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			To all of the fierce women I have known, including:

			Michelle, Viv, Lupe, Amy, Peggy, Sally, Carla, Donna,

			Renee, Rose, Julie and every single one of my Jessicas.

			Keep kicking ass.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Floyd Burns’ father was a black boxer who tried on his own name just like his son did. He called himself Lightning Burns because of what he thought of as the speed of his flying fists. 

			But he wasn’t quick.

			Lightning – his real name was Hamlet – was slow. But once he caught up to the poor soul unlucky enough to be in the ring with him, he’d pound and pound on ’em just like he was a human spike driver fastening a railroad tie. Everybody called him Hammer because of it. Nobody called him Lightning. 

			Not even his wife. 

			He didn’t do much professionally, made a little money on the amateur circuit before settling down with his wife, Sarah, on a small farm where they grew corn and kept a few cows and pigs. Sarah came from one of them Okie families. Her people fled to California when the Oklahoma skies turned black and the soil became sawdust. She was as sweet and strong as a stereotype with narrow blue eyes that saw a lot but kept much of it to herself.

			Floyd worried Sarah from the minute he was born. He slipped so easily from the womb that later on she would question if there was even one pang when he came into this world. His face was flat with calm as the midwife laid him on her belly. There was no lusty cry as there would be from her other children. He just lay there for a minute or two breathing softly with his eyes closed as if he was thinking on some extremely serious matter. When he finally opened his eyes, Sarah did see that one was darker than the other, but it wouldn’t be until later that she fully understood that one eyeball would be a shimmering green and the other a blazing blue. 

			There would be the kids that were too scared to play with Floyd, not because of his eyes so much as for the way he was. How he would just sit back and watch things and not say a word for hours on end with them weird light-colored eyes. And as for the kids that weren’t scared of him, Floyd found there would be a lot of pushing and shoving and a hard row to hoe. 

			But from Floyd there would be no tears, only that peculiar thinking look as if he hadn’t quite made up his mind about the kind of world he had entered into or just how he would behave in it.

			One day when he was sixteen, he didn’t show up for dinner. Sarah had set his place at the table as usual on the first night he didn’t show and then just as quietly picked the dishes up one by one when he didn’t come in later. She washed and dried them as if he had eaten from them and put the plates back in the cupboard. She did this the second night too. She set Hammer’s place, her own, the twins’ places, and Floyd’s. The dishes were laid out for the final time on that third night and when he didn’t come home, Sarah once again washed the plate, the spoon, and the fork as if he had used them. 

			After she had finished the dishes she stood for some time in the open door looking out over the cornfield. A breeze rustled the tips of the stalks making the silk spark gold in the quilted darkness. The roof of the open country was so full of black that it made her feel as if she were in some movie theater or some giant tent with tiny silver dots painted on the ceiling to look like stars. She stood there for a long time watching the wind playing in the corn. 

			Then for an instant she let herself breathe a tiny sigh of relief at the thought of never seeing Floyd again. Hammer came and stood by her side, wondering why he couldn’t muster up enough worry to go out and search for Floyd. He gave himself the excuse that it was from taking too many hits to the head. He wasn’t in his right mind or strong enough to go and search for that boy. Besides, he couldn’t leave Sarah alone with the twins. That just wouldn’t be right. He put his hand on her shoulder, thinking that they had both just missed something terrible. But if anybody had come out and asked him what that was, he wouldn’t have quite been able to put it into words.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Detective Raven Burns didn’t know if she was asleep or awake. All she knew was that she was lying on her back with the music of Louisiana Zydeco playing loud in her ear. Eyes open, she watched the notes from the accordion swirl in neon red and green on the ceiling of her apartment in Byrd’s Landing, Louisiana. 

			The nightmare was still with her, but fading. She had been dreaming about the time she had the chance to stop a serial killer but didn’t take it. How her life and the lives of everyone whose path her father crossed would’ve been different if she had. But she wasn’t brave enough.

			Never mind that she was just a kid back then. Children could be brave. She knew who and what he was even at that young age, and yet she had allowed him to go on. Worse, she had even loved him as a father while he did so.

			The Android on her nightstand played on with its Zydeco ringtone. Smooth vocals joined the accordion and before long she was wide awake. She picked the phone up and glanced at the time before pressing the answer button. The morning was barely an hour old.

			“Wake up, sleepyhead,” a voice said in her ear. “We caught one.”

			It was homicide detective Billy Ray Chastain, her Zydeco-loving partner who had been assigned the ‘Walking to New Orleans’ ringtone. She let her head fall back on the pillow and breathed heavily for a few seconds. 

			Murders came to Byrd’s Landing one right after another. No sooner had she put one perp away than another one would pop up. It was like she’d been playing a macabre game of whack-a-mole ever since the Byrd’s Landing chief of police lured her away from the New Orleans Police Department several years ago. The city had just ended the police services contract with the sheriff’s department, and the chief, appointed as interim by the mayor, was trying to build the Byrd’s Landing Police Department almost from scratch. He wanted her. And she found herself back in Byrd’s Landing battling memories of both her father and depraved killers. 

			During lulls when nothing much happened except for a bar fight or a domestic dispute, Raven knew that murderers like her father were still out there. She could feel them waiting. It’s what had drawn her father to this Louisiana town. Anchored by a lake, bracketed by swamps and cut in half by the lazy, serpentine expanse of the Red River, it was an island unto itself. The town appeared to breathe in the darkness he so loved, find nourishment in the evil Raven had spent the better part of her life trying to defeat. If she was to ever get her father out of her system, it would be in Byrd’s Landing.

			“Where?” she said into the phone. 

			Billy Ray told her and she ended the call. She swung her legs over the bed and sat up. Sweating, dry-mouthed, she stayed that way for a full two minutes. She waited until the dream slid just beneath her subconscious, out of the way so she could get on with whatever business this warm July morning was about to bring her.

			When she thought she had it together she took a five-minute shower so hot that her skin stung as if it had been punished. She noticed steam covering the bathroom mirror as she stepped onto the bath rug. She wiped the mist away with the side of her fist and studied herself in the low light. Two bulbs had burned out about a month ago but she hadn’t bothered to replace them. 

			That wasn’t like her. 

			The place was meticulously clean: the carpets vacuumed, floors swept, every surface wiped on a regular basis. That was one thing she got from her father, a habit she couldn’t shake. Her desk at the station was the same. When her partner, Billy Ray, saw her efforts to keep the place sparkling, he’d accused her of acting as if she were cleaning up after a crime scene.

			But she had a hard time replacing the lights in the bathroom. After all, that’s where the mirror was. She stared into the one green eye and one blue eye peering back at her. The dream, never far away, resurfaced.

			Fragments of images played slideshow fashion in her head – fire slithering along the grass, the white moon straining to send its weak light through a rare summer fog. And back inside the house, blood on the white stove, blood on the floor, and blood on the walls. That was the way she remembered the dreams, in fragments, like the letters her father used to send her from prison. 

			They were never complete letters, just juvenile scrawls on slips of paper with very few words. The notes came infrequently at first, but then a couple of weeks before he was executed, they came in a flood. There were times when she received two in one day. She remembered one particular scrap that arrived in an official-looking yellow envelope while she was still at the police academy. One of her instructors brought it to her in the cafeteria. Raven shouldn’t have opened it right then but she did. She couldn’t help it. 

			On a slip of paper no bigger than a Post-it note, her father had written a few sentences in cursive so small she could barely read it. Every word was spelled correctly except the word killing. He spelled that with just one L. 

			I never thought of kiling you, Birdy Girl. No matter what they said or what you thought, I never thought of kiling you, not once. Kiling you would be like looking in the mirror and slicing my own throat. 

			She threw all the notes away but that didn’t matter. That last note especially had been with her ever since she read it, just behind her eyes whenever she shut them. 

			She gazed at her image in the mirror more intently. Her eyes didn’t mean that she was like her father. They were probably just a trait from her paternal white grandmother, just like Raven’s spirals of reddish blond hair and the gold undertones of her light brown skin. She told the face the same thing she told it every morning in case it got any ideas about who was in charge.

			She said, “There are two ‘L’s in killing, asshole. Learn to spell. There isn’t anything of you in me.” She switched out what little light there was and padded naked to her bedroom.

			She pulled on a pair of tight-fitting jeans and topped them off with a white T-shirt, smoothing it over her flat belly. She clipped her badge to her belt and stuffed her service revolver in the holster at the small of her back. Her personal weapon, a Glock 19, went into her shoulder holster. She thought about the Beretta 92FS she used to carry. It was now locked safely away in her desk drawer at work. She was glad that she replaced it with the Glock 19. Too many bad memories with that weapon, but she still didn’t have the strength to get rid of it. Maybe someday, she thought, as she lifted a pant leg and strapped on a six-inch hunting knife.

			As she shrugged into her jacket, she thought about how hard she had worked to leave behind the patrol officer’s uniform. She had given herself four years in New Orleans to advance to the level of homicide detective. It had taken her two. And she congratulated herself on how far she had distanced herself from her father even though she was now back home in Byrd’s Landing, Louisiana. 

			All the while she whistled ‘The Battle Hymn of the Republic’ until Floyd Burns – she would never call him Fire the way all the others did – pixelated into dust in her head.

			She left her apartment and walked out into the brand new morning, the buzzing from the cicadas almost as loud as Buckwheat Zydeco’s accordion. It didn’t occur to her that the hymn she had been whistling to banish Floyd from her mind was one that he had always favored.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Raven pulled her red Mustang up to the iron gate leading to the Big Bayou Lake estate address Billy Ray had given her. The uniformed officer guarding the gate knew her, but he still checked her ID and logged her in before waving her through.

			She followed the driveway for more than a half a mile with nothing but her headlights to guide her. The way was paved, but winding, and for a brief second Raven imagined herself lost in the pressing darkness of a predawn morning. She focused on what she knew about this part of town. She had been in the neighborhood before but never to this address. If she had her bearings straight, the lake would be visible from the back of the house at the end of the driveway. She had spent many childhood days on the shores of Big Bayou, and remembered the strands of Spanish moss trailing from cypress trees rising out of the flat water. 

			As she rounded the next bend, light coming from a massive brick house spread over her. Every window blazed with light. Someone, most likely the responding officer, had staked police tape all around the immense front lawn to delineate the crime scene. A double row of orange cones led to the back gate. The coroner’s blue van was in the circular driveway, both back doors opened wide. A thin woman in work boots and a windbreaker peered inside. The only other vehicle was the department’s lone, antiquated CSI van. Vehicles from the Byrd’s Landing PD were parallel parked across the street from the residence. Raven slid the Mustang behind her partner Billy Ray’s ’67 Buick Skylark.

			As she stepped from the car, her head filled with the constant hum she always experienced when entering a fresh crime scene. Her senses were on fire, ablaze with the yellow light coming from the house. The brackish smell wafting from the lake and the heat of the July morning darkness caressing her face made her feel as if she were all nerve endings. All cop now, nothing about the scene escaped her. She considered the cones leading to the back gate, and surmised that the primary scene with the body was on the other side of the redwood fence. She noted the boundaries of the crime scene – at least in the front yard – and didn’t think that she would have expanded it any wider. The people on scene were all from the department. No civilians – not unusual for this time so early in the morning. She looked to the right and left of the house. Even the closest neighbor would not have been close enough to witness the murder.

			“I’m guessing the chief isn’t here?” Raven asked Billy Ray, who was walking across the paved road toward her with long, purposeful strides. 

			“No,” Billy Ray answered. “It’s just you and me, baby. I was the highest ranking on scene until you decided to grace us with your presence.”

			She looked at him then. Billy Ray was a tall man, about six four with rich, dark brown skin and features that were model-perfect. At first glance, he looked as wholesome as homemade ice cream, but he had searing brown eyes that could cleave a person in two. His intense gaze gave him a dangerous air. Raven often wondered if his fondness for bowling shirts and expensive pork pie hats, the one he had on now pushed back on his head, were Billy Ray’s attempts to appear less edgy. 

			He had been her partner in New Orleans before she answered the chief’s call to come back home to Byrd’s Landing. But the town was more than she could handle alone. With one phone call from her, Billy Ray was by her side once again. 

			“You ready for the walk-through?” she asked.

			“As ready as I’ll ever be,” he answered. 

			She cocked her head toward him as he began. “The sister found the body, female, around midnight and alerted the father. He goes out and checks before calling 911. Officers Hardy and Vernell responded.” He waved his hand toward the back gate, where a lone officer guarded the entrance. 

			“Where’s Officer Vernell?” she asked.

			“Got her sitting with the family, making sure they don’t talk to each other before we can get their statements. Not enough uniforms on scene to guard each one of them in a separate location. Didn’t have the heart to put them in separate squad cars.”

			“Sister and father touch anything?” she asked.

			“Said they didn’t,” Billy Ray answered. “Said they knew she was dead by the way she was lying there. I think they were too scared to touch her.”

			“Why?” she asked.

			“Wait till you see,” was all he said.

			“Witnesses aside from the father and sister?” she asked.

			“Maybe about three dozen or so but clueless as hell and they ain’t here,” he said. “They were having a Fourth of July barbecue, fireworks, lots of booze, the whole nine yards. By the time the sister found the body, everybody had jetted.”

			“What was the sister doing out at midnight?” Raven asked.

			“Said she couldn’t sleep. My guess is she was smoking something. Girl seems high as hell.”

			Raven nodded as Billy Ray went on. As she listened to his voice, which was both rhythmic and deep, she remembered when they became partners back in New Orleans. During their first week together, she had taken Billy Ray to dinner at the creole restaurant Dooky Chase. She winced at the impact to her cop’s salary, but thought it was worth it to take him some place where they were unlikely to run into other cops. Besides, she had heard through the grapevine that Billy Ray liked to cook, and she was looking to score some brownie points. Dooky Chase was so famous for its food that it was once frequented by lions of the Civil Rights Movement. Everyone from Thurgood Marshall to Martin Luther King had been there. Even Barack Obama had sat at one of the tables with a bowl of gumbo in front of him. She thought herself lucky as hell to even get a reservation.

			Over her double cut pork chops, and Billy Ray’s redfish and eggplant, she said, “My father was the serial killer Floyd Burns, but you probably already know that. I watched him kill my mother. I was only five, don’t remember much. And if it wasn’t for the police reports that I’ve looked at since, sometimes I’d even question if it were real.”

			She watched him. He brought the rim of his beer glass to his lips, opened his mouth and emptied most of the contents down his throat. Raven went on. “I’m telling you this because there has to be an understanding between you and me. My other partner was so scared of me I couldn’t walk in the room without him jumping out of his skin. It was annoying as hell. I need to know if you are going to be that way, because if you are, you probably want to ask the chief to hook you up with somebody else.” 

			His intense brown eyes appeared to glow even in the brightness of the restaurant. He lowered the glass back down to the table a little too hard. It made a soft thump on the tablecloth. He looked at her, not quite drunk but getting there. Raven waited a moment. Then he said, “What’s up with your eyes?”

			She didn’t say anything for a second or two. She wasn’t sure that she heard him right.

			“What do you mean what’s up with my eyes? They’re my eyes. Why are you even asking me about that?”

			“Haven’t you ever wondered?” 

			“Wondered what?”

			“Why they are different colors and shit?”

			“No, why would I?” Raven demanded sharply, because she knew it was a lie. She had always wondered, but not for the reasons he had probably thought.

			“Ain’t you ever looked it up on the internet?”

			“No. Why would I look it up? My eyes are my eyes. You ever look up your eyes?”

			Billy Ray shrugged. “No. But my eyes aren’t different colors.”

			Raven shook her head. “Never crossed my mind to research my eyes.” 

			“Well, I looked it up. It’s called heterochromia. Two completely different-colored eyes. Very fucking rare. And rarer for it not to skip generations. Your daddy had it, didn’t he? And you have it. You don’t think that’s strange?”

			“I don’t want to talk about this.”

			“Why? I thought we were sharing? I can’t ask questions?”

			“Not about stuff I can’t help, and stuff that doesn’t matter.”

			“And you could help your father?”

			She said nothing. She waited for him to get to the point.

			“It doesn’t mean anything, your eyes. Medically, I mean. It could, though. But I don’t think so in your case. Look how many miles you run every day. And you in good shape.” 

			He leaned away from the table to get a better look at her lower half. “Real good shape,” he continued. “But some people, Indians – not Indians from India but American Indians – they call them ghost eyes. Of course, you could be a witch too.”

			“I’m not a witch, Chastain. Not the last time I checked anyway.”

			“No? Ghost eyes, then,” he said. “They say you can see into heaven and earth, good and evil at the same time by looking in the two separate places from each one of those eyes. You can see it all. Must be some kind of rush.”

			She leaned toward him. “Do you know what I see now, Chastain?” she asked.

			“What?” 

			“My partner being an asshole.”

			After that encounter at Dooky Chase, they never had a serious discussion about her eyes or her father again. She was simply glad that Billy Ray wasn’t afraid of her or, like some partners might, hadn’t taken to calling her ‘ghost eyes’ as a joke. 

			* * * 

			She left the memory of New Orleans and Dooky Chase behind as the cadence of Billy Ray’s sure voice brought her back to the Big Bayou estate and the murder scene. She stopped short of the entrance to the backyard and faced him. “Who’s the victim?”

			He returned her gaze with a steady one of his own before answering. “Hazel Westcott,” he said. 

			Raven felt as if she had been punched in the gut. A trickle of fear light as a spider’s leg crawled in her throat. She swallowed. Hazel Westcott had been dogging Raven in the year before Billy Ray came to Byrd’s Landing, accusing Raven of things so horrible she couldn’t even bear to tell him. 

			“Raven,” he said, his voice grave. “You knew her, didn’t you?”

			She sighed, ran her hand through her spiraling hair. For a second or two, she thought about turning around and getting the chief on the phone, but the thought dissipated almost before it was fully formed. She was a good cop. She would do her job. But still. She sighed and said, “Did you notify the chief yet?”

			“Yeah,” he said. “Right after I called you.”

			“And he knew I was coming on scene?”

			“Who else would he think would be coming, Raven?” he asked.

			“Did he say he was coming down?” she asked. “The chief?”

			He shook his head. “He said that he’d stay in town and manage things with the mayor there. Didn’t want the mayor and the other hotshots getting in our way.”

			Raven nodded. There was her answer. If the chief thought there would be a problem, or he thought she would be anything less than objective, he would be on his way down. The chief’s absence meant that he trusted her to do her job no matter who the victim was. 

			“He say anything else?” she asked.

			“No,” Billy Ray responded. “Said he was going to give Oral Justice a call, something about the community was going to be all over this.”

			Raven nodded. The chief was talking about Percival Oral Justice, a community leader who worked with the poor, especially troubled teens. Oral Justice was the unofficial liaison between the police and the community. 

			“You knew her,” Billy Ray repeated, dragging her back to the question at hand. 

			She looked at him, still not wanting to tell him. Raven and Billy Ray had been in New Orleans together during the worst moment in the city’s history. Katrina. They didn’t know each other then, though they were both rookie patrol officers. He told her after they were homicide partners that he remembered seeing her after the levees had broken. She was leading a canoe in all her gear with muck up to her waist. An old woman with long gray braids sat in the canoe, her gnarled hands in a death grip on both sides of the boat. Raven believed that Billy Ray had seen her as a hero from the first moment he laid eyes on her. Even when she told him about Floyd, his initial view of her didn’t change. After all, Floyd wasn’t her fault. But Hazel Westcott was uncharted waters. She was unsure how Billy Ray would react.

			.He waited. She put her hands on her hips and stuck a toe in the water. She said, “We had a run-in about a year ago, before you came up here to help me.”

			“That it? A run-in?”

			Raven shook her head. “Okay, it was a bit more than that. She hated my guts, and I wasn’t too fond of her either,” she said. “And mostly everybody knows her father. Big shot in this town. Very wealthy. He owns Fast Money. Westcott is very well connected through his business and his charities. Man gives away so much money that they call him Big Daddy.”

			Billy Ray let out a cynical laugh. “You mean he owns those payday money loan stores and check-cashing places in the Bottoms? Son of a bitch would have to give to charity doing something like that. That’s legalized loan sharking.”

			“Whatever it is, it’s also political. He knows the mayor and the chief.”

			Billy Ray nodded “I figured the chief had some connection to the Westcotts when I talked to him earlier,” he said. “How does he know Daddy Warbucks?”

			“Not only the chief, but the mayor,” Raven clarified. “Went to college with the mayor, I believe. He and the chief go some years back but I’m not sure from what.”

			“And your run-in with Hazel Westcott?” Billy Ray pressed. 

			She looked at him before quickly turning away.

			“We’ll talk about this later,” he said. “But we will talk about it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The officer guarding the gate gave Raven a clipboard with a sign-in sheet. Raven lifted her chin in greeting and wrote down her name and badge number. She checked her phone and then wrote the time – 1:45 a.m. Without looking at Billy Ray, she took several pairs of the shoe covers the uniformed officer was shoving toward her.

			“Jumpsuits?” Billy Ray asked with a raised eyebrow as she started to walk into the backyard. He was referring to the personal protection equipment that the chief was trying to get everyone to wear at crime scenes no matter the location. The protective clothing was supposed to keep BLPD personnel from transferring hair or fibers onto the crime scene. 

			Raven shook her head. She felt the jumpsuits were too restricting, and not needed at every single crime scene. “Shoe covers should be enough.”

			She continued through the back gate and Billy Ray followed. She could see the white crime scene lamps and a glimpse of shimmering cloth out of the corner of her eye. That must be the body, she thought. But she ignored it, as did Billy Ray. The body was the least important thing at the moment – only part of the story. What was and wasn’t around Hazel Westcott’s corpse would complete it. 

			She took in the enormous backyard as Billy Ray continued the walk-through, pointing out where the responding officer had marked off the crime scene. Tennis courts, a saltwater swimming pool, and a short pier leading to a boathouse on the lake advertised unabashed wealth. She saw the trees that she remembered rising from Big Bayou, the Spanish moss hanging wraithlike from the cypress. 

			The trees in the backyard had been strung with white lights still twinkling but of little use in lighting a crime scene. But still, there was enough light to illuminate a sign in red and blue foil letters hanging over the patio doors. ‘Happy Fourth!’ the sign proclaimed. She could see what looked like the interlocking squares of a portable dance floor stacked near the patio’s double French doors. Beer bottles and paper plates burst from the outdoor trash cans. 

			“I put another officer on the boathouse,” Billy Ray was saying, pointing to an officer standing by a short iron gate. “That’s where she lived, and I think that’s a secondary scene in there.”

			“What makes you say that?” she asked.

			He pointed to several broken branches on azalea bushes near the front door, and more disturbed shrubbery just outside the gate and along the path to the body. “He must have carried her out here,” he said. 

			She nodded and started toward the body. Though CSI hadn’t managed to put up tarps yet, two crime scene lamps illuminated Hazel Westcott. She was laid out on a patch of grass surrounded by more azaleas, loose pink petals all around her. Starting at the feet, which were bare, Raven began a slow scan of the body, noting both the position and condition of the hands, the curve of the hip, the tilt of the head. A white satin gown more fitting for a bride clung to Hazel’s body, the bell sleeves fluttering lightly in the warm breeze. Raven gave herself permission to turn away for a couple of seconds. She felt sucker punched all over again. What a night to dream about a serial killer. 

			It wasn’t the fact that she was staring at a dead body, or that she had known the victim. She had seen plenty of dead bodies, and investigating the homicides of people she had known was an on-the-job hazard in a small town like Byrd’s Landing. It was the way this particular dead body was laid out, together with this particular acquaintance, that had shaken her.

			Aside from dressing Hazel, the killer had posed her as if she had been waiting for a lover. One cheek lay against a folded arm. The other arm had been bent so her fingertips touched the parted lips in a come-hither gesture, while her glossy hair lay shining beneath the white light. 

			And the eyes. 

			Raven contemplated Hazel’s fawn-colored eyes staring up at a Louisiana sky crazy with stars. Raven felt Floyd’s ghost as she gazed into those eyes. She felt his presence so strongly that she could smell the Irish Spring soap he had always used.

			Raven knew in her bones that this was the work of a serial killer. She wasn’t sure if this was his first death or fiftieth, but she knew without a doubt that there would be more, and it was going to be a long morning, perhaps even a long next several weeks depending on when they caught him. And I will be with you every step of the way, Birdy Girl, said Floyd’s voice in her head. That’s what had her gut-punched, the idea of Floyd taking up residence in her head. 

			She considered Hazel’s almost tranquil expression. It was far different from the face that had once stood in the middle of the Blue Heron restaurant and cocktail lounge screaming that Raven was a murdering whore just like her father was a murdering bastard – the only difference being that Floyd Burns got what he deserved. 

			She stopped and nodded at Hazel. “Has the coroner’s office finished with the body?”

			“No,” Billy Ray answered. “Rita’s been back and forth since she got here about twenty minutes before you.” He was referring to Rita Sandbourne, the medical examiner Raven had seen peering into the open back doors of the coroner’s van. He paused for a long moment before speaking again.

			“Things like this make me want to get on back to New Orleans,” he sighed.

			Raven knew by his voice that like her, he was thinking that this was no ordinary murder, nor would it be an ordinary investigation. She didn’t say anything because it was an old story between them. Billy Ray was burned out of homicide, out of all cop work. He was a tough guy, but had seen one too many teenagers with their heads blown off, arrested one too many husbands for killing the mother of their children, and was witness to one too many corruption battles back in New Orleans to remain a cop. He was saving every cent he had so he could quit the force and open his own creole restaurant in New Orleans. And he was ready to quit when she asked him to come to Byrd’s Landing to help the city’s new police department. A small twinge of guilt ran through her at having delayed what he thought of as his escape from police work. 

			“Billy Ray,” she said now, the serious tone of her voice surprising her. “If you’re going to make it to New Orleans, you better do like the song says and start walking. Byrd’s Landing has a way of tying people down.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“It doesn’t even look like a homicide,” Raven said briskly as she pulled on a pair of latex gloves, hoping her tone and decisive action would change the subject and help them get back to the matter at hand, which was a homicide she was responsible for solving. 

			“Well, trust me, it is,” said a woman walking toward them from the direction of the back gate. She had on a pair of black jeans, work boots, and a windbreaker that crunched loudly every time she moved. The words ‘Medical Examiner’ were stenciled in tall white letters on the back. Rita Sandbourne grabbed a pair of blue latex gloves from the pocket of her windbreaker and snapped them over her bony fingers. 

			She flicked a glance at Raven and Billy Ray. “No jumpsuits?” she said, and shook her head. “What’s the old grandma going to say?” 

			“Old habits are hard to break, Rita,” Raven answered, kneeling down. “Besides, we’re outside. And I can deal with the chief. Where’s yours?”

			Rita snorted and knelt next to Raven. “I’ve been doing this job more years than I can count. And I’ve done it without dressing up in clown clothes every time I need to touch a body. Too bad if the chief doesn’t like it.” She stopped and took a breath. “So, you two already know what I know. Death at the hands of another. I know I don’t like fancy clothes, but I can’t imagine anybody who’d dress up to the nines and lie in a bed of flowers before having a heart attack.”

			“Any chance it could be a suicide?” Billy Ray asked in a voice that said he already knew the answer.

			Raven twisted around to get a three-sixty of the scene surrounding the body. 

			“Not a suicide,” Raven reasoned. “If it was, she would have simply walked out the front door without trampling the bushes. She knew the place.” She considered the body. “And why in the heck would she pose herself like this?”

			Rita nodded in agreement before pointing to the body with a long blue index finger. “One other odd thing. I think she had a bath either before or after she was killed.”

			Raven didn’t need the faint scent of fresh meat combined with the musty smell of sandalwood to tell her that Hazel had recently bathed. Maybe someone had forced her, or bathed her after she died. It was too early to know. She remembered Billy Ray’s comment about the boathouse being the secondary scene. The bath would have had to have happened there along with the killing.

			Raven curled her fingers around Hazel’s and pulled them closer so she could take a good look at them. Just an old-fashioned manicure.

			“No broken nails, can’t see anything under them,” Raven said. 

			As Hazel’s fingers slipped from Raven’s hand, Rita began bagging them.

			Raven watched her for a second or two before asking, “Where’s Crimes?”

			“Where do you think you are, sugar?” Rita asked Raven. “Back in New Orleans? We only have two CSIs, remember? The other one is at a domestic homicide on the south side. We only have Tim, here,” she said, indicating a tiny man struggling with a tarp and set of poles near the back gate. Raven noticed that he hadn’t donned the jumpsuit either.

			“He hasn’t gotten as far,” Billy Ray said dryly. “At least he has the lights up, and he’s already taken pictures of the body.”

			The body. Raven turned back to Hazel Westcott lying dead in a satin dress. “Had to be someone strong to carry her way out here,” she said. “I’m thinking male.”

			“Why male?” Rita said. “Kind of sexist if you ask me. The perp could have very well been a female.”

			Billy Ray said, “Had to be somebody strong, Rita.”

			“And women aren’t strong?” she said, looking past him at Raven. “All it takes is a little weight lifting and some determination, right, Raven?” Rita looked over the body. “What do you think she weighs? One hundred? One ten? I betcha Raven could have carried her with all the time she’s been spending in the gym lately.”

			Raven ignored her. She took a pencil from her jacket pocket. Using the pencil, she gently lifted a price tag from the neckline of the satin gown. She laid down the black ribbon attached to the tag around Hazel’s neck with the same gentle motion. 

			“Brand new. I figured it would be,” she said. “Expensive too.” 

			She couldn’t quite make out the light pen marks on the fancy price tag but didn’t need to read it to know that the dress cost a mint. She turned the tag toward her so she could see the faint writing under the white crime scene lamps. “Miss Anne Marie’s Place of Fine Clothes.” She squinted. “One five zero zero,” she read.

			“One five zero zero?” Billy Ray said. “You mean fifteen hundred dollars? Scamming poor folks must be profitable.”

			“Never heard of Miss Anne Marie’s,” Rita said. Raven looked pointedly at Rita’s work boots. Rita snorted. “Have you?”

			“Nope,” Raven lied. “But I think the bastard who bought her funeral clothes has. It means we’re looking for someone who doesn’t mind throwing down a lot of cash.”

			“Could be her dress,” Billy Ray answered. 

			“It’s not her dress,” Raven and Rita said in unison.

			“Why not?”

			“Trust me, lover boy, it’s just not,” Rita said. “No self-respecting woman would buy a fifteen-hundred-dollar white satin gown to wear to a Fourth of July barbecue. Even I know that.”

			“Look how good it fits,” Billy Ray said. “Maybe she bought it for something else.”

			The dress did fit well, a glowing white sheath harmonizing with the contours of Hazel Westcott’s body. 

			Raven shrugged. “It must be someone who knows her well, like a boyfriend who would know what size she wears.”

			“I wouldn’t be jumping to any conclusions,” Billy Ray said.

			“I jump all the time,” Raven answered. “And what usually happens?”

			“Shit.” He chuckled. “Sometimes you get lucky, Raven.”

			“That’s not luck,” Raven said as she stood up. “That’s skill. What do you think killed her?” she asked Rita.

			“Hell if I know just by looking at her,” Rita answered. And then pensively biting her lip, “Hard to tell.” 

			“You got any hunches?” Raven pressed.

			Rita sighed as if in surrender. “I hate to speculate on so little, but he could have smothered her, used a plastic bag after rendering her unconscious. I say ‘rendering’ because I don’t know how the hell he did it without leaving one goddamn mark. But he could have used the bag for asphyxiation even though there’s no discoloration around the nose and mouth.” 

			Rita stood up suddenly. Raven noticed that she was chewing her lower lip bloody, a habit of hers that became worse when she was bothered.

			“What else are you thinking, Rita?”

			“Poison,” she said. “God help me, I don’t want to go all Hollywood but the only other thing I can think of is poison.”

			“But….” Raven began.

			Rita held out her hands. “I know, I know. It still looks a little too pretty even for that. But I’ll figure it out. Don’t you worry.”

			Just as she said this there were startled yells coming from the entrance into the backyard. The uniformed officer who had been guarding the crime scene’s entrance was now running after a determined woman wearing a tight black skirt, white jacket and sky-high black heels. She had a microphone in one hand and a small battered notebook in the other. Raven groaned.

			Imogene Tucker, Byrd’s Landing’s intrepid news anchor, was running over the grass toward them, her spiked heels aerating the lawn as she went. Another uniform officer pushed a cameraman back through the fence and thankfully out of the crime scene.

			“Oh, what fresh hell is this?” Raven muttered as the woman kept coming, no doubt destroying evidence along the way.

			* * * 

			Raven knew the woman running as fast as she could on the soft lawn. Imogene Tucker was one of the most persistent reporters Raven had known during one of the most horrid episodes in her life. She was always sticking a microphone in her face asking in her nasal voice for an ‘exclusive’, only barely giving up when the public started losing interest in the story that she was after. 

			“Detective, Detective,” Tucker said now with an excited edge to her voice. “Can you confirm the death of Hazel Westcott? Was foul play involved?”

			Raven held both palms out to stop her. “You can’t be here,” she said. “Seriously. This is a crime scene that you’re about to screw up. Officer…?” she called.

			Tucker did her best to get around Raven’s block. She came so close that Raven could smell the Wrigley’s gum that the woman constantly chewed. When she couldn’t get around Raven she stopped and gave her a pugnacious look. “I’m the press,” she said and popped the gum in her mouth several times before continuing. “We still have freedom of the press in this town, don’t we? Y’all didn’t change that, did you?”

			“Yes, we do have freedom of the press,” Raven answered. “But not at an unprocessed crime scene. Sorry.”

			“Okay,” Tucker said. “Just confirm the victim as Hazel Westcott, and I’ll leave. I promise.”

			Raven was about to answer when someone grabbed Imogene Tucker’s elbow. It was Lamont Lovelle, the department’s media relations coordinator. Lovelle was an ugly black man made of short, hard muscle that he perfected at the gym. No indentations for a waist, hardly any neck separating his head from his shoulders. His nickname was SpongeBob, but it was a nickname he never heard because no one would dare say it within his hearing. With his broad face peppered with black freckles, he had to be the homeliest media relations coordinator that Raven had ever seen. He was not a police officer, but had been brought in after doing some freelance work for Internal Affairs.

			“I don’t think you have a lot of room to bargain,” Lovelle said smoothly while maintaining the grip on Tucker’s elbow. “The detective is correct. You should not be here.”

			“Oh, come on, Lamont,” Tucker said. “Sweetie. Give me a break, will you?”

			“I would if I could,” Lovelle said. 

			He flicked a look at the body of Hazel Westcott. His eyes lingered for a while before turning to Raven. A sad smile crossed his face, making him seem beautiful for a moment, like a brief patron saint for all things damaged and suffering. He turned back to Tucker. “It would do no good for anyone if you get into trouble, and believe me, you don’t want to see what’s behind the good detectives. Why don’t you come with me and we can work something out?”

			“Whatever you work out,” Raven said, “work it on out far away from here.”

			Tucker flashed a look over her shoulder at Raven while being forcibly but delicately guided away, her tiny red mouth in a full pout.

			“What a freak show,” Rita muttered, staring after them.

			“How did they even know about this?” Billy Ray asked.

			“Everybody’s got a police scanner,” Raven said. “And nowadays with the internet, everybody’s got an app.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Five 

			Raven knew that it wasn’t protocol to survey a crime scene before CSI, not in Byrd’s Landing, but she didn’t trust the crime scene investigators. They operated too much by the book, sanitized a crime scene so much with their rules and procedures that she had a hard time feeling what had happened. Besides, there was only one CSI on-site. They would be waiting all night if they had to wait for him.

			Billy Ray and Raven walked around the saltwater pool toward the pier. On a wooden sign held by hooks to a black iron gate, the words ‘The Boathouse’ were printed in cursive letters.

			A sidewalk of uneven red brick led to the pier and the boathouse. Timber pilings rose from the lake to support the small building. The murky water of Big Bayou Lake lapped against the supports. The exterior of the house was dark, so dark that its flat roof and exterior walls were no more than a collection of shadows.

			Raven and Billy Ray paused by the front door to slip on the shoe covers so they wouldn’t transfer any forensic evidence from the outside scene into the boathouse. Raven noted that there were no signs of forced entry, and while CSI may not have been inside the boathouse yet, they had at least dusted the doorknob and jamb for prints. Billy Ray grinned when he saw her noticing the fingerprint dust.

			“I had the CSI guy do that earlier. Figured it would take him a while to get inside the boathouse. Didn’t want to have to wait on him to lift prints from the front door.”

			They opened the door onto a large living room decorated with jars of seashells and light blue pillows with red anchors appliquéd on them. Raven noted that there was not a picture out of place on the room’s red walls. The maple hardwood floor was freshly swept and polished – no signs of a struggle anywhere.

			But Hazel Westcott’s room was a different story. Clothes were strewn over the bedroom floor as if someone had been desperately searching for something fresh to wear amid the extravagant mess. On the bed itself, clothes with the tags still on them were stacked in various places. Shopping bags from Dillard’s, Macy’s, and Neiman Marcus took up more space. Shoes were strewn across the floor in a tangle of dyed pink alligator skin, oiled black leather, spiked heels, and strappy fringed sandals made of suede. The floor was a minefield of shoes.

			A fecund smell of unwashed body exuded from the dirty clothes spilling out of a white straw hamper. Several pairs of running shorts were thrown down next to it on the floor. On top of that scent was another, the warm and musky smell of sandalwood. 

			“You think somebody tore this place up?” Billy Ray asked her.

			Raven shook her head. Hazel Westcott was a girl who cared about appearances. It would make sense that the living room where she had guests would be clean while her bedroom, her own private space, would reflect her life. She had a full social life, probably always in a hurry. She just happened to be killed at a time when a spending spree collided with laundry day. 

			Raven swept away the jangle of nerves that came along with even the slightest hint of domestic disorder. It had taken two therapists engaged by her foster parents to tame the OCD that these days manifested itself in an apartment as sanitized as a hospital ward. She wondered how Hazel could have stood it. 

			She pulled on a fresh pair of blue latex gloves. In the Dillard’s shopping bag, she fished out the receipt and made a mental note of when the purchase was made. She examined the receipt from the Macy’s bag.

			“What is it?” Billy Ray asked.

			“Looks like these purchases were made the same day.”

			“Recently?”

			“Yeah,” Raven said. “This past weekend. Don’t know what it means.”

			Billy Ray grinned. “It means the dress she’s wearing out there is hers.”

			“I don’t think so,” Raven said. She could find no Miss Anne Marie’s shopping bag with its velvet black and gold handles. She didn’t see a long box that an evening gown would have come in.

			“I’m going to hit the bathroom,” Billy Ray said. “And get Tim from Crimes in here.”

			She nodded but didn’t respond. She didn’t need to go into the bathroom. Instinct told her what he would find. There would be open lotion from Hazel’s private stash, toilet water spilled all over the place, maybe some white powder of the same scent. The tub would be glossy with moisture, maybe even wet depending on what time she bathed or was bathed. Splashes of water would be on the floor around the bathtub. They’d find some hairs, too, but those hairs would mostly be glossy black. The killer would have worn gloves. He would have taken pains to ensure nothing of himself remained at the crime scene.

			“It happened on the bed,” Raven said to Billy Ray, who had returned to the room.

			“How do you figure?” Billy Ray asked.

			“Well,” she said, “the sheets are coming off, like someone was wrestling on it.”

			“But she didn’t have any bruises,” Billy Ray said. “She would have had bruises if she were fighting somebody off.”

			Raven grinned. “Who said anything about fighting?” 

			The corners of Billy Ray’s mouth pulled up in a slight smile. “Okay. So they were having sex. How did he overpower her?”

			“A sleeper hold?” Raven ventured.

			But Billy Ray was already shaking his head. “No,” he said. “It would have taken some time before she went to sleep, and even after that she would have woken up fast. Not enough time to get her in the tub.”

			“What if he forced her to bathe before he killed her?” Raven speculated.

			Billy Ray shrugged. “Could have, but I think she’d still have some marks no matter when he overpowered her.”

			Raven nodded in agreement. Hazel Westcott would have fought like hell before she went under. There would have been at least one bruise, maybe a broken fingernail or two. Instead her body was perfect. 

			You could be right about the bed, girly, a voice said in her head. Floyd’s voice. She had been living with him occupying a corner of her mind for so long that his voice had merged with hers. Sometimes, she believed that his thoughts were just her own instincts speaking. I still would have done it on the bed. Maybe pretended like I was taking her for a good ole roll in the hay. If I didn’t want to scar her up none but wanted her dead just the same, I would have found me some poison, but not one of them poisons that caused a lot of muscle tensing and frothing at the mouth and carrying on. It wouldn’t be no ugly poison. 

			She thought about this for a long time, ticking off poisons in her head and dismissing them. Antifreeze would be too slow. There would be signs. Cyanide would be faster, but still, there would be symptoms. Arsenic, no. None of the common poisons would do. 

			“There was this case, Billy Ray,” she said, “before you came up here.” 

			She told him that the wife had murdered her husband over a period of time with antifreeze. It was a long death that caused much pain to the man she had been married to for over twenty years. When Raven finally caught her she asked her why she used antifreeze, something that took weeks and wreaked much more havoc than needed in order to simply kill. The woman shrugged and answered that she had nothing against her husband. She killed him for the insurance money. But she just couldn’t think of any other way. 

			“So, what are you trying to say?” Billy Ray asked. “What has that got to do with this case?” 

			“I’m getting to that,” she said. “What did you find in the bathroom?”

			“Probably what you already figured. A mess that smells much better than the stink in here. There’re some hairs, hers most likely. I’ve got CSI in there now.” 

			“Perfume hers?”

			“Seems so,” he said. “But hard to tell.”

			“Did you see any clothes in there, clothes she may have been wearing earlier tonight?”

			“No,” he said. “Nothing like that. Just bath stuff, and lots of makeup. Almost an entire department store of makeup.”

			She nodded, only half listening. 

			“That bothered me for a long time,” Raven continued the story. “That the only thing the woman could think of was antifreeze. It’s like she never heard of Google, or better, talked to a librarian. So I did some research for poisons that killed quickly and effectively. Talked to a few doctors about stuff that wouldn’t show up in autopsy reports.”

			“And what did you find?” Billy Ray asked. 

			“Well,” she said, “what I found wasn’t exactly poison, depending on your perspective.”

			“Perspective?” 

			“Yep,” Raven said. “Perspective.” 

			Raven had finished her examination on top of the bed. She then searched on both sides of the headboard and behind it. Nothing. She knelt down to look beneath. She didn’t find the syringe that she only half expected. He had of course taken it with him. He didn’t want to be caught. Not just yet. She knew that the only thing that would stop a killer so in love with the beauty of death was another death – either his or someone else’s. 

			She was about to stand up when something caught her eye, a quick flash of blue. She put a penlight into her mouth and squirmed beneath the bed. The object lay on its side, leaning against the bottom of the bedpost. Raven felt as if she was about to faint. The only thing that stopped her was her pride. She didn’t want to have to explain why she passed out in the middle of a crime scene. 

			Being on the job as long as she had, Raven carried things. The penlight she had in her mouth now, the extra weapon strapped to her ankle, tissue paper and evidence bags for retrieving evidence when someone from Crimes wasn’t around. She grabbed the object with a pair of disposable tweezers and placed it in one of the plastic bags. It was as light and delicate as a breath. When it and the tweezers were securely in her pocket, she used her elbows to squirm from beneath the bed and was caught by a flash of white light in her eyes.

			“Jeez Louise, Billy Ray!” she said.

			Billy Ray, holding a flashlight, pulled her up by her arm.

			“You were under there for a long time. You find anything?”

			As she smoothed her T-shirt back into her jeans and blinked the light from her eyes, she said, “No, not a blooming thing.” 

			But, of course, it was a lie. She had found something beneath Hazel Westcott’s bed. She had found a link to the past. Hidden in her pocket was a link to Floyd ‘Fire’ Burns, the man who was and always would be her father. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Many years after he left home, Floyd walked out of the mirage glimmering along the newly tarred road as if he were walking up from hell. He wasn’t that young, maybe thirty-four or thirty-five at that time in 1983. But he was handsome in a pure country kind of way, with a crooked smile and a beige fedora sporting a blue-and-green peacock feather in the hatband.

			Instead of the polyester and angel-wing shirt he used to favor, he wore a pair of overalls with one strap hanging and a beige Henley long-sleeved shirt beneath. He carried a green canvas bag slung over his shoulder, the kind that they give you in the army. But he had cut it in half and had a cobbler sew the bag along the bottom so that it was much shorter and funnier looking than any soldier’s duffle bag that a body probably ever seen.

			It was hot, and he was sweating some, but the man he saw standing over the open hood of a red-and-white 1960 Ford F-100 that had seen better days was sweating more. The engine sent a whistle of steam into the still, hot air. The man, who would later introduce himself as Mr. Love, looked country from the tips of his thrice-repaired brogans to the broke-down hat on top of his head. His country almost outdid Floyd’s, but his country wasn’t faked. 

			Floyd walked up to him as if he already knew him. They stood beside each other, looking at the exposed engine as if just by staring at it they could get it to stop acting a fool and start doing what engines are supposed to do. 

			“Whew, boy,” Floyd said, letting his words end in a long whistle. “She’s looking hotter than I feel.”

			The stranger didn’t say anything, just looked at the engine with both thumbs hanging from his front pant loops. Finally, he said in an accent thick with Louisiana, “Figurin’ you can help me with it?” 

			Floyd knew who this man was the minute the man opened his mouth. That is, he knew where he had come from even if he didn’t know his name. And if not him personally, he knew where the man’s people had come from. Floyd had heard the story plenty of times since leaving his own family. On the road when he happened to stop here and there for a room or a bite to eat, Floyd ran into blacks from the south. They told him as they gave him a place to sleep and a fried chicken dinner for a few dollars how their mammas and daddies had gotten tired of Jim Crow keeping everybody separate, tired of eating a poor man’s feast of beans and rice, and especially tired of learning in one-room schoolhouses while paying taxes just as pretty as you please and just like everybody else. So when they or their people finally got the chance in the 1940s and 1950s, they hopped the trains out of that hellhole called Louisiana as quick as they could. 

			Most of ’em ended up in California. And now Floyd knew that some of ’em, like this man, ended up right here so as to be standing on a small-town California dirt road in a broke-down truck waiting on ole Floyd to show up and rescue him. 

			“I’d be willing to help you get it going. Yes sir,” Floyd said. “If you give me a ride after.”

			The man turned to look at him then. For a second or two, it seemed as if he knew exactly what kind of man Floyd Burns was and the knowing sent a sliver of ice right straight to his heart. But like most people, Mr. Love sent the feeling packing in the face of Floyd’s made-up country charm. 

			He told Floyd his name and Floyd let the shortened duffle bag drop to the ground. He tilted his hat back and then he pumped Mr. Love’s hand like he was the first person he had seen after forty days in the desert.

			“Floyd Burns.”

			“Floyd?” Mr. Love said only because he was hot and uncomfortable and wanted his hand back.

			“Fire, really,” Burns said. “They call me Fire.”

			“Well, you sure brought the fire,” he said. “You live around here? I ain’t never seed you.”

			“That’s because I’ve been traveling some,” Floyd said. “I just got into town right at this very moment. Born and raised north of here. Looking for work.”

			“And what is it that you do?”

			“I’m a preachin’ man,” Floyd said. 

			And that’s how it started. He made it up right then and there. He mixed up all of the preachers he had seen while growing up on his family’s farm, in all of his going-to-church Sundays, in all of the evangelists selling prayers on television. He was Oral Roberts. He was Swaggart and Graham all rolled into one. His photographic memory flashed on a piece of trivia he read in an abandoned Reader’s Digest at a Mariposa bus depot and he added the 1930s preacher Aimee McPherson to the mix before topping the entire preacher sundae off with Jim Bakker and his always-bawling wife, Tammy Faye. Floyd – now Fire – Burns had turned himself into a preachin’ man.

			“Preachin’ man?” Mr. Love asked.

			“Yes sir,” Floyd said, his voice as expansive as the flat white-hot day surrounding them. “Heard the calling when I was sixteen. Kissed the tears from my cryin’ mamma’s cheeks and took up preachin’ the word of God. Ten years and I ain’t seen her since.”

			The other man grunted. He said, “I ain’t got religion like that myself. And even if I did, I don’t think that praying is going to start this piece of shit up.”

			Floyd put a serious look on his face and nodded in agreement. He cast a sidelong glance at Mr. Love. Floyd did then what Floyd did best. He sized him up. He needed to know what he could use him for later. Right away he knew that Mr. Love was probably a well-respected man in this no-name hellhole. He didn’t flinch when Floyd told him that he was a preacher, even told this preaching man that he didn’t care too much for religion. Then he cursed. And he had questioned Floyd about his past as if he had a right to do it. Floyd turned back to the engine and stroked his chin, pretending to look for reasons why it wasn’t turning.

			“Well, Preachin’ Man,” Mr. Love said. “Do you know anything about truck engines?”

			“Hotwired a few in my time,” Floyd said without thinking. The minute it was out of his mouth, Floyd knew it was a dangerous thing to say. But he had been so carried away and tickled with himself for coming up with his new profession as a preacher that he had slipped up. 

			Before the other man could really think on what Floyd had just said, Floyd laughed and clapped him on the back. “That was before I found the Lord, of course.” 

			Mr. Love looked at him hard and for a long time. Then he laughed, not seeing Floyd let out the breath that he had been holding. “You ain’t said nothing but a thang, brotha.”

			And as they used the glue and supplies Mr. Love had in the bed of the old Ford, they talked of the town, what kind of place it was, what the people were like. 

			After they got the truck running with a lot of shouts and good-natured ribbing, Floyd went home with the man he had helped on the side of the road. His wife made chicken and dumplings and a peach custard pie for dessert. Floyd ate every bite while making her feel like the most beautiful woman on earth. Unfortunately, that night her daughter, young Maylene Love, felt like the second most beautiful woman on earth, a close and good enough second to her mother. 

			Later on in a jailhouse interview, Floyd would call the daughter a one-legged diabetic who was ugly to boot. But that night he smiled at her. He winked and helped her with the dishes while her father leaned against the kitchen counter praising the town. How much he loved it, how a man could really make a living here though the land liked to hold things back every once in a while and the sky was sometimes stingy with rain. But it was the best place to be if a man was willing to work and in need of a family. And as he jawboned on and on, Floyd thought that though he might be well-respected, Mr. Love sure wasn’t nary as smart as he should have been.
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