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PROLOGUE


 

 

OCTOBER 2023

 

 

The soft, early morning sun lit the abandoned park.  The whistling of the wind alerted waking creatures, sending them scurrying, eager to start the day.  The air swept the dusty fine gravel on the walking path, tossing it between the tangled legs of old trees.  A white Audi sat at the back of the parking lot with its front windows partially down.  A designer clutch sat on the passenger seat floor, and an unopened package rested on the backseat.  An iPhone, face up, on the center console exposed a list of notifications that lit up the screen, flashing a selfie of a young woman with brown eyes and shoulder-length curly hair.  The unanswered notifications were from her boss asking if she was still coming in to work her evening shift, a woman's voice singing Happy Birthday, a guy she met a couple of weeks ago at a club, and her mother who lived several states away and seldom communicated, asking about the gift and card filled with cash she sent again this year.  The screen went dark.

An anxious driver pulled his truck into the parking lot, turning into a space that faced a set of worn bleachers and the backstop of a nearby softball field.  He unlocked the doors, motioning for his passenger to exit.  He had more important things to do.  The things he did during the bright hours of the day: A quick chat with the café employee who handed over his usual boudin bacon kolache and a cup of caffeine, and the quick nod or two he managed as he wormed his way through the office maze, brushing past coworkers.  A blend of work and play eased his day as he sent messages to others in the office, earning a high-pitched giggle from one or two cubicles.  This morning's drop-off was just play, something he did for fun, with those who stayed in darker places.  Spaces cloaked under thick branches, like the ones in the dimly lit park, buried deep under the crinkling leaves that swept the autumn floor.

 

Alexis Landry grabbed her purse, shoved the car door open, and stumbled onto the pavement, her long boxed braids swaying against her back.  She caught a whiff of the unpleasantries that slithered past the cement walls of the park's restrooms.  The ground was unsteady beneath her stiletto heels, and the trees invited her to swing out like the older men who retired to hole-in-the-wall night clubs.  Her head was pounding.  Alexis caught her breath as she shut the door.  Her driver revved out of the lot heading toward the business-lined streets of the Oil Center.  He didn't care if she made it to her car.  After the dust settled from the disturbance of screeching tires, she heard her phone ding.  She unlocked the screen to read the text from her one-night stand.

 

Thanks.  C u around.

 

     Bastard!

lol

 

"Bastard," she muttered.  Alexis pulled down on her mini skirt, which was useless against the biting chill, pricking her long bare legs.  She regretted not wearing pants, helplessly hugging herself in the sleeves of her pullover sweater.  She opened the car door and tossed her worn purse inside the Nissan when she heard a notification that wasn't hers.  The alert went off again, this time chiming louder.  She wanted to go home and wash off the dismissive man's stench.  The noise blared again, turning her attention towards a nearby white Audi.  She glanced inside the neighboring car and spotted the nuisance: an iPhone, a new edition.  She reached in to retrieve it when she spotted a Chanel handbag on the passenger seat floor.  She walked around the vehicle and opened the door.  The high-end handbag had a matching wallet full of cash.  Alexis studied the driver's license of a woman about the same age.  At the bottom of the purse was a light green object with a logo that said HAVEN, embossed in dark green ink, written in all caps.  Alexis fiddled with the shiny medallion as she slid the cash into her bra.  She returned to her car, Chanel bag in hand, cash tightly secured against her chest.

Rustling leaves and what sounded like a squeal made her stumble.  She pressed her hands against the trunk to keep from falling.  The noise came from a nearby tree at the back of the lot.  Alexis dismissed it as a squirrel or other fury being that she didn't want to get acquainted with when she spotted the tip of a boot poking out from the tree's base.  Tiny bumps sprouted on her forearms.  She wanted to run to her car, but sore feet wouldn't allow it.  Alexis closed her eyes, wishing herself away under her bed sheets and lush comforter.  She looked at the image of the young woman on the driver's license again.

She approached the tree and saw the dusty denim pant leg connected to the cognac-colored bootie.  The hives spread up her arms, making their way to her neck as she took in the lifeless body of the woman. "No, no, no…" Alexis took a few steps backward, attempting to shake the image out of her head.  Her legs gave way, and she fell to the ground, crushing small branches beneath her, twigs stabbing the palms of her hands.  The woman trembled as she struggled to stand, running back to her car.  The ID slipped through her fingers, landing face up on the ground.

 

            The dead woman's body sat up against the tree's thick, crawling legs that sprawled out into a tangled web of claws that could grab and pull you in at any moment.  She was leaning slightly to one side, resembling a doll on a shelf, in dusty dark denim skinny jeans, a fitted square-neck burgundy top, and jacket.  A silver circle pendant with the letter B rested between her tan breasts, and her full head of soft brown ringlets sat above her shoulders.  Her wide almond eyes stared at the empty field.

 

            Alexis pulled into a parking spot in front of her apartment on the second floor of a neglected four-plex.  She managed the one flight of stairs one dazed step at a time.  On the first couple of tries, her shaky hands fought the keys to unlock the door.  Once she stepped into the safe walls of her apartment, she tossed her purse and the designer bag on the sofa and threw the keys on the kitchen counter.  Sitting on the tub's edge, Alexis leaned over to turn the squeaky faucet before returning to the bedroom to kick off her stilettos and strip out of her clothes.  She heard a ringtone from the living room and then a double ding moments later.  Alexis saw the woman's phone.  She thought quickly, hurried to turn it off, throwing the iPhone back on the sofa like it could scar her hand.  She returned to her bedroom and launched her dirty clothes toward the laundry basket, not caring where they landed.  The water in the shower ran cold.  She reached for the screwdriver in the bathroom cabinet and smacked the pipe several times to scare some heat into it.  Alexis stood naked, crying, watching the warm water wash her sins down the drain.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER 1


 

 

JUNE 1995

 

 

            "I want a love like that." Nine-year-old Chelsea Richard stared at a young couple holding hands on the beach.  The teenage girl wore short white cuffed denim shorts and a gold crop top with her hair in a high ponytail and bangs.  Her companion sported a baseball cap, two-tone Bermuda-style shorts, and a plain white t-shirt.  He leaned over to kiss her as a group of guys in swim trunks walked past.

Chelsea thought the couple looked cute together.  She and her just-turned-thirteen-year-old sister, Charla, waited in line for waffle cones at their favorite creamery.

"What did you say?" Charla asked, staring at the teenage worker as she carefully shoved the ice cream into their cones.

"When I have a boyfriend, I want a relationship like theirs." Chelsea nodded toward the couple.

"You better look again." Charla studied the teenagers. “There's trouble in that paradise.”

The couple walked towards the ice cream shop and stopped as they approached a bench. 

 

"I wasn't looking at them, okay!" The girl pulled away from her boyfriend.  Her body language shifted from the previous nurturing movements.

"I saw you." The boy grabbed her arm.  She attempted to pull away again, but he had a firm grip.

"They're a group of friends from school." She paused, her face reddening. "You look at girls all the time…"

 

Charla turned her younger sister away from the couple. "Things aren't always what they seem."

"You like to ruin everything." Chelsea stared at the parlor counter, avoiding eye contact with her sister.

"No, you're just being naïve."

 

"I have an order for half vanilla, half pecan praline, and a Neapolitan!" The employee called out with a smile, proud of her creation.

Chelsea stood still.  Charla pushed past her sister and took both cones from the cheery female.  Chelsea trailed behind as they walked out of the creamery, hanging her head down.  Charla handed a cone to her sister.

"I just want you to see the truth, okay?"

"Yeah, okay," Chelsea mumbled as she took her ice cream.  The vanilla and pecan praline mixed with the cinnamon waffle cone sweetened her mood slightly.

The sisters walked towards the main beach parking lot that sported a giant beach ball on top of a pole.  After a few minutes of maneuvering through parked cars, they spotted their parents loading the trunk of their SUV.  Chelsea called out to their mother, Helena.

"Hi, my babies."

"Hey, mom." They replied.

"I see you stopped by the ice cream shop."

"Yes.  The line was crazy long, and the workers were slow." Charla complained.

"You want some of mine?" Chelsea offered their mother.

"No, sweetie.  I don't want to make your father jealous." She giggled, nudging her husband. "You know he can't have it anymore."

"Have some if you want, my dear." Their father, Charles, called out as he put the last of the bags in the trunk.

Chelsea looked over at her mother, but Helena shrugged the cone away.  She went back to enjoying her treat.  Her mother reached out to hold their father's hand.

Every summer, their family took a trip to the beach.  After their father purchased a rental property in Pensacola, Florida, he ensured the family visited every summer.  Days leading up to our trip, he made several calls to family and friends, alerting them of our absence over the next several days.

"Let's roll!" Their father closed the trunk and motioned for everyone to enter the vehicle. "I hope that ice cream doesn't spoil your appetites. I'm grilling burgers tonight."

Chelsea patted her stomach. "I'm up for it."

"You're always up for some food." Charla teased, earning her a shove from her sister.

"That reminds me, Charles," their mother looked up from the magazine in her lap, "we need to stop by the store to get potatoes for the fries, ketchup, and mayo."

"I'll drop you ladies off so you can get cleaned up and cooled off in the a/c.  I can go to the store after I run this baby through the carwash."

"Works for me." Helena looked out the window before looking back down at the magazine.

 

            Once they arrived, they hauled the bags into the house.  After the family emptied the vehicle, Charla stood in the living room under the air vent, sighing relief.  She noticed her sister went straight to the bedroom.  Chelsea hadn't spoken more than a few words to her on the ride home.  She left her cooling spot.

"You're still mad at me?" Charla stood in the doorway of the bedroom.

"Nope," Chelsea plopped down on the bed.

Charla sat down next to her younger sister. "Okay, well, maybe we can go visit Tara later?"

Tara and her family stayed in a house in the same neighborhood.  She had a five-year-old brother, and the last time Chelsea visited, he conned her into playing hide and seek.  Their families often ate together when the Richards came for the summer.

"I don't know.  I think I'll stay here." Chelsea pulled a book from under her pillow.

"Suit yourself." Charla contemplated making another proposition but left her sister in her own space.

 

Charla heard bickering coming from the kitchen.  When she entered, her mother leaned over the kitchen sink, holding her right arm close to her chest.  Her father breathed heavily, standing a few feet from his wife.

"Is everything okay?" Charla broke the silence, startling them.

Her father cleared his throat and nodded, sliding a liquor bottle out of sight.  Her mother spoke first. "Yes, sweetie.  I just cut my hand on a glass in the sink. That's all." She looked over at her husband. "Can you bring me a Band-Aid, rubbing alcohol, and a paper towel, honey?"

"Yes, of course." He moved quickly towards the bathroom.

Charla noticed that her mother still hadn't turned to face her.

"Let me look at it." She walked over to her mother.

"No, it's okay." Helena rejected. "It's nothing." She wiped her face briefly with her other hand before smiling at her daughter.

Charla stood next to her mother and put her arm around her.  Her father came back into the kitchen.  He put the Band-Aid on the kitchen counter, folded the paper towel, and poured alcohol before running it under a light stream of water.  He placed it inside her mother's hand.

"You should go before it gets late." She pulled her hand back from her husband and tended to her wound.

Charles nodded in agreement and grabbed the keys on the kitchen table. "I'll be back soon," he called out before walking out the front door.

Charla heard the SUV's engine.  She went to the window to watch her father back cautiously out of the driveway.

 

Helena sat at the table of the summer house with her daughters; she just finished putting burgers on the plates with some chips she found in the pantry.  Her husband still hadn't returned from the store, and she noticed a couple of cookies were missing from the fresh batch she took out of the oven.  It was close to their bedtime.  She let them watch a show after dinner while she cleaned up in the kitchen, scrubbing away the stains from their dishes and inspecting them as she wiped them dry. 

Charles stumbled through the door, the smell of alcohol on his breath. The girls were already asleep.

"Where have you been?" Helena questioned when he entered the living room. "Are you drunk?"

            "A man can't go have a drink?!  Damn."

            "Don't use that tone with me! We're on vacation; you should have been here for dinner."

"I had something I needed to do, alright." He didn't feel the need to elaborate.

"Like what?!  What else is that important?" His wife snapped.

"Look, it's not a good time right now, okay!  My head hurts."

"You're not getting out of this one."

"What are you talking about?"

"I found a number in your pants pocket."

"You're going through my things?  You don't trust me?!"

"Looks like I had every right." He took a step towards her. "Don't come near me." She turned her nose up at the messy sight of her husband.

"Mom, Dad, what's going on?" Their youngest's soft, sleepy tone pressed the brakes on the fight.

"Nothing, sweetheart.  Your father is about to shower before we go to bed."

"But I heard yelling."

"We just got a little loud, Chell, that's all. I'm sorry I missed dinner." Charles looked over at his daughter with a loving smile.

"Okay." Chelsea wiped her eyes and turned to go back to bed.

Once her daughter went back into the bedroom, Helena turned back to her wasted husband. "You can pull out the sofa bed when you're done."

Charla still had the covers pulled over her head when her sister walked back into the room, climbing back into bed.  Not long after their father returned, she heard the fight but pretended to sleep when Chelsea started to stir, the raised voices disturbing her dreams.  Charla thought about stopping her sister when she got out of bed, but she wanted Chelsea to see the cracks in their parents’ relationship.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER 2


 

 

OCTOBER 2023

 

 

CHARLA

 

 

"Ugh," I looked at the clock on my car media dashboard.  I couldn't move without slamming on the brakes.  I had been looking at the same house with green shudders and a red door for several minutes.  A restaurant sign across the street advertised a deal on Ghost Wings.  Driving in the narrow lanes on Pinhook Road always made me feel claustrophobic.  I felt like the side mirror of a passing car could graze mine any minute if I didn't stay in the center of the lane.

"It's okay, Ma," my eight-year-old daughter, Delilah, called from the backseat. "You always get me to school on time."

"Early is best." I rebutted.

"I know.  I know." Delilah whined in agreement.

 

I glanced at the rearview mirror to see her fiddling with the buckle clips on her purple backpack, which looked like it had been bathed in silver glitter.  It took me thirty minutes too long to perfect the side jumbo ponytail as she saw on a character of one of her favorite shows.  She didn't steal her big dark doe eyes, taking after her father.  My baby grew out of the clothes from last school year; her thin, sharper facial features showed her age.  The days of strapping her in the car seat and kissing her forehead before I got behind the wheel were gone.

Traffic started moving again, and I arrived at the school's car rider circle.  I reached for my insulated tumbler and sipped on my homemade hazelnut cappuccino.

"Do you like my design?" Delilah asked.

She smiled at the sparkly stickers she stuck all over my container. "I love it, sweetie." I held it up with pride.  Her ponytail bounced in delight.

 

We reached the elementary school, and I entered the front circle line.  I turned up the music as the line moved quickly.  My daughter held the backpack in her lap and reached for her matching lunchbox. "Don't undo that seatbelt until we are at a complete stop."

"Yes, ma'am," she recited.

When I stopped in front of the school, I heard the clicking sound of her seatbelt.  She leaned forward to kiss me on the cheek.

"Bye, Ma!" Before I knew it, the backdoor opened, and Dede hopped out, ready to meet up with schoolmates and her third-grade teacher, who had morning duty.

"Bye, Nugget!  Have a good day."

"Aww, ma," she complained.  She hated it when I called her by her nickname around her friends.

I called her Nugget for as long as I could remember.  During my pregnancy, I craved chicken nuggets with any kind of dipping sauce I could find.

 

I had twenty minutes to get to the office.  I took another sip of my warm drink.  I studied the scattered stickers made up of stars and hearts.  It gave my sleek black tumbler character.

I pulled into the parking lot of the Robichaux & Moreau accounting firm.  I parked the black Lexus in my usual spot a few spaces from the front door.  A message popped up from Travis Morgan, a long-time friend since high school.  He just wanted to check in since we hadn't spoken.  I sent him a quick reply saying that I would call during a break.  I walked through the front entrance with my purse, business tote, and bedazzled tumbler.  Out of habit, I turned to say good morning to Tina, our receptionist, but the empty chair reminded me she was still on sick leave.  I nodded to the few colleagues I spotted on the way to my office.  The more extensive office suite next to mine belonged to my boss, Daniel Robichaux.  He wouldn't return from his vacation for another week.

I had just put down my bags and sat at my desk, relieved to be out of traffic.  I logged onto my computer and waited for the list of unread emails to load.  Cindy, my senior accountant, knocked softly on my open door.  She had a folder in her hand.

"Good morning, Charla.  Happy Friday!" her chipper voice contrasted with her body language.

"Good morning, Cindy." I motioned for her to come in.

"I wanted to catch you before you got busy. It's about Aaron." She handed me the folder.

Aaron was a new hire and a staff accountant.  He was also related to Tom Moreau, the firm’s other partner.  He had been working at the firm for a couple of months.  I opened the folder and saw a form and invoice for a new client, Greener Earth, LLC.

"What happened with this account?  I looked up at Cindy. "Why are we charging them this much for the listed services?"

"Aaron made an error when he entered Greener Earth into our system.  He put incorrect fees for some of the services." She shook her head slowly. "Their assistant controller called yesterday after you left." She shook her head disapprovingly again. "I corrected it, of course, and did my best to smooth things over, but I wanted you to see what happened." Cindy, a suck-up, didn't like Aaron.  She never admitted it, but she only spoke to him if it was work-related and avoided lunches that included him.  I knew she secretly reveled in his mistakes.

"Thanks for bringing this to my attention and fixing the issue immediately. I'll reach out to the company if needed."

"Of course." She fidgeted with her hands in her lap. "I'm sure it's just an oversight on his part.  We just can't risk mistakes like that happening again."

"I'll meet with him.  Is he here today?"

"Yes." She quickly offered.

"Tell him to come and see me when you return to your desk."

"Okay, I'll do that." She rose from her seat and stood at the door.  She completed her mission to rat on Aaron.

"Also, I would like you to schedule more training time with him."

"Yes, of course, I'll schedule it this morning." Cindy exited.  I noticed a little pep in her step as she rushed to her side of the office, aiming straight for Aaron's cubicle.

 

Aaron sat in the chair across from my desk.  I looked out my window to see Cindy creeping past for the second time on her way to the copier.  I discussed the incident regarding Greener Earth.

"Yes, of course." He tossed his sleek, gelled hair to one side; his lips formed a tight smile.  He knew who told. "My apologies; it'll never happen again."

"Mistakes happen.  We all make them." I offered some consolation. "We just need to keep it to a minimum."

"Yes, absolutely." He nodded, letting me know he understood.

I released Aaron to the office floor and asked him to close my door.  I needed to finalize some reports before lunch.  I checked my cell phone and saw that I missed a call and message from my sister, Chelsea.  She realized she missed early voting and would probably have to stand in a long line on election day.  I sent her a quick text apologizing and promised to call soon.  Now, I had two calls to make.  I called Travis.

"Well, if it isn't Miss Busy Bee." He joked.

"Hey, jokester. I'm sorry.  You know I have mommy duties and work."

"Who are you telling?  I have my little one for the next two weeks, and these employees don't want to come to work." Travis has a son close to Delilah's age and works as a general manager in retail.

"How is Tristan doing?"

"Six going on forty."

"Dede is the same." We both laughed.

"What's been going on besides work and being supermom?  A lucky man has you occupied?" Travis and I have always been best friends, but he liked asking about my dating life.  I took too long to respond. "Ohh, so there is someone."

"Stop being nosey.  There is someone, but it's fresh, so you know."

"I get it."

"What about you? You're all in my business. Aren't you seeing someone?"

"Not anymore." He stressed.

"I see." I reached for a pen on my desk and tapped it on my thigh, wondering how long it had been since the relationship ended.  My office line rang, and I needed to take the call.  Travis and I agreed to speak again soon before we got on with our workday.
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