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Family is everything to me.
 I’ve grown into the woman I am because of the lessons I’ve learned from those who came before me.

I hope that, as I’ve gone through life, I have grown to become the person that my family wanted me to be. I pray that when I leave this earth, that I will have left behind enough of me to guide those who come after.

I want them to be able to speak my name with pride and love, and know that no matter how far away my soul will travel, my heart will always be with them.

So I’m dedicating this book to families. Good or bad. Large or small. They are our beginning, and ultimately, all that’s left of us when we’re gone.
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One



Sunday afternoon—Bordelaise, Louisiana

A storm was brewing, and Nick Aroyo could tell, even from inside the Bordelaise Police Department, that it was going to be a strong one. The day had begun with sunshine and a breeze, but for the past couple of hours the wind had continued to rise, until now it had elevated to a high-pitched whine that he could hear through the three-foot-thick concrete block walls of his jail cell.

For Nick, jail was the last damn place he needed to be, but getting arrested on a Friday night in Bordelaise, Louisiana, meant you awaited the judge’s pleasure when it came to a “prompt” arraignment, and for whatever reason, this time it wasn’t happening until Monday.

In his other life, away from the undercover world of the DEA, Sunday meant sleeping in, hot wings and watching football on TV. But there would be none of that today. The jailer had yet to pick up their food trays from lunch, and the cockroach crawling on top of his leftover macaroni and cheese was so damn big he was afraid to turn his back on it. As for sleeping, at four inches over six feet tall, there was no way Nick could get comfortable on a jail bunk. So he paced, thinking about the three other men he’d been running with for the past eight months and who’d been arrested with him, and trying not to think of the luxurious extra-long mattress back in his Miami condo. Even though he knew his mother was keeping an eye on his place, he was anxious to put this case behind him and go home.

There had been a time when he’d thrived on undercover work, but the older he got, the more he realized that real life was passing him by. He had yet to have one serious relationship survive his unexplained absences, and at thirty-six, his own biological clock was ticking. He wanted someone to come home to and a kid who called him Daddy.

Suddenly he became aware that the wind outside had changed to a roar and a siren was going off somewhere, and when something hit the roof of the jail with such force that he felt the vibration beneath his feet, he ducked. To his horror, seconds later the corner of the roof began to lift. Knowing he only had moments to take cover, he grabbed his mattress, hit the floor, then slid beneath the frame of his bunk, pulling the mattress in on top of him.

The sounds that followed were like something out of a nightmare. The air became a living, breathing banshee—screaming nonstop and ripping the roof and rafters from above him before sucking them up into its vortex.

He clutched the mattress against him, then closed his eyes as he began to be pelted by rain and flying debris. Suddenly something hit the bottom of his boot with such force that his entire body slid a foot to the north.

Above the wind, he could hear a scream and thought it was Wayman French, one of the men with whom he’d been arrested. Then the winds ripped the mattress from his grasp, pulled him out from under the bunk and slammed him against the front of the jail cell. Before he could get a grip on the bars, his body went flying backward, slamming up against a wall; then he was turned around and slammed back against the bars. Realizing he’d just been handed a second chance, he locked his arms through the bars and ducked his head, trying to protect his face and eyes from the rain and wind-whipped debris. The last thing he was thinking was that his mother would have to identify his body; then something hit the back of his head and everything went black.

 

When Nick came to he was laying on his back, looking up at the sky, rain pelting his face. The roof was gone, as was the back wall of his cell.

His first thought was to make a run for it. He needed to contact his boss, Stewart Babcock, the deputy chief of the DEA, and tell him where he’d hidden eight months worth of intel. It would suck to have spent the last months of his life in the underbelly of society and then die before he could turn over the goods. The info was comprehensive—from the lowest of runners all the way to the top man in the drug ring—and it mattered too much for him to lose it.

Nick staggered to his feet, slipping once on the rain-slicked floor before he finally gained steady footing. A quick body check revealed he was bleeding in several places, although nothing that appeared deep or serious. There was a knot on the back of his head and it hurt to breathe, but he’d didn’t think any ribs were broken. After a quick scan of the alley behind the jail, he crawled out over the rubble that had been the back wall and started moving, looking to see if the other three men were alive.

Lou Drake was the first to climb out to meet him—a stocky, bald-headed man of average height and less than average intelligence, and vicious without thought. He was wild-eyed and bleeding but obviously mobile, as he jumped over a hunk of drywall and clapped Nick on the back.

“Damn! Can you believe we lived through that? Let’s make a run for it before someone comes looking to see what happened.”

“What about Tug and Wayman?” Nick asked.

Lou shrugged as if the French brothers were no longer his concern, then frowned when Nick climbed back into the building.

“Fuck it,” he said. “It’s every man for himself.”

Nick turned. “Then run, damn it. If they’re still breathing, I’m not leaving them behind.”


Lou cursed but knew enough to realize he would need more than his street smarts to get through the backwaters of Louisiana. He was originally from Detroit. His comfort zone was the streets, not alligator-infested swamps.

Wayman French was conscious, but pinned beneath debris. He could hear the others talking and was already calling for help. When he saw Nick climbing toward him over a pile of concrete blocks and rafters, he started waving his arms.

“My leg! I’m caught!” he said urgently, pointing to the piece of rafter that had fallen on top of the bunk where he’d been lying, pinning him to it.

Nick pointed at Lou. “Get in here and help me!” he said, and together, they began moving rubble, sliding around in the rain, until Way was free.

Way rolled out of the bunk onto his knees, then pushed himself up from the rain-soaked, debris-strewn floor.

“Thanks, man,” he said, and then started looking for his brother, who’d been in the next cell. “Tug! Tug! Oh, damn, I don’t see him!”

Lightning snaked across the sky, followed by a loud rumble of thunder, as Nick crawled over into the next cell and began digging through the rubble. Tug French was the undisputed leader of their gang, but he was nowhere in sight.

Way’s panic increased as he started to sob. “The twister…the twister…it musta’ took him.”

Then they heard a moan and saw a hand slide out from beneath a chunk of drywall. They scrambled forward, their movements frantic as they began removing rubble, knowing that with each passing second, their chances of escape were lessening.

When they heard the first siren, Nick’s hopes fell. They were going to get arrested again before they even got off the block. He could, of course, confess his identity to the locals, but it would end his career as an undercover operative, plus, if word got out before his boss got the information, the possibility existed that the big dogs could make a getaway, and they were the ones Babcock wanted most.

The sirens set Lou off. He began to curse. “The longer we wait, the more certain we’re gonna get caught!”

Wayman French was large in size and a little slow in the head, but the thought of leaving his big brother behind wasn’t on the table. He grabbed Lou by the throat with one hand and started squeezing—just enough to remind the other man that he could still die today.

“You help get Tug free or I will break your fuckin’ neck,” Wayman said.

“Both of you! Shut up!” Nick said urgently. “Someone’s gonna hear the noise. Lou! Grab the end of that rafter. Way, you grab Tug’s shoulders. When I say so, you drag him out from under this, okay?”

Way gave Lou a last glaring look, then slid his hands beneath Tug’s arms and waited. Nick and Lou grabbed opposite ends of the rafter.

“Okay, Lou. On three.” Nick began the countdown. “One. Two. Three. Lift!”


They gripped and lifted in unison, putting every ounce of their strength into the effort—and the rafter moved—just enough.

Suddenly Tug was free.

Way swung him up into his arms, then threw him over his shoulder and started climbing out of the demolished jail. Nick and Lou followed.

The rain had become a downpour, and they could hear sirens as they ran—an indication that the rescue efforts had begun. Way was limping but showed no signs of stopping. Tug was bleeding profusely from the head, but the rain would wash away the blood along with their tracks. What they needed was a car and something to wear besides jail-bait orange if they were going to have any chance of making a getaway.

Just as they turned a corner, Nick saw that the department store across the street had taken a direct hit, and that most of the front of the building was missing.

“In there!” he shouted, and darted across the street and into the store with the others right behind him.

The once neat shelves had been emptied of goods and the racks of clothing strewn about in chaotic abandon by the force of the wind. They began combing through the jumble, looking for something in their sizes.

Nick was relieved to find jeans long enough to fit and quickly changed, ripping tags off the pants and a T-shirt before putting them on.

Tug had regained consciousness. He was groggy and in obvious pain, but he knew enough to get out of his prison garb. When Wayman found a pair of jeans and a shirt in Tug’s size, Tug put them on. As Lou began to change, he tossed his prison uniform on the floor in plain sight.

“Hide it,” Nick said, pointing to the neon orange jumpsuit Lou had just abandoned.

Lou shoved them in among the rest of the debris just as Tug staggered and slumped against a table. Wayman grabbed him, frantically trying to rouse his brother.

“Tug! Tug! Are you all right?”

“He needs a doctor,” Nick said.

“Hell, no,” Tug muttered. “No doctor.”

Nick swore beneath his breath. “It’s your funeral,” he said, then grabbed a package of men’s undershirts, tore them open, ripped one into strips and bandaged the open wound on Tug’s head.

“That’ll slow the bleeding down, but it won’t fix what’s wrong,” he said.

Tug pushed away his hand. “Let’s just get out of here.”

Moments later they were back on the street, minus their prison garb but still afoot.

Nick’s ribs were getting sorer by the minute, Wayman was definitely dragging his right leg, and Nick could tell by the way Tug was moving that he was about to pass out again. They needed a ride.

All of a sudden an ambulance shot across the intersection in front of them. Nick stopped, then held his breath, certain they would be seen, but the driver never even looked their way. As soon as it passed, Nick made a decision.


“Way, take Tug into that alley and stay out of sight. Lou and I will find wheels and come back for you.”

“Hell, no!” Wayman said. “We don’t split up.”

“They’ll be looking for four men, not two,” Nick said. “And Tug’s about to pass out. I won’t leave you. I swear.”

Wayman wavered. He glanced meaningfully at Lou and then back at Nick. “He would.”

Nick put a hand on Wayman’s arm. “He’s free to go anywhere he wants. But I don’t run with Drake. Tug’s the boss. I’ll be back.”

Wayman took a deep breath, eyeing the expression on Nick Aroyo’s face, then finally nodded.

“Yeah…okay, but hurry.”

“As fast as I can,” Nick said. “Just stay out of sight and stay put.”

Wayman led his brother into the alley as Nick and Lou dashed across the street.

“Smooth move,” Lou said as they continued to run, dodging downed power lines, broken glass and miscellaneous debris.

“It wasn’t a move. I meant what I said,” Nick said.

Lou glared “Then you’re a fool, taking a chance on getting caught for them. They wouldn’t do the same for you.”

“I walk my own path,” Nick said. “So…either you’re part of the problem—in which case, beat it—or you’re part of the solution, in which case keep an eye out for a pharmacy and wheels big enough for all four of us.”

“Pharmacy? What the hell for?”


“Tug needs first aid.”

Lou cursed beneath his breath, muttering something about ass-kissing and do-gooder.

Nick ignored him as they ran, making sure to stay out of sight of the growing number of rescue vehicles. When they finally found the drugstore, a tree from the town square had been driven through the plate glass windows and the door was standing ajar.

“Time for a little shopping,” Nick said, and darted into the doorway, past the limbs and broken glass. He grabbed a large sack from behind the checkout stand and handed another one to Lou. “Get bottles of water and food…crackers, energy bars…candy bars…whatever you can find.”

Lou headed toward the cooler on the west wall, while Nick started down the aisles, looking for first aid. The window between the pharmacy and the rest of the store had been shattered. He vaulted over the counter, scanning the shelves until he found antibiotics and painkillers, then headed back to the front, grabbing gauze, surgical tape and alcohol. After making sure no one was in sight, he and Lou slipped out of the store and bolted across the street.

They walked up on an older model Lincoln one block over. The doors of the big white car weren’t locked, and when Nick slid in behind the steering wheel and pulled down the visor, a set of keys dropped into his lap.

Lou chortled as he jumped in beside him. “I love me some stupid, small-town hicks!”

Nick thrust the key in the ignition. The engine fired up on the first turn. They pulled away from the curb, retracing their steps until they were back where they’d parted company. Seconds later Wayman came running out, dragging Tug along with him. The look on his face was nothing short of joyous.

“Way to score!” Wayman said, as he opened the back door and shoved Tug inside. “I didn’t think you would come back,” he added, and clapped Nick on the back. “I owe you, man…big-time.”

“Just taking care of business,” Nick said shortly. “All of you, get down. If anyone sees four men driving out of town in this car, someone might put two and two together later.”

“Right!” Wayman said, and slid down in the backseat, pulling Tug with him.

Nick accelerated carefully, not wanting to call attention to their exit from Bordelaise, but as he drove he realized he needn’t have worried. The town was in chaos. People were running from one point to another, some covered in blood, others moving in zombielike fashion, all shocked by what they’d just lived through. No one noticed a big white Lincoln moving through the streets, and if they had, they wouldn’t have thought a thing about it. Who wouldn’t want out of this hellhole?

Still, Nick didn’t relax until he could see the city limit sign in the rearview mirror.

“We’re clear,” he said.

Lou and Wayman sat up, but Tug didn’t move. It was just as well. Short of a doctor and a hospital, rest was all they could offer him.


 

Amalie Pope was going home. Yesterday morning she’d left Jasper, Texas, for her grandmother’s house in Louisiana—most likely for good. It was a safe bet that she wasn’t going back to teaching—at least not there. The memories of Jasper’s recent high school graduation still haunted her. She had yet to get through an entire night without reliving the sight of Pauly Jordan coming into the high school auditorium with a gun. Four students, two teachers and two parents had died that night, while six others were wounded before Pauly was taken down.

Amalie was one of the six.

Momentarily stunned by the outbreak of shooting, she had frozen in place, thinking that there had to be a rational explanation for what was happening. It wasn’t until Pauly swung the gun toward a student who was standing right beside her that she’d jumped in front of the boy and taken the bullet meant for him. The miracle was that she lived to tell the tale.

But after her release from the hospital weeks later, staying in Jasper was no longer an option. All she could think about was going home.

Now she drove with one eye on the blacktop and the other on the sky. Hurricane-spawned storms were moving across the state but weren’t predicted in this area until mid to late afternoon. She wanted to get to Nonna’s house before any bad weather hit. It made her sad to know that her grandmother would never be there to greet her again, and she was still struggling with the guilt of how Nonna had died.

Upon learning Amalie had been shot, Laura Pope had suffered a heart attack and never regained consciousness. Being the only living relative, Amalie had inherited everything: the family home—a three-story antebellum house in need of a little TLC—and enough money to never have to work another day in her life. It hurt to think that Nonna had been buried without her knowledge or presence, but she knew it couldn’t be helped. And after the month Amalie had just lived through, she was trying to turn loose of guilt, not add to it.

Her healing shoulder wound was beginning to ache from the long drive, and she glanced at the time, trying to gauge how much longer she had to go before reaching her destination, when something flew across her line of vision. Before she could react, it hit the passenger side of the windshield with a loud, shattering thump.

She ducked on instinct, and as she did, the car swerved toward the ditch. At the last moment Amalie thought to hit the brakes before she ran off the road, and as soon as she skidded to a stop she quickly slammed the car into Park.

Except for the heartbeat hammering in her ear, everything was quiet. Adrenaline was still rushing as she started to shake.

“Oh, my God…oh, my God,” she whispered, then leaned her forehead against the steering wheel, fighting the urge to throw up. This was not the way to get over PTSD.


Frustrated by this weakness she couldn’t seem to control, she looked up, combing shaky fingers through her short dark hair as she began to investigate.

There was a crack in the windshield, along with a good-size amount of blood and feathers. Upon closer examination, she could tell that the large bird now lying on her hood—it looked like a hawk—had just flown into the windshield. When her focus shifted to the blood and gore, the view began to morph. In a panic, she covered her eyes, but the memory was too strong. As she shuddered violently, the flashback overwhelmed her.

 

The auditorium was filling rapidly with graduating seniors, and their friends and families, anxious to mark this rite of passage into the beginning of adulthood. Normally Amalie Pope was the high school art teacher, but tonight she was handing out programs at the door as people filed through to get a seat.

The superintendent, Jacob Strand, was walking into the auditorium to take his place on the stage. The hall was full of people laughing and talking and snapping pictures, anxious to commemorate this night. There was nothing out of the ordinary to warn her of what was about to happen.

When she saw Pauly Jordan walk in alone, she frowned. He would have been graduating tonight along with his classmates, except for the fact that he’d been caught dealing drugs on the school grounds and expelled a month earlier. It occurred to her that he might try to make trouble, but that thought didn’t prepare her for the handguns he pulled out of his pockets.

Before Amalie could think, he took aim at the superintendent and fired. Blood splattered on the wall behind Jacob as the bullet went through his chest. He was dead before he hit the floor.

The shot was still echoing when everyone began to scream.

After that, Amalie’s memory became vague. She remembered seeing people falling and blood splattering, and vaguely remembered jumping in front of another student as Pauly screamed his name. After that, all she remembered was the impact of the shot and being knocked off her feet. Then she was falling…falling…as everything faded from sight.

She’d awakened the next day in a hospital. Four days later, when the doctors thought she could handle it, she was informed of her grandmother’s death. After that, her world had come the rest of the way undone.

 

A distant rumble of thunder dragged her back to the present. She could hear her psychiatrist’s voice telling her to focus—focus. She opened her eyes, then looked away from the window.

Still trembling, she put the car in Reverse and backed away from the edge of the ditch. Her stomach lurched again as she caught sight of the window.

“You are not a woman who faints at the sight of blood,” she muttered, although it had been happening lately with some regularity. Even a paper cut made her stomach turn.

She got out of the car, pulled the dead bird from the hood and tossed it in the ditch.

“And you are also not going to throw up,” she added, as she eyed the blue Chevrolet Impala, making sure nothing else had been damaged.

Satisfied, she got back inside the car, turned on the windshield washer and kept it running until the blood was gone, then put the car in gear and drove away.








Two



Even though the rest of the drive was uneventful, by the time Amalie reached her destination the pain in her shoulder was constant and she was fighting a headache.

She’d been coming to her grandmother’s house her entire life and knew the road as well as she knew her own name, but as she began to slow down to take the turn, she realized the kudzu vines had become so thick that the house was no longer visible from the road. It gave her an eerie feeling, as if the old plantation house had disappeared along with Nonna.

She hadn’t been here since Easter, and the overgrown property was an obvious reminder of Nonna’s age and declining health. In years past her grandmother would never have let the grounds go in such a way. Guilt rose as she took the turn. She should have come back sooner, not settled for phone calls and letters.

But her guilt and her tension disappeared as she drove closer to the house. All she could think about was crawling into bed and sleeping for about a week. Even if the landscaping had been let go, in a way it wasn’t such a bad thing—at least for the time being. She’d come here to recuperate, not to fill up her social calendar. If Nonna’s neighbors knew she was here, they would all want to come pay their respects. A formal welcome-to-the-neighborhood and so-sorry-for-your-loss kind of thing. Something she wasn’t ready to face. She wanted the first few days to herself.

Then she rounded the curve and the old three-story antebellum mansion came into view at last. Breath caught in the back of her throat as she hit the brakes. Still imposing, even though its splendor was slightly fading—and it was hers. The Vatican.

She rarely thought about the name, a presumptuous, if somewhat understandable, choice given to the place over a century ago. The house had always belonged to the Popes—from Joaquin Pope, who claimed the land in 1804, to herself, Amalie Pope, the latest heir. The name had seemed fitting.

Amalie’s fingers curled around the steering wheel as she thought about the loneliness she was about to face. Then she stifled her self-pity and continued up the driveway, passing live oaks dripping with gray Spanish moss, unruly azalea bushes and wildly blooming crepe myrtles in various shades of pinks and reds, all of them sadly in need of a seasonal trim.

She drove around to the back, choosing, for the time being, to keep her car out of sight. As she got out, she glanced up at the sky. The clouds were building as the sky continued to darken, but that didn’t matter to her now. The Vatican had weathered two-hundred-plus years of weather. Today would be no different.

She got her suitcase out of the trunk, unlocked the door and set the suitcase just inside the kitchen before going back to get the groceries. She’d brought enough food to last her for at least ten days, which should be long enough for her to settle in before she made the fifteen-mile trip into Bordelaise to set up a bank account and formally announce her arrival.

By the time she’d carried in the last of her things, her shoulder was in serious pain. As she shut the door behind her, she paused, admiring the stainless steel appliances, the white kitchen cabinets with china-blue knobs, and the salt-and-pepper colored granite on the countertops. But that was where renovation ended. The wide plank floors were still the original cypress, the hooks and nooks lining the walls still bore the marks of generations, and the kitchen table and chairs were antique cherrywood. To a designer, it would appear to be a successful blending of eras, but to Amalie, it was simply home.

Refusing to acknowledge the lump in her throat, she stowed the groceries—meat and dairy in the refrigerator, bread in the old breadbox, and the rest of the stuff in the pantry. Someone had obviously come in and cleaned out the refrigerator after Nonna died. Probably one of her grandmother’s quilting friends. The only items still inside were the things that wouldn’t spoil, like pickles and jam.


All the while Amalie was working, she caught herself listening for Nonna’s footsteps, half expecting her to show up in the doorway with a big smile on her face and a welcoming hug. But that wasn’t going to happen. Amalie slid the last can onto the pantry shelf while blinking back tears, then retrieved her suitcase and left the room.

As she paused in the hallway, she cocked her head to listen—something she’d seen Nonna do a hundred times, claiming that the creaks and groans, the pops and scratching, were just signs of the old mansion telling her things needed to be done, things ranging from something as simple as the grandfather clock needing winding to water leaking somewhere. But today the house felt different—even hollow.

Had it lost its voice when Laura Pope died?

Amalie felt as abandoned as the house appeared. Even when her parents had died in a wreck when she was eleven, she’d still had Nonna. Now the old matriarch was gone, and Amalie Pope was the last surviving member of a once prolific and thriving family.

She allowed herself another moment of regret, then proceeded up the hall to the grand foyer. She paused at the foot of the old staircase, remembering the countless times she’d come down the sweeping banister backward—to her parents dismay and Nonna’s laughter—then considered her choice of beds.

There was a bedroom on the ground floor. It would be convenient but somewhat sterile. Nothing of her grandmother’s personality would be there. The other bedrooms, including Nonna’s, were upstairs on the second floor. The third floor, which had once been servants’ quarters, was vacant of furnishings and no longer in use except for storage.

Amalie thought of all the times she’d awakened in the middle of the night and gone to her grandmother’s bed for comfort. All the times she’d spent under the covers at Nonna’s side, listening to her reading chapters of The Wind in the Willows and Watership Down. As the memories flooded in, Amalie realized her decision had been made. She chose the stairs, pulling the suitcase up behind her as she went.

When she reached the landing she paused again, gazing down the wide expanse of hallway toward the half-dozen bedrooms beyond. She had learned to roller skate down this hall, taking care not to bother the huge bouquets that always stood on the marble-topped tables standing sentinel midway down. Now the tables were as empty as the house.

For a moment she thought she smelled jasmine, Nonna’s favorite scent, then chalked it up as a fantasy. A muscle jerked near the side of her mouth—a small but physical sign of her fragile hold on her emotional stability. Weighted down with a feeling of malaise, she moved to Nonna’s room, opened the door and walked inside.

The room had not been redecorated in Amalie’s lifetime, and the familiar sight of off-white walls and cypress floors polished by centuries of wear were more than comforting. Nonna’s four-poster cherrywood bed seemed huge without her in it, but the mauve colored duvet with bolsters to match reminded her of Nonna. White lace curtains hung over a pair of long narrow windows, and across the room stood an ancient wardrobe, also made of cypress and now used to store linens. Part of the room had been remodeled during her grandfather’s time to include a large walk-in closet and a private bath. A perfect room for the lady of the house.

It didn’t take long to unpack her one suitcase. All the rest of her belongings, including her computer and art supplies, were still in Texas in storage. As soon as she had her things put away, she dug out her pain pills and headed for the bathroom. Her movements were mechanical as she downed the meds, used the facilities and then kicked off her shoes before climbing into bed. Once her head hit the pillow, she began to relax, comforted by the familiar in a world that kept letting her down. After a while, she slept.

Outside, the sky continued to darken as the storm front moved inland. Intermittent rain began to fall, dotting the dust in sparse polka dots that quickly turned to muddy rivulets. The sound was somewhat muffled by the third story of the house. But when the wind began to rise, causing tree branches to thump against the walls, Amalie woke abruptly, thinking she was hearing gunshots.

Heart pounding in a hard, erratic beat, she broke out in a cold sweat as she gave the room a panicked sweep. Although nothing seemed amiss, her stomach roiled. Overcome by the sudden onset of nausea, she threw back the covers and bolted for the bathroom.

By the time the feeling had passed, her legs felt like rubber. It wasn’t until she was washing her face that she began to realize there was more to the storm than a little rain.

Still shaking from the adrenaline rush of the flash back, she ran to the windows.

Wind was whipping the limbs on the trees as if they were nothing but tiny twigs and the rain was coming down in sheets. As she watched, a huge limb suddenly broke from one of the larger trees and went flying across the yard. Before she could react, more debris came flying past the window from another direction.

She’d lived in Texas long enough to know that winds coming from more than one direction at the same time meant a vortex. And that likely meant a tornado. Getting to the ground floor and an inside closet as fast as she could was paramount to survival.

Without taking time to get her shoes, she flew out of the room and down the stairs, unable to believe she was already facing another life-or-death situation. The moment she hit the ground floor, she took an immediate right, running for the closet under the stairs. The last time she’d hidden in there she’d been ten and hiding because she didn’t want to go home. She grabbed the doorknob and gave it a twist, but the door wouldn’t give.

“No, no, no, this isn’t happening,” she muttered, as she continued to tug, but the wood was swollen from the ever-present humidity.

Suddenly something crashed against the house with a loud thud. Panicked that the next object might come through a window, she began to tug harder and harder until, suddenly, the door was open.

Amalie fell backward, landing hard on her elbows and jarring her healing shoulder and back. Ignoring the pain, she scrambled to her knees and crawled into the closet, pulling the door shut behind her.

She wouldn’t let herself think about the possibility of spiders as she hunkered down inside. Outside, the wind had turned into a roar. She curled up into a ball and began to pray, although she’d already tempted fate by living through being shot. She couldn’t help but wonder if her last free pass was already gone.

 

Amalie had no idea how long she stayed in the closet, but it was the absence of wind that gave her the courage to finally come out. When she did, all she heard was rain on the roof. Relieved that the storm had passed and she was still in one piece, she began going from room to room, then up through all three stories, checking windows and ceilings to make sure nothing was broken or leaking. To her relief, the house and windows seemed solid.

She was counting her blessings as she entered the kitchen, but when she glanced out a window and saw her car, her relief was dashed. A huge limb from one of the older live oaks was lying across the back half of it, crushing part of roof.

“Well, perfect,” she muttered, then stopped and counted her blessings. If this was all that was damaged, she wouldn’t complain.

She thought about going to inspect it more closely, then eyed the muddy yard and rain and changed her mind. So there was a tree on her car. It already had a crack in the windshield. That was all the information she could handle today.

With a slightly dejected sigh, she turned away. This wasn’t how she’d pictured her first night at the Vatican. Thinking she should notify her insurance agent, she ran back upstairs to get her purse and his number, but when she tried to use the phone, there was no dial tone. No problem. She still had her cell. But that call wouldn’t go through, either.

Tossing her cell on the bed, she glanced at the clock. It was almost 3:00 p.m., and she hadn’t eaten since early morning, so she headed back downstairs. But when she opened the refrigerator and the light didn’t come on, she realized the power was off, too. Hoping it wouldn’t stay off so long that she lost her perishables, she got out stuff to make a sandwich, and then filled a glass with ice and Pepsi. As she sat down to eat, she took comfort in the fact that it was still daylight. If the power wasn’t back on by nightfall, she would be digging out Nonna’s hurricane lamps and candles.

As she ate, she ran through a mental list of things she would have to do besides calling her insurance company. She would need to call a tow service. Find a good body shop or—depending on whether or not the insurance company totaled it out—cope with buying a new car. All in all, it was a disappointing beginning to her relocation.

When she’d finished eating, she carried her dirty dishes to the sink, then began her search for flashlights and candles, as well as some oil for the lamps.

A short while later she moved through the house, setting a candle here and a lamp there until she was satisfied that, if necessary, she could navigate the house in the dark.

 

Tug French was in bad shape. He continued to moan as they drove through the back roads of the bayous. Nick was anxious to get as far away from Bordelaise as possible before someone noticed they were missing. He wanted to get back to New Orleans, take the intel he’d been gathering and make sure it got into the right hands.

Even though the rain had stopped, the unpaved side roads were slick and muddy, with water standing in the ruts. Some trees were down, while others were missing limbs, but it appeared the brunt of the storm had missed this area.

The odometer wasn’t working, so Nick wasn’t sure how far they’d driven. He was guessing about ten, maybe twelve, miles. But distance was almost immaterial compared to the fact that the gas gauge didn’t work, either. He had no way of knowing how close they were to running out of fuel, although there was no going back.

As he took a sharp curve in the road, the back end of the old car began to hydroplane on the slick blacktop. Surprised by the sudden move, Lou grabbed for the dash. As he did, the bottle of Coke he’d been holding between his legs suddenly tipped backward into his lap.

“Son of a bitch!” he yelled, as he made an unsuccessful bid to grab it. “If you can’t drive any better than that, get out and let me.”

Wayman leaned forward from the backseat and slapped Lou on the side of his head.

“The roads are slick. It’s not his fault.”

“Keep your hands to your damn self!” Lou fired back.

Suddenly Tug rose up from the seat, pale and sweaty, but conscious enough to be pissed at what amounted to squabbling.

“Everyone shut the fuck up! All of you,” Tug said. “My head is killing me.”

The silence within the car was palpable.

At that point, Nick remembered the plastic sack on the backseat floorboard.

“Hey…Wayman, there are some pain pills and antibiotics in that sack. Lou, give Tug a bottle of water.”

Tug groaned as he felt his head, then cursed at the sight of so much blood on his hand.

“Son of a bitch! I’m bleeding like a stuck pig.”


Wayman shook out a couple of pills and handed them to Tug.

“Here you go. These will fix you right up.”

Tug frowned and blinked, trying to focus on the pills in the middle of his palm, but they kept shifting in and out of focus.

“Where did you get the meds?” he asked.

“At a pharmacy, right before we got the car,” Nick said.

“Way to go,” Way said, as he began searching through the rest of the items in the sack.

“Don’t give him more than two until we see how they affect him,” Nick warned, then added, “Are you allergic to anything, Tug?”

“No.”

Lou handed Tug a bottle of water, and the tension inside the car began to ebb. A few miles farther on, Nick realized Lou was going through the food sack as if it was his own private buffet.

“Go easy,” Nick warned. “That’s gotta last us until we get to New Orleans.”

Lou glared. “Why? It’s not like we’re stranded on some desert island.”

“The clothes we took from that department store didn’t come with money in the pockets,” Nick said.

Lou shrugged. “So we knock over a liquor store in the first town we come to.”

“I did not just escape from jail just to get my ass thrown back in for robbing a liquor store,” Nick drawled, as if the thought of something so menial was beneath him.

Lou’s voice rose in a challenging manner. “You’re low enough to peddle drugs, but too good to heist a liquor store? Bullshit! Since when is one crime better than another, and by the way…why the hell are you suddenly the man in charge?”

“Since I’m not willing to go back to prison for stealing a few hundred dollars, that’s why…and I’m not in charge,” Nick said.

Lou muttered beneath his breath, but tossed the sack back onto the floor beside his feet.

Nick glanced in the rearview mirror, trying to gauge Wayman’s mood. The last thing he wanted was to get on the wrong side of the French brothers, but he couldn’t tell by the look on the other man’s face what he was thinking.

“We all know Tug’s the boss,” Nick added. “I was only making a suggestion.”

“Do what he said,” Tug muttered.

Lou grabbed the sack and tossed it over the seat. “There! You are now the guardian of the damned peanut butter crackers. Is everybody happy?”

No sooner had he asked the question, than the car began to misfire.

“What now?” Lou demanded.

“I think we’re running out of gas,” Nick said.

Lou rounded on him viciously. “You didn’t fuckin’ think to check before you heisted the car?”


“I told you when we started, the gauge doesn’t work,” Nick said. “Remember?”

Sure enough, when the car jerked a few times and then began rolling to a stop, it became obvious they were out of gas.

“Now what?” Lou complained.

Nick glanced over his shoulder. “How’s Tug? Think he can walk?”

“I’ll carry him if I have to,” Wayman said.

Nick nodded, then pointed to a bridge only a few yards ahead.

“I think we should roll the car off into the creek. If we’re lucky, someone will just think it got dumped there by the storm. If not, at least it will confuse the authorities as to which direction we took.”

Tug sat up and reached for the door. “I can walk. Them pills’re already kicking in.”

The four men got out, pushed the Lincoln closer to the bridge, then aimed it toward the creek below. It rolled past the entrance to the bridge, through a wire fence and some brush, before going nose down into the water. The runoff was swift from the passing storm. Water was almost to the windshield as the car shifted sideways just a little, then lodged between some submerged rocks, the back end sticking out of the water like the fin of a shark.

Nick picked up the sacks of food and medicine, tied them together, then slung them over his shoulder before pointing to the broken fence.

“Looks like a good place to cross. If we move into the trees, we can still follow the road but stay out of sight.”

“I am not walking in the fucking swamp,” Lou said.

“Fine with me,” Wayman said. “I’m tired listening to your bitchin’ anyway. Do me a favor and take your ass on down the road alone.”

Without looking back, Nick and the French brothers crossed the ditch and walked through the broken four-wire fence.

Wild-eyed and furious at the situation, Lou cursed at the top of his voice, then yelled, “Wait up!” and ran to catch up.

 

Bordelaise was in chaos. Police Chief Hershel Porter had been on his way into town when the tornado hit. He’d taken cover under an overpass and ridden out the storm, clinging to the underside of the bridge and praying that the tornado missed his home.

By the time he felt safe enough to crawl out, he was in a panic, wondering if the town had been hit and, if so, what kind of damage it had suffered.

He got back into the cruiser and grabbed the radio, only to find out it was dead. He dug through the console for his cell phone, then couldn’t get a signal. Sure that was just the first sign of trouble to come, he headed into town with the siren running, only to find that entire streets had been leveled. Whole neighborhoods were missing. As he drove, he couldn’t tell one street from another.


It wasn’t until he passed a church that had been left standing that he got a mental picture of where he was. After that, he took a right and headed for the jail.

Friday night they had booked four men for possession of drugs and drug-related paraphernalia, and they’d been awaiting the arrival of a judge to arraign them. As usual when they housed prisoners overnight, he’d left retired deputy Edgar Shoe on duty. Ed was pushing seventy and a little hard of hearing, but he was reliable.

It took longer than expected to navigate the streets, and by the time he neared the office, he had a running list of places and people needing emergency services. But when he turned the corner and started down the block, his heart dropped.

“Lord, Lord,” Hershel said as he parked, then jumped out on the run.

He sidestepped what was left of someone’s sofa, and moved a large tree branch and a piece of rafter just so he could get in the front door. Within seconds he found Ed Shoe lying beneath an overturned chair.

He tossed the chair aside, then dropped to the floor and immediately felt for a pulse. It was there.

“Thank you, Jesus,” Hershel muttered.

The old man groaned, then stirred.

Hershel put a hand on his shoulder.

“Ed? Ed? It’s me, Hershel.”

Ed blinked, then opened his eyes.

“Hey, Chief…what happened?” he mumbled.

“We were hit by a tornado. Are you okay? Can you sit up? Do you hurt anywhere?”


“My head hurts some, but I reckon I can walk all right. Help me up.”

“No…no…just take it easy for a minute,” Hershel said. “Let’s just sit you up while I go check on the prisoners.”

Hershel propped Ed up against an overturned desk, then began digging debris away from the doorway leading to his office and the jail. But when he opened the door, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

The roof on the back of the building was gone. Water was standing everywhere, and it was still raining. He splashed through a hallway of puddles, and as he reached the cell block, he realized his problems had gone from bad to worse.

The back wall was gone, and the cells were empty. His first thought was that the men had escaped, and then he noticed the blood: on the bars of one cell, staining a mattress, darkening the wood on a piece of rafter and, in the last cell, enough blood that the puddle of water on the floor was a dirty pink.

Hershel’s mind was racing as he hurried back to Ed. One of his deputies was just coming in the front door.

“Chief! Chief! Phones and electricity are out. The EMTs are dispatching ambulances by walkie-talkie and trying to evacuate the nursing home. I got our handhelds out of the trunk of my cruiser.”

He handed one to Hershel.

“Good thinking, Lee,” Hershel said. “But we got ourselves a big problem here, too.”

Lee glanced at Ed. “Is he hurt bad?”


“It’s not Ed. It’s the prisoners. They’re gone.”

“Escaped?” Lee asked.

“I’m not sure. From the looks of the place, there’s a real good chance the tornado took them. The roof is gone. The back wall is a pile of cinder blocks, and there’s blood all over the place. Get radios to as many people as you can and tell them to be on the lookout for the men, just in case.”

“Yes, sir,” Lee said, then pointed to Ed. “What about him?”

“Help me get him in the cruiser. I’ll drop him off at the E.R., then I’ll be on the radio if you need me.”

 

Once the rain ended and the sun began to emerge from behind the swiftly moving storm front, the air became a sauna. Wet heat radiated from the ground up as the four men slogged along the edge of a swamp. Kudzu vines that were hanging from trees and snaking along the ground were as rampant as the mosquitoes that buzzed around their heads. The sweat running from their hairlines burned the open wounds and abrasions they had incurred during the storm, and the bruises that they’d suffered were turning varying shades of purple.

Nick’s belly was sore from being slammed against the bars of his cell. Tug was out of it, staggering without knowing where they were or where they were going. Wayman’s limp was getting worse from having to bear his own weight and his brother’s. Lou seemed to be the one with the fewest injuries, but he was complaining the loudest. The farther they walked, they more he bitched, until finally, Wayman stopped and grabbed Lou by the arm, yanking him to within inches of his face.

“If you don’t shut the fuck up, I’m going to kill you.”

It was the lack of emotion in Wayman’s voice that drove the point home.

Nick waited, watching to see what happened next. It was of no consequence to him how this went down. If they all killed each other, then so much the better.

Lou opened his mouth as if to argue, then closed it and yanked himself free. “Whatever.”

“This appears to be a good time to take a rest,” Nick said, and took the sacks off his shoulder and opened them. “Tug could probably use another pain pill about now, too.”

He began passing around food and water. As soon as Tug had the water in his hand, Nick handed him two pills.

“Down the hatch.”

Tug was swaying on his feet. He looked up at Nick, then down at the two pills in his hand. “What?”

“You swallow them, Tug,” Wayman said.

Tug blinked, then put the pills in his mouth.

“Did they go down?” Nick asked.

“Who the hell knows?” Wayman muttered, then eyed Nick anxiously. “Do you think Tug’s gonna be all right?”


Nick shrugged. “I’m not a doctor. But if he was my brother, I’d get him to a hospital as fast as I could. Better he lives to go back to jail than dies in this damned swamp.”

“Not goin’ to a hospital,” Tug mumbled.

“There’s your answer,” Nick said, then tossed the sacks back over his shoulder and proceeded to open a package of peanut butter crackers.

He ate without thought, easing the ache in his belly while his mind was racing. They needed to find food and shelter—and another vehicle to get them out of the area.

“While Tug is resting, I’m going to scout around.”

“Hell, no,” Lou said. “We stay together. Tug said so. You’re not gonna leave us here while you make a run for it.”

Nick took the sacks off his shoulder and handed them to Wayman, then looked him square in the face.

“Hold these, Way. I’ll be back.”

Wayman nodded as he took the sack. Nick had already proved that his word was good when he’d stolen a car in Bordelaise and come back for them. “Be careful. Watch out for snakes.”

“You, too. I won’t be long,” Nick said, then headed into the swamp.

He could hear Lou and Wayman arguing as he walked away. If he was lucky, he would come back and find Lou with a broken neck. As soon as the thought crossed his mind, he realized how cold his emotions had become. He’d been undercover too long. However, his mental health was going to have to take a backseat to their immediate needs, which consisted of finding shelter or wheels, whichever came first.







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
&
NEW YORK TIMES AND USA TODAY
BESTSELLING AUTHOR.






