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  Chapter 1




  Stephanie Warren yanked her shiny, new diploma from the wall and tossed it into a basket of Charmin next to the toilet, right where it belonged. Two months and not one job offer, not even a request for an interview.




  A second later, she plucked the sheepskin from the cushy hamper and clutched it to her chest. So what if the economy was in the tank. So what if rejection letters filled the wastebasket. She would overcome this hurdle just as she had others in her past.




  When opening the laptop to pull up the next list of potential employers, she noticed a stray envelope on the floor. “Ah, one more chance,” she muttered and unfolded a single sheet of paper.




  

    

      Dear Ms. Warren,




      I am aware you are a recent graduate of Hanson College with a major in English. I have quite a story to tell, but failing health requires that I hire a ghost writer. Would you be interested?




      My attorney will contact you shortly with details and financial arrangements.




      Alexis du Bois


    


  




  The Mandeville, Louisiana postmark intrigued her and conjured up images of antebellum homes with wide verandas. She tapped the letter against her palm and continued to daydream.




  The ringing of the phone cut short her musing. Hoping for a real job offer, she cleared her throat and summoned her most professional voice.




  “Hello.”




  “Stephanie Warren?”




  “Yes.”




  “My name is Benson Fisher. I’m an attorney in nearby Westport and represent Alexis du Bois.”




  Well, Ms. du Bois certainly didn’t waste time. Westport? She had to be loaded to hire such a high-powered firm. Stephanie pictured the luxurious estates lining the lake in this upstate New York community. She hadn’t so much as crossed the threshold of one of them. Maybe her vision about the South wasn’t so farfetched.




  Still, the letter and now a call from a stranger made her suspicious. She might not have graduated with honors, but she was no dummy. “Okay, who put you up to this? Trevor? Maddie? For a minute, you had me going.”




  “I assure you, Ms. Warren, this is no joke. Did you receive Ms. du Bois’s letter?”




  “That’s the problem, Mr. Fisher. I only applied locally. Perhaps her letter was meant for another Stephanie.”




  “According to my records your date of birth is September 2, 1989. You live at 3643 Summit Drive, Hanson, New York. Am I correct?”




  “Yes, but—”




  “Then there’s no mistake. Ms. Warren, this isn’t something we can discuss over the phone. Would you be available to meet at my office tomorrow…say around ten o’clock?”




  In the seconds that followed, her ears crackled—a static-like sound that came to her at times. More often than not, it warned of bad news. But what could be bad about finding a job?




  “Where are you located?”




  “320 Oak Avenue, behind the courthouse.”




  “I’ll be there, Mr. Fisher.”




  Stephanie hung up and continued to stare at the letter. While the offer sounded legit, she could hear Maddie saying, “Gotcha.” She picked up the phone and punched in her best friend’s number.




  Madeline Price had graduated with Stephanie and was also job hunting. With a degree in art, she was having as difficult a time. Cuts in funding forced many schools to drop electives from their curriculum. Having flooded the surrounding area with her resume, Maddie was never more than a ring away from her phone. Today was no exception.




  “Hello,” she answered with a cheery voice, no doubt one practiced for prospective employers.




  “Okay,” Stephanie blurted, “how’d you manage the postmark, and who’d you con into playing the attorney?”




  “What are you talking about?”




  “The letter from Louisiana offering me a ghost writing job.”




  “I didn’t send you anything. You really got a request like that? What’d it say?”




  Stephanie read the letter.




  “Louisiana? That’s like at the end of the world. I thought we’d start our careers in the same town or at least close by. You move there, and I might never see you again.”




  “Right now, I don’t have a choice. Anyway, it wouldn’t be forever, just till I finish the book.”




  “What’s it about, and how in the world did she find you?”




  “The attorney didn’t volunteer information, said he’d prefer to discuss the matter in person. I’m meeting with him tomorrow at ten. Ms. du Bois must really want to talk with me since she researched attorneys from Westport.”




  “Huh? You’re talking big bucks. She must be rolling in dough. Make sure she pays you enough. I’d want to see something in writing and an advance before I’d traipse halfway across the country.”




  “That’s the only way I could make the trip. I’m flat broke. Soon as I leave the attorney’s office, I’ll call you. We can discuss it over pizza.”




  * * * *




  The following morning Stephanie turned her white, 2005 Toyota Camry into the driveway of a two-story, red brick building. A large sign out front confirmed she was at the right place—Fisher and Associates. She wheeled into a space marked for guests under the shade of a large maple tree.




  Taking a deep breath, she stepped out of the car and told herself to chill. She was only here to check it out. Maybe the offer wouldn’t interest her. Who was she kidding? She needed a job…any job.




  Hugging her shoulder purse to her waist, she crossed the parking lot and passed cars parked in reserved spaces—two Mercedes, one BMW, a Bentley, and a Ferrari. Must be nice. She continued around the building on a cobblestone sidewalk that bordered a bed of creeping juniper and variegated Hostas.




  Once she was through the leaded-glass door, she stepped into a foyer surrounded by mahogany paneling, exquisite paintings, and highly polished floors. A receptionist sat behind a desk that looked more like a pier table in a museum than a work station. On one end, fresh flowers filled a crystal vase. No computer. No cluttered papers.




  The place smelled of money.




  “May I help you?” the receptionist asked.




  “I’m Stephanie Warren. I have a ten o’clock appointment.”




  The woman glanced at her desk calendar then pushed a button on the telephone. “Mr. Fisher, Ms. Warren is here to see you.”




  Within a few minutes, a side door opened, and a short, slender man strode toward her with an outstretched hand. Halfway across the room, he paused and blinked as if remembering the reason for her presence. Then he introduced himself. “I’m Benson Fisher. Let’s step into my office.”




  Her black pumps tapped across the hardwood floor as she followed the attorney into the adjoining room. Floor to ceiling windows looked out on the main street and flooded the room with light, nothing like the atmosphere in the foyer. This was more to Stephanie’s liking. The attorney motioned for her to have a seat in one of two wingback chairs while he moved behind his desk and settled into a leather rocker.




  Benson Fisher, wearing a pinstriped suit, looked every inch the professional. His salt-and-pepper hair and a trimmed mustache cut quite a debonair figure. From the smattering of laugh lines about the eyes, she guessed him to be in his fifties. He straightened his tie then followed her gaze to the row of golf trophies behind him.




  “You play?” he asked.




  “I tried once. Spent most of my time hunting for the ball.”




  He smiled back at her. “I’ve had those days.” He leaned over his desk and opened a file. “As much as I’d like to talk about golf, I’m sure you’re anxious to get on with the business at hand.”




  “Do you mind my asking why Ms. du Bois felt it necessary to hire an attorney? Couldn’t she just have made me an offer?”




  “Alexis is a native of Westport, and our firm has represented her family for generations. She preferred I corroborate the legitimacy of the offer and assure you she is not some crack-pot.”




  “How sick is she?”




  “Alexis didn’t elaborate on her medical condition except to say it’s serious. I realize a trip to Mandeville will be costly, and if you’re like most college graduates, you’re probably low on funds. This should more than cover your round-trip travel and lodging.” He turned the check so she could read the amount.




  Five-thousand dollars! She drew her lips tight, afraid of drooling. With forty dollars in her checking account, her hands itched to stuff the check into her purse. Somehow, she managed to remain calm and collected, at least on the outside.




  “You’re right. That’s more than enough. Why me? I won a few awards but was far from the top of my class.”




  “You’ll have to ask her. Alexis didn’t discuss her selection process. But as a financial contributor to Hanson College, she probably got your name from the English Department. Are you interested?”




  Stephanie nodded. “Give me a week to have my car serviced and put my affairs in order. I want to be prepared to stay if things work out. I should be able to meet with her by next Wednesday. Let’s say about three o’clock. If that’s not doable, you can call me with another time.”




  The attorney slipped the check into the folder and handed it to Stephanie. “I’ll let Alexis know. If you don’t hear back from me, you’ll find directions inside, along with both our phone numbers.”




  “What’s she like? Did she say what the book is about?”




  “It’s best you draw your own conclusions. As to the subject matter, I haven’t a clue. But knowing Alexis, it will be anything but dull.”




  Benson rose and walked her to the foyer. “It’s been a pleasure, Ms. Warren.”




  Stephanie thanked him and clutched the folder to her chest. On her way to the front door, she returned the receptionist’s mechanical smile, the one that inferred she knew everything when she didn’t know jack.




  Once outside, Stephanie all but sprinted to her car, pulled the check from the folder, and stared at it again to make sure it was real. Five-thousand dollars! Yes! She drove straight to the bank and deposited that baby, minus a little cash withdrawal. Only then did she call Maddie.




  “Meet me at Jeno’s. I’m on my way.”




  “What happened?”




  “I’ll tell you all about it when I see you.”




  Stephanie arrived first at the small pizzeria near campus. She decided on a table near the back and ordered a large pepperoni. While waiting, she flagged the waiter. “I’ll have a light beer.” The possibility of employment called for celebration. Stephanie took a swallow and tried to imagine her new surroundings. What if Ms. du Bois really did live in a stately mansion, complete with its own ghost? That would be way cool.




  A group of college students hustled through the door and scooted into a booth. Maddie entered on their heels. Jangling bracelets announced her arrival.




  Stephanie waved to get her attention.




  As Maddie took her seat, Stephanie opened her purse and dangled the deposit slip. “Upfront money for travel and lodging, enough to cover a return trip.”




  Maddie plucked the flimsy paper from Stephanie’s fingers and squinted. Her dark brown eyes grew wide and sparkled.




  “Damn, girlfriend, you hit the jackpot.”




  Stephanie raised her arm and pulled it down as if playing a slot machine. “Cha-ching! It’s enough for two. Are you game? I hate the thought of traveling alone, and you might have better luck finding a job there.”




  “Get serious. I can’t just up and go in an instant. I—”




  “Come on, Maddie. Where’s your sense of adventure? We’ve been buried in books for four years. Finally a door opens. Don’t you want to see what’s on the other side?”




  “Don’t tempt me. You know I’m impetuous, but there’s…”




  “Yeah, I know—Trevor. He’s too much into partying to suit me, not to mention he has a serious gambling problem. But I don’t have to tell you that. Are you going to wait forever for him to get his act together?”




  Maddie tossed her short, black curls. “You must have listened in on our conversation last night. He swore he loved me, but he obviously loves his lifestyle more. You’re right. Maybe if I weren’t around, he’d realize what he’s throwing away. Okay, friend, if I don’t find a job in another week or two, look for me on your doorstep.”




  “Now you’re cooking. In the meantime, why don’t you check the Internet for schools in the Mandeville area? See what’s available.”




  * * * *




  Stephanie rubbed a weary eye and glanced at the passing Louisiana landscape. A wall of trees lined both sides of a monotonous, straight highway. Undoubtedly, the road ended somewhere, but that somewhere never seemed to get any closer.




  This morning she had hit the road at daybreak after a sleepless night in a mom-and-pop motel. While the sheets seemed clean and the mattress comfortable, she wondered what microscopic critters might be sharing her bed. Anyway, she wanted to reach Mandeville ahead of schedule. Better early than late for her job interview with the mysterious Alexis du Bois.




  The closer she got to her destination, the more her imagination ran amuck. This time tranquil images turned sinister. Moss scratched at white above-ground graves, and a cypress swamp beckoned unsuspecting victims. Hot, humid air carried with it the smell of mold.




  As a clammy palm slid down the steering wheel, she shook the thoughts from her head. She couldn’t afford to blow this job. Besides, what did she have to fear? Being alone was nothing new.




  She smoothed her black slacks and tugged her white shell into place, not wanting to look as if she had stepped out of a suitcase…which she had. Green eyes with flecks of black stared back from the rearview mirror. Yes, the eye shadow and mascara looked fresh, and thanks to a straightening iron, she had tortured her red hair into place.




  The horn of a semi blared. The Camry had drifted across the center line, and the grill of a Mack truck bore down on her. She gritted her teeth and swerved in time to avoid a collision. Shaken and embarrassed, she raised a sheepish hand in apology to the taillights of the eighteen-wheeler. Her car was no match for that monster of the highway.




  Stephanie shifted in her seat, sat erect, and concentrated on her driving. In the distance, a green sign indicated the Mandeville exit. She left the main highway, pulled into a service station, and sprinted for the bathroom. After freshening up, she topped off the gas tank.




  The August heat rose from the cement like a quivering veil. Perspiration coated her arms. Welcome to the South. Back in the car, she cranked up the air conditioning and retrieved Benson’s map from the glove compartment. A GPS was on her wish list, but for now, she was at the mercy of his squiggly drawing. Thank goodness he included written instructions.




  Go approximately five miles and turn right onto Lavey Road, a narrow, two-lane, blacktop with little or no shoulders. Drive slowly. Not all curves have warning signs. You definitely don’t want to run off the road. While the land might look firm, more than likely water lies beneath the surface.




  Great, she’d hate to miss a turn and end up in the swamp.




  Lavey Road ends at Shoreline Drive, so named because it follows the north shore of Lake Pontchartrain. Turn left. Look for a long, black, wrought-iron fence on your left. Vines cover most of the structure, but not so much that you’ll miss it. Every so often, a posted sign warns against trespassing. Keep an eye out for the driveway. The gate will be fastened but not locked. Be sure to close the gate once you’ve entered.




  Benson ended by enclosing his office and cell phone numbers, along with Alexis’s phone number. On paper, the directions looked straightforward. Even so, she placed the instructions within reach on the passenger’s seat.




  Lavey Road lived up to Benson’s description, one unmarked curve after another. Pine trees gave way to live oaks whose massive branches extended out twice as wide as the tree was high. From the size of the trunks, many were several hundred years old.




  When she reached Shoreline Drive, she slowed to a stop. On her right, she spotted several white graves clustered beneath boughs of an oak, not unlike those she had imagined earlier. Four rusted posts and a single chain fenced off the neglected area. Goosebumps covered her arms like the pebbled skin of an orange. She turned left and gunned the motor. Several miles later, the iron fence came into view.




  Just beyond the entrance, the driveway curved into the woods. She exited the car long enough to close the gate then drove at a snail’s pace, not knowing what to expect. The woods gave way to a manicured lawn. Azalea bushes dotted the landscape in front of an enormous, white house. Columns surrounded what looked like a three-story structure, but a closer look revealed that lattice panels on the lower level hid a raised foundation. A staircase led to the upper or first-floor living area.




  Stephanie stepped out of the car, mesmerized by the scene and intent on studying it further. On the upper or entrance level, wicker furniture sprawled across a wide porch that wrapped around the house. Ferns cascaded from tall stands. Geraniums in clay pots clustered beside wicker chairs and settees, offering a plethora of color—a perfect place to sit and write.




  When sheers moved in one of windows, she grabbed her purse from the car and closed the door. Whoever stood behind the curtain had disappeared. Stephanie climbed the steps and pushed the doorbell. Frosted etching on the leaded glass obscured the view of the interior.




  She smoothed her hair and licked her lips, ready for that all-important first impression.




  The door opened.




  Stephanie gasped and stumbled backwards as she came face-to-face with her mirror image.




  “It’s okay,” the woman said, taking Stephanie’s trembling hand. “I’ve waited so long for this moment.”




  “Who…are…you?”




  Tears brimmed in the woman’s eyes.




  “I’m your mother, and I’m dying.”




  Chapter 2




  Stephanie jerked her hand from the stranger. “Mother? My mother died a long time ago. Who the hell are you?”




  “I—”




  The woman’s mouth twisted into a grimace. She clutched her chest and teetered on the brink of collapse.




  Stephanie lunged forward, grabbed the fainting woman, and eased her to the floor.




  “Ca—can’t bre...” Eyes, wide with fear, finished what the woman couldn’t say.




  “Help! Somebody, help!”




  Not knowing if anyone was present, Stephanie fumbled in her purse for her cell phone.




  A door slammed. Thunderous footsteps echoed off the walls. A man wearing jeans and a long sleeved Chambray shirt rushed down the hall and dropped to a knee beside the woman. Perspiration soaked his underarms and back.




  “What happened,” he asked, scooping the semi-conscious woman into his arms.




  “I don’t know. She…she just collapsed.”




  He hesitated and stared hard at Stephanie, obviously startled by the comparison. Holding the woman, he hurried inside and up a staircase, scaling the steps two at a time.




  Stephanie followed, shocked and confused.




  The man spoke to the woman in a soft, calming voice. “It’s Jacob. You’re going to be okay, Alexis.” He entered a bedroom that was bathed with the scent of jasmine. After gently laying Alexis on a tester bed, he rummaged through prescription bottles cluttering the nightstand then tapped on her chin. “Keep this under your tongue.”




  “Should we call EMS?” Stephanie asked.




  Alexis frowned and shook her head.




  “Let’s give the medicine time to work,” Jacob said to Stephanie.




  Moments later, long deep breaths replaced her shallow breathing, and color returned to Alexis’s cheeks. “Thank—”




  “Don’t talk, just rest.” Jacob picked up an afghan from the foot of the bed and draped it across her.




  Alexis closed her eyes.




  Jacob motioned to Stephanie to have a seat, and he pulled a chair bedside her.




  After what seemed an eternity, Alexis’s eyes fluttered open.




  “How ya’ feeling?” Jacob asked.




  “Better.”




  “Should we call the doctor?”




  “No. I have what I need.” She gave a nod to the vials of prescriptions. Thanks for coming to my rescue again.” Alexis turned to Stephanie. “I’m sorry I frightened you.”




  “In more ways than one,” Stephanie said.




  “I’ll explain everything. I promise.”




  Damn straight you will. “Right now, you need to rest. When you’re better, you can reach me at the North Shore Inn.”




  “No need for you to leave. You can stay here.”




  “I’d rather not. I—”




  “Please.”




  Stephanie wanted answers, but Alexis was in no condition to proceed, and this house was giving her the creeps. Her parting words to Maddie came back to haunt her. Where’s your sense of adventure? …Finally a door opens. Don’t you want to see what’s on the other side? Maybe some doors should remain closed.




  “Let me think on it. We’ll talk again before I leave.”




  “Let’s give Alexis a little privacy,” Jacob said, before turning to Alexis. “We’ll be in the living room. Once I’m sure you’re okay, I’ll fetch Nina.”




  Jacob led the way downstairs and took a seat on the sofa. Stephanie sat on the edge of a matching parlor chair, poised to bolt for the door, if necessary. This was not turning out the way she thought it would. She came for a job interview, nothing else. How did she end up in the middle of chaos? Making sense of it seemed impossible.




  Unlike the cozy confines of the bedroom, the elaborate furnishings in the spacious room had an impersonal and cold quality. An enormous gilded mirror hung over a marble mantle. In the center of the room, a crystal chandelier descended from a plaster medallion. White walls with inset moldings complimented the French Provincial furnishings.




  “Who’s Nina?” Stephanie asked.




  “Nina Daystar, a Choctaw Indian who lives on the far end of the estate. She comes by a couple times a day to check on Alexis and to fix her meals. That’s her Chevy truck parked near the woods.”




  “Looks to me like Ms. du Bois could use full-time help. Can’t this Nina stay with her?”




  “Until you, Alexis never wanted anyone to stay at her place. I’m usually within earshot, and Alexis showed me what to give her should she collapse.” Jacob stood and rocked back on his heels. With his arms crossed, he studied her from head to toe. “Incredible,” he said, wiping a lock of blond hair from his forehead. “Who are you?”




  “Right now, I’m not too sure. I’m Stephanie Warren, here to interview with Ms. du Bois for a ghostwriting job. I never expected my double to open the door.”




  “Bet you didn’t.”




  “How’s that possible? Even more surprising, she claims to be my mother.” Stephanie shook her head. “I had parents. Surely they would have told me if I were adopted.”




  “Don’t look to me for answers. I’m just the carpenter.”




  “Are you related?”




  “I wish,” he said, glancing around the room. “Name’s Jacob Iverson. Alexis helped me out when no one else would.”




  “Why was that?”




  He rubbed the golden stubble on his face. Scars and fresh scrapes marked the back of his hands. “You sure do ask a lot of questions.”




  “If you suddenly stared yourself in the face, wouldn’t you?”




  “Either that, or I’d turn and run like hell.”




  Jacob’s smile had a calming effect. For the moment, her stomach stopped turning flips.




  “So, what do I do now?” Stephanie was speaking more to herself than to Jacob.




  “Be me, I’d stay and hear her out.”




  “She looks so young. Is she really dying?”




  “Nina told me Alexis’s doctor has said as much.” He stood, glancing at the staircase. “I think we’d better check on her.”




  Stephanie’s cell rang. “I’ll catch up with you in a minute.” She pulled the Nokia from her purse and checked the number. Not wanting to be overheard, she walked outside onto the porch. “Hi, Maddie.”




  Ever since Stephanie pushed the doorbell, her world had turned upside down. Maddie’s voice was a touch of reality.




  “So how’d it go?” Maddie asked.




  “Let’s just say I know how Alice felt when she tumbled down the rabbit’s hole.”




  “I don’t follow you.”




  Jacob opened the front door. “Alexis is asking for you.”




  “I heard that,” Maddie said. “Are you still interviewing?”




  “I guess. I’ll explain later.”




  Jacob and Stephanie returned to the bedroom.




  Alexis was propped up on pillows and didn’t seem to be in pain. “Jacob, would you mind getting me some water?”




  “Sure.”




  Stephanie listened to his footsteps on the stairs then heard ice cubes clink into a glass, the only sound in this eerily silent house. Leaning closer to the bed, Stephanie scrutinized her doppelganger.




  “I don’t blame you for staring.” Alexis’s eyes were mere slits. “I’m as shocked as you. I knew we favored, but nothing to this degree. As for the ghost writing position, I could think of no better way to get you here.”




  “Then the job offer is a hoax?”




  “Not at all. Believe me, you won’t find a more intriguing plot. Give me tonight to rest, and I’ll explain everything in the morning.”




  Jacob tapped on the doorframe before entering. “Here you go.” He handed Alexis a frosted tumbler.




  “Thanks.” She took a few sips and placed the glass on a coaster atop the night table. Looking up at Stephanie, she said, “You can have your pick of bedrooms.”




  Stephanie stepped away from the bed. “I’d rather not. You’re most gracious, but I’ve made reservations for the night.”




  Alexis’s mouth turned downward but she didn’t protest. “Perhaps you’ll reconsider after we’ve had a chance to talk.”




  “Maybe. Is nine o’clock tomorrow morning too early?”




  “That’s fine. I’ll expect you.”




  “Nice meeting you, Jacob.”




  “Same here.” He hooked his thumbs in his jean pockets. “I’m around most days until dark. If I can be of any help, let me know.”




  She nodded goodbye.




  Even though she stepped into the warmth of the sun, a chill settled in her bones. Alexis and that mausoleum of a house made it difficult to think clearly, and she needed time to try and make sense of this nightmare. She took one last look at the house in the rear view mirror.




  Oh yes, I’ll be here tomorrow, and I intend to get answers.




  * * * *




  Detective Quinton Cooper wiped the sweat from his brow and climbed behind the wheel of his black, 2007 Crown Victoria. He was about to call it a day when he received a dispatch. A cleaning man had stumbled upon a body behind a dumpster at a bar. No telling when Quinton’s shift would end now, especially since his partner was on vacation. Until Nate returned, he would have to pull double duty.




  He responded to the call, keeping his siren on through town and shutting it off when he cleared traffic and reached Shoreline Drive. There he accelerated on the empty stretch of road, not wanting to be last on the scene.




  From out of nowhere, a small compact shot from the woods and into his path. He gave a blast on his siren and swerved, barely avoiding a collision. “Damn, Yankee,” he cursed, noticing the New York license plate. A glimpse of white skin and long, red hair was all he saw as he passed. In his rearview mirror, he watched the car slow to a crawl.




  Corbin Lane was nothing more than a rutted, dirt road that led through a desolate stretch of woods to the edge of Lake Pontchartrain. Swirls of dust followed as he navigated pot holes.




  The coroner’s van and a couple of units were already on the scene. He parked and walked around the back of a run-down bar.




  A deputy who was hacking and spitting waved him under the yellow tape that secured the site. “Hey, Coop, you might want to stand downwind of this one.”




  “That bad, huh?” Quinton couldn’t imagine the body smelling any worse than others he had experienced in his eight years on the force.




  “Yeah, and I sucked in a damn fly,” the deputy said, wiping his eyes. “Ain’t no telling what’s crawling down my throat.”




  Quinton snickered, remembering the first time that happened to him. Homicide was a totally different gig from narcotics, which he worked before this assignment. Not to say that some of the suspects didn’t wind up dead, but nowadays, when he took a call, it was a given. It wasn’t his intention to switch from narcotics to homicide, but he didn’t have a choice.




  The victim lay on a plastic sheet in front of the dumpster. To avoid getting downwind, Quinton would have had to stand on the other side of the container. No way to do that and get a good view of the victim. The smell of decaying flesh smacked him in the face. Breathing through clenched teeth, he greeted the coroner. “How’d you get here so fast from Slidell?” he asked, taking a head shot with his cell phone.




  “I was in the vicinity and on my way to Hammond when I got the call. First time I beat you to a scene.”




  “So, what we got, Doc?”




  Doctor Henry Boyd shooed a swarm of flies and muttered a few profanities. “He has blunt force trauma to the head, but that isn’t what killed him. He was strangled with some kind of cord. I’d set death between twenty-four to thirty-six hours. I’ll know more precisely when I draw vitreous fluid.” Doc Boyd motioned to his assistant. “Okay, Eric, you can bag him.”




  The doctor stretched his thin, five-foot-seven frame into a slight arch and rubbed his lower back.




  “Any I.D.?” Quinton asked.




  Henry straightened up and pushed his clear, plastic-framed glasses up his nose. Being a much shorter man, he glanced up at Quinton. “Nope, and no visible tattoos or scars, either. He’s a little over six feet, slender, and not very muscular. Manicured nails, Polo shirt and shorts, and Sperry slip-on deck shoes say he wasn’t your typical lounge lizard. With no jewelry or wallet, someone might want us to think this was a robbery gone bad, but lividity tells me the victim was murdered elsewhere then dropped here. Maybe the autopsy will turn up something. I’ll get right on it. You can pick up my report tomorrow.”




  “Thanks, Doc.”




  Quinton joined the two deputies working the crime scene. Mandeville didn’t have the luxury of multi-personnel. Here, a few did the job of many. “Got something for me?”




  “We swept the area and didn’t find anything. I’m heading back to headquarters to download by digitals. I’ll leave a couple of photos on your desk.”




  “Has anyone besides us had a look at the deceased?”




  “Just the man who discovered the body and owner of the bar. The cleaning man found the victim about one o’clock when he started cleaning up for tonight. Claims he never saw the guy before. I told him to wait in the bar so you could question him. The owner’s there, too.”




  “What’s the janitor’s name?”




  “Curtis.”




  Quinton made a few notes, and proceeded toward the establishment. How the hell this rickety shack had survived past hurricanes was beyond him. He suspected the thick growth of surrounding cypress trees had shielded the joint. Unpainted siding helped to camouflage years of dirt and grime. A narrow wooden porch fronted the entrance, its tin roof supported by roughhewn posts. Beer bottles and trash littered the ground.




  He pushed open the front door and stepped into semi-darkness. The air conditioner rattled through the overhead vents, circulating stale perfume and cigarette smoke. When the smell of urine seeped into the mixture, Quinton moved away from the door leading to the men’s restroom.




  A gruff voice drifted across scattered tables and chairs.




  “We ain’t open.”




  Quinton eyed a burly man with arms folded, standing behind the counter.




  “I’m Detective Cooper,” he said, approaching the man. “Are you the owner?”




  The bartender gave one sharp nod of the head. “Sam Gunther, and I don’t know nothing about that out back. Curtis found him.”




  Quinton showed the picture on his cell phone. “Recognize him?”




  Sam stepped back as if the image might bite. “Never saw him before. Like I said, you need to talk to Curtis.” He pointed to a man nursing a beer in the corner of the bar. “He’s kinda shook up. I thought a drink might calm him down.”




  “Here’s my card…in case you hear anything.”




  Quinton headed toward the disheveled and unshaven figure. He’d met a million ‘Curtises’ before and every time he wondered what had happened to leave each man in such a state. What might this one have become if he had made different choices?




  Before reaching Curtis, Quinton smelled him. The man reeked of body odor and booze, and his Mardi Gras tee shirt hadn’t seen a washing machine in months. All the classic signs were there—bloodshot eyes, a nose covered in broken veins, and shaky hands. Seemed like every bar had a drunk for a janitor. Curtis dropped his head and slinked further down in his chair when Quinton approached.




  “I’d like to ask you a few questions.” Once again, Quinton displayed the picture on his cell.




  Curtis glanced at the photo then twisted his head to one side. “I hoped I’d never have to look at him again. He scared the hell out of me. Like I told the cop, I don’t know nothing about how he got there.”




  Quinton hadn’t expected to hear anything different, but he had to ask. Before leaving, he gave the man his card.




  The watchful eyes of the bartender followed him to the front door. Once outside, Quinton took a couple of deep breaths. Fresh air never smelled so good. Back in his car, he cranked up the air conditioner and studied the picture of the victim again. He might remain anonymous in a big city, but not so in a small town. Someone would identify him.”




  Wanting a better picture, Quinton drove to headquarters and picked up a digital print of the deceased. By sundown, he had covered several businesses along Shoreline Drive as well as a few establishments on side roads. He came up empty at every place. Since the North Shore Inn was close by and catered to a more refined clientele, Quinton decided to give it a shot before calling it a day, even though he really wanted to head home and catch up on some Z’s. Red, swollen eyes stared back from the rearview mirror and confirmed his lack of sleep. Last night wasn’t the first time he’d mulled over a cold case until the wee hours. Yes, he realized some cases would remain unsolved, but ‘give up’ wasn’t a part of his vocabulary. One incident in particular wouldn’t turn loose of him.




  It involved a missing girl, Sandra Creswell, a high school senior, a cheerleader, and honor student. She disappeared, following a football game when her date left to use the men’s room. When he returned, she was gone. He couldn’t find her anywhere. It was as though she’d vanished into thin air.




  “Hundreds of students milling about, and no one saw her?” Quinton asked himself for the umpteenth time.




  Two days later, a man picking up aluminum cans found Sandra’s purse in a ditch alongside Shoreline Drive within view of Lake Pontchartrain. A discolored spot tested positive for blood, her blood. He looked for similar cases in the adjoining states, but nothing matched, and the investigation hit a brick wall.




  Was she still alive? Didn’t seem likely, but stranger things had happened. Was this a random act of violence by a drifter or the doings of a serial killer? His gut told him that whoever did this was right here in Mandeville. Yes, last night wasn’t the first time he’d lost sleep over a case, and he was sure it wouldn’t be his last.




  Cars packed the hotel’s parking lot. While cruising for an empty place, he spotted the white car with New York tags, the one that pulled in front of him earlier, and he called in the plate. The Toyota was registered to a Stephanie Warren, born September 2, 1989, Hanson, New York. Vitals—five foot ten, red hair, green eyes, weight 135. He’d keep his eye out for her. After all, he wouldn’t be doing his duty if he didn’t warn her to drive carefully.




  Before exiting his vehicle, he dug a bottle of Visine out of the glove compartment. Like sandpaper absorbing turpentine, the medication burned as he squeezed a few drops into each eye. He blinked away the pain and entered the lobby of the hotel. A floral scent and cold air conditioning enveloped him, quite a refreshing change from his previous stops.




  The desk clerk, a squeaky clean youngster in a pressed white shirt and red tie, made eye contact. “May I help you?”




  Quinton showed his I.D. and placed a photo on the counter. “Jerome,” Quinton said, reading the employee’s name tag. “Ever see this guy?”




  “Why that’s—” The young man’s face paled. “Perhaps you’d better speak with the manager. Give me a minute. The boss will want this.” He printed an invoice from the computer then led the way into an office behind the check-in counter. “Detective Cooper wants to talk with you about one of our guests.” He handed the manager the printout and excused himself.




  “Herman Stevens,” the manager said, offering his hand. “Please, have a seat, Mr. Cooper. How may I be of assistance?”




  Quinton took a seat, slid the photograph across the desk, and studied the manager’s reaction. Talk about a stone face. Quinton made a mental note never to play poker with Mr. Stevens.




  “What happened?”




  “It appears he was strangled.”




  “That’s gruesome…and definitely not good for business. He’s Frederick Stovall, a frequent guest.” He pushed the computer printout across the desk to Quinton. “This should give you some information.”




  Quinton scanned the sheet—Frederick Stovall, New Orleans, drug rep for Aregon Pharmaceuticals. Another section included the man’s driver’s license number, make of car, and license plate number.




  “It says here he checked in Monday afternoon. How often did Mr. Stovall visit and did he meet with anyone in particular?”




  “I’d have to check my records, but I remember seeing him most weekends. How and with whom he spent his time, I wouldn’t know. Jerome would be more likely to notice the guests’ comings and goings.”




  Quinton rose and shook hands. “Thanks. You’ve been most helpful.”




  On his way out, Quinton stopped again at the front desk.




  “Can you tell me anything about Mr. Stovall’s stay at the hotel?” Quinton asked Jerome.




  “He seemed to be big on fishing and always chartered an offshore trip. In fact, the minute he checked in, he headed for the marina. He didn’t even bother to bring in his luggage.”




  “When was that?”




  “Monday night around seven. Mr. Stovall said he was on vacation and planned to make the most of the week.”




  “Would you happen to know the name of his guide?”




  “He always used Captain Dugas, owner of the Scavenger. The bartender at Runnels can tell you where to find him.”




  Runnels, a long-time restaurant and bar at the marina, was located a short walk from the hotel across the parking lot. Before heading in that direction, Quinton decided to see if he could locate the victim’s car since no vehicle was found at the scene. Three rows back, a late model Porsche fit the description. A call to dispatch confirmed the registration. Quinton made a cursory inspection—no blood, broken glass, or anything that would suggest a struggle. He called for a unit to dust for prints and impound the vehicle. After the officers arrived, Quinton left to find the fishing guide.




  Like other establishments in the area, Runnels had undergone major repairs following Hurricane Katrina. Improvements included expanded decking which gave visitors a great view of the lake and a terrific spot to chill. One thing that hadn’t changed was the food—best on the North Shore.




  Quinton stepped inside just as a waiter passed with a tray full of entrees. The tantalizing whiff of onion rings and fried seafood reminded him that all he had in his stomach was the acid-eating remains of a cup of coffee. He made his way to the bar and in front of the sign that read, “Charter a Boat - Place Order Here.”




  The bartender, a buxom female with a heavy dose of makeup, finished serving a customer then glanced in his direction. “What’ll it be, handsome?”




  “Where can I find Captain Dugas?”




  “You can’t, at least not until Friday. He left out this evening with a group for a two-day fishing trip. You want to charter his boat?”




  Quinton rubbed the day-long stubble on his chin, slipped his wrinkled suit coat over his arm, and loosened his tie. Her eyes never stopped checking him out. Oh, to crawl into her head. From the curl of her lips, she seemed to like what she saw.




  “Nah, I’ll catch him later. Give me an oyster poboy, fries, and a Coke.”




  She scribbled the order on a pad and handed him a glass of ice and a Coke. “I’ll call when your order’s ready.”




  Quinton took a seat at a nearby table and canvassed the crowded restaurant. Near a front window, he spotted a redhead who fit the description from the DMV. What the statistics failed to report was how well she was put together—best looking thing he’d seen around here in quite a while. He paid special attention as she raised a wine glass to her lips. No diamond solitaire or wedding band adorned her finger. Things were looking even better.




  He wouldn’t mind getting to know her, find out what brought her to Mandeville, but that was easier said than done. Give him a witness, and he never lacked for words, but when it came to women…well, that took a little more effort on his part. What he needed here was a soft touch, not one where he came across like he was grilling her. He decided on a simple introduction then he’d remind her that she had pulled out in front of him. She would apologize at which time he would welcome her to Louisiana and remind her to drive carefully.




  “Number twelve,” the bartender shouted.




  Quinton pulled the receipt from his shirt pocket and paid for the meal. No gimmicks, he said to himself, just an introduction after which he would ask to join her.




  Good plan, but bad timing. He turned to find her engaged in conversation with a familiar face, Jacob Iverson. That surprised him. He knew Jacob worked for Ms. du Bois and had become somewhat of a recluse. But the man certainly wasn’t blind. Moments later, Jacob accompanied her out the door.
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