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THE SCENT OF MURDER

Charlotte stood outside the last room, the guest bedroom that had been converted into Angel’s dressing room. Since the door was closed, Charlotte knocked lightly and waited a moment, just in case Angel was inside dressing. Just for good measure, she knocked again, a bit louder. Satisfied that no one was in the room, she opened the door.

The first thing she noticed was that the room was in shambles again, only much, much worse than the previous day. The next thing she noticed was the smell. It was an odor she’d smelled before, one that was hard to forget.

The odor of blood and death.

Just beyond the dressing table, lying on the floor, was a body. She recognized the man immediately. He was on his back, dead eyes staring up at the ceiling. Though most of the blood looked as if the rug had soaked it up, there was no mistaking the dark stains that spread out from his upper body …
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Chapter 1

“Maid-for-a-Day, Charlotte LaRue speaking.” “Hey, Charlotte, I’ve got some good news and some bad news. Then, I’ve got some more good news.”

Charlotte bit back a groan of impatience. Bitsy Duhè, an elderly lady, was a longtime client. Her phone call had come smack in the middle of Charlotte’s search for an article that she’d cut out of the newspaper. The article in the Times-Picayune listed the upcoming Fourth of July celebrations going on in the Greater New Orleans area, and Charlotte wanted to check out the different locations again before she settled on the one she had in mind.

“Bitsy, can I call you back in a few minutes?” Charlotte tucked the telephone receiver between her chin and shoulder to free her hands so that she could continue sorting through the stack of papers on her desk.

“This won’t take long,” Bitsy responded sharply, her tone petulant. “Besides, I don’t have all day to sit around and wait for you to call me back.”

And I do? Charlotte closed her eyes and counted to ten before speaking again. Truth be known, other than staying on the phone gossiping, watching her soap operas, and going to her many doctors’ appointments, sitting around all day was exactly all that Bitsy had to do. Knowing how Bitsy could pout, though, she figured that she might as well let Bitsy have her say or Charlotte would never hear the end of it. “So what’s the good news?” Charlotte asked.

“Oh, Charlotte, you’ll never guess.”

No, and I don’t want to. Charlotte bit her tongue to keep from saying the words out loud, and guilt for being so impatient with the old lady reared its ugly head.

“They want to use my house.”

Charlotte’s brow furrowed. “They?”

“Mega Films—you know—the production company that’s shooting that movie here in the Garden District, the one starring Hunter Lansky and Angel Martinique.”

Hunter Lansky! Charlotte’s mouth gaped open. Hunter Lansky was one of her all-time favorite actors. Why, even the mention of his name immediately conjured up his handsome image in her mind.

“Two days ago,” Bitsy continued, “a man knocked on my door and said he was Mega Films’ location manager and that he wanted to use my house for a movie. Then, yesterday, he came back with three other men, including the producer and the director. Can’t remember what the fourth man’s title was. Anyway, they’re willing to pay me a boatload of money and said they’d put me up in the hotel of my choice while they shoot the scenes they need. I’m thinking that maybe I’d like to stay at the Montelephone. I’ve always thought it might be fun to live in the French Quarter—temporarily, of course.”

‘Why, Bitsy, that’s terrific.”

Louisiana, and the Greater New Orleans area in particular, was quickly becoming known as Hollywood South. Though the movie industry was good for the economy since they used locals, Charlotte had mixed feelings about the so-called Hollywood invasion. Still, it was exciting. Why, just earlier she’d read an article that mentioned that in addition to the movie starring Hunter Lansky, several more movies were scheduled for production over the next few months. She’d even had to take a different route to work the day before since part of St. Charles Avenue had been blocked off for filming. Could that be the one Bitsy was talking about?

“Yeah, I was all excited at first,” Bitsy continued, “but here’s the bad news. I could hardly sleep last night for thinking about it, and now I’m not so sure. I can always use a bit of extra money, but just the thought of all those strangers traipsing in and out of my house makes me nervous. Why, no telling what they’ll do to my stuff.”

And what on earth does this have to do with me? Charlotte thought impatiently.

Still searching through the stack of articles, Charlotte sighed. “Granted, I don’t know a lot about this type of thing, Bitsy, but I would think that they would be extra careful when they use someone’s home.” She suddenly spied the Fourth of July article and set it aside. She should have known that it would be near the bottom of the stack.

“You’re probably right,” Bitsy went on, oblivious ofanything but her own agenda. “But just to make sure, I called them bright and early this morning and told them that I want you to be there.”

“You did what?”

“Well, I would have asked that young man, Dale, who you’ve got working for me, but since he’s decided to get his master’s degree, I knew he wouldn’t have time.”

And I do? Bitsy’s audacity never ceased to amaze Charlotte.

“There would be some cleaning involved,” Bitsy continued. “But between you and me, your job would mostly be to watch over my stuff. So—and this is the other good news—I insisted that they hire you to keep the house clean and organized during the shooting, and they’ve agreed. And guess how much they’re willing to pay you for the two weeks that they’ll be shooting?”

Without waiting for a response, Bitsy blurted out, “Five-thousand dollars. And believe me, I had to negotiate with them to get that much. Pretty nice, huh?”

For several moments Charlotte was speechless. No wonder making movies cost so much money. Once she finally found her voice, she said, “Ah, Bitsy, I—I appreciate the offer—I really do—and the money is unbelievable, but I do have other clients, you know. I can’t just take off for that long without prior notice.”

“That’s what this is!” Bitsy exclaimed. “I’m giving you prior notice. And before you say no, don’t forget who’s starring in the movie.”

Hunter Lansky and Angel Martinique. How could she forget? In spite of herself, Charlotte felt a tingle of anticipation at the chance to actually meet Hunter Lansky. Just say no … just say no. Ignoring her inner voice of reason, Charlotte hesitated. The money would be really nice and certainly more than her maid service would bring in for the two weeks. It would also be more than enough to finally have the twins’ portrait done. Now that her little grandbabies were finally crawling and sitting up by themselves, they were the perfect age for a portrait.

Besides, the publicity for Maid-for-a-Day would be great, and this might be the only opportunity you’ll ever get to meet Hunter Lansky.

Charlotte felt her face grow warm. Hunter Lansky had been the first movie star that she’d ever had a crush on. By now he had to be at least sixty-eight, five years older than Charlotte. She knew that because, ever since she’d been a lovesick teenager, she’d followed his career through the years. He’d been twenty when his career had taken off, and she’d collected all of the tabloid articles and pictures printed about him, not to mention seeing all of his films at least twice.

Knowing she would probably regret asking, she said, “How much prior notice are you giving me?”

“Then you’ll do it?”

“Bitsy, how much prior notice?” she repeated.

“They start shooting two days after the Fourth—that’s this Monday—and should be finished within two weeks.”

Charlotte winced. The Fourth was on Saturday, two days away. Four days’ total notice—not a lot of notice, but adequate … decisions, decisions. “Tell you what, let me check my schedule and see what I can do. Then I’ll get back to you.”

“And how long will that take?”

Lord, give me patience. At times it was all she could do to keep a civil tongue in her head when dealing with Bitsy. Finally, taking a deep breath, she said, “It shouldn’t take too long. I’ll give you a call just as soon as I can. More than likely, by later this afternoon I’ll know something, one way or another.”

“Oh, good. And, Charlotte?”

“Yes.”

“Please try to work it out.”

Charlotte frowned as she hung up the receiver. Something about the way Bitsy had said “Please try to work it out” gave her pause. After a moment, she shrugged and reached for her schedule.

Her regular days to work were Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. Since Dale worked at Bitsy’s on Tuesdays and wouldn’t be needed while the movie was being shot, maybe he would switch to one of her days instead.

She glanced farther down the schedule. Her parttime employee, Janet Davis, only worked once a week, on Thursdays. If she could persuade Janet to take up the slack on the other two days, then …

Charlotte drummed her fingers on the desktop. Janet had been an employee longer than Dale, and she really should give Janet first choice of the days to work. Even so, because of Dale’s class schedule, she would have to give him first choice instead.

Charlotte glanced at the cuckoo clock on the wall behind the sofa. It was still pretty early. Had Dale left for classes yet or not? Since she couldn’t remember his schedule, she reached for the telephone receiver and tried his home phone number. While the phone rang, she flipped through her Rolodex in search of his cell number, just in case he wasn’t at home.

On the fourth ring he answered, and Charlotte winced when she heard his groggy voice. “Hey, Dale, this is Charlotte. Did I wake you up?”

“Yeah, but that’s okay. I should have been up an hour ago.”

“Are you ill?”

Dale chuckled. “No, Mom, I’m fine. I just stayed up too late last night working on a paper.”

Charlotte grinned. “Humph, if I were your mother, I’d tell you to have a little more respect for your elders.”

Dale laughed. “Okay, okay, sorry. So, what’s up?”

Once Charlotte explained the situation, Dale readily agreed to work for her on Monday. “On Mondays my only class isn’t until five. I could also work on Friday, if you need me to. The extra money would come in handy right about now.”

“Great!” Charlotte grinned.

After giving Dale the addresses for her Monday and Friday clients, she quickly filled him in on their particular peculiarities. “Just so you know, my Monday client, Sally Lawson, likes all of the sheets changed. Never mind that none except hers have been slept on. Also, she has this stainless steel garbage can in the kitchen. Make sure you Windex it.”

“What about the Friday client?” he asked.

“My Friday client is Joy Meadows. Joy has a couple of cats that she allows to roam everywhere, including the kitchen countertops. Make sure you wipe down those counters and get rid of all that cat hair. I swear, one of these days, Joy is going to cough up a hair ball.”

“Gross, Charlotte. Really gross.”

“Sorry,” she apologized.

“Anything else?”

“No, I think that’s about it.”

After ending her conversation with Dale, she dialed Janet’s number.

A few minutes later, she sighed with relief as she again hung up the receiver. Janet had also agreed to the extra day for the next two weeks, so now all she had to do was call Bitsy back and give her the news.

“No time like the present,” she whispered as she dialed Bitsy’s number. The phone barely rang before Bitsy answered. Charlotte figured that the old lady must have been sitting next to it, waiting. “It’s all set up,” Charlotte told her. “I was able to clear my schedule.”

“Thanks, Charlotte. I really do appreciate this.”

“So, who do I contact now?”

Bitsy cleared her throat. “Ah—well—nobody.”

“What do you mean ‘nobody'?”

“Now, don’t get mad, but I already told them you’d do it. All you have to do is fill out the paperwork when you show up.”

The heat of sudden anger burned Charlotte’s cheeks. No wonder Bitsy had been so eager for her to work it out. As far as Charlotte was concerned, Bitsy had crossed the line. No one, but no one, made these kinds of decisions for her. Barely able to contain the anger boiling inside, she said, “You shouldn’t have done that, Bitsy.”

“Probably not, but I figured you’d take the job. You always come through for me.”

Charlotte chose her words very carefully. “That might be true, but please don’t ever do something like that again. I’m hanging up the phone now, and I’ll talk to you later.” Charlotte immediately dropped the receiver onto the cradle.

For several moments she glared at the phone and fumed. It was true that she always tried to help out her clients when they needed her. In fact, most times she bent over backward to be accommodating, but she truly resented anyone outright assuming that she would do something without asking her first.

“Bitsy, Bitsy, Bitsy,” she murmured. “What am I going to do about you?” With a shake of her head, she sighed. There was nothing she could do about the old lady but put up with her, and what was done was done. Feeling somewhat calmer and in hopes of distracting herself, she turned her attention to the newspaper article she’d found.

After considering each location, she finally made up her mind and set the article aside. She figured that instead of fighting the crowd in Jackson Square, they could see just as well from the levee across the river at Algiers Point. Meantime, she needed to make a grocery list … and a hair appointment.

Where did that come from? Until she’d talked to Bitsy, she hadn’t even considered getting a trim.

But you might actually get to meet Hunter Lansky.

Charlotte felt her face grow warm. Big deal. He met thousands of women all the time, so what were the chances that a big-time movie star like him would even notice someone like her? She automatically reached up and finger-combed her hair. Still, it didn’t hurt to always try to look your best.

Making a mental note to call Valerie, her hairdresser, she grabbed a pen and paper and jotteddown several items she needed for the backyard barbecue that she and Louis were hosting before the Fourth of July display.

A tiny smile pulled at her lips. The whole get-together had been Louis’s idea. He’d pointed out that since they lived next door to each other, why not join forces?

Charlotte got up and walked over to the birdcage by the front window. Outside was sunny, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. According to the weather forecast, record high temperatures would be set today. Already, her air conditioner sounded as if it was having labor pains.

“I just hope it makes it through this summer,” she told Sweety Boy, her little parakeet. But the heat and her aging air conditioner weren’t the only things on her mind of late.

Inside the birdcage, Sweety Boy sidled over near the door, and Charlotte reached in between the wires with her forefinger and gently rubbed the back of his head. “What am I going to do about Louis, Sweety?”

She stared back out of the window. Louis Thibodeaux, her tenant and sometimes friend, sometimes nemesis, was an enigma, a Dr.-Jekyll-and-Mr.-Hyde. A retired New Orleans police detective, he now worked for Lagniappe Security, a private security firm, and just when she thought she had him figured out, he’d do something totally unexpected … like planning this backyard barbecue that included all of his and Charlotte’s family members.

“Ever since Joyce died, I’m not quite sure what to think,” she muttered. At times Louis seemed to be really sad about his ex-wife’s murder. Other times, it was as if Joyce had never existed. She knew that people went through stages of grief, but she was fairly certain pretending the deceased had never existed wasn’t one of those stages.

“I wouldn’t think that would be one of the stages of grief,” she told Sweety Boy. Suddenly, from the corner of her eye she detected movement in front of the window—Louis—followed by a sharp rap on the door.

Charlotte grinned as she reached for the doorknob. “Speak of the devil,” she whispered to Sweety Boy. “Good thing I decided to get dressed early.” Sometimes on her days off she didn’t bother getting dressed until midmorning, but today—thank goodness—she had dressed early because of several errands she needed to get done. Of course there had been times that Louis had seen her in just her housecoat. He’d even bought her a housecoat as a gift once. Even so, for some strange reason, being properly dressed made her feel more comfortable around him.

Charlotte opened the door and smiled. “Good morning.”

Louis was a stocky man with a receding hairline of steel-gray hair. He kept himself fit, and from the first time she’d met him several years earlier, she had thought that he was an attractive man for his age. Too bad he could be such a pain in the butt at times, especially when he was in one of his male chauvinistic moods.

“Good morning to you too,” he said with a curt nod of his head.

Charlotte’s smile faded when she noticed the small suitcase sitting on the porch beside him. “You going somewhere?” She motioned toward the suitcase.

Louis nodded. “Yeah, some unexpected business. Just an overnighter in Houston,” he hastened to add. “I’ll be back in plenty of time to fire up the grill on the Fourth. One of the guys got sick, and they needed someone to fill in for tonight and tomorrow morning.”

Charlotte pulled the door open wider. “Want to come inside? I think I still have some coffee in the pot.”

Louis shook his head. “Wish I could, but I can’t. I’m running late as it is.” He reached inside his pants pocket. “I just wanted to give you this before I leave.” He pulled out a money clip and removed four twenty-dollar bills. “My share of the groceries for the Fourth shindig.”

Charlotte shook her head and held up a hand in protest. “Uh-uh, that’s way too much. All we’re having is hot dogs and hamburgers. Besides, most of the folks coming are my relatives.”

“It’s not too much,” he insisted, “so take it.” He reached out, and with a firm grip, grabbed hold of her wrist.

Charlotte automatically closed her hand into a fist.

“Don’t be stubborn.” He gently pried her fingers open, placed the money in her palm, and then closed her fingers around the money. Still holding her hand with both of his, he said, “Counting my bunch and yours, we’re going to be feeding fifteen people. We will need soft drinks, paper goods, charcoal, and I’m sure there’s some other stuff I haven’t even thought of. Besides, this whole thing was my idea to begin with.” He gently squeezed her hand. “Okay?”

After a moment, Charlotte nodded. “Okay.”

“Good.” He released her hand. Then from his shirt pocket he pulled out a piece of paper. “I made out a list of stuff. If you don’t mind, could you pick these things up when you go grocery shopping? I’d planned to do it myself, but then Joe called.”

Though Charlotte had never met Joe Sharp, she knew who he was. Joe owned Lagniappe Security, the company that employed Louis.

Curious, Charlotte glanced down at the list. A slow grin twitched at her lips.

“What?” Louis demanded.

Charlotte laughed. “Except for the badminton set, I made a list that includes most of what your list includes.”

Louis shrugged. “Great minds think alike. As for the badminton set, I figured Amy and Davy would have fun with that. And if I get back in time, I’m going to pick up one of those small kiddy pools for the little ones to splash in.”

Charlotte didn’t want to burst his bubble of enthusiasm, but she knew for a fact that his granddaughter, Amy, who was twelve, and her nephew’s stepson, Davy, who was eight, would much rather play one of their many video games. Still, miracles happened, and who knows, maybe the two kids would enjoy the badminton set. It would certainly be different from what they were used to doing. “That’s really thoughtful of you, Louis.”

Louis suddenly shifted his eyes downwards and a tinge of red stained his cheeks. Charlotte’s mouthcurved into an unconscious smile. Would wonders ever cease? Usually gruff and serious, Louis was actually embarrassed by her compliment. Go figure.

A moment later he cleared his throat and said, “Got to run, but I should be back tomorrow afternoon.”

Charlotte was about to tell him bye when he suddenly bent down and kissed her. The kiss was just a quick peck on the lips, but it caught her completely off guard. Stunned and tongue-tied, she could only stand there and watch him as he turned and hurried down the steps. By the time she found her voice, he was halfway to his car. “What in the world was that all about?” she murmured as he backed his car out of the driveway.

As if Louis had heard her, he glanced her way, winked, and with a two-fingered wave, he drove off.

The Fourth of July lived up to the weather forecaster’s predictions: sunny and hot. Charlotte stepped over to the stove to check on the chili for the hot dogs. “I can’t believe it’s just noon, and the temperature gauge has already climbed to ninety-eight degrees.”

Charlotte’s daughter-in-law, Carol, nodded. “At least Louis had the good sense to put up that canopy for shade. And those fans he set up help. By the way, I love your new haircut.”

“Thanks.” Charlotte smiled, pleased that Carol had noticed. Thankfully, Valerie had been able to work her into the schedule late on Friday afternoon. “I thought I was due for a change—too much gray.” She laughed. Up until she’d hit sixty, the gray had blended in with her honey-blond hair, but after sixty, it seemed like almost overnight there was more gray than blond.

“The shorter style really flatters you—makes you look ten years younger.”

Charlotte laughed again. “Younger is good, and it’s certainly easier to fix.”

Suddenly, a high-pitched shriek exploded from the backyard, and Charlotte froze.

“That’s just Samantha,” Carol quickly reassured her. “That’s her ‘I didn’t get what I wanted’ scream. Either Hank or Judith will take care of her.”

With a sigh of relief, Charlotte resumed stirring the chili for the hot dogs. It never ceased to amaze her how early kids learned how to get what they want. The twins, Samantha and Samuel, weren’t even a year old yet and already they could wrap the adults around their little fingers like pretzels.

“So, when do you start the movie job?” Carol asked.

“Day after tomorrow.”

“Aren’t you nervous? I know I would be.”

“No, not so much nervous.” Charlotte rapped the spoon on the side of the boiler and placed it in the sink. After turning off the burner beneath the pot of chili, she put a lid on it. “I guess, more than anything, I’m a bit anxious. To tell the truth, though, I haven’t had a lot of time to think about it.” She walked over to the table to prepare a tray of buns and condiments for the hamburgers and hot dogs.

Carol grinned. “Unlike your son, I think it’s sooo exciting. Sure you don’t need someone to fill in for you on one of those days?”

“Then Hank would really throw a fit.”

Carol giggled. “Well, we just wouldn’t tell him.” When Charlotte jerked her head around to stare at her daughter-in-law, Carol giggled again. “Just kidding, Charlotte. Just kidding.”

Charlotte grinned, and then turned her attention back to the task at hand. She was almost finished when the sound of children’s laughter reached her ears. Smiling, she glanced out of the back window, and a warm feeling of love and contentment spread to the center of her being. All of her family and Louis’s son and his family had been able to come. She’d also invited Dale and a former employee and friend, Cherè Warner, who was in town. Except for Carol, who had offered to help her bring some food outside, they were all right there in her own backyard.

Family and good friends. Her family and her good friends. Life couldn’t get much better. She was truly blessed.

And what about Louis? Which category does he fit?

Charlotte closed her eyes for a moment. Where on earth did that come from? What about him? she answered the silent voice in her head. He’s a good friend, a really good friend.

Just a good friend?

Well, he’s not family, so what else would he be?

What else, indeed? And what about that kiss?

Ignoring the nagging voice in her head and the memory of the kiss, Charlotte opened her eyes and loaded up the tray to transport the food to the picnic table.

True to his word, Louis had returned from his overnight assignment in plenty of time to “fire up the grill” as well as purchase the small wading pool for the little ones.

Again, Charlotte glanced out of the window and smiled. While the twins splashed in the pool, Davy and Amy, much to her surprise, seemed to be really having fun playing badminton.

At that moment, Davy swung his racket and missed. Like a streak of lightning, Danielle, Daniel and Nadia’s four-year old, swooped in behind him and scooped up the shuttlecock off the ground. When Davy held out his hand for it, Danielle shook her head and said something that Charlotte couldn’t hear.

Just behind Charlotte, Carol laughed. “Guess that’s one way to try and force them to play with her.”

“Yeah, poor little thing. She thinks she’s too old to play with the twins, but Davy and Amy think she’s too young to play with them.”

“Maybe they’ll take pity on her.”

“Humph! I doubt that. But—” Charlotte picked up the tray and headed toward the back door. “Maybe I can distract her—get her to take pity on the twins,” she said over her shoulder. “The twins crawl around after her like little lapdogs.”

“If anyone can, you can,” Carol quipped. “Do you want me to bring that pot of chili?”

“Yes, please.”

Later that night when Louis parked the car in the driveway, Charlotte opened the door and walked slowly to the porch. In the distance she could still hear the sounds of fireworks popping, and thoughthe night air wasn’t exactly cool, it was cooler than the afternoon had been.

She paused at the bottom of the steps and looked up into the sky. “That’s strange,” she murmured. “I’ve never seen that many stars out in a long time. And they all seem to be centered right over our neighborhood.”

Though Louis chuckled, he didn’t comment.

“By the way, thanks for the ride home,” she told him. Though she’d ridden to the levee with Hank and his family to watch the fireworks, Louis had offered to take her home to save Hank an unnecessary trip.

“You’re welcome. I don’t know about you, but I’m exhausted,” Louis said as he followed her up the steps onto the porch. “But it’s a good exhaustion,” he added.

“I feel the same way.” Charlotte headed for her front door. “All in all, it was worth it. And the fireworks this year were fantastic. I have to say that, except for the heat, this day was about as perfect as they come.” She unlocked the door.

“Yeah, well, don’t forget the mosquitoes.”

“Speaking of the bloodthirsty critters, either step inside or say good night.” When he stepped inside, Charlotte quickly closed the door. With a grin she turned to face Louis. “Funny, I didn’t hear anyone else complaining.”

Louis laughed. “That’s because the little ones didn’t stay still long enough for a mosquito to land, and their parents were too busy chasing them to notice.”

“And because their parents had the good sense to spray them good with mosquito repellent before we left,” Charlotte pointed out.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever. Go ahead. I know you’re dying to say I told you so.”

Charlotte shrugged. “If the shoe fits. I did warn you to spray yourself down. And speaking of mosquito bites, if you’ve got some of that green rubbing alcohol, using it on the bites will help with the itching. Either that or some Benadryl cream.”

“Well, unlike some people I know, I don’t happen to keep that kind of stuff on hand, so guess I’ll just suffer.”

Charlotte laughed. “Is that a hint?” Without waiting for his reply, she said, “Hang on a minute, and I’ll be right back.”

Within a couple of minutes, she returned and handed him a bottle of green rubbing alcohol.

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. And, Louis, thank you for helping make this such a great day.”

Louis simply nodded. “Couldn’t have done it without you.” Then, without an ounce of warning, he suddenly wrapped his arms around her and kissed her, again. As before, she was stunned. But unlike the brief peck he’d given her on Thursday, this kiss was a full-blown one. Surprisingly, his lips were much softer than she’d expected. Then, just as she’d made up her mind to enjoy it, Louis ended it. With a knowing smile, he released her, opened the door, and then carefully pulled it closed behind him.

For long moments Charlotte stared at the closed door. Dormant feelings within stirred, feelings that she’d long thought were gone forever with the death of her son’s father in Vietnam, so long ago. Hank Senior had been her first love, and though other men had come along, none had stirred her emotions quite like Louis.

With a shake of her head, Charlotte threw the dead bolt, then turned away and walked to the bedroom.

Something was going on with Louis, and just thinking about it made her all jittery inside. She could come right out and ask him, but ask him what? How on earth did a person even phrase that kind of question? Besides, knowing Louis, he would only tell her what was on his mind when he was good and ready.





Chapter 2

Monday was predicted by the weather forecasters to hit a three-figure heat index, but worrying about the heat was the least of Charlotte’s concerns as she drove toward Bitsy Duhè’s house. For one thing, she couldn’t stop thinking about Louis and wondering about his sudden need to kiss her at the drop of a hat. For another thing, she was more nervous about the job at Bitsy’s than she’d admitted to either herself or Carol.

She still couldn’t believe that finally, after all these years, she was actually going to meet Hunter Lansky in person. Well, maybe not “meet” him exactly. In her experience, the maid was the last person anyone paid attention to. But just the thought of being in the same room or even the same house with him was exciting.

Charlotte slowed her van to a crawl as she approached the block where Bitsy lived. “What now?” She narrowed her eyes against the morning sun to peer up ahead. She was only half a block from Bitsy’s house, and the entire width of the street was linedwith barricades. As she inched the van closer to the barricades, she spotted a uniformed security guard headed her way. Tucked beneath his arm was a clipboard and he was motioning for her to turn around.

Charlotte shook her head, pushed the automatic window button, and waited for him to approach her van.

“Ma’am, you’ll have to turn around,” the young man told her. “Only approved personnel are allowed.”

“I guess that would include me, then,” she told him, noting that the logo on his shirtsleeve was Lagniappe Security, the same logo she’d seen on Louis’s uniforms. “I’m supposed to be working on the movie set today.”

“Name please and some ID.”

“Name’s Charlotte LaRue.” She reached for her purse. A moment later, she showed the guard her driver’s license.

The guard studied the license for a moment, and then scanned the list on his clipboard. With a nod, he said, “You’re clear.”

“So where am I supposed to park?”

“I’ll move the barricade, and you can park anywhere on that side of the street.” He motioned toward the right side. “Just don’t block any driveways.”

When he turned to walk away, Charlotte said, “By the way, my neighbor works for Lagniappe too. Maybe you know him. His name is Louis Thibodeaux.”

The man nodded. “Yeah, everyone knows Louis. We’re lucky to have him working for Lagniappe.”

Once through the barricade, Charlotte drove slowly until she spotted an opening. After several maneuvers, she squeezed her van into the space, but just barely, with little room left at either end of the van.

Once satisfied that she was close enough to the curb, she cut the engine and yanked the keys out of the ignition. “Good thing I can parallel-park.”

After retrieving her supply carrier from the back of the van, she locked the doors and trudged up the street toward Bitsy’s house.

As she approached the house, she slowed her steps. “Keystone Cops,” she murmured, her gaze taking in what appeared to be a myriad of people rushing to and fro. “Or Mardi Gras,” she added.

Electrical lines were strung all over the front lawn. Men toted in cameras; others, carrying various pieces of equipment, emerged from a huge moving van.

Charlotte searched through the crowd of faces and sighed. How on earth was she ever going to find the person she was supposed to report to, especially since Bitsy neglected to even give her the name of the person? Then, suddenly, she stopped; all she could do was gape at Bitsy’s house.

“Oh, wow!” A soft gasp escaped her. Bitsy’s house, a very old, raised-cottage-style Greek Revival, had never looked quite so magnificent. The peeling paint had been scraped and a bright fresh coat applied. Even the landscape had been clipped and pruned to within an inch of its life. For a moment Charlotte fancied that this must have been the way the old house had looked when it was first built, more than 150 years ago.

Still in awe of the exterior, Charlotte carefully picked her way through the people milling about as she climbed the steps up to the gallery. No oneseemed to be paying any attention to her and the front door was wide open, so she kept going.

Once inside, she was again struck with awe. Though Bitsy had some nice pieces of antique furniture, Charlotte had noticed lately that the furniture had begun to look a bit dingy and worn.

Charlotte’s eyes grew wide as she glanced around. From what she could see, all of Bitsy’s stuff had been cleared out and had been replaced with gorgeous furnishings that looked brand-new, yet befit the era in which the house had been built.

So where was Bitsy’s stuff? she wondered. The very stuff that she had been hired to watch over.

“Hey, lady, who are you?”

Charlotte pivoted around at the sound of the voice and found herself facing a rail-thin man who was just a little taller than her own five foot three and looked to be in his early-to-mid thirties.

“Ah, I’m Charlotte—Charlotte LaRue—and I was hired to help keep things clean.”

The man rolled his eyes. “Hey, Jake, the maid’s here,” he yelled. To Charlotte he said, “Over there.” He pointed toward a group of people huddled near the end of the hallway. “Jake’s the tall dude with the bald head.”

Once Charlotte spotted the man he’d described, she said, “Thanks.” Charlotte was almost to the group when the bald-headed man broke away and met her halfway.

“You the maid?”

Still clutching her supply carrier, Charlotte nodded. “Charlotte LaRue.”

The man shrugged. “Whatever. Follow me.”

Whatever? No pleased to meet you, how are you, or even kiss my foot. How rude! Probably one of those high-powered lawyer types, she figured; the kind used to people snapping to attention every time he entered a room.

Dodging two cameramen and their cameras, Charlotte followed Jake back to the kitchen. When she entered the room she noticed that it looked pretty much the same as it had always looked. Either the crew hadn’t gotten around to changing it or the kitchen wouldn’t be included in any of the scenes.

Bitsy would be relieved. There weren’t too many things that Bitsy truly valued in her home, but her vast collection of kitchen gadgets was at the top of the list, right there along with the portraits of her granddaughters that hung in the front parlor.

Jake walked to the table and unlatched a bulging briefcase. After thumbing through several file folders, he pulled one out. “You can store your stuff in that closet over there.” He pointed to the pantry. Tapping his foot, he waited impatiently until Charlotte had dutifully placed her supply carrier and purse in the bottom of the pantry and closed the door.

“Okay, I need you to sign the forms in this folder. Sign your full name wherever you see a red check mark.” He rummaged through the briefcase again, then placed another form on top of the folder. “Fill this one out for tax purposes,” he said, handing her a pen.

The stack of forms inside the folder was a bit daunting. She was tempted just to sign them and get it over with, but she’d learned a long time ago to never, but never, sign anything before reading it. She slid the forms over and pulled out a chair. Once seated, she began reading the top form.

“You’re going to read them?”

The man’s incredulous tone hit a nerve. Charlotte slowly raised her head. “That’s right.”

“Except for the tax forms, the rest are just release forms, lady.”

Charlotte gave the rude man a saccharine smile, and in a voice that belied the smile she said, “I never sign anything without reading it first.”

Jake rolled his eyes toward the ceiling and muttered several expletives that made Charlotte want to slap his face. “Watch your language, mister.”

“My—my language? You’ve got to be kidding?”

“Nope. I’m as serious as a heart attack.”

“Oh, sh—”

Charlotte threw up her hand, palm out, and shook her head. “Uh-uh—not that one either.” From the confused look on Jake’s face, it was more than evident that no one had ever attempted to correct his foul language.

“What are you?” he demanded. “Some kind of Puritan or something?”

An amused smile pulled at Charlotte’s lips. “‘Or something.’ Now—if you don’t mind, I’ll just get these read and signed.”

“Knock yourself out, lady, but I’ve got better things to do with my time than stand here and watch you read. When you’re finished, put the forms back into the file folder and leave them on top of my briefcase.”

This time Charlotte was the one who rolled her eyes. “Too bad that your mama never taught you any manners.”

Jake’s face suddenly flushed crimson. Whether from anger or embarrassment, Charlotte couldn’t tell, but she suspected the former, especially when he suddenly pivoted and stalked out of the kitchen.

Once Charlotte had finished with the forms and placed the folder on top of Jake’s briefcase, she went in search for someone who could tell her exactly what her job involved. She also wanted to find out where Bitsy’s belongings were stored.

The minute she stepped out of the kitchen, she heard a deep, male voice calling her name.

“LaRue—Charlotte LaRue. Anyone seen Charlotte LaRue?”

With a frown, Charlotte headed toward the sound of the voice. “I’m Charlotte,” she called out, searching for the person she’d heard calling her.

“Charlotte?”

The voice came from just behind her, and she whirled around. Standing within touching distance was one of the most gorgeous young men that she’d ever met. His hair was coal black, though just a bit long for her personal taste; yet, it seemed to fit him to a tee. But it was his eyes that held her gaze, eyes so darkly blue they were almost purple, and framed with long, thick lashes that most women would die for.

“Ah—I—I’m Charlotte,” she finally blurted out once she could breathe again.

“Hey, there, Charlotte.” He shot her a dazzling smile full of perfect white teeth. “I’m Dalton, the prop manager. Nice to finally meet you.”

“Same here,” she said.

“Let’s get you introduced around, and then we can both get to work. But first, why don’t I tell you just a little about the movie?”

Charlotte grinned. “That would be great!”

“It’s basically a story of an overbearing man whose wife died in childbirth, and he’s left to raise his headstrong daughter alone. The story takes place during the daughter’s teen years and it’s basically an object lesson on the father learning to let go and the daughter learning to be more responsible.”

Charlotte nodded. “Sounds, ah—interesting. And of course Hunter Lansky is the father and Angel Martinique has to be the daughter.”

Dalton nodded. “Of course. But between you and me, it’s not all that interesting. But then, what do I know? I’m only the set prop manager.”

Silently, Charlotte agreed with him about the movie plot, but she simply smiled.

“Okay—now for those introductions.” Dalton nudged her forward.

After the first ten minutes of introductions, Charlotte figured out fast there was no way that she was ever going to remember the names of everyone. Then, across the room, she saw a familiar face, and she was suddenly hot and cold all over at the same time.

Hunter Lansky.

When she heard Dalton chuckle beside her, she figured she probably looked as starstruck as she felt.

“Don’t worry,” Dalton told her. “He has that effect on everyone.” Then, without warning, he called out, “Hey, Hunter, I’ve got someone for you to meet.”

Charlotte felt like a giddy schoolgirl again as the man she’d once idolized turned and smiled, then headed toward them. But she wasn’t a goggle-eyed teenager any longer—hadn’t been for decades. And he was no longer a young, handsome movie idol. He was still handsome enough for an older man, but without the big screen and makeup, he was, after all, just a man. At least that’s what she kept telling herself as he approached them.

He held out his hand, and in that deep, mellow voice that had helped to make him so famous and had once sent shivers down her spine, he said, “Nice to meet you, Charlotte.” He enclosed her hand in his. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Taken aback, Charlotte frowned. “You have?”

Hunter smiled and nodded. “Ms. Duhè couldn’t sing your praises loud enough. And without you, we wouldn’t be able to use this lovely old house.”

Oh, dear Lord, there was no telling what Bitsy had told them. “Well, Ms. Duhè sometimes has a tendency to exaggerate a bit.”

Hunter chuckled. “And she’s humble,” he said to Dalton as he squeezed Charlotte’s hand. “I like that about a woman.” He released her hand. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, sweet lady, I think makeup is waiting for me.”

“Of course.” With a sigh, Charlotte watched him walk away. “Such a nice man,” she said beneath her breath to no one in particular.

“Yeah, that’s what they all say.” Dalton cleared his throat. “Let’s go upstairs,” he suggested.

Jolted out of her reverie, Charlotte nodded.

As they walked up the stairs, Dalton explained exactly what Charlotte’s duties would be. Though she tried concentrating on what he was telling her, her thoughts kept straying. What on earth had Bitsy said about her? Whatever it was, it seemed to have made a definite impression on Hunter Lansky, which was a good thing. At least she thought it was a good thing.

Oh, for Pete’s sake, Charlotte, get a grip. The man is an actor, and everyone knows you can’t believe a word they say. Besides, remember? He’s just a man. He puts his pants on one leg at a time just like anyone else.

Ignoring the aggravating voice in her head, Charlotte tried harder to pay attention to what Dalton was saying as they threaded their way through busy crew members in the hallway.

“In here"—Dalton motioned toward one of the bedrooms—"is Angel’s dressing room.”

“I thought actors and actresses always had their own small, private trailers.”

“Most of the time they do,” Dalton said. “But Angel—” He shrugged. “Let’s just say she’s different.”

The first thing that Charlotte noticed was that the bedroom, normally a guest room, had been stripped of all of Bitsy’s furniture and decorations. Instead, there were racks of clothes, a small refrigerator, a chaise longue, and a couple of extra chairs along with a styling chair that was positioned in front of a table and mirror that reminded her of a beauty shop setup. Also, stacked on the floor in the corner were several cases of bottled water. But it was the absence of Bitsy’s things that reminded her she needed to ask about the storage of Bitsy’s stuff.

The second thing she noted was the attractive, young Hispanic woman who was busy organizing what appeared to be hundreds of exotic-looking beauty items on the table.

They were all so young, she thought, as she watched the woman. With the exception of Hunter Lansky, everyone she’d met so far was young enough to be her child, which made her feel really old by comparison.

Dalton motioned toward the woman. “That nice lady over there is Heather Cortez, Angel’s makeup girl. Heather, meet our cleaning lady, Charlotte LaRue.”

Charlotte smiled. “Nice to meet you, Heather.” But when Heather turned toward her, Charlotte’s smile faded a bit. Something about Heather’s face didn’t quite look right. One side appeared to be larger than the other side. Suddenly, realization hit Charlotte, and she sighed. It appeared to be larger because it was swollen.

Not again, she thought. It hadn’t been that long ago that she had seen something similar, one of her clients with the same type of injury. Though Heather had done an excellent job covering up what Charlotte suspected was a bruised face, there was no way to cover up the fact that it was also swollen. Like the other woman Charlotte had known, did Heather also have an abusive husband? And also like her former client, she couldn’t help wondering what kind of excuse Heather would have for the bruise.

When Dalton cleared his throat and wouldn’t look directly at Heather, Charlotte knew that she was right. Others had noticed as well.

“Heather will give you the lowdown about Angel’s stuff—what to touch and what not to touch,” Dalton told Charlotte.

Heather smiled back at Charlotte, but before she had a chance to even say hello, there was a loud commotionin the hallway, followed by raised, angry voices.

“Simon only wants the best for you,” a man yelled.

“I don’t care what Simon Clark wants,” a woman yelled back. “I don’t work for Simon. He works for me, so you go tell him to take that offer and shove it.”

“Uh-oh, the lovebirds are at it again,” Dalton muttered in an aside to Charlotte.

Lovebirds? Was he being sarcastic? Before Charlotte could decide one way or another, a beautiful young woman dressed in jeans, a T-shirt, and tennis shoes flounced into the room. With her signature long, thick blond hair, her flawless complexion and perfectly shaped face, not to mention her large emerald-green eyes, Angel Martinique was immediately recognizable.

Unlike Hunter Lansky, Angel was just as breathtaking off screen as on-screen. But for some reason, an old saying Charlotte used to hear her grandmother say came to mind. Pretty is as pretty does. And, at the moment, in spite of her beauty, Angel wasn’t very pretty.

Following close behind Angel was yet another handsome young man. This one reminded Charlotte of hot sandy beaches where the lifeguards were all hunks with bleached-blond hair and bronze bodies pumped up with rippling muscles.

“Now, now, honey, don’t be like that,” the man told Angel.

Angel plopped down into the padded swivel chair in front of the mirror and glared at her reflection. “Don’t ‘honey’ me, Nick Franklin,” she retorted. “Now go away. I have to be on the set in half an hour.”

“Can I at least tell him you’ll think about it?”

Angel whirled around. “I told you to go away,” she screamed at him. Then, without warning, expletives that would have made a sailor cringe spewed out of her mouth, all directed at Nick.

Charlotte froze. Every bit of PR that she’d seen about Angel had touted her as the wholesome girl next door, and without fail, all of her movies had been G-rated, family-type flicks. Either the real Angel had an evil twin or her PR people were doing what PR people do best: lying through their pearly whites.

“Okay, okay.” Nick threw up his hands in surrender and backed out of the room. “Just calm down, honey, okay? Calm down.”

Guess Dalton was being sarcastic after all, Charlotte decided. Surely, not even love could make someone take the kind of verbal abuse that Angel was dishing out.

The second Nick disappeared, Angel’s angry gaze settled on Dalton and Charlotte. “What do you want?” she snapped.

“It can wait,” Dalton answered quickly.

“Well, get out, then.” Dismissing them with a blink of her eyes, Angel whirled back around to face the mirror. “Heather, now!” she demanded.

As if she’d been given a direct order by a military general and totally ignoring Charlotte and Dalton, Heather immediately snapped to attention. She quickly slipped a headband over Angel’s head to hold her hair back, and began working on Angel’s makeup.

Dalton gently nudged the small of Charlotte’s back. “Time to go,” he told her in a low voice, as he guided her through the doorway into the hall. “You’ll need to talk to Heather later, but now is not a good time.”

Unlike before, the hallway was almost empty … almost, except for the giant of a man standing next to the doorway.

Since the top of Charlotte’s head barely reached the man’s shoulder, she tilted her head back. The man was completely bald. Had to be shaved, Charlotte decided, since he was really too young to be bald naturally. The color of his eyes was almost as dark as his black slacks and skintight T-shirt, and his ham-hock arms were crossed against his broad muscular chest. Mr. Clean.

A grin twitched at her lips. Yep, he reminded her of the cartoon character in the Mr. Clean TV commercials.

When Dalton nodded at the giant and said, “Morning, Toby,” the giant didn’t respond. Dalton gave Toby a good-natured slap on his shoulder. “Toby here is Angel’s bodyguard and fitness trainer,” he explained to Charlotte. Then Dalton grinned. “And he’s also a man of few words.”

Bodyguard? So, where was Toby when Angel was arguing with Nick? Not knowing exactly how to react, Charlotte finally said, “Nice to meet you, Toby.” As he’d done with Dalton, Toby didn’t respond. With a shrug, Charlotte followed Dalton down the hall.

At the top of the stairs, they both paused.

“Ah, Dalton, before I forget, I need to ask you what’s been done with Mrs. Duhè’s furnishings.”

“No problem,” he said. “Everything’s been cataloged and stored in a climate-controlled storage van parked on the side of the street near the house.”

Vaguely recalling the large van that she’d seen when she’d first approached Bitsy’s house earlier, Charlotte nodded.

“And don’t worry. I’ll make sure that it’s all put back exactly like we found it once we’re done.”

“But how will you know where it all belongs?”

Dalton grinned. “We took lots of pictures before we removed the stuff.”

That made sense, she thought.

“And we have you as a backup to make sure that we get it right.” He paused a moment, then added, “One last thing, Charlotte. Don’t move or clean anything where we’re shooting unless I say so or without consulting me first. In fact, for right now, why don’t you just hang out up here until Heather is finished with Angel’s makeup? Once Angel leaves, then get Heather to fill you in about Angel’s stuff.”

Before Charlotte could ask Dalton exactly what he’d meant by “Angel’s stuff,” someone below yelled his name.

“Gotta run,” Dalton told her. Turning, he hurried down the stairs.

Once Dalton was out of sight, Charlotte glanced over toward Angel’s dressing room, where Mr. Clean still stood guard. Again, a grin twitched at her lips, but trying her best to keep a straight face, she reminded herself that the man’s name was Toby, not Mr. Clean. She’d have to be extra careful and remember that, lest she made a slip and embarrassed herself.

So now what? Glancing around, she weighed her options. Never one who enjoyed being idle, especially if she was on a paying job, she decided that she might as well go ahead and check out all of the other rooms on the second level while she waited for Heather to finish up with Angel.

Her ears tuned in to any noise that would indicate that Heather was once again available, Charlotte inspected each of the other rooms. With the exception of the master suite, which, like the front parlor, had been completely refurbished, the rest of the rooms looked the same as the last time she’d cleaned Bitsy’s house. Too bad she’d left her supply carrier down in the pantry. Though the rooms looked the same as far as furnishings went, she had noticed that they needed a good dusting.

Maybe later, she decided, as she stepped back into the hall. Glancing at Toby, she sighed. Since there was no way she wanted to wait outside the door with Mr. Clean, she headed back toward the stairs. Besides, she’d feel silly just standing there like a bump on a log. At least she could sit on the stairs.

As she eased down on the landing and leaned against the wall, below her, doors opened and closed, and occasionally, she caught a glimpse of someone hurrying past the foot of the stairwell. Then, a voice cried, “Quiet on the set,” followed by, “Cameras, action.” After several moments she heard the distinct rattle of dishes and concluded that the first scene was probably being shot in the dining room.

By her estimation, at least twenty more minutes passed before Angel finally emerged from her dressing room, only this Angel didn’t bear a whole lot of resemblance to the one that had entered the room earlier.

Gone were the jeans, T-shirt, and tennis shoes, and gone was the mop of flyaway hair. Instead, Angel was dressed in a standard Catholic schoolgirl’s uniform and resembled the sweet, girl-next-door image that she portrayed in all of her movies.

Charlotte got to her feet just as Angel and Toby hurried past her. Neither said a word nor offered a smile, and within seconds, they both disappeared down the stairs.

“Ms. LaRue?”

Charlotte turned to see Heather standing in the doorway of the dressing room. Smiling, she said, “Please, just call me Charlotte.”

“Okay.” Heather motioned for Charlotte to come closer. “I only have a moment, but I wanted to fill you in on Angel’s rules.”

“Her rules?” Charlotte followed Heather back inside the dressing room.

Heather nodded. “Angel is a very private person,” she told Charlotte, “and there are certain things that no one but Toby is allowed to touch—that’s rule number one.” She walked over to the chaise longue and motioned toward a small object near a throw pillow. “That’s one of them.”

The object turned out to be a small, well-worn stuffed animal, a bulldog wearing what appeared to be a school sweater. On the sweater, embroidered in tiny print, were the words OAKDALE BULLDOGS.

“Angel is a little superstitious and calls it her good-luck charm,” Heather explained. And this is another one of her do-not-touch items.” She pointed toward a framed picture that had been placed on the dressing table.

In the eight-by-ten framed picture was a young girl with an older couple, and they were standing in front of what appeared to be a small country church.

“Also,” Heather continued, “Angel is very particular about her drinking water.” She motioned toward the cases of bottled water. “No one touches her water supply. It’s a special brand she has flown in from the Swiss Alps.” She turned to face Charlotte. “Rule number two. With only the exception of certain people, no one else gets inside Angel’s dressing room. Those certain people include Toby Russell, her bodyguard, of course, and Nick Franklin—when he’s on good behavior, that is,” she added. “There’s also Andre Dubois, Angel’s personal chef, Simon Clark, her manager, Max Morris, the director, and Dalton.” Heather grinned. “And now you.”

Yeah, me, Charlotte thought, wondering if there had been some kind of mix-up. Surely, they didn’t think that she’d been hired to be Angel’s personal maid. “Ah, Heather, just so there’s no misunderstanding, I was told that I was being hired to keep Mrs. Duhè’s house clean during the shooting.”

“Oh, sure—you were—but that also includes Angel’s dressing room. Oh, and there’s one other person I forgot to mention—Angel’s chauffeur, Benny Jackson.”

Charlotte frowned in thought. She’d heard that name before.

“Is something wrong?” Heather asked.

Charlotte shook her head and gave her a brief smile. “No. It’s just that the chauffeur’s name sounds familiar.” It was right on the cusp of her memory.

“Benny’s a sweetheart, and if I remember right, he’s originally from New Orleans.”

Like a streak of lightning, it suddenly hit Charlotte why she knew that name. “No way,” she murmured. After all, what were the odds?

“Excuse me? What did you say?”

Charlotte laughed. “Sorry, I have a bad habit of talking to myself sometimes. I was just wondering what the odds were that Angel’s chauffeur could be the same Benny Jackson who was once friends with my son, Hank, when they were still teenagers.”

Heather shrugged. “Anything’s possible.”

Charlotte’s eyes narrowed. “How old is this Benny Jackson?”

Heather thought a moment, then said, “I’d say he’s in his early forties.”

Even with Heather confirming that the chauffeur was about the right age, Charlotte still had doubts that he could be the same person she’d known. The Benny Jackson that she’d known had been a troubled teenager who had come from a family known for their run-ins with the law. Considering his family background, she’d be surprised if he hadn’t ended up in prison … or in the graveyard.

“Well, I guess that’s about it,” Heather said, interrupting Charlotte’s thoughts. “If you have any questions, please feel free to ask me or Dalton.” She reached up and lightly smoothed her fingers over her cheek.

Ordinarily, the hand motion wouldn’t have attracted Charlotte’s attention, but since she’d already noticed that Heather’s cheek was swollen, she figured that Heather had to be checking for more swelling. Should she say something or not? If she said something, she risked being told to mind her own business, but if she didn’t say anything and something happened to Heather …

While Heather gathered up several beauty items and placed them in a small makeup carrier that resembled a tackle box, a battle waged within Charlotte.

“If you’ll excuse me now,” Heather murmured, “I should probably go down and check on Angel’s makeup.”

Say something. Say something now.

Charlotte took a deep breath. “Heather, before you go, I do have a question.”

Heather paused and stared expectantly at Charlotte.

“How did you get that bruise?”

Heather’s eyes grew wide and her hand flew up to cover her upper cheekbone. Whirling around, she leaned in close to the mirror, searching her reflection for any sign of the bruise. Seemingly satisfied, she faced Charlotte. “I have to tell you that I pride myself on being a professional makeup artist. So how did you know that I have a bruise?”

“You can cover up a bruise,” Charlotte told her gently, “but not the swelling. And unfortunately, I’ve seen this type of thing before. Oh, you did an excellent job covering the bruise, all right, but that’s not really the bottom line here. The bottom line is, who’s been hitting you?”

“Why would you think anyone has been hitting me? For all you know, I could have run into a door or something. Besides, I don’t see that it’s any of your business, one way or another.”

“No, it probably isn’t, but like I said, I’ve seen it before, and if you believe nothing else, please believe that nothing good comes out of an abusive relationship.” Though it was possible that she was wrong, Charlotte didn’t think so, especially considering Heather’s defensive tone. “Heather, no one, but no one, has a right to hit you.”

Heather stared at her for a moment, as if pondering what to say next; then her eyes filled with tears. “He—he doesn’t m-mean to. He just has a bad temper.”

Charlotte was on the verge of asking who “he” was when someone near the stairs yelled out Heather’s name.

Blinking back the tears, Heather sniffed. “Coming,” she yelled back. With a wary, haunted look at Charlotte, she said, “I’ve got to go.” She took one last glance at the dressing table, then froze. “Oh, no, I completely forgot,” she groaned. She picked up a black velvet jewelry box off the dressing table, hesitated, and then faced Charlotte. “Could you do me a huge favor?”

“Sure, I’ll try.”

Heather handed Charlotte the box. “Make sure that Dalton gets this. It’s the duplicate pearl necklaces for the next scene,” she explained. “I was supposed to give them to Dalton earlier, but forgot.” She motioned for Charlotte to follow her and headed out the door.

As they walked down the hallway toward the stairs, Heather said, “FYI, we always keep duplicates of a major prop in case they have to shoot the scene over. In the upcoming scene the necklace will be broken when Hunter yanks it off Angel during an argument. According to the script, it’s a necklace that Hunter’s character had given his wife, and Angel’s character had taken it without his permission.”

*   *   *

By the end of shooting that first day, Charlotte wasn’t sure if she was coming or going. The only thing she knew for certain was that every bone in her body ached, and if she had to go up or down those stairs one more time, she’d have to crawl. No one had bothered to warn her that, in addition to cleaning up after everyone involved in the shooting, she would be everyone’s gofer as well. It seemed like every five minutes, someone was yelling for her to do something.

Unlike the freezing temperature inside the house, outside the sun beat down, and the hot air was so heavy with humidity that taking a deep breath was an effort. In the time it took to walk to her van, sweat had beaded on her upper lip, and the hair at the nape of her neck was wringing wet.

Just as she clicked the remote to unlock her van, she glanced in the side mirror and saw a man approaching her from behind. Something about the man made her immediately wary and she quickly glanced around to make sure she wasn’t alone.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” he called out. “Could I talk to you just a minute?”

Her instincts said to ignore him, to just get inside her van, lock the doors, and go home. But was it instinct or was it just leftover fear from the frightening incident that had happened to her last October? Probably a bit of both, she decided, but unlike that other time, this man looked to be only armed with a small spiral notebook and pen instead of a gun. And instead of being caught after dark in a deserted parking lot, she was out in the broad daylight with plenty of people within hollering range.

Taking a deep breath, Charlotte turned to face the man. “What do you want?” she asked bluntly.

“Ma’am, my name is Bruce King. I’m a writer—Angel’s biographer, in fact.” He laughed. “And no, I’m not related to the famous Stephen King.”

Yeah, you wish, she thought, not finding his silly attempt at humor the least bit funny. “Like I said, what do you want?”

“Your name is Charlotte, isn’t it? Charlotte LaRue?”

Charlotte narrowed her eyes. “And just how do you know my name?”

The smarmy man laughed again. “Like I said, I’m Angel’s biographer, so I know everything about what goes on when it concerns Angel.”

Charlotte bit her tongue. If he knew “everything,” then why did he need to talk to her, a mere maid? And another thing, no one had mentioned anything to her about Angel having a biographer. Besides, if he were the real deal, wouldn’t he have been hanging out inside the house instead of accosting the maid outside? Humph! More than likely, he was lying through his teeth and was probably one of those sleazy tabloid reporters.

“For instance,” he continued, tilting his head closer as if they were about to share a secret, “I heard that Angel and Nick had a knock-down, drag-out about that new script that Simon wants her to read.” He shook his head. “Poor Nick. He might be Angel’s main squeeze for the moment, but Simon should know better than to think he could influence Angel by using Nick.”

Main squeeze? Interesting term, she thought, but not one she’d likely use.

“So, did Angel throw anything at him this time?”

Warning bells of suspicion clanged louder in Charlotte’s head. Enough was enough. “Listen, mister, Angel’s relationships, good or bad, are none of my business. And they’re certainly none of your business. You’re no more her biographer than I’m the Queen of England.”

Totally ignoring her accusation, he said, “Hey, I’m just trying to authenticate my facts here. I may be a lot of things, but I don’t make up the stuff that I write. I’m a stickler for the truth.”

When Charlotte narrowed her eyes accusingly and tilted her head to one side, a red flush tinged his cheeks. “Well, I am,” he quickly added. “No matter what, I make sure that my writing is the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.”

“Yeah, right.” Charlotte turned away. Why was she even listening to this goofball?

“Hey, I’ll prove it!” He quickly stepped in front of her, effectively blocking her path to the van’s door. “In one of Angel’s recent press releases, it said that she grew up in Atlanta, Georgia.” He shook his head. “Not true. I did a little research of my own, and there’s no record of her ever living there. In fact, there’s only five other women in the whole U.S.A. named Angel Martinique, and none of them fit our Angel’s description or age.”

He waved his hand. “Yeah, yeah, I know Angel is probably just a stage name, but most times, an actor’s real name surfaces at some point.” He shook his head. “Not this time, though, and believe me, I’ve been doing some digging. What I’m after is her real name. And I’d gladly pay someone—pay you—for any information that you could find out.” He paused for a moment. “So, how about it?”

“How about what?” Charlotte shot back.

“How about helping me out here? See what you can find out? I’d make it worth your while.”

Enough was enough. “Tell you what I will do,” she said between clenched teeth. “If you move out of my way and leave now, I won’t call those security guards over there.” She motioned to where two of the guards were standing near the roadblocks. “But!” She pointed at him with her forefinger. “One more word and I’ll start screaming my head off.” He opened his mouth, but she shook her head. “Not a word! Now get out of here before I lose the little patience I have left.”

To give the man credit, after only a brief moment he threw up his hands in surrender and backed off.

Charlotte quickly loaded up her supply carrier, got inside the van, and hit the automatic door lock mechanism. As she drove away, she glanced in the rearview mirror. The man hadn’t moved. He was still standing where she’d left him.

Though traffic wasn’t light, it wasn’t bumper-to-bumper either. The first thing that Charlotte noticed when she pulled into her driveway was Louis standing on the front porch. The next thing she noticed was his suitcase beside the post nearest the steps. Another trip? So soon?

She slid out of the van and, pasting a smile on her face, headed for the steps. “Going somewhere?”

Louis nodded. “Yeah, but I didn’t want to leave without letting you know.”

Since when did he feel that he had to check in and out with her before he went somewhere? She certainly didn’t feel that way. Besides, he could have left a note.

Charlotte trudged up the steps and winced as each step sent a sharp pain through her knee.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing that a couple of Tylenol and a soak in a tub of hot water won’t cure. Too much climbing stairs today.” Not one to complain to others, Charlotte changed the subject. “So, where to this time?” She motioned at the suitcase, then walked over and unlocked her front door.

“Back to Houston. For several days this time.”

Still wondering why he thought he had to wait for her, she faced him and nodded. “Well, have a good trip.” She twisted the doorknob and pushed open the door.

“Wait up a minute, Charlotte.”

Hesitating a moment and getting more irritated by the second, she finally pulled the door closed and faced him again. “What?”

Several seconds passed, and still he said nothing.

“Look, I’ve had a long day and I’m tired, so please, whatever it is, just spit it out.”

“We need to talk. Have a serious talk,” he emphasized.

“So, talk, for Pete’s sake.”

He shook his head. “Not here and not now. I have to get on the road and I can see that you’re in no mood to listen. But when I get back—”

“Okay. Fine. When you get back, we’ll talk. Now, may I go inside?”

For an answer, Louis waved his hand, then picked up his suitcase. Unlike the last time he’d left, she didn’t wait around, nor did he try to kiss her.

“Fine with me,” she grumbled as she locked the front door behind her. “Everything’s just peachy.”

Only later that night, once she was in bed, did she wonder what in the world he’d meant by “serious.”
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