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Chapter One
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The envelope on the table with my name, Marcèline Fleur Causey, stared at me. It pricked my fears. It triggered my vulnerability. It shined a light into my heart’s deepest shadow.

Focus denied, I stood and gathered my handwritten notes and several stacks of color-coded folders from the Savannah library table, placing them inside my brown leather satchel. I often came here to work on genealogy projects for private clients. The antique-y aura of the old library, the marred smoothness of the oak table offered sanctuary from life’s modern chaos. Today, however, my concentration evaporated.

I carried the worn satchel, one I discovered a few years ago in an old Savannah shop, because I imagined the story it could tell if it could talk. The fact was, my bookish-nerdish exterior masked my interior landscape. Whenever I was immersed in history—be it teaching the topic or digging up information of long passed relatives for others—I was dancing on the inside.

The small white envelope remained on the table. It shone against the polished wood darkened by time. Its postmark read, “Ascension, Louisiana.” That fact flashed red in my mind like a neon sign on moonless night in the bayous. Its presence still plagued me. Uncertainty needled me since I’d first opened it.

I ran my finger over the blank return address space. Over the postmark. Over the stamp. No sound. No flicker of scent. No tingling sensation. Nothing.

I shook my head. Grandmère was dead wrong about me.

Gingerly, I closed my laptop, trying not to disturb other people in the library. The click of the top locking echoed, bouncing off the long row of windows. A patron cast an annoyed glance my way.

I wanted so much to toss the envelope in the trash. Started to several times. A deep niggling feeling in my gut stopped me. I couldn’t imagine the letter having any significant meaning in my life. Yet, it was addressed to me in my full given name. My finger rubbed over Marcèline Fleur Causey. Not handwritten, nor an address label, but machine printed—appeared to be from an old typewriter—onto the envelope. Again, no sensations.

I groaned out a muddled sigh. I hated that Grandmère continued to patiently wait for some miraculous change to come over me. She told me I’d just know when I discovered it. With a PhD, I delved into history, research, fact. Not hoodoo or voodoo or parlor tricks. I possessed no psychic abilities.

Grandmère, on the other hand, used her alleged gift all the time. Once a secretary and now retired, she had become a solver of unsolved crimes as a consultant for the New Orleans Police Department.

But still, there was no evidence of me having a special gift.

Over the last couple of years, I felt worn down by her continued assurance to the point of almost being secretly disappointed. If a gift of that nature existed in me, Louisiana certainly would be the birthing ground for it. Surely, it could cross state lines. Georgia wasn’t that far away. But who knew the nature of things not seen? That’s the reason I stuck to what was real: Documented history. Documented events. Documented deaths.

Now, only one person could help me understand this strange letter. However, asking would open a big can of worms, and I only liked wigglers for fishing.

Grandmère would be too delighted to help.

It was time to suck up my pride. I needed her brand of expertise even if I didn’t believe in psychic abilities—who sent the note and why the cryptic message? Even when she would tell me events in advance then be proven right, I would try to figure a way to prove her answers with rationale and factual resources. Only then would my brain accept the information as reality.

I picked up the envelope. I knew what waited inside. A half sheet of paper with ragged edges, appearing to be hastily torn from a notebook. I drew it from the envelope and read the message again.

You are not the only one. We share more than you know. ~ AJC

Was it code for something? A clue to the past? A hidden threat? More what?

After the first read, every time afterwards, my eyes always went to initials. A curious thing. The sender signed as AJC. My father’s. Andrew Jacob Causey. Once known to his fans and musician friends as AJ. A good-time guitar man. He took Louisiana Blues and lagniappe—a little something extra for free—with him on the road in all his travels. Except he was always too free with the wrong things.

However, the note couldn’t have come from him. He’d never put pen to paper in his life, other than scribbled notes on sheet music or write his phone number on some woman’s hand. He played the blues. But he certainly gave me and my mother the blues.

Bzzz. Bzzz.

My phone vibrated against the wooden table. I checked caller ID, then shoved the phone into my skirt pocket, which muffled the hum. I needed privacy before taking the call.

“Shush.” A passing librarian scowled. She pushed a cart loaded with books as if she pushed a cloud—soundlessly.

“Sorry.” I grabbed my laptop, shoved it into my satchel, then hoisted the bag onto my shoulder. The library’s front doors lay not far ahead. “Hold on, Celeste Marie,” I whispered, though my cousin’s call would have to remain unanswered until I made it outdoors.

The metal handle on the door clanked when I shoved it open at a full sprint. Usually, I enjoyed lingering at the library on Bull Street, a place of sanctuary, having a coffee on the steps of the 1916 neoclassical building after finishing my work. However, when Celeste called, she took precedence over any small pleasures of life.

Squinting against the morning sun, I stepped down to the first step. Lost my footing on a loose stone. My ankle turned. I tottered, tried not to fall. Grabbed for the metal railing. Missed. Lurched forward. Startled, I fell into the arms of a man running straight at me. Together we went down.

Thud.

His body slammed against the stone steps. My satchel dropped. My phone skittered away. I landed on top of him. Front to front, not quite face to face—he was taller. His arms wrapped around me. He’d softened my fall.

A teenage boy passing on the sidewalk bellowed, “Old people, get a room.” But the kid didn’t stick around or offer to help. Though to his credit, he didn’t try to run away with my wallet, which had tumbled onto the step beside me.

Embarrassment surged through my body when the man beneath me moved.

“I’m so sorry.” I rolled off him and sat, wiping my hair from my face. “Are you hurt?”

Southern good-girl behavior mandated I touch him, I felt his arm for any injury—none obvious. No wince or yowl came from him. Nothing oozed red against the white marble stair where his head still rested. A relief. But he might have a concussion. Or worse?

“Sir, are you okay?” Panic raised my voice two octaves over those four words.

“Ah. Yeah.”

His reply wasn’t convincing.

“Phone. Where’s my phone?” Wanting to call 911, I patted around the spilled contents of my satchel, stuffing things back inside. To my mind, I moved in slow motion, my hands maneuvered on autopilot, snatching this and that. Why did I carry so much stuff? All my belongings were shoved safely in the bag in a blink.

“What. Is. This?” With two fingers and his arm stretched out, the man held up my pink Beretta Nano. His expression resembled someone just discovering a soiled stinky diaper.

I snatched the Nano from him and slid it into my satchel. “I do have a permit for conceal and carry. Let me look into your eyes.”

“What are you looking for?” His eyes spoke of hesitation and concern.

“I’m not going to hurt you. I’m trying to help. You could have a concussion.” That was true, but it was also a diversionary tactic. I had no idea what he knew about guns and to have him waving mine around in public defeated the purpose of conceal and carry.

The man rolled away, then jumped to standing. He brushed off his khaki pants. “Dr. Causey, I’m fine, thank you very much.”

Little hairs on my neck stood up. “You know my name?” Was he someone who had a gift and didn’t mind using it? I slid my phone into my denim skirt pocket and reluctantly accepted his offer of help to stand.

“The secretary in the history department directed me here,” he said.

His speech was formal. A judge? No, probably too young for that. A lawyer? Maybe. A professor? Better not be. I made a rule to never work with them again—always challenging my abilities. This guy reminded me of Dr. Higgins in My Fair Lady with some Dr. Who thrown in. Not the woman one. The last man one. My thoughts jammed to a halt. Since when did Katie, our department secretary, give out my personal information to strangers? My muscles tensed a bit more. “You came to find me?”

“I want to hire you for a genealogy project.” He gingerly stretched his neck from side to side, working any possible kinks. He appeared like any other regular business-casual type in slacks and blue, button-down Brooks Brothers shirt. He wore leather boat shoes. Expensive ones. With socks. I guessed his age to be around thirty. A year or two younger than me.

My perusal brought me to his eyes—the same delft blue as mine, and his hair, fawn colored and thick, also like mine.

But I’d learned how looks are deceiving and actions are sometimes manipulation disguised with pretty words. My father had been a master at it. “I’m sorry, Mr.—”

“Cooper. Cade.” His voice chastised me. His raised eyebrow suggested I should know him. Interesting how a piercing look could carry more weight than an insulting tone. Experts assert body language is ninety-plus percent of nonverbal communication. This guy leveled out at fifty-fifty.

“Mr. Cooper Cade, I’m not taking new clients right now.” And right now, I needed a quiet spot to return Celeste’s call. The poor girl had to be having a meltdown with Grandmère possibly away in New Orleans working a case.

“I understand. You’re going to Ascension, Louisiana, for the summer.” His words were emphatic.

My heart slammed in my chest. Katie would never give out that much detail to a stranger. But how would he know my plans? A stalker? He was not unattractive. . . could be a boat captain with those shoes, but then some of the most notorious serial killers were good-looking. I glanced around, taking note of others coming and going from the library. In case I needed a witness.

“I understand you spend your summers and holidays there. I want to arrange your services for the fall. A genealogy research project. And the name is Cade Cooper. No mister needed. I’m thinking of getting married and knowing one’s family history can be important.” There was a slight twinkle in his blue eyes that reminded me of someone...but I was too flustered for my brain to identify whom. Usually, I had near-instant recall. Had the fall scrambled my mind? Or was it all due to the attractiveness of Mr. Cooper? That was illogical for me.

Chime.

I retrieved my phone and read a text message.

Please call me, Sissy. NOW is good.

My stomach jumped to my throat. This was an unusual level of urgency, even for Celeste Marie. I wanted to ply this man with questions; he knew an uncomfortable amount about me and yet, for me he was a mystery. But no need to let him in on family drama.

“Mr. Cooper, please contact me in the fall.” I rushed my words, hinting that I had a pressing commitment. I took a step. He reached for my arm.

“Take my card.” It appeared in his hand as if he were a magician. I accepted his offering, then turned and raced down the steps, careful not to fall.

My phone vibrated again. My anxiety vibrated up. My body vibrated with worry. Celeste. Celeste. Celeste. She needed me.

I ran several feet away from the bottom of the library’s gleaming steps and looked at the screen on my cell phone.

Come now. Grandmère’s dead.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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Grandmère’s dead. Grandmère’s dead. Grandmère’s dead.

I replayed the words in my mind, but the understanding refused to sink in. Trying to talk with Celeste was like talking to monkey on speed. Sentences broken by tears, anger, hysteria. The cleaning lady was with her, she would stay as long as she could. I promised to arrive as quickly as possible.

White knuckled and nearly hyperventilated, I made it home without an accident. Grandmère would be upset with me if I wrecked my 1965 Mustang—a present from my father when I was born, which he drove until my mother drove it and me away from him.

During the entire hour and a half drive—I made it three times a week to teach—I fought back tears. Emotions log-piled inside me. I held it together with invisible duct tape. An accident would be irresponsible. And I was never that. Especially now that Celeste needed me. Really needed me.

Grandmère needed me, too, but in an entirely different way. Where did I start?

I kicked off my sandals, bolted from the car. My bare feet slapped against the wooden steps. With a door-handle turn and a shove, I opened the front door to my mother’s cottage. “Cat, where are you? Cat!”

Silence.

Panic pumped. I pictured a helium balloon growing larger and larger, about to pop.

My father was gone. Now Grandmère, too. Where the heck was Cat?

In an absolutely illogical way, I needed to see her. I needed a real, physical, tangible embrace to keep me grounded. Otherwise, my breaking heart would disintegrate.

“Cat?” I called again, using my hands like a megaphone. The silence of the house ignored me. Seconds ticked, felt like minutes. My pounding heart slammed hard, I feared I’d soon hear the cracking of my ribs.

“Car in the driveway.” I talked myself away from panic’s precipice. She had to be somewhere on the property. Unless, of course, someone had given her ride to a Qigong class or a massage appointment in Savannah. We could’ve passed on the highway.

I scooted through the living room to the kitchen to check the activity listing hanging on the pantry door. I ran my finger over the days on the calendar. “Monday. One p.m. Ceramic painting with Calliope.”

In a sprint, I headed to the clubhouse—next to the Olympic-size pool Cat had insisted we needed as a perk to swimmers and good for water aerobics—with its four classrooms. I broke into a run. Radiating heat from the black asphalt road warmed my feet while Cat’s words from years ago chilled my heart. “Someday, Marcèline, all of this will be yours.” I had been too young to understand their meaning. I thought she meant I’d have a job as a janitor.

Riverview Resort RV Park sat on a spit of land in Junction, Georgia, between two rivers south of Savannah. Cat designed the park and brought her dream of a community to life. She got to pick and choose who rented space from her. And she planned for this to be my legacy.

Today wasn’t a day I wanted to think about an inheritance. I enjoyed my life just as it was—living next door to Cat’s cottage in a Class C RV, affectionately named Tumbleweed, and my history-teaching job. Tumbleweed took me places to conduct genealogical research. My life was more than fulfilling for me.

At the clubhouse door, I gasped for a breath, drew in a ragged one, then exhaled slowly. Worked my fingers through the five mudra positions. Completed purposeful breathing for three more breaths. My heart stuttered hard, but no longer threatened to break my ribs. I would be calm. I would be present. I would be my mother’s daughter.

As quiet as pirogue poled through the bayou, I entered the foyer, then peeked into one of the rooms. “Pssst. Cat.” I crooked my finger and motioned her over. I didn’t want to disturb Calliope’s ambience. Zen harp music. Jasmine essential oil. Diffused lighting. Twenty students lost in their art, painting mandalas on round platters.

Cat made her way to the door, took one hard look at me, then pulled me in for the mother-bear hug I desperately needed. Her hugs could heal any anxiety.

A minute later, I grabbed her hand and pulled her outside. “I have news.”

“Marcèline, you’re as pale as sun-bleached oyster shells.” Cat’s eyebrows rose.

I tugged her to a nearby picnic table under the covered porch that protected us from the sun’s rays. She sat. I stood. She gentled her gaze and moved her hand in circles in the air between us, reading my aura. Did it tell her the news before I could share it?

“Child of mine, what is on your mind?”

To many, my mother was out-there with her short, mostly platinum hair. No one ever guessed her age—about to turn fifty. She collected stones, read tarot cards, and reminded me of a forest sprite who moved with the grace of a ballerina. A gentle soul who only saw good in other people, though she would agree she had a definite blind spot when it came to men. Just look at what happened between her and my father, her and my first stepdad, and then there was that second stepdad. But still she believed in love.

I paced five steps and retraced them, halting in front of her. “Grandmère is dead.” I blurted, praying she’d laugh at me and tell me it wasn’t true. “We need to leave for Ascension.”

Her hand swirled again in the air. She looked through me more than at me. “There’s nothing blocking your throat chakra. What do you mean she’s dead?” My mother wasn’t processing the news. I never considered the news might send her into shock.

She looked upward, squinting, as though she’d find the answer written in white puffy clouds floating in the blue sky. She closed her eyes. “No. No–No. I spoke with her yesterday. All is fine. She has a summer cold. Drinking toddies before bed. She just finished a cold case in New Orleans. The Baton Rouge police have unofficially asked for her help.”

I softened my tone. “Celeste Marie says Ada found her this morning when she came to clean. Grandmère passed away in her bed. I’m the executor of the estate. I have to get there ASAP. And you have to come with me.” It never dawned on me that my mother would refuse my request. She loved Grandmère even though she’d never returned to “the scene of the crime.” She and Grandmère talked, FaceTimed, Zoomed. Besides, she loved me! I needed her.

“Can’t.” My mother adamantly shook her head. “People will be like flies flocking to dead fish. I can’t bear to run into any of them.”

Them—the passel of women AJ had had affairs with after he married Cat. Barfly groupies wanting the sexy guitar player with his smooth baritone voice. His extracurricular activities had made Cat flee Ascension, Louisiana, dragging me along, back to her native Georgia. His igniting temper burned all communications lines between them, and I had never spoken with him again. However, I had been very close to his mother, Grandmère.

“Cat, he’s been gone a long time. Them won’t be around. CeeCee needs you.” Celeste Marie Causey, known to all in the family as CeeCee, was my second cousin, the child of my father’s cousin. Our grandfathers had been brothers. CeeCee lived at Ascension Guesthouse all her life. First, with her grandfather and then after he died, Grandmère looked after her. CeeCee’s parents had abandoned her at birth. Tossed her away. They refused to understand that autism had a spectrum.

“Can’t go.”

Usually, my mother was unstoppable if someone needed help. A mother wolf to anyone. And now Celeste Marie required us both. “Cat, go pack. Or I’ll do it for you. I need you. NOW.” Adrenaline and panic fueled my body on autopilot, obviously, my mouth, too. While my mother shut down, wasn’t processing Grandmère’s passing, I couldn’t process my mother not lending me moral support.

“Who will look after Riverview?”

So... I had dented her emotional armor. I understood it was a lot to ask of her to return to the scene of my father’s crimes. Crimes of betrayal, crimes of heartbreak, crimes of lies. But I couldn’t go alone. Besides, the only reason the past haunted her was because she haunted the past. “Calliope will do it. She’s done it before when you went to Europe with stepdaddy number two.”

“You are an evil child.” Cat narrowed her eyes. She knew how much I didn’t like the guy. “But you are my only child.”

That was all the truth and guilt it took. Cat would roll with me.

An hour later, Tumbleweed headed south on I-95 toward Jacksonville, Florida, to reach I-10 West. The trip would require crossing the panhandle, lower Alabama, Mississippi, and finally end the other side of New Orleans, in Ascension, Louisiana.

Cat napped behind me on a couch in the RV. The delicate shell she’d created to protect herself from pain had cracked. Exhaustion claimed her after she dumped her suitcase in the storage bin. I felt it best to let her sleep. It had curative powers, stopping the momentum of runaway thoughts and resulting painful feelings. It always cured many of her ills.

Miles of mostly flat land, blue sky, a few white clouds, and more pine trees than palms made driving as enjoyable as riding a lawn mower over the same strip of land a thousand times. At least air conditioning kept the humidity from making me stick to the seat. I sipped water rather than sweet tea just to give my hands something to do other than grip the steering wheel.

I shuttered grief, disbelief, and the hamster wheel of questions spinning in my mind. For distraction, I played the alphabet game, talking to myself. “A is for Alpine—that RV going north. Smart of them given it’s heating up in South Florida. B is for...blue sky. Vivid blue. C is for...” I glanced over my shoulder at my mother. “C is for Cat.”

I encountered the usual few hills around Tallahassee. Made sure I kept within the speed limit. Often the Florida Highway Patrol tracked speeders on the interstate around their capital city. I couldn’t listen to music—jazz and blues my favorite—with Cat along for the trip. It would remind us both too much of AJ, which would lead to thoughts of Grandmère...and shock. So, I counted the seconds going up and then down the hills. A way to keep my mind distracted and my heart in neutral until I arrived in Ascension.

Then, all bets were off.

A call from area code 225 flashed on the RV’s navigational screen. It’s sad when a phone call from a number you don’t recognize is the most distracting part of your day. “Marcèline Causey,” I answered.

“Ms. Causey, this is Detective Romero with the Ascension Police Department. Your cousin, Celeste, said you’re on your way. Be here tonight—a good thing for her. She’s not to leave town. I’m sorry for your loss. I’ll meet with you tomorrow. In the meantime, an autopsy has been ordered.”

“Autopsy? Is that usual? Please tell me what happened to my grandmother.” Didn’t family get to decide on an issue like that? Grandmère would hate the idea of being...dissected.

“In cases like this, yes.”

“Cases like this?” I sounded like a parrot. My brain spun like a roulette wheel on a riverboat casino chugging down the Mississippi. Cases like what? And why couldn’t Celeste leave town? Not that she would do that on her own. She wouldn’t even visit us in Georgia.

“We’ll discuss it tomorrow.” The officer’s tone was clipped and dismissive. But then why the cryptic call?

“I’ll arrive there around midnight. What time tomorrow? Where?” But the call dropped or he hung up. Had I entered a dead zone?

Oh Lordy. My mind flipped through multiple scenarios. It came back to Celeste. Many people didn’t give her enough credit. Yes, she was slightly autistic, high functioning. Gentle. Sweet. Loved fashion. Her signature look was a headband with a bow and sunglasses—a throwback to Madonna in her early days of “Like a Virgin”—before CeeCee’s or my time. But my dear cousin could be prone to an occasional fit of frustrated rage. Could she have hurt Grandmère accidentally? No. No never. Never? Maybe?

I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel. My mind fought against theories and conjecture. My heart spasmed. But I refused to cry. Facts. Facts. I needed facts. They would satisfy my mind, calm the beast stalking, crouching, ready to pounce. My aching heart wanted solace, solace that only Grandmère could provide. My inner ten-year-old wanted her grandmother to wrap her in a hug, stroke her arms, and reassure her that all would work out—just as Grandmère had done when my mother announced she was moving me to Georgia—only a few states away, but worlds of culture apart.

In the meantime, I made a mental note of Detective Romero’s abruptness and thought maybe a book on manners would benefit him.

“Focus,” I muttered repeatedly. The road and the terrain flattened out as the drive continued. A few clouds built in the late afternoon hours. I stayed in the slow lane, but still people passed me. Some waved. I made a quick pitstop for fuel. Cat never budged.

An hour later, another call from area code 225 buzzed. I was more popular than a sno-ball vendor on a scorching New Orleans’ day. “Marcèline Causey,” I said.

“Detective Landry. Not sure if you remember me. LeBec Landry.”

I coughed out a laugh. “Hello, Detective Landry.” I’m sure my voice conveyed hints of ironical humor. There was a touch of flirtation, but he wouldn’t know that about the me I was today.

LeBec was the boy who taught me to fish. The boy who put worms on my hooks. The boy I had idolized.

“My memory hasn’t failed, LeBec. You were a good fishing buddy until you started liking girls.” His chatter about Cutie Charlene or Darling Deidre had pushed my jealousy button. His attention to Liz Ducoté smashed my confidence. It was my first experience with a whole new emotion for ten-year-old me. Made me feel out of control. Angry. Scared. It hurt
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