
  
    [image: Beaucoup Fracas]
  


  
    
      beaucoup fracas

      The Big Uneasy Book 6

    

    
      
        pauline baird jones

      

    

  


  
    
      For Gabe and May-May

      You know why. ❤️

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        About Beaucoup Fracas

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

    

    
      
        Also by Pauline Baird Jones

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            about beaucoup fracas

          

        

      

    

    
      She doesn’t want to be there. He doesn’t either.

      Private investigator, Gideon Baker, is on the trail of a missing husband. A tip about the man’s car sends him to the Savoie Salvage yard in steamy southern Louisiana, but the owner is dead and his daughter, Jessica, is trying to sort out the mess her father left behind.

      Jessica would rather be anywhere than dealing with the debris left behind by the father she never met. His salvage—aka junkyard is giving her daddy issues and heat rash. Oh, and there is that dead body.

      Gideon and Jessica strike sparks—the good kind—as they find themselves following a trail of murder, betrayal, and classic cars.

      Can they survive the heat and the gunshots long enough to fall in love?

      Cozy up with Beaucoup Fracas, the sixth installment in the popular Big Uneasy series!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter one

          

        

      

    

    
      Gideon Baker rarely got excited or annoyed. He’d learned this useful skill by being the youngest son in a large—very large—family. The seventh son, with six sisters younger than he was, made for a lot of opportunities to learn self-control.

      It hadn’t helped him that much with his first marriage, but he’d been young. And he had learned to not try that again. Marriage was for, well, for people not like him.

      He would also give his family some of the credit for helping to hone his skills as a private investigator. All of his siblings were good at finding out stuff about each other and others.

      In his family, secrets were hard to keep.

      As a PI, he avoided the really nasty jobs—like soiled diapers, the stench hung around for way too long.

      He’d had enough of those in his life, too.

      His focus was on the domestic, mostly routine stuff for divorce lawyers.

      Zach, his dad, wasn’t too impressed, even if he was a fan of the Perry Mason Show.

      “I’m their ‘Paul Drake,’ their guy to find out things,” Gideon pointed had out to Zach too many times to recall. He had a small stable of lawyers that kept him as busy as he wanted to be.

      “Hardly,” Zach had said, with the look of dismissive affection that only a dad could deploy.

      He didn’t feel very Paul or Drake today.

      The case had seemed a fairly easy one. Track down the missing husband, which should lead to the money he was hiding from his wife and the court.

      Husbands getting ready to divorce their wives often tried to hide money.

      Not so often they hid themselves, he admitted. But this guy had an additional reason to hide.

      He’d gotten crosswise with Cinzia Calvino. Aligned with one of the local wise guy families, it wasn’t yet clear just how deep Cinzia was in the family business, or how deep Emile Vincent was in Calvino brown stuff. The evidence wasn’t good, however, since the guy had gone missing.

      At least, that was his working theory.

      Gideon was rather proud of himself for picking up this hint of a trail. Instead of focusing on the man, he’d started looking for the car.

      It was sad the car was more memorable than Vincent, but facts were facts. Vincent was a small, weedy type with indeterminate coloring. Gideon glanced at the photo of the gray blue 1959 Peugeot 403 Cabriolet convertible.

      This was only one of many photos of the car.

      There’d only been one photo of Vincent.

      People could forget a face, a name—even the made-up ones—but not that car.

      It was the Columbo car. Oh, it wasn’t the exact car. That was on a movie lot in California, and this car wasn’t—at least in the photo—beat up like the Columbo version.

      So, in following said car, he’d arrived in the back of the beyond, Louisiana standing in the weed-choked yard of Savoie Salvage.

      Salvage seemed a bit too upscale for this place. It was a junkyard, no more, no less.

      Not a great place to be when it was hot and humid.

      It had been both in New Orleans when he left but this felt worse, the muggy air pressing suffocatingly close. And there were bugs, the low hum competing with the distant sound of cars speeding down the freeway.

      Speeding away from here. Lucky dogs.

      Memo to self: don’t take cases in August. Ever.

      The junkyard looked deserted.

      Gideon supposed there was a kind of order in the piles of partially stripped cars and vehicle parts—of the clichéd kind.

      It was as if Savoie had tried to make it look like every junkyard ever seen on television.

      Narrow paths meandered between teetering—but a modest four or five high—towers of varyingly damaged and rusted vehicles.

      There were additional sad vehicles randomly dotting the non-stacked areas, possibly waiting for their turn to join the stacks?

      The only non-damaged, though still sad looking, transportation was a forklift and a normal car that looked like it wondered what it was doing here and when could it get out.

      This Savoie fellow probably knew his junkyard better than Gideon knew his face, he told himself, even though his gut was telling him something was wrong with this silence.

      The one normal car did not look like something a junk dealer would drive.

      It was mid-afternoon when temperatures peaked and the humidity was one hundred percent or more. Yes, it was possible to exceed one hundred percent.

      He felt like he needed gills to walk across the weed-choked path to the sagging doorway of the structure that he hoped was an office. That word felt so wrong when applied to that ramshackle thing hunkered down in the midst of junk and weeds.

      Did Paul Drake ever get those feelings? He had been supporting cast, Gideon reminded himself. All he got to feel was eager to solve his portion of the problem.

      Gideon might be a lot of things, such as a disappointment to his retired cop dad who had hoped he’d follow his big brothers into law enforcement, or a more law enforcement related job, and unable to commit—something he kind of disputed. He had committed what he liked to call a marital offense—but yes, he was now unable to commit.

      Anyway, he was the son of a long line of cops, but he had known early on that he wanted to help, but not that way. He liked puzzles, he liked figuring things out.

      He didn’t like getting shot at.

      He legally carried and was well trained in its use—no way not to be in his family—but he’d never used it for anything but practice.

      Gideon slammed his car door and locked it, gave a sigh that turned into a cough when the humidity clogged his throat, and then headed toward that door.

      The whole structure listed to one side and appeared to have been built with rusted sheets of metal, but it had a door. And a window of sorts. Both of which might be holding the whole thing upright.

      Gideon heard a swear word exit that window and then fade abruptly in the humid heat.

      He frowned. It was a voice. A sign of humanity.

      It was also a woman.

      He wasn’t a chauvinist jerk. A woman could do what she wanted in this world, though if her parents had named her Hippolyte, she ought to sue them or something.

      He glanced around. He wasn’t sure he wanted to meet a woman who’d chosen to do this with her life.
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      Jessica Savoie glared at the phone in her hand—it was as much a rundown antique as everything else in this place—and then lifted it to her ear.

      It had been the first thing she sanitized when she arrived two days ago.

      “Jennifer Savoie?” The voice of yet another customer in search of a random auto part repeated. “Are you there, Jennifer?”

      “Jessica,” she snapped. “The name is Jessica Savoie.”

      “Oh,” the man said doubtfully. “Are you sure?”

      “Am I sure I know my own name?” She glanced back to make sure the nasty desk chair was where she’d left it.

      It had a tendency to drift slowly toward the wall. This wasn’t a surprise since the office or headquarters was also drifting down—perhaps to China.

      There were signs water had found its way into that corner. It smelled, too, of mold and mildew.

      Her first sight of her father’s business had sent her, if not into full retreat, then at least back into town for cleaning supplies.

      She glanced around. Sadly, other than a slight disinfectant smell battling against the mildew, it was hard to tell where she’d been cleaning.

      Her N95 mask sat by the phone. She still wasn’t sure which was worse. The smell or the stifling heat when she had the mask on. At the moment, the heat was winning.

      One of the clerks at the grocery store had called it “August hot.” Apparently, that was worse than regular hot.

      “Right.” The male voice still sounded doubtful. “Well, Jenn—Jessica—“

      He said Jessica like it was a foreign name, not the most common name given to girl children in 1985. He wasn’t the only one to get it wrong. Over and over again.

      She’d gone through junior high, then high school being called Jennifer by her principle and most of her teachers. Her classmates had made jokes about how many Jennifers were graduating. And yes, her diploma had had to be corrected.

      Her invite to the class reunion had been addressed to Jennifer, too. Everyone asked about her. She’d been way more popular than Jessica.

      But she wasn’t bitter. Nope. Not bitter at all.

      And if life wasn’t fun enough, Jennifer and Jessica both got notices that the father they never met had died and left her/them his junkyard.

      She was confused. The lawyer was confused. Clearly, her father had been confused. Or clueless.

      Her mom didn’t want to talk about it.

      She was vaguely aware of the lawyer saying lawyerly things in her ear. When he finally got to the point, she wrote down the time and address.

      She just hoped Jennifer, didn’t complicate things again. She never showed up for the big stuff.

      “I’ve got to go,” Jessica said and put down the receiver.

      There was an ominous creaking sound as the door was opened and a shadow blocked the super bright sun that tried to stream in.

      It got marginally cooler.

      And then the shadow moved.

      Oh well, it was nice while it lasted.

      She rose from behind the defeated, paper-strewn desk and studied who had caused the shadow.

      Not bad, she decided.

      Tall, shoulders just broad enough for the loose-fitting (a pity) tee shirt, tapering down to hips lean without being annoying. If a guy had a smaller hip size than hers? Bye, bye.

      The face was as nice as the bod. Dark hair that looked honestly tousled. Brown eyes with a glint of humor and a hint of admiration. Glints were good. Glints weren’t creepy. And admiration? She could totally live with that.

      Clean-shaven. This let the full force of his smile out as it crept quietly across his face.

      “Gideon Baker,” he said.

      The sound of his voice sent a nice chill down her back. He could keep talking and she might actually cool off. Her body was under strict orders not to get hot, or any more bothered, than it already was.

      Gideon? Or should she think of him as Baker? The jury hadn’t even convened, so she went with Gideon.

      “Jessica Savoie,” she offered in return.

      “Is Hippolyte Savoie—your…” He paused on the question.

      Jessica almost went with blunt, but he was being polite and hadn’t—yet—called her Jennifer.

      “My father.” It was hard to say the words without a grimace, but she managed it.

      Adding a grimace would have made her sweat more. “My sperm donor” was more accurate, but that extra word? Yeah, more sweat.

      “Is he around?” Gideon glanced around as if he expected Hipp to crawl out from under the desk.

      (Yeah, his friends called him Hipp and they called her Baby—or Jennifer—and told her they hadn’t known Hipp had two daughters).

      Well, Hipp wouldn’t crawl out anymore, though that was where the body had been found.

      She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She was probably standing where his head had been but there was no sign of him now. Well, if she didn’t count the detritus of his business.

      “Dead,” she said. She didn’t try to cushion the news because she didn’t get the feeling he’d known Hipp. Because he didn’t call him Hipp.

      She was surprised when he looked disappointed. Not full-on annoyed, like the ones that Hipp owed money to or were looking for a part that only Hipp would probably have.

      This was more disappointed mixed with a stymied-annoyed.

      “I’m sorry for your loss.” The words were mechanical but at least he’d said them.

      None of Hipp’s friends or not-friends had been sorry for her, just themselves.

      He gave her a speculative look, possibly hoping to get un-stymied. Then he looked around. For a chair, she realized, when he picked one out and shifted the debris on it to another chair. That chair creaked ominously, and then the chair Gideon sat on registered a protest, too.

      Since he’d indicated a level of bravery that no one else had exhibited since she arrived in here, Jessica sat down, too. Her chair’s creak of protest was definitely over the top.

      Before she could heat up with annoyance, Gideon grinned. After a pause she grinned back. It only made her sweat a little.

      She would have liked to lean her elbows on the desk and contemplate his grin, but she’d learned that lesson, too. Sixty years of oozing and stickiness only came off when it came into contact with skin or nice clothes. Wood cleaner? It laughed at wood cleaner.

      Jessica tried to think of something to say that didn’t include the word “help.” She couldn’t help herself right now, so she was pretty sure she couldn’t help this guy, even if getting him to stick around a while longer was not something she objected to.

      Gideon smiled at her again. There might have been a tiny bit of calculation in there, but Jessica didn’t mind. It was still a nice smile.

      “I’m actually looking for a car,” he said.

      Jessica blinked. Hipp had cars, man, did he have cars out there, but she couldn’t imagine Gideon wanting one of those rusted out heaps.

      He pulled a notebook out of his hip pocket—he had to lean forward a bit to do it and a nice smell wafted her way. It took considerable willpower not to lean into that smell.

      He flipped it open and read out the details.

      It took her at least twenty seconds to process the information.

      1959 Peugeot 403 Cabriolet?

      She blinked again. He had to have looked around a bit before he came in. If he even glanced, he’d know this wasn’t a dealership, or even a used car lot. This was the last stop in a sad car life.

      A Peugeot of that vintage deserved better than this place.

      He must have read some of this in her expression, because he grinned, a bit ruefully. It got the job done, sending another wave of lovely chills down her back.

      “I know, but I have a very good tip that the car is here or rather, out there somewhere.”

      Jessica found herself once again unable to formulate a response. She needed to grieve for the car first. And call down some curses on whoever abandoned it here.

      “I wouldn’t know,” she finally said. “I’ve only been here a couple of days.” It was her turn to glance around. Paperwork spilled out of a rusted file cabinet, then rose in a wave up onto the edge of the desk, subsiding a bit, only to lap around the edges of a narrow cabinet and hint of the existence of a small fridge.

      She saw his gaze track toward the file cabinet and his shoulders rose and fell in a sigh.

      Jessica sighed, too. He was not the view she’d expected for her first visit to Louisiana, but she was not complaining. Oh no, she wasn’t.

      “Is there any chance I can talk you into letting me look for it?”

      The end of the question surprised her. Everyone else who’d arrived here the last two days had wanted her to look for things. For him? She might have done it.

      She made an expansive gesture. “Knock yourself out.”
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      Jessica had to hand it to Gideon, he dug in—if not with enthusiasm, then with an outward calm. At first, she thought he was being kind of random, but then a pattern emerged.

      He checked each stack for dust. If it was thick, he moved on.

      So the car was a recent arrival.

      She considered this. She hadn’t been here long enough to learn much that would be helpful. She had gone through the papers on the chair she was sitting in now and within an arm’s length. Mostly, she’d done this while on the phone.

      Hipp’s phone rang a lot. So far the calls had followed a predictable pattern, which made it possible for her to focus on the papers.

      “Hipp there?”

      “Hipp’s dead.” Jessica had been less blunt the first few calls, until she found out blunt didn’t work.

      “I heard that.”

      A long, heavy breathing pause would follow.

      “You the kid, um…”

      Jessica waited for it.

      “Jennifer.”

      “Jessica.”

      “Oh. Could have sworn Hipp said Jennifer.”

      Hipp had, but she couldn’t do anything about it now.

      This would be followed by a request for information about a particular part. When Jessica said she didn’t know, there would be a silence, and then, “That’s too bad. I figured if anyone would have it, it would be Hipp.”

      Jessica had offered to let these people come and look, but she quickly learned they would rather she looked because only Hipp knew where things were.

      Her looking wasn’t going to happen. Because Hipp was still the only one who had known where things were.

      And she didn’t know how they thought she’d know what they didn’t. Genes weren’t that specific.

      Thank goodness.

      Gideon had broken the pattern, which is why she’d assumed he didn’t know Hipp.

      He’d also broken the monotony. She didn’t exactly owe him, but she didn’t mind providing the limited assistance she could. And she wouldn’t mind hearing him speak again.

      She pushed up out of the chair that was at least as old as everything else in this office. It protested even louder than when she sat in it. It really should make up its mind if it wanted her in or out.

      Gideon glanced at her, a sheaf of papers held in one hand.

      She ambled over to the one solid wall and studied what she’d thought was some weird art project. A couple of darts were embedded in it.

      She gave Gideon a speculative glance then decided he could handle it.

      “I think this might be a map of the yard,” she said. She had almost said, “junk,” but why state the obvious? The rusted sign out front called it a salvage yard.

      She’d tried using salvage, but it sounded pretentious. Pretentious. That’s how junky this junkyard was. She’d already come up with a long, alternative list, but that set off a recording of her mom’s voice telling her a lady wouldn’t use those words. It was a pity because there were some spot-on words on that list.

      Only once had she ever pointed out that her mom had used many of those words on occasion—often when referencing Hipp.

      Amazing what a lady could do with a look. Didn’t matter how old Jessica was, that look broke her back down to size.

      Gideon joined her in one step. Guy did have long legs and it was a small room.

      His head tipped one direction for about a minute. Then it tipped the other way for the same amount of time. Then he looked at her.

      “Seriously?”

      “Well, that’s what one of his friends called it,” she admitted. “Boudin was very impressed.”

      Gideon’s lips twitched. “I thought maybe it was one of your early artworks.”

      Jessica’s lips twitched now. “I’m not that good.” And she hadn’t been around to draw on the walls when she was little. Or not that little.

      The tiny choke might have been a suppressed chuckle.

      Jessica let her lips curve into a smile. Then she made herself look at the “map.” She shook her head. “I’ve had a couple of days to study it, but I can’t say I’ve figured it out.”

      The scrawls that—she assumed—were supposed to identify regions, had been inscribed in thick crayon or marker, but time and water—there was a leak above the map—had reduced a good portion of into a bad impressionists painting.

      “Yeah.” Gideon frowned at the map. He pointed to a badly drawn rectangle. “What do you suppose that is?”

      “Boudin says that’s where Hipp did his stripping down. And the occasional repair.”

      “So it’s a workshop?”

      Jessica nodded. “But if they were trying to hide the car, that’s pretty obvious.”

      “We should still check it out.”

      Jessica agreed, though not with a lot of enthusiasm. Everything she’d checked out that was related to Hipp had not been that great.

      According to Boudin, Hipp also had a small living quarters attached to that shop.

      She glanced around. So far everything she’d seen was pretty horrifying to a girl who’d hoped her missing-in-action dad had been a royal prince who couldn’t be in her life because of “secret reasons.”

      “What if we took this map down and walked around out there?”

      He was a brave man.

      And he assumed the map could be removed. Jessica wasn’t sure it hadn’t been originally glued to the wall. Or just been welded there by time.
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      Gideon had to settle for taking a picture of the map—if it was a map. It was firmly attached to that wall. That sucker would probably be there when this shed masquerading as an office wasn’t.

      Jessica hadn’t said anything. She didn’t have to say anything.

      She was a beautifully cool drink of water—not something he expected to find in a junkyard. Her red hair should have given off heat. Maybe it was the cool gray of her eyes that tamped it down.

      Her smile was knee-weakening, but he liked the humor and intelligence in her eyes.

      She was the perfect height for dancing with. Her head would have tucked neatly under his chin.

      She had some curves, too. No sign she starved herself to fit into jeans that fit her just fine.

      The humid heat was a wall he had to push through, but he didn’t think he imagined that her cool mien helped ease that some.

      “I have no idea where to start,” she admitted ruefully. Her voice was crisp, but with a husky undertone that made Gideon wonder if he should reconsider his “never get involved” policy.

      It was the heat, just the heat, he told himself. It messed with his head. He’d gotten engaged in August, so this was a particularly dangerous month for him.

      He gave an internal shake, to get his thoughts back in line, then held up his phone with the image of the map visible. He turned it a couple of times, trying to figure out where the various blobs and squiggles fit with reality.

      “I think that’s the office,” Jessica said, pointing to a badly formed square with a small somewhat bare space in front of it.

      “I think you’re right,” Gideon said, mostly because there was no way to know if she was wrong. “That could be that stack,” he murmured, after he oriented the map to the office.

      Jessica’s gaze moved between the map and the stacks, then she sighed. “Not sure if this helps you.”

      Gideon reluctantly had to agree. None of the markings on the map were what he’d call fresh—assuming he could tell what “fresh” was with available information.

      And if Vincent had asked Hipp to hide the car, Hipp was unlikely to have added it to the map. Not that having it on the map would have helped anyone that much.

      Gideon allowed himself to sigh and lowered his phone and the arm holding it. It had seemed a promising lead. Not unlike Vincent, it was turning into a fizzle. Gideon hadn’t met Vincent’s wife. Her lawyer was the one who had hired him, but he now found himself curious about her.

      Women often did puzzling things. It was his inability to figure out his ex-wife’s body language, actual words, silences—he considered the question and realized he hadn’t understood anything about her, including why she’d married him—but it all had helped end his marriage after a brief and not that pleasant couple of years.

      His sisters thought she’d just wanted to get married and he’d happened to be available. It was as good a reason as he’d been able to come up with.

      The sound of a car approaching—slowly because the road wasn’t good—broke into the heavy silence. Jessica looked mildly surprised.

      “That’s too nice a car for that road,” she murmured.

      Now it was his turn to be surprised, though he also recognized the engine. A Rolls for sure.

      It jolted into view, then eased to a stop next to Gideon’s car. He was pretty sure he knew who would be climbing out, but he glanced at Jessica again, curious if she had any idea who had just arrived. Her expression hadn’t changed, though he thought he saw a glint of admiration there for the car.

      Or the sun was super bright.

      The chauffeur climbed out and opened the rear door. A very nice, silk-clad leg became visible, followed by its duplicate. The heels on the end of the leg were both fashionable and vaguely menacing.

      Gideon didn’t blink when the body that belonged to the legs revealed the passenger to be Cinzia Calvino.

      “Be careful what you say,” he muttered, just loud enough for Jessica to hear.

      She blinked once, but her expression didn’t change.

      Did that mean Cinzia had already been in touch? Or that Jessica Savoie was a very cool customer?
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      Jessica wanted to see what kind of person would send a Rolls down that road.

      Oh.

      That kind.

      The woman was lush and hotter than the August heat, but with an ice at her core that made Jessica repress a shiver.

      This was not a nice person.

      Her visitor managed to look cool, which impressed Jessica because she felt hotter just looking at her and the woman hadn’t even come close to Jessica. Right now she was looking at the uneven ground she’d have to cover in those skyscraper sandals.

      The woman looked up, her gaze alighting on Gideon. Her perfect brows arched perfectly. She opted for leaning against the side of her car for a few seconds.

      It was probably hot, too because she straightened away from it.

      Somehow she managed a kind of graceful slouch that looked supported, but wasn’t. The driver took up a position that looked very guard dog.

      “Which Baker are you?” the woman asked, her tone both sultry and world-weary.

      Jessica resisted giving Gideon a look. There were more of him? She wanted to pause and give thanks.

      “Gideon,” he said, the brief word not encouraging.

      A little bit of tension there.

      Jessica examined what she knew about Gideon. His aspect teetered on the edge of being law enforcement-y, without crossing over. She’d sort of concluded he was some kind of private investigator. She couldn’t have lived with her mom and not become somewhat familiar with them, but he was definitely a higher end version.

      The woman was a little harder to place. Rich, obviously. Needed protection from…? That was a question with no answer yet.

      But she’d made Gideon bristle—oh, not visibly—but Jessica could feel it while standing
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