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      I was on my feet before the echoes of the gunshots had died away. The other customers in Francine’s Diner were still seated, staring through the front windows at the empty street and Walter’s General Store across the way.

      “Stay inside until I signal that it’s safe,” I said to Gertie, my breakfast companion. “Do not come outside. You understand?”

      She swatted my hand away. “Of course I understand, silly. I’m old, not stupid.”

      From the doorway of Francine’s Diner, I was able to get a visual on the situation.

      Ida Belle. I might have known.

      Once upon a time, say a month ago, I would’ve been surprised at the sight of an ancient woman in a turquoise track suit standing on the sidewalk with her hair in rollers, waving a .45 at someone. But that was before I started my undercover assignment in Sinful, Louisiana, population 253, and got to know Gertie and Ida Belle.

      Ida Belle’s apparent target looked shaken, but he stood still, making no attempt to evade Ida Belle.

      Male. Early twenties. Han Chinese ancestry. Five foot nine, one- thirty. Moderate myopia requires vision correction. Minimal threat.

      “Ida Belle!” I heard Gertie cry. I reached across to bar the doorway, but before I could stop her, Gertie had limboed underneath my arm and scampered out.

      I turned around to see the rest of the folks in the diner staring at me. I flashed them my best beauty queen smile and ran out after Gertie. We reached Ida Belle and the kid at the same time.

      “Ida Belle!” Gertie scolded, “Who is this nice young man, and why are you shooting at him? Look at him, he’s as scared as a rabbit. What’s your name, dear?”

      The young man cleared his throat and held his trembling hand out to Gertie.

      “I’m Justin Lao,” he said. “Howzit?”

      “He’s my new roommate.” Ida Belle dropped her Browning M1911 back into her handbag. “I just saved him from a copperhead.”

      She kicked at the ground, launching the lifeless (and now headless) snake into the air. She was playing to the audience. Francine’s customers had all come crowding outside to gawk. They watched the parabolic trajectory of the copperhead’s carcass as it flopped into the tall grass that grew along the side of the road.

      “Are you hurt?” I asked the kid.

      “Nah, nah. I’m good. Little surprised is all.”

      “Well, life in Sinful can be full of surprises,” I said.

      “I never seen a snake before, that’s why, Aunty. Except in movies an' li’ dat.”

      Did that kid just call me Aunty? I had maybe five years on him. He must have been talking to Ida Belle or Gertie. Unless being undercover in Sinful was aging me even faster than I thought. That was a possibility. For a town two hours outside New Orleans and halfway to nowhere, Sinful had a lot going on.

      “Ida Belle,” Gertie said, “why don’t we bring your young friend into Francine’s? He looks like he could use some nice pancakes and a cup of coffee.”

      With the snake-shooting spectacle over, the crowd shuffled back into Francine’s to finish their breakfasts. Ida Belle and Justin followed Gertie and me back to our table. I was happy to see that they hadn’t cleared away my plate during my absence. My pancakes were mostly intact, with just the one bite missing, and the whipped cream melting a little around the edges.

      Francine, the proprietor, came over in person to refill our coffees and take Ida Belle’s and Justin’s breakfast orders. She lingered by our table to find out what all of the commotion had been about. Francine’s kindly but persistent questioning (I could think of some professional interrogators who could learn a thing or two from her technique) got Justin talking. He was a graduate student, he told us, here to do fieldwork for his master’s degree in conservation biology. He’d never been to Louisiana before. In fact, he’d never been out of Hawaii, except for a few trips to Las Vegas with his family. His friends back home were never going to believe he’d had a close encounter with a deadly copperhead his first day out. He wished he’d had the presence of mind to take a picture of it.

      Ida Belle ordered the Big Bubba’s Belly Buster with pancakes, bacon, and sausage. Ida Belle eats like a hummingbird. By which I mean, several times her weight in food daily. I don’t know where she puts it all. She must have some amazing secret workout routine. Since I’d moved to Sinful, I’d been packing on weight as if I was planning to go into hibernation.

      “Saving lives sure does work up an appetite,” Ida Belle announced, as if we were going to forget that she’d just shot a venomous snake fifteen minutes earlier.

      “That sounds good, Aunty, what you got,” Justin said. “The Big Bubba da kine. I’ll have that too. I can get rice instead of potatoes?”

      “I can get you a side of breakfast rice,” Francine offered. “You want some orange juice with that?”

      “No thanks. Just coffee’s good.”

      I couldn’t afford to give any stranger the benefit of the doubt, not even a harmless-looking graduate student. The notorious arms dealer known as Ahmad had put a ten-million-dollar price on my head. I’d eliminated Ahmad’s brother during my last field assignment, and it seems he took that kind of personally. If you’ve heard of Ahmad, I don’t have to explain how bad that is. If you haven’t heard of him, consider yourself lucky.

      I watched Francine sashay back to the kitchen, and then smiled innocently at Justin.

      “So why did you come all the way out to Louisiana? Why not stay in Hawaii?”

      “I wouldn’t mind doing fieldwork in Hawaii,” Gertie said. “I think I’d have one of those big blue drinks with all the fruit and paper umbrellas every day for breakfast.”

      “The oil spill was here, that’s why,” Justin said. “There’s nothing like it anywhere else. You get the volume of oil, yah? Unprecedented. Then get the additional contamination of the dispersant. Other people are researching the mutagenicity and toxicity in the immediate area, but we’re looking at the wider and more long-term effect on meiotic recombination in mammals—”

      “He studies poop,” Ida Belle interrupted. “I already asked him.”

      “He just said he’s studying oil,” Gertie said. “Poop and oil are not the same thing, Ida Belle. Even I know that, and I’m no car expert.”

      “Nah, Aunty Ida Belle’s right,” Justin said. “That’s the method I’m using to track the animals’ DNA. That way I don’t gotta trap ‘em or nothing like that. It’s called fecal analysis. Minimally disruptive to the environment.”

      I felt convinced by this time that Justin was who he said he was--a nice, nerdy grad student who’d had the misfortune to wander into the eye of Hurricane Ida Belle. His distinctive mixture of scientific lingo and island dialect would be hard to fake. I didn’t think that one of Ahmad’s henchmen would be able to pull off such an elaborate—not to mention brainy—cover story.

      Also in Justin’s favor was the fact that Ahmad didn’t have any Hawaii presence. Even Ahmad knew better than to try to muscle in on “The Company.” My FBI pals tell the story of when two Las Vegas thugs were sent over to Hawaii to rough up a local Company leader. The two tough guys were returned from Hawaii to Vegas in a trunk, in little pieces, with a note attached: “Delicious, send more.”

      “The nutria is ideal for my project,” Justin was saying. “It’s plentiful, and the generations are short, can be as short as 3 or 4 months. So evolution can happen real fast, yah? Get almost twenty generations already since the spill.”

      “He’s wasting his time studying swamp rats,” Ida Belle grumbled. “Should be finding a cure for old age.”

      “Swamp rats?” Gertie pressed a dainty hand to her leopard-print blouse. “Oh, we don’t need any more of those, dear. We already have way too many of them.”

      “So how long have you been in Sinful?” I asked.

      “I just picked him up at the bus stop this morning,” Ida Belle said.

      “Ida Belle,” Gertie asked, “why do you need a roommate? If you get lonely, you have the Sinful Ladies’ Society to keep you company.”

      “I’m not lonely, silly. I’m saving up for a new car. I’m getting five hundred a month in rent.”

      “Sure, as long as your renter doesn’t die of snakebite,” Gertie said.

      “Aw, now you got me worried,” Justin said cheerfully.

      “You just had some bad luck this morning,” Ida Belle said. “Most snakes are more afraid of you than you are of them. Copperheads are a little unusual cause they won’t flee like other snakes. They’ll freeze, so sometimes you don’t realize they’re there until you’re right on top of ‘em.”

      “Anything else I gotta know?”

      “Stay out of the bayou,” Gertie said.

      “She means don’t go swimming in the bayou,” Ida Belle added. “Some places you can only get to by boat. Watch out for things that look like logs. If you see a log moving, start running.”

      “Because it’s not really a log,” Gertie explained. “It’s a gator. Logs can’t swim by themselves. Oh, Ida Belle, tell him about the leeches.”

      Ida Belle snorted. “Leeches won’t hurt you. They’ll just suck a little of your blood is all.”

      “Aw man.” Justin picked up a piece of bacon and put it back down again. “I can’t stay away from the water. My plan’s to go along the banks to collect my samples.”

      “Well then at least stay away from Perd’ Espoir. That’s where they say all the—”

      “Hush now,” Ida Belle interrupted Gertie. “You don’t need to fill his head with silly ideas.”

      What was Perd’ Espoir, and why was it such a taboo topic? I’d have to ask Ida Belle and Gertie about it later. On second thought, no. This was one of those buried Sinful secrets that could stay buried, as far as I was concerned. From now on, I would follow Director Morrow’s instructions: Keep a low profile and stay out of trouble.

      I looked up to see a commotion coming toward us. Leading the two-person parade was the six-foot two-inch Deputy Carter LeBlanc, looking weary and harassed. Behind him, a full foot shorter and ten times meaner, mayor-elect and all-around terrible human being Celia Arceneaux was pushing him ahead of her.

      “Carter!” I exclaimed when they reached our table. “You’re supposed to be home recovering. What are you doing in uniform?”

      I hoped my protective feelings toward Deputy Sheriff Carter LeBlanc weren’t too obvious. Against all of my training and better judgment, I’d done the one thing an undercover operative is never supposed to do: I’d gotten romantically involved. Things hadn’t progressed very far yet. Just a couple of dates, an innocent kiss, and me saving his life once or twice. On the plus side, Carter was handsome, goodhearted, and apparently attracted to me. On the minus side, I was living in Sinful under someone else’s identity, so our entire relationship was founded on a lie.

      “It seems there’s been a disturbance nearby,” Celia sniffed, “and Deputy LeBlanc is assisting me in restoring order. Well. I see we have a newcomer here. I am Celia Arceneaux, the mayor of this municipality.”

      “Self-proclaimed mayor, you mean,” Ida Belle muttered.

      “Mayor-elect,” Celia conceded. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Justin.”

      Justin wiped his hands on a napkin and proffered a handshake. Celia took his hand with her fingertips, as if it were something she’d just fished out of the toilet.

      “I have a report of someone discharging a firearm,” Carter sighed. “Was that you, son?”

      “It was me.” Ida Belle thumped her chest with a wizened fist. “I saved his life.”

      “She killed a copperhead,” Gertie chimed in excitedly. “Shot the head clean off and then kicked it into the bushes. Justin is from Hawaii. They don’t have snakes there. Isn’t that interesting?”

      “Hawaii!” Celia exclaimed. “Really, Ida Belle. First off, I don’t believe you have the correct permits to start taking in lodgers. And secondly, a foreigner of all things?”

      “Ladies,” Deputy Carter intervened. “And gentleman. Let’s all try to keep things civil here. Celia, I mean Mayor-elect Arceneaux, has been under some pressure with the festival coming up, and she feels that at this time, keeping order is of paramount—”

      “I’ve been working myself to the bone,” proclaimed the comfortably plump mayor-elect.

      Ida Belle opened her mouth to say something, but all that came out was a little yelp of pain. Gertie must have kicked her under the table.

      “Ally’s been working hard on her nutria pie,” I said, trying to establish some friendly common ground. Ally was Celia’s niece, and my roommate. I wasn’t fond of Celia Arceneaux, but unlike Ida Belle, I didn’t see the point of provoking her.

      “Ally’s been experimenting with fresh tabasco peppers,” I continued. “She says the nutria meat has a really gamy flavor.”

      “Nutria pie?” Justin wrinkled his nose. “You eat ‘em?”

      “What’d you think we did at the swamp rat festival?” Ida Belle snorted. “Put ‘em in a beauty contest? And yes Celia, I just called it the Swamp Rat Festival, like it’s always been called.”

      “It’s the Annual Sinful Nutria Jamboree. The citizens of Sinful, Louisiana, do not eat swamp rat.”

      “Fancy name’s not gonna make it taste any better, Celia.”

      “Listen.” Deputy Carter LeBlanc’s patience was depleted. “All of you. Please listen to me. Don’t shoot anything unless you absolutely have to. And try to stay on the road and out of the woods.”

      “Stay out of the woods?” Justin said.

      “How come?” Ida Belle demanded.

      Carter sighed.

      “Someone found LeRoy Thibodeaux this morning.”

      “Thibodeaux?” Gertie exclaimed. “Why, he and Thelma were right in the middle of that messy divorce.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.

      “Well Justin’s not in the middle of a custody battle with Thelma Thibodeaux,” Ida Belle said, “so I don’t think he has anything to worry about.”

      Celia glared at Ida Belle. “It wasn’t poor Thelma that killed him. How could you, Ida Belle?”

      “Well who did then?” Gertie asked.

      “It wasn’t a ‘who’,” Carter said. “Looks like it was an animal attack. The M.E. thinks it was a big cat. Probably a cougar.”

      “Cougars!” Gertie tapped the back of Justin’s hand excitedly. “Add that to your list.”

      “I didn’t know there were cougars in Louisiana.” I’d read the official Louisiana state website, the USGS information, and even the Wikipedia page. According to the internet, Louisiana had man-eating alligators, venomous snakes, and leech-infested swamps with quicksand that could suck you under in a minute, but not cougars.

      “Not supposed to be,” Justin said. “But you get climate change an’ da kine, you get all kine animals migrating out where they didn’t use to be. Like now, you get polar bears an’ grizzly bears hooking up and having babies. They call ‘em Pizzlies.”

      “If I were a bear,” Gertie said, “I wouldn’t want to be called a Pizzly. It doesn’t sound very nice.”

      “Well this thing caught Thibodeaux completely unaware,” Carter said. “He didn’t know what hit him, which was fortunate. He had no sign of defensive wounds on his hands, and his shotgun hadn’t been fired. The animal wasn’t even wounded as far as we can tell, so it’s still out there. You’ll need to exercise extreme caution until someone catches this thing. I mean it. All of you.”

      Carter looked right at me. “I don’t want to have to tell you again.”

      Did he just say that to me? I don’t want to have to tell you again?

      Okay, Carter didn’t know that I was a trained CIA field operative. I was posing as a retired beauty queen turned school librarian. But with that scolding tone, he sounded just like my father. I felt a hot flush creep up my neck.

      “You look a little peaked, Deputy,” Gertie said. “Would you like to pull up a chair and join us for breakfast? Celia, I’d invite you too, but I wouldn’t dream of interrupting your busy schedule.”

      “He can have my place.” I stood up and grabbed my bag. The blood rushing in my ears drowned out most of the conversation around me. I heard Celia take a parting shot at “outsiders,” probably intended for both Justin and me. Then Ida Belle replied with that Bible verse about being kind to the strangers in your midst.

      “Sorry, Celia,” Ida Belle taunted. “I forgot you’re Catholic, so you got no idea what’s in the Bible. Heck, I could start making stuff up right now and you’d have no choice but to believe me.”

      I made my way out of Francine’s as the sounds of escalating holy war faded out behind me.
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      I marched from Francine’s all the way back to my house, which was actually the home of the late Marge Boudreaux, whose niece I was impersonating. I hoped the long walk would give me a chance to cool down. There’s no room for anger, or any strong emotion, when you’re undercover. I was comfortably attired for my morning jog, in athletic shoes, sweats, and a cool cotton t-shirt. Fortunately, retired beauty queens are allowed to dress down for exercise.

      “I don’t want to have to tell you again.”

      I felt myself getting more, not less, infuriated as I thought about it. It was bad enough when my father used to tell me that I was stupid, or incompetent, or just a general disappointment for not having been born male. But my father was gone now. And I definitely didn’t have to tolerate that treatment from Carter LeBlanc.

      I paused at the front porch of the house and took a deep breath. I had to monitor my emotional reactions closely. They go over this during training, and at every post-assignment debriefing. Undercover work is “physically, emotionally and intellectually demanding,” they tell us, and field operatives can be affected in unexpected ways. Case in point: the fact that I’d become romantically involved with that total Neanderthal.

      No, I take that back. Comparing Carter LeBlanc to a Neanderthal wasn’t fair to Neanderthals, who (according to a documentary that I just watched over at Ida Belle’s house) were actually pretty advanced. Carter was more like some thick-skulled and not-very-evolved hominid. What was that one they just discovered? The one with the tiny brain? That one.

      I let myself into the house, showered, changed into clean sweats and t-shirt, and went to unwind in Marge’s library. The late Marge Boudreaux had a magnificent library. The more I learned about Marge, the more I wished she’d really been my great-aunt.

      I pulled down a book on Celtic weaponry, curled up in the chair by the window, and dozed off with the book open to the chapter about shillelaghs.

      Loud banging on the door jolted me awake. I took my time getting to the door. If it was Carter, I figured he could stand to wait a bit.

      It wasn’t Carter. Ida Belle and Gertie pushed their way in as soon as I cracked the door open. Justin trailed in after them.

      “I’m going to make coffee,” Gertie announced, and then headed to the kitchen without waiting for my permission.

      “More coffee?” Ida Belle complained. “We just had a bunch of coffee at Francine’s. What about your bowels?”

      “You don’t have to have any if you don’t want it,” Gertie called from the kitchen.

      “No, I’ll have some. “

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” I asked.

      “Ah, we’re wondering what to do about Celia,” Ida Belle said. “We thought you or Ally might have some ideas. I swear, we’ve known that woman fifty years--”

      “We've known her lot longer than that,” Gertie called over from the kitchen.

      “And in fifty years,” Ida Belle continued, “I still haven’t figured out what’s crawled up that woman’s—”

      “You know what I used to tell my students,” Gertie interrupted. “It’s nice to be important, but it’s more important to be nice. That’s something Celia could stand to remember. Justin, sit down, dear. Standing there by the front door makes it look like you’re thinking about escaping”

      “Gertie used to be a schoolteacher,” Ida Belle explained.

      Justin nodded and sat down at the kitchen table.

      “Gertie, what did you put in the coffee maker?” I reflexively wrinkled my nose. “Something smells awful.”

      My roommate Ally came rushing in to the kitchen, tying her long brown hair into a knot as she ran.

      “Sorry!” she lunged at the oven. “I shouldn't have left it at 375.”

      Gertie stood by the coffee machine and watched as Ally yanked the oven open and waved at the billowing smoke.

      “Still working on your swamp rat pie, dear?” Gertie asked.

      Ally pulled on a pair of thick-knit safety mitts, snatched the smoldering pie out of the oven, and twisted the temperature dial to “off.” There was no door to protect us from the odor of the pie now. It smelled like someone was having a barbecue in the middle of a landfill. Ally turned around, with her back to the oven, and wiped her forehead with her sleeve.

      “I shouldn't have tried cooking it on high heat,” she panted. “This isn't something I'd usually try. I'm more, you know, pastries, and pork ribs and stuff with more...mainstream appeal. But Aunt Celia's going to make my life miserable if I don't enter something in this cooking contest…oh, hello. I’m Ally.”

      “Sorry, Ally, this is Justin, Ida Belle’s new roommate. He’s visiting from Hawaii. Justin, this is Ally, my roommate.”

      “Howzit?” Justin grinned.

      Ally beamed and gave him a little wave.

      “Ally, you're the best chef in Sinful,” Ida Belle said. “What’s the matter?”

      “I guess my heart's not in it.” Ally came over to the table and sat down in the chair next to Justin. “It's easy to get passionate about making the best barbecue ribs in town. It's been kinda hard to drum up the same enthusiasm over swamp rat pie.”

      “Why on earth is that woman making such a big deal about the swamp rat festival?” Ida Belle pulled up a fifth chair to the kitchen table. Marge’s furniture was simple, sturdy, and tasteful. I was grateful for that. My stint in Sinful would have been a lot less bearable if I'd had to be surrounded by twee knickknacks and floral chintz.

      “Oh, Aunt Celia’s got it in her head that Sinful needs to be on the map.”

      Gertie poured out five mugs of her good, strong coffee and brought them over, three in one hand, two in the other, dribbling a trail of coffee behind her on my floor. Gertie needed glasses and refused to get them. There was no use arguing with her about it.

      I stood up, but Ally was quicker. She grabbed a paper towel and wiped up the spilled coffee without Gertie even noticing.

      “I like Sinful the way it is,” I took a cup of Gertie’s coffee, even though I’d had several cups at Francine’s and was already sloshing like a hot water bottle. “There are advantages to not being on the map.”

      “Eh, Aunty Fortune, where’s the lua?”

      “Justin, please don’t call me Aunty. Just ‘Fortune’ is fine. What’s a lua?”

      “Bathroom,” Ida Belle said. “There’s one right around the corner there.”

      Ally watched Justin saunter down the hallway, and then she turned her big eyes to me.

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this, Fortune, but in a way, I almost agree with Aunt Celia. I mean, I do love Sinful, but it truly is a small town. How am I ever gonna meet someone? I mean you all are great friends, but as far as someone to be with? The guys around here, some of 'em are nice enough, but they’re just not…I don’t know how to say it without sounding like a snob.”

      “You don't need a man, Ally,” Ida Belle said.

      “But if you want someone who's seen the big wide world,” Gertie added, “how about Ida Belle’s new friend? He's a graduate student, so he’s smart.”

      “And poor,” Ida Belle added.

      “I guess he seems nice. I’d love to spend some time with a man who's been somewhere and done something outside of fishing and shooting things. Sorry, Fortune, I know you and Carter… I didn't mean any offense.”

      “None taken, I promise.”

      Justin returned to the table.

      “Eh, got all quiet all of a sudden.”

      “We were just discussing adjusting to life in Sinful,” I said. “I’m a pretty recent newcomer myself.”

      “So what’s the scoops? What else I gotta know besides watch out for all the wild animals?”

      “I’ll tell you what you need to know,” Ida Belle said. “That Celia Arceneaux is a cast-iron—ouch!”

      Ida Belle glared at Gertie.

      “Ally,” Gertie said, “Ida Belle apologizes if she said anything unkind about your aunt. Now Justin, has anyone told you about the Rougarou?”

      “Honestly Gertie,” Ida Belle groused, “ever since you started that creative writing class—”

      “Gertie,” I interrupted, “I didn’t know you were taking a writing class. Where?”

      “Online,” Ida Belle said.

      “Ooh, I haven’t heard about the Rougarou since I was a little girl.” Ally smiled. “My mama used to tell me the Rougarou was going to get me if I broke Lent. But then my classmate Stella Guidry said no, they can only get you if you break Lent seven years in a row.”

      “Not quite, dear. If you break Lent seven years in a row you become one.”

      “The Lent rule doesn’t apply to Baptists though,” Ida Belle said.

      “What are you all talking about?”

      “I’m talking about a man that turns into a terrible beast.” Gertie widened her eyes and cast a dramatic look around the table. “He stalks the swamps and bayous by night, and gorges on human flesh, leaving behind mangled corpses with their throats torn out and their entrails chewed away. And those few who survive have a fate even worse than grisly death…they become a Rougarou themselves.”

      “You told this to third graders?” I asked.

      “Oh sure. As long as I stayed away from evolution, I was fine. Anyway, most of the kids already knew about the Rougarou from their parents. But did you know that different cultures the world over have their own stories about people who can transform into animals? Anubis, the ancient Egyptian god of the underworld, was depicted as a man with a wolf’s head. The Navajo skin walkers could turn into any animal they pleased. And of course the Hồ tinh, Hanoi’s nine-tailed fox. I was thinking I might write a story about the Hồ tinh.”

      “Gertie, that’s a great idea,” Ally said. “Are you going to write children’s books?”

      “Oh, my goodness no. There’s no money in children’s books. I’m thinking erotica.”

      “Are there any stories about Hawaiian shape shifters?” I quickly asked Justin.

      “Aw, sure. We get Kamapua‘a, who’s half man half boar.”

      “Can he change from one to the other?” Ally asked. “Or is he just half and half?”

      “Depends on what version of the story you got. But in all of ‘em he’s all grumpy and bitter, ah? Cause his father never wanted him, that’s why.”

      “How sad,” Ally said.

      “One day he fell in love wit’ Pele, the fire goddess, but she saw his ugly nature and ran away from him. So he could never find love.”

      “I don’t like that story,” I said.

      “That sounds so interesting.” Ally smiled at him. “I’d love to hear more.”

      Next thing I knew, Justin Lao was a fixture in my house. At least when Ally was home. They spent most of their time cooking together, which I thought was sweet. Especially since I got to sample the results.

      Justin taught Ally how to make lau laus, pork wrapped in taro leaves and encased in a ti leaf for long, slow cooking. Ally adapted the recipe to use locally available ingredients like collards and salt pork.

      They seemed so chummy that I assumed they had a love connection. I was happy for Ally, who up until now had not had great luck with guys. Imagine my surprise, then, when one morning, as I was sitting in Francine's Diner with Ida Belle and Gertie, I saw Justin Lao walk in with a woman who most definitely was not Ally.

      Childlike facial morphology –full cheeks, high forehead, large eyes--makes age estimation difficult. Somewhere between mid-twenties and early forties. Dark blonde hair, apparently natural, and light eyes, consistent with Acadian, (Cajun) ancestry. Movement and muscularity indicate high levels of strength and flexibility, consistent with a dancer or gymnast. Threat level: moderate, if she ever takes her eyes off her prey.

      Justin glanced over at our table and gave us a nod but made no move to join us. He and the blonde kept walking toward a distant back booth, where they sat side by side.

      “Well how do you like that?” Ida Belle complained. “They don’t even want to sit with us.”

      I was glad Ally’s shift hadn’t started yet. Poor Ally—yet another disappointment in the romance department.

      “Well there are three of us, and two of them,” Gertie said, “and the booth only seats four. Unless you want them to drag a chair over and block the walkway.”

      The blonde was looking at Justin like he was her next meal. He'd only been in Sinful a couple of days and already his love life was orders of magnitude more exciting than mine and Ally’s put together.

      Grow up, I scolded myself. I wasn't here to have fun. Unless it's explicitly part of our assignment, undercover operatives are not supposed to become intimately involved with the locals. It's emotionally and physically risky for us, and it can expose the agency to legal action.

      I guess I should have thought of all that before I got involved with Carter LeBlanc. What was I thinking?

      No need to answer that. Stupid hormones.

      “One of the Roche girls,” Gertie whispered. “Has to be. She's the very image.”

      “You know who she is?”

      “Not her personally,” Gertie said. “But her people are well known around here.”

      “I've never heard of them,” I said.

      “When Gertie says well known, she's being nice,” Ida Belle said. “What she really means to say is notorious.”

      I looked from one to the other.

      “Let me guess. This notorious family has something to do with that thing you were talking about earlier.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Ida Belle said.

      “Perd’ Espoir, was that it?”

      Gertie and Ida Belle exchanged a look.

      “If memory serves, that's French for lost hope, isn't it?”

      “Gracious, aren't you the smart one?” Gertie said sweetly.

      “So what's the story with this Roche family?” I studied Justin's companion from across the crowded diner. Her teeth were white and even, and her round face radiated health. She didn’t look like a meth addict. “And how do you know this woman is one of them if you haven’t seen her before?”

      Ida Belle swallowed a mouthful of biscuits and gravy. “We know her people. Not hard to spot 'em. Gene pool's about as deep as a birdbath, if you get my drift.”

      “Their family tree looks like a braid,” Gertie added helpfully.

      “Good looking clan,” Ida Belle said, “but trouble, all of 'em, and no more morals than tomcats.”

      “You don't want Justin getting killed by a jealous boyfriend,” Gertie said. “Not before you’ve got the down payment for your car.”

      I held my hands up. “Just leave me out of it. This is not any of my business. I'll buy Ally ice cream and watch Lifetime movies with her, if she needs consoling. But other than that, I’m not getting involved.”

      “Well, Fortune my dear,” Gertie patted my hand, “it’s nice that you’re so optimistic.”
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      After breakfast, the three of us walked across the street to The General Store. I had to buy some of that special shampoo that was supposed to be gentle on hair extensions, and believe it or not, the General Store carried it. I couldn't buy a decent pair of athletic shoes, a plate of sushi, or a drop of wine inside Sinful's city limits. But stuffed deer heads, 9-millimeter ammo, or special hair-extension-compliant shampoo? All three were available for purchase within easy walking distance of my house.

      “I really hate these hair extensions,” I said as we approached the General Store. “Especially now they’re growing out. They look trashy. When is a former beauty queen turned school librarian allowed to cut her hair to a more practical length, anyway?”

      “No, trashy’s a good look for you,” Ida Belle said. “Helps you blend in. You don’t want to go around dressing like you think you’re too good for us or anything.”

      “Remember Celia’s daughter Pansy?” Gertie said. “Compared to her, Fortune looks like Grace Kelly.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Well speak of the devil.” Ida Belle paused with her hand on the General Store’s glass door. She bent down and peered between handbills announcing used boats and trucks for sale and the sun-faded poster advertising Mister Twister fishing lures. “There’s our mayor-elect herself.”

      “What’s she doing?” Gertie asked.

      Ida Belle raised her finger to her lips and pushed the door open slowly. The three of us slipped in and stood quietly by the General Store’s entrance. Walter saw us but quickly flicked his glance away. He was going to let Celia keep going.

      “Look at that empty space over there.” Celia swept her bangle-laden arm toward a wall jam packed with shelves of waders, boots, breath mints, flashlights, jumper cables, maps, and pet food. “You could display at least fifty festival t-shirts there, and you could put a shelf of the snow globes right underneath. And you’d get three percent of every sale. It’s a sure thing, Walter. I don’t see why you’re acting so stubborn about it.”

      “Celia, I’m telling you, I don’t have any more room in the store. Why not just sell all that stuff at the fair, at one of the booths?”

      “Because this year we’re doing the Annual Sinful Nutria Jamboree right, and that means getting the whole town on board.”

      “It’s not the Swamp Rat festival now?”

      “Certainly not. The Annual Sinful Nutria Jamboree will be a coming-out party for the town of Sinful. I see it drawing in tourists from miles around. Along with their money. And when they go back home, they’ll be spreading the word with their Annual Sinful Nutria Jamboree t-shirts and Annual Sinful Nutria Jamboree snow globes, the ones that they’ve bought at your store. Oh, I almost forgot about the coffee mugs. You’ll need to clear a couple of shelves for the coffee mugs.”

      “Coffee mugs are heavy and they take up a lot of room,” Walter said. “How about shot glasses?”

      “Well it’s a good thing I didn’t put you in charge of the merchandising committee, Walter, honestly.”

      “We’ve never had to do all this before. What’s the big rush this year?”

      “You watch and see. By the time the National Watermelon Day picnic rolls around, I expect we’ll have record attendance. But to do that we have to make our branded merchandise available through as many outlets as possible. The General Store is a key part of our strategy because it’s often the last stop for people driving out of town.”

      “Well now Celia,” Walter rubbed his white moustache thoughtfully. “First of all, I don’t see the point of the snow globes, considering as how it’s summertime, and even in the winter it only snows about every hundred years.”

      “We got a good deal on them,” Celia huffed.

      “And secondly, you’re going on about bringing in people from miles around, how's that square with what you were telling me before about what a terrible problem we were having with all these Yankees coming in?”

      Walter winked at us.

      “We want to attract the right kind of outsiders,” Celia shot back. “The kind that come over for the festival, spend their money, maybe stay a night or two at one of our fine bed and breakfast establishments, and leave. Not the ones that stick around and stir up trouble.”

      “Well how do you like that,” Ida Belle whispered. “This 'outsider' saved that woman's sorry behind.”

      I shrugged. “I don't think gratitude is one of Celia’s strong points.”

      “So what'll it be?” Celia demanded. “You gonna set up my display or am I gonna have to take this once in a lifetime opportunity over to the taxidermist? Think carefully, now, Walter, before you pass this up.”

      Celia must have been talking about that establishment on Sinful's main street, the pretty pink one with the lacy trim, the flower pots out front, and the sign in the window that read, “You kill 'em, we'll stuff 'em.” A giant deer head with crossed eyes hung next to the doorway, assuring the casual shopper that this was no idle threat. I'd walked by that Pepto-Bismol-pink storefront dozens of times, but I’d never gone inside, and I’d never seen anyone else go in there either. I wondered if they’d be setting up a window display of dead stuffed swamp rats for the occasion.

      “Excuse me Celia,” Walter said with a smile, as if he’d just noticed the three of us standing there. “Looks like I got paying customers. Oh, listen, thanks for stopping by. Come by any time, y'hear?”

      Celia Arceneaux stomped out of the General Store, glaring at us so hard that I half expected to see Ida Belle's hair burst into flames.

      “What can I help you ladies with today?” Walter grinned at us.

      “Well you look awfully happy,” Ida Belle said, “considering you were just getting chewed out by Celia.”

      “I’m safe now,” he said. “She won’t come back as long as you’re here.”

      “We’re the garlic to Celia’s Nosferatu,” Gertie said.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Nosferatu the vampire,” Gertie said. “I’m working on my use of metaphor.”

      “I thought Dracula was the vampire,” I said.

      “Well there’s gotta be more than one vampire,” Ida Belle said. “Dracula can’t go flying around the world biting everyone all by himself. He’s not Santa Claus.”

      “Santa Claus doesn’t bite people!” Gertie objected.

      “Look, can I just get my shampoo? Walter, you said you carry this brand?”

      I pulled out a sticky note with the name of the special shampoo and showed it to him.

      “Sure thing, Fortune. Right back there.” He pointed me to the aisle filled with stomach remedies, first aid supplies, painkillers, hair dye, and propane generators. I found the shampoo and bought the matching conditioner, because it promised “smooth, silken shine.” That seemed like it would be a nice change from “matted, straw-like rat’s nest.”

      As Walter was ringing me up, he said,

      “Guess you won't be seeing your young visitor around your place much anymore. Hear he's got him a new friend.”

      “Well that news traveled fast,” Ida Belle said.

      “Ally was in here earlier,” Walter said. “She was saying something about having more time to work on her nutria pie recipe, now she doesn't have so many distractions. Came in to buy more pie tins. I guess she couldn’t get the burned taste out of her other ones.”

      “You carry pie tins?”

      “Sure,” Walter said. “Over there by the shop vacs.”

      “I hope Ally's okay.” Poor kid. I hoped my bad romantic luck wasn't rubbing off on her. Of course I wasn’t going to say that in front of Carter’s uncle Walter.

      “Oh, Ally seems like she's doing fine. Wasn't like her and that boy was gonna elope or anything like that.” Walter chuckled. “Not like you and my nephew, now.”

      He handed me my change and the small paper bag with my overpriced hair products.

      “You ladies should watch out for your young friend, though. I believe that girl’s one of that Roche clan.”

      “Why is that a problem?” I asked. “What's this family involved in?”

      “Well, I’m sure I can’t say.” Walter was suddenly cagey.

      “Are they linked to organized crime?” I asked.

      “Now, I don’t like to make accusations.” Walter seemed really uncomfortable now. “I just think we owe it to our young visitor to keep an eye out for him.”

      “Drugs? Gambling? Human trafficking?”

      “Don't worry about it,” Ida Belle said. “This romance is not gonna go anywhere. The kid got bored with Ally quick enough, he'll get bored with this one too. You know how men are. Flighty.”

      I thought this was unfair, considering Walter had carried a torch for Ida Belle for the past five decades or so—not most peoples' definition of flighty.

      “But Ida-Belle,” Gertie whispered. “What if she —”

      “Oh hush, Gertie. Don’t be silly.”

      “Well, I better go check on…the stockroom.” Walter disappeared into the back.

      “I’m not going to butt into that kid’s personal life.” Ida Belle led the way out of the General Store. “As long as he keeps paying his rent and doesn't cause me any trouble, it's none of our beeswax what he gets up to in his free time.”
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      Justin came by the house later with a present for Ally. It was white and cylindrical, like a small version of a liquid nitrogen container, but with pink flowers printed on the side. It turned out to be for cooking rice. I had nothing else to do, so I watched as he demonstrated it for us. He poured in the rice, and then stuck his thumb in to gauge the right amount of water.

      “I don't understand,” Ally said. “How come you have a special rice cooker? Why not just use a saucepan?”

      “It keeps the rice at just the right temperature all day. When you eat rice with every meal, it's real convenient. An' it gets the texture just right for the musubis. Every house in Hawaii got one, pretty much.”

      “I'm learning how to make Spam musubis,” Ally explained to me. “They're like the official snack of Hawaii. It’s Spam, wrapped in rice, wrapped in seaweed.”

      “Sounds delicious,” I lied.

      “It is,” Justin said.

      Ally got us sweet tea while we waited for the rice to cook.

      “So what's new?” I asked Justin.

      “Oh, I found a real interesting specimen today.”

      “So soon?” Ally said. “How exciting.”

      “Oh yah. Kinda gave me chicken skin cause thought it was a baby at first.”

      “You thought it was a baby?” I said. “What was it?”

      “Not sure. Looked like it died shortly after birth. Had the cord attached still.”

      “How sad,” Ally gasped.

      “Nah, that thing wasn't meant to live. Was real messed up. The snout was flat shaped,” here Justin spread his skinny brown fingers in front of his face to demonstrate, “so probably couldn't breathe even. That's how come I thought it was a human baby at first, cause the flat face.”

      “Poor thing,” Ally said. “Did you bury it?”

      “Huh? Nah, I sent it over to the university so they can do the DNA analysis. I got a picture, though. Wanna see?”

      Ally's face scrunched with disgust. “I don’t know. Fortune, why don’t you look first?”

      “Sure, I’ll have a look.”

      Heck, I'd wolfed down an MRE with one hand while picking up pieces of a sniper with the other. A cell phone photo of a dead animal in the woods wouldn't bother me.

      Or so I thought.

      The poor creature was curled up as if asleep. It had probably been dead for two or three days. I saw why Justin had thought it was a human baby, with its large head, flat face and its mottled, almost hairless skin. The nose and mouth looked like those of a kitten, though, and the ear that I could see was pointed and near the top of the head. It had a naked tail like a possum’s, curled around its body.

      “That's really interesting.” I handed Justin's phone back.

      “I think this supports what I was saying before.” Justin dropped the phone back into his backpack. “Hydrocarbons are powerful mutagens. Lucky I found this guy over at the university gonna help me ID it. He's got the facilities to do the DNA analysis.”

      “This is because of the hydrocarbons from the oil spill?” I asked.

      “Can’t say for sure, cause it’s a single specimen. But personally, I think it’s likely.”

      “The spill was way east of here, though,” Ally said. “I didn't think any of it got over here.”

      “I think my research is gonna show that there are environmental effects this far west, especially in fast-reproducing organisms. I think we're going to find these novel environmental pressures affecting evolution.”

      “How come you sound so happy about it?” Ally said. “Doesn't seem like something to be happy about.”

      “Oh, sorry, no, it's not good. It's just, you know, I'm excited about my research getting somewhere. And I got LaRoquette interested.”

      “Who is LaRoquette?” I asked.

      “That’s the geneticist I got ahold of at the School of Medicine.”

      “This LaRoquette isn't a young blonde woman by any chance?” I asked.

      “Huh? Nah, he’s a dude. Toby LaRoquette.”

      Ally laughed. “Fortune, you're thinking of Justin’s new girlfriend.”

      I looked from Ally to the now-blushing Justin.

      “I think I better check the rice.” He practically leaped out of his chair and ran over to the rice cooker.

      “I thought you and Justin were an item,” I whispered to Ally when his back was turned. “You're okay with how things are?”

      She shook her head. “Justin’s sweet. I like sharing recipes and hanging out. But it would be stupid to get attached to someone who's just gonna leave in a few weeks…I think I’ll help with the rice.”

      Ally went over to join Justin, leaving me alone at the table.

      She knew that I was planning to leave too, at the end of the summer. What she didn’t know was that after my assignment here ended I’d never see or speak to her, or anyone else in Sinful, again.

      That's how is. This is what we do. Befriend and betray. I'd heard it a hundred times. It had never bothered me before.

      “I'm not feeling well.” I pushed myself up from the table. “I'm going to turn in early. Have fun with the rice cooker. Save a Mikado for me.”

      “Musubi,” Justin and Ally corrected me in unison.

      I woke up early enough the next morning to see Ally before she left for her shift at Francine's Diner. She had actually saved me a Spam musubi.

      “It looks like a huge piece of sushi,” I said. “Is it sushi? I haven’t had sushi in forever.”

      “No, I thought it was too at first, but sushi has vinegar in the rice, and this rice is plain. Did you know, sushi doesn’t mean ‘raw fish’, it means ‘vinegar rice’.”

      “I did not know that. So are you going to let me try it?”

      “Oh yeah, sorry. Here you go. We fried the Spam with soy sauce and sugar, so it’s crispy and has a teriyaki flavor. Justin brought the nori wrap with him from Hawaii. Come on. Give it a try.”

      I took a bite. “Hey, I like it. Tastes like it has all four food groups: starch, meat, salt, and grease.”

      Ally grinned. “I thought the four food groups were sugar, fat, alcohol, and caffeine.”

      “So you and Justin are really friends now.” I spoke with my mouth full, forgetting my beauty queen manners. “I’m glad to see it. I was a little worried about you.”

      “Oh, I’ll be fine,” Ally laughed. “I’m not such a delicate flower, Fortune, really. You know who I’m worried about, though, is Justin. Sounds like Desiree’s moving pretty fast.”

      “Desiree is the blonde?”

      Ally nodded distractedly as she patted the countertop. “I could’ve sworn I left my keys right here. Where are my keys? Oh, here they are.”

      “Moving fast? How so?”

      Ally plopped her keys into her purse and turned. “He told me she wants him to come out with her to Perd’ Espoir to meet her family. I think it’s a bad idea. I mean I get it, she’s probably on the wrong side of thirty, and her time’s running out, you know how it is, I mean sorry, no offense Fortune.”

      “Ally, I’m twenty-eight. What do you mean no offense? How old did you think I—never mind, it’s not important. So you’re not really okay with Justin moving on, it sounds like.”

      She reddened visibly. “I’m just worried about him. As a friend. I mean, I’m not the right one for him. I don’t have the education to understand half the stuff he talks about, all his hydrocortisone mutations and whatever.”

      “You mean hydrocarbon mutagens?”

      Ally blinked back tears.

      “See? Everyone understands this stuff except me. Justin thinks it’s all the most interesting thing in the world, and it probably is, but I’m just a dumb waitress, too stupid to understand all this high-level science. And then this—this—blonde, no offense Fortune, comes along and acts all impressed with his story about that gross dead thing he found out in the woods, and suddenly she’s dragging him out to Perd’ Espoir to meet her family.”

      “That does seem fast,” I said evenly. Too fast. Justin was a nice kid and all, but why was this Desiree trying to close the deal so quickly? “You know the family at all?”

      “I kind of know who her people are. I’ve seen ‘em in town once in a while. Okay, I gotta go. I’m gonna be late for work. Sorry I got all weird and emotional.”

      Ally rushed out and let the door bang shut behind her.

      What did this woman really want with Justin? Was she trying to get to me—and Ahmad’s ten-million-dollar bounty—through Justin? If Ahmad already knew where I was, why didn’t he just send someone into Sinful to put a bullet through my head? I wasn’t hard to find. All the hitman had to do was hang around Francine’s Diner for a few hours, and I’d be bound to show up.

      Something funny was going on here, and I wasn’t going to sit around and wait to see what was going to happen to me. I had to find out what was up.

      My first impulse was to set out alone to tail Justin, but I quickly realized that wasn’t going to work. I hadn’t begun to learn all of the bayous and channels in this area. And Perd’ Espoir wasn’t on any map that I’d seen.

      I’d have to ask Ida Belle and Gertie for help. Maybe they weren’t as young as they used to be, but I could do worse than two former counterintelligence operatives. And I knew they’d be up for an adventure. I pushed down my misgivings and picked up the phone.
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      Ida Belle had borrowed a small aluminum fishing boat from one of her friends in the Sinful Ladies Society. It wasn’t fast, but it was perfect for steering quietly along the narrow channels and bayous, and it was low profile enough to hide in the vegetation at the edge of the bank. We even had fishing gear with us, so that we could look like we were out for a casual afternoon of relaxation.

      Desiree Roche lived in one of those waterfront houses accessible only by boat. Before I moved to Sinful I had no idea that there was any place in the United States where so much of the traffic moved on water. It was kind of like Venice, but with alligators.

      We followed around fifty yards behind Desiree and Justin. The hum of our boat’s tiny motor blended with the sloshing, chirping, and buzzing sounds of the bayou. Desiree’s blonde hair acted as a beacon, glowing in the green shade of the tall cypress trees.

      “So why are we doing this again?” Gertie asked. “Are we going to bag Justin and bring him back to Ally? Will we have to knock him out?”

      “No, silly,” Ida Belle said. “This has to do with Fortune’s drug dealer.”

      “Arms dealer. I just think it’s suspicious that this Desiree Roche woman has latched on to your roommate so fast. I think she wants something from him. Like information about me.”

      “Maybe not everything is about you, dear,” Gertie said.

      “Well I agree with Fortune. Better safe than sorry.” Ida Belle maneuvered the boat deftly as we wended down the channel, the banks closing in on either side. “Besides, Gertie, you got something better to do? Maybe stay home getting ready for Celia’s stupid festival?”

      “It’s not Celia’s festival,” Gertie pouted. “She’s just acting like it is and ruining it for everyone else.

      She’s stealing the spotlight like a skunk, stinking it up so bad no one else will want to take credit.”

      My cell phone buzzed in the back pocket of my camo pants.

      I pulled it out to see Carter’s number on the caller ID. What did he want?

      “Hello Carter.” My tone was neutral.

      “Oh, hey. I stopped by to see if you were around, but you’re not here.”

      Darn it. He picked now to stop by? When I would have had the house to myself? OK, stop that, Fortune. You don’t even like this man. Get a grip.

      “I’m just out seeing the sights,” I said nonchalantly. “Shouldn’t you be resting?”

      “Doctor Broussard cleared me to do some walking. In fact, he ordered me to get up and walk every hour. He said sitting around makes it more likely I’ll get a clot or something. Sightseeing, huh?”

      “Yes.”

      “I know Ida Belle isn’t home, and I’d bet my next paycheck that Gertie’s with you too.”

      I didn’t have the phone on speaker, but in the humming stillness of the swamp Carter’s voice was loud enough that all three of us could hear him.

      “He’s good,” Gertie whispered.

      “He’s a condescending jerk,” I mouthed.

      “Well, you got me, Carter. I’m out with my friends Ida Belle and Gertie.”

      “Oh. Okay. Well, if you want to have dinner, give me a call when you get back.”

      Was he actually going to let this conversation end without scolding me? Maybe I’d underestimated him.

      “And I know you’re not gonna listen, Fortune, but I’ll tell you anyway. Whatever you and those two Geritol Mafia capos have planned, please, stay out of trouble, stay out of the woods, and don’t get mixed up in anything weird.”

      No, I hadn’t underestimated him. The blood rose in my ears, so that I barely heard him say, “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Fortune. I don’t want to lose you.”

      “You too,” I said curtly. I snapped the phone shut and stuffed it back into my pocket. Jerk. Here I was trying to save myself from being gruesomely tortured and killed by the world’s most ruthless arms dealer, and Carter was scolding me like I was a naughty child.

      “Don’t look like that, dear,” Gertie reached out and put her bony little hand on my shoulder. “He thinks you’re a civilian. He doesn’t know you have ten times the training he does. He’s just worried about you.”

      “Don’t you take his side, Gertie,” Ida Belle snapped. “And Fortune, you stay strong. Those kinds of entanglements just slow you down.”

      We were drifting along a channel that was narrowing, and the cypress trees overhead, choked with Spanish moss, blocked out the sunlight. Justin and Desiree’s little boat disappeared around a bend. We came around after them and re-established visual contact. I watched Desiree secure the boat and then scamper up the bank, as graceful as a cat. Justin followed, a little more awkwardly, holding his arms out for balance. Their destination was a little camp, a modest wooden shack on the edge of the water.

      Ida Belle guided the boat to the edge of the bank. We peered through the reeds as Justin followed Desiree up the splintery steps of the front porch.

      “What do you do if you have a medical emergency out here?” I whispered. “We’ve been on the water nearly an hour.”

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Gertie said.

      “Me too,” I agreed. The swamp around here didn’t look particularly creepy as swamps go (a low bar to be sure), but I did have a feeling of foreboding.

      In training, they tell us to listen to these feelings. Often what we think of as “intuition” is really the subconscious mind processing the subtle clues in your surroundings that your conscious mind doesn’t catch. Then again, sometimes intuition can steer you wrong. Your subconscious mind doesn’t know the difference between movies and real life. Or in this case, between real life and the last stretch of the Pirates of the Caribbean ride at Disneyland, which to me looked just like Perd’ Espoir.

      “Did Marie Laveau ever make it out this far from New Orleans?” I joked. “I’m feeling some bad juju.”

      Ida Belle and Gertie exchanged a glance.

      “What?” I asked. “I know there’s something you two didn’t want to tell me about this place. What is it?”

      “We didn’t want you to think we were superstitious,” Ida Belle said.

      “I’m superstitious,” Gertie declared.

      “Fine,” Ida Belle said. “You’re the teacher, Gertie. You give her the history lesson.”

      “Well, you know who Marie Laveau is,” Gertie said.

      “Sure. Voodoo Queen of New Orleans. Rumored to have lived to a hundred and fifty, selling potions and casting spells. Although some say that her daughter took her place at some point, making the hundred and fifty years a little more believable.”

      “Sounds like someone’s been reading Wikipedia,” Ida Belle said.

      “Anything wrong with that?”

      “Very good, Fortune. Don’t let Ida Belle discourage you. Anyway, there was a man named Henry Roche Belaire. He fathered two children with Marie Laveau's grandmother, Catherine Henry. And then he sold Catherine.”

      “Pig,” Ida Belle added.

      “Oh, those were evil times, Fortune. You can’t imagine. Human beings used and sold, bred like cattle, children taken
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