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“Hoag sketches Robby, Marc, and B’Lynn with remarkable depth and sensitivity, and keeps the plot moving at a brisk clip through many twists and turns. This will please series fans and newcomers alike.”


— Publishers Weekly


“A gripping crime yarn from one of the best.”


— Kirkus


“In Bad Liar – as always – Tami Hoag expertly balances grit and heart to make the absolute most of a nail-biting story. You’ll be turning the pages as fast as you can. This is a thought-provoking thriller, filled with memorable characters, a strong sense of time and place, and Hoag’s trademark dynamite, emotionally-charged ending.”


—Kristin Hannah, #1 New York Times bestselling author


“Bad Liar is a gripping thriller that kept me glued to the pages!”


—Freida McFadden, #1 New York Times bestselling author


“Steeped in the sights and sounds of the bayou, Bad Liar is a delight to get lost in. Its high-stakes mystery kept me guessing while compelling characters kept me emotionally invested the whole way through. I didn’t want it to end!”


— Ana Reyes, New York Times bestselling author of The House in the Pines


“Bad Liar by the great Tami Hoag is thrilling, heartbreaking, dangerous, and blazingly smart. Hoag is more than a riveting suspense writer. She observes deeply, sees it all, and doesn’t look away. As in all her novels, she has created a darkly true and complicated main character. Sheriff’s detective Annie Broussard has a brutal crime to solve, while grappling with her own trauma, doubts, memories, and the way her life has added up to this moment. My heart was pounding, the twists kept me up all night, I couldn’t turn the pages fast enough – yet I did not want the novel to end. Brava, genius.”


— Luanne Rice, New York Times bestselling author of Last Night


“My favorite kind of suspense! Small town secrets, long-simmering resentments and explosive family betrayals collide in a perfect storm of steamy nights and murderous days. Will grip you till the bitter end.”


— Lisa Gardner, #1 New York Times bestselling author




For the loyal readers
who waited so patiently for this book
while my own story took a few unexpected plot twists.
Thank you.
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Moonlight on black water, shining like dark glass in the night. Tree branches reflected on the surface, silhouettes on shadow, silent sentinels of the swamp, draped in moss that swayed in the whispered breeze.


A shallow boat glided over the surface, the engine barely running, its low, throaty purr swallowed up by the wilderness with only nature there to hear as the boat slipped deeper into the night.


Fingers clutching the steering wheel, the mother sat in her car, staring at the house. A narrow, rickety little shotgun shack that had somehow stood there more than a hundred years. A sagging roof to match the sagging, postage-stamp front porch. Narrow clapboard siding that hadn’t seen a fresh coat of paint in a generation. Looking like a sad cartoon, the front windows were not quite square in the wall. No light shone through the dirty glass.


How had it come to this?


Her son’s life had begun in comfort and security. A big house in a good neighborhood. A respected family. A bright future. Little by little that foundation had eroded, corrupted by things she knew now were beyond his control—mostly—though she had judged him and blamed him. Fought him instead of fighting for him, which would be a stain on her soul for the rest of her life, no matter if he forgave her or not—which he did, or so he said. Sometimes she thought he only said it because he was too weary of the battle to say anything else.


Her heartbeat quickening, she got out and looked all around, still clinging to the car door, just in case. This wasn’t a good place to be. On the ragged outskirts of town, this was a neighborhood that quickly gave way to dirty blue-collar businesses—a welding shop, a scrap yard, a rusty corrugated metal warehouse that housed Mardi Gras parade floats. The old abandoned sugarcane processing plant was just down the road.


A row of small houses like this one squatted like toadstools, side by side on weed-choked lots, forgotten by everyone who didn’t have to live this way. Those were the people who lived here—people not wanted anywhere else, people without the means to live anywhere else, the marginalized, the outliers, the forgotten. Her son.


There was no one around that she could see, although she was sure she felt the crawl of eyes on her. Just her imagination, she tried to tell herself. A train whistle wailed in the distance; a mournful sound echoed by an owl in a nearby tree. The sound of the owl unnerved her and stirred a long-dormant memory of a timeworn superstition that she would have said she didn’t believe in. A folktale about owls being harbingers of death. Her stomach clenched and a chill ran down her back just the same as she hurried to the front door.


She knocked and waited. And waited … and waited …


The mother’s trembling fingers tightened on the doorknob.


The owl called a second time.


The wife reached out with trembling fingers and pinched off the blackened wick of a candle. Happy birthday to me—a thought steeped in sarcasm and sorrow. She was angry and sad and alone. Nothing new there.


This wasn’t what her life was supposed to be. This hadn’t been part of the deal. Not at all. She had fallen in love with the man of her dreams—handsome, smart, full of fun and promise. They had planned and plotted a life in a better place with a brighter future. They had had so much to look forward to, so many promises their dreams had held out for them like shiny brass rings on the beautiful carousel of youthful romance.


But here she sat, alone in her kitchen, drinking warm Chardonnay in the glow of the under-cabinet lighting, in a backwater town in South Louisiana. A place she didn’t belong. A fact she was reminded of daily by people she didn’t like and who didn’t like her. People who had pulled her husband back here on the leash of obligation and loyalty, dragging her along, an unwanted accessory. She often wondered if he thought of her the same way, and resented her for it. Was she the constant reminder of what he could have had, could have been if he hadn’t come back here and settled for so much less?


Of course he resented her.


No more than she resented him.


This was what her life had become, and she was sick of it, choking on it.


She didn’t want to live like this anymore.


She wouldn’t.


She wiped away the tears that clung to her eyelashes and reached across the kitchen island for her cell phone.


Happy birthday to me …


A predator attacked. Prey screamed. The swamp was alive at night, a tableau for the drama of life and death, survival and loss. The circle of life turned continuously, naturally, without sympathy or sentiment. One life fed another, which fed another, which fed another. The choreography of nature was graceful, brutal and honest, a dance carried out in moonlight and shadow.


The engine died. A spotlight swept low across the water.


Eyes glowed back. The apex predator had arrived.


The lovers’ hands pressed palm-to-palm, fingers intertwined as they slow-danced barefoot on the cool, damp grass. Black water and the gilded moon painted the backdrop, the bayou shining like polished obsidian in the moonlight.


The warm, smokey voice of a favorite singer set the mood with soulful lyrics—an intimate, heartfelt confession, a pledge of love and wonder. “You’re as smooth as Tennessee whiskey …”


Their hips swayed together, touching, pressing into one another. His breath stirred loose tendrils of her hair. His lips brushed across her skin, traced the shell of her ear. She smiled. He sighed.


Whispered words. Breath caught and held. His mouth found hers. Her tongue touched his. Desire rose like a flame, burning, licking, igniting a deeper need, driving them indoors to the privacy of the bedroom.


The curtains billowed in the night breeze. Clothing fell, sheets whispered. His hand swept down the curve of her side. Her fingers dug into his shoulders. They moved together, slowly and gently, then with strength and passion. The pleasure built to a crescendo and took them both over the edge on a wave of bliss.


The lovers fell asleep one tucked into the other, wrapped up in each other in every way, his hand holding hers pressed against her heart.


The alligators came like Pavlov’s dogs. They thrashed and snapped and devoured what was thrown to them, churning up the water, stirring up the smell of mud and blood and decay.


The pieces were small, bite-sized, alligator fun-sized, meant to be eaten in the moment rather than dragged away and tucked under a log to rot and tenderize. A heart, a liver, a foot, a hand.


And then it was done, the evidence gone. The spotlight went out.


The boat started back the way it had come, leaving nature to itself, as if nothing had happened. Leaving nothing but moonlight on black water.
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“Ain’t no reason on God’s green earth anyone should ever find a murdered body in South Louisiana,” Chaz Stokes proclaimed.


He lit a cigarette and took a deep pull on it as he leaned back against the side of a black Dodge Charger and surveyed the area through the dark lenses of his aviator sunglasses. A light-skinned black man, he was tall and lean, built like an athlete and dressed like a jazz musician in loose-fitting gray slacks and a black-and-white straight-bottomed Cuban-style shirt.


“Umpteen gazillion acres of swampland, marshland, woodland, rivers, bayous, and backwaters, and this genius dumps a body at the end of a road,” he said, exhaling twin streams of smoke through his slim nose. “This is just pure damn laziness.”


He pointed toward a sign that had been posted by the state just off the end of the road: ILLEGAL TO FEED OR HARASS ALLIGATORS. “Could’a fed that body to the gators with none the wiser.”


“If they were geniuses, we’d be hard-pressed for work, mon ami,” Nick Fourcade said. He slid his backpack off his shoulder and set it on the trunk of Stokes’s car.


“Still …” Stokes said, making a dismissive gesture with his cigarette. He frowned within the frame of his neatly trimmed mustache and goatee. “This ain’t even sportin’.”


“Unless you pull a suspect out your ass, that remains to be seen.”


They stood near the dead end of a gravel-and-crushed-shell road a mile or so outside the drive-through town of Luck, where the wild began to swallow up what passed for civilization hereabouts on the western edge of the Atchafalaya Basin. The road petered out a dozen or so yards from a shallow slough choked with hackberry and willow trees. It was the sort of place where the occasional drug deal was made and where lovers came to escape scrutiny for a steamy tussle in a backseat or in the bed of a pickup truck. Kids came out here to drink, smoke dope, and bait gators, as was evidenced by the number of crushed beer cans and scattered crumpled Sonic and Popeyes take-out bags.


Recent rains had left the ground soft, and a set of muddy ruts indicated someone had nearly gotten themselves stuck venturing too far off the gravel. Beyond the tracks, hidden by tall grass, a body lay waiting.


The morning was young and clear, with sheer scraps of clouds as thin as gauze contrasting the electric-blue fall sky. Too pretty a morning for a murder, Nick thought, watching a squadron of ducks flying toward the Basin, though he knew all too well nature made no concessions for human tragedy. The world turned, the seasons passed. Death was just part of the deal. The man lying dead at the edge of the slough made no more matter to the natural world than a rabbit snatched up by an owl in the moonlight. The sun would still come up the next day and the day after that.


The world of mankind was another matter altogether.


Dressed for a court appearance in a shirt and tie, he had been on his way to the sheriff’s office to start the workday early when the call had come. He ran the detective division of the Partout Parish Sheriff’s Office, a squad of six detectives, covering 816 square, mostly rural, miles, investigating everything from burglary to homicide. He had hoped to get some paperwork done before heading to the courthouse.


He checked his watch and frowned.


“Nothing like starting a Monday off with a murder,” Stokes remarked.


“So, what’s the story?”


“It’s a dump job,” Stokes said. “Looks like the victim ran into the wrong end of a shotgun—elsewhere. I’d say the killer backed in, thinking to dump the body in the water, sank down to his rims, said fuck it and chucked the body into the weeds. Like I said: pure damn laziness.”


“Any chance we might get a cast of a tire track?”


“Maybe. It’s pretty squishy over there right now, but there’s one or two might set up enough to be worth a try if we wait a bit for the sun to do its thing.”


“You have a plaster kit?”


“I’ve got one in my trunk. You got any?”


“I think I might have two. Who called this in?”


“Swamper,” Stokes said, nodding in the general direction of the blue-and-white sheriff’s office cruiser parked a short distance ahead of his car. A bald, stocky deputy sat back against the hood of the cruiser, chatting animatedly with a small, wiry man in overalls and green waders, the pair of them smiling and laughing like old friends catching up at a Sunday picnic.


Nick hitched his backpack over one shoulder and headed toward them.


“Bonjour, Sergeant Rodrigue. Ça viens?”


He had grown up in a household where Cajun French was the default language of his parents, people proud to keep that language alive even when that idea had been unpopular in the mainstream. As was the case with many people in these parts, even his English was seasoned liberally with French.


“Our newly minted Lieutenant Fourcade!” Rodrigue boomed, his usual broad grin lighting his face beneath a bushy black mustache of epic proportions. “Bonjour! Ça va. I’m good, me. What a fine day we have in God’s country, no?”


“Mais oui. That it is.”


“Fourcade?” the swamper asked, squinting hard beneath the bill of a worn, dirty green Bass Pro cap. “You related to the Fourcades down Abbeville? Coy and them?”


“No, sir.”


“Fourcade—dat’s not a Cajun name, but you a Cajun. I can tell,” he declared.


“Through and through,” Nick conceded. “And you are …?”


“This here’s my wife’s third or fourth cousin or something like that,” Rodrigue said with a chuckle. “Alphonse Arceneaux. My wife, Mavis, she’s an Arceneaux on her mama’s side. Alphonse, he found the body, him, and he called me.”


“Why you didn’t call nine-one-one?” Stokes asked, joining them.


Arceneaux looked at him like he was a fool, lines of disapproval creasing his narrow, weathered face. He might have been seventy or forty-five. It was difficult to say. His skin had been turned to tooled leather by years working outdoors in the harsh Louisiana weather.


“That’s for ’mergencies!” he declared. “This ain’t no ’mergency. That dude, he’s dead dead, him. He as dead as dead gets. What’s the hurry?”


“We’d like to catch the bad guy.”


“Bah!” Arceneaux scoffed. “I told you, there wasn’t no bad guy. There wasn’t nobody but me, and I gotta stay here for y’all. I might as well call a friend, no?”


“You didn’t see anyone?” Nick asked. “No car or truck?”


“Mais no, no nothing.”


“How’d you come to find the body? You got a boat out there?”


“My bateau.” Arceneaux pointed in the general direction of the water, though the boat was hidden from view by the tall grass.


“And what brings you out this way?”


“Running my trap lines. Me, I lease this land. I come this way first thing in the morning and try to get my nutria before they get stole. This here land’s too close to town. Lazy-ass town boys come out here and steal my nutria. Y’all need to do something ’bout that!” Arceneaux said, as if the raids on his trap lines should take priority over a murder.


“We do dead people, not dead rodents,” Stokes grumbled.


“Stealing is stealing,” Arceneaux said. “Six bucks a tail this year. That’s my livelihood they messing with!”


“I don’t disagree,” Nick said. “But you have to take that up with the wildlife agents. That’s their jurisdiction.”


“Me, I’m gonna catch them rascals red-handed this year,” Arceneaux promised, clearly relishing the idea. “Give them raggedy-ass thieves some Cajun justice!”


“Dude, don’t promise violence on your fellow man in front of cops,” Stokes cautioned.


Nick had already lost interest in the conversation. “Show me your boat.”


Arceneaux led the way. “You don’t wanna see that body first?”


“He’s not going anywhere, is he?”


Even as he said it, a trio of stray dogs emerged from a copse of trees, noses scenting the air.


“Goddamn it,” Stokes muttered, moving off, pulling his sidearm. “I’ll stay with the body. Git, you mangy mutts!” he shouted at the dogs. “Go on, git!”


He pointed his weapon off to the side and discharged a round, sending the dogs scurrying back toward the trees.


Nick followed Arceneaux and Rodrigue, glad for the boots he kept in his vehicle as they pushed through the weeds and the tall grass that had faded from green to blond with the approach of winter. There was no bank to speak of, just softer and softer ground that gave way to water.


They broke through the vegetation where Alphonse Arceneaux’s snub-nosed bateau floated, a shallow, flat-bottomed aluminum boat as weathered as its owner’s face. A pile of dead nutria lay in the nose of the boat—ugly, orange-toothed swamp rats bigger than cats. They were the scourge of the wetlands, non-native invaders devoted to tearing up the root systems of the marsh grasses, creating erosion in the delicate ecosystem that seemed threatened at every turn these days.


A rifle lay propped near the morning’s harvest.


“You hunting with a .22?” Nick asked.


“When I need it. Me, I’d rather use ol’ Black Betty and save the ammunition,” Arceneaux said, re-enacting clubbing something. “I run a hundred and fifty traps, me. Not going ’round and ’round filling the swamp with shot when there’s no need.”


“You got a shotgun on board?”


Arceneaux laughed and tipped his cap back on his head. “What kind of damn couillon hunts nutria with a shotgun?! That’s a good one! Talk about!”


Rodrigue laughed along as Arceneaux pantomimed shooting and exploding a nutria to kingdom come.


“How’d you come to find the body?” Nick asked.


As expected, the corpse wasn’t visible from this spot, nor was the road. Nothing but a waving sea of grass, and the occasional glimpse of Stokes’s dark head a dozen yards away.


“I had me a bad oyster last night,” Arceneaux confessed, “and I got me a touch of the fwa this morning. Got out the boat to relieve myself and that’s how I come to find a dead dude. How ’bout that?”


Rodrigue shook his head. “We got us a case of the diarrhea to thank for the discovery of a murder victim! I been doing this a long time, and that’s a first for me!”


“Did you recognize this dead man?” Nick asked.


“Mais no,” Arceneaux said, shaking his head. “That dude, his own maman ain’t gonna recognize him. You’ll see. It’s bad. Pauvre bête,” he murmured. “May God rest his soul.”


He crossed himself, picked up the small crucifix he wore on a chain around his neck and pressed a kiss to it with chapped lips.


“Closed casket bad,” Rodrigue said. “Somebody was mad at that guy. Maybe a drug thing or some kind of feud. Something personal.”


“You don’t know him either?” Nick asked the deputy as they made their way back through the grass toward the body. “He ain’t your fourth cousin twice removed?”


“I wouldn’t know him if he was my own brother,” Rodrigue said. “We gotta hope he’s still got his wallet in his pants. Only God gonna know him now.”


Ran into the wrong end of a shotgun, Stokes had said. There was no pretty version of that.


“Did you touch the body?”


“No, sir.”


“Did Stokes?”


Rodrigue laughed. “He’s just here for show, ain’t he?”


“I heard that!” Stokes shouted. “You know I leave the bodies for you, Nicky. You get so testy otherwise.”


Dressed in jeans, socks, and nothing else, the deceased had landed on his back with his arms outflung in a pose reminiscent of da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man. He was a tall Caucasian male, over six feet, Nick reckoned, if he’d still had his head. Fit, broad-shouldered, narrow-hipped. The left hand and wrist were blown to shreds. The right hand was damaged as well, but less so. Defensive wounds. The hands had probably been held up in a vain attempt to shield the face from the shotgun blast.


The face and head were almost completely destroyed, a bloody, unrecognizable mess of shattered bone and pulverized tissue. The small remaining portion of the right side of the face was speckled with the tiny red stippling caused by the impact of the fine plastic filler used in buckshot loads. Judging by the damage, the shooter had been standing maybe six to eight feet away from the victim. Personal, Rodrigue had said. Indeed.


It didn’t look real, what was left of this person. With the life force absent, and so badly damaged, a body ceased to seem human. The reality was so shocking, so hideous, the observer’s mind automatically wanted to discount what it saw.


The man’s right eye stared up at him, brown and cloudy, hopeless, lifeless. Flies had begun to swarm on the wounds to feed and lay eggs, but the maggots had yet to hatch out. He couldn’t have been lying there more than a few hours, Nick reckoned.


He pulled on a pair of purple latex gloves from his backpack, and squatted down beside the corpse in the damp grass. The body was cold to the touch, but not stiff. The greenish discoloration of the skin on the abdomen and the beginning of bloat told him the man had been dead for a while. A day or two, perhaps. Decomposition was under way. Rigor mortis had come and gone.


Buzzards had begun to circle overhead. Thank goodness for Mr. Arceneaux’s bad stomach. If he hadn’t come along when he did, the corpse would have become a feast. Mother Nature recycling her own.


Nick glanced up at Arceneaux, who was staring off into the distance, pointedly not looking at the body. The reality was beginning to set in.


“Merci, Mr. Arceneaux. We’ll need to have you come in to the sheriff’s office and make a formal statement. Later today, if possible. Finish running your trap lines, then come in and see Detective Stokes here.”


Stokes stepped forward and handed the man his business card, instructing him to call first.


Rodrigue walked Arceneaux back to his boat. When they were out of sight, Stokes said to Nick, “I’m gonna tell you what right now. I know exactly what happened to our dead friend here.”


“I’m glad to hear it,” Nick said, walking carefully around the body, snapping photos with the digital camera from his backpack. “Do you have evidence to back up this theory?”


“This guy here got caught doing some other dude’s lady. I’ll bet you a hundred bucks.”


Nick looked at the body and its state of semi-dress, jeans half-undone. That was probably a sucker bet, but preconceived ideas were dangerous things in a homicide investigation.


“You know what they say about an assumption,” Nick said. “It’ll make me kick your ass.”


“That ain’t what they say.”


“It’s what I’m telling you.”


“Whatever. You mark my words,” Stokes promised. “This here is all about a chick. If I’m lying, I’m dying.”


“Let this be a cautionary tale, then,” Nick remarked.


“I don’t know what you mean by that.”


“Really, Romeo? You standing here in the same clothes you wore to work yesterday. And how is it you came to arrive at this scene before me when you live a good twenty minutes in the other direction?”


Stokes frowned. “I was visiting a friend in the area,” he said stiffly.


“Mmm-hmm. At the crack of dawn. Mrs. Who-was-it-this-time?”


“That is not your business, my friend.”


“It’d be good if I had a starting place for the investigation when you go missing thanks to a jealous husband,” Nick said, squatting down beside the body again to search through the man’s pockets for any indication of identity.


“And might I say for the nine-hundredth time, this judgey side of you is not appealing, Nicky,” Stokes complained. “Oh, wait. There is no other side of you.”


“Good thing you don’t want to date me, then, yeah?” Nick said dryly. “And I’m married and everything. Just your type.”


Stokes, ever the lady’s man, had, in the last year or so, shifted his love-life strategy to affairs with married women, on the theory that they were only starved for great sex and weren’t out to snag him for a husband—as were most of the single women in his dating pool—or so he claimed. Though any woman who thought Chaz Stokes was husband material needed her head examined as far as Nick was concerned. The apple of his own eye, Stokes was as faithless as a feral tomcat.


“Ha ha,” Stokes said, irritated. “All this sassy-ass humor. You’re a regular comedian today. You must have gotten laid last night.”


Ignoring the remark, Nick carefully pulled out the contents of the dead man’s front-right pocket. Nine cents, a gum wrapper wadded around a hard knot of chewed gum, and a felted piece of lint that had been jammed down in the pocket corner for a very long time. He slipped the items into a plastic bag and handed it to Stokes, then slid his hand under the man’s hip and felt for the shape and bulk of a wallet.


No such luck. Not that he was surprised. A man dressing that hastily, not even managing shoes or socks—his wallet was likely sitting on a dresser or nightstand somewhere. But he slipped his fingertips into the hip pocket anyway, and was rewarded with a business card he worked gingerly out of the pocket and into the light of day.


Mercier Salvage
673 Canal Road
Luck, Louisiana


Handwritten in the upper left-hand corner was an amount: $2,875.


“Got a name?” Stokes asked, peering down over his shoulder.


“No, but $2,875 could be a motive, if there was cash that went with this card.”


Nick had certainly known people to be murdered for a lot less. A man walking around with a big wad of cash, flashing it in the wrong bar …


Mouton’s roadhouse wasn’t far down the bayou from here. The kind of place where brass knuckles were a common fashion accessory, and every man—and most of the women—carried a gun or a knife. People looking for trouble looked at Mouton’s. Poachers, thieves, drug dealers—all made themselves at home there.


“Could be he picked up a hooker, got wasted by her pimp,” Stokes speculated.


“Could be.”


“I’m telling you, my friend, this’ll end with a woman.”


Nick arched a dark brow. “You know the only difference between you and this guy?” he asked, nodding to the faceless corpse.


“Fashion sense?” Stokes quipped.


“Timing.”
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Timing. Life was all about timing, Annie Broussard reflected as she waited for the traffic light to turn green. Time: A complex and delicate dance of nanoseconds orchestrated by an unseen force beyond the ordinary person’s control or understanding.


A schedule, a plan, a timeline—all were just illusions people were allowed to believe in to let them feel like they were in control of their lives. A million tiny things happened every day to direct the dance. Move a split second faster here, make a small hesitation there, and the outcome could change dramatically. That annoying delay could save you from being in the wrong place at the wrong time, avoiding catastrophe. Life was all about timing.


The driver behind her beeped his horn. The light had turned green.


She drove down the main drag of Bayou Breaux with its eclectic mix of brick and clapboard buildings. Several dated as far back as the late eighteenth century, before the first Acadian refugees—the people who would eventually come to be known as Cajuns—had arrived as exiles from Canada. Some businesses boasted second-story galleries reminiscent of New Orleans’ French Quarter, with ornate wrought-iron railings and window boxes trailing ivy and the last geraniums of the season. Some had been restored over the years, others looked like they hadn’t seen a coat of paint since God was a child. All of it passed by Annie unnoticed. Her mind was elsewhere.


This would be her first day on the job in weeks. It seemed like forever since the night she’d been attacked. It seemed so long ago that memory might have been a dream—no, a nightmare, as surreal as any horror movie.


Don’t go there without me. She could still see the text in her mind’s eye. But it had been getting late, the tail end of a terrible day. Tired, wanting to make that one last stop and be done, she had run out of patience.


R U coming or what?


She had sent the message then sent it again, trying to annoy Nick into answering, but no answer came. Impatient, she had typed:


Going on … Need this day to be over … Come when you can …


What if she had waited just a little while longer?


If just one person involved in that series of events had made a different choice that night, someone who had died might have lived, but someone who had lived might have died. She might have died. It could have been her family grieving, her son without a mother. The possibilities tumbled in an endless cycle in her battered brain these days—what if this, what if that?—driving her crazy to the point that she questioned every decision she had to make no matter how trivial, trapped in a state of anxiety over the potential of making the wrong choice.


Her doctor assured her this was not abnormal. She had suffered a serious concussion. Her brain was sorting itself out, healing, re-wiring itself, re-balancing its chemistry. Add to that the post-traumatic stress that came in the aftermath of what had happened, the shock of the things she had seen. She needed to be patient with herself, and patience was all about time. Too much time.


She had already tried once to go back to work too soon, and had ended up on an additional two weeks of doctor-ordered rest—no activity, no working out, no driving a car, no heavy lifting. Not able to read a book or to follow the plot of a TV show for the pounding in her head, she had nothing to do but lay around and think. What if this? What if that?


The pain and the anxiety chased each other around and around in her head like two squirrels racing up a tree. She tried to distract herself with positive thoughts—the fact that what had happened had given her and Nick a reboot at a time when their marriage had been struggling a bit. Nothing like a near-death experience to refocus on the things that were truly important in life. She smiled a little now, thinking about last night, the two of them slow dancing on the lawn, making love and falling asleep together. So comforting, so peaceful … until her brain had awakened her shortly after to spin and fret and keep her up …


Sick to death of herself, she felt an almost giddy sense of excitement as the law enforcement center came into view. She needed to get out of her own head and get back to work. She needed the distraction of other people’s problems. She needed to make herself useful to mankind. Even if she spent the day doing nothing but counting paperclips, it would be better than being alone with her endless thoughts.


Later she would wonder, what if she had waited just one more day?


“I need to speak with the sheriff,” B’Lynn Fontenot announced.


She sounded authoritative, in complete control of herself. What a joke. She was trembling inside like a terrified chihuahua. Her mouth was parched. Her heart was pounding. She’d been accused more than once in recent years of having a loose screw. She felt as if that screw was about to fall free and let her come apart like a cheap watch, springs and gears flying to every corner of the Partout Parish Sheriff’s outer office.


“Do you have an appointment?”


The woman on the other side of the counter—Ms. Valerie Comb, according to the nameplate on the countertop—was a very deliberately put together package wrapped in too-tight clothes with a shellac of too much makeup and Aqua Net. Her hair was streaked white-blonde with harsh dark lowlights, and cut in a severe, angled style B’Lynn’s daughter, Lisette, referred to as the “Internet Karen,” Woman Most Likely to Demand to Speak to a Manager. A sure red flag for trouble.


Ms. Comb’s gaze ran down B’Lynn from head to toe like a cold shower of disapproval, taking in the dull brown hair that had barely seen a brush in days, taking in the dark circles under bloodshot eyes, and the lines of strain etched permanently into her face. She looked like hell because she’d been through hell. She had given up trying to hide it long ago.


“No, I don’t have an appointment, as I’m sure you know,” B’Lynn started, unable to keep the irritation out of her voice. “But it’s imperative I speak with him—”


“Sheriff Noblier is a very busy man,” the secretary declared, condescendingly. “If you’d like to make an appointment—”


“I don’t want to make an appointment,” B’Lynn snapped as the tension wound tighter inside her. “This is urgent. I—”


“If you have an emergency, I can direct you down the hall to the sergeant’s desk,” Ms. Comb said with maddening calm.


“I have been down the hall,” B’Lynn said, her small hands balling into fists at her sides. “Days ago. They didn’t help me. I want to speak to the sheriff.”


“Well, I’m afraid I can’t help you, unless—”


“No,” B’Lynn interrupted curtly. “You won’t help me.”


Valerie Comb arched a penciled brow. “I beg your pardon?”


“You have made no effort to help me,” B’Lynn said. “You haven’t even pretended to help me. The least you could do would be to pick up the damn phone and pretend to speak to the sheriff before you blow me off.”


Ms. Comb gave a little huff of offense. “Ma’am, I have no idea why you’re speaking to me this way.”


Because I’m terrified. Because I’m angry. Because I haven’t slept in days.


B’Lynn didn’t know if she was being unreasonable. Maybe she was. Maybe she was being rude and unfair. She knew she was beyond caring. Her frustration and her fear hadn’t just sprung up at the start of this conversation with the sheriff’s secretary. It had begun days ago, weeks ago, years ago. The pressure had been building all that time. Just in the last week alone she had been discounted, dismissed, patronized, and ignored by people she had gone to for help. Fair or not, Ms. Valerie Comb, with her overabundance of attitude and blue eyeshadow, was on the last shred of B’Lynn’s final remaining nerve.


“At any rate,” Ms. Comb went on, tipping her head back to look down her slender nose. “Sheriff Noblier is out of the office this morning.”


“I don’t believe you.” The words blurted out of B’Lynn’s mouth before she could even realize she was thinking them.


“Excuse me?”


“I don’t believe you.”


She couldn’t believe the sheriff wasn’t in his office because she needed him to be in his office. She had nowhere left to turn.


Her heart was racing, her pulse pounding in her ears. Panic swelled in her chest like a balloon, making it hard to breathe. She went to the closed door of Sheriff Noblier’s office and banged on it with her fist. She tried the knob without success, twisting it, yanking at it, tears welling in her eyes.


“Ma’am! I’m going to have to call a deputy!”


Valerie Comb sounded far away, in another dimension. The last of B’Lynn’s control crumbled. The tears spilled over and she gasped for breath even as she pulled at the doorknob with one hand and pounded on the door with the other.


Oh, my God. Oh, my God. He’s not here. He can’t help me. No one can help me.


“No, no, NO!” she cried.


“Ma’am! Ma’am!” the secretary shouted, rushing out from behind her counter.


B’Lynn spun around and bolted for the hallway, pushing past Valerie Comb, knocking her sideways. She was beyond thinking rationally now, running in blind panic like an animal. Her surroundings took on a macabre, distorted funhouse quality. The faces of the people she passed twisted in shock. Her legs felt like rubber, her arms as heavy as lead. Her lungs were on fire.


She pulled up in front of the desk sergeant’s counter. Two uniformed deputies in the area behind him turned to stare at her.


“Help me!” B’Lynn sobbed, pounding her fists on the counter. “Why won’t anyone help me?! Oh, my God! Oh, my God!!”


The cry stopped Annie in her tracks. She was only cutting through the squad room to go to the HR office because she had an insurance question. A question she could have gotten answered over the phone, but it was a beautiful morning, and she was happy to walk over to the main building from the Pizza Hut, as they called the small separate building that housed the detective division. Maybe Katy in HR would be ready for a coffee, and they could catch up.


The sound of anguish seemed too big to have come from the small, dark-haired woman. Hooker, the desk sergeant, three times her size in all directions, stood flatfooted, his little pig eyes as wide as they would go.


“I’ll help you, ma’am,” Annie said, rushing forward as the woman doubled over, sobbing. Annie caught hold of her shoulder, and sank to the floor with her. “Are you ill? Do you need medical attention?”


“She’s out of her mind!” Valerie Comb exclaimed. “She was demanding to see the sheriff. She nearly knocked me flat!”


Annie ignored the secretary. “Do you need an ambulance, ma’am?”


“No. No,” the woman said, shaking her head, struggling visibly to pull herself together. She wiped the tears from her cheeks with trembling hands and drew in a shaky breath. “I’m fine.”


“Fine seems like a stretch,” Annie said. “Do you have an emergency? Should I be sending deputies somewhere?”


“I wish I knew.”


“I’m Detective Broussard,” Annie said. “Let’s go sit down and you can tell me what’s going on. Can you stand up, ma’am?”


The woman nodded, pushed herself to her feet, and stood on shaky legs. Annie rose with her, steadying her.


She must have been around fifty or so, Annie thought, petite, birdlike, with delicate features. Deep worry lines bracketed her mouth and creased her brow.


“What’s your name, ma’am?”


“B’Lynn,” she said softly. “B’Lynn Fontenot.”


Annie glanced back at Valerie Comb’s sour face. “Valerie, could you please bring us some coffee? Thank you so much.”


Without waiting for a response, she led the way to the interview room across the hall. B’Lynn Fontenot took the seat on the far side of the small table and wrapped her black quilted jacket around herself as if she was freezing. She swept a hand back over her shoulder-length hair self-consciously, as if to smooth away the tangles and wipe away the gray streaks.


She looked rough, like she hadn’t slept, or maybe she drank or had a drug habit. Maybe she was panicking because she needed a fix. Maybe she was shivering because she was going into withdrawal. But if B’Lynn Fontenot was a drug-seeking addict, then she would have gone to the ER, not to the sheriff’s office.


“Can you spell your name for me, ma’am?” Annie asked as she took her seat and settled in with the yellow legal pad and pen that had been left there.


“Fontenot. F-O-N-T-E-N-O-T. Beverly Lynn. B-E-V-E-R-L-Y L-Y-N-N. I go by B’Lynn.”


“I don’t mean any offense, Ms. Fontenot, but I have to ask. Are you under the influence of any alcohol or narcotics right now?”


The woman’s laughter was sudden and slightly hysterical. “Oh, my God! I wish! I wish I was on drugs and this was all some kind of a bad trip! Wouldn’t that be nice? Or maybe this is all just a bad dream, and I’ll wake up, and everything will be … different. I wish …” she said, her voice trailing off. “I’m sure I seem like a lunatic,” she said. “I’m sorry. I just … I’m just at the end of my rope,” she said, her voice tightening and trembling, tears rising again in her eyes, “and I don’t know what else to do.”


“It’s all right,” Annie assured her. “What is it you need our help with?”


“My son is missing. My son is missing and no one seems to care but me.”


Oh, God, not another case with a kid, Annie thought, anxiety tightening like a fist in her chest. She wasn’t sure she could take another. The last one had nearly done her in, literally and emotionally.


“How old is your son?”


“He’s twenty-seven.”


The fist released and she could breathe again.


“And what’s his name?”


“Robbie. Robert James Fontenot the Third.”


“Where does he live?”


She gave an address. A rundown area of blue-collar businesses over by where the Mardi Gras floats were stored, not far from the old sugarcane processing plant. Who the hell lived over there? People who had no choice.


The lining of B’Lynn Fontenot’s jacket was signature Burberry plaid. Expensive. The diamond engagement and wedding set she wore carried larger than average stones. Why did her son live in a shithole?


“That’s within the Bayou Breaux city limits,” Annie began.


B’Lynn’s back stiffened. “Don’t tell me I need to go to the Bayou Breaux police,” she said sharply. “I have been to the Bayou Breaux police. Several times. They told me a twenty-seven-year-old man doesn’t need his mother’s permission to go somewhere.”


And they were correct. Robbie Fontenot was an adult, free to come and go as he chose, with or without the knowledge and consent of his mother. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t be missing.


“When were you last in contact with your son?”


“Halloween. I spoke with him on the phone around three. He was supposed to meet me for dinner the next day, but he didn’t show up and I didn’t hear from him. I haven’t heard from him since.”


Eight days.


“And he hadn’t said anything about taking a trip anywhere?”


“No.”


“Have you spoken to any of his friends?”


“I don’t know Robbie’s friends anymore,” she confessed. “I don’t know if he has any.”


“Does he have a girlfriend? A boyfriend?”


She shook her head.


“Where does he work?”


She glanced away. “He’s … between jobs.”


Annie wrote unemployed on her legal pad.


“So he could have just decided to—”


“He didn’t.”


“He normally stays in touch with you?”


“He calls me every day, twice a day.”


“You’re close.”


“We have a deal,” B’Lynn said, plainly. “He calls me every day, twice a day, and we have dinner on Sunday. Every Sunday.”


Deal? Annie noted.


The door swung open and Valerie Comb came in with a single mug of coffee and two thimble-size containers of fake creamer. She gave Annie the side-eye as she set the cup on the table in front of B’Lynn.


“So sorry, Annie, I couldn’t carry everything,” she said with saccharine sweetness.


“That’s all right, Valerie,” Annie replied with a phony smile. “I wouldn’t have drunk it anyway.”


Valerie narrowed her eyes and pressed her lips together in a pissy line as she turned on her high heel and left the room.


“She doesn’t like me,” Annie confessed casually when the secretary had gone. “I know too much about her sordid past.”


“She doesn’t like me, either,” B’Lynn said as she peeled back the top on both creamers and dumped them into the coffee. Her hands were still trembling. She wrapped them around the mug and raised it to her lips. “But I did call her a liar and almost knocked her flat.”


“She’s been called worse,” Annie said. “She said you wanted to see Sheriff Noblier. Do you know him?”


“I’ve met him. My husband knows him, has supported him in the past. I was hoping if I could appeal to him directly, maybe something would happen.”


“Your husband, he didn’t try to reach out to the sheriff himself?”


“No.”


A short answer with a long story behind it, Annie suspected.


“Robbie’s father isn’t involved in his life anymore.”


“So your son wouldn’t have reached out to him?”


“No.”


Annie wrote Divorced? but didn’t ask the question yet, glancing again at the rock on the woman’s left hand. Remarried, perhaps, not that it mattered.


“This deal you have with your son,” Annie started, trying to pick her way through a minefield of wrong words. Why was a grown man that much under his mother’s thumb? She needed the story without putting the woman on the defensive. “Tell me more about that. It seems very formal. Is there a reason behind it?”


B’Lynn frowned and looked away again, considering her answer. Would she tell the truth? Would she tool the truth to suit her needs? It was a straightforward question, Annie thought. There should have been a straightforward answer.


“My son has had his issues.”


“What kind of issues?”


She set the mug down a little too hard, and smiled a brittle smile. “Here we go! This is where I tell the truth and you stop listening, and nothing more happens because you’ve made up your mind. That’s exactly what happened with the police. That’s exactly what happened when I came here the first time.”


“I can’t help you if I don’t know the whole story,” Annie said.


“And when you know the whole story, you won’t want to help me.”


“You don’t know that,” Annie said, leaning forward, resting her forearms on the table. “I’m a mother, too. And I literally came in to work this morning because I wanted to be able to help someone. That’s why I do what I do. But I need to have all the facts—good and bad.”


B’Lynn Fontenot stared at her for a long moment, pretending to weigh her options when she actually had none.


“My son has a drug problem,” she began. “He’s had a drug problem off and on for a long time. He’s been in and out of trouble, in and out of jail, in and out of rehab. He’s been clean recently,” she hastened to add. “He’s been checking in with me every day, twice a day. That’s our deal since he got out of rehab this time. I’ll help him out with money, and any way I can, but he has to stay clean, and he has to stay in touch.”


“How long has he been out of rehab?”


“Five months, and he’s been doing well. He had a job at the lamp factory, but they had layoffs recently …”


Annie kept her expression carefully neutral. An addict just out of rehab needed stability and little successes to keep them encouraged and moving forward one small step at a time. Losing a job might easily have been enough of a stressor to send him into a depression, looking for an escape, looking for something to numb the pain of his disappointment.


“He was looking for another job,” B’Lynn said. “He was optimistic. He told me he had a line on something.”


“Do you know what?”


“He didn’t say.”


“You heard from him on Halloween at what time?”


“Around three in the afternoon.”


“Did he have plans for the evening?”


“Not that he said.”


“There’re a lot of parties on Halloween,” Annie pointed out. “Monster Bash going on downtown. Old patterns are easy to fall back into.” Monster Bash was the giant, roving party that took over downtown Bayou Breaux for the holiday every year. Costumed revelers wandered from bar to bar, street vendor to street vendor, enjoying food and drink and live bands.


B’Lynn shook her head, her jaw set at a stubborn angle. “He knew better. He’s been on the straight and narrow. He was optimistic, upbeat. He’s been talking about going back to school part-time, working toward getting his degree.”


Or so he told his mama, who was helping him out financially. It was painful to watch the range of emotions pass across her face—anger, determination, hope, fear—an endless cycle for the mother of an addict.


“Does he have a car?” Annie asked.


“Yes. It’s a blue Toyota Corolla, eight or nine years old.” She rattled off the tag number by heart.


“Is it registered to him or to you?”


“It’s in my name. For the insurance.”


“And you gave this information to the police?”


“Yes, of course.”


Meaning there should already have been an order for local law enforcement to be on the lookout for the car.


“When did you first report him missing?”


“Last Tuesday. I never heard from him that Sunday. I waited through Monday, hoping, thinking …” She shook her head. “I went to the police first thing Tuesday morning. They weren’t interested in helping me. They said Robbie would turn up. He didn’t. I went back on Thursday and they said it wasn’t a crime for him to go wherever he wanted. Then I came here, and I was told it was a city police matter, and that he’d likely turn up on his own when he was ready.”


“Who did you speak to here?”


B’Lynn scowled, gesturing toward the door. “That man at the desk.”


“Sergeant Hooker,” Annie said, doodling an angry face on her legal pad. “Did you report the car stolen?”


“No,” B’Lynn said, confused. “Why would I? It’s Robbie’s to use.”


Annie hesitated to answer, trying to formulate the right words.


B’Lynn’s eyes widened. “Do you mean to tell me the police will look harder for a stolen car than for a missing person?”


“That’s not exactly how I’d say it,” Annie said. “But you already know the police think your son is free to go wherever he wants. However, he is not free to go in a stolen car.”


“Then the car is stolen!” B’Lynn said urgently. “It’s definitely stolen!”


“Okay. We’ll file that report right away.”


“But not the missing person report?”


How to say that a drug addict gone off on his own wouldn’t be considered as much a priority as a suspect in a felony theft? Annie chose not to try.


“So you spoke to Robbie late in the day on Halloween, and he said he didn’t have any plans. Did you believe him?”


It wasn’t hard to imagine an addict, down on his luck, feeling blue, catching up with some old buddies at a party. Life seemed so much better high. Maybe just this one night … he’d get sober again the next day … then one pill became two or someone offered to share a needle …


B’Lynn didn’t answer, which was answer enough. She wasn’t sure. She couldn’t be sure.


“What’s his drug of choice?”


“Oxycontin, or anything like it.”


“Heroin, if he can’t get it?” Annie asked.


Painkillers eventually became a difficult habit for a lot of people to sustain. What might have started as a legitimate prescription for a necessary drug, quickly became an addiction. But prescriptions ran out, and addicts turned to other sources. Demand kept the street price high—$30–$50 a pill, depending on strength and brand name. Those who couldn’t afford the cost of pills from dealers often turned to heroin for a more affordable high. But heroin was now often cut with fentanyl, a synthetic opioid fifty to a hundred times more potent than morphine. Overdoses were depressingly common.


The mother shook her head. “He doesn’t do needles. It’s practically a phobia. He would never inject anything. He might try something else, but he wouldn’t shoot up.”


Annie said nothing, mentally ticking off the depressing, long list of the many other things an addict might try.


“I know what you’re thinking,” B’Lynn Fontenot said softly. “I’ve thought it too. I’m not unrealistic, detective. I know what addicts do. I know the promises they make and break. I am well aware he could be lying dead somewhere.


“Ten years we’ve been struggling with this—Robbie’s addiction. There’s nothing I don’t know about dealing with an addict. My son has disappointed me and disappointed himself again and again. And I know exactly how pathetic I’m gonna sound when I say this, but he was truly doing better this time. He was trying so hard. We were trying hard together, and I’m not gonna give up on him now, no matter where he is or why he’s there. But I need help. Please help me.”


Ten years. Robbie Fontenot had been seventeen, just a boy, when addiction had taken hold in his life. And here was his mother, a decade later, still fighting for him, begging for help.


Annie had started the day wanting the distraction of someone else’s problems, and here was B’Lynn Fontenot with a boatload of them. Careful what you wish for, Annie, she thought. This situation wasn’t liable to have a happy ending.


“I’ll help you, Mrs. Fontenot,” she said simply, though she had a feeling there wouldn’t be anything simple about it.


B’Lynn Fontenot blinked back tears. “Thank you.”


“Do you have a key to his place?” Annie asked.


“Yes.”


“Okay.” She nodded, pushing to her feet. “Let’s go.”
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“How did it start?” the detective asked, glancing over at her from the driver’s seat as they waited for an opening in the traffic to pull out of the law enforcement center. “Your son’s addiction. How’d it start?”


B’Lynn took a deep breath and sighed, wondering how many times she’d told this story over the years. Too many.


Once was too many.


“Robbie played football in high school. He blew out his knee during a practice at the beginning of his senior year. He had to have surgery.”


She left out the details of an injury so devastating, they had feared for a time he might lose his lower leg. She left out the part of the story about how talented her son had been, how he had been courted by college scouts. He’d had a bright, exciting future, such big dreams, so much to look forward to, and in a single moment all that opportunity was gone. The college scouts disappeared. Fans and fair-weather friends faded from his life. His classmates kept moving forward at the breakneck pace of senior year and all the activities that entailed, while Robbie’s life stopped hard then crept forward, defined by grueling hours of physical therapy and time spent with tutors as he struggled to catch up academically. He lost who he had been. Depression had descended on him like a dark cloud, and swallowed him whole.


“He got hooked on the painkillers,” the detective prompted as they drove toward downtown. It was a statement, not a question. She clearly knew the gist of the story. The way things were in the world, she had doubtless heard many different versions of the same basic tale.


“His doctor prescribed Oxycontin post-op. I didn’t like the idea, but my husband said not to worry. It wouldn’t be for long. Just to get him past the worst of it. But that’s not how it worked out.”


“What does your husband do?”


B’Lynn felt her lips turn in that too-familiar ironic smile. “He’s a doctor. Was. Was my husband,” she hastened to clarify. “He’s still a doctor.”


The detective cut another glance in her direction, looking at her wedding ring, B’Lynn thought, wondering why she still wore it, no doubt. That was a long story of her own bitterness and stubbornness, and her vindictive and pointless desire to aggravate and embarrass Robert. Detective Broussard didn’t need to hear about that.


“You remarried?” she asked.


“No.”


“Have you spoken to your ex about your son being missing?”


“I texted him. He hasn’t heard from Robbie. They don’t speak. They haven’t had a relationship for a long time. Robert can’t accept having a failure for a son. It reflects badly on him.”


That was unfair, to a certain extent, but B’Lynn didn’t care. Her anger toward her ex was one of the few indulgences she allowed herself these days. Blaming Robert made her feel less bad about herself, briefly distracting her from her own failures as a parent.


They had gone through the nightmare of Robbie’s addiction together at first, a united front. She, the dutiful doctor’s wife, had let her husband take the lead, going along with his ideas on treatment facilities and parenting style. Mr. Tough Love, taking the hard line, eventually cut their son off after one too many relapses, one too many transgressions. She had gone along with it, exhausted and at her wit’s end, ground down by the experience and by Robert’s domineering personality. If she lived to be a thousand, she would never forgive herself for it. And she would certainly never forgive him.


“I’ll need his contact information anyway,” Detective Broussard said, hitting the blinker and taking a left. “Does he live here in town?”


“No. He lives in Lafayette.”


He had established his career at Lafayette General Orthopedic Hospital when Robbie was small, but they had chosen to settle in Bayou Breaux, where B’Lynn had grown up, wanting to raise their kids in the sanity and security of a small town, where life was simpler and bad things didn’t happen—or so they had naively believed. But bad things didn’t require a minimum population or draw a line at a maximum income level.


“What kind of doctor is he?”


“Orthopedics.” Which had made the situation with Robbie’s injury and rehab ironically worse than if his dad had been an internist or a gastroenterologist or any other kind of doctor. Robert had been a specialist first and a father second at a time when his son had needed love and support and understanding more than expertise and judgment.


B’Lynn looked over at the detective. She was young—in her early thirties, maybe, with dark hair and dark eyes. Pretty in a girl-next-door kind of way. I looked like that once, she thought, not quite believing herself, it seemed so long ago in so many ways.


“You said you’re a mother too,” she said.


Broussard nodded. “He’s five. Just started kindergarten this fall.”


B’Lynn immediately flashed back to Robbie’s first day of school, how cute he’d been in his new clothes, carrying a little dinosaur backpack that seemed almost as big as he was. So sweet, so innocent. She pressed her lips together, afraid to open her mouth for fear of something grim and cynical tumbling out, like Enjoy him while you can.


“Such a cute age,” she said at last.


Looking ahead, she could see the big, rusting corrugated metal warehouse looming off to the left in the distance. Her landmark for Robbie’s downtrodden neighborhood.


“It’s just up here on the left,” she said, pointing.


The street was narrow and badly in need of re-paving, forgotten by the city long ago. The shabby narrow shotgun houses squatted beneath the oak trees like toadstools in the weed-choked yards. Four in a row, side by side, with shedding paint and sagging porches, and roofs that looked like they wouldn’t make it through the next big hurricane. Yet Annie knew the buildings had somehow managed to stand here since the days of hoop skirts and slave labor, when this land had been part of a long-gone plantation. Funny, the things that lasted to serve as reminders of the past.


“It’s the first one,” B’Lynn said.


Annie pulled in on the two sparsely graveled tracks that denoted a driveway and cut the engine.


“I budgeted a certain amount of money toward his rent,” B’Lynn explained. “This is the place he picked. He said he liked the privacy—meaning he didn’t want to live anywhere I could easily spy on him.”


“Would you?” Annie asked as they got out of the car. “Spy on him?”


“That’s tempting after all we’ve been through,” B’Lynn admitted. “I mean, here we are. I looked away for a minute, and he’s gone.”


“Is the lease in your name or his?” she asked, thinking ahead to any procedural no-no’s of a search of the premises.


“Mine. Needless to say, Robbie’s credit score isn’t exactly stellar.”


Annie mounted the steps to the sad little porch. She stood a bit to one side and knocked, trying not to recall the deputy who had gotten shotgunned through the door of a drug house some years ago.


“Hello?” she called, knocking a second time, then listening for any sound of movement. She thought she heard a faint scraping sound, then instantly wondered if she had imagined it. “Hello? Sheriff’s office. Anybody home?”


A wave of anxiety rolled through her as she waited for an answer. Silly, she told herself. This was just a welfare check. No big deal.


Don’t go there without me. Nick’s text from the night of her attack flashed through her mind’s eye. She remembered feeling tired and impatient. She had just needed to make a quick stop to deliver some news, then head home. No big deal. What could go wrong?


Everything.


“Are you all right?”


B’Lynn Fontenot’s voice startled her back into the moment.


“I’m fine,” Annie said, but her hand was trembling a little as she put the key in the lock. The last time she had walked into a strange house, she had left it by ambulance.


Holding her breath, she pushed the door open, still standing slightly to the side, her right hand resting on the butt of her sidearm, her heart rate picking up as she braced herself for something that didn’t happen.


The anxiety ebbed. She breathed again as she looked down the dark windowless side hall. True to the name of the architecture, you could have shot a shotgun in the front door and not hit a thing on the way out the back door … which stood wide open.


A person emerged from the last room down the hall. A short body on skinny wide-set legs, arms wrapped awkwardly around a good-sized flat-screen TV as they hurried for the back door.


B’Lynn gasped and shouted, “Thief!”


“Stay here!” Annie ordered. She drew her weapon and hustled after the burglar. “Sheriff’s office! Stop right there! Stop!”


The thief continued out the door, off the back porch, and hung a staggering right, heading toward the house next door, struggling with the grip on the television, shouting, “I didn’t do nothing!”


“You’re stealing a TV!” Annie said, incredulous. “I’m looking right at you!”


The thief glanced back over a hunched shoulder to hurl an angry “Fuck you!”—a crucial mistake that threw momentum and balance out of alignment, and sent him/her—Annie still wasn’t sure—staggering in a drunken spiral that ended with a strangled cry and a thud. Like a character in a cartoon, the perpetrator fell backside-down, feet flying up in the air, dirty flip-flops flying off into the weeds, and lay moaning, trapped beneath the television like an upended turtle.


“Oh, for God’s sake!” Annie grumbled, pulling her phone out of her pocket to call for backup.


“You’re under arrest,” she announced, looking down at the thief as she waited for the call to connect.


A woman, she decided, though it could have gone either way. Limp, shaggy, dishwater-blonde hair. A wide, flat face with the sunken features and bad skin of an addict. She struggled to get out from under the television, skinny arms and legs flailing. Shoving the TV off her chest, she revealed a bleached-out red ‘Fuck Your Feelings’ T-shirt. Charming.


“Don’t you even think about getting up!” Annie snapped, pointing a finger in warning. Her call went through and she identified herself and requested a deputy to come to the address.


“Where’s my son?” B’Lynn Fontenot demanded as she came off the porch and made a beeline for the thief. “Where’s Robbie?”


“How would I know?” Fuck Your Feelings grumbled, struggling to sit up, grimacing as she felt the back of her head.


“Please stand back, Mrs. Fontenot,” Annie said, stepping in her path. “I’ll ask the questions. Why don’t you take a seat on the porch?”


“I don’t want to take a seat,” B’Lynn snapped. “I want to know where my son is!”


“That’s my job to find out,” Annie said. “Please let me do it.”


She turned back toward the thief, who had begun to crab-walk backwards toward the next house, as if she thought she might sneak away in broad daylight with a sheriff’s detective standing three feet away.


“What do you think you’re doing?”


“You told me not to get up!”


“Are you high?” Annie leaned down, looking for dilated pupils. “Are you high right now?”


“No, but I wish I was,” the thief said belligerently. “You can’t arrest me for wishing!”


“I’m arresting you for stealing that TV.”


“It’s mine! I loaned it to that guy.”


“That’s a bald-faced lie!” B’Lynn shouted, pacing back and forth maybe ten feet away, arms crossed tight over her chest. “I gave that TV to Robbie. It came out of my guest room. I have the serial number at home.”


The thief made a face. “Who keeps the serial number for a TV?”


“You’re friends with the guy who lives here?” Annie asked. “What’s his name?”


“Uh … Donnie?”


“Wrong.”


“I call him Donnie.”


“Why would you loan a TV to a guy when you don’t even know his name?”


“I’m nice that way.”


“Uh-huh.” Annie rolled her eyes. “You’re a regular ray of freaking sunshine, you are. What’s your name?”


“I don’t have to tell you nothing! I know my rights!”


“No doubt by heart. But I’ll refresh your memory, just the same.”


Annie recited the Miranda warning as she pulled her handcuffs off her belt. “Stand up, please.”


“Fuck yourself.”


“You’re not doing yourself any favors here being an ass to me, Sunshine,” Annie said, going around behind her and bending down to cuff one wrist and then the other.


“Not doing you any favors either.”


“And here I’m probably the nicest person you’re gonna meet today,” Annie said as a car door slammed in the distance.


She glanced down the narrow space between the two houses, expecting to see a sheriff’s office cruiser, instead, a town cop in uniform came walking up, hand resting on the butt of his sidearm.


“Everything all right back here, ma’am?” he asked with a pleasant smile. He was maybe thirty, and built like a small bull. His gray uniform shirt was tailored tight over his bullet-proof vest. His jaw was square, his face all sharp angles capped with a head of blond-tipped dark hair. Annie recognized him from around town. Danny Perry. People called him Hollywood. It wasn’t a compliment.


She held up the badge she wore on a ball chain around her neck. “Detective Broussard. Sheriff’s office.”


“What you got going on here, detective? You need help? Oh, hey, Rayanne,” he said to the thief. “What you got yourself into now?”


“You know Little Miss Sunshine here?” Annie asked.


“Oh, yeah. Rayanne Tillis. Me and Rayanne go way back, don’t we, Rayanne? How many times have I arrested you?”


The thief made a face at him. “I’d tell you to stick it up your ass, Danny, but you’d probably like it.”


“She’s a charmer,” Perry said. “What’s she done this time?”


“Caught red-handed stealing a TV from this house.”


The officer raised his eyebrows, pretending to be impressed. “B and E. You’re moving up in the criminal world, Rayanne.”


“What’s her usual?” Annie asked.


“Oh, you know, possession, shoplifting, the odd twenty-dollar blow job.”


“You never complain,” Rayanne remarked.


The officer narrowed his eyes at her then turned back to Annie. “For the record, I have not partaken.”


Annie just looked at him, unamused and unconvinced.


“What brings you to town, detective?” he asked. “Something going on I should know about?”


“Yes, you should know about it,” B’Lynn Fontenot snapped, coming in from the side. “You would know if you had any interest in doing your job.”


Perry looked ambushed. “Ma’am?”


“This is Mrs. Fontenot,” Annie said. “Her son lives in this house right here.”


“Except that he’s been missing more than a week, and y’all have not done one damn thing about it!” B’Lynn stepped right up to the officer. She looked ready to punch him. Annie wasn’t entirely sure she wouldn’t.


“You don’t know about Robbie Fontenot being missing?” Annie asked. “Is this your regular patrol area, Officer Perry?”


“Well, yes, but—”


“But what?” B’Lynn demanded. “But you don’t give a rat’s behind?”


“No, well, no, that’s not it at all,” Perry stammered. “I came over here with Detective Rivette on a welfare check a few days ago. We didn’t find any reason to be concerned.”


“He’s MISSING!” B’Lynn shouted directly into his face.


Perry frowned and puffed himself up, trying too late to project an air of authority. “Ma’am, please calm down.”

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘You'll be turning the pages as fast as you can.’
Kristin Hannah

Tami

HOAG
BAD

LI AR

Was it an accident?
Or‘wasbit murder?

‘A grlppmg tpril er gluea‘o the pages"
e Freida McFadden





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
BAD

LIAR

HOAG





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Praise



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Contents





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46





		About the Author



		Credits



		By the same author



		Copyright











Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376











Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading









