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Cora Jane Winslow’s father walked out on her family 23 years ago; his letters to her over the years the only connection she has had to him. When his body is discovered in an abandoned building, she is shocked to discover he has been dead all this time. What happened to him and who would cover up his murder by writing the letters?


After his post-traumatic stress disorder forced him to run away from his life, Phin Bishop returns to the Burke Broussard Private Detective Agency, only to stumble upon an armed break-in. Cora Jane is seen running from the building and his colleague Joy has been shot.


When it appears the shooting is related to Cora Jane’s father, the Agency step in to offer protection while they hunt for the perpetrator. Someone knows what really happened to Cora Jane’s father and will stop at nothing to prevent their long-buried secrets being discovered . . .
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PROLOGUE




Merrydale, Louisiana


SATURDAY, OCTOBER 16, 4:45 A.M.


TWENTY-THREE YEARS AGO





THROUGH HIS BINOCULARS, Alan watched the man emerge from the house at the end of a private drive. It was a nice house with a dark green door and a tidy front yard. The man’s hands had been full when he’d entered. Now they were empty, save for the satchel he now carried.


It’s done.


The magnitude of Alan’s actions hit him like a punch to the gut, a wave of shame that made him sick to his stomach. But it was too late to wonder if he’d done the right thing.


It’s done.


The man he’d hired to do this terrible thing threw one last look over his shoulder at the house before putting the satchel into the trunk of a plain brown sedan.


Payment for a service rendered.


Then the man got into the sedan and drove toward the main road.


Setting the binoculars on the empty passenger seat, Alan flexed his fingers in the leather gloves he’d worn to keep from leaving fingerprints. There was no one with him tonight. No one to witness what he’d already done. Nor what he was about to do.


When the brown sedan turned onto the main highway, he followed the man. He needed to get far away from here to accomplish what he needed to do. Far away from that nice house with the green door and the tidy front yard.


For an hour he drove, biding his time. For an hour the brown sedan seemed not to know he was following, and that was . . . unsettling. The man should suspect. He should notice. He’d seemed much smarter than this when they’d spoken on the phone, even though the voice distortion device the man had used had made it hard to detect details.


The man’s name was John Robertson. Or so he’d claimed.


Alan didn’t believe that, but it didn’t really matter.


Finally, John turned the brown sedan into the nearly empty parking lot of a grocery store. The store was closed for the night and a few of the tall streetlights were burned out, creating pockets of darkness. John drove into one of those dark pockets, stopping next to a silver Lexus. He got out of the brown sedan and opened the door to the Lexus with his key.


John was switching from his job car to his actual car.


Alan had expected as much. He’d done something similar, after all.


Turning off his headlights, he let his own car glide to a stop on the other side of the brown sedan and got out. Finally, John looked up, surprise on his face before it changed to fear as he reached into his pocket.


Don’t hesitate. Just do it.


Before he could change his mind, Alan lifted the gun in his hand and fired over the top of his car, thankful that he’d spent the extra money for the silencer. It wasn’t silent, but it was quiet. And there was no one around to hear either the little pop or John’s groan of pain.


He looked around and, still seeing no one, rounded the brown sedan to where John lay on the asphalt, blood spreading to soak the front of his shirt. Wide eyes stared up at him and Alan stared back, committing John’s face to memory. It was the least he could do.


‘Help me,’ John whispered. ‘Please. Help me.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Alan said softly, because he was. Sorry that any of this had happened. Sorry that he’d been forced to do such terrible things. ‘I’m so sorry.’


‘I have a family,’ John begged. ‘A wife. Babies. My son is sick. I have to get home to him. Take my money. Take my car. Just . . . help me.’


But he couldn’t. He simply couldn’t.


Finish what you came here to do.


‘I’m sorry.’ Drawing a breath, Alan pointed the gun at John’s head and fired twice more.


He had to make sure John was dead. Had to make sure John couldn’t live to tell.


Two men can keep a secret if one of them is dead.


It was a truth he’d have to live with for the rest of his life.


Leaning over John’s body, he pressed the trunk release and retrieved the satchel. He would never spend the money, but he couldn’t leave it. Couldn’t leave anything that could trace back to him or what he had done.


Then he got back into his car and drove away, leaving John’s body where it had fallen.


He drove the long way back to New Orleans, to the north of Lake Pontchartrain, exiting the interstate in Slidell to park the car he’d been driving on the side of a deserted road, keys left in the ignition. With any luck, someone would steal it before dawn.


Then he gathered the satchel, his binoculars, and his gun and walked a mile to where he’d parked his own car. He got in and drove home.


Forgive me, Lord. I didn’t have a choice.


It was done. And God willing, he’d never have to do anything like that ever again.
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The Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana


TUESDAY, DECEMBER 13, 8:01 A.M.


TWENTY-THREE YEARS LATER





PHIN BISHOP STUMBLED to a stop, staring up at the building that was as close to a home as he’d known in a long time. It wasn’t the building itself, of course, although it was beautiful with its cast-iron balconies and its shutters thrown wide in welcome.


Even to me. He hoped.


Because the magic of the building wasn’t in its bricks or balconies. It was in the people who worked within its walls. Burke Broussard and his people had become Phin’s family.


But I deserted them. I ran.


No. He could hear the voice of his therapist in his mind. You didn’t ‘run.’ You have PTSD. You left to get better.


But was he better?


Am I ready to be back?


A hand closed over his shoulder, warm and reassuring. ‘Phin?’ Stone O’Bannion murmured. ‘We can come back tomorrow. Or we can get SodaPop. This is exactly what she’s trained for. Helping you through situations just like this.’


Swallowing hard, Phin turned to meet his best friend’s eyes and saw understanding and compassion that Phin didn’t think he deserved. Stone was right. Phin should have brought his new service dog. But he hadn’t, wanting to stand on his own two feet.


Which had been wrong thinking. He knew that. Knew that there was no shame in needing a service dog. No shame in having PTSD. He’d accepted that. Accepted that he’d have episodes. That he’d sometimes relapse.


SodaPop made it easier to stave off his episodes. Helped him recover faster when he did relapse.


And you deserve that help. Those words were again in his therapist’s voice. Phin could accept that there was no shame in needing his dog. But he hadn’t been able to accept that he deserved the assistance. And that was the real reason he’d left SodaPop behind this morning.


‘That we could come back tomorrow is what you said yesterday,’ Phin said. And yesterday, he’d jumped at the chance to turn tail and run.


He’d been running most of his life.


‘And I’ll say it tomorrow and the next day.’ Stone gave his shoulder a squeeze. Anchoring him. ‘What are you afraid of? Be honest with me.’


Phin forced the words out. ‘That they won’t want me back.’


‘If they don’t, it’ll hurt,’ Stone acknowledged, and Phin was grateful that Stone hadn’t brushed his concerns away. ‘But I read their texts.’ Phin had given Stone permission to read all the communication from his New Orleans friends. ‘These people care about you. They will want you back.’


‘What if I flake again?’ He hated losing control of his own mind, hated the spiral that tugged him under.


Stone shrugged. ‘Then you leave, you heal, and you try again.’


Phin’s chest hurt. ‘I’m so tired of leaving.’


‘Then stay. Take a step. Right now. There you go. Now another. That’s the way.’


Phin forced his feet to move closer to the building that housed Broussard Investigations. ‘I should have stopped for beignets.’


Stone chuckled, clearly not fooled by the lame procrastination attempt. ‘I’ll get some for you. Once you’re inside and talking to your friends.’


The building grew closer and Phin’s chest grew tighter. ‘Why are you still here? Babysitting me?’ He was grateful. He was. But he didn’t entirely understand why Stone put up with him. ‘You have better things to do.’


‘No, I don’t. Right now, I’m exactly where I need to be, doing what I need to do. Because you need me. And because I’ve been where you are. Someone stuck by my side until I could walk alone.’ Phin knew Stone’s story. His friend had been an addict, sober for years now. ‘So I’m paying it forward, doing it for you. Keep walking, Phin.’


They were nearly at the front door. Just another fifteen feet.


Then the door burst open, banging into the wall behind it. Startled at the sound, Phin lurched back, once again grateful for Stone’s steadying hand. When he’d righted himself, he got a glimpse of the woman who’d thrown the door open. She wore a gray hooded cloak that hid her face, but a wisp of black hair escaped the hood to whip in the wind. For a moment, Phin stood stock-still, staring as she rushed away, heading toward the center of the Quarter.


The only part of her body that was visible was her legs.


They were very nice legs. Her calves were perfectly defined, thanks to the three-inch heels she wore. How she was able to walk in heels that high—much less run—was a mystery.


She took an abrupt left at the next intersection and disappeared from view.


‘Who was that?’ Stone asked.


‘I don’t know.’ He’d never seen her before. He’d remember legs like that.


Importantly, her appearance had stopped the mental spiral of his anxiety. Sometimes a distraction was exactly what he needed to get his head on straight.


That’s what SodaPop’s supposed to do, you idiot.


Fine. Next time he’d bring her along.


‘Did she come from your office?’ Stone pressed. ‘From Broussard Investigations?’


Phin stilled. She hadn’t been a woman with nice legs. She’d been a fleeing woman with nice legs. ‘Shit.’


The sound of two gunshots, one right after the other, shoved his body into motion, and he started to run.


‘Joy.’ She’ll be alone. Because she was always the first in the office.


‘Joy’s the office manager?’ Stone asked, running beside him. ‘The lady who uses a wheelchair?’


‘Yes.’ Phin bypassed the ancient elevator and took the stairs. He’d told Stone about everyone in Burke’s office. He cared about them all, but Joy was special. She’d accepted him from the beginning. Taken him under her wing. Mothered him. Trusted him. ‘Ex-cop. Got shot on the job. Paralyzed from the waist down. Tougher than she looks.’


She’d be okay. Joy could take care of herself, he told himself, propelling himself up the last few stairs in a single leap.


They rushed from the stairwell into Burke’s lobby. It was an open space with large windows along one wall that faced the street below. Joy’s desk would be in the dead center of the room and she’d be sitting behind her computer, doing whatever it was she did every morning. She’d give him a look that was both chiding and welcoming.


Just like all the other times he’d returned from having run.


Except . . . she wasn’t behind her desk.


‘Oh no.’ Phin’s heart went from a gallop to a dead stop.


Because Joy lay on the floor next to her desk, her wheelchair on its side. Her white blouse was rapidly becoming red with blood and she wasn’t moving.


‘No,’ he gasped, racing to her side. ‘Call 911.’


‘Already on it,’ Stone said grimly.


Phin pressed his fingers to Joy’s throat, searching for a pulse. She was a petite woman, barely five foot two. But she was strong, emotionally and physically. She could not be dead.


His shoulders sagged when he felt a faint pulse. But his relief was short lived when he saw the blood pooling beneath her head. Wounds to her head and heart.


‘Fuck!’ Stone snapped, and Phin spared him a glance. His friend had the big window open and was half hanging out of it. ‘Yes, I’m sure,’ he was snarling at the 911 operator. ‘There’s a man running from this building. Dressed in black. Ski mask covering his face. He’s headed north.’


The same direction in which the woman had fled.


Later. Phin ripped off his coat, then pulled his T-shirt over his head and pressed it to her chest since that wound was bleeding more profusely. Her entire blouse was now soaked.


‘Joy.’ He fought for calm. Took deep breaths, just as his therapist had taught him. ‘It’s Phin. Stay with me.’


The clatter of running feet had him looking up in time to see two uniformed cops rushing toward him. Guns drawn.


‘Back away from her,’ one commanded.


‘You, by the window,’ the other snarled, ‘put down the phone and put your hands in the air.’


‘I’m helping her,’ Phin insisted, and he could hear his panic. ‘If I let go, she’ll bleed out.’


‘I’m talking to 911,’ Stone said, putting up his hands but holding on to his phone.


The second cop snatched the phone from Stone’s hand and exchanged a few words with the operator before returning Stone’s phone. ‘Just keep your hands where I can see them.’


The first cop stalked toward Phin, gun still drawn. ‘You are?’


‘Phin Bishop.’


‘What are you doing here?’


‘I work here. I came in and found her this way. When will the medics be here?’ The blood flow had slowed, but Phin didn’t know if it was because of the pressure he applied or if she was bleeding out.


Please don’t die.


He couldn’t do this again. Couldn’t have blood on his hands again. He’d barely survived the last time.


‘They’re on their way,’ the first cop said.


But Phin barely heard him, his ear hovering over Joy’s mouth, listening for her next breath. Her chest had stopped rising and falling, and a new wave of panic washed over him. ‘She’s not breathing. Stone.’


Ignoring the second cop’s protest, Stone left his post by the window and joined Phin on the floor next to Joy. ‘I’m going to do mouth-to-mouth,’ he said. ‘You keep applying pressure.’


Horrified, Phin kept both hands pressed to Joy’s wound while Stone breathed for her.


‘Let me go! Goddammit, let me go!’ a male voice demanded, heavy with a Cajun drawl that could only belong to one man.


Burke Broussard was here. Phin’s boss would know what to do.


Burke shook off the cop’s grip, his bike helmet clutched in one hand. ‘Phin?’ The bike helmet dropped to the floor as Burke stared, myriad emotions flickering over his face.


Fear. Surprise. Horror.


And there, for just a moment, accusation.


Burke thought that Phin had done this.


Phin stiffened. He didn’t have to wonder about his welcome anymore. He now knew the answer. Burke thought he was capable of hurting Joy. ‘We found her,’ Phin said bitterly.


Another man raced into the lobby from one of the back offices, his clothes rumpled. Antoine Holmes, their IT specialist. ‘Phin? What the fuck?’ His gaze pivoted to Stone, breathing into Joy’s mouth. ‘Stone? What’re you doing here? What the hell’s going on?’


Burke and Antoine rushed over to where Joy lay. Burke dropped to his knees next to Phin. ‘Tell me what happened.’


Antoine knelt on the other side of Stone, looking helpless. But not accusatory.


At least there was that.


Phin lowered his gaze to his bloody hands pressed to Joy’s even bloodier chest, to Stone still giving her mouth-to-mouth. ‘We found her’ were the only words he could find to say.


Burke brushed his hand over Joy’s close-cropped hair. ‘Joy, honey, I’m here.’ He spared Phin a quick glance. ‘I’m sorry, Phin. I panicked. I know you could never hurt her.’


Stone looked up, glaring at Burke. ‘Asshole,’ he muttered, then went back to breathing for Joy. ‘Cameras?’ he asked during his next mini break.


Burke looked over at Antoine. ‘Did you check the feed?’


‘Yeah.’ Antoine scrubbed at his face with his palms. ‘I was asleep at my desk. Headphones on. Heard the shots but they were muffled. Didn’t wake me up right away. I immediately checked the feed. It was a man, dressed in black. Joy shot him, then he and Joy fought over her gun. He shot her, then hit her head with the grip. Pushed her wheelchair over.’


‘I should have hired . . .’ Burke winced, his voice trailing off.


‘Night security,’ Phin muttered, because . . . yeah. ‘This is my fault.’


Burke’s voice hardened. ‘No, it’s not.’ He stared at Stone. ‘Why are you here?’


‘He came with me,’ Phin said. He knew that Burke knew who Stone was. It was Stone who’d asked Antoine to help Phin get a job in New Orleans. Antoine had asked Burke, who’d welcomed him into the group. ‘Escorted the prodigal son home,’ he added, hoping his words hurt Burke to hear as much as they hurt him to say.


He thought I did this.


Burke winced. ‘Dammit, Phin. At least wait to be angry until after we get Joy taken care of. Was she conscious at all? Did she say anything?’


Burke was right. This was about Joy. Not me.


‘No. She was unconscious when we found her. We saw a woman running from the building, heard the shots, then Stone saw a man running away. That’s all I know.’


Burke clasped Phin’s shoulder much as Stone had done. Phin fought the urge to shake him off. ‘I’m glad you’re home,’ Burke said quietly. ‘I swear it.’


Phin wished he could believe that. ‘Where are the medics?’ he shouted to the cops, who were just standing around, watching.


‘On their way up,’ one of the cops said.


Thirty seconds later, two medics with a stretcher burst out of the elevator. Stone straightened, sitting back on his heels as they put an oxygen mask over Joy’s mouth.


‘Phin,’ Stone said quietly, tugging at his arm. ‘Let them get to her. You need to move.’


Woodenly Phin rose and took a step back, his hands warm and wet with Joy’s blood. Now that the medics were here, he focused on the blood dripping from his hands.


And remembered the last time.


The office dissolved, Phin’s nightmares taking its place. Explosions. People screaming. Bodies falling.


Body parts everywhere. Just . . . everywhere.


And blood dripped from Phin’s hands. So much blood.


Dry hands gripped Phin’s face harshly. ‘Phin,’ Stone hissed. ‘Stay with us.’


Phin blinked. Stone was staring at him, his expression too urgent to ignore.


‘There you are,’ his friend said with relief. ‘Don’t disappear on me.’ Stone spared an angry glance at Burke. ‘You’re an asshole.’


Burke was watching the medics work on Joy, his face pale under his tan. ‘I know.’


Phin shuddered. ‘His reaction was fair.’


‘It wasn’t,’ Burke said quietly. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘What the fuck happened? What did you do, Burke?’ Antoine asked, but his voice was growing faint.


The whole room was growing faint as the buzzing in Phin’s head grew louder.


Shit. Not now. Not again.


Phin leaned against the wall. His brain was going numb. He could feel it happening. Sliding to the floor, he watched the medics with the out-of-body detachedness that he hated so much.


He was disappearing. Again.




The Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana


TUESDAY, DECEMBER 13, 8:25 A.M.





Cora Winslow darted around the pedestrians on Bourbon Street, trying not to look like she was fleeing for her life. Even though she was.


The throwaway phone was cutting into her hand, her grip on it punishing. Call 911 again. Get help.


But panic had overtaken her, her feet still rushing forward. Get to Tandy’s.


Her best friend’s art gallery was a safe place.


She glanced over her shoulder and nearly cried with relief. No sign of the man who’d stormed the private investigator’s office.


Unless he’d removed the ski mask and his black jacket.


She had, after all. Not a ski mask, but she had taken off her cloak, bunching it up and carrying it under her arm like a football. The black wig she’d worn had come off as soon as she’d turned the first corner and had been flung into a dumpster outside a diner after she’d cut through the kitchen. The banging pots and pans and shouts of the staff had been muted by the pounding of her own heart in her ears as she’d darted out the back door.


And then she’d seen him a block away, running in her direction.


Run. She’d done exactly that, crisscrossing the back alleys of the Quarter that she knew so well.


Cora loved New Orleans. She never wanted to leave.


But she might have to. The city was no longer safe for her.


This morning had proved that.


She turned onto Bienville, passing her favorite bakery without even stopping to look in the window. As usual, there was a line of people waiting for cupcakes, and she used them as a shield, mumbling apologies as she slipped through the line to get to the alley behind the bakery.


She was finally alone. She leaned against the bakery’s delivery van, drawing the first full breath since the intruder had shoved past Joy into the boss’s office, demanding to know where ‘the Winslow woman’ was hiding.


Cora’s throat closed. I should have stayed with her. But Joy had told her to run and Cora had suddenly been a teenager again, obeying the woman who’d been one of her mother’s dearest friends. Joy had insisted that the man in her boss’s office would soon realize that everything in there was locked down tight and abandon his search. That she was armed and could take care of herself.


Run before he comes out. He doesn’t want me. He wants you. Run, girl. Now.


So Cora had run.


At least she’d called 911 before she’d taken off. The cops would come and help.


Drawing another deep breath, Cora shook out her cloak, draping it over her arm. She was sweating despite the morning chill.


Tandy would know something was wrong. They’d been best friends since the third grade. Nobody knew her better. Nobody that was still alive, anyway.


Move. Get to the gallery. Think of a reason you look like you ran through the city like you were being chased.


‘Ma’am?’


Cora wheeled around to find a young man giving her a troubled look. ‘Yes?’ Her voice was full of residual fear.


The young man worked at the bakery, if his Marica’s T-shirt was any indication. He was tall and lanky, like he still needed to grow into his frame. But his blue eyes were kind. ‘Are you all right, ma’am?’


‘I’m okay. Just . . .’ She managed a smile. ‘Can’t do crowds.’ It was a lie. She’d grown up in New Orleans and crowds were a fact of life.


He didn’t look convinced. ‘Can I call somebody to help you?’


She must have looked as bad as she felt. ‘No, thank you. I’m really fine. Have a good day.’


She set off at a brisk walk, ignoring his repeated offer to call someone for her.


Great. A witness. She looked around and sighed. There were cameras everywhere. Her flight from Broussard Investigations had undoubtedly been captured.


You didn’t do anything wrong.


Except leave Joy behind.


She turned another corner into another alley, only pausing when she emerged onto Royal Street, Tandy’s gallery now within sight. Her friend didn’t open the front doors until ten, but she’d be there already, doing the books or inventory or whatever tasks needed to be done.


She’ll know something’s wrong. She hadn’t told Tandy that she was going to see a private investigator because her best friend was a worrier. Then Tandy would tell her father and they’d both smother Cora with concern and Cora hated that. Their concern always made her feel helpless and she wasn’t helpless, dammit. She’d been taking care of herself for a long, long time.


Besides, she hadn’t even been sure she had a valid reason for her fear. Not until this morning.


Now . . . well, Tandy was going to be mad that Cora had kept this from her.


Slipping the burner phone into her pocket, Cora pulled the pins from her hair, releasing the braids she’d put up that morning so that she could wear the black wig.


Just in case whoever had been messing with her house was watching her.


Uneasy now, she looked around, searching for the man who’d chased her. All she saw were a few tourists, out early to gape at the sights.


Working the braids in her hair free, she knocked on the front door of Tandy’s gallery, but it was dark inside and there was no sign of anyone inside. Cora frowned. Tandy was always in her office by eight a.m.


I need to get off the street.


Just because she didn’t see the man who’d chased her didn’t mean he wasn’t out there.


She race-walked to the next alley and to the gallery’s back door. Punching in the keypad code, she let herself into the storeroom that doubled as Tandy’s office and disabled the alarm, then locked the door and reset the alarm. It was a security door and the windows were hurricane glass. Nobody was getting in.


She sank into Tandy’s desk chair. I’m safe. And now she could think.


She’d run this morning, like a coward. She needed to make sure that Joy was all right. Setting the burner aside, she dialed Joy’s cell from her personal phone, but it rang and rang. New dread made it hard to breathe once more.


‘Answer your phone, Joy,’ she muttered, but it went to voicemail.


I shouldn’t have run.


She had started to leave a message when her cell rang. It was Tandy.


‘Where are you?’ Cora demanded, not even saying hello.


‘In an Uber on my way to the hospital. Why are you in my office? Are you all right?’


Cora lurched to her feet and stared into the camera in the corner of the office. Tandy could see the live feeds on her phone. ‘Am I all right? Are you all right? Why are you going to the hospital?’


That they’d go after her friends hadn’t occurred to her. I should have told her everything.


‘I’m fine. It’s Joy. She was shot.’


Cora’s knees buckled and she landed back in the chair. ‘What?’ she croaked weakly.


‘Joy was shot this morning. Her boss told Nala, and Nala sent out a group text. I’m going to sit with her. Why are you in my office, Cora? What’s wrong?’


‘I . . . I just wanted . . .’ She didn’t know how to finish that sentence. She quickly checked her messages and saw the text from Joy’s daughter Nala. And the ten follow-up texts from Tandy. ‘Is Joy okay?’


‘Nala doesn’t know yet. She and Louisa are waiting on the doctor to tell them.’


Cora’s stomach rolled. This is all my fault.


‘Cora, what is wrong with you? Tell me.’


‘I need to go. I’ll meet you at the hospital.’


Cora ended the call, a wave of nausea washing over her. She would not be sick.


I shouldn’t have run. It should have been me that was shot. Not Joy.


But even as she thought the words, she knew they weren’t true. No one should have been shot. But especially not Joy.


Squaring her shoulders, Cora rose. She wasn’t going to the hospital. She was going to the police station.


She’d make sure they listened to her this time.
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Phin stared at his hands, clenched into fists on the tabletop in the NOPD interrogation room. Interview, the cop had insisted. Not interrogation.


But it had felt that way from the moment they’d taken him into custody, his bloody hands bagged—to preserve evidence, the cops had insisted.


His hands were clean now, at least. Clean and stinking of disinfectant.


He knew someone watched him on the other side of the mirror. He wasn’t going to give them any more ammunition against him.


Once they’d put him in this room, they’d talked at him, asking him the same questions over and over.


Why did you come back today?


Who did you see running away from the building?


What’s wrong with you?


That last question was because he hadn’t answered a single question. He hadn’t said a word, not when they’d cleaned the blood from his hands. Not when they’d done a test for gunpowder residue. He’d just stared at his hands.


Like he was still doing.


I’m okay.


But he wasn’t okay, and none of the techniques his therapist had taught him were helping. His breaths were becoming shallow and sharp, his vision wavy. He could hear the explosions. The screams. The pleas for help.


The pleas for death.


No. You will not go back there.


A door opened, but Phin didn’t look up. Not until a cold nose pressed against his arm, a rough tongue licking his skin.


The explosions faded. The screams and pleas subsided. He could hear himself think again. He shuddered out a breath, choking back a sob.


SodaPop.


Phin’s hands were in the golden retriever’s coat before he was even aware he’d moved, and he pressed his face against her neck. Phin hadn’t wanted to be dependent on the dog.


Except that he was. In six short weeks, SodaPop had become his lifeline.


Phin found that he could draw air deep into his lungs.


I’m okay.


He would be, anyway.


Wiping his wet eyes, he looked up. The detective who’d first brought him in was watching him with sympathy. Not pity. Phin knew the difference.


Detective Clancy sat at the table. ‘Better?’


‘Yes, thanks.’


‘I served. Iraq in the nineties.’ Clancy shrugged. ‘PTSD’s a bitch. You should have asked for your dog when we first brought you in.’


‘I don’t think I was capable of that then,’ Phin said honestly.


‘Yeah. I get that, too.’ Then one corner of his mouth lifted in a smirk. ‘Your friend Stone’s wife brought the dog in. The desk sergeant told her that she couldn’t bring the dog into the station. I understand she read him the riot act.’


‘Yeah, Delores is a force of nature.’ Stone’s wife was a tiny little thing. Looked like Tinker Bell, but she did not suffer fools. ‘She trained SodaPop to be a service dog.’


For me. For free. Phin still couldn’t believe it. It was the most amazing gift.


‘They care about you, your friends,’ Clancy said. ‘Not just Stone and Delores. Burke and his crowd, too. I’ve gotten calls every ten minutes from one of them, demanding that I “release you.” ’


Sitting up straighter, Phin lifted his brows. ‘Will you?’


‘You’re not under arrest, Mr. Bishop. I told you that, but I don’t think you heard me.’


Phin remembered now. ‘Sorry.’


‘No need. Can you talk to me now?’


Phin’s hands kept stroking SodaPop’s fur as the dog sat at his side, leaning into him. Nuzzling him. ‘Yes.’


‘Okay. So, from the beginning. You and Stone O’Bannion were approaching Broussard’s building. And then?’


‘The door flew open. Made a loud cracking sound. Nearly sent me into a spiral, but then I saw the woman running out and I was distracted. She wore an old-fashioned cloak. Like Red Riding Hood, but gray. The hood covered her face, but her hair was black. Then we heard two shots, so we ran into the building and up the stairs. Joy was on the floor. Bleeding. So I helped her.’


‘Medics said you and your friend probably saved her life.’


Phin’s chest loosened. ‘She’s alive?’


Clancy nodded. ‘She is. Still in surgery, though.’


Still in surgery wasn’t good. But Joy wasn’t dead, so he’d hang on to that. ‘You don’t think I did it?’ Phin hated that he sounded so hopeful. Like a goddamn kid.


‘No. Broussard’s cameras, along with some street cams, corroborated your story.’


Phin dropped his gaze to SodaPop, who licked his hand. ‘The cops got there really fast after Stone called them.’ That had confused him. ‘Too fast.’


‘Because someone had placed a call to 911 three minutes before you arrived. A woman. She was whispering that there was an intruder at Broussard’s.’


‘So I didn’t imagine her.’ He’d been so afraid that he had.


Clancy’s smile was kind. ‘No, Mr. Bishop. You didn’t. The cameras captured the woman running away and the man in black chasing her. I’m sorry it took so long to get all the security footage together, but you’re clear. And you’ve given your statement, so you’re free to go.’


Phin got to his feet so fast that his chair fell to the floor with a clang. He righted it, then took SodaPop’s leash. ‘No offense, but I’m out of here.’


Clancy stood and handed Phin his card. ‘Call me if you remember anything more.’


Phin followed Clancy to the lobby, where Stone and Delores were impatiently waiting for him. They both rose, Stone giving him a look of concern and enough space so that Phin could approach them.


Delores, not so much. She ran to him, stopping short of hugging him. Phin could see that she wanted to, but she knew not to touch him when he wasn’t expecting it. But he thought that she needed the hug more than he did, so he bent down to pull her close.


She was only five feet tall on the outside, but on the inside the woman was a warrior. She buried her face against his neck and let out a long breath.


‘You’re okay,’ she murmured, then pulled back, wiping her eyes. ‘SodaPop helped?’


‘She did. I should have brought her with me today. As usual, you were right.’


She pulled herself to her full tiny height. ‘And don’t you forget it.’


Phin felt his mouth tug up into a grin. ‘I won’t.’


She scowled. ‘That boss of yours is here. Him and the IT guy.’


Phin scanned the room and, sure enough, Burke was standing with Antoine Holmes. Burke looked wrecked and Antoine didn’t look any better.


Burke didn’t trust you.


Stone ambled over, glancing behind his shoulder at Burke and Antoine before meeting Phin’s gaze. ‘Your boss feels real bad.’


‘As he should,’ Delores scowled.


Phin rubbed her forehead with his index finger. ‘You’re going to get frown lines. It’s all right, Delores.’


But it really wasn’t. That Burke had, even for a moment, believed he could hurt anyone—much less Joy—hurt. A lot.


‘Burke was an asshole this morning,’ Stone said quietly. ‘But the way I see it, you can either walk away from them or you can work on patching things up. For what it’s worth, I want you to come back to Cincinnati with us, so I might not give you the best advice here.’


Phin found himself chuckling. ‘Honest as always.’


‘You got that right.’


Phin met Burke’s eyes across the lobby, his boss’s contrition laid bare. Phin knew which option he needed to take. ‘He’s been a good friend to me over the past two years,’ he murmured. ‘He’s welcomed me back every time I’ve run, and he’s given me support and opportunities. He even got me a therapist. And he’s human, just like me.’


‘So no Cincinnati?’ Stone asked.


‘Not just yet. But soon.’ Because Cincinnati was Phin’s hometown. His family was still there and he fully intended to return. When he was ready.


He still wasn’t ready. He’d run from his family—his loving, caring family—just like he’d run from Burke and his New Orleans friends. Every time he felt an episode coming on, he took off.


Every time things got too heavy, he ran.


He’d make things right with Burke. And Joy. And then he’d go home and make things right with his family.


‘What are you thinking?’ Delores asked suspiciously.


‘That I’m going to find out who hurt Joy. I’m going to prove that it wasn’t me.’


‘Nobody believes it was you,’ Stone said.


But Burke had. For just a moment, he had.


‘I still want to make this right. If I’d been there, I would have stopped that bastard from hurting Joy.’


Stone sighed. ‘I’m not going to be able to talk sense into you, am I?’


‘Nope.’


Delores folded her arms across her chest, sending another glare in Burke’s direction. ‘Then we’ll help you. We’ll stay with you until you’ve made this right.’


Phin blinked. ‘You don’t have to do that.’


‘Neither do you,’ Delores said, lifting her chin.


Stone’s lips twitched. ‘You’re not going to be able to talk sense into her, either. Come on. Let’s make nice with Antoine and your boss. Delores, try to look like you don’t want to rip them apart.’


‘I’m not that good an actress,’ Delores snarked, but schooled her features into a polite mask.


Together, the three of them—and SodaPop—approached Burke and Antoine.


Antoine was the first to smile. ‘Phin, my man. It’s good to see you. We’ve missed you.’


Phin gave Antoine a one-armed hug. Another army vet, Antoine had been the one to get Phin his job at Burke’s two years before. Antoine and Stone went way back, and all it had taken was a single phone call from Stone and Phin had a new start in New Orleans.


Phin owed his work family a lot. He was going to make this right. ‘Burke, it’s okay.’


Burke’s eyes were filled with sorrow. ‘No, it’s not. I’m sorry, Phin.’


‘Phin’s going to try to find Joy’s attacker on his own,’ Delores snapped. ‘Because he thinks you don’t trust him.’


Burke’s and Antoine’s eyes widened, and Phin sighed. ‘Thanks, Delores.’


‘You will not go after that bastard,’ Burke snapped back. ‘He’s dangerous.’


Phin got that. He could still feel Joy’s blood dripping from his hands. ‘I know. But I owe it to Joy.’


‘Let’s discuss this elsewhere,’ Antoine said reasonably. ‘Because I’m thinking the cops don’t need to be hearing any of this.’


It was true. Phin wasn’t sure what he’d been thinking, speaking his thoughts aloud in a police station. ‘That’s fine. Can I bring SodaPop?’


Burke nodded, his shoulders sagging a little in what seemed like relief. ‘Absolutely. She’s your service dog. She goes where you go. Come on.’


They’d turned for the exit when something caught Phin’s eye. A woman was walking past them, her expression angry, her curly red hair bouncing with each step. The elderly man at her side wore a snazzy suit and a weary expression as he tried to keep pace with her.


The two strode to the glass door ahead of them and the woman shoved it open, taking to the street at a fast walk, the man now jogging to keep up with her. She had a gray cloak draped over her arm. His gaze slid down her body to calves that were familiar. And then Phin noticed her feet—with their gray, three-inch heels.


‘That’s her,’ Phin said, running for the door, SodaPop trotting along beside him.


‘Who?’ Delores demanded from behind him.


‘The woman from this morning. The woman who ran away.’


Phin wasn’t letting her run away again.
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ALAN LOOKED DIRECTLY into the camera, his lips curved into the smile he used with his parishioners. It was nonthreatening. Nonjudgmental. And the most likely to boost donations. They’d done research.


‘Now, brothers and sisters, I’m not asking you to give if it’s a financial hardship. But if God has laid it on your heart to give, we would very much appreciate it. Any little bit helps. A thousand dollars. A hundred. Even fifty, if you have it to spare.’ More than half of their gifts came in amounts less than fifty dollars, but those small sums sure added up. ‘If you have a special ministry you’d like to support, mark it on your check. Or if you’re technologically savvy like my grandson, Sage, you can give through our website.’


And, speak of the devil, there was Sage, slipping in through the door in the back of the sanctuary. Alan hoped he’d been successful. The alternative had been causing Alan sleepless nights for the past two weeks.


He wanted to stop the filming, to demand to know what Sage had discovered that morning, but they were making videos for the church’s website, and every second cost money. You had to spend it to make it, though, and that was what these video spots were all about.


He leaned into the camera, making his smile self-deprecating. ‘Now me, I’m not tech savvy at all. I still write checks.’ Actually, he didn’t donate to his church. He hadn’t needed to in years. Between his local congregation and his TV shows, he had fifteen thousand members all over the United States and abroad, many of whom gave faithfully every week. ‘You can choose to support one of our many missionaries, our mental health services, or our center for drug rehabilitation. And of course, if you want to support the church itself, we will use your donation to keep the lights on and to feed New Orleans’ hungry.’ And to pay Alan’s mortgage. God didn’t want his servants living in hovels, after all. ‘Thank you all, and may God bless you and keep you. May his countenance shine bright upon you and bring you peace.’


He held the smile until he heard the director say, ‘And . . . we’re good. Nice job, Reverend Beauchamp. We got it in one take.’


Which was Alan’s norm. He’d been making that same speech for his entire adult life. He could do it in his sleep at this point.


‘Thank you. I’ll be in my office, planning this Sunday’s service with Sage.’


Gesturing for Sage to follow, Alan stepped away from the pulpit, fighting the need to rub at his temples. The lights hurt his eyes more every day. Macular degeneration was slowly robbing him of his eyesight, but he could still see his beautiful multimillion-dollar sanctuary with its gleaming wooden pews and shining stained-glass windows.


He didn’t need to see to find his way to his office. Again, he’d been walking these halls for years. He sat behind his desk and shook out a few painkillers. His heart sank when Sage entered, a scowl marring his grandson’s perfect features.


Unsuccessful, then.


‘Well?’ he asked the younger man. ‘Did you get the letters?’


‘No.’ Sage drew a breath. ‘She got away.’


Alan prayed for patience. ‘How?’


‘She ran. I followed her, but she disappeared somewhere in the Quarter.’ He unzipped his backpack and pulled out a black bag. ‘I got two of Broussard’s laptops. I figured these were more valuable than she is, so I came back.’


Alan wasn’t so sure about that, but it wasn’t like he could go chasing Cora Winslow through the Quarter. Not anymore. His degrading eyesight forced him to depend on others for jobs such as this.


‘Did anyone see you?’


Sage’s gaze dropped for a moment before lifting to meet his. ‘Yeah. The receptionist was there. But I didn’t think she posed a threat. She was in a wheelchair, for God’s sake.’


Alan abruptly leaned over the desk. ‘Do not take the Lord’s name in vain,’ he hissed.


Sage rolled his eyes. ‘For goodness’ sake.’


Then Sage’s words sank in. ‘You didn’t think she posed a threat? What does that mean?’


Sage shrugged. ‘It was an electric chair. I yanked the battery pack so she couldn’t go anywhere. I smashed the office phone so she couldn’t call out for help and I took her cell phone. It’s in the bag, too, by the way.’


‘But?’


Sage dropped his gaze. ‘But she had a gun. I was in Broussard’s office, searching for a folder with Winslow’s name on it, but I heard women’s voices in the lobby—Winslow and the receptionist—and ran out of the boss’s office with his laptop. The door to the stairwell was closing, and the bitch in the chair had a gun pointed at me.’


‘Did she shoot you?’


Sage took off his overcoat, revealing the black clothing he’d worn into the PI’s office. He unbuttoned his shirt and held one side out.


Light shone through the round hole.


‘I’m wearing Kevlar, but it hurts like a bitch, let me tell you. And don’t tell me not to swear,’ Sage snapped before Alan could do just that. ‘I got shot for you today, old man. I’ll swear if I goddamn want to.’


‘Shh,’ Alan hissed. ‘If you’re going to be crude, at least do it quietly.’


Sage huffed a laugh. ‘I’m okay, thanks for asking.’


‘I’m glad you’re all right,’ Alan said stiffly. Because he was. He didn’t want Sage to be hurt. He didn’t want anyone to be hurt.


Well, that wasn’t true. He wanted whoever had gotten him into this mess to die a painful death. However, Sage was innocent. Of that crime, anyway.


But Sage was spinning out of his control, and Alan didn’t like that.


Sage rolled his eyes again. ‘What’s on these laptops that was so fucking important?’


Alan winced. At this point Sage was cursing to rile him up. ‘That’s not for you to know. Did you leave any blood behind for the police to find?’


Sage hesitated again. ‘No. The vest stopped the bullet.’


‘What happened, Sage?’


‘I grabbed the gun from her hand. Bitch was strong.’


‘What happened, Sage?’ he repeated, using his most authoritative voice.


It worked. It always did.


Sage’s shoulders sagged. ‘We fought over the gun and it went off. Shot her in the chest.’


Horror had Alan sucking in a breath. ‘You killed her?’


Sage’s gaze flicked up to meet his. ‘Maybe.’


There was guilt in the young man’s eyes. ‘What else, Sage?’ Because there was more. There was always more these days.


‘I was . . . mad. She’d shot me, for God’s sake. So I took the gun out and . . .’ He looked away. ‘I might have hit her in the head with it.’


Still more. ‘What else?’


Sage’s chin lifted defiantly. ‘I pushed her chair over, okay? I stole her laptop, then chased after the Winslow woman. Cora was carrying a big purse and I just wanted to take it from her. That was all. If Winslow’s letters aren’t on the laptop in Broussard’s email, then she was bringing them in to Broussard herself. But the old woman got in my way.’


‘You killed the receptionist,’ Alan said heavily.


Another shrug. ‘Maybe. Cops got there fast. They could have saved her.’


Alan pressed his lips together, gathering his composure. ‘Did anyone see you?’


‘Not my face. I was wearing a ski mask. Just like you told me to.’ He tossed the mask on Alan’s desk.


Good thing I told him to wear it. Sage’s face and golden blond hair were highly recognizable.


Maybe more so than mine. The boy’s face was on advertising billboards all over town. He brought in a lot of donations from their female viewers, young and old.


‘Did Broussard’s office have cameras?’


‘Yes, but none of them caught my face. I was wearing my wig and glasses under the mask, so I was doubly protected. I’m in the clear.’


That’s what I thought, too, all those years ago. But the body Alan had left in that Baton Rouge parking lot hadn’t stayed where he’d put it.


This was his worst nightmare.


He’d waited for a blackmail letter for years, but none had come. He’d waited for the police to show up on his doorstep, but that had never happened, either.


He’d grown complacent.


And then six weeks ago, twenty-three years later, a body had suddenly shown up. He hadn’t known it was the body he’d left behind until two weeks ago when the authorities had ID’d the man and plastered the victim’s face all over the TV news. That was when the Winslow woman had started asking questions.


Alan was tired of waiting for a visit from the police—or the blackmail letter that he thought more likely—so he’d sent Sage to follow the Winslow woman. Just in case she knew more than she was telling. Sage had searched her home several times and found nothing useful. But then she’d contacted a PI. Alan had thought that was bad.


Now his nightmare had suddenly become so much worse.


‘Of all the people to kill, you picked the receptionist for a PI with a reputation for cracking difficult cases,’ Alan said mildly.


Sage flinched. ‘I didn’t mean to.’ It was very nearly a whine, which made Sage sound like he was five years old again, not the twenty-five-year-old man that he was.


‘That’s not going to help you if you get caught,’ Alan snapped.


Sage’s eyes narrowed. ‘If I get caught, I’m taking you down with me. I guarantee.’


‘You’re not going to get caught.’ And if you do, you are not taking me down with you. I guarantee. ‘Leave the laptops with me. I’ll have my network guy look at them.’


Sage might be able to break into the machines, but the boy knew too much already.


He could crucify me, if he so chose.


Up until now it had been in Sage’s best interest to keep Alan’s secrets. But if that was no longer the case? God help me, I do not know.


He didn’t know Sage anymore. Maybe he never had.


Sage huffed in irritation. ‘Fine. Have your toady tech guy check them out. But know one thing: I’ve cleaned up enough messes for you that I know this one is different. If you want my help again, you will tell me why the Winslow woman is so important to you.’


No, I most surely will not tell you why. Because this was different. Normally Sage’s off-the-books responsibilities included gathering intel on competitors. Most were upstarts, trying to steal Alan’s audience. Some sought to blackmail him over nonexistent sexual scandals. So far, all had been easily dismissed by threatening them with their secrets.


Sage was good at finding dirt online, and what he couldn’t get from a computer, he managed to learn by asking the right questions of the right people. His charm and good looks didn’t hurt. Sage would make a good PI in his own right.


But never had Sage needed to physically touch someone, much less kill them.


A mocking smirk curved Sage’s lips. ‘I’m right. The Winslow woman is fucking important.’


‘Sage,’ he barked, not so much offended by the word as he was by Sage’s disdain for the rules. ‘Enough.’


Sage took a step back, still smirking. ‘I’m so sorry, Grandfather. I’ll leave you to your . . .’ He waved his hand at the bag containing the laptops. ‘. . . whatever those are. If you won’t tell me, I’ll figure it out on my own. Digging up secrets is my forte, you know.’ His laugh was both bitter and full of scorn as he threw his arms wide. ‘May God bless you and keep you. May his countenance shine bright upon you and bring you peace.’


With a sarcastic little wave, Sage took his leave, closing the office door carefully behind him.


The room was suddenly oppressively quiet, Alan’s swallow audible. Sage had been digging up secrets for ten years and was the best assistant he’d ever had. He’d certainly been the most trustworthy. Until today.


There was now a body in a Terrebonne Parish morgue that had been missing for twenty-three years. Alan needed to find out what Cora Winslow knew.


And if Sage really started digging on his own?


Alan didn’t know what he’d do.


Willing his hand not to tremble, he lifted the phone’s handset to his ear. ‘Lana, please call Medford Hughes. I’ve forgotten the password to my computer again. Have him come to my office as soon as possible.’


‘Right away, sir. You have a meeting with Roy Grover in thirty minutes.’


There was no way he’d be able to focus on a meeting with that barrel of hot air. The chairman of the board of deacons never shut up. ‘Can you reschedule?’


His secretary’s quiet exhale spoke volumes. Roy Grover would be very unhappy. ‘Of course, sir.’


‘Give him my apologies. Tell him I’ll stop by his house some night this week.’ Or it might be never. He hated the man. There was always a problem he wanted to point out. More than half of Alan’s job was soothing church politics. ‘You can take off early today, if you like.’


Lana had worked for him far too long not to see that he was upset. He didn’t want anyone to know he was upset.


Because Alan was very, very upset.


He hung up the phone carefully, staring at the bag containing the two laptops Sage had taken from Broussard’s office. One of them might have information about Cora Winslow.


And if neither of them did, he’d have to . . .


Well, he wasn’t sure what he’d do. But if the Winslow woman continued to push for the truth, she would have to meet the same fate as her father.


The stakes had been unbelievably high twenty-three years ago.


They were astronomical now.
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Walking away from the police station as quickly as she could, Cora fished her cell phone from her purse. She’d given the burner phone to the detective in charge of investigating Joy’s shooting.


‘Cora,’ Harry said, sounding out of breath. ‘Stop.’


She stopped abruptly, turning around to see her attorney huffing and puffing. Talking to the police had given her the headache from hell, but driving Harry to a heart attack would be a horrible end to an already shitty day.


She took Harry’s hand. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you run.’


With his free hand, he took a handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his brow. ‘I’m not as young as I used to be,’ he said, still out of breath. ‘Where are you going, Cora?’


‘To the hospital. I need to see Joy.’


Harry frowned. ‘Not while her shooter is still at large. If the man was truly after you, it might be better to lie low for a little while.’


If. Her own attorney doubted her.


‘Maybe call in sick to the library,’ he went on. ‘Stay home where it’s safe.’


But her home wasn’t safe. She’d told him that, too. He didn’t seem to believe the break-in at her home had been connected, either.


Oh, he hadn’t let the detective know that. Harry had been a tiger with Detective Clancy, demanding police protection for Cora, but the NOPD didn’t have the resources for that. The detective had actually looked sorry when he’d told her that.


‘I’ve already called in to the library. Took a sick day. I’ll go home after I’ve checked on Joy. Thank you for coming, Harry. I wasn’t sure who to call.’


‘I wish you’d have let me get you a criminal defense attorney. I do trusts and wills.’ He’d been her grandmother’s attorney for years and the first name she’d thought to call when she’d decided to go to the police. ‘At least they don’t suspect you.’


‘I don’t know about that,’ Cora said dryly. ‘They took my fingerprints and did a GSR swab on my hands.’


‘You shouldn’t have agreed to that,’ Harry scolded. ‘I told you that. Why did you even call me if you weren’t going to listen to my advice?’


‘Because I haven’t fired a gun in months,’ Cora snapped, ‘so I knew they wouldn’t find anything. If they’re looking at me, they won’t be looking for Joy’s shooter.’


Harry looked frazzled. ‘I can’t go to the hospital with you. I have appointments this afternoon that I can’t miss. Please go straight home, Cora. I’ll check on your friend as soon as I can.’


‘I’ll go home,’ she promised. After I see Joy.


‘Straight home?’ Harry pressed.


‘I have to make a few stops,’ she hedged. ‘I’m out of milk.’


Which was true. It was also true that she never drank milk. That had been her brother. She felt the stab of sorrow deep in her heart.


She missed him. Every day.


Harry was shaking his head. ‘Will you at least call me when you get home from the hospital?’


The man had always been able to spot her bullshit. He’d attended her christening, after all. Had watched her grow up, had been an honorary uncle. He’d known her longer than anyone else. Anyone who was still alive, anyway. ‘I will. That I promise.’


‘Call, don’t text. I want to hear your voice. And if you run into any trouble, we need a code word.’


She huffed a surprised laugh. ‘A code word?’


Harry nodded, totally serious. ‘In case you’re abducted.’


She did smile then, a real one. ‘I didn’t think you believed me.’


‘I’m not sure I do, but you’ve always had a level head. If you think he was after you, I have to at least assume it’s a possibility.’ He grimaced. ‘And there is that business with your father. We can’t ignore that there might be a link.’


Well, that was something, at least. ‘How about “help”? That’s a good code word.’


He narrowed his eyes. ‘You’re as much of a smartass as your grandmother was. Your brother at least pretended to be respectful.’


Another stab of sorrow made her chest ache. ‘Yeah. He was a suck-up.’


But she said it fondly.


Harry smoothed his hand over her hair. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have mentioned him. That was unkind of me.’


‘It’s okay, Harry. It’s been a year. I can talk about him now.’ She hadn’t for the longest time, deep in her grief. ‘John Robert was more respectful than I am. How about “gator” as a code word?’


Harry cupped her cheek. ‘That’ll do, Cora. You be careful.’


‘I always am.’


She really was. In whatever she did. Today it hadn’t seemed to help.


He held out his hand to hail a cab, one miraculously stopping. Hailing cabs was Harry’s superpower. That and managing her grandmother’s trust. There was always enough money for the taxes with enough left to do the most critical upkeep on the house. Harry had been her rock this year.


‘Call me, Cora,’ he ordered over his shoulder as he got into the cab.


‘Yes, sir.’ She watched the cab drive away, then looked at her phone, wincing at all the text messages from Tandy. There were also fifteen missed calls and three voicemails from her best friend.


Glancing up and down the street, she relaxed a little. There was still no sign of the man who’d chased her that morning. He’d probably left town now that Joy’s shooting was all over the news.


She hit Tandy’s name in her contact list and held the phone away from her ear, bracing herself for the screeching. She was not disappointed.


‘Cora Jane Winslow!’ Tandy bellowed. ‘Where the ever-lovin’ fuck have you been?’ Then she whispered, ‘Sorry, Nala. Sorry, LouLou.’


‘Put her on speaker,’ Nala commanded in the background.


Cora winced as she pressed the phone back to her ear. Joy’s daughters were the last people she wanted confronting her right now. If Cora hadn’t gone to Broussard’s, Joy would be okay. ‘Hi, Nala. Hi, Louisa.’


Cora and Tandy had been best friends since the third grade. Nala had joined their group a few years later, when she’d transferred to their school. Louisa was a few years younger and had followed them around until they’d grown older, the age gap becoming less important. They were her rocks and Cora loved them dearly.


Except now, she was going to get some tough love. Which I deserve.


‘ “Hi,” she says,’ Nala drawled, her fury evident. ‘Scares the fucking shit out of us and all she has to say is “hi.” Where have you been?’


Cora exhaled. ‘Can I tell you when I come to the hospital?’


‘No, you may not,’ Tandy snapped. ‘You will tell us now. You said you were coming to the hospital and that was hours ago. We’ve been worried sick.’


‘Especially after what happened to Mama,’ Louisa said quietly. ‘You should have called us, Cora.’


‘I’m sorry. I got tied up. How’s your mom?’


‘In recovery,’ Nala said wearily, all fury gone. ‘Wayne is in the waiting room, along with Molly from Burke’s office. Jerry’s on his way from Tuscaloosa, so all of us kids will be here for her. Tandy made me and LouLou leave to get some food, so we’re in the hospital cafeteria.’


‘Stay there until I get there. I’ll explain everything.’


The other side of the line went still. Very still.


‘Cora?’ Tandy said tightly. ‘What is going on?’


‘Look, I’m standing here on the street. Plus, I’m hungry, too. I’ll meet you in the cafeteria. I’m fine. I promise. See you soon.’


She ended the call and turned off her ringer because Tandy would be calling back.


Of course there wasn’t a single cab in sight now that she needed one. ‘Uber it is,’ she muttered, then looked down when a cold nose rubbed against the side of her leg.


It was a dog—a golden retriever with the sweetest face. The dog sat as pretty as you please, looking up at her hopefully. It wore a service-dog vest, a collar, and a leash.


‘Hello, precious,’ Cora murmured, looking around for an owner. ‘Where’s your mommy or daddy?’ She reached for the dog’s collar, taking the leash in hand. ‘Are you lost?’


‘No,’ a deep voice said in a tone that was not calm. The leash was yanked out of her hand as she looked up. A man was scowling down at her. He looked angry, his brown eyes dark and menacing. ‘She’s not lost.’


She took a step back from the dog, holding her cell phone tightly in one hand while she held the other out in surrender. ‘Sorry. I thought she needed help.’


The man’s scowl grew, and Cora took another step back, alarm skittering down her back. He was a big man. Cora was five-eleven in her heels, so this guy had to be six-three at least. Maybe six-four. And brawny. He’d be drop-dead gorgeous if he didn’t look so intimidating.


He didn’t seem to like her very much. Which was on par for the day.


The police station wasn’t far. If she had to, she could scream and run back to the lobby. They likely wouldn’t believe her again, but at least she’d be safe.


‘Come with us,’ the man said. ‘We need to talk to you.’


Cora’s heart stuttered to a stop. Oh no. No way. The service-dog vest was a ruse. Trying to get me to let my guard down. She turned, then froze when she saw the people standing just a few feet behind her. Three more big men and one small woman, none of whom looked happy to see her.


Alarm became fear. The man with the dog could be the man from this morning. They were built similarly.


He’s found me. I thought I was safe, but he’s found me.


Stupid. She was so stupid. She should have gotten in that cab with Harry. She wouldn’t be able to outrun all of them. Not now. She was exhausted and her feet ached from running in her heels that morning.


She lifted her chin and studied them. In case she had to report to the cops later.


All the men were dark-haired. The biggest one behind her was tanned and built like a tank. The shortest was at least six feet tall, but still broad-shouldered. Which was good for him, because he wore three computer bags slung over his shoulders like they weighed nothing. His silver smartphone stood out against his dark skin as he angled it toward her.


He was recording her, the sonofabitch. How dare he?


At least the fourth man seemed less angry than the others. He watched Cora like she was a puzzle to be solved.


But all four of the men seemed . . . grim. Determined.


And big. They could break her in two.


The woman was the outlier in the group. Only about five feet tall, she looked more like a pixie than a human killing machine.


She was probably their boss. She looked adorably cute but could likely order a murder with the snap of her little fingers.


And I read too many thrillers on my lunch breaks. Except that she wasn’t imagining this. This was real, as was her heart smashing against her rib cage.


I will not pass out. That would make their job too easy.


‘I don’t want trouble,’ Cora said quietly, although every instinct was urging her to scream and run.


‘Neither do we,’ the dog’s owner said. ‘We just want to talk to you.’


Cora took a step backward toward the street. ‘Leave me alone. Please,’ she added, unable to control the tremble in her voice.


‘I’m afraid we can’t do that,’ the woman said, her lips curving into a gentle smile. The smile was kind and Cora didn’t trust it for a moment. Until the little woman gave the dog owner a shove. ‘Phin, honey, you’re scaring her.’ The woman stepped forward, holding her hand out. ‘I’m Delores O’Bannion. And you’re Cora Jane Winslow? We, um, couldn’t help overhearing your phone call.’


Cora swallowed, unwilling to believe the woman’s overture was genuine. ‘Go away, please. I will scream.’


‘No need for that,’ the man named Phin said. He made a visible effort to soften his scowl, but it really didn’t help. ‘I’m Phin Bishop. You have answers to our questions.’


Cora took another step back. ‘No, I don’t. I don’t know any of you.’


The biggest of the men stepped forward. ‘We work with Joy Thomas. My name is Burke Broussard. You came to my office this morning. I’d like to know why.’


Broussard. ‘Oh my God,’ Cora whispered as her knees wobbled with relief. She stumbled backward, her shoe encountering nothing but air. A hand reached out, grabbing her arm and hauling her back onto the sidewalk as a car horn blared behind her.


She looked up at the dog’s owner once again. Phin Bishop. His hand still clutched her arm and she found herself staring at his large fingers on her skin. His fingers were callused, like he worked with his hands. Numbly she looked up at him before finally regaining her composure. She yanked her arm back and looked over her shoulder.


Sure enough, she’d nearly fallen into the street.


‘Thank you,’ she said stiffly, then lifted her phone to take photos of their faces, including the man who’d saved her from becoming roadkill. ‘I’m going to send these photos to my friends who are waiting for me. They’ll let me know if you’re really Joy’s coworkers.’


‘Which friends?’ Broussard—if that was really his name—asked.


‘Nala and Louisa Thomas.’


Broussard and Bishop both relaxed, as did the man with the laptops.


‘That’s fine,’ Broussard said. ‘Contact them.’


‘Hurry,’ Bishop said tersely. ‘We don’t have time to dawdle.’


She shot him an irritated glare. ‘Do not push me, Mr. Bishop. I’ve had a really shitty day.’


‘So have I,’ Bishop muttered. ‘Just . . . hurry. Please.’


It was the ‘please’ that got her brain in gear. She tried to write a text, but her hands were trembling. Dammit. Finally she typed in Nala’s and Louisa’s phone numbers and attached the photos.


Do you know these guys? she texted.


Nala’s reply came first. That’s Mama’s boss, Burke. Why is he there?


Louisa’s reply was next. Burke, Antoine, and Phin. They’re from Mama’s office. Why are they there? Who are the other two?


I’m not sure, Cora texted back. But it has to do with your mother’s shooting. Can I trust them?


Her phone flashed with an incoming call from Tandy. Of course Nala and Louisa had shown the texts to Tandy.


Cora accepted the call, glaring when Phin Bishop tried to grab her phone. ‘Hands off, mister. Thank you for saving my life, but you’re not entitled to invade my privacy.’


She pressed it to her ear, not wanting them to overhear. ‘I’m here, Tandy.’


‘Who’s there?’ Tandy demanded, her phone on speaker. ‘You’re scaring us.’


‘I’ll tell you when I can. Nala, Louisa, can I trust Broussard and his people?’


‘Yes,’ Nala said immediately. ‘But I don’t know who the other two people are.’


Cora lifted a brow at the woman, lowering her phone and putting it on speaker. ‘Delores? Who are you? And him?’ She pointed to the man standing behind Delores like a bodyguard.


‘My husband, Stone,’ Delores said calmly. ‘He and I are friends of Phin’s. We need your help to catch whoever shot Joy Thomas.’


‘I heard that, Cora,’ Nala said. ‘Why are they asking you about Mama?’


‘Because I was there this morning,’ Cora admitted. ‘I’ll explain everything when I see you. Your mom told me to run, that she’d handle the man who broke in. I didn’t know she’d been shot. I’m so sorry.’


Nala sighed heavily. ‘That sounds like Mama. Are you in trouble, Cora?’


‘I don’t know. I’ll talk to these people and let you know.’ She looked up at Bishop. ‘Where are we going to talk?’


Bishop looked at Broussard. ‘Where?’ Bishop asked. ‘The office is a crime scene.’


‘My house,’ Broussard said. ‘Nala and Louisa have been there several times. They know the address.’


‘We know where he lives,’ Louisa confirmed.


‘You’ll be safe with Burke,’ Nala said. ‘Call us as soon as you can.’


‘Cora?’ Tandy asked, sounding tentative and frightened. ‘What’s happening?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Is this about your dad?’


‘I think so. The cops don’t.’


‘I’m coming to this Broussard’s house,’ Tandy said. ‘Just so you’re not alone.’


Cora’s heart squeezed in gratitude. She briefly considered saying no, that Tandy didn’t have to, that Cora would be okay. But she wasn’t okay. And Joy’s daughters said that Broussard was safe. She needed her best friend. ‘Okay.’


‘Okay?’ Tandy asked, clearly surprised. ‘This has to be bad if you’re allowing me to help you. Tell that man he’d better let me in or I’m calling the cops.’


Good luck with that. The police hadn’t been the biggest help so far.


‘I’ll tell him.’ She ended the call and faced Bishop and Broussard. ‘Let’s go.’
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The Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana


TUESDAY, DECEMBER 13, 12:10 P.M.





CORA JANE WINSLOW had been silent as Burke had driven them to his big house in the Quarter. She’d sat in the front passenger seat, staring out the window, tension pouring off her.


Antoine had followed in his own car, driving Stone and Delores.


SodaPop sat next to Phin in the back seat, nuzzling into his side. Keeping him grounded.


‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered to SodaPop, because the dog had tried to follow him that morning when he and Stone had left his house for Burke’s office. ‘I should have listened to you.’


He looked up to find Burke studying him in the SUV’s rearview mirror. They’d come to a stop in the courtyard behind Burke’s house. ‘You okay?’ Burke asked.


Phin nodded. ‘Mostly.’ He’d returned to New Orleans hoping for a fresh start, but that hope had been dashed the moment he’d registered Joy’s blood on his hands.


Phin clutched SodaPop’s coat gently. He wasn’t going to fall into that hole again. Not with Cora Jane Winslow around.


She was . . . something. The black hair he’d seen that morning had been a wig. Her real hair was a vibrant red and curly, springing this way and that every time she turned her head. She was tall and elegant on the outside, but mouthy enough to call him on invading her privacy when he’d tried to grab her phone.


He’d barely been holding it together and she’d misinterpreted his intensity.


Best fix that right now.


‘Miss Winslow,’ Phin said quietly. ‘I apologize. I didn’t mean to scare you earlier.’


She turned to meet his gaze. ‘Then why did you?’


Phin swallowed. Her eyes were the color of brandy, intelligent and piercing. ‘I have PTSD. I’d just been released from the police interrogation room and I wasn’t doing very well at that moment.’


Cora’s gaze softened. ‘Accepted. I’m sorry I snapped at you. Thank you for keeping me from falling into the street. It seems like we both had shitty mornings. Why were you in an interrogation room?’


‘Because he found Joy first,’ Burke answered. ‘And some of us jumped to a very wrong conclusion. I’m so sorry, Phin.’


Cora flashed Burke a shocked glance. ‘You thought he did it?’


‘No,’ Burke said quickly, then winced. ‘Maybe for a second. I wasn’t sure what was happening.’


‘I’d never hurt Joy,’ Phin said. ‘Never.’


‘Me either.’ Cora’s gaze focused behind them. ‘The others are here. Should we get this over with?’


‘I like that idea.’ Burke got out and went to close the gate behind Antoine’s car, leaving the two of them alone.


‘What’s her name?’ Cora asked, looking at his dog.


‘SodaPop. I tried to shorten it to Pop, because that’s the truly correct word for a carbonated beverage, but she only answers to SodaPop.’


She chuckled, a rich sound that he wanted to hear again. ‘You sound like you’re from the Midwest.’


‘Cincinnati. So are my friends, Delores and Stone. Delores trained SodaPop for me. She’s my service dog.’


‘I saw her vest. I’m sorry that I talked to her when she was working.’


Phin’s respect for her grew. ‘No worries. She got away from me to run to you. She hasn’t done that before. I’ve only had her for six weeks, but usually she sticks to me like glue.’


Cora smiled at his dog and Phin barely managed to keep from sucking in a breath. She was a very pretty woman, but her smile made her light up like the sun.


‘She might have smelled my dog. Either way, I’m glad she ran to me,’ she said, then sobered. ‘I wanted to talk to Mr. Broussard, so this worked out. Should we go talk to him now?’


‘We should.’ Phin got out of the car and opened Cora’s door. ‘Burke’s gone around to unlock the side door for us,’ he explained, offering his hand.


She took it, sliding out of the SUV, wincing when her feet hit the pavement.


‘Are you all right?’ Phin asked.


‘Feet are sore, that’s all. I ran quite a ways this morning.’


‘Which is part of the story that I hope you’ll share,’ Antoine said, coming up behind them.


‘Yes,’ Cora said simply.


Phin realized that he was still holding her hand. He dropped it, feeling his cheeks heat. He needed to get his head on straight. He needed to stop staring at Cora Winslow.


Burke met them inside the door and led them to his living room, a mishmash of styles from high Victorian to a 1990s duct-taped BarcaLounger to the modern, fully equipped kitchen. The kitchen was Phin’s handiwork and he was proud of how it gleamed.


‘I’ll make some coffee,’ Burke said. ‘And then we can talk.’ He offered Cora a chair—without duct tape—and she sank into it, the lines of pain around her mouth easing as she rested her feet.


Phin sat on a prim settee from the 1880s that was surprisingly comfortable. SodaPop lay at his feet as Phin went back to staring at Cora Winslow.


She was younger than he was. Maybe thirty to his nearly thirty-seven. Her dark red hair reflected the overhead lights and surrounded her shoulders like a curly cloud. She wore a straight, dark gray skirt and a light pink sweater set. A strand of pearls hugged her throat and a pair of glasses dangled from a chain around her neck.


She looked like a professor. Or a librarian.


A sharp knock at the front door startled him out of his study.


‘Cora!’ a woman shouted from outside. ‘If I don’t see my friend in ten seconds, I’m calling 911.’


Burke laughed quietly as he went to the front door. ‘She’s a pistol, isn’t she?’


Cora’s smile was strained. ‘She’s worried about me.’


‘Sounds like she has a right to be,’ Delores said, in her gentle way. ‘We’ve worried about both Phin and Joy all morning.’


Cora’s gaze flew to Phin. ‘Did the police book you?’


‘No. The cameras confirmed my story. And the gunshot residue test on my clothes came back negative.’ There’d been too much blood to test his hands.


‘So did mine,’ Cora said dryly, ‘but I think I’m still on Detective Clancy’s suspect list.’


‘Me too.’


‘Cora!’ Tandy rushed into the room, throwing her arms around Cora and hugging her tightly. ‘I was so worried. Don’t do that to me again, okay?’


‘Okay,’ Cora whispered. ‘Too tight, Tandy. Can’t breathe.’


Tandy loosened her hold immediately. Blond and curvy, Tandy was like a hurricane. Her energy almost crackled. ‘Sorry.’ She glanced at Burke when he brought over another chair. ‘Thank you. I’m Tandy Napier. Joy’s daughters said we’ll be safe here.’ She narrowed her eyes at Phin’s boss. ‘I’m trusting you.’


‘You will be safe,’ Burke said, taking his chair—the duct-taped BarcaLounger, of course. ‘Now, let’s get to the story. Joy’s shooter is still out there and will be harder to track down with every minute that passes. Cora, can you start with why you came to my office this morning?’


Tandy frowned. ‘Yes, Cora. Do tell. This is about your father?’


‘Yes. Mostly.’ Cora squared her shoulders and folded her hands on her lap. ‘My last name is Winslow, but my birth name is Elliot. My father was Jack Elliot.’


Antoine frowned. ‘I’ve heard that name recently.’ His eyes closed briefly before flying open. ‘Elliot? The guy whose body was found in that building down in Houma when they demolished it?’


Cora nodded wearily. ‘Yes.’


‘Oh,’ Burke said, surprised. ‘That’s not what I was expecting you to say.’ He looked at Stone, Delores, and Phin. ‘Do you know what she’s talking about?’ The three of them shook their heads. ‘It happened right after you left, Phin,’ he said. ‘The Damper Building down in Houma was damaged beyond repair by the last hurricane. Houma’s an hour and a half southwest of here,’ he explained to Stone and Delores. ‘The last few storms hit the city hard. The Damper was demolished the first of November.’


‘And a body was found?’ Stone asked.


‘Yes.’ Cora cleared her throat. ‘The . . . um, victim was buried in the foundation. Not in the concrete, but in a crevice underneath. It was in the news for a week or so, and everyone forgot about it. The man had no ID.’ She looked down at her hands. ‘He was just a skeleton.’


Phin made sure his voice was gentle because she seemed to have become suddenly fragile. ‘But they ID’d him as your father?’


She nodded. ‘Two weeks ago. It took them a month to test the DNA in his hair follicles, matching it with the genetic databases.’


‘How did they match him to you?’ Antoine asked. ‘Did you submit DNA to one of the databases?’


‘Yes. Two years ago. I was actually looking for him—or anyone else related to him.’ She looked up, her expression shattered. ‘Two detectives came to where I work. They were there to notify me. He had two bullet holes in his skull. He’d been murdered.’


‘Oh my,’ Delores murmured. ‘I’m so sorry, Cora.’


Cora mustered a small smile. ‘Thank you.’


Tandy leaned over to grasp Cora’s hand. ‘But the police are investigating, right?’


‘In Terrebonne Parish, yes, but they aren’t offering a lot of hope. He’d been there for twenty-three years. Since the foundation was poured. That’s not why I decided to contact a PI, though.’


Tandy stiffened. ‘What happened, Cora?’


‘I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d worry. Someone broke into my house two days ago. I think they broke in more than once, but I’m certain they broke in two days ago.’


‘Cora Jane!’ Tandy whispered.


Cora gave her friend a guilty look. ‘I went to the police, but they didn’t take me very seriously. Nothing had been stolen, so they said there wasn’t much they could do.’


Phin could feel his face scowling and tried to smooth it, but it was no use. ‘Did they know that your father’s body had just been found?’


‘Yes. NOPD said it might be connected, and shared info with the Terrebonne Parish sheriff’s department. But there wasn’t anything that the NOPD could do about the break-in. They took prints, but whoever broke in wore gloves.’


‘What was disturbed?’ Phin asked.


‘Not much, really. If they did a search, they were neat. I kind of wish they’d ransacked the place because then the cops would have taken me more seriously.’


‘How were you sure they broke in two days ago?’ Burke asked.


Cora rolled her eyes. ‘I put Scotch tape over the doors. One of the pieces of tape was broken when I got home. I ordered a security system after the first break-in, but it didn’t arrive until last night. I installed it right away.’


‘And you called us,’ Antoine said.


‘I called Joy,’ Cora corrected. ‘I knew she worked for a PI. She said she’d get me in for a consult.’


‘I knew I had an appointment this morning,’ Burke said, ‘but I didn’t know who with. What happened when you arrived?’


Cora visibly braced herself. ‘I didn’t want anyone to know that I was going to see a PI, especially if whoever broke into my home was connected to whatever happened to my father. I mean, it could have simply been someone looking for information for a news story. That’s what the cops said. Or a lookie-loo wanting a souvenir. People are weird that way. Joy was the only one who knew I was coming. I wore a wig and my cloak with the hood, hoping to hide my face. Stupid, huh?’


‘No,’ Phin said forcefully. ‘Smart, actually. I thought we were looking for a brunette. But they must have been watching your house and followed you.’


‘Yes.’ Her eyes were suddenly wet. ‘I never meant for Joy to be hurt. She was my mother’s friend. She’s been in my life since I was a little girl. Please believe that.’


‘I believe you,’ Burke murmured. ‘What happened when you arrived at my office?’


Cora dashed at her tears with the back of her hand. ‘I was a few minutes early. Joy was just getting her coffee. She told me to go into the powder room and take off my ridiculous wig.’ She smiled weakly. ‘So I obeyed. I do everything Joy tells me to do.’


‘We all do,’ Antoine said soothingly. ‘So you went into the bathroom?’


She nodded. ‘I was getting ready to take off the wig when I heard voices outside the door. It was Joy and she was mad. She said that she was calling the cops. I peeked out and saw a man. He was wearing all black. Ski mask and gloves. Boots. All black. I called 911, told them that there was an intruder.’


‘So you called the cops,’ Antoine said. ‘We knew someone had called, but it was an untraceable number.’


Cora winced. ‘I got a burner phone. It seemed prudent.’


Burke’s smile was gentle. ‘It probably was. Then what happened?’


‘He went through the door behind Joy’s desk. Your office door, I think,’ she told Burke. ‘I came out of the bathroom and started shoving Joy’s chair to the elevator. The motor wasn’t working. He’d broken it. She told me that she’d slow us down, that he’d hear the elevator.’


‘I need to have that old thing replaced. It’s slow and loud. Dammit.’ Burke shook his head. ‘And then?’


‘She told me to run, that he was after me, and that she could take care of herself.’ New tears filled her brandy-colored eyes and streaked down her cheeks. ‘I shouldn’t have run, but . . . Joy told me to. I’m so sorry. This is my fault.’ Her voice broke on a sob. ‘Joy’s hurt because I was a coward and I ran.’


‘No,’ Phin said. ‘If you hadn’t run, he might have killed you. Or abducted you.’


Tandy flashed him a grateful look. ‘He’s right, honey. Joy would have tried to protect you. That’s her way.’


Cora just shook her head, covering her face with her hands as her shoulders shook.


Delores went to the kitchen and came back with a glass of water. She pressed it into Cora’s hand. ‘Drink this and try to breathe. This isn’t your fault. It’s the fault of the man who shot Joy. You running didn’t change the outcome.’


‘You can’t know that,’ Cora sobbed.


‘I can,’ Burke said firmly. ‘Joy’s gun was missing from its holster. Our camera footage showed the intruder fighting her for her gun after she shot him. But either she missed or he was wearing a vest because it didn’t slow him down. He took her gun and shot her with it. What happened when you ran?’


‘I ducked into the kitchen of a diner and thought I’d lost him, but when I came out, he was across the street, so I kept running until I got to Tandy’s art gallery. I didn’t know she’d been shot. I think the pots and pans covered the sound. If I’d heard the shots, I would have gone back, but he was following me, so I thought Joy was okay. Will Joy be all right?’


‘Yes,’ Phin, Burke, and Antoine said together.


‘She’s tough,’ Burke added. ‘And she’d want us to use our time trying to piece together who shot her, not crying over her. She’d be real mad about that, Miss Winslow.’


Cora’s laugh was soft and watery. ‘She would. And you can call me Cora.’


‘Burke,’ Burke said. ‘Antoine, Phin, Stone, and Delores,’ he continued, pointing at each of them in turn. ‘You were a little scared when we introduced ourselves there on the street.’


Cora’s smile was tentative. ‘Thank you.’


‘Where did you go after we talked this morning?’ Tandy asked, giving Cora a packet of tissues from her handbag.


‘To the police station. I knew I had to tell them what happened. I talked to Detective Clancy. He said he’d check into it. He swabbed my hands for gunshot residue and took my fingerprints.’


Antoine’s eyes widened. ‘You allowed him to do that?’


‘I did. My lawyer told me not to, but I wanted them looking for Joy’s shooter, not wasting time investigating me. My lawyer asked them to give me protection, and Detective Clancy straight-up said that wasn’t happening.’


At least she’d called her lawyer, Phin thought. Cooperating with the cops was usually a good thing, but Phin had seen it go the other way. Lawyers added a layer of safety.


‘Who did you call?’ Tandy asked.


‘Harry.’


‘Harry Fulton?’ Tandy squeaked, disbelieving. ‘Cora Jane, he deals with wills. Not arrests. What were you thinking?’


Cora sighed. ‘I was . . . rattled. Don’t yell at me, Tandy Sue.’


Tandy winced. ‘Don’t call me that.’


‘Then don’t call me Cora Jane,’ Cora snapped.


‘Fine,’ Tandy grumbled. ‘You should have let me know you were all right. I was rattled, too.’


‘I know,’ Cora said, softening. ‘I’m sorry.’


Phin was turning Cora’s disclosures over in his head, and a number of things didn’t fit. He tackled the biggest one first. ‘Cora, you said your father had been dead for twenty-three years. But detectives only just told you he was dead two weeks ago. Where did you think he was?’


Cora’s gaze sharpened, a mixture of respect and appreciation. She threw her arms wide. ‘Thank you!’ she said with heat. ‘The cops wouldn’t pay attention to that fact.’ She drew a breath. ‘I didn’t think he was dead. In fact, I was positive that he was alive.’


‘It would be hard to admit your father was dead,’ Delores said. ‘You must have only been a child when he disappeared.’


‘It was a month before my fifth birthday. He left one night to meet with a client and he never came home. But he sent letters nearly every single year on my birthday and other holidays. I received the last letter on my birthday a month ago, two weeks after his body was discovered but before he was ID’d.’


The room went silent.


‘Well, shit,’ Burke muttered. ‘Not what I was expecting at all.’




The Warehouse District, New Orleans, Louisiana


TUESDAY, DECEMBER 13, 12:10 P.M.





Sage slammed his car door once he’d pulled into the parking garage of his condo. He was still seething and his ribs fucking hurt.


Sanctimonious old bastard.


Hadn’t even offered to get him a doctor.


Not that Sage needed one. Luckily Joy Thomas’s gun had been a small caliber.


He still couldn’t believe the woman had shot him.


Then gotten herself shot, too. He hadn’t wanted to shoot her. If she’d just let the damn gun go, he would have simply taken it and run.


Maybe she won’t die.


He wanted to pray that Joy Thomas survived, but he didn’t pray anymore. Prayer was for foolish old men who’d built televangelism empires they were terrified to lose.


Slinging his backpack over his shoulder, Sage made his way to the elevator. He needed a drink.


At least his grandfather was upset. That didn’t happen often. Sage had never seen him quite like this.


Who was Cora Winslow? Why was she important?


Sage had done his research, of course. He’d been in the woman’s house five times over the past two weeks. Three times he’d broken in when she was at work and twice when she was asleep. He’d gone through her personal papers and spied on her conversations. He knew that she was a librarian who spent all her time—and money—on that fancy house. He knew that she had a dog named Blue and that her best friend’s name was Tandy.


He also knew that she was incredibly lonely. He’d heard it in her voice when she talked to her dog. He’d heard it when she cried in the night when she thought no one was listening.


Her father had died recently. Or at least his body had been found recently.


Her brother had died a year ago, her grandmother two years ago. Cora Winslow had seen some tragedy.


His grandfather interacted daily with people who’d seen tragedy. Some legitimately needed some help. Some were con artists whose only goal was to take from Sage’s family. Sage’s job was to deal with those people. He’d find out what their game was and how to thwart them.


Sage was very good at his job.


He believed that Cora Winslow’s grief was legit, but his grandfather wasn’t interested in comforting her.


Alan was afraid of her and that, in and of itself, was unusual. The man was obsessed with getting his hands on the letters that Cora had been receiving from her supposedly dead father. Sage wanted to read the letters, too. He wanted to know what had Alan so damn scared.


Sage had even searched his grandfather’s home study thoroughly for clues to Alan’s obsession with Cora Winslow. He’d searched Alan’s desk, the filing cabinets, and even Alan’s computer. Sage had known the password since he’d been a teenager bent on trying his hand at hacking.


He’d even checked the big reference books for secret hiding places cut into their pages.


But he’d found nothing.


The elevator opened into Sage’s penthouse apartment. He dropped his backpack on the sofa and walked to the wall of windows, gazing out at the unparalleled view of the river.
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