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  Chapter 1




  This morning Susan Griffin awoke to a great start—no dead bodies.




  Tightening the robe around her waist, she poured a cup of coffee and stepped past the sliding doors onto her patio. Nothing would please her more than to greet the arrival of fall—leaves of red and gold, a nip in the air, perhaps a dusting of frost. Dream on, kiddo.




  Mother Nature had yet to pay a visit to Louisiana. Everywhere Susan looked lush green trees continued to thrive in an environment as hot and humid as a steam bath. At seven o’clock, the garden thermometer registered seventy-eight degrees and climbing. Hello! It’s mid-October.




  As she lifted the cup to her lips, the sun’s tingling rays laughed their way up her arms. Susan was no match for such an enemy. With a sigh of resignation, she sauntered back into the cool comfort of her apartment.




  Marmalade, her Calico cat, pranced around an empty bowl and screeched a whiny meow.




  “Okay, Your Highness, I’m coming.” Susan shook out a cup of dried cat food. “It’s not like you’d starve if you missed a meal.”




  A glance at the clock told her she was falling behind time. She had less than twenty-five minutes to shower and dress if she wanted to get to the Bawdy Boutique before eight. Good thing she had laid out an outfit the night before, or she’d never make it. Twenty minutes later, she was dressed and out the front door.




  Her quick departure allowed just enough time to stop by Tilly’s Diner. Susan had a winning sales team, and she enjoyed spoiling them with hot, sausage biscuits. At five minutes to eight o’clock, she arrived at her boutique. The brick structure with a courtyard entrance never failed to bring a smile to her lips, but the pleasant thoughts vanished the moment she stepped from her Camaro. The parking lot had turned into a sauna.




  A blue suede skirt, matching blazer, and high-top boots from the new winter line might look fashionable, but if she didn’t get into air conditioning soon, she was going to melt like The Wicked Witch of the West. As she scooted past the fountain surrounded by ferns, her keys dangled from her hand. “Help me,” she whimpered, mimicking the infamous character. The minute she opened the door, a blast of cold air assaulted her. Her body tingled, and her stomach muscles tightened. The sensation was fantastic, almost as good as sex...almost.




  Susan lingered at the front of the shop while the air conditioning revived her. Patting perspiration off her chin, she pushed damp, blond tendrils from her forehead. Soon, the good thoughts returned. Her little shop was an owner’s dream. Overhead vents stirred fragrances from the perfume counter, a subtle way to greet customers. Display racks and tables put the latest merchandise at their fingertips. Behind glass cases filled with jewelry and other accessories, intimate apparel tempted the more adventurous buyers. A glassed-in office occupied space at the rear of the store near a door that led to a warehouse.




  She took pride in having accomplished her goal—to come home to Palmetto, a town far removed from the frantic pace and dangers of the Big Apple...or so she thought. Soon after her arrival, a near fatal fall and several gruesome murders had catapulted her into a world of mystery and intrigue. In her wildest dreams, she had never imagined herself involved in solving such horrific crimes. Only recently had she come to realize that she was exactly where she was supposed to be, doing exactly what fate had intended.




  The smell of sausage and biscuits chased away those thoughts and snapped her back to reality. She was wasting time. There was much to do before opening the store. As Susan turned on the overhead lights, a Toyota Tundra pulled into the lot and parked alongside her car. Her lips crinkled into a smile at the sight of the familiar vehicle.




  Detective Wesley Grissom often stopped by during the day, but never this early. That good-looking hunk was another reason she had returned home. Still, she couldn’t imagine what he was doing here at this time of the morning. His first stop was usually the sheriff’s department where he’d meet up with his partner, Charlie Morgan.




  She opened the door and waved.




  “Morning,” he called, stepping down from the cab of the truck and tossing a camouflage cap onto the seat. Instead of a suit and tie, he wore a long-sleeved, chambray shirt and a pair of faded jeans. Susan liked how the denim snugged his muscular thighs and how the sunlight danced through his sandy hair. Her stomach fluttered as he lumbered toward her.




  His casual dress and the ATV in the bed of his truck told her he was headed for the woods. A recent discovery had shed light on a particular cold case, and he was eager to look for additional evidence. Halfway to the building, Wesley raked his hair from his forehead. “Glad I caught you.”




  “You timed it just right. I have sausage and biscuits.” She held up the take-out bag from Tilly’s Diner. “Coffee won’t take but a minute.”




  Tucking her purse under her arm, Susan made her way to the office, assuming Wesley would follow. But after putting on the coffee, he still hadn’t entered the store. She walked up front to see what was keeping him.




  Kara Dubason, Susan’s new sister-in-law, had corralled him. Obviously excited about something, she had left her car door open and was talking as much with her hands as with her mouth. Whatever she was saying, she had his undivided attention. This was one time Susan wished she could read lips. When Kara inched closer, it was all Susan could do not to interrupt them.




  Susan and Wesley were well on their way to reestablishing a long-ago romance, and she didn’t care for the way Kara was flaunting her charms, sister-in-law or not. The five-foot, eight-inch beauty might belong to her brother, but she was a magnet when it came to guys. As Kara shifted her weight from one curvaceous hip to the other, the movement seemed hypnotic. Long lashes shadowed mysterious onyx eyes. She had pulled her shiny, black hair into a twist, but a few wispy tendrils had escaped and danced about her face. The slightly unkempt hair-do suggested a just-woke-up bedroom look.




  Kara wore Capri pants and sleeveless shell, tailored to leave nothing to the imagination. There was no chance of her melting.




  Wesley seemed mesmerized by whatever she was saying. After nodding several times, he mumbled something then said, “Thank you.”




  That much Susan could decipher.




  “I do hope I’ll hear from you,” Kara said in a voice loud enough for Susan’s benefit. Flashing a smile, Kara batted her lashes and climbed into her late model, white Lexus.




  Wesley waited until she had pulled onto the highway before he headed in Susan’s direction. Once inside, he gave her a quick kiss on the cheek.




  “What was that all about?” she asked.




  “Let me grab a cup of coffee, and I’ll tell you.” In the office, he filled a mug and helped himself to a sausage biscuit.




  Susan took a seat behind her desk and waited to hear what Kara was up to. It bugged her that she knew so little about her, only that Kara had won over her brother in a whirlwind romance. A confirmed bachelor, Edward had fallen hard, and by the time he had introduced Kara to the family, they had already made wedding plans. They were to be married by a judge in chambers. Then with less than a day’s notice, the two had upped and eloped to the Bahamas. Susan was still upset with her brother for the change in plans.




  She had seen little of Kara since the newlyweds had returned, and now she showed up here, having tracked down Wesley. That was not a good sign. “So, what did she say?” Susan asked.




  Wesley took a chair beside her. “She thinks she can help me with my cases.” He took another bite of biscuit and washed it down with some coffee. “She also warned me to be careful, said the Tarot cards foresaw danger.”




  “Well, that’s not news. You face danger every day on your job.”




  Kara claimed to have psychic powers, but Susan had yet to see any proof. Supposedly, Kara had left home in southwest Louisiana as a teenager to live with an aunt in New Orleans. It was there she had discovered her gift.




  Susan knew all too well about precognitive experiences, but too many charlatans used séances and Tarot cards to scam people. It would take more than Kara’s word to convince Susan that her sister-in-law was for real.




  Wesley wadded his biscuit wrapper and tossed it in the trash. “Remember the first day we met Kara, the day she and Edward announced their engagement? You and I were discussing my cold case. She found the story about the young girl’s disappearance intriguing. This morning, Kara asked if she could see a picture of Edith. She also wants to hold the bracelet that the hunter recently found. Seems touching items that belonged to a victim helps her with...well, with whatever it is she does.”




  Susan searched his hazel eyes, trying to get a read on what he was contemplating. “Do you really want her involved?”




  Wesley shrugged. “I told her I’d give it some thought. Before I make any decision, I want to check with New Orleans. She claims to have worked on some of their cases.” He reached across the desk and squeezed Susan’s hand. “I keep hoping you’ll come through for me.”




  “You know I’d help you if I could.”




  Once again, she thought about the past murders, and how she became involved in the cases. Susan, like her grandmother, had visions—flashes of people and scenes that had proved helpful in solving the murders. But for the past few months, she hadn’t had any paranormal experiences, and that was fine with her. She wanted to spend time in her shop, building her clientele, not traipsing around the countryside searching for clues that might solve a murder.




  The idea of Kara taking her place in helping Wesley didn’t sit well. How could she be sure Kara wouldn’t take advantage of him? He could be a great help to her in establishing her business in Palmetto.




  Wesley leaned forward, getting Susan’s undivided attention. “You’re not worried about a little competition, are you?”




  It was as though he had read her mind. “Of course not,” she said, avoiding eye contact.




  Wesley got up and put his mug in the sink. “Hate to eat and run, but duty calls. Charlie’s going to meet me at the Burger Shack.”




  Susan pictured the small diner located a few miles south of the boutique.




  “The hunter found the bracelet in the woods across the highway,” Wesley said. “He gave me a map of the entire area, and I’ve marked it off in grids. While the depth of the woods is only a few miles across at the Burger Shack, going south it fans out like an inverted pyramid and extends all the way to Lake Pontchartrain. What we face is the proverbial needle in a haystack.”




  “Any way you can get extra help?”




  “On a cold case? Not likely. Even I can’t work on it except for when I don’t have an active case. Of course, I can work on it on my time off, and I often do. Well, I’d better hit the road and see if Charlie’s up to the task. He called to say he had a late date and is slow getting it together this morning.” Wesley stared at her with laughing eyes. “I’m glad I’m off that merry-go-round.”




  Taking her hand, he pulled her up and into his arms. His soft, warm lips found hers and sparked a yearning deep inside of her. Wesley managed to do what no one else ever could—turn her mind into mush and her body into a quivering mass of nerves.




  “Any chance we can continue this tonight?” he whispered in her ear.




  Running her hand through his hair, she stole another kiss before he stepped away. “I’d like nothing better. How about I whip up something for dinner?”




  The front door opened.




  “Anyone here?” Melanie Oliver, one of Susan’s employees, waved to let Susan know she had arrived.




  Susan looked through the glass petition at the petite brunette. She looked stunning in brown slacks and a cream-colored sweater. Melanie’s late husband, Terrance, had been Wesley’s partner. Terrance had died during an explosion while executing a warrant. Because he was first to open the suspect’s door, his body had caught the force of the blast, saving Wesley’s life.




  Susan watched as sadness dulled Wesley’s eyes. He never saw Melanie without being haunted by that night. She knew what he was thinking—why Terrance and not me?




  “Be right there,” Susan called.




  She hugged Wesley’s arm and together they crossed to the front of the store.




  “Good to see you, Wesley.” Melanie bent down and put her purse under the cash register.




  “You, too. I’d love to stay and chat, but I’m on the clock. You two ladies have a lovely day.” He gave a partial salute and made a quick exit.




  Susan and Melanie stood staring at one another.




  “Does he ever slow down?” Melanie asked.




  “Not when he’s working a case.” Susan removed a dress from a rack and hung it on the end for display. “We might as well get started. I’m afraid it won’t be easy selling winter clothes in eighty degree weather.”




  “Maybe we should push lingerie today,” Melanie said, her blue eyes sparkling.




  “You know what? Christmas is only a couple of months away. Why don’t we entice customers with a pre-Christmas discount? Help me carry the grease-board easel. We’ll set it up close to the highway. We can also use some balloons and ribbons from the warehouse.”




  Within minutes, she and Melanie had decorated the easel and advertised in huge letters a thirty-percent discount on new arrivals. They set up their handiwork on the boutique’s property, but close to the highway. A horn blew then someone turned into the parking lot.




  “That was quick,” Melanie said. “I’ll go inside and handle the customers.”




  “Okay, but I don’t think this person is coming to shop.”




  A scarf and maybe some earrings were the extent of Myrtle Thigpen’s past purchases. The middle-aged woman exited the car and called to Susan. “Yoo-hoo, Susan, could I have a word?”




  “Sure. Let’s go inside where it’s cool.” Susan dabbed at the perspiration on her brow and held the door open for Myrtle. “I’m always glad to see you, but I’m pretty sure my thirty percent discount isn’t the reason you’re here. What can I do for you?”




  “I have a favor to ask. Ever since my sister’s death, I’ve tried to stay busy. Cooking is something my friends and I enjoy, so we formed a culinary club. As a sideline, we decided to make monthly contributions to the Palmetto Food Pantry.”




  “That’s very thoughtful,” Susan said, wondering where this was leading.




  “Well, when I visited the pantry last week, I discovered it was low on everything. The director told me that unless something was done, many families would go hungry this Thanksgiving.” She paused and clasped her hands as if in prayer. “We wouldn’t want that, would we?”




  Myrtle had that school-teacher look that required a no-ma’am answer.




  “That would be terrible,” Susan said.




  “Then I remembered what a terrific job you did raising money for Melanie when her husband was killed. I’m hoping you’d be willing to do the same for the pantry.” Myrtle glanced across the shop at Melanie and gave a friendly nod.




  With the holidays approaching, Susan wanted to concentrate on end-of-the-year sales, but she couldn’t bear the thought of someone going hungry. “Well, I—”




  At that moment, A. K. Williams wheeled her red Mustang into the parking lot and came to a screeching halt near the front door. Susan’s business partner knew only one speed—fast. She scooted from the sports car and hustled toward the boutique. Her turquoise silk sheath shimmered in the sunlight, and the flowing scarf fluttered with each step of her matching, five-inch heels. Yep, she had it all together, except for her hair. The humidity had plastered her short red curls to her head like the Betty Boop character...something Susan thought best not to mention.




  A. K. used to be a manager at the Bawdy Boutique, but now she was Susan’s business partner in the Purple Pickle, the costume shop located adjacent to the boutique’s parking lot.




  “How come I didn’t hear about the sale?” A. K. asked, fanning her face with her hand.




  “Because I just thought of it. I’m glad you’re here. Myrtle has a problem, and I think you’re just the person to solve it.”




  “Me? Hi, Myrtle, what’s up?” A. K. stopped and checked out her appearance in one of the floor mirrors. “Egads! My hair’s a disaster.”




  While she poked and lifted her curls, Myrtle explained the situation.




  “And you think I’m the one to handle this?” She gave Susan a you’ve-got-to-be-kidding glance.




  Susan spoke up before A. K. could decline. “Next week is Halloween, a great time to sell costumes. Maybe you could tie it into a fundraiser. I’m sure you can come up with something.”




  A. K. twisted her mouth from side to side and tapped the toe of her stiletto against the slate floor, something Susan knew A. K. did when she was deep in thought.




  “No...yes...no,” A. K. mumbled and shook her head.




  Myrtle stared at A. K. as if she had lost her mind. “I’m sorry if I—”




  Susan held up her hand. “She’s thinking, Myrtle.”




  Like a neon sign, A. K.’s face lit up. “Got it!”




  After a few moments of silence, Susan asked, “Well, are you going to give us a hint?”




  “Not yet. I want to work out the details.” She turned to Myrtle, who still had a confused look on her face. “Don’t worry, friend. We’re going to stuff the pantry like a Thanksgiving turkey. Susan, I need to borrow Sheila for today. She and Debbie will have to run the costume shop so I can think this through.”




  Debbie and Sheila, both about nineteen, were Susan’s first employees. They often alternated working between the Bawdy Boutique and the Purple Pickle, and there was nothing they couldn’t handle.




  “Well, I can’t wait to hear what you have in mind,” Susan said.




  Myrtle raised her eyebrows, which tended to elongate her already narrow face. “Me, too. Halloween is a holiday I prefer not to celebrate, but if it’ll help the needy, I shouldn’t complain. They say the Lord works in mysterious ways.” She tucked her purse under her arm and turned toward the front door. “Let me know if I can be of help.”




  Watching Myrtle march to her car, Susan was reminded how the thin woman with her holier-than-thou attitude had gathered her followers and had picketed the opening of the boutique. Myrtle, a pillar of the church, had made claims that the shop’s decadent apparel had no place in Palmetto. Only when she realized that the shop also offered designer clothing and accessories, did Myrtle stop with the protests. But it was the tragic loss of Myrtle’s sister that had really cemented their friendship.




  “Whatever made you think Myrtle would be willing to work with me?” A. K. asked. “We’re not exactly compatible, and now that I run a costume shop, she must really believe I’m the devil’s handmaiden.”




  “Look at it this way—it’s your chance to score points.”




  “Do I really want to?”




  Chapter 2




  After a short drive down the highway, Wesley steered his Tundra behind the Burger Shack. He lowered his tailgate, positioned two ramps, and backed down the ATV. Perspiration dripped from his face. After drying it on the sleeve of his forearm, he glanced down an empty highway. Not seeing Charlie irritated him. With each passing minute, the sun was climbing higher, and the temperature was rising along with it. The later it got, the more problems he and his partner would have to contend with—swarming mosquitoes, bloodsucking ticks, and pesky gnats—all looking for a meal.




  Pulling his phone from his back pocket, he punched in Charlie’s name. “Where are you?”




  “On my way. Give me five minutes.”




  “That’s five minutes too long. I’m going in. Meet me where you and I found the earring a while back.”




  Charlie was Wesley’s third partner in two years. First, there was Terrance. Then there was Dylan, who had resigned to return home to Mississippi to help solve his father’s murder. While Wesley got along well with Charlie, there were some things about his partner that had to change. Showing up on time was one of them.




  Wesley grabbed his backpack from the truck. In addition to a couple of evidence bags, it contained two bottles of water, a flashlight, yellow tape, wire cutters, and a few other items that they might need. He didn’t plan to spend more than a few hours in the woods.




  After climbing on the ATV, he turned the key and cranked his motor. With the coast clear, he scooted across the highway into the woods and down a well-worn path. Sharp turns and ruts twisted the front wheels and threatened to dislodge him, but he clutched the handlebars in a vice-like grip and kept the four-wheeler under control. When a branch came out of nowhere, he ducked, but another one slapped him upside the head. At that point, he wondered if this trip was worth it.




  It had been five years since Edith Nelson disappeared. With little evidence, the case had gone cold. Then a week ago, a hunter had stumbled onto her bracelet. In an additional search of the site, Wesley had found her earring wedged into the bark of a tree. He was left with more questions than answers. Was she murdered? Was she being held hostage somewhere in that wilderness?




  Five years was a long time, but not beyond the possibility that she could still be alive. He’d heard of cases where victims had survived even longer. Besides, he had promised Edith’s parents that he’d never give up looking for her. That was one promise he intended to keep.




  Wesley reached the site in a matter of minutes and turned off the engine. Silence engulfed him. The pines were as green as ever, but the maples and oaks had started to drop some of their leaves, sprinkling the ground with a blanket of yesterday’s summer. There, seeds from pine cones and an abundance of acorns would lay dormant, only to be reborn again in the spring.




  As the minutes passed, the silence gave way to the sounds of nature. A squirrel scurried up a tree then stopped and barked at him as if to say, “You’re not welcome here.” In the distance he spotted an armadillo, the tank of the forest, digging one hole after another. Overhead, the caw of a big, black crow made his presence known. And he didn’t have to wait long for the whine of mosquitos about his head.




  Wesley pushed his thoughts aside at the sound of a motor.




  Charlie burst into sight, riding the ATV like a bull out of a chute. “Yee-Ha, what a ride!” He squeezed the brakes, locking the front wheels and skidding to a stop about a foot from Wesley.




  Short, curly black hair lay plastered to Charlie’s head like a skull cap. His cheeks looked as if someone had taken a red paint brush to them. Wesley wondered if the flushed face was the result of the heat or too much booze the night before. “Glad you could make it. You show up late for Chief Smith, and you’ll be pulling desk duty.”




  “Sorry, it won’t happen again.”




  Wesley doubted that. In his early twenties, Charlie was still very much into the party scene. He was out most nights with a new girl on his arm. “Who was it this time?”




  “Man, let me tell you about her—silky blonde hair, big blue eyes, and a bod to die for.” He squirmed in his seat. “I get horny just thinking about her.”




  “If you don’t mind my asking, where’d you find this beauty?”




  “Where else? In one of the local watering holes.”




  Wesley groaned.




  “I know what you’re thinking,” Charlie said. “I’m a cop and have to be careful not to get involved with the wrong crowd. I ran a background check. She’s clean. State police showed no priors, and nothing showed up here, either.”




  “Just make sure you don’t let your glands cloud your brain. Wear protection.”




  “Every time.” Charlie wiped his brow with his forearm. “Dang, it’s hot. Excuse me. Gotta take a leak.” He hauled his five-foot, nine-inch frame off the ATV and turned his back to Wesley. After relieving himself, he climbed back on his ride. “Where we going this time?”




  Wesley pointed south. “Thought we’d try past the cabin where we found the rabbit bones. For anyone to stay hidden all this time, they’d have to be really secluded. The hunter who gave me the map marked the cabins he knew about, but he couldn’t swear there weren’t others.”




  “Huh, I took a good look at that map,” Charlie said. “We could search for years and never cover all these woods.”




  “Or we could stumble on something today. We sure aren’t going to find anything sitting here jawing.” Wesley revved his motor. “Come on.”




  The two engines whined like a band of angry bees as they plowed through the undergrowth, going deeper and deeper into the woods. Wesley led the way, and Charlie hung on his tail. About twenty minutes into their ride, Wesley brought his vehicle to a stop. “The hunter didn’t include this on his map. Let’s have a look.” The land had a slight dip, like maybe a creek once ran through it. Now, all that remained was a dry gulley no more than a foot deep.




  Wesley followed the shallow indentation, paying special attention to what could have been part of its banks. He pushed aside leaves and mulch with a big stick and searched for any signs that someone might have lived in this area. “Hey, look at this?” He held up a small piece of pottery.




  Charlie, who was several feet in front of him, held up another object. “Found something, too. Looks like the base of a big bowl. I think it has a design on it.”




  “Maybe this used to be an Indian settlement. No telling how old these objects are. When I get time, I’ll see what I can find out about them. Right now, we need to stay with our plan.”




  After searching for a couple of hours and finding nothing else, Wesley was ready to call it quits. About all he had accomplished today was to eliminate a small part of the map. “Okay, Charlie. Let’s head back to headquarters. Maybe we’ll have more luck the next time.”




  * * * *




  A little before closing time, A. K. strolled through the Bawdy Boutique and into the office. She plopped her purse on the desk. “Hope you have something cold to drink in the fridge.” After opening a diet root beer and taking a sip, she turned her gaze on Susan. “How does a two-mile fun run sound? We don’t want to exhaust our clientele.”




  Susan didn’t try to hide her disappointment. “That’s not exactly what I expected to hear from you...not from a person who could turn a funeral into a festival. There has to be more to it than that, right?”




  An impish grin snaked across A. K.’s face. “Oh, yeah. First, keeping in the spirit of Halloween, participants will be required to wear costumes. That way, we can make a little profit while we do a good deed.”




  Considering that A. K. was somewhat of a marketing genius, Susan nodded. “I’ll go for that.”




  “Next, the starting time will be nine o’clock at night.”




  Susan sat upright. “Are you serious?”




  “Why not? Palmetto’s new one-mile jogging trail is lined with solar lights, and a bright, harvest moon is forecast for Halloween. They’d only have to lap the trail twice.”




  “I don’t know. Running at night doesn’t sound like a good idea.”




  A. K. leaned closer and scrutinized Susan’s face. “You didn’t have one of your psychic visions, did you?”




  Susan shook her head.




  “Good. And in case you do, keep it to yourself. I don’t want you messing with my mind. Besides, what could possibly go wrong?”




  “What indeed? I expected something different from you, but never a race at night, and not just any night—Halloween. Did you forget that the jogging trail meanders alongside a swamp?”




  “Nope. That’s even better.” A. K. crossed the room and put her hand on Susan’s shoulder. “You worry too much, kiddo. Nothing’s going to happen.”




  Susan knew there was no changing A. K.’s mind. The only thing left to do was to join forces and make this the best fundraiser of all times. “Okay, where do we start?”




  “I’ve checked my inventory, and the Purple Pickle has plenty of costumes in stock. What we’ll need is lots of advertising—spots on the radio and ads in the newspaper. We only have a couple of weeks.”




  “What about flyers and posters?” Susan asked.




  “I’ll handle that. Our part-timers, Nadine and Isabel, can distribute them. We’ll want to cover Palmetto and Hammond. Do you think Andrea at the Bra la Vie will put up a sign?”




  “I’m sure she will. She’s always willing to help.”




  “Then it’s settled. I’ll go tell Myrtle, and you can bring Melanie up to date. When I get back, I’ll work on designing the flyers. Debbie and Sheila are all for the idea and can’t wait to get into a costume.” A. K. picked up her purse and sauntered toward the front door. “Yep, this Halloween we’re going to rattle some bones.”




  * * * *




  Before closing, Susan discussed the upcoming race with Melanie.




  “You might want to pick out a costume tomorrow,” Susan said. “Once word gets out, they’ll probably fly off the shelves.”




  “What are you going to wear?”




  “Haven’t had time to give it a thought, but I will. Well, let’s call it a day.”




  They walked out together then went their separate ways—Melanie to her home and two young children, and Susan to her apartment. No kiddies there, only Marmalade, her fluffy Calico. Right now, that worked for her.




  The drive north to her Pine Crest Apartment was only a few miles, but it was a desolate stretch of road, bordered on one side by a narrow bayou and on both sides by thick woods, typical of many small towns in Louisiana. Tilly’s Diner and a closed-up hardware store were the only businesses along the route. Anxious to get home, she pushed the accelerator down, and the Camaro took the curves with ease.




  Once in the apartment, she changed clothes, fed the cat, and began throwing a meal together. She cooked and drained some angel hair pasta then placed the buttered French bread into the oven. Crawfish stew, prepared the day before, simmered on the stove. All she had to do was heat the asparagus in the microwave. As she put the pitcher of iced tea on the table, the doorbell rang.




  “Right on time,” she said, opening the door to Wesley. “The bread’s in the oven. I don’t want to burn it.” She wheeled around and hurried into the kitchen. After removing the bread, she turned off the oven and set the timer on the asparagus for one minute.




  “Man, it sure smells good, and I’m starved.”




  She handed him a plate. “Dish up.”




  Neither wasted any time consuming the meal.




  “I’m sure glad you decided to cook. I must say it tasted even better than it smelled.” Wesley took another swallow of iced tea. “So, how did your day go?”




  “It was interesting, to say the least. A. K. is organizing an event to raise money for the food pantry.” Susan explained about the late night run on Halloween. “What do you think?”




  “Leave it to her to come up with something like that. Sounds like fun to me, and the lower temps at night might encourage a bigger turnout.”




  “Can I count on you to make sure things don’t get out of hand?”




  “No way are you going to get me in a costume, but I’d be glad to work crowd control.”




  “That’s what I was hoping.” She nibbled on a piece of French bread. “How was your trip into the woods?”




  “All we found were some pieces of pottery. They couldn’t possibly have anything to do with my cold case.”




  “I think that’s exciting. Do you have them with you?”




  He shook his head.




  “Would you show me where you found them? Maybe there are more artifacts there.”




  “You are an adventurous soul. The woods are rugged there, and bugs are everywhere. Maybe when it turns colder and things go dormant, we might give it a try.”




  “I’m going to hold you to that.” While Susan finished eating her stew, Wesley became sullen. He dropped his head and picked at his stew. “I can tell there’s something else that’s bothering you,” she said.




  “Yeah, you know me too well. I’m at the point where I’m willing to try anything for a lead on my cold case, even giving Kara a shot.”




  Susan kept her composure, although that was not what she wanted to hear. Forecasting things because of the way Tarot cards unfolded just didn’t make sense to her. It seemed that one could read what they wanted into a situation. But what she believed shouldn’t matter. Asking for Kara’s help was Wesley’s decision to make. If she could give him encouragement, so be it. The truth would prevail in the end.




  “I put in a call to the Orleans Police Department this afternoon and spoke with an officer who was familiar with Kara. He said he would send information on cases where she was called on to help. What do I have to lose?”




  “Nothing. I might not agree with her methods, but if she can help you, that’s all that matters. When do you think you’ll hear something?”




  “In a day or two.”




  “If you decide to work with her, will you tell me what she says?”




  “You know I will.”




  Susan got up and put her plate in the sink. “Hand me yours. The dishes can wait till the morning.” She rinsed her hands and dried them. “Enough talk about Kara. How’s Charlie working out?”




  “He’s a good cop, only young and still sowing his oats. Guess I can’t fault him for that. I just hope he doesn’t let his private life interfere with his professional life.”




  “If anyone can keep him in line, you can,” she said wrapping her arms around his neck.




  He pulled her close and nibbled at her ear. “I’m not his daddy...but sometimes he makes me feel like an old man.”




  “Well, old man, what do you say we take this conversation down the hall?”




  * * * *




  Susan woke at the first light of day with her head nestled on Wesley’s shoulder. After last night he had put the myth of him being an old man to rest. She turned his head toward her and kissed him. “I’d love to spend the whole day here with you, but we both know that can’t happen.”




  “Yeah, if I don’t show up, Charlie will come looking for me.” He tucked her hair behind her ear and kissed her neck. “You make it hard to say goodbye.”




  Susan pushed back the sheet and climbed out of bed. “Give me one more kiss, then I’m heading for the shower.”




  “Guess I’d better do the same. It wouldn’t do for me to show up at work in the same clothes that I wore yesterday. I’d never hear the end of it.”




  He slipped on his clothes and took her into his arms. “One of these days...well, you know what I want.”




  “We both want the same thing. I just need a little more time. You can see yourself out. Just turn the bottom lock and pull the door.”




  Susan stepped into the shower, still tasting his lips on hers. She loved Wesley more than anything and wanted him in her life, only.... She sighed, disgusted with herself for not being able to make a commitment.




  Poor Wesley, he was discouraged over not finding any leads, and she had comforted him as best she could. She wished she could help him, but she couldn’t. Sooner or later she knew she would experience another vision, but what it would pertain to, she couldn’t say. It might have nothing to do with Wesley’s case. But it had been several months, and she was beginning to wonder if she had lost her gift. That scared her.




  After she dressed, she placed a call to her mother. “Hi, Mom, how are you?”




  “I’m fine. Is something wrong? You don’t usually call me this early.”




  “I’m okay, at least physically, but I want to run something by you.”




  Susan could tell her mother had covered the phone and she waited.




  “It’s Susan,” she said. “Everything’s okay. She just wanted to check on us.” When next she spoke, her mother’s voice was loud and clear. “Sorry, your dad wanted to know who was calling. What’s the problem, dear?”




  “It’s been months since I’ve had...uh, you know, a vision. Did grandma ever have long periods where nothing happened?”




  “Your grandma didn’t talk much about her experiences, but I could tell when something wasn’t right with her. Once she told me she didn’t know what was worse, not seeing anything, or having one vision after another heaped upon her. I doubt your gift has abandoned you. It’ll come when the time is right.”




  “I suppose you’re right, Mom. I so want to help Wesley. He’s having a hard time with his cold case.”
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