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            In the bayou, nothing disappears. It only waits.
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Introduction

The Storm
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There was mud everywhere on the feeder road. It must have rained heavily while he’d been gone. A series of lightning strikes illuminated the distant horizon and then subsided. Chris Mouton—feeling the drop in barometric pressure in his bones—drove as fast as he could, like a maniac, avoiding the potholes, scattering wet pebbles under the tires of his truck, hoping to make it to safety before the heavens opened up and drenched the world. But already the winds were picking up and trying to blow him off the road. He could feel the strength of the gusts beating down on his truck, making it shudder, and he held on to the steering wheel as well as his meager frame allowed him to. 

He looked up at the blackening sky and frowned. It would be tight, but he might still make it. Judging by the distance of the lightning, and a lifetime of experience in the wild and inhospitable swamps of Louisiana, he calculated that he had enough time. But just barely. He dreaded the idea of being stuck in the middle of a storm out in the open. Once the deluge arrived, the roads would flood within minutes and become impassable. He could easily be swept away, big heavy truck or not. And it wasn’t so much that he was afraid of dying by drowning—God knew that everyone must die somehow, sometime—but he couldn’t bear the thought of not being in control of his own destiny. This was his life, his story, and he still had so much left to do. He would have to leave the dying for some other time. Right now, he needed to get home.

Suddenly, appearing out of nowhere, a scraggly brown dog ran across the road, right in front of the truck. He slammed on the brakes, startled, and the truck skidded to a stop. He gasped. He’d barely missed running the dog over, poor beast. He felt a pang of sorrow for it, out in this weather. He hoped dearly that it had a home, or at least a safe shelter, to run back to. 

He took a few deep breaths and waited for his heart to stop pounding. Damned weather. It made you do stupid stuff. He should have been paying attention to the road, and he should have been wearing his seat belt. 

He found the seat belt wedged behind the cushion, and he put it on. Minutes wasted—he grumbled—and the storm approaching fast. He looked around for the dog, but it had vanished. Nor was there another car on this stretch of the road as far as he could see. He hadn’t passed one in forever. This was such a lonely stretch. Usually, he enjoyed the soothing solace of an empty road. But not on a day like this. Should he get in trouble this far from civilization, he would be on his own. He needed to be more cautious. 

At the next intersection, he stopped, and with his left arm, wiped the fog off the windows and the moist sweat off his brow. He worried about missing the turn-off toward Mudville. 

The wind had picked up big time now, flinging leaves and smaller branches at his window like projectiles, swirling around the truck, blinding him, disorienting him. 

Knowing in his guts that his turn-off should be but a few hundred feet ahead, he drove on watchfully, upper body leaning into the steering wheel—the sweat pouring down his face, into his eyes—trying to see through the clumps of dirt and other flying debris, face as close to the front windshield as possible. His anxiety level increased as he counted the distance from the last intersection in his head and almost forgot to breathe until he saw the dead tree leaning against the abandoned remnants of the rotting fence that was his landmark.

Whew, he sighed with relief. He was almost there. He hated being away too long. He hated being around people and having to play nice. He was socially awkward and never knew what to say or how to behave. He was better off on his own, where nobody expected anything from him. Every day he thanked his dearly departed mother for having left him this little swamp house that was his safe haven.

Within minutes he was at the next turn-off, and he couldn’t help smiling when he saw his shack, its rusted aluminum roofing peeking out from behind the clusters of trees and overgrown bamboo. Yup, it was still there—home—shaking under the onslaught of the approaching storm. 

He had heard on the radio earlier that the tropical storm would become a hurricane by the time it landed, and he didn’t doubt it. Already the gusts of wind arrived with brief, violent showers that pounced on the ground with peppered force, and disappeared within seconds, as fast as they had come, followed by that howling wind that put the fear of God into your bones. 

As pleased as he was to be finally home, he cursed under his breath that he had wasted precious time. He hesitated. Didn’t seem like he would have a chance to board up the windows. Didn’t seem like he would even have the chance to unload the plywood for them from the bed of the truck. Shoot, he told himself, I’m too late.

He jumped out of his truck and ran to the door. He brushed away the swirling leaves that hit his face and got into his hair. He had to hurry. At least he should close the windows properly and fasten those worthless outdoor wooden shutters that were probably going to blow away at the first gust of wind unless they were boarded up. 

He looked up at the sky, at a straggling flock of squawking birds flying away in a rush, and at the dark, angry clouds accumulating with a vengeance over his head. The weather looked threatening, but it was still holding. He decided that he would put up as many boards as possible before the full strength of the hurricane winds came his way, and he picked up some heavy-duty leather gloves and began unloading the truck. 

Chris worked hard. He worked fast. Years of experience made the process automatic. He had the tools, he had the knowledge, and the anxiety gave him a speed he rarely experienced. He was usually more of a laid-back beer drinker who took his time to accomplish stuff. But he loved his shack, and today, anxiety lent him wings. 

His shack—his home—was in a small clearing surrounded by forest lands, and swamps, and gigantic centenarian trees that had already been saplings when the French had stepped foot in Louisiana for the first time in the year 1717 or so. Its lonely location was its safety, but it was what made it so vulnerable as well. A fire, a bad storm, and out there, nobody would ever find out that someone might have lived in that secluded shack and died.

Before he finished nailing up the last board, he turned around toward the thick of the shrubbery, thinking that he had heard something, but there wasn’t anything there. Just a quick light brown shadow that seemed to whizz by, and then nothing. Some wild animal, running from the storm. He had no neighbors, and he lived alone. Nobody ever came all the way out there into this Southern nothingness but him. Or his brother, when he needed something. Of course, there wasn’t anyone there.

Pleasantly surprised that the weather had held long enough, he finished nailing on his last plywood board and walked to the house, fighting the wind. He thought he heard a small girl crying out a name repeatedly like she was calling for her cat or her dog, and he turned to look toward the swamp, startled, but nothing. Of course, nothing. He was imagining things again. That was what always happened when he stopped taking his pills. Or was it because of the pills? Chris shook his head and went into the house, locking all the locks on the door behind him. Then he walked from window to window, testing each one of them, making sure that they were all secure.

But he couldn’t stop thinking of the little girl. Was she real, or was she a ghost? Was she out there? Was she lost? Did she need help? He couldn’t let it go. By habit, he walked to the window to look out, but it was boarded. He shrugged. There was no way to look out.  He would just have to let it go. He took a beer out of the refrigerator and pulled the tab off. The cold froth sprinkled his face, and he laughed. It was always that same excitement, opening a can of beer.

He pretended to forget the little girl and drank his beer, but he drank it down fast, in big gulps. He couldn’t get her out of his mind. He decided he was going to go outside and see, real quick, make sure that she wasn’t lost, or in some kind of trouble. He couldn’t just sit down and enjoy his hurricane in peace when there could be someone out there needing help, now could he?

When he stepped through the door, it slammed against the wall behind him, and almost blew off its hinges. The wind had picked up tremendously. It was going to be a big one, they said. Everyone, get out while you can, they had said. But Chris was going nowhere. He had survived every major hurricane that had struck South Louisiana in this same shack ever since he had been a kid, and he wasn’t about to run now. No, sir. He had enough beer for two weeks at least, plenty of dried meats, and a larder full of canned goods big enough to feed him for two straight years. Then, there was all that bottled water, and of course his beloved generator. That blessed thing had been his paw-paw’s, and it was still running as good as it had back when. Yup. He wasn’t going nowhere.

He stepped onto the front porch and admired the all-powerful strength of the storm, feeling it in his bones, in his soul, sheltered in a corner from the worst of it. He inhaled with his eyes closed. The air smelled of rain. It smelled of impending storm. 

The bushes and the weeds shuddered under the onslaught of the wind, and soon, huge fat drops of water began plopping on their big shiny leaves, making drip-drip sounds before they slipped onto the wet ground. He opened his eyes, amazed and humbled by the power of nature. Smaller trees were bending over, from side to side, as if following a rhythm of their own, left and right, left and right. Soon the dancing would be over, and they would be torn out of the ground and thrown aside like so much refuse. Bigger trees would lean over for a while, and after they could lean no more, they would get picked up by the hurricane winds and pulled out of the ground. They would twirl around and around in their own tornado, their roots dangling about them, flinging the dirt and the worms, and the ants and everything else that lived on that tree, onto the ground, and the wind wouldn’t stop until everything was dead. Dead. He had seen that before, so many times.  

Then he heard the cry again, and it startled him out of his complacency. He squinted toward the thick of the forest, trying to see through the gathering darkness. This time he knew he hadn’t imagined it. It had been loud enough to be heard over the howling wind, and he knew exactly where it had come from, too. He patted his side where he carried the gun in its holster and picked up the machete from the floor by the front door, and with his courage right where it belonged, he started walking that way.

Things scratched his face as they were blown by the wind. Some of them even hurt. Pecans, small twigs, pinecones, God knew what else. But he didn’t falter. He brushed his face. He was going to find out what was going on. And if someone out there was in trouble, he was going to do something about it. His conscience wouldn’t allow him anything less.

He followed the path, cutting shrubs down with his machete where he had to. He knew his way around every bush, every swampy puddle, every cypress tree. And on he went, obsessed, bowing his head against the wind. Within minutes, complete darkness fell, and he unhooked his flashlight from his belt. Not that it was going to be needed much, because lightning kept striking methodically, sort of keeping the way in front of him illumined. With that and the flashlight, he would be okay. Besides, it wasn’t like he could ever get lost, right? 

The wind was intense. The rain was pouring so hard now that he could barely see two feet in front of him. The full force of the hurricane had arrived. The sludge under his feet quickly became deep and slippery, and it sucked him down, turning every step into a struggle with the muddy ground that was trying to swallow him.

Then, suddenly, a small tree, a sapling, got uprooted, lifted into the air and tossed right in front of him, barely missing him. And then another one. And then, whole clumps of vegetation flew in front of his eyes, and he knew that if he didn’t move, he would be next.

This was not good. Maybe he had been too hasty. He hadn’t heard the cry in a while. For all he knew, he had imagined hearing the voice. Wouldn’t have been the first time either. He stopped. This was ridiculous. He was going to go back home. But where was he? How far had he walked? He turned about, suddenly disoriented. He looked around to see which way he had come from. The trees were all so tall, so dense, and the wet night so disorienting, that he felt suddenly lost. And that howling wind!

He groaned with despair, turning around and around, trying so hard not to panic, thinking about what to do next, when he saw it. He didn’t believe it, but he did see it. An enormous alligator, white as a demon ghost, shining as if it was made of light, slowly making its way through the trees, barely a few feet from him. He stopped and stood still, scared to breathe. He had never seen any gator this big in his whole long life. Gaping, he watched as the beast made its progress slowly heading away from him, never looking his way. But that was not what took his breath away, no. It was what the alligator had in its mouth. The unholy creature was dragging the body of a man, his blood obscenely red against the maw of the shiny white beast.

Chris finally reacted and took his gun out and got ready to shoot, but his guts failed him. Before he knew what he was doing, he realized he was running away, running as fast as the wind, as fast as he had ever run before. The man had been alive, God absolve me, he would never forget, and he would never be able to forgive himself. The man had been alive, and—like a coward—he had run away. 
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Chapter 1 

The Party
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Odette Alves stepped discreetly into the crowded ballroom, sticking close to the wall, staying behind the enormous flower arrangements that were strewn about the magnificent room on marble columns and display tables. A small orchestra—in a recess at the end of the hall—played softly for the beautiful people of Half Moon Bay who mingled and gossiped and laughed happily, tended to by an army of waiters and waitresses carrying drinks and hors d’oeuvres on shiny silver trays. 

She looked toward the balcony and saw right away that Vinnie was there already, waiting. She had business with him tonight, but she didn’t want to be seen. She found it frustrating that she had to sneak around like this. Vinnie had a way of always complicating things. She also found it imprudent. If they ever got caught, they would both go down like dead weight in the murky swamps.

A waiter walked by, carrying in one hand a large silver platter full of champagne flutes, and Odette deftly picked one off, without being seen or felt by the young man. For a second, she admired his youthful good looks and the tight, well-formed body in the festive uniform, but then her focus shifted back to the job at hand. Objective: deliver the artifact. End result: a decent wad of cash. Or, if everything failed, well, she refused to entertain that thought.

Odette drank up the golden bubbly liquid in the champagne flute and placed it on the corner of a table, and she pulled down the black lace on her small evening hat so that her face was partially concealed. She hoped that it would be enough to make her hard to recognize. Then, swallowing hard, she walked straight to the balcony.

Meantime, two well-dressed men began arguing politics in the middle of the room, and everyone turned to look in their direction. Perfect distraction. She looked at her watch and smiled. Trust her friends to deliver. It was such an age-old deception, two men to distract a crowd, and yet it still worked. But she must hurry up. You didn’t keep a man like Vinnie Chauvin waiting.

She pulled the balcony doors sideways, and they slid open in perfect silence. Vinnie—her beautiful, handsome, debonair Vinnie—was leaning on the balcony rail, the town, and the whole bay at his feet.

Rain was on the way. A low rumbling shook the sky, and a tight group of menacingly dark, angry clouds floated by, obscuring the twinkling of the stars, plunging the sparkling waters of the bay into darkness.

It smelled of rain, too, and of the pleasant musky cologne that Vinnie Chauvin was so fond of. She inhaled the heady scents with her eyes closed. What a shame that men didn’t much wear cologne anymore. These days—at best—you would get their body odor, with the stale breath of booze, or not enough mouth wash. But Vinnie was all man. Didn’t she know it?

“Hello, ma belle,” he said, turning around, and giving her that dazzling snake-charmer smile that he was so famous for. “Long time no see.”

Odette pulled up the lace from her face and leaned in for a peck on the cheeks. Vinnie looked good. Healthy, prosperous, full of vitality. It was always such a pleasure to see him.

“It’s a shame that we have to sneak around like this, Vinnie. We never have quality time together anymore.”

“I know, sha. But I’ll be free after the party if you want to come back and spend the night. We haven’t done that in a long time.”

“I’d love to do that, Vinnie. I’ll come back.” Odette’s heart pounded with desire, remembering the pleasure of feeling his warm skin against her naked body, and she sighed. Vinnie always had that effect on her. “I’ll come in by the back door as usual.”

“Wonderful. That’s great. Now, did you bring me something?”

“I sure did.” Odette looked back toward the room and noticed that by now, the argument had escalated, and her friends were about to hit each other. The guests had gotten even closer to them, surrounding them, full of curiosity. Then, assured that nobody was paying any attention to her, she pulled a package out of her purse, rolled in yellow silk, and handed it to Vinnie. “Be careful when you open it,” she said. “It’s in two pieces.”

“Thank you, sha. Come back after midnight, and we’ll settle.”

“Why always the cloak and dagger stuff, Vinnie?”

“I promised to deliver it tonight. But I’ll see you later. I want to talk to you, anyway.”

“About what, Vinnie?”

“About us, ma belle. I miss you too much to see you so seldom. Maybe it’s time that we made plans for the future. Together. But you better hurry now. The guests are losing interest in your friends.”

And it was true. It was time to go. Odette pulled the lace back over her face and slipped out as the first drops of rain began to fall. She looked back at Vinnie one last time as she slid close the balcony doors behind her. There he was, smiling like a contented cat, that irrepressible snake-charmer smile, looking out into the horizon. She couldn’t help herself. Despite everything, she was still madly and desperately in love with him. Then, with a sigh, she stepped behind a column and disappeared.
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Chapter 2

Party II
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The windshield wipers swished lazily left and right, left and right, slapping away big, fat, random drops of rain as the skies shook with lightning and with rumbles of thunder, announcing the oncoming storm. It was not the best night to have an opening party for a new art collection at the Gallery, but the distraction-starved beautiful people of Half Moon Bay didn’t care and flocked to the event anyway. 

Brooks—dressed in a freshly-pressed Chauffeur’s uniform—jumped out of the new Mercedes and hurried to open Margo Fontaine’s door. Next to Margo, her cousin Robert’s wife Madeleine waited for her turn, sitting pretty in the back seat, her hands on her lap. He kept them dry from the scattered raindrops with an enormous umbrella, and they held on to his arms so they wouldn’t slip on the wet marble steps.

Margo was wearing a vintage black, semi-sheer tulle gown with spaghetti straps and dark red rose appliqués that had once belonged to her mother, the famous opera singer Nicola Fontaine. Next to her sat Madeleine in a more somber burgundy velvet dress with a discreet side slit. It had been quite an accomplishment getting Madeleine out of her house. Ever since Robert had vanished, she had become a recluse, shunning all social events in favor of sitting at home with her three horrible children, reading, or doing needlepoint embroidery in front of the television set.

As they walked up the wet, slippery marble steps to the new Lafitte Art Gallery, Margo rejoiced in the rare chance to wear an elegant long gown for the sophisticated evening. Moments like these came too seldom to the small South Louisiana coastal town of Half Moon Bay where everyone usually wore shorts and flipflops. 

For a fleeting moment, Margo remembered her mom Nicola, and the frequent concert tours and after-parties they had attended together while she had been alive. She would have given anything to go to one last event with her mom, who had died oh, almost at the same age she was now. She had been just a chubby teenager with braces back then. Now, this slender, sophisticated dress fit her like a glove. 

She still remembered the recital vividly. It had been in Prague. Nicola had sung excerpts from Bizet’s opera Carmen. It had been very appropriate, the long black dress with the dark red appliqués, for the story of an ill-fated love affair between Carmen and a torero—a bullfighter—with the red roses reminiscent of the gore and the spilled blood of the bullfights. She patted down the front of the dress wistfully, happy to have a chance to wear it, to feel close to her mom again.

Margo had never recovered from the shock of her death, but it wasn’t until that famous séance a couple of years earlier that had brought back long-buried memories of her being the one to find her own mother, lying in a puddle of blood, a grotesque carving knife sticking out of her chest. No wonder she had blocked that recollection completely. And then, in the end, her killer was never found. But she kept alive the hope that one day she would find the murderer and bring him to justice.

But much water had flown under the bridge ever since, and the pain wasn’t as poignant as it had once been. She had learned to enjoy those moments that life allowed her regardless of her tragedy. She reminded herself not to mope, for the sake of her cousin Robert’s wife, who in a way was also in mourning. She allowed the sad memories to flit by and came back to the present.  

Already from the street, you could hear the Chamber Orchestra over the pitter-patter of the rain. Margo looked around and admired the line of fancy cars idling in line, raindrops glistening on their shiny, elegant bodies, waiting for their turn to drop the guests off at the front door.  

Thankfully, the weather had held so far, for the most part, anyway. And all the lights had been turned on, on the street and this newly renovated building on West Albatross, barely a half block from the Opera House, making the venue shine as bright as a stadium on game night. Until recently, it had been a movie theater, one of those colonial throwbacks that even though having fallen into disrepair, had maintained the charm of the Art Deco building style of the turn of the 20th century. 

Margo chuckled with glee. She had a fascination for old buildings—a passion she shared with Father Armand, the middle-aged heartthrob that was the much-loved priest at St. Quintian’s, the local Catholic Church. He’d been invited, for sure, and she wondered if he would show.

The magnificent original glass and chrome front doors were wide open. Two porters in Plantation-style livery—one on each side—greeted the guests and discreetly looked at their invitations. 

The floor in the entrance hall—long stretches of rose and white-colored marble—had been lovingly preserved, restored, and polished. And an old-fashioned wooden circular staircase with carved banisters, set to the right side of the striking reception hall, was painted an antique white that brought out the gold veins in the pink marble.

Suddenly, she felt Madeleine pull on her arm, and she realized that she had been gawking. Her cousin’s wife, finally free from her self-imposed exile, was too excited to stand still and admire her surroundings. She was ready to party. She pulled Margo toward the staircase at the foot of which, ushers also in Plantation-style livery were mingling with trays full of champagne, directing the guests upstairs. 

There must have been a hundred people in the large room upstairs, at the very least. They stood in small groups, chatting, laughing politely, the women well-dressed and coiffed, heavily weighted down with fashionable gowns and priceless jewelry, and the men exuding power and success. Their educated voices mingled with the gentle background music, and Margo purred contentedly. This was her idea of a perfect evening.

Then, she looked around, delighted. She had visited the downstairs Gallery on numerous occasions before, but she had never been invited to the ballroom upstairs. It was completely encased in walls of glass. Even the columns, covered in aluminum sheeting, gave the impression of being part of the dark outdoors. The light from the chandeliers reflected in all that glass and the scattered mirrors and gave the impression of being stars. It was like floating alfresco out there, in the open night sky. 

Margo left Madeleine talking to some friends and walked around. A balcony stretched along the whole side of the building. It overlooked the darkness of the bay in which you could barely discern the yachts moored by the Marina. She had a great desire to go outside and admire the view, but two men deep into some intense conversation that included a lot of hand waving had taken up outside the balcony door, and she felt that she couldn’t go out and intrude. So, she kept circulating, looking back curiously toward them from time to time. 

From another set of windows, she beheld the Pirate Bay Hotel, as brightly lit as a Christmas tree against the stormy sky. Mimi, the owner of the Pirate Bay was talking to someone, sweeping her arm toward her jewel of a hotel, probably showing it off to the guest. When Mimi turned around and saw Margo, she quickly waved and sent her a kiss. 

That was always mildly disturbing, and today was no exception. Whenever Mimi saw her, she was always so kind and friendly, and Margo had gotten many unsolicited—although not altogether unpleasant—hugs from her. And yet they were strangers, nothing more. A lovely middle-aged woman of dark skin and extravagant black curly hair, Mimi had kept the voluptuous body of her youth, and was usually much admired by much younger men. But Dr. Gabe, the local pediatrician, kept a vigilant eye on her, standing firmly by her side as if making sure that nobody absconded with his girlfriend. Mimi was much older than Dr. Gabe, but somehow, they made a lovely couple.

Margo put down her empty champagne flute and picked up another one. This was the lifestyle she loved, a bigger town with more of a social life. At times, Half Moon Bay was stiflingly small. Small town, big hell, as her mom used to say. Maybe it was time that she talked her beloved Pierre into moving to some exciting place where they could both enjoy living a more socially active, more challenging lifestyle. 

She looked at her watch. Talking about Pierre, he should have arrived already. She worried about him driving such enormous distances every time he came to visit her. South Louisiana roads were famous for the speed with which they flooded and became deadly. She frowned with worry and looked around, wondering if she had missed him, although he would have been hard to miss. He towered over the local men, and he was outrageously handsome, so much more than anyone else. 

As she sipped on her champagne, she walked around, keeping an apprehensive eye out for Pierre. She mingled, said hello to the people she knew, and she was just about to go look for her cousin’s wife Madeleine to check on her, when a shrill scream followed by a hollow silence pierced the enjoyable atmosphere in the room. The orchestra stopped playing, and the people stopped talking.

She turned in the direction of the scream. It had come from the balcony. She took a step in that direction, but a powerful sequence of lightning strikes tore through the sky blinding her, and almost immediately, a violent rumble shook the building, making the glass walls quiver. The storm had arrived. And as another bolt of lightning illuminated the sky, Margo saw—as clear as day—the body of a man, out on the balcony, lying in a pool of blood. 
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Chapter 3

DAY ONE: The Dead Man
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Margo’s horrified eyes swept the room, hoping to see her friend Sam Stark among the guests. She knew for a fact that—as the local Sheriff—he would have been invited. But, as far as she could tell, he was nowhere to be seen. Surprising, as he was known to enjoy social gatherings.

She quickly dialed Sam’s phone number and let it ring for a long time, but there was no response. Where on earth could he be? He always picked up his phone. How exasperating. The one time she needed him, too. What should she do? Having worked with Sam on so many suspicious death cases, she was aware of the importance of securing the scene. You didn’t have to be a full-fledged detective to know that evidence needed to be preserved. That man lying in a puddle of blood on the balcony could have died as a result of an accident, but he could have just as easily been murdered. 

She also knew from Sam—because he was always harping on about it—that curiosity from spectators was one of the worst nightmares for investigators. They trampled on everything, leaving footsteps, contaminating the scene with hair and other organic debris. Action was needed. 

She positioned herself in front of the glass doors leading out to the balcony, and she nervously watched the crowd. At first, they pretended nonchalance and barely glanced toward the dead man as if they were not that interested, but as the seconds ticked by, she noticed their attitude change. They were edging closer, slowly, step by step, even gently pushing each other to get a better look at the dead man. 

Margo’s palms began to sweat. She had read about crowd behavior or collective mentality, and about the intensification of emotion that’s driven by mutual interaction. Without an authority figure that commanded enough respect, they would become impossible to control. They would do whatever they wanted, and they were unpredictable. She was already seeing the first signs of it. Her forehead and her neck were moist. Her heart was beginning to beat much harder. She was going to have an anxiety attack if they kept getting closer. She could almost smell their excitement, their morbid curiosity, their need to see the gory spectacle.

She considered calling for order, but the idea terrified her. The more she thought about it, the faster her heart beat. She was a nobody. The guests around her were older, more seasoned, powerful people. People who commanded attention and were used to bossing underlings around and didn’t like being told what to do. And then there were their scary wives. She was almost more afraid of them. Because, honestly, none of these very important pillars of Half Moon Bay society would listen to her—a mere female, and young at that—if she tried to keep them away from the balcony. They would push her aside and trample her down. So, she sweated and trembled with indecision as she watched the mesmerized guests slowly approaching her, whispering to each other, crowding her out of their way, moving her to the side, so that they could take a better look at the dead man. 

Finally, Margo knew that she had to do something, otherwise, there would go the evidence, should there be any. And it would all be her fault for being a coward.

“Everybody, stand back, please,” she yelled out—too loud—waving her arms nervously, reclaiming herself some space by the balcony door and facing the startled crowd. “Everyone needs to stand back. Please, let’s not contaminate the scene. Can someone call the police station?”

Some people hesitated and stepped back an inch or two. She saw a couple of men whip out their cell phones and dial. Others, especially the women, simply ignored her, pushing her out of their way, shoving each other, getting as close to the glass wall as they could, taking photographs of the dead man, for their social media for sure, leaving handprints and traces of their warm breath on the glass. Someone asked loudly, “Was he murdered, do you think?” Suddenly, the question was taken up by the guests, and the murmurs became agitated and aggressive. It was fast becoming a mob scene. 

Margo was on the verge of panic. She looked from side to side, realizing that she was unable to handle the situation when she saw Dr. Gabe approach, and she let out the breath she had been holding back. He had a standing in the community. Everyone knew him. He was also a tall and imposing man with a very deep voice that elicited respect from all of those who met him

Dr. Gabe spoke and everyone turned toward him. Loudly and with determination he asked everyone to please move back, and the guests immediately stood aside to let him pass and give him space. Margo tried not to dwell on the fact that as a young woman, she had carried absolutely no authority whatsoever, and had to wait for a man to come and rescue her. What was important was that things were in good hands. Dr. Gabe was not only St. Hildegarde Hospital’s Pediatrician, but he was also the new Medical Examiner.

“What happened, Margo?” he asked, approaching her with a worried look on his handsome face and putting his hands gently on her arms.

“I don’t know. I heard the scream and hurried this way. When I got here, the balcony door was closed as you see it, and he was alone, lying there without moving. I’m quite sure that he’s dead. His eyes are open, look, but he hasn’t blinked since I’ve been standing here.”

“This is not good,” Dr. Gabe said, getting closer to the glass door and glancing up at the sky. “It’s a deluge all right. Sheets of rain are falling on the balcony. He’s already soaking wet. Expect fibers, hairs, footprints, fingerprints, etc., to have been washed away.”

“I know. It’s a disaster. Maybe we could cover him. There might be some evidence left that we could salvage.”

“We can try, I suppose, but at this point, it’s more than likely that the effort will be meaningless. The way the gale is blowing, any tarp, any cover, will be blown away. This is quite a violent storm, Margo. We’ll be lucky if the poor man’s body isn’t gusted off the balcony.”

“I feel horrible for him, poor guy. Let me try and find something to put over him anyway, Dr. Gabe. At least let me feel that I’m helping. I’ll be right back.” Margo looked despondently at the now raging storm for a second and then hurried in search of someone who could help her locate a tarp.

By the time Margo made it back with a shower curtain, the sporadic raging storm had turned into a ceaseless wall of water that came down from the skies as abundantly and violently as a waterfall. It poured down obliquely on the balcony, rattling the wrought-iron chairs and table ever closer to the edge of the balcony, making the dead body shiver and tremble as if it was still alive. Like the furniture, the dead man inched ever closer to the banister, furniture and dead body in danger of being swept away by the powerful wind.

Even though the glass walls in the ballroom shook with a teeth-grinding rattle every time lightning struck, their integrity held, and the balcony door remained closed. Outside, the dead man still stared with his eyes wide open—as far as Margo could tell through the pouring rain—and on the inside, an unpleasant chill had descended upon the gathering. Meantime, the crowd had thinned out. It was obvious that some people had left, and only the more curious ones lagged behind. Without a policeman to bully the guests into submission, everyone had done as they had wished.

“I’m sorry, Dr. Gabe, but this was all I could find,” Margo told him, holding out a colorful, brand new stretch of plastic. “With all the fishes and shells on it, it’s a bit too cheerful to cover a dead man, but there were no tarps, and the housekeeper gave me a shower curtain.”

“I guess we can try to cover him up, but at this point, we might as well leave him be. As soon as the rain lets up a bit, I’ll get the ambulance crew to come and pick him up.” Then, Dr. Gabe looked into Margo’s eyes. “I know that this troubles you, my dear, but nature has decided over the will of man, and there’s nothing we can do about it. But let’s make sure we find out what happened to him, and if he was murdered, we’ll find the culprit and we’ll have him or her punished. I promise.”

Margo looked back at Dr. Gabe and saw the kindness in his eyes. He was a good man, Dr. Gabe. He was also a compassionate man. Mimi was a lucky woman. She nodded.

“Has anyone seen Sam or Maurice?” Margo asked.

“Not that I know of. Someone said that Sam was supposed to be here, but he didn’t show, and Maurice, well, nobody calls Maurice when there’s an emergency, right?”

“I guess not.”

“Maybe we should call the State Police.”

“No, please don’t do that yet, Dr. Gabe. Sam would be very upset. I’m sure he’ll be here any minute to take care of things. And while we wait for the ambulance, I can ask around to see if anyone saw or heard anything.” 
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Chapter 4

Pierre At Last
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Margo rummaged in her evening purse, hoping for a pen and a piece of paper. Despite Dr. Gabe’s offhanded comment on Maurice, she had speed-dialed his number, hoping that he would pick up, to no avail. Maurice—while coming across as being a tad slow—was just shy and inexperienced. He had just recently graduated from the Baton Rouge Police Training Academy. People were expecting too much of him. After having lost Deputy Andy to criminal activities and life in prison, Maurice was going to have to learn to be Sam’s right hand, even if he wasn’t ready unless Sam finally made up his mind to look for someone else with more experience. But Sam hated change, and he had been so very fond of Andy, that they would all have to wait for him to be done mourning the loss of his deputy. None of which was good news for Maurice.

Unfortunately, Maurice liked being the man behind the desk at the tiny Half Moon Bay police department. He was friendly and gregarious. He liked chatting with the people who occasionally walked in with a complaint, helping sort out their minor problems, or answering their lesser questions. Andy had always been the go-getter, the one who saw the bigger picture, who had the tracking skills and the knowhow to pursue a perp to the ends of the earth to get justice and retribution. On the other hand, Maurice—who hated outdoor activities—sat contentedly at his desk, holding his telephone in his hand at all times. Margo had long suspected that he was quietly playing video games. He was probably too young for the job, after all, and people tended to forget that, and that was why they had gotten in the habit of thinking that it would be pointless to call Maurice if the emergency was too dire.
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