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				What people are saying about …

				FALSE PRETENSES

				“Kathy Herman has cooked up a spicy Cajun mystery featuring a likable cast of small-town characters. This intriguing yarn is sure to satisfy the appetites of murder-mystery lovers.” 

				Creston Mapes, author of Nobody 

				“With its perfectly paced suspense, Cajun flair, and riveting look at the high price of deceit, Kathy Herman’s False Pretenses is a true page-turner. Highly recommended!”

				Marlo Schalesky, author of the Christy Award–winning novel Beyond the Night

				“Kathy Herman has raised her own bar for an action-packed novel with rich conflict and realistic romance. False Pretenses is deep and soul-searching with nonstop excitement. It will lead to nonstop reading.”

				Hannah Alexander, author of A Killing Frost and the Hideaway series

				“Mysteries abound in Kathy Herman’s latest foray into suspense. Though we know some of the characters well, new ones will intrigue readers. The story entwines the secrets of the past with the secrets of today. You’ll enjoy this trip to Cajun country. A solid read!”

				Lyn Cote, author of Her Abundant Joy

				“In False Pretenses, Kathy Herman has begun a wonderfully intriguing new series set in Louisiana’s bayou country—Secrets of Roux River Bayou. False Pretenses gets the series off to a fast-paced start filled with suspense, tension, and mystery that will grip readers from the first page.”

				Marta Perry, author of Murder in Plain Sight

				“Kathy Herman has written a powerful story of tension, mystery, and danger. Anonymous messages point to a secret from the past that can destroy the future. But there’s also a tender love story to challenge that secret.”

				Lorena McCourtney, author of the Ivy Malone Mysteries and the Andi McConnell Mysteries

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: False Pretenses.pdf]
			

		

	
		
			
				FALSE PRETENSES

				Published by David C Cook

				4050 Lee Vance View

				Colorado Springs, CO 80918 U.S.A.

				David C Cook Distribution Canada 

				55 Woodslee Avenue, Paris, Ontario, Canada N3L 3E5

				David C Cook U.K., Kingsway Communications

				Eastbourne, East Sussex BN23 6NT, England

				David C Cook and the graphic circle C logo

				are registered trademarks of Cook Communications Ministries.

				All rights reserved. Except for brief excerpts for review purposes,

				no part of this book may be reproduced or used in any form 

				without written permission from the publisher.

				The website addresses recommended throughout this book are offered as a resource to you. These websites are not intended in any way to be or imply an endorsement on the part of David C Cook, nor do we vouch for their content.

				This story is a work of fiction. All characters and events are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to any person, living or dead, is coincidental.

				Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture quotations are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by Biblica, Inc™. Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com. John 11:25–26 in chapter 36 is taken from the New American Bible with Revised New Testament and Revised Psalms © 1991, 1986, 1970 Confraternity of Christian Doctrine, Washington, D.C. and is used by permission of the copyright owner. All rights reserved. No part of the New American Bible may be reproduced in any form without permission in writing from the copyright owner.

				LCCN 2010942617

				ISBN 978-0-7814-0340-5

				eISBN 978-0-7814-0618-5

				© 2011 Kathy Herman

				Published in association with the literary agency of Alive Communications, Inc, 7680 Goddard St., Suite 200, Colorado Springs, CO 80920.

				The Team: Don Pape, Diane Noble, Amy Kiechlin, Sarah Schultz, Caitlyn York, Karen Athen

				Cover Design: DogEared Design, Kirk DouPonce.

				Cover Images: iStockphoto, #10860599 royalty-free; iStockphoto, #9791563 royalty-free; ShutterStock, #4247786 royalty-free; SuperStock, #1525R-116643 royalty-free; 123RF, #1952688 royalty-free; Veer, #PHP2971311 royalty-free.

				First Edition 2011

			

		

	
		
			
				To Him who is both the Giver and the Gift

			

		

	
		
			
				CONTENTS

				Acknowledgments

				CAJUN FRENCH GLOSSARY

				PROLOGUE

				CHAPTER 1

				CHAPTER 2

				CHAPTER 3

				CHAPTER 4

				CHAPTER 5

				CHAPTER 6

				CHAPTER 7

				CHAPTER 8

				CHAPTER 9

				CHAPTER 10

				CHAPTER 11

				CHAPTER 12

				CHAPTER 13

				CHAPTER 14

				CHAPTER 15

				CHAPTER 16

				CHAPTER 17

				CHAPTER 18

				CHAPTER 19

				CHAPTER 20

				CHAPTER 21

				CHAPTER 22

				CHAPTER 23

				CHAPTER 24

				CHAPTER 25

				CHAPTER 26

				CHAPTER 27

				CHAPTER 28

				CHAPTER 29

				CHAPTER 30

				CHAPTER 31

				CHAPTER 32

				CHAPTER 33

				CHAPTER 34

				CHAPTER 35

				CHAPTER 36

				CHAPTER 37

				CHAPTER 38

				CHAPTER 39

				CHAPTER 40

				CHAPTER 41

				CHAPTER 42

				AfterWords

				A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

				DISCUSSION GUIDE

			

		

	
		
			
				Acknowledgments

				This is the first time in my writing career that I haven’t signed the first book of a new release to my mom. So I’d like to mention her here. My mother, Nora Phillips, closed her eyes and slipped into the arms of Jesus shortly after I started writing this book. Her sudden death was a shock to me but was no surprise to Him, who called her into His presence. I rejoice for Mom, yet I miss her so. She was a close friend and ardent cheerleader. There’s just something about a mother’s praise and encouragement that is different from anyone else’s. Trust me, if there’s a library in heaven, she’s already trying to get my books added. It’s hard letting go of her, but I take comfort in knowing that my loss is temporary. Our joy will be eternal.

				The bayou country of southern Louisiana provides the backdrop for this new series and many of the images I describe in the story. But Saint Catherine Parish, the town of Les Barbes, and the Roux River Bayou exist only in my imagination.

				During the writing of this first book, I drew from several resource people, each of whom shared generously from his or her storehouse of knowledge and experience. I did my best to integrate the facts as I understood them. If accuracy was compromised in any way, it was unintentional and strictly of my own doing. I also made good use of numerous Internet sites related to the history of the Acadians as well as to idiosyncrasies and customs of the Cajun culture and language.

				I owe a debt of gratitude to Retired Commander Carl H. Deeley of the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department for reading over selected scenes and answering my many questions relating to command posts, containments, and hate-crime investigations; and to Retired Lieutenant Gil Carrillo, Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department Homicide Bureau, for answering my questions about false confessions, bagging evidence, identifying shoes from casts taken at crime scenes, withholding evidence, and dealing with department leaks; and to my brother, Chuck Phillips, for helping me understand the differences in firearms. I love gleaning what I can from experienced individuals who “know their stuff.” You gentlemen made my job easy.

				I want to thank my friend Paul David Houston, former assistant district attorney, for explaining the steps involved in legally changing a person’s name, for researching the statute of limitations on certain crimes in the state of Louisiana, and for helping me to create a believable crime scenario. As always, Paul, you’re an absolute joy to work with. Your thorough, concise, and speedy replies to my questions are so appreciated.

				A special word of thanks to those whose prayers kept me going, especially through a difficult time of grief: my tenacious prayer warrior and sister, Pat Phillips; my ever-standing-in-the-gap friends Mark and Donna Skorheim and Susan Mouser; my online prayer team—Chuck Allenbrand, Pearl and Don Anderson, Judith Depontes, Jackie Jeffries, Joanne Lambert, Adrienne McCabe, Deidre Pool, Kim Prothro, Kelly Smith, Leslie Strader, Carolyn Walker, Sondra Watson, and Judi Wieghat; my friends at LifeWay Christian Store in Tyler, Texas, and LifeWay Christian Resources in Nashville, Tennessee; and my church family at Bethel Bible Church. I cannot possibly express to you how much I value your prayers.

				To the retailers who sell my books, the church and public libraries that make them available, and the many readers who have encouraged me with personal testimonies about how God has used my words to challenge and inspire. He uses you to fuel the passion that keeps me writing.

				To my novelist friends in ChiLibris, who allow me to tap into your collective wisdom and experience—what a compassionate, charitable, prayerful group you are! It’s an honor to be counted among you.

				To my agent, Joel Kneedler, and the diligent staff at Alive Communications. Your standard of excellence challenges me to keep growing as a writer. I only hope that I represent you as well as you represent me.

				To Cris Doornbos, Dan Rich, Don Pape, and the amazing staff at David C Cook Publishers for believing in me and investing in the words I write; thanks for all you do to support my writing ministry. I love being part of the Cook “family.”

				To my editor, Diane Noble, for your abundance of patience and grace when I needed more time (and then some) to finish this book. Your intuitive insights and suggestions added depth to the story. I am so blessed to get to work with you and actually look forward to the editing process!

				And to my husband, Paul, the other half of my heart, who is the “guardian” of those long periods of absolute quiet wherein my stories are born, thanks for fielding the phone calls and interruptions and for tiptoeing around the house so that I can be creative. Your sacrifices do not go unnoticed.

				And most important, thank You, heavenly Father, for blessing the talent You have entrusted to me so that others might get a picture of Your goodness through the power of story. Let my words glorify Your name.

			

		

	
		
			
				CAJUN FRENCH GLOSSARY

				
					
						
								
								Ah, c’est bon—

							
								
								What most people say about Cajun cuisine. It literally means, “Ah, it’s good.”

							
						

						
								
								Andouille—

							
								
								A coarse-grained smoked meat made using pork, pepper, onions, wine, and seasonings; spicy Cajun sausage.

							
						

						
								
								Beignet—

							
								
								A pastry made from deep-fried dough and sprinkled with powdered sugar—a kind of French doughnut.

							
						

						
								
								Benoit—

							
								
								The last name Zoe chose when she changed her name.

							
						

						
								
								Boudin—

							
								
								Sausage made from a pork rice dressing (much like dirty rice), which is stuffed into pork casings. Rice is always used in Cajun cuisine. 

							
						

						
								
								Bonjour—

							
								
								Good day. Good morning. Good afternoon.

							
						

						
								
								Broussard—

							
								
								Zoe and Pierce’s last name.

							
						

						
								
								Breaux’s—

							
								
								Cajun restaurant that features live Cajun music.

							
						

						
								
								Capon—

							
								
								Coward.

							
						

						
								
								Cher—

							
								
								Dear.

							
						

						
								
								Commes les vieux—

							
								
								Like the old people.

							
						

						
								
								Courtbouillon—

							
								
								A rich, spicy tomato-based soup or stew made with fish fillets, onions, and sometimes mixed vegetables.

							
						

						
								
								Couyon—

							
								
								A stupid person.

							
						

						
								
								Down the bayou—

							
								
								Cajun way of saying south. 

							
						

						
								
								Etienne’s—

							
								
								The Cajun restaurant where Zoe said she gained all of her experience.

							
						

						
								
								Fournier—

							
								
								Father Sam’s last name.

							
						

						
								
								Freesôns—

							
								
								Goose bumps.

							
						

						
								
								Ils sont noirs—

							
								
								They’re black.

							
						

						
								
								Jourdain’s—

							
								
								The name of the restaurant where Zoe said she worked in Morgan City.

							
						

						
								
								Lagniappe—

							
								
								A small gift given with a purchase to a customer, by way of compliment or for good measure; a bonus; an unexpected or indirect benefit. 

							
						

						
								
								Le Grand Dérangement—

							
								
								Great Expulsion of 1755–1763, mostly during the Seven Years’ War, British colonial officers and New England legislators and militia deported more than fourteen thousand Acadians from the maritime region in what could be called an ethnic cleansing ante litteram. Approximately one third perished. Many later settled in Louisiana, where they became known as Cajuns.

							
						

						
								
								Les Cadiens—

							
								
								Acadians; natives of Acadia.

							
						

						
								
								Make a bahbin—

							
								
								Pout.

							
						

						
								
								Mal au couer—

							
								
								Vomit. I got the mal au couer. I need to vomit.

							
						

						
								
								Mamere—

							
								
								Grandmother.

							
						

						
								
								Mère—

							
								
								Mother.

							
						

						
								
								Mes Amis—

							
								
								My friends.

							
						

						
								
								Millet—

							
								
								Jacob’s last name.

							
						

						
								
								Monsieur Champoux—

							
								
								Zoe’s first landlord.

							
						

						
								
								Monsieur Hebert Lanoux—

							
								
								Regular customer at Zoe B’s and first customer ever to come to her establishment.

							
						

						
								
								Motier foux—

							
								
								Half crazy.

							
						

						
								
								Pain perdu—

							
								
								French toast fried in butter and served with powdered sugar sprinkled on top.

							
						

						
								
								Papere—

							
								
								Grandfather.

							
						

						
								
								Passing a mop—

							
								
								Mopping.

							
						

						
								
								Peekon—

							
								
								Thorn.

							
						

						
								
								Potaine—

							
								
								Ruckus

							
						

						
								
								Peeshwank—

							
								
								A little person; runt.

							
						

						
								
								Prejean—

							
								
								The sheriff’s last name.

							
						

						
								
								Propriétaire—

							
								
								Owner.

							
						

						
								
								P’tit boug—

							
								
								Little boy.

							
						

						
								
								Rahdoht—

							
								
								Boring, never-ending conversation.

							
						

						
								
								Rue Madeline—

							
								
								Madeline Street.

							
						

						
								
								Skinny mullet—

							
								
								Skinny person.

							
						

						
								
								Slow the TV—

							
								
								Turn down the TV.

							
						

						
								
								Surette—

							
								
								Savannah’s last name (waitress at Zoe B’s).

							
						

						
								
								Un jour a la frou—

							
								
								One day at a time.

							
						

						
								
								Up the bayou—

							
								
								Cajun way of saying north.

							
						

					
				

			

		

	
		
			
				PROLOGUE

				Nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account. (Hebrews 4:13)

				Shelby Sieger sat straight up in bed, clutching her pillow. Trembling. Had she called out again—or imagined it? She clamped her eyes shut and listened. Had she awakened anyone else at the Woodmore House? 

				An entire minute passed without a sound. She threw back the covers and slid her legs over the side of the bed, groping the nightstand until she found the thin metal chain on the lamp—and pulled it. Sixty watts instantly transformed the room. Why should a twenty-seven-year-old woman feel safer with the light on?

				Her three packed suitcases were neatly lined up in front of the white marble fireplace. Maybe once she was away from here, the nightmares would cease. But leaving would be harder than she thought. 

				Shelby picked up the framed photo of the Woodmore staff taken last Christmas and slowly traced the faces with her finger. Six years was a long time. No one could dispute that Adele Woodmore treated her more like a blood relative than merely a trusted member of her household staff. But hadn’t she worked hard for her keep? Adele never ran out of things for her to do. The meager salary she earned in addition to room and board would never have been enough to realize her dream. 

				She sighed and put the photo back on the nightstand. And why shouldn’t her dream come true? Was she less deserving than everyone else?

				Her father’s words still taunted her. You stupid, worthless little brat! If I thought someone else would take you, I’d park you on their doorstep. You’re nothin’. And you’ll never amount to nothin’.

				 Shelby blinked several times to clear her eyes. It wasn’t her fault that he was a mean drunk guilty of unspeakable acts or that her mother was a blubbering weakling with no backbone. But she wasn’t that helpless little girl anymore. Who could blame her for seizing the moment? She’d simply done what she needed to do. Adele had gotten over it; her life would go on as usual. 

				Shelby slid open the second drawer and took out her wallet to look at the new name on her driver’s license and social security card. She had waited an entire year to avoid suspicion. Then, two weeks ago, she gave Adele notice—and managed a sufficient show of emotion to convince her that the decision to leave Woodmore had been prompted by her mother’s failing health.

				A howling wind caused branches of the longleaf pines to scrape the roof—and cold air to seep through the windows. She shivered and put her wallet back in the drawer, then crawled under the patchwork quilt, content to leave the light on. Soon she would be on her own, self-employed and accountable to no one. Hadn’t that always been her dream? 

				Shelby glanced at the clock. As long as she remained in this house, there was a chance something could go wrong. It would be a huge relief when she could stop worrying that Adele might uncover what the police never did. Six hours from now she would board a Greyhound bus for Lafayette and never look back. And no one would ever know what she’d done or where she’d gone. 

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 1

				As Vanessa Langley stepped gingerly across the creaky wood floor in the empty parlor at Langley Manor, the eyes of the bearded man in the painting above the fireplace seemed to follow her. 

				A popping noise overhead sent her pulse racing. She looked up at the chandelier. “What was that?”

				Her husband, Ethan, grabbed her arm, a grin pulling at the corners of his mouth. “Maybe it’s the ghost of Josiah Langley.” He nodded toward the painting. “He’s still hanging around.”

				Vanessa smiled in spite of herself. “I’m sure it’s just the house settling.”

				“Is it?” Ethan lifted his eyebrows up and down. “Or have we traveled back in time—through six generations of Langleys—and entered into … The Twilight Zone? Do do do do, do do do do …”

				“Don’t. That’s creepy.” She shoved him playfully. 

				Vanessa walked into the dining room and stood at the oblong window, inhaling the pervasive, musty smell of old wood, her eyes feasting on acres and acres of tall green stalks undulating in the summer breeze. “I love the way the cane fields sway in the wind.” 

				“Yeah,” Ethan said. “It’s like Mother Nature’s doing the wave.”

				“It’s amazing to think that many of your ancestors stood at this very window, looking at these same fields. I wonder how much land Josiah Langley owned when he built this place.”

				“Almost all the land that’s now Saint Catherine Parish.” Ethan came over and stood next to her. “But the fifteen acres we inherited with the house will be plenty for us to maintain. Be glad my great-grandparents had the foresight to sell the cane fields and use the money to give the house a face-lift. That’s going to make converting it to a bed-and-breakfast a lot more doable.”

				“It’ll still be a monumental challenge.”

				“We can work together on the big decisions.” Ethan kissed her cheek. “But I really want to make a go of my counseling practice so you can stay home with Carter and oversee the renovation. You’ll be great at it.”

				Carter Langley darted out of the kitchen and over to her, his mound of strawberry-blond hair falling in a straight line just above his eyebrows, his tattered stuffed beagle, Georgie, tucked under his arm. 

				“I’m going a-a-all the way up.” He pointed to the stately white staircase, his sapphire blue eyes wide with resolve.

				 Ethan scooped the four-year-old bundle of energy into his arms before he could take off running. “Hold on a second. Daddy will go with you.”

				“Georgie and me want to see the candy man. He’s nice. He gives us lemon dwops.”

				“I thought we agreed to nip this in the bud,” Vanessa said.

				Ethan put his lips to her ear. “That’s what I’m about to do. Do you really think we’re going to find a candy man up there?”

				“But why feed his imagination when there are so many ghost stories floating around about this house?” 

				“If we let Carter explore every nook and cranny, he’ll see for himself that those spooky stories are ridiculous. The kid’s going to live here some day. We might as well dispel this myth up front.”

				Vanessa tilted her son’s chin and held his gaze. “It’s important to remember that the man in the closet wasn’t real. He was just pretend.”

				“He let me touch his whiskers,” Carter insisted. “They felt pwickly.”

				“Let’s you and me and Georgie go take a look.” Ethan winked at her and started up the staircase as Carter let out a husky laugh.

				Vanessa bit her tongue. Maybe Ethan was right. But she didn’t like it. She pulled up on the window and forced it open about a foot, letting the muggy July air flood the room. Not that it was much of an improvement.

				She turned around and brushed the dust off her hands, admiring the spacious dining room, which was trimmed in white crown moldings, and the oval mahogany table with matching chairs, the only furniture still in the house. The red and white floral wallpaper seemed busy and overpowering and was at the top of her list of things to replace. What type of pattern would soften the room? Or should she forget wallpaper and just have it painted a solid color? She had so much to learn about preserving the rich history and yet making the place tasteful and comfortable. Was she really the right person to take the lead on this?

				She studied the sepia photograph that hung in an oval frame in the nook leading to the kitchen. Ethan’s great-grandparents, Chester and Augusta Langley, were the last to reside in the manor house and chose to demolish all the outbuildings. They recorded in their Bible that those structures were reminders of a time when people had “wrongfully prospered on the backs of slaves.”

				The plantation house was in remarkably good condition at the time of Chester’s passing and five years later when Augusta died. But years of it sitting empty had taken a toll. Though structurally sound, it needed furnishings and a great deal of renovating before it would make a suitable bed-and-breakfast. And what would it take to make their family quarters kid-friendly without spoiling the historic value of this Langley heirloom?

				Vanessa turned again to the dining-room window and imagined Ethan and his cousin, Drew, as little boys playing hide-and-seek in the cane fields. How did those two little scamps keep from getting lost in there? She imagined herself surrounded on all sides by cane stalks considerably taller than she and felt short of breath. She heard a car door slam and came back to the present. Who even knew they were out here? She walked through the parlor and opened the front door.

				A white Toyota Prius was parked in the driveway, and Pierce and Zoe Broussard were already out of the car and heading in her direction.

				“Hey there.” Zoe waved. “Hope you don’t mind the intrusion. Pierce and I decided to take you up on your offer. We want to see the house before you start renovating.” She grinned. “So we can appreciate it afterward.”

				“I’m glad you did. Come in.” Vanessa held open the door and imagined for an instant that she was welcoming the first guests to the bed-and-breakfast. “Don’t get your clothes dirty. The maid hasn’t been here in years.” She laughed. 

				Pierce followed Zoe inside. “I didn’t realize Langley Manor is only three miles from Les Barbes,” he said. “For some reason I thought it was twice that far.”

				Zoe’s gaze danced around the room. “It’s not as big as it looks from the outside.”

				“Probably because it’s empty. Except for that dining-room table and chairs and a few pictures on the wall, everything else was sold in the estate sale years ago. Great-Grandmother Augusta specified that the table and family pictures were to stay with the house. She probably never dreamed it would be vacant this long. But Ethan’s dad and uncles didn’t want to leave Tennessee.”

				“Where are Ethan and Carter?” Pierce asked.

				“Upstairs looking for the imaginary fellow in the closet.”

				“Ah, the candy man.” Zoe shot her a knowing look.

				“I think once Carter’s familiar with every inch of the house, his imagination will take a rest,” Vanessa said. “I’m sure it’s been hard having his entire world uprooted.”

				Zoe glanced up the white staircase. “Tell me again how many bedrooms.” 

				“Four up and two down. We plan to knock out a few walls upstairs so we’ll have six guest rooms.”

				“Where will you live?” Pierce asked.

				“On this level. There’s plenty of space in the back of the house to add a third bedroom and make it into our private living quarters.”

				“So all the guest rooms will be upstairs?” 

				Vanessa nodded. “The biggest challenge could be adding private baths to each one. People who routinely stay in B and Bs have probably shared a bathroom with other guests at some point. But I never liked it.”

				Pierce shot her a crooked smile. “I know bed-and-breakfasts are really the in thing, but I find it amusing that people actually pay to sleep in an old house and share the toilet with strangers.”

				“It’s about the ambiance, cher.” Zoe poked him with her elbow. “It’s a little slice of history and a lot more romantic than staying at a motor inn.”

				“Well, if at all possible,” Vanessa quickly added, “the guest rooms at Langley Manor will have private baths. Thankfully the house has been updated over the years and has indoor plumbing and electricity and modern conveniences. But it’s been empty a long time, and it needs a complete makeover.”

				“Who’s going to do the work?” Pierce asked.

				“We’ve contracted Southern Pride.” 

				He nodded. “I’ve heard they’re the best. When do they start?”

				“The plans are being drawn up now. We’re hoping to see blueprints sometime next week.”

				“So how much longer will you be renting the apartment from us?”

				“Oh, I don’t see us moving in here for at least eighteen months,” Vanessa said. “Probably closer to two years. Even if our private quarters are finished before that, I have no desire to move in here until all the remodeling is finished. I wouldn’t do well with the mess or with the workers traipsing in and out.”

				“Not that I want to lose you as tenants, but I can hardly wait to see this place done over.” Zoe smiled, her intriguing blue-gray eyes looking as big as quarters, framed by her dark, chin-length hair. “It’s one of the few plantation houses in Saint Catherine Parish that survived the Civil War. The locals are proud of that—even if the Langleys were British.” 

				“I’ve read some of Augusta Langley’s diaries,” Vanessa said. “It really bothered her that the British mistreated the Acadians.”

				“Mistreated?” Pierce raised his eyebrows, his voice an octave higher. “The British ordered the forced removal of every last Acadian from what’s now Nova Scotia—because they wouldn’t renounce their Catholic faith and become Protestant. And wouldn’t swear allegiance to the British flag and take up arms against France. A third of the Acadians died in the process. I’d say Le Grand Dérangement was more like ethnic cleansing than mistreatment, wouldn’t you?”

				Vanessa felt embarrassment scald her face in the awkward silence that followed. “Yes, I suppose it was,” she finally said. “What the British did to the Acadians was similar to what the U.S. government did to the Native Americans. It was shameful.”

				“Yes, it was.” Pierce turned his head, his prominent nose suddenly reminding her of Charles de Gaulle. “Louisiana may have been a safe haven, but life in the bayou was totally foreign. Summers were stifling. And I’m sure alligator and crawfish weren’t all that appetizing at first. They learned to make do with whatever they could find. But it’s not like they had a choice.”

				“And think of the delicious cuisine that just keeps evolving.” Zoe put her hand on his back as if to calm him down. “Our entire Cajun culture has evolved into something unique in all of America. We can be proud.”

				“I am proud. Just not of the way it all came about.” Pierce was quiet for a moment, and the tautness left his face. “Sorry for getting on my soapbox, Vanessa. I used to teach history and have strong feelings about the plight of les Cadiens. Some Acadians were my ancestors who settled here long before that fat cat Josiah Langley bought up the land. No offense.”

				“None taken.”

				“Langley didn’t even try to adapt. He clung to everything British, right down to the name he gave this place. He chose manor instead of plantation—his way of flaunting his British superiority. The Cajuns resented it.”

				“Were any plantations owned by Cajuns?”

				“Not around here. French Creoles, not Cajuns.” Pierce’s dark eyes matched his mood. “Back then most Cajuns barely had enough to live on. Look, no one can change what happened, but outsiders should understand how and why the Acadians settled here—and what was taken from them. It drives me crazy that most everything associated with the word Cajun has been reduced to a tourist attraction or a souvenir.”

				So Pierce regarded them as outsiders? Vanessa was relieved to hear footsteps coming down the staircase and turned just as Ethan and Carter reached the bottom.

				“I thought I heard voices. Hey, guys.” Ethan walked over to Zoe and hugged her and shook Pierce’s hand. “What’s up?”

				“Just came to get that tour you offered us,” Pierce said. “Maybe Carter would like to show us around.” 

				“Yay!” Carter threw Georgie up in the air and then caught him.

				“Looks like the yays have it.” Ethan smiled. “He knows his way around as well as I do.”

				“And what about the candy man in the closet?” Vanessa raised an eyebrow.

				“No sign of him or his lemon drops.” Ethan winked. “I guess he’s moved on.”

				“Maybe he went a-a-all the way up on the roof.” Carter stood on his tiptoes, his hands stretched toward the ceiling. “Like Santa Claus!”

				“Are you old enough to show Mister Pierce and me all the rooms in the house?” Zoe asked.

				“I had my birfday. I’m four.” Carter proudly held up four fingers. 

				“Well, that’s certainly old enough. Where should we start?”

				“There’s a big, big, big, big fireplace—bigger than Daddy. Big as a giant!” Carter took her hand. “I’ll show you.”

				“Okay, I’m ready.”

				Zoe reached for Pierce’s hand and let Carter lead them toward the back of the house.

				Vanessa met Ethan’s gaze and wondered if even he could love that child as much as she did.

				“This place is going to make a wonderful bed-and-breakfast,” he said. “I can picture us living here. What a great way for Carter to grow up. He’ll charm the guests and learn some important people skills in the process. I can hardly wait to see the blueprints.”

				“Me either. But the more I think about it, the more convinced I am that all the guest rooms should have a private bath.” 

				“I agree.… Honey, what’s wrong? You look flustered.”

				“I am.”

				“What happened?”

				Vanessa fanned herself with her hand. The heat was suddenly oppressive. “Oh, I mentioned something I read in Augusta Langley’s diary about her feeling bad that the British had mistreated the Acadians, and Pierce went off.” She told Ethan everything she could remember about the uncomfortable exchange. “I totally agreed with Pierce about how awful it was. But I was floored at how prejudiced he is toward the British. I didn’t see that coming.”

				“I haven’t noticed it.”

				Vanessa arched her eyebrows. “You will if you ever get into a discussion about Cajun history. Be forewarned.”

				“The last thing we need is a Cajun landlord who resents us. It’s going to be a long time before we move in here.” Ethan looked over her shoulder, seemingly distracted by something. “Is that a marble on the floor?”

				He walked past her to the dining-room table, got down on all fours, and stretched out his arm underneath it until he had something in his hand.

				“No way,” he said. “You’re not going to believe what this is.” 

				“Tell me.”

				Ethan crawled out from under the table and rose to his feet, holding a tiny yellow object between his thumb and forefinger, his eyes wide. “It’s a lemon drop.”

				“Very funny.”

				“See for yourself.”

				Ethan walked toward her, the object in his open palm. 

				“It’s obviously a lemon drop,” she said. “I just think you put it there.”

				“What? Why would I do that?” 

				“As a prank. To make me think Carter actually saw some guy in the upstairs closet. I don’t think it’s funny.”

				“Neither do I. And I’m not into cruel pranks. I have no idea where it came from.”

				She studied his stony expression, half expecting him to break into laughter at any moment. “Well, I’m sure Carter didn’t put it there.” 

				“Honey …” Ethan gently gripped her wrist. “I didn’t. I promise.”

				“We had all the locks changed. No one else has a key to the house.”

				“Well”—Ethan pursed his lips and looked up the white staircase—“if Carter did see a man up there, the guy got in without a key.”

				“How? The doors are all locked. Windows, too.”

				Ethan shrugged. “I don’t have an explanation. Yet. But it wasn’t the ghost of Josiah Langley. Besides, I doubt they had lemon drops in 1839.”

				“Don’t kid around, Ethan. This is creepy. How will we ever be safe here if someone can get in and out without a key?”

				“Take it easy, honey. There has to be an explanation.”

				“It terrifies me that Carter might actually have been close to this … this … trespasser.” Vanessa glanced up at the oil painting, a chill crawling up her spine. “Let’s not say anything to Zoe and Pierce. I don’t want anything else added to the ghost stories about this place.”

				“Agreed. We need to talk to Carter again and start taking his description of this character seriously. And we need to report it to the sheriff.”

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2

				The next morning, Zoe Broussard hurried down the stairs from her apartment above Zoe B’s Cajun Eatery and walked through the alcove and into the cozy dining area. The aroma of warm beignets, oven-hot bread, and freshly brewed coffee filled her senses. 

				The place was starting to fill up with customers, the hum of their voices the perfect background music. Could it really have been a decade ago that she opened this place? Little had changed, other than the size, the color scheme, and the addition of a few oil paintings from local artists. The same French country furnishings still flavored the ambiance.

				Two of her longtime customers sat at the table next to the window, where she’d hung her prize fern. She unfolded a red and gold fleur-de-lis print tablecloth that matched the curtains, shook it, then spread it evenly across the table, smoothing out the wrinkles.

				“There you go,” she said. “Still warm from the dryer. And don’t worry about the coffee spill on the other one. There’s almost no stain I can’t get out.”

				“Aw, you take such good care of us.” Tex Campbell’s bushy silver eyebrows shifted as he winked at his tablemate. “What would we do without you?”

				“You mean, besides starve?”

				Father Samuel Fournier shot her a knowing look, his hazel eyes magnified by his thick lenses. “There’s more truth to that than I’d like to admit.”

				Savannah Surette’s petite frame whisked past the table in the direction of the kitchen, her ponytail swaying. “I’ll bring you more coffee. Hebert called in his breakfast order and is on his way.”

				“I wonder what’s keeping him?” Father Sam said. “He’s usually the first one here.”

				Zoe shook her head, her arms folded. “Hebert shouldn’t be living alone. One of these days someone’s going to find him dead in his sleep.”

				“Would that be such a bad way to go?” Father Sam pushed a lock of white hair off his forehead. “But that skinny mullet will make ninety-five on his next birthday and hardly ever sees a doctor.” 

				“He still needs looking after.”

				“That’s what he’s got us for,” Father Sam said. “And he seems just fine to me.”

				“Shoot”—Tex waved his hand—“he shamed us at checkers the other night—again. All his burners are still lit.”

				“That’s beside the point,” Zoe said. “He’s an old man.”

				“Old is as old does.” Tex sat back in his chair, his thumbs hooked on his suspenders, his bald head shiny under the overhead lights. “Hebert’s mind is sharp as a tack.”

				“He’s old enough to be your father.”

				“Impressive, don’t you think?” Tex flashed a grin as wide as the Rio Grande. “I suspect that ornery Cajun is gonna be around for a while yet.”

				Savannah stopped at the table, filled two cups with coffee, and set the white thermal pitcher on the table. “Your orders are up next.”

				The tinkling of the bell on the front door caused Zoe to turn just as Remy Jarvis shuffled in the front door, a red cap backward on his head and two copies of Monday’s Les Barbes Ledger in his hand.

				“Happy day, everybody,” Remy said. “I am late. My bike got a flat tire. Mister Ives fixed it for me. It cost fifty cents. That’s two quarters.” Remy’s eyes were wide. “And I had two quarters!”

				“Ives is a good friend, isn’t he?”

				Remy bobbed his head, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “Mister Ives is my friend. I brought two newspapers, Miss Zoe. Sorry I am late.”

				Zoe took the papers and patted Remy’s cheek. “You’re not that late, and it couldn’t be helped. I knew you’d be here.”

				Remy beamed, a seven-year-old in a grown man’s body. “Bye. Happy day, everybody.” He turned and left the eatery.

				“That was sure kind of ol’ Ives,” Tex said. “Wanna bet he asked Remy how much money he had on him and acted like two quarters was exactly what he charges to fix a tire?”

				“Ives would do just about anything for Remy,” Zoe said, scanning the front page. “I’d like to think we all would.”

				A few seconds later the front door opened again, and Hebert Lanoux stepped inside, dressed in too-short khaki pants, a wrinkled yellow shirt, and socks that didn’t match.

				“There you are,” Zoe said.

				Hebert, his mass of mousey gray hair sticking up in the back where he’d slept on it, shuffled over to the table and kissed Zoe on the cheek, then sat next to Father Sam. “Bonjours, mes amis. And how’s everybody dis fine day?”

				“Couldn’t be better,” Tex said.

				“I’m feeling great.” Father Sam took a sip of coffee, looking authoritative in his black and white cleric shirt. “How come you’re late?”

				“Oh, I made da mistake of listening to da news and lost consciousness.” He laughed, exposing a row of discolored teeth. “So much of what dey call news is rahdoht.”

				A row of lines appeared on Tex’s forehead. “What’s raw dot?”

				“Boring talk dat goes on and on and on,” Hebert said. “Can’t get jus’ facts anymore. Now we got to listen to everybody’s opinion. And den somebody’s opinion of everybody’s opinion.”

				Zoe nodded. “That’s why I prefer the newspaper. Pierce listens to cable and tells me what I absolutely need to know.” She handed one copy of the newspaper to Father Sam and tucked the other under her arm.

				“But isn’t it great we live in a country where we’re allowed to speak our minds?” Tex took his red kerchief and dabbed his forehead. “No one’s forcin’ us to watch the tube.” 

				“Good point,” Father Sam said. “We can always slow the TV. Or just turn it off.”

				Savannah came out of the kitchen, her smile infectious, her right hand balancing a round tray almost as wide as she was tall. “Here we are, fellas.”

				Zoe studied the breakfast entrees as Savannah served them. Pain perdu for Father Sam. Eggs benedict for Tex. Beignets and a side of andouille sausage for Hebert. Beautifully arranged on the plates. A slice of orange and a sprig of mint. Pierce always made such a nice presentation.

				“Will that do, everybody?” Savannah said. “Or is there something else I can bring y’all?”

				“I think we’re good,” Tex said. “Still got half a pot of coffee.”

				“Uh, since you asked”—Hebert picked up his knife and fork—“I could use a little o’ dat citrus marmalade on dese beignets.”

				“Done. Anybody else?”

				Father Sam smiled sheepishly. “More milk for my coffee?” 

				“Coming right up.”

				Zoe heard a child’s voice and turned, surprised to see Vanessa and Carter Langley coming in the door.

				“Miss Zoe, guess what?” Carter raced toward her, Georgie tucked under his arm. “Mommy said I could have cwepes!” 

				Zoe crouched next to Carter. His round eyes looked like big blue buttons, and his dimpled cheeks were flushed with sheer delight. 

				“Which flavor crepes would you like?” she said. “Blueberry, strawberry, banana, or apple?”

				“I want apple!” Carter glanced over at his mother and then added, “Please.” He cupped his little hands around her ear and whispered, “I don’t like peelings—just the goodest part of apples, like the kind in apple pie.”

				“Well, you’re in luck because that’s the kind we have. I’ll tell Mister Pierce to be sure to get all the peel off.”

				“Where do you want us?” Vanessa glanced around the room. “How about that corner table, where you-know-who’s mess won’t be so obvious?”

				“Oh, he’s fine. Sit wherever you’re comfortable. Breakfast is on the house.”

				“You don’t have to do that,” Vanessa said.

				“It’s the least I can do after Pierce’s blunt and unsolicited history lesson yesterday.” Zoe stroked Carter’s thick straight hair. “I hope you know he’s excited about you renting the upstairs apartment. We wouldn’t have rented it to just anybody. Y’all are so nice, and we know you’ll take care of it. How’s the back entrance working out for you?”

				“It’s perfect. And with Carter in tow, it’s nice that our parking spots are close. Ethan and I love the apartment. Thanks for letting us share the balcony—I mean the gallery. We love to be out there in the evenings and watch the people on the sidewalks—and listen to the band playing at Breaux’s.”

				“You like Cajun music?”

				“Very much.” Vanessa’s face was suddenly animated. “Ethan’s grandfather grew up here and learned to play the accordion, banjo, and mandolin. He moved to Alexandria after he got married and for years played in a band called the Bayou Boys. Later on he learned to play the guitar and fiddle, too, and taught Ethan’s dad and uncles to play all of those. They still do.”

				“Really?”

				“They’re good, too. The band at Breaux’s reminds me of them. Ethan’s family has strong Cajun ties. I had intended to mention it to Pierce yesterday before he—”

				“Insulted you?”

				Vanessa’s cheeks turned as pink as her blouse. “I didn’t take it as an insult, but it was awkward. Maybe once he realizes that not everyone with British ancestry is the enemy, he’ll see that we can love and appreciate all the unique things about the Cajun culture.”

				Zoe sighed. “Pierce needs to be around more people like you and Ethan. Ever since he quit teaching and became the chef here, he spends so much time back in that kitchen that he’s hardly ever exposed to anyone who isn’t Cajun. His world has gotten much too small. Please don’t judge him too harshly. He’s really a sweetheart.”

				“I can see that. I was just caught off guard by his resentment of the British. Ethan and I will have to prove to Pierce that we’re all on the same side. I’d like us to be friends.” 

				“Me, too,” Zoe said. “Actually he’s fond of you. And he’s nuts about Carter. His issues with the British go back generations in his family. It’s not personal.”

				Vanessa held out her hand to Carter. “Sweetie, we’d better go find a table and let Miss Zoe get back to work.”

				“I want to sit there!” He pointed to a table against the brick wall and took off running.

				“Carter, wait …” Vanessa sighed and looked at Zoe apologetically. “He hasn’t quite learned his restaurant manners yet.”

				“He said please without being told. I thought that was very polite for a four-year-old. Relax. Just enjoy your breakfast.” 

				Zoe watched Vanessa get Carter situated at the table, at the same time admiring how the newly refinished oak floors accentuated the tan and ruddy tones in the brick. And the red and gold in the new tablecloths.

				Hebert tapped her arm. “Who dat p’tit boug?” 

				“Carter Langley. Isn’t he adorable?”

				“Dat beautiful lady his mama?”

				“Uh-huh.” Zoe studied Vanessa: a perfect size six with long, dark hair and striking blue eyes. She felt a tinge of jealousy and dismissed it. “Her name’s Vanessa Langley. She and her husband, Ethan, inherited Langley Manor. They’re renting the apartment upstairs while the house is being renovated and converted into a bed-and-breakfast.”

				“Where dey from?”

				“East Tennessee. Ethan’s a psychologist and just got hired by a Christian counseling firm in Lafayette.”

				“Dat’s real nice. Hope dey work out.”

				“Me, too.” Zoe lowered her voice. “I just hope the folks in Les Barbes will accept them.” 

				“They accepted me,” Tex said. “What’s the difference?”

				“Da difference”—Hebert licked the powdered sugar off his finger—“is dat it weren’t your uppity British kin who looked down dere noses at da Cajuns.”

				“But that young lady over there and her husband had nothin’ to do with that,” Tex said.

				“No, they didn’t.” Zoe shook her head. “And they’re not the least bit uppity.”

				“Good.” Father Sam wiped his mouth with a napkin. “So there’s no reason to punish them for the faults of their relatives. The plantation house has been vacant so long that most people here have never even met a Langley.”

				Hebert smiled, powdered sugar dusting his chin. “Guess dey will now.” 

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 3

				Early Monday evening Vanessa Langley waited with Ethan and Carter in the dining room at Langley Manor while sheriff’s deputies searched the premises. Through the window, beyond the live oaks draped with Spanish moss, she could see a hawk soaring above the cane fields and a huge billowy thunderhead forming in the eastern sky. 

				“I wonder what’s taking so long.” Vanessa turned to Ethan, who was sitting next to her at the dining-room table. “At least they’re being thorough.” 

				“We’ll eat out when we’re done here,” he said. “Don’t worry about making dinner.”

				Carter sat on the floor, creating something yet undefined with his building blocks. “I want a giant hot dog—with lots of pickle welish.”

				A grin spread across Ethan’s face. “I love it. We finally move to Louisiana, where we can order any delectable Cajun dish in the known world, and our son wants a hot dog.”

				The sound of footsteps echoed from the staircase, and then sheriff’s deputies Stone Castille and Mike Doucet came into the dining room.

				“We’re finished,” Stone said. “We’d like to visit with you for a few minutes. Is it all right if we sit here at the table?”

				“Of course. Tell us what you found.” 

				“That’s just it”—Stone glanced over at Mike—“Deputy Doucet and I didn’t find anything that suggests forced entry. Or even a port of entry, for that matter. Your doors and windows seem to be secure.”

				“They should be,” Ethan said. “We recently had the locks changed. So how could someone get in here?”

				“We do have a growing number of homeless in the parish.” Stone pursed his lips. “And it’s a well-known fact that the place has been vacant for years. It’s always possible someone saw you and Mrs. Langley enter the house and sneaked in while you were looking around, hid in the house, then stayed after you left.”

				“On the other hand,” Mike said, “if a squatter had been in here, there should be trash, a blanket, bucket, candles—some telltale sign. But except for the dusty footprints on the wood floors, it’s hard to tell anyone’s been in the house at all.”

				“A lot of those footprints are ours.” Vanessa tented her fingers. “And the contractor’s people.”

				“Would you mind if we spoke to your son?” Stone said.

				Ethan motioned for Carter to come sit in his lap. “Carter, this is Deputy Stone and Deputy Mike. They’d like to ask you some questions about the man you saw upstairs. I want you just to tell the truth.”

				Carter nodded, clinging tightly to Georgie. He held up one hand, his thumb tucked behind his fingers. “I’m four.”

				“My little boy is four”—Stone put on a pair of nose glasses—“and he’s really smart. I’ll bet you are too. Can you tell me about the man you saw?” 

				“He was nice. He gave me lemon dwops. And his face was whiskery.”

				“By whiskery, do you mean he had a beard?”

				“No, he had white pwickles on his chin—like a cactus.”

				“I see. And what color was his skin?”

				“Bwown.” Carter smiled. “He said he was chocolate, but he was just being silly. People can’t be chocolate. He looked like Doctor Ben.”

				“Doctor Ben was Carter’s pediatrician before we moved here,” Vanessa said. “He was African-American.”

				“Good, this is very helpful. Carter, what color was the man’s hair?”

				“Black. He had itty bitty curls like Gi Gi. That’s my gwandma’s poodle.”

				“Was the man skinny like Deputy Mike? Or was he rounder like me? Or was he just medium, like your daddy?”

				Carter shrugged. “He wasn’t fat.”

				“Was he young like your daddy or older like me, or did he seem like a grandpa?”

				Carter cocked his head and looked at Stone questioningly.

				“Deputy Castille,” Vanessa said, “Carter’s grandfathers are youthful-looking and fit as a fiddle. I’m not sure he knows how to gauge young and old that way.”

				“Let’s skip that. We already know the guy had white stubble on his chin. Carter, can you remember anything else the man said to you?”

				“Uh-huh. He said”—Carter put his index finger to his lips—“‘Shh. I’m the candy man.’ Then he showed me his pocket was empty … but then out came the lemon dwops. It was funny.”

				“Is there anything about his voice that you remember?”

				“He whispered all the time.”

				“What else did he say?”

				“He said if I didn’t tell I saw him, he would give me more candy next time. But I told Mommy and Daddy anyway. I’m not supposed to talk to stwangers.” 

				“Do you remember what the man was wearing?”

				“Um … his shirt was blue. It had a pocket where all the lemon dwops came from.”

				“Do you remember anything else about him?”

				“He wasn’t pwetend.”

				“Can you tell me the difference between real and pretend?”

				Carter paused for a moment and then set Georgie on the table. “Georgie’s a pwetend dog. He can’t bark or wag his tail. I have to do it. If he was a weal dog, he could do it all by hisself.”

				“I’d say you definitely know the difference between real and pretend.” Stone wrote something on the clipboard. “I think we’re finished. Carter, you’ve been very helpful. But your mom and dad are right about not talking to strangers—or taking candy or anything else from them. If you see this man again, don’t even talk to him. Run straight to your parents or a grown-up you know and tell them.”

				“We should have taken Carter seriously,” Ethan said. “We just thought the upheaval of moving here had caused him to create a fantasy world. But Vanessa and I never buy lemon drops, and there’s no other explanation for our finding one on the floor right after Carter told us about the man giving him some. I suppose he could have sneaked in here while we were in another part of the house. It wouldn’t be that hard to do.” 

				“There is a possibility we haven’t addressed.” Mike folded his arms on the table, his gaze moving from Vanessa to Ethan and back to Vanessa. “I assume you’re aware of the reports of paranormal activity at Langley Manor over the years?”

				“Who isn’t?” Vanessa said. “But since there’s no such thing as ghosts, those stories are all hype. Even Carter knows that.”

				Carter nodded. “Ghosts are just made-up stories. Mommy and Daddy and me looked everywhere in this whooole house, and we didn’t find any ghosts.”

				“You’re absolutely right, but some people believe they’re real. In fact”—Mike’s gaze seemed probing—“I just saw a TV program about haunted houses being big business. If a place can practically guarantee that their guests will bump into a ghost, it’ll stay booked all the time.”

				Vanessa tapped her fingers on the table and tried to hide her indignation for Carter’s sake. “Deputy Doucet, do you think we’re making this up as some sort of stunt to rouse curiosity and drum up business?”

				Mike sat back in his chair, his arms folded across his chest. “A harmless ghost story on the record certainly couldn’t hurt future business.”

				“That’s ridiculous,” Ethan said. “But if we were going to make up a ghost story, we could’ve come up with someone a lot more convincing than an unshaven African-American man who told a four-year-old he was made of chocolate and gave him lemon drops. Give me a break. There’re plenty of ghost stories about Josiah Langley wandering the halls. That would’ve made a lot more sense if we were trying to draw curiosity seekers.”

				Stone put down his pencil. “Mr. and Mrs. Langley have a good point.”

				“Actually what we have,” Ethan said, “is an unwanted intruder and no explanation for how he got in or what he wanted. Our four-year-old might understand the difference between what’s real and what’s pretend, but he’s not so discerning between who’s dangerous and who isn’t. We want to make sure this man doesn’t get back in here. What do you suggest we do?”

				“You might consider having security lights installed,” Stone said. “Motion detectors would be even better. An alarm system would be better yet.”

				Ethan sighed. “We’d be throwing away money if we sank it into security measures when we know the renovation crew is going to be in here, knocking out walls.”

				“How soon do you anticipate the work starting?”

				“We still have to approve the blueprints,” Vanessa said. “But sometime in the next few weeks.”

				Stone put his reading glasses back in his pocket. “Since this plantation house has historic significance, I doubt we’d have trouble convincing Sheriff Prejean that a temporary patrol check a couple times a day would be in order. Once the renovation starts, the constant flow of trucks and workers will be all the deterrent you’ll need.”
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				Zoe walked up the stairs from Zoe B’s, went in the apartment, and closed the door. She picked up the mail on the breakfast bar and went through the arched doorway into the living room. She set the mail on an end table and went out on the gallery, one of many that extended out over the sidewalk on either side of rue Madeline.

				The evening air was thick with humidity and the faint scent of mesquite smoke coming from the Texas Cajun Grill on the corner. Swirls of blazing orange and purple painted the western sky. She stood at the wrought-iron filigree railing, savoring the evening breeze just beginning to stir, and watched the tourists stroll the sidewalks where dozens of shops and eating establishments vied for their business. 

				She smiled. Had business at Zoe B’s ever been better? She went inside and sat in the overstuffed chair, propping her feet up on the ottoman, and started looking through the day’s mail. The electric bill. The water bill. The cell phone bill. A credit card solicitation. An envelope with her name typed on the front. This didn’t come through the mail. Was the Merchant’s Association trying to save postage again?

				She slit open the envelope and unfolded a piece of white 8 ½x11 paper, on which letters had been cut from a magazine and glued to form five words: I know what you did.

				Zoe stared at the words, her mind racing with the implication. Was this a prank? How could anyone know what she had done? And why now, after ten years—

				“I thought I heard you come in.”

				Her pulse quickened. She turned to see Pierce’s tall frame filling the arched doorway. “You startled me, cher. I thought you were taking a nap.”

				“I couldn’t sleep.” Pierce yawned. “I’m starved. Dempsey’s overseeing the kitchen tonight. I thought maybe we could walk over to Market Street and eat at Louie’s. Don’t tell anyone, but your number-one chef is craving a big juicy cheeseburger and fries.”

				“All right. Let me change into something cooler.” Zoe fumbled to get the paper back in the envelope and quickly slipped it on the bottom of the stack.

				“Anything interesting in the mail?” 

				“Just bills. I’ll keep them with the others and pay them all next week.”

				“I don’t know why you don’t learn how to pay them online and save yourself the trouble.”

				“Do we have to have this conversation every other week? I like writing them out! Okay?”

				“I’m just trying to save you time.” Pierce’s thick, dark eyebrows formed a bushy line. “Would you rather not go out for dinner? I can make us something here.”

				“Actually I’d like to go out.” She shot him an apologetic look. “I didn’t mean to bite your head off. I had another run-in with one of the waitresses for coming to work with cleavage showing. Why don’t these girls understand what’s appropriate attire for work and what isn’t? I’m fed up with having to police them.” Nice save! “Anyhow, I didn’t mean to take it out on you. Let me go change. It’ll just take a minute.”

				Zoe went into the bedroom and flopped on the bed, her gut already starting to churn. Was she jumping to conclusions about the meaning of the note? Did it matter? The statute of limitations had run. The law couldn’t touch her. 

				So what might the bearer of the note hope to get from her—money? Was she willing to pay for someone’s silence? Could she afford to? Then again, could she handle what it would do to Pierce if he learned the truth about her? The thought of losing his love and respect terrified her. And so did the thought of losing her business and her reputation. If she agreed to pay money, would that be the end of it? Or would she be trapped into paying someone for the rest of her life? This was never supposed to happen!

				She closed her eyes and willed away the fear. How she loved this quaint community of Les Barbes. Its French name translated as “beards”—which perfectly described the Spanish moss that hung from the live oaks and cypress trees. Before she moved here, had she any concept of what it was to really belong—to be part of something bigger than she? 

				People here had roots. Proud roots soaked with the tears of their Acadian ancestors and transplanted deep in this foreign land that had received them with open arms when no one else would. Les Cadiens made Louisiana their home and evolved into a new people—Cajuns—never wavering in their Catholic beliefs, but with a language, music, and cuisine uniquely their own. Cajuns had not only survived; they had redefined themselves and thrived. Isn’t that what she had done? Wasn’t she a perfect fit here among them—as one of them—even if her name wasn’t really Zoe Benoit and she didn’t have a drop of Cajun blood in her veins? 

				Suddenly she was aware of the music playing at Breaux’s. How long had she been sitting there?

				She got up and took a light blue sundress from her closet and put it on, then sat on the bed and slipped into her most comfortable sandals.

				Pierce appeared in the doorway. “About ready?”

				Zoe nodded, aware that her heart was racing and that she was perspiring.

				“You sure you’re up to this?” Pierce came over to the bed and sat beside her, his arm around her. “Your face is flushed. That must’ve been some run-in.”

				“Well, it’s the last one. Tomorrow I’m going to pick out uniforms.” She laid her head on his shoulder, glad to avoid eye contact. “I should’ve done it before now. Today’s low-cut fashions are inappropriate for the workplace—at least Zoe B’s.”

				“There you go, Mrs. Broussard. Problem solved. See how easy that was?” Pierce got up and pulled her to her feet, his expression completely guileless. “If that’s the worst challenge we face, babe, I’d say life’s pretty good.”

				And what if it isn’t? she thought. What if life as we know it is about to end?
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