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        To the Most Beautiful

        You always were and always will be

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        True wisdom comes to each of us when we realize how little we understand about life, ourselves, and the world around us.

        SOCRATES

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Whatever hysteria exists is inflamed by mystery, suspicion and secrecy. Hard and exact facts will cool it.

        ELIA KAZAN

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Man lives in a world of surmise, of mystery, of uncertainties.

        JOHN DEWEY

      

        

      

      
        
        
        There are still so many places on our planet that remain unexplored. I'd love to one day peel back the mystery and understand them.

        ANNIE LEIBOVITZ
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      Jean Francois felt the rod recoil, thrust his arm forward, and propelled the lure into the blue waters of Lake Palourde. The lure settled next to the sunken cypress log under the moss-laden limbs of the century old live oaks. Little did he know this would be the last cast of his life.

      He began retrieving the lure in measured hurky-jerky increments, about six inches at a time. A large-mouth bass struck the lure before it reached the end of the log. Jean yanked hard, setting the treble hook in the big fish's mouth. The bass lunged toward the fallen tree, seeking the safety it had provided for most of its life. Jean fought hard to gain the upper hand, alternating pulling hard on the rod and then taking up the slack in the line. He was so engrossed in fighting the huge trophy that he was unaware of the fish boat that pulled up right next to his. After a few minutes, he hauled the fish aboard and admired its wide girth.

      “Nice fish.”

      Jean whirled in the boat, surprised at the sound of the voice so close to him. A broad smile crossed his face.

      “Fancy meeting you here.” He held up the prized trophy. “What do ya think of this?”

      “A lot bigger than the ones I've been catching.” Came the reply.

      Jean laughed. “Maybe you're not using the right bait.”

      “Must be.” The responder grinned. “Or not holding my mouth right when I do.”

      Jean turned away from the other boat and began to extract the barbed hook from the fish's mouth. As soon as it was free, Jean felt a stinging barb in his own shoulder. He instinctively grabbed at the source of the pain, but couldn't reach it with his free hand. He stumbled in the boat, beginning to feel groggy. He looked through foggy eyes and realized he had dropped his prize trophy into the blue water. The last thing Jean Francois saw in his mortal life was the big bass flash his tail and retreat to the safety of the cypress log.
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      “Looks like a Rougarou got him.” Willy Marks, the head of the Louisiana Game Wardens in the basin, said.

      Hawk Theriot looked down at the body that had washed up on the shores of Lake Palourde at Lake End Park, just north of Morgan City.

      “What makes you say that?”

      Willy did not appreciate having his judgment questioned even by a federal ranger. He pointed down to what was left of Jean Francois.

      “His heart and liver ain't there. Only a Rougarou will kill someone for those and leave the rest of the body.”

      Hawk shook his head.

      “Did you see any signs indicating the cause of death in the first place?”

      The game warden looked around at the other men standing in a circle around the recovered corpse. He shook his head vigorously.

      “Body was in way too bad a shape. The turtles and the crabs tore him up pretty bad after the Rougarou got through with him.”

      “No gunshots or knife wounds evident?”

      Willy continued to shake his head.

      “Like I said, the body was in terrible shape.”

      “Any ID?”

      “We found a driver's license in his wallet. Jean Francois, that's his name.”

      Hawk rubbed his chin. “He's in investments, isn't he?”

      Willy pointed at a thin man standing next to him.

      “Roy knows him. Said he was a stockbroker in town. Has a good business from what he said.”

      Hawk glanced at Roy and the fisherman nodded before looking away. “Any family?”

      Roy spoke in a squeaky voice. “He's got a wife and three boys. Wife's name is Nora. The boys are Jason, John, and Joseph.”

      Hawk chuckled. “Stuck on the J's, huh? I wonder why.”

      Willy shuffled his feet and stared at the corpse.

      “One thing for sure. He'll never tell you.”

      Wade looked up when the sirens from the Medical Examiner's car pierced the lake breeze, announcing Mel Brooklyn. He watched the dapper doctor exit the vehicle and confidently stride to the group of men surrounding the body.

      “What do we have here?” asked the mustached man of small stature. His pronounced accent made folks that didn't know him assume he was from Boston.

      “Doc, every time I hear you, I visualize clam chowder.”

      The diminutive man smiled.

      “The difference is I enunciate much more clearly than those fellows, but you're not the first person to tell me that. I've got to go to Massachusetts one day and teach them how to pronounce their words.”

      Most of the group of men laughed nervously, not feeling in an upbeat mood.

      Hawk shook his hand.

      “I'm glad you're here. We've got another body. According to Willy,” he pointed at the game warden. “It has all the markings of a Rougarou.”

      The doctor scoffed.

      “That would be a first for me. You know I don't believe in mythical creatures. I wouldn't have the faintest idea what the markings of a Rougarou looked like.”

      Hawk shook his head.

      “Neither would I, but a lot of folks around Morgan City swear they've seen one and they're real.”

      The Medical Examiner held up his hand.

      “Hawk, you don't want to be spreading rumors. Once they get started, it's hard to rein them in.”

      More sirens interrupted the conversation. Both men watched the petite sheriff of St. Mary Parish get out of the patrol car and approach them.

      “Morning, Gentlemen.”

      Kristi Blocker nodded to the group.

      The doctor gave her a hug.

      “Kristi, when are you going to wear a uniform? You'd be the pride of south Louisiana in one.”

      “I've told you, Doc. They don't feel right on me. Way too loose and they don't fit me right.”

      The doctor laughed. “I don't believe we've ever had a sheriff here before that complained his uniform was too loose. Especially after a year or two on the job.”

      Kristi glanced at the ranger. “I keep telling that blockhead of a ranger standing next to you I'm not like most sheriffs, but he's too stubborn to listen.”

      “Hey, I never said you're not different.” Hawk protested. “I only said you have to try harder to fit the job description.”

      Kristi ignored his comment and broke through the circle of men and moved next to the corpse. She stared at the mangled hump of flesh, not flinching or retreating from the gross sight.

      “What happened?”

      Hawk pointed out over the lake.

      “A couple of these guys were fishing, and they found him this morning next to that pier by the highway. They latched on to him, loaded him up and brought him to the park. Then they called Willy. He called me and I called you and Doc. That's the recap in a hundred words or less.”

      She scoffed.

      “That's more than I usually get out of you.”

      Kristi put her hand on the Medical Examiner who was kneeling by the body.

      “How'd he die?”

      Doc shrugged. “That's a good question, Sheriff. I don't see any obvious signs with all the innards missing. No bullet holes or apparent knife wounds. I can't give you a professional opinion until I get him back to the office under better conditions. I prefer to base my opinions on evidence, not conjecture.”

      She removed the hand from his shoulder.

      “I'm with you, Doc.”

      She turned and took a step before looking back at the Medical Examiner.

      “One more thing.”

      He moved his gaze from the body to the sheriff.

      “Yes?”

      “We've got to stop meeting like this. Every time we get together, there's a dead body with us.”

      Doc chuckled. “I hope you don't hold it against me. Unfortunately, it comes with both our jobs.”

      “Wouldn't dream of blaming you. How long before you get the report?”

      The small man rubbed his chin.

      “Let's see. There's not a long line at the morgue.”

      He laughed at his own joke.

      “I should have it out—today's Monday. I should have it by Wednesday.”

      The doctor pulled out some gloves and asked a man to retrieve a body bag from the car. He also told him to bring a box of gloves when he returned.

      The men, after putting on the gloves, assisted the doctor, putting the remains of Jean Francois in a body bag. They hauled the bag to the vehicle and placed it in the rear. The doctor waved at the men and left in the car, sirens blasting.

      Hawk shook his head.

      “I guess it's important to him to announce he has a body in his car with those sirens. I don't think Jean cares anymore.”

      The crowd of men muddled around for a few minutes then left for the coffee shop, anxious to tell their friends of their unusual morning. Hawk and Kristi remained by the lake, sitting on the same park bench they had been on when Janice Carter took several shots at them.

      Kristi gazed at the serene waters of Lake Palourde.

      “Brings back memories, doesn't it?”

      Hawk nodded. “It does, but not very good ones in some cases.”

      She giggled. “Are you saying not every memory of us together is one you wouldn't miss?”

      “Nope. It was memorable, just not good.” Hawk dodged the direct question.

      “What did you learn about the victim?”

      “Stockbroker—married—three boys—name is Jean Francois.”

      Kristi laughed. “You don't believe in overusing adjectives, do you?”

      He looked up and down her body.

      “Only when I'm describing you.”

      “I'd have to know which ones you use before I know if that's a compliment or not. Which ones do you use when you're with the guys?”

      “What makes you think I'm talking about you when I’m with other guys?”

      She laughed out loud.

      “'Cause there's only two significant things in your life—me and your deer. Though I'm not sure I've got them in the right order.”

      Hawk protested. “That's not true.”

      “What else do you spend your disposable income on?”

      “Just because I don't spend money on other things doesn't mean they aren't significant.”

      Kristi put her hand on his arm.

      “Trust me. If a man doesn't spend money on something, it doesn't mean crap to him. Boys spend money on their toys and the bigger the boy, the more he spends.”

      “Remind me not to show you my checkbook.”

      “You don't have to. I've already looked. Your deer are ahead. I've got to figure out a way to catch up with your precious babies.”

      “There's a lot more of them than there is of you. I have to spend more on them.”

      She shook her head.

      “Since you say we're both at the top of your list, even it out. Say, fifty percent for me and fifty percent on them. I'm not jealous. I'm willing to share. Besides, I'm a lot cuter than they are.”

      Hawk smiled. “I don't know. Have you seen that new little piebald fawn? She's gorgeous.”

      The smile evaporated from Kristi's face.

      “You're comparing me with a deer?”

      She yanked her pen out of her pocket and threw it at him.

      He picked up the pen after it bounced off his shoulder.

      “Hey. Don't be wasting government equipment. I may have to report you to the mayor.” He paused. “And it's an assault on a federal law enforcement officer.”

      She glared at him.

      “If you compare me to one of those four-legged creatures again, you won't have to worry about me assaulting your body anymore.”

      “That's not fair.”

      She smiled coyly. “Nobody said women had to play fair. We get to play by our own rules.”

      “Are these rules written down somewhere?”

      “Nope. Then we wouldn't get to change them when we wanted.”

      Hawk handed the pen back to her. His countenance stiffened.

      “We need to inform Mrs. Francois that she's now a widow. I really don't like this part of the job.”
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      Hawk and Kristi pulled into the driveway of the two-story brick home after dropping her patrol car off at the sheriff's office. Posh homes lined the street behind the hospital. Kristi led the way to the marble glassed front door. Taking a deep breath, she rang the doorbell. A trim brunette opened the door and peered outside. Dark circles under her eyes told the story of her last day with her husband missing.

      “It's Jean, isn't it?”

      Tears stream down her face.

      Before Kristi could answer, the woman's body trembled and her knees buckled. Nora Francois's eyes rolled in the back of her head and she collapsed in the middle of the doorway.

      “Oh, my God.” Kristi yelled even though Hawk was standing right behind her.

      Hawk pushed by and knelt beside the fallen lady, checking her pulse. Finding it steady, he lifted her and took her inside the large house. Looking around, he found a leather sofa in the adorned living area and gently placed the unconscious woman on the seat. Kristi disappeared briefly and came back with a damp wash cloth. She knelt down by Nora and softly wiped her forehead and cheeks.

      She glanced back at Hawk.

      “Do you want me to call the paramedics?”

      Hawk looked over her shoulder.

      “I think she's coming around. Let's give her a few minutes.”

      Kristi turned her focus back to the lady on the sofa in the gray pantsuit.

      “I suppose you're right.”

      Nora stirred, pushing herself up on her elbows. Kristi put her hand on the lady's shoulder, gently restraining her.

      “Stay down for a little while. Don't get up yet.”

      She continued to wipe Nora's face until the lady's eyes cleared.

      Still lying on the sofa, Jean Francois's widow whispered.

      “You're here about Jean, aren't you?”

      Kristi nodded. “I'm sorry. We found him this morning by the park.”

      “Is he—? Is he—?” Nora couldn't finish the question.

      “We found his body.” Kristi cupped Nora's hand in hers. “Do you want me to call someone?”

      Nora jerked up.

      “My boys. Have you told the boys yet?”

      Kristi continued to hold the stricken woman's hand.

      “We thought we'd come by here first. Are they in school?”

      Nora lay back on the cushion.

      “Jason and John are at the high school. Joseph is in junior high. I have to go tell them.”

      The sheriff squeezed her hand.

      “I don't think you're ready to do that. I'll tell you what. Why don't you let Hawk call the schools? He can explain what happened and let the counselors tell the boys about their father.”

      Nora tried to rise again.

      “I need to. I'm their mother.”

      “We need to get someone to come stay with you. We'll make arrangements to have your boys brought here. You'll get to spend as much time with them as you need.”

      Nora nodded and settled back on the sofa. “Was it an accident?”

      “We don't know anything until Wednesday at the earliest.”

      The woman barely opened her eyes.

      “Will you call my sister?”
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      Watching Kristi across her desk, Hawk took a sip of the thick hot liquid that resembled tar more than coffee.

      He curled his lips.

      “When was this made?”

      Kristi shrugged. “With all of the activity this morning, I don't think anybody's had time to get any.”

      Hawk grinned.

      “I've tried ice coffee before, but I've never tried inedible coffee.”

      Kristi looked up from the papers in front of her.

      “Welcome to parish government at its finest.”

      “When do we get to talk to Nora again?” Hawk asked.

      “Don't know. She was pretty shook up. Her sister will call me when she thinks Nora's ready.”

      “In the meantime?”

      Kristi shoved the paperwork away from her.

      “I thought we could go by Jean's office. Maybe one of the folks over there knows if there was anybody mad enough to kill him.”
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      Jean Francois's office sat right next to Hawk's favorite Chinese buffet. The stucco building portrayed all the trappings of a professional office, replete with colorful flowers and fragrant shrubs adorning the entrance. The parking lot was spacious and tidy. Only two cars occupied the dozen parking spaces. A wreath hung on the front door.

      Hawk tried the door and was mildly surprised to find it unlocked. When they entered the reception area, a blonde in her mid-twenties with mascara streaming down her face greeted them.

      “Sorry. We're not open today.”

      Kristi reached for her badge and displayed it to the grieving young lady.

      “I'm Kristi Blocker with the Sheriff's office and this is Hawk Theriot with the federal Ranger Services. We'd like to talk to you, please.”

      “I'm sorry. I should have known with the guns and all.”

      The young lady nodded toward the revolvers strapped to the officer's hips.

      “But you weren't wearing any uniforms and I'm not thinking clear right now. I'm Cheryl.”

      “No need to apologize. I can only imagine. Do you have a few minutes?”

      The blonde wiped her face on an already blackened tissue.

      “Is this about Jean?”

      Kristi nodded.

      “Can we go to the conference room?”

      She pointed down the hall.

      “Sure.”

      “Hold on. Let me lock the door so we won't be disturbed. I thought I'd locked it before, but I guess I forgot to when I went out to my car.”

      Hawk and Kristi watched the slightly overweight lady lock the door and followed her down the hallway. Inside they saw a dark cherry table surrounded by six ornate chairs.

      Kristi gazed around the room.

      Somebody spent some money in here. There's nothing in this room that's cheap. I guess he wanted to impress his clients and with this room it probably worked.

      She commented out loud. “Nice furniture and art.”

      Cheryl replied. “Thanks. Ya'll have a seat.”

      She disappeared for a moment and returned holding a box of tissues. She pulled one out of the box and dabbed the corners of her eyes.

      Kristi glanced at Hawk, who nodded, and turned her attention to the crying lady in the mascara-stained white blouse.

      “When did you hear about Jean?”

      A tear ran down Cheryl's cheek.

      “We've gotten so many phone calls this morning, you wouldn't believe. The thing is though, nobody can tell us exactly what happened.”

      She grabbed another tissue.

      Hawk heard the phone ring at the front desk.

      “Do you want me to get that for you?”

      Cheryl shook her head.

      “Alicia will get it. I told her to let everybody know the money in their account is safe and we'll get back to them. What do ya'll want? Can you tell me what really happened?”

      Kristi nodded. “

      “Fishermen found Mr. Francois's body in Lake Palourde this morning. We're not sure of the circumstances surrounding his death.”

      “Was it an accident?”

      “We don't know.”

      “I'm Cheryl. Sorry, I already told you that. Cheryl Thomas. I'm Mr. Francois's assistant.”

      She tried the stem the flow of mascara running down her face.

      Kristi leaned forward.

      “Are you in charge?”

      Cheryl shrugged. “I guess so. I haven't had much time to think about it.”

      “What will happen to the clients' accounts?”

      The blonde shook her head.

      “I haven't gotten that far yet. I have a Series 7, but Mr. Francois had the Series 24 license. That's what's needed to run an OSJ.”

      Hawk cocked his head. “OSJ?”

      Cheryl nodded. “Office of Supervisory Jurisdiction. It's what people would call a branch office in other industries.”

      “So this is a branch? Where's the main office?”

      “Florida. They're what's called the Introducing Broker and we have to run our tickets through them.”

      Kristi looked at her notes. “You said you were a Series 7, and he was a Series 24. What's the difference?”

      Cheryl dabbed again.

      “Jean had a 7 also. He had to have that to get the Series 24. He had a bunch of others that let him take orders for commodities and futures and to set up an Investment Advisory firm. My 7 lets me take orders from clients, but a 24 is required to supervise the office.”

      “Were any of his clients upset with him?”

      She hesitated before answering.

      “I don't know if I should answer that. We're supposed to keep our relationships with our clients confidential.”

      Hawk spoke. “Cheryl, Mr. Francois doesn't have any clients. He's no longer with us.”

      Kristi glared at him and he sat back in his chair. She turned her attention to Cheryl.

      “What he was so crudely trying to say is that Mr. Francois is no longer bound to the confidentiality agreement. We need to know if any of Jean's former clients were upset enough to cause him harm?”

      Cheryl nodded silently.

      “Why? What can you tell us?”

      “Mr. Francois had some elder clients in high-risk investments. A lot of them lost most of their investments in the latest market downturn. They were threatening to call the SEC.”

      “Did they?”

      “I don't know. Mr. Francois didn't tell me if they did. Can I ask you a question?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Since you're asking me these kinds of questions, does that mean he was murdered? That it wasn't an accident?”

      Kristi shook her head.

      “We won't know for sure until Wednesday.”

      “Most of the folks that called us told us it was an accident.”

      “How so?”

      “A lot of them are saying a Rougarou killed him. They said they've seen pictures of the body and it looked like a Rougarou attack.”

      Hawk leaned back forward.

      “Cheryl, I doubt if any of the people you talked to have ever seen the remains of someone killed by a Rougarou. There were only five or six guys that saw the corpse before Doc put it in a body bag.”

      Cheryl leapt out of her chair and raced out of the room, loudly sobbing until she slammed the door to her office. The sobs continued inside the office.

      Kristi rose from her chair and glared at Hawk.

      “Are you satisfied? Can't you ask a simple question without pissing off everybody within earshot?”

      Hawk stammered. “What—what did I say? I only told her the truth.”

      Kristi pushed her long black hair back with both hands and rested her chin in one hand on the conference table.

      She sneered, “MEN.”

      “What's that supposed to mean?”

      Kristi yelled even louder.

      “Ya'll have about as much tact as a grizzly bear over a carcass. Didn't they teach you anything in Ranger school? Something really complicated like how not to piss off potential witnesses?”

      “I was only trying—”

      Kristi threw her hands up in the air.

      “Don't say another word. If you do, you won't be able to find a ladder tall enough to get you out that hole you keep digging.”

      Hawk looked confused.

      “I know how to talk to people.”

      “Only if you're talking about your precious whitetail deer or football. That's not knowing how to talk with real people, especially women.”

      “I know how to talk to you.”

      “And therein lies the problem.”

      “Huh?”

      “You know how to talk to me. You don't have a scintilla of a clue how to talk with me. There's a huge difference.”

      Hawk shook his head.

      “What's the difference or do I dare ask?”

      “My point exactly. Do you think you can sit here quietly and not make anybody else mad while I try to calm Cheryl down?”

      “I—”

      “Never mind. Just don't talk to anyone until I get back.” She paused. “Maybe that'll work.”

      Kristi stomped out of the room and left Hawk alone staring at the upscale art on the walls. He strummed his fingers and looked at his watch. He repeated this process repeatedly for the next hour and twenty minutes.

      Finally, Kristi retrieved him from his exile, motioning for him to follow her outside. She didn't say a word while they got in his truck. Hawk backed out of the parking lot and turned the pickup toward the Sheriff's office. He diverted his attention from the highway and glanced at the attractive young sheriff.
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      “What did she tell you?”

      “A lot,” came the terse reply.

      “Is it a secret or would you like to share at least some of it with me?”

      “I shouldn't.”

      The tone in her voice was not pleasant.

      Hawk grinned. “What if I say please?”

      Kristi smiled at him. “I'm not really mad at you.”

      “Huh?”

      “She closed her door, but she left the door to the conference room open. We could hear Cheryl crying in her office, so I knew she could hear me if I yelled. She heard everything I said. That's why I was yelling so loud. I wanted to make sure she could hear what I was saying to you.”

      “Why didn't you tell me what you were doing?”

      Kristi laughed. “And have you blow it? Don't worry. I've got your back.”

      He gripped the steering wheel.

      “I wish you'd tell me when you're trying to cover my big butt.”

      “From my experience so far, that's a big job. I can only do so much with that large a subject.”

      She looked down at his posterior.

      He protested. “I've done my share. If I remember correctly, I covered your pretty little rear end a time or two out in the basin.”

      She giggled.

      “That's because mine's a lot smaller.” She paused. “And cuter. Not as big a job. You got the light end of that haul.”

      He gazed back at her rear. “Not yet, but I'm working on it.”

      “And you're not gonna get that done if you keep comparing me to those four legged flea bags you own.”

      “At least my little doe doesn't argue with me. All she does is eat and have babies that make me a bunch of money.”

      “I'll tell you what.” She grinned at him. “I'll take care of the eating side of that equation. I'll let her have the baby making side.”

      “That's mighty big of you despite your size.”

      “Now that you've insulted every woman you've talked to in Morgan City today, what do we do?”

      “First, tell me what Cheryl had to tell you after ya'll chewed on my tough butt for a while.”

      “What makes you think we talked about you?”

      Hawk chuckled. “Because you were two women by yourselves. You don't have any kids and you can't cook. That narrows the list down to telling each other how rude and crude men are.”

      “Since men are so simple, that wasn't a very long conversation. Then we talked about the important things.”

      “Like?”

      “The SEC investigation was more than smoke. Jean had a reason to be nervous.”

      “How so?”

      “He was churning the accounts of a lot of his clients.”

      “Churning? What's that?” Hawk asked.

      “He made a bunch of unnecessary trades. Every time he made one, he earned a commission on it. The more trades, the more commissions he earned. I guess earned isn't the right word for it, but he was trading out the wazoo in everybody's account.”

      Hawk nodded. “And those commissions he made came right out of the accounts.”

      She looked at him with fake awe.

      “I'm impressed. You're not as slow as you look.”

      He dropped his gaze for a second.

      “I've been told that before.”

      “Who?”

      “The maid at Lamar Wilson's house. She said it wasn't a compliment.”

      “Aww. Did she bruise that big ole ego? Now, put on your big boy pants and help me with this investigation. Back to your point, though. The money coming out of the accounts was exactly what was happening.”

      “Was Jean in big trouble?”

      Kristi looked out the passenger side window.

      “Don't know. Cheryl told me it's really a judgment call. She said it was the Prudent Man Rule. Would a prudent man have done what Jean did on behalf of his clients?”

      “And I guess the interpretation of the Prudent Man Rule is subjective?”

      “You're catching on. Stay with me.”

      Hawk grunted. “I don't have much choice since we're both riding in my truck.”

      She grinned. “And there's no TV to turn the volume up on and no deer to feed. Maybe I can catch that short attention span of yours.”

      “Remind me never to let you go in a room by yourself with an angry woman. Puts you in a nasty frame of mind when you do.”

      “I'll try to be nicer and not bruise that sensitive psyche of yours.”

      Hawk took one hand off the steering wheel and ran it through his hair.

      “I give up. Arguing with a woman is like fighting the lions in the Parthenon. Not much future in it. Tell me what else Cheryl had to say.”

      “She told me Jean also invested some of them in some low paying annuities. You know, the kind that give you a steady income until you die.”

      “If they were low paying, why did he invest in them?”

      “Because the low paying part is the return for the clients. Jean made a healthy commission every time he bought one on behalf of an unsuspecting investor.”

      “So he pocketed these high commissions which again came directly out of his clients' accounts.”

      She nodded.

      “That's not all. If the clients got out of the annuities, they had to pay ungodly penalty fees, which Jean also got a cut of.”

      “That means they were getting a low return no matter how high the stock market or inflation went.”

      “You got it.” Kristi exclaimed.

      “How many clients did Mr. Francois have?”

      “A little over eight hundred.”

      Hawk whistled.

      “It'll take a while to run down all of them. At least tell me the clients are in Morgan City.”

      “A lot of them are, but he has some in Baton Rouge, Lafayette, Shreveport and New Orleans.” She paused. “Not to mention Mississippi, Texas, Alabama, Florida and Arkansas.”

      Hawk patted his steering wheel.

      “I don't know if this old truck will make to all of those.”

      “Look at the bright side.”

      “What bright side?”

      “We get to try a new restaurant everywhere we go.”

      “Do you always think about food?”

      She grinned at him. “I'm not single-minded like a man. I can multitask.”

      “Huh?”

      “All ya'll think about is sex. Nothing else.”

      “That's not true.”

      “I might have exaggerated a little. A friend of mine told me she read a study that said men think about sex an average of every three minutes. That doesn't give you much time to think about anything else.”

      “Every three minutes? Are you serious?”

      “I'm guessing the other two minutes you're thinking about food or money or how to get one of those three. Not very complicated if you ask me.”

      “Now that you've got me all figured out, did Cheryl say anything else that might help us find out who killed Jean?”

      Kristi frowned. “We don't know if anybody killed him. Doc hasn't completed the autopsy yet.”

      “I still don't believe in the swamp monster yet. I haven't seen any Rougarous roaming around the basin and I've been out there my whole life.”

      “Most of those guys at the park have been here too and they're a lot older than you. They believe one of them killed him.”

      Hawk nodded. “I know. That's the problem. Most of the people in Morgan City will believe it too when they get to the coffee shop.”

      “Old fashioned, aren't you?”

      “Do what?”

      “They don't have to go to the coffee shop to spread rumors. They can do that on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram or—”

      “I get the picture.”

      “You've been on Instagram?”

      “That's not what I meant. I—”

      “Yanking your chain, Old Timer. I bet half of those guys texted pics of Jean's body before you got there.”

      “You're probably right.”

      “You're agreeing with me? That's worth a triple dip sundae with chocolate syrup and a cherry on top.”

      “I not only agree with you about the first half. I'm guessing the other half texted pics after I got there, but before you got there. There's no telling how far and wide those images are distributed by now.”

      “Dang. I might get a chocolate malt to go with that sundae.”

      Hawk shook his head. “We've had a long day. Would you settle for a seafood platter? You can tell me the rest of what Cheryl said over some fried shrimp and oysters.”

      A wide grin spread across Kristi's face. “Little Jade's.” She almost yelled in the cab of the truck.
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      The restaurant was quiet for a Monday evening. A little more than half of the tables were occupied in the columned dining area.

      “What else did she tell you?” Hawk asked.

      Kristi finished the golden brown oyster she had in her mouth.

      “It appears Cheryl called Mr. Francois by a more personal name after office hours.” She paused. “Sometimes during office hours.”

      “He was dipping his pen in company ink?”

      She forked a succulent shrimp.

      “As deep as he could get it. Maybe Mrs. Francois wasn't giving him what he needed.”

      Hawk nodded. “A man's gotta get his needs met somewhere and most of the time it's at the office.”

      Kristi froze with the coated shrimp almost in her mouth. She stared at Hawk and placed the shrimp back on her plate.

      “His needs? Did you say his needs? Tell me you didn't just say what I heard.”

      She paused waiting for a response, but got nothing but silence from Hawk.

      “What about the needs of Nora Francois, who's now a widow with three sons to raise by herself? What about the needs of Cheryl Thomas, who put her life on hold because that pig fed her a lot of slop promising her a rosy future? What about those needs compared to a horny guy who only wanted to, how did you say it, dip his pen in company ink?”

      Hawk held up both hands.

      “Sorry. I said something stupid and immature. I completely agree with you.”

      He looked across the table.

      “However, what I was trying to say, it isn't that uncommon for a boss to take advantage of an underling.”

      “An underling? Are you trying to imply she's not as important as Francois? You do know there was a little thing called the Suffrage Act, don't you?”

      “I do. I was in no way implying she was less of a person than him. Underling is a term meaning she worked for him. They might be equal outside the office, but in the office they weren't equal. He was the boss.”

      Kristi threw her napkin at him.

      “And he abused that position.”

      Hawk handed her napkin back to her.

      “You might need this if you plan on finishing that platter.”

      She accepted the napkin, but continued to stare across the dining table.

      “You guys—”

      “Trust me. I'm on your side. Can we call a truce? I'd hate to see those frog legs go to waste.”

      She angrily stuffed the napkin on her lap and buried her head in her hands. Hawk, not knowing what to say, toyed with his tea glass and occasionally took a sip. He looked around the room, but their animated conversation had not aroused the curiosity of the other diners. Kristi raised her head and brushed her long black hair back out of her face.

      “I'm sorry. I shouldn't have gone off like that.” She took a sip of tea. “It's one of my pet peeves. Girls my age getting taken advantage of by older bosses. It's not fair.”

      “No disagreement from me. Sometimes we don't consider all the consequences of our actions. My dad used to tell me everything I did had a consequence. Sometimes good and sometimes bad, but every action has a consequence.”

      “Speaking of that, my frog legs got cold while you were making me mad. I guess that's one of those consequences you're talking about.”

      “Do you want me to get you some hot ones?”

      “I'll eat these. I only wanted to show you that you're not immune to consequences.”

      He smiled. “I already know that. Look at what all has happened to me since I found you in the basin.”

      She threw her napkin at him again. He caught it in mid-air.

      “Hey. I didn't say they were all bad. In fact, some of them are pretty darn good.”

      “Only some of them?”

      “Getting shot at and almost getting blown up aren't in my top ten.” He handed the napkin back to her. “But meeting you is definitely number one.”

      She took the napkin and smiled.

      “How can I stay mad at you if you keep saying things like that?”

      “Hopefully, you can't. Now that that's settled, do you want more frog legs?”

      She shook her head.

      “Hand me some Tabasco sauce and I'll add my own heat.”

      “Can we get back to what Cheryl told you or do you have another rant to get off your chest?”

      “No more rants.” Kristi took a big bite out of the frog leg. “Unless you say something stupid again. Then it's your fault.”

      “Not even gonna go there. What else did she say?”

      “All the money that Jean was making wasn't going into his personal account that his wife could find. Not the one they shared.”

      Hawk frowned. “Does Cheryl know where it went?”

      Kristi wrinkled her nose.

      “The pig told her he was putting it aside for when the two of them would be together after he divorced his wife.”

      “Does she know where he was stashing it so his wife couldn't find it?”

      “Not exactly.”

      Hawk arched his eyebrows. Kristi continued. “She told me there were a bunch of checks made out to Ricardo's Imports. And they weren't low dollar either.”

      “Imports? What kind of imports?”

      Kristi shook her head. “She didn't know. Jean listed them in the checkbook as expenses for office décor, but he never brought anything back to the office with him and Ricardo's never delivered anything.”

      “How much did he spend on this office décor?”

      “She doesn't know exactly until she has a chance to go over the checkbook, but she knows it's over two million.”

      “Two to three million dollars?”

      Kristi nodded.

      Hawk whistled. “That must have been some décor. More than what I have in mine.”

      She laughed. “You don't have an office and you don't have any décor in your house. All's you have is hand-me-down pictures hanging on the walls.”

      “See. That's what I said. I'd be afraid of being audited by the IRS if I tried to pull that one off.”

      “Me too. The city gripes when I order medium roast coffee. The mayor thinks the deputies should learn to drink regular. Think what he'd do if I sent him a bill for two million dollars for office décor.”

      “I imagine your replacement would send it back.”

      Kristi looked down at her plate. “Speaking of, can we send the rest of these frog legs back and get some hot ones? The hot sauce goes better with hot frog legs.”

      “No problem.” Hawk motioned to the waitress. “Anything else?”

      “She thinks Mrs. Francois was becoming suspicious of their relationship.”

      “How so?”

      “Nora isn't working outside the home. So she has time on her hands since all three boys are in school and old enough to drive, at least the two oldest, anyway.” She took a sip of tea. “She started showing up without telling Jean she was coming and Cheryl saw her sitting in her car across the street sometimes.”

      Hawk laughed. “I'd agree that looks like she suspected something and not that he was hiding her Christmas present at the office.”

      “A little too early for that, although I bet she figured out he was unwrapping something else when he wasn't at home.”

      “If Nora suspected Jean was doing something with one of the gals in the office and Nora found out about it, that'd move her to number one on our suspect list.”

      Kristi giggled. “You mean higher than a Rougarou?”

      “Heck, you're higher on my suspect list than a Rougarou. At least I'd rather investigate you. Who knows? I might have to frisk you for the murder weapon.”

      “We don't know there is a murder weapon yet.”

      Hawk grinned.

      “Then it might take a while for the frisking. Wouldn't want to miss anything.”

      As he expected, the napkin came flying across the table again.
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      Ricardo's Imports sat in one of the outdoor malls right on Highway 90, the main street going through Morgan City from Amelia to Berwick. Before they completed the interstate, this highway was the only way to get from Houma to Lafayette and the shortest way from New Orleans to the rest of the western United States. When Hawk and Kristi pulled up in front of the store at ten am Tuesday morning, a worker was unlocking the doors. Neither of them had ever been inside the store.

      They walked in and saw no sign of the person who unlocked the door. Or anyone else. They looked around before questioning anyone. Kristi walked over to the Persian rugs displayed on the far aisle. Hawk inspected the figurines on the near shelf. One of a whitetail buck attracted him. The material looked like Crystal glass. He picked it up and looked for a price tag, but found none.

      “Good morning. May I help you?”

      The voice was so close it startled Hawk. He had been so intent on the figurine, he hadn't noticed the man walk up behind him. He hurriedly tried to put the statuette back on the shelf and turn to face the gentleman at the same time. In his haste, he dropped the glass deer and to his dismay watched it shatter on the floor.

      He stared at it in disbelief.

      “I'm sorry. It was all my fault. I'll pay for it.”

      The man looked down at the shards of glass, but said nothing.

      Hawk had trouble composing himself.

      “How—how much is it?”

      The older well-dressed man looked from Hawk to the floor. His pants stretched over an extended belly. They were held up by a pair of expensive suspenders. He glanced at Kristi when she walked up and nodded to her.

      “What have you done this time, Ranger?”

      “I dropped this statuette. I was surprised when he walked up to me and said hello and I just dropped it.”

      Kristi smiled at the man. “I can't take him anywhere. He's worse than a two-year-old. At least from the two-year-old, I'd expect him to break his toys.”

      The man stuck out his hand.

      “I'm Roberto Ricardi.”

      Hawk shook his hand.

      “I'm Hawk Theriot with the United States Ranger Service, and this is Kristi Blocker with the St. Mary Parish Sheriff's Office.”

      Roberto turned and shook Kristi's hand.

      Hawk looked at the shattered glass again. “I'm awfully sorry. How much do I owe you?”

      Roberto smiled. “We had that item priced at $20,000. Would you like to pay by check or credit card?”

      Hawk gulped hard.

      “$20,000? Are you serious?”

      The distinguished gentleman smiled.

      Hawk stammered. “I—I—”

      Roberto started laughing.

      “Relax. I have a speeding ticket. If the Sheriff can find a way to get it dismissed, we'll swap it even.”

      Hawk's face must have shown his shock. He couldn't come up with the right words.

      Kristi chuckled. “Let's see. $20,000 for a speeding ticket. How fast were you going?”

      “Not that fast. The ticket is $240.”

      She glanced at Hawk, who had not yet regained his wits.

      “I think we might work something out.”

      “I'm only kidding with you guys. When I saw you come in with your guns, I assumed you were here to talk about Jean Francois. I thought I'd have a little fun with you.”

      Hawk stared at the man.

      “A little fun?”

      Roberto nodded and looked at the remains of the statuette.

      “I believe that piece costs me about $3.20. I've got a case of them in the back. If you'd like one, I can have it wrapped and let you have it in exchange for what I put you through.”

      “That'd be great.” Hawk paused and took in a deep breath. “And you were right. We would like to ask you about Jean Francois.”

      “Why don't you come back to my office. I'll get one of the boys to get this mess cleaned up.” He motioned to the young man watching them.

      They followed him to an office in the back of the warehouse. Inside the back of the store were boxes and boxes of goods. On the outside of each box was marked the country of origin. Some were from Italy, some from France and some were from Ghana. Other countries marked on the boxes that Hawk could see were Russia, Denmark, Vietnam and China. On other shelves sat pottery, glassware, and wooden carvings. Rugs hung from frames across one end of the huge room. The office was tucked away in one corner.

      At one row, the portly gentleman paused and reached inside a box. He pulled out a small package and unwrapped it. When he handed it to Hawk, the ranger realized it was an exact duplicate to the one that had shattered on the retail floor a few minutes earlier.

      “My treat to you. Would you like some coffee? It's imported.”

      Roberto laughed at his own statement.

      “Sure.”

      Hawk hoped some hot liquid would settle his roiling stomach.

      Roberto buzzed someone on his desk phone and turned his attention back to the pair of law officers.

      “I heard Jean suffered a death at the hands of a wild animal. Is that true?”

      “We won't know until tomorrow at the earliest. We're waiting on the Medical Examiner to give us the cause of death.”

      “That's a shame. I had become fond of Jean. He was one of my best customers.”

      A young pretty girl brought three cups of steaming coffee in the room on a tray and handed one to each of the occupants. She offered cream and sugar to all, but only Kristi accepted.
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