know what the doctor says.” When things grew too quiet, Justin would do something to provoke Jewel. However, the truth of what they had was a mutual admiration. While I admired them both. Jewel would take good care of Justin. Since I had exhausted my supply of excuses, I offered Fern my hand, which she grasped in a firm shake. 

“You won’t regret this, Ladonna. Is it customary to give you a down payment at this time?” 

“Retainer, Fern. Just something to bind the deal. If everything looks okay, I’ll refund your binder and head home. Agreed?” 

Fern vigorously nodded while she rummaged through her purse for a pen and her checkbook. As we drove home, I scowled at Anna. 

“You set me up.”

“Keep your eye on that punchbowl in the backseat, will you, sweetheart? That belonged to your great grandmother, Yvonne. It should have gone to Matilda, she being their only daughter, but thank goodness, it came to Daddy. Your mother and I used to argue as to who would get it. But in the end it will be yours.” 

“Fern and Ivy, what kind of names are those for two sisters? They don’t have a brother named Box Hedge, do they?” 

Anna chuckled. “No brother, but their family name is Flowers.” 

“Are you kidding me?” 

Anna gripped the steering wheel with her hands at nine and three o’clock and she leaned slightly forward to keep her eyes on the traffic. 

“No, I’m not,” she said, without turning her head. Ivy and Fern Flowers. I think those are lovely names.” 

“What does Fern’s husband do?” 

“Fred? Oh he is head of some city works department, Department of Sanitation, or something like that. I’ve never met him, but he sounds like a nice man.” 

Anna kept her eyes straight ahead, but she risked taking her right hand off the wheel to pat my arm. 

“Thank you, Donnie. I appreciate what you’re doing for Fern. I know it doesn’t seem like much of a problem, but Fern has been so worried. This will put her mind at ease. I know what it is to be concerned over a sister.” 

I nodded but I didn’t think Anna saw me. Anna had taken care of my mother for several years before Alice died. They hadn’t agreed on lifestyle, but Anna had stuck by her sister while Alice paid the price of misused drugs, sex, and alcohol. Then Anna raised me. My gratitude for those years of care made it hard for me to refuse Anna anything. 

Anna turned her gray Dodge onto Clair Street; we drove down the oak-lined pavement to. Justin was sitting in a rocker on the wide veranda of the big brick house. His snow-white hair and full beard and ponderous head gave him the appearance of an old lion. Majestic, but ancient. Justin’s movements were all slow now, only the light from his star-blue eyes flashed with the swiftness of youth. I respected his wisdom and counseled with him on most cases. He was still my partner. We were ‘Discreet Investigations.’ Before I began working with Justin, the business was simply ‘Rose Agency.’ In a rare flamboyant moment in my youth, I had christened the business with the fancier name. Since then I have learned that there is nothing discreet, tasteful, or otherwise delicate about this business. It is a credit to Justin that he has kept his integrity intact all these years. 

The low afternoon sun shot long golden rays under the branches of the two giant oaks in front of the house. The Spanish moss hung on the tree branches like soft, spun silk. The four white pillars that supported the deep overhanging porch roof stood in an apricot glow, while the Greek revival details near the roofline hid in blue shadows. Justin sat with his mahogany cane planted on the floor between his legs, and he raised his hand to wave at us. 

That evening after supper, while Anna told Justin about our trip, I made a phone call to John. Halfway through our conversation I found myself vigorously defending Fern Mayhew’s point of view. 

“But John, she has a legitimate worry. Her sister has always told her everything. Now Ivy won’t talk at all. Just keeps saying everything is fine. But her voice is tight and she avoids all direct questions.” 

“Sounds like you.” 

“How can you say that? I tell you everything.” 

“Yes, but then you don’t take my advice.” 

“I’m not asking for your advice. I’m simply keeping you informed. Look, I probably won’t be gone for more than three or four days. Anna will want to stay that long with Sara.” 

“Chérie, take Anna to visit her cousin. Have a good time. But this other thing, if those people have a problem, they can settle it themselves. If it is something serious, I don’t want you where you can get hurt. You know what can happen...” John left the sentence unfinished, the timbre of his voice low and ominous. 

My right hand slipped under the collar of my blouse to my left shoulder. The two-inch ridge of scar under my fingertips proved John’s point. I had been lucky; the bullet had only plowed a short furrow through the top of my arm. I didn’t enjoy being hurt, and I didn’t want to die, but an overly cautious life is no life at all.

“The guy was a head-case, John. He was as shocked as I was that he’d shot me. That isn’t likely to happen again...I’m more alert. Besides, Fern’s family problems probably aren’t serious.” 

I stopped talking, my jaw set, holding my tongue prisoner. I had to quit explaining myself to John. Work had first brought us together, now it was our biggest problem. 

“You don’t know anyone in that parish. What is the name of the town, Reedville? How about me calling the chief over there, at least give you some kind a’ introduction.” 

He meant I didn’t know anyone in Lafayette Parish law enforcement. The implication being that I couldn’t do my job without the assistance of ‘real’ investigators. A few choice words banged against the back of my teeth, but I didn’t want to argue with John just before leaving town. The silence on the phone line stretched out. Then John heaved a heavy sigh. I could almost feel his warm breath on my cheek, and see his dark eyes filled with anger and concern. 

“You call me, hear? Soon as you get there. If there is trouble, get the hell out. Okay?” 

“I’ll take care, John. You do the same.” 

“Yeah, well, I’ll check on Justin.” 

“Anna has arranged for Jewel to stay while we are gone.” 

“All the same, I’ll drop by. You never know what could happen, not at Justin’s age. Hey, I’ll miss you. Maybe sometime soon you’ll get this investigation business out of your system and you can concentrate on me. How about that? Love you, Donnie.” 

“Love you too, John. I’ll call when I get back.” 

I hung up before John could insist that I check in with him every five minutes while I was gone. John wanted to keep me on a short leash. I didn’t know where he got the idea that investigating was a passing phase with me. If anything, each case pulled me in deeper. I was becoming addicted to the work. It was what kept me going. I had explained this to John, but he seemed not to hear me. I didn’t know what it would take to convince him that I was serious.
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Fern arrived slightly before eight o’clock the next morning. Somehow, I knew Fern would be punctual. She parked her white Oldsmobile in the side drive and bustled up the front walk. Jewel Brown had arrived fifteen minutes ahead of Fern and the big old house rang with last minute instructions, Justin’s protests, and the thump of suitcases bumping down the center staircase. The thumping was my contribution to the chaos. I carried Anna’s two cases and smaller overnight case out to my Mazda and managed to get them into the trunk. 

I stood for a minute in the driveway basking in the cool, bright morning. The dew glistened on the lawn. There were still a few wine-red roses on the front porch trellis. Anna’s voice carried on the clear fall air. 

“Now, Jewel, I left Sara’s phone number on the pad by the phone in the library. Let me give you a hug, Papa. And you two try to get along, hear me?” 

Fern stepped out onto the porch and I ran back up the steps to grab my bag I’d left by the door. I travel light: the big tan leather purse that I always carry and, for overnight stays, a canvas zipper bag. By this time, Anna, Justin, and Jewel were all on the veranda. I kissed Justin’s cheek and he squeezed my arm. 

“You do a good job for Fern,” he said. “Call if you need my help.” 

I’d talked with Justin about Fern’s request and he had taken it seriously. “It’s worth investigating,” he’d said. I had decided that too. Even if only to set Fern’s mind at ease. 

Fern was down the front steps and waving Anna and me to get into my navy blue Mazda. For the last couple of years, I’d been thinking about a new car, but just hadn’t gotten around to doing anything about it. 

Fern backed her Oldsmobile out of the drive and pulled ahead to wait for me. We started out of Rosemont like a tiny two-car caravan. There wasn’t any need to keep Fern’s car in sight...we all knew the route we were taking, but Anna leaned forward and looked anxious if Fern got too far ahead. When we hit I-, just north of Lake Pontchartrain, we turned west toward Baton Rouge. The traffic was heavy but we made good time. To the east of Baton Rouge, I- comes up from New Orleans. I’d taken that route many times. They call it cancer alley, or chemical corridor. The petrochemical wastes dumped into the Mississippi make that stretch of the river a toxic sewer. 

In the last thirty to forty years, Louisiana has changed. People usually tend to view the past through rose-colored glasses, but in this case, the past was better. At least in terms of clear air, clean water, and chemical-free soil. Of course, even back then, timber companies were busy stripping out the big piney woods, while the pulp mills around Bogalusa stank up the air with an odor that was a cross between boiled cabbage and a summer-hot outhouse. However, we lived with those things. Louisiana was poor and the mills provided jobs. 

Now we drive along elevated stretches of Intrastate with our windows rolled up and the air conditioning on, looking out at the glass and chrome chemical company buildings along the levies and pretending they aren’t poisoning the land. 

“I haven’t been over this way in ages,” Anna said. “When I talked to Sara, she sounded glad to have company; her children all live so far away now. Oh, Donnie, look, over there. Isn’t that a pretty sight?” Anna pointed to a spot across the highway where an egret was lifting off out of the shallow water. 

We had just entered the Atchafalaya Basin. Against a backdrop of cypress and water hyacinths, the egret’s snow white feathers glistened and its long legs trailed behind it. I glanced at my watch. 

“We are making pretty good time. We’ll be at Sara’s before lunch.” 

Fern was still ahead of us, setting a steady pace. She had allowed us two rest stops, all planned in advance. I was beginning to get a faint idea of why Ivy might not want to involve Fern in her personal business. Silently, I began rehearsing a tactful speech about how I work alone. 

When we arrived at Sara’s home, I was ready to stretch my legs for a while. I parked in the gravel driveway and Fern parked along the street. As we got out of the car, Sara came out her front door to greet us. 

Sara’s house was a brick ranch setting under a canopy of tall, dark green pines. To the north of the house was a small lake with a stand of cattails. Sara was almost as tall as Anna, but slightly stooped which made her appear shorter. She had kept her hair a dark chestnut brown and it deepened the lines in her face. Yet, when she smiled, several years slipped off her age. Sara greeted Anna with a hug and a kiss and then Anna introduced her to Fern. 

We took Anna’s bags into the house and got her settled in a pretty pink and white spare bedroom, all the while trying to keep from stepping on Sara’s small pet dog. The reddish-blond Pomeranian wiggled and scooted across the polished wood floors like a fancy dust mop. Then Sara scooped ‘Saucy’ up in her arms and began a stream of puppy-talk that Saucy seemed to understand perfectly. 

“Is muver’s itty-bitty muffin all excited?” 

Saucy’s thumb-sized pink tongue lapped at Sara’s chin and Anna winced. Anna was not a pet person. I hoped this wasn’t going to be a problem. 

“Are you going to be okay?” I asked Anna. 

“Of course I am,” she whispered back. 

Fern had planted herself in a floral print armchair in the living room near the front door. She held her purse in her lap and looked ready to be on our way. The odor of freshly brewed coffee filled the house, and it smelled good. Anna and I followed Sara as she carried Saucy to the kitchen and set her down near a bowl of dog kibble. The combination kitchen and dining room had a round table covered with a pale green luncheon cloth. An electric coffee pot and several cups and saucers sat on the nearby tile counter. Puffs of steam came from the chrome spout. 

“I have ham salad and a devil’s food cake. Can you and your friend stay to lunch, Ladonna?” 

I held up an index finger. “Just a second.” 

I stepped back into the living room and found Fern on her feet headed for the small foyer. 

“Fern, Sara has lunch ready if you’d like to stay.” 

Fern looked at her watch and then up at me. “I didn’t allow but thirty minutes to drop off Anna. It’s been twenty minutes now.” 

If Fern’s tone had been sharp or whiney, it might have irritated me, but she sounded anxious and worried. A deep purple tinged the hollows under her dark eyes. She clutched the double handle of her black calfskin purse and tried to smile. “I don’t want to seem rigid, Ladonna, but we do have a schedule to keep.” 

I said goodbye to Anna and Sara and managed to get out the door without tripping over Saucy. Fern was in her Oldsmobile with the engine running. When I started my car, she pulled out ahead of me and we were off again. I glanced back in my rearview mirror and saw Anna and Sara going back to the house, arm in arm. Then I turned my attention to the white car ahead of me. 

Fern drove west toward Lafayette and I followed her more closely. From this point on, I wasn’t sure of the route. She had said that Silverwood was south of Lafayette near the small town of Reedville between Vermillion River and Bayou Teche, but I didn’t want to have to find it on my own. Sometimes GPS isn’t as helpful as once thought. Fern drove fast; she hadn’t lied about wanting to keep to her schedule. From Breaux Bridge, she took Highway into Lafayette. At Pinhook Road she went south and then angled off on South College Road. When Fern swung her white Olds into the parking lot of a coffee house, I thought we were making a fast bathroom stop. Fern got out of her car, slammed the door, and motioned me to follow her. I trudged across the oyster shell lot to catch up with her. 

“A McDonald’s would have been quicker,” I said. 

“We’re having lunch here,” Fern said. 

“I thought we were in a hurry.” 

For a short woman, Fern was a fast walker; I had to hustle to keep up with her. We entered the small, rather crowded, restaurant and found a table near one of the front windows. The smell of cinnamon, coffee, and various spices filled the room. Baskets of trailing pink begonias hung from the ceiling and the windows had white lace curtains. The luncheon special was a chicken gumbo. Fern ordered for both of us. When it arrived, the gumbo was thin, not too flavorful, and I thought with regret about Sara’s ham salad and chocolate cake. 

Fern methodically spooned up the gumbo and talked to me between mouthfuls. 

“Before we get to Silverwood, I have to tell you something, Ladonna.” 

The bowl-shaped spoon stopped halfway to my mouth. Here it comes, the dirty linen out of the hamper. 

“I wasn’t exactly truthful with you yesterday. Ivy and Ross have been having troubles.” 

I put my spoon down and blotted my lips with a white cotton napkin. I was giving my temper a second to cool down. I’d been clear about not taking domestic cases. Sometimes, I have a low flash point. 

“Don’t look at me that way,” Fern said. “I don’t think their marriage is in trouble; I am afraid they are in financial difficulty.” 

“Fern, I am no financial planner.” 

“I’m not certain this is the problem, but Ivy has let a few things slip. Trevor’s gambling, for instance. Ivy thinks he might be getting in too deep, maybe borrowing money from loan sharks. Always before, Ivy has paid Trevor’s way out of any scrap. Then there are Celeste and her son, Kyle. Celeste is recently divorced and has been staying at Silverwood. Kyle was supposed to go back to college this fall, but he hasn’t. Ivy said it was because he didn’t want to go. The divorce upset him and he needs time to adjust. If you ask me, I think there isn’t enough money to send him. Celeste and Trevor are a big financial burden. Hate to say it, but Ivy and Ross are big spenders, too. 

“For one thing Ross has pumped money into that old family home for years. You can’t imagine the upkeep. Some years back, he leased the land out for farming rice and sugar cane. Ross inherited Silverwood; it is close to eight hundred acres of farmland and marsh, and some swamp close to the river. Last year, I think he thought about selling part. I suppose the proceeds would keep them going.” 

“But I thought you said Ross was about to retire from a chemical company. Surely that has provided a good income.” 

“It would have for anyone else, but Ivy has expensive taste. So has Ross.” 

I felt like driving straight back to Breaux Bridge and spending the next few days with Sara and Anna, despite Saucy’s yapping. I reached for a bottle of Tabasco to fortify the weak gumbo. I don’t like a client to keep dropping hints, leaving me to guess what I am supposed to be looking for. 

“So you suspect your sister is in financial difficulty. If that is the case, what can I possibly do to help?” 

“If that is all it is, then I wouldn’t expect you to do anything, Ladonna.” 

Fern broke a bread stick in half and buttered one end. She kept her head down, a frown on her round face, and she muttered almost too low for me to hear her words. 

“I don’t know how much to tell you,” she mumbled.

“Speak up, Fern. I can’t hear you.” 

“I said, I don’t know how much to tell you. I don’t want to prejudice you, but you need to know certain things.” 

“Don’t worry about tainting my viewpoint. I’ll sort it out.” 

“Well, all right. There is one other thing.” 

I heard the other shoe falling, dropping through the air. “What is that, Fern?” 

“I’m sure this doesn’t have anything to do with Ivy, or her family, but last November a young man was found dead in the bayou. They said he was drowned.” 

“Did the Delroques know him?” 

Fern pushed her gray-streaked hair back from her face in a weary gesture. “I truly don’t believe his death has anything to do with Ivy’s problems. I just thought you should know that the incident happened on Silverwood land.” 

“What was his name? Where did he come from?” 

“Do you think it is important?” 

“I don’t know. But you can’t keep things from me, Fern. No matter how insignificant you think something might be, please, tell me.” 

This is supposed to create a rapport with your client. I’m not skilled in this area. Justin says I am too blunt, that you can’t club information out of a person; you need to tease it out. Then pounce on it. 

“Had the young man been fishing?”

“No. Ivy sent me a clipping from the local newspaper. He was an environmental engineer from Louisiana State University. He was doing some study about toxic waste seeping into the marsh and waterways. His family reported him missing, and after searching the area for several days, they found him. Ivy was extremely upset.” 

“I can imagine.” 

“I hate to admit it, but all Ivy was worried about was what a death on the property would do to Silverwood’s value. That is another reason I think they might be having money problems. Although I can’t imagine Ross selling off any of his family land, probably just a thought. The Delroques were originally fur trappers. After the civil war, when things were pretty much in ruins, Ross’s second great-grandfather bought Silverwood. The story is he got it for nearly nothing. He started restoring it and the family has kept on with the job ever since.” 

“Was there any question about the drowning being accidental?” 

Fern pushed her coffee cup to the side, blotted her lips with her napkin, and reached for her black leather purse. “No, why should there be? Small boats tip over. He was probably interested in what he was doing and lost his balance. Ready?” 

Fern was halfway to her feet, smoothing her beige dress over her wide hips as she stood. I quickly followed her. Evidently, the time allotted for my briefing had ended. Fern insisted on paying for lunch and I let her. I’d never tasted such pitiful gumbo. We crunched across the parking lot toward our cars and I wondered how much farther it was to Silverwood. As if she had read my mind, Fern said, “We should be there in another hour... do you have any questions?” 

I shook my head. I unlocked my Mazda and told Fern to lead the way. 

We headed southeast, back toward Bayou Teche. The flat fields of rice and sugarcane stubble stretched on under a blue-white sky, a seemingly endless tapestry occasionally broken by lines of towering live oaks dripping with Spanish moss. We drove past a few tumbledown houses set far back from the highway; they seemed unoccupied but that didn’t mean they were. The blacktop road was built-up above the fields and the farther south we angled, the more the fields turned to marsh. Clumps of wiregrass looked deceivingly soft in the midday sun. 

We were far enough north for the marsh to be fresh water. It was a great empty terrain, except for the signs of habitation at some of the crossroads. Each desolate cluster of buildings looked the same. Ramshackle general stores stood under clumps of oaks with several gray, weathered houses huddled nearby. We passed one lonely intersection after another, gritty roads leading off into a vast flat land of waving grass under a vault of pale-blue, cloud-patterned sky. I would have lost my bearings except that closer to the Gulf I always know south. Maybe it is the subtle slope of the marsh in that direction, or the push of the prevailing southeast winds. When Fern took a smaller road east, the marsh began to merge into swamp. At the next narrow road, Fern turned left and within a mile or two there were wide shallow ponds where tupelo gum trees and cypress began to mix with the giant live oaks. It was a cool fall day; I drove with the car window rolled down. The wet brown smell of the swamp brushed past my cheek and tangled itself in my hair, like a wild witch-brewed perfume. 

I still had doubts about this case; it didn’t fit the normal definition of one. Still, Fern had hired me, so technically it should qualify. She wanted me to find out if Ivy was having some sort of trouble. Not much to sink my teeth into, but times were a little lean and I couldn’t stand to be idle. At least I was having a nice tour of Cajun country, which reminded me of John. Then I realized I hadn’t been thinking about him for a whole half a day. The realization brought a sudden feeling of freedom. A feeling I shouldn’t be having if I intended to marry him. 

I quickly put my personal indecision aside, as I had been doing for quite a while, and concentrated on the surrounding countryside. A blue-brown bayou twisted along beside the road and willows with sparse yellow leaves lined the far side of the water. The only signs of life in the swamp were the birds. Snowy egrets and blue herons and small killdeer on the mud flats, they made the land seem a benign place. However, as I’d learned, danger usually came from what you didn’t see. 

Ahead of me, Fern slowed and signaled a right turn. We were on a rise, much like a low flat island riding slightly higher than the surrounding marsh and swamp. To the northwest were acres of drained marsh used for croplands. Man is never satisfied with the way nature shapes the land...he has to drain it, trench it, and denude it to make way for his endeavors. Where riches lay beneath the land, they fasten derricks and pumps to suck out the oil and gas. 

Fern’s white Olds entered a narrow forest of huge oak trees; the small road opened like a
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