
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Hurricane Season Hustle


			What would you do if your entire family was trapped in a house with a killer?

			A tropical storm turns into a hurricane overnight with no time to evacuate. Scotty and the boys stay in the carriage house on his grandparents’ estate in the Garden District temporarily. Scotty thinks they’re safe from the dangers outside but couldn’t be more wrong. When a tree branch crashes into the house, they discover a dead body outside in the rain. Forced to move to the main house when they lose power, Scotty soon realizes that his entire family is trapped in a house with a murderer…during a Category 2 hurricane.

			Now he must catch the killer to protect his nearest and dearest, before they strike again.

			





				
					
				



	

			This is for CYNDI HILL—thank you for your patience!

			






			
    
            Prologue





			American vanities come to dust in New Orleans. On the August night in 2019 when Hurricane Hester formed in the Gulf of Mexico a mere day after the system formed off the coast of the Yucatán and started moving north slowly, forces were already in play in New Orleans which would have made the upcoming weekend a challenge at best without the weather complication. One of the difficulties of having a mid-August birthday, besides the crippling heat and humidity, is that it’s the height of hurricane season, which lasts through September. So many storms, so many memories.

			The history of New Orleans is littered with horrific storms. The French settlement on a high rise along the Father of Waters was obliterated by one such occurrence within ten years of its founding. The French waited for the floodwater to go down, cleaned up, and started over again, which became the dominant pattern of New Orleans history, rinsed and repeated time after time for over three hundred years. There have been monsters in the past, like the great hurricane of 1915, which wiped out numerous communities along the rims of the two big lakes bordered on the city.

			And of course, everyone remembers Katrina fourteen years ago.

			Fourteen years have somehow passed since that incredibly dark time for New Orleans. White hairs have started showing up in my buzzed short hair. The crow’s-feet around my eyes look like eagles now. Muscles and joints ache and moan and groan, and muscle fatigue from the gym doesn’t dissipate quickly the way it used to. The siren song of gay bars and the dance floor isn’t impossible to ignore as it once was, and besides, hangovers last longer and seem more intense than they used to when I was younger. The bars are different than they used to be, too. Now, gay bars are filled with straight women (bachelorette parties are the worst), and the gay guys are all staring at their phones when they aren’t on the dance floor—and some apparently have their phones grafted to their hands on the dance floor, too. I’ve resisted the urge to download the let’s-fuck-now apps to my phone so far. Besides, I have a terrific sex life already, thank you very much.

			I even turned forty a few years ago, and the world didn’t end.

			This certain summer was already a rough one for me—

			Oh, wait, you may not know who I am. My name is Scotty Bradley, of the Uptown Bradleys and the Garden District Diderots. Despite that impressive society pedigree, I don’t belong to any Mardi Gras krewes or fraternal organizations—although I could if I wanted to, despite being gay. That would have been a strike against me as recently as thirty years ago, unless I chose to remain closeted, as so many others before me did. My parents rebelled against all that society stuff their parents put them through when they were kids and remain committed to social and environmental justice to this day. They’re what used to be called hippies, I think. I was lucky to be born to them. They love that I’m gay, belong to PFLAG, and march in Pride parades. They raised me—and my older siblings—to always question authority and to fight for the less privileged. My older brother Storm went to law school, and my sister Rain is married to a surgeon. She’s a lady who lunches, and while she can be as radical as my parents, she likes the society stuff and is proud to be in the Krewe of Iris.

			How is my name Scotty when they have such unique names? Scotty is my middle name. Both sides of the family apparently demanded that Mom and Dad give me a more traditional family name, so they gave me my grandmothers’ maiden names: Milton Scott. Yes, they named me Milton Bradley. Storm started calling me Scotty when we were kids, and now hardly anyone remembers what my actual first name is.

			Besides the DMV, the IRS, insurance companies, and the passport office.

			I’ve considered dropping the Milton legally, or switching it to Scott Milton, but never got around to it.

			Which tells me it doesn’t matter that much to me anyway.

			I also have two life partners, Frank Sobieski and Colin Cioni. I met the two of them the year before Katrina, that last Southern Decadence weekend of the before times. Frank was a Special Agent for the FBI, Colin was using cat burglar as his cover story for the weekend, and we all kind of fell in love with each other. Those first couple of years were rough. There were a lot of layers to peel back with Colin, as it turned out—he worked for an international guns-for-hire organization called Blackledge. We knew he’d been trained by the Mossad when he was young, but he left the Mossad in his mid-to-late twenties. For several years, he let us believe he was a murderer.

			I mean, he let us think he’d killed two of my half uncles. (It’s a loooong story.) But he finally was able to tell us the truth, and we’ve lived happily ever after ever since.

			Well, we would have if not for my bad habit of stumbling over dead bodies.

			Our most recent dead body case brought up something from my past—far back, when I was a kid—and forced me to recognize that the way I’d always remembered that something was not, in fact, correct and was much worse than I ever believed it to be. I mean, finding out that your first love was actually a pedophile and a groomer would be a shock to most people. Colin and Frank thought it might not be a bad idea to see a therapist, work through it with a professional.

			I didn’t know what to expect from therapy. I’ve always been happy-go-lucky, someone who always tries to see the positive in everything. My motto has always been Life doesn’t give you anything you can’t handle—it’s how you handle it that matters.

			That has always done well for me.

			But even I was having trouble seeing the positive in being groomed as a teenager.

			There was also a lot of stuff I couldn’t share with my therapist. I couldn’t tell Dr. Gargaro about Colin’s job, or the dead Russian I came home to just before last Christmas. I also couldn’t tell Dr. Gargaro that I had a psychic gift that doesn’t always work and that I don’t completely understand. I couldn’t tell him that I read tarot cards so the universe could speak to me, that I’d once communed with a ghost, or that sometimes I go to another plane where I speak to the Goddess—and I have no idea who the Goddess is or what she represents.

			Yeah, that would land me in a psych ward with no chance of getting out, wouldn’t it?

			But there was enough stuff with my wrestling coach to get through before I had to worry about sharing anything else beyond that.

			We spent the summer of 2019 living on my Diderot grandparents’ expansive property in the Garden District while our town house on Decatur Street was being renovated—and was almost finished. Cooper Construction was supposed to have had the house done so we could move back in by July 1, but nothing is ever on time in New Orleans. I was just glad we’d be able to move back home at the end of August. I stopped by earlier in the week to get an idea of the progress, and I had to admit the place looked amazing, even unfinished. I’d been living on that property since I was in my twenties, and I was grateful every day the family friends who’d owned it sold it to me when they retired and moved away. I was hesitant—the price they’d asked was high, though below market value—but if they sold it to someone else, we might have to move. My family was always telling me I needed to invest in property, so I bit the bullet. Colin, Frank, and I had worked with the architect to come up with plans for the redo of the entire inside, and turning the place from its old setup—commercial first floor, apartments on the three floors above—into a one-family house was sorely overdue.

			The house had needed a glow-up for a while, and Storm said turning it into a single residence would at least double the value.

			Whatever. I was never going to sell the place. Investments and that sort of thing don’t interest me. It’s too much like gambling, only with enormous sums of money. I know how precious money can be. I’d been cut off from my trust fund after I flunked out of college and barely scratched out a living in my twenties as a personal trainer and occasional stripper. This was both sets of grandparents trying to get me to learn the value of a dollar, or something like that. I just wanted a safe, secure place for my little family to call home.

			Frank’s nephew Taylor also lives with us. His homophobic evangelical parents threw him out when he came out to them, and he came to live with us. Having him around has been an education, and make no mistake, I would kill to protect him. Nobody fucks with my guys.

			Anyway, we moved into the old carriage house on my grandparents’ property. The first floor of the building is now storage—it’s very jumbled and cluttered down there, and very dusty. The second floor was the old chauffeur’s apartment, back when someone was on salary. Taylor moved into the main house, rather than with us. I’d hoped we’d be able to use the dower house, which was behind the main house, past the pool, but my annoying aunt Erica was staying there while recovering from a broken hip.

			By the week before my birthday, I was more than ready to move home.

			And then another hurricane formed in the Gulf.

			






			
    
            Chapter One





			Ace of Pentacles, Reversed

			Comfortable conditions are not an advantage

			I began waking up to the pitter-patter of rain hitting the roof. Groggily I wondered if the streets were flooding, and if this was an outer band of the storm in the Gulf.

			It had rained almost every day for nearly two weeks. Some of those storms brought a lot of rain in a short time, which always caused temporary street flooding around the city while the pumping stations tried to catch up. Weather forecasters were nervous about all the potential rain from this new storm since the ground was already saturated.

			Hester had come up very quickly. Just two days ago, she was a disorganized system just off the Yucatán that no one outside the Hurricane Center was paying much attention to. The local news had mentioned it on their Wednesday night shows, and I felt a bit of a mental tug. My psychic gift didn’t always work with storms—it said nothing about Katrina to me—but that pang of anxiety made me nervous. It had still been a tropical storm when I’d gone to bed last night but was heading straight for New Orleans and estimated to hit land this morning. The water in the Gulf was very warm, more than warm enough for rapid intensification. No one could agree how strong Hester would be by the time she came through New Orleans, but the range was Category 1 to 4. That wasn’t reassuring. The storm had come up so fast we hadn’t had a chance to even consider evacuating, so we were staying and riding it out here.

			Which was not one of my favorite things to do in New Orleans.

			We’d evacuated for every hurricane since Katrina.

			I looked over at my alarm in the gray darkness and saw the glowing red numbers: 7:02. It was way too early to be awake on a Saturday…but hurricane.

			But the bed felt warm and comfortable. Colin’s body was warm and cuddly like always, too.

			I moved closer to the warmth radiating from Colin’s back. He sighed in his sleep, shifting a bit so he was pressed back against my body. I slipped my left arm over his back and curled it around his torso. Colin was always warm, and Frank jokingly called him our space heater. He felt great when it was cold in the winter. And despite the absence of any body fat, his skin was as soft as a baby’s—except for his scars. For me, the scars only added to his sexiness, the contrast of the scars from years of working as a black ops agent. His job used to take him all over the world and away from us for months at a time. We’d gotten used to him showing up out of the blue over the years. We never knew where he was or what he was doing when he was away, which he would shamefacedly admit made him glad. But he’d quit when someone from that shadowy, dangerous world had followed him home to New Orleans and put us all in danger. It was nice having him home permanently.

			Not, of course, that we were in our own house.

			This storm was most likely one of Hester’s outer bands. Last night The Weather Channel predicted the eye would pass over New Orleans in the late morning or early afternoon. I closed my eyes just as the house shook and the windows rattled from a loud clap of thunder.

			How strong did she get overnight? I wondered, not really wanting to know. Dealing with the storm could wait, couldn’t it? I didn’t have to get up right away. Reality could be held at arm’s length for a little while longer, right?

			If only a mug of coffee would magically appear on the nightstand.

			I burrowed closer in to Colin’s back. The air-conditioning clicked on, and the rain was still playing musical scales on the roof. Was there anything more comforting than being warm and snug in bed while it rained?

			That was when I realized Frank wasn’t snoring softly on my other side.

			I opened my eyes and lifted my head. No Frank.

			Well, I wasn’t falling back asleep now.

			I disentangled my body from Colin gently, trying not to disturb him, and slid out from under the covers. It was cold in the apartment—we always kept it at meat locker temperatures—so I quickly pulled on my sweatpants and my ratty old LSU sweatshirt. I got up and stretched, looking around the big bedroom suite.

			It was a great place, I reflected, but I’d rather be home.

			Back in the days when my Diderot grandparents had a full-time chauffeur—I didn’t ever remember them having one—the carriage house had an apartment on the second floor for him to live in. The Diderot limousine used to be parked on the first floor, and there was still an enormous garage door on the Chestnut Street side of the building. All the space down there was used for storage now—old furniture, boxes of books, all the makings of a great yard sale. No one had lived in the apartment for decades, but us moving in temporarily turned into a thing, which is how it usually went in the family. They refused to accept any rent money, and they wanted to pay for their cleaning team to come through. Frank felt uncomfortable sponging off your grandparents, as he put it, and the compromise we finally landed on was we’d pay for the cleaning crew and not pay rent.

			And once I figured out what the going rate was for apartments this size in the Garden District, I donated that amount to a shelter for people dealing with housing insecurity—and I still think I priced it too low.

			It was a really nice place.

			The apartment had both a front and a back staircase, but it was confusing as to which was which. Technically, the front stairs led down to a door that opened into my grandparents’ side yard. What I considered the front was architecturally the back—the back of the carriage house was the side facing Chestnut Street. That always seemed, to me, like it should be the front. But…New Orleans. The back stairs were just past the primary suite’s door. There was another bedroom on the other side of the hall, but we used that for a clothes closet because the one in the suite was tiny. The hallway ran between the bedrooms and opened out into a large living space. The kitchen was galley style, against the wall facing the yard, with a door on the right that led to the pantry and the front stairs.

			The entire upstairs had hardwood floors and twelve-foot ceilings. Ceiling fans with chandeliers hung down in various spots throughout, but as for how the light switches worked? Well, let’s just say someone had done an interesting job of wiring in the past.

			Frank was standing at the Keurig, his back to me, waiting for his cup to finish brewing. I smiled. He was wearing an old, old pair of gray LSU sweatpants that really needed to be thrown away. The elasticity of the waistband was starting to give up, so they’d slid down to reveal the top of his hard ass and the start of the crack. I just stood there in the gloom for a few moments, drinking in his broad shoulders, muscular back, and that ridiculously tiny waist.

			Who else wears 30 waist, 40 length pants? And isn’t a teenager?

			I moved silently across the floor and slid my arms around him from behind. He wasn’t as warm as Colin, but his skin was firm and warm to the touch. I kissed him between his shoulder blades.

			“I didn’t wake you?” he asked as the machine sputtered and spat out the last gulp of his coffee. He turned around inside my arms and bent his neck to kiss the top of my head. Frank is almost six inches taller than me, at six two, but he’s one of those people with an insanely high metabolism who struggles to put on bulk. He always has visible muscle striations, abs, and vascularity—and can eat whatever he wants whenever he wants as often as he wants.

			I hate that about him. I used to be like that, but getting older has made it harder than it used to be.

			Colin never gains an ounce anywhere, either, but he’s an exercise fanatic. In his old line of work, he had to be.

			I pressed my head against Frank’s hard chest and listened to his heartbeat. “Nothing woke me, unless it was the rain. I didn’t even know you’d gotten up,” I replied, gliding my hands down his strong back, and cupped his solid buttocks in my hands. “How long have you been up?”

			“I couldn’t sleep,” he replied. He kissed my forehead again, turning back to get his coffee. He got down another mug and brewed a cup for me. He’s sweet like that. “Just lay there most of the night, staring at the ceiling.” He shrugged. “Don’t know why I couldn’t sleep. I gave up about an hour ago and got up to see what’s going on with the storm. I’ve been monitoring the weather and the news online since I got up. This rain started about an hour ago.” He checked his Apple Watch as he said the words.

			Frank hated hurricanes. I wasn’t surprised he couldn’t sleep the eve before one.

			“So, is this Hester’s outer bands?” I asked. I added a packet of sweetener and some French vanilla creamer in the mug as the coffee streamed down into it.

			“Yeah, this is the first one to get to us.” He took a sip from his mug. “Right now, they’re saying the eye is going to pass directly over Slidell. But the storm is starting to veer east more as it gets closer to shore.” He gave me a look. “Jim Cantore is out in the East, by the Rigolets.”

			“Oh no.” That wasn’t good news. Jim Cantore was the hurricane guy from The Weather Channel, always reported from wherever the storm was likely to come, and was kind of a Hot Daddy. I’d sometimes watch storm coverage not affecting us, hoping the wind would blow his shirt off sometime.

			Everyone joked that a hurricane wasn’t real until Jim Cantore arrived.

			The East was what everyone called New Orleans East, another part of the city created by filling in wetlands. It ran along the shore of Lake Pontchartrain on one side and Lake Borgne on the other, gradually narrowing to a slender spit of land at the Rigolets, the narrow pass connecting the two lakes together. “We’re west of the eye?” I frowned. The west side of a hurricane was the dirty side—which meant more rain, higher winds, and possible tornadoes.

			After two weeks of almost nonstop rain, the ground was already so saturated that the floodwater from the rains would just run off into the roads. The pumping system could never keep up with the kind of tropical rain we got here, let alone a forecast of eight to ten inches over the course of a few hours. The Garden District was one of the higher neighborhoods in the city—part of the sliver by the river that didn’t flood after the failure of the federally built and maintained levees following Hurricane Katrina—and the gutters along the streets had been sunk several feet deep. There was a massive pothole on the next block downriver, the street pavement sinking so far that a cavern had opened between the sidewalk and the street. There was a gap of at least three inches between sidewalk and gutter, with the inevitable collapsing pavement around it.

			We’d parked our Honda CR-V up behind the main house, in the little parking area on the other side of the main house. It was the highest spot on the property. Usually, we parked on Chestnut alongside the big garage door on that side of the carriage house. We moved it yesterday afternoon, just to be on the safe side.

			Not that moving it to higher ground would protect it from flying debris or a falling tree, but you do what you can for preventive planning.

			“She’s a Category 3 now,” Frank said grimly. “They called it shortly after I got up.”

			I froze as I felt the panic starting to rise. I caught my breath. Mom always said that panicking never did any good. My therapist had taught me some coping mechanisms, written some prescriptions. I refused to let the panic take over. Living in the tropics has drawbacks, and dealing with hurricanes is one of the big ones. Panic was a waste of energy, and we needed to reserve energy for dealing with the aftermath.

			But I’d been hoping for better news on the strength front. All hurricanes were dangerous, but when it was Category 3 or higher, that was bad news. It’s rare for a storm to strengthen so much once the evacuation window closed. Katrina spent some time in the Gulf as both a 5 and a 4 but came ashore as a 3. Everyone forgot the wind damage once the levees failed.

			“I’m a bit worried,” Frank replied. “We’re going to get a lot of rain, and some major wind. The storm surge is going to be bad, too.” He rubbed his eyes. “I hope it doesn’t delay the renovation more.”

			“Don’t say that,” I replied, “or you’ll manifest it.” Frank had been deeply closeted most of the time he worked as a federal agent. He’d been raised in the same kind of Christianity that had tried warping Taylor’s brain, so he still had some serious negative thinking problems. He wasn’t as bad as he used to be, but his mind often reverted to the absolute worst-case scenario. It was his default.

			Me? I couldn’t imagine going through life expecting the worst just so I would never be disappointed.

			It seemed so negative, you know?

			I crossed myself. I wasn’t Catholic but had spent my entire childhood trapped in Catholic schools. “Your mouth to the universe’s ears,” I replied, deciding not to fight the negative-thinking battle for now. “I like this place a lot, but I’m ready to be home.” I plopped down on the overstuffed leather couch. Frank’s laptop was open on the ugly glass-and-chrome coffee table, but it had gone to sleep. The screensaver was a great action shot—Frank in the ring with one of the masked guys. Kid Kaos? Something like that. He had a great body but…Frank’s was better.

			“So am I.” Frank laughed. “It’s not going to be easy getting Taylor to move back to Decatur Street,” Frank said, sinking into the couch beside me and draping his leg over mine. “My socialist nephew certainly has taken to having servants and being waited on hand and foot.”

			“This is why the revolution is always doomed”—I grinned at him—“when even the most hardened revolutionary can be seduced by this opulent parasitic lifestyle, sucking the marrow out of the bones of the workers. I didn’t expect him to go in on being a one-percenter once we got here.”

			Taylor Wheeler was in his final year at Tulane but was thinking about pursuing a master’s. He’d blossomed since coming to live with us, having the freedom to finally be himself and not having to agree with us about everything. He had started moving farther to the left, all with the encouragement of my parents. I was getting used to the occasional lectures about my trust fund and the family fortunes, and every so often he’d say something that cut me to the quick.

			I always wound up writing a big check to a charity after one of those lectures. Guilt money spends like every other kind, as Mom told me when I realized where the money in my trust had come from.

			Which was why I never told Taylor where his tuition money came from, other than the trust.

			And it wasn’t a bad thing to recognize how much privilege you lived with.

			We could have stayed in the main house—my grandparents’ home was open and welcome for all of us whenever we needed for as long as we needed. The third floor was bedroom suites, and none were currently in use. Despite the Garden District homes-tour-showplace feel to the extravagant rooms on the first floor, the kitchen and the informal dining room were the only ones that got used a lot. Holiday gatherings and meals were in the big formal dining room, and there were always at least four Christmas trees in the windows visible from the street. Taylor’s suite of rooms was on the second floor, on the opposite side from my grandparents’ rooms. His was by the secret servant staircase that led from the kitchen to the fourth floor, so he could slip down for snacks whenever he needed one.

			I hadn’t even considered staying in the carriage house—mainly because I couldn’t remember anyone ever living there, unlike the dower house, which was nestled against the back property line behind the main house, past the parking area and the swimming pool. The dower house had been built by the original Diderot who built the main house—his mother and his wife didn’t get along, so he built his mother a home nearby. The dower house gets used regularly for guests, but alas, Aunt Erica showed no sign of moving out of there anytime soon. I kind of suspected she was drawing her convalescence out longer than was needed, but that was Aunt Erica.

			Erica was recovering from a broken hip. She’d fallen getting out of a cab in the rain. She claimed she was sober as a judge. But it happened on a Friday afternoon, and Erica always drank her lunch at Galatoire’s every Friday with friends. It didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to figure out she’d been wasted and missed her footing in the rain. I visited her during her stay at Touro Infirmary but hadn’t stayed long. She was her usual self, the room filled with balloons and flowers and plush toys, lording it over everyone from her hospital bed, loving every second of being the center of the attention. Mom said she was a textbook narcissist, and Aunt Erica had never done anything to disprove those words.

			Aunt Erica had never been one of my favorite relatives—even when I was a child, she seemed a bit sour already. She was my mother’s youngest sister. She’d been divorced four (or was it five?) times before giving up on marriage, but she also drank enough for people to talk about, not easy to do in a city whose social drinkers would be in rehab anywhere else. She’d made a lot of questionable choices in her life while being very critical of Mom’s. Mom hated everything about New Orleans society and rejected it, becoming a counterculturalist progressive hippie living a very bohemian life with my father in the Quarter. Mom resisted doing any of the things well brought up young society ladies did in New Orleans—she didn’t want to be a Mardi Gras maid or queen or anything, didn’t enjoy attending balls, didn’t want to make a debut or any of the archaic societal practices going back to before the Civil War, showing off women like prize cattle. She refused to go to Baylor or SMU for college, like all good Diderot girls—she went to UNO because she was already in love with Dad, and neither one of them wanted to leave New Orleans.

			Totally understandable. I’d lived in Nashville for the sad two years I spent enrolled at Vanderbilt. I cried with joy every time I came home, until I flunked out.

			Erica, on the other hand, grew up living the perfect New Orleans princess life, embracing all the things my mother abhorred. She did the dancing lessons, the piano lessons, and did all the prep work to grow into a proper New Orleans lady. She was the exact opposite of Mom in every way. She made her debut at eighteen, was first a maid and later Queen of Comus, Rex royalty being far too common and déclassé for the old-regime aristocratic Diderots. She went to SMU, where she met and married her first husband, an oil heir she divorced within a year. She moved back to New Orleans after that divorce and married her childhood sweetheart, a member of another family from the New Orleans nobility. That’s the earliest husband of hers I remember. Despite spending her entire adolescence being the perfect daughter, she’d never supplanted Mom as the favorite. Mom said she became more bitter the older she got and started taking it out on the world. Mom was right about her being a narcissist—she always managed to make everything about her, she kept track of things as petty as birthday cards or who called who last, and could be downright cruel. She believed she should be everyone’s top priority and got angry when she wasn’t.

			I rarely saw her, outside of command family performances. Mom had never been close to her, feeling sorrier for her than anything else. All I knew was she always smelled slightly of roses and whiskey. She’d had no children—although she treated her third husband’s children from a previous marriage as her own, and of course, none of them could be bothered to help her out in her recovery. She clearly thought our entire family needed to drop everything to dance attendance on her.

			Maman Diderot didn’t like the idea of her daughter recuperating with only home health care and her maid to keep an eye on her, so she’d insisted Erica move into the dower house. That way, family could stop by and check in on her every day, and of course there was the help at the main house.

			And that was why we were here in the old carriage house. Once it had been thoroughly cleaned and that musty smell gone, it was fine. Taylor moved into the main house because he needed his privacy, especially since he now had his first real boyfriend.

			I liked having our privacy here, too. I wasn’t fond of the Diderot House, never had been, and I really didn’t like sleeping there overnight.

			I was tired of not being in my own place. This was the longest I’d gone not living in my own place since the fire fifteen years ago. (It’s a long story.)

			I reached for the wool blanket we’d bought on a trip to Mexico and wrapped it around us both while Frank turned the television on, lowering the sound to not disturb Colin.

			We’d all been lost when local weatherman and hurricane expert Nash Roberts had retired in the early aughts. The rule used to be to always watch Nash and do what he told you—if Nash said to go, you’d better pack up and hit the road. We’d finally settled on Lisette Reynolds as our new local trusted weatherperson. She was accurate most of the time, and let’s face it, Nash wasn’t Nash when he first started, either. Lisette, with her long auburn hair and gorgeous smile, was a local treasure.

			I took another sip of coffee as another gust of wind slammed into the house. There was a loud bang outside, but I resisted the urge to get up and go look. None of the windows on the second floor had shutters, and there hadn’t really been time to buy plywood and board them up. The windows had survived Katrina, so we felt pretty sure they’d be okay.

			“Where’s Scooter?” I asked. Scooter was our sweet orange cat that we originally got because there was a mouse somewhere in the house. Scooter might have the DNA of an apex jungle predator, but he was way too mellow to do anything like hunt. His favorite thing to do was sleep, and preferably in someone’s lap. Taylor had grown really attached to him, but Scooter had come to the carriage house with us. He hadn’t been in bed when I got up, and he wasn’t anywhere around us, which was unusual. “Did you feed him?”

			Frank looked away from Lisette, who was talking to someone in a raincoat and hood getting blasted by the wind and the rain on the lakeshore. He was standing on the lake wall, which wasn’t something I’d be willing to do, especially since the water in the lake was rising. Hester was driving a storm surge in front of her, and that was always the big worry with hurricanes here—the storm surge. It was storm surge that did in the levees with Katrina, well, along with their faulty construction and maintenance. Lisette was even saying that very thing to him, and that he needed to get off the wall. His name flashed across the bottom of the screen again, and I smiled a bit. Jason Childress. Covered in plastic and other rain gear, his face wasn’t clear to the camera because of rain getting the lens wet, but I knew what Jason Childress looked like.

			He was kind of a snack, to be honest.

			New Orleans has always been, and always will be, a very small town. Everyone knew everyone here—or was no more than two degrees of separation from everyone else. Jason had come to work for the local news station a little over a year ago, usually did weather on weekends or covered for Lisette when she was on vacation. He was pretty for a pale blond with what used to be called a peaches-and-cream complexion. He tanned to a nice golden shade, and his white-blond hair turned even whiter, but he always had apple-red cheeks, the kind adults love to pinch on children. He worked out at our gym, too—Riverview Fitness in Canal Place—and so I’d seen him naked in the locker room or drenched in sweat while doing his own workouts. I got strong gay vibes from him, despite the naturally deep and charming voice and the kind of pinup looks that drove teenage girls crazy and made them squeal. I hadn’t heard anything about him but would probably run into him in one of the Quarter gay bars at some point. Probably Southern Decadence in a couple of weeks. All the city gays turned out for Southern Decadence.

			Or he could be in a monogamous same-sex marriage and never went out.

			Another blast of wind screamed around the building. I took another swig of my coffee. Lisette was now in front of the radar map. “The eye will pass over the Rigolets, based on the current projections from the Hurricane Center,” she was saying. “In another few hours or so, give or take, but we are on the western side of the storm, so we’ll be getting rain almost constantly until the final remnants have passed.”

			“Cell tower is down,” Frank observed, frowning at the screen of his phone. “But the Wi-Fi is working.”

			“I hope we don’t lose power,” I said. Losing power here wasn’t the end of the world; Diderot House had a generator with a natural gas line Papa Diderot had put in after Katrina. If we lost power, we’d just move over to the main house and sleep on the first floor until power was restored. Taylor had sneered at our privilege when I’d mentioned the generator when a storm was in the Gulf a few years ago, but I was betting he’d be grateful for said privilege if the power went out.

			There was another loud crash from outside, like something had hit against one of the garage doors.

			“We should probably see what that was,” Frank said. “It sounded pretty big.”

			I stood up. “I’ll go. You stay here and keep the couch warm.” I reached down and kissed the top of his head. “Back in a jiffy.”

			I galloped down the stairs to the door leading into the garage. I opened it and flipped the light switch. The first floor always kind of gave me the creeps. There was a lot of furniture under white dustcloths that had yellowed with age, boxes and boxes in haphazard piles everywhere, and I thought, not for the first time, this place really needs to be organized. I bet I could get Taylor to do it if I offered him the right amount of money, before turning to face the big garage doors. There was another door right next to the big garage doors, the one that led to the street. There was a window in that door. I walked over to it and stood up on my tiptoes to see if I could get a look without opening the door.

			No luck.

			I looked around and found a big blue-and-white umbrella in an elephant’s paw stand that would have sent Taylor into a tirade about big game hunting. I carried it back over to the door. Another gust blasted the house, shaking it a little bit, and I opened the umbrella.

			In a fluid motion I opened the door and turned the umbrella to catch most of the wind and the rain but still had to back up a few steps. But finally, in a lull, I worked my way back to the doorframe, shoved the umbrella through the opening, and stepped into a puddle. The gutters were full of water, and water was starting to come up over the curb onto the cobblestone sidewalk.

			There was a figure lying on the cement in front of the garage door, soaking wet.

			It was almost obscured by the large live oak branch that had slammed into the building—I turned to look across the street and saw the scar where the wind had torn it off the tree on the other side.

			Had the branch hit someone?

			I stepped closer, and the wind snatched the umbrella, turning it inside out and ripping it out of my hands, sending it bouncing away down the cobblestones. I was drenched immediately. I tried to shield my eyes from the rain, which the wind was whipping into my body. The drops felt like needles trying to tear my skin open. My feet splashed through the puddles. As I reached down to check the form, lightning cracked and made everything bright as day outside as the thunder started rolling.

			I stepped back in shock, recognizing the dead white face of Aunt Erica’s daytime nurse, Kristin.
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