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          SPRING 2007

        

      

    

    
      I finished typing my latest blog entry as my blackberry rang. I didn’t recognize the number flashing across the screen. I said a prayer and pressed the answer button, bracing myself for another complaint call from a provider that I rejected or an angry patient whose surgery didn’t go as planned. Who knew that a blog about my plastic surgery journey would turn into a booming business in just three years? Soon, my recommendation of a plastic surgeon was akin to an author getting on the Oprah Book Club. After six months, I had so many daily hits on my site that I decided to try selling advertising to generate income. As it turned out, physicians had no problem paying me a percentage of their fee to increase their market share. I’d like to take all the credit, but in some ways, I was just in the right place at the right time.

      When I started my plastic surgery journey, I never would have anticipated such drastic changes in my life. After being shot in the face while on duty with the State Police in North Carolina several years ago, I needed multiple surgeries. The circumstances of the shooting left questions about the orders that had sent me into harm’s way without backup. In the end, a sharp old attorney settled for a nice bundle on my behalf, and I walked away from police work forever.

      “Hello? Is anyone there?”

      Startled, I realized I hadn’t yet spoken into my Blackberry, so in a forced professional tone, I said, “Miranda Marquette speaking, how may I help you?” I cringed at the feedback of my voice echoing back at me; it always came out higher when I spoke on the phone. Sometimes I worried that the person on the other end thought I was fourteen rather than thirty-three.

      A woman with a vaguely familiar accent asked, “Miranda?

      Is that you?”

      My heart lurched. The voice took me back to a safer place and time, but I still couldn’t place it. My mouth went dry. “Yes, it is, and who am I speaking to?” I knew I sounded distracted, and I was. My shrink told me I needed to work on staying in the moment.

      The woman sounded taken aback by my dismissive tone. “Wow . . . I knew you had stepped up in the world, but I didn’t think you would have forgotten me, mon amie.”

      The realization clicked, and I exclaimed, “Sabine!” My eyes widened, and so did my grin. “It’s been so long.”

      She laughed and clicked her tongue with pretend disapproval. “Remember, for every day I didn’t visit you, there’s a day you didn’t visit me.”

      I chuckled. “I get it. The road goes both ways.” Then I sobered. “Hey, is everything okay? I haven’t heard from you in a while.”

      “Does something have to be a matter for me to call my favorite cousin?” She forced a laugh.

      “Well, the last time you called it was because hurricane Katrina came through, and the two times before that were to tell me about Grandpapa Marquette’s dementia and then to invite me to his funeral.” I tapped my nails against the desk in apprehension.

      She sighed. “Which you didn’t attend.”

      “Did you call me to rehash the reasons I couldn’t be there?” “No, no. I’m sorry. I understand you had your own problems.”

      I drew a deep breath. I loved my cousin, but sometimes . . . “So how are you, and where are you?”

      “Things have been better, but I can get into it later.” Her voice took on a more hopeful tone, and she said, “I’m actually in town, and I’d love to get together.”

      Her revelation floored me. “No Way! Miss ‘I will never step foot on the West Coast’ is here? How did that happen?”

      I could tell she was scowling the way she did when we were kids. “Well, smarty pants . . .”

      Ha! She only called me that before begrudgingly complimenting me.

      “You know how you have always told me I needed to get in touch with the fishing community if I ever wanted to expand the business?” Her voice sounded smaller and less confident than usual.

      “Yeah?” I said, pressing my blackberry to my ear with my shoulder so I could type in the tags and publish the post before something happened and I had to rewrite everything.

      “Well, I listened to you.” She laughed but sounded serious. I held my ‘I told you so’ and let her continue uninterrupted. “I’ve become part of an online community of shrimp fishermen worldwide, and their annual convention is in L. A. this year, so I wanted to see if you had time to get together.”

      Sabine took over our grandfather’s shrimping business after his diagnosis and moved downriver from Meraux to Venice, Louisiana to be closer to the shrimp in the Gulf. That was a smart move, but she still had a lot to learn. I was glad to hear she took my advice about expanding her knowledge base. It was the least I could do to repay her for her guidance during my formative years.

      “I can’t wait. Do you want to drive up to Malibu, or do you want me to meet you down there somewhere?” I was thrilled she’d be visiting; I saw her as the big sister I never had. “Of course, I’d love for you to see the house, but I don’t want you to get too jealous.” I made a face before remembering she couldn’t see me.

      “I thought you’d never ask, mon amour!” I could hear the excitement in her voice as she said, “I’d love to see it, and I can’t wait to see you.”

      “I can’t wait to see you either.” I was practically jumping with excitement myself. “When do you think you’ll be coming by?”

      In typical Sabine fashion, she said, “I would hope so, my dear! How does tonight work for you? Around seven?”

      “How about six? I’ll cook dinner,” I suggested. “I hope my cooking skills can still impress your delicate French palate.” I laughed at my joke, thinking about all the intense spices they used back home.

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” she threw back at me laughing. Then she said, “Yeah, that sounds great!” Her voice took on a sour note of disapproval. “The food at this conference leaves a bit to be desired. See you at six!” I heard a click, and then she was gone.

      I set the phone on my desk, closed my brick of a laptop, swiveled in my desk chair to survey my living room, and gasped at the mess. To the untrained eye, it wouldn’t look like much of a mess at all. However, I knew the books were out of place, blankets and pillows were askew, and I swore I could see a few crumbs strewn across the carpet. All I cared about was making everything completely spotless, regardless of whatever magazine on my end table that got caught in the crossfire.
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        * * *

      

      When I finished vacuuming the russet brown carpet, I flopped on the couch and exhaled deeply, trying to settle my racing heart. Speed cleaning should be an Olympic sport—it was utterly exhausting. The calming breaths I took didn’t help much; I was going crazy with anticipation. I hadn’t seen Sabine in five years and that I barely remember. I was still in the hospital, my head and face wrapped in bandages. Another lifetime ago. Suddenly, I felt guilty for not going back home much. The last couple of times I went back, I blew in and out of town after a quick dinner with my mom and stepdad. As far as my dad went, I hadn’t seen him since my parents got divorced when I was thirteen.

      I mulled over what I would make for Sabine and tried to remember what I had in my kitchen, groaning when I realized that I was severely lacking anything remotely resembling a full meal, except perhaps for the several bottles of Cabernet Sauvignon in my wine cellar. If my housekeeper were around, I’d have asked her to pick something up for me, but her husband was ill, so I told her to take the week off. I snatched my keys off the coffee table and then scrambled around for a few minutes looking for my purse, not realizing I’d hung it up while cleaning. Eventually, I found stashed it in the downstairs closet, after wasting precious time lifting the same three pillows over and over.

      With my purse slung over my arm, I sped out the door and climbed into the red convertible waiting in my garage. A few minutes later, I pulled into the Pavilions. I parked as close to the entrance as I could. Luckily at 2:30, I was only competing with retirees and stay-at-home moms for a parking spot. I started a mental shopping list while I speed-walked toward the door.

      “What do you cook for someone who grew up in France? It’s like the cooking capital of the world,” I muttered. “I bet she’s tired of shrimp by now, so that’s out . . . what’s left?”

      Suddenly, the only recipes I could think of involved shrimp as the main ingredient. As I passed through the sliding doors, the fans, meant to keep bugs out, hit me with a blast of air, and I had to run a hand through my hair to make it lay flat again.

      As I scanned the signs atop each of the aisles, my eyes landed on the produce section and inspiration hit me in the face.

      “Where are we? California.” I clapped my hands and laughed to myself. “What do Californians eat? California Cuisine!”

      A woman passing by gave me a strange look as if she’d never seen someone talking to herself. I smiled at her and pushed my cart over to the leafy greens and scooped up plenty of salad makings—romaine, butter lettuce, fresh spinach, and some kale for good measure. Before leaving the section, I picked up avocados and a bag of chopped walnuts. I also grabbed the ingredients for a spicy dressing. Growing up in the Big Easy meant food wasn’t food unless it had some spice.

      Before going to the checkout, I stopped at the meat counter for some fresh organic ocean-caught salmon. I carried the groceries out to the car, leaving the cart near the front door. After sliding into the front seat, I took a moment to lower the roof.

      I headed up the Pacific Coast Highway, or PCH as the locals call it, which was my favorite way to go home. I loved it because if I looked to the left, I could see crystal waters glistening in the sun, tiny sailboats on the horizon, and crying gulls circling the beaches in search of an unsuspecting beach-goer’s lunch. If I looked to the right, I saw gorgeous homes sitting on the hilltop. I’m still not used to it, and I hope I never am. The ocean views, the smell of the air, the laid-back feeling—even though it’s not that far from bustling LA, it was like night and day.

      I pulled into my gated driveway and raised the roof again as I pulled up to the garage doors. I gathered my groceries and took a moment to admire the exterior of my home, with its light orange stucco walls and the delicate white accents. I adored my house; it had everything I ever dreamed of in a home, including a gourmet kitchen with French doors opening to a large deck that ran the whole width of the house, overlooking the Pacific. The view spoke to me when I first walked into the house—but the high vaulted ceilings sealed the deal.
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        * * *

      

      I could have been happy in my kitchen all day, chopping veggies, and marinating salmon, but I didn’t have all day. By the time I finished the preparations, it was already 4:30 and I had yet to shower and figure out what to do with my hair, put on some semblance of makeup, and get dressed. I set down the paring knife and looked down at my clothes. My everyday wear of jeans and a t-shirt wouldn’t do. I guessed Sabine wouldn’t dress to the nines to see me, but since she was there for a conference, I wasn’t entirely sure, and I didn’t want to feel underdressed in my own home.

      I ran up the stairs to my bedroom, ever aware that time was ticking by and opened the closet. A dress was an easy way to look put together without much effort on my part. However, it was usually windy in the evenings, and I was hoping to hang out with Sabine on the deck that served as my backyard. I decided to go with an in-between look by wearing light jeans and a dark blue blouse paired with gold gladiator sandals. I laid out my clothes on the bed and headed to the bathroom.

      After letting the water warm up for a minute or two, I climbed into the glass shower, letting the water run on my hair before lathering it with shampoo.

      I glanced at my alarm clock when I got out and had been in the shower for ten minutes, which was five minutes longer than I could afford, but at least I didn’t have anything on the stove yet. Luckily my flat iron worked on wet hair, so I didn’t have to eat up a lot of time by blow-drying my long hair.

      After I finished doing my hair, I moved on to getting my makeup done. As I did that, always self-conscious of the fine scar lines, I thought about Sabine and how she always looked great no matter what she wore. I struggled for years trying to compete with her. It didn’t help that she always seemed far more mature than I was, despite the three-year difference. Everything just seemed so effortless for her, while I barely managed to look half as good as she did. I wondered what she would think of the new me.

      When we were in high school, because we were in different grades and never in the same classes, it was easy to avoid being around my drop-dead gorgeous cousin. When I was a gawky freshman and she a prom queen junior, I chose to go Goth. I didn’t feel pretty, so I preferred having a look that put people off. I didn’t get asked out much except by scary-looking guys and geeks and when I said no, it seemed to add to my mystique. People weren’t sure if I was a snob or just had particular tastes. What they didn’t know was that I was scared to death. On the other hand, Sabine wore mini-skirts and mixed with the cool crowd. Boys and girls, everyone loved her.

      As soon as boys started looking at me like that, I made sure it wouldn’t happen again. That was what drew me to the law enforcement field. Since it was a career that traditionally attracted males, I figured I would be one of the guys. That didn’t quite work out; I didn’t realize most male/female partners end up either dating, hating each other, or both. I ended up living with mine even though he was twenty years my senior. But, eventually the age difference and the stress of a law enforcement lifestyle was too much for me to handle. My shrink always said it was because of unresolved issues with my dad. She was probably right.
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        * * *

      

      I carefully pulled my shirt over my head to avoid messing up my hair and makeup. I ended up facing my nightstand and I let out a gasp as I caught sight of my alarm clock. It was already 5:45 and I hadn’t even started the salmon. My sandals slapped on the kitchen tiles as I raced in to finish up. Knowing Sabine, I figured she’d be early, but with any luck, LA traffic would be on my side for once. I quickly got out a pan and threw in some oil, placed the salmon skin-side down and allowed it to crisp.

      Once that was done, I stepped into the hall to look at myself in my floor-length mirror and to double check that I wasn’t going overboard. I decided I looked good but not too good, which was what I was aiming at because the last thing I wanted was to turn things into a competition; I knew I’d lose. Ever since the reconstructive surgery, I’d been self-conscious about my appearance. That was something my therapist and I had been working on. That and my distinct lack of interest in having a relationship with a man. I’d have my fun when I did the two- year criminal justice program at college in North Carolina. After that, I was recruited by the police and there I stayed for six years until . . .

      The doorbell rang and brought me out of my thoughts. I quickly ran into the kitchen to flip the fish and then raced down the stairs two at a time, wishing at that moment the house was just a bit smaller. I made it to the door as the bell rang a second time.

      I opened the door and managed to puff out, “Sabine!”

      She chuckled as I worked to catch my breath. “I knew you would be excited to see me, mon amour, but I don’t want you having a coronary.”

      “Come in, come in! You look fabulous!” I laughed and took a few breaths before saying it. I was secretly hoping that she’d begun to look older than me by now, but no. Quite the opposite; at thirty-six, she looked younger than me. “Oh, speaking of having a coronary, my salmon is about to burn!” I turned and dashed back up the stairs.

      “Do you want me to lock the door?” she asked.

      “Yeah, thanks,” I called over my shoulder. “And then you can make yourself at home in the living room.”

      I heard the click of Sabine’s heels as she followed me and her impressed whistle as she reached the top of the stairs. I grinned, but then picked up speed as the smell of smoke began to waft out at me from the kitchen. I made it to the stove just as ugly black smoke was starting to billow up from the pan. I quickly grabbed a spatula and put the salmon on my cutting board before the fire could ruin the filet.

      Sabine called, “Did you make it?”

      “Yeah, it’s fine. It just gives new meaning to the phrase ‘crisped salmon,’” I called back as I dropped the blackened pan into the sink.

      “I’m not surprised; you always were a firecracker!” I heard her chuckling.

      I playfully tossed back, “It takes one to know one!” Then I left the salmon to cool and walked into the living room to join her. “Do you want to eat out on the deck or in the dining room?” Her jaw dropped as I came around the corner and she finally got a good look at me, “Who the heck are you and what have you done with Miranda?”

      Before I could say anything, she added, “I wasn’t sure what to expect after everything you went through. That must have been horrible.”

      “I’m still working through it. My shrink says it’s post- traumatic stress disorder. But, most days I’m just happy to be alive.”

      She paused for a moment, looking a little uncomfortable, then said, “Anyway, you look wonderful!”

      “You saw me when I answered the door,” I chuckled, trying to lighten up the moment, and reached for a hug.

      “Barely, before you flew up the steps to rescue dinner.” She hugged me for a moment and then stepped back to inspect me. I spun around, and she continued to gape to the point of leaning close to examine my face. “When I last saw you all wrapped in bandages, I had no idea how amazing the outcome would be. Who would have thought you could turn into such a beauty queen!”

      I’d never sent photos to my family, afraid of how they’d react to the changes. I pulled her close again and said, “Thanks.” I pushed back the tears momentarily reliving the scariest days of my life. She held me at arm’s length. The look on her face told me she noticed my tears, but she didn’t comment. She kept it light. “Nice digs by the way. You’ve done good, kid!”

      Someday I would tell Sabine about everything, but this wasn’t the time. I replied with another heartfelt, “thanks,” and then changed the subject. “Do you want anything to drink?”

      “How about some of that famous California wine everyone is always raving about?” She asked, setting her purse on the couch. “I sure could use some.”

      “How does red sound?” I offered, hoping she’d jump on the Cabernet Sauvignon train with me.

      “Sounds great!” She grinned, and I did a mental arm pump of victory.

      “Come to the kitchen with me and I’ll get you a glass.” I beckoned. “We can catch up a little while we’re waiting for the salmon to cool since I’m planning to put it on salad.”

      I picked two large wine glasses and filled them with my favorite cabernet. Then I led Sabine onto the deck.

      “Wow, what a view,” she said with a sigh as she sat down in one of my wicker chairs gazing out on the Pacific. “I could use a view like this when I get up in the morning.”

      “Sometimes I miss the sight of the mist drifting and the fireflies dancing across the muddy river water back home,” I replied, taking the seat opposite her and wrapping my cardigan around my body to keep out the marine wind.

      She took a sip from her glass. “I guess you heard I moved down to Venice, so my commute wouldn’t be so long. I was spending all my time on the road after I moved the operation. Granted, there’s not much going on down there, but I don’t really have a social life anyway.” She set her glass down on the table between us. “Shrimping is my life now, for better or for worse.” I laughed. “I’ll bet you still have those shrimpers coming after you like they always did. You certainly always did know how to put them in their places, though.” I took a deep sip as well.

      We sat in silence for a while, staring at the ocean and watching the sun make its final descent below the horizon. I could tell she was working up the nerve to tell me something, but I wasn’t in a rush; the ocean always made me feel peaceful and grounded. I was also subconsciously avoiding the conversation for as long as I could; I didn’t want to ruin the moment.

      My cousin tried to make her voice sound deep and impressive like a CEO in the Board Room. “You’re probably wondering why I called you all here.” She started laughing halfway through; typical Sabine, always trying to lighten the mood by making terrible jokes.

      I laughed too. “I was, but I figured you’d get to it eventually.”

      She closed her eyes as if she was trying to think of the right place to start. After a few moments, she asked, “Do you remember when the doctors diagnosed Grandpapa with dementia?”

      I nodded, trying to hold back a new set of guilt-riddled tears. By the time I got down to see him, Grandpapa had no idea who I was. “It must have been horrible to watch him going downhill like that.”

      She looked down at her hands. “He was well on the way to killing the business and I couldn’t bear for him to sell it to someone outside the family.” She sighed. “He got plenty of offers, but they were all too low to even consider. When he made me an offer three years ago, I bought him out. Well, he pretty much gave it to me, but I needed to invest my own capital in the business almost immediately because I figured out pretty quickly that I needed to expand, or I’d be bankrupt within a year.” She paused briefly, and then continued. “Grandpapa believed in the more traditional method of shrimping in the riverbeds.” She turned to me. “I’m not sure how much you remember about how it all works, but river shrimping is a seasonal activity governed by the locals along the river. It only occurs during the summer months.”

      She paused to take a sip of cabernet, and then continued, “However, shrimping in the Gulf is a year-round activity, and the Federal Government only loosely governs it. They don’t have a lot of time to pay attention to us because they have other problems. They mostly monitor how we’re protecting sea turtles.”

      The more Sabine drank, the grander her gestures became. “We don’t want to get in trouble with the Feds and, quite honestly, never bother the turtles!” She thumped on my glass table so hard, I cringed, hoping it wouldn’t break. I considered taking the glass away from her; if she was that worked up about turtles, who knew what she’d do by the time she got to the point. But I kept my concerns to myself.

      “Anyway, with the three boats we have, we have been doing pretty well.” She struggled to regain her laid-back demeanor. “I’m not sure if you knew, but we bought out two smaller shrimping companies. The owners got older, and their children decided not to continue operations.”

      “Wow, that’s great.” I was impressed.

      She smiled, but there was still a small furrow between her brows. “Anyway, things have been going pretty well. We’ve had the typical issues: turnover, bad employees, petty theft and of course, Katrina.”

      “I was glad you called after Katrina pushed through,” I said. “I was worried sick that something happened to you.”

      She nodded. “We were really fortunate. The boats were all in dry dock out in Hackberry, just east of the Texas border, getting overhauled for the fall season. Luckily, they didn’t take a direct hit. I was renting a house and dock-space at the time, so I had no financial loss, and I was the first one ready to do business when there were docks rebuilt to tie up to.” She looked out at the ocean, but I could tell that her mind was in another time. She whispered, “Yes, I was lucky.”

      I felt terrible how out of touch I had been with everyone.

      All I could say was, “You’ve always been the lucky one.” “Yeah, me and your parents.” She paused and retracted at her gaff. “I mean your mom and stepdad . . . theirs was like one of five houses in Meraux that wasn’t obliterated. It was eerie walking around the old neighborhood with all that destruction and rebuilding going on with their house looking as if the storm had never hit.” She shook her head and shuddered, then asked, “How are your parents doing anyway? I haven’t seen them since I moved.”

      I bit my lip. “Um, I haven’t seen them in a while.”

      “You had better get out there, Miranda” she scolded. “Have you even been back since Katrina?”

      The only thing I’d done was call them as soon as I’d heard. I felt guilty about not going to help, but I told myself that my own recovery was still too recent, and I couldn’t face more pain by seeing the destruction of the places where I grew up.

      I looked at the floor feeling like the ten-year-old I was when Sabine and I first met. “Um, nope.”

      She gasped and muttered, “L'enfant est gâté.”

      Frowning, I said, “I am not a child, and I am certainly not spoiled!”

      She gestured around, and I sighed in resignation. She pushed her dark brown mane behind her right ear and crossed her legs. “I know you are busy, ma chère, but you need to get back there.” I nodded absently and she continued, “Well if I have my way, maybe you can kill two birds with one stone.” She smiled and winked, then continued, “Okay, let’s get to the point.”

      Finally! I thought but didn’t say it aloud.

      “I’m in trouble,” then she added, “well, I’m not in trouble yet, but I’m going to be if I don’t get this figured out.”

      I leaned forward in my chair. “I thought you said things were going pretty well?”

      She nodded. “Things have been going great—until now, that is.”

      “What changed?” I asked, intrigued.

      She placed her glass on the table and leaned forward. “I recently secured a contract with Costco to buy all the shrimp I can catch at a premium rate.”

      “That’s great,” I commended her.

      “Yes, except almost immediately after getting that contract, my volume started to dive. “Two months ago, we were averaging over a thousand pounds per day per boat. Some days we would take as much as twenty-five hundred, so I was conservative when I guaranteed Costco at least twenty-two hundred and fifty pounds per week in my contract. That’s only seven-hundred and fifty per boat per week.”

      “That doesn’t sound too bad,” I said, trying to cover up that I’d wiped most of the information about the shrimping industry from my memory.

      “Yeah well,” she continued. “Since I signed the contract, my take has been less than five hundred pounds per boat, some days less than two hundred!” She threw up her hands with a groan and leaned back in her chair again. Then she gripped the edge of the chair and slid herself forward. “I’m technically not in trouble with them yet because my contractual obligation is based on a three-month average, but if this continues, they will drop me.” Her voice took on a frustrated tone. “Miranda, this contract was a game-changer for me! At twelve hundred per day, I’d be grossing close to three million dollars a year. That’s ten times what I grossed my first year in the business. What’s worse, is my business can’t survive at this volume even selling locally at wholesale or retail. It just isn’t enough volume to be profitable.”

      I could tell her rant was winding down, and I got increasingly anxious the closer she seemed to get to her point.

      She paused. “This is where you come in.”

      I would have liked it if Sabine had come solely for a social visit, but my gut told me she needed something. But after all she had done for me over the years, it was only fair.

      “Okay,” I said, intrigued.

      “I believe there is foul play going on.” She crossed her arms. “Can’t it just be a coincidence?” I asked. “Something to do with global warming?”

      “Right when I got the Costco contract?” She glowered and shook her head. “It’s fairly predictable how long it’ll take to get the greatest amount of shrimp out of a bed before we move on to the next one. Lately, we’re depleting the beds in about half the time that we would expect.”

      She stood up and looked out at the Pacific. For a moment, everything was silent, and all we could hear was the ebb and flow of the waves down on the beach.

      She turned to me and said, “I believe that someone is informing a competitor where we are finding the shrimp, allowing my competitor to fish them in the off-hours, thereby depleting the potential catch quickly. They may also be selling shrimp out the back door to a competitor after catching them.”

      I frowned. “Can’t you just go back out to where you fished, after hours, to see if someone else is fishing there?”

      She gave me a look that told me she’d already thought about it. “It’s not illegal or even a bad business practice to shrimp where someone else has recently been. Law enforcement couldn’t do a thing, even if I did find a competitor out there. It’s also very dangerous; bad things happen out there at night, especially when someone doesn’t want to be discovered. That’s why I need you. I don’t have the money or the inclination to hire a private investigator, and I’m losing more every day.” She sat back down and looked me in the eye. “I need you to be my eyes and ears for a while in Venice. I know you worked undercover back when you were a cop, so you’ve got experience. No one knows you down there especially the ‘new’ you.”

      “Why me, Sabine?” I leaned back and crossed my arms and legs. “I’m sure you know plenty of people in the area who could help.”

      “I don’t.” She shrugged and said, “You are my last resort.” “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I exclaimed.

      She looked a little more relaxed now that she’d finished her pitch.

      My cousin rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean, mon amour.”

      “You think you can just speak French and I will fold just like when I was little.” I crossed my arms. “Well, let me tell you, I’ve got responsibilities here, and I just don’t know if I can drop everything.” I protested too much.

      “Miranda, the little I know about your business is that you can operate it from anywhere, isn’t that true?” She grinned, and I knew she’d caught me. She could sell gator-skinned boots to a gator. “Come on, sweetheart, don’t make me beg!”

      “Well, I suppose . . .” I paused and took a deep breath, “Okay, all right, I’ll do it.”

      She squealed with excitement. “I knew you’d help!” Louisiana was the last place on earth that I wanted to be. As she jumped up and kissed me on both cheeks, I had a sinking feeling that I’d made a deal with the devil in high heels.
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      The doorbell rang, and I glared at my alarm clock. “Oh my gosh, it’s nine o’clock already!” I rubbed my eyes, stretched, and hopped out of bed all in one motion.

      “Coming!” I threw on some running shorts and a t-shirt, dragged a brush through my hair, and ran for the door.

      There stood Heather, my assistant, all five foot two and one hundred pounds of her. She looked me up and down and laughed. “Did you oversleep again?”

      I turned and leaped up the stairs two at a time. Over my shoulder, I yelled, “Guilty as charged! Make some coffee; there’s some of that cinnamon swirl bread you love so much in the bread drawer.”

      I gasped as I reached my room--suitcases and clothes were strewn everywhere. Sabine hadn’t given me any indication how long I’d be gone, so I figured I’d better pack heavy. I took a deep breath as I meandered back to my bed and sat down, collecting my thoughts. First things first, I needed to shower and make myself presentable. While I adored Heather, I was still her boss, so I wanted to maintain a little more dignity than I had shown when I answered the door.

      After surviving the obstacle course from the bed to my bedroom door, I ran back to the second-floor landing so Heather could hear me when I yelled down. “I’m gonna hop in the shower. Are you okay for a few minutes?” The house needed an intercom.

      Heather laughed from the kitchen. “Believe me, I have lots to do, and I’ll have plenty of questions for you when you come down.”

      The hot water running over my head and down my body was ecstasy. As my therapist had suggested for combatting my occasional bouts with anxiety, I focused on making my mind go blank and enjoying the sensation. Since accepting Sabine’s challenge to investigate her business issue, I broke out in a cold sweat every time I started to formulate a plan. It was no coincidence that the last time I headed up an investigation, I was shot three times and nearly died.

      With that thought, I shivered while I dried myself off, my hot shower just a memory. Note to self: Turn down the air conditioning. There was no time to blow-dry my hair, so I tied it back and hoped for the best. I slapped a little makeup on, and I was good to go. After all, I hadn’t seen Sabine in years and I saw Heather yesterday, so I wasn’t quite as particular. I searched through my walk-in closet for something suitable to wear. I decided on a pink and white flowered sundress. I stood back and looked at the full-length mirror. Even after all these years since the surgery, I was still getting used to my face. “Stop over- thinking, Miranda,” I said out loud as I headed downstairs.

      Heather, looking like a college student in cutoffs and a Bon Jovi t-short, sat at the kitchen island on one of my leather stools, concentrating on the screen of her laptop. “Can you believe this? I just got an email from a woman who got a nose job through one of our referral plastic surgeons. She wants to sue us for pain and suffering.” I groaned and rolled my eyes as she continued. “Her husband left her for a younger woman with a bigger nose. Now she blames us because her nose is too small.”

      I went to the fridge for some fresh-squeezed orange juice. “Thank God for attorneys. They wrote a nifty waiver that absolves us from any risk related to the use of our services. This one’s obviously outrageous, but we’ve had people sue us for malpractice along with the doctor when a procedure went wrong.

      While I certainly feel bad for them, we can’t be held responsible for individual doctor performance.” I strolled over to the wall of windows overlooking the Pacific, sighed and slid open the door to the deck. “I’m gonna miss this view.”

      Heather grimaced as she breathed in the rush of salt-sea air. “I’m going to miss you, boss.”

      I patted her arm, hoping my touch would give her some confidence even if I wasn’t feeling that way. “You’ll do fine without me,” I struggled to sound positive.

      Heather went back to her screen, and I poured myself some coffee. “Want some more?” I asked her, holding up the pot.

      Heather jumped up with her cup. “I’d love some! Thanks.”

      I leaned over the opposite side of the island, resting on my elbows as she sat back down. “So, what other questions did you have?”

      “Do you have the house stuff written down anywhere? When the housekeeper comes in, your vet’s number in case the cats or horses get sick, stuff like that.”

      I snickered. “Oh, you mean the kind of stuff that you already take care of for me?”

      She nervously twisted her hair in a ring around her finger. “Well, yeah, kind of, but you’re usually here to help me find what I need. Now you’re going to be gone, like uh, forever. So, I’ll need a source other than you, so I’m not emailing or messaging you every five minutes.”

      I thought for a second. “Well, no, it’s not all in one place, but I’ll get it to you before I leave. I promise.”

      Heather chuckled. “You’d better, or I’ll be out in New Orleans hunting you down.” She looked thoughtful. “Okay, now that we have that out of the way, when do you want me to move in?”

      I hesitated.

      She looked inquisitively at me, and then after a few seconds, mumbled, “I guess I’ll wait until you go.” She broke eye contact with me, and I immediately regretted, inadvertently giving her the message that I wasn’t sure about her moving in. I desperately wanted the company. But I was also secretly afraid I would lose her as a friend and employee. The last time I tried to live with someone, it didn’t end well.

      “Any time is fine.” I regained my composure and brightened at the thought of her moving in sooner rather than later. “In fact, why don’t you move in tomorrow and we can do a trial run. You can pretend I’m not here and see how everything goes without me.”

      Heather started packing up her laptop. “That sounds great! I thought you were having second thoughts.” She grinned sheepishly, regaining eye contact. “Hey, do you mind if I take the rest of the day off to get my stuff together if I’m going to move in tomorrow? I mean I don’t have a ton of stuff, but it’s gonna take some time to get organized.”

      I should have thought of that. “Of course,” I responded She gave me a quick hug and headed out.

      I watched her run down to her VW Bug. “See you tomorrow,” I said more to myself than to her.

      I walked into my living room and plopped down on the overstuffed leather couch. Suddenly, I felt overwhelmed and oddly exhausted. “You’d better get your act in gear, girl!” I spoke aloud hoping it would motivate me. I had so much to do and so little time. At least my anxiety didn’t have a chokehold on my willingness to move forward at the moment.

      First, there was the matter of figuring out what I was going to do when I got out there. I had made the mistake of texting my mom that I had agreed to help Sabine, which forced me to promise to spend a couple of days in Meraux with her and Tom before moving on to Sabine’s. At least I’d be able to take some time to breathe before tackling Sabine’s problem. Thankfully, Venice was nearly two hours from where I grew up, so I had a legitimate reason not to stay in my childhood home for the duration of the visit. Sabine was right about one thing. I avoided going home like the plague. It was awkward, and unrewarding, except seeing my mom, but even that had become a chore. My shrink said I had to face these family issues sooner or later.

      On top of that, my brother Michael and I had never been super close. He was four years younger and when we were growing up, I saw him as more of a pain than anything. By the time we started to get to an age where we might have more in common, I had moved to North Carolina. I had a bad habit of biting my thumbnail when I was thinking. My shrink said it was my adult version of sucking my thumb to comfort myself. I wasn’t sure about that, but it was hard to quit.

      I wondered if there was a chance for Mike and me to start over now that we were adults. I needed to make that a priority since he was my only sibling. Then there was my stepdad, Tom, who was pleasant enough, but I didn’t know him well since I had already moved out by the time he and Mom got together. So, I avoided going home because I didn’t feel like I was part of the family. On the other hand, this trip offered me the chance to bury my resentment and move on. I decided to stay optimistic, at least for now.

      Staying in the house I grew up in would be a double-edged sword. I felt very much at home in my old bedroom, especially since my mom hadn’t changed a thing since I moved out at eighteen. So, if I just hibernated in my bedroom upstairs, I’d be okay if I didn’t regress. On the other hand, because I never dealt with my parent’s divorce, it seemed like when I spent time with my mom, I got sucked back into that emotional rabbit hole. It seemed like my years of business success were helping with my self-confidence, though, because the thought of going home didn’t make me want to throw up anymore.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was up until two a.m. packing and repacking. I finally settled on two suitcases and an overstuffed carry-on. I figured I could buy whatever I forgot to pack. By the time that I finally crawled into bed and passed out, rejected clothes covered the floor of my room. It made yesterday’s mess seem like a walk in the park. When the doorbell rang at 9 a.m., I felt like I was living Groundhog Day.

      “Coming!” I yelled, even though there was no way she could hear me outside. I nearly tripped as I hopscotched across my bedroom in my jammies, my feet skipping between rejected sundresses and open suitcases.

      I ran to the door and skidded to a stop on the throw rug in front of the door. I need to get a rubber mat under that rug before I kill myself.

      Heather sat on the top step surrounded by boxes and bags, so my mad dash to the door must have taken longer than I thought.

      As soon as I opened the door, she turned around and looked me up and down at my PJs. “Girl, what if I was a salesman or a terrorist or something? We’re not that far from LA! There’s plenty of strange people out there. You should really get dressed before you answer the door.” She clicked her tongue like a schoolteacher.

      “I saw your car out the window!” I lied.

      She pushed past me on a beeline to the kitchen, carrying a box of pots and pans. “You’d better put some clothes on.” She scolded. “I’ll make coffee then I’ll bring in the rest of my stuff.

      Where should I put these?” she asked, pointing to the overfilled box of kitchenware.

      I thought for a second. I had cabinets I’d never fill by myself. “How about the lower cabinet just to the left of the cooktop in the island?” She started unpacking the box as I padded upstairs, counting my lucky stars for finding Heather. By the time I showered, dried my hair, put on my makeup, a jean skirt, and a light sweater, Heather was lugging up her last box and playfully collapsed face-down at the top of the stairs. She flung her arms behind her in the direction of the steps. “The first ten times, the stairs weren’t so bad, but the eleventh put me over the edge.” She had a flair for the dramatic, and I smiled to myself, thrilled that she’d accepted my invitation to move in.

      We raced downstairs giggling like schoolgirls to the kitchen, where her laptop sat open on the marble counter-topped island. She sat on a stool at the counter, looking perplexed, confused and finally, cross-eyed, clearly just for my benefit. “This is the kind of thing I worry about when you’re gone. We just got an urgent email from a woman who says she’s on the verge of divorce because her husband said, after she got a facelift and a tummy tuck, that she wasn’t the woman he married.”

      I put my hand on her shoulder. “C’mon Heather, I’ve seen you handle tougher ones than that. I think you’re just getting nervous because I’m leaving. Send her that list of family therapists. Change is hard for some people.”

      Heather nodded tentatively. “I guess you’re right. But what if I mess something up and you’re not here to fix it?”

      I wasn’t worried about it, but since she was, I needed to allay her fears. “I’ll be just a phone call or a message away.”

      Heather didn’t look convinced. “And if you’re out wrestling some alligator and I can’t get hold of you for hours during a crisis?”

      I thought for a minute how to get her past this out-of- character panic. Finally, I had it. “Bernie!” I said, more to myself than to Heather.

      She looked puzzled.

      “Bernie is the publicist I told you about a couple of weeks ago. I worked with him when I was first getting started.” Now it was her turn to watch me flit aimlessly around the kitchen, high- fiving sconces on either side of the double oven. I loved having a great idea.

      “I remember now, but what does that do for us?” I tried to read her expression but couldn’t tell whether she was confused or annoyed.

      “He helped set all this up, so in the unlikely situation that all hell breaks loose, and you can’t get hold of me, call Bernie. I’ll give him a call to let him know to expect your call should you need anything. I’m sure he’d be happy to do it. I’ll be generating a lot of business for him soon, so he has a vested interest in helping,” I explained with an encouraging smile.

      Heather finally relaxed. She exhaled loudly and finished her third cup of coffee with a flourish. “That should work. Thanks, Miranda.”
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      The rest of the day flew by. Heather relaxed more as the day went on and was even joking around by the time we went to bed. I had an early flight, so I didn’t see her in the morning, which was just as well—I hate goodbyes of all kinds. My shrink traces it back to losing my partner after we moved to Vegas from North Carolina. But I still can’t think about that without severe depression kicking in.

      I dressed in a blue, lightweight pants suit. Though I loved my sundresses, I always had visions of having to deplane down one of those slides in an emergency, so always wore slacks on flights. Though I put on dark blue heels to match my purse, I also carried a pair of flip-flops to wear on the plane. Anything to make the flight more comfortable. Last thing was to stuff cash in a pocket for tips so I wouldn’t have to fuss with finding it in my purse or carry-on.

      Luckily, I’d managed to book a non-stop flight, so I didn’t have to spend several hours in Denver or Dallas buying overpriced designer clothes just for something to do. Shopping was better in airports than it used to be, but there’s only so much Gucci and Victoria’s Secret you can stand. No layover also meant that I only had three and a half hours to turn my emotional clock back fifteen years.

      The limo I had arranged arrived just in time. I took a deep breath and dragged my carry-on behind the Cadillac for the driver to load into the trunk. Before he could get back in the car, I smiled sweetly and pointed the exasperated driver to the rest of my luggage, which was just outside my front door, ten steps from the ground. I climbed in the back seat and ignored his groans after lifting the bags into the trunk. I slipped him a hundred-dollar-bill when he got in. It looked like I’d be paying an overweight bag fee again.

      By the time I got to LAX, it was as crazy as usual. I was glad that I’d invested in getting a ride rather than fighting for a precious Long-Term Parking space. I tipped my driver another hundred, and he parked illegally, helping me lug my heavy bags inside. There, I found the long line at the check-in counter and an even longer security line. Thank goodness I checked in online or else I might have died of old age waiting to get my bags checked and my tickets printed. Either way, I was still way behind their recommended early arrival time, although I didn’t care. The security lines are so long that they let people move ahead if their flight is about to take off—a policy that effectively removes all incentives to arrive early. I took a few steps forward as the line moved up.

      A TSA agent called from his podium, “Flight 2256 is boarding now. Is anyone here for Flight 2256?”

      I checked my ticket. “Nope . . .” I muttered to no one in particular. Mine was Flight 429.

      As I contemplated raising my hand anyway, I was jostled aside by a tall thin man in a suit. He pushed his way up to the beckoning security guard while crying, “Me! That’s me, okay, excuse me!”

      I briefly flashed his receding form an amused look and then returned to my musings. As much as I had apprehension about going back home and reliving the same old family issues, I also couldn’t wait to get back to the Big Easy. The food, the music, the strange and fabulous personalities that you invariably met on the streets or in the bars made it a magical place for me.

      I made it through security with just a couple minutes to spare, wary of the full-body scans I’d recently read so much about. Shaking off my paranoia, I grabbed a salad at one of the side kiosks and walked over to my gate. Unfortunately, all the seats in the waiting area were full, so I had to drag my carry-on to the window and perch on it while I gulped down my impromptu lunch. All manner of foreign planes from Australia to Japan cluttered the runway. It was mesmerizing to watch the jets landing, taking off, and docking with the gates. As impressive as it was, I suspected that the heavy traffic meant we’d end up with a late takeoff.

      A few moments after that thought crossed my mind, the flight attendant announced, “Our departure has been pushed back until 1 p.m. Boarding will begin at 12:30.”

      I sighed, pulled out my cell phone, and dialed my mother’s home phone; she insisted on picking me up from the airport, despite my protests.

      Mom and Tom’s voices came through at the same time. “Sorry, but we’re not home at the moment. Leave a message!”

      After the beep, I said, “Hey, Mom, my flight is delayed so I probably won’t be in until 5:30 now. I’ll meet you at the baggage claim. If you want to check my progress on the board in the airport, it’s Flight 429. Love you. Bye.”

      I disconnected and tucked the phone away again, hoping that she would get the message before inadvertently spending an extra hour waiting around for me to show up. I made a quick dash for the trash can while trying to keep my bag in view. All of those announcements about not leaving your luggage unattended made me worried someone would plant a bomb in my carry-on as soon as I looked away.

      When I finally made my way onto the plane, I snagged a window seat, thanks to shelling out a little extra for early boarding. After changing my shoes and putting my leather ones in my carry-on, and that into the overhead bin, I crossed my fingers as the other groups began to board, wishing for an empty middle seat as a buffer between me and whoever else was in my row. My hopes were dashed when a flight attendant announced that the flight was full.

      A teenage girl snagged the aisle seat, so I reset my goal in the hope that she’d be traveling with a friend. I wanted to avoid the inevitable middle-aged overweight, carpet salesman from Chicago who would try to talk to me for the whole flight. Eventually, in answer to my prayers, the middle seat was filled by a teenage boy. He was far more interested in speaking with the girl on the aisle than with me.

      Suddenly I heard a voice buzzing over the intercom. “We are on our final descent to the Louis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport, and we want to thank you for flying Southwest. We know there are other airlines . . .”

      I must have dozed off. Of course, that was an understatement—the plane ride was a full three hours.

      I stopped listening to the loudspeaker and instead texted as we taxied toward the gate. “Hey Mom, I’m here!”

      I was surprised when she texted back quickly. “I’m just finishing up some errands honey. I’ll be there to pick you up soon!”

      As usual, she was running late. I shouldn’t have bothered telling her that my flight was late—maybe then she’d have been on time. I figured I had at least forty-five minutes before she got to the airport since she had a thirty-minute drive and still had to fight her way through airport traffic.

      I sighed. “That’ll give me time to visit the restroom and get my bags from the carousel.”

      We reached the gate, and the lights in the cabin rose; the few people who hadn’t been jostled awake by the bounce of the plane hitting the tarmac began to stir, and a flight attendant spoke over the intercom again. “Be careful opening overhead compartments, as items may have shifted during flight.”

      I sprang up in anticipation, forgetting how long it takes to deplane. The teenagers were still chatting away, oblivious to the activity around them. The aisle filled up quickly with people as anxious to stretch their legs as I was, and the air was suddenly filled with the sound of overhead compartments clicking open and bags sliding around. The whole process took about half an hour and the moment I walked off the gangplank and into the airport I took a deep breath; it felt good to breathe air that hadn’t been inhaled and exhales thousands of times by my co-passengers. I still had fifteen or so minutes to spare and had things to check off my list. After I ‘powdered my nose’, washed my hands, and bought a Venti Café Americano at Starbucks, I headed toward the luggage area. Halfway there, I realized I still wore my flip-flops. What the heck, they were comfortable.

      I tried to remember what carousel they’d said when I left the plane. I scanned the baggage claim for carousels with my airline attached to it. There were three belonging to Southwest, and one of the LED screens had my flight number flashing. Gathered around carousel C were hordes of people getting ready to fight anyone to the death to make sure their bag didn’t have to go around on that thing again. I pushed my way to the front as I caught sight of one of my bags through the gaps in the crowd. As I reached for it, another hand did too—one far meatier than my own. We both lifted it up and glared at each other from either end of it.

      The red-faced fifty-something man in a beige suit was panting furiously, no doubt because his weight made movement difficult. “Give me my bag!”

      I scoffed and pulled at the bag. “Excuse me?” I swatted at his hand, but he refused to let go.

      “I’ll report you!” he growled, pulling back, but I refused to lose the tug-of-war.

      This man did not seem the type to own a mauve suitcase with a yellow Livestrong bracelet on the handle; he was either colorblind or trying to steal my luggage. Either way, I was losing patience.

      Rolling my eyes, I used one hand to reveal the luggage tag while gripping the handle tightly with the other. “Miranda Marquette! See!” I said, following it with an emphatic ‘hmph.’

      He dropped the suitcase with an apologetic look, and it fell toward my legs. I jumped back to avoid it and bumped into another woman who was reaching for her luggage. I quickly apologized and returned to searching for my other bag. A few moments later the remaining bag arrived, and I reached for it, glaring at a priest in full garb, and practically daring him to take it from me. Then, I loaded my bags onto a cart that cost me two dollars and headed outside to wait for my mom.

      “I’m at the Southwest terminal. Are you here yet?” I texted her. She better be. I’d given her plenty of time.

      She texted back, “Southwest of what?”

      I let out an audible groan and then cleared my throat as people started looking at me. “No, Mom, the name of the airline is Southwest.”

      Ten minutes later a strange Jeep pulled up in front of me, and my mother jumped out. “Miranda!” She ran over to hug me and said, “Let me look at you. Oh dear, you’re so skinny.” She stepped back and grimaced, “What happened to your lips? Did someone hit you?”

      I wanted to scream, feeling like she had forgotten that I took multiple bullets in the face, but I said out loud, “No, Mom, the surgeon had to do a lot of reconstruction. He said he could make my lips fuller while he was at it and I agreed.”

      “Well, it worked,” she frowned and then looked me over again. “Really, Sweetheart, that’s not the face that God blessed you with.”

      I glared at her in disbelief. “I was shot in the face. It wasn’t my choice.”

      She patted me on the arm. “I know, dear. That must have been horrible.” Clearly, she didn’t understand what I had been through, and I doubted she ever would.

      Changing the subject, I said, forcing the most cheerful voice I could muster, “Let’s get my suitcases in the car and head home.”

      She shrugged and squeezed me again, “What matters is that you are home.” I started inching my way to the car pushing the baggage cart and she followed behind me, chattering away excitedly—so much so that I couldn’t get a comment in edgewise. “How long has it been? I have missed you so much! It figures I would have a boy that I can’t get rid of and a girl who lives all the way across the country.” She laughed and put a hand on my shoulder. “Well, thank goodness you don’t have children for me not to be able to know.”

      “Oh, Mom.” I smiled at her through gritted teeth. “You always know just what to say . . .” I shoved my suitcases into the back and slammed the rear hatch shut.

      She seemed oblivious to my growing anger. “Thank you, dear. I like to think so.”

      As we drove out of the airport, she caught me up on what everyone was up to. I didn’t remember half the people that she was talking about, but I smiled, nodded, and looked interested.

      Suddenly, evidenced by the sour look on her face and her closed body language, her mood and subject changed. “I can’t believe it took a visit from your cousin Sabine to get you to come home. I’m trying not to take that as an insult.” I had been hoping that she and Sabine had buried the hatchet, but evidently not.

      “Really, Mom?” I sighed in exasperation. “I thought you loved Sabine as if she were your own. That’s what you always used to say.”

      “Well, Sabine has done some things that haven’t made the folks around here or me very happy.” She gripped her steering wheel tighter.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, curious.

      I regretted asking almost immediately; she always drove more erratically when she was agitated. “First, she practically stole your grandfather’s business after he went completely senile. Then she took advantage of several other neighbors who had their life savings sunk into their shrimping businesses after the storm cost them everything.”

      Interesting—at least, now I had some idea of a possible motive behind her so-called saboteur. “That’s not exactly how she described it. But it sounds like she hasn’t made any friends while building up the business.” Casually, I asked, “Do you know anyone who might want to take her down?”

      “Everyone.” She laughed sarcastically. “You know that she moved down to Venice because she was practically chased out of town. What people can’t figure out is why you would come back here to help her.”

      “You know how people are down here.” I tried to turn the conversation away from me. “They hate anyone who has any success. I’d bet it’s not so much Sabine but what she represents to people. Besides, she is our flesh and blood.” Then I crossed my arms. “And, no offense, but she practically raised me when you and Dad had your issues. You didn’t have much time to pay attention to me with all the fighting you were doing. By the time you divorced and straightened out your lives, I was already grown. You’re lucky Sabine took an interest in me, or I’d be like any one of those ‘pink collar girls’ who never left the neighborhood.” I wanted to have a peaceful visit, but she made me angry with the Sabine-bashing.

      “Now, young lady, don’t you look down your nose at those girls. Granted they aren’t as successful as you are—” She wagged her finger at me, and we swerved.

      “Mom—the road!” I grabbed the handle just above the door for dear life.

      She turned back to face the windshield and gripped her steering wheel with both hands. “Those young women have stayed  and  helped  to  support  their  families  during the devastation that was the devil, Katrina. I didn’t see you around here helping to rebuild.”

      She had me there. “You’re right, Mom. I should have come back after Katrina.” I sighed. “I regret not doing something, but I was at a critical time in building my business, and I was terrified that if I came home, I would lose it all.” I stared out my window and added, admittedly with some sass, “What I don’t regret is adopting the values that Sabine drilled into me about making myself a success no matter what.”

      She sat quietly watching the road for a few minutes. At first, I was glad that my words seemed to affect her, but I got worried the longer she stayed silent. Finally, she spoke in a very soft tone. “I am sorry for being emotionally absent for all those years. I am thankful that you turned out so wonderfully, even if I can’t take all the credit. I love you, Miranda. Let’s not fight. Maybe this trip is a chance for us to start over.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t until Mom and I rode silently for a while that I became painfully aware of the mass destruction caused by Katrina. It had been nearly two years since the hurricane, and I felt like we were in an entirely different world. The result of the storm and the rebuilding surrounded us wherever we drove. I knew the damage in Katrina’s path was devastating, but I couldn’t fathom the idea that entire neighborhoods were gone completely.

      Tears streamed down my cheeks, and for a moment, I closed my eyes, and the new world order wasn’t visible. It broke my heart and made me feel even guiltier for putting my business ahead of these peoples’ lives. The houses in my old neighborhood were in three categories: rubble, homes in the process of being rebuilt, and my parent’s house. It was just as Sabine had described it—not a single scratch on it. I couldn’t quite explain the feeling. It was eerie to see it standing alone on the street where I played all those years. Quite honestly, I wished that the structure had perished with the rest of the neighborhood. It would have provided me with the closure that I needed to move on from that chapter of my life, and yet, for some cruel reason, I was deprived of that chance.

      I realized I had been staring out the window with my mouth open. “I didn’t know. I didn’t understand.”

      Mom said quietly, “You should have been here when it happened, Miranda. It was worse than you will ever know.”

      “Is Tom home?” I asked, changing the subject as we pulled up to the house.

      “He was working in the kitchen when I left. Knowing him, he hasn’t moved.” My mom snickered with a touch of sarcasm.

      True to her description, he was sitting at the kitchen table with a laptop when we walked into the house. I rocked on my heels. “Hey, Tom, how’s it going?”

      He stood, and we briefly hugged; my mom looked pleased. “Hey, the kitchen looks great!” I said, looking around at the unfamiliar cabinets. “When did you have it redone?”

      Tom puffed out his chest. “I did it myself. It saved us a bundle but took forever.”

      My mom rolled her eyes, “Yes, it did. If we had to cook on the grill outside for one more meal, my head was going to explode!”

      After the trip and the tense ride from the airport, I was ready for some ‘me’ time. I’d gotten used to not sharing that time with anyone if I didn’t want to, so coming home was going to be a challenge. I hadn’t decided how long I was going to stay with them, but I knew even a couple of days would test my patience.

      As if she read my thoughts, my mom asked, “How long are you planning on staying?”

      It all depends on how long the investigation is going to take. If I’m going to be in the area longer than a couple of days, I’m going to need to stay with Sabine so I can get her take on what’s going on down there. Besides, it’s too far to commute to Venice daily.

      “Are you all right, honey?” I looked up to see my mom staring at me.

      I realized that conversation had been in my head. “Yeah, I’m fine. I’ll probably just stay overnight right now and head down to Venice in the morning, but I’d like to come back before I leave if that’s okay.”

      She seemed thrilled. “That’s great, Sweetheart! It’s so great to see you. I hope you know you can stay here anytime.”

      My head was starting to ache. “I think I’m gonna head upstairs and maybe rest a while.” I juggled my suitcases and left my carry-on at the base of the stairs for my next trip up.

      “Okay, honey,” my mother said, “We’ll just be doing what we do, so don’t feel like you have to entertain us and we’ll do the same.” Thankfully, she seemed to have moved past our earlier difference of opinion.

      “Sounds good, Mom.” I gave them both a wave and headed up the stairs, my suitcases thumping as I climbed.

      I pushed open my bedroom door with a creak of its hinges. As I’d been imagining, nothing had been disturbed, although it was clear my mother had dusted it periodically over the years. My posters were still up and my curtains and bedspread matched. I cringed at the number of lighthouses decorating the fabrics in my room. As I stood staring at them, I could hear my old life echoing in my ears.

      My father banged on my door and shouted, “Turn that music down, Miranda!”

      “No!” I screamed back, crossing my arms, and turning away from the door. “I’d rather hear my music than the sound of you two fighting!”

      He pounded again. “Turn it down, or I’ll throw that stereo out the window!”

      I didn’t want to think about any of that, so I opened my carry- on and retrieved my iPad to check on the website and the business; I needed to clear my head before going back downstairs for round two. As I climbed onto my bed, I wished that I could go back to when I was ten, and everything was fine; it was everything that happened after that that made me who I am today. It was so strange to be sitting on my old twin-sized bed with my back propped against the wall. I suddenly pictured myself at sixteen doing my homework with my B-52s and

      Depeche Mode blaring, wishing that I was anywhere else, although not because of the comfort of the mattress.

      “Maybe I’ll rest just for a few minutes . . .” I thought, sliding down the bed and laying my head on the pillow.
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        * * *

      

      It felt like only a few seconds before I heard a knock on the bedroom door. “Sweetheart,” my mother asked, “Can I come in?”

      “Sure,” I said, my voice coming out hoarse.

      She opened the door and peeked in. “I was beginning to wonder if you were going to wake up at all before morning.”

      “Why?” I asked, still groggy, “What time is it?”

      “Almost seven.” My mother stepped inside and closed the door behind her.

      “Wow, I must have been tired,” I said. “You didn’t hold dinner for me, did you?”

      “We ate, but I wanted to see if you were hungry.” My mother was always trying to feed people. “I wanted to talk first though. . .”

      “Uh-oh. That’s never good,” I said, sitting up and pulling my legs in close to my chest so that my mother would have somewhere to sit.

      She sat on the bed and looked at the floor, her hands, my posters, anywhere and everywhere but at me. She started slowly, “Okay, Miranda. There’s something I haven’t told you about me, about our family . . .” she trailed off.

      “Okay,” A feeling of dread began to spread through me; no good conversation ever started that way.

      She continued, “You were so young when you left home and then the few times you’ve been here, the timing just wasn’t right.”

      I couldn’t even begin to imagine what she was trying to say. “Yes? So?”

      “So, now that you’re here and you’re truly all grown up and before you take off for Sabine’s, it just seemed like the right time to explain some things.”

      “Geez, Mom. Can you get to it?”

      She took a deep breath and looked at the wall instead of me. “You remember when Sabine moved here to Louisiana from France to stay with your Grandmama and Grandpapa, right?”

      “Of course, I do,” I said.

      How could I forget? Once Sabine arrived, she became my ‘parent,’ and she came to the right place at the right time; I needed her. By her early teens, she had learned that no one was going to protect her from bad men if she didn’t protect herself. She saw me as someone to teach, to protect, and to nurture. The best thing was that she didn’t just talk about it; she led by example. My older cousin and idol had learned how to say ‘no’ without sounding like it was an absolute no. She knew how to get what she wanted by keeping guys interested, but never really giving them what they wanted. You could say that Sabine saved my life or, at least, my innocence. Without her, who knows where I would have ended up.

      From her first day in this country, Sabine taught me how to lead the horse to water, but never let it drink. Sure, let it nuzzle you and give it a piece of sugar every now and then, but never more than that. My social life has been lived with that thought in mind.

      My mother speaking again drew me back to the present conversation. “We never really talked about why she came from France without her parents.” She hesitated, took another deep breath, glanced at me briefly before turning back to the wall, and then continued. “You probably also remember that your father and I started fighting pretty regularly around that same time.”

      “Yes, I remember that too. What’s your point?” I wished she’d just tell me.

      Now, she turned to face me, and her expression struck me as one who is facing the gallows or the electric chair. My anxiety level revved up ten notches. When she spoke again, her voice was low and quiet. “Sabine is not your cousin. She’s your sister. . .”

      I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. “What are you talking about? Wait, you mean . . .” then my voice grew shrill, as I asked, “Dad is her father?”

      “No. Let me explain,” she continued, her focus now back on the wall. “Jean Claude and Marie are her real parents.”

      “Then what . . .” I started to ask.

      She cut me off, “Your father is not your biological father.”

      “What are you talking about?” I was too tired to make sense of things.

      She paused and closed her eyes, then spoke in an almost monotone voice as if she’d practiced this speech a thousand times. “Jean Claude and Marie were married four years before you were born. A year later, Sabine was born. A year or two later, Louis—your father—his parents, Jean Claude, and Marie had a plan to move to America. They planned for a year to make the move. During that time, Marie became less and less sure that she wanted to leave France.”

      I said nothing, anxious to find out the relevance of this information.

      She continued. “Jean Claude was dead-set that he, Marie, and Sabine would be leaving France for America with the rest of the family. They started to fight more and more, and finally, Marie told Jean Claude that she was not going, and if he went, she would divorce him. Well, to make a long story short, they divorced and he came to America with his brother’s parents.”

      That confused me. “But Jean Claude and Marie are married now,” I protested.

      My mom nodded. “I’ll get to that. Anyway, I was in my second year of college at Tulane. In my history class, there was a new boy, Jean Claude. He was so handsome and French and a little older than me. I knew a little French and he knew a little English and we immediately hit it off. We spent as much time as we could while still going to classes. In a few short months, he asked me to marry him and I said yes. He wasn’t the school type and had left Tulane within a couple of months, so he found a job on a shrimping boat and we eloped.”

      I stared at her, stunned by this news. “You and Dad’s brother were married?”

      She flapped a hand to shush me, focused on finishing her story. “For a short time, it was like a fairy-tale and I got pregnant almost immediately after we married. But a couple of months into my pregnancy, Jean Claude became very depressed. America was not everything he imagined. He was working himself to death and making very little money. One night, he came to me with tears in his eyes. He told me that he had made a huge mistake, that he still loved Marie and wanted to go back to France to raise Sabine.”

      Tears welled up in her eyes and mine. I could almost feel the anguish that she must have felt. She attempted a smile and continued. “I was devastated. I was three months pregnant and my husband was leaving the country to rejoin his first family.”

      She wiped her eyes and blew her nose and attempted to compose herself. “Louis, your father, lived with his parents just around the corner. He and I had become friends while Jean Claude and I were falling in love. We started talking every day.

      I told him everything I was feeling, and he was a strong shoulder to cry on and helped me survive a very trying time. Once it was clear Jean Claude wasn’t coming back, he helped me to get my marriage annulled. He was so sweet and kind to me. Somehow, by the time I was seven months pregnant with you, he proposed to me. I told him yes. I, frankly, didn’t have another plan. Were we head over heels in love? No. But he was there for me when his brother wasn’t. I’ll always admire him for that. When you were born, we decided together that you never needed to know, and that’s why we never told you.”

      “No wonder I’ve never known who I am.” My whisper was barely audible.

      She reached out to touch my arm, but my mind was racing too fast to be rational.

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “No wonder Daddy never loved me.”

      “I realize now that we should have told you long ago.” She backtracked, but it didn’t make much of a difference to me; I wasn’t listening. She touched my arm, trying to comfort me, but I pushed her away and ran out of the room.

      I could barely see through my tears, but I still managed to make it out the front door and started running away from the house, my flip-flops slapping my heels with every step. I would have jumped on my motorcycle to try to clear my head, but it was back home in California. I honestly didn’t care where I was going as long as it wasn’t that house. I had no idea what to think. I just felt so confused and angry for having been lied to my whole life. After probably a half-mile, I slowed to a walk, clutching my stomach in pain. I hadn’t run in a while.

      My mind still raced. Would my relationship have been better or worse with my dad had I known he wasn’t my biological father? I had no idea, but it would have been better had they let me find out. My mother didn’t expound on her and my dad, Louis’, divorce except for saying they were never really in love. No wonder they hadn’t stayed together. And it finally made sense why I never really felt like my dad loved me.

      I continued walking north toward the city. My cousin Sabine was my sister. That information wasn’t nearly as shocking or disturbing, probably because I had already thought of Sabine that way, but still, I hated to be lied to. I wondered if she knew.

      About halfway to The Big Easy, I sat down on a park bench to collect myself. My first thought was to run away—that’s what I’ve always done, why I live in California, why I left home when I was eighteen, and why I didn’t come home to help when Katrina hit.

      I didn’t get it. “Why tell me now? Why tell me at all?” I muttered to myself and kicked at stray debris in the street.

      I felt emptiness burning inside of me. But I also felt sane. I had always been so sure I was crazy. Now, I realized that I was the sane one. I kept my distance from people so I didn’t get hurt and it was no wonder. My whole life had been built on a foundation of shifting sands.

      I walked and walked, and my legs carried me through Chalmette and Arabi, upriver all the way to the Quarter. “Perfect. Here’s a place I can blend in,” I muttered, looking around at all the tourists who seemed to be having a ball.

      My tension and anger fell away as I smelled the creole in the air and heard the moan of a trumpet escaping from a bar a few doors down. My mouth was so dry that my tongue was starting to stick to my teeth and the roof of my mouth. I was dehydrated and needed water.

      I checked my watch and was taken aback—I’d been walking for three and a half hours. I wanted loud, and I wanted music to drown out my thoughts. Since it was already eleven-thirty and the nightlife was in full swing, that wasn’t too hard to find at all. I didn’t know or care the name of the place that I walked into; all I knew was that there was a seat at the bar. A scruffy guy who looked old enough to have built this place stood behind the counter and grunted at me as I plopped down in front of him, which I guessed was his way of asking what I wanted.

      I reflexively said, “Cab?” “Huh?” he grunted.

      “Oh yeah,” I forgot where I was. “You have any red wine?” “No wine. You want wine, go to one of those snooty wine bars up the street. They’re ruinin’ this town, I tell ya. Beer or the hard stuff?” He slammed a glass down in front of me and snapped, “C’mon lady. I got other customers here.”

      God help me. “A Tanqueray Gin and tonic and an ice water.” “Gin and tonic we have.” He served it up in fifteen seconds.

      “$7.50.”

      I threw a ten on the bar and he scooped it up and was gone.

      It didn’t look like there was any ice water in my future.

      I was staring into my drink when a nearby voice said, “The name’s Mark. Nice to meet you.”

      I looked over to see a good-looking guy, nice hair, cool smile, nursing a beer and flirting with a girl standing between us at the bar, or trying to. She picked up her drinks, flashed him a quick smile that said, “Sorry, I’m busy,” and then went back to her friends. He didn’t look at me, but from the side of his face, I felt like I knew him.

      I must have stared a little too long because he turned to face me. My face felt hot and I could only imagine it was a striking shade of red. I was hoping he would just go back to his beer. I didn’t get my wish.

      “Hey, aren’t you . . .?” He looked more closely. “No, I guess not.” He returned to his beer.

      Still looking straight ahead at the wall mirror behind the bar, I interrupted before he embarrassed himself with some pick-up line. “No, I’m pretty sure I’m not.”

      He turned to stare at me again. “I guess you’re right. But there’s something familiar about you.”

      I wiped up the ring my drink was making on the bar with a napkin. Cleaning was my ‘go-to’ when I didn’t know what else to do. I stared at my glass when I muttered under my breath, “I don’t even recognize myself anymore so I’m pretty sure you don’t.”

      He smiled and continued to stare. “Say that again.”

      I peered over at this guy. He was starting to annoy me. “Say what again?” I said with a touch of sarcasm.

      He was getting more excited by the second. “Anything! Say anything!”

      I instinctively moved my bar stool away from his. “Okay, I don’t know what your game is, but please leave me out of it.”

      “Miranda Marquette! You’re Miranda Marquette. I can hear it in your voice.” He nearly jumped up from his barstool.

      That caused me to turn and give him another look. I knew he looked familiar, but I still couldn’t place him. The look on my face must have given me away.

      He continued, “You really don’t know who I am, do you?”

      I hated it when this happened. “You look kind of familiar, I guess.”

      “It’s Mark . . .” I shook my head, and he tried again. “Mark Peterson. Wow, I haven’t changed that much, I can’t believe you don’t remember me. I sat behind you in science class. I must have asked you out ten times. Granted, you always said ‘No.’”

      “Mark? Mark from science class?” My synapses were finally starting to connect. Mark was a real nerd with thick glasses when I was going through my Goth phase. “Wait a minute. You dated my friend Danielle.”

      “Yes, that’s me. I settled for Danielle after you turned me down all those times.” He gave me a funny look, like what else did I expect?

      “What’s she up to these days?” I asked. “We lost touch after I left.”

      “I married her.” He looked down with a slightly twisted smile. “We got divorced a few years back. It was pretty messy.” “Oh, sorry. Any kids?” I said the only thing that popped into my head.

      “No, we couldn’t have children. That may have contributed to our demise.” He gave a small shrug. “We still run into each other sometimes. She’s a Facebook friend.” He’d lost steam since his enthusiastic entrance, and I felt terrible.

      He looked good. Well dressed, like he had money. I imagined contact lenses replaced the glasses. We transitioned into an awkward silence, thus reminding me why I left town after high school. I didn’t have to make small talk with people I never had much in common with in the first place. I never liked high school, so reliving those years didn’t make me long for the glory days. My Goth girl phase made most ordinary people steer clear, which was fine with me, but for some reason, Mark never got the memo. He was constantly asking me out. He was either clueless, or he saw something in me that most people didn’t. Either way, I wasn’t ready to date at the time. Maybe Sabine’s dire warnings scared me off boys.

      I looked up after being lost in thought to see him staring at me in anticipation. My eyelids were getting heavy after the flight, the fight with my mom, and my three-and-a-half-hour walk. “Hey Mark, I hate to ask you this. I’d like to catch up, but I flew halfway across the country and had a less than stellar first couple of hours visiting with my mom and I’m exhausted. You think you could give me a ride home?”

      He smiled. “Sure, on one condition.”

      My heart dropped to my toes. “What condition?” I asked with my best cop-intimidating glare.

      He laughed. “It’s not going to be that painful. I was just going to ask you to continue this conversation tomorrow. I’d like to hear what you’ve been up to.”

      Okay, that was nice; I couldn’t refuse him, and I still needed a ride. Too bad for him he hadn’t had this down in high school. “Deal,” I said, as I attempted an awkward high five that he hardly noticed.

      We stood and walked out with his hand on the small of my back. I can’t say that it was an unpleasant sensation. His Porsche convertible was parked less than a block away, and he opened the passenger door for me.

      If he bought it to impress the girls, it worked. “Nice.”

      He smiled as he settled into the driver’s seat. “I figured I might as well enjoy some of the benefits of my success, even if I had to do it alone.”

      I felt a little sorry for him even though my social life wasn’t much better. “I’m sure things will improve.”

      He nodded but didn’t look convinced as he pulled out of the parking spot and headed back toward Meraux.
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        * * *

      

      I closed my eyes and must have nodded off because in no time we were sitting in my parent’s driveway. “Wow, that was fast.” I tried to pretend I had been awake the whole time.

      He laughed. “So, I’ll pick you up in the morning?”

      I felt like I had missed something. “The morning . . .?” He patted my arm. “You remember our deal, right?”

      I protested. “Well, I didn’t know . . .”

      He interrupted, “Early bird gets the worm.”

      I was too tired to argue; besides, maybe it would be fun to catch up. I hadn’t even taken the time to ask him what he did for a living. “Okay, how about ten? Early enough?”

      He grinned, “Perfect.”

      I smiled a weary smile. “See ya.”

      He sat in the driveway until I was inside. Always the gentleman.
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      I woke up to the sun streaming down on my face through a space between the lighthouse print curtains. I squinted at the alarm clock on my bedside table. Darn. 8:30. I wasn’t planning on waking up for at least an hour so I wouldn’t have to socialize while I waited for Mark. I heard someone making breakfast downstairs, but I refused to show myself. Since there was no way I was getting back to sleep now, I decided to get on my laptop and do a little business.

      At 9:30, I took a nice long shower. By the time I dried my hair and made an attempt at putting my makeup on, I felt almost human. Not bad considering I only had four hours’ sleep after flying halfway across the country and walking ten miles. Mentally, I was feeling better. I still wasn’t thrilled about the news or my mom’s timing, but I could either deal with it or be miserable the whole time I was here. I decided to clear the air when I went downstairs so that we could all move on. Whether I could get there emotionally would be a stretch, but I had come to learn if you acted okay, you would be okay most of the time. That was another valuable lesson I’d picked up in therapy somewhere over the years. Sometimes I felt older and wiser that than my thirty-three years.

      I reflected on the strangeness of life as I shimmied into a pair of shorts and a conservative blouse I didn’t love, but one that I knew my mom would like. I mused to myself, “Sometimes bad things do turn out good.” I bolted down the stairs with a new lightness in my heart. Mom and Tom were sitting at the kitchen table and stopped talking the moment I walked in, giving one another a ‘Shhh, here she comes,’ look.

      “Before anyone says anything, I want to speak,” I announced. “I was upset last night, and I believe I had a right to be. However, in the interest of keeping the peace, I am going to try to accept that you and Dad did what you thought was best under the circumstances. It’s possible I will never come to terms with the fact that Dad is not, in fact, my real father. On the other hand, considering our relationship, it may help me to put the emotional pieces together.”

      A warm and relieved smile spread across my mom’s face, and she walked over and hugged me so tight and warm that I flashed back to my life as a delighted baby burrito gurgling incoherently at the world. I don’t want to cry. She started crying too while Tom made an awkward effort to look at anything but us.

      She sniffed. “I love you, Sweetheart, and I never wanted to hurt you. I just didn’t know what to do, and the more time that passed, the more it just seemed to be okay to do and say nothing. I realize now that probably wasn’t the best way to go and I’m sorry.”

      I didn’t want to rehash everything, so I just said, “I’ll probably have more questions later about our family history so that I can understand it better, but for now, let’s let it be. Okay?”

      She seemed satisfied with that, and Tom looked relieved not to be stuck in the middle of a fight. She then shifted back into entertainer-mode, “Well, what do you want for breakfast? We have eggs, pancakes, waffles, bacon, crepes, oatmeal, cold cereal and anything else you might want.”

      I thought I might gain twenty pounds just thinking about the considerable spread I knew she wanted to put out for me. “I’ll just have coffee. Thanks. With cream would be great.”

      She looked at me like I was an alien but didn’t push her luck. “So, Miranda,” she beamed at the fact that we had gotten past our fight, “are you seeing anyone in California?” She was under the impression that I was going to die an old maid but was still holding onto her hope that I’d go in another direction.

      “Not at the moment. I was seeing a guy for a little while named Paul, but it fizzled.” I smiled weakly.

      “That’s a shame.” She sounded like she could tell what he was like by his name alone. “What did he do for a living?”

      I just wanted to get through the inquisition. “He was a very successful real estate developer, and he was writing a novel, last I heard.”

      “Has he ever been married, dear?” She scurried around the kitchen, pulling out half-and-half from the fridge, and then pouring a cup of coffee for me.

      “Nope, he never had time for relationships while he was building his office-building empire,” I mumbled.

      Tom finally piped in, “So, you’re saying he’s a real estate novelist who never had time for a wife?”

      My mom interrupted without missing a beat, “Oh, Miranda, did I tell you that your Cousin Davey re-enlisted in the Navy?”

      Tom started to snicker. There was an inside joke in there somewhere, but I didn’t have a clue, so I nodded, grabbed my coffee, and headed out the front door to get some air. It was warm out for March, but down here it could be hot and humid any day of the year. I felt restless and tired. I sat on the front porch as Mark’s Porsche convertible with the top down inched slowly into sight. It wasn’t quite ten, so I guessed that he was trying to buy some time by driving like he was eighty.

      I ran over to his car. “Wanna go get a bite to eat?” He smiled broadly. “Sure! Sounds like a plan.”

      “Okay. I’ll go get my purse.” I ran back to the house.

      Mom and Tom were still at the kitchen table, engaged in a private conversation. I decided to come clean so that my mom wouldn’t give me the third degree. “Hey, Mom, you remember Mark Peterson from school? We’re gonna go catch up.”

      “Mark? How did you reconnect with him so soon?” she said with a frown, then as if she realized that expressing her concern about my activities was being too motherly to a daughter in her thirties, she added, “Well, have fun. I hear he’s is an attorney now, so if you need any free legal advice, this is your chance.”

      “All right, Mom. Whatever.” I rolled my eyes and gave a curt wave. “I’ll see you guys later.”

      Mark was checking out his hair in the rearview mirror when I got back outside. “Ready to roll, handsome?” As soon as I said it, I regretted my slightly sarcastic tone. You’re never going to make any friends with that attitude, Miranda.

      We rode in silence for a few minutes while I tried to think of something more positive to say. “So, I hear you’re a lawyer.” I asked, “What kind of law do you practice?”

      He grinned from ear to ear with the realization that I knew something about him, “I practice criminal law.”

      I laughed. “Oh, really now? Hey, it’s always a good thing to have a friend who’s a lawyer.”

      He smiled. “I’m pretty sure you’ll never need one. But believe me, there’s enough crime in these parts to keep me plenty busy. It’s usually not that exciting, petty theft, assault. You know, you were a cop. I’m just the next step up the food chain.”

      I touched his arm and smiled. “Better a step up the food chain than down.”

      He jerked the steering wheel, and we swerved sharply into the left lane. He barely managed to pull the wheel to the right in time to miss an oncoming truck. He said sheepishly, “Sorry, I wasn’t expecting that.”

      Note to self: Don’t touch Mark while he’s driving unless you want to die. We rode the rest of the way in silence with my right hand glued to the handle in the car door; there’s nothing like a near-death experience to get your blood flowing in the morning. Luckily, it didn’t take long to get to the Quarter. We were fortunate to find a parking spot within walking distance of the Déjà Vu, a twenty-four-hour eating establishment that I hadn’t stepped foot in since I moved away. But I knew I’d always feel at home here. Nestled on Dauphine Street between Preservation Hall and the Museum of Death, it attracted an eclectic crowd.

      We made our way to the door through the debris left, no doubt, from a parade. Whether it was a funeral, a holiday or for no reason at all, they loved their parades. “Wow, this place hasn’t changed at all,” I said, looking down at my feet. “Looks like they haven’t washed the floor since I was here last,” I whispered to myself and added, “Welcome to New Orleans.”

      As we settled in at a table near the front window, I felt relaxed for the first time since I hit town. A waitress with a for- real beehive hairdo and a name tag that read ‘Josephine’ chomped on a wad of gum and tapped her foot impatiently. I scanned the menu searching for anything that wouldn’t add five pounds to my hips. Seeing that I was struggling, Mark jumped in. “Two Crawfish Po-boys and two coffees.”

      I muttered under my breath. “Thanks, it’s been a while.”

      He smiled as Josephine turned on her heal and headed for the kitchen. “Hey, Miranda, I hear that you are here to visit Sabine.”

      I was surprised the word was out on that. That wasn’t good if I wanted to work undercover. “Where’d you hear that?” I did my best to keep my annoyance under wraps by sounding inquisitive instead.

      “People talk. Meraux is a small town.” He gave me a smile that seemed sincere. “You know, it’s somewhat of an event having you back here. Besides, I have some personal interest in the matter.” I looked at him, uncomprehending. “I guess you hadn’t heard that I was seeing Sabine for a while.”

      She had never been one to talk about her love life, but you could have knocked me over with a feather. “Wow, Mark. I didn’t know you were her type. She’s older and, well, you know. . ..” I gestured at him.

      “I know I’m no John Stamos, but I do okay.” He grinned. “And I know she’s, well, difficult. But, I’m one of the few men around here who doesn’t either smell like fish or smoke. And she’s a successful businesswoman. Besides, she’s not that much older. Just because you left town doesn’t mean we all stopped aging when you left.”

      “I know that,” I lied. Coming home made me feel trapped in high school all over again. “So, what happened between you two?”

      He hesitated for a moment, and I wondered what I dragged myself into this time.

      He plunged in, “We dated for a while, but it was platonic. I was not looking for anything serious and neither was she. Well, one night I was dropping her off after dinner and a movie, and I kissed her good night. It seemed like the right thing to do.”

      I agreed. “But still scary if you don’t know her intentions.”

      He nodded. “Anyway, we were booked to go away for the weekend together, separate rooms of course. We were going to a bed and breakfast in Kemah, Texas, right on the Gulf. Granted we pretty much live on the Gulf already, but we wanted to get out of town, so it seemed like a fun idea. Anyway, everything seemed fine right up until the day before, and then she broke up with me. By text!”

      I grimaced. “Ouch! That had to hurt.”

      “Well, it wasn’t like we were head over heels in love, but I thought it was going somewhere. It was weird. I haven’t heard from her since.” He looked away, but I saw more pain than he was admitting.

      We sat in silence for a few moments. “Sabine and I haven’t been in touch at all, so I have no idea what she’s been up to.” I was looking at Mark, but my mind was elsewhere. “Of course, she was never really one to talk about her love life.” He shifted nervously in his chair. I took that as a signed that he was through with the Sabine part of the conversation, so I asked, “So are you seeing anyone now?”

      “I’ve had a couple of dates with women from Match.com, but nothing serious. I’m not getting any younger, so I’m still hoping for luck in that department.” He shrugged.

      “You and me both. Well, let’s toast to staying as young as we can for as long as we can.” We clinked our coffee mugs. “There’s always cosmetic surgery, ya know, to help you stay looking young,” I said, putting in a shameless plug—I couldn’t help myself, work first, socialization later.

      “Yeah, I guess you are the poster girl.” He smiled, “Did I mention that you look fantastic. Not that you weren’t great before. But you’ve managed to get the wholesome look without looking too innocent. You’re perfect.”

      I cringed internally but punched him playfully on the arm, hesitant to remind him why I had all the surgeries. “I’m far from perfect, but thanks. To be honest, I was never comfortable with my looks. People always told me I was pretty, but I never felt that way. I’m still working on that with my shrink.” My right hand automatically reached up and skimmed the side of my face where I felt like the biggest scar still stood out like a burning rim of fire along my jawbone. I knew that wasn’t true, but whenever

      I met someone from my past, I suddenly felt seriously self- conscious.

      He didn’t seem to notice I was on the verge of an anxiety attack, so I kept talking, babbling actually, hoping that would help. “It all started when I was an undercover cop in North Carolina. After six years, I quit the force after being ambushed, shot and nearly left for dead. I was supposed to have back-up, but it never materialized, leaving me completely exposed and in harm’s way. Eventually, I sued the city, the police force, and the police chief personally. They were smarter than to face off in court, so I got a nice settlement. I had no idea it would take two years and multiple surgeries on my face before I could start living again.” I leaned back and let out a deep breath, having told him the whole story without intending to.

      He motioned for me to go on. “I started to blog about my experiences with plastic surgery, and it seemed to strike a chord with people, mostly women. I developed a significant following and became an expert on the topic. I successfully made the transition from reconstructive plastic surgery to cosmetic surgery of all kinds. Long story short, I put together an exclusive network of Cosmetic Surgeons who provide high-quality discount services, and I get a piece of every referral that results in a procedure.”

      “I’m impressed,” he said, raising his eyebrows.

      I looked uncomfortably at my hands and had to make an effort to make eye contact; I’ve never been comfortable being complimented. “The internet has been my salvation. I’ve been able to get a national reputation just by sitting at home in front of my computer. Sure, I’ve done a couple of interviews for national news organizations, but it’s been easier than you might think. I guess I was in the right place at the right time.” I stopped for a moment and my voice dropped when I said, “So to speak.”

      He grimaced, perhaps his expression of sympathy. “I sometimes regret becoming an attorney. There are days when I’d just like to be salaried. If I take time off, I pay for it in more ways than one. I lose revenue because I generate no billable hours, I get behind on my existing cases because I am off, and I’m so far behind when I return, I wish I never went in the first place.”

      Across the room, I saw a guy sitting alone at a table staring down his coffee mug as if he was mad at the world.

      I whispered, “Who is that guy? He looks kinda familiar.”

      Mark followed my stare. “He looks familiar to me too. Let me think. Um, Barry? Bob? No, Buck!”

      “Shh. He’s looking.” I let out a groan. “We’d better go over there and say ‘hi.’” We both stood up. I felt awkward, but at this point, we didn’t have a choice.

      “Hey, Buck, where ya at?” Thankfully, Mark spoke first. Funny how the local dialects come back when you run into a native. I had nearly forgotten the local expression which meant ‘how are you’?

      Buck stared at me. “Not so great. Not at all.” With that as a starter, I couldn’t imagine the conversation was going to go anywhere good. “Do I know you?”

      “Yes, I’m Miranda Marquette.” I stuck my hand out, and he glared at it. I put it back down, pretending not to notice his blatant snub. I babbled on. “I think you were in my math class in eleventh grade. Remember Mr.‘Twitt’? We used to make fun of him something wicked.” He almost smiled, but then thought better of it.

      “Yeah, whatever. That’s like decades ago now.” He had perked up at the mention of my last name. “Are you any relation to Sabine Marquette?”

      I looked at my feet and prayed for a good answer and then mumbled, “She’s my cousin.” I didn’t feel like getting into the sister thing, and it was none of his business either way.

      He spoke with a heavy New Orleans accent, somewhere between a traditional Southern drawl and a Brooklyn accent. “Hey, if you see her, tell her I want my job back, will ya?”

      I smiled sincerely. “I’ll see what I can do.” I didn’t want to make any promises, but I couldn’t help but feel sorry for the guy. He brightened slightly when I asked, “Didn’t I hear you got an award or a medal or something for your heroic work during Katrina?”

      Lines appeared across his forehead as his upbeat demeanor disappeared almost immediately. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, that and a buck’ll get me a cup of coffee. Pretty soon I’m not even gonna have a dime since your cousin’s ship captain fired me.”

      I saw where this was going. “I’m sorry to hear that. I hear Sabine is not that easy to work for so maybe it’s a blessing.” I smiled weakly.

      Immediately, tears began running down his face. “I don’t know what I’m gonna do.” He stared at his hands. “I jus’ don’t have any skills an’ since Katrina, work ’as been harder to come by. I don’t know what I’s gonna tell Sandy. She’s gonna kill me. We’ve got three kids with another on the way.”

      I was surprised, to say the least, “That’s right. You were dating Sandy Sully in high school.”

      “Yup, we tied the knot after we got out of high school for better or for worse.” Talking about Sandy seemed to perk him up again. He smiled and shook his head. “I’m guessing she’d tell you it’d been for worse, but we get by okay. I guess we’ll get past this too.” Then the smile left his face in defeat. He hung his head.

      He was suddenly quiet, and I seized the opportunity. “Hey, guys, I’ll be right back, I have to powder my nose.” I squeezed out of the chair between closely spaced tables. I was relieved to be heading to the bathroom and away from the conversation. I’d have to talk to Sabine to learn the whole story.

      When I returned, Mark was finishing a conversation with Buck as I got back to the table. I was happy to see they had changed the subject. “I’ve got one in all three of my cars’ glove compartments at all times. I’ve never needed to use one, but you never know, and, I feel better knowing I can defend myself if I need to.”

      Buck nodded in agreement. “I ain’t never owned a handgun. I got a real temper so I always thought a handgun might get me in trouble that I couldn’t get out of. I got a couple huntin’ rifles, though.” They both paused, either because I was glaring at Mark, or because they had run out of manly things to say about guns.

      I didn’t want to settle back in at Buck’s table, so I said, “Hey Buck, I guess we’ll get back to our brunch. I’ll tell you what. Maybe there’s something I can do.” I gave him a card with my cell phone number on it. “Would it be okay if I talked to Sabine about this? Maybe she doesn’t even know you were fired.” Best case, I could talk to him after I started my investigation; maybe he knew something.

      He brightened a little. “Sure. I’m pretty sure it’s a done deal, but it can’t hurt to try.”

      “Okay, take care.” I smiled at him, and then headed back to our table.

      Mark looked at me inquisitively. “That was interesting.”

      I frowned and whispered. “Probably more interesting for him. What were you doing telling him where you store your guns? Are you crazy?”

      He brushed me off with his hand. “You’ve been away too long. Nearly half the population down here has a gun in their truck. That’s not news.”

      Keeping my voice down, I changed the subject. “I’m not sure if you heard, but Sabine’s got some business issues going on, so I’m here to see what I can find out for her.” I had been spending so much time with family issues, I hadn’t actually put a plan together. I’d been avoiding the reality that I’d be kicking back into investigator mode. My stomach churned as my mind started ticking off things I needed to get done. “That reminds me, I’ve gotta rent a car so that I can get down to Venice.”

      “Don’t rent a car, Miranda.” Mark’s eyes lit up, “That’s crazy expensive, and I’ve got two spare cars sitting at home. Granted, they aren’t as sharp as my Porsche, but I have a Jeep Cherokee that I think would be perfect for you. It needs to be driven, so you’d be doing me a favor.”

      “That is a kind offer. Are you sure it wouldn’t be too much trouble?” I asked.

      He cocked his head to the side and said, “This is a ‘no strings attached’ offer, Miranda. I’ve got a spare car. You need a car. That’s it. I have no other agenda.”

      Too bad this guy wasn’t more my type in high school. I smiled at his perceptiveness. “Thanks, Mark. I really appreciate it.”

      As if on cue, my Blackberry chirped with a text message from Sabine. “Did you get all landed?”

      I texted back. “Yes, I’m just arranging for a vehicle then I’ll be heading down.” I didn’t bother to go into detail since I’d be seeing her later. Mark seemed like a great guy. I hadn’t gotten to know him as an adult, but it seemed to me that Sabine would eat him alive. I made a mental note to get the scoop from her.

      “Okay,” I said to Mark, trying to ignore the phone distraction. “Let’s get outta here and go get that Jeep!”
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      Mark lived in Chalmette, just upriver from Meraux. I was surprised when we rolled past a group of modern, post-Katrina ranch-style houses. The hurricane must have wiped out his neighborhood because they all looked brand new.

      “Wow, not bad for a homeboy,” I said, figuring his house was the one with the Jeep in the driveway.

      The smile that he gave me was the widest one yet. “I like it.

      Would you like to come in?”

      “Nope, gotta get to Sabine’s. I’m late already.” I tapped my pocket. “She’s already texting me to see what my ETA is.”

      He looked disappointed as he tossed me the keys to the Jeep, but I didn’t have the time or inclination to worry about the implications of his invitation.

      I rolled my eyes, pointing at his vanity plate: “Law Guy.”

      He reddened a little and chuckled at my reaction. “Well, this is who I am around these parts. It’s cheap advertising.”

      I smiled at the banter between us. It felt comfortable, like home. I crawled into the driver’s seat of the Jeep and sat for a minute, familiarizing myself with the critical knobs and switches like those that operate the windows, the power seat, the mirrors, the satellite radio, and the air conditioning.

      Mark surprised me when he came out of the house and ran down the driveway as I was backing out.

      I hit the brakes and rolled down the window.

      “There’s a handgun locked in the glove compartment, just in case you need it. It opens with the ignition key.”

      “Thanks for telling me.”

      He waved and headed back up his drive.

      Hoping I’d never have to use it, I unlocked the glove compartment and opened it up to see a ten mm Glock. I picked up the gun briefly. Considering I had been a cop for six years, it felt strange in my hand; I hadn’t touched a handgun since I’d been shot. I carefully set it back in place and then headed to my mom’s house to get my bags. Surprisingly no one was home, but I made a mental note to give her a call later letting her know I was with Sabine. I used the few miles on the local streets before reaching LA23 to get used to the large SUV. It felt far different than my little Mazda convertible. Soon I was motoring down LA 23 for the nearly two-hour drive to Venice.

      I put all the windows down so I could smell the Bayou air I had missed so much. The wind blowing through my incessantly messy hair reminded me of how much I missed my motorcycle. It was probably better that I wasn’t riding though. Rather than paying attention to the road, I was making a checklist in my mind of what I needed to do first to carry out this investigation. I wanted to impress Sabine by already having a game plan in place. It seemed like interviewing Sabine’s employees was the logical place to start. I was making progress. This was the first time I had thought about questioning potential suspects without breaking into a cold sweat.

      Two hours was barely long enough to plan out my next couple of days. My mind was racing in anticipation of the investigation when I finally saw the shabby sign welcoming me to Venice, population 202, that loomed before me. I had driven down here once on a dare in high school, but that was another story for another time. I felt like I was driving to the end of the world, because I was. In about a mile, the road would end; there was nothing past Venice except water.

      Sabine lived between Sooner Road and the L turn. After that, it was just the marina and some oil tanks. There never had been a building boom down here, so it was a mishmash of businesses, shacks, and closed-down gas stations. Her house number was 1224. When I found it, I pulled off the road and blinked in confusion. She used the term ‘house’ very liberally. Frankly, it looked like a fish shack.

      Man, what a way to live. What was she thinking? What was I thinking, agreeing to stay with her?

      Just when I was starting to wonder if I was in the right place, or if I should head for the hills, I heard a familiar voice, “Hey, Cuz! About time you got here. I was just about to send out the authorities to see if you were wrapped around a tree somewhere.”

      I hopped out of the SUV and ran to throw my arms around Sabine.

      “Are you okay, sweetie?” She held me at arm’s length after I released my death grip on her. “We just saw each other a couple of weeks ago.”

      “Sorry, I had worse-than-typical family drama at my mom’s house, and I needed a hug.” I decided to spare her the details of my anxiety about getting started on her case. I just needed to take action and I’d be fine.

      She peeked over my shoulder and then frowned. “Hey, how’d you get Mark’s car? That plate is, what should I say? Unmistakable.” She apparently didn’t like it any better than I did. She gave me a look that was somewhere between quizzical and melancholy. “I didn’t even know you knew Mark.”

      I felt a pang of guilt like I had been called into the principal’s office. “We ran into each other, and I happened to bring up that I was gonna rent a car and he offered me this.” I didn’t want to touch the topic of Mark with a ten-foot pole. “Nothing planned. It just happened. I’m happy about it, though, since I don’t know how long I’m gonna be here and I didn’t want to spend a fortune on a rental car.”

      Thankfully, she seemed satisfied with the explanation, so I didn’t have to go into detail about how I hadn’t been completely sure about his intentions. I grabbed my bags out of the back, and she grabbed my carry-on, grinning, “Are you planning on staying a year?”

      It felt good to laugh. “I told you. Whatever it takes.”

      She opened the front door, and I dragged my bags in. I stopped in my tracks, “Hey, this is really cute. Actually, it’s better than cute; it’s gorgeous.”

      I was shocked. Everything was brand new and tastefully done. Sabine took me on the ten-cent tour, and it just got more amazing in each room. There were hardwood floors throughout with tasteful Oriental rugs, a gourmet kitchen with granite countertops and a cooking island, and marble floors in the bathrooms. There were two decent-sized bedrooms, each with a full bath, and an office off the kitchen. Her living room boasted a big screen—it had to be at least 80 inches—TV mounted on the wall and a comfortable sectional couch. It was the last thing I expected to find inside a fish shack.

      She explained. “In this part of the world, you don’t flaunt your good fortune. When I bought this place, I decided to keep the outside just as it was, so I wasn’t drawing attention to myself. I had the inside completely gutted. I was lucky to find a couple of artisans down here who were super affordable and did amazing work. I’m sure the neighbors and the fishermen passing by every day wondered why it was taking so long to get my remodeling done, but what they don’t know won’t hurt them, and it won’t hurt me.”

      “You always were the smart one, Sabine,” I said with love and affection.

      She beamed with pride, but there was a hint of sadness in her eyes that I hadn’t seen when she was out in Malibu.

      I rubbed her shoulder. “Let’s sit down and talk about how we’re gonna tackle this problem, okay?”

      She attempted a smile, but the corners of her mouth turned down. “You want some coffee?”

      She hit my hot button, “I’d kill for coffee. There wasn’t a decent place to stop in the last hour or not any place I dared to stop anyway.” I plopped on the most comfortable couch in the world.

      She called from the kitchen with a lighthearted lilt. “You’re getting soft, mon amour. There was a time that nothing scared you.”

      “That Goth stuff was just a front. I was scared to death.” I smiled sheepishly. “It’s funny. I love to take physical risks. I love to sky and cliff-dive, street luge, motorcycling on or off- road, but I’m still scared of people. After all, all it takes is an encounter with one crazy person, and you’re dead.” I had scoffed at my therapist’s suggestion that I had post-traumatic stress disorder, but maybe she wasn’t so off base.

      “I’m sorry you feel that way, but I need you to get over it if you’re going to help me figure this out.” She sat down next to me now that she had the coffee started. “You’re likely to come into contact with people who aren’t gonna be happy that you’re here and would love nothing more than to intimidate you right back to California.”

      I smiled and gave her another hug. I hadn’t realized how much I missed her. “I’m here for you, Sabine. We all have fears inside that we have to conquer, even you.”

      She hugged me tightly. “Nope, not me. I can’t afford to be afraid.”

      I thought that she protested too much, but I let it go. “Okay, you need to tell me everything you know about your shrimping problem, so I can do whatever I can to help.” Now that I had my marching orders from Sabine, I was ready to move forward. “Oh, by the way, Mark and I ran into an ex-employee at the Déjà vu earlier. Buck?”

      “Oh yeah, Buck. I hated to see him go, but according to Emil, the captain, he was stealing from us. He was damned lucky we didn’t prosecute.” Her distracted look contradicted her reaction.

      I wasn’t sure I bought her explanation. “Really? What did he steal?”

      “Money and some equipment. He was caught red-handed.” She wasn’t looking me in the eye, and I felt like she was either lying or trying to reconstruct what happened while she spoke. My six years as a cop had me leaning toward lying, but I’d give her the benefit of the doubt for now.

      “That’s funny. Buck never mentioned that,” I said. Not that we talked all that much, but the whole thing didn’t smell right to me.

      She looked over at the blank TV screen as we talked, “Um, well, makes sense, I guess. Who would want to admit they’re a thief?”

      I followed her eyes until they were focused on mine. “Are you okay? You seem kind of distracted.” I said, concerned.

      She snapped back to reality. “Oh, sorry, just thinking about business stuff.”

      “Okay, can you give me some details about what we discussed when you came to visit? You know, like who was aware you got the contract, personnel changes since you got it, stuff like that.” I got my Blackberry out to type notes as she spoke.

      We settled into client/investigator roles, and she did her best to provide me with the information I needed. “Just before I signed the contract, I hired a new captain . . . Emil Abel. My last guy couldn’t handle the responsibility of a fleet. He was okay when he wasn’t drinking, but he usually was and that wouldn’t do. I finally had to let him go before he killed someone. Emil was a captain upriver for more than thirty years, so I knew he’d be able to help me out.”

      “I wonder why he was available after all that time.”

      She nodded, understanding my concern, “I had the same question. Evidently, there was a fall-out between him and the owner of the company. Rumors are that it was about a woman. I didn’t care about the details as long as it wasn’t about addiction or work performance.” She shrugged.

      “Fair enough,” I said. “How’s he been so far? How has the crew reacted to him?”

      “Emil is a tough character who doesn’t take any guff from the crew, and they respect him for it.” Then she grinned, “Or maybe they’re scared of him. Either way, it works for me. Many of the issues I had been having with my employees not showing up to work, showing up late, or showing up drunk, have gone away. All in all, I’m happy with how things have turned out.”

      “That’s good. Can’t make money if no one does their work, right?” I said, paraphrasing one of Grandpapa’s favorite sayings. “Absolutely. And the work’s getting done, but production has still dropped,” Sabine sighed heavily. “I can’t blame Emil. He’s fishing in all the right areas. We’ve had successful catches there for years, but these days after we have a good haul one day, there’s suddenly no shrimp the next day. We normally get days and days of good catches before we need to move on to a new place. Catching shrimp is as much an art as a science.”

      I had a nagging feeling, “I know you haven’t known this Emil very long. Are you sure that you can trust him? The ‘there are no shrimp to be found’ story sounds too convenient.”

      “Well, mon amour, you know I don’t completely trust anybody. However, he hasn’t given me a reason not to trust him yet.” She then shifted gears. “Let’s have lunch and strategize after that. You want a glass of wine?

      “I’d love some wine. Anything red? I’m a Cab Sauv nut, but anything red will do.”

      She headed for the kitchen and her well-stocked wine rack. “Hmmm, I have a 2005 or 2006.”

      “Definitely 2005. Perfect.” Knowing Sabine as I do, I wasn’t surprised to see her under counter wine cooler set at sixty degrees, perfect for a dry red.

      She grabbed a bottle and poured a couple of glasses. She pulled out two prepared salads from the fridge.

      I was relieved to be taking a break. I felt like I could use some downtime. “Looks delicious.”

      Soon afterward, we were both lounging on her couch. Lunch was fabulous, but the wine sealed the deal. Her house was surprisingly comfortable and quiet; I didn’t want to ruin the moment, but I was bursting to get my new-found information off my chest.

      I started slow. “Hey, how much do you know about the circumstances that brought you here from France?”

      “Hmmm, well at the time, I was told that I was to come over here and live with my grandparents so that I could have a better life in America. My parents explained that they needed to stay back in France to run the fishing business and to raise my younger brother. He was only three when I left. I have learned since then that there was no love lost between your father and mine. I’m not sure what it was, but I have my hunches.” She flipped her hair back with an air of indignance. “I honestly haven’t thought about it much lately since I have my own life here and I have only seen my family a few times since I left France.”

      I shifted nervously on the couch. I’m not sure I should be the one telling you this. Then again, if not me, who? “Well, um, I got some interesting news from my mom when I was at the house. It was kind of, er, surprising, so I hope it’s okay for me to tell you.”

      I had her attention now. She grabbed my arm and gritted her teeth, “Just spit it out, Miranda!”

      “We are . . .” I started and hesitated. “Sisters.” She finished my sentence.

      I stared at her, stunned. “How did you⁠—?

      She leaned back on the couch. “I figured it out years ago, but I knew you weren’t ready for the news. I’m not quite as naïve as you are, Miranda. The story my parents dreamed up as an excuse never made sense to me. They had a good life in France. There had to be more. And the way you and I bonded, it just made sense. I never said anything because they all wanted to keep it a big secret, so I decided not to rock the boat. I would have asked your mom at some point, but she’s been downright cold to me lately, so there was never a good chance for that. Quite honestly, blood or not, you have always been my sister, so this just makes it official.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes as I hugged her again. “I should have known you would take it better than I did. I was so angry about having been lied to all these years, that I walked out of the house and all the way to the Quarter.”

      “Oh my god, that’s almost ten miles,” she said, wide-eyed. “Twelve, to be exact,” I boasted. “In flip-flops.”

      “I guess you were mad.” She put her hands on her hips. “I would think you’d be happy to have a sister.”

      I shrugged and said, “I’m thrilled about that. I just think my parents could have handled it better. It certainly explains the issues I have had with my dad.” Now I have a whole new father to have issues with.

      Sabine looked up at the ceiling, thinking back. “It sure does.” Her voice trailed off, and she seemed like she didn’t want to talk about it anymore

      I cleared my throat following her lead. “Hey, would it work out if I spent the day interviewing the staff? I’m not sure what your routine is and how schedules work with three boats.”

      Sabine rubbed her eyes and scratched her head. “They normally all leave port by seven a.m., heading downriver to the Gulf and then splitting up. Why don’t we do this? You can interview the crews of one boat each day so that we don’t lose a whole day of production. I’ll have Emil stagger their shifts tomorrow.”

      I jumped up and started to pace the room. “Have you told them that I’m coming or anything?”

      Sabine stretched out on the part of the couch that I vacated. “I talked a little about it to Emil, but I didn’t tell the crew, so they won’t have time to make up any stories.”

      Finally, after all my apprehension, I was itching to get started. “Sabine, do you have your personnel files here or do you have another office?”

      Sabine said in a confident tone, “The files are all in my office off the kitchen, but I probably have most of what you need right here.” She pointed to her well-coiffed head.

      I headed toward her office and pulled out her desk chair. “I’ll tell you what—I’ll pull the files, and you can give me some background information.” She smiled, so I took that as a ‘Yes’ and I grabbed the alphabetical files starting with ‘A.’ “Okay, how about Tommy Albans?”

      Sabine looked at the ceiling, searching her memory. “He’s a mid-twenties kid from Buras. A local kid. He’s typical for his age, needs more supervision than the older guys and looks to them for leadership. He comes off as a shy kid when you first meet him but has come out of his shell since he’s been here. He’s got an adorable girlfriend from upriver and plans on getting married as soon as he saves some money up.”

      “Wow!” She knew a lot more about this kid than I would ever know about an employee. “It says in here that he’s got a criminal record. What’s that about?”

      Sabine brushed off the seriousness of the infraction with a simple hand gesture. “From what I can tell, it was one of those high school pranks where he and several of his buddies defaced a statue of their school’s founder. Seemed harmless enough.”

      I frowned. “That judge must have been having a hard day not to let him off with a warning.” I pulled the next file. “Okay, tell me about Juan Asteria.”

      Sabine dialed in her fantastic memory. “Grew up in West Texas, the son of a Mexican immigrant. His father had him pegged to take over the family’s Taco Truck, but Juan wasn’t having any part of it. He moved to the bayou a few years ago and did odd jobs, janitorial work, house painting, stuff like that. His friend, Charlie Orlando, worked here for a while and recommended Juan. He’s been a great asset, comes to work early, leaves late, volunteers for overtime when we need it. I’d give him an A if he were being graded.”

      I looked at her with my mouth open.

      Sabine punched my arm. “What? Did you think I was just a pretty face? I do own the company, you know.”

      I was impressed. “I just can’t believe the detail you know about your employees. I figured you owned the place and let your captain run the show.”

      “Oh, I see.” She pointed at her chest. “You thought I was like you and just sat back while the money rolled in.” She winked.

      My face reddened a bit. I started to respond with a defensive remark, but who was I kidding? She worked way harder than I did. “Touché, Sabine.”

      Sabine could tell that she’d hurt my feelings and came over to hugged me. “No offense intended, my dear.”

      I hugged her back and smiled. “I guess sometimes the truth hurts. I feel guilty sometimes about the amount of money I make compared to how much work I do.”

      Sabine exclaimed, “Believe me, if I could get a job like that, I’d catch the next boat out of town.”

      We spent the next three hours reviewing her employees one by one until I was on information overload. “I’m done!” I exhaled dramatically for effect, as I collapsed on the couch.

      Sabine cooked while I laid on the couch trying to absorb everything she had told me. I took notes, but it was hard to capture all the detail that Sabine provided with a pen and paper, but I did my best to summarize the information I had inputted into my Blackberry. Not surprisingly, she served fresh shrimp for dinner, and we went off to bed early.
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        * * *

      

      When the sun peeked through my bedroom window, I couldn’t believe that it was only six and I wasn’t grumpy. It had everything to do with sleeping in the most comfortable bed. I made a mental note to ask Sabine what kind of mattress it was. I spent a mint on the one I had at home, but it was nowhere near as comfortable. I jumped out of bed and made a beeline for the shower. I couldn’t wait to get these interviews started.

      I took a nice, long shower. I hoped Sabine didn’t have a small water heater or she was going to be an unhappy camper if she hadn’t showered yet. While I squirted some shampoo on my locks, I thought about our discussion yesterday. I was glad the cousin/sister thing was out in the open. I guess I either overreacted when my mom gave me the news or Sabine was just better adjusted than I am. Or maybe the fact that she suspected we might be sisters had something to do with her lack of reaction.

      After my shower, I took my time toweling off and drying my hair. I never wore much makeup, so that took almost no time. I knew from growing up here that my hair was going to be an issue due to the humidity. Add the salty sea air to that, and it was going to be a bird’s nest. I decided to opt for a baseball cap and a ponytail. After all, I wasn’t trying to win a beauty contest.

      I could smell coffee wafting under the door. It was enough to make me want to go out in the kitchen right now, but I still needed some clothes. Jeans and a pink Breast Cancer Awareness T-shirt worked fine. I nodded in approval when I looked in the mirror and headed out of the bedroom.

      When I got out to the kitchen, Sabine was in her office reviewing spreadsheets with lots of graphs and charts on them. I had no idea how to do that stuff, and it amazed me that she did. I looked over her shoulder. “Can you teach me how to do that some time? I’m pretty good at Word, but I’m completely lost when it comes to Excel.”

      She said, “Sure. I’d love to.” Then, smiling, she stood and led me to the kitchen where she had already served up crab omelets, fresh squeezed orange juice and an Ethiopian coffee that was to die for. While she flitted around the kitchen, she asked, “Do you want butter or cream cheese on your bagel?”

      “Cream cheese,” I said. “Wait.” I giggled, “give me both.”

      She slid her knife into the cream cheese and then the butter and spread them on the recently toasted bagel. Sabine then raised her head, followed by a raise of her eyebrows. “I’m really proud of you. I probably don’t tell you that enough. You are successful, confident and a survivor. After all you went through, you could have bought that house with the money and thumbed your nose at the world, but you turned a tragedy into one amazing success story.”

      I smiled. “Thanks, Cuz, er, I mean, Sis. Whatever, let’s eat.” We had a pleasant and comfortable breakfast. We talked about our childhoods and how we got to where we were today. She hadn’t even told me much about her life as a young teen in France. In many ways, her country life seemed idyllic compared to the rat race we were so accustomed to here in this country.

      I reflected for a moment and then remembered my conversation yesterday. I blurted out, “Hey, whatever happened with you and Mark? He seems like a nice guy now that he’s gotten past the geeky stage.”

      She paused and seemed to study the wall behind me for a moment. “I haven’t really thought much about him lately. I guess we just weren’t right for one another.”

      I drummed my fingers on the table. “There had to be a reason you broke up. Right?”

      She continued, “We’d dated a few times and things were comfortable between us. We talked and laughed and told each other stories from our past. So, we decided to go away for the weekend. There was nothing untoward about it. We had booked separate rooms.”

      She had the faraway look of someone trying to remember details from the past. “A couple of days before the trip, Mark was dropping me off. He walked me to the door, as usual. But then he unexpectedly kissed me. I didn’t think about it that much at the time, but the more I thought about it, the more I thought this was a precursor to him wanting more intimacy on our trip. Well, to make a long story short, I texted him my regrets the next day. I haven’t seen him since.”

      I stared at her, waiting for more, but she was silent. I finally said, “Wow, that was cold.” I looked her in the eye. “Have you ever had second thoughts? It must be lonely down here.”

      She avoided looking me in the eye and got up and puttered around the kitchen instead. “Never. I’m not one to look back. I guess it wasn’t meant to be.”

      We didn’t talk much after that. After I finished eating, I helped Sabine clean up the kitchen, and then we moved to the living room and back onto her comfy couch. “So, Miranda, I’m gonna run over and talk to Emil and finalize plans for today. I was going to call, but I want to be able to read his reaction. When do you want to get started with the interviews?”

      “Well,” I responded, thinking while talking, “Around eight would be good. I was originally thinking seven, but it’s already 6:59. I’ll interview the first crew and finish up with Emil. He can probably help answer any questions I have after talking to the rest of them.”

      Sabine continued. “I don’t know if anyone will give you anything you can use. Even if they know something, they are a pretty tight group.”

      I thought back to my law enforcement days. “One thing I have found with interrogations is that they usually yield some outcome, although not always a direct one. Guilty people have a way of showing their hand.”

      Telltale lines crossed her forehead. “I hate to put you in harm’s way, but I guess there’s no completely safe way to handle something like this.” She thought for a minute. “You should be able to use Fergie for the interviews.”

      I cocked my head. “Who’s Fergie?”

      Sabine laughed. “I had to come up with a quick naming scheme to the fleet, so I picked female pop singers.”

      If I were naming ships, Fergie wouldn’t have been my first choice, but whatever. It seemed better not to voice my opinion, so instead, I said, “I feel like Emil will be the key to my success since he’s the eyes and ears of your operation. If I can get his cooperation, I have a chance. I know you said you mentioned it to him, but how much does he know exactly?”

      She looked up at the ceiling, “Well, I didn’t tell him that I’d be bringing you in to investigate if that’s what you mean. He does know that I’m very concerned and frustrated with the catch in the last month or so. We’ve talked about it several times, but not since I came back from the conference. I’m honestly not sure how open he’ll be to you. He’s very old-school, and I get the idea that he doesn’t care much for women, especially women in the shrimping business.”

      “So, why’d you hire him?” I couldn’t help but wonder.

      “There’s not a lot of options around here, especially with thirty years’ experience. I figured I could handle him.” She responded in typical Sabine fashion.

      I was getting antsy. Too much talk and not enough action for me. Before I could voice my opinion, Sabine looked at her watch.

      “Oh my gosh, where has the time gone?” She rushed to the door. “I need to catch Emil so we can finalize the schedule.” She ran out and across the road to the marina.

      I sat back on the couch and started reading through the notes I took earlier. I grimaced; I was out of practice, and it was making me feel very unprepared.

      Within ten minutes, Sabine was back. “Well, Emil wasn’t thrilled that I was disrupting his day, but we’re all set. You can interview on the Fergie. Emil will take the P!NK and Sam will take the Avril. You’d better get over there. The first group is already lining up to talk to you.”

      We hugged, and I said, “Wish me luck.”

      Sabine kissed both of my cheeks. “Thanks so much.”

      I turned and headed for the Jeep. Honestly, it would only have taken me two minutes to walk over there, but it was always good to have transportation. You never knew when you might need to make a quick getaway. It was already eighty-five degrees and brutally humid. As I suspected, it took me less than a minute to get to the docks. Sabine’s fleet appeared to be the only commercial boats left at the docks, and the ships that weren’t staying in port were motoring out as I approached, diesel smoke billowing from the vertical exhaust pipes.

      There were about ten young men on the dock, talking, smoking cigarettes, and doing whatever else it is that guys do when they are bored or nervous. As I approached, they all turned and stared at me in unison. Maybe I was getting paranoid, but it felt more like they were glaring, except for the couple who were smirking, nodding, and poking each other. The one in the front of the line whistled, which prompted several others to laugh and start catcalling.

      I needed to get things under control, so I figured I’d start with a cordial approach. I walked quickly to the front of the line. “Good morning, gentlemen.”

      The apparent leader of the group interrupted. “We ain’t no gentlemen, ma’am.”

      I didn’t want this to deteriorate any further, so I raised my voice hoping I sounded like an authority figure and not like a nervous and, quite frankly, out of practice, amateur sleuth. “My name is Miranda. I’m working for Sabine. We can do this the easy way or the hard way. It’s up to you to decide. We can play nice, and you can respectfully provide the information I request, or we can start by requesting background checks on each of you.”

      A couple of them shifted nervously from one foot to the other and looked anywhere but at me. I happened to know from Sabine that it was likely that there were some with arrest records out there that she had hired anyway even though they hadn’t disclosed it on their application. And, I already knew of a couple based on my conversations with Sabine.
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