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      Bruce Carpenter had deliberately chosen the last shift of the day at Bayou Sauvage. The city was always lively on New Year’s Eve, and just as he expected, the late shift had very few visitors. He had a smooth drive to New Orleans East, with normal traffic flow. Thankfully, the visitors’ center was deserted, so he made his way straight to his boat and spent his time volunteering out on the water. The air was thick from morning thunderstorms as his boat cascaded along the water, just beneath a cloud of fog. 

      “You can take off early,” his supervisor had told him earlier that afternoon. But Bruce wanted the opposite. He wanted to push out beyond the shallow waterways and whip around in the area where Lake Pontchartrain met the salt water. He whistled softly and sailed along the edge of the Spanish moss.

      Launching from an unimproved site near Crabbing Bridge Road off Highway 11, Bruce felt the familiar rise of joy he experienced every time he took to the water. The airboat glided over the calm bayou, creating gentle waves in its wake. Bruce Carpenter tilted his head to the sky and inhaled. Bayou Sauvage was one of his favorite places in New Orleans. The peace and tranquility reminded him of his hometown of Venice, a little place at the “bottom of the boot,” as his father often said, referring to Louisiana’s shape. Dangerously nestled up against the Mississippi River, it was a portion of Plaquemines Parish that had been the site of many environmental disasters. Hurricane Katrina had almost wiped the place off the map, and after the Deepwater Horizon disaster, his wife, Evie, had asked if they could move.

      “Honey, we didn’t have nothing left after Katrina. Now the oil done come. This ain’t where we grew up.” His wife, Evie, had said in her a sweet, quiet voice.

      Bruce had considered putting up a fight, but when he looked into Evie’s eyes, he gave in and responded, “Let’s go near the city, then.”

      Now Bruce was retired, Della was all grown up, and he was ready to get back to nature. The hurricanes would come, but now they’d just go in-land until it passed. But Evie had found friends and loved heading to the French Quarter and hanging out in all the tourist areas of New Orleans. Bruce always skipped the downtown events, making up excuses about not feeling well, or saying that he was going fishing. Evie knew what he was doing and suggested that he find his happy place. He’d obeyed his wife’s instructions, and now Bayou Sauvage was his oasis.

      The preserve was delighted to have a retired cop like Bruce as a volunteer. His family had been fishermen for generations and he knew the bayous like the back of his hand, in addition to being trained in law enforcement. Despite the quiet and safety within the bayou, the surrounding neighborhoods were not always peaceful. With popular tourist attractions nearby, such as the Fisherman’s Castle, it was important to maintain a sense of security for visitors. The increasing number of people visiting also posed a threat to the natural landscape and wildlife. However, thanks to the efforts of Bruce and other volunteers working on reforestation projects, Bayou Sauvage was able to maintain its untouched beauty. Despite challenges such as saltwater intrusion, this area remained wild and free from overdevelopment that had affected other parts of Louisiana.

      Bruce maintained a steady pace as he navigated through the Rigolets Strait in Tammany Parish, but once he reached Lake Borgne, he couldn’t resist pressing down on the accelerator. The evening was perfect - clear and warm after an afternoon thunderstorm. In the distance, seagulls could be heard squawking as Bruce daydreamed about the upcoming festivities. He couldn’t wait to see his daughter, Della, who was flying in from Baltimore for a week-long visit. Evie, his loving wife, was at home preparing a feast of crawfish etouffee and beignets. After finishing his shift patrolling the bayou, Bruce would join his relatives and friends for a fun-filled New Year’s celebration. Retirement had brought him so much joy - spending time with loved ones was far more enjoyable than dealing with drunk partygoers. As he cruised along, Bruce couldn’t help but smile at how happy he was in this new chapter of his life. After serving twenty-five years as a cop, retirement felt like a fresh start. These days, he spent his time volunteering at Sauvage Bayou, taking leisurely walks with Evie, and relaxing in his backyard while admiring the moonlit water. It truly felt like life couldn’t get any better.

      Since it was his last round for the night, Bruce headed down toward Shell Beach to get a better look at the breathtaking sunset. Hues of purple and blue filled the sky, pushing Bruce further into a daydream about his childhood.

      “This is God’s country,” Bruce said, easing into a soothing nostalgia. The rest of the world fell away and Bruce barely noticed a small boat in the distance, humming across the water. The occupant threw a hand up while careening by. Bruce caught the name of the vessel, Sea Witch, out of the corner of his eye, but didn’t take the time to get a good look at the boat. He threw a hand up, acknowledging the fellow seafarer. Further downstream, a tugboat hugged the edge of the shoreline. It was a little more than a dinghy, and the boat rocked and bobbed wildly. Bruce, lost in a daydream about the coming evening, didn’t notice the potentially dangerous situation. The figures on the boat stumbled and struggled to keep the vessel afloat. Bruce absentmindedly threw up a hand as he cruised past, missing the waving of arms high above one of the tugboat occupant’s head.

      As he careened away from Shell Beach, he saw an object bobbing in the water close to the shore. A swath of trees and grass divided the lake, but Bruce was sure there was something out there. Just go home. You ain’t a cop anymore, he thought, but old training dies hard. Bruce steered the boat toward the bobbing item. It was December, so it wasn’t a gator, but it was a large… creature of some sort. Bruce fished his wireframe glasses out of his shirt pocket with one hand, holding his gaze, and slipping the spectacles onto his face. The lump was being dragged under the Spanish moss and pulled toward the shore. Continuing the approach, Bruce saw a woman. Her black tank top clung to her chest, and her eyes were wide. She was fishing something out of the water.

      “Don’t move a muscle! I tell ya, I’ll shoot! Retired cop here! I’m trained and ready!” Bruce yelled, grabbing the Holland and Holland Double Rifle from the rack behind him. The 45 in the tackle box would be better, but the jolt of adrenaline had put him in fight-or-flight mode.

      The woman stopped moving, but she continued to clutch the edges of a white shirt that was worn by… a body.

      Bruce kept the gun trained on the woman.

      “Turn around. Hands up! Face the shore,” he yelled, grabbing his cellphone the moment he saw her back.

      The small woman slowly let go of the shirt, but grabbed it again when the water started pushing the body away from her. Bruce’s finger twitched against the trigger, but he held back. Don’t shoot. She doesn’t want the body to float away. Would be best for her if it did. That’s odd, Bruce thought. The woman’s shoulders heaved up and down as she scrambled for the body. Bruce yelled for her to get her hands in the air.

      “I’ll put one in ya if ya hesitate!” he yelled.

      The woman reluctantly lifted her arms above her head. Bruce’s heart raced as he watched the body slowly drift away.
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      “This isn’t going to be good,” I muttered.

      It had been a rough day. That morning, I’d attended the funeral of a young man I’d mentored. He’d been murdered while trying to help a young mother and her children after a car accident. The senseless tragedy had left me depressed and drained. I’d poured myself a glass of crisp, bubbly peach mead, grabbed an afghan blanket, and headed to the porch to decompress.

      I huddled under a blanket and curled up in the big wooden rocking chair. A chilly breeze picked up now and every so often, whistling through the bare tree branches and causing a shiver to run through my body. My glass of mead sat on an end table beside me, and the book, Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison, rested on my knees, pulled up close to my face. It was just after six and I was finishing up a chapter using the porch light when Madalyn Price’s blue Rav4 zipped into the driveway. I felt her stare as she approached, but I continued focusing on the book, pretending not to not notice her. I didn’t look up until she was standing in front of me.

      “Did you give it more thought?” Madalyn asked.

      “I’m not interested.”

      “It’s a vacation. No work will be done.”

      “Madalyn, you’re always working. Vacation is not in your vocabulary.”

      “You’re right, but that’s a pot and kettle kind of thing, right? You’re the same way. That’s why I’m inviting you. You need a break.”

      “A lot of things have happened lately. I don’t know that I’m up for a trip. A real vacation? Yes. A job disguised as a vacation? No.”

      “C’mon. We’ll stay in the French Quarter, sip on Hurricanes, and chill out for a week. Think about bringing in the New Year in one of the best cities in the country, far away from all our problems. We’ll return home ready to start fresh. How much fun would that be? Also, the woman I’m working with is still on the fence about things. I just want to be there in case she changes her mind.”

      “Why not wait until she’s sure?” I asked.

      “I’ve already booked accommodations. Why not just take the trip?”

      “How do you know I don’t have plans?”

      “Is the boyfriend still around?” Madalyn asked.

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” I said, closing the book on my lap. A chilled wind blew across the porch.

      “Pale, bearded guy with long hippie hair. Handsome, abnormally nice, lives in the middle of nowhere? I doubt you’ve forgotten him.”

      I felt my cheeks warm as she talked about Brady.

      “Madalyn, the answer is no. It was ‘no’ two weeks ago and nothing has changed,” I said, wrapping the blanket tight around my shoulders.

      “You know, I’m not just all about work. I know how to relax,” Madalyn defended. A slight edge in her voice.

      “Maybe next time,” I answered, gathering my book and wine glass, and heading for the door.

      “Wait,” she called after me, catching my shoulder.

      “Madelyn, make it quick,” I said, stopping and waiting to hear what she wanted.

      “I need your help.”

      I twisted the knob and pushed the front door open.

      “It’s getting chilly. Come in and tell me what’s going on.”

      Madalyn smiled and followed me inside. I knew it was a mistake, but I had to admit —— it intrigued me.

      “Thanks for listening,” she said. Her voice was warm with enthusiasm.

      “I’m listening to your plight. Don’t get excited. Can I get you something?” I asked, heading to the kitchen, and putting the kettle on the stove.

      “But if you’re willing to listen….”

      “Relax. Like I said, I’m just listening to what you have to say. That doesn’t mean that I’m up for your shenanigans,” I warned. It felt like I was scolding a child.

      Using the word petite to describe Madalyn was an understatement. She was a tiny woman, five feet tall and one-hundred pounds. Yoga and helping young women leave abusive relationships kept her spry. I waited for Madalyn to nod and climb into the recliner before I headed to the kitchen.

      “Tea or water?.”

      “I need to help someone who is stuck in a terrible situation,” Madalyn said. Ignoring my question.

      “What’s new? So, why is this different?” I asked, o. Opening a cabinet and reviewing my tea selection.

      “She’s married to a politician. They also live in Louisiana, so it would be nice to have help.”

      “How far up the ladder are we talking with this politician?”

      “State senate. She claims he’s already told her she and the kids will be ‘taken care of’ if they try to leave.” Madalyn said, a hint of disbelief in her voice.

      “Claims? You doubt her. Why?”

      “Something’s off. I don’t know what it is, but I’m having a hard time believing her.”

      I filled my teakettle with water.

      “Why get involved if you don’t believe her?”

      “Because what if I’m wrong?” Madalyn wondered.

      I turned on the burner under the kettle and stopped. Madalyn wasn’t telling me everything, but I continued to play along.

      “Why do you think I can help?”

      “You have cop connections,” Madalyn said.

      “Not in Louisiana.”

      “But you were a cop and people will listen to you more than they will me. C’mon Sylvia. You know how things work.”

      “Are you planning on bringing the cops into the situation?”

      “No way. The woman I’m helping says they’re all crooked.”

      “Sounds about right from what I’ve heard about New Orleans, but there are always good cops, no matter how corrupt the agency appears to be. So, what do you need my help with?”

      “My team refuses to participate.”

      “That sounds ominous. I know your team, Madalyn. They’re dedicated. If they won’t help, something is off. What aren’t you telling me?”

      “They don’t think I should do this one.”

      I walked to the doorway and stared at Madalyn.

      “You know I don’t like cryptic. Tell me what’s going on.”

      “The wife claims the husband has a nifty hit man who has taken out political rivals, enemies, and two mistresses.”

      There it was again. Claims. Why didn’t Madalyn believe the wife?

      The kettle buzzed. I went back to the stove, dropped two green tea bags into mugs, and steeped them in the hot water.

      “This might not be one you want to take. If the guy has a long reach, you and your daughter could be in danger. Leave it alone.”

      “You know I can’t, and Kara is fine. She’s away at State.”

      “Madalyn, this is a bad idea and you’ll be on his turf. If things go wrong, all of this could be over. So, decide. Do you save the one, or the many?”

      “I thought you were a religious woman? Doesn’t your faith tell you that the one is worth going after? Something about a sheep, right?”

      Ouch. That was a valid point.

      I handed the mug to Madalyn and sat in the recliner catty corner from the couch. A wave of guilt washed over me. I hadn’t been to Mass in months.

      “Madalyn, I would help if I could, but this doesn’t feel right. I think it’s too much. I suggest finding another way for her to leave.”

      “Her husband is connected through the state. I can’t go to the police or anything like that.”

      “But you think I can?” I asked.

      “Cops like cops.”

      I sipped the tea. Immediately realizing I’d forgotten to add a few drops of honey.

      “What else is there? Does she have anything on him?”

      “No idea,” Madalyn answered.

      “She needs to do some fact finding—something good. After that, she has to leverage her position.”

      “Sylvia, this woman got married very young. She’s been sheltered to a point. I don’t think she can do that.”

      “She can. It’s just scary. Look. This isn’t something you want to wade into without preparation. I feel for the woman, but this won’t be a simple deal where you swoop in like some type of blacks-ops lady, grab this woman and her kids, and everything just goes back to normal. You need to play the long game on this one. Maybe I can do a little research, but I’m not tagging along. What’s her name?” I asked.

      “Her name is Krista Broussard. She wants to be out of there as soon as possible. The kids are also starting to think that what their parents have is a regular relationship. According to Krista, the kids are yelling and hitting each other because they think this is the way to communicate. ”

      I took another sip of my tea. The details were vague. Madalyn was hiding something.

       “How do you know this woman?” I asked.

      “That’s irrelevant.”

      “It sounds like this is more personal than the other cases. I know there’s more to it, Madalyn. Talk.”

      “Okay, but this has nothing to do with what’s happening now,” Madalyn said. “She got into trouble when she was seventeen. I helped her then.”

      “When you say got into trouble, are you referring to the archaic, completely unfair characterization of women who become pregnant outside of marriage?”

      “Yes. For the record, I was one of those ‘in trouble’ girls, so I’m not judging. We hid her in a little cabin in rural Tennessee until she had the baby. After that, a relative kept the baby while Krista moved to Louisiana and got married to Nathan Broussard. Several months later, they announced that they’d been married months before and introduced the new baby to the world. Nathan was a well to-do, aspiring politician who is heir to a business built on the back of a sugar plantation.”

      “Is that still a thing?”

      “Sugar plantations? Not in the way they used to be, but yes. The Broussard’s own a sugar factory now and they pay wages, so it’s different. They also have several other businesses under the Broussard umbrella.”

      “So, Krista moves into this new situation in Louisiana. I assume she was from Tennessee. How did she end up with a Louisiana politician?” I asked.

      “She’d been in beauty pageants and all that jazz before the pregnancy. She comes from a poor family in Tennessee that recognized the worth of having a beautiful daughter. From the age of four, she was in beauty pageants. After winning several pageants in her teens, Krista headed to a regional competition in Louisiana. Nathan Broussard was one of the judges.”

      “How long was she in Louisiana for the pageant?”

      “One week. Apparently, Nathan Broussard, a well to do aspiring politician and law student, swept her off her feet. The rest is history,” Madalyn said.

      “Except now he’s turned out to be abusive?”

      Madalyn hesitated. “I’ve been told he is abusive. Krista has told me about some incidents, but I haven’t been able to verify any of the terrible things she says Nathan does.” 

      “Again, this sounds like a bad idea. The family is rich, has connections, and you seem unsure. Red flags one, two, and three. Don’t do it, Madalyn.”

      I looked up at her clear, calm, ageless face. Unmoved by my advice, she shook her head and smirked.

      “I could really use your hand in all of this, Sylvia. This is what we do. We help people,” Madalyn said.

      “No, that’s what you do. I’m not part of the covert association you’ve got going on. I’m a private investigator and, to be honest, I don’t even know if that’s going to continue. So, no. I’m out. Not a chance I’m getting involved in this.”

      Madelyn Madalyn sipped the tea, set the cup down on the end table next to the couch, and stood up. “So much for saving the one. Thanks for the tea and the ear. I’ll see myself out.”

      I considered saying something as Madalyn headed for the door. She’d helped me during inopportune times, moments when my emergencies ran counter to her schedule. Normally, I’d have no problem returning the favor, but the past few months had been full of turmoil. My brain and soul needed a break. I’d even avoided going to the office. Hunkering down at home had provided solace and a reprieve from chaos. Over the past few months, I’d become unsure if whether I wanted to return to work. I’d been a cop and a private investigator, but after several shocking and tragic events, I wasn’t too keen on uncovering long standing mysteries. But… There was still that undercurrent of intrigue that arrived every time a problem arose. I poured another glass of wine and opened my laptop.

       Pictures of Nathan and Krista Broussard were easy to find. New Orleans’ local papers seemed to love the attractive, smiling couple. Nathan was tall and handsome, with thick, dark hair and bright brown eyes. Krista was thin and angular with a thick swath of blonde hair folded over the left side of her face. Nathan was a long-term state senator who, having won a seat at the young age of twenty-six, and was now vying for a position at the federal level. Two kids, a political career, a beautiful wife, and based on the pictures of their sprawling mansion, more money than he’d ever need. Nathan Broussard seemed to have it all.

      “Why so violent then, Nathan?” I said aloud.

      I dug deeper. The Broussards had been well to do since the late 1700s, and no matter what happened, they seemed to have adjusted and shifted their fortune in a way that protected it. The sugar plantation became a sharecropping venture after the Civil War, and eventually, the family invested in oil. Then, during World War One, the factory where the sugar was processed switched and worked on the war effort before transitioning back to sugar production. During the Great Depression, the Broussards had helped their community by giving away a pound of sugar and loaves of bread they didn’t sell at market to families. Nathan Broussard had continued the charitable spirit of his great grandparents by working in soup kitchens, venturing out to homeless camps to hand out lunches, and giving away scholarships to underprivileged children. The pictures of him spooning stew into bowls and, chatting with the patrons of the homeless center with a big genuine smile on his face, didn’t line up with a spoiled, r rich kid turned politician and abusive husband. I scrolled through links with old newspaper listings of Nathan’s community outreach. That was a lot of public relations work for a politician who had consistently won his seat in the state government. Was I jaded in thinking that most politicians only did charitable work for political reasons? I didn’t think so, but that made Nathan Broussard’s activities seem odd. It showed that he might genuinely care about his constituents. Of course, an abuser often appears to be a great person to the outside world. It’s at home that they become monsters.

      A quick check of Nathan’s family showed that his father had passed away several years ago, but his older brother, Grayson, and his mother, Beth, were still alive. Grayson was a prominent figure in the state’s Evangelical Christian community, but according to the company’s website, he was also the secretary of the family business, Broussard Incorporated. There were pictures of the brothers and their families planting Bald Cypress trees in the bayou, building homes in lower-income neighborhoods, and scores of images from church functions. I enlarged one image and focused on Krista. Crooked smile and unsure eyes. She wore a look of surprise that seemed to ask, What have I gotten myself into?
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      The next morning, I woke up early, strangely energized. I rolled out of bed in the dark, crisp morning, put on sweats, and headed for a run. I took my usual path down Michigan Avenue, through Riverside Park, and up Cross Street. Something about the route felt new, even though I’d run it many times. My legs ached a bit, but the pain was refreshing. Inhaling the frigid air and watching a few snowflakes fall to the ground gave me a visceral appreciation for the impending winter. Christmas decorations filled the few stores that were left on Michigan Ave, but the streets were mostly empty, giving me the feeling that the town was mine to take in and enjoy. By seven, I’d showered, gotten dressed, and walked to work.

      My office was on the second floor of an old storefront that dated back to the late 1800s. A few other businesses lined the hallway, and two one-bedroom apartments sat in opposite corners at the back of the building. Seeing the desks — mine and Martin’s — covered in dust brought a hint of sadness to my soul. Why did I let things stop me from working? No matter what was going on in my life, work provided purpose — something I desperately needed right now.

      Madalyn’s visit had prompted me to get back at it. She was reckless, but no matter what happened, Madalyn Price was going to save lives. She’d been working to help women and children get out of abusive situations for years, and nothing slowed her down. If someone was in need, Madalyn was ready to make a plan and get the victims to safety. It was honorable. Perhaps that was what I needed: A full plate of work would keep my mind off my complicated life. I picked up the phone and dialed the voicemail, hoping that there would be something there. Of course, if you shut down for months at a time, people that needed private investigators would not wait for you to return to work. I hung up after hearing there were no new messages. Maybe I should help Madalyn? I thought before pushing the thought out of my mind. While Madalyn was inspiring, she also had a way of finding trouble. She actually went looking for it. Her intentions were good, but she was always playing a dangerous game. If I took a case on now, I wanted it to be low key and not too hard to solve. Satisfied that I would find something better suited to my skills, I wiped the layer of dust off my desk, sat down, and called Martin.

      “Hey, can you come in today?”

      “Sylvia Wilcox? Is that you,” Martin said. His voice was laced with sarcasm.

      Martin, the younger brother of my deceased husband, Derek, had been my assistant for years. I still called him my brother-in-law, even though, at this point, it was debatable if that title was correct. Since starting law school the year before, he’d scaled back to part-time, but Martin still made it to the office a few times a month.

      “I know. I’ve been terrible over the past couple of months, but I’m back in the office and I’m ready. You still work for me, right?”

      “I do rather like the steady paycheck for minimal or no work.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes. See you soon,” I said before ending the call.

      Martin showed up thirty minutes later. He was eating a breakfast sandwich from a fast-food joint when he walked through the door.

      “It’s true. The prodigal employer has returned,” Martin said, h. Heading for his desk.

      “It’s good to see you, too,” I said, getting up and giving him a quick side hug.

      “So, I know you aren’t going to tell me, but how are things with your parents, your brother, and Father Keegan?”

      I should have expected the questions, and maybe I did, but I hadn’t come up with any replies. A few months before, my life had imploded, leaving me with doubt about everything I thought I knew. The stories I’d told myself about who I was and what my life meant, my family, and some friends, had all turned out to be false. Key parts of my identity were gone, and I didn’t know how to feel about that.

      “Life goes on. Right now, I’m just taking it day by day. I haven’t talked to my parents because they told me not to call them, and Simon… well, we’ve been out of contact for decades. No need to start that up now.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I spent decades of my life looking for Simon, and he was off living and enjoying himself. My life was on hold because I thought we had such a connection, and I loved him so much that I would wake up in the middle of the night, calling his name. All the while, he was getting married, having children, working a job, and happy to not have me around.”

      “You don’t know that, Sylvia.”

      “I do. Remember, we saw it with our own eyes,” I sighed and ran my hands over my face before saying, “Now, since we’re talking about dysfunctional families, how is Starla?”

      “Not fair.”

      “Oh, it’s fair. How is your mom? Are you speaking with her again?”

      Martin sighed. “Not yet. Don’t know exactly what to do about that. I can’t explain it, but I have this pull to her. She’s my mom and even though she’s not necessarily a good person, I love her. And I miss her.”

      I nodded. “You’re such a good guy, Martin. Just know that I won’t hold it against you if you mended the fence with your mom. She hurt my family, but I’ll never ask you to choose between me and your mother.”

      Starla was a monster in my book, but Martin was the last piece of Derek I had. I wanted to hold on to him.

      “What about Father Keegan?”

      “What about him?”

      “Come on, Sylvia. I know you’ve talked to him.”

      “Nope. Haven’t been to church lately.”

      “Really? That’s not like you.”

      “I’ve changed, but I’m okay. Now, let’s move on.”

      He nodded his head and said, “What’s cooking? Do we have a case or something?”

      “I need to run something by you.”

      “Okay. What’s up?”

      “Madalyn Price stopped by last night.”

      “That’s probably as much as I need to know. No. Don’t do whatever she’s asking. You know you will regret it.”

      “Wait—”

      “Listen, Madalyn is stealthy and weird, and you just never know what she’s up to. Whatever it is, just say no.”

      “Hear me out. It’s less complicated than it seems.”

      “Nothing is easy with Madalyn.”

      I ignored the statement, even though it was mostly true, and said, “So, she called me back when everything went down with Simon and invited me to New Orleans. She said it was a vacation, and she wanted to invite me because she’d seen the news and figured I’d be totally devastated. I wasn’t in my right mind, so I agreed to go. But, after returning to reality, I realized that there was no way Madalyn was taking a vacation. Everything the woman does is connected
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