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Acadia Parish, Louisiana

Every event in Evangeline King’s short life seemed to lead to this moment. The physical and emotional battering she had suffered for as long as she could remember, and which had turned her bitter and cynical at age thirteen, now seemed like a primer, lessons in survival. If not for the fact that she had regularly endured the heavy fall of her daddy’s fist, she might not have survived the past forty-eight horror-filled hours. If not for an inborn mule-headedness, she surely wouldn’t have been able to summon the strength to get free of the house in the pines and find her way deep into the cane fields bordered by the swamp.

Her father’s cruelty had tempered her to punishment, just as a dishwasher’s hands tempered and grew accustomed to scalding water. A quick-tempered little man with a short fuse and hard fists, he’d gotten his kicks out of terrorizing anyone and anything weaker or more vulnerable than himself. Her mom, Betty Lou, had cringed at the sound of his foot falling on the stoop. Molokai, the oldest, had gradually bent before his warped mind and become just like him—a raging bully, always in trouble at school, sullen and dangerous at home. Little Melissa coped by retreating, speaking in whispers with her thumb near her mouth, when she dared speak at all.

Evangeline, he couldn’t seem to conquer, and her toughness had become a real challenge for him. She’d suffered through countless beatings over the years, endured cracked ribs and a dislocated jaw before she turned ten, but she hadn’t begged him to stop like her mother, hadn’t pleaded or cried or cringed in his presence, and, in a way, she knew, deep down inside, that she was every bit as hard as he was.

She’d hit the highways at thirteen, looking more like twenty, with a ripe body and eyes that looked at the world as if it wanted something from her, thinking that she could survive just about anything. The freedom of being on her own had been heady, and the knowledge that she could go anywhere, do anything, be whatever, whoever she wanted to be, gave her a feeling of power over her own destiny for the first time in her life. Then she’d accepted a ride from a good-looking stranger and it had all gone up in a cloud of vapor, like gasoline carelessly dribbled on the pavement in the blinding heat of an August afternoon.

Two months after running away from home, she crouched at the edge of the swamp, the memory of her daddy’s mean streak fading to nothingness as the bay of the hounds rang eerily through the distant pines and over the stubbled field she’d stumbled across.

She wasn’t sure how far she’d run, or which way to go next. She only knew that the stitch in her side wouldn’t let her go on without pausing to catch a breath. She didn’t know how many times she’d stumbled and fallen, but her knees were raw, and a deep gouge from a cane stalk on her right shin seeped warm, sticky liquid into her shoe. The blood worried her more than any­thing.

The dogs would smell it.

The thought terrified her, and she spun, squinting into the dark, straining for any sign of her companion. She vaguely remembered hearing the quarrel of the hounds, all but drowned out by the panicked thunder of her heart. Where was she? When had she fallen behind? Evangeline thought of going back, but the pinpoint of light shining dully through the trees murdered the impulse. The light wavered, then came back—the beam of his flashlight, and out ahead two ghostly gray forms broke from the underbrush, streaking across the open field.

A bolt of electricity seemed to shoot out of nowhere, striking her in the chest, dead center. For a moment, it rooted her to the spot as the hounds raced toward her; then, fighting her way past it, she spun and fled into the heart of the swamp.
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Louisiana State Penitentiary Angola, Louisiana Mid-July

Claire Sumner sat in the prison’s small reception area, staring at the black-and-white composite sketch on the front page of the Times-Picayune. She hadn’t taken the time to examine the impulse that had driven her to stuff the folded paper into her cognac leather bag. The fact that she had been to the prison countless times over the last ten years and by now was familiar with the routine of “hurry up and wait” that seemed to penetrate all levels of government, coupled with her acute aversion to lost time, was sufficient excuse, though the real reason was a great deal more disturbing.

Squeezed onto the edge of a hard, wooden bench by a rather large woman and three grubby-faced children, clutching the paper with more ferocity than was necessary, Claire could finally admit that it was the image of the lost child that had made her reluctant to leave it behind in her Lafayette apartment, and not some des­perate, driving need to keep up with current events.

The artist who’d done the sketch was skilled, and had managed to breathe life into the dead teenage girl.

The end result was stunning for two reasons: first, the mixture of innocence and world-weariness had grabbed Claire and refused to let go. It was a look that Claire, a lawyer and a children’s advocate, had seen too many times on the small faces of far too many children, and one that never failed to cut her to the quick. And sec­ondly, except for the hair that was cut short and blond instead of dark, the girl could have been Jean Louise Broussard’s double. Below the sketch, the caption read:

MURDER REVISITS ACADIA PARISH

For the second time in less than a decade, the body of a young girl has been discovered in the dark waters of Bayou des Cannes. In an ironic twist, the girl, as yet unidentified, was discovered by the same eighty-two-year- old resident of Acadia Parish to discover the body of murdered teen Jean Louise Broussard ten years ago. The Broussard girl, who disappeared from Acadiana Middle School following a junior varsity football game and was killed by asphyxiation, was Mr. Prideau’s only grand­daughter. Forty-seven-year-old James Buford Sumner, convicted of the Broussard killing, is housed at Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola’s death row, awaiting his scheduled execution in early August.

The words “Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola’s death row,” and her father, James Buford Sumner, had become synonymous over the past decade, so much so that she could not think of one without the other leap­ing to mind. Angola was hell in six low cinder block complexes called camps. Situated on eighteen thou­sand acres and surrounded on three sides by the Missis­sippi River, “The Farm” was home to over five thousand inmates, a multimillion-dollar enterprise and the largest maximum security prison in the country. It was also one of the oldest. Claire knew more about its history than she wanted to know.

How many sweltering afternoons had she spent sitting in the reception area waiting for Jimmy to be brought from his cell to the visitors’ room, hoping for some miracle that would put a happy ending to this night­mare? And when that miracle came it was like a bolt from a cloudless sky, totally unanticipated, more fright­ening in its implications than she ever could have imag­ined.

“Ms. Sumner?” When the corrections officer called her name, Claire started, coming back to the present with a jolt. She was gripping the paper so hard that her knuckles turned pale and bloodless. Collecting her frazzled thoughts, she forced herself to fold the paper and replace it in her bag. The officer was waiting, a five-foot-two-inch blonde in a black, short-sleeved uniform and billed cap.

Claire stood.

“Step this way, please.”

By now, she was familiar with the routine search of her person and belongings. Her compact and keys were removed and put in a drawer for safekeeping. She was allowed to keep a carton of cigarettes, a gift for Jimmy from his sister Eulanie, and the newspaper. Then, with­out ceremony, the young officer led her to the visitors’ room.

Claire held her breath. Tension gripped her as tightly as she had gripped the newspaper a few minutes before. She hadn’t seen Jimmy in six months, but it hadn’t been for lack of trying. She’d been to the prison several times on visiting day, and each time he’d refused to leave his cell, proof of how stubborn he could be once his mind was set on something. . . and Jimmy had decided to cut all ties with the outside world, including Claire and Eulanie.

The inmates on death row were locked down twenty-three hours a day. Permitted an hour of exercise in the cage, a small, enclosed area in the prison yard, they had no contact with inmates not on the row, and few privileges. In the past six months, Claire had speculated about her father’s decision to cut himself off from his family, and wondered if perhaps the stark gray-and-white of his environment, where hopelessness and despair thrived and men clung to their sanity through sheer tenaciousness, had seeped into his soul, harden­ing him beyond anything she would even recognize.

Even when she had seen him, he’d been sullen and uncommunicative, doing everything in his power to dis­courage her from coming back. Finally, Claire had had no choice but to respect his wishes. For nearly six months, she stayed away. Then, two days ago, everything had changed. The drawing had appeared in the morning paper, and suddenly nothing could have prevented her from trying to see him.

He was seated when she walked in, his cuffed hands clasped on the table in front of him. He glanced up at the metallic scrape of chair legs on linoleum, but he didn’t say a word when Claire sat down.

Some men beefed up in prison, spending every free moment building their muscles, bulking up as a means of protection. Others, like Jimmy, went to wire, their musculature stringy and spare.

At five feet, eight inches, he’d never qualified as a big man, but during his time on the row he’d lost flesh and melted away to sinew, a hard-faced man in his late forties who looked a good ten years older. His hair, brown a few years ago, was softened with a light sprin­kling of gray, the lines in his face deeper, his expression more guarded, more closed, his gaze warier, more watchful than ever before.

Claire struggled with a confusing mix of emotions: anger that his execution was just four weeks away and he continued to distance himself from his only daughter; resentment that he’d been taken away from her to begin with; and, God help her, the smallest, most pathetic spark of hope, provided by the newspaper in her bag. “You’re looking well,” she lied, hating that her voice wavered slightly on the last syllable. She slid the cigarettes to the middle of the table. “I shouldn’t be giving you these—they’re bad for you—but Aunt Eulanie insisted.”

“You worried about my health,” he said softly, harshly. “That’s rich.” He waited a moment “Thank Eule for me, will you? She’s a fine woman, and a good sister.”

Claire fought back a wave of anger and hurt so acute that it made her eyelids sting. She was his daughter, his only child! Why couldn’t he give her what she so desperately needed? You’re a good daughter, Clairee, and I’m glad you came. Confused and embarrassed at her highly emotional state, she faltered, then rushed on. “Aunt Eulanie loves you, Dad. She always has. We both do.”

Jimmy snorted. “Love’s wasted on a man like me. In a month I won’t be drawin’ breath. Hell, I’ve been dead to the world since I walked through those doors, and if you had a damn bit of sense, you wouldn’t wait till they strap me on that gurney to forget about me. It’s the only reason I agreed to see you. To keep you from coming back. Get on with your life.”

“Why are you doing this?” Claire demanded, but he cut her off with a harsh look.

“Charlotte Clairee, why do you have to be so hardheaded? Didn’t I say I didn’t want you here? I thought we agreed—”

“We didn’t agree,” Claire shot back bitterly. “You ordered, and I ignored you, just like always.”

A sharp look. “Don’t you be smart-mouthed with me. You might be some fancy lawyer on the outside, but in here I’m still your daddy, and I won’t have you givin’ me lip.”

“All right. I’m sorry I got cross with you. But don’t ask me to be sorry for ignoring your wishes. I had to come. I had to see you, and you need to see this.” She took the paper from her designer bag and laid it on the table with the sketch where he could see it. “Look at her, Dad. Take a good, long look.”

“A girl with blond hair,” Jimmy said. “So what?” “Not just a girl,” Claire insisted. “A dead girl found in the bayou. There’s been another murder in the parish.” She could feel her excitement rising. If it meant what she feared it meant. . . .

He went very still, and she had the strange impression that he was waiting. “That’s news? Hell, Clairee, there’s always a murder in the parish. Husbands killin’ wives, drug deals gone bad. It’s nothin’ new, and it sure as hell doesn’t have nothin’ to do with me.”

“Not a domestic killing, not a drug deal. A young girl. Look at her, Dad. Take a good long look. She looks enough like Jean Louise to be her twin sister.”

He glanced from her to the paper, reading the article slowly, methodically, then waved it away. “This is why you came all the way out here? To show me a sketch of some kid they found face down in the water?”

“Dad, please. Look at her.”

“I don’t have to look at her. I know what you’re thinkin’, and if you’re smart, you’ll let this ride. It don’t change nothin’!”

But Claire knew that he was lying. Something had changed. She could see it, sense it, though he tried with everything he had to hide it. The pulse at his throat had kick-started. It was leaping so hard she could see it from where she sat. This news had affected him. The girl’s resemblance to Jean Louise had affected him. More than that, he was frightened by it. The realization stunned her. She’d grown up be­lieving he was strong, nearly invincible; she’d never known him to be afraid of anything, not even the pros­pect of death by lethal injection. “Dad, what is it?” she found herself asking. “Something has you rattled. What are you afraid of?”

At first he wouldn’t look at her, perhaps fearful of what she might see in his face, his eyes. When he finally met her gaze, his dark stare was intense and burning. “I appreciate you comin’, Charlotte. I know you mean well. But I don’t want to see your face ’round this place again. I mean that. Mind, you drop this. There are things that can’t be undone, things better left alone.”

“But if there’s a chance,” she persisted. “A real chance. If nothing else, we might be able to convince the governor to grant you a stay while the sheriff investi­gates.”

“Old Stick-it-to-‘em Vance?” He snorted. “You lived most of your life in Acadia Parish. You know how things work there.”

“It doesn’t have to be like that—”

“No.” He pointed a finger at her. “No. I don’t want to prolong this. You leave it be, Charlotte. You let me die. Walk away from here and don’t you ever look back. I did my time alone. I’ll do this alone, too.”

Claire was beyond frustration. She could help him. She knew it could work. He could walk out of here a free man, if only he would let her help him. “Daddy, please,” she said, shocked by how plaintive the pair of words sounded.

“Charlotte, you hear me, and you hear me good!” he ground out. He quivered with anger, and something else, some emotion she couldn’t guess at and he wouldn’t name. Only his voice betrayed him, turning hoarse. “I don’t want to look out through that window when they put the needle in my arm and see my baby girl’s face lookin’ back at me. Don’t you do that to me. Don’t you make me suffer any more than I already have.”

Nothing he could have said would have hurt her more deeply. He was sending her away, without a word of kindness or love between them. “I can’t believe you’re giving up,” Claire said in a small, ragged voice. “On life.” Silently, On me.

“My life was over the day I was sentenced to die. The rest is just a delayed reaction.” Jimmy nodded to the officer standing silently on his side of the table a few paces away. The man came to his side. One last look, and he was done with her. “Good-bye, Charlotte.” Claire put her hand out, palm reaching. On the inside she felt as fragile as spun glass, and it was all she could do to keep from shattering. Daddy! Oh, Daddy, please don't leave me! It was the echo of a sixteen-year-old girl watching her father being led away in shackles and hand­cuffs after being sentenced to die for the cruel rape and murder of the best friend she’d ever had. The only friend. And the same sense of quiet panic set in. “Why are you doing this?” she whispered aloud. “I can help you. Why won’t you let me help you?”

There were no answers. Just the murmur of the moth­ers, wives, girlfriends, children, surrounding her, crying, talking, laughing.

Down the long corridor, Jimmy did his utmost to concentrate on his hobbled gait. The rattle of the chains attached to the leg irons made an obscenely pleasant chink-chink sound. It was stifling hot inside Angola, but a chilly sweat soaked his pale blue chambray shirt between his shoulder blades and slowly inched its way down his ribs. He’d walked away from Charlotte Clairee physically, but he couldn’t ever cut her from his thoughts.

She was his blood.

His baby girl.

All that he lived for.

And she had no inkling of the kind of evil she was messing with. The face of that child in the newspaper had said it all. There were forces in this world that fed off of innocence, that got off on destruction, that had no conscience. He’d thought if he just did what he was told, if he didn’t fight it, that it would end with his death.

Naively, stupidly, he’d thought the nightmare that came to Angelique a decade ago was over. But he couldn’t have been more wrong.

Another innocent.

Another victim.

Another child fallen prey to that black-hearted mon­ster. It was starting again, and just like the last time, his baby was in danger. Only now, there was nothing Jimmy could do to stop it. He had sacrificed everything, and he would die with the sickening realization that it wasn’t enough.

“You’re a low-down, egg-suckin’ dog, you know that? He’s an old man, for Christ’s sake! Where’s he supposed to come up with seven hundred and fifty dollars?” Fegan Broussard’s verbal abuse didn’t seem to faze the man in the crisp brown uniform. He just stood there in the glaring mid-July sun, his mirrored sun­glasses reflecting Fegan’s displeasure. “This could’ve been prevented, Fegan. This ain’t the old days, and your granddad can’t do like he did way back when. It’s illegal to catch turtles and sell ’em. If you want the truth, Amos Lee’s gettin’ off easy.”

“Easy? That’s a crock o’ shit if I ever heard one! That bayou, it used to be free, Jack! Now, a man’s got to have a permit just to put his pirogue in the water.” He shook his dark head. “You’re just pissed because of last week, is all, and hell-bent on bustin’ my balls for it any way you can.”

Dave Matthews took the check Fegan signed, the sud­den tightening of his mouth betraying the truth of Fegan’s assessment. “Hell, yes, I’m pissed. And don’t call me Jack’. One stupid mistake and she’s got herself a lawyer so fast—” He broke off, no longer bothering to conceal his disgust. “I’m sleepin’ in my car, thanks to you and that damn telephoto lens of yours.”

“Be glad you got yourself a station wagon. A lot of room to roll around in. And hey, the next time you decide to cheat, find yourself a girlfriend who lives far­ther away than the next block over. That’s just plain stupid, Jack.”

“Fuck you, coon-ass,” Matthews said, uncapping his soda as he crawled behind the wheel of his Jeep Cherokee.

“My regards to the girlfriend!” Fegan called after him. “Tell her if she ever needs anything to give me a call.”

As if the day hadn’t sucked badly enough, when Fegan got home, Frank’s dark blue Lexus was nosed in against the rear bumper of Amos Lee’s pickup truck. Amos Lee was in the rocker on the screened porch, an empty creel at his feet and nylon line curling over his knees onto the cypress planks of the floor. Beside him, Frank crouched with a fistful of glossy, full-color brochures. “They call it Golden Meadows, and it’s the nicest full-care facility in the parish. They even got bingo and music, can you imagine? How ’bout we drive up there tomorrow and have a look-see. I just know you’re gonna like it.”

Frank shoved the brochures at Amos Lee, and Amos Lee shoved them back, the line tangled between his arthritic fingers. There was no telling whether or not Frank’s comments had registered. The old man wore the same look he always wore these days, the same look he’d worn since he’d gone into the swamp a decade before, and stumbled upon Jean Louise.

“There are folks your age there,” Frank persisted. “And a full-time nursing staff, in case you’re ailin’. There’s no need for you to be workin’ at your age. You’ve earned a few good years, and they even have a dance on Saturday nights. How about that?”

Fegan took the steps two at a time, stopping in front of his brother. “Occupe toi detes affaires. Mind your own business, Frank, and leave Amos Lee alone.”

“Who asked you?” Frank demanded, his expression sullen. He was thirty-six years old, with a wife and two kids, and when his younger brother walked into the room he reverted to a petulant, argumentative eight-year-old.

“It’s my house, Frank. I make the mortgage payments, and if you want to hang around, then you’d better be nice.”

“This is gonna happen, Fegan, whether you want it to or not.” His round face shone with the heat. “He can’t live alone no more.”

“Amos Lee does just fine. Ain’t that right, Pepere?” The old man said nothing. “What makes you think he’d want to live like that, anyhow, huh, Frank? Dances, bingo. When did you ever know him to care ’bout stuff like that? He’s used to doin’ what he’s always done, and there ain’t nothin’ wrong with that.” He handed the bait box full of chicken gizzards to Amos Lee, then turned to Frank. “What the hell’s gotten into you, anyhow?”

“What should have gotten into me long ago! This latest episode is proof that he needs supervision. I’m trying to save him from himself, that’s all. Is that so hard to understand? Somebody’s got to take responsibility, Fegan, and we both know it won’t be you!”

“Did it ever occur to you that he might not need savin’? No, I don’t suppose so. And just what the hell do you mean by ‘episode’? That old man didn’t hurt nobody, and you can’t blame him for what’s goin’ on in Angelique. If he hadn’t found that kid, somebody else would have.”

“But he did find her!” Frank shot back harshly. “And that isn’t any better for him than it is for this family!” “What about this family?” Fegan said, then laughed shortly. “Oh, I get it. It ain’t Amos Lee you’re worried about. It’s Frank Broussard and his exalted place in the community. What’s the matter, Frank? You afraid this is gonna hurt your insurance business?”

Frank’s face turned a dull shade of red. Veins popped in his neck, and for a few seconds, Fegan thought that he might explode right there on the screened porch.

“Officer Matthews said he fined him this morning for catching turtles with intent to sell. Seven hundred and fifty dollars, and I’m not gonna pay it, Fegan!”

“Nobody asked you to pay it,” Fegan said, flinging open the screen door and entering the house. Frank followed. As the oldest Broussard sibling, he seemed to feel that it was his duty to chew his younger brother’s ass out at every opportunity, a circumstance that had gotten a lot worse since Fegan resigned from his position at the Chicago Tribune and returned home ten months ago. Mostly, he tried to ignore it, because Frank was Frank, stiff-necked and too damned concerned about what everybody thought of him, and if his wife Christine was any indication, perpetually sexually frustrated. Chris­tine was so anal, it made Fegan wonder how she’d ever managed to squeeze out their two kids. There were times when he almost felt sorry for him, but this after­noon wasn’t one of them.

“Somebody’s got to be responsible,” Frank insisted. “Somebody’s got to make the hard decisions, and think about what’s best for Amos Lee!”

The kitchen was hot as an oven. The air conditioner was broken again. Fegan opened the fridge and grabbed a cold beer, allowing the cool air to bathe his hot skin for a few delicious seconds before he closed it again. “What would you know about what’s best for him? You ain’t around to know nothin’.”

“What about that girl? His involvement didn’t exactly go unnoticed.”

“Involvement?” Fegan said, taking a quick swallow of the icy liquid. “What the hell do you mean, involve­ment? You make it sound like he had somethin’ to do with it.”

“The news anchors have been all over this. An old man who can’t talk! Who’s detached and disoriented. Unsupervised. Do you know how this looks?”

Fegan took a long swallow, then fixed Frank with a look before wandering back outside. “Dieu, Frank! You’d try the patience of a fuckin’ saint! Go home! And while you’re at it, you can stuff those damn brochures. Long as I’m here, Amos Lee don’ go nowhere he don’ wanna go.”

“Did it ever occur to you that you might not be the best person to make this decision?” Frank demanded, his hands at his spreading waist. He had a fancy watch on his left wrist, and a big gold ring on the pinky finger of his right hand. He liked expensive cars and prestige, and what he couldn’t claim, he’d try to fake. They were nothing alike. Fegan didn’t put any importance on look­ing like the big man, and his comfort with who and what he was had always bothered Frank. “You carouse all night and drink all day, and you haven’t held a steady job since Chicago. You can’t take care of a helpless old man, Fegan. You’re not doin’ such a great job of takin’ care of yourself.”

“You don’t know shit,” Fegan said, slamming back through the screen door in search of another beer. The last thing he needed today was buttoned-down, zipped-up Frank telling him what a mess he’d made of things. As if he didn’t already know. As if he needed to be reminded at every opportunity.

He opened the fridge, and swore. He was out of beer, and even worse, Frank had followed him into the kitchen, again.

Fegan turned to face Frank, and at the same time, a red BMW pulled up in front of the house.

Sliding her dark glasses down on her nose, Claire surveyed the bungalow with the screened porch shaded by the huge live oak in the front yard. She and Jean Louise used to climb that tree. In fact, she’d been stuck in the high branches a time or two, too terrified to climb down. Jean Louise’s older brother Fegan had rescued her. He’d always been doing things like that. Jean Louise had had a severe case of hero worship where Fegan was concerned, and if she was perfectly honest, Claire had been rather fond of him, too, only in a slightly different capacity. His dark good looks and lazy smile had made her pulse flutter. Strange that she should remember that now, when she hadn’t thought of Fegan Broussard in years.

The house itself hadn’t changed much in the years she’d been away. White paint and neat green storm shutters, crushed shell drive, and a mailbox that stated simply, “Broussard.” A place out of time. It looked just as it always had.

Her heart was a little hesitant, but she opened the car door and stepped out, smoothing the wrinkles from the skirt of her taupe-colored silk suit. She couldn’t be certain of the reception she would receive from Jean Louise’s family, and it made her nervous. It hardly mat­tered that she had spent as much time under Amos Lee’s roof as her own, back in the day.

She was Jimmy Sumner’s daughter, and she hadn’t seen Amos Lee, or the rest of Jean Louise’s family, since the trial. There was no telling how the old gentleman would react to her suddenly materializing on his door­step.

She was halfway to the porch when the subject of her thoughts emerged from the backyard, a tackle box in one hand, a wicker creel in the other. Dressed in faded dungarees and a blue, short-sleeved chambray shirt, a ball cap on his head, he sat down on the steps, seemingly preoccupied with the contents of the tackle box.

Like the shotgun-style house, Amos Lee seemed well-kept and little changed. He’d been old when his daugh­ter Rae got divorced and moved back home with her three kids. A few years later, Rae, like that handsome but worthless man she’d married, had drifted away, leaving Amos Lee, then in his sixties, to raise Frank, Fegan, and Jean Louise to the best of his abilities. No one was quite sure what had become of Rae. Rumor had it that she’d taken up with a musician and ended up in the New Orleans red-light district, but no one seemed to know for sure, least of all her kids or her aging parent.

Claire’s shadow fell across the rheumatic fingers fix­ing the turtle hooks onto lead wires, and the wires onto thin nylon rope with empty plastic milk jugs for buoys. The old man didn’t bother to look up. “Mr. Prideau? Mr. Prideau, it’s Claire Sumner.”

Amos Lee didn’t respond.

“Mr. Prideau,” Claire persisted, forced to a near­ shout by the argument being carried on inside the house, “I was wondering if I might have a word with you? I’ve driven down from Lafayette, and I’m staying with my Aunt Eulanie Sumner. She lives out on Brighton Road.”

The voices, now too loud to ignore, overrode Claire’s attempt to engage the octogenarian in conversation. “Do what you always do, Fegan. Ignore it. Dump it onto someone else. Tell the world to kiss your backside!”

“I’ll tell you, that’s for sure,” an angry voice shot back. “You don’t run me, Frank! Now, back off, or get out of my house!”

The screen door opened, and the argument boiled out onto the porch, the older man backing away from the younger, who had his head lowered and cocked belligerently. The muscles in his arms looked taut, as if he might grab for Frank at any moment, and barely held back. Frank must have noticed his tension, too, because he backed down immediately. “You haven’t heard the last of this, Fegan!” he promised, brushing past Claire and all but sprinting across the grass to his Lexus. He spun out of the crushed shell drive, narrowly missing Claire’s bumper, then tore up the street in a gasoline-fueled fury.

Unruffled by the exchange, Amos Lee took his creel and his tackle box and, ignoring both his visitor and his remaining grandson, walked off toward the backyard and the bayou beyond. With opportunity slipping away, Claire sprang off the step and started down the sidewalk. “Mr. Prideau! Please! It’s imperative that I speak with you!”

“Amos Lee don’t speak to strangers, him,” Fegan drawled, “and me, I ain’t feelin’ much like company at the moment.”

“It appears that he doesn’t speak to family, either,” Claire said, turning to face him.

He was leaning against the porch post, his faded jean shirt with the sleeves torn out open down the front, and the waistband of his jeans unbuttoned. His cross-trainers were scuffed and old, his skin smooth and tanned, and his eyes the same vibrant deep blue Claire remembered.

She took an involuntary breath, bracing herself against the potent force of his flagrant sexuality. Fegan Brous­sard had always been a heart-stopper, and it was obvious that much hadn’t changed. His hair, thick and dark, and just wavy enough to be difficult, curled rebelliously around his frayed collar and a pair of gold hoop ear­rings. As Claire watched, his hard mouth curved in a generous and somewhat smart-ass smile.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” he said softly. “If it ain’t little Char Clairee, Black water Princess. . . only she’s not so little anymore, is she?” He pushed away from the post where he’d been leaning and came down the steps, circling slowly around her for a good, long look while Claire’s face reddened and her temper soared. “Mais, yeah. Girl’s all grown up, and lookin’ good. You say you’re visitin’ Miz Eulanie? I ain’t seen her in a while.” 

“I didn’t say anything of the kind—at least, not to you.” Claire jerked her chin up, hoping for a more dignified response, but finding nothing cutting enough to faze him. He was the only one, besides her father, who had ever dared to call her Charlotte, and his derivative of the name, which he’d hung on her when he was sixteen and she was twelve and embarrassingly knock-kneed, still had the power to make her shiver.

“No need to be all stuck up, Char. It’s not like you weren’t half in love with old Fegan, once upon a time.”

“I was a child,” Claire said. “And it was a crush, nothing more. Unlike some people I could name, I’ve matured. At the time, I didn’t know any better—besides, you’re a pig for bringing it up.”

“You ain’t twelve any longer,” he said with a grin. “How long did you say you’ll be in town?”

“I didn’t say. And it’s really none of your business.”

“Amos Lee’s my business,” he countered. “What you want with an old man, anyhow?”

Claire gave him a long, assessing look. Fegan was a pain in the ass—uncooperative, unorthodox, earthy and wild, and always had been—but if there was even a slim chance that he could help her get information from his grandfather, then she was going to jump at it. “What do you know about this?” she asked, digging the newspaper out of her bag and holding it out to him.

He glanced at it, but he didn’t take it. “A popular topic of conversation these days. Ever’body ’round Angelique’s wonderin’ what became of that kid. As for what I know personally, that pretty much sums it up. Why?”

Claire’s frustration boiled up. “The resemblance is striking. Surely even you can see that.”

“I see a kid, that’s all,” he insisted. “Is that what brought you here, Char? That why you so hot to talk to Amos Lee? Well, darlin’, you’re wastin’ your time. Thanks to your daddy, Amos Lee ain’t talked to nobody in ten years.”

“Is that why Frank wants to put him in a full-care facility?”

“Full care, my ass. He wants to warehouse him, like some old broke-down pair of boots.”

“But if he can’t relate enough to communicate—”

“Never said he can’t. I said, he don’t.” He took a Houston Astros ball cap out of his hip pocket and settled it on his dark head, fixing Claire with a look. “Now, unless you’re of a mind to come on in and get reac­quainted, you’ll have to say good-bye. I’ve got places to go, baby.”

Claire glanced off in the direction of the bayou, where Amos Lee had disappeared, and pretended not to notice Fegan. The attraction was still there, damn it. She could feel it: a jolt of electricity every time their eyes met, delicious, yet forbidden. He was Jean Louise’s brother. They’d practically grown up together. So, why was she feeling as if she suddenly found herself in the middle of a mine field? Because he was dangerous, she thought. He always had been. “I’ll go,” she promised, turning toward her car, “but I’ll be back.”

Bracing a forearm against the porch post, Fegan watched her go. The last time he’d seen Clairee, she was sixteen and heartbroken, tears blotching her face a mottled red as she watched them lead her daddy away from the courthouse.

“Lot o’ years gone by since then.” 

Clairee wasn’t sixteen any longer. She was a woman now, a lot stunning, a little unsettling. Beautiful, and incredibly poised in a way he would never have anticipated. He hadn’t expected to see her again, and all of a sudden, there she was, rounded right where she should be, lithe and tall, and looking for trouble.

Though she hadn’t said so directly, her inference to the dead girl from the bayou stated clearly enough that she was here to dig up information surrounding the girl’s murder in the hopes of helping her father gain a last-minute stay. He hadn’t given her anything. Nor would he. He hated Jimmy Sumner, and he sure as hell wouldn’t feel any regret when that murderous bastard was gone.

Not that any of that would matter. Clairee was stub­born. And it was a sure bet he would see her again very soon.

Now, why did he find that thought so disconcerting?
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“Serena, darlin’, it’s Cash. We still on for tonight?” Sheriff’s Deputy Cash Edmunds pulled into the parking lot of Folley’s Funeral Home and shut down the cruiser’s engine. It was four-thirty in the afternoon, and Serena Dunne sounded as if she had just tumbled her luscious ass out of bed. But then, she probably had. Strippers tended to keep odd hours.

“You’ve got balls callin’ me after last night. I’ve got a shiner bloomin’ on my left cheek because of you, you crazy son of a bitch.”

Even angry, her voice had a smoky quality that got him hot, and if it hadn’t been for the fact that the sheriff was waiting for the coroner’s reports on their Jane Doe, he would have headed right on over to her house for a daylight double-header. “Hell, Serena, what’d you expect me to do? I love you, darlin’, and you know it makes me crazy to see another man put his hands on you.”

“It was a lap dance, Cash, and in case you’ve forgot­ten, it’s my job! Deal with it, or leave me the hell alone!” 

“Serena, honey, it won’t happen again, I promise. C’mon, let me make it up to you. Friend of mine has a little shindig planned for next week. I thought maybe you’d like to go with me.”

“Shindig?” Serena repeated. “Cash, you know I don’t get off on sawdust-covered floors.”

“This is first-class all the way. If you want, we can skip the garden party and put in an appearance at the after­ dark festivities. It’s black tie, and exclusive,” Cash told her, enjoying dropping that little bombshell almost as much as he enjoyed the mental picture of the curvy redhead clinging to his arm as he entered the mansion. “I got a couple of C-notes. You can go shopping up in Baton Rouge, get some slinky, sequined number—unless, of course, you’d rather stay in and read.” Serena was like a greedy crow. She liked glittery things, and the price of her forgiveness was the prospect of a shop­ping trip.

“When is it again?” she asked, and he could almost hear her lick her lips. “I’ll have to ask for the evening off.”

Cash smiled to himself. “Why don’t I drop by and we can talk about it? Say—seven-thirty.” He turned off the cell phone and hung it back on his hip. Then, he opened the door and stepped out onto the parking lot.

Remy Broussard was sweeping the graceful arc of the concrete walkway. Remy did odd jobs for a few of the businesses around town to supplement his income until his cash crop came in. Remy was a grower, a dealer, and small-time loan shark, none of which was anything the boy could brag about, except in certain circles, and in front of Cash, who, for a cut of the profit, looked the other way, allowing Remy to stay on the streets and conduct business as usual.

Cash headed directly for the man with the broom. Remy pretended not to notice. “Broussard, I ought to shove that broom stick right up your ass.”

“You kiss your mama wid dat trash-talkin’ mouth?” Remy asked, but Cash could see he was nervous. “What business you got bustin’ my chops at work, Cash-Man? You gonna get me fired, dat’s what.” He glanced around, then reached in the pocket of his coveralls and put a hundred-dollar bill in Cash’s palm. “What can I say? Business been slow.”

“You better not be holdin’ out on me, Remy. If there’s anything I hate, it’s a small-time piece of shit like you who thinks he can stiff me. You want to keep doin’ business, you’ll pay up.”

Cash turned his back on the Cajun, heading for the low stucco building. He passed Folley’s boy-toy, William Keyes, in the hall. William, six feet tall and slender, with sandy hair and a sharp, fox-like face, gave Cash a sidelong glance and knowing smile. “Homer’s in the cold room,” he said. “Is this business or pleasure?” 

Cash threw him a black look. “Sheriff’s department business.” He didn’t like dealing with William. The man gave him the creeps. It wasn’t the idea that he was gay that bothered him. It was knowing that he was gay and up to his sleepy-lidded eyeballs in certain activities that Cash would rather forget about. He didn’t want to be any more involved in Ashton’s business than he already was. He just stayed on the fringes and did what he was told. And with William Keyes’s gaze boring a hole into his back just above his shoulder blades, he couldn’t get down the hall fast enough.

Homer Folley, funeral director, doubled as parish coroner. A small room in the back of the building served as a morgue. Jane Doe was lying on a stainless steel slab, her skin a translucent pale blue-gray. Folley was adjusting a toe-tag, but looked up over his reading glasses as Cash walked in. “Afternoon, Deputy Ed­munds. Nice day, isn’t it?”

“It was until I walked in,” Cash complained, taking out his handkerchief and covering his nose and mouth. “Christ, Folley. It smells like a meat locker that’s lost its refrigeration in here. How do you stand it?”

Folley shrugged. “You get used to it after a while. Desensitization. Besides, we all come to it sooner or later, now don’t we? Makes a man respect death.” He clucked his dismay as he pulled the sheet up over a lifeless face mottled with dark bruises. “It’s a cryin’ shame, a girl so young. Got a niece nearly her age. Sure would hate to think of her comin’ to such a violent end.” He clucked again, a sympathetic sound, quite possibly the only sympathy the girl had ever gotten. “You got children, Deputy?”

“No family to speak of. Mama’s all that’s left. You got those reports?”

Folley crossed to a desk illuminated by a banker’s lamp. On the blotter was a stack of manila folders. Homer rifled the stack. “Now, where is it? Oh, yes.” Reaching out, he pushed a button on the intercom. “William, are you finished with Jane Doe’s report?” He turned off the intercom, massaging his knuckles, then got up to push in the drawer, sighing. “Have a good sleep, child,” he said, then slowly slid the drawer into place.

In a moment, William appeared, entering the room with a catlike grace that made Cash’s skin crawl. He placed a folder identical to the others on the top of the stack, shot Cash a dark look, then left the room as silently as he’d entered.

Homer glanced at Cash over his glasses. “You two know one another?”

“I’ve seen him around a time or two.”

“Hmm,” Homer said. “Could have sworn something passed between you just now. Oh, well. Not that it mat­ters. William’s a free spirit, and he comes and goes as he pleases. There you are, deputy.” Homer handed over the folder. “Is there anything else I can do for you today?”

“Nothing that I can think of, Homer. You’ll under­stand if I say that I hope I don’t see you ’round.”

“Most of my clients don’t—see me, that is. You have a good day, now.”

The years following Jimmy’s incarceration had been difficult. Melba Weldon Sumner had never been a par­ticularly strong woman. Always plagued by health con­cerns, the tragedy that befell her family had broken her, and within a year of Jimmy’s imprisonment, Melba was dead. After her death, the care and custody of sixteen-year-old Claire had fallen onto Eulanie Sumner’s slim shoulders. Alan Harris, Aunt Eule’s husband of five years, had been long gone by then, run off with another woman.

Eulanie hadn’t shed a single tear over his departure, much to the scandalous whisperings of the neighborhood. Instead, she’d resumed the use of her maiden name, while throwing all of her energies into making a success of the family farm. As far as Claire knew, Aunt Eule had never entertained a selfish thought in her entire life. “Work hard,” was her ethic, “pray often, and never turn your back on your own,” a philosophy that she had put into practice when she assimilated her parentless niece into her life.

Claire credited Eulanie with the fact that she’d stayed in school, and gone on to further her education, first at Louisiana State University at Baton Rouge, then at Harvard Law School. And though her career had taken her away from Acadia Parish, she’d never broken ties with Eulanie.

The parish that had been home to her through her adolescent years was another matter. Coming back to Angelique, the place of Jimmy’s downfall, wasn’t easy. Driving past the courthouse on the way to The Willows brought back unwelcome memories, memories of a young girl whose innocence had been torn away in the blink of an eye, cruelly and irrevocably. On the day Jimmy stood accused of killing Jean Louise, Claire’s sense of security, of well-being, had shattered. . . but the bitterness left behind by the wreckage her young life had become, seemed everlasting.

The lane leading to the two-story house was long, unpaved, and dusty, and it passed the outbuildings long before it reached the residence. The weathered Case tractor was parked half in, half out of the tractor shed, the hood off; a slight figure in grease-stained coveralls perched on a stool, plied a wrench that looked too large for her gloved hand. Nearby, Ned Avery, the hired man, stood with his straw hat in hand, looking disgusted and ineffectual. “Miss Eule, I don’t know what you pay me for if you insist on doin’ ever’thing yourself.”

“Oh, Ned, quit your complaining and hand me that seven-sixteenth-inch socket. My hands are a lot smaller than yours are, and they don’t allow for much room to maneuver in these things.” Eulanie pulled her head up to reach for the wrench, noticed they were no longer alone, and banged her dark head on the block and tackle hanging overhead. “Ow. That smarts. Claire, for heaven’s sake! You should have warned me you were coming.” She frowned as she climbed down, taking off her work gloves and wiping at a smudge on her cheek. “I’m afraid you’ll have to forego a hug until after I’ve freshened up.”

Claire kissed Eulanie’s cheek, smiling. “Aunt Eulanie, it’s ninety-three degrees in the shade. You should be resting instead of out here, meddling in Mr. Avery’s business.”

“You tell her, Miss Clairee,” Ned agreed. “She don’t listen to me, nor to Doc Trelawney—nor no one, for that matter. Most stubborn lady I ever seen.”

“Dr. Trelawney?” Claire repeated, looking from one to the other. “Is something wrong?”

“It’s nothing much, dear.”

‘“Nothin’ much,’ she say,” Ned grumbled. “She fainted dead away on the floor a couple of times. Doc says he thinks it’s her heart, and wants to run some tests, but will she go? No, ma’am. She too blockheaded, her.”

“I beg your pardon?” Eulanie said irritably. “I will not be talked about as though I’m not even here. Besides, I am not blockheaded, Ned Avery! I’m busy. And I don’t like being told what to do by someone half my age. I’ll go when I’m damn good and ready.” She threw down the grease rag and gave Ned a look. “Claire and I are going to the house for some refreshments. I suppose it’s futile to ask if you care to join us?”

“You two go on,” Ned replied. “I’ll just stay and finish this up—then I can drop the starter off at Jonesey’s repair shop on the way home.”

Eulanie shook her head, grumbling. “Well, don’t act like you’re doin’ me any favors, Ned. You’ve been dyin’ to get your hands on that tractor all mornin’. Man’s got serious control issues.” Eulanie didn’t argue as Claire led the way to the BMW, but climbed in and cranked up the air. “I swear,” she said, “every July seems to be hotter than the last. I can’t decide if it’s global warming that’s at fault, or all that space junk NASA has floatin’ around up there.” She dabbed her forehead with a folded white handkerchief. “What are you doing here, Claire? I thought you had a case to prepare for this weekend.”

“I did have, but I’ve asked a colleague to take over. I’m taking some time off, and I was hoping that I could impose on my favorite aunt.”

“Favorite aunt, indeed,” Eulanie said with a snort. “I’m your only aunt—but I’m very glad to have you, whatever the reason. Come on in, darlin’. I’ll send Harry out for your bags directly.”

The Willows was one hundred and forty-three years old and still impressive by any standards. Built by some enterprising Sumner ancestor during the years immedi­ately preceding the War Between the States, it was a fine example of the Greek Revival style of architecture, and had been left largely untouched by that raging conflict. But what the Yankees had spared narrowly missed being consumed by fire a few years later when night riders from the neighborhood, bitter over their own devastating losses and resentful at what they consid­ered the Sumners’ appalling lack of patriotism, at­tempted to torch the place.

Adele Sumner, daughter of the house, and Jubie, a freewoman of color who had a small house on the grounds, had beaten back the flames with sopping rag rugs; then, dressed only in her nightgown, a shawl around her shoulders and her hair wild, Adele de­nounced the culprits for the cowards they were from the steps of the church next morning, calling each by name and casting shame upon their households. Years later, the more notable families in the parish had crossed the street rather than face down Adele’s caustic tongue and judgmental stare.

The Sumners, it seemed, had always been on the edge of parish society, always something of a scandal, but they’d managed to hang on to The Willows through it all. It was the foundation, home base, the place where stability began and family survived, though for Claire, the large, red-brick sprawl with its double galleries and graceful columns, lush green lawn, and huge live oaks had nothing of Jimmy left in it. It was true that he’d grown up here, but the restlessness that had taken him away from the parish to work the oil rigs in the Gulf, and to other places, had driven him away from the quiet sameness of farm life at the age of sixteen.

Most of the rooms on the second floor of the mansion, with the exception of Claire’s old room and Eulanie’s master suite, were no longer in use. Jane Avery, Ned’s sister, had free rein over the mansion during the day, with her son Harry to help with the heavy chores, but after six most evenings, Eulanie was on her own.

Jane was a pleasant woman, close to her employer’s age, with a round face and large, dark eyes. “Good to have you home, Miss Clairee,” Jane said softly. “There’s a slice of Key lime in that tea, just like you like it.”

Claire smiled, slowly regaining her focus. “Jane, you’ll spoil me.”

“Good,” she said, nodding once. “Maybe then you won’t want to leave.” She moved around the table to pour a tall glass for Eulanie. “Shame about that child they found,” Jane said, positioning the pitcher on the wicker table. A stiff breeze swept in off the river, hot and moist and carrying on it a strange sense of disquiet. “Heard that old Mr. Prideau found her. Strange, it is. But then, Amos Lee’s strange, too. Little up ’round the bend, they say, and this here latest sure don’ help any.”

“What is that smell?” Eulanie broke in. She
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