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prologue






LUANNE RICHARD OPENED the door to her killer wearing a smile and little else. With a drink in one hand and invitation and mischief dancing in her eyes, she sensed no danger. After several martinis, her instinct for danger was hazy at best.


She’d been lounging on the patio in her bikini when the doorbell rang. It had occurred to her that a cover-up might be the proper thing, but she wasn’t much into doing the proper thing. Never had been. It got really boring trying to live life properly. Now, glancing through the peephole, she saw he was alone and thought it might be fun to tease him a little. No one around, as far as she could tell. So she let him in, closed the door, and turned to face him.


That is when she saw the knife.


She sobered instantly. And when he raised it and lunged, aiming for her throat, she recoiled on instinct alone, tossed her drink at his face and somehow—miraculously—managed to evade that first vicious slash. While he cursed and blinked gin from his eyes, she turned and ran on bare feet.


She raced through the huge house wondering frantically how to escape. She cursed her carelessness in leaving the gate open when she drove home from the club. It came to her that she stood no chance while inside, so she flew through the living room and made for the den and beyond—the patio. She prayed the door was open, that she’d failed to close it when she got up and came back in.


Please, oh, please…


Halfway there, she took a quick look over her shoulder and screamed. He was close and gaining. He would be on her if she didn’t do something. As she streaked past a very expensive Chinese vase, she gave it a push to tip it over, thinking to trip him. He stumbled but didn’t go down. He picked it up, tossed it aside, and laughed. Laughed!


This couldn’t be real. This kind of craziness happened in nightmares to other people, not to her. Hadn’t she had enough grief in her life? Hadn’t she tried her best to fight the demons that tormented her? Hadn’t she often resisted temptation? Was she to be damned for the times she didn’t?


I’m sorry, God. I’m sorry. I’m sorry…


No! She wasn’t going to let this happen. She had a lot of life to live yet. She would change. She had changed. Nobody understood how hard it was for her to keep to the straight and narrow. She kept to the path. Almost always.


Once out on the lawn, she realized she couldn’t make it to the front. It was too far away. He’d overtake her before she got halfway there. And there was no time to punch in the security code to open the gate. She was trapped.


Mad with fear, she ducked around lush landscaping, making for the walk that led to the pier and boathouse. She veered to avoid the cherub fountain and stumbled, twisting her ankle painfully. She flung out a hand for balance only to have it slashed on the lethal thorns of a pyracantha. Sobbing now, she dashed through a grove of wax myrtles, wincing at the slap and sting of limbs before finally reaching the pier jutting over the bayou. It was her only chance.


She looked again over her shoulder. He’d slowed, knowing she had no place else to run. The knife blade glinted brightly in the sun. She whimpered, trying to think. Blood dripped from the gash on her hand and her ankle throbbed. Scalding tears ran down her cheeks. What to do?


“Gotcha now, Luanne,” he taunted. “The boathouse or the bayou, babe. What’s it gonna be?”


Not the bayou. Never the bayou.


She had a fear of Blood Bayou. It had almost claimed her once. None of the romantic legends spun about it held any charm for her. The water was too dark, too still, too deep, too alive with slimy things, predatory things. The bayou was death.


She was out of breath and in pain when she remembered the telephone in the boathouse only a few feet away. Checking behind her, she saw that he was still coming, but moving almost leisurely, as if enjoying the chase, savoring her fear. Anticipating the kill?


The thought made her leap onto the pier. Hot from the August sun, the wooden planks burned the soles of her bare feet. Below the pier, black water slapped against the pilings, disorienting her. Don’t look down! Eyes straight ahead, she finally reached the boathouse door, grabbing at the latch, fingers clawing. Panic and blood from her wounded hand made her clumsy, all thumbs, as she worked at the strange fastener. But at last she got it, wrenched it open.


Inside it was dark and dank and, like the bayou, smelled of rotting vegetation and decaying fish. But it was sanctuary and she scrambled inside, slammed the door shut, and set the bolt. It would not keep him out for long, but it offered a few precious seconds. Her eyes struggled with the dark. It was her only chance. But one thing nagged: Why was he giving her this chance? No time to worry about that. She flew to the wall-mounted phone, grabbed the receiver, and punched in 911.


He was at the boathouse now, rattling the door. Terror leaped in her chest. With her heart in her throat, she strained to hear the ring connecting her to 911. But nothing. In a panic, she jiggled the button up and down. Listened for a dial tone. Nothing. She frantically pressed the button up and down again. And again nothing. She gave an anguished cry and slammed the receiver against the wall. The phone line was dead!


She screamed at the thunderous crash. He kicked the door open. It slammed against the wall, shaking the boathouse to its foundation. As she watched, petrified, he took an unhurried step inside, filling the doorway. With the sun behind him, he loomed as large as a truck. He paused, no doubt to let his eyes adjust to the dark interior. He took his time. Then he began to move slowly toward her. “I’ve got you now, sugar,” he taunted, his smile grotesque.


Incoherent with terror, all she saw was the knife. She scrambled backward, desperate to get out of his reach. But he kept coming. With a bump, she backed against the sleek hull of a boat. Trapped! Below was bottomless, black water. Sobbing, she looked at him piteously. She was going to die. The bayou was going to claim her after all.















CHAPTER one






CAMILLE ST. JAMES stood at a podium in the college’s law library facing a sea of media types. She wished she could shed her jacket. In spite of air-conditioning, August heat and Baton Rouge humidity made for sticky clothes and sweat. No other way to put it. She wished she hadn’t been ordered to wear her jacket, but her boss had decreed business dress for the occasion. Now the only thing that hadn’t wilted was her dark hair, which curled like crazy on days like this. Beside her, Dr. Felix Chapman’s seersucker suit looked as fresh and crisp as it had two hours ago when he’d informed her that in order to capitalize on this most recent success of the Truth Project, he’d called a press conference.


She’d much rather be at her desk scrutinizing the case file of another wrongfully convicted prisoner, but positive media brought much-needed attention to Truth. Unlike Chapman, she expected a mixed reaction and, judging by the expressions on the faces of some in the crowd, she was right. There would always be people who believed every death row inmate was probably guilty of some crime, if not the one for which convicted. Therefore, in the minds of cynics, it was a public service to keep such types behind bars. Camille found it inexplicable how anyone could remain unmoved by the increasing numbers of incarcerated inmates proved innocent.




Looking over the crowd, she recognized several regular death-penalty activists. It was difficult to handle the media, but reporters were a piece of cake compared to folk dedicated to keeping or ending the death penalty. She cleared her throat and raised a hand to get the show on the road and, hopefully, over and done with.


Chapman smiled benignly, appearing pleased over this particular triumph of the Truth Project. In fact, he never missed a chance to let her know—privately—that the whole program was a pesky thorn in his side. “Pesky” defined anything that siphoned funds from projects, the ones he felt added to his stature as chairman of the Civil Law Studies department.


“Thanks for coming,” Camille began. She needed no notes. She spoke easily and from the heart on this subject. “As you know, the Truth Project is dedicated to the exoneration of innocent individuals who have been wrongly convicted and sentenced to death row. It gives me extreme pleasure to announce that Truth’s work on behalf of Mr. Chester Pelham has been successful. Mr. Pelham’s murder conviction and his sentence of death by lethal injection have been overturned by order of the Governor of the State of Louisiana three days ago. Mr. Pelham is now a free man.”


A smattering of applause eased her mind somewhat. Several hands shot up—mainly reporters, she noted—but a few activists were jockeying for her attention too. She decided to ignore everyone until she was done.


“The Truth Project chose Mr. Pelham’s case after an intense examination of these factors,” she said, ticking them off on her fingers. “His trial, the evidence, including DNA, and the quality of the defense.”




“Eyewitness identification,” she continued, “was in error here, as was botched DNA testing. Complete details of the case are available at our website. As for Mr. Pelham’s future, he was released within hours of the governor’s action. It was—”


“Why the delay in releasing that fact?”


Camille made eye contact with the reporter. She’d been lucky to get this far without interruption. “It was Mr. Pelham’s choice. We felt that after five years of wrongful incarceration, he deserved a private departure from the prison.”


“Where is he now?”


“I have no idea.” She had suggested to Chester that he avoid going back to his hometown. In spite of the fact that he’d been cleared, there would always be those who rejected the truth and it would be difficult for him to start a new life under the best of circumstances. She worried that Chester would ignore her advice. He was mentally challenged, enough so that he’d been virtually incapable of assisting in his own defense. In dealing with him, Camille had found him as simple-minded as a child in many ways.


“What about those pictures?”


She sighed. This subject was bound to come up. “Chester’s job, before he was wrongly accused, was yard work. In fact, he was…is gifted in making things grow and has shown superior skill in visualizing an attractive layout of plants in a yard. And although he doesn’t read or write above a very basic level, he likes to sketch the landscape plans for his customers.”


“Yeah, but what about the sketches of his victims? No landscape plan I’ve ever seen includes people, especially recognizable sketches of women.”


“His customers”—she emphasized the word—“were victims of another killer, as yet unknown. As for his sketching them, in the case of Stephanie Hill, he drew her in his plan for landscaping her yard because she lived there. He found it natural to include a sketch of her in her garden. It was as simple and as innocent as that.”


Her statement was met with general mumbling and grumbling, as she expected. And what would this crowd’s reaction be if they knew that Chester thought of his female customers as flowers? In interviewing him, Camille herself had been a little taken aback. The likenesses of women included in his landscape plans were eerily accurate.


“Will he get compensation for wrongful imprisonment?” a TV journalist asked.


“Again, I have no idea,” she answered, glad to leave the subject of the sketches. Chester was definitely owed compensation, but with his limited grasp of his options, she doubted he would sue the state unless prompted by some opportunistic attorney. Unfortunately, such an individual would probably be knocking on his door before nightfall.


“Don’t you feel some responsibility for letting these criminals out on the street, Ms. St. James?”


The question came from a woman carrying a sign that read “Victims Have Rights Too.” “Mr. Pelham had no previous record when he was arrested. I don’t see him as a threat in any way.”


Chapman moved to her side, his smile a bit set, but still in place. “The Truth Project does commendable work in righting wrongs in our justice system. We’re proud to be a part of a growing movement using forensics and the creative energy of students here at Talbot College to free these hapless individuals. I’m afraid we’re unable to go further than that. After prison, Mr. Pelham can make of his future whatever he chooses. Our work is done.”


Camille managed to keep a straight face. The chairman as a cheerleader for the Truth Project was almost laughable. He was taking bows today only because they’d scored a clear-cut victory.


A reporter standing at the edge of the crowd ended a cell phone call with a snap and spoke up. “Yeah, well, it looks like Chester has started his future life by making a really bad choice right from the get-go.”


Camille was confused. “Excuse me?”


“He was arrested an hour ago after stabbing another woman to death in Blood Bayou.”


Camille stared at the reporter in stunned disbelief. There had to be some mistake. Chester was not capable of murder. Her mind reeled, trying to think how such a mistake could have been made.


She gathered herself enough to ask, “Where did you get this information?”


“I won’t name my source, but you can check with the cops in Blood Bayou. The victim is dead from multiple stab wounds. And Pelham was apprehended still wearing bloody clothes.”


The reporters began barking out questions. The few gory details were like chum thrown to hungry sharks. The reporters were in a feeding frenzy. She looked around for Dr. Chapman just in time to see him ducking out the door. The cameras would have caught that to be rerun tonight on all TV channels, she thought in dismay. But that was Chapman’s problem. Hers was to get away from this crowd with her dignity intact. After this, only a miracle could save her reputation.




She was not going to have a chance to do much damage control. Not in this crowd. Even if she’d had any answers—which they must have known she didn’t—her words would drown in the chaos. She realized they would hound her with impossible-to-answer questions as long as she stood there taking it. And with Chapman gone, it was up to her to make an official statement.


She assumed a stern look, lifted a hand for silence, and waited for some semblance of order. When they quieted a little, she said, “I have no statement at this time. You will be notified if and when further details are known. Thank you.”


As she expected, this was met with jeers and disgust. Ignoring it all, she turned on her heel and escaped.


A few minutes later, in her office, Camille sat with her face in her hands. For Chester Pelham to be the prime suspect in a murder in Blood Bayou spelled disaster for the Truth Project. The media free-for-all she’d just survived was only the beginning.


She was still reeling in shock. There had to be an explanation. Chester Pelham wouldn’t hurt a housefly. She’d stake her life on that. She had staked her reputation on it. Heaven only knew what would happen to Chester now.


She groaned when someone rapped smartly on the door. “Go away,” she muttered. Short of the president of the college, she was not talking to anybody.


The door opened to reveal Felix Chapman’s administrative assistant. She had never warmed to Sybil Moreau, whose thin-lipped smile never seemed genuine. The woman was too rigid and too impressed with her own position. “Dr. Chapman wants you in his office right away,” Sybil said.




It was a summons Camille didn’t dare ignore. With a sigh, she stood, grabbed her jacket, and followed the woman. When they reached Chapman’s office, Sybil opened the door and ushered her inside without another word.


“We have a problem, Ms. St. James.”


Chapman sat ramrod straight at his desk, his seersucker suit still looking as fresh and crisp as ever. Was the man an android?


“I’d just like to say up front, Dr. Chapman, that I absolutely reject the idea that Chester is a murderer. There has to be an explanation.”


“Sit down. Please.”


Camille sat. He was clearly unwilling to hear any defense of Chester.


“I have just spoken with the police chief in Blood Bayou and confirmed the facts. Pelham was spotted at the scene shortly before the murder. When he was confronted, holed up in his bayou shack, he was wearing bloodstained clothes. I would hardly call that circumstantial.”


“With all due respect, sir, it is circumstantial. But what I—”


He waved her to silence. “Hear me out, Ms. St. James. This is very bad publicity and we don’t need bad publicity here in the department or at the college. As you know, I’ve had reservations about the Truth Project from the start. Assisting the criminal types who need such services is risky. To begin with, they’re of questionable character. They’re simply…unreliable.”


“Chester Pelham’s character wasn’t questionable until he was railroaded by inadequate legal representation and blatant prosecutorial misconduct, Dr. Chapman. And what about the contaminated DNA? Most of all, Chester was proved to be elsewhere, contrary to the eyewitness testimony.” Reading the look on his face, she took a more conciliatory tone. “You know we only deal with cases where there’s clearly a miscarriage of justice. Don’t these people deserve fair treatment?”


“I don’t argue that. But you see how vulnerable we are in this department when things go awry. By committing murder, Chester Pelham has jeopardized the reputation of your whole program.”


“I can’t believe he committed murder!”


“Nevertheless, it appears he did. And it puts us, if you will, in a pretty pickle here.” He picked up a few papers on his desk and shuffled them, gearing up for his next words. “I’ve had to make a difficult decision. I’ve decided to put the Truth Project on hold for the time being.”


Her heart sank. “Dr. Chapman, please don’t do that. This is such a worthy cause. You said so yourself at the press conference today.”


“The publicity—”


“Will die down. Chester’s case—it’s an aberration. I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation.”


He paused a long moment, simply looking at her. “You’ll forgive me saying so, Ms. St. James, but I think you need some time off to put things in proper perspective. I’m aware of the effort you’ve devoted to your pet project above and beyond regular office hours. In fact, I’m convinced you’re overworked and need a vacation. This is an unfortunate incident, but it’s happened at a time that won’t put a crimp in our schedule if you’re absent for awhile. It’s early August. Take the rest of the month off.”


“I don’t need time off, Dr. Chapman. Chester’s case—”


“Is closed as far as this college is concerned. It’s now in the hands of the police in Blood Bayou.” He shoved his chair back and stood up, again ramrod straight. “I’ll work on your reassignment. Returning the Tuesday after Labor Day will give you almost a full month to rest and relax. Hopefully, the furor will have died down a bit by then.”


“Are you saying you’re pulling the plug on the Truth Project permanently? Shutting it down completely?”


“I think that’s the best course of action for the college and for this department.” He walked to the door and opened it. “Enjoy your little vacation, Ms. St. James. You’ve earned it.”


 


BACK IN her office, she paced. The more she thought about it, the madder she became. It was so unfair, shutting down the entire Truth Project on the assumption that Chester was guilty. Granted, it looked bad, but she knew Chester. He was a gentle soul. Five years ago, his arrest for Stephanie Hill’s murder had been based mostly on an eyewitness testimony and purely circumstantial evidence. She’d had the resources of the Truth Project to unravel the case against him. She and her students had spent hundreds of hours—thousands, actually—gathering data and researching, building the case for his exoneration. Now, even if she devoted every day and night during her enforced leave of absence, it wouldn’t be enough.


“Hey, how you doing?”


She looked up to see Ray Wyatt standing at the door. Formerly a homicide detective in the New Orleans Police Department, Wyatt spent considerable time in his retirement as a volunteer for the Truth Project. He’d been with Camille and her students every step of the way as they worked to free Chester Pelham. His expertise in homicide investigation had been invaluable. She was glad to see him.


“I’ve had better days, Ray.” She rubbed at tightness in both temples.


“I hear you.” He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. “As soon as I got the word about Chester, I made some calls.”


“Then fill me in. Maybe you can tell me what happened. I know Chester wouldn’t—”


“Right, he wouldn’t. We know it, but other folks are going to see it differently.” He took a seat in front of her desk. “I sure wish he’d taken your advice not to go back to Blood Bayou. When the cops figured out where he was and stormed the place, he didn’t stand a chance.”


She made a small sound and clamped a hand over her mouth. “He’s dead? They killed him?”


“Not quite. He’s at Sacred Heart. In a coma.”


With a sigh, she stood and moved to the window. Sacred Heart was the hospital in Blood Bayou. “The worst choice he could’ve made,” she murmured. “I thought I convinced him how foolish it would be to go back there. What was he thinking?”


Wyatt sat back in his chair, crossing an ankle over his knee. “Pelham’s spent his whole life in Blood Bayou. Where else would he go?”


“He has no family left there.”


“He has a house.”


“A shack, Ray. A dilapidated, run-down shell of a house. Not fit for an animal.”


“It’s home. A man like that, unsophisticated, no skills.” He shrugged. “I guess it makes sense.”


“He has skills. He’s worked as a yard man for years. Plants thrive in his care. He could make a desert bloom.”


“Which, you’ll recall, is how he came to be on the scene and arrested for murder the first time.” She glared at him. “I know, I know. We proved he wasn’t there.”


Still at the window, her gaze fell on students moving about the campus with no apparent regard for the suffocating heat or oppressive humidity. Had she been that oblivious to weather when she was twenty-something?


“Camille?”


She turned. “Just thinking. Why would he commit murder so soon out of prison? It doesn’t make sense.”


He cocked his head, looking at her thoughtfully. “You appear pretty calm about this, considering.”


She wasn’t calm. Far from it. “Considering what? What do you mean?”


“Don’t you know who was murdered?”


“No. Who is it?”


“Brace yourself, Camille. It’s Luanne Richard.”


Her mouth fell open. Speechless, she covered her mouth with one hand.


“Yeah, your former sister-in-law. Lucky for you that reporter didn’t know her name. With your…ah, connection to the victim, it would have been mayhem.”


“It was mayhem anyway,” she said, still shaken. “And there is no connection, not now. I haven’t seen or spoken to Luanne in years. But still…I’m stunned, I guess.”


“If you think the scene with the media went south just on thinking Chester had killed again—”


“You don’t know that! Stop saying it.”


“Okay, okay. But think how bad it would have been if they’d known Luanne was your sister-in-law.”


“Former sister-in-law, Ray.” She didn’t like remembering that time in her life. “And my marriage to Jack Vermillion was over seven years ago.”


“You know it and I know it, but hear me on this. Since Luanne Richard is Jack’s sister, there will be a big stink, wait and see. Without Vermillion’s eyewitness testimony at Chester’s trial, he would never have been convicted. And even though Jack’s a preacher now, he’s going to be extremely upset.”


She nodded mutely, thinking of the effect it would have on Jack. They’d barely spoken since their bitter and soulless divorce. But she’d have to be heartless not to feel sympathy for him. “This is just unbelievable,” she murmured.


“Yeah. Murder is always bad, but when it hits close to home, it’s worse. Anyway, here’s what I’m hearing from my connections in Blood Bayou. Pelham gets off death row, goes straight back to the town where the first murder happened and instead of going for someone on the jury—or even the judge who gave him the death sentence—he goes for the sister of the man whose testimony convicted him.” Wyatt reached over and took a peppermint from a glass jar on her desk. “It’ll be interesting to see how Vermillion’s newfound faith handles something like this.”


“It’s bound to be devastating,” she said, ignoring his cynicism. Wyatt was hopelessly marred by his years as a homicide detective in one of the most crime-ridden cities in America. However, she’d have to admit to being skeptical herself when, four years after their divorce, Jack was ordained as a minister. Heaven knows he’d shown precious little inclination to a faith of any kind while they were married. The driving force in his life then was rampant ambition as a lawyer, and when he wasn’t working, drinking himself into oblivion.


“Pelham will find it hard to beat a conviction a second time, Camille. Vermillion will be on that guy like white on rice.” He popped the mint in his mouth and tucked the wrapper in his shirt pocket. “In spite of his religion, he’s still got a lawyer’s instincts.”


She didn’t reply. Who knew Jack’s skill in going for the jugular better than she? But she was unable to predict his reaction now—other than to know he would be grieving. Camille rubbed a throbbing spot on her temple. She did not want to think or talk about Jack Vermillion.


Wyatt, however, wasn’t ready to change the subject. “Vermillion will be out for blood. Turning the cheek might be the rules he’s supposed to follow today, but my money says he’ll revert to type. He didn’t get where he was as a lawyer by turning the other cheek.”


“If you mean he’ll demand justice, you’re right. As he should.”


While Wyatt droned on about Jack and Luanne, Camille struggled with the facts of the murder. If Chester had been at the scene and was captured wearing bloody clothes, it was going to be almost impossible for people to look elsewhere for a killer. It was difficult not to have doubts herself. Was her judgment that far off? She gazed out the window, thinking. If the police hadn’t been on Chester’s trail so quickly, they probably would have fixed their suspicions on the victim’s spouse. That was routine investigative technique in a homicide.


“Maybe they should be looking to Harlen Richard as someone who might want Luanne out of the way,” she murmured.


“Huh? What’s that?”




She realized she’d spoken her thoughts out loud. Unable to sit still, Camille got up out of her chair. “Chester had no reason to kill her, Ray.”


“No reason except that her brother’s testimony sent him to death row,” Wyatt said, watching her pace.


“It’s too obvious. Chester isn’t too smart, but he’s smarter than that. Besides, he doesn’t have a vindictive bone in his body. He’s…well, simple. And so pitifully glad to be out of jail, I just can’t believe he would do anything to jeopardize his freedom.”


“Maybe. I’m just saying Vermillion won’t take it lightly that his sister was stabbed to death by the same guy whose fate he sealed when he testified in the Stephanie Hill murder trial. The same crazy guy we sprung from death row three days ago.”


“He didn’t kill that first woman, Ray,” Camille said. “We proved he was elsewhere. The DNA they claimed to have was contaminated.”


“Hey, like I said, you know it and I know it, but I bet you won’t find three people in the parish who’ll agree with you now.”


“Are you one of them, Ray?”


“It doesn’t matter what I think. What I’m saying is it looks pretty bad. I guess we’ll know for sure if his prints come up on the knife.”


“But no knife yet, right?”


“Right.” He stood up. “Tell you what. Let me nose around a little more, but no matter what, it looks bad for Pelham. Blood Bayou is a small town. Luanne Richard is one of their own, the wife of a prominent citizen, the sister of the hometown boy who made good, even though he screwed up. But he’s a preacher now. Plus, they will not have forgotten the murder of Stephanie Hill, same MO. Nothing short of a miracle will save Chester now.” He paused a moment and then gave a short laugh. “No pun intended.”


Camille failed to find anything funny in the tragedy of a young woman brutally murdered. “But what if he didn’t do it?”


“Well, I would have said you’ve got your work cut out for you again.”


“Dr. Chapman has shut the Truth Project down.”


Ray raised an eyebrow. “I should have seen that coming. I guess you’ll have to leave it to the locals to prove Chester’s innocence.”


“Whether he did it or not, everyone will think he did.” Including Jack. Luanne was his sister, the only relative he had left in the world. And, divorce or not, Camille had once been her sister-in-law. Somehow, it didn’t feel so long in the past. At that thought, Camille felt a chill creeping down her spine. She wrapped her arms around herself. She knew who Jack would blame.















CHAPTER two






AFTER RAY WYATT left, Camille decided she didn’t need to stay around and be cornered by a reporter, or any other hostile source. Dr. Chapman wanted her out, so she might as well go now.


But once in her car, she couldn’t stop dwelling on the events of the day. Luanne was dead. Murdered. Jack would be devastated. And if he was thinking what everyone else thought—that Chester Pelham did it—he would probably feel that Camille had a lot to answer for. At the least, she felt obligated to tell him how sorry she was for his loss. It would be difficult, but it was the right thing to do.


The decision made, she glanced at her watch. The trip to Blood Bayou would take about an hour. She could go and be back in time to try to soak away the day’s tension in her Jacuzzi. And maybe, just maybe, she wouldn’t lie awake until the wee hours. Jack had robbed her of many a night’s sleep during their marriage, but she had less at stake emotionally in this situation. Or did she? Maybe less in a personal sense, but she had a great deal at stake professionally. She heaved a heavy sigh. How had this happened?


An hour later, she was in the small Cajun town. On her first visit, she had been struck by its uniqueness and charm. That day, she’d come to reunite with her mother after an absence of nearly five years. It had been a joyous occasion. Today she felt no joy. Instead she battled a bad case of nerves.


Maybe she should have stopped at her condo and changed into something more…more what? She wasn’t thinking to impress Jack. The suit she’d worn at the press conference would work just as well for what she had to do. Very professional. Appropriate for her mission. She glanced at her reflection in the mirror. Would he think she’d aged well? Suddenly disgusted with herself, she gripped the wheel and stopped thinking.


The bayou meandered through the heart of town, picturesque and postcard perfect. The water was a deep dark green and shaded on both sides by ancient cypress trees and moss-draped live oaks. Purple irises bloomed along the banks. A lone white heron stalked the edges, fishing for small marine life, seemingly ignoring an alligator waiting in the shadows, as still as death. Camille shivered a little and sped up.


She didn’t know where Jack lived, but it was a small town, so she’d try the church. Since it was Friday, she assumed there would be someone there who could tell her where she could find him. She could call her mother, who attended Jack’s church, but that would involve a discussion she preferred to avoid. She just wanted to get this over with.


By the time she’d driven around awhile searching, her stomach was in a knot. It would not be easy to face Jack after all these years. He’d called her frequently after their divorce, but she’d refused to talk to him and he’d finally given up. What was there to say anyway? What he’d done was too big, too unforgivable to get beyond. An apology—if that had been his intention—was too little too late.




At last, she spotted the church, nestled well back from the street with two gigantic live oak trees on the left and an added-on extension on the right. The church itself was obviously old, maybe even antebellum, she decided, complete with beautiful stained-glass windows and a tall steeple. It was small but appropriate for a town the size of Blood Bayou. For about the thousandth time, she marveled at the dramatic come-down for Jack: from high-powered, highly paid corporate lawyer, well known in the state and in Washington, to small-time minister in a tiny Louisiana bayou town. Was he buying forgiveness?


The heat hit her like a blast from a furnace when she stepped from her car, reminding her that it was, after all, deep summer. Leaving her suit jacket behind, she locked her car and headed toward the front steps of the church. She hoped he wasn’t there. The few times she’d been inside a church, she felt uncomfortable. When was the last time?


She and Jack had married in a church because it was the thing to do, but that was in Washington, D.C., where she’d just finished law school and where she and her father had lived most of her life. Afterward, she’d been happy to move to Louisiana with Jack. She was so in love with him that she would have been happy to move to Siberia with him. The fact that it brought her closer to her mother was frosting on the cake. But the last time she was in a church? Maybe three years ago, she decided, when she’d attended a christening for a friend’s baby boy.


Once under the shade of the oaks, she discovered that the heat wasn’t so oppressive. To the left, beyond the trees, was a small cemetery. She quickly looked away. Cemeteries gave her the creeps.


At the top of the steps, she pushed tentatively at one of the double doors. It opened easily, soundlessly. And inside it was cool and quiet. Eerily quiet. Looking around nervously, she saw no one. But beyond the altar on each side were doors. She would have to go that way, she decided. But before she’d taken half a dozen steps, she felt a touch on her shoulder.


She nearly jumped out of her skin. Whirling about, she sent her purse flying, scattering stuff over the floor.


“It’s only me, Camille.”


Jack. For just an instant, words failed her. “My purse,” she finally managed to say. She dropped to one knee and began to collect items off the floor: a lipstick, breath mints, her car keys, a packet of tissues, her wallet.


Jack, squatting next to her, nudged her aside. “Here, let me do that.”


She rose slowly. She watched him fish a few coins from under a pew, thinking that even in khakis and a golf shirt, he looked more like a corporate executive than a minister. She wondered how that went over in a church. Weren’t clergy supposed to wear a suit and tie?


He straightened up with his hands full and she had her first good look at his face. The harsh slash of his cheekbones was familiar. The stress of the day showed on his face. He was grim and unsmiling. He had aged, but the years were usually kind to an attractive man. And so they were to Jack. There was a trace of silver in his dark hair and a few age lines, which simply made him look interestingly mature. But tragedy had touched him today and his dark eyes were haunted.


Wordlessly, she opened her purse and he dumped everything inside. “Thank you.”


When she closed it, he said, “It’s been a long time, Camille.”




“Seven years.”


His gaze was fixed on her face, studying her as she’d studied him. “You look good.”


“You too.”


They stood mute a moment or two, both looking a bit awkward. Then Jack said, “I’m a little surprised to see you.”


She glanced around, still feeling uncomfortable in a church. “After what happened, I felt I should get in touch.”


“I’m in the phone book.”


She nodded. “I could have called, I guess, but that seemed wrong somehow. Not for something like this.” She hesitated, then said, “I planned to go to your house, but I realized I don’t know where you live.”


“Right here. The parsonage is behind the new annexed building,” he said. “Once it was built, it blocked the house from view. But I like it. It affords me a little privacy, something you don’t get a lot of in my business.”


She waved a hand, taking in the pews, the altar, the stunning stained-glass windows ablaze with color from afternoon sun. “Could we talk somewhere else? I just came in here to ask someone where I could find you. I didn’t expect—”


He almost smiled. “You didn’t expect a pastor to be in his church?”


She shrugged. “Actually, no. It’s Friday, so, well, no. But what would I know about churches and pastors?”


“Good point.” Not quite touching her, he ushered her back the way she’d come and down the steps. “I wish this job allowed for taking Fridays off—or any days off, for that matter—but it’s pretty much dawn to dusk, and beyond if the spirit calls.”


She said nothing to that, falling into step beside him even though her knees felt a little unsteady. Inside, she felt a little unsteady. She refused to think why that would be.


“My office is in the new annex. You look as if you could use something cold to drink. We have diet cola.” He paused before a closed door. “You’re still partial to diet cola?”


“No, not anymore. I’ve kicked the habit. It’s water or iced tea now.” Once she would have said water or wine, but she never touched alcohol now. And she assumed Jack didn’t either.


“Well, no iced tea here, but bottled water we do have.”


She shook her head. “I don’t need anything, Jack. I just wanted to talk to you about Luanne. Can we—”


“We can.” He opened the door and she went into his office.


She looked around, curious to see Jack’s new habitat. Bookshelves lining one wall were filled to overflowing. A comfortable-looking sofa occupied another wall. In front of it was a coffee table with an arrangement of bright multicolored zinnias and a variety of magazines, among them Sports Illustrated and Golf. Jack was a baseball fan and an avid golfer. Some things hadn’t changed, she noted. But surely there should be a Bible? She watched as he moved behind his desk, which had nothing on it except a laptop computer and a pen set. No clutter, no name plate, not a single piece of paper, not even a phone. No change there either. He’d always teased her for the messy, disorganized chaos of her work area.


He didn’t sit down. Instead he closed his laptop and motioned to the sofa. “Have a seat.”


She slipped her purse strap from her shoulder and sat gingerly. Leaning against the edge of his desk, he looked calm, cool, collected, while her mind teemed with nerves and memories of their tangled past. In law school she’d been trained to conceal nervousness, but the trick had been one of the most difficult for her to master. Whether in a practice debate then, or later, in legal arguments with dire consequences, she was always nervous. Not so Jack. He never looked nervous. He never was nervous. He’d once told her that revealing nervousness simply empowered your adversary. But they weren’t adversaries anymore, were they? She took a deep breath and began.


“I came to tell you how sorry I am for your loss, Jack,” she said. “I know how much you loved Luanne and…well, I…I’m just shocked and stunned. I’m so sorry.”


“Thank you. I was wondering whether you’d acknowledge some responsibility.” He paused. “That is what you came to say, isn’t it?”


He knew very well that wasn’t what she came to say. “I guessed you would probably be thinking that, but no,” she said in as even a tone as she could manage. “Luanne was once my sister-in-law. I have fond memories of her. I’m sorry she died.”


“Died? She was murdered, Camille. Are you having trouble saying the word?”


She paused, reminding herself that Jack was grieving. And angry. That he had a right to be both. Who wouldn’t? She started again. “I know how devastated you must feel, losing your sister. She was your only relative. That makes your loss even greater. I understand that. I wish there was something I could do.”


“You could tell me why you let that low-life out of death row.”


So like Jack to go straight to the point. She sighed. “I suppose we have to talk about Chester.”


“Don’t we have good reason? You’re here to say you’re sorry my sister is dead. Well, he murdered her, Camille.”




He was no longer leaning on the edge of his desk but up and pacing now. She acknowledged that he needed an outlet for his grief and by coming here she’d almost offered herself as a target. “I won’t presume to think I can feel your pain at a time like this,” she said gently, “but before placing blame, shouldn’t we wait until we have all the facts?”


“I have these facts. A brutal murder is committed. Pelham is spotted leaving my sister’s house. When the police find him, he’s wearing bloody clothes.” He spread his hands. “Those are the facts.”


“I’m sure there is an explanation, Jack. I know it looks bad, but Chester is not a killer.”


He looked at her, brows raised. “You can read his mind? Please. You finagled the release of a deranged individual on the general public, but there’s no way you can know what he’ll do when prison is in his rearview mirror. There’s no way you can know he didn’t kill Luanne.”


“There’s no way you can know that he did!” She stopped, realizing she was losing her cool. Gathering herself, she tried persuasion. “Think, Jack. Chester had no reason to kill Luanne.”


“I can think of a very good reason. My eyewitness testimony clinched his conviction. Did it occur to you that the man might hold a grudge? That he might want to exact revenge on the person who put him behind bars?”


“I assure you that we take every—”


He put up a hand to stop her. “I watched that press conference. It wasn’t really about Pelham. It was about the Truth Project. It was a blatant effort to publicize your organization, Camille. But did it occur to you that with Pelham’s limited mental capacity he might not be the model citizen you made him out to be?”


“I did not make him out to be a model citizen.”


“You did.” He made a disgusted sound and when she didn’t answer, he pinned her with a look she’d often seen him use in the courtroom. “What you did was to open the door and usher an unstable man out into the world without a thought to what he might do. And then what? You just dust off your hands and sit around feeling righteous? Does your precious Truth Project have no other responsibility beyond that?”


“Please just listen for a minute. You’re jumping to conclusions about Chester. I know he wouldn’t—”


“Wouldn’t? Are you out of your mind?” He stared at her in amazement. “Pelham was seen at Luanne’s home. When the police ran him down at his shack on the bayou, he was still wearing clothes soaked with blood. He had not been cleaning fish, Camille. And you think I’m jumping to conclusions?”


“I grant you that it looks bad, but—”


“It looks bad.” He repeated her words softly, incredulously.


“Will you please let me finish a sentence?” She was not going to lose her temper, she told herself. She waited until she got a curt nod from him. “Thank you.” She drew a long, slightly uneven breath. “It looks bad, I know, but I’ve spent hundreds of hours with Chester and he just doesn’t fit the profile of a killer.”


“Profiles can be wrong,” Jack said bitterly. “You forget that I’ve been in prison. I’ve seen how good some criminals are at faking innocence. They’re master manipulators.”


Jack’s incarceration was something she didn’t want to touch with a long pole. “I don’t doubt there are prisoners like that, but Chester isn’t one of them. I can’t think of a politically correct way to say this, but he’s just too dumb to trick anybody. That’s why it’s so difficult for me to see him as a killer. I know there’s another explanation for Luanne’s murder.”


“You know? You know?”


She winced at his sarcasm, at his outrage. His fury. Granted, he was entitled to whatever emotion he felt, and in focusing on Chester as the most obvious suspect, he wouldn’t be alone. Everybody else in the town would think the same. Before nightfall, Chester would be tried and convicted.


“Can’t you just consider for a moment that someone else might have done this, Jack?” she pleaded. “I urge you not to close your mind to that possibility. Don’t you want—”


“What I want is to see Chester Pelham arrested and locked up again. Only the fact that he’s in a hospital hooked up to a breathing machine keeps that from happening. And I urge you to remember that he wouldn’t be there and I wouldn’t be arranging my sister’s funeral if you had let well enough alone.”


Harsh words. Bitter words. And she saw he wasn’t finished. Resisting the impulse to turn and walk out, she braced for whatever he needed to say to unload his grief and pain. She reminded herself that her purpose in coming hadn’t been to defend Chester but to express to Jack sympathy for the loss of his sister. She blinked when he made a visible effort to calm himself and, to her surprise, he managed it.


“Look,” he said in an even tone, “I grant it’s a good thing to feel passionate about a righteous cause. It’s good to work to free innocent people from prison. But don’t you also have a responsibility not to be carried away by emotion? Don’t you lose perspective when that happens?”


In the face of his changed demeanor, she took care in replying. “You’re correct that the Truth Project is a righteous cause to me. It’s also true that those of us who work for the release of anyone on death row are emotional, but we don’t lose perspective. We’d never work to free an individual if we weren’t convinced that there had been a miscarriage of justice and that that person deserves to be free.”


When he didn’t immediately argue, she thought maybe she was getting through to him at last. “I’m defending Chester because, in the time that the Truth Project has worked on his case, I’ve come to know him. Now, please, just take a minute to consider this.”


Uh-oh. She watched him cross his arms over his chest, a classic pose indicating resistance. Maybe she wasn’t getting through to him, but she plowed on anyway. “Suppose, just suppose, that someone else murdered Luanne. Chester could have been applying to do yard work for her. Say he arrived and found her, tried to help her. He’s that kind of person, Jack. That would explain her blood being on his clothes.”


“Very noble,” he said with a skeptical look. “But we could just as logically suppose the opposite. We could suppose he got Luanne’s blood on his clothes when he killed her.”


She sighed. “Okay. Neither of us knows which is true. I give you that. But I say let’s wait to condemn him until the investigation has uncovered the facts. Right now all we have is pure speculation.”


Shaking his head, he rubbed a hand over his weary features. “Tell me this, Camille. Be honest. Are you absolutely certain it wasn’t him?”


She had to be honest. “No. No more than you can be absolutely certain it was him.”




“Yet you’re still determined to stick up for him?”


“Try to understand, Jack. Chester was once convicted of a crime he didn’t commit. Do you want me to do what everyone else did then? Just wash my hands and say, oh, well, tough. Stuff happens. If he didn’t do this one, he probably did another one, so he’s where he deserves to be?” She gave him a see-how-I’m-thinking look. “Would that be the right thing?”


“I’m still struggling to cope with what I think he did within seventy-two hours of being released.”


She sighed. “I understand, truly I do. In your shoes, maybe I would be thinking the same thing.”


He gave a grunt of approval or thanks. She couldn’t be sure which. Clearly, she was getting nowhere. “Just consider this one last point, Jack. This crime is less than twelve hours old and only a few facts are known, yet you assume you know the killer. As a lawyer, you have been trained not to jump to conclusions. Not to assume. I’m simply asking you to remember that.”


“I’m not a lawyer. I’m a minister. And I have enough facts to be convinced,” he said stubbornly.


He might be a minister now, but some things never changed. Jack had world-class debating skills and knew how to use them. Years of butting heads with him should have taught her that they weren’t going to agree.


She stood up to leave. “I can’t persuade you that Chester isn’t a killer, Jack, but I’d like you to think about this.” She watched him cross his arms over his chest again with a resigned sigh. “The only way you’ll get any satisfaction from the tragedy of losing Luanne is to find out for sure who murdered her. So instead of focusing on Chester, try opening your mind to the possibility—just the possibility—that someone else is the killer.”




“I know the real killer. And I will not rest until I see Chester Pelham back on death row.”


She simply looked at him a long moment. “You know something? I’ve never understood how you became a minister. When I first heard about it, my reaction was sheer amazement followed by disbelief. I felt I knew the real you after three years of marriage and you were not minister material.”


“People change,” he said, turning his face.


“They do indeed. Therefore, I would think that in your new life you would not be so hasty in declaring a man guilty before you know all the facts. I’m aware that losing Luanne is heartbreaking for you. But I’m really puzzled about something. Is your reaction consistent with the way a man of God”—she used her fingers as quotation marks—“deals with personal tragedy?”


She saw by his expression that she’d struck a nerve. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I guess I spoke out of line. You’ve lost your sister. I had no right.” She paused. “It’s just hard for me to see you in that role.”


“It’s not a role, Camille. It’s my life. And, with all due respect, you know nothing about my life now. You know nothing about me now. For seven years you have refused to talk to me. You have your reasons and I accept that. But when you presume to judge me on this…this obscenity that has happened to Luanne…” He stopped as if words failed him. “I should just leave it at that before I say something I’ll surely be sorry for.” He moved to open the door for her. “Again, thank you for coming,” he said formally.


She hesitated, but found she was also at a loss for words. With a nod she turned slowly and left, feeling she’d lost something more meaningful than just a skirmish with her ex-husband. And she had no idea what it was.


 


JACK HAD spent half an hour sitting alone in a pew in the sanctuary rerunning the first opportunity he had to talk to his ex-wife in seven years. She was hardly out of sight before he admitted to himself that he’d reverted to behavior that shamed him. And his vows. One look at Camille and he had turned into his former self, the man who’d known almost from the start that he was killing their marriage and couldn’t seem to stop himself. His grief over losing Luanne was no excuse for the way he’d acted. Yes, he wanted to blame someone, but deep down, he knew the killer was to blame, certainly not Camille.


Lord, it had been so wonderful to see her, all that glorious black hair curling around her face and framing those stunning green eyes. She was the most beautiful woman in the world to him. And he’d all but tossed her sympathy back in her face. One chance handed him on a silver platter and he’d sent her away mad and disgusted.


Why hadn’t he grabbed the opportunity to say things he’d been rehearsing in his head for years? To tell her she was the only woman he’d ever loved and that for years he’d prayed for God to give him a second chance with her. Now, given that second chance, he’d squandered it. Instead of showing her how Christ had changed him, how he was a different man from the one she’d married, one with different values, different goals, even a different heart, he’d sounded exactly like the arrogant know-it-all he’d once been.


But it baffled him how she could be so convinced that Chester Pelham was not the killer when everything pointed to him. He drew up his thoughts, bent his head, and rubbed at both eyes with the heels of his palms. It was all too new, too evil, and unspeakable to dwell on. None of his seminary training had prepared him for tragedy this close, this personal.


Approaching his house, he was so caught up in misery that he didn’t see the woman sitting on the porch swing until he’d climbed the steps. Madge Pichon was a faithful member of his congregation and a tireless volunteer. Her job as a police dispatcher meant nothing much happened that she didn’t know about. She got up, leaving the swing swaying, and approached him with her arms open.


“Jack. Oh, Jack.”


Her sympathy went straight to his heart and robbed him of speech. “I came as soon as I could,” she said, embracing him warmly. “I’m crushed…and shocked…and just…” She backed off, wiping tears from her cheeks, her smile wobbly. “There aren’t any words to say what a horrible thing this is.”


Jack cleared his throat. “Yeah. Same here, Madge.” Revealing his grief to Madge seemed natural.


She sniffed and dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “She was so young, so beautiful.”


“Yes.” He’d had the same thought when he’d stood with Harlen Richard as he’d identified his wife’s body. Was it only a few hours ago?


“I can’t believe something like this has happened again, Jack.”


He shook his head. They both knew how, but not why. “Come inside and let’s see if Jeanette has any ice tea. I could use a cold drink.” With his hand at her waist, he ushered her indoors.




His housekeeper bustled up, her cheeks flushed from cooking in the kitchen. He was lucky to have Jeanette Legion. From day one of his call to the church, she’d taken him under her wing and made it her mission to keep him well fed, his clothes laundered and his house neat while keeping him in the know on the essentials of life in Blood Bayou. Along with a few others, Madge and Jeanette had smoothed his transition in town from lawyer and flawed individual to a minister of God.


Jeanette studied his face now, her button-black eyes sharp on him. “Sit down, you,” she said, her Cajun accent strong. “Madge, good you came, cher. I’ve got ice tea and already folks have started bringing food. A fine pound cake I took out of the oven not one hour ago, me.”


Jack dropped a folder on the antique server and sat down as ordered. “You shouldn’t be baking on a hot day like this, Jeanette.”


“What difference does it make, I ask, winter or summer? That air-conditioner blows air so cold it’s hard to tell.” On her way to the kitchen, she addressed Madge. “He installed a gizmo that’s so complicated I can’t figure out how to turn it off, me.”


“If I hadn’t, you’d be working in a ninety-degree kitchen in summer and fifty degrees in winter.”


She stopped and looked at him, her hands propped on her skinny hips. “When does it ever get fifty degrees in Blood Bayou, tell me that?”


Jack smiled in spite of himself. It was hard to wallow in grief while arguing with his housekeeper. Which is probably what she had in mind. “Just bring on the iced tea, Jeanette.”


“Things are in an uproar in the department,” Madge said after Jeanette disappeared into the kitchen. “Chief Raines was fit to be tied that his finest had botched the job when they took off after Pelham. I can’t say whether he wanted them to bring him back dead or alive. This way, he’s neither.”


“I was with the chief at the hospital. He came to get me to accompany Harlen to officially identify Luanne. I don’t think he was serious when he suggested I might want to unplug those machines keeping Pelham alive.”


“He would have looked the other way if you’d agreed.”


“And in my previous life, I might have taken him up on it,” Jack said wryly.


“How is Harlen? How did he take it?”


“He was shaken, but he did his duty, signed the papers, and within an hour he was working on funeral arrangements with me.”


“Already? When is the funeral?”


“First there’ll be an autopsy as is required in a homicide. That means the funeral will be delayed until Monday or Tuesday, I expect. Once the date is set, the wake will be the day before.”


“This is just so bizarre, Jack. Pelham gets out of death row and with only three days as a free man, he kills another woman in exactly the same way Stephanie was killed. It doesn’t make any sense. And why Luanne?”


“Because of me,” Jack said bitterly. “I’m to blame for this.”


She stared at him. “What in the name of heaven are you talking about?”


“It was simple revenge because of my testimony at his trial. He spent…what, five years on death row. He wanted someone to blame, someone to pay, so he murdered my sister.”


She was shaking her head. “No, Jack. That’s too much of a stretch. Get that thought out of your head. He had to know he’d land right back in prison, and back on death row.” She paused a moment. “Did you see the press conference on the noon news today? Where Pelham’s release was announced?”


“I did.”


She was watching him closely. “Your ex-wife is very attractive.”


“Yeah. She is that.”


“And a consummate professional from what little I picked up in that spot. Her mother mentions her often and I admit thinking Diana was biased. Now I have to say her mother might have been too modest.”


“Diana has a right to be proud.”


“Did you see her face when that reporter blurted out the news of Luanne’s murder? She was shocked, you could tell, but she sure kept her cool. She’s one classy lady.”


“Yeah.”


Madge gave him a shrewd look. “She must be feeling awful about this.”


“She swears Pelham didn’t do it.”


“I didn’t hear her say that,” Madge said, frowning.


“I got it from her in person.”


Madge’s eyebrows rose, but her reply was stalled as Jeanette came in from the kitchen with a loaded tray. Jack thanked her and waited while Jeanette served Madge a hefty slice of pound cake and a tall glass of iced tea. He had no appetite, but Jeanette set cake and iced tea in front of him too.


“Eat, you,” she ordered before marching back to her domain.


Reading the interested look on Madge’s face, Jack said, “Camille looked me up at the church an hour ago. She was sorry to hear about Luanne, but claims Pelham couldn’t be the killer. Everyone else in the world knows Pelham killed her, but Camille hotly denies it. She advised me to look for the real murderer.”


“The real murderer?”


“We agreed to disagree,” he said with a wry smile. “We’re good at that.”


Madge was studying him as if seeing a new and interesting side of him that he’d been careful to keep private. Everyone in the church knew that he was divorced, which to some had been a contentious issue. Somehow—he didn’t know any details or who might have championed his cause—but somehow the congregation had gotten beyond that; as they’d gotten beyond the long, long list of reasons why he should have been rejected. He knew only that after the unholy mess he’d made of his life, God had a plan for him. And it was here in Blood Bayou.


Madge wiped at a wet circle on the table before looking up again. “Diana keeps promising to introduce me to Camille, but it’s never happened.”


“That’s because Camille is not in Blood Bayou often,” Jack said, knowing the reason she steered clear was to keep well out of his world.


Madge was still watching him with a certain look in her eye. “Well, now that I’ve had a glimpse of her, I’d really like to meet the woman who had the good sense to fall in love with you, Jack.”


He sputtered in his tea and almost choked. “Good sense? You’re kidding, right?”


“You mean because you made a few mistakes?”


He blotted at tea stains on his shirtfront with a napkin. “A few?”




“Okay, a lot of whopping big mistakes, but she must have seen something real and worthwhile. I bet if she spent any time getting to know you now, she would find you as irresistible as all those ladies in your congregation do.”


“Yeah,” Jack said, “from your mouth to God’s ear.”
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