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      “Someone picked the flesh off her bones.”

      St. Mary’s Parish Coroner Eliza Rollins made the declaration in a perfectly flat voice. The statement was sufficiently startling to garner a reaction without any gussying up from her.

      Sure enough, Chief Bolton reacted. His jaw hinged down and the chipped white coffee mug nearly slipped from his hand. He glanced around the diner then leaned across the table.

      “Someone? You mean something, don’t you? An animal, maybe a bird of prey?”

      “No, Fred, I mean someone.”

      “There’s all kinds of animals out in the bayou,” he argued.

      “True.”

      He was right, of course. Any number of creatures making their homes in the Bayou Teche National Wildlife Refuge could, and would, go to work on a corpse dumped in their environs—a black bear, a gator, a raptor.

      He nodded, happy to imagine some wild animal had torn the flesh and muscle from the body.

      “But that’s not what happened to this corpse. She was plucked clean by human hands.” She twisted her own hands into a knot as she spoke.

      The police chief was as close to a friend as she had, but she was intensely uncomfortable sitting across from him in an aged and cracking faux-leather booth in the town’s only diner, to convince him that she knew what she was talking about. She’d much prefer to be hunched over a stainless steel table, peering into a chest cavity, than having a conversation with a living, breathing person. Introverted was a woefully inadequate description for her personality. Painfully shy was closer. Backward, as her mama’s people used to say, was closer still.

      But taking him into the autopsy room was out of the question. The last time he’d ventured inside, he’d lost his lunch—specifically, a large burger with all the fixings from the Judice Inn up in Lafayette. She hadn’t been able to eat a burger since.

      “How can you be so dang sure a falcon or something didn’t get ahold of it?”

      She could have explained that falcons preferred to kill their prey and only ate carrion when they couldn’t find a live meal, but then he’d start asking about hawks, and osprey, and every other bird local to the area. So she gave him a gentle look and said, “Whoever—or whatever—de-fleshed this skeleton used an awful lot of care. You’ve seen vultures go to work on a dead deer, right? It’s called a feeding frenzy for a reason. If your Jane Doe were eaten by birds, I’d expect to find notches in the bone from where the hooked beaks and sharp talons nicked it while the birds were tearing off the flesh. But this wasn’t like that. It’s tidy, neat. The skeleton is completely clean, and the bones are darn near pristine. Someone methodically, deliberately removed every bit of non-bone material. I’d go so far as to say surgically. It reminds me of the skeletons we had in medical school.”

      She still couldn’t quite wrap her mind around her discovery, but that was the thing about forensics—dead men, or women, in this case, do tell tales.

      Fred dropped his fork and pushed away his grits and eggs. His cheeks looked slightly greenish to her eye.

      Eliza pointed to his side of bacon. “You gonna eat that?”

      He grimaced and handed her the plate of still-sizzling breakfast meat.

      “Are you sure about this? I mean, really sure?”

      She nodded and nibbled at a slice of bacon, swallowing before she answered. “I am. And now, for the bad news.”

      She was going to have to tell him sooner or later. The body had been identified as Annalise Beaufort, of the Belle Rue Beauforts. Rich, beautiful, married to a powerful businessman—she was the closest thing to a local socialite they had in these parts. Eliza didn’t run in the same circles as someone like Annalise, but she’d known her. Everyone had known her. She was always doing some sort of charity work—garden club, children’s literacy program, animal shelter. You name a cause, and, sure enough, Annalise had hosted a fundraiser for it. She’d even shown up at the morgue one day a few years ago to give Eliza a personal check to cover the burial for an unclaimed John Doe.

      He closed his eyes for a moment. “Are you saying that was the good news?” he asked when he finally looked at her again.

      “Afraid so. Your Jane Doe is Annalise Beaufort.” She spoke in a hushed voice so none of the other diners would hear the news over the din of clattering silverware and the blaring TV mounted in the corner.

      “Well, shit.”
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      Aroostine pulled her sweater tightly around her torso to ward off the air-conditioned chill of her new boss’s office. Grace gave her a knowing look.

      “Sorry about the temperature. Apparently, building services missed their calling—they should be running a meat locker, not an office suite.” She pointed to her own suit jacket. “Wool. Year-round. It’s either that or a space heater.”

      Aroostine took a moment to be thankful that she was working from home eighty percent of the time. Her workspace was the big, comfy chair in front of the crackling fireplace; one of her mother-in-law’s quilts draped over her legs; Rufus dreaming golden retriever dreams at her feet. “Duly noted,” she said with an uncertain smile.

      She and Grace Solnick were still doing the dance of a new employee and supervisor, feeling their way through the unknown to establish what she hoped would be a strong working relationship. If she were very lucky, maybe someday she’d count Grace as a mentor. But after three years working for the federal government, she wasn’t going to hold her breath on that part.

      Grace flashed back a smile of her own and then got down to business. She swiveled around in her chair and reached gingerly into an open Bankers Box that sat on her credenza. Aroostine’s pulse quickened with anticipation. What sort of plundered Native American antiquity had the Office of Tribal Affairs located? A death mask? A headdress? A rare totem or talisman?

      With great care, Grace removed from the box ... A basket?

      Aroostine kept all traces of disappointment from reaching her face. It was a beautiful basket, tightly woven with a colorful pattern. But it looked bright and new, as if Grace had stopped at the craft store on her way into the office and used her fifty percent off coupon in the storage solutions aisle.

      Grace handed the vessel across the desk and placed it in Aroostine’s hands. She examined it, turning it over then peering inside, even though she had no clue what she was supposed to be looking for.

      “This is an Atchafalayan basket,” Grace said.

      “Atchafalayan?”

      “The Atchafalaya tribe, down in the bayou in Southern Louisiana. They’re renowned mainly for their cane basket weaving. Well, and now the casino, of course.”

      Of course.

      “So this is a special basket?”

      “I’m not sure what purpose it would have served; it could have held water or grain or something, but all their baskets are special at this point.”

      “Why’s that?”

      Grace rose and circled the desk, bending her head over the basket in Aroostine’s hands. “There are only three living Atchafalayan weavers. None of the patterns or processes exist other than in their memories.”

      Aroostine’s breath caught in her throat. “But, they’re writing them down, right? I mean, to memorialize them?”

      Grace shook her head. “I don’t know. One would hope. But the point is no one else knows how to make the baskets. It’s very involved. That’s not wicker or bamboo.”

      Aroostine ran her fingers over the taut weave. “What is it?”

      “River cane. They gather it, split it, peel it, dye it. Then they weave one of several styles of baskets using one of the patterns they’ve committed to memory.”

      Amazing. The basket’s weave was so precise, so uniform she’d have bet anything it was machine-made. The idea that an artisan, working from memory, had created the pattern was almost unbelievable. She had to pull her eyes away from the mesmerizing basket.

      “And we’re sure this basket is an antiquity? It doesn’t look old.”

      Grace nodded in agreement. “I know. But it appears that it is. When we got it, I emailed a picture to the tribe.”

      “Wait—where did you get it?”

      She peered over the top of her glasses. “It showed up in the mail. No note, no explanation.”

      “Huh. Interesting.”

      “Right. As I was saying, the Atchafalaya maintain a cultural museum outside Belle Rue, on their reservation. The curator, a man by the name of Mike Felton, called me as soon as he saw the email. None of the remaining weavers can make that pattern. He says they haven’t seen it in nearly a hundred years.”

      Aroostine took another look at the basket then tilted her head. “Grace, I’m no expert, but I really don’t think—“

      Her boss spread her palms apart. “That’s the problem in a nutshell. We don’t have an expert. The only people who can tell us definitively whether this is a stolen relic or a very well-done knockoff are down on the bayou. So, pack your bags.”

      “Got it.”

      Grace pierced her with a look. “This may not sound like a particularly glamorous first assignment, but you should know it’s important to the tribe to find out where this basket came from.”

      She nodded, “Sure. Of course, I understand. It’s important to their cultural heritage.”

      “That’s true. It is. But from what Mr. Felton told me, it’s also important to their financial well-being.”

      “How so?”

      Grace shrugged. “I guess you’ll find out when you get there.” She turned her attention to a stack of folders on her desk and flipped the top one open.

      It was clear that she’d just been dismissed, so Aroostine stood, cradling the possibly rare basket in the crook of her arm. “Can I borrow your box?”

      Grace jerked her thumb toward the credenza. “Take it.”

      As Aroostine nestled the basket in the box, Grace looked up. “Oh, one more thing. The tribal leaders know you’re coming, but in case you need to involve local law enforcement, your guy is Frederick Bolton. He’s the chief of police for St. Mary’s Parish.”

      Aroostine made a mental note. “Got it. Does he know I’m coming?”

      “No. And I wouldn’t make it a point to introduce yourself. You never know about these locals. No need to invite a turf war if you can get in and out under his radar.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      After Fred’s initial shock wore off, he leaned across the table. “You’re sure it’s Annalise? It’s a positive identification?” he asked in a wistful voice.

      Eliza gave him a look. “Teeth don’t lie. The forensic odontologist at LSU double-checked the dental records for me. I wouldn’t be saying it if I wasn’t sure.”

      When Annalise had gone missing, the entire parish had been in an uproar. Fred had worked five days straight, barely stopping to eat or sleep, chasing down leads. The press had swarmed their tiny town. Even Governor Alcorn had taken a break from his nonstop reelection campaigning and made an appearance. Then Annalise’s husband, Cal Beaufort, called a press conference.

      Eliza remembered she’d stopped in the middle of an autopsy to watch Cal, grim-faced, read aloud from a letter that he’d said he’d received from France. Annalise had written that she’d had enough of Louisiana and small town life and was starting over in Provence. She apologized for worrying everyone.

      And that had been that.

      More or less, at least. Fred had confided over beers one night that he didn’t quite believe the story. Something about Annalise’s passport and flights out of New Orleans. And sometimes there were whispers in church about someone’s cousin who swore they’d seen her in Florida. But, the reality was nobody was going to push the issue and keep the spotlight shining on poor Cal. He was humiliated enough as it was.

      Now, here Eliza was, opening up a can of stinking, slimy worms.

      “How long has she been dead?” Fred choked out the words with effort.

      It was Eliza’s turn to lose her appetite. She gave the answer she hated. “I don’t know.”

      He squinted at her, waiting for her to elaborate.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know. All I can say is she died some time between last December, when Cal reported her missing, and last Wednesday, when that Fish & Wildlife volunteer found her.”

      “Come on, doc. Help me out here.” He pleaded with his eyes and took a swig of his coffee.

      “It’s impossible to say because she’s been, you know, de-fleshed. If she had her skin, I could take a stab at a time of death based on the rate of decomposition. But ...”

      “And you’re sure her skin was removed intentionally?”

      “Yes. I’m still sure. I’ll still be sure if you ask me again in ten minutes,” she said more snappishly than she’d intended.

      They sat in silence for a long moment.

      “Well, sonofabitch,” he finally said. He took out his wallet and threw a twenty on the table. “Sorry to cut this short, but I have a call to make.”

      “The FBI?” she asked. She would gladly turn this political hot potato over to a federal task force.

      He pierced her with a look. “No, not the feds. Cal. And then, I guess, the governor and the rest of the politicians.” He grimaced and shook a handful of Tums out of a container.

      “You shouldn’t take so many of those at once.”

      He ignored the unsolicited medical advice. “Listen, Eliza. Don’t go saying anything to the feds. And tell that dental professor at LSU to keep a lid on it, too. They’re gonna get wind of it sooner or later. I just need to manage the process. You hear?”

      She nodded. She didn’t like it, not one bit. But she nodded just the same.

      He jammed his hat on his head and turned as if he were leaving, but then he turned back to her and lowered his voice to a whisper. “You think we have a psychopath loose in the bayou? You think he’s gonna strike again?”

      She had no way to predict that, and he knew as much. But those were the questions that had been thrumming in her chest ever since the body team had dropped off the Jane Doe. Belle Rue, the parish seat of St. Mary’s Parish, was the sleepiest of sleepy towns. Neither she nor he was equipped to deal with a serial killer who skinned his victims. And they both knew it.

      Instead of answering directly, she said, “Maybe you should reconsider reaching out to the feds.”

      Fred’s face closed off and he frowned at her. “Over my dead body.”

      They shared an awkward laugh at the fitting cliché, but Eliza couldn’t seem to shake the chill that had settled into her own bones.
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      “Come on, it’ll be fun,” Joe said. He smiled at her and his eyes crinkled.

      Aroostine appraised the ... thing ... that had been parked in the driveway when the driver she hired to ferry her back and forth from D.C. had dropped her off then turned to her husband. “What is it?”

      “It’s a pop up. We’ll tow it behind the truck. I already checked. The casino has camper parking. So, we can set up right there in the parking lot.” He patted the wobbly looking rectangle of metal. “We unhook it, and the ends, well, pop up. There’s a little kitchenette in the front and a bed in the back. There’s even a shower and a toilet; well, technically the toilet’s in the shower. But, Roo, this thing is a marvel. It’s a self-contained living space. Every space has been engineered for maximum efficiency and utility. You’re gonna love it.”

      She gave the container another skeptical look. “Really?”

      “Really. There’s a place for everything, and everything is in its place.”

      She had to admit she was intrigued, but still. She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know, Joe.”

      “How can someone who’s slept on the ground with leaves stuffed inside her shirt and made a fire out of flint and steel reject these sweet accommodations?”

      She laughed. “I just ... are you sure you and Rufus want to live in a tin can with me? I have no idea how long I’ll be down there. What about your clients? And your fantasy football?”

      Joe abandoned the camper and joined her on the porch. He wrapped his warm arms around her waist. “I’m waiting for the Martins to decide whether they want Craftsman style or something more rustic for their family room. I’m clear for work. And, I know this is going to come as a shock, but the internet and ESPN reach all the way to the bayou. Don’t you want us to come?”

      “What? No—I’d love it if you and Rufus tag along.” She nuzzled his neck. “It’s just ...”

      “What?”

      “I’ll be working. I mean, it won’t be a vacation.” She didn’t want to have to balance doing her job with giving her husband sufficient attention. She just wasn’t sure how to phrase it. She opened her mouth to give it a shot, but he stopped her with a firm kiss.

      When he pulled away, he locked eyes with her. “Roo, I told you when you took the liaison job, I’m all in.”

      His voice was strong and sincere. His face was serene. Aroostine tried to shake the memory of their estrangement—the long months when he’d refused to come to D.C. to be with her. The divorce papers. She reminded herself that he’d been a rock out in Oregon, when she’d interrupted their romantic getaway to investigate a murder. He’d encouraged her to take this new job. She had to trust him.

      It was a risk, but if she didn’t, what was the point of being with him?

      She dipped her head. “Great. It’ll be an adventure.”

      He tightened his embrace. “Exactly. Besides, there’s no one else I’d rather live in a tin can with than you.”

      A genuine laugh bubbled up from her throat. As if he’d been listening at the screen door, Rufus nosed it open and bounded across the porch to the driveway. He circled the camper, smelling every inch of it, his tail wagging.

      “Looks like Rufus is all in, too,” she remarked, as she leaned against her husband’s chest and raised her face to the warm sun.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Joe shifted his eyes away from the road to glance at Aroostine in the passenger seat. Her head was bent, and she was giving Rufus a scratch behind his ears.

      “Everything okay? You need a break?” she asked.

      He shook his head before returning his attention to the ribbon of highway that stretched out ahead of them. “No, I’m fine. I just wondered if you and Rufus might not want to stretch your legs here in a bit.”

      They’d been driving since early afternoon, just after she’d returned from D.C., and had already put down nearly three hundred miles. He planned to stop for the night and set up camp in a forest outside Chattanooga, so there was no need to press on to the point of discomfort.

      She gave a small laugh. “Well, now that you mention it, I could probably use a snack.”

      “Sold.”

      They drove in comfortable silence for several miles until they passed a sign for a roadside rest area up ahead. He slowed the truck and then turned into a wide, paved half-circle dotted with picnic tables. He took the dog for a quick walk while she set out the sandwiches and waters they’d packed in the cooler stowed under the seat.

      As Rufus rested in the shade beneath their bench, Joe devoured his sandwich. The sky was cloudy, and a light breeze rustled their napkins. The fresh air was as welcome as the food. He figured now was as good a time as any to better understand her assignment in Belle Rue.

      “Explain to me again how someone buying that basket on the Internet is a federal felony,” he said between bites of turkey and cheese.

      She took a sip of her water before answering in her precise, careful way. “If the basket is, in fact, more than a hundred years old, it would be a violation of the federal Archaeological Resources Protection Act to remove it from Native American or federal lands. That could be a felony—or it might be a misdemeanor. It depends on the facts.”

      “But it’s just a basket. It’s not a sacred relic or something, right?”

      “Apparently these baskets—some of them—date back hundreds, maybe even thousands, of years. Now, obviously this one isn’t a thousand years old. Its condition is way too pristine. But all the reference materials I pulled together emphasized that the Atchafalayan baskets created in the late 1800s and early 1900s are more or less indistinguishable from the ones being woven today.”

      Joe was no lawyer, but he thought before they drove the next thousand miles it might be worth considering the obvious. “Okay, so if the old, antique baskets are no different from the ones being made today, what makes you guys so sure this isn’t just a new one? Did you have it carbon dated or something?”

      “No. Carbon dating can be expensive and time-consuming. But, if it comes to it, that’s what we’ll do. Step one is for us to take the basket down to the reservation and ask the experts there whether this is an authentic, antique basket that’s gone missing without them realizing it or a knockoff. None of their weavers can make this pattern anymore, so it’s one or the other. Well, I suppose it could also be an antique that’s been in private hands for years and years, in which case, I guess no harm, no foul. But, no matter what, the man at the reservation can’t tell us anything unless he’s got the basket in his hands.”

      He hmm’d and returned to his sandwich. He decided not to point out the availability of postal delivery services.

      After a moment, she went on. “I guess it sounds pretty silly to be putting all this effort into a basket, but you have to understand what it’s like to see your heritage sold off piece by piece by people who don’t understand your culture and are just looking to make a profit off it.”

      He reached over and covered her hand with his. “I’m not trying to upset you. I’m just trying to understand.”

      “I know. But I also know that to someone on the outside looking in, it might seem like an extraordinary waste of time and energy to do all of this for one basket.”

      “I don’t know about that. If it’s something a craftsperson made with his or her own hands and put a lot of care and effort into, it should be treated with respect. You know, none of my furniture’s protected by federal law, but I’d be pretty chapped if somebody was knocking off my designs or if I saw one of my chairs for sale at a roadside flea market.”

      They finished their lunch and disposed of the trash, then she took Rufus for one more lap around the rest area while Joe double checked the camper hitch. The last thing they needed was for the pop-up to come loose as they were rattling down the interstate. Once he was satisfied that the set up was secure, he slid onto the bench seat next to his wife then eased the pickup out into the flow of light traffic headed toward Asheville, North Carolina.
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      Fred blinked his eyes hoping to dislodge the searing headache that had taken up residence in his skull. He knew Doc Rollins would no more approve of the handful of aspirin he was about to swallow than she’d approved of the antacids he popped as if they were candy. But then, Doc Rollins couldn’t very well understand the position he was in.

      Every now and again he felt absurdly jealous of the coroner. Sure, she had to saw open skulls and extract eyeball fluid and generally deal with the gore of death. But what she didn’t have to deal with was the pain of the living. He, in contrast, did almost nothing else. He’d entered the police academy right out of high school, thinking he was signing up for a life of action and adrenaline. But, more and more, he found himself serving as counselor, chaplain, comforter. Not a one of which was a role that came naturally to him.

      He exited his car and stared up at Cal Beaufort’s antebellum mansion fronted by a wraparound porch. In front of the massive house, the rows of magnolia trees that Annalise had loved so much were a riot of blooms, one last hurrah before winter shriveled them up good.

      He hit the button to lock the car and started walking toward the Beaufort residence in slow motion. He felt as if he were a death row prisoner headed for the execution chamber. Each grim step was more reluctant than the last; every footfall sounded more final.

      He plodded up the stairs and rapped the oversized knocker against the thick oak door, hoping against hope that Cal wouldn’t be home. But that was a pipe dream, and he knew it. Cal had pretty much gone into seclusion after Annalise left him. He’d turned over the company to his underlings; hell, he’d even sold his Tigers football season tickets. Fred could count on one hand the number of times he’d seen the man in town in the past year.

      Sure enough, after about a half a minute had passed, Cal shuffled to the front door and eased it open. Fred could tell the exact moment when Cal realized who’d come calling. A heaviness entered Cal’s eyes—whether from concern or disappointment, Fred couldn’t tell. He wondered if Cal was still waiting for Annalise to return. Did every crunch of tires on his driveway gravel and every knock on the door make his heart leap with hope?

      Well, if nothing else, the news would put Cal out of his misery. Give him some closure.

      Cal yanked the door wide open and ushered him inside. “Is something wrong, chief?” he asked as he closed the door behind Fred.

      Fred shuffled, shifting his weight from one foot to the other and looked around the opulent entryway, desperate to find somewhere other than Cal’s lined face to fix his gaze. In the end, though, he forced his eyes back to Cal’s. The man deserved his full attention. He gripped his hat in both hands, crushing the brim in on itself and cleared his throat. “Mr. Beaufort, we’ve found your wife.”

      As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he realized he’d made a mistake.

      Cal’s face lit with what Fred would call pure joy or something like it. “You found her? Where? Is she still in France or is she back?” The excitement in his voice was unmistakable.

      Crap.

      He hurried to stamp out the unwarranted happiness. “No, I should’ve said that different. I’m sorry for that. We’ve found Annalise’s remains.”

      Cal reached out and gripped the wrought-iron scrollwork of the banister on the staircase that led up to the second floor and just sagged. “Remains? You’re saying she’s dead? How? Where? When?”

      Fred ignored the questions and eased the man into an oversized leather chair just inside the den. He knew from previous visits that the masculine den was Cal’s haven—it was the one area in the house that Annalise had let Cal decorate. Fred figured he’d be most comfortable there.

      Cal braced his elbows on his knees and cradled his head in his meaty hands. Fred gave his ashen face a careful look.

      “You need some water? Something stronger?”

      Cal shook his head no. “Come on, chief. Just tell me,” he croaked. “What happened to her over in Europe?”

      “She wasn’t in Europe, Mr. Beaufort. Some Fish and Wildlife volunteers found a skeleton out on the bayou. Doctor Rollins matched the dental records to your wife’s.”

      Cal Beaufort raised his head and stared at him, wrinkling his forehead in bewilderment. “They found her on the bayou? You mean the wildlife refuge? How’d she get there?”

      “Yes, sir. That’s where she was. We don’t yet know how she came to be there.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “We’re obviously going to be reopening the investigation. At this point, I don’t have any answers for you. I’m sorry. All we know for sure is that the coroner’s confident the body is your wife.”

      Cal processed the news for long moment, and Fred settled in to the silence. He had learned through too many conversations like this that a grieving family member couldn’t be rushed through the news. He’d wait as long as it took.

      When Cal finally spoke his voice was somehow both resigned and strong. “All right, then. You said the coroner positively identified Annalise’s body. But I assume y’all will want me to go down to the morgue and confirm that.”

      “Given the condition of the body, Mr. Beaufort, there’s nothing to identify.” As he spoke the words, Fred watched the last flicker of hope that this was all a terrible mix-up snuff itself out in Cal’s face.

      “It was a year ago last Tuesday when she went missing. Did you know that?”

      Surely, Fred thought, he’d known that at one time. But as the months had passed, he’d forgotten the details of Annalise Beaufort’s disappearance. He didn’t think that answer was going to give Cal any comfort, so he said, “Is there somebody I can call to be with you?”

      The Beauforts had never had children, but they had loads of friends. Fred knew any one of a number of folks would be more than willing to come support the man through these initial rough hours.

      Cal shook his head wordlessly. Fred sneaked a peek at his watch then lowered himself into the matching chair across from Cal. “I’ll just stay a while with you, then.”

      They sat like that in silence until the sun was just a faded streak in the sky and the stars were winking on the horizon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          5

        

      

    
    
      A smile played on Aroostine’s lips as she watched the sun dip below the horizon. Joe was right about the camper. They hadn’t even spent their first night in it, but already she could tell that the pop-up suited her better than a series of generic, interchangeable hotel rooms, with too-thin walls and too-loud televisions, ever would. She turned her face up to the dusk sky and inhaled several times.

      A sleeping bag and a tent—or, for that matter, a sleeping mat on the ground—would have suited her even more. The closer she was to the outside world, the more real, more grounded she felt. But, marriage was a series of compromises, and Joe had certainly met her in the middle on so many issues. Sleeping indoors was a reasonable accommodation on her part.

      She stood and made her way to the trail at the edge of the campground. She walked out on to the path to find Joe and join him for the rest of Rufus’ evening walk. She ducked under the branch of a loblolly pine then stood completely still and scanned the area for her husband and dog. No sign of them.

      She listened hard to hear what the woods would reveal. A faint cracking sounded from the trees around the bend to her left. She walked a dozen steps, taking long, quick strides, then stopped and cocked her head toward the curve in the path. More cracking—twigs, by the sound of it. Then the distinctive crunch of dry leaves under feet. Feet and paws, she corrected. The thud of running shoes as they hit the hard-packed dirt and the softer shuffle of paws through the decaying leaves.

      “Joe,” she called out as she rounded the bend, so as not to startle him. The light was fading fast now that the sun had set.

      “Roo?” he answered before she saw him.

      “Yeah, it’s me.” She jogged along the path, dodging a fallen log. The thought of snakes flashed through her mind. Were rattlers indigenous to Chattanooga? She wasn’t sure. She quickened her pace.

      A flash of white in the trees revealed his face. He dropped Rufus’ leash, and the golden retriever bounded toward her. She laughed at his familiar loping, goofy gait. He reached her and leapt in excitement, planting two muddy paws on her chest and licking the side of her face.

      “Hey, boy.” She ruffled the fur behind his ears. “Did you have a good walk?”

      “I did, I did.” Joe answered for the dog in his dopey Rufus voice.

      She threaded her arm through his and leaned her head on his shoulder. “This was a good idea—the camper, I mean. You were right.”

      He grinned down at her. “I know.”

      “So wise. And modest, too.”

      “How did you get so lucky?” he said lightly, brushing her forehead with a kiss. He spoke with a laugh.

      She answered without one. “I’m honestly not sure.” She raised her eyes to his and met his gaze. “But I’m grateful every day.”

      He swallowed. “Stop that. I’m the lucky one, and we both know it.”

      Rufus, confused by the sudden shift in emotion, tilted his head and yawned loudly. She couldn’t help but laugh at the dog’s reaction, and the moment was over. Joe took her hand in his, and they walked back to the camper in silence. She focused on the insects singing their night songs, the direction that the wind was blowing, and the path beneath her feet.

      But some other part of her consciousness was somewhere else, tangled up in her thoughts. The past two years had tested the fabric of their union. They’d mended the tears, but she could feel the raised stitches and uneven bumps where they’d made repairs. She now imagined their marriage as a finely-woven cloth. One that had to be handled with care, washed on the delicate cycle, and lain flat to dry, rather than the sturdy wash-and-wear canvas she’d once believed it to be. The fragility frightened her.

      She shivered.

      Joe pulled her closer. “It’s getting chilly.”

      “Yeah,” she said, not sure what else she could say.
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      He stood in the spot where the life had drained out of her and remembered that day. How he’d stared down at her body, enormous sadness filling him. How her sightless eyes had looked up at him.

      Despite their emptiness, and his knowledge that she was gone, those dead eyes seemed to hold an accusation. He had bent and gently lowered her eyelids over her eyes with shaking fingers.

      Then he’d bowed his head and stared at her lifeless shape for what had felt like an eternity. His fingers and toes had gone numb from the cold before he’d stirred himself to action.

      He needed to take care of her, after all. So, like a sleepwalker, he’d taken the necessary steps. He’d thought, foolishly, as it had turned out, that he’d be able to put it all behind him afterward. Now, he wondered if he ever would.
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      Fred waited for Governor Alcorn to react to the news.

      The governor swiveled his chair around and stared out the window, lost in thought for a long moment. Then he turned back to Fred and eyed him from the other side of the massive oak desk.

      “This is no good,” he finally said as he rose and pulled his suit jacket down from the coat rack in the corner of his office. “No good at all.”

      “No, sir. It’s bad, is what it is,” Fred agreed.

      The governor buttoned his jacket and then clasped a beefy hand on Fred’s shoulder. “Fred, can I call you Fred?”

      “Of course.”

      “Good. You go on and call me Buddy. I mean, we’re friends, you know?”

      A finger of icy cold suspicion made its way along Fred’s spine. There was zero chance that Louisiana’s beloved Democratic governor considered Fred Bolton, head of his parish’s Republican committee and a law-and-order police officer, a friend. At best, he and Buddy Alcorn were cordial public servants. At worst ... well, Fred was damned sure Buddy knew he’d contributed the legal limit to his challenger’s campaign. And to his previous challenger’s unsuccessful bid for the governor’s mansion. Assuming Buddy won again, Fred would be contributing to his next opponent, too.

      He managed to paste his best fake smile on his face and nodded. “Sure, Buddy.”

      “Glad to hear it. As a friend, I’m gonna need to ask you to keep this news quiet for a while.” He flashed an insincere smile of his own at Fred.

      “Keep it quiet? I don’t know how I could keep Annalise Beaufort’s death quiet. I imagine Cal’s gonna want to have a funeral and all. There’ll probably be a big old memorial service at the—“

      “You let me worry about Cal. He’ll understand the importance of keeping certain details out of the public’s hands. But, of course, Annalise will be memorialized. That’s a given.”

      Fred thought he was getting the governor’s drift now, but it never hurt to clarify. “And which details do you want to keep private?”

      Buddy frowned and furrowed his brow. “Which details do you think? There’s no need to let folks know that her body was out in the bayou, exposed to the elements and wild animals that desecrated it.”

      “Doc Rollins is pretty sure that human hands, uh, desecrated the corpse.” Fred frowned right back at him. He’d been crystal clear with the governor about her findings.

      “He’s gotta be wrong.”

      “Doc is a she, actually. But she’s awful thorough. I’ve never known her to be wrong.”

      “Well, then she’s wrong. There’s a first time for everything. Anybody sick enough to de-flesh a corpse ...”

      Fred waited a moment, giving him a chance to finish his thought. But it appeared the governor wasn’t willing to draw the logical conclusion.

      So finally Fred did if for him. “Anybody sick enough to do that is one deranged puppy. And he might be waiting to strike again. It’s no coincidence that he dumped the body on the one year anniversary of her disappearance. He’s sending us a message. With all respect, Buddy, we can’t keep information like that from the public.”

      Buddy’s eyes flashed a warning. “We can. And we will. There’s an election coming up, and I’m not going to have some wild-eyed panic about some phantom killer out in the swamps distracting the voters.”

      And there it was. The election. Buddy was making a full-court press as the campaign season drew to a close. A murdered socialite and a psychopathic killer on the loose was the sort of news no pol wanted, least of all a governor with a jam-packed fundraising schedule.

      “I understand you’re in a delicate spot, Buddy. But I don’t control the coroner’s office. And I’m not going to turn a blind eye to what might be a real risk.” Fred locked eyes with the governor. “I’ll be glad to help you manage the release of information, but I’m not covering up anything. And you wouldn’t want me to. If it looks like I don’t have control over the investigation, we could end up with the feds sticking their noses into our backyard. And I know neither one of us wants that.”

      Buddy’s perpetually tanned face turned an unflattering gray. “No, we sure don’t.”

      He flicked his eyes past Fred and fixed them on some distant spot while he mulled over his options. “Tell ya’ what, Fred. I’m gonna be out in Belle Rue tomorrow for a crawfish feast at the casino. How about you bring your girl coroner to the dinner and we’ll talk this through. There’s gotta be a way we can keep a lid on this without having G-men crawling all over the dang town.”

      Buddy didn’t wait for an answer. He placed his hand on Fred’s shoulder and steered him toward the exit.

      Fred was halfway through the doorway when the governor said as an afterthought, “By the by, it’s fifty dollars a plate. Cash at the door.”

      Wasn’t that just like Buddy Alcorn? Fred might as well light a hundred bucks on fire right now. No way would he have the nerve to ask Eliza to cough up the money for her own ticket—not after he told her what Alcorn wanted them to do.
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      “I’m sorry about all the chaos,” Mike Felton said. He waved toward the small, glass-block window set high in the wall of his office / glorified supply closet.

      Aroostine followed his hand with her eyes. Even through the thick, institutional walls, she could hear the chanting protesters clustered around the parking lot outside. She was suddenly grateful that Joe had decided to drop her off and take Rufus for a walk. Hanging out in the truck while an angry mob shouted would have been no fun at all.

      “What are they protesting?”

      “They’re voicing their disagreement with Governor Alcorn’s veto of the crime bill.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Our governor isn’t what you’d call a law and order type. He’s more of a let the good times roll kinda guy. He’s up for reelection. And for reasons that escape me, he vetoed a comprehensive crime bill. Our people are outraged because part of the bill earmarked state funds to supplement Indian Country law enforcement throughout the state, which, as you probably could guess, has been underfunded since the beginning of time.”

      “Ugh.”

      “And it’s a particularly sticky situation because we’re hosting a fundraiser for the governor at the casino tomorrow night. Folks are ... well, they’re pissed. And I’m not sure I blame them.”

      Felton dropped his eyes to the desk in front of him as if he’d said too much. She imagined he was in a delicate spot. Profits from the casino almost certainly funded the museum he curated and his project teaching Atchafalayan kids their lost mother tongue.

      She cleared her throat. “Let me show you this basket, so I can get out of your hair. I’m sure you’re busy.” She lifted the cardboard box from the floor, placed it in the center of his spotless metal desk, and removed the lid.

      He craned his neck and peered inside the box. She watched his expression for a sign. First, his eyes went wide for a moment and his mouth formed a little ‘o.’ Then he furrowed his brow and narrowed his eyes, staring into the box.

      He blinked up at her and gestured toward the box. “May I?”

      “Be my guest.”

      He reached inside and carefully lifted the basket. He raised it, two handed, above the table and turned it first to one side, then to the other. He handled it as if it were a giant egg. After a long silence, he exhaled loudly but said nothing.

      “Is it stolen?” she finally asked when she couldn’t stand the suspense any longer.

      He shook his head, still speechless. His eyes never left the basket.

      “Mr. Felton?”

      Finally, he jerked himself to attention. “No, it’s not stolen.”

      “It’s a fake, then? A knockoff?” She was surprisingly deflated by the news that she hadn’t been carting around a plundered relic.

      “Oh, no. It’s genuine. It’s just ... impossible.”

      Her mild disappointment turned to bafflement. “I’m sorry. I don’t think I follow you.”

      He held the basket out toward her. “See this?” he asked as he traced a diamond shape with one finger. “This pattern is called jumping fish.”

      “Right, you explained to my boss that no one has known how to make it for close to a hundred years.”

      “That’s right. Well, I suppose it’s actually more like eighty-five, ninety years. The last weaver known to use this pattern was MaeJean Pressler. She died in 1927 or ‘28, I think it was. A heart attack. She was only forty.”

      “And she didn’t pass the pattern down to anyone else?”

      “It’s possible she taught her daughter. But I can’t say for sure. She had Diane later in life. The girl was only ten or so when MaeJean died. And then she died young, too. We have some of Diane’s baskets in our collection, but nothing in this pattern.”

      Aroostine thought for a moment. “So, if this basket didn’t come from the tribe’s collection, then there’s no crime here. If a private citizen owned one of these baskets and chose to sell it or give it away, that’s not a violation of ARPA.” She caught herself and added, “The Archaeological Resources Protection Act, that is. I mean, unless we can establish that the basket is over a hundred years old. Then we might be able to make an argument.”

      “You’re the lawyer. We do make every effort to buy artifacts from individuals when they come on the market. But, sure we get outbid by a private citizen from time to time.” He shrugged philosophically. Then he added, “This isn’t an antique basket, though.”

      Aroostine tamped down her growing exasperation before it bubbled over. “If it’s not an artifact, and it’s not a fake, and nobody knows how to make the genuine article—then what exactly is it?”

      He looked straight at her with a perfectly blank expression. “I have absolutely no idea.” He pushed back his chair and stood, never letting go of the basket. “I want to show you something.”

      She trailed him along the short hall and out into the small museum’s public area. The exhibits were arranged around a central corridor. Felton passed a row of mannequins wearing traditional dress. He stopped in front of a glass case that held several colorful baskets in an array of shapes and sizes. He passed the basket to her then slipped his hand inside his sweater and the shirt underneath to fish out a small brass key hanging from a chain around his neck.

      While he unlocked the display case, she let her gaze sweep around the mostly empty exhibit hall. One couple inspected a tray of tools. At the far end of the museum, a closed door bore a sign that read “Movie in Progress. Do Not Disturb.”

      Felton removed a pair of white cotton gloves from his pants pocket and pulled them on. Then he removed two baskets from the display, cradling one in the crook of each arm. He nodded toward the media center. “You should stop in and view our documentary before you leave. It really illuminates our history, from the days of the turkey vulture men through to our present project to revive our language. There’s an interesting bit about the basket weaving, too.”

      Aroostine gave him a noncommittal ‘hmm.’ She was sure the movie was well-thought out and educational. At the same time, her stomach had been emitting low-level grumbles for the past half an hour. She needed a hearty dinner—and soon.

      Pasta sounded particularly appealing. Or maybe a local delicacy of some kind. A big bowl of gumbo would suit her just fine. Or boudin, whatever that was. She and Joe had passed a billboard advertising world-famous boudin on their way through town.

      She forced herself to forget about food and took a closer look at the baskets he held. The small tri-corner basket in his left hand was flat-backed and brightly colored in reds, yellows, and blacks. The larger, round basket in his right hand had the same diamond pattern and the same three colors as the other, but its colors were somehow more muted.

      She pointed toward the rounded one. “This one’s very old, isn’t it?”

      He nodded, visibly pleased with her guess. “Exactly right. It’s actually close to two hundred years old.”

      “Really?” She leaned in for a closer look.

      “Amazing, isn’t it? And this hanging wall basket is one Patty Whiteheart made during a weaving demonstration just last year. She’s teaching me this pattern, but I’m not a natural study, I’m afraid.” He handed her the triangular basket.

      “It’s the same pattern. But the colors are much brighter.”

      “Right again. They’re both a variation on the chief’s daughter dancing pattern. The coloration differences come from the types of dyes used. The traditional methods call for using natural dyes. Patty used commercial dyes.”

      “Okay.”

      He pointed at the basket in her arms. “This basket you brought me, whoever wove it used natural dyes to get the colors. Walnut, dock root, and probably lime.”

      “But you can tell it’s not an old basket. How?”

      “By the coloration of the cane. Back in the day, there were lush canebreaks all over the bayou. But today there’s very little cane growing in the wild. We’ve been partnering with the state agricultural folks to harvest and transplant the shoots when we can to prevent a true shortage. But the cane used in your basket didn’t come from our fields. And it’s just a bit darker than the cane that used to grow wild. I’m guessing that’s a result of the soil it grew in. It’s inexplicable.” He waved his hands in puzzlement, and the basket in the crook of each of his arms bobbed as if in agreement.

      Aroostine stared down at the basket. “So, to recap, this basket’s not a relic. But you have no idea who made it.”

      “It’s a mystery.”

      “It’s a mystery, all right,” she agreed. “But there’s no evidence that it’s a crime.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Joe was glad to see that Aroostine had an escort from the museum to the parking lot. He doubted the protestors would get violent, especially with a woman who was obviously Native American, but it never hurt to be careful.

      He hopped out of the truck’s cab and helped Aroostine load the basket carefully inside.

      “Joe, this is Mike Felton. He’s the museum curator and the

      director of cultural programs for the tribe. Mike, this is my husband Joe Jackman,” Aroostine said, making the introductions.

      “Nice to meet you,” Joe said. He stuck out his hand.

      Felton pumped it enthusiastically. “The pleasure’s mine. We’re very excited about the basket your wife’s brought to our attention.”

      Aroostine’s stomach growled loudly. “Do you have any restaurant recommendations?” she asked Felton, unabashed.

      Joe hid a smile. If there was one thing Roo loved, it was dinner.

      “Try the Belle Rue Inn. They’ve got the best gumbo in town.” Felton studied their faces. “Unless you were thinking of something more along the lines of cracklins?”

      “What’s cracklins?” Aroostine answered.

      Felton snorted. “Stick to the Belle Rue.”

      Joe gave Roo a look. “The Belle Rue it is. Are we all set, then?” He didn’t want to let her get too hungry. Bad things happened when Aroostine Higgins was famished. He started back to the passenger cab.

      “Wait,” Aroostine said.

      They both turned toward her.

      “I know I said I don’t think there’s been any violation of federal law with regard to the basket. But I have to confess I’m intrigued. I’d be happy to stick around for a few days and help you find the weaver—if you like.”

      Felton’s entire face lit up. “I—we’d—be very grateful if you could. I’ve already double-checked with Patty, Ray, and Jenny. None of them can make that basket. But they’d sure like to learn. If you can find this person, he or she could teach them. We’d recover a missing part of our history. And those baskets would fetch a high price. We can always use the money.”

      Aroostine’s brown eyes were serious. “I’ll do my best.”

      Felton’s mouth curved upward into the hint of smile. “In that case, would you like to join us tomorrow at the fundraiser we’re hosting for the governor? The weavers will all be there—they’re highly respected. Revered, you might say. It’ll be an opportunity for you to talk to them all at once. They can give you much more detail about the pattern and the weaving techniques than I can.” He turned to Joe. “And it’ll be an opportunity for your husband to enjoy some genuine Louisiana crawfish and local beer.”

      Joe groaned inwardly. Crawfish, or crawdads as he knew them, and a cold brew sounded pretty good. But ‘fundraiser’ sounded like a suit and tie affair. He’d rather be mucking around in the marshes with Rufus. He reminded himself that this was Roo’s job. And his job was to support her. “We’d love to,” he lied.

      That settled, Felton waved and headed back into the building. Joe climbed into the cab, and Aroostine settled into the seat beside him.

      “So, what did you find out?” he asked as he started the engine.

      “The basket isn’t a stolen relic. And it’s not a knockoff.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “A mystery, I guess.”

      He considered that response for a moment. “Seems like this place is chock full of mysteries.”

      She turned to him, curiosity sparking in her eyes. “How do you mean?”

      “I went out to the wildlife refuge and followed a path that led to a boardwalk and a dock on the bayou. I thought we might see some birds near water for Rufus to bark at.”

      “Sounds nice.”

      “I wouldn’t know. About a mile and a half into the hike, I ran into a couple police officers, who told me in no uncertain terms to turn back. Judging by the pair of rifles they were shouldering, I’m thinking they were serious.”

      “Cops? Were they federal law enforcement?”

      “I’m not sure. They weren’t exactly chatty.”

      “Huh.”

      “Right. Like I said, mysteries abound in Belle Rue.”

      “Seems like.”

      They fell silent for a moment. Then she spoke again. “While I was waiting for you, I called Grace to see whether I should stay and help the tribe find their weaver or head home. Whatever’s going on here doesn’t seem to implicate federal law.”

      “And?”

      She shrugged. “She told me that was my decision—that I’m not just a lawyer now, I’m an advocate—whatever that means. She trusts my judgment as to whether I can be helpful in some way. She’s definitely not a micromanager.”

      He knew she was thinking about her former boss. Slater had driven her mad with his constant second-guessing. But judging by the frown lining her face, Grace’s hands-off approach had it’s own drawbacks. “So what are you going to do?”

      “No idea. How would I even find the unknown weaver if I wanted to?”

      “Beats me. But it sounds like being an advocate-attorney means you could do it however you want.”

      She frowned. “Within reason. I think I’d like it better if there were rules.”

      He bit down on the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. If there were two things Roo loved, they were dinner and rules. Maybe not in that order.
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      “There’s no reason to alarm the public?” Eliza echoed, hoping she’d misheard Fred’s summary of his conversation with the governor.

      “That’s his position, doc.”

      “A missing woman’s corpse is found on the bayou, deliberately picked clean of its flesh, and our good governor doesn’t think there are grounds to open a homicide investigation?”

      “Yes, ma’am, that’s correct,” Fred deadpanned.

      She planted her feet squarely on the tile floor and jammed a fist onto each of her hips. “He doesn’t find it curious that Annalise Beaufort’s corpse turned up almost a year to the day she went missing? Does he think it was just sitting out in the bayou for a year and nobody stumbled across it?”

      “As a matter of fact, he didn’t seem to find it curious. I’d say he found it more politically unfortunate.”

      “And what does the police chief think of all that?”

      He laughed. “Glad you asked. I think I can’t wait to see you go after Governor Alcorn tomorrow at the crawdad supper.”

      “The what? I’m not ...”

      “Oh, but you are. Be ready at six. I’ll pick you up. We’re the invited guests of the governor himself. Some fundraiser at the casino.”

      “Fundraiser? I’m not donating any money to get that damned fool reelected.”

      “Don’t worry, it’s my treat.” His mildly amused tone faded and he got serious. “Listen, Eliza, this stupid dinner is our one chance to convince that damned fool to do the right thing. We’ll have his ear. But I can’t do it myself. He already blew me off. I need you and all your fancy doctor speak.”

      She batted down the swirling social anxiety that threatened to overtake her with worries of how she’d talk to all those strangers and focused on Fred’s plea. I need you. “Okay,” she relented. “But, if he won’t listen to reason—“

      “I know, I know, you’re calling in the feds. And I won’t try to stop you.” Fred’s voice was as grim as his face.

      Eliza tried not to react. If Fred was willing to let the FBI take over, then he was genuinely worried. And she counted on Fred to tell her she was overreacting, blowing things out of proportion, and letting her imagination get the better of her. But if he was worried, then things were even worse than she’d imagined.

      Was someone out there, among the dense cypress trees and high grass that lined the Bayou Teche or maybe walking on the cheerful brick sidewalks of Belle Rue itself, someone with a penchant for skinning people waiting to strike again? Had he kept Annalise alive for a year? Or had he killed her right away and kept her, waiting for the anniversary of her capture to dump her in the wildlife refuge?

      “Fred, would you really call in—?“

      “Just make sure you convince him, and we won’t have to find out.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Good. Were you on your way out?”

      “Yeah, I’m calling it a night.”

      “I’ll walk you to your car,” he told her as she dug her keys out of her bag.

      “Sure, thanks. So, uh, do you have any idea what I’m supposed to wear to dinner tomorrow?” She asked as they stepped out of the building. The sun was low in the sky, casting long shadows in the corners of the lot. She felt as if she were prattling, but a mundane conversation about clothes would keep her mind off any potential attackers that may or may not be hidden in those dark corners.

      And, as a practical matter, she didn’t have much in the way of dressy clothes. Most nights she peeled off her morgue outfit as soon as she walked through the door to her little cottage, tossed it directly into the washing machine, and took a hot shower. Then she changed into pajamas or sweatpants and a ratty t-shirt—neither of which seemed like the appropriate attire for a political fundraiser.

      They stopped beside her car, and he looked down at her with a mildly puzzled smile. “I dunno. Something nice. Just wear what you’d wear for a dinner date, I guess.”

      She nearly snorted at that but managed to say good night and slip into the car before her laughter escaped. A dinner date, she thought to herself as she waved goodbye and pulled out of her parking spot. Fred would probably bust his gut laughing if he knew how long it had been since she’d been out on a date.

      How long had it been, anyway? She couldn’t even remember. She activated her car’s Bluetooth calling feature and instructed it to call Mike.

      “Easy E,” her brother said, answering on the second ring. “What’s new in Belle Rue?”

      “Same old, same old here. This place is pretty dead.”

      He groaned affectionately at the tired coroner humor. “Are you calling with a gift idea for Mom for Christmas? Please say yes.”

      “Get her the DVD set of that BBC mystery show she’s always talking about.” Eliza had finished her Christmas shopping in September. Leave it to Mike to not even have started it yet.

      “You’re a genius.”

      “Thanks, I know. But that’s not why I’m calling.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. This might sound pathetic, but do you remember when my last date was?”

      “Your last date? Like with a boy?”

      “A man, actually. But, yes.”

      There was a long pause. She caught the long red light at the corner and drummed her nails on the steering wheel while she waited for the light to change and for her brother to search his memory bank.

      “Uh, the last one I can think of was the guy you met at that medical convention. But that can’t be right. It was just before Hurricane Sandy hit New York, remember that?”

      She remembered both the natural disaster that had been Charles the cardiologist and the destructive weather event. “Yeah, I think that’s it. What year was that—2014?”

      “More like 2012. You haven’t been on a date in over four years?”

      “Um ...“

      A short honk from the station wagon behind her alerted her to the fact that the light had turned green. She raised a hand in apology and zipped along the street.

      “Eliza. That’s not acceptable.”

      “I’m busy.”

      “Nobody’s that busy,” he retorted.

      She opened her mouth to argue, but before she could defend herself, he went on. “You’re not still hung up on that guy from medical school? What was his name? The jackass who told you he was on a solo journey.”

      Bodhi King. His name was Bodhi King, and he’d broken her heart into about three million pieces. Even now, almost a decade later, it was hard to catch her breath at the thought of him explaining that he could have no attachments. It was as if a massive slab of concrete had settled on her chest. She squeezed the steering wheel hard and focused on inhaling and exhaling.

      “I don’t remember his name,” she lied. “Anyway, the reason I’m calling is I might have one.”

      “One what? A date?”

      “Yes. Well, maybe. Not exactly. It’s more like a work thing,” she babbled.

      “Calm yourself, woman. Details. Who, what, where, when,” Mike demanded, ever the journalist.

      “The police chief, Fred Bolton. It’s a dinner, a fundraiser for the governor, at the Atchafalaya casino outside town. Um, tomorrow.”

      Her brother considered this information. “Hmm. Politicians and cops might be boring, but they’re not dead. So it’s clearly not a work thing.”

      “More like work-related, I suppose. He, we, need to talk to the governor about a case we have.”

      “Hmmm. Do you like him?”

      “The governor? I don’t really know him. His approval ratings are decent, so I guess he’s doing a good job.”

      “No, dummy. The policeman. Chief Bolton.”

      Eliza felt her cheeks grow hot. “I don’t know. He’s a friend. I never really thought about him that way. But, he’s a good man, easy to talk to. He can be funny.”

      “No offense, but you’re not the best judge of sparkling personalities. You spend all your time with a bunch of literal stiffs.”

      “Har har. Anyway, now that I think about it, it’s definitely not a date. It’s business. But I’ll still need to buy a dress, dang it.” She sighed.

      “Go to Comstock’s Frocks. There’s a silver and red number that would look great with your coloring. It’s even on sale.”

      She smiled. Sometimes it paid to have a brother who wrote for a fashion magazine. Sometimes, it was a real pain—like the time he’d informed her that all the florescent lighting and formaldehyde fumes were aging her skin prematurely and had given her a disgusting moisturizer made from mushrooms. But, sometimes, he came through.

      “Thanks for the tip.”

      “Oh, and wear a pair of silver slingbacks. Comstock’s has those, too—with a tiny little heel so you don’t tumble over on top of your date.”

      “Colleague.”

      “Whatever.”

      By the time she pulled into the parking spot in front of her house, she and Mike had moved onto the much more interesting topic of his love life and the model du jour and she’d forgotten all about her upcoming not-a-date and Annalise Beaufort’s corpse.
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      Fred waved off Eliza’s offer to pay for her own ticket and pressed five twenties into the hand of the staffer seated behind the card table at the entrance to the casino’s private dining room.

      “Thank you, chief,” the woman chirped with a smile that displayed her perfectly even, mesmerizingly white teeth. She handed them each a black rubberized wristband with “Buddy’s your buddy / Alcorn 2016” embossed into the rubber.

      Eliza arched an eyebrow at the slogan but slid the band over her narrow wrist. Fred jammed his into the front pocket of his trousers and gave the staffer a look that dared her to say something about it. She turned to the couple who walked up behind them.

      “May I help you?” she asked over Fred’s shoulder.

      The woman leaned forward. As Fred stepped out of the way, he appraised her but couldn’t place her. She had the glossy black hair and almond eyes of the Atchafalaya people, but she definitely wasn’t from the reservation. Then she spoke in the flat nasal twang of a Yankee.

      “Yes, Aroostine Higgins and Joe Jackman. We should be on a list.”

      The staffer scanned a printout then made a tick mark with her pen before handing over two more of the Buddy’s your buddy bracelets. Fred and Eliza headed for the door with the VIPs right on their heels.

      “Why weren’t we on a list?” the coroner whispered in his ear.

      Now that, Fred thought, was a hell of a question.

      “Did you hear her accent? They must be donors from up north,” he guessed, louder than he’d intended.

      “Guilty as charged. Joe Jackman, from Walnut Bottom, Pennsylvania.” The husband pumped Eliza’s hand and then Fred’s. “And this is my wife, Aroostine Higgins. She splits her time between Walnut Bottom and Washington, D.C.”

      The woman smiled broadly. “Only partially guilty, though. We’re Yankees, but we’re not donors. We’re here to meet with some of the Atchafalayan folks, not for the governor,” she explained.

      “Ah,” Eliza said. “Welcome to Belle Rue. I’m Eliza Rollins, the town coroner. And this grump is Chief Bolton. He runs the police department.”

      Something close to recognition sparked in Aroostine Higgins’s eyes. Fred gave her a careful look, but the expression vanished as quickly as it had come.

      “Pleased to meet you. Well, as pleased as I can be. We’re here on official business, too. I wouldn’t be caught in this monkey suit for fun.” He tugged at his collar.

      Jackman laughed. “You and me both, chief. But I’m told the food’ll be good and the beer’ll be cold.”

      As they made their way into the crowded banquet room, Fred

      surveyed the milling bodies and spotted Governor Alcorn near the front of the room. Before he could make their excuses to Aroostine and Joe, Mike Felton swooped in and did it for him.

      “Doctor Rollins, Chief Bolton, good to see you. I see you’ve met our guests. I hate to interrupt, but I need to borrow Aroostine and Joe. I’ve got some folks who’ve been waiting to meet them.” Mike Felton smiled apologetically.

      “Of course,” Eliza murmured.

      “Nice to meet you. You two enjoy your time in Belle Rue,” Fred chimed in, glad to be rid of them so easily.

      Felton piloted the couple away, and Fred motioned for Eliza to follow him as he plunged into the sea of bodies. Alcorn saw them coming and made his way to a quiet corner near the door. He shook their hands in that two-handed way that politicians favored—one hand on top, one on the bottom—and thanked them for coming.

      “This is Doctor Rollins, Governor. She’s the parish coroner,” Fred said, dispensing with the small talk.

      Alcorn appraised her with expressionless eyes and a broad, practiced smile. “And a lovely one at that,” he said.

      Eliza ignored the flattery. “Thank you for taking the time to talk to us. We know you’re extremely busy, but as Chief Bolton already explained, the situation with Mrs. Beaufort’s remains is alarming.”

      She paused for a beat, but the politician didn’t respond, so she forged ahead. “If your concern is that there’s a chance that a wild animal tore the flesh from her body, I want to assure you in my professional opinion, that’s just not possible.”

      One silver eyebrow shot up to Alcorn’s hairline and he leaned toward her. “Dr. Rollins, let me ask you a question. Have you ever testified as an expert in a court of law?”

      “Of course.”

      Fred figured he had to know that. A large part of a parish coroner’s duty was to provide fact finders—judges or juries—with information about the manner of death in both civil and criminal trials.

      “And when you’re on the witness stand do you make it a practice to say that something’s not possible?”

      Heat rushed to her face as she realized he was trying to trap her.

      “No. No, sir, I don’t,” she said smoothly.

      “I would hope not because, as I’m sure you know, evidence isn’t judged by possibility or impossibility. It’s judged by likelihood, isn’t it?”

      His argument was oversimplified but close enough. “Sure.”

      “So, don’t you mean to say that in your view it’s unlikely—maybe even highly unlikely—that a wild animal desecrated Mrs. Beaufort’s corpse? But not impossible?”

      C’mon, Eliza, Fred urged her silently, set him straight.

      “I’d say it’s more than highly unlikely. Annalise Beaufort’s bones were carefully, methodically picked clean. Someone—a person—spent a great deal of time removing every piece of flesh, each sinew and tendon, and every muscle with precision.”

      The governor grimaced.

      She went on, “An animal would have torn the flesh from the body in a frenzy, hurrying to eat its fill before another predator showed up. That isn’t the case here. Someone—a very sick and evil someone, no doubt—deliberately de-fleshed a dead body. That’s simply what happened.”

      He seemed momentarily stunned.

      Fred took the opportunity to jump in. “And, Buddy, that’s why we need to go public with this information. The good people of St. Mary’s Parish deserve to know that there’s a sick SOB out there somewhere. He may not be satisfied with one victim. Imagine what’s gonna happen to your reelection chances if another picked-over corpse turns up?”

      Governor Alcorn blanched momentarily then reddened with anger. “I don’t appreciate the implication that my concern is my career and not the citizens.”

      Eliza barely stifled her snort and, not for the first time, thanked her lucky stars that she dealt primarily with dead people. The insincerity that oozed from every pore of Buddy Alcorn’s being was almost enough to make her scream.

      Fred, who had a lot more experience dealing with the living, just nodded serenely in the face of the self-serving lie. “Governor, I assure you such a thought would never cross my mind,” he said his tone matching the governor’s in insincerity. “But the fact remains if there’s another victim, all your years of service to the great State of Louisiana will be just a memory. And none of us wants that.”

      Alcorn calmed down visibly. “I do understand your concern. But this is a sensitive issue. Sensationalizing Annalise Beaufort’s death dishonors her memory and the Beaufort legacy in this town. This is something that needs to be managed delicately. And with Cal’s input. I’ll confer with him, and we’ll let you folks know how we want to go forward.”

      Just then, one of aides approached and whispered in the governor’s ear. After he excused himself and hurried away, Eliza turned to Fred.

      “I can’t believe it. I think you managed to change his mind. Maybe.”

      He chuckled. “It doesn’t pay to appeal to someone’s better nature, doc. After all, they might not have one. But self-interest works every time.”
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* * *

      Mike Felton guided Aroostine and Joe to a round table with six chairs arranged around it. Three were occupied by members of the tribe—a senior citizen, a middle-aged man, and a woman in her twenties. The other three appeared to be reserved for her, Joe, and Mike.

      “Aroostine, these are our weavers. Patty Whiteheart, her son, Ray, and her granddaughter, Jenny.” He gestured around the table.

      Patty Whiteheart smiled, and her eyes disappeared into the map of wrinkles lining her face. Her son nodded a greeting, and Jenny leaned across the table to shake Aroostine’s hand, revealing a flash of her ample cleavage in the process.

      “I’m honored to meet you,” Aroostine said. While the phrasing sounded odd even to her ears, the sentiment was genuine. It was an honor to be in the presence of living memory, which is what the three weavers were. They maintained the vast catalogue of instructions to create the traditional patterns in their heads. And when they were gone, the patterns would go with them, unless Mike could convince them to allow him to record them while they worked.

      “Thank you for bringing the basket home to us,” Patty answered in a slow, low voice. “Mike tells us it’s a beautiful example.”

      “I’m not an expert, but I think it’s amazing.”

      “Where is it? The basket?” Ray asked.

      “We’ve got it locked up safe in our camper,” Joe answered.

      Aroostine explained, “I wish I’d have thought to bring it tonight. But, don’t worry, we’re going to turn it over to Mike, so he can add it to the museum’s collection. We just need my office in DC to prepare papers transferring ownership.”

      Ray grumbled something about bureaucracy, and Aroostine and Patty both nodded in agreement.

      “All in good time,” Mike soothed in a tone borne of plenty of experience with bureaucrats.

      “So, the basket—it’s the jumping fish pattern?” Jenny asked.

      “That’s what Mike tells me.” Aroostine reached into her handbag and fished out Grace’s photograph of the basket.

      She handed it to Jenny, who examined it for a moment, then passed it to Ray.

      “Joe, why don’t you and I go get some drinks for the table while these folks talk?” Mike suggested.

      “Sounds like a plan,” Joe agreed.

      “I’ll help carry,” Jenny cooed. She popped to her feet. Aroostine couldn’t help but notice she somehow managed to provide the group another peek at her bosom.

      “Don’t mind Jenny. She’s all bark, no bite,” Patty leaned over and said in a confidential tone.

      Not entirely sure how to respond to that, Aroostine returned her attention to the picture of the basket. “Do you agree with Mike that this is the jumping fish pattern?”

      “There’s no doubt about it,” Patty said.

      “For sure,” Ray added.

      “And the only person who knew how to weave it was MaeJean Pressler?”

      Ray started to nod his agreement but his mother held up her hand. “We don’t know that. MaeJean was certainly the last known weaver of the pattern, but she didn’t make it up. Her people passed it on to her. It’s possible, I suppose, they also taught someone else.”

      A very lawyerly answer, Aroostine thought.

      “Ay-yup,” Ray said. “In fact, I suppose they must’ve. Otherwise, how’d this mystery person make it?”

      His mother shook her head. “We don’t know that either.”

      “Is there another way someone could’ve learned?” Aroostine asked.

      “There’s lots of ways. The weaver might have copied it from a picture in a book or an old basket that was in his or her family. It could even be a coincidence that they made this pattern at all.”

      “Mother, I don’t think—“

      Patty cut off her son before he could finish. “That’s right, you don’t. What’s the theory about the monkeys typing Shakespeare? Someone could have stumbled onto the pattern, as unlikely as that may be. The point, Raymond, is we don’t know. We think. We believe. We don’t know.”

      Aroostine choked back a laugh. She wasn’t sure whether Patty Whiteheart reminded her more of her torts professor or her grandfather. Judging by Ray’s sour expression, Patty’s son was less than impressed by his mother’s acumen.

      “Isn’t it also possible that MaeJean herself shared the pattern before she died?” Aroostine asked.

      Patty screwed up her face. “It’s possible,” she allowed, “but MaeJean was really secretive about her patterns. Back in the day, folks got together and swapped patterns. The Feltons, Mike’s people, taught everyone the chief’s daughter dancing pattern. And my grandmama, who was known for a beautiful double snake, shared her secrets. Not MaeJean. Oh no, she wouldn’t show anybody anything. She took the knowledge from the rest but didn’t contribute. So, I really doubt she taught an outsider.”

      “But she could’ve taught Diane,” Ray offered.

      “Diane was her daughter, right?” Aroostine asked as she turned toward him.

      “Yes, ma’am. From what I hear, she was one heck of a weaver. Or would have been, but she was taken too soon. It takes a good twenty, thirty years to really get your fingers under you with these patterns. And Diane, well, she died in childbirth before she really hit her stride.”

      “What about the baby? I mean, when he or she got older. Couldn’t someone have taught the child?”

      Ray and his mother exchanged a look. “No,” he said.

      A cloud passed over Patty’s face—whether at the mention of Diane’s baby or the memory of the pattern-hording Presslers, Aroostine couldn’t tell. Before she could ask any probing questions, Joe returned with a beer in each hand and Jenny hanging off his elbow.

      After Joe and Jenny passed out the drinks, Joe whispered in Aroostine’s ear, “Don’t pay any attention to Jenny. She flirted with everyone between the table and the bar, including at least one plotted plant.”

      It was probably hard to be a young, single woman living in Belle Rue. Or more accurately, on the dusty, rundown outskirts of Belle Rue. Aroostine decided not to waste any mental energy on Jenny. She turned back to her conversation with Patty and Ray.

      “What about the dyeing method? Mike was sure that whoever made the basket dyed it the old-fashioned way.”

      Interest sparked in Jenny’s eyes, apparently unrelated to testosterone. “You mean he thinks somebody made their own dye from crushed nuts and berries?”

      “That’s what he said.”

      “That’s a long way to go for authenticity. I’ve tried it. It’s a lot of extra work and time to get the colors uniform and vibrant enough using traditional dyes. If that’s really true, that basket took forever. It must’ve been a labor of love,” the woman explained.

      “It seems to me they’re all labors of love. If I understand correctly, after you harvest the river cane, you double strip it. Start to finish how many hours would it take to make one basket?” Aroostine asked.

      Patty laughed. “Child, nobody in possession of their faculties would measure a basket by how many hours it took to make. You measure it by how many generations use it and care for it.”

      “And how would the one in the picture be used? As a water vessel?”

      “Traditionally, yes, it would hold water or maybe grain. But nowadays most of these baskets are used to decorate the mansions of rich, white ladies,” Ray said in a half-growl.

      “Uncle Ray,” Jenny chided.

      “Well, it’s the truth,” he countered.

      Patty explained for Aroostine and Joe’s benefit, “In many ways, it’s good that the demand is high and the buyers are wealthy because the baskets fetch a good price. We use some of the proceeds to fund the language program for the children and to pay for our travel around the state to do weaving demonstrations. But that does mean that most of our baskets end up in the hands of socialites.”

      “I guess we have Annalise Beaufort to thank for that,” Jenny muttered into her beer.

      “Who?” Aroostine asked.

      Patty silenced her granddaughter with a sharp look. “Mrs. Beaufort has been nothing but a friend to our people. She was a patron. She helped bring attention to our art and gave us an in with some of her high-end friends—fancy home design stores and interior decorators looking for authentic native art pieces to put in their clients’ homes.”

      “She was? She’s not a patron anymore?” Joe asked.

      A tension settled over the table. Ray finally spoke, “Mrs. Beaufort went missing last year. Disappeared.”

      “Hmm. I heard she ran off to Paris and left Cal out in that drafty old mansion all alone,” Jenny offered.

      “Don’t you forget how Jackrabbit got those long ears,” Patty warned.

      Aroostine remembered the old story of what happens to gossip spreaders from when she was a girl. Jenny rolled her eyes but bit her tongue.

      Mike Felton returned. “Are you learning anything helpful?” he asked Aroostine.

      “Definitely. Thanks so much for talking to me,” she said to the Whitehearts.

      “Oh, no, please, we should be thanking you for your help,” Ray assured her.

      Mike clasped Ray on the back. “That’s the truth. More than you know. Finding the person who made that basket would change everything for us. But, we should take our seats. Cal Beaufort just told me he donated a basket from Annalise’s personal collection to the auction. The bidding’s about to start.”

      Aroostine cocked her head. “One of your baskets? Shouldn’t it back go the museum?”

      “No. Annalise bought dozens of baskets from the Whitehearts in recent years. It was sort of her way of supporting our programs without making it feel like charity. None of the baskets she has are one of a kind or anything like that. They’re just beautiful examples of our art. Cal thought it would be fitting to include one in the auction,” Mike explained.
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* * *

      Eliza’s checking account balance demanded she sit on her hands during the auction. Fred seemed equally uninterested in bidding, so they took the opportunity to head to the buffet tables while there was no crowd. They hadn’t yet started to fill their plates when Cal Beaufort hurried over to them.

      “Cal,” Fred said in greeting.

      “Chief. Doc,” Cal replied. “Can I have a minute of your time before you dig in?” He gestured toward the hallway.

      “Certainly,” Eliza answered for both of them.

      They abandoned their plates and followed Cal out into a quiet corridor between the kitchen and the banquet hall.

      “What’s on your mind?” Fred asked.

      Cal cleared his throat. “What I’m going to say is personal. I’d like you to keep it in confidence.”

      “Of course,” Fred promised.

      Eliza nodded her head in agreement.

      “The governor told me you think that folks ought to know about the condition of Annalise’s body. For public safety reasons.”

      “That’s right,” Fred answered.

      “I appreciate that you folks are the experts here and I don’t want to step on any toes, but I’d like you to keep a lid on the fact that Annalise was ...”

      Eliza rested a hand on his arm. “Mr. Beaufort, I know that this has to be so hard, but you wouldn’t want another husband to go through what you’re going through.”

      Cal covered her hand with his clammy palm. “That’s what I’m trying to explain. No one else is in any danger.” He paused and took a breath. “Annalise was having an affair. She tried to break it off, and her lover flew into a rage.”

      “Cal, I’m real sorry to hear that. I have to say, though, that I’m curious where this is coming from. Did you find a letter from Annalise or her diary or something?” Fred asked in a puzzled voice.

      “Nothing like that. Last night I got an anonymous phone call. The person said what I just told you—Annalise had been cheating on me, decided to end it, and her boyfriend killed her.”

      “It could have been some sort of crank. I know her obituary hasn’t been published yet, but you know Belle Rue. Folks are probably hearing things about the body on the bayou,” Eliza offered.

      “This lady knew the details of how Annalise was found.”

      Eliza stared at him. “Do you mean the condition of her body? That she was skeletonized?”

      Fred shot her a look. Maybe ‘skeletonized’ wasn’t the best word choice.

      “Yes.”

      “And you didn’t recognize the voice?” Fred said.

      “No.”

      Fred peered at Cal. “What is it you’re asking us to do, exactly?”

      “Investigate it. See if Annalise really was cheating. If she was, and her boyfriend killed her, I want to know who the guy is. And I want to bring him to justice.”

      “Here’s the thing. When your wife went missing, we took a hard look at her friends, her social network, the whole ball of wax. Heck, you know, we even put you under the microscope,” Fred reminded the grieving husband.

      “Don’t I know it.”

      “So I’m thinking, if she really had been carrying on, we would’ve found out about this guy back then. But we didn’t. And you told us you two weren’t having any problems. You said your marriage was good.”

      “I thought it was. I was happy. But maybe she wasn’t. I’m asking for a favor, Fred. If you check into this and decide there’s no truth to it, I’ll stand up there beside you when you make your public safety announcement. Just work this angle first. Please.” Cal’s voice cracked.

      Fred’s face was unreadable, but Eliza could tell he was fuming inside because there was no way to say no.

      “Sure thing, Cal,” he finally said in a voice like lead.

      Cal clasped him on the back, “Thank you. Now, I’d better let you folks get back to your meal—you paid enough for it.” He choked out a wry laugh and then headed back toward the banquet room.

      They watched in silence for a moment as he walked away.

      Then Eliza turned to Fred, “Why do I feel like we’ve been outplayed by Buddy Alcorn?”

      Fred locked eyes with her. “Because we have, doc. We definitely have.”

      “Do you think he had someone call Cal?”

      “There’s not much I’d put past a politician, but that seems like a bridge too far even for Buddy. I’m sure he took full advantage of the timing, though.”

      “What do we do now?”

      “Now we take Cal’s advice and load up our plates. Then we’re gonna use the courtesy chips at the casino. Hell, I might even have a drink.”

      She shot him a look. “You know what I mean. What are we going to about warning people?”

      “I told Cal I’d look into the affair angle, so I will. Who knows? If she was running around on him, it could very well have been the angry boyfriend who did her. He’d still be a demented murderer, but he may not be a threat to the general public. If we can find this guy without causing a panic in town, that’d be a good thing.”

      Eliza wasn’t entirely convinced about this new investigative plan, but the reality was, she wasn’t the chief of police, so it didn’t much matter. “I suppose.”

      “Come on, now. We don’t want to miss out on the crawfish.”
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* * *

      Aroostine tilted her head and looked at Joe. “You bid on the basket? How many beers have you had?”

      He grinned sheepishly. “I thought you might like it. Listening to the Whitehearts talk about the connection they felt to the people who use the basket, I don’t know, it just seemed like you’d be a better owner than some Southern belle who doesn’t know anything about the culture or the people.”

      She softened just a smidge. “How much did you bid?”

      “I don’t remember,” he mumbled, an obvious lie.

      She narrowed her eyes, but before she could scold him any further, the woman who’d been manning the door came over and introduced herself. Mandy Dixon, the governor’s chief of staff, gathered Joe’s information for the auction paperwork and asked whether he’d like to stick around after the banquet ended or have the basket delivered the next day. Joe opted for delivery.

      Aroostine noticed the Whitehearts heading for the exit, so she left Joe to work out the logistics and hurried to head them off.

      “Just one last question,” she promised Patty.

      “Shoot.”

      “What was Diane Pressler’s married name?”

      Patty frowned and searched her memory. “I don’t rightly know. She married off the reservation. He was a Cajun. Something French sounding. Mike might know.”

      “That’s okay. If he doesn’t, I can probably track it down through public records.” Aroostine assured her.

      As soon as the courthouse opened in the morning she’d get cracking. With any luck, the research would be straightforward and she’d have a name for their weaver—or at least a handful of likely contenders—by lunchtime.

      After she said her goodbyes to Patty, Ray, and Jenny, she leaned against the wall by the door to wait for Joe, who was now gabbing with Mike Felton. She was lost in thought when Joe and Mike walked up beside her.

      “Roo?”

      She shook herself to attention. “Sorry. Daydreaming.” She turned to Mike Felton. “Are you headed out, too?”

      “No, I’m going to stick around to the bitter end and make sure I get ample face time with the governor. Did you want to meet him?”

      “The governor? No thanks. But let me ask you two questions, real quick—do you know the name of the man Diane Pressler married?”

      “Lavolier. Mathieu, or Matthias. Something like that.”

      “And their baby?”

      “I couldn’t say. Diane left the reservation when she married an outsider. I suppose his people helped raise the baby, but I don’t know for sure.”
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      He stood on the rocky ground and surveyed the swampy land below. He scanned the rows of cypress and tupelo trees, as if she might emerge from behind the trees, laughing and squinting into the sun.

      Every night since she’d died, she had haunted his dreams, not as a ghost but as a tantalizingly real, live woman. But, when he woke in the dark with his heart pounding in his mouth, she evaporated into nothingness.

      Each night, he promised her memory that he would step forward and accept responsibility for her death. But then the morning always dawned, and his cold sweat abated.

      In the light of the new day, he reminded himself he couldn’t break his silence. There was only one other soul on this Earth who knew what he had done. One other soul who would keep his secret forever. One other soul who relied on him, needed him. He had a responsibility to the living, as well as to the dead.

      Forgive me, Annalise. Forgive me.
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      Fred shook a handful of Tums and aspirin out of the bottles he kept tucked in his top desk drawer, tipped his head back, and swallowed the pills. He washed them down with a swig of lukewarm coffee and waited for their soothing effect on the acid roiling in his gut and the growing ache behind his temples.

      He’d been sitting behind his desk since before sunrise, staring blankly at the wall. He didn’t know how he was supposed to run down evidence of an affair between a dead woman and an unknown man. He’d never worked as a private investigator, but he had plenty of friends who had. And the bread-and-butter for those guys was adultery investigations. Everybody said the best way to catch a cheating spouse was in the act—whether through a honeypot sting or good old-fashioned tracking—by tailing the cheater to a rendezvous. An active romance was much easier to confirm than one that was, in a very real sense, long dead. He rubbed his eyes and thought.

      He’d have to start by going back through Annalise’s financial records and banking statements. He’d combed through all the information when she’d gone missing, but, what the hell, it couldn’t hurt to take a look at it with fresh eyes. Annalise’s credit cards hadn’t been used and her personal checking account hadn’t been accessed after her disappearance, but maybe there was some purchase or hotel room bill from right before Cal had reported her as missing. That sort of thing might not have seemed significant at the time, but now it could lead him to this supposed boyfriend and potential killer.

      He pawed through the metal filing cabinet that held his inactive matters until he found the Beaufort case file, which was stuffed full of documents. He made a mental note to recategorize the file as active. Whether Buddy Alcorn and Cal liked it or not, this was now a murder investigation. He slapped the files on his desk and stared down at them in growing dismay.

      If there was one thing Fred Bolton disliked about his job it was research. Being trapped in a small, stuffy office searching through reams of paper for the proverbial needle was about as far as you could get from his kind of police work. He was a man of action, not a librarian. He sighed and flipped open the first folder.
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* * *

      Aroostine woke before the sun, eager to get started on her research—her favorite part of lawyering. She loved to hunt through documents, searching for the relevant information, connecting it, and creating a trail to an answer. It was no different than tracking a deer through the woods or following a bird’s flight path.

      She tiptoed into the camper’s tiny kitchen to heat water for her tea and shake a handful of kibble into Rufus’s bowl as silently as she could. She took her tea outside to watch the weak winter sun’s rays struggle up above the tree line. She leaned against the hood of the truck, soaking in the silence and the stillness of the campground before the casino complex sprang to life.

      Joe woke up and banged out through the door, barefoot, with his hair still tussled from sleep. “Good morning. You’re up early.”

      “Good morning yourself. I’m just eager to get going, I guess. So what are you going to do today?”

      He crossed the campsite and planted a kiss on the top of her head. “I was thinking I might come with you. You’ll need a ride anyway. Maybe I could help you. How’s that sound?”

      It sounded great. She’d expected him to want to drop her off and then do something slightly more energetic and exciting than digging through old records. But an extra set of hands would make the work go faster. She tilted her face up toward his and smiled. “Perfect.”

      “Great. Let me get dressed, and we’ll get on with it.” He held open the door to the camper, and Rufus bounded inside.

      “We should call Governor Alcorn’s people and ask them to leave the basket with Mike. That way we don’t have to sit around waiting for it. We can swing by and pick it up after we’re done in town.”

      Joe grabbed his phone from the counter to text the new plan to Mandy, and Aroostine left a message for Mike Felton to let him know to expect the basket.

      If the entire day went as smoothly as the first hour had, she’d find the weaver’s name before noon. Then she and Joe could hang out for a few days, tromping around in the mud and eating Cajun cooking. Research, recreation, and relaxation. What more could a girl want?
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      Fred shuffled the papers on his desk into a slightly tidier pile and took one last look at his notes. He’d gotten all he was going to get from the files. It was time to drive out to the Beaufort place and talk to Cal. He ripped a handful of pages off the pad and stuffed them in his shirt pocket then grabbed his keys and his motorcycle helmet from the top of the filing cabinet.

      As a rule, he drove his department-issued sedan on police business. But when he needed to clear his head, he took his motorcycle out. A long ride through the rolling countryside on his bike was better for head-clearing than was a solid month of big-city therapy and mindful meditation.

      As he sped along Parish Road 5, skirting Belle Rue proper and looping through the cane fields, he reviewed what he’d learned: Annalise Beaufort had withdrawn exactly two hundred dollars from her Acadiana Savings & Loan account on the second Tuesday of every month. The banking statements Fred had originally gathered went back three years, and so did the withdrawals. That piqued his curiosity.

      His interest was heightened by the fact that she’d also made a handful of much larger, irregularly spaced withdrawals—these ranged in amount from four hundred to just over twelve hundred dollars. The rest of her financial transactions were vanilla.

      The cold air on his face and the sun warming him through his thick leather jacket made him feel alive and free—a feeling that was proving more and more elusive as he aged on a steady diet of paperwork, small-town politics, and peptic ulcers.

      He reminded himself that it could be worse. Other than his acidic stomach, he was healthy. Gainfully employed. And lucky enough to have a handful of reliable friends. Friends he could call when he was in a jam.

      Then there was Doc Rollins. Eliza. She was a friend, quite possibly his closest friend. Maybe more? He’d never hinted in that direction, and neither had she. Doing so would be risky.

      After all, they had a professional relationship to maintain. And, while she’d never mentioned a significant other, she was the private type—there was no guarantee she wasn’t already involved.

      But, all the same, he found himself thinking of her more and more often. Some days he’d take the most circuitous route from the station to Nellie’s Market for his morning coffee, just to drive by the morgue. Seeing her all dolled up for the fundraising dinner had nearly done him in.

      His pulse quickened as his mind wandered to her red and silver cocktail dress and the way her honey-colored hair had fallen in soft, shiny waves over her bare shoulders, and he nearly hit someone’s stray hubcap lying in the road. His heart rose into his throat, and he swerved sharply to avoid the hazard.

      On the back of a seven hundred and fifty-pound metal beast was not the place for daydreaming. He kept both his eyes and his mind firmly on the road for the rest of the short drive to Cal’s mansion.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Cal shook his head in confusion. “I don’t know why Annalise would’ve taken out two hundred dollars every month.”

      “Was it her walking around money?”

      “No. I mean, I suppose it could’ve been. But I gave her an envelope full of cash on the first of every month—way more than two hundred bucks.”

      Of course he did. Rich people.

      “What did she spend it on? The money you gave her?”

      “Hell, I don’t know, everything. Groceries, manicures, cut flowers. She liked having fresh flowers around the house.”

      “Just out of curiosity, why cash? Wouldn’t it have been easier to let her put it all on a credit card?”

      Cal stood up a little straighter. “I’m a self-made man, chief. Charging things, that’s not my way. From the very beginning, when I was just building the business, she and I agreed to live within our means. So, we started the routine with the envelopes of cash. Course, back then, some of those envelopes were pretty thin. But Annalise never complained. She could stretch a roast into three, four meals.”

      Fred pretended not to notice the man’s eyes growing damp. He switched tacks. “Okay, what was Annalise’s Tuesday schedule? She always took the money out on Tuesday. Did she have a standing hair appointment or something on Tuesdays?”

      Cal shrugged. “I was usually at work. Do you think that was the day she ... met up with him?”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We don’t even know that there was a him,” he said.

      But privately, he thought it was beginning to look that way. Maybe the lover was the starving artist type—a writer or a musician or some painter who rented a room in someone’s attic. Perhaps she’d decided that two hundred dollars a month would slip under Cal’s radar. If so, she’d been right. He was trying to decide the best way to bring up the other withdrawals, when there was a timid knock on the study door.

      After a few seconds, the door eased open, and a young woman popped her head in through the opening. “Mr. Beaufort, sir, do you want me to dust and vacuum in here now or come back after I do the upstairs?”

      Judging by her worried expression when she shifted her gaze to Fred, he could tell she knew who he was even though he wasn’t in uniform.

      “Go ahead and leave this room for last, Cassie. Chief Bolton and I are just finishing up.”

      The maid—or cleaning woman or whatever the wealthy called their household help these days—nodded and wiped her hands on the front of the half-apron tied around her waist, complete with a feather duster sticking out from the pocket. She turned as if she were going to leave but then turned back. “I ... I heard Mrs. Beaufort’s body was found. I’m sorry. She got lost hiking in the bayou?” She made the sign of the cross.

      While news of Annalise’s death was bound to spread, Cal had done a good job of quelling any rumors about the condition of her corpse or even the fact that homicide was a possibility. Folks were only now starting to whisper to each other at the post office that the body from the refuge was definitely Mrs. Beaufort.

      Cal gave Fred a quick look that implored him to play along. “That’s what they think. Of course, the chief here is working hard to nail down all those details. Right, Fred?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Please let me know when you schedule the memorial services. Mrs. Beaufort was always so kind to me. I’d like to pay my respects.” The girl’s voice cracked with emotion.

      “Of course. And, thank you, Cassie.”

      She bobbed her head then withdrew it from the doorway and pulled the door closed quietly.

      Cal turned back to him. “She’s a good girl. Hard worker, too. Do you have any other questions?”

      He did, but he also had a hunch he wanted to follow up on while he had the chance. “That’s it for now. I’m going to see if the folks over at Acadiana Savings & Loan have any insights into Annalise’s banking habits. I’ll be in touch.” He started for the doorway, but Cal waylaid him with a handshake.

      “I appreciate your taking this so seriously.”

      “It’s my job. I want to find this guy, if he’s out there, just as much as you do.”

      “Almost forgot. Here’s the telephone number you asked for. The call about Annalise’s affair came from this number.” He pressed a sticky note into Fred’s hand.

      “Thanks. And you’re sure you didn’t recognize the voice?”

      “I’m positive. It was a woman. That’s all I know.”

      Fred nodded. “I’ll see myself out.” He slid the square of paper into his wallet and hurried out of the office.

      He found Cassie in the half-bath in the hallway to the kitchen. The powder room door was propped open, and she was kneeling in front of the sink, wiping down the vanity with a cloth.

      “Cassie?” he said as he leaned into the room.

      She straightened up and met his eyes in the mirror. “Yes, sir? Is something wrong?”

      “No, ma’am. I just have a few questions to ask you. It won’t take long.” He gave her what he considered his reassuring smile, but judging by her expression, she wasn’t particularly reassured.

      She nodded at him, still through the mirror, then folded her cleaning cloth into a perfect square and placed it gently on the countertop, as if it were made of glass, not microfiber.

      “Of course. But, you know, I told the other officer everything I knew last year,” she said as she turned to face him.

      He noted that her hands were shaking. She must’ve noticed too because she clasped them tightly together in front of her.

      “I just want to follow up on a few things. How long have you worked for the Beauforts?” he asked, keeping his tone conversational.

      “About four years.”

      He already knew the answer from her earlier interview, but he wanted to ease her into a back and forth. She’d been around long enough that she might have a sense of Annalise’s habits and routines.

      “You were very fond of Mrs. Beaufort.”

      “Yes, sir.” Her voice was quiet, barely above a whisper, but she straightened her spine and met his gaze head on before adding with just a touch of defiance, “And Mr. Beaufort, too, of course.”

      “Of course. Did the Beauforts seem happy to you?”

      Fred had just spent the morning reviewing the notes from the interviews with Cal’s office employees and the Beauforts’ household staff, including Cassie. As she’d pointed out, one of his officers had interviewed her back when Annalise disappeared. Her statement hadn’t stood out as particularly helpful, but maybe she’d have an insight into Annalise’s day-to-day routine that Cal lacked.

      “Like I told the other officer, I never heard them fight. They seemed to care for each other very much.”

      “Would you say they were in love?” They’d led her down this path before in an effort to rule out Cal, but now he was probing for evidence of Annalise’s dissatisfaction.

      Cassie’s cheeks flushed. “Um, I’m sorry, but I really don’t think it’s my place to say. But it’s not like they ever made out in front of me or anything. That wasn’t exactly their style.”

      “No, I suppose it wasn’t.” The image of Annalise and Cal Beaufort going at it like a couple horny teenagers in front of the help was almost enough to make him laugh. “But did you ever get the feeling from Mrs. Beaufort that there was somebody else?”

      Her eyes widened. “Like, romantically? Are you asking if I think she was involved with another man?”

      “Yes.”

      “No, never.” She reached up and fingered the thin gold crucifix that rested in the hollow of her collarbone.

      “I just have one more question. Then I’ll let you get back to your work. Did Mrs. Beaufort keep a regular schedule?”

      “Like a calendar or a datebook, you mean?”

      “No, I’m not talking about an appointment calendar so much as her routine. You know, Mondays she went to the florist; Tuesdays she had her nails done; standing lunch with a girlfriend on Fridays. That sort of thing.”

      “Well, I’m only here on Tuesdays and Thursdays. And, of course, Tuesdays was Mrs. Beaufort’s grocery shopping day, so I don’t think she did anything else that day. On Thursdays, she might have a garden club meeting or some volunteer work, but nothing set in stone. Sometimes she’d go for a hike or take a yoga class. I wouldn’t say she kept to a real strict routine on Thursdays.”

      “But Tuesdays was always grocery shopping?”

      “Right. I made sure to clean out the refrigerator and get rid of any leftovers or old food that needed to be thrown away before she came home. She liked to put her produce into a sparkling clean bin. Lots of times, she’d tell me to take any leftovers that I wanted. Mr. Beaufort barely has any food in the fridge these days.”

      “You’ve been very helpful, Cassie. Thank you.”

      “I hope so.” She fidgeted, walking her hands along the edge of her apron. “I feel just terrible about, you know, Mrs. Beaufort. But I don’t understand why you’re investigating again. Didn’t she just get lost hiking?”

      “It looks that way. But it’s important to pin down how long she was out there in the bayou. So knowing her routines is helpful.” It sounded semi-plausible, and it wouldn’t undermine Cal and Buddy’s cover story. He’d let them continue their charade until he ruled out the boyfriend angle or had a boyfriend he could charge with murder.

      He turned on his way back into the hall and asked over his shoulder, “She shopped at Rousse’s, didn’t she?”

      “That’s right.” Cassie cocked her head and continued, “Well, usually. But about once a month, she went to Community Market instead. I’m not sure why.”

      He’d bet anything Community Market day was the second Tuesday of the month. He kept his expression neutral. “Thanks.”

      He turned and hurried out of the house. It looked like it was time for him to do a little grocery shopping of his own.
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      Aroostine smiled at the smell in the air as she walked into the Saint Mary’s Parish Clerk of Court’s Office. It didn’t matter whether the vital records were housed in the prothonotary’s office, like they were in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, in a county or parish’s clerk of court’s office, or a state’s vital records department. They all smelled the same.

      A records office was inevitably musty, with the distinctive scent of old leather and aged paper hanging on the air. The walls were always lined with shelves that were crowded with oversized record books, some more frayed than others. The flag of the United States and the relevant state flag would be displayed prominently on brass stands, and framed pictures of county judges, commissioners, or other minor dignitaries would look down on visitors from the walls.

      The staff behind the ubiquitous particleboard counter, would however, vary gloriously, depending on region. But whether they were black, white, Asian, or Latino; old, or young; male or female; friendly or curt, records clerks shared a polite efficiency and bottomless trove of local stories, both official and unofficial.

      Today, Aroostine was interested mainly in this local knowledge. If all she wanted was the records, she could have found images of most, if not all, the documents she wanted with a few keystrokes from the comfort of the camper. But a scanned, digitized document didn’t tell stories. Nine times out of ten, a records clerk did.

      Aroostine could already see that the Saint Mary’s parish clerk was not going to be the one in ten who didn’t. She was a tall, thin woman with gray pin curls, a wide smile, and lots of questions about their reception plans for the couple applying for their marriage license.

      After the soon-to-be mister and missus left the office with the clerk’s scribbled recommendations for a florist and DJ, Aroostine waited patiently while the clerk filed the receipt for the paperwork. She stepped forward only after she got the nod. Joe hung back slightly, staying a half step behind her.

      “What can I do for you folks this morning?” the clerk asked. Her lilting voice didn’t really square with her prim appearance.

      “I’m doing genealogical research and I’m not from the area. I was—“

      The clerk laughed. “You don’t say?”

      Aroostine wrinkled her nose. “That obvious, huh?”

      “Honey, I know every soul in this parish and probably the next two parishes over.” Her hands, which had been moving nonstop while she spoke, shuffling papers and keying words into her ancient desktop computer, paused now while she leaned forward and gave Aroostine a closer look. “You’re Native American. But you’re not Chocktaw and you don’t look to be Chitimacha, and I know you’re not Atchafalayan. Besides, you talk like a Northerner.”

      “Guilty on all counts,” Aroostine admitted. “My people are Eastern Lenape. I grew up in Walnut Bottom, Pennsylvania.”

      “Walnut Bottom? And y’all say we have funny names for things down here. You’re pretty far afield from Walnut Bottom. You sure you got a relative from this parish?”

      “Oh, I’m not tracing my family tree. I’m helping a friend. I have a lot of experience doing research, so I offered to lend a hand.”

      The explanation was completely true but also convenient in that it omitted the minor fact that she was a federal lawyer on government business. She could spin a convincing tale with the best of them; what she couldn’t do was sell a flat-out lie. She had, as Joe liked to remind her, a pathetic excuse for a poker face.

      The answer seemed to satisfy the clerk. “That’s nice of you, dear. Now, what can I do to get you started?”

      “I don’t suppose there’s any way I can dig through the records myself, is there? I have a lot of little leads to chase. Will I need to put in a request with you for each one? I’m just not sure how things work down here.” She sighed, allowing the clerk to imagine dozens upon dozens of serial record requests.

      The clerk eyed her a little more carefully. “You say you’ve got experience doing this kind of research?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Aroostine knew where this conversation was going. It was almost certain that office procedure would be for the searcher to put in a request for each document to the clerk, who would then have to stop what she was doing and pull each one separately, no doubt completing paperwork each time and possibly interrupting a planned mid-morning coffee break.

      The clerk was wobbling. Aroostine didn’t want to push too hard, but she decided one more teeny, tiny shove couldn’t hurt. “But, back home, I know there’s lots of rules and forms to fill out and all that. But, then everybody says the Northeast is ridiculous with all the regulations.”

      She smiled innocently while the woman’s wheels turned. This was the clerk’s chance to show some famous southern hospitality.

      The clerk pursed her lips, still considering. “Who’s your friend?” She jerked her head toward Joe.

      “Oh, this is my husband, Joe. And I’m Aroostine. Aroostine Higgins.”

      “Joe Jackman, ma’am. Pleased to meet you.” Joe stepped forward and grinned his most disarming and charming grin, which Aroostine had to admit was pretty effective. After all, it had worked on her way back in college and was still working on her all these years later.

      The clerk giggled. “I’m Janice Kohler. Pleased to meet you.”

      Janice flicked her eyes around the office, as if she worried some unseen person might overhear what she was about to say, then made up her mind. “I suppose there’s no harm in taking you nice folks back to the records room. What are you looking for? Birth? Death? Marriage?”

      “All of the above. And census records if you happen to have them.”

      “All right, then. Follow me.” Janice flipped up the hinged wooden countertop and motioned for them to hurry.

      They trotted along behind her as she clip-clopped her way along the linoleum floor in her sensible shoes. She led them to a solid oak door that Aroostine was surprised to see was closed but not locked. The clerk pulled it open with a flourish and ushered them inside. She turned on the overhead lights then stood in the middle of the room, turning in a half circle and pointing, as she gave them the lay of the land.

      “These here are the birth records. They’re organized by year, then by month and day. They go back to the late eighteen hundreds, but I won’t lie, there’s some gaps in the older records.”

      Ugh. Aroostine realized she wasn’t sure of Diane Pressler’s year of birth. And certainly didn’t know the day or month. But she nodded that she understood the system, and Janice continued.

      “Over here, you’ve got your marriage certificates. The death certificates are on that back wall. Again, everything’s organized by year, month, day.”

      Aroostine sincerely hoped Diane Pressler had had the decency to be born, get married, and/or die in January. Or at least February. Preferably early in the month. “I don’t suppose the records are cross-indexed? Maybe by surnames?” she ventured.

      Janice smiled apologetically. “That’s a big project. We’re working on it. In order to comply with the digital records regulations, we should’ve had that done a few years ago. Some years are done. But, we’re working in reverse chronological order—most recent first. Doubt that’ll help you much.”

      Aroostine nodded. That would help her not in the least. She had a haystack’s worth of documents to sift through.

      As she considered her next volley, the clerk edged toward the doorway. Aroostine threw Joe a look that said do something charming.

      “Before you go, Ms. Kohler,” Joe went on, “I’m sure you’re too young to know firsthand, but the name we’re looking for is—what is it, honey?”

      “Diane Pressler is the maiden name,” Aroostine offered. “Mother was MaeJean Pressler, an Atchafalaya Indian. But I believe Diane married a white man. Mathieu Lavolier?”

      “You’ve got the name right. But Mathieu was Cajun. Or half-Cajun, at least,” Janice corrected her.

      “I don’t suppose you have any idea what year they married?” Joe asked in a tone that suggested he’d just made a ludicrous request.

      “Believe it or not Mr. Jackman, I am old enough to know something about the Lavoliers.”

      “I don’t believe it,” Joe told her.

      Aroostine thought he was laying it on a bit thick. But Janice Kohler fluttered her eyelashes and tittered. “Oh, but it’s true. You’re too kind. Now, I don’t rightly know for sure when Diane married Mathieu. But I do know the year she died.”

      Aroostine did try to hide her surprise. “You do?”

      “I sure do. Diane died the year my Uncle Rudy was born. My mama told me that our grandmother had to reschedule his baptism because the church was in mourning. Uncle Rudy was born in June of 1943. So, Diane must’ve died sometime in July, maybe August.”

      “Thank you. That’s enormously helpful,” Aroostine gushed.

      “You’re most welcome. Such a shame about those poor babies dying,” Janice murmured more to herself than to them.

      “Pardon?” Aroostine really hoped she’d misheard. The working theory that she’d crafted while talking to the Whitehearts was that Diane’s infant had somehow gone on to continue the Pressler’s weaving tradition despite being raised outside the culture. Even without his or her mother around to teach the craft, surely the child could work off the patterns, quite possibly with Mathieu Lavolier’s help. She’d grown fond of her pet hypothesis. And now Janice was destroying it.

      “So sad.”

      “I’m not sure I’m following. I know Diane died in childbirth. Are you saying the baby died, too?”

      “Babies, actually. She was carrying twins. And, I guess, technically, they didn’t die. They were stillborn. It hit folks hard. Especially over at the Catholic church. Diane had converted to Catholicism when she married into the Lavolier family. The three deaths on the same day, well, it was a tragedy.”

      “I can’t even imagine,” Aroostine finally managed.

      “Poor Mr. Lavolier,” Joe added.

      “Honey, you don’t know the half of it. Folks say his heart just broke right in half when Diane died, and the babies didn’t live. He went out of his mind with grief. In fact, he left town. Took off into the forest along Bayou Teche to live out the rest of the days as a hermit, never to be seen again.”

      “So he could still be there—living on the bayou?” Aroostine asked, perking up slightly, a new theory forming.

      “Oh, no.”

      Janice Kohler was turning out to be a real buzzkill.

      “He’s dead, too?” Joe guessed.

      “My word, yes.”

      Her morning hunt had disintegrated into a fool’s errand, but Aroostine figured she might as well see it through to the finish. “Do you know what year he died?”

      “Mmm, I guess it’d be more accurate to say he’s presumed dead.”

      “Presumed dead?”

      “Right. I mean, I don’t expect you’ll find a death certificate for him in those files. When I say no one ever saw him again, I mean no one ever saw him again. He never came into town for groceries or to do his wash or see a doctor. He just vanished into the bayou.”

      “So he could still be alive,” Joe pressed her.

      “I can’t imagine he is. He’d be over a hundred by now. And living in the wilderness like that? No. His cousins filed a petition to have the court declare him dead some time in the sixties or seventies, even though there was no body. The idea that he might still be alive is, well, it’s unthinkable. If old age didn’t get him, a gator surely did.” She tapped her watch and frowned. “I really do need to get back out front, now. You all take all the time you need, though. I’m sorry I couldn’t be more helpful.” She walked through the doorway back to the main office shutting the door carefully behind her.

      Joe spoke first. “What a wild story. And so sad. Imagine the horror of losing your wife and infant twins all in the same moment. It could drive a man insane.”

      “It could. There totally could be a half-mad, grief-stricken hundred-year-old hermit living on the bayou. Right?” she said hopefully.

      Joe just looked at her.

      Her shoulders slumped. “All we have left is half-baked theories, Joe. The records aren’t going to get it done. And, we can’t even go poking around the refuge looking for the ghost of Mathieu Lavolier if the police are threatening to shoot hikers.”

      “Mathieu Lavolier’s not your weaver.”

      “I know. I wish we knew someone who’s plugged into the local gossip. We need somebody with a loose tongue and a good handle on the politics and petty feuds that have got to be going on in this town.”

      She’d learned that particular lesson early in her career. She was just a newly minted lawyer when she’d been appointed as a special prosecutor to investigate a scandal that had blown up near their hometown. By the time her investigation was done, it had involved the murder of a judge, greedy oil executives, corrupt council members, a dirty cop, an undercover federal agent, some supreme court justices, and a self-dealing doctor, among others.

      Anybody who bought the fiction that all small towns were safe and sunny was in for a surprise. A place like Belle Rue—or their hometown of Walnut Bottom—was more likely to be a hornet’s nest of greed and malice than a present-day Mayberry. They needed an insider.

      “Want me to go butter up Janice some more?” he asked.

      “Maybe. I’d hate to get her in trouble at work, but she might be our best bet.”

      He drummed his fingers on a nearby shelf. “Actually, do you know who we should pump for information? Jenny.”

      “Jenny Whiteheart?”

      “Yeah. She knows everybody. When we went to get those drinks, I swear she stopped to talk to every soul we passed. If something’s going on out at the refuge, she’ll know.”

      She shrugged. “Hmm. I guess. I have some questions anyway about the Presslers. We should get the Whitehearts’ address from Mike.”

      A smile crept over his face. “I already have it. Jenny offered to keep me company today if it turned out you got tied up searching records.”

      “Of course she did.”
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      Felicia, the Community Market store manager, shook her head. “Sorry, my days off are Monday and Tuesday. You’d have better luck coming back and talking to Pete. He’s on duty those days.”

      Fred dragged his attention away from the rogue’s gallery that lined the wall behind her head. Row after row of Polaroids—or whatever they were called nowadays—of busted shoplifters. He was fascinated by the diversity of their expressions. Some smiled proudly like they were posing for their wedding portraits, some were visibly crying, and some looked like they had no idea where they were or what was happening. He particularly enjoyed the teenager who’d chosen to flash a peace sign.

      Fred had no intention of coming back on Monday to talk to Pete. “Let’s try it this way. Are the cashiers scheduled the same way as you—do they have set days?”

      “No, of course not.” She said it as though part of the job description for a police chief included a detailed knowledge of standard grocery store scheduling practices.

      “Then why don’t you take a look at last year’s schedules and find me someone who was working on one of the Tuesdays that Mrs. Beaufort came in.”

      She exhaled in frustration. “That would take forever. And we have a lot of turnover. There’s no guarantee that anyone working here a year ago still works here.” She peered over the half-wall that separated her office from the retail floor and scanned the aisle. “Barry’s working. He’s been here for ages. He might be able to help you.”

      “Great.” He stood to the side so she could scoot by and lead the way to Barry.

      They found him stocking the canned vegetable shelves. Felicia introduced Fred to Barry, graciously told him he could use his fifteen-minute break to help in a police investigation, and then scurried back to her office and her interrupted game of computer solitaire.

      “She’s a peach, huh?” Fred commented. He imagined Felicia was probably a real pain in the rear as a manager and creating some camaraderie around the issue couldn’t hurt.

      Barry, however, either had Stockholm syndrome or was sufficiently cowed by his boss that he wasn’t biting. “She’s great. Yes, sir. Ms. Conner is a great boss.”

      “Right. So, Barry, how long have you worked here?”

      Barry produced a toothpick from his apron pocket and proceeded to pick at his teeth while he considered the question. “Oh, ‘round about eight years, I figure.”

      “Do you ever work one of the registers?”

      “Well, sure. This here isn’t a specialized position, chief.”

      He supposed it wasn’t. “Were you ever working when Annalise Beaufort came in?”

      “Anna who now?”

      Fred eyed the man carefully. Had he seriously never heard the name Annalise Beaufort? It wasn’t like she was famous, exactly. But when the richest woman in town went missing, it had made the news. Barry looked back at him with a blank expression, waiting for an answer.

      “Mrs. Beaufort. You know Cal Beaufort, Beaufort Trucking? Out on Old Route 4?”

      He narrowed his almond-shaped eyes. “Name rings a bell. That the society lady who supposedly ran off to Europe but turned up dead in the bayou?”

      Word was spreading, all right. “That’s the one.”

      Barry made a gravelly choking sound deep in his throat. It took Fred a minute to realize it was a laugh.

      “Uh, no disrespect intended, but you’re barking up the wrong tree. Ain’t no society ladies shopping here. Try Rousse’s.”

      “She came in the second Tuesday of every month.” He was kicking himself for not bringing a photograph of Annalise. He supposed he could pull one up on his phone. But first, he took a shot in the dark. “She paid cash. Two hundred dollars every time.”

      Barry blinked. “The tuna fish and peanut butter lady? That was Annalise Beaufort?”

      “Come again?” Fred blinked right back at him.

      “Some lady came in once a month. She bought one hundred and eighty dollars worth of canned tuna and the bulk-size peanut butter every time and paid with two crisp C-notes.”

      “Did that strike you as unusual?”

      “Well, yeah. Doesn’t it strike you as unusual?” Barry shot back.

      “Well, yeah. Did you ever ask her what she was doing with it?”

      He shrugged. “You ever been to a church soup kitchen? Food bank? ‘Cause I have. Places like that, they always need cheap protein sources. After a while, I figured she might be donating it.”

      Fred had to hand it to him. It was a solid logical deduction. But Annalise Beaufort made dozens of charitable donations during the course of a year. And she wrote personal checks for all of them. Besides, he’d committed her long list of community service activities to memory, and he didn’t recall her volunteering at any soup kitchens or food banks.

      “What about the other twenty? She get anything else?”

      “Yep. A tube of toothpaste, two chocolate bars, a two-pack of toothbrushes, and a bar of soap. She always ended up with just about five dollars in change, which she’d give to any bag boy who’d haul the bags out to that fancy car of hers. Huh, Annalise Beaufort. Who’d a thought it?” Barry checked his watch. “You got any more questions or can I catch a smoke before I go back on the clock?”

      Fred stared down at his scribbled notes, trying to make sense of the purchases. “No, that’s all I have. Thanks,” he dismissed the man without looking up.

      “Happy to help.”

      Fred read his notes one more time then slipped the notebook back into his pocket. What were you up to, Annalise?
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      The door to Mike Felton’s office was ajar, so Aroostine stuck her head through the opening. Mike was on the phone, scrawling notes at a furious speed with one hand. When he saw her, he cradled the phone between his chin and shoulder and gestured toward the basket sitting on the corner of his desk. The basket was wrapped in translucent red cellophane tied off with an enormous red, white, and blue bow. She mouthed a ‘thank you,’ then scooped up the basket and left as quietly as she could so as to minimize her disturbance of what seemed to be a fairly intense conference call about some budgetary issues facing the tribe’s language program.

      Joe saw her coming and leaned across the bench seat to push her door open for her.

      “Thanks.” She wedged the basket into the passenger side foot well to secure it then slid onto the seat beside him. “And thank you for the basket. I love it.”

      “How can you tell? You haven’t even unwrapped it yet,” he pointed out.

      “I love that you got it for me,” she countered. She leaned in close and kissed the side of his neck.

      He smiled at that before he turned the key in the ignition.

      “Are you sure you know where their place is?”

      He nodded. “They live back behind the casino. There can't be too many roads up there. So we’re going to head that way and figure it out. I know this may shock you, but the reservation’s roads aren’t on my GPS.”

      To say she wasn’t surprised was an understatement. In her short time as the Office of Tribal Affairs liaison, she’d learned that, for all the money and jobs a casino could bring into a tribe’s coffers, there were tradeoffs. The costs to build, run, and maintain a casino could be vast. And in true capitalist fashion, a tribe tended to spend a lot of its resources improving the areas of a reservation used by casino visitors. In practice, this often meant the road to the shiny, new casino was paved, the shoulders landscaped and kept up, the litter picked up. And the parts of the reservation rarely seen by gamblers and tourists were left to crumble in disrepair.

      As if the road wanted to prove her point, it shifted from blacktop to broken concrete as it snaked behind the building that housed the casino and its restaurants. A scrawny white and yellow hound dog wandered out into the road in front of them. Aroostine put up a hand to warn Joe.

      “I see it,” he said as he brought the truck to a gentle stop.

      “Do you think it’s a stray?” Aroostine worried, ready to coax the thin pup into the truck. She was already wondering how Rufus would accept a new dog.

      “No, baby, look. It's got tags.”

      She squinted through the windshield into the haze of the late afternoon sun. He was right. The dog belonged to someone. It gave them a baleful look before it slowly moseyed on its way into a patch of tall scrub grass.

      Joe made a left and looped up behind a pair of maintenance buildings dedicated to the casino, and the road gave up its pretense of being paved. They bumped and rattled along on the gravel until they reached a cluster of aluminum-frame houses. Aroostine scanned the row but saw no house numbers on any of the structures or their mailboxes.

      Joe nonetheless drove to the third one from the end and confidently pulled the truck into the dirt driveway.

      “Are you sure this is the right one?” she asked.

      “Jenny described it in pretty good detail. But the giveaway is that garden sculpture over there by the shed.”

      She followed his finger and caught her breath. She didn't know if the copper sculpture truly was astonishingly beautiful or if its aesthetic was highlighted by the contrast with its dreary surroundings. But it was stunning. Someone had created a vibrant, whirling tree-like structure with colorful orbs that circled lazily in the light breeze. “Wow.”

      “Ray made it. Jenny said he does metalwork when he's not weaving baskets.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, I guess he took a second job as an iron worker to make ends meet. He got interested in metal sculpting. So he scavenges old copper from building projects around town and creates wind sculptures when he has enough material.”

      “She told you all that during one trip to the bar?”

      He laughed as he the cut the engine. “You’ll see. Once she gets going, she doesn't stop,” he warned.

      The Whiteheart women banged through the screen door and stepped outside to wave a greeting at them.

      Joe and Aroostine got out of the truck and walked toward the front of the house.

      “Well, isn’t this a nice surprise?” Patty said.

      Her tone left Aroostine unsure whether she actually considered it nice or a surprise.

      “I’m sorry we didn't call first,” Joe said.

      “We were over at Mike’s office to pick something up, and I have a few follow-up questions about Diane Pressler, so we thought we’d just stop by,” Aroostine explained.

      “We’re not busy,” Jenny said in a lazy voice. Her eyes were heavy-lidded as though she’d been napping. She looked for all the world like a sleepy kitten.

      Patty snorted. “We can talk for a bit, but despite Jenny’s belief that ours is a life of leisure, we've got to get to the market and the laundromat so we can get home before dark.” She threw her granddaughter a dark look.

      “This won't take long,” she promised.

      Patty ushered them around to the back patio so they could sit and talk. As the four of them passed by the pickup truck, Jenny sneaked a peek inside.

      “Nice ride,” she commented. Then the red cellophane must've caught her eye because she stretched up onto her toes for a closer look. “What’s in the package?”

      “It’s the basket that Joe bid on last night. We just picked it up. The governor's staff delivered it to Mike Felton’s office for us because we were out trying to track down the weaver this morning.”

      Patty's eyes glinted with interest at the mention of the weaver. “Did you have any luck?”

      “I made some progress,” Aroostine waffled. “I’ll know if I’m going in the right direction if you can answer a few questions for me.”

      “Can I see the basket first? I wanted to get a better look at it at the auction because I couldn't tell from the picture in the bidding pamphlet which one it is,” Jenny said. “I'm just curious whether it’s one of mine.”

      “I’d sort of like to know, too,” Aroostine said.

      Joe jogged around the passenger side and opened the door. He eased out the basket and extended his arms toward Jenny.

      She looked at Aroostine, uncertain.

      “Go ahead and open it.”

      Jenny untied the bow with exaggerated, delicate motions in an effort to preserve either the ribbon, her lacquered nails, or both. She let the cellophane fall to the ground in a cascade of crinkling. Patty gathered it and proceeded to smooth and fold it into a neat, flat square.

      Meanwhile, Jenny was turning the basket from side to side, examining it from all angles. Patty squinted at it over the top of her glasses.

      Aroostine also leaned in for a close look at the obvious artistry that had gone into making the basket. “So which one of you made it?” she asked.

      Patty frowned and pursed her lips. Jenny toyed with one of her earrings. Neither of them answered for a long moment.

      Finally, Jenny spoke. “We didn’t make this basket, did we, Granny?”

      Patty shook her head. “No.”

      Aroostine turned to the older woman. “Are you saying this is another lost pattern?” Behind her, Joe’s eyes widened.

      “No,” Patty quickly corrected her. “The pattern’s a common one. All three of us make it—we make it all the time actually, because it’s one of the easier patterns. So if we’re doing a demonstration somewhere, it’s a quick one to use. But this isn’t our work. It’s well-done. A nice, tight weave. But we didn’t make this. By the way, you’d use this as a bread basket or to store dry goods.”

      “It's not an antique, is it?” Joe asked.

      “No, Annalise Beaufort didn't traffic in plundered relics,” Patty assured him.

      “But whoever made it did use the traditional dyeing methods,” Jenny added.

      “So it’s our mystery weaver again? How on earth did Annalise Beaufort get her hands on this basket, then?” Aroostine said, mainly just thinking aloud.

      “Well, now. I suspect that’s a question to ask Cal, er, Mr. Beaufort,” Jenny said, hurrying to correct herself after a sharp look from her grandmother at the informal address. She took one last look at the basket and handed it back to Aroostine. “Anyway, I'm sure it'll serve you well for many years. You’ll be able to hand it down to your children and their children.”

      Aroostine just smiled and returned the basket to the truck. Then she joined Joe and the Whiteheart women, who’d pulled iron chairs around the patio table. She took the empty seat.

      “So, I came here looking for answers, but now we just have more questions,” she observed with a rueful laugh. “Maybe you could give me some more background on Diane Pressler.”

      “I’ll try,” Patty said.

      “Okay, so this morning we went to the clerk of court’s office. We were told that when Diane Pressler died in childbirth, she was carrying twins, both of whom also died or were stillborn. Is that all correct?”

      Patty sucked air through her front teeth before answering. “I heard two stories. One was that Diane and the twins all died during labor. The other was that the babies were stillborn and Diane more or less died of grief when she saw them.” She paused. “But, either way, it’s true that she was carrying twins and neither she nor the babies survived. Truth be told, poor Mathieu might as well have died that day, too. Folks say the trauma drove him mad.”

      “Right. The records clerk told us Mathieu Lavolier took off into the woods along the bayou and was never was seen again. Did you ever hear that?”

      “Let me guess, Janice Kohler was the clerk who helped you? That woman loves to tell stories. But, yes, I have heard that. Now Diane’s death was before my time, so I can’t say for sure that it happened that way. But, growing up, kids used to try to scare each other with stories about the madmen on the bayou.”

      Joe raised an eyebrow.

      “Madman?” Aroostine asked.

      Patty laughed. “Well, no, the scary stories always had two madmen hiding out there.”

      “Maybe it’s not such a tall tale. What with everything going on out there lately,” Jenny began.

      Patty shook her head and Jenny clamped her mouth shut. Aroostine made a note to follow up on this topic later. But, first, she wanted to get the historical facts nailed down.

      “Mrs. Kohler also said something that confused me,” Aroostine went on. “She said the Catholic Church had a triple funeral service for Diane and the babies. But there are no death certificates for any of them. And no cemetery plot. How did that work?”

      Jenny piped up, “I don't know anything about this ancient history, but it’s hotter than blazes out here. That’s a bayou December for you. Cold one day, humid and dank the next. Can I get y'all a drink? Lemonade, ice tea, maybe something harder?”

      “I’d love a glass of water,” Aroostine said.

      “I could go for a lemonade. Why don’t I help you?” Joe said, standing as he spoke. “I wanted to ask you something anyway.”

      “Sure thing, sugar,” Jenny said and gave a little waggle of her red fingernails for him to follow her.

      Aroostine suppressed her frown but noticed that Jenny's grandmother made no effort to hide hers. “I'll take an iced tea. Two spoonfuls of sugar, Jenny.”

      “I know, Granny, I know.” She trotted toward the kitchen door with Joe on her heels.

      Patty watched them go with a shake of her head. She turned to Aroostine. “She really is harmless—just starved for attention.”

      Aroostine smiled tightly. “She’s very pretty.”

      “And she knows it, unfortunately,” Patty said with a wry laugh. “Back to your question. It's true the Catholics usually want there to be a body for a funeral Mass.” She crossed herself. “But the tragedy of what happened to Diana and those babies hit the whole town hard. And she and Mathieu had been good churchgoers. When she left the reservation to be with him, she converted to Catholicism right away and took it real serious. Folks say she never missed a Sunday. Anyway, I can’t say for sure, but I imagine Father Rollet probably felt he had to do something to help people grieve. I believe they did have a service of some sort. Not a full funeral with the sacrament and all, but they did mark the deaths of Diane and those babies.”

      Aroostine considered that for a moment then went on. “Okay. If Mathieu ran off into the woods and Diane and the babies were dead, did the tribe take care of final arrangements because Mathieu wasn’t capable of handling that task? Because if they aren’t buried at the Catholic cemetery then—“

      “Where are the bodies? Is that the question you’re pussyfooting around?” Patty interrupted.

      “Yes.”

      The old woman tapped out a rhythm on the faded tabletop. “The tribe didn’t claim any bodies. She made her choice. She left. When I was growing up, stories about Diane were a cautionary tale, I guess you'd say, for girls thinking about marrying off the reservation.”

      “You mean, don’t do it or you'll die in childbirth?”

      “All sorts of bad things can befall you when you forsake your people,” Patty answered in a grave tone. She locked eyes with Aroostine for just a fraction of a second too long and said, “I believe that to be true.”

      Aroostine got a very strong sense that Patty was giving her a personal message. She shrugged it off as paranoia. Patty Whiteheart couldn’t know a thing about her past. Could she?

      She returned to Diane Pressler’s story. “So does that mean she saw a white doctor at the hospital during her pregnancy?”

      “No, even though Diane left the reservation to be with Mathieu, she came back to see Rachel Moon, our midwife, when she found out she was with child.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Yes. Rachel was part of the Whiteheart clan. My aunties used to talk about how Diane didn't want a white doctor to bring her baby into the world.”

      “You mean babies, right?”

      “Well, eventually, yes. Diane did learn she was carrying twins, because Rachel heard two heartbeats.”

      Aroostine tilted her head. “Your aunts mentioned a detail like that to you? Why?”

      Patty cleared her throat, “Now, I don't believe all this talk myself,” she said slowly, “but some people say that once the Catholic missionaries settled in the Saint Mary’s Parish, twins were considered a sign of bad luck. I think it had something to do with the Catholic nuns believing twins were unnatural, like left-handedness. It sounds crazy now. But, you know, some of the people who lived out here back then, they were a little backward. The story I heard was that sometimes …“ Patty paused, obviously reluctant to go on.

      Aroostine leaned forward and put a hand on the older woman’s arm. “I think I’m getting close to identifying our weaver. Anything you can tell me will be a really big help.”

      After a long pause, Patty continued, looking past Aroostine at some point on the horizon as she spoke. “Well, these are just stories. I don’t know if there’s any truth to it. But you’d hear that sometimes people would drown twins or, um, get rid of them some other way.” She gripped her hands together so tightly that Aroostine could see the blue-green veins protruding.

      “Are you saying that Diane—“

      “No. I don't know anything like that. I just know that she wasn’t a very educated woman. And Mathieu’s people, like lots of Cajuns back then, mixed their Catholicism with voodoo. They had some different beliefs, too. It was just a question some of the aunties raised when those babies were dead.”

      Aroostine recoiled. “Surely, the church wouldn't have held a memorial service if the priest thought—“

      “I don’t imagine they would,” Patty agreed, cutting her off again. “I'm just telling you one of the stories that floated around. I'm not saying it’s true.” Her voice was clipped, final.

      Aroostine needed to reassure the woman before she lost her help entirely. “I hear you, Patty. I do.”

      “I know it's a terrible thing even to imagine. I could never—what mother could? But you have to understand how things used to be out here. Before all this technology and everything else, this was a primitive area. When I was a girl, people were still talking about the turkey vulture men.”

      “Medicine men?”

      “No, the turkey vulture men weren’t revered the way medicine men were. They were sort of untouchables, but they served an important—“

      She paused then when Jenny and Joe returned with tall glasses of lemonade and water, which began to sweat almost instantly in the bayou humidity.

      “Roo,” Joe began, setting her glass in front of her, “Jenny was just telling me something very interesting.” He gave Jenny a look that said ‘go on, tell her.’

      “Well, remember how I was telling y’all about Annalise Beaufort running off to Paris?” Jenny said, warming to her story.

      “Sure,” Aroostine said.

      “A couple of days ago, they pulled a body out of the bayou—out on the wildlife refuge land.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Aroostine hoped she’d misheard.

      “Jenny,” her grandmother warned.

      Jenny waved her off. “I think it was the day before you got here. A friend of mine’s on the body team. The coroner’s office contracts with them to go pick up the bodies and bring ‘em to that lady doctor.”

      Aroostine felt her nose wrinkle involuntarily. The expression wasn’t lost on Jenny.

      “It pays real good. I’d take that job in a heartbeat.”

      Patty crossed herself.

      “So, the body?” Joe prompted.

      “Right. It was Annalise Beaufort.”

      “Is this confirmed?” Aroostine asked. “Or a rumor?”

      “The fact that it was Mrs. Beaufort is definite,” Patty interjected. “Her death notice was in this morning’s paper. Anything else my granddaughter tells you, you ought to take with a grain of salt.”

      “Anyway, my friend says the body was just a skeleton.”

      Aroostine shrugged. “I guess it depends how long she was out there.”

      “She went missing a year ago.”

      “Well, there are a lot of animals on the refuge.”

      “Mmm-hmm, I guess,” Jenny said. “But Doc Rollins is acting really weird. My friend said she called a meeting of everyone who works for her and said if word got out about the condition of Mrs. Beaufort’s corpse, she was firing everybody. My friend thinks maybe she was a cult sacrifice or something. People say there’s somebody living—“

      “Jenny.” That’s all Patty said, but it’s all she had to say. The word was shot through with steel.

      Jenny clamped her mouth shut.

      Aroostine turned to Joe. “You think that’s why the police turned you back at the refuge?”

      “Don’t you?”

      “Probably.”

      They sipped their drinks in silence for a moment, then Patty observed, “Funny how Annalise Beaufort’s name keeps coming up, isn’t it?”

      “Funny,” Aroostine agreed.
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      Fred was three quarters of the way back to the office from his trip to the Community Market grocery store when his radio crackled.

      “Chief?” Officer Soldan’s tentative voice broke through the static of the radio and the purr of the motorcycle’s engine.

      “I’m here.”

      “Sir, I ran that number you told me to track down.”

      He waited for Soldan to stammer out the information. Although Fred didn’t imagine himself to be overly intimidating, his young officers didn’t seem to share his view.

      “Uh, it’s coming back as assigned to the manager’s station over in Bayou Teche.”

      “The wildlife refuge?” Fred mused more to himself than to Soldan.

      “Yes, sir. That’s what the phone company’s telling us.”

      “Good work, Soldan.”

      Fred stopped at the red light and considered his options. He was within ten minutes of his office and a decent cup of coffee. His brain was bursting with theories that he needed to commit to paper. And he really didn’t want to take his bike out to the refuge.

      But he couldn’t ignore the fact that Annalise Beaufort’s body had been found on refuge land. The news that the call to Cal came from the manager’s station out there, too—well, it was too cute by half. He was not a man who believed in coincidences.

      He executed a neat U-turn, now wishing he’d driven his department car after all. A motorcycle ride through the wildlife refuge meant nothing but mud splatters and kicked up pebbles that would scratch the paint. He’d probably end up spending the next two weekends detailing his baby but his dismay at the thought of trashing his personal ride was outweighed by the familiar thrum of adrenalized anticipation. It started as a drumbeat in his chest then rose into his throat.

      If Annalise Beaufort had been meeting her lover regularly out at Bayou Teche, the fact that her body was found there made all the sense in the world. It didn’t explain her banking habits or her grocery shopping habits, and nothing could explain the skinning, but it was a start. He’d learned a long time ago that closing an investigation was like unraveling a sweater: all it took was one loose thread; you just kept tugging on that thread until you were left with either an unwound skein of yarn or a closed case.

      At the next and last red light before he turned onto the road out to the wildlife refuge, he radioed Soldan. “I’m headed out to Bayou Teche to investigate the Beaufort woman’s death. I consider it an active crime scene, so until you hear otherwise from me, keep your radio handy. I may be calling for backup. Do you copy?”

      “Yes, sir.” Soldan’s voice cracked with excitement—or maybe from the last stages of puberty, who knew.

      Fred’s rookie officers seemed to get younger with every passing year. He figured in another couple, he’d have police officers who still had their learner’s permits and hadn’t yet started shaving. He tried to handle as many investigations as he could. His men were good, he knew; he’d trained them himself. But they were untested, green. And inexperience killed more police officers than malice, deviance, and bad luck combined.

      He took a sharp curve that led from the parish road onto the drive leading to the national refuge then bumped along the winding path to the main parking area. He brought the motorcycle to a rest right up in front of the doors to the building that housed the manager’s office and the volunteer station. As he removed his helmet, he surveyed the lot. Empty. Any workers or volunteers on the premises would be parked in the employee lot around back.

      He was glad to see there were no vehicles in the visitors’ lot. That meant he wouldn’t have to cool his heels while some map-clutching tourist peppered Chuck with questions about whether alligators really eat chickens and if there was any quicksand in the swamp. (Yes, they do, and no, there wasn’t.)

      Although, as he walked through the lobby, his footsteps cracked loudly against the tile floor in the dim, silent building. It almost seemed as if the station were empty, but that couldn’t be the case. While the staff and volunteers were all part-timers, Chuck Silver, the refuge manager, kept regular hours. And Chuck would have locked up the building if he’d had to run an errand or go to an off-site meeting.

      He frowned at the silence as he continued along through the lobby, approaching a small exhibit hall and, beyond that, the hallway that led to Chuck’s office and the volunteers’ break room.

      His right hand went reflexively to his holster.

      He cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hello? Chuck, are you here?”

      No response.

      Fred kicked himself for not checking the employee parking lot out back. It would be nice to know if he was about to find a dead man or an empty office—or something in between.

      He kept his hand on the butt of his weapon while he scanned the exhibit area, peering behind the educational displays to confirm that no one was hiding in the alcove. It was as deserted as the rest of the place seemed to be.

      He thought back to the day Annalise’s body had been discovered and he’d commandeered Chuck’s office. He pictured the layout of the building as if he were reading a blueprint. Along the right side of the hallway, there were two doors. First, a storage closet. Behind that, a small break room with a card table, a handful of chairs, and an ancient coffee machine. Across the hall from that was the door to Chuck’s office. The hallway ended at a windowless brick wall. He eased down the hall, hewing close to the wall, until he reached the break room door. It was ajar.

      Out of nowhere, his heart thumped crazily, about to explode in his chest. He pulled his weapon and nudged the door open, bracing for a burst of gunfire, a body rushing at him, or a volley of shouts. He exploded into the doorway, sweeping an arc across the room with the barrel of his gun. He scanned the shadowy corners. Empty. The room was clear.

      He reached behind him with his left hand and felt around the wall until he found the faceplate for the light and flicked the switch. A quick survey revealed nothing obviously out of place. He made note of an old style, black office phone on the counter next to the basket full of nondairy creamers, sugar packets, and coffee stirrers.

      He hesitated.

      He didn’t want to touch and risk smudging any usable prints, but he wanted to confirm whether that was the phone used to call Cal Beaufort. He wedged himself against the counter where he had a clear view of the doorway and holstered his gun. He fished his cell phone and the slip of paper out of his pocket and punched in the number that Cal had given him. Even though he half expected the ring, when it came, he jumped. When had he gotten so danged skittish?

      He ended the call and returned the mobile phone to his pocket. So Cal’s anonymous caller had placed the call from this room. Now all he had to do was find Chuck and get a list of volunteers and staff members. He needed to approach the issue delicately, though. If Chuck thought he was trying to pin Annalise’s murder on one of his people, he’d have to get the government lawyers involved. Fred wasn’t sure who was worse when it came to the feds—the G-men or the suits. But he was leaning toward the suits.

      Fred trudged across the hall to the manager’s office and lowered himself into Chuck’s desk chair, propping his feet on the desk. He sat like that for a long while. It’d been years since he’d pulled his weapon in the line of duty, but, as always, he was surprised by how long it took the adrenaline to leave his body. This time, the shakes seemed to last longer than ever. And there hadn’t even been anyone in the kitchenette.

      He was getting too old for this crap.

      Chuck strolled into his office and turned on the overhead lights. He spotted Fred and dropped his bag of cracklins on the floor. “Holy crud, Fred. You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

      Fred reached over, scooped up the greasy paper bag from the floor, and handed it back to Chuck. “Sorry about that. But don’t worry, your grattons are going to give you a heart attack anyway.”

      Cracklins, grattons, it didn’t matter what you called them. A steady diet of fried cubes made entirely of fat and salt was an Acadian cardiologist’s nightmare.

      Chuck huffed out a laugh at that. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

      “I guess the better question is why did you leave the building unlocked while you went to get your midday snack?”

      “Is that judgment I hear in your voice? As if you’ve never stepped out for a bite in the middle of the day.”

      “I’m not judging your diet, Chuck. Although, seriously, those things will kill ya. I am wondering about your safety sense for leaving the building wide open, especially after what just happened here.”

      Chuck grimaced. “Mrs. Beaufort. Yeah, I would normally lock it up tight but that gal who works for Governor Alcorn said he might be dropping by for some kind of photo opp. So I figured I’d just leave the door open in case they showed up after I ran out. I wasn’t expecting to find the chief of police lurking around in my office.”

      “You didn’t notice the motorcycle out front?”

      “Can’t say I did. I think my mind was probably on my food. Anyway, it looks like she didn’t come. Again.”

      “Why would she be coming out here today, anyway? Didn’t the governor leave town right after the fundraiser?” Fred wondered aloud.

      “Wouldn’t know; didn’t go. And he doesn’t clear his social calendar with me. But his girl—the blonde one, Mandy, I think?— she called me a couple days ago and said he was going to be in town. She said she’d scout out some locations and then get back to us about scheduling something.” Chuck shrugged. “Not sure why he’d want to have pictures taken here anyway. The refuge is supported almost entirely by federal dollars. He has nothing to do with us.”

      “Not to mention, it’s kind of odd to plan a public relations event where a body’s just been discovered.”

      Especially, he thought, when you’re known as a governor who’s soft on crime. He kept the editorial remarks to himself as he didn’t know Chuck’s political views. Truth be told, despite having known the man for years, he didn’t know much about Chuck’s personal life other than the indisputable fact that he was pro-pork fat.

      “That, too. Though y’all have kept a tight lid on the specifics of poor Mrs. Beaufort. I haven’t heard any scuttlebutt about her being … you know.”

      Fred nodded. So far, the details of the skinning still hadn’t leaked. But he was realistic enough to know it was just a matter of time.

      He turned the conversation back to the reason for his visit. “Listen, somebody made a phone call from your break room the night before last. I need to know who it was.”

      “What time?”

      “Around nine o’clock.”

      “That can’t be right. There wasn’t anybody here that late,” Chuck insisted.

      “The phone company traced the call back here.”

      Chuck’s eyes drifted to the floor.

      Fred waited for a few seconds then said, “You didn’t leave the door unlocked Tuesday night, did you?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Chuck. Come on, man.”

      Finally Chuck sighed. “Mandy said she might stop by after hours. And I had dinner plans.”

      “You lock the door from now on. What are you gonna do when you walk in here with your meat snacks and there’s a black bear sitting behind your desk?”

      Chuck laughed. “A Louisiana black bear’s a darn sight less cranky than you are.” Then he grew serious. “I don’t know what to tell you about your phone call, though. I can give you a list of people who are authorized to use that break room but …”

      Fred finished for him. “But, since you left the blasted door unlocked any yahoo in the parish could have waltzed right in and used the phone.”

      “Well, yeah.”

      Fred muttered a string of curse words under his breath. “I’m gonna have to get someone from the state lab to come in and dust for prints.” Which would be a real pain in his rear because he could only imagine the priority the state police’s forensics lab would assign to a case of ‘unauthorized use of a telephone.’

      Then Chuck dealt the death blow. “You’re welcome to do that, of course. But I have to tell you we have a service that comes out to clean once a week and they were just here yesterday.”

      “Of course they were.”

      Chuck’s shoulders sagged. He gestured lamely with his bag. “I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you. Want some of my grattons?”

      Fred didn’t need a bag of fried and salted fat, he needed to bounce ideas off someone smarter than he was. He was stymied. “I’ve kept you from your snack long enough. Remember now, you lock those doors when you leave.”

      “Will do,” Chuck said, already ripping open his bag.

      “I’ll let myself out,” Fred said doubting Chuck heard him over the sound of crunching cracklins.

      “Hey, Fred?” he mumbled around a mouth full of food. “Are we still okay about that other thing?” He waved at the credenza behind his desk where a pair of oddly-shaped machetes lay.

      During their canvass, his officers had found the blades lying in a patch of river cane near a lake, about a mile and a half from where Annalise Beaufort’s body had been found. According to Chuck, the knives were the type used to cut down cane.

      Fred and Chuck, both veteran paper pushers, had come to an understanding that would spare both of them from filing a bunch of reports. Fred got Eliza to agree that Annalise hadn’t been hacked to death by some type of machete. Chuck reckoned the patch of river cane where they’d been found abutted the refuge, but wasn’t part of it, so even if someone had been harvesting cane there, it wasn’t a federal offense.

      Looking back at the blades now, Fred got an uneasy knot in his stomach, as if maybe he should have had them bagged and processed for prints. At this point, though, they’d been handled by so many people it would be a waste of time and resources.

      He lingered in the doorway for a few seconds then said, “Yeah, we’re still okay about that.”
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      “You’re awfully quiet,” Joe observed. He poked at their small campfire with a stick. The sun was going down and the air was cool.

      Aroostine looked up. “I’m working out a theory. But it’s kind of a wild one.”

      “Wanna take a walk with me and Rufus and tell me all about it?”

      “Love to.” She smiled.

      They woke their snoring dog for a stroll around the casino parking lot.

      “Sorry it’s not more scenic,” Joe said, pausing to let Rufus sniff a fast food wrapper.

      “It’s perfect.”

      Aroostine pocketed the trash. He smiled to himself. She was a chronic litter picker upper. It was cute. Maybe a little bit gross.

      “So, tell me your theory.”

      She was silent for a moment. Then she took a deep breath. “Okay, imagine your wife was pregnant.”

      He liked where this was going. “Does that mean you’ve changed your mind?”

      She frowned and shot him a look. “Focus.”

      “Fine. I’m imagining it.”

      “It’s 1943. You’re a poor, possibly illiterate Cajun.”

      “This is becoming less fun,” he informed her.

      They walked on. Rufus greeted a squirrel. She continued, “You’re married to or at least in a relationship with a Native American woman. She goes to see her tribe’s midwife and finds out she’s carrying twins. What do you do?”

      He looked at her carefully. “I’m guessing consult my financial advisor about college savings plans isn’t the answer you’re looking for.”

      She laughed. “You’re right. Let’s say you and your wife hold beliefs that teach twins are unnatural, maybe evil.”

      “What?”

      “Patty said they used to drown twins at birth around here.”

      “Good Lord.” His stomach turned.

      “Right. So if you knew that, and you knew the woman you loved was carrying twins, what would you do?”

      “Get the hell out of Dodge,” he answered instantly, his heart in his throat at the idea.

      She nodded. “Or maybe you fake their deaths and flee into the bayou.”

      “You don’t think—”

      “I think it’s awfully convenient that there’s an entire family everyone assumes is dead but there are no bodies or actual records that support that assumption.”

      He spoke slowly. “You think the Lavolier family went to live in the woods.”

      “I do. I imagine Diane and Mathieu are dead by now. But the twins could still be living out there. Or one of them at least.”

      “They’d be in their seventies,” he mused, doing the math.

      “They would.”

      “Roo, that’s crazy.”

      “It’s a stretch. But if the woods are all they’ve ever known, and their parents taught them basic survival skills, they could do it. I mean, my people did it. Your ancestors, too. People have lived in the wilderness, Joe.”

      He considered the idea. “It’s farfetched. I mean, really farfetched. But conceivable. And you think Diane taught them how to weave?”

      “Right.”

      “What’s this have to do with Annalise Beaufort?” he wondered.

      She shook her head. “There’s got to be some connection, otherwise how would she have their basket? And if her body was found in the refuge, they probably know she’s dead. I bet they’re spooked by all the police activity, too.”

      “So, what’s the next step?”

      “Tomorrow morning, I’m going to track them.” She smiled.

      “We’re going to track them,” he corrected.

      She slipped her hand into his. “No, baby. Me. You’re adorable. But you’re loud and clumsy in the woods. Plus I need you to do something else.”

      He pulled a face. “What’s that?”

      “I need to you to go see Cal Beaufort. Get him to talk to you. And find out how in the world he got that basket. If I’m right and Mrs. Beaufort knew the twins, he might have some idea about where they are. And if I’m wrong, well, it’d be nice to know where it did come from.”

      “Oh, is that all?”

      She giggled. “That’s all. But I need you to drop me off first.”

      “Good to see you need me for something,” he said.

      She slipped her hand into his as they circled back to their camping spot. “I need you for lots of things.”

      Then she nodded toward the door of the camper. “The fire’s dying down. We should go to bed. Big day tomorrow.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Eliza slid into the booth across from Fred. “What’s up?” she asked with a slight frown. His voice on the message he’d left had sounded shaky, uncertain. It unnerved her.

      He pushed a piece of pie and a mug of coffee toward her. “I need to pick your brain.”

      She paused with a forkful of cherry pie hovering between her teeth. “Not really the turn of phrase to use with a coroner,” she informed him.

      A craggy smile formed on his lips but faded quickly. “Noted. Anyway, I spent some time running down the affair angle today.”

      “And?” she asked expectantly then took a bite of Nelly’s semi-famous pie and settled back into the faux leather booth.

      “Couple things. One, Annalise bought about two hundred dollars’ worth of peanut butter and tuna fish every month. She paid cash.”

      If that involved a boyfriend, she was kinkier than I gave her credit for, Eliza thought. What she said was, “Okay?”

      “Two, the call to Cal came from the office building at the wildlife refuge. I talked to Chuck Silver. The call was made after hours, and, like the dipstick he is, the building was left unlocked.”

      “Is that it?” she asked.

      “That’s it. So what the devil is going on?”

      She savored another mouthful of pie before answering. “I mean, it’s kind of obvious, don’t you think? Someone’s living out on the bayou. Whoever he is, he knows what happened to Annalise, but I very much doubt they were dating.” She smiled and took another sip of her coffee.

      He stared at her. “You think our killer is some wilderness survivalist?”

      “I’m not saying he killed her, but it seems like the simplest explanation, doesn’t it? Think about it, Fred. How many times over the years have you heard rumors about somebody living on the bayou? How often have campers come into your office to report that a cooler of food went missing? Or their extra socks?”

      He sank his fork into the whipped topping smothering his pie and scooped up an enormous blob. She could hardly blame him; having made the foolish decision to choose pumpkin pie over mouthwatering tart cherry, he’d need to mask the flavor somehow.

      He swallowed his glob of whipped cream and sliver of pie then said, “I just finished reminding Chuck Silver of this. There are bears out there, Eliza. You know who else steals food besides mythical hermits? Bears. Bears steal food. They’re kind of known for it.”

      She nodded sagely. “And socks. There’s nothing a Louisiana black bear hates more than cold feet, er, paws.”

      He snorted, but she couldn’t tell if it was an amused snort or an irritated snort.

      “So it’s just a coincidence that the frequency of reported food thefts dropped dramatically once the camping store on Maple Street started selling those bear-proof food canisters?” he asked with more than a hint of sarcasm.

      “The Outdoorsman started carrying those right around Christmas three years ago. I know this because my secretary bought me one.”

      “I didn’t know you were a camper.”

      “I’m not. She figured because it trapped food odors inside, it might also trap … other … odors inside. I use it in the morgue.”

      He blanched but kept digging into his slice of pie. “Does it work?”

      “Not really. The point, though, is three years ago two things happened. The Outdoorsman started to sell the No-Bear Vault. And …”

      His eyes widened, and he finished her thought. “And Annalise started to spend two hundred dollars a month on cheap protein sources.”

      “Right. I mean, I suppose she could have been feeding all that peanut butter and tuna fish to a bear, but likely not.”

      “Likely not,” he agreed. “So, she started to give food to the vagrant. He no longer needed to steal it. So, the reported thefts went down.”

      “It’s a theory.”

      Let’s just say this hypothetical person—who may or may not be a killer—exists. Annalise has been dead for a year. Who’s been keeping him in peanut butter and toothpaste?”

      She had no idea, but before she could admit as much, he scratched his neck and continued. “Unless—“

      “Unless what?”

      “In addition to the regular withdrawals of cash, she made sporadic larger withdrawals. Maybe she was giving him that money, too. It’s enough that if he saved it, he could have rented a room somewhere. Or bought a bus ticket out of town. I mean, whatever, it was enough to change his life.”

      “Or hers.”

      Fred looked at her with naked curiosity. “Hers?”

      “Cal said his mystery call was a woman. And the call came from the refuge office. If the hermit is living out there and knows something, sneaking into the building to make a call would be a no-brainer.”

      He shook his head at the thought that there could be a woman living alone in the woods along the bayou. Then he shrugged and said, “Maybe. She bought two toothbrushes and two candy bars. Maybe there was a couple.”

      She nodded. “Plausible. Or, sisters.” The last bit was mainly intended to rile him up and point out his latent sexism. He must have known it, though, because rather than respond, he simply picked up his fork and shoveled another piece of the vile orangeness into his mouth.
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      It seemed impossible that a year had passed, and yet the seasons had completed one whole cycle since Annalise had died.

      Winter had come first to the bayou—with its dampness and silence. Everything lay latent and still after her death. Then spring had brought its budding plants and newborn animals. Summer arrived with heat and the buzz of the honeybees. Then, the days shortened and autumn came as the bears lumbered off to their dens.

      And now it was winter again, barren and bare.

      He closed his eyes and said a silent prayer that Annalise was finally at rest. If so, maybe now she would let him rest, too.
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      Joe drove Aroostine to the trailhead and left the truck idling while they said their goodbyes. He kissed her forehead.

      “Be careful” he instructed.

      “Be charming,” she retorted.

      After all, she was just going to be taking a stroll through the woods, paying close attention to what her eyes, and ears, and nose told her. He had to convince Cal Beaufort to talk to him instead of turning him away at the door. But, then, Joe was nothing if not persuasive. It was more likely she’d fail in her mission than Joe would fail in his.

      Stop that. She had no intention of failing. She turned and waved in the general direction of the truck as Joe pulled away, then veered off the trail and stood in the long bayou grass, thinking.

      If the Lavolier twins were living in the refuge and they were her weavers, they would need a source of river cane. So, her first step was to find a cane stand. She recalled the refuge map she’d pulled up on her laptop before she’d left the camper. River cane grew naturally near water. She ruled out the swamps as too wet and the thick woods as too dry. That left the boardwalk, which was a popular spot—too risky. And three lakes. The first of which should be just over the hill.

      She started walking. Whenever her mind wandered, she pushed away the stray thought and refocused on the path. It would be impossible to receive the messages the refuge would give her if her mind were elsewhere.

      When she reached the first lake, she circled it once slowly, then stopped in a patch of river cane. Her eyes moved over every stalk, looking for evidence of cutting. She spied a cluster of cane that seemed shorter than the rest.

      She squatted and examined the shoots. New growth. Cane had been harvested here, but not recently. She made a note to ask Mike how long it took for river cane to mature.

      She closed her eyes and rocked back on her haunches. She let the wind play over her hair while she decided which direction she should head next. After a long moment, she opened her eyes. East, she decided. The lake to the east was the most sheltered of the three, sandwiched between more than a mile of forest and a large swamp.

      She walked nearly twenty minutes before she spotted the lake in the distance. The sun was high in the sky and the air was warm now. She removed her jacket and tied it around her waist then shielded her eyes with her hand and strode downhill to the lake.

      As before, she circled it once. She stopped at a stand of cane growing along the water at the south end of the lake. A patch of cut cane was visible to her left, a bald empty spot in the middle of the waving stalks. She crouched to examine the chopped shoots. She rubbed her finger across several of the mown-down tops. The cuts were fresh, the tops of the stubby remains not yet scarred over with growth.

      Then she swept her gaze around the patch in a half circle until she found two sets of imprints, feet that had sunk into the soft river silt. She measured the impressions with her hands, they were deeper in the toes—from the motion of leaning in to chop, no doubt—and also in the heels, as though the pair of cane harvesters had rested from time to time with their weight settled on their heels.

      She lowered herself to her stomach and lay beside the footprints, facing away from the water. She turned her head to the side and scanned the ground to see the detail in the shoes’ imprints. She noted the shadows and ridges, the distribution of weight, and the stride length. The harvesters were men—or very tall women.

      She picked up a soil scatter about a foot ahead of the print and edged her way up a foot, army crawling on her elbows.

      The scattered pebbles were the equivalent of an arrow telling her this is the direction in which they’d run. She rose to a squat and dusted the sandy soil from her elbows and thighs as she considered the tracks leading away from the patch of river cane.

      They’d left in a hurry, running, based on the space between the tracks and the depth of the toe imprints. Maybe they’d been spotted or had spotted someone or something else. Annalise Beaufort’s killer? The police? A bear?

      The two sets of prints ran parallel to one another. The runners had maintained the same steady pace. She walked along the trail of shoe imprints, scanning the area up ahead, until the soil became drier, more compacted, and the grass grew thicker. And then, the footprints disappeared.

      She stopped walking then moved to the side of the line she’d been following and closed her eyes. She stood motionless and listened, waiting for the woods to point her back to the path.

      For several long moments she heard nothing. Wait. Hear, she counseled herself.

      Finally, the wilderness answered. A bird called. High, two syllables; a short sound, followed by a trailing long psee. She opened her eyes and turned her head toward the call. A sleek gray raptor, with black-tipped wings soared on the wind across the field to her right. It dove and scooped up a small rodent in its talons. The prey squeaked a protest, and Aroostine squinted at its gray-brown fur. A marsh rice rat. Semi-aquatic; active at night. Her girlhood habit of reading the field guides of North America paid off once again.

      For the rat to be out during the day most likely meant it had been flushed from its swampy home by some disturbance in the environment. Possibly by human feet pounding through the area? Could be, she allowed. The police activity after Annalise Beaufort’s body was found would have been enough to disrupt the natural patterns of nearby animals for several days, maybe longer.

      She pursed her lips and considered her options. Veering right would put her in a flooded swamp. She glanced down at her feet as if she needed to confirm she was wearing hiking shoes and not waterproof boots. She shrugged. She’d been wet before.

      She left the trail and entered the cypress- and tupelo-studded swamp. Palmetto palms hung overhead, providing cover from the sun—and some shield from hikers’ eyes. The refuge had several established trails, and at least one manmade boardwalk. She’d seen a flyer hanging in the office building announcing environmental education field trips to the boardwalk.

      If she were a septuagenarian recluse living in the refuge, she imagined she’d choose to make her home somewhere sufficiently remote and inhospitable to be unappealing to adventurous hikers but close enough to the office building and the road to provide some measure of safety. A flooded swamp would create a decent barrier.

      She sloshed on. Mosquitoes pricked at her neck and arms. A river otter playing by the swamp’s edge rolled over on its back to look up at her in bemusement. And the sun sank lower in the gray sky. But she saw no sign of the twins.

      As she trudged, she fixed her gaze about eighty feet straight ahead. She swept her eyes from the center point to her left and then back to center. Then she stopped and looked down in the watery muck in hopes of picking up some sign of human life. Unsuccessful, she started walking again, sweeping to the right and back this time. Another pause to look down; nothing. It was too wet here. If the twins had passed by here, the swamp water had erased their traces.

      She continued on for at least a mile, taking note of osprey nests and distinctive gum cypress trees with especially gnarled trunks—touchstones she’d return to on her way back.

      Doubt began to claw its way into her thoughts. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe they didn’t live out here after all; it would be a harsh, difficult life. Maybe they lived in one of the rundown houses on the parish road. Or maybe they lived in an abandoned shed or a vacant barn. Maybe this was nothing but a massive waste of time.

      She swatted at a black mosquito that was busy attaching itself to her right cheek. Channeling her frustration, she slapped a bit harder than was strictly necessary and ended up with squashed bug guts and blood on her face.

      Irritated, she leaned against the trunk of a cypress tree to rub her cheek with the hem of her shirt then crouched to wipe her hands in the long, wet grass. She was only a third of the way back to standing, her knees in a deep bend, her face turned upward when she saw it. A platform nailed high up in a tupelo tree deep in the swamp.

      She untied her soggy shoes and tucked her socks inside them. Then she tied the shoes together and hung them over her shoulder by their laces. She rolled her pants up to her knees and waded out into the center of the swamp. As she drew closer to the tree, she spotted the hive box. A beehive. Someone was harvesting honey, far above the reach of greedy bear paws.

      Her pulse quickened with excitement. Humans kept bees. Humans who lived off the grid would be especially apt to produce their own honey. She might have lost their tracks, but she was back on the twins’ trail—she felt it in her bones.

      She reached the tree and craned her neck upward. The hive box had to be fifteen feet above the ground—maybe higher. How the devil did they get up there? she wondered as she circled the trunk. She placed her hand on the tree and felt its nubby surface. The trunk was dotted with holes, evenly spaced, some of them sprouting shoots—watersprouts. They used climbing spikes. She visualized them: one wore the spurs and mounted the tree to collect the honey from the honeycomb. The other probably acted as a spotter.

      She turned in an arc, using the lowest of the spike marks as the center. They almost certainly approached from the west, she decided. She scanned the shore. Dense trees, thick with Spanish moss screened out the forest beyond the swamp’s edge. She pointed herself in that direction and started wading again. Mindful that she was almost certainly not alone in the swamp, she kept a close eye on the watery surface looking for any ripple that might indicate an alligator gliding along in search of its next meal.

      She reached the soggy grass on the far side of the swamp and did her best to dry her cold, muddy feet before putting her socks and shoes back on. Her efforts weren’t entirely successful, though, and as she strode through the trees, her shoes made a loud squelching noise. So much for the element of surprise.
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      Joe stopped the truck on the shoulder of the road just shy of Cal Beaufort’s long driveway. He figured he’d take a moment to gather his thoughts before he knocked on the man’s door. If Cal was like most folks, he wouldn’t be overly fond of receiving a surprise visit, let alone one from a stranger.

      He supposed he should be worried about his wife, skulking around in the same woods where Cal’s wife’s body was found. But, to tell the truth, he wasn’t. Roo could handle herself in the wild. He’d put his money on Roo over, say, an alligator any day.

      But some slick, corporate type? Dealing with someone like that wasn’t in her wheelhouse. She had trouble handling the machinations, misdirections, and angling that people seemed hardwired to engage in. That was probably one of the reasons he loved her so much. He wasn’t the most rugged of outdoorsmen, but he sure hated fakeness, just like she did. The main difference between them, he mused, was he felt genuinely at ease around other people and she was often uncomfortable.

      All this introspecting isn’t helping with a plan to approach Mr. Beaufort, he informed himself. He tapped out a drumbeat on the steering wheel and thought. Really, there was nothing to do but tell the man the truth. Sincerity and honesty seemed to work most of the time—often because people found them so refreshing. His pep talk over, he put the truck into gear and turned into the long lane that led to the house.

      Cal must have heard him drive up because the door opened before he’d had a chance to ring the bell. Cal, looking decidedly more haggard and less polished than he had at the dinner, stood just inside and stared at him with no expression.

      “Can I help you?” His voice was as expressionless as was his face.

      Joe smiled and twisted his ball cap in his hands. “I hope so, sir. My name’s Joe Jackman. I won the basket you donated to Governor Alcorn’s fundraiser last night.”

      “Is that so? Well, I think you must be confused. I already gave it to the governor’s people. Check with that gal, Mandy—“

      “Oh, no, I have the basket. It’s beautiful.”

      “Well, good. I hope you enjoy it.” Cal started to the close the door as he said the words, eager to be rid of him.

      Joe stuck his foot in the path of the door, wedging it open. Cal’s eyes narrowed, and Joe decided he’d better cut to the chase.

      “I got it for my wife. She’s Native American herself, so she’s very interested in the artistry involved in the weaving. We took it to the Whitehearts’ place earlier today. Do you know who they are?”

      “Course I do. They’re the weavers. One of them made the basket.”

      Joe shook his head no. “No. They didn’t.”

      Cal’s impatience gave way to confusion, and a deep frown creased his face. “What do you mean? Those folks are the only ones who can weave those baskets—everyone knows that.”

      “Only they didn’t weave that one. That’s why I’m here. Do you have any idea where Mrs. Beaufort might have gotten it?”

      “No, I can’t say that I do.”

      Cal loosened his grip on the door, so Joe gave it a nudge with his foot.

      “Well, my wife has a theory, but it’s sort of … out there. Mind if I tell you about it?”

      Cal didn’t answer, but he stepped aside and let the door swing open. Joe took that as an invitation and stepped inside. Once he was in, he hesitated in the grand hallway.

      Cal turned and motioned over his shoulder. “Come on in here.”

      Joe followed him into a comfortable, masculine den with dark leather furniture and an LSU banner hanging on the wall over a simple desk. Cal sat in one of the armchairs and gestured for Joe to take its mate.

      Once they were settled in, Cal raised both hands and gestured toward Joe as if to say, ‘Let’s hear it.’

      He cleared his throat. “So, we’re down here from Pennsylvania because my wife—her name’s Aroostine—works as a liaison between the government and the federally recognized tribes. We came to Belle Rue because of a basket like the one you donated to the auction.”

      Cal leaned his elbows on his thighs and leaned forward. “Hang on, now. You came here from Pennsylvania over a basket?”

      “Crazy, right? But someone anonymously sent the Office of Tribal Affairs a really unusual example of Atchafalayan basketry.”

      “It must be one helluva unique basket for y’all to come all this way.”

      “You could say that. Apparently, the pattern died about a hundred years ago with an Atchafalayan named Diane Pressler, er, Lavolier.”

      “No, Pressler’s right. I don’t know if they ever had, you know, a wedding ceremony.”

      Joe looked more closely at the man sitting across from him. “Surely, you’re not old enough to know about Diane Pressler and Mathieu Lavolier.”

      Cal barked out a laugh. “Not quite. But Annalise got it in her head to sign up for one of those ancestry-tracing websites a few years back. According to her, the Lavoliers are distant cousins of her mama’s people. Annalise’s maiden name was Lambert; her mama was a Gordeau. I don’t have it all straight but they were related somehow. Not Mathieu, but one of his uncles or something.”

      “Huh.” That added a wrinkle, but Joe had no idea how much significance—if any—the wrinkle held. He wished Roo was here.

      “Anyhow, I learned all about that poor Atchafalayan woman and her dead babies. It really shook up Annalise for some reason.”

      Getting the man talking was a cakewalk for Joe, but he wasn’t a lawyer. He didn’t know which facts were important to Roo and which ones weren’t. He’d just have to keep Cal talking and remember everything he said. Roo could sort out what was relevant later.

      “Uh, did her interest in Atchafalayan baskets start about the same time as her interest in genealogy?”

      Cal screwed up his face. “You know, it was right about the same time.” He closed his eyes and thought for a moment. “Actually, that’s not quite right. The basket stuff started a little bit later. Not much, though. It was probably a couple months later she came home toting the first basket.”

      “How many did she have?”

      Cal laughed. “I don’t know. Dozens? Sometimes that Patty Whiteheart and her son would come out here and deliver three or four at a time. Sometimes Annalise would go to one of those craft fairs and pick up a few—as she liked to say, to fill out her collection.”

      “But she never mentioned any unusual baskets?”

      “Not that I recall. So, that basket you bid on, it’s an antique? Because she did sometimes go antiquing with her friends or swing by the odd estate sale. But I don’t remember her ever bringing back a basket from one of those trips.”

      “See, that’s the thing. It’s not an antique. It’s brand new.”

      Cal’s nostrils flared and he shot to his feet. “What kinda game are you running, son? You just said it’s over a hundred years old.”

      Joe stood and faced him. “The basket isn’t old, but the method used to make it—the dying and such--is. The Whitehearts said it’s not their basket.”

      “Well, if they didn’t make it, and it’s not an antique, then where’d it come from?

      Here goes. ”Well, my wife thinks Diane and the twins didn’t die during their birth. She thinks the entire family fled into what’s now the wildlife refuge. And she thinks the twins are still alive, still living there, and weaving baskets.”

      Cal stared at him, stone-faced, for a long time. Finally, he said, “That’s plumb crazy.”

      “It sounds that way,” Joe agreed. “But somebody mailed my wife’s boss a basket that nobody but your wife’s distant cousins could know how to make. And then you donated a basket to the auction that the Whitehearts say they didn’t make. How do you explain it?”

      Cal was quiet for a long moment. “Before I got the news that Annalise had died, when I thought she’d run off to have some sort of mid-life crisis in France, I started getting rid of some of her things. Some graduate student from the university came in and took some of her folk craft, I think he called it. I’d bet he sent that basket to your wife’s office.”

      “Why’s that?”

      Cal sighed. “Because he kept calling me for weeks after he carted the box of stuff out of here, leaving me messages about ‘provenance’ and ‘authentication’ and such. I didn’t want to be pestered, so I never called him back. And I stopped donating her things.” He gave a short laugh. “At least until Buddy Alcorn hit me up for a contribution to the auction.”

      “I think your wife found her cousins living in the wildlife refuge. And I think that’s how she got those baskets.”

      Cal was silent for a long time, thinking. Finally, he nodded. “I’ll get my hat. You start your truck.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Out the by-oh,” he said matter-of-factly.

      “The … by-oh?” Joe echoed, completely lost.

      Cal chuckled. “Oh, my mistake. Forgot who I was talkin’ to. We’re gonna go out the by-you.” He put exaggerated emphasis on the word ‘bayou’ then walked out of the room, still laughing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          22

        

      

    
    
      Fred glanced sidelong at Eliza. He knew he really shouldn’t have brought her along on official police business. Heck, it wasn’t even a close question. And yet, when he’d told her he was going to drive out to talk to Cal about the refuge hermit, she’d nearly spilt her coffee in her eagerness. Something about the flush in her cheeks and the lilt in her voice made him agree to let her come.

      Eliza Rollins wasn’t usually so excitable—to put it mildly. Officer Soldan had once cracked that if she were to lay down and take a nap in her morgue, someone would be liable to toss a sheet over her, tag her toe, and put her in cold storage. Fred had dressed him down, but good, for his insolence.

      But the truth was, Eliza wasn’t much for highs or lows. So seeing her actually enthusiastic, well, he just couldn’t say no. Besides, he thought, he was the police chief. The decision was in his discretion.

      “Do me a favor and pop open that glove box,” he said. “There’s a bottle of antacida in there. Shake out a handful, would you?”

      She opened the glove compartment and found the bottle then handed him one measly tablet, with a disapproving look for good measure. He chewed it without comment.

      About three miles from the Beaufort place, a pickup with Pennsylvania plates sped by, headed in the opposite direction. He frowned.

      “What is it? Stomach pains?” she asked, concerned about his ulcer.

      “No. That truck that just passed by.”

      “What about it?”

      “It belongs to Higgins and Jackman, that couple from Pennsylvania.”

      “The ones from the fundraiser?”

      “Right. I saw it parked yesterday near the courthouse. And now they’re coming from the direction of Cal’s house.”

      “So?”

      “So why are they always where I am? What are they up to?”

      She blinked at him. “Fred, there’s not exactly a vibrant tourist industry around here, in case you hadn’t noticed. Every time there’s an out-of-towner around, they stick out.”

      It sounded so reasonable and logical the way she said it. But still, it made him uneasy. There wasn’t much of interest down this stretch of road, other than the Beaufort mansion, at least. And he couldn’t think of any reason why they’d be poking around out this way.

      He felt her watching his face, reading his reaction. So he nodded, keeping his eyes on the road. “You’re probably right,” he agreed.

      But the twisting in his gut whispered that maybe she was wrong.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Aroostine was getting tired. She was thirsty. And she was still damp from having waded into the swamp. Every inch of exposed skin was dotted with angry red welts from the constant mosquito attacks. She kept an eye out for lemon verbena, lavender, or peppermint growing in a patch—any herb that she could crush and rub on her skin to soothe the bites or repel the biters, or both. But so far, she’d had no luck. The lack of wild-growing herbs wasn’t surprising given that the soil was saturated. What was surprising and troubling, though, was that she’d also had no luck locating the twins’ camp. And as the sun sank even lower in the sky, her hopes of finding the camp sank with it.

      She spotted a fallen tree several yards away. She sat on it to rest while she decided whether to continue deeper into the woods or head back and try again in the morning. She pulled her phone from her pocket and called Joe.

      The phone rang just once before his voice boomed in her ear.

      “Any luck?”

      “Sort of. I found a beehive stand.”

      He was silent, so she explained further. “It shows someone’s coming out to the swamp to harvest honey.”

      “Okay.” He sounded unconvinced.

      She changed the subject. “What about you?”

      “Mr. Beaufort and I are on our way to the refuge now,” he answered. His voice was oddly stilted and formal.

      “Is he with you, like in the truck?” she asked.

      “Correct.”

      She smiled to herself. Leave it to Joe to come through. “Okay, well, I’m pretty deep into the woods on the far side of the trail. It’ll take me a good while to hike back. So I’ll turn around and meet you two at the office. I can explain what I’ve learned. Maybe Mr. Beaufort will find me more persuasive than you do.”

      Joe laughed dryly. “See you in a bit.”

      She ended the call and returned the phone to her pocket. As she did, the skin on her arms prickled. She was being watched.

      She scanned the thick bushes on either side of the stump but saw nothing and no one. She listened closely but heard nothing. Probably a rabbit or a possum, she reassured herself. But when she stood up, the unmistakable rustling of leaves from a copse of trees directly across from the stump made her heart palpitate. She felt the flutter in her throat and balled her hands into fists.

      The leaves parted and a tall, stooped man stepped out from behind a tree. He was rail thin with long gray hair and wide, frightened eyes. His clothes were nondescript—plain blue pants, a faded flannel shirt, thick wool socks, and worn boots. He extended his hands toward her. He was holding a fistful of small leaves.

      “Sureau,” he croaked in hoarse whisper. “For the bites.” His English was accented but clear. He gestured toward her arms and neck, never taking his eyes away from her face.

      If this man hadn’t spent the past seventy-odd years living in the woods, he sure was playing the part well. She took an exaggerated, slow step toward him. Moving lightly, as though he were a wild mustang she might spook, she approached him with an encouraging smile.

      “I’m called Aroostine,” she said.

      “Guillaume.” He stepped forward to meet her. Then he held out one of the veiny, serrated leaves and crushed it between his thumb and forefinger then rubbed it against a mosquito bite high on her neck. The sting instantly lessened. She felt her eyes widen.

      “Thank you.”

      He bowed his head then offered her the rest of the leaves. She took them in her hands and examined them carefully. “You called this sureau?”

      He nodded.

      “Does the plant have tiny white flowers that turn into small purple berries?”

      “Yes.”

      “Elderberry,” she told him. “That’s the name I know it by.”

      Elderberry had all sorts of medicinal uses; it wasn’t surprising that the crushed leaves would relieve insect bites. She suspected the juice would be even more effective. She followed his example and smashed several of the soft leaves. He watched silently as she rubbed the leaves over the worst of her many bites. When she finished, he opened his palm. She sensed that he wanted her to drop the leaves into it, so she did.

      She didn’t want him to leave but, still, she worried about scaring him. “Guillaume. Are your people called Lavolier?”

      His eyes widened with recognition. “Yes.” He searched her face. “Pressler?” he guessed.

      He may have lived in the woods, but he was far from feral. It was a savvy, probing question.

      “No, I’m not a Pressler. But I am a friend. Amie,” she added, unsure whether her limited French would be much help.

      He stared unblinking at her for several moments. His blue eyes stood out bright and clear in his lined, leathery face. Finally, he nodded. “Come. Meet Henri.”
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      Joe was just pulling into the parking lot near the wildlife refuge building when Cal’s cell phone rang.

      Cal pulled it out of his pocket and frowned down at the display for a second then turned to Joe and said, “’Cuse me while I take this.”

      “You bet,” Joe said. He realized he’d lapsed into a regional dialect of his own. Apparently it was contagious.

      He eased into a parking spot and put the car in park while Cal jammed the phone to his ear and squinted the way people sometimes do when they’re listening hard. Joe wondered why that was. Your eyes couldn’t help your ears. Or could they? He bet Aroostine would know from all her tracking. He made a mental note to ask her.

      “I’m at the by-oh refuge.”

      Again with the by-oh, Joe thought, trying to hide his smile.

      “Matter a fact, I am. Just the husband, though. The wife’s out tromping around looking for the dead Lavolier twins. She thinks they’re weaving baskets or some such.”

      Joe bristled at the derisive laugh in Cal’s voice but kept his expression neutral. Aroostine had followed more outlandish hunches than this one and been right, he reminded himself.

      Cal’s frown deepened as he listened to his caller. Then he said, “Chief, I don’t think there’s any danger. Besides, I’m not afraid of—“

      He stared out the windshield, rigid and radiating irritation, while the chief—of police, Joe assumed—cut him off.

      After another half minute or so, he snapped, “Fine,” and jabbed the End Call button on his phone.

      He half-twisted to look at Joe as he returned his phone to his pocket. “That was Chief Bolton. He’s out at my place. I guess he just missed us.”

      “That’s too bad,” Joe said. He didn’t care if Cal could tell the comment was one hundred percent disingenuous. He didn’t have a clue what the local police wanted with Cal, but he was pretty sure it wasn’t going to help Aroostine’s cause.

      Cal exhaled a great, annoyed whoosh of air. “He’s headed here now. He’s got Doc Rollins, the lady coroner, with him.”

      Well, that was concerning. Had another body turned up?

      Cal went on, “He said under no circumstances were we to go into the woods. He ordered—and that’s the word he used, ordered—us to stay in the building until he arrived. Said if we didn’t do what he said, it would be considered an unlawful failure to follow an instruction from a law enforcement officer.” Cal nearly spat the words.

      “Is that even a thing?” Joe asked.

      “Beats the tar out of me. But I don’t want to find out. Do you?”

      Joe sighed. He supposed he didn’t. But if something was going on that made being out in the refuge a risk, he wanted Aroostine to hurry up and get back.

      He pulled out his phone and thumbed a text message:

      

      
        Police Chief and Coroner on their way. Hurry. Woods unsafe? Meet us in building. Please be careful. Love JJ

      

      

      He hit send and stared down at his screen until the reply came:

      

      
        I’m fine. No worries. See you in a bit. Love Roo

      

      

      That was not the answer he’d hoped for. The urgency he’d tried to convey had apparently been lost on her. He dialed her number but the call rolled directly to voicemail—the way it did if she was on another call. Or if she’d turned off the phone.

      Dammit, Roo, he thought, you’d better not be getting yourself into trouble. Again.
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      Aroostine was climbing a massive pile of rocks, just a few paces behind Guillaume, when her telephone buzzed loudly in her pocket to announce the arrival of a text message. He jumped and turned in one motion and threw his hands up in front of his face as though he were defending himself again an attack. It took her a moment to realize that he was reacting to the sound.

      “It's okay, it’s just a text,” she hurried to assure him.

      He lowered his hands hesitantly and gave her a look of bewilderment.

      “On my cell phone,” she explained.

      Guillaume shook his head.

      She removed the compact silver rectangle from her pocket and held it out for him to see. “It lets a person stay in touch wirelessly. It uses a communications satellite to send and receive telephone calls, emails, and text messages.” She trailed off as it dawned on her that she was attempting to explain cell phone technology to a man who’d been living in the woods since 1943.

      She laughed at herself and waved her hand. “Never mind. Just give me a few seconds, please.”

      She scanned the text from Joe and typed out a quick reply. Then she powered off her phone. She figured when she was with Guillaume, the fewer intrusions from twenty-first century technology, the better. And if she was being completely honest, the news that Bolton and his sidekick were headed this way made her think that being unreachable wasn't a bad idea for the near term.

      She gave Guillaume a reassuring smile. “You were saying that you and Henri piled all these rocks up to keep people from coming too close to where you live?”

      “Yes,” he confirmed.

      “Have you had a lot of unwanted visitors?”

      He pondered the question for a long moment before answering. “We have not had a lot of visitors, but visitors are unwanted. We like to be left alone.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked carefully. “Surely this is a hard life—especially as you’re getting on in years.”

      He smiled and for a moment his eyes disappeared into the lines on his face. “I do not know how old I am.”

      Aroostine blinked as some understanding of the life Guillaume and Henri Lavolier had been living landed on her chest like a weight. Forget the digital revolution, they didn’t know their age. She thought of how much every facet of society had changed since the mid-forties. The world their parents had rejected no longer existed.

      He was watching her, waiting for a response. So rather than tell him his age, she arranged her mouth into a smile and said, “I guess you're as young as you feel.”

      He laughed as if the answer pleased him. They crested the top of the rock pile, and he spread his hands wide, gesturing to the field below.

      She took in the landscape, but her attention was focused on the hill of rocks. Looking down, she estimated that the stones she stood on were at least ten feet high. Knowing that they’d been assembled, not by nature over centuries of weather, but by two pairs of hands, made the otherwise unimpressive looking pile of rocks something of a marvel.

      They rested there for a moment then gingerly began to make their way down the man-made mountain. She was one-third of the way from the bottom when she saw another surprise. She'd imagined that the twins were living in a cave or a hollowed out tree or maybe they’d fashioned a makeshift tent out of an abandoned tarp or two. Now she chided herself for her assumption. Mathieu and Diane had lived within society.

      They—or someone—had built a serviceable, if small, house. From where she stood, it looked relatively sturdy. It did list slightly to the left, but the planks of wood that formed the walls were solid. Sheet metal served as a tight roof. All in all, it was an oddly homey structure to find in the middle of the woods.

      Guillaume said, “Let me tell Henri about you first. He doesn’t like strangers.”

      She nodded her agreement with his plan.

      They walked in silence for about a quarter of a mile then he raised a hand to indicate that she should stop there. “Please wait here.”

      The little house was ten or twelve yards away. He ambled toward the opening cut into the front wall that served as a doorway. His father must have been shorter than he because the door was framed for a much smaller man. Guillaume had to stoop to get inside. She watched him disappear into the house and wondered if there was something to the fact that the twins didn't know they were officially senior citizens.

      She didn’t know about Henri, of course, but Guillaume was remarkably fit and spry. They had stopped to rest only once during their hike, and he hadn’t been particularly winded. Her musings were interrupted by the sound of raised voices coming from inside the structure. She strained to hear but quickly realized they were arguing in rapid-fire Cajun. Her college French was little help with their patois. She could tell from the tone, however, that they were having a heated discussion and not some sort of brawl. The language barrier aside, she had no doubt that she was the subject of the disagreement. She waited, almost breathless, to learn whether Guillaume would persuade his brother to talk to her. The voices fell to low murmurs, and, a minute or two later, Guillaume appeared in the doorway and gestured for her to come inside.

      Aroostine hurried toward the door, eager to get inside before Henri could change his mind. When she reached the opening she stopped, suddenly unsure of her next move. Guillaume seemed, not harmless, but gentle. But she had to remember that these men were not a part of society. If it hadn't seemed so wrong to apply the word to people, she would've said that they were feral.

      She took a steadying breath and connected with her ancestors, who reminded her that it had not been so long ago that the Lenape had lived in conditions not much different from these. She ducked her head and went inside. A long wooden shelf built into the back wall held dozens and dozens of glass vials. Some contained herbs she recognized at a glance; others, plants and flowers she’d never seen before. And a cluster of jars held what looked to be colored water—red, yellow, and black. The natural dyes. She’d definitely found her weavers. If the array of dyes didn’t confirm it, the longs strips of drying river cane tacked to the wall above the small camp stove did.

      A large jug of water sat in the corner near the stove. Next to the jug, there was a round table and two chairs, all of which looked to be woven out of river cane. Along the wall under the drying cane two mats were placed head to foot with blankets neatly tucked into the corners. Finally, three large, woven baskets the size of hampers were lined up beside the doorway. She imagined they held dry goods, tools, and whatever personal effects the brothers might call their own.

      It only took her a moment to sweep her eyes over the space. As she examined the room she could feel Henri Lavolier examining her. Henri sat in one of the chairs. Guillaume stood to the side and slightly behind him, one hand resting on his brother’s shoulder as if to provide moral support.

      She stayed just inside the door and opened both hands, palms up, in greeting. “Thank you for seeing me, Henri. I am—“

      “You are called Aroostine,” he said.

      Hearing the phrasing in his stilted voice, she realized that Guillaume must have parroted her exact words to Henri, who then parroted them back to her. She wondered how extensive their English vocabulary really could be. She and Guillaume had communicated well enough when he found her, but now she needed to convince them to leave the woods. She didn’t know if she could persuade them if their understanding of English was limited. As soon as she had the thought, a memory of her grandfather flitted into her mind.

      They’d been tracking a deer near their home. She must've been five, no older. They had just crossed the creek and rounded a bend when they came upon a through-hiker. That wasn’t unusual. They lived not far from an entrance to the Appalachian Trail. Hikers often missed the marker that directed them through a nearby horse pasture and wandered into this part of the woods. But this particular hiker was sprawled on the ground with his right leg protruding from his body at an unnatural angle. It was clear, even to a five-year old, that he was badly injured.

      Her grandfather approached the man, “Friend, do you need help?”

      The injured hiker looked at them with an expression that was a mixture of pure pain and a deeper anguish borne of fear, frustration, and desperation all wrapped in a ball. He spoke shakily, but the guttural sounds he made didn’t seem like words to Aroostine.

      She looked at her grandfather. “What is he saying?”

      “He’s not from here, little one. He isn’t speaking English.”

      She leaned in for a closer look at the man. He looked like all the white people she’d seen in town, only somehow different. His eyes were a piercing, light blue; his cheekbones higher and more acute than she was used to seeing; and his shock of blonde hair was almost white.

      “I’m sorry, friend,” her grandfather said. “I don't understand your language.”

      In response, the man shook his head frantically and repeated the unfamiliar sounds, louder and more slowly—the way strangers later would speak to Aroostine in English whenever they assumed the Higginses had adopted her from South America.

      But, this man—who they later learned was a Swiss national who’d been separated from his friends, had taken a wrong turn, and then tripped and fractured his leg—this man needed help.

      She tugged on her grandfather’s sleeve. “Grandfather, we can’t help him if we can’t talk to him.”

      He turned and smiled down at her. “All of Mother Earth's creatures speak the same language in their hearts, Aroostine. It doesn't matter what sounds we make with our voices. This man, you, I, the deer, the owl, or the bear, we're all connected. We don’t need to be able to talk with him to help him.”

      He showed her how to fashion a rudimentary splint out of a thick tree branch. He bound it to the man’s leg using the flannel shirt that he often wore as a light jacket. The man had howled when they eased him into a standing position. But he nodded rapidly and gestured to indicate that he wanted to go on.

      So her grandfather had supported him, helping him hobble toward the creek. She had run ahead to get a neighbor to meet them at the clearing. Then the adults had carried him across the creek, where they loaded him into the back of her grandfather’s station wagon.

      Remembering her grandfather's words now, she walked over to the twins. Henri rose gracefully and stood beside his brother.

      “Your baskets are special.” She watched their faces to see whether her words resonated. A hint of a smile crept into Henri’s face, and Guillaume nodded proudly. They knew. She gestured around the room. “You don’t have to live like this. You can move on to the reservation.”

      And two identical faces snapped closed. “No.” Henri said flatly.

      She tried again. “I know you’ve been here your whole lives, and I know you feel safe here. But the world your parents were trying to protect you from, it’s not a danger to you anymore.” She bit her lip to stop herself from saying it never really was. She had to focus on the present.

      Guillaume shook his head. “No. This is what we know.”

      “But aren’t you lonely?”

      He dropped his eyes to the dirt floor. Of course he was. That’s why he’d revealed himself to her and given her the leaves to use as a salve. He could have remained hidden; she might never have noticed him.

      Henri answered for both of them. “We’re not lonely.”

      She took a stab. “Not even now that Annalise doesn’t come to see you anymore?”

      Henri’s eyes filled with fear at the mention of Annalise’s name, but Guillaume’s head swung up and he met Aroostine’s eyes.

      “She’s dead,” he said flatly.

      Time to switch gears. She walked over to the row of baskets and chose the most colorful of the three. She placed it gently on the table in front of them. “Your mother's people, the Presslers, knew how to weave this pattern. There are three other weavers like you. But they don’t know your patterns. They thought they were lost.”

      “Lost?” Henri tilted his head.

      “Lost with your grandmother. They thought she died without passing on the knowledge. But she taught your mother, didn’t she?”

      “Yes.”

      “And she taught the two of you?”

      He smiled at a private memory. “She did.”

      “She tried to teach father, too,” Guillaume added in a faraway voice. “But she said it was no use, his fingers were too white.”

      The twins laughed softly. She saw her opening. It couldn’t be about helping them make a better life. She had to appeal to them to do the helping.

      “Did you know there are only three others left? Only six other hands that know how to ply the cane. They need you to teach them your patterns. To keep the work of your mother’s people alive. They want to know how you make your dyes.” She gestured to the row of glass bottles.

      Guillaume’s face softened, but Henri still looked uncertain, distrustful.

      She turned to Guillaume. “You helped me,” she reminded him, rubbing her arms to remind him of the salve. “You can help them, be their teachers.”

      He spoke to Henri in Cajun. His tone was questioning. She held her breath and waited. Henri stared at the basket on the table for a long, silent moment. Then he bobbed his head. “Guillaume says you are a friend. We will trust you. We will teach them. But first, we must retrieve our cane knives.”
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      “I’m tellin’ you, Chief. There’s nobody living in those woods.” Chuck Silver was adamant.

      Crowded into his small office alongside Doctor Rollins, the police chief, and Cal, Joe didn’t know what to think.

      Cal cleared his throat. “I’m no expert, but Mr. Jackman here seems to think Annalise might have met some of her long-lost cousins from the Lavolier branch of her family. Y’all know she loved taking her walks in the refuge. If he’s right, she sure could have run into them out here.”

      Chuck pressed his lips together for a moment before responding. “She may well have run into these cousins or whoever they are in the refuge, but they don’t live here.”

      “How many acres is the refuge?” Joe asked.

      Chuck exchanged a look with Chief Bolton before answering. “Over nine thousand. About fourteen square miles.”

      “Fourteen square miles of woods and swamps. How can you be so sure they’re not camping out there?” Joe said in a mild tone.

      Chuck shook his head. “Nobody could live out there, Mr. Jackman. It’s not possible.”

      The police chief shifted impatiently in his seat. “Let’s leave that aside for a minute. Cal, if Annalise did meet two fellas who claimed to be the long-lost Lavolier twins—even though everybody and their cat knows those boys died at birth—would she have tried to help them out, say financially or something?”

      “Of course she would’ve. You met her. There wasn’t a stray animal or sob story out there that she could ignore. She was forever volunteering for this cause or raising funds for that cause.”

      Joe caught a significant look pass between the coroner and the police chief. Then Chief Bolton said, “Well, Cal, you remember that two hundred dollars a month I asked you about?”

      “Sure.”

      “Looks like she spent it mainly on bulk peanut butter and tuna fish.”

      Nobody said anything right away. Then Joe spoke up. “Those are good, cheap sources of protein. Especially if you happen to be camping.”

      Eliza nodded her agreement.

      Chuck opened his mouth as if he might try to argue some more, but the coroner spoke first. “Mr. Silver, if they are living out in the woods, you wouldn’t have any reason to know. If memory serves, the government only established the wildlife refuge, what, twenty years ago?”

      “Fifteen, actually.”

      “Fifteen, then. If we’re right, they’ve been out there for seventy-three years. I think they’d be pretty good at staying hidden if they wanted to.”

      Joe could tell by the faces of the men in the room that there was no arguing with her logic. After a short silence, Chief Bolton turned to him.

      “Where the devil is your wife?”

      He wished he knew. His phone had been silent since her last text. He shrugged. “She’ll turn up.”

      There was a rustling in the hallway, and he turned to see Aroostine standing in the doorway with two tall, thin, gray-haired men hanging back in the hallway behind her.

      “Hi,” she said in a voice that he recognized as overly casual. “Guillaume and Henri Lavolier came to claim their cane machetes before Joe and I take them over to the reservation. They aren’t really sure why someone took them in the first place.”

      “Well, actually, your friends left them lying in the grass,” Chief Bolton told her. He narrowed his eyes. “Not too far from where Annalise Beaufort’s body was found.”

      And then, as the saying went, all hell broke loose.
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* * *

      The crowd squeezed around the refuge manager’s desk all started talking at once. The police chief and Cal Beaufort shot out of their seats. Then the voices grew louder as everyone tried to be heard over the rising din.

      Aroostine glanced over her shoulder to see Henri and Guillaume cowering, shrinking back from the assault of the noise. “It’s okay,” she promised them. Then she shot Joe a look. ‘Do something.’

      He cleared his throat and raised a hand like a crossing guard. “Hey. Hey!”

      The shouting stopped. She smiled her thanks at him and stepped into the room, leaving the twins to the safety of the hallway for the time being.

      “The Lavoliers aren’t accustomed to so much chaos, as I’m sure you can understand,” she chided.

      All of the men not married to her looked everywhere but at her face. Doctor Rollins met her eyes with a look of understanding.

      “Of course,” she agreed. “Are they physically okay?”

      “I think so. I don’t know that they’ve ever had medical care, but they don’t seem to have any acute issues.”

      Guillaume made a noise in his throat. She turned and said, “Why don’t you and your brother join us? It’s safe. I promise.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, the twins walked into the office. They took identical, tentative steps, stopping when they drew alongside Aroostine. They looked around the room, blinking. She wondered if they’d ever been inside the building before.

      Doctor Rollins was watching the brothers with interest. “Do you need medical attention?” she asked. “I’m a doctor. Eliza Rollins.”

      Guillaume bobbed his head in greeting. “No. We are healthy. We use the plants to heal us.”

      “I see. Let me introduce the others,” the coroner said, pointing as she went around the room. “This is Chuck Silver. He manages the wildlife refuge.”

      “What’s that?” Henri asked.

      “The wildlife refuge is the woods, the bayou, the swamps, and all the animals and birds living here. I take care of the wildlife,” Chuck explained.

      Henri laughed. “No you don’t. The Lord above takes care of the woods and the animals in it.”

      Chuck didn’t seem to have an answer for that, so Eliza continued with her introductions. “That man is the chief of police for our town. His name is Fred Bolton.”

      The twins’ eyes widened at the mention of the police. Aroostine wondered what their parents might have taught them about outsiders, especially law enforcement.

      “I’m Joe Jackman,” Joe volunteered with his easy smile. “I’m married to Aroostine.”

      Guillaume and Henri turned to her and searched her face for confirmation. “That’s right. Joe’s my husband.”

      “And finally, this man is Cal Beaufort,” Eliza finished, gesturing toward Cal.

      The corners of Guillaume’s mouth turned down into a frown. Henri took a small step forward to peer at Cal around Aroostine’s shoulder.

      “We are so sorry about Annalise,” Henri said in a mournful voice.

      Aroostine could feel the air in the room crackle with expectation. She’d been so focused on getting the twins to trust her and to agree to meet the Whitehearts that she hadn’t probed into their contacts with Annalise Beaufort. It looked as though they’d all be learning the details together.

      She asked Henri, “How did you know Mrs. Beaufort?”

      “She was our friend.”

      She waited, but Henri didn’t seem to have any plans to elaborate. She shifted her attention to Guillaume.

      “She wasn’t prepared for the skeeters either,” he said with a laugh.

      Aroostine cocked her head, not sure what he meant. He pointed toward her mosquito-bite-dotted arms. “She was walking on the trail near the wooden street—“

      “The boardwalk,” Cal said. “She liked to hike the boardwalk trail.”

      Guillaume nodded then went on, “She had bites all over her neck and face. I was watching her from the trees. She stopped and removed all the things from her bag. She had many things, but nothing that would help.”

      “So you offered her the elderberry leaves?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      Henri spoke now. “My brother is curious about the world. I am not. He and Annalise would talk every week. He told her about us, about our baskets. I was not happy.”

      “This is true,” Guillaume agreed readily.

      “She bought some from you, didn’t she?” Cal asked in an oddly choked voice.

      “Yes,” Henri said. “First she started to bring us food—“

      “And chocolates,” Guillaume reminded him.

      “And chocolates.”

      “And toothbrushes, isn’t that right?” Fred Bolton interjected.

      The twins exchanged a worried look, as if they were wondering how this stranger knew such a small detail. The question made the fine hairs on the back of Aroostine’s head stand up.

      Finally, Guillaume said, “Yes, toothbrushes, too. She came to our house and saw our baskets. She wanted us to make certain baskets—chief’s daughter dancing in a wall basket; bear in the stream in a grain basket; she gave us a list.”

      “You charged her a lot of money for those baskets, didn’t you? There were several big cash withdrawals from her bank that were never accounted for.”

      Henri shook his head. “We did not set a price.”

      “What use do we have for money?” Guillaume asked.

      Henri dug into his pants pocket and pulled out a creased and worn savings passbook. He handed it to Aroostine.

      She flipped it open and paged to the front of the register. In neat, feminine script, someone had written the details for a series of deposits totaling several thousand dollars.

      “Annalise put the money in the bank in town,” Guillaume explained. “It is in a drawer there. If we need to buy something someday, we can show the people at the bank our money book. And they will take our money out of the drawer.”

      Aroostine decided his understanding of banking was sufficient for a man who lived in the woods. There was no point in explaining the fungible nature of money.

      “That sounds like Annalise,” Cal said softly. “It’s not a handout, but I’m sure she paid above market value for those baskets.”

      Aroostine corrected him. “She was commissioning one of a kind pieces. Whatever she paid them would set the market value.”

      Apparently Fred Bolton had heard enough. “But the gravy train ended when Annalise died, didn’t it?”

      Again, his tone set off alarm bells in Aroostine’s brain. “You don’t have to answer that,” she said to the twins.

      Chief Bolton glared at her, but Henri shrugged.

      “I do not know what a gravy train is. But our visits stopped when Annalise died. Guillaume was sad. I was, too. But he was lonely. I think that’s why he revealed himself to you.” He gestured toward Aroostine.

      She smiled at the twins, but her smiled faded quickly and she said in a brisk tone, “The Atchafalayan tribe will be helping the Lavoliers get set up with housing. We’ll take care of clearing out their personal belongings. We just need their knives.” She nodded over Chuck’s shoulder at the machetes.

      The twins were looking at her in bewilderment. They hadn’t agreed to move onto the reservation, so their surprise was understandable. But she had a strong feeling that she needed to get them out of the office—and off the refuge grounds permanently.

      “Is that what you used to kill her? The machetes?” Fred Bolton asked.

      Guillaume reared his head back as a panicked expression spread over his ashen face. “No.”

      “No, no,” Henri echoed.

      “Did you wait a whole year to take the flesh off her corpse?” Bolton pressed them.

      “Don’t answer that,” Aroostine warned through her shock and disgust. Annalise’s body had been de-fleshed?

      Aroostine sneaked a peek at Joe, who was recoiling in disgust. Beside him, Cal clenched his fists by his sides.

      “Yes,” the brothers answered in unison. Aroostine could detect the sadness in the word.

      Fred Bolton stepped forward, his hand on his holster. Aroostine’s stomach sunk. She closed her eyes briefly. Please, no. I promised them they’d be safe.

      “Guillaume Lavolier, Henri Lavolier,” he intoned, “you are under arrest for the murder of Annalise Beaufort.”

      Aroostine snapped her eyes open. Before he could even begin the read them their rights, she said, “They want an attorney.”

      She turned to Henri and Guillaume, who stood frozen in confusion. “Do not say a word. Do you understand? Do not talk to anyone until I see you again. The only thing you should say is ‘I want my attorney.’”

      They nodded, mutely, in unison.

      “I’ll fix this,” she promised emptily, as the police chief ran through the Miranda warning and produced a set of handcuffs. He clasped one metal bracelet around Henri’s left wrist, then fastened the other around Guillaume’s right.

      “That’ll have to do until we get to the station,” he announced.

      He led the twins out of the room. They followed docilely, craning their necks to look back at Aroostine with imploring eyes.
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      Joe gave Aroostine’s hand a gentle squeeze as the Lavolier twins disappeared down the hallway with Chief Bolton. He’d seen her eyes fill with tears the instant they’d been taken into custody, but somehow she’d prevented them from spilling over onto her cheeks.

      Now she took a deep, shuddering breath and then announced clear-eyed to the room, “This is all a misunderstanding. They didn’t kill Annalise Beaufort. I know—“

      “You heard ‘em. We all heard ‘em. They peeled the skin right off my wife’s body.” Cal’s voice shook with rage and misery.

      “Actually, it would have been more of a plucking motion …” Eliza began professorially. She trailed off when Cal turned his thundercloud face from Aroostine’s direction to stare at her.

      Joe hurried to jump in. “Mr. Silver, it looks like Doctor Rollins is going to need a lift back to her office. I wonder if you could give Mr. Beaufort a ride back to his place while Aroostine and I drop her off?”

      He ignored his wife’s icy gaze. She could be mad about it, but he was pretty sure Cal was close to throwing blows. And he didn’t want to get in the middle of any brawls with a bunch of locals.

      “Great idea,” Chuck Silver chirped. He swiped his keys off his desk and practically ran over to Cal’s side and solicitously took his elbow.

      Cal shook him off. “I’ll take the ride because I don’t relish spending any time with an apologist for my wife’s murderers.” He stalked out of the room with Silver trotting along behind him.

      “They didn’t kill her,” Aroostine insisted miserably as he walked away.

      “Roo, we can talk about it later. Let’s get Doctor Rollins back to her office now,” Joe said gently.

      The coroner gave him a weary smile. “I’d appreciate it. I really put my foot in my mouth with Mr. Beaufort, didn’t I? I’m too clinical sometimes. I know it.”

      Aroostine glanced at her with mild interest. “It’s funny. I always figured coroners would be like you, but then I met one. And he’s the most empathetic man you could imagine.”

      Eliza flushed. “Well, then he’s a rare bird indeed. I think I’ve only met one fellow coroner with that trait myself.”

      Joe could have sworn that her eyes grew misty at some memory. He clapped his hands together too heartily and said, “Well, let’s roll out.”

      He figured he’d better get them out of there before he was overwhelmed by some urge to cry, too.

      Eliza bobbed her head and started through the door and down the corridor. Joe followed her. He turned to look for Roo but she wasn’t behind him. He stopped and frowned.

      Just as he was about to go back and drag her out of Silver’s office, she came jogging up beside him. She was holding the machetes.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Nothing,” she said breathlessly.

      “By nothing, do you mean stealing evidence of a crime?” he stared pointedly at the cane knives in her hands.

      “What? No. Joe, please. If Chief Bolton believed these simple farm tools were some sort of evidence, he would have impounded them. Otherwise, they’d never be admissible. No chain of custody.” She flashed him her lawyer smile.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Really?”

      “Really.” Then she lowered her voice. “But, all the same, why don’t you hustle Doctor Rollins into the cab and I’ll toss these in the pickup’s bed.”

      “Roo—“ he warned.

      “Chop, chop, Joe. Before she comes back here looking for us.”

      He didn’t move. Instead he pinned her with a look.

      She rolled her eyes at him. “Joe, I promise I’m not doing anything wrong. I give you my word. I just don’t want to get into it with Chief Bolton’s girlfriend or whatever she is. Please.”

      He held her gaze for a moment longer then relented. He jogged to catch up to the coroner, nursing an uneasy feeling that Roo was taking an unnecessary risk.
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      Fred kept one eye on the rearview mirror, maintaining a clear view of the passengers in his back seat while he radioed Soldan. The brothers sat perfectly motionless, perfectly upright, and perfectly silent. It was downright creepy.

      “Yes, boss,” Soldan’s voice crackled through the radio.

      Both of the Lavoliers started at the sound. Fred shook his head at the life they must have led. Seventy-three years was a long time to live in the woods.

      “Officer, I’m en route to the station with two suspected murderers. Scare up the D.A. for me. Have him meet me there.”

      “Uh …” Soldan dragged out the syllable.

      “What is it, officer?” He didn’t have time for games.

      “Well, sir. I don’t know if you saw the district attorney’s email last week, but he’s down in Florida for a week. Giving one of his swamp tours.” Soldan delivered the news reluctantly.

      And that right there, Fred thought, was the problem with having a part-time district attorney. Not only did Eric Rose run a private legal practice, he also had a business taking tourists out on his swamp boat. How was a man expected to maintain law and order in his town without the assistance of a prosecutor? He released a string of curse words that made his prisoners’ eyes widen. He figured they were unlikely to be familiar with any of the epithets, so they must have been reacting to his impassioned delivery of said curses.

      “Uh, sir?”

      Fred clenched his jaw. “Find me whoever’s covering for him. Probably somebody over in Franklin or Charenton.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Then Fred had a better idea. “Never mind, Soldan. Scratch that.”

      “Uh, yes, sir?” his junior officer answered in obvious confusion.

      “I’ll take care of getting a D.A. down here. You just get the booking room and a cell ready.”

      “Yes, sir!” Excitement replaced uncertainty in Soldan’s voice. That was understandable, seeing as how the last time Fred’d brought a murderer to justice, Soldan was still playing football for the twelve-years-and-under Belle Rue Ruffians.

      He dismissed Soldan and fumbled in the center console for his mobile phone. Once he found it, he punched in the number for the governor’s office and took a deep breath.

      “Mandy?” he asked, thinking he recognized the voice that picked up and trilled ‘Governor Alcorn’s office.’

      “Yes, sir,” she answered.

      “This is Chief Bolton, over in Belle Rue.”

      “Yes, chief. What can the governor do for you today?”

      “Well, I’m glad you asked, Mandy. See, I’ve just apprehended a pair of brothers who killed Annalise Beaufort.” He paused while she gasped, then he went on. “They’re twins by the name of Guillaume and Henri Lavolier. And I have them in custody. But it seems that District Attorney Rose is out of state and not reachable. Now seeing as how Mrs. Beaufort was such a prominent citizen, and her husband is a staunch supporter of the governor, I was thinking you all might want to get me a prosecutor down to Belle Rue ASAP.”

      He could hear her pen scraping against paper as she scribbled rapid notes.

      “Yes, sir, chief. I’ll go interrupt the governor’s meeting right now, Chief Bolton. We’ll take care of this.”

      “Thanks, Mandy.” He ended the call and smiled to himself. Maybe his C-note hadn’t gone to waste after all.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Aroostine slid her eyes to her right, where Eliza Rollins was sitting stiffly, staring out the window. She desperately wanted to call Grace and get her supervisor’s input on her next moves to help the Lavolier twins. But there was no way she could have a call like that while she was quite literally rubbing shoulders with the town coroner. Thanks, Joe.

      Instead, she settled for shooting her husband a dirty look. Then she pulled up Mike Felton’s number in her phone and hit send. She could have a sufficiently innocuous call with Mike. Only, of course, Mike’s phone rolled instantly to voicemail, where his measured tone informed her that he was unavailable from four to six p.m. because he would be tied up on a conference call.

      Another conference call? Nobody needed to be on a call for two solid hours, she decided. In fact, he’d probably welcome the interruption.

      “Hey, Joe?”

      “Mmm-hmm?”

      “Could you please drop me off at the Atchafalayan museum on your way into town?” she asked in her sweetest voice.

      “It’s not exactly on the way,” he observed.

      “Please,” she repeated.

      He raised an eyebrow but acquiesced. “Sure thing, darling.”

      “Thanks,” she said in her normal voice.

      He threw her a wink then made a sharp left, detouring away from town and toward the reservation.
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      Joe and Eliza Rollins rode in near-silence for several miles after they dropped off Aroostine. It wasn’t a particularly companionable silence—more of an awkward, stiff silence. Which sort of made sense because awkward and stiff were two words he’d use to describe the parish coroner.

      He was usually at home anywhere, with anyone—as evidenced by the fact that he’d spent his day ferrying around strangers in a strange town. But as the minutes ticked on without conversation, he started to get antsy.

      He glanced over at Eliza. She was staring straight ahead with her hands folded in her lap.

      “So, how long have you lived in Belle Rue?” he asked. He figured his opening conversational gambit should steer well clear of Annalise Beaufort’s murder, the Lavolier twins, and her relationship, whatever it may be, with the police chief.

      She blinked and turned toward him. “Seven years.”

      He waited for her to elaborate but she lapsed back into silence. After a minute, he said, “Do you like it here?”

      She pursed her lips for a moment as though she was trying to decide then said, “Yes.”

      More silence. Joe was about to give up and turn on the radio when she blurted, “I’m not comfortable around people. I’m sorry.”

      He wasn’t quite sure how to respond but he had to say something to try to put her at ease. She looked like she was about to jump out of her skin.

      “You’re an introvert, huh? It’s okay. Aroostine’s pretty reserved herself. I get it. But, trust me, I’m harmless.” He smiled disarmingly but she didn’t laugh.

      “I didn’t mean to imply that you weren’t. It’s not you. It’s me.”

      You don’t say, he thought to himself.

      She went on, twisting her hands in her lap as she spoke, “I feel awful for those men. The Lavoliers. I can’t imagine how scared and overwhelmed they must be. Not just because they’ve been arrested but about everything—all the people and lights. I bet this is their first trip in a car. They’re going to need mental health services. I should call Fred … I mean, Chief Bolton.”

      Her voice had gotten progressively more agitated as she’d spun out her worry about Henri and Guillaume Lavolier. He watched her paw through her black handbag, presumably looking for her phone.

      “You know,” he said in a casual way, “they seem to trust Aroostine. And I’m sure she could arrange for the tribe to provide support for them. They are half Atchafalayan, after all. It might be more helpful than subjecting them to yet another stranger.”

      She got a faraway look on her face as she considered the idea. After a moment, she nodded. “You may be right. Maybe?”

      He said nothing. Better to let her come to her own conclusion.

      She thought some more, making a soft clicking sound with her tongue. “Yes, you’re right. We should involve the tribe. I’ll talk to Fred.”

      Under the dashboard, out of her line of sight, Joe pumped his fist in a small, celebratory gesture. This ought to make Roo see that offering to give Dr. Rollins a lift had been the right call.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mike was still on his call. Aroostine caught his eye and mimed putting the phone on mute.

      He pressed the button and looked at her expectantly. “What’s wrong?”

      “Why do you think something’s wrong?”

      “You’re pale as a sheet.”

      Oh. Well, something was wrong. She just wished she had a better poker face. “I found the weaver—actually, there are two of them.”

      He shot up from his desk, as the voice coming through his speaker phone continued to drone on about the state budget and priorities.

      “You did? That’s great! Who is it—or, rather, who are they?”

      She smiled weakly. “Their names are Guillaume and Henri Lavolier.”

      “Lavolier? As in—?“

      “As in Diane Pressler’s twins. It turns out neither she nor the babies died during childbirth. She and Mathieu faked the deaths and went into the woods on the bayou to hide.”

      He wrinkled his brow. “Why would they do that?”

      “I think between the two of them, Mathieu and Diane may have been suspicious and a little bit unsophisticated. I think they were afraid the twins would be considered evil or unnatural.”

      Mike gave a small shake of his head. “Sadly, Aroostine, history says they may have been right about that. Even as recently as …”

      “Seventy-three years ago,” she supplied.

      Mike gaped at her. “Are you telling me they’ve been living in the woods for seventy-three years?”

      “I know, it’s unbelievable. And yet, it’s true. I saw their home and some of their baskets. They’re eager to teach the Whitehearts their patterns.”

      “This is phenomenal. It solves everything. We’re losing our funding for the language program.” He gestured toward the phone on his desk. “In fact, right now, while I’m begging the Bayou Cultural Commission to reconsider, the Whitehearts are at a history fair in Lafayette doing a demonstration to try to scrape up enough orders to keep us going through the end of the month. But, with these newly rediscovered patterns—“

      “They’ve been arrested for the murder of Annalise Beaufort.” She cut him off before he got any more excited about the prospects of the Lavolier twins riding to his rescue.

      Mike’s face turned to stone. “No.”

      “Yes. I’m sure they didn’t kill her. But they must be confused. I mean, of course they’re confused. They’ve been in the woods forever. I brought them to the wildlife refuge office and there were so many people there—the police chief, the coroner, the refuge manager, Cal Beaufort. Everyone was yelling. I think they inadvertently confessed.”

      “Annalise Beaufort? I don’t understand. How?”

      “She apparently met them during a hike and befriended them. She took an interest in their weaving and in them.”

      “That’s how their basket came to light, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, I’m sure it was from her collection. But right now, they’re on their way to the police station in handcuffs. Mike, we have to help them.”

      He nodded rapidly. “Right. Let me excuse myself from this call and then we’ll head into town. Wait—no, I should get the Whitehearts. The weavers traditionally had a bond with one another and their art. Maybe the Lavoliers would be more comfortable with them?”

      “Maybe. But right now, they trust me. I told them to lawyer up. Soon, very soon, we need to find a criminal defense attorney for them, but in the meantime, I’d like to see them. I thought you should come with me because you’re a connection to their mother. Can’t the Whitehearts just meet us there?”

      Mike grimaced. “All their supplies don’t fit in Ray’s Thunderbird. I need to help them transport everything. I drove most of the baskets and materials over there for them this morning.”

      “Joe has a pickup truck. He’s taking the coroner back to town now, but afterward, he can go help the Whitehearts pack up and bring them to the police station. Okay?”

      “Perfect. That works. Let me extricate myself from this call.”

      “I’ll hang out in the museum and wait,” she said, eager to make a few calls of her own.

      She pulled the door shut behind her and fished her cell phone out of her pocket, intending to call Joe and inform him of his newly expanded chauffeur duties.

      “Did you drop off Doctor Rollins?” she asked by way of greeting.

      “Hello to you, too. Yes, she’s safely ensconced with the rest of the dead people.”

      “Joe!”

      “Sorry, but it’s true. Listen, I got her to agree that you’re the only person the Lavoliers trust. She’s going to talk to Bolton about letting you and some people from the reservation come in and see them.”

      She smiled. “It’s like you read my mind. Mike and I are going to head in to town as soon as he finishes up his call. Could you drive to Lafayette?”

      “I’m sure I could. What’s in Lafayette?”

      “The Whitehearts. They’re doing a weaving demonstration and they need help transporting their materials. Mike was supposed to go get them, but he’s the best person to represent the tribe with Chief Bolton, so—“

      “So you volunteered your husband and his trusty pickup truck.” He sounded more amused than annoyed.

      “Something like that.”

      “One of these days, I’m going to teach you to drive.”

      That was an empty threat if she’d ever heard one. Joe loved to be behind the wheel—of his truck, a friend’s sports car, it didn’t matter.

      “Mmm-hmm. I’ll see you at the police station.”

      “See you there. Love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      She pocketed the phone. Mike still hadn’t emerged from his office, so she wandered through an exhibit about the lives of Atchafalayan children who’d been sent up north to the Indian School in Carlisle—not far from her own home in Walnut Bottom. She knew plenty—too much—about that sad chapter in her people’s past, so she hurried through the room and found herself outside the media room.

      She peeked down the hall. Still no Mike. So she eased open the door to the darkened room and took the closest chair. The room was empty, but someone must have started the documentary then left because the movie was well underway.

      She caught the tail end of a segment on the basket weaving traditions. A still photograph of Patty, Ray, and Jenny Whiteheart smiled at her and then faded into a black and white line drawing of a costumed man holding what looked to be a long bone.

      The narrator’s measured voice explained:

      Like the neighboring Chitimacha and Choctaw tribes, the Atchafalaya followed traditional death rituals that took into account the high water table. When a tribe member died, he or she was buried temporarily by the so-called turkey buzzard men or turkey vulture men. These men, and occasionally women, held themselves apart from the rest of the tribe. They attended to the corpse for one year. On the anniversary of the death, they would disinter the body and pluck away the flesh, which often did not fare well in the region’s damp conditions. Then, after cleaning the bones, they would carefully present them to the deceased’s family in an elaborate ceremony.

      This practice fell out of favor after the arrival of missionaries to the Acadian region. But it served much the same purpose that New Orleans’ famed City of the Dead and other aboveground cemeteries serve today.

      The camera zoomed in to focus on the illustration while mournful music played. Then the image was replaced by a cluster of children sitting in a circle on the ground, singing a song. She couldn’t understand the words. The narrator began to describe the efforts to save the mother tongue of the Atchafalayan people. After a brief question and answer segment with a pink-cheeked girl who was taking the language classes, the film cut to Mike Felton, sitting behind his desk, discussing the program.

      “Ah, there you are,” the living, breathing Mike said, popping his head into the room. “I see you finally caught our movie.”

      “Part of it. It was already playing when I came in.” She joined him in the hallway. “Are we all set? Joe’s headed to Lafayette now to get the Whitehearts.”

      “Great.” Mike rubbed his hands together. “I can’t tell you what it means to me to get to meet the weavers who hold the knowledge of these ancient patterns, Aroostine.”

      “I hope they can help you save your program, but they’ve got some pretty big hurdles of their own to overcome right now,” she cautioned. Like life in prison.

      “I know. And, right now, my priority is to help them. Make no mistake. But, on a personal level, I’m well … giddy.”

      She smiled at his excitement despite the fact that she was about as far from giddiness as was humanly possible.
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      It was almost over. He could tell. He wasn’t sure how the year-long, living hell would come to an end, but he could feel in his bones that the end was near.

      And that knowledge that coursed through him, traveling like blood pumping from his heart, filled him with dread and hope. Hope and dread. And peace for the dead.

      The sing-song rhyme repeated in his mind like a chant. He pressed his fingers against his temples with all his strength, until his fingertips turned white from the pressure. But the refrain refused to go away.

      Soon, he promised himself. Very soon.
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      Eliza blinked. “What do you mean, it’s out of your hands?”

      Fred shrugged. “Rose is out of town. I had to reach out to the governor’s office to get a prosecutor down here. Whether the Lavoliers need mental health services isn’t really my call to make. That’ll be up to the D.A.” His tone was final, unapologetic.

      “But you’ll let them have visitors, right?” she pressed him.

      He gave her a curious look. “Sure. I doubt two guys who’ve lived in the woods their whole lives are gonna get many visitors, but sure. Why do you care so much?”

      She didn’t know. She just knew that she did. “I’m not sure, honestly. I just … It’s … May I see them?”

      “Ah …” He hemmed. “Jeez, Eliza, do you think that’s a good idea? You’ll be the testifying expert about Mrs. Beaufort’s corpse. I don’t think a visit with the perpetrators looks very good.”

      “You mean the accused, don’t you, Chief Bolton?“ a woman’s voice rang out.

      Eliza turned. Aroostine Higgins and the director of the Atchafalayan museum were walking toward them.

      Aroostine continued, “Last I checked, Belle Rue’s still part of the United States. Innocent until proven guilty, and all that.” She smiled coldly.

      Fred drew himself up. “I know the law. I also know those twins confessed. You heard it same as me.”

      Eliza felt herself shrinking inward, trying to make herself as small as possible—she wished she could make herself invisible. It was her standard reaction to conflict. Her voice shook when she spoke. “Are you here to see them?”

      “Yes. I trust that’s not going to be an issue,” Aroostine answered Eliza but her eyes were on Fred’s face.

      Eliza watched Fred shift his weight uncomfortably. She knew he wanted to deny the request, but he’d just told her he’d allow visitors. He was in a box, and he knew it.

      Finally, he nodded reluctantly. “Okay. One at a time.”

      “I’ll go first,” Aroostine said to Mike. “I’ll tell them who you are.” She cut her eyes toward Fred. “Just remember, you’re probably being recorded—if not video, then at least audio. Isn’t that right, chief?”

      Fred didn’t respond. Eliza tilted her head and tried to remember what they knew about Aroostine Higgins. What had she said her job was? She was sounding an awful lot like a lawyer.

      It was as if Aroostine had read Eliza’s mind. She gave Fred a toothy smile. “I did mention I’m an attorney, right? Formerly with the Criminal Division of the Justice Department.”

      Eliza’s legs felt unsteady. The level of tension in the small space was rising steadily.

      “Fred, I have to go. I’ll see you later.” She nodded to Aroostine and Mike then turned and fled toward the door. On her way out, she nearly barreled into Mandy Dixon, Governor Alcorn’s blonde, perpetually helpful staffer, who was clacking along as fast as her high heels could carry her.

      Eliza mumbled an apology and hurried through the doors. Once outside, she turned her face up to the sky and drank in the cool, night air.
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      Aroostine saw the governor’s staffer coming before the police chief did. Bolton was busy fumbling through an oversized key ring for the key to unlock the holding cell. She’d spent enough time dealing with politicians to know that Mandy’s presence wasn’t going to help her cause. She gave Mike a meaningful look and a nudge. “Head her off,” she muttered.

      He nodded his understanding and took off down the hall to intercept Mandy.

      Bolton held up a key with a triumphant flourish. “Here we go.” He pointed toward a plain steel door to his left. “That there’s the interview room. You go ahead in, I’ll bring the Lavoliers in.” He studied her face for a moment. “You want me to post Officer Soldan at the door? I’ll have them cuffed, but still, it’ll be you and two sicko murderers locked in the room together.”

      “I’m not afraid of Guillaume and Henri,” she said icily.

      He shrugged. “Suit yourself.” Then he rounded the corner to the holding cell.

      She watched him go. Then she craned her neck in the other direction. Mike had pulled Mandy aside. She could see them standing just inside the building’s door. Mike was gesticulating and talking nonstop. She caught a snippet of his monologue. He was haranguing Mandy about the cancellation of the language program grant. She’d have to suffer through the constituent complaint without interruption. It would be bad citizen relations to do anything else.

      Aroostine smiled and turned the handle to let herself into the interview room. She swept her eyes around the small space. It looked like every other interview room she’d ever seen. Institutional, gray metal table and chairs. A worn carpet. And the requisite plain, round, stopped clock hanging on the wall. This one was stuck at twenty minutes past two.

      Once, when she was just a baby lawyer, she’d let a homicide detective know the clock had stopped so he could change the battery. He’d laughed for a full thirty seconds before explaining that the clock had been stuck on that time since before she earned her law degree. Nothing made a suspect antsier than sitting in a drab room, staring at two clock hands that didn’t move.

      She checked the time on her phone so she could orient herself. It was almost seven-thirty. The day had passed in a blur. She tried to remember the last meal she’d eaten and realized it had been breakfast at the camper. Before Joe had dropped her off to track the Lavoliers. No wonder there was a dull burning in her stomach. It was empty.

      The door banged open. Chief Bolton walked into the room with his hand on Henri’s elbow. The junior police officer—Soldan, she surmised—followed with Guillaume. Twin expressions of relief flooded the brothers’ faces when they saw her.

      A sharp pang of guilt hit her in the chest. She’d gotten them into this nightmare. She’d have to get them out of it.

      Bolton and Soldan led them to the table and gestured for them to sit. The Lavoliers lowered themselves into the chairs, keeping their eyes on her the entire time.

      She smiled and took the seat across from them then looked up at the police chief. “Please take off the handcuffs. They’re seventy-three years old.”

      “They killed a woman, Ms. Higgins. I don’t care if they’re card-carrying members of the AARP. I’m not indulging your death wish. You have ten minutes.”

      Bolton turned and walked out of the room, trailed by his officer.

      She waited until she heard the click of the lock in the tumbler, locking them inside. Then she leaned forward. “I’m so sorry about this. This is all a mistake. I’ll fix it. I promise.”

      Henri blinked but didn’t speak. Guillaume cleared his throat. “We would never hurt Annalise. She was our friend.”

      “I know. Were you confused when you said you did?”

      Henri shook his head. “We didn’t say we killed her.”

      Aroostine was about to remind him that he’d admitted to de-fleshing her, when Guillaume spoke again. “But we saw who did.”

      Her heart leapt against her rib cage. “You witnessed Annalise’s murder?”

      He nodded. “She asked if she could bring a friend to meet us. Someone who she said would be interested in our baskets.”

      Henri broke in. “I said no, but she kept asking. One day, she came with the man. We were unsure about him, so we hiked down to the rock pile to watch them, to try to get a sense of what kind of man he was.” He stopped.

      “And?” she prompted gently.

      Guillaume picked up the thread. “He was not a good man, I think. They were arguing.”

      “Could you hear what they were saying?”

      Guillaume searched his memory. “The optics. The man was mad about the optics of homeless men living on the bayou. He told her it was …” he shook his head and gave his brother a quizzical look.

      “It was a public safety debacle,” Henri recited the phrase like a child who’s memorized a poem.

      She wrinkled her brow, trying to make sense of their story.

      Guillaume continued, “Annalise grabbed his arm and tried to pull him toward the path to our home. He shook her off and she fell into the ravine.” His voice broke. “She didn’t move.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “The man went down and stood beside her. After a long time, he nudged her with his foot. Then he took a telephone from his pocket, like you have. He called someone. Then he ran.”

      Henri spoke again. “We waited until he left, then we hiked down to see if we could help her. But her neck was twisted. She was dead.”

      Questions were forming in her mind, piling up one after another, keeping time with her rapid-fire pulse. She took a long breath and admonished herself to be slow and methodical.

      The lock turned and the door opened. Governor Alcorn’s perky staffer stood in the doorway flanked by Bolton and Soldan. Her hands were planted on her hips and her mouth was a slash. She looked decidedly unperky.

      “Your time’s up.”

      Aroostine remained seated. “I’m not done here. I’m meeting with my clients.”

      “Yes, actually, you are done here. I’m admitted to practice in this jurisdiction and the governor’s authorized me to handle this matter until a prosecutor becomes available. Chief Bolton said you claim to be an attorney, too.”

      She gave Aroostine a long, pointed once over, which made Aroostine realize for the first time that she was still wearing her muddy clothes from the wildlife refuge. She didn’t even want to think about what her hair must look like. Then Mandy went on, “I checked. You may have a license to practice law, but you aren’t a member of the Louisiana bar. You can’t represent them.”

      Great. Just what she was hoping for. A jurisdictional pissing match. She pushed back her chair. “Actually, Mandy, I can. They’re residents of a federally designated area accused of a crime that occurred within that area. This isn’t a state matter. And, I’m the legal advocate attached to the Office of Tribal Affairs, another federal entity. The federal interest in this matter outweighs any state interest.”

      Aroostine knew her analysis of the jurisdictional issue had holes big enough for a first-year conflicts of law student to drive an appeal through, but she knew that any argument Mandy could make would be equally weak.

      Mandy must have known it, too, because she didn’t even try to advance a counterargument. Instead, she turned to the Lavolier twins.

      “Did you or did you not skin Annalise Beaufort?” she demanded.

      “Don’t answer that,” Aroostine said firmly.

      At the same time, Henri asked, “Skin?”

      “Remove her flesh,” Mandy spat the words.

      “Don’t answer that,” Aroostine repeated.

      “Yes,” the twins said in unison.

      Aroostine shook her head. “They’re confused.”

      “They’re confessed criminals,” Mandy retorted. “You just heard them.”

      “This is coerced. They’re under duress. They’ve been living in the woods since the 1940s. They don’t understand what they’re saying.”

      “Save it for a jury,” Mandy advised. “Now, unless and until you get a local attorney to sign on as co-counsel—and good luck with that—I’m going to advise you that your continued conversation will constitute unauthorized practice of the law. And I won’t think twice about filing an ethics complaint against you.”

      Aroostine searched the Lavoliers’ confused faces. “I’ll find you a defense attorney,” she promised. “Don’t talk to her.” She pointed at Mandy. “Or them.” She jabbed a finger at the police officers.

      She walked to the door. “Mike Felton’s been waiting to see them. I’d appreciate if you let him in.” She used the most conciliatory tone she could manage.

      “Of course,” Mandy said with an insincere smile. “I intend to see that they’re treated fairly.”

      “Of course,” Aroostine echoed numbly. She walked past Mandy out into the hall where Mike was waiting.

      “I did my best,” he said.

      “I know. Go ahead in and talk to them. Steer clear of the topic of Annalise Beaufort, okay? You can talk about their parents and weaving.”

      “Understood. And I should assume the police and Mandy Dixon are listening, right?”

      “Right.”

      He gave her a look of concern. “Are you going to be okay?”

      “I just need some air. I’m going to take a walk. I’ll be back in a bit.”

      As she headed outside, her phone vibrated in her pocket. She checked the display. Grace. She returned the device to her pocket and let the call roll to voicemail.

      [image: ]
* * *

      She walked all four sides of the Belle Rue town square before she stopped at a bench in the memorial garden in the center of the square to listen to Grace’s message.

      Aroostine, what’s going on down there? I just got a call from the Louisiana Governor’s Office. I’m quite sure you’re not interfering in any local criminal issues. Just make that clear to Governor Alcorn’s staff that you’re limiting your activities to helping the Atchafalayans with their basket situation. And call me. That’s a direct order.

      Aroostine thought for a long moment, remembering the last boss who’d given her a direct order. Then she pressed the button to delete the message. She stood and turned to head in the direction of the police station. Joe and the Whitehearts had no doubt arrived by now. She should go back and make sure that officious Dixon woman wasn’t giving them a hard time about seeing Guillaume and Henri. She could worry about Grace and the consequences later.

      As she crossed the street, a shadow passed overhead. She looked up to see a raptor on wing, its large wings stretched wide as it glided on a gust of wind, looking for its dinner. She watched it circle and then disappear into the night. And a jumble of voices filled her mind all at once.

      Patty Whiteheart saying, “The turkey vulture men weren’t revered the way medicine men were. They were sort of untouchables.”

      Jenny, “She went missing a year ago.”

      Eliza Rollins, “more of a plucking motion.”

      And finally the narration from the documentary about Atchafalayan culture, “When a tribe member died, he or she was buried temporarily by the so-called turkey buzzard men or turkey vulture men. These men, and occasionally women, held themselves apart from the rest of the tribe. They attended to the corpse for one year. On the anniversary of the death, they would disinter the body and pluck away the flesh.”

      Aroostine changed course, away from the police station, and began to run.
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      Where the devil is she? Joe worried, jiggling his leg as he sat on the uncomfortable wooden bench in the hallway of the police department.

      Mike Felton caught his eye and gave him a reassuring smile. “She just needed to clear her head,” he said for the umpteenth time. “Apparently things got a bit heated between her and Mandy.” He nodded his head in the direction of Governor Alcorn’s chief of staff.

      “Why is she even here?” Joe wondered.

      “That’s Louisiana politics for you. I’m just glad she didn’t kick up a fuss about the Whitehearts.”

      Joe nodded his agreement. Patty, Ray, and Jenny had been in with the Lavoliers for a good while now. It wasn’t so much due to Mandy Dixon’s magnanimity or even the police chief’s, though. Joe was fairly certain that Officer Soldan was firmly under Jenny Whiteheart’s spell. She’d really worked him over, flirting shamelessly in an effort to get permission to bring in food and two small statues, which she’d claimed had spiritual significance.

      After he’d picked his tongue up from the floor, Officer Soldan had ushered the three Whitehearts into the interview room, along with their bag of takeout and the two beaver totems.

      “What does the beaver signify for you, anyway?” he asked Mike.

      Mike looked surprised at the question. “We believe the beaver is a symbol of the protector. It’s also a symbol of the Pressler clan. Why do you ask?”

      Joe smiled to himself. “Just curious.” He couldn’t wait to tell Roo. If she ever turned up.
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      Eliza affixed the tissue sample to the glass slide and labeled it neatly. She stifled a yawn. Spending the day playing detective had put her behind in her actual work. It was going to be a late night.

      She walked out into the front hall to refill her water glass. That’s when she heard the commotion at the front of the building. Her pulse hammered in her ear as she walked toward the noise. Someone was banging furiously at the door.

      She peeked through the blinds on the front window. It was Aroostine Higgins. Eliza hesitated. Aroostine pounded again.

      Eliza walked to the door and unlocked it. She opened it, trying to beat back the feeling of apprehension that threatened to swallow her.

      “I need your help,” Aroostine said breathlessly, as if she’d been running.

      Eliza blinked and looked behind Aroostine to make sure she wasn’t being chased or otherwise in danger. There was no one else in sight.

      “Please.”

      “I don’t think it’s appropriate for us to be talking, Ms. Higgins. In fact, I really think you—”

      “You performed the autopsy on Annalise Beaufort, right?” Aroostine spoke over her in a rushed, urgent voice.

      “Of course.”

      “And you concluded she’d been skinned?”

      Despite herself, Eliza winced. “Yes.”

      “Post-mortem?”

      “Good lord, yes. Isn’t that bad enough?” Eliza didn’t even want to imagine the other option.

      Aroostine raised her eyebrows. “I suppose that depends on whether you respect the Atchafalaya people’s death rituals or not?”

      “Excuse me?” Eliza shook her head as if she were trying to get water out of her ear.

      “Traditionally, before the Catholic missionaries arrived in Louisiana, the Atchafalaya relied on individual tribe members they called the turkey buzzard men or turkey vulture men to take care of the bodies of the dead. Did you know that?”

      She searched her memory. “No, I can’t say that I ever heard that before. How exactly did they take care of the bodies?”

      “They buried the dead, but only temporarily. As you no doubt know, the water table here is—“

      “Very high,” Eliza supplied. “Yes, it’s why New Orleans’ infamous aboveground cemeteries exist. Bodies buried underground had an unfortunate tendency to sometimes rise to the surface.”

      “And those bodies would be horribly bloated and unpleasant, wouldn’t they?”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” she informed her.

      “Okay, right. And that condition would be upsetting to the Atchafalayan people who traditionally treated their ancestors’ bones with great honor.”

      “It would be upsetting to anyone,” Eliza agreed. “But I don’t see where you’re going with this.” She considered whether she had the nerve to close the door in the woman’s face.

      Aroostine continued, “The turkey vulture men had the sacred task of disinterring a body after one year.”

      “They dug them back up?”

      “Yes. Exactly one year after they’d been buried. How long was Annalise Beaufort missing?”

      Eliza could tell from her tone that she already knew, but she answered the question anyway. “A year.”

      Aroostine let that hang on the air for a moment before she went on. “After digging up the body, the turkey vulture men would tend to their most important task. They would remove all the flesh from the bones, picking them clean and preparing the skeleton for its ultimate burial with the bones of its ancestors.”

      “I’ve … I’ve never heard of such a custom.” Eliza heard herself stammer.

      “I’m sure you haven’t. But I’ll bet Henri and Guillaume Lavolier have.”

      Eliza’s brain went into analytical overdrive. Synapses fired, activating neurons to test whether this story fit the physical evidence she’d seen.

      “Are you telling me the Lavolier twins de-fleshed Annalise Beaufort’s corpse in an effort to comply with some ancient death ritual?”

      “I believe so.”

      “And they buried her for a year beforehand?”

      “I think so.”

      Eliza thought some more. The hypothesis, bizarre as it was, was consistent with the condition of the body. But it didn’t change anything.

      “This is all very interesting, and I mean that genuinely. But, so what?” Eliza knew she sounded rude, but she was tired and had too much work to do to waste time on an extended anthropology lecture, no matter how fascinating it may be.

      “The Lavoliers didn’t kill her. They just tended to her body. That means, there’s still a murderer out there somewhere. I’d think that would be of interest to your friend, Chief Bolton.”

      “What makes you so sure? They could have killed her and taken care of her corpse,” Eliza countered.

      Aroostine shook her head. “She was their friend—literally their only friend in the world. She was their lifeline to the outside. She sold their baskets and gave them money and food. They’re mourning her. They aren’t murderers. Besides, they told me they saw her arguing with a man who pushed her. It sounds like she broke her neck when she fell.”

      “I don’t know,” Eliza hedged. “One of them could have pushed her—it could have been an accident.”

      “That’s not what happened.”

      Eliza realized she was chewing on a ragged cuticle. She hurriedly shoved her hands into her lab coat pockets. “What do you want me to do?”

      Aroostine smiled. “I need you talk to Chief Bolton. Governor Alcorn’s errand girl is never going to let me get in to see him, and he wouldn’t believe me anyway. But he’ll listen to you. Tell him about the turkey vulture men and convince him that the state of the corpse is consistent with having been buried for twelve months, then dug up and de-fleshed. I mean, it is, isn’t it?”

      “It could be. It’s really hard to pinpoint how long a body’s decomposed. There are so many factors. I’d have to call in a forensic anthropologist to be sure.” Eliza could feel the anxiety building in her chest.

      “Okay. But could you say that the condition of Mrs. Beaufort’s corpse isn’t inconsistent with being buried, dug up, and picked clean?”

      Eliza thought carefully. “Yes, I could say that.”

      “Will you?”

      Eliza closed her eyes and tried to imagine how she would feel if her closest friend were murdered. She realized her closest friend was Fred. If he were killed, she’d be devastated. If he were killed, and she were accused of the crime, she’d be crushed, hopeless. The twins’ dirty, frightened faces, lined with decades of living in the harshest of conditions, filled her mind. She opened her eyes to find Aroostine staring at her.

      “Yes.”
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      Aroostine hurried Eliza into the police department, eager to get her in to see Bolton before the woman changed her mind or lost her nerve. Joe was sitting on the bench just inside the doors.

      “Hey,” she said.

      He looked up with a tired smile, “I was about to give up on you. Where’ve you been?” He looked at the coroner with curiosity.

      “I’ll fill you in,” she promised. “Did Mike leave?”

      “Yeah, he took the Whitehearts home.”

      “What about that Mandy woman?”

      He raised both eyebrows. “She’s still here. Last I saw her, she was giving Officer Soldan grief for letting Henri and Guillaume eat dinner. They’re sleeping, by the way.”

      She nodded. She imagined they were beyond exhausted. “I’ll be right back.” She piloted the doctor down the hallway to Chief Bolton’s office.

      They stopped just in front of the door. Aroostine searched Eliza’s face. “Please do your best to convince him. We’re all counting on you.”

      Eliza gulped and looked back at her, wide-eyed. “I will,” she promised. Then she cocked her head to the side in a get out of here gesture before raising her hand to knock on the door.

      Aroostine left her there and hurried back to Joe. She’d done what she could. It was in Eliza’s hands now. She sank down beside her husband on the unforgiving bench.

      He smiled at her. “Want to hear something neat?”

      “Sure.” She rested her head against his shoulder.

      “The Whitehearts gave Henri and Guillaume these little wooden beaver statues. Apparently, the beaver symbolizes a protector for the Atchafalayans.”

      She felt a smile blooming on her lips. “Really?”

      He smiled back. “Yeah.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Fred stared at Eliza as he tried to process the tale she was spinning. His stomach clenched and he fumbled in his pocket for a fistful of antacids. He popped them in his mouth as discretely as he could and tried to chew them silently.

      To no avail.

      “When are you going to see a doctor about that stomach ulcer?”

      He ignored the question and asked one of his own. “So, you really think the twins buried Annalise Beaufort’s body, waited a year, and then dug it back up to pick the bones clean in keeping with some old Atchafalayan ritual?”

      “I really do.”

      “You know how outlandish that sounds, right?”

      She shrugged. “I know it’s not inconsistent with the condition of her body, Fred. I also know you’re not the kind of man to railroad someone just to make a politician happy.”

      He winced at the mention of politics. He thought involving Alcorn’s office would be a smart play, but, as turned out, his staffer was a real stickler. She’d chewed Soldan out but good. And she seemed to have taken up residence in the spare office with no plans to leave.

      Eliza went on in her soft, reasonable voice. “They admitted to taking the flesh off the corpse. But you heard them yourself. They denied killing her.”

      Acid and uncertainty swirled in his stomach. “I’m gonna have to let them go, aren’t I?”

      “I don’t think you have the evidence to hold them, do you?”

      He shook his head then sighed deeply. “Guess I better go talk to Mandy.”
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      Eliza walked along the hallway and stopped in front of the bench. Aroostine raised her head from Joe’s shoulder and looked up at her expectantly.

      “How’d it go?” she asked, keeping her voice neutral even though everything was riding on the answer.

      The coroner smiled. “He letting Mandy know that he’s going to cut the Lavoliers loose in light of the physical evidence.”

      A wave of gratitude rolled through Aroostine’s tired body. Tears of relief filled her eyes. “Thank you, Doctor Rollins.”

      “You’re welcome. Good night.” She nodded to both of them and covered a yawn with her hand as she moved toward the door.

      Joe squeezed Aroostine’s shoulder. “We can drop Henri and Guillaume off at the Whiteheart place. Patty said they could stay with them once they got out.”

      “Everyone assumed they were getting out, huh?”

      He smiled. “We knew we could count on you.”

      She started to laugh but her joy was cut short by the sound of Mandy shouting.

      Uh-oh. She squared her shoulders and stood to meet Mandy and Fred as they rounded the corner, arguing.

      “You simply can’t release two feral men, chief. Even if the evidence doesn’t support the theory that they killed Mrs. Beaufort—which frankly, I find questionable—they admitted to defiling her corpse. That’s a crime, too, you do realize?”

      Aroostine cleared her throat and stepped between Mandy and Fred. “It’s not a crime if they acted in the exercise of their genuinely held Native American religious beliefs,” she said. “And I’m sure you realize that, as a fellow attorney and all.”

      Mandy sighed, a mixture of defeat and exasperation. “I realize they have a First Amendment right that may be in play,” she allowed.

      She took a deep breath, as if she were trying to calm herself, and then turned away from Aroostine and back to the police chief.

      “I’m sorry for raising my voice,” she said in a measured, polite tone. She smiled tightly, “But surely you understand the governor’s position on this. It’s a matter of optics. It would be a public safety debacle if the voters hear that you’ve simply released these men.”

      The police chief scrunched up his face as if he had indigestion. He seemed to be lost in thought.

      Mandy continued. “You look to be weighing the risk. That’s good. I think if you’re honest with yourself, you’ll see that the only sane decision is to hold them, at least overnight. Look at it this way, a jail cell is a step up from their usual accommodations. I’m going to use the ladies’ room while you think it over. I’m sure you’ll come to the right decision without my having to involve the governor.”

      She let the gentle threat hang on the air as she walked away, toward the restrooms.

      “Optics,” Chief Bolton said in a thoughtful tone as he watched her go. “Did you hear that?” he turned and looked intently at Aroostine.

      He had been eavesdropping. “Public safety debacle,” she replied.

      “She’s trying to protect him.” It was a statement, not a question.

      She locked eyes with the police chief for a moment then said, “I think I need to use the facilities, too. Joe, do you want to get Henri and Guillaume settled into the truck?”

      Joe shifted his gaze to Bolton. “Uh, sure, if we’re sure we’re leaving.”

      Bolton bobbed his head in a rapid decisive movement. “Soldan will help you get them signed out. It shouldn’t take long since they don’t have any personal effects. Ms. Higgins, I’ll show you where the bathrooms are.”

      She smiled. “Great.”

      They set off after Mandy.

      As they trotted down the hall, he muttered under his breath, “Are you sure you’re up for this?”

      No. She wasn’t in the least bit sure. But she wasn’t about to let Mandy Dixon walk out of this building.

      “Positive,” she whispered back.

      “Good, but I was talking to myself.”
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      Aroostine squared her shoulders. The police chief started to mumble some hurried last-minute instructions, but she shook her head. Her first mentor had always said ‘Everyone has a plan until they take one on the chin.’ They didn’t have time to waste on a plan she was just going to scrap in the moment.

      She pushed open the heavy restroom door, stepped inside, and scanned the row of stalls. But Mandy was already standing at the far sink, washing her hands. Mandy smiled at her in the mirror.

      “I hope there are no hard feelings,” Mandy began. “I know you’re just doing your job. And I’m just doing mine.”

      She turned off the water. Aroostine pulled an unbleached paper towel from the holder and handed it across the sink to her.

      “I don’t think I could do your job,” she observed as Mandy dried her hands.

      “Oh? Why’s that?” Mandy’s voice held polite curiosity.

      “I’m not sure I could take a position where the job description included covering up my boss’s crimes.”

      Mandy’s blue-green eyes popped. “Pardon?”

      Aroostine leaned against the sink with her back to the mirror, casually positioning herself in Mandy’s path to the door. “I imagine he killed her accidentally. And that would have been hard to weather politically, for sure. But this is going to be so much worse, Mandy.”

      Mandy was frozen, speechless.

      She continued, “The cover up is always, always worse than the crime. Everybody who’s ever watched a TV show knows that. How’s it going to look now? He left her body to rot on the bayou. And then tried to frame two innocent, elderly men for his action. I don’t think that’s going to resonate with the voters, do you?”

      Mandy forced her mouth to take a vaguely smile-shaped position. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “So close, and yet so far. You almost made it. He nearly got away with it. The election’s, what, next week?”

      “Again, Ms. Higgins, I have no idea what you mean.”

      “Aren’t you even curious what gave it away?”

      Mandy didn’t answer.

      “Word for word, you repeated the buzzwords the Lavoliers heard from the killer. Optics. Public safety debacle. They didn’t craft those constituent-friendly sound bites all by themselves in the woods. They heard Annalise Beaufort’s killer saying them into his phone. He called you. His trusted chief of staff. I’m trying to imagine what happened next. You told him you’d take care of it. But when you got there, the body was gone, wasn’t it? I wonder if that was a relief or a new worry.”

      Mandy blinked several times, as if forcing herself out of a trance. Then she bolted past Aroostine, headed for the door. Aroostine let her go.

      She barreled straight into Chief Bolton, who was standing, legs planted and handcuffs dangling from one hand, waiting for her. He caught her with one arm and started to intone the Constitutional magic words. “Mandy Dixon, you’re under arrest. You have the right to remain silent.”
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      He’d always known this day would come eventually. And when it finally did, it came as a relief—a respite from the torture of his own thoughts and his dreams of Annalise.

      Shedding the weight of his secret was like removing a heavy chain from around his neck. He laughed at that irony as the metal bracelets were tightened around his wrists.

      He raised his head and fixed his eyes in front him.

      “Okay, Governor, it’s time to go.”

      He followed the police officer out of his ornate corner office, leaving behind the trappings of prestige that he’d tried so hard to cling to.

      He kept his eyes fixed ahead and never once glanced back as he walked through the halls of the capitol building, branded a criminal.

      I’m sorry, Annalise.

      He was sorry.

      But he was also glad. Because he knew that this night, the first night in more than a year, his sleep would be undisturbed by memory or ghosts.
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      The Whitehearts’ back patio was standing room only. Mike and Joe were manning the barbeque, while Patty passed out cold drinks. Jenny and Officer Soldan were slow dancing in the grass, undeterred by the lack of music. Henri and Guillaume had gathered a group of reservation kids for an impromptu language lesson. Diane Pressler had taught her sons both the family patterns and the language. They were now the answer to all Mike Felton’s budgetary woes. They were leading the language classes and exchanging weaving lessons with the Whitehearts.

      Ray, meanwhile, was currently midway through giving a weaving lesson of his own. He was teaching Eliza how to make a simple tray. The doctor’s fine motor skills were, not surprisingly, quite good and she looked to be a fast learner.

      Aroostine smiled at all the activity as she wended her way through the sea of strangers. The entire tribe had apparently turned out for the celebration. She crossed the patio and joined Fred Bolton near the retaining wall. He was surveying the chaos with a cold beer in hand.

      “Everything look okay, chief?” she asked, raising her own drink in greeting.

      He nodded. “I’ve never seen Eliza so comfortable in a big crowd,” he remarked more to himself than to her. Then he shifted his attention away from the coroner. “You folks pull out tomorrow?”

      “Yep. It’s time for us to head home.”

      “And everything’s okay back at the office?” He gave her a close look that made her wonder what he’d heard.

      “Everything’s good. My boss had gotten a call from Governor Alcorn’s office and left me a voicemail ordering me not to interfere in your investigation, but she seems to think I must not have received it.” She smiled to herself.

      Grace never asked whether she’d listened to the voicemail. She never brought up the ‘direct order’ at all. And that was fine by Aroostine. When she’d decided to ignore the message, she’d been at peace with the risk she was taking. But she wasn’t going to deny that she was glad she still had a job.

      Fred nodded his head and sipped his beer. “Good boss.”

      “She is.” After a moment, she said, “Speaking of bosses …”

      “Alcorn’s not hanging Mandy out to dry, which frankly is something of a surprise,” he said. “He’s admitted his role. That doesn’t get her off the hook, though. He pushed Annalise and went along with the cover up. But Mandy made most of the terrible decisions. When she went out to the refuge and the body wasn’t there, it was her idea to send a letter with a French postmark to Cal to make it seem like Annalise had run off.”

      “I’m sure they both thought that would be the end of it,” Aroostine said.

      “I’m sure they did. But then when the bones appeared a year later and were identified as Annalise Beaufort’s remains, Mandy was the genius who placed a call to Cal from the refuge building.”

      “Has she said why?” Mandy had secured the services of a well-known criminal defense attorney out of Shreveport and, from what Aroostine had heard, he was encouraging her to cooperate with the authorities.

      “Yeah,” he pulled on his beer. “Seems she thought it must have been Chuck Silver who dug up the bones. Not sure where she got that idea, but she figured if she cast suspicion on him as having had an affair with Annalise, he’d be the prime suspect in her murder. Dumb.”

      “It was pretty dumb of Buddy Alcorn to go along with it, too.”

      “No argument there. A power-obsessed politician and an overzealous, overly loyal chief of staff make for a bad combination.”

      “I can’t believe they really were going to let the Lavoliers take the fall,” she said.

      “Never underestimate man’s ability to justify just about anything in his self-interest,” Bolton said philosophically.

      She sipped her drink. “I guess they thought the potential reward was worth the risk.”

      “They thought wrong.”

      “They did,” she agreed. She hesitated. Playing Cupid wasn’t really in her nature, but she was leaving in the morning, so she plowed ahead. “Some risks are worth taking though.”

      He gave her a curious look. “Is that so?”

      “Yep. Say for instance, going over there and asking Doctor Rollins to dance.”

      “There’s no music.”

      “That’s not stopping your junior officer,” she pointed out.

      Bolton chuckled. “He’s young and stupid.”

      “And if you let Eliza slip through your fingers, you’ll be old and stupid—if you don’t mind my saying.”

      He gave her a look that suggested he did mind her saying but then he shrugged. “Hell, I guess you’re right. You only live once.”

      “As far as I know,” she agreed.

      He extended his hand. She shook it.

      “If you and your husband ever make your way back to the bayou, you look me up, you hear?”

      “Absolutely.”

      He chucked his empty beer into the recycling bin and headed toward Eliza, stopping to pick up two more cold ones on his way across the patio. Then he whispered something to Patty. A moment later, the sound of music, a scratchy radio station playing, filled the air. Aroostine laughed.

      Joe walked up beside her with a plate full of food. “Hot off the grill,” he said, handing her a fork.

      “Thanks.”

      “What was that all about?” he asked, nodding toward Chief Bolton’s back.

      “Oh, just giving him a little pep talk.”

      “A pep talk about what?”

      She took another sip of iced tea before answering, “About taking calculated risks.”

      He raised an eyebrow at her answer. “Sounds like a pretty heavy topic of discussion for a cookout.”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe. But I figure I ought to take my own advice once in a while.”

      He tilted his head. “What’s that mean?”

      She removed the plate from his hands and placed it alongside her empty glass on the low wall. She held out her hand. “Wanna dance?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Thank You!

        

      

    
    
      Roo and Joe will be back in their next adventure soon! If you enjoyed this book, I’d love it if you’d help introduce others to the series.

      Share it. This book is lending-enabled; so please lend your copy to a friend.

      Review it. Consider posting a short review to help other readers decide whether they might enjoy it.

      Connect with me. Stop by my Facebook page for book updates, cover reveals, pithy quotes about coffee, and general time-wasting.

      Sign up. To be the first to know when I have a new release, sign up for my email newsletter. I only send emails when I have book news—I promise.

      While I’m busy writing the next Aroostine book, if you haven’t read my Sasha McCandless or my We Sisters Three series, you can pick up the first in either (or both!) for free:
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        Author’s Note

      

      

      The Atchafalaya Tribe is a fictional Native American tribe. During a family trip to Lafayette, Louisiana, I visited the Chitimacha Museum in Charenton, Louisiana, and found myself caught up by the tribe’s history—in particular, the history of its basket weavers. As I researched the Chitimacha and the Choctaw (another tribe that continues to employ similar traditional methods of split cane basket weaving and that also had “turkey vulture men”), the idea for Calculated Risk coalesced. I chose to make up a tribe that is informed and inspired by the cultures and traditions of the Chitimacha and the Choctaw because I knew I couldn’t do their rich histories justice. Similarly, although St. Mary’s Parish is a real place in Louisiana, the town of Belle Rue exists only within these pages (and my overactive imagination). This Yankee knew she wasn’t up for the task of portraying an actual bayou town! ;-)

      All that said, if you’re interested in learning more about the Chitimacha and the Choctaw, their respective websites are a great place to start your journey: http://www.chitimacha.gov/history-culture/tribal-history and https://www.choctawnation.com/.
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