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Chapter One





“I don’t know why I agreed to this.” Rusty Martinez squeezed the steering wheel of her car.

Neil Bauer placed a hand on her shoulder and spoke in a soothing tone that Rusty had come to resent. “I’ll remind you. You are the heart and soul of Smart Shopper, my best friend, and business partner, and I can’t and won’t lose you. Years of energy drinks, smoking, and your horrible diet finally came to roost, and you had a—”

“Mild infarction, that’s what Dr. Calabrea said.”

Neil nodded. “At thirty-eight, you had a heart attack, and that’s not common for someone your age. You realize you have to make a change, and that’s why we’re here.”

“I could’ve made a change at home,” Rusty said as she smacked all the nicotine gum she could stuff in her mouth.

“We tried that, remember? You were sneaking into the office at night like an addict looking for a fix.” Neil waved a hand as Rusty drove into Ancelet Bay, Louisiana. “This is a lovely peaceful little place. You can relax here.”

“There’s no bay, just a big ditch running through the middle of town.”

“You could’ve gone to Florida, or for that matter, San Tropez, but you didn’t want to be more than two hours from Baton Rouge, so here we are. The rental house I found you is cozy and so very cute. I know you’re going to be happy there. Now slow down, the moving van is having trouble keeping up, and this is a thirty-five-mile-an-hour speed zone.”

Rusty squeezed the steering wheel harder and blew out an explosive breath. “Neil, I can’t do this. We have a company to run.”

“I’ve told you a million times that we have a more than capable staff, and we’re at the point where we can sit back and let them do the work. Do you think Bill Gates involves himself in every aspect of Microsoft?”

“That’s a really big company,” Rusty practically yelled. “We aren’t anywhere near that size. That’s why we need to be there.”

“Deep breath,” Neil said calmly.

“I’m so sick and tired of being told to breathe. It’s an automatic thing, our brain and lungs handle that!”

“Big inhalation, come on, do it, then—why are you rolling my window down?”

“Because I’m about to shove your head out of it,” Rusty said with a maniacal grin.

“And this is the other reason you have to get away from the office. The stress you cause yourself makes you aggressive and mean. You make our people cry. We’ve lost some really excellent employees because they couldn’t suffer your abuse, and they shouldn’t have to.”

“You keep saying that. Name one instance when I was abusive.”

“Take a left right here. All right, here’s an example. The day before you had the heart attack, I personally heard you call one of the dispatchers Sally Sloth to her face. We could be sued because of that and other things you say and do, and we could lose everything we worked for.”

“Sally is lazy, her workstation looks like a hazmat scene,” Rusty argued.

“Her name is Rene, and she has worked for us for fourteen years, she’s sixty-three years old, and she has a bad hip. She also won the outstanding service award for the past three years because she’s extremely proficient at what she does. I think we can afford to overlook that sometimes she leaves her uneaten lunch on her desk. Slow down, it’s the second driveway on the left.”

Rusty turned into the driveway and stared at the wood-framed house with its tidy porch and swing. “I hate it.”

“When I showed you the picture, you said it was sweet and reminded you of your grandma’s house.”

“That doesn’t mean I want to live in an old lady house.”

Neil shook his head and got out of the car. The moving van stopped on the street, two men hopped out, threw open the back door, and began quickly unloading. Rusty got out too, and felt as though she’d been kidnapped, even though in a moment of fear that she may die, she agreed to the respite in Ancelet Bay.

Neil strolled across the freshly mowed lawn, hopped up on the front porch, and unlocked the door. The moving guys were right behind him with a small couch that came from her home office. Rusty could hear Neil telling the men where to place things while she stood near the hood of her car with her arms folded like a petulant child who’d just been put in timeout. 

The house did remind her of her grandmother’s place, and it conjured some of her sweetest early childhood memories. Nana was a doting grandmother, and Rusty had been the apple of her eye. Justine Martinez was a single mother who worked several jobs to support her own mother and daughter. Nana did the mothering and kissed the boo-boos, tucked Rusty into bed, and told her stories. She was also a marvelous cook and enjoyed having Rusty help her in the kitchen. Rusty sighed, thinking that the years they lived with Nana were the best she’d ever known. She didn’t have a care in the world, but that all changed after Nana died not long after Rusty turned eight. Her mother sold the house just outside of Houston, Texas, and moved them to Baton Rouge. There, Justine began taking classes and working at the same time, and Rusty became a latchkey kid who cooked, cleaned, and did the laundry. 

Neil walked out onto the porch with a big smile on his face and wiped at the sweat beading on his bald head. His skinny legs protruded out of a pair of shorts and practically glowed they were so white. “That goes in the spare bedroom,” he said as the movers prepared to carry a desk up the steps.

Rusty’s heart went out to him; Neil didn’t handle confrontation or tense situations very well. His smile was plastered on, and it was obvious he was trying to remain upbeat. Neil was Rusty’s only true friend. They’d rarely gone a day without seeing each other since they met twenty years ago. Rusty knew he relied on her just as much as she did him. They knew everything about each other; they’d shared their deepest secrets. Though she wasn’t happy about being exiled, she knew that Neil had her best interests at heart, and the plan was a wise one, though she didn’t like it.

“Did you see all the trees in the backyard?”

“Yeah, I saw them.” Rusty watched the moving men jog back out of the house.

Neil slowly approached her like he would an animal he wasn’t sure would attack. “This isn’t forever. You’re going to get healthy here, and you’re going to once again become the excited visionary with the great sense of humor I have always loved. You have to embrace this. You swore you would, and you’re a woman of your word.”

“I made that promise because I was afraid I was going to do a face-plant on my kitchen floor and no one would find my body until I started to stink.”

Neil’s expression was pained as he said, “Please don’t talk like that. It puts devastating images in my mind. Do you want to come inside and see the house?”

“I’m sure I’ll be seeing plenty of it, so that’s okay.” Rusty pointed at the free-standing garage with its roll-up door wide open. “What’s in the boxes in there?”

“Oh, that’s just some junk. The real estate agent told me she’d get rid of them. I guess she forgot. I’ll give her a call.” Neil stretched, working the kinks out of his six-foot-three-inch frame. “I took a map of the town and notated where certain stores and restaurants are. I thought that might come in handy since this is your first time here.”

“Thanks,” Rusty said with a nod.

Neil had done it all. He’d searched for a house with enough distance between it and Baton Rouge to keep Rusty from dropping by the office. He’d set up all the rental arrangements, hired movers, and even bought groceries that were packed in coolers in the trunk of Rusty’s car. 

“God, Rusty, I’m going to miss you so much,” he blurted out as tears filled his eyes.

“Oh, no, don’t do that.” Rusty held her hands up. “You can’t be emotional now, I can’t take it.”

Neil scrubbed his head again and sniffed. “You’re the best brother with a vagina I’ve ever had.”

“Take a deep breath.”

Neil laughed softly. “I want you to be happy and whole. I don’t think you realize how bad your heart attack scared me. That day in the conference room, you looked so bad, and my life passed before my eyes. I love my wife, my folks, and my sister and brother, but losing you would create a void that no one could ever fill.”

“Mild cardiac infarction, that’s what the doctor said, I’ll be fine. This is an extended vacation. I might even learn to fish…maybe not because I refuse to touch bait or aquatic creatures.”

“Oh, let’s get the food out of your car,” Neil said as he moved toward it.

Rusty rushed in front of him. “No, it’s fine. You’re…you’re sweating, and I know how you hate that. I’ll bring in the rest of the stuff once the movers are done.”

“Don’t be silly. I’m not letting you carry in all that stuff by yourself.” Neil moved past her like a basketball player, threw open the driver’s door, and popped the trunk.

Rusty rushed to the rear of the car and slammed the trunk shut. “It’s fine, I’m parked in the shade. I’ll get it later.”

“Rusty,” Neil said, dropping his voice low, and it sounded like a growl. “What’re you hiding back there?”

“Nothing, I just don’t want you—all right, my laptop.” Rusty stomped her foot. “I’m not staying in Timbuktu without it.”

Neil popped the trunk again and raced to the back of the car. “What else did you squirrel away back here?”

“Don’t treat me like a child.”

Rusty closed her eyes when Neil shrieked and held up a pack of cigarettes. “You said you quit!”

“I did, that’s an emergency pack. You can see it’s unopened. It’s like a pacifier. I feel better knowing they’re close by.”

“You have a TV and cable, you have a phone that you can check your email on. I’m taking this laptop.”

Rusty grabbed one side of the bag. “I will run straight up your back and snatch the hair follicles out of your scalp if you don’t let this go.”

“You’re not supposed to work for a month, you promised.”

“I still want my computer. Let go, or I’ll punch you in the neck,” Rusty said as she tugged again on the bag.

“Uh…excuse me…I just need you to sign the delivery slip,” one of the moving men said, looking worried. He made no attempt to approach Rusty. She’d already threatened to neuter him when he banged the wall in her condo back home with a table.

Neil reluctantly released the bag and took the slip and pen the moving man offered him. He signed, then gave the man a generous tip. The man backed away and said, “Thank you, sir, and…lady.”

No sooner than the moving van pulled away from the house, a black sedan took its place. Neil waved and turned to Rusty. “Jaqueline won’t be getting out of the car. She’s still a wee bit upset that you threatened to pop her breasts with a pin. I hope you’ll keep your promise and not try to log into the system at the office.”

“You just said earlier that I’m a woman of my word. I told you I wouldn’t, so I won’t.”

Neil spread out his arms. “I’m going to hug you now. I know you don’t like it, but I need it.”

Rusty set the computer in the back of her car and stepped into Neil’s arms, and he wrapped her tight. “I’m going to be okay,” she assured, even though she didn’t feel that way.

“I know. We’ll be fine. I made an emergency list for you too. There’s an ambulance at the fire station, which is four blocks away. The closest hospital is twelve-point-four miles from your doorstep. The number for Poison Control is—”

“Neil, this is beginning to feel weird,” Rusty said with her cheek pressed against his chest. “I’m feeling more of you than I ever wanted.”

Neil released her and took a step back. “Are you sure you don’t want me to help you with the rest of your things?”

“Positive,” Rusty said with a nod. “We should do this quick. It’ll be less awkward and painful.”

“All right. I love you, man.”

Rusty winced at the expression of affection. “You too.”

She watched as Neil jogged across the yard and climbed into the passenger’s seat of the sedan. She turned as it drove away, knowing that Neil was bawling like a baby inside. Rusty tore into a fresh pack of nicotine gum and shoved a few pieces into her mouth.






  



















Chapter Two





“Patty, this is Stella. I’ve set up surveillance on the house at 123 Chestnut Street. The subject is a—”

“This is June, and it’s eleven o’clock at night. Put on your glasses, for Pete’s sakes, if you’re gonna make a call.”

“Okay, but we have to have an emergency meeting. A strange woman has moved in at one twenty—”

“I don’t give a hot damn who moved in. Did you hear me say it’s nearly the middle of the night? Go to bed, Stella, we’ll talk in the morning.”

June banged her phone on the bedside table before she hung up, and Stella jumped as the clatter filled her ear. She held her phone at arm’s length and pressed another number. “Patty, this is Stella, a strange woman has—”

“Baby, this is Mona, are you outside at this hour?”

“I’m at a secure vantage point, which is the Brumfields’ azalea bush. With my binoculars, I can see into the subject’s living room window. I think she’s eating broccoli.”

“Well,” Mona began after a yawn, “at this hour, that’s probably the best thing to eat.”

“This woman has dark hair and eyes, she looks to be from the Middle East, and I think I saw some kind of prayer rug being brought into her house. You know what that means,” Stella whispered.

“She has a pretty doormat?”

“She’s a Muslim, and she’s probably a terrorist.”

“It’s highly doubtful that anyone with nefarious intent would come to Ancelet Bay. There’s nothing here of importance. Honey, are you wearing the coat?”

“Of course, I am. I’m on a mission. What else would I wear?” Stella said as sweat coursed down her spine.

“It’s August, sweetie, and probably eighty degrees right now. Go back inside, cool off, and we’ll sort this out tomorrow.”

“I’m calling an emergency meeting. We need to get together as soon as possible, so everyone can hear the information I have.” Stella looked at her notepad. “And I’ve got a lot.”

“Good, go inside dear. We’ll talk tomorrow. Good night.”

As soon as Mona ended the call, Stella pressed another button and waited. “Patty, a Muslim extremist has moved into the Calumet rental on Chestnut Street.”

*******

Rusty was restless. She’d arrived in Ancelet Bay around three in the afternoon, and by eleven that evening, she’d already unpacked everything and put it away. She didn’t bring a lot with her, thinking that she’d only be there a month or two before Neil begged her to come back. It made no sense to her to bring everything in her condo, but the tiny two-bedroom house seemed so empty. She walked into her temporary bedroom and gazed at the bed she’d taken from her spare bedroom. It was only a queen, but it took up most of the room. A small closet and dresser held her clothes, and the only picture Rusty brought with her sat on the bedside table facing the wall because she really didn’t want to look at it. 

Like a caged animal, Rusty wandered the house. The spare room held nothing but her desk, which was basically useless for a month. The only furniture in the living room was a brown leather sofa and matching chair and a TV on a stand. Rusty had picked up a bistro table for the kitchen a week before the move. It only had two chairs, but she didn’t anticipate doing any entertaining. She walked past it, running her hands over the cool black metal, and felt a rush of panic as the walls closed in. 

She marched back to the bedroom, threw on a pair of running shorts, stripped down to a sports bra, grabbed her keys, and rushed out the door. It was a hot and still night, and though Baton Rouge wasn’t truly a big city, it seemed like New York compared to the silence of Ancelet Bay. The slap of her sneakers echoed as she jogged down Chestnut Street, then turned onto Pin Oak Lane. 

There were a few lights on in the houses she passed, but most were dark. Rusty wondered if Neil had moved her into a retirement community until in the distance she saw a group of kids standing at a corner smoking. She saw herself knocking one of the kids to the ground and snatching his cigarette from his lips, then inhaling it all in one breath. So Rusty made another left and slowed to a walk with her arms raised above her head.

“Why on earth do people jog?” she wondered aloud. She didn’t feel any endorphins, and as she thought about it, her cardiologist hadn’t mentioned running when he’d talked about exercise. 

Mosquitoes must’ve smelled fresh blood because they began to pop her from all directions. Rusty walked past each house, hoping to get a glimpse of her backyard. She swatted at one of the stinging insects when she spied the light on in her kitchen. Timidly, she took a few steps into the yard of the house directly behind hers and waited to see if a dog would bark. She moved as fast as she could across the neighboring lawn into her own and slowed, afraid she’d step off into a hole and break something she needed.

Very little moonlight streamed through the boughs of the trees overhead, and it played tricks on her eyes. For just a moment, she thought she saw a flash of pink near the corner of her house. She stopped and stood perfectly still, straining her eyes, and tried to see if there was something or someone lurking in the shadows, then she sprinted for the back door. 

Once inside, she mentally chastised herself for the case of the creeps that seemed to hang on even when she’d locked the door behind her. She opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of water, frowning at the rest of the contents. There were makings for a salad, a head of broccoli, and a pack of chicken claiming to be free range. There wasn’t a carb in sight; Neil no longer favored the good stuff after he lost thirty-eight pounds. 

“I hope there’s a bakery in this hellhole.” Rusty strolled into the living room and twisted the cap off her water. She came to a sudden halt, and the bottle slipped from her grasp. The rolling scream that tore out of her throat was purely involuntary. 

*******

Police Chief Kirsten Flyte sat straight up when she heard the call go over the radio. She couldn’t remember what a signal thirty-four was, but she recognized the address on Chestnut Street. Rodney Calumet had moved in with his son in Breaux Bridge, but he held on to the house he’d lived in for forty years, and she kept an eye on it for him. Somewhere in her sleep-addled mind, she remembered that Rodney had told her he’d rented it. Kirsten climbed out of bed and pulled on a pair of pajama pants while juggling her phone. 

Tasha, the night dispatcher, answered on the second ring. “Hey, Tash, remind me what a thirty-four is again,” Kirsten said as she pulled her uniform shirt over her shoulders.

“A prowler, that’s what the 911 center put in the computer. It says the caller Rusty Martinez reported that someone was on her porch looking in her window. Wanna take a guess as to who the perpetrator might be?”

Kirsten stepped into her slippers. “I’m gonna go over there. It’s only a few blocks away.”

“Okay, Chief, you want me to let the boys know?”

“Nah, they’ll see me when I get there. What’re you smacking on?”

Tasha laughed. “Peanut butter brittle, homemade. Bryan’s momma sent it with him.”

“Save me some.”

“Umm…I can’t.”

“Tash, you ate all of it?”

“No, I just can’t save you any.”

Kirsten laughed. “I’ll see you in the morning or sooner if Stella misbehaves and I have to bring her in.”

“I’d like to see that.”

*******

Two police cruisers were parked on the street when Kirsten arrived on scene. Mitch’s lights were off, Bryan’s were still flashing, and Kirsten was at least thankful Bryan had not left the siren blasting. As she climbed out of her car, she noticed that a crowd had gathered on the sidewalk. 

“Nothing to see here, folks. It was probably Rippy the raccoon doing a trash raid,” Kirsten said with a smile.

“Rippy’s dead and buried in my backyard,” Susan Daigle said angrily. “Some asshole shot him with a pellet gun.”

Everyone in the crowd turned and looked at Jared Rabalais, who did his best to appear surprised. Ancelet Bay was a sleepy town, and quite a few of the calls the department responded to were fights between Susan and Jared. Susan wanted to protect Rippy, who left garbage strewn all over the street before trash pickup day. Jared believed there was only one way to solve the problem, and apparently, he’d killed poor Rippy.

Kirsten plodded across the damp grass up to the porch and caught the tail end of what Rusty Martinez was telling Mitch while Bryan walked the property. 

“…and I walked out of the kitchen, and there they were in this window right here.” Rusty pointed at the one near the front door. “I screamed, and they ran away.”

“Where’re you from?” Officer Mitch Burkheiser asked with his arms folded. 

“Baton Rouge, I just moved in here today, well, yesterday now.” Rusty looked a little confused. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Hey, Mitch, would you mind sending that crowd out there back home before Susan and Jared tie into it again?” Kirsten asked.

“No problem.” Mitch jerked a thumb at Rusty. “She says she saw someone on her porch looking in the window.”

“Yep, I heard that,” Kirsten said with a nod and put out her hand to Rusty. “I’m Kirsten Flyte, the chief of police here.”

Rusty gave it a firm shake. “Did the whole department come to my house?”

“Pretty much. So,” Kirsten began as she looked around. “Could you tell if the person was male or female?”

“I’m not sure, they were wearing a hat, and it covered a lot of the face.”

“Like an Indiana Jones hat? A fedora?”

“Yeah,” Rusty said with a nod. “And this is going to sound strange, but I think I saw a pink coat.”

Bryan rushed up on the porch and shoved a plastic bag containing a pen in Kirsten’s face. “Chief, I found this on the ground next to the steps.”

Kirsten took it. “Is this your pen, Mrs. or Ms. Martinez?”

“No, it isn’t, and it’s Ms.”

“Chief, I searched the perimeter, there was no sign of the perpetrator,” Bryan said in his most officious tone, and Kirsten could see why he was doing his best to make a good impression.

Rusty was scantily clad in a pair of shorts and a sports bra, and she had a nice figure. Kirsten did her best to keep her eyes on Rusty’s pretty face. Her big dark eyes, perfectly shaped nose, and generous lips held Kirsten’s attention, but she doubted that Bryan had noticed any of Rusty’s features above her collarbones. Kirsten’s gaze had begun to slip south before she caught herself. 

“Thanks, Bryan.” Kirsten smiled at Rusty. “I think I know what happened here tonight. There’s a lady who has appointed herself the neighborhood watchperson. When on patrol, she wears a pink trench coat and a fedora, it’s her thing. This house has been empty for a while, and I figure she suspected kids had gotten inside and were having a party. You probably scared her as much as she scared you, and that’s why she didn’t stick around.”

“You want me to question Stella, Chief?” Bryan asked at attention.

“I’ll take care of that, but I would like you to stay on Chestnut tonight,” Kirsten said. “I’m sure that’ll make Ms. Martinez feel more comfortable. I’ll talk to Stella.”

“Permission to get snacks for the stakeout, ma’am,” Bryan belted out as though he were in the military and speaking to a drill sergeant. 

“Yeah, go stock up,” Kirsten said with a laugh.

Rusty stared at her intently, taking in Kirsten’s bright blue eyes, the dimples when she smiled, and the way she fussed with her hair when the breeze blew her long bangs in her face. “How old are you?” Rusty asked suddenly.

“Fortunately for you, I’m not the type of woman to be put off by that question,” Kirsten said with a smile. “I’m forty.”

Rusty’s gaze moved to the bear paw slippers on Kirsten’s feet. “You look twelve.”

“I’m gonna take that as a compliment. Getting back to Stella, she’s harmless, and I’m a hundred percent certain that it was her on your porch.”

“Well, you can tell her she’s lucky I didn’t have a bat,” Rusty said curtly as she backed toward her door. “Do you need anything else from me?”

“No, ma’am. I hope you rest well,” Kirsten said as Rusty stepped inside and locked the door. Then she drew the blinds.

“Nice to meet you too,” Kirsten said as she descended the steps and gave Mitch, who was already in his car, the signal that all was finished. As he drove away, she walked across the street, climbed Stella’s steps, and knocked on her door. “Don’t pretend you’re sleeping, Stella McGinnis. I know you’re watching.”

Stella threw open the door. She’d taken off her coat but was still wearing the hat, and white hair poked out beneath it. She had, however, put on a nightgown, a robe, and slippers. She was so short, she looked like a kindergartner in an older woman’s pajamas. Her blue eyes narrowed as she regarded Kirsten. “Why are you beating on my door at this time of night?”

“Does this look familiar?” Kirsten held up the bag with the pen in it.

“Sure does, they give them out at the bank all the time.”

“Cut the shit, Stella. We both know you were on your new neighbor’s porch being nosy tonight. That woman doesn’t know you. If she would’ve had a gun, we might not be standing here chatting. How many times do I have to tell you to stay off other people’s property?”

“You can run that yap of yours all you want, but as long as you talk down to me, little girl, I’m not listening.” Stella folded her arms. “I changed your diapers and cleaned your tiny butt.”

Kirsten looked at her watch. “Go ahead, play the dirty butt card. That one really doesn’t have a whole lot of effect on me at almost one in the morning. Stay off that woman’s porch and—good night,” she said when Stella slammed the door in her face. 



Across the street, Rusty was watching Kirsten through her window. Kirsten’s short blond hair glowed beneath the streetlights as she walked back to her car. She tossed her head and swept her long bangs out of her eyes as she climbed into the police cruiser wearing the bear paw slippers, plaid lounge pants, and a police uniform shirt. Rusty backed away from the window thinking if that was Ancelet Bay’s finest, she wanted out quick. 






  



















Chapter Three





“Ha! You got Stella’d last night,” Tal Flyte said as Kirsten walked in the back door. “The best thing about my retirement is knowing that I don’t have to deal with that woman anymore.”

Mona set a cup of coffee in front of Kirsten as she took a seat at the table. “How about some eggs, baby?”

“Coffee, just coffee, Momma, thanks. I already had breakfast at the station,” Kirsten said wearily.

“What did you have?” Mona asked as she made Tal’s plate.

“Peanut butter brittle. I found it hidden under a magazine in the drawer of the dispatch desk.” Kirsten smiled. “I ate it all.”

Mona set the plate she was making for Tal in front of Kirsten. “You are not gonna face the day on sugar and peanuts. Eat that.”

Kirsten watched her mother flit around the kitchen with her dyed long blond hair caught up in a clip. Since her retirement from the local bank, Mona had often talked about cutting her tresses off like Kirsten’s, but Tal wouldn’t hear of it. Mona had worn her hair the same way since the day they’d met because Tal liked it that way, and she’d do just about anything to keep him happy. 

Mona’s blue eyes twinkled as she regarded her husband. “I’m gonna give you extra bacon this morning because you’ve been a good boy about your diet lately.”

“I earned it by eating all the damn salad you’ve been shoving down my throat,” he said with a frown. 

Tal Flyte also wore the same exact hairstyle he did in high school, though what was left was silver, and the comb-over didn’t quite hide the fact he was going bald on the crown of his head. His eyes were also blue, but not nearly as bright as Mona’s and Kirsten’s. Despite all of Mona’s efforts to keep him slim and trim in his retirement, he was developing a small paunch above his belt.

Tal grinned. “I had coffee with Jared this morning. He said you were out at the Calumet place in the middle of the night in your pajamas because the renter spotted someone on her porch.”

“It was Stella—hat, coat, and all. Momma, you have to talk to Indiana Bogart at your next devil-worshipping meeting.” Kirsten winced and laughed when Mona snapped her with a kitchen towel. 

“That’s why I’ve always hated our club name. Daughters of Darkness sounds so malevolent,” Mona said as she made another plate and set it in front of Tal.

“Maybe you could dispel some of the rumors if you’d actually admit what you did in your secret meetings.” Tal winked at Kirsten. “Is animal sacrifice involved? Naked dancing?”

Mona grabbed a cup of coffee. “The only animal at our meetings is ham or chicken slapped between two pieces of bread.” Mona took a seat at the table. “The cards we read are used in poker games, and I can’t tell you anything else, or it wouldn’t be a secret.”

“I still don’t understand why Kirsten isn’t allowed in. She’s your daughter,” Tal said before he took a bite of his breakfast. 

“Conflict of interest. She followed in your footsteps, not mine.” Mona brushed Kirsten’s hair out of her eyes and smiled. “Stella’s bored, baby. Since she lost Paul, she’s looking for a sense of purpose, and she thinks she’s found it by becoming some sort of night watchwoman.”

Tal grunted. “She was crazy long before that.”

Mona ignored him. “So who is this new person?”

“Some woman from Baton Rouge,” Kirsten said with a shrug. 

“Young, old, in between? Does she have children? Is she married?” Mona asked.

“She’s around my age, I guess. I didn’t see any children or anything resembling a husband, just a perturbed woman after finding Stella peeping in her window,” Kirsten said and took a bite of toast.

“Jared said there’s a black BMW in the driveway. I wonder what she does to have a car like that.” Tal frowned. “She probably works for some company that wants to buy the land this town sits on and turn it into a factory or something like that.”

“Highly unlikely since we’re surrounded by hundreds of acres of farmland I’m sure someone wouldn’t mind unloading.” Kirsten cleared her throat. “So, Mom, getting back to the next DOD meeting, would you talk some sense into Stella before she gets herself killed?”

*******

“I call this meeting to order,” Stella said loudly as she opened her notebook. “On August 15 at approximately 1512, I observed a woman of Middle Eastern descent take up residence at 123 Chestnut Street.”

“Hold up,” June Schuller interjected. “What is this 1512 stuff?”

“Military time, she means 3:12 in the afternoon,” Mona explained.

“Then say 3:12, for the love of Pete.” June shook her head. “No one here is wearing combat boots. And how do you know she’s Middle Eastern?”

“She has really dark hair and eyes, and her skin is kind of dark, not like a black person but tan.” Stella adjusted her glasses and gazed at her notes. “I witnessed the subject carry in a Muslim prayer rug and several coolers out of her car. With my binoculars, I noted her emptying said coolers in her kitchen. They contained food products, which further confirm she is a Muslim because they don’t eat our food.”

Stella missed the looks Mona and June exchanged as she turned a page and continued. “At 2340, or 11:40 p.m. for the stupid, I observed the subject pretending to go out for a run. I then crossed to 123 Chestnut Street and searched the subject’s vehicle for—”

“Stella! Please tell me you didn’t go into her car,” Mona pleaded.

“I couldn’t, it was locked. I did look inside with the aid of my mini flashlight and found nothing. The vehicle was immaculate, which further confirms my suspicions.”

“Hold up again.” June exhaled loudly. “How does that confirm anything?”

“Normal people have things in their cars, a box of tissues, an umbrella. There was nothing of the sort in the subject’s vehicle.” 

June still looked confused and said to Mona, “That still doesn’t make any sense to me.” Mona only shrugged as Stella continued on.

“I observed the subject cutting through the Hendricks’ yard to get to her own. That confirmed the jog was a ruse, and I surmise that she was on a reconnaissance mission. I moved to her porch and looked in to see if she was working on any explosive devices, and that was when she became aware of my presence. I evaded capture by diving into Susan Daigle’s camellia bushes.”

“You dove? Stella, you’re seventy-eight years old, and did you call me stupid a moment ago?” June asked.

Stella took off her glasses and wiped the lenses on her shirt. “Dove is a word I used for strategic fall, which is what I did. I was unharmed because I was properly dressed in my trench coat, and that is why detectives wear them. As for calling you stupid, I have no recollection of that.”

Patty Burroughs, who had been sitting quietly at the end of the table working her latest needlepoint, said, “Whatever book this is sounds interesting. I want to read it when you’re done, Stella.”

“Put down that sewing and pay attention. This is no work of fiction, this is real life. A terrorist has come to Ancelet Bay, and the DOD has a duty to act.”

Patty looked thoroughly confused. “What’re we gonna act on? For that matter, what kind of act are we talking about?”

“Subdue and contain the subject, search her premises, retrieve her implements of mass destruction, then turn her over to the FBI,” Stella said firmly with a nod.

“No damn way.” June stabbed her finger on the table. “I am not going to attack and kidnap a woman because she has a rug and a tan. You’re way off base. I was totally on board when you found out those miscreants that roam the streets at night were scaring that old couple for laughs. I had no problem with the boobie traps or spraying them with purple paint, but this is going too far.”

“May I remind you that the Daughters have always taken care of what regular law enforcement can’t or won’t?” Stella asked firmly.

Mona laid a hand on June’s arm. “What we’re saying is, there isn’t enough evidence for us to act on. How about I tell Kirsten what you’ve seen and she can take a closer look at the subject?”

“She’s gonna need a warrant to get into that house. All we need is duct tape and a strong rope, and I’ve got both of those things,” Stella said.

Mona grimaced. “But if we’re wrong and the woman is innocent, we’re the ones who committed a crime.”

“A very serious damn crime. Leapin’ Lincoln, Stella, listen to what you’re proposing.” June shook her head and closed her eyes. “I’m just gonna say it because Mona’s trying to be nice, and Patty is lost in a world of thread. You have finally split your gourd.”

Mona jumped to her feet when Stella’s face flushed red and her mouth flew open. “Sisters, we always treat each other with respect, or at least we try. Let’s simplify this. Stella, we need more intel before we can commit to anything. I can’t assure you that we’ll take this matter into our own hands this time. If this woman is truly dangerous, we’re outmatched. Patty is the youngest, and she’s fifty-three. We’re too old to tangle with anyone.”

Patty raised her hand and added, “I’m also menopausal.”

Mona smiled at Stella. “Honey, if you can safely get us more information, we’ll get together and form a plan.”

“I can do that,” Stella said as she stood, gathered her things, and walked out.

“You hurt her feelings,” Patty said to June.

“Did you hear what came out of her mouth? I don’t think it’s a good idea to encourage her to gather more information, either. She might get in her mind to take matters into her own hands, and only God knows what she’ll do.” June drummed her fingers on the table. “I think it’s finally time to contact her kids and let them know their mother has flown over the cuckoo’s nest and crashed into the tree.”

“Our mothers loved Stella like a sister, and she has always been there for each of us. Her kids will stick her in a nursing home, and I think she deserves more than that. Yes, her latest mission is rather…exotic, but she’s missing the old days when she was someone important in this town. Surely, y’all can understand that.” Mona looked at June and Patty. “Let’s help our sister.”

“What’re you suggesting?” June asked wearily.

Mona shrugged. “Let’s go on surveillance with her. This fantasy isn’t gonna last long, and she’ll go back to piddling around in her garden and watching TV.”

*******

Kirsten drove down Chestnut Street and slowed to a stop when she noticed Rusty at the mailbox. She rolled down her window and smiled. “How’re you today?”

“What’s the purpose of this?” Rusty pointed at the box made to look like a big-mouth bass.

“A postal worker puts your mail inside of it. You can put mail in too, and signal them to pick it up by raising the fin.”

“If I don’t laugh at your sarcasm, will you arrest me?”

“Nah, but I may ticket you for a sour face,” Kirsten said with a grin.

“That was cornier than your first remark.” Rusty pointed at the mailbox again. “This is hideous and just plain stupid.”

“You can’t hate on fish in this town. There’s not many people around here that don’t have a boat or at least a rod and reel. But if you prefer, you can get one like Stella’s.” Kirsten jerked a thumb at what looked like a birdhouse. “Did we get off to a bad start?”

“No,” Rusty said and looked around. “Thanks for the help last night. I did feel a little better after you explained it was just a neighbor making sure everything was okay and not some freak.”

“I’m sorry that was your welcome to Ancelet Bay.”

“At least I know that a lot of help comes quickly when you call for it.” Rusty swept a hand through her hair. “I was expecting one grumpy officer who’d do nothing but make a report.”

“We don’t have a lot of crime around here, at least not in this area, plus I live just a few blocks away. When I heard the address and the nature of the call, I figured that Stella might’ve been the problem. The locals are used to seeing her skulk around. So what made you choose Ancelet?”

Rusty began to fidget. “I’m the CEO of a business in Baton Rouge, and I’m here on sort of a…sabbatical. I needed to…get away from the hustle and bustle to reassess my priorities. This place is close enough if I need to get back there for an emergency but distant enough to keep people out of my hair while I focus on future expansions.”

“I’m so jealous,” Kirsten said with a smile. “I’m kind of tied to this town. If I need to get away, I usually have to hide in the bathroom at the station.”

“Trust me when I say this brilliant idea loses its appeal by the hour. I need to get back to work on some important reports, but I have a question. Why is this place called Ancelet Bay if there’s no bay, just a ditch?”

Kirsten laughed. “Because it rhymes. If I remember my history correctly, the town is named after one of the founders, and adding bay to his name just seemed to have more of a ring to it. Ancelet is surrounded by bayous, and one of them became wider when the land around it sank. I guess someone considered that a bay. Just so you know, that’s not a ditch, it’s a bayou.”

“Interesting,” Rusty said with a nod.

“Well, it was nice meeting you, Rusty. I’m sure we’ll cross paths again soon. Ancelet isn’t that big.”

“Nice meeting you too,” Rusty said before she turned and walked away.






  



















Chapter Four





While awake, Rusty was aware that she’d had the dream on a regular basis, but asleep, the strangeness was all new and confusing. In slumber, Rusty found herself standing at the edge of a burned-out forest. Trees gnarled and charred loomed above her and reached into a gray sky as if they longed to escape the desolate landscape. Mist and smoke swirled around her as she waded through the ash. There were fragments of a life once lived strewn around her—melted picture frames, pieces of photos, a teddy bear facedown in the rubble. 

Rusty was filled with a feeling of loneliness and utter desolation as she tried to make sense of her surroundings. She called out, hoping that someone would answer and help her understand what had happened, but there was no reply, no sound at all. In the distance, she could see the outline of what looked like a house and made her way to it, but when she arrived, she realized that it was only a frame. It was made of all new wood and showed no signs of being burned and further added to Rusty’s confusion. 

“Sad, isn’t it?”

Rusty whirled around and watched as a figure slowly emerged from the mist. A young woman with dark hair and eyes wearing a blue dress with large white polka dots gazed at Rusty. She was beautiful, and her clothing was the only thing of color in the gloom.

“Momma?” Rusty said, her voice childlike. “What are you doing in this place?”

“I’ve always been here, and I always will be,” Justine said.

“This is where you came when you died?”

“Oh, no. I have a fine house that sits in the center of a beautiful meadow and overlooks a crystal clear lake. It has a double oven, and I can bake eight pies at a time. The Kennedys enjoy my pecan, Elvis loves my blueberry, and your grandma, of course, favors the pumpkin.”

“You’re hanging out with Elvis and the Kennedys?” Rusty asked in amazement.

Justine frowned as her gaze swept over the landscape around them. “Rusty, what have you done?”

Rusty looked around too. “What do you mean?”

Justine pointed to the house. “When will you finish it?”

“Finish…what?” Rusty asked.

Justine continued to point at the house and didn’t answer.

Rusty gazed up at the two-story skeletal structure. “This isn’t mine. Who would build in such a dismal place?”

“Change it.”

“I don’t want to change anything,” Rusty said as she grew irritated. “I don’t want to be here.”

Justine’s voice was firm when she said, “Rusty, you must fix this, you must build.”

“I’m about damn tired of everyone telling me what to do,” Rusty exploded. “I’m the woman that makes things happen. I’m in control.” 

Even as Rusty spoke, her voice grew smaller, so much so she didn’t recognize it. She held up her hand and stared at it in horror. It had morphed into a child’s. She looked down at her feet that had grown small, as well, and her two knobby knees. “Oh, shit,” she said as she clutched her face. “What have you done to me?”

The dream switched before Justine could reply, and Rusty was back in her office. She breathed a sigh of relief and sank down into her chair until she realized her face was level with her desk. Neil walked in at that moment and gazed at her curiously. “Little girl, you can’t be in here.”

“I’m not a baby,” Rusty said firmly. She ripped open her desk drawer. “Those are my tampons, and that’s my vodka and cigarettes. Now go get me a booster seat, so I can reach my keyboard. Oh, and stop by the muffin cart on your way. I want two chocolate doughnuts with sprinkles. Skip the coffee and get me some chocolate milk.”

Neil started speaking in that placating tone she hated. “You need a hug.”

“No touching! Don’t you come any closer.” Rusty got up on her knees and started banging away on her keyboard. “Where do we stand on the permits to operate in Gonzales?”

“You come with me, it’s time for you to rest,” Neil said as he held out his hand. 

Rusty recoiled. “I told you, I’m not a baby, and I don’t want to go to bed.” Neil continued to slowly move toward her, and Rusty screamed. “You can’t tell me what to do! I’m not a baby! I’m not! I’m not! I’m not!”

Rusty awoke from the dream with a gasp and sat straight up. It took her a moment to realize where she was. She ripped the blankets away and was relieved to see an adult body and said, “Shit,” just to hear her own voice. With a sigh of relief, she grabbed the framed photo off her bed stand and gazed at it.

The picture was taken when Justine Martinez was only nineteen years old. Her smile was radiant, and she’d been caught twirling, her navy blue polka-dot dress fanned out around her knees, the wind in her hair. It was the only photo Rusty ever kept of her mother because it was taken when she was truly happy and carefree, and Rusty had never known her that way. 

*******

“Good morning, baby,” Mona said cheerfully as Kirsten walked into the kitchen. “I hope you’re not disappointed that we’re having cereal today.”

“I just came by for coffee,” Kirsten said as she kissed her mother on the cheek. 

Tal was seated at the table with a frown as he contemplated a bowl of what looked like gruel. “You need to make that speeding ticket Antoine wrote Chad Hawkins go away,” he said when Kirsten took a seat.

“Why? He earned it fair and square doing fifty-two miles an hour in a twenty-five-mile-per-hour zone,” Kirsten said coolly.

“Chad and his family have done more work in this town than anyone else. If not for them, the library would’ve been condemned,” Tal argued.

Kirsten shook her head. “That still doesn’t mean he can do whatever he wants. Main Street is full of pedestrian traffic, someone could’ve been killed. If Chad was on fire, that’s still not a good enough reason to drive that recklessly, so he pays the ticket. Antoine gave him a break by not arresting him.”

“I said, make that ticket disappear.” Tal stirred his cereal and gave Kirsten a fierce eye. “Make that happen today.”

“Not on my watch, Daddy. If your friends don’t want speeding tickets, tell them to abide by the limits.”

“Don’t mind your father, he’s just grumpy because he’s constipated.” Mona set a bowl of cereal in front of Kirsten. “Eat that, you don’t want to end up the same way.”

Tal wasn’t willing to back down. “You don’t ticket the pillars of this community. I thought I taught you that.”

“Well, Dad, that’s one lesson I pay no heed. If the mayor was driving like Chad, I would’ve personally written him up. The ticket stands.”

“You forget that your position is appointed,” Tal said as his voice rose. “You start pissing off the council, and you’re gonna find yourself in the unemployment line.”

“With my integrity intact,” Kirsten ground out. 

“There must be something in the water around here,” Mona interjected. “Everyone seems to be at each other’s throats. You two, stop it right now. I am not gonna have my morning ruined by bickering. Change the subject.”

“Well, I’m done with this straw and milk,” Tal said as he pushed his bowl away and got up. “I’m going out to the shop, and if I get hungry, I’ll eat sawdust. It’s the same damn consistency, and it’s gotta taste better.”

Mona sighed as the back door slammed behind her husband. “You know he misses being chief.”

“I know,” Kirsten said with a nod. “But he needs to accept that I’m not gonna do things the way he always did. I’m sure that’s what the town council and the mayor expected when they appointed me, and if they want that, they need to reinstate Dad.”

“I respect what you’re doing, but it’s not gonna be easy. The good ol’ boys club is still alive and well in Ancelet. It was much worse when I was a girl, and that’s why the DOD formed.”

“Can y’all do anything about the boys club now?”

Mona smiled. “Baby, we’re too old, and none of the younger women are interested in joining just to play cards. They all have families to raise and work to go to. You’ll have to take up this fight on your own, but just know the Daughters will do what we can if you truly need us.”

*******

Rusty had spent three days inside, except for the few minutes it took to collect a newspaper that had been tossed onto her driveway. She’d rearranged what little furniture she had a half-dozen times. Neil had packed a jigsaw puzzle in her things, and she’d put it together and tore it apart a few times before she became completely bored. Instead of feeling relaxed, tension mounted as she wondered what was happening at Smart Shopper while she was away. 

Neil was a complete pushover in her mind, and scary scenarios began to play in her brain. She envisioned the staff using its fleet of vans to conduct personal business instead of making deliveries. The dispatchers were asleep. The sales staff was in a bar somewhere having drinks, all the while profits were draining out in streams. 

She grabbed her phone and paced while she waited for Neil to answer her call. “Hey. Hey. How’re things going?”

“Good, I just left our lawyer’s office where we put the finishing touches on the Donalay Foods contract. I even picked up a new customer when I stopped to get gas this morning. A lady and I had a conversation at the pumps, and I gave her a brochure. She’d placed an order by the time I got back to the office. I was all worried that the transmission was going out in another one of our vans, but it turned out to be just a vacuum hose. It’s a good day. What’s going on with you?”

“I’m settling in. I’ve been taking it leisurely, you know. I put up a few things here and there,” Rusty said as she walked in circles with her hand on her hip. “I was thinking that it would be productive if maybe I could work on the projections for New Orleans since I’m so relaxed.”

“You’re a workaholic, and you sacrificed everything good in your life to feed that habit. Rusty, you’re in detox. An alcoholic can’t take a drink every now and then if they want to be sober. It doesn’t work that way.”

“I really hate it when you use that tone with me,” Rusty said between clenched teeth. 

Neil sounded surprised when he asked, “What tone?”

“You speak to me like I’m a child or a wounded animal. I don’t like it.”

Neil’s tone changed abruptly and became firm. “Honor your deal. No work for a month. If you’re bored, get a hobby. You mentioned fishing, you should—”

“I don’t want no damn fish! The stupid newspaper here is all about fish. It’s filled with pictures of fish. I won’t even eat one because I’m so sick of them!”

“Then find something else to do,” Neil said coolly. “Jaqueline warned me the first couple weeks of your detox would be rough, and you’d take out your hostility on me. I’m more than happy to listen to you rant.”

“Don’t try to placate me like you would a child.”

“I’m not. I miss you, and I’m glad to hear your voice even if it’s yelling. I’m still your partner, I’m here to help.”

Rusty released a heavy breath. “Dear God, sometimes I hate it when you’re so sweet.”

“Okay. How about this? Quit your bitching and find something to do with your time, you petulant asshole. Don’t you know how to do anything that doesn’t involve an office and a computer, loser? Get a life, titmouse.”

“All right, you’re going too far. Now I just want to kill you.”

“Well then, prove me wrong. What’re you gonna do about your situation?”

Rusty stared out the window at her mailbox. “I’m going fishing.”






  



















Chapter Five





Rusty wrinkled her nose when she opened the door to the hardware store. A sales clerk was in her face before she even had time to blink. “Welcome to Hadley’s Hardware. My name is Keith, how may I assist you today?”

“What the hell is that smell? Do y’all have a broken sewer pipe?”

Keith sniffed at the air like a dog. “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about. All I smell is fertilizer and feed.”

“It stinks. You need to put out some deodorizer in here, Keith. Where are your mailboxes?”

“Aisle four, I’ll show you.”

Rusty followed him, and when they arrived at the aisle he mentioned, she hissed like a cat when she saw a big-mouth bass box sitting next to a chicken, and the handle was a tail feather. “Tell me you have something besides these. You know, the kind normal people use?”

“Those are here on the bottom in green, black, white, and silver. Do you prefer metal or plastic?”

“This,” Rusty said as she grabbed a basic black metal box.

“Do you already have a post in place, or will you need one of those?” Keith asked.

“Yep, I got one.” Rusty headed for the register with Keith following behind her. 

“Do you need a mounting kit? We’re having a great sale on drill bits in case you’re interested. I can give you a lesson on how to install the new box. That’s part of our service here, and it won’t cost you a penny extra.”

“It looks pretty cut and dried to me,” Rusty said, annoyed with Keith’s exuberance. 

Keith moved behind the register and took the box from Rusty. “Well, if you have any questions at all, you can just call the store, and I’ll be happy to help.”

Rusty paid for the box and walked the four blocks back to her house. “You’re about to die,” she said to the fish as she passed it on her way to the garage. She didn’t have any tools, but she’d spotted on old hammer and a wrench hanging on hooks on the wall. There was also a jar of nails encrusted with dust sitting atop an old workbench. Rusty was certain that was all she needed.

*******

When Kirsten grew weary of her administrative duties, she went on patrol. It kind of made her long for the days when she was simply an officer, and she didn’t have to deal with town politics. Her mind was on the argument she’d had with her father that morning when she turned onto Chestnut Street. She sat up a little straighter when she noticed Rusty swinging a pipe at something. As she drew closer, Rusty swung again, and the bass-shaped mailbox flew up in the air and landed in the neighbor’s yard. Its door/mouth flopped open as if it were stunned by the indignity. 

Kirsten stopped by Rusty, who was leaning against the fishless post catching her breath. “What happened? Did it bite you?” Kirsten asked as she rolled down her window.

“Whoever put that damn fish on this post meant for it never to come off. I broke a hammer trying to pry it free.”

Kirsten looked at the new box sitting on the ground and the jar of nails beside it. “Do you have a drill?”

“No, I’ll just have to drive in the nails with this pipe.”

“Give me a few minutes. I’ll run by my house and get my things. We’ll have this box up in no time,” Kirsten said as she drove away.

Rusty watched the patrol car round the corner and said, “Do I look like I need help? I run a successful company. Surely, I can install a mailbox.”

Rusty tore open the cardboard box and set the mailbox on the post. The lip around the bottom of it slipped into a crevice between the actual post and the ledge that joined it. She gave it a little nudge, and it stayed in place. “Done.”

She retrieved the bass from the neighbor’s yard and tossed it into one of the boxes in the back corner of the garage. She froze when she heard something scurrying around. The windows were crusted over with dirt and mold, and the only light that entered the smelly space came from the roll-up door. Rusty didn’t dare go farther into the garage, but she stared at the shadows in the corner feeling that something would jump out at any moment. 

She whirled around when Kirsten stopped her car in front of the house. She got out wearing a black polo shirt with an embroidered badge on the chest. She had on jeans, boots, and a gun belt around her hips. 

“I’m sorry you wasted a trip, I’ve already got it together,” Rusty said as she walked down the driveway. 

Kirsten gazed at the box for a moment, opened the door, and watched as the whole thing fell to the ground. “Is this more of a practical joke for the mailman?”

“No, it was stuck on there before.”

“There was a piece of wood fastened to the ledge where the box sits. Did you break that?”

Rusty shrugged. “I didn’t see anything like that.”

“It’s probably stuck underneath the fish,” Kirsten said with a nod. “Where’s the old box?”

“It’s in the back of the garage and is probably home now to something I’d rather not see. I’ll run to the hardware store. What kind of wood do you need and what size?”

“Why waste the money if it’s salvageable?” Kirsten said as she headed for the garage. 

Rusty followed. “You should probably pull out your gun. Whatever is in there made enough noise to make me believe it wasn’t a bug.”

Kirsten’s stride faltered, and she came to a stop at the door. “Okay, I’m gonna come clean right now. I cannot stand rats or mice. Snakes scare me less. So if I get in there and I see a furry vermin, I will scream like a little girl. If you tell anyone you witnessed that, I will ticket you every time you pull out of your driveway. Are we clear?”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to go to the store?”

Kirsten met Rusty’s gaze. “Are you clear on what I just said?”

“Yep.”

Kirsten blew out a breath and moved slowly into the garage. “Where’d you throw it?”

“In that back corner where all those cardboard boxes are.”

“Naturally,” Kirsten said with a sigh as she continued to take careful steps.

“Are you regretting your choice to be a Good Samaritan?”

Kirsten shook her head. “I believe you should always offer a hand when you can.”

“In my experience, the hand offered often gets bitten.”

Kirsten glanced over her shoulder. “Don’t say anything else.” She moved a box with her boot and carefully waded into the pile. “I see it.” 

Kirsten snatched the fish box so fast Rusty didn’t realize she had it until she ran out of the garage. She jumped out of the way and asked, “Is there something inside of it?”

Kirsten gave it a shake. “No, and lucky for us, the base board is intact,” she said as she walked down the driveway. 

Rusty watched as Kirsten got out her drill and took what looked like a million screws out of the board. She handed the fish to Rusty, who took it back to the garage and threw it in the opposite corner. When she returned, Kirsten was already attaching the board to the post. 

“Are you the builder type?” Rusty asked as she watched.

“Not really. I can screw just about anything, but I lack the vision to construct anything of worth.”

“You may want to watch your choice of words. Saying you can screw anything doesn’t exactly put you in a good light.”

Kirsten laughed. “You’re right, and you actually have a sense of humor. I was beginning to fear you were like Mitch, he’s one of the officers you met the other night. The only time I’ve ever seen him laugh was when Bryan accidentally Tasered himself.”

“I have been known to joke on occasion,” Rusty said as she watched Kirsten set the new mailbox on the base board and began attaching it with more screws. “That looks so much better. Now I don’t have to see the butt of a fish when I look out the window.”

Kirsten was about to comment when dispatch summoned her on the radio and asked her to call the station. “Would you like to set the last few screws?”

“I can do that.” Rusty’s eyes widened as Kirsten handed her the drill. 

“Just put a little pressure on the screw head and let the drill do its work. I need to step away and make a call.” Kirsten walked over to her car and pulled her phone out of her pocket. “Whatcha got?” she said when the dispatcher answered.

“Dee Jessup just called. She sounded pretty upset and wants you to go out to her house. She wouldn’t say why, but she assured me that no one was in imminent danger. She only wants to talk to you, no one else.”

“Okay, I’ll head over there now.”

While Kirsten was on the phone, Rusty had already pushed in two screws and was working on the last one with a maniacal expression on her face. “I really like this thing.”

“Well, you can play with it for a while,” Kirsten said as she opened the door to her car. “I have to take care of something right now, but I’ll drop by later and pick it up. I’m sorry to leave you.”

“No problem,” Rusty said distractedly as she looked around for something else to use the drill on.

*******

Dee Jessup was standing outside her home when Kirsten turned into her driveway. She was barely out of the car when Dee tugged her arm. “I didn’t want you to be dispatched over the radio because my husband said some people can listen to police radios with a scanner. I don’t want anyone knowing about this, so you can catch the person responsible,” Dee said as she dragged Kirsten into her backyard. 

The Jessups were in the process of having an in-ground pool installed. The ground was dug up, and the pool was in place but far from finished. Kirsten’s boots sank into soft earth. 

“See how mushy it is?” Dee said. “They broke a water line with their machinery when they brought the pool in. They fixed it, but the ground back here hasn’t dried out, and that’s how I noticed the prints and the mess.” Dee pointed at the ground, just below a window. “Look.”

Boot prints were clearly visible, and they were surrounded by what looked like cigarette ashes. Kirsten knelt, pressed her fingers into the powdery substance, and gave it a slight sniff. Whoever had been at the window spent a while there because ashes were all over the ground, but there were no butts. She paid more attention to the prints and followed them beneath the eaves of the house until they disappeared on drier ground. 

“Whose room is this?” Kirsten pointed to the window.

“Candace’s.” Dee threw up her hands. “I know what you’re thinking. Everyone knows she’s dating Noah Whitehead, and that’s the first thing that popped into my mind. I questioned Candace. I shined a hot light in her face and everything. I even threatened not to allow her to take her driver’s license test if she didn’t tell me the truth. She swore up and down with her hand on a Bible that he’d never been at her window. These prints were made last night.”

“How do you know that?”

“Yesterday, the pool people were here, and I showed them how wet the ground was because they tried to deny they broke the water line. I stood right here and pointed at the ground, and I would’ve noticed these prints.”

“What time was that?”

“Around two, and I didn’t allow the kids to come out here when they got home from school because I didn’t want them tracking mud in my house.”

Kirsten stared at prints much too large to be Stella’s unless she was wearing clown shoes. Stella didn’t smoke, either. “I notice that Candace’s blinds are closed. Were they last night?”

Dee shook her head, looking miserable. “After we got the privacy fence, we all started leaving our blinds open. Even after they took a section of it down to bring in the pool, we still didn’t bother because we weren’t in the habit of keeping them closed anymore. It makes me sick that someone was standing out here watching my little girl. I haven’t even told Phil yet. I knew it would make his blood pressure spike while he was at work, but I’m gonna have to tell him when he gets home.”

Kirsten took out her phone and snapped a few pictures of the prints, then measured them. She checked the window for any signs of tampering and found none. She patted Dee on the shoulder and said, “Tonight, I’ll have Bryan hiding in your yard. If whoever this is comes back, we’ll get them. I know I don’t have to tell you this now, but keep your windows and doors locked all the time and the blinds closed.”






  



















Chapter Six





After leaving Dee, Kirsten drove over to Noah’s house, so she could be there when he came home from school. When she got there, though, he was already home and working on an old car parked in the yard. Noah spotted her as she climbed out of her cruiser and put his hands up. 

“Whatever it is, I didn’t do it,” he said as she approached.

“Why aren’t you in school?” Kirsten asked. 

“I have a sore throat and cough. Mom said I should stay home, so I wouldn’t get anyone else sick.”

Kirsten doubted that Noah’s mother said any such thing. Daphne was a single mom who commuted to Lafayette for work. It was common knowledge that she didn’t come back on some nights when she’d spent her time in the bars after leaving the office. Even when she was home, Noah pretty much did as he pleased.

“Stay out late last night?” Kirsten asked, studying his grease-stained face. 

“No, and I wasn’t at Candy’s window. She already called me about that and said her dad would probably want to talk to me tonight.”

Kirsten smiled. “You feel comfortable about talking to Phil Jessup?”

“No. He’s like a mountain with legs, and he ain’t gonna believe anything I say, so I ain’t going over there.”

Kirsten held Noah’s gaze waiting for him to break. He and some of his friends had painted graffiti all over a local church. When Kirsten questioned him, he couldn’t stand still to save his life, and he kept his right hand in his pocket. When she finally made him show her his fingers, they were stained with red and black paint. Noah wasn’t dancing around this time, and he held Kirsten’s gaze unwaveringly. 

Kirsten looked down at his feet, and his ratty sneakers were surprisingly small for a boy Noah’s height. “Do you own a pair of boots?”

“I have a pair of shit kickers, and they’re in my car. You can look at them if you want,” Noah said as she opened the door and pulled out a pair of cowboy boots. They were muddy, but the shape was wrong, and still the boots were much smaller than the prints Kirsten had seen. 

“Are you and Candace exclusive?” Kirsten asked.

“What does that mean?”

“Are y’all dating other people, or do you see each other only?”

“Yeah. I love her, she loves me. She ain’t hollerin’ at anyone else, and I ain’t, either. Some fucking pervert was outside her window, and you need to do something about it instead of drinking coffee and eating doughnuts.” 

“Watch your mouth with me, Noah. Try my patience, and I’ll dig more into what you do at night. In jail, you don’t have to worry about Phil Jessup, but I can tell you some of the guys in there are bigger than he is, and they’d really like you. You’re eighteen now, right?” Kirsten could tell Noah wanted to make a smart-ass retort, but he at least had the good sense to bite his tongue. “I’m sure we’ll be chatting again soon, but until then, let me give you some advice. Wear underwear and keep your pants zipped.”

Kirsten turned away and almost laughed at the blush that covered Noah’s face and made his blond hair look almost white in contrast. He covered the front of his pants with his hands. “An occasional bath isn’t a bad idea, either,” she called over her shoulder.

*******

In the time that Kirsten was gone, Rusty had built a trellis. Kirsten stared at it slack-jawed as she got out of her car. Rusty waved at it proudly. 

“After you left, I decided I needed my own drill, so I went to the hardware store. This was in a box, and it looked like a challenge, so I picked it up too. It was like putting together a puzzle but easier. The battery on my drill wasn’t charged, so I had to use yours, I hope you don’t mind.”

“Earlier, you couldn’t put up a mailbox, but now you can build a trellis?” Kirsten said, completely stunned.

“That’s because I didn’t have a drill. Tomorrow, I’m going back to the store, and I will buy all kinds of tools and implements of construction.”

“To do what?”

Rusty shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe they have something else I can build,” she said as she pulled a pack of gum from the pocket of her shorts. “You’re welcome to a piece of this, but I need to warn you, it’s full of nicotine.”

“You smoke?”

“No, that’s why I chew the gum. I haven’t had a cigarette in five months, but I still want one, therefore I chew. Did you save the town from chaos and destruction?”

Kirsten smiled. “Maybe. Now I have to go to the station for a shift change meeting.”

Rusty picked up Kirsten’s drill and a new box of screws and handed them to her. “Thank you for allowing me to use that and for your help. You’ve introduced me to a new hobby.”

“Well, I’m glad I could be of assistance.” Kirsten juggled the drill and box of screws as she dug into her pocket with her free hand and pulled out a slender case. “Open that and pull out one of my cards. It has my cell number on it in case you ever need anything.”

Rusty did as she was asked and returned the case to Kirsten. “Did you offer me this in case the woman in the coat comes back, or are you volunteering to hold things while I drill them?” Rusty asked as she waved the card.

“If someone suspicious is outside your house or you have an emergency, you call 911, I’ll still show up. And yes, I’ll assist if you need help with your new hobby.”

“All right, thanks,” Rusty said with a nod. 



At the shift change meeting, Kirsten informed her officers of what she’d found at the Jessup house. “I’m a little unnerved by this one, especially since there have been a lot of workers that are not locals in the Jessups’ backyard and they know how private it is. Someone could’ve taken an interest in Candace and come back during the night to watch her. Noah Whitehead is the more obvious culprit, and at the moment, my suspicions lean more to him. Candace called him from school today, so he knew when I paid him a visit what it was about. I seriously doubt he’d be stupid enough to go back to the Jessups for any reason for quite a while, but I did tell Dee that Bryan would hang around the house tonight just in case my hunch is wrong.”

Bryan pumped his fist. “Stakeout! Will I be in plain clothes?” 

“Wear whatever you want as long as it’s dark,” Kirsten answered with a smile. 

“Permission to get snacks for my stakeout, ma’am!” Bryan said loudly as he sprung to attention.

“Boy, calm yourself down,” Mitch said with disgust. “And stop that yelling.”

Antoine, one of the daytime officers, chuckled. “He blow out your hearing aid, old man?”

“Don’t use no aids of any kind,” Mitch said as he smoothed his thick gray mustache with his fingers. “Anything else, Chief?”

“No, that’s it. You and Bryan, have a good night. Antoine, I’ll see you in the morning.” Kirsten picked up her keys as Bryan walked over to her desk. “Say hello to Phil when you get there, so he doesn’t shoot you.”

“That man doesn’t need a gun to kill, but I’ll be sure and let him know I’m on patrol around his place. Is there somewhere I can hide?”

“They have a small shed to house the pool pump,” Kirsten said. “Don’t set up a tent this time. Just drag yourself a lawn chair behind it, make yourself comfortable, and stay alert.”

“Thank you for this opportunity to prove myself as an officer. I won’t let you down, Chief.”

Bryan had never been in the military, but the first day he donned his uniform, he transformed into a quasi-soldier. He saluted Kirsten, turned on one heel, and marched out of the station. Tasha watched him go and rolled her eyes. 

“He’s an idiot.”

“Tash, he’s only twenty-two. He’s a baby anxious to make a good impression. Be patient with him.”

Tasha pursed her lips and laughed. “The only reasons I haven’t choked his baby ass are first, you’d know who did it, and second, his momma is a good cook.”

Kirsten laughed. “I love working with you now, but when you first came on board, you were full of attitude, and you thought you were the chief.”

“I really am,” Tasha whispered and batted her eyes. “Hey, I got news for you, and I think it’s good. You know that new woman that Stella scared the shit out of the other night? Her name is Janine Martinez, Rusty is a nickname.”

“I know. I met her, remember?”

Tasha tapped a few keys on her computer. “You know I gotta have the 411 on everyone, and besides, I get really bored at night. Anyway, I did a search on her name, and this article popped up in some kind of Baton Rouge magazine that spotlights local business. Baby girl is something special, and she’s also a very out and proud lesbian because she basically said that in this article. You need to hook up because it sounds like she’s making some serious bank.”

Kirsten poked Tasha in the shoulder. “Aw, look at you trying to find me a woman.”

“Somebody’s gotta do it, you sure ain’t tryin’.”

“I went out on a date last month, it just didn’t work out.” Kirsten pointed at the screen. “Email me that article, please.”

“Uh-hmm,” Tasha said as she began typing. “Reach for the stars, baby, reach for the stars.”

“Good night, Tash,” Kirsten said as she walked out. 






  



















Chapter Seven





The bad thing about living in a small town was that all the stores closed early. After Kirsten left, Rusty went back to Hadley’s and found it locked up. She returned home pissed off that she would have nothing to occupy her evening.

Rusty made dinner instead, ate in front of the TV, then decided to exercise to burn off the energy that seemed to be building inside her. As she walked outside and locked her door, she was forced to admit to herself that eating better and kicking her smoking habit did have many positive effects. She no longer needed to drink so-called energy drinks to feel alive. The malaise that usually crept in on her in the late afternoons was gone, and she felt more focused, which was kind of a double-edged sword. Rusty felt this new clarity would’ve benefitted her and the company better if she were back in her office. 

She patted the trellis and sighed. “I accomplished something today, damn it.” 

Covered in the mosquito-repelling oil she’d bought at the hardware store, she began her new exercise regimen by walking instead of running. Rusty reasoned that since she’d never been a runner, it made more sense to stroll at a decent pace before really pushing herself in a jog. She glanced at her watch as she walked down the sidewalk and noted that it was ten o’clock, yet most of the houses on the block were dark. 

“These people must go to bed when the sun goes down,” she said softly. 

Instead of turning left at the first intersection, Rusty continued down Chestnut Street curious to see where it led. She stopped in front of a house and gazed curiously at what someone had done with a section of picket fence. It was just standing out in the yard not connected to anything, but it was surrounded by a variety of flowering plants. The owner had even attached a few jars to the planks, and inside them, lights flickered. Rusty stared at it, tilting her head like a dog. 

Without work to occupy her mind, memories had steadily trickled in, and she was thinking more about Nana. Rusty figured her new surroundings were the catalyst. Her grandmother had lived in an older section of town, and her front yard was surrounded by a picket fence, but it wasn’t white. Nana’s was old, and in some places, it leaned, so she’d planted things to help support the aging wood. 

The section of fence that Rusty stood gazing at gave her an odd sensation of homesickness. Time had skewed her memories, but the one thing she held on to was the feeling of being cherished by Nana. Those were the days when Rusty had felt wanted and important. Fuzzy mental images of her grandmother sitting at the kitchen table listening to all she had to say flashed through Rusty’s mind. She couldn’t truly envision them anymore, but she remembered how Nana used to laugh when she said something funny. 

Rusty blinked when she heard rustling and whispering from somewhere nearby. It suddenly occurred to her that it probably looked odd for her to be staring into someone’s yard at that time of night, and she slowly moved on. She walked a yard or two and looked over her shoulder just in time to see a figure wearing a pink coat duck behind a bush. 

That’s the crazy old lady that was on my porch, Rusty thought as she continued at a lazy pace, curious to see if Stella would follow. She heard more whispering and rustling.

*******

“Patty,” Stella whispered into her phone. “I’m in active pursuit of the subject.”

“Baby, this is Mona, and what do you mean?”

“The subject is on the move under the guise of exercise. I just observed her staring at the Chamblees’ house for a long time. You know Stacy manages the bank, and I’ll bet the subject is thinking about kidnapping her and—”

“Stella, honey, are you wearing the coat?” 

“I don’t have time to discuss my uniform,” Stella rasped as she ducked behind a trash can. “I’m in active pursuit.”

“That’s why I’m so concerned. It’s a hot muggy night, and I’m afraid you’re gonna die of heatstroke.”

“Well, I’m fresh out of breathable cat suits. I need you to focus and write down everything I say because I can’t make notes right now.”

“Tell me where you are, and I’ll meet you.”

“No! Your arrival would raise the suspect’s suspicions. I’m completely in deep cover. Whatever the Jacobys put in their trash smells like a dead body, write that down.”

“Okay, I’ll park at the Jacobys and find you,” Mona said wearily.

“I said no! The suspect’s shorts are orange, and tonight, she’s wearing a white T-shirt, notate that. Oh, hell, she’s running. I have to go.”

*******

Rusty grinned as she began a slow jog and heard something crash behind her. At any other time, she would’ve been disconcerted to know someone was lurking in the shadows and watching her, but a fedora-wearing old woman was kind of funny. Rusty wondered what Stella was trying to accomplish by tailing her. At first, she thought to confront Stella but found it more amusing to watch the tiny woman duck in and out of hiding places.

She stopped to pretend to tie her shoe and studied the hedges behind her. Stella was nowhere to be seen, so Rusty decided to stretch and let Stella catch up. She chuckled when the small figure darted out from behind a car and moved into the shadows. She wondered just how close Stella would get if she remained still, then bent at the waist and rubbed her calves. 

After a minute or two, Rusty couldn’t detect any more movement, so she slowly began walking to see if she could draw Stella out again. She’d made half a block when a car turned onto Chestnut Street and sped by her, then suddenly stopped so fast the tires squeaked. Rusty looked over her shoulder and watched as a figure got out of the car and walked up to one of the houses. 

Stella was furious by the time Mona caught up with her behind a hedge. “I told you to stay put!” she ground out. 

“We’re sisters, and we’re in this together.” Mona tugged on Stella’s coat. “Take this off.”

“I will not. A little discomfort is not worth blowing a mission over.”

“Stella, either you take that stupid coat off, or I will scream at the top of my lungs. I mean it.”

“I said no.”

Mona tried a different tack. “Don’t you understand that if you die, this whole town will go to hell in a handbasket? We need you.”

“Fine.” Stella tore off the coat and hung it on a branch. “Now you have caused me to lose sight of the suspect. Write that down.”

Mona didn’t bring a pen or paper. “I’m making a mental note of it, but just so we’re clear, is she the suspect or the subject?”

“Both,” Stella said testily.

“I think I saw something orange pass beneath a streetlight. That means she turned the corner on Pecan Street. Wait right here, and I’ll get my car.”

Stella grabbed Mona’s arm. “There’s no time. Follow me and keep your mouth shut.” Instead of going to the street, Stella crept through a yard. 

“This is crazy, I can’t see a thing. Stella, we could break a leg.”

“I told you to be quiet. I know these yards as well as I know my own. Stay behind me.”

She led Mona behind a large azalea bush close to the sidewalk. They hid there as Rusty approached, and she was almost on top of them when Mona sneezed. Rusty stopped, put her hands on her hips, and said, “I know you’re in there.”

Neither Stella nor Mona made a peep. 

“I think I understand why you feel the need to watch me. I’m new around here, so let me introduce myself. My name is Rusty Martinez. I’m a businesswoman, and I have no intention of breaking into anyone’s home. I’m simply out for exercise, so you have nothing to worry about.” 

“Okay, well, you have a nice night,” Mona said cheerily.

Rusty recoiled at the response. “Um…you too,” she said quickly and jogged away.

Stella groaned. “Your mother obviously didn’t teach you how to properly conduct a mission, did she?”

“If you mean how to hide in a bush, then no.”

*******

The next morning at the shift change meeting, Bryan reported a long silent night. After Kirsten sent everyone on his or her way, she went to her parents’ house for breakfast as she usually did. Tal banged on the table when Kirsten walked in through the door. 

“Ask your momma what she did last night. I can’t wait! I just can’t wait for you to hear the answer. Tell her, Mona.”

Kirsten smiled and kissed her mother’s cheek. “You look tired. What did you do?”

“Sit down and I’ll explain,” Mona replied wearily. 

Tal laughed. “It’s cereal again, and I don’t even care.”

Kirsten grabbed her own cup of coffee and sat. “Don’t try to feed me this morning, Mom. Just tell me what you did that has Dad so euphoric. Did you win a TV in a raffle or something?”

Mona sat down, clutching an extra-large coffee mug. “Stella tailed Rusty Martinez last night when she went out to exercise. The sisters and I are just trying to keep an eye on her, so I joined her.”

Kirsten clamped her lips together tightly and tried not to laugh. “Did you wear a coat?”

“No, but we forgot Stella’s. I made her take it off, and it’s still hanging on a limb in a yard near the Jacobys’, I think. She had me ducking into hedges, and I guess we stirred up some mold. It’s in my sinuses, and I’ve been sneezing all night.”

“Now tell her what happened once you got back to Stella’s house,” Tal said with a grin.

Mona yawned. “I blew our cover when I spoke to the subject, or suspect, whatever Stella thinks she is. So when we got back to Stella’s house, she insisted that I go inside for a surveillance lesson. It lasted three hours, and there was a test at the end.”

Kirsten dissolved into laughter. “Momma, why did you subject yourself to that?”

“Stella has her faults,” Mona began with a sigh, “but she was there for me through some of the hardest times of my life. I won’t turn my back on her no matter how difficult she gets.”

“That’s fine and dandy, but Stella has three kids, and they should be taking care of her now.” Tal shook a finger at Mona. “Not you.”

“They don’t even visit her,” Mona said sadly.

“Ours don’t either.” Tal jerked a thumb at Kirsten. “Except for that one, and if she didn’t live in town, she probably wouldn’t, either. That doesn’t mean they don’t love us, they’re busy building their lives. One of Stella’s kids needs to take her in. She raised them, and now they should watch over her. That’s the natural order of things. Let them deal with her crazy butt.”

“She is not crazy,” Mona retorted angrily. “She feels obsolete, and you more than anyone can understand that right now.”

Tal’s face fell, and he scooted his chair away from the table. “I can’t eat this gruel, I’m going to my shop.”

Mona and Kirsten silently watched him go, and when the door slammed behind him, Kirsten smiled and said, “Apparently, it was your turn to piss him off this morning.”

“When I get old and useless, will you cart me off to a nursing home?” Mona asked seriously.

“No, I’ll take you out to pasture and shoot you.” Kirsten smiled and took Mona’s hand. “You will never be useless to me, and I’ll always take care of you. I’ll be honest and say if you become one of those old people who bitch endlessly, I will duct tape your mouth.”

Mona smiled. “You always know what to say to cheer me up.”






  



















Chapter Eight





Kirsten collected Stella’s coat and took it to her house. When Stella opened the door, it was obvious that she’d been sleeping deep. “I’m sorry to wake you, but I found this,” Kirsten said and handed Stella her coat.

“Where’d you find it?”

“On a tree down the street.” Though Kirsten knew the answer, she figured Stella was testing Mona’s secrecy. “How’d it get there?”

“That woman across the street broke into my house and stole it.”

Kirsten inhaled sharply to keep from laughing. “Did she take anything else?”

“Not that I can tell.”

“So…she broke in, bypassed the TV and the china, and took a coat,” Kirsten said and bit the inside of her cheek.

“That’s what I’m saying, but I’m not pressing charges,” Stella said as she closed the door in Kirsten’s face.

“Whew boy,” Kirsten said with a laugh as she quickly walked away. 

*******

Rusty pulled into her driveway just as Kirsten got to her car. The trunk of the BMW popped open, and Kirsten could clearly see a box inside. “Need help unloading?” she asked as Rusty climbed out of the driver’s seat.

“That would be great, thanks. Today’s project is a picket fence,” Rusty said excitedly.

“You’re putting up a fence at a house you don’t even own?”

“No, just a section, so I can plant a little garden around it, but I’m going to build the section myself. The wood is beneath this box.”

Kirsten stared at the picture on the box. “You bought a…bridge?”

“Yeah,” Rusty said with a sigh. “That’s all they had in precut projects. I need to do more research on table saws before I get one of those, then I can really start building some things.”

Kirsten helped Rusty lift the box out of the car and set it in front of the garage. Then they unloaded the wood for the fence along with more tools. Kirsten stared at the stack of stuff and shook her head in disbelief. “When you delve into something, you go all out, don’t you?”

Rusty wiped at the sweat forming on her brow. “Anything worth doing is worth doing well. My mother drummed that saying into my head until the day she died. Besides, I need something to chase away the boredom,” she said as she stared into the garage. 

“I thought you were here to work on some business stuff.”

“Yeah, that too.” Rusty pointed at the pile of boxes in the back of the garage. “I’m thinking this would make a good workshop, but I need to get those out of here. Will you help me?”

“Sure,” Kirsten said a little nervously. “As long as you remember what I told you about my feelings toward rats.”

“All right, this is my logic. If rats are in the boxes and we throw the boxes out of the garage real fast, they’ll fly out with them.”

“Rusty logic,” Kirsten said with a nod. “Interesting, but only in an ideal world would that work.”

“I’m feeling lucky,” Rusty said as she rushed in, grabbed the first box, and flung it out of the garage. 

The next box had old car parts in it, and Kirsten helped Rusty carry it to the curb. They were feeling confident when they walked in together and grabbed the next box, and it bumped the one in the darkest corner. Something large and furry shot out of it. Kirsten did exactly what she said she would and screamed at the top of her lungs while dancing in a circle before gathering her wits and grabbing a board off the ground. Fear swiftly turned to anger, and Kirsten started beating everything in the garage while yelling profanities.

Rusty only caught a glimpse of a long hairless tail, but that was enough. She grabbed the pipe she’d used on the mailbox and just started swinging at the air as though the creature would suddenly pop up. Then suddenly, a flamingo flew into the mix. Its plastic beak slammed into Rusty’s shoulder, and she dropped the pipe involuntarily and staggered back a step.

“You’re on your way to Gitmo, Achmed,” Stella bellowed and waved the lawn ornament in Rusty’s face. “You don’t assault a police officer in this town!”

“Stella, wait.” Kirsten dropped the board she was holding and put up both hands. “It’s okay, I swear. There’s a rat in here, a big damn rat.”

Stella was wide-eyed, and her sole focus was on Rusty, who still didn’t know what was happening. “Knock her to the ground and cuff her. I have Alibaba covered.”

“Ali…what?” Rusty stammered. 

“That’s right, I know who and what you are, you hummus-eating chickpea-smashing terrorist!”

“Stella, her last name is Martinez, she’s Hispanic or Latino or whatever. She’s not from the Middle East,” Kirsten cried. “Now lower your bird.”

“Mexicans are just as bad!”

“My family came here from Argentina generations ago,” Rusty snapped as her temper flared.

“Same damn thing,” Stella seethed and gave the flamingo a little practice swing. 

“No.” Rusty shook her head vehemently. “No, it’s not. Buy a map, you old shit.”

Kirsten moved between them and faced Stella. “I’m gonna tell you one more time. Lower the bird.”

“Are you crazy? Do have one clue how to actually be a real police officer? You never turn your back on a suspect.” Stella set her wild gaze on Rusty. “You reach for that gun, and I swear I’ll peck you to death! Kirsten, you cuff her, and I’ll put down my weapon.”

“I know I said there was a damn rat in here.” Kirsten snatched the bird out of Stella’s hand and marched out of the garage. “Everybody out! Now!”

“I’m pressing charges, assault, trespassing, slander, and whatever else I can think of,” Rusty yelled as she clutched her shoulder. “Cuff me? Cuff you, you crazy old woman. Kirsten, get her.”

“Go home,” Kirsten said to Stella and pointed across the street.

“You can’t let her leave,” Rusty protested. 

“Where’s she gonna run, Rusty, really?” Kirsten inhaled deeply. “Stella, go home.”

“I want my bird, and I’m calling the FBI,” Stella said with a hand on her hip. 

“I’ll bring this back to you later when you’ve regained your senses.” Kirsten waved the flamingo. “Now get across that street, or I swear I will put you in the back of my car.”

Rusty’s shoulders sagged as she watched Stella go. It took her a moment to really catch her breath. 

“Well, everything is true about small towns. You people really take care of your own,” Rusty spat out in disgust.

“We need to talk. I understand you’re upset, and I don’t blame you, but you need to listen to what I have to say.”

*******

The pink flamingo was propped in the corner of Rusty’s kitchen and almost looked as if it was eavesdropping on the conversation. Rusty was calmer, and she had a bag of frozen broccoli resting on her shoulder. She shook her head and said, “A terrorist. She thinks I’m a terrorist, and you let her roam the streets.”

“Honestly, I think it’s a fantasy she indulges. I’ll explain Stella’s history in a moment, but I’d like you to consider that she really thought you were attacking me. There were several times you narrowly missed me with that pipe, and I’m sure anybody watching would’ve come to the same conclusion Stella did. This was a misunderstanding on her part. I’m pleading for your compassion and understanding.”

“You know…if I were outside my body witnessing this, I might chuckle.” Rusty raised a hand slowly. “Might.”

“Stella’s just looking for her place in a world that seems like it passed her by. She’s the leader of a secret women’s organization called the Daughters of Darkness, or the DOD as they refer to it, and—”

“Do you think by telling me she’s a devil worshipper you’re making this any better?” Rusty said as her brow shot up.

Kirsten shook her head. “It’s not—they’re not Satanists. They chose the name because they did their deeds in darkness,” she said and cleared her throat. “That didn’t sound any better. Let me start over. A long time ago when my mom was just a little girl, the men in this town built a supposed hunting lodge deep in the woods. At first, it was just a place the men went to drink beer and unwind, but soon, rumors began to swirl about prostitutes being brought in. More men joined, and soon, just about every man in town was spending his weekends at the lodge, including my grandfather and Stella’s husband, Paul.”

Kirsten sat back and drummed her fingers on the table. “I’m not proud of this, but my dad’s dad was the police chief then, and he turned a blind eye to the things going on at the lodge. Women threatened to leave their husbands if they didn’t stop going, but the times were different then, and they were hollow promises. Stella was young and had been married to Paul a little over a year, and they already had a baby. She and a lot of women got together on the weekends to cry and complain, but Stella came up with a plan.”

“Hold on, my broccoli is getting warm,” Rusty said as she got up. “Do you want something to drink?”

“Water would be great.”

Rusty exchanged the bag of broccoli for cauliflower and propped it on her shoulder. “All right, continue. I’m listening.”

“Stella rallied the women, and my grandmother was second in command. At first, those married to lodge members stopped cooking and doing laundry. There weren’t a lot of restaurants here, so those men didn’t get any hot meals, but that didn’t deter them. Stella and my grandmother followed a few of the men, found the secret location, and did indeed witness all sorts of debauchery going on inside the lodge. The good times ended when one Tuesday morning, someone noticed smoke rising up out of the woods. Stella, my grandmother, and a few other women torched the place when they were certain no one was inside. It burned to the ground.”

“That’s reassuring,” Rusty said as she set a glass of water in front of Kirsten. 

“They did other things just as bad. The men decided to build a new lodge in a place only accessible by boat. They were hauling materials on an old wooden barge someone had made, and it sank mysteriously one day. Tires on any trucks transporting new lodge supplies were spiked. Stella and her group tracked down the place where the men were getting the hookers from just outside of Lafayette and talked a local reporter into exposing the operation. He managed to catch a few politicians patronizing the house of ill repute, and it caused a scandal, so the prostitutes disappeared. After all that, there was really no reason to rebuild the lodge.”

“So what about this DOD?” Rusty asked as she reclaimed her seat. 

Kirsten smiled. “Sometime during the lodge war, the group officially formed, and Stella became president. It was a secret society, and no one outside of the DOD knew who the members actually were. They did some things like harass mistresses of the men still bent on cheating. They ganged up on men known to abuse their wives and made them miserable. There was one guy who lost like forty pounds because the waitress at the one diner we had filled his coffee constantly with laxatives. The DOD would leave notes on his truck telling him they knew he was hitting his wife, and if it didn’t stop, they would take real action. He didn’t, so a stranger showed up in town and beat him good enough to make an impression. Mom doesn’t even know who the stranger was, but she thinks he was a friend of someone in our family. This sounds crazy, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Rusty admitted with a sigh. “I would be tempted to be impressed if the president wasn’t a psychopath with her sights on me. Now I have to worry about a group of women burning this house down with me inside.”

“No, you don’t,” Kirsten said with a laugh. “My mom is a member, and she’d never let that happen. The old guard is gone, and the new one consists of their daughters. Nowadays, they just get together to gossip and eat. Mom says Stella feels obsolete now, and that’s why she’s behaving this way. She once held what was an important position in this community, and today, she’s just an old woman no one cares to listen to.”

The last part of what Kirsten said struck a chord with Rusty. She’d once forged a small empire out of the trunk of her car, and now, she wasn’t needed any longer. She wasn’t old, either, and that made it worse for her. 

“I won’t press charges, but if I see that,” Rusty pointed at the bird, “ever swung at me again, all bets are off.”

“Thank you,” Kirsten said with a sigh. “I appreciate your understanding and kindness.”






  



















Chapter Nine





Stella wasn’t as compassionate as Rusty. She scowled as Kirsten reiterated that what she interpreted as an assault was actually an overreaction to a rat. Stella’s expression darkened when Kirsten told her she should be thankful that Rusty had decided not to press charges.

“You’ve already succumbed to her charms,” Stella said with resignation and disgust.

“No, I’m thinking with a clear head, and that’s what you need to be doing. I think you’ve poisoned your brain by constantly watching the news and spy movies.” Kirsten softened her tone for what she had to say next. “Stella, you know we love you, and no one wants to see you go, but if you do something that requires me to lock you up, you might end up in a nursing home. The things you’ve been doing and saying are making you appear mentally unstable.”

Stella grabbed one of her couch pillows and clutched it to her chest. “So you think I’m crazy now.”

“No, I don’t. I think you’re bored and you’re looking for something to get into. You’re barking up the wrong tree with Rusty. She’s just a businesswoman here on a break. I read an article about her, and she started a successful business delivering groceries and picking up prescriptions for shut-ins. That turned into a corporation called Smart Shopper, and she did it all without a college education. She’s a woman who has obviously had to scratch and fight her way to success. I think that’s pretty impressive, and if you get to know her, you may find that y’all have something in common.”

“What would that be?” Stella asked sullenly, avoiding Kirsten’s gaze. 

“You’re both women who have the ability to organize and make things happen. Y’all are very strong, and I respect and admire you.”

“So you’ve done your background work, and you’ve cleared her.” Stella nodded and sighed. “I guess I can accept that.”

“I have to go now, I have work to do. If you plan on talking to Rusty, you might want to give the lump on her shoulder a day or two to go down. You swing a mean bird, Stella,” Kirsten said as she stood with a smile. “I stuck it back on the two metal legs I found in your flowerbed.”

*******

Kirsten pulled into the station and was about to get out of her car when dispatch radioed her and asked her to call. She walked inside and said, “I’m here, what do you need, Ellen?”

The day dispatcher spun around in her chair with a half-eaten meatball po’boy in her hand. “I’m about to send Antoine on this, but I thought you might want to know about it before I do. Carla Danner heard about the peeper at the Jessups’ place, and she thinks he’s been at her house too.”

Kirsten nodded. “Word’s out, that means we’re gonna get a lot of these calls. I’m glad you notified me, and I want that to continue on every one. Make a note in the computer for Tash to dispatch me on anything of this nature.”

“Do you want me to have Antoine roll on this too?” Ellen asked.

Kirsten thought for a second. “Yeah, go ahead. If it’s legitimate, two pairs of eyes are better than one,” she said as she walked back out to the parking lot and got into her car. 

As she drove out to Carla Danner’s house, Kirsten thought more about Noah and Candace. They were young, supposedly in love, and Candace’s father, Phil, was super strict. He probably didn’t approve of his daughter dating Noah, either. Everyone in town knew that. The couple more than likely had to sneak around for a moment alone. Noah smoked and probably didn’t want to leave cigarette butts lying around to draw attention to their secret meetings. It all made perfect sense to Kirsten. 

Antoine Thompson turned onto the road ahead of her, and Kirsten followed him to Carla’s house. Carla walked outside as Kirsten and Antoine got out of their cars. Carla immediately rushed over to Antoine and began telling him about what she’d found while Kirsten took note of Carla’s property.

Carla lived at the outskirts of town where the lawns were much larger. The homes on either side of Carla’s place had wooden fences surrounding their backyards. They afforded Carla privacy, as well, but she’d never fenced the back of her own property bordered by woods. It would be very simple for someone to walk up and look through her windows.

“Are you telling me you think your flowerbeds were vandalized?” Antoine asked.

“No—well, I did at first. Come see,” Carla said as she headed around to the side of her house.

“Carla, I wasn’t listening when you told Antoine what happened. Would you repeat it, please?” Kirsten said as she followed.

“Yes, a few months ago, I found out I was one of the finalists for yard of the month. Madge Halphin told me that she and the committee would be coming to do a final look at my place and the others before they voted. So I spent the whole afternoon before making sure I didn’t have any weeds, and I planned to water real good the next morning. When I got out here, I found a plant smashed into the dirt beneath one of my windows. I thought a dog had been digging because the soil had been kind of spread around just like this.” Carla pointed at a messy place beneath her window. 

Kirsten expected to see paw prints, but there weren’t any. To her, it looked as though someone had swept the dirt around to obscure evidence they’d been there, and there was no ash. Kirsten tapped the brick wall with her pen. “This is a kitchen window, right?” 

“Yes, and it’s the one over my sink. It’s kinda hard for me to reach the stick that closes those blinds, so I leave them open, but they’re the only ones I do. That’s the first incident, mind you,” Carla said. “The second time was maybe a few weeks ago, and I found a place in my flowerbed the same way beneath this very window. Whoever did it ruined my portulaca.”

“What is that?” Antoine asked.

“It grows kind of like a vine but on the ground, and it makes pretty flowers. They prefer drier soil and full sun, and this side of my house gets very hot during the day, so this is the perfect place for them. Anyway, I began to suspect that someone was trying to make me look bad because I did win yard of the month. But Julie Dyer told me that there was a peeper at the Jessups’ place, and when I found this today, it hit me, the peeper did this, and I know who it is.”

“Who?” Antoine and Kirsten asked simultaneously. 

“Jimmy Bertrand. He stares at me every time I’m in the grocery store. He never double-bags my canned goods, and I think it’s because he wants the bag to break, so I’ll have to bend over and pick them up.” Carla feigned a shudder. “That boy gives me the creeps.”

Every man in town stared at Carla, with good reason. She was an incorrigible flirt, and she sought constant attention from any man she came in contact with, regardless of his marital status. She didn’t own anything that didn’t show off her cleavage, and her shorts and pants fit her like a second skin. Most women in Ancelet Bay despised her because Carla had a reputation for doing a lot more than flirting. 

“So you didn’t actually get a look at anyone outside your window,” Kirsten said.

“No, but Jimmy should be your prime suspect.”

Kirsten liked Jimmy, and she knew he was gay, though everyone else didn’t. Jimmy wasn’t looking at Carla with lust. What she saw in his eyes was disgust. Age didn’t matter a whole lot to Carla, and she had bedded the boy Jimmy was secretly in love with the night of his high school graduation. Kirsten knew this because Jimmy had cried on her shoulder.

“Carla, unless you have substantial proof that Jimmy has been in your yard, don’t make accusations like that. This is a small town, people are already getting rattled about this…peeper, and someone might decide to exact their own brand of justice on an innocent boy because of your suspicion,” Kirsten said firmly. “We’re gonna start spending a lot of time around your place. We’ll let you know before we’re gonna be in your yard at night. You need to close this blind, and I know you have an alarm, so keep it set.”

“I did mention it’s hard for me to reach the stick to close my blind.” Carla placed a hand on Antoine’s arm. “Would you do it for me?” she asked demurely. 

Antoine looked like he’d smelled something really bad but nodded. Kirsten accompanied him and Carla inside her house, and Antoine closed the blind. Without a word, he turned around and walked right back out. 

“We’re going to take some pictures, then we’ll leave. If you hear or see anything, call 911 immediately. Okay?” Kirsten said.

“I will, but you should talk to Jimmy,” Carla said curtly. 

Kirsten nodded. “I’ll handle it.” She walked outside and closed the door behind her. Antoine was back at the scene of the portulaca murder. Kirsten took out her phone and snapped off a few pictures, but there was nothing really of value to capture. “Let’s walk around and make sure there aren’t any pry marks on the windows or doors.”

“Don’t you ever tell my wife I was in that woman’s house, or Diane will kill me where I stand,” Antoine said softly. 

“I can’t believe you’re so scared of such a tiny woman,” Kirsten teased. 

“You try being married to her. My arm is still tingling where that woman touched me and not because it felt good. I can wash it fifty times, but Diane will still smell her scent on me. Then, she’ll open that mouth, and five extra rows of sharp teeth will come out and start snapping.”

Kirsten snorted. “I’m gonna tell her you said that.”

“Go ahead, and that tiny woman will rip my head off. I think that would make Mitch happy.”

“Nothing makes Mitch happy,” Kirsten said as she ran her fingers over the frame of a window screen. “These all look like they’ve been in here for years. I don’t think Carla cleans her windows much.”

“Most of her work is done indoors and on her back.”

Kirsten turned and gazed up at Antoine. “What’s with the tension between you and Mitch?”

“He’s got a know-it-all attitude, thinks he’s superior because he was a big city cop before he retired and came here. He blows Tasha a lot of shit too. She says he’s always on her about the way she talks on the radio.”

Kirsten thought for a moment. “Do you feel this is a racial thing?”

“No, he ain’t like that. I see him all the time out at Bay Street Park, repairing the swings and painting stuff. He mentors a lot of the kids out there, and the upgrades he does on his own dime. Mitch spends more time with the black folk than he does with the white. I think underneath all that attitude is a nice guy. Tasha and I just don’t take his shit like everybody else does.”

Kirsten nodded. “Good.”

Antoine moved to the back door and looked at it closely. He let out a yelp when Carla threw it open and held out a glass of lemonade. “I thought you might need this,” she said with a smile.

“I’m a…allergic to lemons,” Antoine blurted out and quickly walked around the side of the house. 

Carla didn’t bother offering the refreshment to Kirsten and asked, “Find anything?”

“Ten years’ worth of crud in your windowsills, but that’s about it. Remember what I said, Carla, keep everything locked up tight.” Kirsten rounded the corner of the house and grinned when she noticed that Antoine was already in his car. 

*******

“Word is out, and people are already getting paranoid,” Kirsten said at the shift change meeting that evening. I know some of you are thinking that Carla’s making up stuff for attention, and it was really Noah at the Jessups’ place,” Kirsten said, looking directly at Mitch. “I’d rather err on the side of caution, though. Bryan, Mitch, which one of you wants to volunteer to surveil Carla Danner’s backyard?” 

Neither of them spoke up, and Bryan slowly raised his hand and said, “My momma told me not to touch that woman.”

“Chief ain’t asking you to stroke her, boy,” Mitch said. “She’s asking you to stake out her backyard.”

“The best vantage point would be from the woods behind her house accessible from Charter Street.” Kirsten smiled. “She wouldn’t have to see you, and you can bring the tent if you want.”

Bryan nodded. “I call it, Chief.”

“If you guys see anything tonight, let me know,” Kirsten said. “Dismissed.”






  



















Chapter Ten





Since she was being cautious, Kirsten drove to Rusty’s house and found her in the garage with the unfinished bridge. Rusty had bought a couple of shop lamps and had one hanging over the workbench and the other from a rafter in the middle of the garage. The floor had been swept, the windows cleaned, and she’d hung her tools on a pegboard. 

“Who knew this thing had electricity?” Kirsten asked as she looked around.

“Yeah, I found the outlets after I cleaned up. I spent most of my time doing that, but I’m about to tackle the bridge again.”

“Where’re you gonna put it?”

“I have no idea.” Rusty glanced over her shoulder.

“Look, I wanted to talk to you about something, but I don’t want to scare you. We may have a peeping Tom problem. I’m not totally convinced that we do, but just to be safe, you shouldn’t go walking late at night, and I hope you won’t stay out here when it really gets dark, either.”

“Thank you for the tip, but I grew up in one of the roughest areas of Baton Rouge, and a peeping Tom doesn’t sound that scary.” Rusty smiled. “So don’t worry about me.”

Kirsten nodded. “Okay, I have a few more house calls to make, so I’ll leave you with your bridge. Good night.”

“Night,” Rusty called after Kirsten. 

*******

“You nearly shit your pants when you found Stella in your window, Ms. I Ain’t Scared,” Kirsten said softly as she crossed the street. When she knocked on Stella’s door, Mona opened it and smiled. “Oh, no, it’s never good when you two are together. Go home, Momma.”

“What was that you used to say when you were younger?” Mona said, staring skyward. “Oh, yes, bite me.”

“Where’s your car?”

“It’s making a noise, so your father wanted to drive it around and see if he could hear it too. He claimed he could do that better alone.” Mona stepped out of the way and let Kirsten in. 

Stella’s living room looked like a command center. There was a really big map of Ancelet Bay pinned to one wall and two more pushpins in the map itself. Kirsten walked over to it and realized that the places that had been marked were the Jessups’ and Carla Danner’s streets. 

“Now I don’t want to hear any fussing,” Stella said. “This is a legitimate case, and surveillance is my game. We can help you catch this guy, Kirsten.”

“Oh,” Kirsten said with a groan and rubbed her forehead. “This is so blown out of proportion already. Let me explain something. Yes, Carla’s flowerbed looked disturbed beneath a window, but y’all know her. If there’s something going on, she always has to be in the middle of it. Candace is dating Noah, and that’s probably who was outside her window. We don’t have any hard evidence to suggest there really is a peeping Tom.”

Mona was standing behind Stella and gesturing. She held up her fingers to make an okay sign, then pressed her forefinger to her lips. Kirsten had no idea what she was trying to convey. 

“Then you have no reason to worry about us,” Stella said with a smile. 

Kirsten shook her head. “But I really don’t want y’all wandering around at night in case my hunch is wrong. That’s what I came here to tell you.”

Stella looked happy as a kid on Christmas morning. “We’re not going to. We’ve got bait across the street, and all Mona and I have to do is watch her.”

“What do you mean by bait?” Kirsten asked as her brow furrowed.

“Achmed likes to jog in skimpy clothes, and there’s a good chance the perp has noticed her, so all we have to do—”

“Her name is not Achmed!”

Stella held up a hand. “I know, but it’s stuck in my head, so excuse me. As I was saying, she will lure the perp in, we will capture him on film and with our eyes, then we will call in you and your people. And I don’t even have to leave my living room.”

Mona put her hands together as though she was praying, then acted like she was locking her lips.

“Okay, fine,” Kirsten said slowly. “I’m going home now and soak my head in a tub of ice.”

Mona patted Stella on the shoulder. “I’ll walk her out,” then she whispered loudly, “and I’m gonna tune her up.”

Kirsten walked out to her car with Mona trailing behind. “Baby, listen to me because this is all going to sound perfectly sensible in a moment.”

“I doubt it, but go ahead.” Kirsten folded her arms and leaned against her car. 

“I called to check on Stella earlier today, and she was upset. June called her not long before I did and told her that she and Patty had decided to withdraw their membership from the DOD. According to Stella, June was uncommonly nice and just said that she and Patty felt they were too old to be conducting missions, but we could all still play cards and visit. That broke Stella’s heart, and after the commotion this morning and the talk you had with her, she was devastated.”

“Mom, I was nice and very gentle.”

“I’m sure,” Mona said with a smile. “I asked your dad to drop me off here, so I could console her. When I arrived, she was all excited, and she had that map up. After Stella and I talked on the phone earlier, she went grocery shopping, and a group of women at the market told her about the peeper. Her plan is solid. Rusty’s new to town and attractive, so it stands that a pervert might be interested in her. You know Stella will watch her like a hawk. Rusty will be safe, and Stella will remain on her perch and will be out of your hair. Did you follow all of that? I know I’m talking fast and it’s jumbled, but I wanted to explain it all before your dad comes back.”

Kirsten nodded. “What’s really sad is it does sound like a great plan.”

*******

Rusty had become unaccustomed to physical labor. Her days had been spent in a temperature-controlled office, so the heat took a lot out of her. She went in just after sunset, ate, scoured the Web for new building projects, and went to bed. Sleep seemed to come as soon as her head hit the pillow.

Sometime after hours of deep restful slumber, her mind drifted into dreamland, and she returned to the burned-out forest and the skeletal frame of the house. Unlike in the past when she’d had the dream, she was aware that she’d been there before and stared into the swirling fog expectantly, waiting for her mother to appear.

“When will you change it?” Justine’s voice was all around Rusty as her figure slowly manifested.

“Change what?”

“The world you created.” Justine waved a hand. “This place.”

“Are you saying I set off a bomb?”

Justine didn’t answer and continued to stare at Rusty.

“I hate when you do that. I ask you a question I genuinely need an answer to, and you look at me like I’m stupid. I would’ve done so much better in school if you would’ve just helped me like other parents did. What is this place, and why do you want me to build things in it?”

“Sweetie, you hold all the answers.”

“And you never used terms of endearments. You’ve always called me Rusty, child, girl, or damn it.” Rusty grew agitated. “I want out of here. This is scaring me, it’s wrong.” She shook her head as she looked around. “No, this isn’t right. I want out. I want out now!”

Rusty awoke, breathing heavily, and she looked around the room for fog and charred trees. She blew out a heavy breath and threw an arm over her eyes. When she was in her regular daily life, she was able to easily shake off the disturbing feelings the dream elicited, but without computer data and office issues in her face, the images she saw in her sleep had begun to haunt her.

It began not long after Rusty’s heart attack. The first time she had it, she told Neil about it, and they had a good laugh about the pies and Justine hanging out with Elvis and the Kennedys. She didn’t tell Neil that the dream had begun to recur, though, or that it left her feeling disconcerted. Rusty was convinced that her psyche was trying to tell her something, and she didn’t want Neil analyzing her subconscious before she did.

As she got up and began her morning routine, Rusty decided it was time to truly delve into the meaning of the dream. While her coffee brewed and she stuffed nicotine gum into her mouth, she thought about the charred landscape. It looked like war zones she’d seen in movies. She theorized it represented her health, but she couldn’t make any sense of the house frame.






  



















Chapter Eleven





“Noah did it,” Tal announced as soon as Kirsten strode into her parents’ kitchen that morning.

A pot of coffee had been brewed, but there was no breakfast being cooked, and Mona wasn’t anywhere to be seen. “Where’s Mom?” Kirsten asked as she went to the coffeepot. 

“Still sleeping. Stella talked her into staying the night, so I told her I’d pick her up when I got up at five. She sat up all night on patrol with that crazy old woman. Your momma’s heart is too big for her own good, and unfortunately, you inherited that trait from her. You need to put some real pressure on Noah and force him to come clean. This peeper business is gonna bite you in the ass if you don’t. Everyone in town is already overreacting, and soon, the mayor is gonna be in your face.”

Tal was right. Kirsten had already been assailed by Ben Hoskins that morning after her shift change meeting. The mayor often boasted that he alone was the reason that Ancelet Bay had such a low crime rate. He’d echoed everything Tal had said—Noah was the problem that needed to be solved and quickly. Ben didn’t want any drama in his town before an election year.

Bryan had spent the night behind Carla Danner’s place and saw nothing but a possum. Mitch reported that he’d combed the streets and didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. He did report Noah and a few of his friends working on Noah’s rat heap of a car until the early hours of morning, but they’d all dispersed and went home around three. Mitch said he sat outside of Noah’s house for the remainder of the shift and didn’t see him go back out. 

“Dad, what I have on Noah is circumstantial. I have no definitive proof that he was at the Jessups’. If everybody would just shut their running mouths, he’d make another move, and I’d have him,” Kirsten said as she took a seat.

Tal reached beneath the table and pulled out a box of doughnuts. “Don’t tell your mother about this. I eat all the healthy stuff she makes, but sometimes, I feel like I deserve a treat for good behavior. Help me eat the evidence.”

“Gladly,” Kirsten said with a smile as she took one of the doughnuts. “Do you recall any peeping Tom cases before you retired?”

“That was a year ago, you’re asking a lot. Besides, you were on the force then.”

“I was, but I wasn’t always privy to everything. I’ve got Ellen running some reports for me, but I just wanted to pick your brain.”

Tal dipped his doughnut into his coffee and thought for a moment. “One incident does stick out in my mind because it happened two doors down at the Talleys’. Jen caught me one morning before I went to the station because she found something troubling on her patio. Someone had set one of her chairs in front of a window. She thought maybe a kid had stood on it to get in. The screen was still in place, and it didn’t make sense to me that someone would need a chair to get in that particular window because it was low. Her husband had been out of town on a business trip, and Jen has no control over her kids as you well know. After we talked for a while, we figured it was one of her brats that moved the chair. I do remember thinking that an adult sitting there would easily be able to see into her living room. I didn’t write it up, though, because like I said, we figured it was one of her kids that did it. She also admitted that her own nervousness with Jake being gone made her a little paranoid.”

“Was there ash around the chair?”

“No, I think I’d remember that,” Tal said as he ate the rest of his doughnut in one bite.

“You taught me to explore all avenues, that’s what I’m doing. Do I think the culprit is Noah? Yes, but my mind is still open. If I take Noah out of the equation, that leaves me with someone who gets off on watching women and young girls. What happens when he gets tired of just looking?”

“In my thirty years as chief here, I only know of a handful of sexual assaults. Just about all of them were tied to Sally’s bar when booze impaired good judgment. That’s not including the statutory cases, and a lot of those, you worked. I can recall about three legitimate rape cases. One of them occurred at a hotel that has since been closed. Another was a domestic violence thing, and the last one was at one of the camps when a group of visiting boys ganged up on a drunk girl they’d brought with them. Crimes perpetuated on women and children are something that stuck with me, but I try to purge them out of my mind. You should check the files on those for more detail.”

“Thanks for the lead,” Kirsten said as she grabbed another doughnut.

*******

Rusty felt she was discovering the joy of working with her hands, even though it was slightly marred by a splinter and a scratch on her wrist. She’d never realized her mechanical inclinations. It was just before noon, and she’d already replaced a broken handle on the side door of the garage. 

She leaned against her workbench and gazed at one of the windows, trying to decide if she wanted to purchase a window air-conditioning unit. With the door closed, Rusty felt that the garage would cool relatively quickly. In her opinion, sweat was only sexy during sex. The heat in the garage was sometimes stifling, but she decided if she was going to toughen up, she should get used to it.

Kirsten normally passed by at that time, and Rusty found herself glancing at the road with anticipation of seeing the police cruiser. She wasn’t one to confide in anyone but Neil, but the idea of sharing her dream with someone who really didn’t know her was appealing. Kirsten appeared to be intelligent and open-minded, and Rusty figured that she might shed some insight she hadn’t already considered. 

Kirsten did drive slowly by an hour later, and Rusty walked out of the garage and waved at her. The cruiser came to an abrupt halt and quickly backed up. Kirsten got out with a look of concern on her face. “Is something wrong?” 

“No,” Rusty replied with a shrug. “I guess I’ve gotten used to you dropping by, and I waved when you didn’t stop.”

“I was on my way home for lunch.” Kirsten smiled. “I was curious to see what all you’ve built, but I didn’t want to make a nuisance of myself.”

Rusty jerked a thumb at the garage. “I lost a little confidence on the bridge, but I haven’t given up.”

“Have you had lunch yet?”

“Umm, no, but if you’d like to join me, I can whip up some sandwiches.” Rusty fidgeted. “I’d really like to run something by you and get your take on it.”

“Sure, sounds great.” Kirsten followed Rusty into the house and sighed happily when cool air swept over her. “I am so ready for the fall.”

“You mean that one week of mild temps before it suddenly turns cold and wet?” Rusty asked as they walked into the kitchen. 

“Yeah, that one,” Kirsten said with a laugh. “What can I help with?”

“If you’d slice that tomato on the counter, I’d be grateful.”

Kirsten stepped up to the kitchen sink, washed her hands, and cleaned the tomato. Rusty washed up, as well, then pulled a cutting board from a drawer and a knife. “So tell me what’s on your mind,” Kirsten said as she sliced.

“Do you think dreams hold significance, or they’re just random byproducts of your brain while it defragments?” Rusty asked as she opened the fridge and gathered up the ingredients for the sandwiches.

“I’d say both. I had a dream when I was a kid, and I can still remember it because it was so vivid and at the time terrifying. I was being chased by a giant pickle. There was significance because before I went to bed, Mom told me we were going to Grandma’s the next day. Grandma liked to make her own pickles, and every time we went to her house, she made us taste her creations. They were horrible! And Mom was always telling me to chew and swallow even if I didn’t like it so I wouldn’t hurt Grandma’s feelings.”

Rusty set everything on the counter and nodded. “So your dream basically revealed that you were dreading having to eat the pickles. That makes sense.”

“There were seeds and things that didn’t belong with pickles.” Kirsten stared into space. “They tasted like dirty socks but juicy. I have two older brothers, and believe me when I say I know what a sock tastes like.”

“I’ve been having a recurring dream, and I need to know what it means.”

Kirsten shook her head to dispel her own memories. “I’ve never been one to examine them too closely, but tell me about it with as much detail as you can, and maybe we’ll find the obvious answer.”

Rusty began with stepping into the charred forest. She told Kirsten everything she saw and the dismal feelings it caused. By the time she was finished, the sandwiches were made, drinks were poured, and they’d taken a seat at the table. Kirsten listened so intently she didn’t touch her lunch even after Rusty finished speaking. 

“I may have to ask you some personal questions to get a better understanding. Are you okay with that?” Kirsten asked.

“Do you remember telling me what you would do to me if I told anyone about your reaction to the rat?”

Kirsten nodded. 

“If you tell anyone what I share with you, my retaliation will be much worse.”

Kirsten raised her right hand. “You have my word that what you say stays right here.”

Rusty debated for a moment. She had a lot of things going on in her mind and felt if she didn’t purge them, she would crack. Neil was her confidant, but since he was in Dr. Mom mode, Rusty wasn’t comfortable revealing any more of herself to him. “All right, ask your questions.”

“Did something really traumatic happen in your life recently?”

Rusty stared at her sandwich as she said, “Two years ago, my mother died. We weren’t particularly close, and we only talked on the phone once a week. I called, and she didn’t answer. She didn’t call me back, either. I know it sounds strange, but I had this weird feeling that something was wrong. My business partner is a close friend, and he rode with me to her house. My mom didn’t answer the door when I knocked, and I never used the key she’d given me until that day. The second I opened the door, I knew what had happened. Neil shoved me out of the way and wouldn’t let me in the house. He found her facedown in the kitchen. She’d been dead a few days.”

Kirsten scrubbed her face with both hands and released a groan. “Oh, Rusty, I am so sorry.”

“Almost a year ago, I was giving a presentation, and my knees went weak, and I sort of felt like I was coming down with the flu. Neil said my face became very pale, and I had to sit down. I felt so fatigued that I could barely answer his questions, so he called an ambulance. According to the doctors, I had a mild heart attack that day.” Rusty put up a hand. “Yes, it’s not common for a thirty-eight-year-old to have a heart attack, and no, I wasn’t on drugs. Heart disease runs in my family. That’s what killed my mother and my grandmother.”

Rusty spread her napkin over her lap. “I did smoke a lot, drank tons of energy drinks, and my diet wasn’t doing me any favors, either.” Rusty forced the next sentence out of her mouth, and it tasted bitter on her tongue. “I’m a workaholic, and I pushed my body to the point where it broke. So that’s why I’m here temporarily, to basically detox from my habits because I couldn’t do it at home. I changed after the heart attack, but it didn’t take long for me to go right back to my old ways, and my doctor told me that if I didn’t do something radical, he doubted seriously I’d see my fifties or even mid-forties.”

Kirsten was silent for a moment while she processed all that she’d heard and tried to correlate it to the dream. “I’m just guessing, but I think the war zone you described in the dream would be a representation of what you’ve been through the last couple of years.”

“All right,” Rusty said with a nod. “So the house my mother wants me to build, is that my health? Do you think my brain is trying to reaffirm that I need to take better care of myself?”

Kirsten shrugged. “That seems to be the most plausible answer.”

“Well, this is what’s so confusing. I’ve taken positive steps. I don’t smoke anymore, I eat much better, and I came here to recoup. Why do I keep having the dream? I feel like I’m missing something.”

“What do Elvis, the Kennedys, and pie signify to you?” Kirsten asked as she picked up her sandwich.

“My mom was a huge Elvis fan, and she was fascinated with the Kennedys. Pie was the only thing she really knew how to bake, and she did it when she was stressed out, which was most of the time.”

“I’m guessing here, but maybe you have a deep-seated fear of…what happened to her will happen to you.”

The muscles along Rusty’s jaw twitched as she nodded.

Kirsten wanted to hug Rusty but wasn’t sure if that would make her uncomfortable. “Did she overwork herself too?”

“She’s the reason I am the way I am. Nothing I ever did was enough for her,” Rusty said bitterly. “I’d bring home a report card with straight A’s, and instead of congratulating me, she’d look at the percentages and want to know why they weren’t all at a hundred. Dear God, if they were close to a B, she made me feel like a failure.” Rusty shook her head slowly. “I could not wait to get away from her. As soon as I was old enough, I moved away from home and never looked back. When my business became a success, I felt I at least owed her a better life, so I offered to buy her a nicer house, but she refused. She said she’d rather die than take charity, even from me.”

Rusty sighed and tore a corner off her sandwich. “As much as I despised the way she treated me, I respected her at the same time. She was a single mother who never collected one food stamp or asked for financial assistance, though we certainly qualified. She worked three jobs to keep a roof over my head and clothes on my back.”

“What happened to your father?”

Rusty set the piece of sandwich back on her plate. “He was a sperm donor she met one time when she was cleaning his hotel room. The affair lasted a few hours, and Mom told me she never saw him again after that. She was young and beguiled by his charms, and she was a virgin until that day.” Rusty met Kirsten’s gaze. “Honestly, I think she resented the byproduct of that encounter. She raised me like it was her duty, but once I left home, she was done. What happened after that was on me.”

“So…y’all were basically estranged?”

Rusty nodded. “A few years before she died, she called me at the office. There had been some write-ups in the paper and a few local business magazines as Smart Shopper continued to grow. She saw one of them, and her excuse for calling me was to say that I looked more like her mother as I got older. I started calling her once a week, thinking that was her way of sending an olive branch. Our conversations were about business. She was managing a small real estate office and doing well. She talked fast about traffic and politics. I kind of got the impression she was afraid I’d bring up something personal, so all I did was listen.”

“Did she ever express pride in what you did as an adult?” Kirsten asked gently.

Rusty inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly. “I wanted that. When I did talk, it was about Smart Shopper and what Neil and I had accomplished. Her response every time was, ‘There are no laurels to rest upon. It can all be taken away if you get lazy.’ So the answer to your question is a big fat no.”

“Mmm” was all Kirsten could say. 

“How’d you get that scar on your lip?”

Kirsten blinked at the abrupt subject change and smiled. “Shaving. I used to get up when my dad did, and after he was showered and dressed, he’d let me sit on the bathroom cabinet while he shaved. Then he’d put on his uniform shirt, badge, and gun belt. I wanted to be him, so I pulled a chair into the bathroom, covered my face with cream, and got to work. Mom said she heard me scream, and when she ran in there, I was sporting a white beard and a red mustache. I looked like a peppermint.”

“The image you just described does not make me think of candy.”

“Well, the cream beard was streaked with red too.” Kirsten’s blue eyes twinkled. “I got a plastic shaving kit for Christmas that year.”

Rusty smiled and picked up her sandwich, and Kirsten gazed at her with a tingle of disappointment. She liked Rusty, found her very interesting and attractive, but Rusty had admitted that she was in Ancelet Bay temporarily. Kirsten had considered asking her out but thought better of it. 






  



















Chapter Twelve





Rusty put the last screw in the bridge and gazed at it. The structure served no real purpose. It was designed as a garden accent, and she doubted it would bear her weight. It was far more satisfying to finish than a jigsaw puzzle, though. 

Kirsten had been a good listener. She didn’t make any lectures, didn’t give any definitive answers on the dream, just a few theories for Rusty to think on. For that, she’d scored major points with Rusty. Neil would’ve derived something from the dream, then would have tried to fix it. Rusty loved him because while she minded their business, he minded her. Aside from Nana, Neil was the most nurturing person Rusty had ever known. Kirsten seemed to be the type to provide support, but she would not interfere with what Rusty felt she had to do, and Rusty appreciated and needed that. 

Rusty had many acquaintances through business but not genuine friends. Though she didn’t know Kirsten very well, she sensed that Kirsten could become someone she could count on. The only indication of Rusty’s wealth was the BMW in the driveway. Kirsten had no clue how much financial clout Rusty actually held, but she’d offered her friendship regardless, and that meant something to Rusty.

“What am I going to do with you?” Rusty said aloud as she walked around the bridge. 

The trellis, she liked. It looked good over the front walk regardless if it had flowers planted around it or not. The bridge, however, would look like she’d just thrown it in the front yard if it wasn’t festooned with something. Rusty had never liked kitschy lawn décor, and that was what the bridge looked like to her. She felt it belonged across the street on Stella’s lawn with her stupid plastic birds, but she wasn’t about to ask Stella if she wanted it. Nope, she’d save that chore for Kirsten. 

With a grunt, Rusty slid one end of the useless structure toward the corner, then repeated the process on each end until it was out of the middle of the floor. Then she laid out the planks for her section of picket fence and stroked her new drill lovingly before she got to work.

*******

Kirsten went back to the station and pored over the reports that Ellen had run for her. After an hour or so, she’d only found a few incidents that she felt warranted further scrutiny. One of them, she’d worked herself when she was still an officer. Kirsten read her report carefully, then sat back in her chair, closed her eyes, and tried to recall the day she’d gone out to the Medinas’ house to investigate a possible attempted break-in. 

The Medinas had gone on vacation and had hired nineteen-year-old Sharon Klienpeter to house-sit and take care of their dog Fritz and their horses. Around midnight, the dog became agitated and whimpered until Sharon got up and let him out because she assumed the pooch needed a potty break. It was cold and she was tired, so she wrapped herself in a blanket, sat on the couch, and waited for Fritz to scratch at the door like he normally did when he wanted in. Sharon admitted that she fell asleep, and an hour or two later, she awoke and remembered the dog was outside. She opened the door, whistled, and Fritz came in. They both went back to bed. 

The next morning, she noticed a little blood on the white schnauzer’s fur near its neck. Sharon inspected Fritz closely and didn’t find any injuries. She assumed he may’ve gotten the better of an animal that had come into his yard. Sharon took Fritz for a walk and discovered that one of the screens had been removed from a window and what looked like blood on the ground beneath the eaves of the house.

Kirsten had made a notation on her report that Fritz had probably heard the would-be intruder and had attacked when Sharon let him out. Sharon, however, said she didn’t hear Fritz barking when he was outside. Kirsten had questioned all the local miscreants and even had them raise their pants legs to see if they’d been bitten by a dog recently and came up empty-handed. After discussing the case with her father, he’d decided that most everyone knew that the Medinas were going on vacation and assumed they’d find the house empty until Fritz had proven otherwise. The case went cold after that.

Kirsten remembered arguing with Tal back then because she’d clipped some of the bloodstained fur off of Fitz and wanted to send it off to a lab to be analyzed. “If we had a spree of break-ins, I might consider that. This is Ancelet Bay, our budget doesn’t allow for goose chasing, girl. Cool your jets.”

The other two incidents were sort of what Tal said Mrs. Talley had reported to him. Chairs had been moved off patios and placed in front of windows; Mitch investigated one and decided that one of the owner’s children had been responsible. Antoine had investigated the most recent that had occurred before the peeper story had begun to evolve. 

“Hey, Ellen, where’s Antoine?”

“He’s at the coffee shop.”

“Good, tell him to stay there. I’m on my way to meet him.” Kirsten stood and gathered her things.

*******

Antoine folded his arms, looked skyward, and thought after Kirsten asked him if he remembered anything about the call. “I know it was at the Jewetts’ house and during the time when Terrance and Patrice weren’t getting along. Terrance had gone to stay with his brother a few weeks, and Patrice found a chair by her living room window. Someone had been sitting there watching her, and they didn’t try to hide that fact. The ground was littered with cigarette butts, but they were the same kind Terrance smoked. Patrice wanted me to arrest him for peeping, but they weren’t divorced and it was his house, so I couldn’t very well do that.”

Kirsten compared everything Antoine said with his report. “It says here you talked to Terrance to rule out that there was someone else at the window, and he was uncooperative.”

Antoine nodded. “He was, but his brother assured me that Terrance had been home that night. Dan said Terrance drank every last drop of his beer and crashed on the couch. Dan claimed he was a light sleeper and would’ve heard if his brother had left, which I believed, because Terrance’s truck is extremely loud, and Dan is a decent guy. Is there something wrong with what I wrote?”

“No,” Kirsten said as she slipped the paper into a folder. I’m just going back over reports to see if the peeping has been going on for a while.”

“I appreciate the approach you’re taking on this. I have a wife and two daughters, and unlike Mitch, I don’t think you’re taking this too seriously.”

“He said that?”

“He thinks it’s Noah. Everybody does.”

“Mitch gripes about everything, don’t sweat him. I don’t.” Kirsten picked up her coffee and took a sip. 

“He should’ve stayed in retirement, or better yet, in Baton Rouge on the force there. I wish your daddy wouldn’t have hired him.”

“Give me your thoughts about the peeper thing. What’s your gut say?”

“Well, on this, I must have two stomachs like a cow because one says it’s Noah. The other…well…” Antoine sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “This could’ve been going on a long time right under our noses, and the guy’s a predator. The more I think about the call you just asked me about, the more uncomfortable I get.”

“Why?”

Antoine met Kirsten’s eye. “I know you’re on the same track, and you’re already looking for common denominators. The women associated with these events are all relatively young and attractive, even Carla Danner. I don’t think she’s nice-looking, but most men do. Phil Jessup works a rotating day and night shift at the plant. Carla lives alone. Patrice Jewett was alone the night somebody was outside her window. This guy hears gossip and talk around here. He knows everyone’s habits. I’m sure he wants to do more than just watch. Maybe he has done more somewhere else. Maybe he knows it’s too risky to step it up a notch in Ancelet because he can be easily recognized.”

“Yeah, we’re on the same page.” Kirsten took another sip of her coffee. “And I hope we’re wrong.”

*******

“Ancelet is a quiet town, and we really don’t work ourselves to death. This peeper thing may be nothing, but it does afford us the opportunity to put our skills to work,” Kirsten said at the shift change meeting. “So let’s take it seriously. We all know how word spreads around here, so anything we find stays between us. Don’t discuss it with family or friends. Mitch and Bryan, you know the women who live alone, and you also know whose husbands work the night shift. Make your patrols in those areas more intensive.”

“Are you saying you want us to walk around those houses?” Mitch asked.

“I want you to patrol as you usually would, but if you see something out of place or someone skulking around, then yes, I want you out of the car.”

Mitch gave a derisive snort. “So do what we normally do.”

“What you normally do is park along the highway coming into town and sleep,” Kirsten said coolly. “We get paid to protect and serve this town, let’s do it. Any more questions?” When no one responded, Kirsten adjourned the meeting, and everyone left but Mitch. 

There was no privacy, Kirsten’s desk sat in the middle of the room with two others. Tasha was at the dispatch station pretending not to listen, but she’d turned the radio down. “You’re making this situation worse,” Mitch said and glanced at Tasha. 

“How so?” Kirsten stuffed her keys into her pocket. 

“The more active we get, the more nervous everyone else becomes.”

“As a resident, the effect would be the opposite on me. I’d feel like the police were taking a more active role regarding my safety.” Kirsten feigned concern. “Are you too tired, Mitch? You’ve been talking about seriously going into retirement for a while. Is that what you’re trying to tell me you want to do?”

“Riding around Ancelet ain’t work compared to what I’m used to. I’m telling you, you’re making a big deal outta nothing and playing into hysteria.”

“I’ve yet to see anyone hysterical, and I’m glad to hear that you’re fully capable of doing your job,” Kirsten said and raised her brow. “That is what you’re telling me, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Mitch said and walked out.

When the door slammed behind him, Tasha said, “You should’ve hit him in the mouth with your flashlight for talking to you like that.”

“Well, he’s back on the street, and I’m going home instead of carting him to the hospital. I’m smart, that’s why I’m chief.” Kirsten walked over to the dispatch desk on her way out. “Tash, don’t tell anyone what you just saw and heard.”

Tasha opened up her desk drawer and pulled out a tin. “I guess I’m just gonna have to eat this instead.” The lid had her name on it, and when she opened it, Kirsten could see the box was full of peanut brittle. “I saw Bryan’s mom in the grocery store the other day and told her how much I enjoyed her treats. They’ve been coming ever since. But this stuff is filled with too much sugar, and a smart woman like you knows better than to eat it.”

Kirsten licked her lips. “I’m feeling a little…stupid at the moment.”






  



















Chapter Thirteen





“We’re not getting a bite on our bait, are we?” Stella said as she stared through her binoculars.

Mona was sitting on the sofa thumbing through a sale circular Stella had gotten in the mail. “No, but I admire your persistence.”

“That’s one of the keys to good detective work, the other is patience. The nitwit across the street is lacking in that department. She’s good and mad at a board that she can’t seem to drive into the ground.” Stella chuckled. “She just threw it and her hammer.”

Mona got up and looked out the window as Rusty picked up the hammer and started beating the ground with the claw. “What’s she doing?”

“Digging a hole, I think.”

As Mona stood there, she saw Rusty’s neighbor Susan Daigle walk outside with her poodle. “Poor Henry, he’s so old he can barely walk. Susan’s had that dog forever.”

“Missing half his fur, can’t lift his leg to pee, and have you smelled him lately?” Stella lowered her binoculars. “I swear he’s already dead.”

“She loves him, though.” Mona narrowed her eyes. “That’s Tom Portman, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, he’s out every night about this time, and Susan interestingly enough chooses to walk Henry when Tom passes by.”

Mona smiled. “Maybe she likes him. She’s been single for a long time, and it would be nice to see her with a good man.”

“Well, Tom’s not him.” Stella tapped the window with her finger. “Ten to one, that’s our peeper.”

“Tom?” Mona said, completely taken aback. “He’s as sweet as he can be, and he takes care of his mother. Any man who would put his own life on hold to nurse a sick parent is a saint in my book.”

“That’s how you see it, but Tom is a fifty-something-year-old man living with his momma. He’s got no job, and he walks every night. A man like that knows who keeps their blinds open and who doesn’t.”

“I took care of my mother before she died, and if you remember, I had to quit my job at the bank. It was stressful and tiring. I took a lot of walks during that time too, because I just needed to breathe. If I had not had your help, I would’ve had a nervous breakdown.”

Stella looked surprised by Mona’s remarks. “Your momma wasn’t hard to deal with. If you want to talk about saints, now she was one.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Mona said with a sigh. “Momma was sweet, but she wasn’t a child that I could tell what to do. She had her own will, and no matter how many times I told her to wake me at night when she had to go to the bathroom, she wouldn’t. I set a bell by her bed, but she’d never ring it, and she took so many spills I thought surely she would break a hip. And when she really got bad off, the idea of her death and how I would cope with it hung over my head like a dark cloud. Some days, I wished for it, so the nightmare would be over and stop her suffering. Then I’d feel incredibly guilty for wanting that. My heart goes out to Tom, and I’ve offered to sit with Vanessa to give him a break, but he never takes me up on the offer. He says she’s bed bound now, and she doesn’t want anyone to see her like that.”

“Don’t light a candle for St. Tom just yet. God gave me a sense about these things, and my money is on him being the peeper. Look at that fool across the street. She’s digging like a dog.”





*******

Rusty had finished the fence section, and she was bound and determined to erect it that night. She felt like an idiot because it had never occurred to her that she’d need posts to attach it to. She had two pieces of wood that would be suitable but no shovel, and the hardware store was closed. She’d made some headway with the hammer, but with proper tools, the holes could’ve been dug in a matter of minutes.

“Well, hello there.”

Rusty followed the female voice to a woman on the sidewalk. She was joined by a man dressed in pair of long baggy shorts and a gray T-shirt. The last thing Rusty wanted to do was meet someone new while covered in sweat and dirt. “Hi, how’re you?” she managed with a slight smile.

“I’m Susan Daigle, your neighbor, and this is Tom Portman, he lives a few blocks away. I wanted to come over and say hello sooner, but I’ve had a bad head cold and haven’t been up to socializing.”

“I’m Rusty Martinez, and I know I look insane right now, but I just really wanted to get this project finished today.”

“Nice to meet you, Rusty,” Susan replied, and Tom nodded with a warm smile. Susan moved closer. “What’re you doing?”

“I’m trying to dig a hole, but I don’t have a shovel, and the store is closed.”

Susan gazed at the section of picket fence. “Oh, you’re gonna do what someone did down the street. I’ve always admired that because they dress it up for each holiday. I have a shovel, let me go get it.”

“Oh, don’t go to the trouble,” Rusty said, but Susan was already heading back across her lawn.

Tom spoke very softly. “This house has always been very plain, it’ll be pretty once you add some flavor. I like the trellis. What do you intend to plant by it?”

“I haven’t given it much thought.” Rusty shrugged. “I’m not really a garden person, but I do enjoy building things.”

“Wisteria is very lovely, it’s a vine-like plant. The flowers remind me of tags of grapes, they come in white and purple. That would be pretty on the trellis.” Tom looked down and said, “Hello, Henry, I see you’ve decided to join us. This is Susan’s dog. He’s very old and almost blind.” Tom pulled something out of his pocket and knelt. Henry sniffed at his palm and ate whatever was in it. “I always bring him a treat when I walk.”

“You spoil him rotten,” Susan said with a laugh as she returned with the shovel and handed it to Rusty. “Use this as long as you want. It’ll be a while before I feel like working in my yard again.”

“Thank you very much,” Rusty said as she took it. “I wasn’t getting very far with the hammer.”

“I would love to help, but I have a bad back,” Tom said as he watched Rusty begin to dig.

“That’s all right, I’ll have this done in no time,” Rusty said as she eagerly dug into the soil.

“Well, I need to get back inside. The mosquitoes are bad tonight.” Susan smiled. “Rusty, drop by sometime, and we’ll have coffee.”

Rusty didn’t look up, her sole focus was on digging. “Sure. Thanks. Nice meeting y’all.”

Tom simply said good night and continued on with this stroll. 

*******

The one good thing about exercise was that it made for a good night’s sleep, Rusty thought as her head hit the pillow and her body felt like it was molding into the bed. She awoke around three in the morning in the exact same position. After a trip to the bathroom, she fell right back to sleep and straight into dreamland. 

She found herself standing in front of the frame of the house, and the tree beside it was sporting a few green leaves, and the branches were full of buds. Rebirth had begun, and Rusty marveled at it as Justine’s form slowly emerged from the fog. “Look, something’s happening,” Rusty said excitedly. 

Justine gazed up at the tree and frowned. “There’s so much more to be done.”

“Did I make this happen?” Rusty asked in amazement as she gazed at the tree.

“You did,” Justine said.

“How?”

“You opened.”

Rusty shrugged. “Opened what?” 

“I think it was your mouth.”

Rusty whirled around and found Neil walking around inside the frame of the house. “What’re you doing here?” 

“I don’t know,” he said and pounded on one of the supports. “This doesn’t feel sturdy. You should really work on this.”

Rusty shook a finger at him. “Don’t you start.” She returned her attention to Justine. “I want you to answer my question. How did the leaves get here?”

“I did, and you refused to listen. You have all the answers.” 

“If I did, I wouldn’t be asking questions, now would I? You make me so mad.” Rusty regretted her sharp tone as Justine’s figure began to fade. “All right—wait, I’m sorry. I need answers, please!” 

Rusty whirled around. “Neil, what do you—” 

Neil patted a chair. “Come sit down, get into your head. Question your motives, tap into your feelings.”

“Where the hell did you get a chair?” Rusty asked, completely flummoxed.

“Rusty, don’t focus on me. What do you need? What do you want?”

“I want to know how I got the damn leaves on the tree!”

“In so many ways, you’re still like a child,” Justine said, but she was nowhere to be seen. “So stubborn and demanding.”

“Oh,” Rusty ground out. “You’re a fine one to talk. Where do you think I got it from? You made me. Not only did you give birth to me and fill me with your traits, you ground in anything you thought I was missing! I’m so angry! You make me so mad!”

Neil patted the chair and spoke in the placating tone Rusty hated. “Come sit down. I’ll tell you all you need to know. I’ll tell you how to fix everything that’s wrong with you.”

Rusty clenched her fists. “I’ve got this. I can do it all by myself.”

As the words flew out of Rusty’s mouth, one of the new leaves shriveled and fell to the ground. Rusty knelt and picked it up as gently as she could; it turned to powder and sifted through her fingers. 






  



















Chapter Fourteen





Rusty awoke in a bad mood and was astounded that a stupid dream could affect her that way. Normally, she felt disconcerted and confused by them, but as she made her way to the coffeepot that morning, she was furious with her mother and Neil. Poor Neil had chosen the wrong day to call and check on her. 

Rusty snatched the phone up when it rang and scowled at the name on the ID. “Yes?” she practically barked when she answered.

“Hey, good morning,” Neil chirped happily. “Guess what.”

“One of Jaqueline’s giant breasts you bought her exploded and blew off her pointed chin.”

“Rusty,” Neil said aghast. “That was mean.”

“What is your news?”

Neil was silent for a moment, then said, “Our response times have been up for a solid week, and we’ve broken a record without bonus incentives. And we did that without one accident or speeding ticket. Isn’t that wonderful?”

Actually, it was really great news. Rusty had always pointed out that their service was the key to success, which was why she hovered over dispatch, personally making sure they didn’t allow any of the drivers to dawdle. At any other time, she would’ve been thrilled, but that they’d reached this milestone without her darkened her already sour mood. “What about sales, what’re they doing?” 

“Let me pull up those numbers.” Neil was quiet for a moment. “They look to be on par with the previous week’s numbers and last month’s accounting.”

“Par isn’t acceptable. If the drivers were networking while out in public, sales numbers would be higher, so it sounds to me like they cut one integral part of the process, which made their response times appear more expedient. That nullifies the supposed record they broke. These are the things I look at, Neil. All of the numbers have to be considered before you can say you have a successful whole.”

Neil sounded like a child when he said, “I was trying to give you good news, so you wouldn’t worry about being out of the loop right now.”

“Well, now you know why I stay stressed all the time. What appears to be good news on the surface really isn’t.”

“Maybe…you should learn to celebrate and be thankful for small victories too. You might be happier.”

Neil’s words incensed Rusty. “You don’t get it. After all this time, you still don’t understand how to operate a business. You add to my stress.”

“I’ll let you go then. Enjoy your day,” he said and ended the call.

Rusty poured herself a cup of coffee, shoved several sticks of nicotine gum into her mouth, and sat at her table seething. Her anger had shifted in the matter of a few heartbeats; she wasn’t mad at Neil, she was pissed off at herself. “I’ve become my mother,” she said aloud and scrubbed a hand over her face. 

She’d never been allowed to celebrate a victory. Justine had taught her that there never really was a bright side, it was only an illusion masking failure somewhere else. Good report cards or a high mark on a school project were nothing to gloat over. There was a part of Rusty that hated her for that. Rusty would cook dinner for them, and some of the meals she thought were delicious. She eagerly sought Justine’s approval, and what she got was, “You can always do better.”

The realization that she’d made Neil feel that way, probably for years, scorched her heart. She’d become what she despised and wondered why he had put up with her as long as he had. Rusty’s pride drained out of her as she picked up her phone and called Neil.

His “hey” sounded dull when he answered.

“I’m sorry.”

Rusty’s words hung in the air between them, then Neil asked, “For what?”

“For treating you like an idiot,” Rusty said with a sigh.

“Jaqueline has been hounding me to tell you this for a long time. I…I think I should say it now. Jaq and I didn’t meet by accident. I sought her out when I was looking for a life coach to whip me into shape. I was her client. I couldn’t keep any weight on, and my hair was falling out. I’m the only bald man in the Bauer family. When I found Jaqueline, I was an emotional wreck. I saw myself as a failure. I had a college degree in business, and next to you, I was just a bumbling idiot.”

“Neil, that’s not true.”

“Let me say this. I have to as part of my own recovery. It’s not your fault I felt that way, it was mine. I, of course, look up to my dad and my brother, but it was your approval that I needed the most, and I never got it. In the long run, it emasculated me, stole all my confidence, and I ended up taking drugs for depression. They didn’t do anything but mask the problem.” Neil’s voice sounded shaky as he said, “Jaqueline helped me understand that I’d pinned my self-worth on someone who would never truly be pleased, even with herself. I’m working through that now, and I think we have that problem in common. You were raised by someone who never really had her own happiness or self-satisfaction. That’s why she tore you down as often as she could, so you would be just as miserable as she was.”

The cold truth swept through Rusty and chilled her to the bone, but she couldn’t open her mouth to acknowledge what Neil had said.

“I know you don’t like to hear me say this, but I love you. I think you’re a lot stronger than your mother ever was. I believe you can learn and choose to be happy. I hope you’ll take this time to confront all the issues she caused you and turn them around for your own personal success. You just have to decide that you’re worth the effort because I know you are.”

Tears filled Rusty’s eyes and ran down her cheeks. 

“I’m going to let you go now because I know you need to mentally digest all I’ve said. You may feel alone, but just know I’ll always be on your side.”

When the tone sounded indicating the call had ended, Rusty set the phone on the table and buried her face in her hands. 

*******

The night shift had been quiet, and there was nothing new to report at the shift change meeting. Kirsten went to her parents’ house once again and learned that Mona was sleeping in. Tal set another box of doughnuts on the table as Kirsten poured herself a cup of coffee.

“When Momma finds out what you’ve really been eating for breakfast, you’re gonna be in trouble, buddy.”

Tal wagged a finger at Kirsten. “That’s why I’m counting on you to help me eat the evidence.”

“I’m only good for one today,” Kirsten said as she grabbed a doughnut. “I’ve already put on an extra pound or two, and I am not sliding down that sugary slope.”

“I held court in the bakery this morning. Everyone was clambering around me wanting to know about the peeper. I told them we had it all under control, and we’d be making an arrest soon.”

“You said…told…we? Dad, we aren’t anywhere near making an arrest. We have nothing to work with.”

“Arrest Noah,” Tal said casually. “He may not be guilty of this, but that boy is responsible for most of the theft in this town. You find his cache of goodies that he has stashed and add the peeping charge to his list of crimes. Everyone will be satisfied, and things will go back to normal around here.”

“Is that how you handled things when you were chief?” Kirsten asked numbly.

“It’s how things are done to keep the peace and Ben in the mayor’s office.”

“Let’s say I did that and everyone went back to feeling comfortable, leaving their doors unlocked, and the real guy rapes someone. How am I supposed to live with that?”

“You just said you don’t have anything.” Tal dipped his doughnut into his coffee. “You don’t have anything because there’s nothing to have. The guy you’re talking about doesn’t exist. Noah started this whole ball rolling by going over to the Jessups’ and messing with their daughter.”

Kirsten’s jaw worked for a moment, but her mind had gone blank. When her synapses began to fire, the only thing she could say was, “Bullshit.”

“You’ve been a cop most of your adult life, but you’ve only been chief a year, you’ve got a lot to learn. The job becomes completely different once you step into the wheelhouse. You now have to be concerned with politics, public perception, and the flat-out responsibility of making sure everyone feels safe.”

“I don’t appreciate what you did. You had no right to tell people at that shop this morning that we’re about to make an arrest,” Kirsten said as calmly as she could. “I disagree with you, lying is not the best way to protect the people in this town.”

Tal was reaching for another doughnut and stopped. He sat back, glaring at Kirsten. “You need to learn how to be a real chief before you talk to me like that.”

“You are not the chief anymore!” Kirsten’s voice rose as she said, “I’m never going to do things your way as long as you continue to convince me you abused your position!”

Tal exploded. “You listen up, you little wet-behind-the-ears, high and mighty, idealistic brat. You need to realize the title you hold doesn’t make you any better than anyone else. You’re accountable to everyone now! Your primary job is making the mayor and the council happy because they are the ones that put you in the high chair. And they aren’t pleased to know this situation is out of control.”

“What would they say if one of their wives or daughters were raped?”

“You’re letting your fears as a woman jade your perspective!”

Kirsten jumped to her feet. “Oh! I’m so glad you played that card. That’s a sign of desperation because you know all the bullshit you’ve been spinning is wrong!”

Mona raced into the kitchen, her hair a mess and one arm in her robe. “What is going on?”

“Your daughter has her big britches on this morning.” Tal threw up his hands. “She won’t listen to reason.”

“Because I haven’t heard one damn reasonable thing,” Kirsten spat out.

“Let’s all sit down and cool off, then we’ll work this out.” Mona reached for Kirsten, who backed away. 

Kirsten shook her head. “I need to leave before I lose what little respect I have left.”

“Honey, please,” Mona pleaded. 

“Don’t baby her,” Tal ground out. “That’s part of her problem.”

Kirsten kissed Mona on the cheek and walked out the door, but she could hear the conversation going on inside. 

“What did you say to her, and what is that on my table?” Mona yelled.

“It’s a box of damn doughnuts!”

*******

Kirsten didn’t go by Rusty’s house at her usual time, and Rusty was looking forward to showing off her picket fence project. She also wanted to talk about the latest variation of the dream and get Kirsten’s take on it. With no one to talk to and fresh out of projects, Rusty made a long list of things she needed from the hardware store and headed to her car. She spotted Stella in her own yard pulling weeds from one of her flowerbeds. Rusty glanced at the bridge sitting in the corner of her garage, taking up space, and sighed as she ventured across the street. 

Stella’s tiny butt stuck in the air as she stretched to reach a weed. She was wearing a pair of jeans and a button-down pink and white checked shirt that was tucked into the elastic waistband of her pants. She reminded Rusty of an elf. 

“Excuse me, Stella?” 

“You stop right there if you have trouble on your mind. As you can see, I have plenty of birds, and I’ll knock you out with one of them,” Stella said without looking up.

Rusty wanted to say that she’d yank up her own plastic flamingo and work Stella over with it in a heartbeat. Instead, she took a calming breath and said, “I made something you might like to have.”

“If it’s a grenade launcher, I’m listening, Achmed.”

Rusty’s patience began to wane. “I don’t know what put that crazy idea in your head, but I am not a terrorist. I built a wooden bridge—a lawn ornament that might look nice in your yard.”

“Why don’t you put it in your yard?” Stella continued to pull weeds.

“I already have the trellis and the picket section. I think the bridge would be too much.”

Stella glanced up at Rusty. “Why didn’t you offer it to Susan next door?”

“I’m trying to be nice, make peace. Do you want the bridge or not?”

Stella tossed a wad of weeds into a bag and stood slowly. “I’ll have a look at it.” As she and Rusty walked across the street, Stella pointed at the picket section. “What’re you gonna do with that?”

“Plant flowers around it.”

“That ain’t gonna work this time of year. Late August really isn’t the time to plant anything because of the heat. I can tell you, there isn’t much of a flower selection in the stores right now, either. They’re too busy rushing in the holidays. Most of them are already turning the lawn and garden sections into Christmas displays, and the temps are still in the nineties around here.”

“I can’t leave it out there…naked. What do you suggest to dress it up?”

Stella stopped at the end of Rusty’s driveway and rubbed her lower back as she thought. “I would make a container garden around it. You’d have to go to a nursery now to find the larger plants in pots, and you’d have to give them lots of water. When the fall comes, you can switch them out for mums. And after you blow something up, you’d be able to pack your plants pretty quick for the getaway.” Stella grinned when Rusty glared at her. “That was a joke. Where’s the bridge?”

“In here.” Rusty led Stella into the garage. 

Stella looked around curiously, then her gaze landed on the bridge. “Well now, that’s real cute,” she said as she ran her fingers over the handrail. “I can line my flamingos up as if each one was waiting a turn to cross it. Stella McGinnis doesn’t take charity, though. What do you want for it?”

Rusty shook her head. “Nothing, it’s a gift.”

“I can’t take it then. I’ll feel beholden, and I don’t like that. Name a price or a trade.”

Rusty understood and could relate to Stella’s logic, but she couldn’t take money from someone she assumed was on a fixed income. “Information is what I need. You tell me what plants will go best around the picket section, and the bridge is yours.”

Stella put out her hand. “You’ve got a deal, Achmed.”

“That is not my name.”

“I’m aware, but it’s how I know you, and I like the way the pronunciation kind of hangs in the back of my throat when I say it.”

Rusty regarded Stella’s hand still hanging in the air and shook it. “Deal, Irish potato head.”

“All right then, bring it on over.”

“There’s a problem. It’s heavy, and I can’t lift it by myself. Kirsten sometimes stops by, though, and when she does, I can get her to help me carry it over.”

Stella pulled her phone from the pocket of her jeans and made a call. “Hey, Kenny gave me his potato gun, and I’m about to test it on Achmed.” She pressed a button and slipped the phone back into her pocket. “She’s on her way. Let’s take a look at the area we’re gonna be working with.”

“I can’t believe you just did that,” Rusty said wide-eyed.

Stella winked. “She loves an excuse to come over here.”

Stella and Rusty walked over to the section of picket fence, and Stella gave it a close look. “What possessed you to only build one piece of fence and stick it in the middle of the lawn?”

“I noticed that someone else had done it down the street, and I liked the way it looked,” Rusty said with her hands on her hips.

“This area gets a lot of sun, so you’re gonna need something that can take the heat.” Stella rubbed her chin as she thought. “You want bright flowers, something showy. Verbena comes in a lot of different colors, and it’ll grow right over the side of a pot and put on a nice display. This time of year, the nicer larger pots are on sale, so you could pick up some for a steal. I can give you a bird or two to even out the look.”

Rusty’s eyes flashed open wide. “Thanks, but I’m going for a more natural look.”

“What’s more natural than a plastic flamingo?” Stella asked as Kirsten pulled up in front of Rusty’s house and jumped out of her car.

“I am not in the mood for bullshit today, Stella. You get your little butt back across the street and stay in your own yard. Where’s the gun?”

Stella threw up her hands. “I lied, but the good news is that Achmed and I are friends now.”

“Then why did you call me over here?” Kirsten asked as she stomped over to them.

Rusty wasn’t about to help Stella at this point. She remained silent and tried to look repentant. 

“Achmed and I need help moving the bridge to my yard,” Stella explained.

“I am the chief of police, not a one-woman moving company!”

Stella didn’t flinch. “You always help me when I need it. What’s got your panties in a wad today?”

“You could’ve told me what you needed when you called, but you got me here under false pretenses. It’s not out of the realm of possibility that you’d use a potato gun,” Kirsten spat out.

“Wait, you said she was harmless,” Rusty interjected.

Kirsten pinched the skin of her forehead. “She is, but all I heard was potato gun and feared the worst.”

“What’s a potato gun?” Rusty asked.

“It’s like a homemade cannon. Kenny shot pumpkins out of one he made last year,” Stella answered wide-eyed with glee. “You should’ve seen them explode. They spread out so many seeds that he’s got pumpkin vines growing all over his property.”

“Where do you want the bridge, Stella?” Kirsten asked wearily. 






  



















Chapter Fifteen





Rusty and Kirsten set the bridge on every square inch of Stella’s lawn until Stella decided on the perfect spot. Once their work was done, they fled to the safety of Rusty’s porch and drank tea while they watched Stella arrange her birds in a line on one side of the bridge. “You made a friend for life today,” Kirsten said drolly.

“I apologize for her calling you over that way. I didn’t realize she would do that when I told her I couldn’t move the bridge by myself. I should’ve called you then and told you the truth.” What Rusty didn’t admit was she wanted to see Kirsten, and the selfish side of her was happy that Stella had tricked Kirsten into a visit.

“I’m sorry I was so irritable when I got here. It’s been a really bad day,” Kirsten said before she took a drink of her tea.

“You look kinda glum and distracted too. I noticed that when we were humping that damn hunk of wood all over Stella’s yard. I had a bad day too.”

“My mom makes peace with food, and she sent me a text a little while ago to say she left a big pot of jambalaya in my refrigerator. Why don’t you come to my place around seven, we’ll eat, and blow off steam?”

Rusty thought for a moment, then said, “All right.”

*******

The directions that Kirsten had written out were easy to follow, and in a matter of minutes, Rusty pulled up in front of a house sitting atop long cement pilings. Every house along both sides of the street loomed above her in the air. Even the air-conditioning units were on stilts. She grabbed a container off her passenger’s seat and got out of her car, then climbed two flights of stairs. Rusty was a tad winded when Kirsten opened her door. “What do you do when this place floods?”

Kirsten smiled as she allowed her in. “We park in a dry zone and come in on boats.”

“Then what do you do when you’re here?”

Kirsten shrugged. “What we always do—live. We cook and eat, watch TV, and sleep, then we take a boat back to our cars and go to work.”

“You sleep with raging floodwaters rushing beneath your house.”

“That’s what they’re designed for.” Kirsten pointed at the container. “What’s that?”

“Salad, I felt I should contribute to the meal.”

“Well, we’ll eat yours then, and I’ll save the one I made to go with my lunches this week,” Kirsten said with a smile. “I told you not to bring anything.”

“Yeah, well, I’m told I don’t listen very well. What can I help with?”

“Just have a seat and tell me what you want to drink. I’ve got—well, I guess now you know,” Kirsten said as she watched Rusty open her fridge. 

“Where’s the plates and cutlery? I’ll set the table.”

“When you’re a guest in someone’s home, you let them wait on you if they decline your offer to assist with the meal preparation.”

Rusty opened a cabinet anyway and closed it when she didn’t find what she was looking for. “I feel like we’ve already bypassed the need for such pleasantries. We’re on equal footing, and I should assist in expediting this meal. Besides, I’m hungry, big hungry.”

“The glasses are in the cabinet to your left, I’d like tea. I have the plates right here, and I’ll load them up if you approve.”

“I do,” Rusty said with a nod. 

Rusty made the drinks and took out every bottle of salad dressing in the fridge and carried it all to the table. Kirsten brought the plates and went back for the salad while Rusty sought and found the cutlery. Once they were seated, Kirsten said, “Tell me about your day.”

“No, you go first. That’s fair because you’ve already listened to me talk about my life.”

Kirsten took a bite of her jambalaya and chewed slowly. She thought for a moment and said, “As you know, my dad was the former chief, and even though I’ve held the position a little over a year, everyone still treats him like he’s in charge. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not power hungry, but there are times he puts his nose into things he shouldn’t. He did that today.” Kirsten sighed. “That’s not really what I’m upset about. I’ve always had great respect for him, and I thought he’d set the standard that I was supposed to live up to. I’m learning, though, that he did things behind the scenes that weren’t admirable. Not only is that a great disappointment because it shatters my illusion of him, he expects me to do things the same way.”

Rusty’s knee-jerk reaction was to advise Kirsten to tell her dad to step back and remind him he wasn’t all that and a bag of chips. When she’d bared part of her soul, Kirsten didn’t respond by telling her what to do, and Rusty felt she shouldn’t, either. “What does he want you to do?”

“The peeping Tom thing has really blown up. For a small town full of people who have nothing better to talk about, this is really big news. The mayor wants a quick resolution, so he can look like the hero. He and my dad talk a lot, and I think that’s why Dad is pressuring me to arrest a boy who is the local troublemaker. I can’t and won’t do that because I don’t have any real evidence, but my dad basically told me I needed to trump up some charges.”

Rusty was thoughtful for a moment. “Is this something you can wait out? Won’t everyone get bored with the topic soon?”

“Yeah,” Kirsten said with a sigh. “That still doesn’t change the fact that I see my hero very differently now. It’s gonna take me a while to accept the new reality, and I don’t like it.”

“I understand, and I’m sorry.”

“Now tell me about your day,” Kirsten said before she took another bite of her dinner.

“I’m a dick. A really big ugly one.”

Kirsten covered her mouth to keep from spitting rice and chicken all over the table. She chewed quickly and swallowed. “Why do you think that?”

“Oh, I don’t think it, I know it. My mom was one too, and the little pecker didn’t fall far from the…dick tree. I loved her, she was the only family I had, but there’s a side of me that despises how mean she was. Now I am her, and I realized today that I’ve made Neil feel as shitty as I did. I’ve repeated the pattern of abuse, and I’m no better than she was despite all my efforts to be different.”

“They say that when you acknowledge a fault or a weakness, it’s the first step you make toward change.”

“I wonder if by doing that today I earned more leaves on my tree,” Rusty said glumly.

Kirsten’s brow shot up. “Okay, you’re gonna have to explain that.”

“I had the dream again last night,” Rusty admitted as she moved her salad around with her fork. “When I got to the house, there were a few new leaves on the tree, and it had buds. Mom showed up, and I asked her how it happened, and she said something weird like ‘you opened.’ I had no idea what she meant, and she wouldn’t elaborate, and that really pissed me off. I used to ask her things sometimes, especially when I needed help with homework, and she’d just stare at me and say nothing, which meant figure it out on your own. I didn’t like admitting that I needed help, especially to her, so her nonresponse always made me furious. In the dream, she wouldn’t explain what ‘opened’ meant, and I felt rage. Neil was in the dream, and he was saying things that made me angrier, and I woke up pissed off.”

Rusty set her fork down and propped her chin in her hand. “He called me this morning to tell me some good news. I didn’t want to hear that things at the office were going smoothly without me, so I just verbally swept his feet right out from under him.” Rusty blew out a breath. “He very nicely explained that I made him feel like my mother always made me feel, and that was when I realized that I’m a dick.”

Kirsten sighed. “We’re both dealing with some parental issues.”

“Yeah, but yours can be easily solved by telling your dad to step off.”

“There’s nothing easy about that,” Kirsten snapped. “A whole lifetime of belief and adoration has been flushed down the toilet.”

Rusty threw up her hands. “See, I told you, I’m a dick.”

“You don’t have to be. It won’t be easy, but you’re gonna have to restructure your thinking and how you do things. So am I.”

Rusty nodded. “The jambalaya is good.”

“It’s comfort food. Mom is trying to calm me through my stomach. I usually have breakfast with my parents in the mornings, and this is her way of telling me not to stop that. But I’m not going for a few days because I’m afraid of what I might say.”

“Say it to me.” Rusty waved a hand. “Don’t look at me like that, you know you want to get it out of your system.”

“Okay,” Kirsten said with a nod. “Then you have to tell off your mother.”

“This is um…more of a venting opportunity for you.”

“That’s the deal, take it or leave it.” Kirsten inhaled deeply. “I’m looking forward to purging my soul, so don’t let me down here.”

Rusty chewed her bottom lip. “All right, but we eat first. I need nourishment before I lose my mind on you.”

They ate in silence for a moment or two, and Kirsten said, “That was a really nice thing you did for Stella. The bridge made her happy, so you’re not a real dick.”

“She’s a strange bird, isn’t she?”

“Eccentric is the word my mother uses,” Kirsten said with a laugh. “She wrecks my nerves sometimes…a lot of times, but I still can’t help but love her. Stella has an odd way of handling things, but she really does have a good heart. You’re about to see that now that you’re in her favor.”





*******

“All right, be serious and just let it all roll out,” Rusty said and folded her arms.

She and Kirsten stood in the middle of Kirsten’s living room. Kirsten inhaled deeply and shook her hands as though she were loosening up to attempt some sort of athletic feat. She met Rusty’s gaze, her mouth popped open, and nothing came out, then she started to laugh.

“Look, it feels stupid to me, too, but Neil says he does this with his wife all the time, and he feels lighter and refreshed.” Rusty frowned. “He’s probably telling me off when he does that.”

“Provoke me, I think that’ll help. Say something insulting.”

Rusty nodded and set her hands on her hips. “I can do that.” She puckered her lips and looked as though she were about to go on a tirade, then laughed.

“This is dumb,” Kirsten said and scrubbed at her face.

“No, it’s not. Can I fuss at you like one of my employees?”

Kirsten pursed her lips and nodded. “Do it in my face, though. Be confrontational, that’ll rile me up.”

Rusty stepped up to Kirsten and said, “This is a business, you’re supposed to look and act like a professional when you’re in this building. What you’re wearing is appropriate for a hooker, not an administrative assistant.”

“Did you really say that to someone?” Kirsten asked, blinking rapidly.

Rusty shrugged. “More or less.”

“Have you ever been sued by an employee?”

“Neil says it’s just a miracle we haven’t,” Rusty said with a sigh. “Putting your clothes on is a basic skill set. Your pants should cover your butt, your shirt should cover your bra, which should cover your areolas.”

“Okay, this still isn’t working for me. Say something like…oh! A woman shouldn’t be the chief of police.”

Rusty shook her head vehemently. “I can’t do that. I’d bite my tongue off just trying to push that past my lips. Does your dad really feel that way?” she asked with her voice rising.

“I think he does. He makes comments like ‘you being a woman clouds your judgment.’ One time he got pissed at me and said my brothers had let him down because he wanted them to follow in his shoes, not me.”

“Oh, my God! Oh, my God!” Rusty bellowed as she walked in a circle. “I cannot tell you how angry that makes me.”

“I can see it.”

Rusty stepped up to Kirsten so close that their noses almost touched. “You must agree with that on some level. During your training, did they send you out of the room to sew dresses while the men learned to investigate murder so as not to offend your delicate sensibilities? When they taught you how to shoot, did they move your target in closer than the men’s? When you graduated, did your diploma or whatever certificate they gave you say ‘honorable mention’ or ‘we had to give her this because she’s a woman’?”

“I graduated at the top of my class, I had to! I had to be better or at the very least equal with my male peers. That was the standard I set for myself. If they were handing out breaks, I sure as hell wasn’t gonna take one. Maybe I was appointed chief because of my dad, and the good ol’ boys club thought they could manipulate me like they did him, but they’re dead wrong. If that’s what they wanted, they bet on the wrong horse,” Kirsten said, shaking with rage.

Rusty knew she had hit all the right buttons. Kirsten’s eyes were huge, her jaw set. Rusty pushed a little harder, almost fearful of the explosion she might cause.

“It must be an embarrassment to your dad when you refuse to do what he tells you. I’m sure he thinks you’re his puppet. You know, he’s really still chief, and you’re just acting the part.”

“I am the chief!” Kirsten yelled. “The position is mine regardless of why they gave it to me. I take care of everyone in this town, not just the mayor’s favorites. I conduct my business above board because I will not continue a legacy of corruption. Living up to my own convictions is more important to me than making my dad look like the hero.”

Kirsten wrapped her arms around herself as her face contorted. “He’s not the man I thought he was,” she said and sucked in a breath between clenched teeth. 

“That disappoints you?”

“Well, yeah,” Kirsten said angrily.

“Then I’m your dad. Tell me that.”

For a moment, Kirsten looked as though she’d go off again but shook her head. “I can’t. I don’t want to say something that would devastate him. Even pretending hurts too much. I still love him.” She sighed. “I guess that’s why they say love is blind because you’d rather look past the faults.”

“Until they pile up too high, and that’s all you can see.”

“Is that what happened with your mother?” Kirsten watched Rusty walk over to the window.

“No,” Rusty said somberly. “She could never make that mountain big enough to make me completely hate her, but life would’ve been easier if I could have. I wish I could find the chip inside me that made me crave her approval and destroy it. She’s dead now, and I still feel the need to impress her.”

“I guess that’s why she figures predominately in your dream.” Kirsten sank down wearily on her sofa, exhausted from her emotional purge. 

“Isn’t it sad that I’m almost forty, and I have mommy issues?”

“I think everyone wrestles with something a parent did or didn’t do. Even the parents that try to do everything just right screw up because they’re human. Tell me one sweet memory you have of your mother.”

Rusty had to think on the answer a long time. “I was walking home from school one day with friends…I think I might’ve been in the sixth grade. I don’t know why she did it, but one of the girls karate-kicked a trash can, and stuff spilled out all over the place. We all ran, but I knew someone probably saw what happened, and it would get back to my mother, so I went back and picked up the trash. The woman that owned the house came out, and even though I was cleaning up, she went off on me. I picked it all up, and I just walked away. That night, the woman came to our house right after Mom got home from work and met her in the driveway. She told Mom that I’d kicked her can over and didn’t mention that I had cleaned everything up. The lady that lived next door to us and kept an eye on me rushed to my defense and said she saw and heard everything that happened and recounted everything the woman said to me.”

Rusty laughed softly. “Mom grabbed that woman by the shirt and tossed her into the street like a rag doll, and she told her if she ever spoke to me again like that, she’d be stuffed in a trash can.”

Kirsten’s brow rose. “I was thinking of something along the lines of a bedtime story being read, maybe a well-placed Band-Aid.”

“Oh, no.” Rusty shook her head and turned away from the window. “Justine Martinez did not do bedtime stories and kisses good night. Bonding time was spent teaching me how to balance a checkbook when I was twelve or how to iron the perfect crease in a pair of pants. She kissed me once, and that was when I fell out of a tree and didn’t die.”

Kirsten remembered being showered with so much affection from her mother it was embarrassing. She hated to miss the bus because that meant Mona would drive her to school, and right in the parking lot in front of everyone, Mona would smear her cheeks with lipstick kisses. It was humiliating for a teenager, especially when Mona would roll down her window and yell, “I love you” a dozen times as Kirsten fled in horror. 

“Why didn’t you go to college? Your financial situation probably would’ve afforded you a boatload of assistance.”

Rusty’s brow furrowed. “What makes you think I didn’t?”

“I read an article about you in some Baton Rouge business magazine. It said you started Smart Shopper literally out of the back of your car at eighteen. You shopped for elderly neighbors who couldn’t do it for themselves, and that’s where the idea was born.”

“I didn’t have the time for school. I saw an untapped market. There weren’t any shopping services in Baton Rouge. Word of mouth took off so fast, I couldn’t keep up with the load alone. I’d gone to high school with Neil. He was a nerd but smart and trustworthy, and most importantly, he had a car. He was going to LSU then, but between classes, he helped make the deliveries. People paid us for what we picked up, a delivery charge, and tips. We mainly serviced the elderly, but the money started flowing when I started going door to door with fliers in neighborhoods full of young families. Business boomed again, and I needed more people, cars, and better organization, and I didn’t have the capital for that.”

Rusty walked over to a chair near Kirsten and sat. “Neil’s dad owned his own company, and he was really impressed with what we were doing. So he told me to draw up a business plan. Neil and I worked on it for a week, and after his dad took a look at it, he gave us a loan.” Rusty smiled. “We paid it back in the first year. Of course, I ate soup every meal to make that happen, but we did it. Smart Shopper skyrocketed after that.”

“That’s extremely impressive,” Kirsten said with a nod.

“I have to credit my mom with most of my success. She taught me a strong work ethic and to never give up. The problem is, I feel like I’ve given up by coming here. I faced a problem, and instead of dealing with it, I retreated.”

“Could you possibly change your perspective on that?” Kirsten sat up straight. “You’re not a robot, you can’t just work nonstop without physical repercussions. Sometimes, you have to take a break and reevaluate what’s important, and I don’t think you ever allow yourself to do that.”

Rusty laughed. “That’s your way of saying I needed a vacation.”

“No, what I’m saying is, you’ve been fighting for success all your adult life. Maybe that’s why you act like a dick.” Kirsten shrugged. “I’m just spitballing. Your mom wasn’t affectionate, but it sounds like she knew how to get things done, and you employ those tactics sometimes. That still doesn’t make you her. But if after this time of personal evaluation, you go back and behave the same way…you might be a dick. That may kill you because the constant war has already taken a toll on your body. What do you do to relax?”

“I used to have a couple of vodka tonics, then I went to sleep.” Rusty smacked her lips. “I thought that worked out pretty well, but my doctor says no.”

“Tomorrow is Saturday, and I usually take my boat out early in the morning. It’s pretty and peaceful, very relaxing. I just clear my mind and relax. You should come with me.”

“How early are we talking?”

Kirsten smiled. “I leave the dock just before sunrise.”

Rusty stood. “If I’m going to do that, I should go home now. Thank you for dinner and giving me a lot to mentally process.”

Kirsten got up too, and followed Rusty to the door. “I do feel better after getting a few things off my chest. Thanks for listening.”

“Hey, and thank you for not making me role-play,” Rusty said as she stepped outside.

“I was prepared to, but you opened up, and I didn’t see the sense in pushing you.”

Rusty stared at Kirsten for a second and whispered, “Opened.” Her gaze darted back and forth for a moment. “I have to go to sleep right now.”

Kirsten was stunned as she watched Rusty race down the stairs and jog to her car. “Well, good night.”






  



















Chapter Sixteen





“I talked! I opened, and that’s how I got all of this,” Rusty said as she took in the dreamscape around her. Sprigs of grass were shooting up through the ash. Bright green leaves were sprouting on the branches of the trees above her. She waited anxiously for Justine to show and see what she had done.

The familiar figure didn’t manifest in the fog. “Where’re you at, Mom? Come see what I did. I made something happen.”

Justine didn’t show, and irritation rose within Rusty the longer she waited. “Oh,” she said loudly with a sardonic laugh. “You’re not going to show up because you’ll be forced to admit that I finally did something right. You only want to be here when you have a reason to chastise me.”

“I’m proud of you.”

Rusty whirled around and found Neil back in the house with his chair. He was sitting in it with one leg thrown over an arm. “That’s great, Neil, thanks, but I’m waiting on her to show up and acknowledge what I’ve done.”

“Why can’t you be happy in your own accomplishment?” 

“I am, but she needs to see it too.”

“But she won’t,” Neil said in that placating tone that made Rusty’s skin crawl. “She won’t see it, you have to accept that.”

“I don’t have to accept shit. It pisses me off to no end that she didn’t come here today. This is just like her. She can’t let me have one victory. I can’t win with her.” Rusty threw her hands up. “Who treats their kid like that? She’s supposed to love me and want what’s best for me.”

“If you’re a success, then you won’t need her anymore. Perhaps that’s why she didn’t come.” Neil shrugged and sounded just like Kirsten did when he said, “I’m just spitballing here.”

“Have you been talking to Kirsten?”

“How can I, we haven’t even met yet? I like what you did with the bridge,” Neil said and pointed at it.

All of Rusty’s focus was on the greenery, she didn’t notice that the bridge she’d given Stella was right beside his chair. “I didn’t do that. Who puts a bridge in a kitchen?”

Neil looked around. “I think this is the living room. That’s what it looks like to me anyway. Come in and tell me what you think.”

Rusty tried to take a step but couldn’t move. “I’m stuck.” She looked down at her feet.

“It’s because you don’t love yourself. What you see inside makes you sad.”

“What?” Rusty asked as her anger flared again. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Neil leaned his head back against the chair. “There’s so much space in here, it’s all just waiting to be filled up.”

“Oh, no, don’t you start talking in riddles like Mom does. You’re the one person aside from Kirsten that gives it to me straight. Lay it out, Neil.”

“Do you ever wonder what’s in her house?”

“I don’t have to, I’ve been in it. I liked all the windows and the open floor plan between the kitchen and den. I think she could’ve done a better job with the furniture, though. Nothing matches. Her things look like she picked them up at a secondhand store.” Rusty shuddered. “I hate those places. You just don’t know how the people that owned that stuff lived. Some nasty slob who never bathed could’ve donated Kirsten’s chair. I wonder if she’s ever thought about that. I should tell her in case she hasn’t deep cleaned. Her place did have a homey feel to it, though. I think she probably had more to do with that than the house itself. She’s a nice person, and I think she’s probably very genuine.” Rusty sighed happily as she gazed up at a tree. “Look at my leaves, Neil, there’s a lot of them.”

“There could be more.” 

Rusty turned and found Justine standing nearby. “I’ve got grass growing, leaves on my trees, I’m making things happen. You have to admit that.”

“What about that?” Justine pointed to the house. “There’s only Neil inside, and you have so many empty rooms.”

“No.” Rusty shook her head. “You’re not going to take this victory from me. Look at what I’ve done. Tell me you see it.”

“What I see is a lot of work still left to do. I won’t praise you for a job that’s only halfway complete.”

Rusty stomped her foot. “Acknowledge the progress then!”

“You be happy if you want to,” Justine said nonchalantly. “If that satisfies you.”

“I am happy, and you know why? Because it’s killing you that I did something right.”

Justine’s lips parted, but it wasn’t her voice that Rusty heard. “Clouds will roll in later this afternoon bringing a chance of rain to our area. Today’s high is ninety-two with overnight temps in the mid-seventies.”

Rusty sat up and slapped at the clock radio beside her bed. “Thanks for the weather report, Justine,” she snapped as she climbed out of bed.

*******

Kirsten was already in her boat and ready to go when she saw Rusty pull up and get out of her car. She was happy to see her and looked forward to sharing something she enjoyed. Kirsten had also packed up a few fishing rods in case Rusty wanted to try her luck.

“Good morning, I brought—”

“She refused to look at my leaves. Neil said she wouldn’t, but I thought once she showed up, she’d have to at least acknowledge what I had done. I have grass growing, buds on branches, I have greenery everywhere!” Rusty stomped onto the deck. “She just pointed at the unfinished house and griped that it wasn’t finished. How do I get in here?”

“You take my hand and step on the seat,” Kirsten said. 

Rusty grabbed Kirsten’s hand, climbed into the boat, and continued to rant. “A job half done, that’s how she sees it. You know what? I’m happy with my progress. It’s supposed to be sunny today, but it’s going to rain this afternoon.”

“O…kay, thanks for the weather report. How much coffee have you had?”

“One cup.” Rusty’s hands shook as she pulled a packet of gum from her pocket and stuck a piece into her mouth. 

“Just sit down and try to relax,” Kirsten said as she threw off the lines. “I’ll take you for a nice ride, and you’ll see some pretty sights. We might even see some deer.”

“You see cute furry creatures, I see bait. I don’t want to be wherever they are because something is probably hiding in the shadows ready to make them breakfast. If the deer get away, guess what? We’re the next best thing.”

Kirsten sat in the driver’s seat. “I’ve been coming out here for ages, and I’ve never been eaten.”

“Of course not, you’re here driving the boat, so what you just said makes no sense. Just because that hasn’t happened yet doesn’t mean it won’t, so stay away from the bank.”

“Okay,” Kirsten agreed with a nod as she pulled away from the dock. “Would you remind me about the leaves?”

“I think I’ve figured out how to make them. The first time I ‘opened’ up to you about the heart attack and the dream, the next time I had it, there were some leaves on my tree. We talked last night, and I had more leaves and grass coming in. What pissed me off was Mom showed up and wouldn’t acknowledge my progress.”

“What that sounds like to me is you’re still seeking her approval,” Kirsten said gently.

“No, it means she pisses me off.”

“Well, that too,” Kirsten conceded. “You had success nevertheless, so pat yourself on the back.”

“You sound like Neil. He was in the dream too, sitting in the house Mom wants me to finish. What does the house represent?”

Kirsten shook her head. “I’m clueless on that one.”

“All right.” Rusty blew out a breath and said, “Let’s talk about something else. Are you a Cajun?”

“Nope.”

“Then why do you sound like one?”

“Because I’ve lived here surrounded by them all my life,” Kirsten said with a laugh. “It’s gonna happen to you too. One day, you’ll say gazz instead of gas.”

Rusty watched how the sky changed as the sun rose. Mist hung low on the water, large white birds perched in the trees along the bayou. “All right, this is pretty,” she admitted begrudgingly. She pointed at one of the birds. “You better stay up there because if you come down here, you’re gonna die.”

“That was so nice of you to point out because I’m sure that never crossed that bird’s mind,” Kirsten said with a grin.

Rusty ignored the quip and asked, “So you don’t work on the weekends?”

“I’m supposed to work seven to four five days a week. I say that because sometimes I do get called out at night. Two of my officers work four twelve-hour shifts at night, then I have part-timers cover their shifts on the weekends. There’s supposed to be two officers working the same shift during the day, but I fill one of those slots to keep us under budget, so we can afford new equipment. Small town, small money. On Fridays, I have two of the part-time officers working, so that gives me time to work on the administrative stuff I hate. Yesterday, I spent a lot of time in the mayor’s office being lectured on how to deal with a peeping Tom.”

“It’s creepy thinking that someone might be watching me through my windows, but why is such a big deal being made over this? I mean, you don’t often see people being arrested for that in the news…unless they raped someone in addition.”

“Right,” Kirsten said with a nod. “I’ve been doing research on the behavior, and while some experts disagree, what I took from it was voyeuristic behavior is often the precursor to sexual assault. At the moment, I’m torn between what my gut tells me and the facts.”

“What are the facts?” Rusty asked with concern.

“I don’t have anything concrete to lead me in any direction. No one has actually seen anyone at their windows. They’ve just found indicators that someone was outside.”

Rusty folded her arms and nodded. “And what is your gut saying?”

“That this could’ve been going on longer than we realized, and we may have a peeper that could escalate to predator.”

“That’s disconcerting.”

“That’s why I told you that night not to exercise after dark, but don’t worry, Stella is watching your place very closely,” Kirsten said with a smile. “She’s been nocturnal since her husband died, so you can rest assured she’s on guard until dawn.”

“And what is she going to do if the guy comes to my window—hit him with a bird?”

Kirsten glanced at Rusty. “No, she’ll call 911 and me. I can guarantee you, I’ll get there faster than anyone else.”

Rusty put on a brave act, even though what Kirsten had said made her squeamish. “Well, like I said, I grew up in a rough neighborhood, and you learn to stay on your toes.”

“How’d you get your nickname, Janine?” Kirsten asked with a smile.

“Wow, you really have been doing some reading,” Rusty said with a partial smile. “I wanted to be a blonde in my teens because they always seemed more popular. Mom said no, but I went out and bought a bleaching kit anyway while she was at work. Regardless of the penalties, I was determined to do what I was going to do. I left the bleach on my hair much longer than the directions said to, and it still wasn’t blond. I called a friend who told me to rinse it out or it would burn my hair off, so I did, and I was left with a head full of orange hair. When Mom saw it, she decided the perfect punishment was not to fix it.” Rusty shrugged. “I was going to dye it back brown anyway when she wasn’t home, but the same friend I called for help said she nearly went bald trying to fix a mess she made. She told me I had to let it rest for a little while. Mom started calling me Rusty, and I actually liked it, but I didn’t let on that I did. When people picked on me about it at school, I just grinned and told them to call me Rusty. It stuck. Everybody has a nickname, what’s yours?”

Kirsten’s face flushed red. “I’ve been called a lot of things.”

“I’m not going to be comfortable telling you things if you don’t share stuff with me. I need more leaves, so spill it.”

Kirsten sighed loudly and smiled. “Poot.”

“Is that the nickname, or are you really saying, ‘Shit, she’s right, I have to tell her’?”’

“Stella helped Mom with me, and according to her, every time she changed my diaper, I did that.” Kirsten held up a hand. “I couldn’t help it, they crammed me full of pureed prunes, my poor little baby intestinal tract couldn’t handle the pressure. No one calls me that anymore because I carry a gun. If you make the mistake of calling me that, I will shoot you in the foot.”

Rusty clamped her lips together tightly, then asked, “May I laugh?”

“Oh, sure, have a chuckle on me.”

Rusty’s cackle echoed over the bayou and ran the birds from the trees. “Poot, how cute,” she cried. 

“I said a chuckle, not a howl,” Kirsten ground out and laughed. She turned into a canal, and after a minute or so, they came out into a much larger bayou. She killed the motor and allowed the boat to drift. “This is where I like to just sit and stare.”

“And what exactly does that do for you again?” Rusty asked as she looked around.

“It just gives me a chance to clear my head. It’s very mentally refreshing, and it calms my nerves.”

“All right, let’s do that.” Rusty propped her chin in her hand and scanned the banks for alligators, bears, and anything else capable of eating a human. She managed a whole five minutes of silence before she said, “Hey, there’s a pterodactyl staring at us.”

“That’s a blue heron,” Kirsten said patiently. “He’s not paying us any mind, he’s hunting for food.”

“I see his eye, and it’s on us. We’re breakfast,” Rusty argued. 

“I’ve never been attacked by a heron, and I don’t know anyone who has.”

Rusty fanned a hand at Kirsten. “I think we need to leave.”

“Rusty, it’s just a bird.”

“With a damn beak that looks like a sword. It could run me through.”

“You have more of a chance of being stabbed by me than that bird.” Kirsten slapped the side of the boat and yelled. She sighed as she watched the heron fly away. “You’re safe now.”

“Thank you.” Rusty propped her chin in her hand again, and for a moment, it seemed that she was going to be quiet. “If we sank right now, what would happen?”

Kirsten’s eyelids fluttered. “We’d get wet, but that’s not gonna happen unless you knock me out, take control of the boat, and run us into something.”

Rusty chuckled. “I have a mental picture of that. I’m driving, the wind is in my hair, and you’re lying on the floor out cold being jostled around.”

“And this you find funny?”

“Yeah, in a maniacal kind of way, you know, like a dark comedy.” Rusty shook her head. “All right, silence, clear my head.”

Kirsten was expecting another round of commentary, so she didn’t try to go into her mental happy place. She watched as Rusty stared at the water, squirmed around, then pressed a button that made a compartment pop open. Rusty closed it and pressed the button again.

“Oh, my God, you’re like Donkey in the Shrek movies,” Kirsten exclaimed. “Are you capable of sitting still?”

Rusty jerked a thumb at herself. “I’m a high-performance machine. If I’m still, I’m asleep, and even then, I’m told I kind of jog in place…like a dog when it dreams.”

“Do you ever allow yourself to get into a relaxed state when you’re not sleeping? It could be in front of the TV or while having a massage?”

“Um…kind of. I don’t like strangers touching me, so I don’t go for massages. I usually go through my email when I’m watching TV, and frankly, I’d be doing that now, but Neil froze my mail account.” Rusty threw up a hand. “But I’m relaxed when I do that.”

“Okay, I want you to try something. Look at the sky, focus on the puffy clouds, and try not to allow any thoughts to invade your mind. Do that now.”

Rusty gazed up at the sky, and she remained still for about thirty seconds before she began drumming her fingers on her knees. A few minutes passed by, Rusty stared at the sky, Kirsten stared at her. Then she began to move her head from side to side, and after that, she popped the knuckle on her index finger. Kirsten couldn’t suppress the laugh that bubbled up within her, even though it ruined the silent moment. 

“I win,” Rusty said triumphantly.

“It wasn’t a contest, you overgrown kid.” Kirsten picked up her thermos. “Coffee?”

“You’re a lesbian, right?”

Kirsten nodded. “Coffee?”

“I knew it the minute we met. I wasn’t sure you knew, though.”

“I wasn’t sure about you until I read that article.” Kirsten poured coffee into a cup and asked, “Do you want this?”

“Yes, and I wasn’t talking about you knowing I was. I’m saying I wasn’t sure you knew you were gay. Some women don’t.” Rusty raised the cup when Kirsten handed it to her. “When I saw you, I knew for certain.”

“Have you been drinking this morning?” Kirsten asked seriously.

“No,” Rusty said as her face tensed. “I’m having a hard time adjusting to this new life. I haven’t set an alarm since I came here, but this morning, I did. I sprung out of bed half asleep, thinking I needed to get dressed and go to work, then…I realized I was coming out here.” She clamped her cup with both hands and squeezed it. “I feel like I’ve lost my sense of purpose, and I’m out of sorts.”

“Ah,” Kirsten said with a nod. “You know what you need? Breakfast.”

*******

“This is probably the best omelet I’ve ever eaten in my life,” Rusty said before taking the last bite and looking around. “I seriously thought this was a bait shop, though.”

The store did in fact sell bait, but after the struggle it took to get Rusty inside, Kirsten decided not to admit that. “I swear, the kitchen is very clean. I’ve been back there a few times, and I know Mark and Cindy Pace really well. They make the best omelets in town.”

“I’ve just never eaten a meal in a convenience store before.”

“Oh, but it’s so much more,” Kirsten said with a laugh. “If you need boots, they’ve got ’em. You can find knives, tools, and even cans of soup. It’s your one-stop shop.”

“How do you have a love life in this town? Do you have to import lesbians?”

Kirsten raised her cup to her lips and said, “There’s quite a few that live here,” before she took a drink. “They’re not all in the closet, either.”

“I just kind of got the impression that our people don’t live in small Bible Belt towns. Safety in numbers, you know, and larger cities are more accepting.”

“Times are changing. Like anywhere else, we do have our narrow minds who still feel they have the right to dictate how one lives, but for the most part, my sisters and I are judged on character, not our sexuality. With that said, it’s much harder for a man to be out in a small town, at least that’s what I’ve observed here. I think the good ol’ boys feel threatened by them.”

“So why are you single?” Rusty asked, meeting Kirsten’s gaze.

“I could ask you the same.”

“No time.” Rusty shrugged. “It’s hard to maintain a relationship when you go to the office at seven a.m. and stay until eight in the evening. As Neil says, I’m a workaholic. It’s my first love. What’s your excuse?”

“I date,” Kirsten said casually. “I just haven’t found anyone that inspires me to commit. I’m of the mind that the right one will come at the right time, and I’ll know when I meet her.”

Rusty’s brow furrowed. “How will you know that?”

“I think I’ll just know,” Kirsten said with a shrug. “When I saw the house that I live in, I knew it was the one for me, and I wasn’t even shopping for a place then. Something inside of me cried out ‘this is the one,’ so I bought it.”

“What if it hadn’t been for sale then? Would you have still felt that way?”

“I don’t know. It came at the right time,” Kirsten said with a laugh. “That’s all I can tell you. It was just meant to be.”

Rusty still looked confused. “So…you think you’re going to find your life mate the same way.”

“It could happen. Haven’t you ever met someone or saw something, and it or they just called to you?”

“I researched everything I’ve ever bought, my car, my condo to make sure they’d suit my needs and wants.” Rusty picked up her coffee cup and took a sip, thinking she’d approached dating the same way. 

“Have you ever just gone with your gut?” Kirsten put her hand on her stomach. “It just hits you right here and you know.”

“I’m…apparently missing the gut chip. That must be a cop thing.”

“Maybe,” Kirsten said with a smile, but as she gazed at Rusty, she felt that subtle knowing. Unlike her house, though, Rusty didn’t appear to be on the market.

*******

“Hey, Chief, we have a situation,” Mitch said when Kirsten answered her phone. “The wife and I are visiting Joanie Sikes, and she lives a few houses down from Noah Whitehead. I just saw Andy and Greg arrest Noah, and I asked them what was going on. Noah broke into Chip Wale’s son’s car last night, Chip caught the theft on video. I thought you should know because you’re kind of protective of the boy.”

“Let’s get something straight, I’m not protecting Noah. Everyone seems to want to hang him for this peeper shit, but you know we don’t have any evidence,” Kirsten said as she guided the boat to her dock. 

“That’s why I’m calling you. They no sooner had the cuffs on Noah than Ben Hoskins started telling people that we have the peeper. Now if it was Chip’s son that did the theft, Ben would take care of him, but Noah is nobody. Guilty or not, he ain’t never gonna be able to come home because in everyone’s mind, he’s already been convicted and labeled a pervert. Somebody in Ben’s inner circle will break that boy to pieces if he comes back around, and we ain’t gonna be able to do shit about it. Now you know why I spend most of my time sleeping on shift. Let me ask you something. Ben goes up for re-election next year, you gonna run?”

“Hell no,” Kirsten said with disgust.

“Good, because I think my chances would be slim if I had to compete with you. Can I count on your vote?”

Kirsten would’ve cast her ballot for a snail before she would’ve considered voting for Ben Hoskins. “Yeah, you got it.”

“I’ve already got my slogan, ‘Time to switch, vote for Mitch.’ My personal favorite, though, is, ‘Don’t just sit and bitch, get off your ass and vote for Mitch.’”

“I like that, and thanks for calling me.” When the call ended, Kirsten was red-faced as she tied her boat off. “I have to go. My time off has been cut short.”

“Did something bad happen?” Rusty asked with concern as she climbed onto the pier.

Kirsten followed close behind her. “Yeah, but I don’t have time to explain. I’ll catch up with you later.”






  








 











Chapter Seventeen





Kirsten walked into the station and went directly to the holding cell where Noah sat looking defiant. “Are you only rocking one-third of your frontal lobe?” she asked him.

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Are you crazy? You broke into a councilman’s car?” Kirsten asked angrily.

“I saw on TV that I don’t have to answer questions without a lawyer. You’re gonna have to wait till he gets here.”

“Noah, this isn’t where you’re gonna stay. You’ll be transferred to the parish prison. I hope your court-appointed attorney is a good one.” Kirsten turned and walked out of the station to the mayor’s office next door. 

Ben Hoskins was dressed in a pair of shorts and a yellow polo shirt. He still had on his golf shoes and stood outside talking to a reporter for the local paper. He glanced at Kirsten as he said with a smile, “I keep this town clean, and like I told you, there would be a quick resolution to this peeper matter.” When he finished speaking with the reporter, he waved Kirsten over. “Let’s go inside and talk.”

There was nobody in the building, so when Ben unlocked the main door and allowed her inside, she stopped biting her tongue. “You have the peeper?” she said, barely able to keep her tone even. “Is there some evidence that cropped up that I haven’t been made privy to?”

“Noah broke into one of Chip’s vehicles. He was caught by a video camera mounted in plain sight on Chip’s house. People just want to hear good news, that’s what I gave them today. They don’t really care if it’s the truth. I’ve already told the arresting officers not to discuss any details of the case even with their families. I expect you to do the same and personally call any off-duty staff that I haven’t already spoken to and give them that message.”

Kirsten folded her arms. “You just hung that boy out to dry for something we’re not sure he even did. He’s being judged in the court of public opinion right now, and you know around here that’s a big deal.”

“He’s a shitbird, Kirsten. He’s been nothing but trouble. Whatever he gets, he brought on himself. This peeper business is over. I expect you and your whole department to back up what I say, you hear me?”

“I’m not gonna perpetuate a lie or cover up any new evidence I find just to make you look good. That’s not my job.”

Ben laughed, but when he spoke, his tone was harsh. “Your father never spoke to me that way, and as sure as I’m standing here, I am not gonna take it from you. I’ve got a town full of upset paranoid people. My mother won’t even stay at her own house. By your own admission, you don’t have anything, so this guy is a phantom, a scary story, that’s all it is. I’ve built my reputation on the low crime rate and safe living in this town. I am not going to let that be damaged by some horny rotten kid that’s been a piece of shit since the day he was born. This meeting is over. Now go and inform your people of what I said, and if I hear anything contrary, your dad will come out of retirement in a heartbeat.”

Without a word, Kirsten walked out of the building distraught, not over the confrontation, but because some of what Ben had to say made sense. She began to wonder if the feeling churning in her gut was clouding the facts and she was overreacting. The only high side to all of it was that with Ben’s propaganda, the peeper—if he existed—might be comfortable enough to make another move. Hopefully, her people would catch him before he took his voyeurism to the next level.

*******

When Rusty returned from the boat ride with Kirsten, Stella met her in the driveway before she could fully get out of her car. She had found a sale at a nursery in the next town and handed Rusty the circular. Rusty didn’t bother going back into the house and went shopping. Stella met her again as soon as Rusty returned home.

“Achmed, you went wild.” Stella watched Rusty unload several huge pots, bags of planting dirt, fertilizer, and verbena in every color. 

“I got you half a dozen fresh birds since your flamingos have faded a bit,” Rusty said as she pulled them from her trunk. 

Stella looked like a child on Christmas morning. “Six,” she squeaked. “You know, no one appreciates the beauty of a flamingo anymore. You don’t see them in a lot of yards these days, and they’re downright hard to find. Now don’t get offended, but I’m not gonna put these out all at once. Someone might be tempted to steal them when I’m away from home. I’ll just replace my current birds as they die.”

“All…all right,” Rusty said wide-eyed as Stella bear hugged her hips. 

“You’ve done me a solid favor, Achmed. Now I’m gonna help you plant all these flowers in your pots. Hoist those bags of dirt, let’s get busy.”

Rusty hauled everything over to her section of picket fence, then she and Stella arranged the pots. Once the dirt was in, Stella showed Rusty how to remove the plants from their containers, break the root ball, and arrange them in the potting soil. Rusty found the work surprisingly enjoyable.

“How come you ain’t married?” Stella asked.

“I haven’t had time for that, and besides, it’s only just become legal for me.”

Stella looked up from her planting. “You’re one of those?”

Rusty figured this was the point where her new friendship with Stella would take an ugly turn, but she nodded anyway. “I am.”

Stella shook her head and pulled another verbena from its container. “You people are springing up faster than the weeds in my flowerbeds. Who knew there were so many of you? I suppose you and Kirsten are dating then.”

“No, we’re just friends.”

“Good, keep it that way. She’s an idiot.”

Rusty sat back on her haunches. “You’re kidding, right?”

“I’ve known that girl all her life. She’s dumb as a post, and you can do better.” Stella winked. “Find yourself a pretty woman.”

“I find Kirsten very intelligent and engaging to talk to. I really don’t understand why you would say that about her.”

“And homely. That child hit every branch in the ugly tree when she fell out. Not even that smart little haircut of hers does her any favors.” Stella shook her head. “Poor thing.”

“She’s a very attractive woman. What’re you—you’re playing me, aren’t you?” 

“Okay, you might be the dumb one. Pretty but slow.” Stella nodded. “Now I know you think she’s cute and smart. You probably wouldn’t have admitted that if I asked for your impression outright.”

Stella was right. Rusty wouldn’t have freely offered that information. She’d noticed Kirsten’s looks, but her mind had been so occupied with all the changes going on inside her that Rusty hadn’t spent time mulling Kirsten in that way. “She’s a good person,” Rusty said and went back to work.

“She is, and I figure she’s interested in you because she comes around here a lot.”

“I can’t get involved with Kirsten because I’m not going to be here for long. When my…vacation is over, I’ll have to go back to Baton Rouge. I have a condo and a business there.”

Stella stopped working again and stared at Rusty as though she was insane. “You came here for a vacation? You don’t know how to get to Florida or the Grand Canyon?”

“I just wanted a quiet place to unwind and get my thoughts together.”

“Achmed, I’m a skilled detective, even though I don’t have any legitimate training. I’ve watched enough cop shows to know how the game is played. And I can tell that you’re lying. Why are you hiding in Ancelet Bay?” Stella held up a finger. “If the truth doesn’t come out of your mouth, you can bet I’ll find it elsewhere.”

Rusty sighed and wiped at the sweat forming on her brow. Her story tumbled out of her mouth. She admitted having a heart attack, being a workaholic, and having what she termed her mommy issues. Stella made herself comfy in the grass and listened to all Rusty had to say without interruption. 

“So there you have it,” Rusty said with a wave of her hand. “I’m a messed-up human being, which is another reason I can’t get involved with Kirsten.”

“You ain’t no different from anybody else. We’ve all got issues in some form or another. Don’t be too hard on your departed momma, though. She raised you by herself and worked outside the home too. I don’t imagine she had a lot of energy to spare. I brought up three kids, and though I had a husband, I often felt I was doing the job all by myself.” 

Stella picked at the dirt under her nails. “You do the best you can, but you make a lot of mistakes. One day, they’re just running around in diapers tearing up everything, and it seems like the next, they’re gone and busy with their own lives. They don’t show up again unless it’s for the holidays or when you get stuck in a storeroom with no windows and no tools to pry your way out, and you’re declared missing for twenty-four hours.”

Rusty’s brow shot up. “You got locked in your storeroom?”

“Not mine. I could’ve jimmied that lock in a heartbeat. I was on a surveillance mission at a rental house across town. Nasty people making drugs. Anyway, I was there doing recon, and someone came out unexpectedly, so I went into the storeroom attached to the garage, and that bastard locked the door. The only thing in that room with me was a tarp and a bucket of paint. I had nothing to work with. That was also the time I learned to always keep my cellphone on my person,” Stella said and patted her pocket. “There was a sink in there, and I was able to get water, but I was forced to relieve myself in the paint bucket. It took me a long time to get that beige ring off my bottom. I spent the night in there, and the next afternoon, I heard kids playing, so I yelled until one of them heard me and came to the door. Kirsten and my son showed up a little later and boosted me.”

“You could’ve been killed by a meth head, you realize that, right?” Rusty said.

“Yes, Kirsten and my son made that point crystal clear.”






  



















Chapter Eighteen





Mona arrived at Stella’s house just after dark and gave her the inside scoop she’d learned from Tal, which echoed everything Ben Hoskins had to say. “So the peeper case is closed, and we can rest until the next mission comes along.”

Stella pursed her lips and steepled her fingers as she thought for a moment. “You’re telling me Noah was caught peeping at the Wales’ place?”

Mona nodded. “That’s what Tal said.”

“Chip is a divorced bachelor, ugly as sin, and he ain’t dated a woman in years. He’s got two boys living in that house with him, so what exactly was Noah peeping at?”

“Well, I don’t know,” Mona said with a blank stare. “Tal has said from day one he’s the peeper, though. Maybe it wasn’t anything sexual, he might’ve been looking in windows to see if anyone was home so he could break in.”

“Kirsten obviously didn’t feel that way because she told us not to go out at night. If she’d suspected that Noah was up to his usual mischief, she wouldn’t have done that. Then there’s creepy Tom.” Stella shook her head. “I don’t think we should just close the book on him. He’s not paying Achmed any mind, so maybe we should step up our surveillance and tail him.”

“Honey,” Mona began in a gentle tone, “do you think Tom Portman is the peeper because his name is Tom? You know like…peeping Tom?”

“No,” Stella said indignantly. “He’s a fifty-something, unemployed single man who lives with his momma. That’s the profile of a pervert, I saw it on TV.”

“You know my feelings on that,” Mona said firmly. “The role of caregiver is a full-time job. Other than your profile, we have no reason to suspect that Tom is up to anything nefarious.” She sighed. “And as much as I’ve enjoyed spending time with you in the evenings, I can’t keep up with this nocturnal schedule. I haven’t been able to do any housework, shopping needs to be done, and laundry is piling up.”

Stella didn’t want Mona to try to convince her not to pursue Tom and decided to play it cool. “You’re probably right. I’m going off on one of my tangents brought on by the TV. You go on home and do what you need to do. I’ve got some things to catch up on here too.”

*******

Rusty chewed her gum and paced around her kitchen. Stella had unknowingly triggered something when she forced Rusty to view Kirsten in a different light. Logically, it was foolish to get romantically involved with Kirsten, but something strictly sexual was steadily gaining steam in Rusty’s mind. They were both single with needs and dealing with stressful things. What better way to burn off that tension than to light up the sheets? She wasn’t sure how Kirsten would react to such a suggestion, so she decided to do a recon mission of her own and picked up her phone.

“Hey,” Rusty said when Kirsten answered. “I just wanted to check on you since I didn’t know what you were rushing into this morning.”

“Political bullshit,” Kirsten said with an edge.

“Oh, I thought you were going to tell me something exciting. Um…have you eaten?”

“Actually, I was just trying to decide whether or not I wanted to get back into the jambalaya.”

“Well, look, you bought me breakfast this morning and you took me on a boat ride, so I think I should buy you dinner,” Rusty said as she paced around. 

“Okay, you wanna go to Troy’s?”

“I have no idea what that is, but sure. What’s the dress code?”

“If you wear anything more than jeans or shorts and a T-shirt, people will stare,” Kirsten said with a laugh. “It’s super casual, but they have good food.”

“What time do you want me to pick you up?”

“I can be ready in thirty minutes.”

Rusty smiled. “I’ll see you then.”

*******

Kirsten felt almost self-conscious when she opened her front door and Rusty looked her up and down. “What’s wrong? Don’t my clothes match? I thought jeans went with everything.”

“You look fine—great.” Rusty waved a hand at Kirsten’s button-down shirt hanging loose. “I like that color blue, it brings out your eyes.”

“Thanks,” Kirsten said and closed her door. “It’s not a big place, and if you want a table where we can actually talk, we should go now.”

“All right. You smell nice,” Rusty said as she followed Kirsten down the stairs.

“I bathed. What’d you do today?” 

“Stella gave me a circular for a nursery that was having a big sale, so I went and bought a bunch of stuff. When I got back, she and I planted some flowers.”

Kirsten whirled around with a smile. “I told you—are you looking at my butt? Is something on my pants?”

“I…uh…no. I just like the jeans. Where did you get them?”

Kirsten turned and continued down the stairs. “I’ve had them so long, I can’t remember. I told you you’d make a friend for life with Stella. I’m surprised she didn’t try to offer you a bird.”

“Actually, I bought her a half-dozen of them, they were on sale,” Rusty said as she opened Kirsten’s door.

“Now you’re on her Christmas list, and everybody gets her homemade fruitcake.”

“Yum.”

Kirsten frowned up at Rusty as she settled into her seat. “You eat that?”

Rusty laughed and shut the door. 



“Should I be concerned that every eatery in this town looks like a bait shop?” Rusty asked as she looked around.

“It’s rustic,” Kirsten said with a laugh. “Hey, I’ve been to Baton Rouge often. It’s not riddled with a lot of fine dining establishments, either.”

Rusty gazed at the menu. “What do you suggest?”

“The pan-seared grouper is delicious, and the fish is fresh. Their steaks are great too. Oh, and order the sensation salad too, you won’t be disappointed.”

The server arrived with their drinks, then took their orders. “I went with your suggestion on the fish, and if I don’t like it, you’re in trouble,” Rusty said with a smile.

Kirsten gazed at Rusty for a moment and didn’t crack a smile. “I need your insight on something that I’m forbidden to discuss. Will you give me your word you won’t tell a soul?”

“You have it,” Rusty said with a nod.

Kirsten had requested the table in the back corner of the dining room, and no one was seated near them yet. She looked around and kept her voice low. “I’m struggling with facts and my instincts.” Kirsten explained everything she’d been looking at in the peeper case, then the discussion she had with Ben Hoskins. 

“I left his office feeling really stupid because maybe I am making a big deal out of nothing, but I have this nagging feeling that I’m missing something very important. I spent the rest of the day calling police departments in surrounding areas to see if they’d had any peeping incidents. None of them did except for a little town sixteen miles from here called Rodney. The chief there said over the past year, they’ve had a rash of odd incidents. Window screens removed, patio chairs left in front of windows, the same thing happening here. What makes them different, though, is an elderly man called the police after he observed someone standing at his neighbor’s bedroom window. It was dark, he really couldn’t describe the person, but what caught his eye was the glow from the cigarette the person was smoking. By the time the cops got there, the peeper was gone. The second incident was more disturbing. A woman whose air conditioner had broken was trying to sleep with her bedroom window open. She said she laid awake a long time because it was hot, and she heard something. First she saw a shadow on the wall, then she looked at her window and realized the screen was gone. Her only weapon was an air horn she used to chase away stray dogs, and she grabbed it and squeezed the trigger, hoping to scare the guy away and alert her neighbors. It worked.”

Rusty’s brow rose. “That sounds to me like he was planning on doing more than peeping that night.”

“My gut tells me this is the same guy, and this has been going on a long time. That incident with the air horn happened last month. I think the thrill of just watching is getting old, and he’s ready to graduate to other things.” Kirsten scrubbed at her face. “Am I just grasping at straws to be right and prove my dad and Ben wrong? Is that what’s driving me, or am I really on the tip of an iceberg?”

“First, let me say it’s astounding that you can dedicate this much time to a peeping Tom. Ancelet Bay really does have a low crime rate.” Rusty rubbed her hands together. “I’m mentally dividing everything into sections, so my Rusty logic can be applied. This is what I do when I’m working on an issue. An energy drink usually helps me focus.”

“Eat salad instead,” Kirsten said when the server arrived. 

Rusty didn’t seem to notice the plate being set in front of her. She continued to rub her hands together and stared off into space. The server had left them and been gone almost two minutes before Rusty spoke again. “Why do you say you have no evidence? You’ve told me of at least four incidents you’ve looked into.”

“Nothing concrete ties them together. What happened with the house sitter could’ve been a typical attempted break-in. What happened at the Jessups could’ve been Noah visiting his girlfriend. The other one Antoine investigated could’ve very well been the woman’s husband who sneaked back after the fight to see if his wife was sleeping with someone else.” Kirsten sighed. “I’m not sure I can make anything out of what Carla said about her flowerbed. She’s an attention hog. She likes to be in the middle of everything, and peeper rumors were already going around when she called us. I don’t think I’m being dismissive where she’s concerned. Someone reported a bear was tearing up their fruit trees, and suddenly, Carla had a bear. They aren’t common around here. Someone reported that they left their car unlocked, and things were stolen out of it overnight. Carla reported the same thing. So I may only have three incidents.”

Rusty acted as though she were shoving a box out of the way. “All right, we have the lid on that. I assume you’re trained to consider all possibilities, and that’s what you’re doing. Instinct plays—where did this salad come from?” Rusty picked up her fork, dug in, and after a bite, she made what sounded like a mewl. “This is outstanding.”

“Glad you like it. Now what were you saying?”

“You’re having a hard time trusting your instincts because you have some strong personal issues at play. Put those in a mental box and just examine what your gut tells you. What kind of lettuce is this? How would you handle this if everyone agreed with your hypothesis? Oh! An olive.”

Kirsten watched in fascination as Rusty tore through her salad as though she were in a contest to see who could eat the quickest. “I can’t, that’s the problem. When I try to clear my head and string everything together, I get uptight. I don’t want to be wrong. That would make my dad think he was right about my judgment being clouded because I’m a woman. I’m the first female chief. I feel like he wants me to fail, so he can say a woman shouldn’t hold that position. That’s the way he makes me feel.” Kirsten tapped the table with her finger. “This is the crux. That still makes me the weak link. I’m being motivated by pride and fear, and I have to get a handle on that.” Kirsten picked up her fork, filled it with salad, and shoved it into her mouth. 

“You need stress relief. That’s why I think we need to have sex.”

Lettuce rained down on the table as it shot from Kirsten’s mouth.

“All right, that was blunt. I realize now that I shouldn’t have blurted out what was going through my head.” Rusty regarded the mess on the table. “Let’s shelve that discussion for now because I can see that you’re not ready to mentally grasp the proposal I have drawn up in my mind.”

*******

Kirsten was shocked into silence for a moment or two by Rusty’s stress relief advice. The tables around them gradually began to fill up, and Kirsten felt it wasn’t a good idea to revisit the topic until they were alone. Rusty went back to chatting about the flowers she and Stella had planted and how she’d really begun to enjoy working with her hands and being outside.

Kirsten had found Rusty extremely alluring the moment they met. As their friendship grew, Kirsten became more attracted to Rusty’s sometimes bizarre personality. The growing interest came to a halt, though, when she found out that Rusty was in Ancelet Bay for a limited time. Kirsten erected an emotional partition then.

When their dinner arrived, Rusty attacked the fish with the same enthusiasm she had the salad. Kirsten had chosen the small filet with crab meat, and at any other time, she would’ve devoured the meal just as fast as Rusty. One suggestion seemed to change everything. Concerns that Kirsten had when they sat down at the table were forced into the back of her mind as arousal and intrigue took center stage. Her appetite for food switched to an immediate craving for something else.

The server arrived to collect Rusty’s empty plate the moment she took her last bite. Kirsten smiled up at him and said, “I think I filled up on the salad, would you bring me a box, please?”

“Is your food bad?” Rusty asked with concern. “I’ll order you something else.”

“No, actually, it was delicious. It’ll make a great lunch tomorrow. Look, I want to pick up the tab because I ordered one of the most expensive dishes.”

“I invited you, and I’ll take care of the check. That’s how it works,” Rusty said with a smile. “Besides, you’ve helped me with a lot, and I want to show my appreciation.”

*******

Kirsten wasn’t accustomed to being treated like a lady. She was the one who opened doors and paid for meals, so her step faltered a bit when Rusty opened the door to her car again and held it. She nodded and said, “We need to talk.”

“Oh, yes, we do. I want you to hear my proposal. It includes performance bonuses,” Rusty said giddily as Kirsten got into the car.

Kirsten looked a little dazed as she gazed up at Rusty. “I’m…I’m not a hooker.”

“Of course not, you’re the police chief.” Rusty closed the door and quickly went to her side of the car and got in. “Bonuses don’t all have to be monetary.”

Kirsten was still stunned. “What exactly are you suggesting?”

“You’re single, I’m single, we’re both dealing with stressful issues, and sex could be a very pleasant way to reduce said stress. Anything emotional would just convolute what can be a very pleasurable experience. Therefore, we should sit down and hammer out the details of our contract before any action takes place.” Rusty waved a hand casually as she drove out of the parking lot. “Orgasm requirements, what’s off-limits, whether or not we should sleep over, things like that.”

Kirsten was staring straight ahead at the road and burst out laughing. “You have a wicked sense of humor. You’re so funny. You’re so…” She glanced at Rusty, who was not laughing or even smiling. “Oh, my God, you really are serious.”

“I don’t joke around when I’m making a deal.”

“How many of these deals have you made with women?”

“This is my first, and I’ve learned when you’re approaching something for the first time, you make a lot of mistakes. I’m trying to circumvent that by contemplating all angles. That’s why we need to sit down and make a list of our requirements.”

“You seriously want to put pen to paper on something like this?” Kirsten asked, completely flummoxed. 

“No, I’ll type it up, then we’ll both go over it before we sign. You’ll have a copy for your records, and so will I.”

Kirsten fluctuated between moments of stunned silence and hysterical laughter. “I’ve never…I don’t…I can’t think.”

“Do you want to go to my place and write this up, or do you have a computer and printer at your house?”

“Rusty, I…I…this is so formal.”

“I really need to know which way to turn here,” Rusty said as she stopped at an intersection. “Your place or mine?”

“Um…mine.”

“Do you have a printer?”

Kirsten’s brow shot up. “Well, yeah.” She scrubbed her face and started talking to herself. “My mind is blown, it’s gonna take me days to process this Rusty logic.”

“Consider this. Let’s say I go inside with you when we get to your house. I hold and kiss you, seduce you, and we sleep together. After the experience, you would have questions. You’d want to know what my expectations are, what the act meant. Don’t you want to know that ahead of time, so you can thoroughly enjoy the experience without doubts?”

“I guess what’s throwing me is the businesslike approach to a very intimate and sensual thing that usually happens spontaneously,” Kirsten said as Rusty turned into her driveway and parked. 

Rusty took off her seat belt. “All right, I’m going to kiss you, and maybe you’ll feel more relaxed.”

“No…no, you’re not.” Kirsten got all tangled in her own belt as she squirmed around. “This just feels—it’s wrong.”

“Why?” Rusty’s brow shot up. “Do you find me unappealing?”

“No, that’s not it. I need time to process this.” Kirsten frantically searched for the clip to the seat belt. She inhaled deeply once she was free of it.

“Take a day or two to consider my offer, but I still want to kiss you. I think that would help because you would know then if we have chemistry.”

“This is so clinical, I feel like I need to go inside and dissect a frog.”

Rusty looked confused. “You need to do what?”

Kirsten laughed to dispel the tension she felt. “Your logic fascinates me.”

“Wait until I show you the rest of my skills, you’ll be more than fascinated. Come here.”

“No.” Kirsten pressed her body against her door. “I have to take the lead on something, damn it. You’re making me feel like a virgin.”

Rusty shrugged. “All right, you kiss me.”

Kirsten stared at Rusty a moment and realized how rapidly she was breathing and her pulse was pounding in her head. Before she changed her mind, she grabbed the front of Rusty’s shirt and pulled her close. She hesitated only a second before covering Rusty’s mouth with her own. The kiss was hard, almost bruising, and definitely not one of Kirsten’s best. She pulled away but kept a grip on Rusty’s shirt. “Let me do that again,” she said before meeting Rusty’s mouth gently. She stroked Rusty’s lips softly with her own before their tongues met. Rusty’s hands wove into Kirsten’s hair and held her in place as the kiss deepened and had more of an effect on her than she figured it would.

Rusty looked a bit dazed when Kirsten released her. She sank back into her seat and said, “Kirsten, think hard.”

Kirsten got out of the car quickly. “I will.” She was about to shut the door when Rusty stopped her.

“Yes, I was looking at your butt earlier, and it’s adorable,” Rusty said with a grin.

“Good night,” Kirsten said with a sigh and closed the door. She jogged up the stairs, knowing if she didn’t hurry inside, she’d get right back into Rusty’s car.

Rusty waited until Kirsten opened her door before she drove away.






  



















Chapter Nineteen





It was a long time before Rusty fell asleep that night, and even after she did, she tossed and turned as sensual dreams filled her sleeping brain. The fingers of a faceless woman trailed down her stomach, and just before she got to the spot Rusty craved to be touched, the dream switched. She was standing in the living room of her condo, and Lydia was at the window looking out over the city. Women had come and gone from Rusty’s life, but Lydia was the most recent ex. Rusty was drawn to the way the late afternoon sun illuminated her fair skin. Her gaze drifted over Lydia’s backside accented by a tight skirt that led down to beautifully shaped calves. 

Rusty was still in a state of arousal. She wanted Lydia, but there was something that kept telling her not to close the gap between them. Lydia wasn’t safe. 

“What are you going to do for me?” Lydia asked as she continued to gaze out the window.

“Whatever you want. Do you see me?”

Lydia didn’t answer the question. “I want connections, I want you to introduce me to every influential person you know.”

“All right, fine,” Rusty said, more than willing. “Look at me.”

“I need money, a place to live, a car.”

“You already have those things,” Rusty said in confusion.

“It’s not enough. What are you going to give me?”

“What’re you going to give me in return?” Rusty asked.

Lydia turned then and gazed at her, eyes cold. “Nothing.”

Overcome with disappointment, Rusty found herself back in front of the house that haunted her dreams. It was no longer just a frame. Wooden walls had been erected with cutouts for the windows. She gazed up at it in wonder as her sadness dissipated. 

“It’s coming along great now, isn’t it?” Neil poked his head out of one of the window openings. 

“Did you do this?” Rusty asked.

“I want to help, but you’re the one really making this happen.” He lowered his voice and said, “There’s an old woman in here wearing a hat. Who is she?”

Stella poked her head out of another window then. “Hey, this is my room, Achmed. We need more flamingos.”

“Oh, no, none of those in there. Stella, how did you get here?”

“You invited me. Who’s the bald guy?”

“I’m Neil,” he said with a smile and waved. “She invited me too, nice to meet you, Stella.”

“Back at you, baldy.” Stella returned her attention to Rusty. “Achmed, you really need to get to work if you’re gonna invite all kinds of people in here. You need to come inside.”

“Yes, you do,” Neil agreed.

Rusty tried to take a step but found herself welded in place. “I want to, but I can’t.”

“You just walk in, it’s easy,” Stella said. “What’s wrong with you?”

“I don’t know,” Rusty said, totally confused. 

“She does, but she won’t admit it, not even to herself,” Justine said as she appeared in the fog.

Rusty refused to face her mother and closed her eyes. “Don’t start on me. I’m too tired to fight you anymore. You’re never going to understand me, and I can’t understand you.”

“You’ve given up then,” Justine said coldly. “Admit it, you’re a failure.”

Rusty gazed up at Stella and Neil, hoping they would jump to her defense, but neither spoke a word. Both stared at her expectantly. She felt heavy beneath a burden she couldn’t see. 

“Go inside, Rusty.”

Kirsten’s voice was all around, but she was nowhere in sight. “I can’t. I can’t make myself move.” Rusty looked around, desperate to see her. “Is Kirsten inside?” 

Neil shrugged. “I don’t know her.”

“I hear her, but I don’t see her,” Stella said. 

“Admit your failure,” Justine insisted. 

Rusty shook her head as anger surged within her. “I will not! My world is green, I’m building my house, and you don’t like it. Taunt me all you will, but I won’t stop until you’re forced to see that you failed to stop me.”

Neil smiled. Stella banged her flamingo on the window frame and yelled, “Give her hell, girl!”

Rusty continued to look around for Kirsten because she could still hear her softly imploring her to go inside. “Why won’t she show herself?”

“She’s close,” Stella said. “She only wants what’s best for you. I think you know that already.”

Rusty sat straight up when a loud clap of thunder jolted her awake. It was after sunrise, but the bedroom was dark. She got out of bed and peeked through the blinds and watched as rain pounded the window.

*******

Kirsten sat at her kitchen table, chin in hand, watching torrents of rain splash on her back deck. Exhausted from all the things whirling in her mind, she’d fallen asleep when her head hit the pillow. When she awoke, though, her sole focus was on Rusty and the deal. Kirsten knew she was going to accept, but that didn’t stop her from wondering what it might cost her in the long run. 

In unguarded moments, Kirsten thought she noticed warmth in Rusty’s eyes when she gazed at her. They were comfortable with each other, talked freely without fear of judgment. Kirsten believed something was growing between them, and it wasn’t just lust. Kirsten deduced that Rusty had taken whatever burgeoning feelings she might’ve had and applied her logic to make the situation best fit her needs and wants as though she were buying a car. With that in mind, Kirsten knew it wasn’t wise to get involved with Rusty intimately, but there was a tiny sliver of hope in the back of her mind that Rusty might begin to consider what Kirsten was becoming more convinced of—they could be good together.

Kirsten picked up a pen and held it above a piece of paper poised to write what she wanted from the deal. Her intent was to show Rusty that she could be equally as emotionally removed, even though it wasn’t true. “Write something,” she said aloud, angry that she couldn’t think of anything. Finally, she tossed the pen aside and crumpled the paper before she went off to shower.

*******

Rusty had bathed and dressed, then wondered why she’d gone to the trouble as she lay on her couch staring at the TV. The power flickered when lightning lit up the room and thunder clapped almost at the same time. She toyed with her phone and wondered when she would hear from Kirsten and what she would say. Unlike Kirsten, however, Rusty didn’t mull how she might feel when it came time to say goodbye. She’d learned after years of disappointment to shut off her feelings in that department. She felt as long as she stayed focused on what Kirsten might allow her, she could keep emotion locked completely out. 

She reasoned that had she done that with Lydia, they’d probably still be together. Lydia had never misrepresented herself; she’d demonstrated from the start that she was incapable of offering Rusty even a sliver of her heart. Lydia was also a businesswoman and worked every bit as hard as Rusty did. That was the first thing Rusty noted they had in common. The second was a voracious sexual appetite, and Rusty felt like she had finally met her match. Problems arose when Rusty developed a need for genuine affection. She was more surprised by that than Lydia was. What confused Rusty even more was she knew she didn’t love Lydia, but she still wanted to be made to feel special. Lydia couldn’t make that happen, and all of Rusty’s sexual interest vanished like a wisp of smoke on a breeze. Once that happened, there was nothing left between them. 

Rusty jumped up when someone banged on the door. When she opened it, she found Kirsten dripping wet on her porch with her hands stuffed in the pockets of her jeans. “My answer is yes,” Kirsten said. “I’m not signing anything, though. That’s just too strange for me. We have a level of trust between us already, can you accept that?”

“Yes.” Rusty opened the door and allowed Kirsten inside. “You need to take off those wet clothes.”

“Okay, you know what? I’m gonna need a minute to shift into that particular gear.”

Rusty smiled. “I was about to say go into my bathroom, dry off, and put on my robe. I’ll toss your clothes in the wash.”

“Sure you were.” Kirsten kicked off her sneakers at the door and went down the hall.

Rusty pursed her lips when she heard the bathroom door close. She did some quick stretches, popped the kinks out of her neck. She jogged into the kitchen and rinsed her mouth with some mint syrup Neil had given her to flavor tea. Rusty envisioned how it would all go down. She’d take Kirsten into her arms, kiss her for a minute or so, then work her way into the robe while kissing Kirsten’s neck. She was debating on pushups to jumpstart the muscles in her arms when she heard Kirsten’s footfalls.

“This is not gonna work,” Kirsten said as she strolled into the kitchen wearing a lavender terrycloth robe. “I can’t feel sexy in this. You have sweatpants, a T-shirt?”

“You sure you want to bother putting clothes on because I’m about to take them right back off.”

“Okay, let’s get something straight. I’m the aggressor. I’m not saying I’m some sort of top that always has to be in control, but I’m the one who gets this ball rolling.”

“Oh,” Rusty said with a laugh. “That’s a problem because I’m the same way. Right now, you’re on my court, and I’ve got the ball.” Rusty took a step toward Kirsten. “Matter of fact, I’ve already planned out how we’ll start this game.”

Kirsten stood up straight and folded her arms, but the droplet of water dangling from the tip of her nose took away from the tough appearance she was trying to get across. “This is starting to sound even more interesting by the second.”

Rusty moved in closer and wiped Kirsten’s face with her hands. “You didn’t dry your hair.”

“I would’ve, but my brain short-circuited when I put on this prissy robe.”

Rusty traced Kirsten’s wet jaw with her fingertip. “You make it look good.” She walked around Kirsten, wrapped her arms around her waist, and buried her face in her neck. “You smell good.” Rusty flicked the skin against her lips with her tongue. “Taste even better.”

Kirsten’s eyelids fluttered for a second, then she whirled around, clasped Rusty’s face in her hands, and kissed her until they were both breathing heavy. She grazed Rusty’s neck with her teeth, happy with the shudder it caused.

“This is good but not exactly going according to my seduction plan,” Rusty breathed out. 

“I make to-do lists but never follow them,” Kirsten whispered against Rusty’s ear as she unbuttoned her shirt. “If turning me on was on the top of yours, you can check it off.”

Rusty found the robe belt and gave it a yank when Kirsten kissed her again, but Kirsten moved her hands away before she could get inside. She felt her jeans being undone and Kirsten’s hands slide inside them. She took a step back, breathing heavily. “Let’s go to the bedroom.”

Kirsten’s gaze fixated on Rusty’s teal bra, then slid lower. “I like that look.” She tore the robe off and tossed it aside. “We’ll get to the bedroom on the second round. Why’re you running?”

Rusty laughed. “I’m not going anywhere. I just don’t want to do this on the kitchen floor. I like you much better without the robe.” She backed into the living room. “Much better.” 

Kirsten shoved Rusty onto the couch and yanked her jeans and underwear off roughly, but Rusty wasn’t ready to be submissive just yet. She got right back up, and Kirsten looked surprised for a second when Rusty pushed her down and straddled her lap. They laughed their way into a kiss. Kirsten’s hands roamed Rusty’s body as Rusty alternated between kissing her deeply and nibbling her bottom lip. 

Rusty gasped against Kirsten’s mouth as she felt her fingers slip into her wetness. She reached behind her back, unclipped her bra, and moved it out of the way. With her hand in Kirsten’s hair, she led Kirsten’s mouth to her breast and groaned when Kirsten sucked her nipple hard. 

“Make this first one quick, Kirsten. I need it,” Rusty said breathlessly.

The request and the way Rusty sounded when she made it caused Kirsten to feel as though she was on the verge of an orgasm. She became relentless in her pursuit, and the way Rusty breathed and the sounds she made conveyed to Kirsten she was doing everything right. Confirmation came a moment or two later when Rusty grabbed the back of the couch with both hands and shuddered. 

“Don’t move yet,” Kirsten protested, but Rusty did anyway and sank down on her knees in front of the sofa. “I’m worried about your furniture.”

“You weren’t a few minutes ago,” Rusty said as she spread Kirsten’s thighs apart. “I don’t have any concerns. Come to me.”

Kirsten swallowed hard and scooted to the edge of the couch. She sucked in a breath through her teeth when Rusty’s mouth met the skin of her thigh. 

“Fast or slow?” Rusty asked as she kissed her way closer to where Kirsten wanted her.

“Fast.”

Rusty hadn’t embellished when she’d said she had skills. She was gentle, but what she did caused Kirsten intense pleasure and brought her to the edge very quickly. “Oh, Rusty—fuck,” Kirsten ground out as she teetered on the edge just for a second before the orgasm completely enveloped her.

Kirsten was still feeling the aftershocks when Rusty guided her to lie on the couch, then settled on top of her. Rusty’s kisses made Kirsten’s arousal spike right back up. Rusty kissed her way down the side of Kirsten’s face and whispered against her ear, “Arch your back, let me really feel you.” Kirsten wrapped her legs around Rusty’s waist, and her moan matched Rusty’s when she felt hot wetness against hers. 

Rusty rose and watched her as they thrust against each other. Her pupils were dilated, her hair a mess. Kirsten felt she’d never seen anyone sexier. She traced Rusty’s lips with her fingertips, wanting to kiss her again, but Rusty wasn’t seeing her then. Her face tensed, eyes closed, her thrusts became erratic, and that was just enough to send Kirsten over the edge before Rusty took the fall seconds later. 

*******

“Is this how you want the bell pepper sliced?”

Rusty glanced over at the cutting board and smiled. “Mm-hmm. You follow instructions really well.”

“I just want to do a great job,” Kirsten said with a grin.

“Oh, you do, you definitely do.”

“Feed me, and I’ll work all night,” Kirsten said with a wink.

“That means you’re staying?” Rusty asked seriously.

“I mean, I can unless you don’t want me to. You just have to let me know what you want.”

Rusty waved the wooden spoon she was cooking with. “See, this is why I thought the contract would be a good idea.”

“You also thought these spandex shorts you loaned me were a good idea, but they’re not.”

Rusty leaned back and looked at Kirsten’s butt. “I beg to differ.”

“Beg all you want, they’re creeping up my ass.”

“It’s very shapely. Be proud, women pay a lot of money for a booty like that. It’s all muscle.” Rusty pretended to shudder. “I could feel it when I dug my fingers into those buns.”

“You’re gonna make me cut myself,” Kirsten said with a laugh. “You’re messing up my focus.”

“Yeah, I want you to stay. I just don’t want you to lose sight of the fact that I have to—”

“You don’t have to remind me of that. I know what I’m getting into,” Kirsten said as she continued to slice the pepper.

“Does it make me sound like a bitch?”

Kirsten set the knife down and gazed at Rusty. “No, you’re being honest and sensible. I respect that.”

“You can toss the peppers and onions into the skillet now.” Rusty frowned when her phone rang. “That’s probably Neil. Would you keep an eye on this for a second?”

“Yep, I can cook.”

Rusty walked over to the kitchen table and picked up her phone and pressed it to her ear. “Hey, what’s up?”

“I’m just calling to check on you. How’s it going?”

“Great, Kirsten and I are making dinner.”

“Kirsten?” Neil asked, sounding amused.

Rusty walked over to the stove and put the phone on speaker. “Neil, this is Kirsten.”

“Hi, Neil,” Kirsten said with a laugh.

“Well, hello, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said. “Rusty, would you take me off speaker? It’s causing an echo.”

Rusty didn’t do anything but hold the phone closer to her mouth. “How’s that?”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea to get romantically involved while you’re still in recovery,” Neil said with concern. 

“I’m not in a twelve-step program. Unless she comes equipped with Wi-Fi and access to our server, I don’t see it as a problem.”

“Don’t be flip, you know what I mean,” Neil said firmly. “You’re in a fragile state.”

“There’s nothing on her that’s fragile, trust me,” Kirsten interjected, and Rusty howled with laughter.

“Rusty, you shit. You said you took me off speaker!”

“No, I didn’t. Kirsten knows my story. You’re not going to say anything she can’t hear.”

“That was still disrespectful,” Neil said.

“You’re right, and I apologize.”

Neil was quiet for a moment, then said, “Well, Kirsten, I hope to meet you in person soon, and I’ll let you get back to your dinner.”

“Bye, Neil, nice chatting with you,” Kirsten said.

“You too, and, Rusty, I’ll catch up with you later.” 

“He hung up,” Rusty said as she gazed at her phone. 

“He doesn’t sound happy about our arrangement.”

“Neil is very protective, but he has my best interest…at heart.” Rusty was suddenly reminded of the dream and Stella saying something similar about Kirsten.

Kirsten cut a piece of chicken, blew on it, and held it to Rusty’s lips. “I’m glad you have him, he sounds like a true friend.”






  



















Chapter Twenty





“What is that noise? Make it stop,” Rusty said against Kirsten’s ear.

Kirsten had been sleeping so deep, she never heard her phone ring and grabbed it off the bedside table. “Hello?” she said sleepily.

“Chief, I’ve got the guys rolling on a peeper call at the Dennisons’ place.”

“Okay, I’ll be on my way.” Kirsten unwrapped herself from Rusty’s arms and legs and climbed out of bed. 

The room was suddenly flooded with light when Rusty switched the lamp on. She squinted up at Kirsten and asked, “What’s going on?”

“A peeper call. Where are my clothes?”

Rusty’s eyes flashed open wide. “I never put them in the wash. They’re still in the bathtub soaking wet. Let me get you something to wear.”

*******

Rusty’s waist and hips were smaller than Kirsten’s, and even a pair of her sweatpants fit Kirsten like a Fruit Rollup. Kirsten climbed out of her cruiser wearing the only thing that fit—red spandex shorts, sneakers, and a T-shirt with a gun belt cinched tight on her hips. The weekend officers were still on shift, and Clint Dupre gawked as Kirsten walked up the driveway. 

“I was jogging. What’ve we got?” Kirsten snapped.

“Terry’s inside with Pam, she’s pretty hysterical. She said she saw a scary woman staring at her from outside the kitchen window over there. I’ve been all over the yard, but whoever it was is long gone. Antoine heard us being dispatched and came in early. He’s riding around this area on the lookout, but I haven’t heard anything from him.”

“Okay,” Kirsten said with a sigh and headed inside. Pam was sitting at her kitchen table shaking from head to toe when Kirsten walked in. She and Terry stared at Kirsten for a moment, then Terry snorted.

“I was jogging. I didn’t have time to change.” Kirsten hoisted her gun belt. “Pam, I know you’ve probably already told Terry what happened, but I’d like you to tell it to me with as much detail as you can.”

Pam inhaled deeply. “Okay…okay…I get up every morning with Ryan, and I make his breakfast and lunch. He left at four thirty just like he always does, and I was cleaning up. Then all of the sudden, it sounded like he was coming back in the door, so I said, ‘What did you forget?’ He didn’t answer, and the handle stopped jiggling. So I walked over to the window and pulled the curtains back, and I was almost face to face with a woman. She was very ugly. Her hair was black and long, she had on what looked like green eye shadow and pink lipstick. We stared at each other in shock for a moment, and I was trying to figure out who she was when my brain screamed this is wrong. She ran away, and I really screamed then. I called 911, then I called Ryan.”

“You said you were almost face to face with her. Tell me what you mean by that,” Kirsten said. 

“She was taller than me, but just by a little, and her face was almost pressed to the glass,” Pam replied shakily.

“Do you mind if we open your curtains and perform an experiment?” Kirsten asked.

“Uh, no, I don’t…I don’t mind.”

Kirsten opened the curtains and looked carefully at the window. “Was she standing in the middle or to one side?”

“The far right.” Pam got up and tapped the glass. “Right here.”

“Terry, do me a favor and go stand on the left side of the window unless you see prints there,” Kirsten said and gazed at Pam. “How tall are you?”

“Five-two.”

Clint joined Terry outside, and they shined their flashlights on the ground. Then Terry carefully stepped in front of the window. “How tall are you, Terry?” Kirsten asked through the glass.

“Five-eight, Chief.”

“Pam, step up to the window, please,” Kirsten said and watched as Pam stood facing Terry outside. Pam was still taller. “Thanks, Terry. Clint, take the spot, please.”

“I’m six-foot even, Chief,” he said with a smile as he stepped in front of the glass. 

“Pam, was the woman taller than Clint?”

“A little bit shorter, I think.”

Ryan Dennison rushed into the house, and Pam launched herself into his arms. “What the hell is going on?” he asked excitedly. “I thought y’all had the peeper.”

“So did we,” Kirsten said dryly.

“What took you so long?” Pam asked as she clung to Ryan.

“I was already on the interstate when you called. I can’t go to work now,” Ryan said angrily. “I’m not leaving her alone with some freak out there.”

“It was an ugly woman,” Pam sobbed.

Ryan hugged her tightly and kissed the top of her head. “If this is someone playing a joke, it ain’t funny. You better catch ’em quick because if they come back here, they’ll get their heads blown off.”

“We’ll be keeping an eye on your place,” Kirsten said. “We’re gonna continue to look around outside till after sun up. Pam, you were a big help. You’ve finally given us something we can work with, thank you.”

When Kirsten walked outside, Terry doubled over with laughter. “Chief, I don’t mean any disrespect. It’s the gun belt that’s cracking me up.”

“Do you have an extra uniform in your car?” Kirsten asked.

“No, ma’am, and if I did, it’d hang off you like a sack.” Terry slapped her rather sizeable hips. “You don’t have these yet. Wait until you hit your late forties and just looking at food makes you fat,” she said and cleared her throat. “So we’re looking for a man in drag. Did I assume that correctly?”

Kirsten sighed. “That’s what I’m thinking. Our guy is in disguise.” She moved closer to the window and shined her light on the ground. “We have prints here.”

“Yeah, Clint and I were careful to avoid them,” Terry said. “Big boot. Clint took quite a few shots of them, and he’s about to check the door handle for prints. We both think the guy ran across the yard next door because the Dennisons have a high fence out back.” Terry walked to the edge of the driveway and shined her light on the neighboring house. “Chief, I think I see a camera.”

*******

Wade and Marjorie Cole had slept through the commotion and looked very stunned to find the police on their porch before six that morning. They appeared even more perplexed by Kirsten’s apparel. “What’s going on?” Wade asked as he smoothed back what gray hair he had left on his head. 

“Someone tried to break in next door, and we think your camera may’ve caught them,” Terry explained. “Do you mind letting us look at the video?”

“This is the exact reason we bought our security system. Come right on in.” Marjorie waved Kirsten and Terry inside. “It gives us extra security when we take to the road in the camper. Is Pam okay?”

“Shaken up, but Ryan came back home, and he’s with her now,” Kirsten said as she and Terry kicked off their shoes.

Wade had already gone into the living room and switched on his computer. “Marjorie, honey, would you put on some coffee, please?”

“Yes, I will. I can make breakfast too, if y’all like.” She looked at Terry and Kirsten expectantly.

Terry was steadily nodding, and Kirsten said, “No, thank you. We don’t want to be any more trouble than we already are.”

“This thing is kinda slow, it’s old.” Wade patted the top of his monitor. He waved a hand at the couch. “Y’all are welcome to take a seat.”

“Chief’s been jogging, you don’t want her sweaty shorts on your fabric, and I’d rather stand because I tend to get sleepy this time of morning,” Terry said with a wink at Kirsten. “Thank you kindly, though.”

“I’m gonna run to the restroom,” Wade said. “The computer will probably be up and going by the time I get back.”

“What was the wink for?” Kirsten asked softly.

“I saw your car parked on Chestnut Street all night,” Terry said with a big grin. “And you smell like sex.”

Kirsten groaned and rubbed the back of her neck.

“Hey, Chief, even you are entitled to a private life, but if you don’t mind me saying, you need to keep that shirt pulled down because those shorts show off all your personal business.”

“Thanks for the tip.” Kirsten walked over to the computer and stared at the home screen. “Marjorie?” she called out. “Is it okay if we open your security program while Wade is in the bathroom?”

“Oh, sure, go right ahead.”

It took a minute or two, but they rewound the video to four thirty, then fast-forwarded until a figure flashed across the screen. Kirsten backed it up again and played the recording in slow motion. The figure was in darkness except for a few seconds when he ran past the Coles’ porch where they’d left the light on. Kirsten paused it and stared at their suspect dressed in black, hand atop the obvious wig, his arm blocking sight of his face.

“Is that a woman?” Wade said from where he’d come to stand behind Kirsten and Terry. 

“That’s what we’re trying to find out,” Terry said. “Wade, we’re gonna need a copy of this.”

*******

Kirsten drove home, showered quickly, and put on her uniform. The whole time she was getting dressed, her mind was not on the turn of events that morning, but on the memories of the day and night before. She would try to mentally focus on the fuzzy image that she’d seen on the video, then Rusty would suddenly appear, and Kirsten’s skin would break out in tiny goose pimples as delightful chills raced through her body. Nirvana was on Chestnut Street, and she wanted to go back there. 

Her cruiser seemed to be on the same wavelength, or at least that’s how Kirsten saw it, when she blew past the shortcut to the station and rode past Rusty’s house. Temptation to stop there was almost unbearable. Kirsten bit her lip and forged on. She had delayed the shift change meeting, and her officers were waiting on her, so there was no time to stop even for a quick kiss.

At the station, Kirsten was surprised to find all of her officers waiting on her. “What’re y’all doing here?” she asked when she spotted Mitch and Bryan.

“Chucklehead here doesn’t live very far from the Dennison place,” Mitch said and thumped Bryan on the ear. “He saw Clint and Antoine spotlighting yards as they drove by and asked what was going on, then he called me. We’re all here in a show of solidarity in case the mayor comes in and tries to blow you shit.”

Kirsten smiled. “Well, thanks, but I don’t think that’s gonna be possible in the face of the evidence we have.”

“Plus we wanted to rag you over the shorts you were wearing on scene this morning,” Mitch quipped without cracking a smile.

“I was jog—never mind,” Kirsten said and walked over to her desk. “Brainstorming time, everybody. Are we all up to speed on what happened this morning? Mitch, Bryan, you have the details?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Bryan said excitedly. “We’ve got no prints, the door handle was clean. The guy was wearing gloves, we saw that in the video. He’s around six feet tall and wears a disguise.”

Kirsten shared information on the incident that took place in nearby Rodney. “I believe this case is related to what’s going on here, but we need to look at just the facts we have right now. All the women who had filed reports are under forty and are considered attractive—”

“Carla Danner ain’t.” Antoine raised a hand. “Someone should inform my wife that I did make that statement.”

“Focus, man,” Kirsten said with a slight smile. “From what I can tell, these women have been targeted when they’re alone. Our guy knew when Ryan Dennison left for work. A little over a year ago, there was an attempted break-in at the Medinas’ house where Sharon Klienpeter was alone house-sitting and taking care of their dog. She let Fritz out in the middle of the night because he became agitated. Sharon thought he needed to pee. The next morning, she found that a screen had been removed from a window, and there was blood near it and on the dog too, but Fritz wasn’t injured. Of course, I’m speaking like all of these cases are related because that’s what my gut tells me, but they may not be. I need y’all to be objective and tell me if I’m off course.”

“There’s an exception, and that’s Candace Jessup,” Mitch said. “Phil was home the night someone was at her window. I still believe that was Noah. Now the rest of these cases, I agree, they could definitely be related.”

Antoine leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his head. “Phil doesn’t work a regular shift. He grabs up all the overtime he can get at his job. We make plans to go fishing all the time, and he’s canceled a lot because his boss calls him whenever they have a slot to fill. Maybe our guy assumed that he’d be at work. That continues to confirm my suspicion that he’s a local.”

“I don’t think this guy has actually gotten his hands on anyone yet.” Terry shrugged. “He just seems like a beginner to me. Take Sharon Klienpeter, for instance. The Medinas’ place is out in the country. She was probably outside by herself a lot fooling with those horses. If he was watching her, he could’ve had her then, but he waited until late at night and tried to come through a window. That says to me he’s not really committed to taking it to the next level yet.”

“That’s a good observation, but the Klienpeter thing took place a while back,” Kirsten added. “I don’t think we can completely roll with that assumption.”

Antoine raised his hand. “What makes him dangerous in my mind is that he can’t seem to control his impulses. Putting myself in his shoes, I would’ve waited a long time before making another move after I heard Noah had been arrested for my crime. This guy waited a couple of days and did something really brazen by trying the Dennisons’ door.”

“Most of his face was covered by his arm in that video, you can see his nose, that’s about it. Did the image stir an inkling of recognition for anyone?” Kirsten asked with her brow raised. She sighed when no one had anything to offer. “So basically, what we have for a description is an approximately six-foot white male with a medium build. That’s pretty much half the men in town.”

“It could be a woman. That new lady Rusty has long black hair, and she’s tall,” Bryan offered. 

Terry chuckled. “No, I was on patrol last night, and I know she was otherwise occupied.”

Clint covered his face and started laughing too, while everyone else looked at them waiting for the rest of the joke to be told.

Kirsten’s face flushed. “I’m sure it wasn’t her. Moving on... Anybody else got anything?”

“Well, she is tall,” Bryan said, thinking he was the one being laughed at.

Terry and Clint continued to guffaw like two teenagers, and Kirsten said, “She’s not close to six feet. Rusty is around five-seven or -eight.”

“Okay, this guy had on a wig and makeup, could that be more than a disguise? Could he be a cross-dresser? Maybe he’s struggling with his sexual identity,” Antoine offered. 

“No, it’s a disguise,” Mitch said with certainty. “No self-respecting drag queen would be seen with green eye shadow, struggling or not. That went out in the seventies. It’s a fashion no-no even if he’d been wearing green clothes. A soft shimmering gold or even light brown would’ve been more appropriate.”

The room fell silent, and everyone stared at Mitch. He shrugged. “Don’t look at me like that, I have a TV. My wife owns more beauty products than most movie stars. She thinks she’s some kinda expert and critiques every face she sees.” Then he started blurting out things as though he had Tourette’s syndrome. “She gives me a facial sometimes because I break out so bad when I shave. It makes my beard soft and soothes my skin. There’s nothing wrong with that. Turn around, assholes.”

“Getting back…” Kirsten cleared her throat to keep from laughing. “Um, back on topic.”

“I have an idea,” Terry said. “Let’s lure him out. We can put someone undercover, tell everyone she’s gonna be alone, maybe house-sitting like the Klienpeter girl. We could pick a place kind of remote, easy for him to get in and out of.”

Antoine nodded. “I like that idea, but who’s gonna be the bait?”

“My daughter will do it, but I have to be inside the house with her,” Terry offered.

“Babe, she looks just like you,” Clint said. “That’s a no go.”

“You calling my kid ugly?” Terry jumped to her feet.

“Hey! Hey!” Kirsten put up her hands. “Chill. It can’t be anyone associated with the department. Going on the assumption that this guy is local, he’ll figure it out. I like the way you’re thinking, though, Terry. Let’s expand on that.”

Antoine slapped his cheek with his hand and laughed. “I’m sorry, I just can’t get past the shimmering gold eye shadow and Mitch’s facials.”






  



















Chapter Twenty-one





“…two…three…four…five…and that’s enough of that.” Rusty brushed her hands off as she got up from the floor after a round of pushups. 

She’d gotten out of bed when Kirsten did, thinking it was only fair. They’d fallen asleep sometime after midnight, and the five o’clock wakeup call was brutal. In a show of solidarity, Rusty began her day when Kirsten did. 

She was surprisingly energetic, though, fueled by lingering memories of what had taken place the day before. Every time Rusty strode past her sofa, the muscles in her stomach contracted. Sounds and sights filled her mind and made her wish Kirsten would come back over. Rusty fully expected to see her around noon, but that time came and went. She sent Kirsten a text and asked her if she wanted a late lunch, and dessert, but Kirsten’s reply was, Super busy, will call when I can.

Rusty busied herself with cleaning the leather sofa and doing laundry. She felt a little creepy when she’d sniffed at the collar of Kirsten’s wet shirt, hoping to catch a scent of her before she stuffed it into the wash. Then she put on a pot of spaghetti sauce that would slow cook until evening just in case Kirsten joined her for dinner.

She still wished that Kirsten would’ve sat down with her and had formally written out an agreement. Rusty felt by doing that she would know how many times a week she could expect Kirsten’s company. She figured that was why she seemed to be in a perpetual state of want since she awoke that morning. If she had known for sure that she wouldn’t see Kirsten that day, she wouldn’t be anxious and hopeful. That’s what she didn’t like about dating—the unpredictability. 

Rusty scrubbed her hands together, needing something to occupy her time. She grabbed her keys and stepped out into a gray day. She hoped the hardware store had something for her to work on.

*******

Kirsten’s self-doubt was gone. She was certain that she had a predator in Ancelet Bay, and she was going to explore every avenue until she found him. She’d expected a visit or a call from Ben Hoskins, but neither happened, and Kirsten decided that it would only be spiteful if she were to throw anything in his face. She wasn’t going to waste the energy. She hoped her next move wouldn’t prove to be wasteful, either, as she knocked on Stella’s door.

“What have I done now?” Stella asked as she opened it.

“Nothing. I need your help.”

Stella’s face brightened, and she allowed Kirsten in. “What can I do for you?”

Kirsten stared at the Ancelet Bay map on Stella’s wall, her attention drawn to one pushpin in particular. “Why is this here?” She pointed to the pin on Calais Street where the Dennisons lived. “Who told you about this?”

“You did,” Stella said with a smile. “I was about to go to sleep this morning, and I made one last visual sweep. That’s when I saw you run outside in your panties and take off fast in your car.”

“They were shorts,” Kirsten snapped.

“I got into my car and followed you to the Dennisons, but I hung back and watched Clint canvassing the yard. Antoine caught me and asked what I was doing, then he was really firm about me going home. I knew y’all had something then. This cover-up thing y’all are trying to do isn’t working. Noah is a bad boy, but he’s not the peeper, and ol’ Tom is just carrying on business as usual. Sit down, you want coffee?”

“No, thank you, I’ve been drinking it all day,” Kirsten said wearily as she took a seat on Stella’s sofa. “The reason I’m here is, before all of this went kind of crazy, you used to patrol at night. Do you remember seeing anything odd? Maybe someone you didn’t recognize out and about at night?”

“Nope,” Stella said as she took a seat. “I can tell you who the peeper is, though.”

Kirsten’s brow rose. “Who?”

“Tom Portman,” Stella said with a nod. 

“Because his name is Tom?”

“No! MMO, motive, means, and opportunity. Do you have any idea how much you can learn about your community by just taking a stroll at night? The Monsons sit down as a family every weekday evening at eight o’clock to play a board game or talk to their kids. I used to be able to set my watch by them before this peeper thing started and everyone began closing their blinds. Tony Meyers drinks two beers every night while he watches TV. These are things I see from the sidewalk. Can you imagine how much Tom sees when he goes to windows that’re more private? He begins his walk every night at eight, and there have been times I have seen him out as late as one in the morning.”

Kirsten nodded. “You have opportunity in the bag, what about motive?”

“He’s a pervert.”

“How do you know this?”

Stella started ticking off fingers. “He’s in his fifties, no job, he lives with his mother. That’s the profile of every serial killer I’ve ever seen in the movies. The same could apply to a pervert.”

“But I think Tom’s circumstances are a little bit different. He moved back here to take care of his mother. Wasn’t he a pharmacist or something? He had a good job.”

“That’s what I heard too, and he just up and quit when his momma got down? I could see that if he’d been selling shoes, but he went to school for his profession, invested a lot of time.” Stella nodded. “Something’s not right. As far as means goes in relation to MMO, he means to rape somebody. That’s my opinion.”

“That not what means usually…means,” Kirsten said with a smile.

“Don’t get smart, you and I are finally having a decent conversation. Don’t piss me off. Now I’ve given you my intel, give me yours.”

“You know I can’t do that,” Kirsten said seriously. 

“That ain’t fair.” Stella shook her head. “Not one bit.”

Kirsten gazed at all the points on Stella’s map. “You might know more than I do.”

Stella sighed. “Well, Tom hasn’t taken the Achmed bait. I figure that’s your fault because you’re always over there. I still watch her place, though. She’s a nice kid, and I’d hate to see anything happen to her.”

“Well, I’d be grateful if you kept that up. My nights are going to be very busy until we catch this guy.”

*******

When Rusty returned from the hardware store, she was excited to see Kirsten’s car parked in front of her house, but Kirsten was nowhere to be found. Rusty assumed that she was paying Stella a visit and kept an eye out for her anyway. She decided to wait in her living room instead of the garage. She wanted to kiss and hold Kirsten, and she didn’t think Kirsten would be comfortable with that kind of display out in the open. 

Rusty’s heart pounded when she watched Kirsten walk out of Stella’s house and head across the street. She rested her hand on the door handle as Kirsten drew closer, then swung the door open when Kirsten was about to knock. In private, Rusty threw her arms around Kirsten and kissed her until they both began breathing heavily. 

“Stay tonight again,” Rusty said against Kirsten’s lips.

Kirsten pulled back a little and met Rusty’s gaze. “I can’t, at least not all night. You know what’s so ironic? Normally, I have nothing but time on my hands, and now you’re here, and I have to deal with this peeper shit.”

Rusty smiled. “That’s probably a good thing because we’d probably end up in a hospital. Dehydration, severe muscle fatigue is bad stuff. Can you stay for dinner?”

“You can have me until about one in the morning.”

Rusty grinned. “I’ll take you.”

“I was hoping you would, that’s why I brought this bag with extra clothes.” Kirsten pulled it off her shoulder and dropped it on the floor.

“Are you hungry?”

“Yes, I am,” Kirsten said with a grin as she backed Rusty toward the hallway. “You look delicious.”

Rusty laughed as Kirsten continued to push her down the hall. “I was planning on having you for dessert. Dinner is basically ready.”

“We’ll make this a quick appetizer then.” Kirsten kissed Rusty and backed her into the bedroom.

“You’re going to have to take that gun belt off yourself. I’m afraid I’ll touch the wrong thing and shoot off one of your toes.”

Kirsten took it off and laid it carefully on Rusty’s dresser. “I enjoyed sleeping with you last night, you were very cuddly,” she said as Rusty unbuttoned her shirt and kissed her neck.

Clothes went flying in their haste to get into bed, but once Kirsten lay atop Rusty, she gazed at her for a moment. “You are really very pretty,” she said. “The more I look at you, the more I notice. I tried not to study you too closely before our deal because I didn’t want to become any more attracted than I already was.”

Rusty licked her lips and felt a bit self-conscious under Kirsten’s intense stare. “What do you like the most? I’ll try to show it off,” she quipped.

“Everything,” Kirsten said as she showered Rusty’s face with kisses. “I like your laugh, your crazy logic.” Kirsten kissed her lips. “These.”

What started off as a quickie turned into hours of slow exploration. In her younger days, Rusty felt genuine affection for the women she’d dated, and it might’ve blossomed into more if she would’ve taken the time to allow that to happen. What she felt in Kirsten’s touch was very reminiscent of those days, and for a little while, she indulged in the fantasy that they weren’t just having a good time and what they were doing meant something. 

Kirsten noticed the change. Rusty’s kisses became even more tender, she met Kirsten’s gaze and held it. The faraway look one got when enraptured in extreme pleasure was replaced by something more engaging. Rusty fully opened to her, and all barriers of pretense were gone; Kirsten realized that they were actually making love.






  



















Chapter Twenty-two





“What’s up on the peeper case?” Rusty asked as she made their plates.

Kirsten told her everything that had happened that morning. “We’re gonna canvass tonight, but I doubt he’ll come out of hiding for a few days. One of my officers proposed that we set up a bait house to see if we can lure him out, but I have some things I want to look into first.”

“By bait house, you mean you’re going to put someone inside and leave the windows open?” Rusty asked as she checked the bread.

“Basically. There’s only one other female officer besides me, and I can’t put a civilian in that position, so I’m gonna have to—”

“I’ll do it,” Rusty said casually. “You’ll be watching, what do I have to worry about?”

“No.” Kirsten shook her head and filled two glasses with ice. “No, no.”

“Why?”

“As I said, I can’t put a civilian in that situation. Rusty, I don’t have a lot of time with you, so I don’t want to spend it all talking about work.”

Rusty pursed her lips and nodded. “All right.”

Rusty set the food on the table, and Kirsten brought the drinks. When they sat and prepared to eat, Kirsten said, “You haven’t mentioned your dream lately.”

“I didn’t dream last night,” Rusty said with a smile. “My mind and body were exhausted.”

“I want to hear about it when you have another one. It’s like a TV series, I find myself wanting to know what’s gonna happen next.”

“Yeah, me too,” Rusty said. She was not prepared to admit that Kirsten had joined the cast of the show. 

Kirsten took a bite of the spaghetti and sighed. “This is delicious, you’re a great cook.”

“Thanks,” Rusty said happily. 

Kirsten gazed at her a moment with a warm smile. “What did you do today?”

“I bought a table saw, so I can make all the things I want. They wouldn’t sell me the floor model, so I have to wait for one to be delivered.”

Kirsten’s smile vanished, and her brow rose. “They’re very dangerous if you don’t know how to operate them properly.”

“Yeah, but it would be useless without the big twirling blade. I’m going to watch some videos online before I even plug it in.”

“I’ll have my dad come over here and show you how to use it. Woodworking is his hobby.”

Rusty wiped her mouth and dropped her napkin in her lap.  “Kirsten, I’m not stupid. I’m well aware of what I’m dealing with.”

“You’re quite intelligent, and I apologize that what I said made you feel that I think otherwise. I’m naturally protective. I hope you realize I only have your best interests at heart.”

Stella’s dream words swept through Rusty’s mind again, and her face went blank as they continued to echo in her brain. She only wants what’s best for you.

Kirsten interpreted the reaction as discomfort and wondered if she’d been mistaken by what she felt in the bedroom. They’d gone from being friends to having sex for the hell of it, and Kirsten began to feel like a romantic idiot trying to make too much out of something that was simply carnal. “I’m not getting attached if that’s what you’re afraid of. I mean, I do care for you, we have a great friendship, but I know we can’t have any more than that.”

“Right,” Rusty agreed with a nod. 

They ate in silence for a little while, both feeling a bit awkward after the exchange. Baton Rouge wasn’t that far away, some people in Ancelet Bay commuted there daily for work, Kirsten thought. It was conceivable that she and Rusty could continue to see each other on the weekends. It was the wrong time to suggest that, though, especially since Rusty sort of spaced out when she had mentioned that she was concerned for her. 

Rusty wasn’t on the same page, but she was at least in the same book. She glanced at Kirsten while she ate and wondered if she might’ve stumbled onto a woman who might actually appreciate her for who she was and not what she could do for her financially. She wondered if she’d screwed up by striking the deal and if hormones blinded her to what she really could’ve had if she’d been patient. She decided like Kirsten that it was the wrong time to voice her concerns. 

Kirsten broke the silence when she said, “Everybody got a kick out of me in those shorts this morning. According to Terry, I was showing off a whole lot.”

Rusty covered her mouth with her napkin as she laughed. “That’s why I like them on you.”

“Well, you’re getting them back after I wash them.”

“Good, I’ll put them back on you every chance I get,” Rusty said, still laughing.

*******

After dinner, they were both lazy and ended up lying on the couch together in front of the TV. Rusty had the remote, and she was flipping through the channels rapid-fire until Kirsten grabbed it out of her hand and said, “You’re out of control. I’ll find us something to watch.” She chose a random channel and tucked the remote beneath the pillow under her head.

“Why are those people naked and in the woods?” Rusty asked as she stared at the TV.

“I think this is some kind of survival show.”

“That doesn’t explain why they’re naked. Look, that woman is sitting right in the dirt.”

“I guess the creators thought it would be more interesting if they were in the buff.” Kirsten winced when the guy on screen bent over to pick something up. “Thank God for those blurry boxes hiding what I really don’t need to see.”

Rusty rose up from Kirsten’s shoulder and met her gaze. “Can you imagine all the grime and nastiness she has in her naughty bits? There could be bugs.”

Without a word, Kirsten pulled the remote from beneath the pillow and changed the channel. Some woman was retelling the story of an encounter she’d had with a ghost. Rusty settled back down on Kirsten’s shoulder and started to giggle like a kid watching cartoons.

“You want me to leave it here?” Kirsten asked.

“Yes, this is hilarious.”

“You find ghosts amusing?”

“She claims it’s digging in her underwear drawer. What’s funnier than a ghostly panty raider?” Rusty patted Kirsten on the stomach softly. “Turn it up.”

“…and the followin’ night, I was laying up in my bed, and I saw the drawer open on its own. A pair of my underthangs just floated up in the air. It prefers those over the bras. A friend of mine is a psychic, and she says she senses the presence of a male Indian spirit that lived on this land hundreds of years ago. He ain’t never been acquainted with Victoria’s Secret, and that’s why he’s so fascinated with that drawer.”

“Never mind the microwave,” Rusty said with a cackle. 

“He likes to flush the toilet a lot too,” the woman on TV said. “I hear it just a-flushin’ during the night, and that’s one of the reasons I called y’all to investigate because he’s running my water bill up.”

The sofa practically vibrated with Kirsten’s and Rusty’s combined hysterical laughter. They watched as a bunch of bearded men spilled out of an old school bus painted black, carrying cases and gadgets. One of them looked very serious as he spoke to his crew and explained they were there to ease the woman’s terror and maybe help her reduce her utility bills.

“Oh, please, please, don’t let this be filmed in Louisiana,” Kirsten said with a groan. “The whole world thinks we’re hairy and stupid because of these shows.”

“Look at the side of the bus. It says ‘Tennessee Paranormal Patrol.’ I think we dodged a bullet.”

One of the beards said, “I feel a lot of pressure inside me in this bathroom. I’m almost dizzy with it.”

Kirsten and Rusty howled with laughter again. 

“I’m gonna take a baseline readin’ with my EMF detector that picks up on electromagnetic energy. If that number goes high, that means there’s a spirit present,” the beard said as he held the meter close to the toilet and moved it around the seat. “He could be sittin’ right here, accordin’ to these numbers. Stew, git in here, boy, and see this.”

Kirsten had tears streaming out of her eyes as she watched two grown men cram themselves into a tiny bathroom to experience a ghost sitting on the toilet. 

“You feel that?” Stew waved a hand over the commode. “The air’s much colder right here.”

“You smell that?” Rusty blurted out between gales of laughter. 

The main investigator spoke directly to the camera. “We’ve decided to give the ghost some privacy in the bathroom, and now we’re gonna do some baseline readin’s on the underwear.”

“He’s so serious,” Kirsten squeaked out. 

“…and we have an infrared video camera aimed right at the drawer at this point and time to catch any evidence that might manifest. Now we’re gonna do an EVP session where we will ask the ghost some questions, and even though our ears might not catch its responses, the recording will,” another investigator explained, then cleared his throat before addressing the ghost. “Hi, how are you? We are gathered here today to ask you a few questions. We mean no harm. Do you like the panties or the bras more? Was that you on the toilet? The lady of the house wants us to ask you to stop flushing it all night, that’s costing her a lot of money. You can go on and touch the panties if you want to, there’s no harm in that. We all like us some panties.”

Kirsten was practically choking with laughter, and Rusty couldn’t make a sound, but her entire body shook as tears streamed out of her eyes too. For the both of them, it felt really good to laugh like a couple of complete fools. When the program ended, they both drifted off to sleep curled up in each other’s arms. 

*******

At one a.m., the alarm on Kirsten’s watch went off, and she opened her eyes. Rusty was sleeping squarely on top of her. “Hey,” Kirsten said softly and kissed the top of Rusty’s head. “I have to get up.”

“No,” Rusty mumbled and didn’t move. 

“Seriously, baby, I have to.”

The term of endearment surprised Rusty and pulled her out of her sleepy stupor. She did her best to climb off Kirsten gently and sat up. “What’re you going to do out there?”

“A lot of driving and a lot of walking,” Kirsten said behind a yawn.

“Will you be alone?”

Kirsten stood and stretched. “Sometimes.”

“Do you think since you have a gun, you’re invincible?” Rusty got up and followed Kirsten into her bedroom.

“Not at all, but I’ll be safe.” Kirsten pulled off her T-shirt and exchanged it for a black one with long sleeves. “You keep everything locked up tight here. I’m gonna have Mitch pick me up, so my car will be parked in front of your house as a deterrent to anybody who might be creeping around.”

Rusty didn’t follow when Kirsten went into the bathroom. Instead, she went into the kitchen and opened a drawer where she kept her nicotine gum. She hadn’t craved it lately, but the thought of Kirsten roaming around in the dark looking for the peeper made her nervous. She popped a piece into her mouth and chewed. 

Kirsten joined her in the kitchen a few minutes later dressed entirely in black with a matching ball cap bearing the department emblem perched on her head. She’d washed her face and smelled of soap and toothpaste as Rusty hugged her. 

“Do you mind if I leave my things here?” Kirsten asked as she stroked Rusty’s back.

“Not at all. Feel free to bring whatever makes you comfortable. Do you want some coffee?”

“No, I’ll get some later, but thanks.” Kirsten captured Rusty’s lips in a sweet kiss and backed away. “The timing of this sucks. I’d rather stay and be your pillow, even though you kick me sometimes. Come lock the door behind me.”

Rusty stole another quick kiss at the door, then locked it after Kirsten. She watched from the window as Kirsten walked out to her car, got something out of it, and stood near the hood. Kirsten waved at Stella’s house, made a gesture toward her eyes with two fingers, and pointed at Rusty’s place. A patrol car drove up, Kirsten hopped inside, then she was gone.

Rusty went into the bedroom and picked up the shirt Kirsten had discarded. She took it back to the sofa and curled up with it.






  



















Chapter Twenty-three





The night had been uneventful, and when Mitch dropped her off to pick up her car, she longed to go inside and curl up next to Rusty. Instead, she wearily drove to the station. Kirsten’s shift change meeting was brief, but as she spoke, her cellphone vibrated in her pocket. After everyone was dismissed, she read the texts from her mother. 

I have three kids, and only one of them spends time with me.

Come to breakfast, you know how much it means to me.

I told your father if he starts anything, I will club him with a skillet. I meant it.

Kirsten sighed and walked out to her car. She was tired and in no mood for a confrontation and doubted that her father took the threat seriously. Kirsten knew she would have to face him sooner or later, and the quicker she got it over with, the better she would feel.

*******

“Good morning,” Mona chirped brightly as Kirsten walked in. “Why are you dressed like a ninja?”

“I think it makes me look cool,” Kirsten said and kissed Mona’s cheek. “Hello, Dad.”

“Hey,” he replied from behind a newspaper.

Kirsten walked over to the coffeepot and poured herself a cup. “I’m hungry this morning, Mom. Go wild.”

“Great,” Mona said with a grin and started loading a plate with eggs. “I’m feeding my baby.”

Kirsten took her cup of coffee to the table and sat. Tal lowered the paper and said, “I spoke to the mayor this morning, and—”

“I don’t care.”

Tal glared at Kirsten and looked as though he was about to yell but thought better of it. Mona dropped Kirsten’s plate on the table rather roughly. “Can we have a meal in peace, please?” she ground out.

“Go right ahead.” Tal got up and walked out the back door.

“You could’ve tried a little bit harder, Kirsten,” Mona spat out.

“I’m sorry, Mom, but he could’ve chosen his first sentence to me more wisely. I’m tired of getting messages from my boss through him. If Ben Hoskins has something to say, he should say it to me.”

Mona sighed and fixed her own plate. She sat at the table and pointed to Kirsten’s fork. “Pick that up and use it to shove food in your mouth.”

“I’m sorry I ruined your morning.”

“At least you came,” Mona conceded with a slight smile. “Eat.” She watched Kirsten take a couple of bites. “What did you do this weekend?”

“I shared the jambalaya you made me with Rusty, and we hung out.”

“The whole weekend?” Mona asked casually.

Kirsten’s car had been parked in front of Rusty’s house for the last couple of days. Kirsten knew if Stella hadn’t informed her mother of that, then someone else had. “Yes.”

“So…you’re dating?”

Kirsten wasn’t about to admit that she was in a strictly sexual arrangement to her mother and replied, “Casually, yes.”

Mona narrowed her eyes. “What exactly does that mean?”

“Rusty’s here temporarily, so this isn’t going to develop into anything serious. We’re simply enjoying each other’s company.”

Mona nodded and stared at Kirsten as she picked up her cup and took a sip. A moment of silence hung between them, and Mona said, “We need to talk about your daddy. There’re some things you need to hear and understand before real bitterness sets in.”

“Momma, I’m tired of his constant disapproval over how I do my job. I also resent that he appears to have accepted the position of my personal handler for the mayor. You know me, I want to do what’s right, and it’s hard enough to have to fight Ben Hoskins to do my job fairly. It’s heartbreaking to have to struggle with Dad too.”

Mona took a few more quick bites of her food and set her fork down as she chewed. She wiped her mouth and blew out a heavy breath. “There are aspects of my marriage that I never wanted to have to discuss with my children. I haven’t always agreed with how your dad handled things when he was the police chief. He’s a good man, but he’s also human and got some things wrong. When Clive Howes was mayor, things were different, then Ben took office. He’s an asshole.”

Kirsten was surprised by Mona’s observation. Normally, she made an effort to point out the better characteristics of someone’s personality. 

“He has his buddies, and he takes care of them. He’s a typical politician with the ‘don’t pay any mind to things I do, just believe everything I say.’ Your dad was an old dog when Ben took office, and he was tired. Instead of standing up to Ben, your dad took the path of least resistance. Once he did that, Ben took full advantage. What you sense in your father isn’t disapproval, it’s…shame for his own actions, not yours. It’s a blow to his pride each time he sees you stand up like he should’ve done.”

“Okay,” Kirsten said with a nod. “I understand that, but what confuses me is that he tries to talk me into doing the exact same thing.”

“He doesn’t want you to lose your job,” Mona said, holding Kirsten’s gaze. “Honey, you deserve the position you hold, you earned it, but that’s not why you got it. Ben pushed for you because he expects you to be just like your dad. Ben has the council in his pocket, along with the most influential people in and outside of this town. He can strip you of your position and run you out of the department completely.”

“He might, but I won’t go down with a whimper. People like him forget there are more of us common folk than there are people like him and his friends. He may win the battle, I might lose my job, but he will not come out unscathed in the war. I’m not tired, I’ve got plenty of fight left in me.”

Mona smiled sadly and patted Kirsten’s cheek. “I hope you win.”

*******

“Achmed, this is some mighty fine brew,” Stella said after she sipped her coffee. “You got some kind of Arabian herb in here?”

“I bought it from the market down the street, ask them what they put in it. Do you ever sleep? Kirsten says you watch my house all night. It’s ten in the morning, and you’re bright-eyed.”

Stella looked like a little kid swinging her feet while seated on one of the high chairs at Rusty’s bistro table. “I take a nap for a few hours when the sun starts to rise. I usually go back down late in the afternoon, so I’ll be fresh for the night,” she said casually. “You can observe a lot of things at night, like the fact that Kirsten has been staying here. I guess you two are hot and heavy now. Are y’all gonna walk down the aisle one day now that it’s legal?”

“It’s not like that. I already told you I’ll have to go back to Baton Rouge when my time here is up, and it won’t be long.”

“You act like Baton Rouge is on the other side of the globe. It’s a hop, skip, and a jump once you get off the backroads and onto the interstate.”

Rusty tucked her hair behind her ears and frowned. “My life there is very busy. I’m not going to have time to hop around.”

“Then why’d you come here in the first place if you’re just gonna go back and work yourself to death again? That’s dumb.” Stella furrowed her brow. “What’re you working so hard for? What is it you want?”

“I want my company to grow. There are areas we need to expand into, and I have to be there to push to make sure we do.”

Stella shook her head. “I still don’t see why you won’t make time for Kirsten. A person needs more in her life than just work. You’re just like my Paul, he would never stop. What he gained was never enough. We could’ve had a real nice house instead of that tiny cracker box across the street, but no, that would take away our nest egg. That egg cracked during the recession, and we lost a lot of it. Then he died a few years after. Poor fool had worked himself to death for nothing.”

“Stella, I don’t want to get into your private business, but are you all right financially?”

“Yeah, I’m fine, truly. I have enough money to live comfortably for the rest of my life. You’re missing the point. Paul and I both could’ve lived just fine on what we have, but he’s not here to know that, now is he? Why’d you ask me that question? You wanna try to take care of me?”

Rusty opened her eyes wide and shrugged. “I could offer you a very low interest loan if you needed to fix things up around your house.”

“You’re good people, Achmed. I don’t care if you look just like a terrorist with that dark hair and eyes.”

“Well, thank you, Irish potato head. Hopefully, one day, you’ll accept that my family is Argentinian.”

Stella smacked the table with her hand. “Speak Spanish.”

“I can’t. I learned just enough in school to say hola.”

“How come you don’t speak the language of your people? I can speak mine,” Stella said and quoted a line from a Lucky Charms commercial.

Rusty laughed. “My mom told me that when my great-grandparents moved here legally, they learned English. They wanted to be Americans, and they taught their kids nothing but English.” Rusty squinted and said, “I think it was sort of a rebellion thing because their parents disowned them when they moved here. At least, that’s how I remember Mom telling the story a long time ago.”

“I’m still gonna call you Achmed.”

“I’m used to it now,” Rusty said with a smile. 

“Rusty, why is this door unlocked?” Kirsten called from the living room. 

“Why did you open a door that doesn’t belong to you?” Stella said loudly.

“Oh, great,” Kirsten said as she strolled into the kitchen. “You’ve infiltrated this house too.” She shook her head and grimaced as she gazed at the coffee cups sitting on the table. “Rusty, you gave her something to drink? That’s the same as feeding a stray dog. She’s gonna be around here all the time.”

“You look like hammered poo,” Stella said with disdain. “Your eyes are all dark underneath, your skin is pale.”

“Mom said the same thing before I left her house, and I have to know, who takes a hammer to poo?” Kirsten quipped with a grin.

“Okay, I’m leaving. It started to smell in here the second you walked in.” Stella made a face when she noticed that Kirsten and Rusty were gazing at each other with smiles. “Yeah, it’s definitely time for me to leave. Thanks for the coffee, Achmed, and I’ll see myself out.”

“Thanks for dropping by, potato head,” Rusty called after her. 

“Pet names, coffee.” Kirsten sucked her teeth and shook her head. “This looks bad, Rusty. Do I have to compete with Stella now for your time?”

“You’re delirious, you must really be tired,” Rusty said with a laugh. 

“I was hoping to grab a quick nap, and I wondered if you’d like to join me.”

Rusty stood with a grin. “I definitely will, but you can’t expect anything more than sleep.”

Kirsten took Rusty’s hand and led her to the front door. “Let me show you how this works. You flip the bolt and the door is locked. Don’t let me find it ajar again, or there will be consequences.”

“I’m shaking in my shoes.”

Kirsten continued leading Rusty to the bedroom. “Let’s discuss the performance bonuses you mentioned before. I think we can both agree I’ve been performing very well.”

“Wow, you really are delirious.”






  



















Chapter Twenty-four





Kirsten followed up on Stella’s theory about Tom Portman being the peeper and looked into his past. He had no arrest records, not even a moving violation. The only court record she found was a divorce six years ago. Kirsten dug even deeper and found Tom’s ex-wife’s social media pages and combed through them to see if she had anything disparaging to say about him but found just the opposite. 

On his birthday, his ex had posted an old picture of him sitting behind a huge birthday cake and had written beneath it, Today is Tom’s birthday, and though I know he doesn’t care much for the Internet, I still wanted to send out warm wishes for him here. Happy Birthday, Tommy, may all your dreams come true. Nevertheless, Kirsten had Bryan keep an eye on Tom, and there was nothing to report. Tom would go out each evening for his walk around eight. He took the same route every time and stopped to chat with a few people during his stroll. 

The peeper had gone into hiding again; a couple of weeks passed without incident. Kirsten took Terry’s bait house idea and ran with it. She was quietly orchestrating a plan and had someone in mind to pose as bait. 

The deal that Kirsten and Rusty had struck was going well in a sense. It was supposed to be a sexual relationship, but Kirsten spent every moment of her free time with Rusty. They had lunch together most days and dinner every night. They even had a standing TV date to watch and make fun of the goofy ghost hunters. To anyone who didn’t know about their arrangement, it appeared that Kirsten and Rusty were seriously dating. 

On Rusty’s thirtieth day of exile, she received a gift from Neil. He unblocked her access to the company server for her. She nearly banged the keys off her keyboard going through every report she deemed important. She read some of them three times to fully comprehend what she was seeing. Smart Shopper was doing just fine and had expanded into two new territories. Rusty should’ve been thrilled by what she saw, but she couldn’t accept that it was all done without her. 

All sorts of irrational ideas assaulted her mind, the most prominent was that Neil had doctored the reports to hide that the company had gone straight to hell. Rusty had to see for herself if what was being reported was real. She threw some things into her computer bag, grabbed her keys, and dashed out to her car. 

Stella banged on Rusty’s passenger window before she could tear out of the driveway. Rusty lowered it and said, “Stella, I can’t visit right now, I’m in a hurry.”

“Are they having a meat sale at the market again?” Stella asked excitedly.

“No, nothing like that. I have to go.”

“Well, wait. I need to talk to you about something important. I think we can help Kirsten snag Tom, but you can’t tell her anything about it.” Stella waved a hand. “I’ll lay it out for you when you get back. Want me to drop by in an hour or so?”

“I don’t know when I’m coming back,” Rusty snapped. “I need to get to Baton Rouge before the afternoon traffic starts to stack up.” She put the car in gear and was about to back up when Stella asked a question that Rusty had not considered the answer to. 

“What about Kirsten?”

“Tell her I’ll call her. Step away from the car.”

Stella jumped out of the way when the engine revved. Rusty backed out of the driveway and took off in the wrong direction. Stella shook her head angrily. “You’re making a big mistake, Achmed, but hey, I’m not gonna cry for you, Argentina.”

*******

It was four thirty when Rusty strode into the lobby of the Smart Shopper office building wearing sneakers, shorts, and an old T-shirt with her hair in a ponytail. The receptionist smiled and said, “May I help—Ms. Martinez?”

“Is Neil in?” Rusty asked as she continued on to the hallway that led to her office.

“I don’t believe he’s left for the day,” the receptionist called after her.

Rusty got a few odd looks as she passed open office doors. When she entered the atrium surrounded by the administrative offices, Neil’s assistant stared at Rusty as though she were a ghost. “Neil, where is he?” Rusty asked. 

Neil nearly ran out of his office, his expression showing complete shock. “What are you doing here?” he asked, sounding confused.

“I’m still the CEO, am I not?” Rusty said curtly before she strode over to her office door and unlocked it. 

Neil followed her inside, practically on her heels. “Rusty, what’s going on?”

“You tell me.” She sat at her computer and switched it on.

“I don’t understand.” Neil pointed at the seating area in the corner of Rusty’s office. “You and I sat over there and made a deal. You were going to take a break for a month, then work remotely for a while.”

“Tell me the truth, why did you want me out of here so badly?”

“Because you were going to die if you didn’t change your ways.”

“I logged into the server today, those numbers aren’t right. I was looking at a dummy system, wasn’t I?”

“What?” Neil asked, completely taken aback. “Are you actually accusing me of trying to mislead you?”

Rusty didn’t answer; she was too busy pulling up reports. Neil closed her door and paced back and forth with his arms folded, waiting for Rusty to see the truth herself. Minutes passed as Rusty stared at the screen. 

“They match what you saw back in Ancelet Bay, don’t they?” Neil asked.

Rusty sat back with a sigh, unable to believe what she was seeing. Smart Shopper really was doing better without her.

“Answer me,” Neil said. “Are they the same?”

“Yes,” Rusty admitted with disdain. 

Rusty had only seen Neil explode once, and it was after his brother backed into the door of the very first nice car he’d ever bought. That fit paled in comparison to the one he released on Rusty. 

“How dare you! How fucking dare you! I am the one person on this planet who has always had your back. And you come in here and accuse me of fudging numbers? I’m damn proud of what the people of this company and I have accomplished while you were away. You should be thankful and impressed, but no, you come in here all full of piss and vinegar and accusations. I have been trying to tell you this gently, but here are the cold hard facts. Our people don’t need to be browbeaten to do their jobs. Morale has improved while you haven’t been here belittling and micromanaging. All I’ve had to do was drop in on occasion and check on things, and I do that once a week. That’s right, I’ve been in this building maybe half a dozen times while you were out.”

Neil threw himself into a chair and said, “You don’t get it, our roles have changed. We have very effective managers when they’re allowed to do their jobs. What you and I need to do is mind the bottom line, and every now and then, audit the operation, and fine-tune where it’s needed. We decide when and where we want to expand, then someone else makes that happen. If you feel the need to drive yourself into an early grave, then buy a pet project company, but do it without me. I’ve spent the last twenty years living and breathing this place, worrying the hair off my head. I’m going to have a life now.”

The one place where Rusty felt truly at home had changed seemingly overnight. She felt like a visitor. Her whole sense of purpose vanished in a heartbeat. 

Neil glanced at his watch and stood. “I have a date with my wife tonight, and for a change, I’m not going to be late. Stare at that screen until your heart is content.”



After the shift change meeting, Kirsten stopped by the bakery with a craving for croissants. She wasn’t sure what Rusty was cooking that evening, but baked goods were always a great complement. The flower shop was next door, and Kirsten picked up a bouquet. When she arrived at Rusty’s, she was a little surprised that her car wasn’t in the driveway and figured she’d run out to get something. Kirsten pulled her phone from her pocket and was about to call her when Stella appeared next to her door.

“What’ve you done?” Kirsten asked as she rolled down the window.

“Achmed asked me to give you a message. She left for Baton Rouge this afternoon, said she didn’t know when she would be back, but she’s gonna call you.”

Kirsten blinked rapidly behind her dark glasses as what Stella had to say sank in. “Thanks for letting me know,” she said and picked up the box of croissants. These will go good with your coffee tonight. Take these flowers too.”

“She didn’t take anything with her but a bag, so don’t you worry,” Stella said kindly.

“She didn’t tell me she was leaving, either,” Kirsten said numbly, thinking that Rusty had done it on purpose, instead of saying goodbye. 

*******

Rusty was too embarrassed to leave her office after Neil’s tongue lashing because she was sure that everyone on that end of the building heard it. She stayed until everyone left, so she wouldn’t look like a dog slinking out with its tail between its legs. The biggest source of her shame was accusing one of her closet friends of lying to her because of her pride and her need to be needed.

She left the office a little after eight with a wave at the security staff, who stared at her oddly. The streets looked the same as Rusty drove to her condo, but they didn’t feel like home anymore. As she opened her door, the air that met her was warm and stale. She switched on lights and went straight to the thermostat and dropped it down a few notches. After that, she didn’t know what to do with herself. 

She sat on her sofa and stared out at the lights of the city. She knew she needed to call Kirsten and explain everything, but she didn’t think she could bring herself to admit that she’d lost her head and acted like a complete fool. She sent a text instead that read: Office emergency, will explain everything later.

Kirsten’s response was immediate. Are you okay?

Had Rusty been in Kirsten’s shoes, she would’ve demanded more of an explanation. Kirsten responded with concern, and it made Rusty feel even lower. She sighed as she typed out her reply. I did something really stupid today, and I’m not sure I’m ready to talk about it.


Maybe if you got it off your chest, you might find that it’s not as bad as you think, Kirsten wrote back. 

“Oh, no, I can assure you, it’ll sound worse,” Rusty said aloud but called Kirsten anyway. 

“Hey,” Kirsten answered, her voice sounding dull.

“Have you ever made an ass of yourself so bad that you deliberated moving to Siberia?”

“I’d hide my shame on a tropical island instead.”

“I logged into the server today and took a look at the reports expecting to find not exactly disaster, but a drop in performance and sales. Everything I saw looked so good, I actually thought Neil had pulled one over on me. He’d told me before that things were going good, but I didn’t want to believe him,” Rusty said with a deep sigh. “So I got into my car, drove here, and accused him of being a liar. The company has done just fine—no, it’s done better—without me. Please don’t tell me to focus on the silver lining.”

“I was going to say that would’ve knocked my ego into the dirt too.”

“Smart Shopper has been a part of me my whole adult life. It’s the one good thing I can say that I’ve done. I’ve raised it like a child, and now it doesn’t need or want me anymore. Neil said morale improved after I left. I’m not the leader anymore, I’m a problem.” Rusty raised a hand and let it drop on her sofa. “I don’t…know what to do.”

“Where are you—at the office or at home?”

“I’m at my condo.”

“Don’t do anything. It’s never good to make decisions right after a shock. Give your brain a chance to reset overnight. You’re smart, Rusty, and you’ll find a way to make the best out this situation.”

Rusty bit her bottom lip and closed her eyes. “I’m sorry about leaving and not telling you why.”

“Oh, you’re in big trouble for that one,” Kirsten said with a laugh that didn’t sound genuine. “When Stella told me you said you didn’t know when you would be back, that was my shock for the day. I knew you were going to eventually leave, but I thought you’d at least tell me goodbye.”

“I wasn’t thinking clearly, I—”

“I know that now, and it’s not the time to talk about us, or rather our deal, tonight. Take a hot bath, go to bed, and when you wake up in the morning, you might have a better handle on what you need to do.”

Rusty swallowed hard. “All right, thanks.”

“You’re welcome. What’s your condo look like?”

“It’s in a high-rise building by the river. It has three bedrooms, a big kitchen, and living room.”

Kirsten was silent for a moment. “Does it feel good to be home?”

“Not after everything I just told you.”

“No, I mean, do you like it there? Is it comfortable, your home?”

It was Rusty’s turn to be quiet for a moment. “It doesn’t feel like home anymore.”

“Think about that too. I’m gonna let you get some rest now,” Kirsten said quickly. “Call me tomorrow, let me know what’s going on. Good night.”

Rusty stared at the phone when the call ended, her mind whirring with the implication Kirsten had just made.

*******

Rusty’s dream forest was still green, and the house still appeared to be building itself. The walls were completely up, and there were shingles on the roof. Windows had been installed, and there was even a front door, and it was bright red. Stella opened one of the windows and smiled. 

“You’re doing a good job, Achmed. This place is coming together faster now. When’re you gonna come on in?”

Rusty tried to take a step and once again found that her feet felt like they were in cement. This time, she stood farther away from the house. “I can’t,” she said as sadness swept over her and a subtle knowing that she would be better off inside. 

“She’s in here.”

“Who?” Rusty still tried to make her heavy feet move.

“Kirsten, and she wants you to come inside,” Stella said. 

Rusty searched the windows for any sight of Kirsten and noticed Neil standing at one with his arms folded and a frown on his face. “Please try to understand,” Rusty said, hoping he could hear her through the glass.

“His feelings are hurt, but he’ll come around when you talk to him.” Stella whispered, “He’s really sensitive, and I’ll let you in on a secret, Kirsten is too, but she hides it better than he does.”

“Is she mad at me?” 

“Why do you care?” Stella asked with a slight grin. 

“Because I…” Rusty wasn’t able to answer the question. The answer was on the tip of her tongue, but she couldn’t release it.

“You know what, Achmed, you have it all, you just won’t see it. You don’t like changes you don’t make, but you did all of this, every bit.”

“I don’t understand.”

Stella perched her little butt on the windowsill and smiled. “Yes, you do. You just don’t wanna let go of the rope that you think is safety, and it’s tied to the past. I’m speaking plain here, but you’re not hearing me.”

A steady knock began, and Rusty looked around. “What is that?”

Stella didn’t answer, and the knocking continued until Rusty woke up and realized that it was real.






  



















Chapter Twenty-five





Neil looked tired when Rusty opened her door. “I was so upset yesterday evening that I ruined dinner. Jaqueline took me home, put some kind of monk chanting CD into the player, and made me listen to it in a dark room. It didn’t help.”

“Come in,” Rusty said and stepped out of the way. 

Neil walked over to the sofa and looked as though he were about to sit, then changed his mind. He walked over to the window and leaned against it. “You know what I realized last night? I’ve become you. I constantly crave your affirmation, just like you did with your mother. I have to accept that I’m not going to get it, and I have to learn to be proud of my accomplishments on my own.”

The truth struck Rusty like a wrecking ball, and she sank down into a chair. Justine was gone, but Rusty still longed to hear her say, “Hey, honey, good job.” She’d known that about herself, but for Neil to put it in context the way he did made Rusty realize she had to do more than just acknowledge it. 

“Please forgive me,” she said numbly. “I’m an asshole.”

Neil turned away from the window with anger painted all over his face. “No, you’re not. That’s what makes this so hard. I’ve seen the real woman who hides behind that façade. This is so frustrating because you are not your mother, but when you get scared, you act just like her. I couldn’t see this for myself, but Jaqueline forced me to examine it. Your mother tried to control everything because she was always afraid. You were the one thing she had, so even if she had to mentally abuse you to keep you needy, she was willing to do that. She knew if she withheld her affirmation and her affection, you’d always fight to have it. You’re wired that way. If something’s out of reach, you fight to get it. That’s what has made you a successful businesswoman. It’s also crippling you as a human being, and no one suffers for it more than you do. You need to learn to love yourself despite what your mother did to you. She was a very miserable woman who wanted you to be the same way to make herself feel better.”

Neil sat and clasped his hands together. “I have to admit that I’ve been dishonest with you,” he said, staring at the floor. “When you admitted the doctor told you if you didn’t make drastic changes, you’d die, I seized on that. I knew you were scared, and I manipulated you into agreeing to take a break. In my heart, the primary concern was for your health, but it was also for mine. You were killing me. You were at the office every single day at seven in the morning, you stayed late every night, and you expected me to do the same. I was too weak-willed to tell you no. So part of my reason for getting you out of here for a while was to force you to realize it didn’t have to be that way.”

Rusty closed her eyes as she absorbed everything Neil had to say. 

“I would never cheat you. Aside from what I told you, I’ve never lied to you. Our company is important to—”

“Stop, you don’t have to explain anymore.” Rusty ran both hands though her hair and expelled a heavy breath. “Everything you just said is right, and I’m thankful for what you did. I’m devastated, though…” Rusty swallowed down a ball of emotion threatening to choke her. “I hate that I made you feel like you were worthless because you’re not. You’ve been the best friend I’ve ever had and brilliant. I’m so proud of what you’ve done. Neil, don’t cry, I’m trying to keep it together here.”

“Crying is a natural thing. Sometimes, you have to wash the windows to the soul,” he said with a sniff. “Real men do it.”

“Well, this is something we don’t agree on. Knock it off.”

“No, you can’t tell me how to control my emotions anymore. I’ll cry if I want to.” Neil inhaled deeply, sat up straight, and seemed to wait for more tears to come. “Shit, I can’t do it now.”

Rusty clamped her lips together and laughed as tears rolled down her cheeks. Neil was on her in a heartbeat. “Are you crazy?” she said with a grunt. “Get off my lap.”

“This is genuine and honest affection,” Neil argued.

“Yeah, well, it’s breaking my legs. Aw, damn,” Rusty said as Neil got up, pulled her to her feet, and wrapped her in a bear hug. 

“I love you, Rusty.”

“I love you too, I really do, but I don’t want to feel this much of your body pressed against mine. I’ve told you that before. Could you at least…you know, put some space between me and your man parts?” Rusty burst out laughing when Neil wrapped a leg around her. “Get off me.”

*******

They talked a long time about the business and what had taken place in Rusty’s absence. Rusty confided in Neil about how the deal with Kirsten was becoming a lot more to her than just sex. He didn’t lecture her about relationships during recovery, Neil simply smiled happily. 

“You can still see her. Spend a couple of days at the office and the rest in Ancelet Bay. Work remotely like we discussed before,” Neil said.

Rusty shook her head. “This is real. This is really happening.”

“Kirsten?” Neil asked.

“Everything.” Rusty’s brow furrowed. “Out there, it seemed like a dream, but my life is being disassembled and put back together, and I’m not sure if I’m doing it or the circumstances are.”

“I may’ve given you a push, but you’re doing it.”

“Right.” Rusty chewed her lip as she thought. “I can’t come back to the office yet. I think I still need to work on me for a while.”

*******

“Thank you for coming, Allie.” Kirsten gave her old friend a hug. “I’m sure this isn’t how you wanted to spend your vacation.”

“I always harbored a secret desire to be an actress. This is my big shot. Besides, I owe you for introducing me to Andrew.”

Kirsten pulled out Allie’s chair. “How is he?”

“I have no idea, we’re divorced now.”

Kirsten sank slowly into her own chair and said, “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Allie said with a sigh, then a smile. “It was great while it lasted, and I learned a lot about myself. I have great restraint. I didn’t kill him or my best friend when I found out they were having an affair.”

The server arrived at their table before Kirsten could respond, and they ordered drinks and a couple of salads. Kirsten had arranged the meeting at a restaurant in Breaux Bridge, a town far enough away where she doubted they’d run into anyone from Ancelet Bay. No one outside of Kirsten’s department knew that she’d enlisted the help of an outsider. 

Allie Seeley was still as attractive as she was when they were in college. She was in her early forties but looked like she was thirty. On the outside, Allie appeared to be the typical girly blonde with big blue eyes and dazzling smile. When Kirsten sought her out on a social media site, she marveled at how much Allie had not changed over the years. She still looked like she should’ve been wearing a cheerleader’s uniform. Underneath that exterior, though, was a very sharp and shrewd woman.

“How’re things at the Jackson P.D.?” Kirsten asked when they were alone again.

“I made detective,” Allie said with a smile. “It took me a little while to decide if I wanted to move up in the department. I considered going back to school and getting a nursing degree, so I could actually make money. Being a cop gets in your blood, and we chase flashing lights like a dog after a trash truck. You’re just lucky that I’ve accrued a shitload of vacation time, and the idea of being bait appealed to me. What’s the plan?”

Kirsten smiled up at the server as she set two glasses of tea on the table and told them the salads would be out shortly. “We have a little house on the edge of town, and your story is that you’ve bought it and you’re gonna renovate. I’m not gonna lie to you, it’s a shack that someone used as a fishing camp. You need to be seen around town, go grocery shopping, visit the hardware store, be a chatty Cathy and tell everyone how you plan to fix the place up. Hopefully, our guy will make a move quickly, and you can enjoy the rest of your time off.” Kirsten grabbed a small bag in the seat next to her. “Inside, you’ll find the keys and address to the house, a radio, and all the phone numbers you might need.”

Allie grinned. “This is gonna be fun, I can’t wait to play my role. Life must be good in Mayberry if you’re going to this much trouble to catch a peeping Tom. I reviewed all the information you sent me very carefully. It’s all circumstantial, and there are no actual ties to the guy who broke into the house in Rodney and the guy who’s been peeping in Ancelet Bay. It’s too coincidental to ignore, though.”

Kirsten nodded. “I know. I’ve blown a hole in my tiny budget just paying your expenses.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m serious when I say I’m looking forward to this. You were always very practical when we were in school. What’s your motivation? Why is it such a big deal?”

“First, I’m following my gut. I think this guy is capable of, or has already committed, sexual assault.” Kirsten smiled. “Mayberry, as you call it, is very quiet, so I have the time to dedicate to this. The second reason is all about my stubborn pride.” She tapped the table with her index finger. “I think you’ll understand what I’m about to say next. I feel like my dad and the mayor walk around me with ‘you should be barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen’ on the tip of their tongues all the time. Maybe it’s all in my head, maybe I’m oversensitive, but I’ve put a lot of pressure on myself to prove my gut instinct is right on this one.”

Allie nodded. “I know exactly what you’re saying. We feel like we can’t screw up because no one will see it for a mistake, they’ll blame it on the fact that we’re women. Time changes faster than minds. There’s quite a few guys who have made it clear they think women don’t belong in our department, but they never use those exact words, and I’m not oversensitive. Every asshole is entitled to their opinion, but I don’t have to accept it. I’ll hang my bare ass out the window if it means we can catch your guy.”

Kirsten’s brow shot up. “I might have you do that. The land around the house is rigged with cameras, and I’ll have people there on watch too. Like I said, it’s a dump, but Terry, one of our officers, put a few things in there to make you comfortable. It’s her cousin’s camp, and she hasn’t been out there in years.”

“Are there creatures living there too?”

“Um…yeah.” Kirsten put up her hand. “I should’ve said there were, but Terry got rid of them.”

Allie made a face. “Yeah, you’re gonna owe me big. So tell me what you’ve been up to. Have you tied the knot with anyone?”

“No.” Kirsten shook her head and smiled. “I have met someone, though, and I’m hoping to hold on to her. She just marched into my life and grabbed me.”

“How long has this been going on?” Allie asked with a smile.

“I met her a month ago when she moved into town, and we struck up a friendship almost immediately.” Kirsten shrugged and looked away. “I’m falling for her already. She is…not like anyone I’ve ever met. She says and does the craziest stuff, but it endears her to me more, and I understand her. I really hope she comes back,” Kirsten finished softly.

“Where’d she go?”

“She lives and works in Baton Rouge, but she’s been staying in Ancelet a little while. She had an emergency at the office she had to tend to, so she went back yesterday.”

“Hmm,” Allie said with a smile. “She’s got you wrapped around her finger already.”

“That she does,” Kirsten agreed with a nod.

*******

After their lunch meeting, Kirsten returned to Ancelet Bay first. Allie took her time and even stopped at the hardware store pretending to be lost. She wove a long tale about how she and her husband had bought the place, but he had to take a business trip and wouldn’t be joining her for a while. Stella happened to be in the store at that time buying fertilizer and saw bait, too, when she took in Allie’s short shorts and tight T-shirt. She began formulating her own plan on how to catch the peeper. 

Rusty also came into town about the same time, and once she was back at the house, she made a call. “Can we have dinner tonight? I need to talk to you,” she said when Kirsten answered. 

“Oh, you’re back in town?” Kirsten asked coolly. 

Rusty was a little taken aback by the tone. “Yes.”

“I have a stolen car parts sting I’m working on this evening, but I can manage dinner.”

“All right, come by after work, and I’ll have it ready when you get here.”

“Okay, I’ll see you then. Bye.” 

When the call ended, Kirsten blew out a breath. On one hand, she was thrilled to know Rusty was back, but that was the problem with the other hand. Just hearing Rusty’s voice on the phone made her heart skip a beat. Rusty’s unexpected departure and the conversation with Allie prompted Kirsten to really evaluate her feelings, and she realized that she’d gotten way too close to the fire. After talking to Rusty the night before, she truly grasped how important Rusty’s company was to her and how much of her identity was wrapped up in it. Kirsten fully expected to be told over dinner that their time was over. 

There was a part of her that just wanted to focus fully on the peeper case and let Rusty walk out of her life. Like a stupid moth with singed wings, she couldn’t help but to be drawn to the flame. She just wanted to see her face even if her lips were going to deliver bad news.






  



















Chapter Twenty-six





Rusty didn’t have time to prepare anything, so she rushed over to Troy’s and picked up dinner. She timed it so she could take the food out of the boxes just before Kirsten walked in. She set the dishes on the table when Kirsten knocked on the door, then threw it open.

“Rusty! I know I told you to keep this damn door locked. It was ajar again.”

Rusty met Kirsten between the kitchen and the living room with her hands raised in surrender. “I just got home.”

“No excuse,” Kirsten said, shaking her head. “Not acceptable. I don’t care if your arms are full of shit, drop it at the door and lock it.”

A sharp retort formed on Rusty’s tongue as her temper flared. She and Kirsten stared at each other for a moment, and Rusty said, “All right, my bad. I’ll be more mindful.”

Then they stared at each other again, neither knowing if they should kiss or hug but both wanting to. Rusty took a step back. “This is…awkward.” She jerked a thumb at the table. “Sit down, and tell me what you want to drink.”

“Water is fine.”

Rusty filled two glasses and set them on the table, then sat down. “I got you the grouper because you said it was good.”

“It looks delicious, thank you,” Kirsten said as she laid her napkin across her lap. “Did you get everything resolved with Neil?”

“I did,” Rusty said with a nod. 

Kirsten picked up her fork and poked at her dinner. “When’re you going back?”

“I feel like you’re mad at me, and I understand, but—”

“No, Rusty, I’m scared of you, and I’m woman enough to admit that I screwed up. I haven’t gone along with the terms of the deal, and I’ve gotten really attached to you.”

“Whew!” Rusty picked up her napkin and started fanning herself. “This is a day, this is a wild day. Click, click, click, that’s my new life coming together. It’s been completely overturned, but all the pieces that fell out are coming together in a totally different way, and I like it. This is great, this is so great.”

“Is that your way of saying…you like me too?” 

“Well, yeah. I went home, and it wasn’t home, and not because I’m no longer needed at the office. You weren’t there, and I felt like I was a thousand miles away from you. My life is in upheaval, and I’m working on it, I am, but the one thing—the one person—that makes me want to make it all settle down is you. Because I just want to be with you.”

Kirsten brushed a hand through her hair as her face flushed. “I really thought you were about to tell me we were through.”

“No.” Rusty shook her head vehemently. “I asked you over tonight to beg you to give me a chance. I was going to write up a proposal for a relationship, but I got here later than I wanted, and I had to go get dinner.”

Kirsten smiled. “Could you go over the points verbally, please?”

“I want us to forget that we ever made that stupid deal,” Rusty said seriously. “I want us to continue as we are without limitations because the feelings I have for you are growing stronger with every minute that passes.”

“I’ll take the revised agreement.” Kirsten got up and pulled Rusty into her arms. “You can write it up, I’ll sign that one.”

Rusty laughed and squeezed her tight. “Oh, you make me happy. How long can you stay this evening? I want to give you that performance bonus.” 

*******

“You owe me an apology,” Stella said with a hand on her hip when Rusty opened her door just after nine o’clock that night. “I was prepared to make you a member of the DOD and enlist you for a mission, and you just ran out on me.”

“I’m sorry about that, I was having a bad day,” Rusty said with a smile and allowed Stella inside. 

Stella strolled in and asked, “Where’s Kirsten, and is she coming back anytime soon?”

“She’s working on some stolen auto parts sting. I won’t see her again until tomorrow around lunch.”

“Good.” Stella nodded and rubbed her hands together. “Very good.”

“What kind of mission?” Rusty asked warily. 

“I told her the peeper is Tom Portman, and I think it went in one ear and out the other.”

Rusty motioned for Stella to sit and asked, “Do you think that because his name is Tom?”

Stella threw up her hands. “No! His name is just convenient.”

“I think I met him the night Susan loaned me her shovel.”

“You sure did,” Stella said as she sat. “What was your take on him?”

Rusty thought for a moment. “He was very polite and soft-spoken.”

“Exactly!” Stella wagged a finger as she took a seat. “That’s the sure sign of a pervert.”

“I have a dear friend that’s the same way, and I know for a fact that he is not one of those.”

“Trust me on Tom, he’s the peeper. Now I’ve dubbed the mission peep on the peep, or pop for short. If we’re in the presence of others and we need to handle something regarding the mission, we say we’re going out for a pop.”

“That would raise suspicion because no one around here says that. All soft drinks are considered Cokes,” Rusty said with a grin as she sat on the sofa.

“Focus, we’ll get back to the name later. The mission is simple, we tail Tom. There’s a new woman in town, I overheard her talking when I was at the hardware store earlier. She’s moving into a house that’s very close to Tom’s walking loop. She’s young and very flashy. She drew the attention of every man in the store, and she’s gonna catch Tom’s eye too. I’ll bet you ten to one he does his own recon when he finds out about her. You and I will go armed with cameras and phones. We catch him in the act, call Kirsten, and take photos for evidence until she and the rest of the cops get there.” Stella smacked her hands together. “And there you go.”

“And I’m not supposed to tell Kirsten about this,” Rusty said with her brow furrowed.

“No, she’ll rain on our parade, and I have to tell you, I’ve heard some things that aren’t good. Tessa Garner is my mole at town hall, and she heard that Ben Hoskins was bad-mouthing Kirsten to the council behind closed doors. The scoop around town is Kirsten’s standing up to Ben, and he doesn’t like it. Tessa heard words like insubordination and suspension. If Kirsten gets her hands on the peeper, she’ll be the golden girl, and the whole town will revolt if Ben and the council try to touch her then. So in short, we have to help her.”

Rusty had just enjoyed an amazing reunion with Kirsten, and they had officially begun a relationship. She didn’t want to mess that up by keeping a secret and putting her nose in a place it definitely didn’t belong. “Stella, I can’t—”

“I’m talking about walking around and taking pictures. I’ve got this all planned out, it’s simple.”

“If Kirsten found out—”

“You just went with me on my nightly patrols for exercise, that’s all you have to say.” Stella shrugged. “You can even say you went along to keep me out of trouble.”

“I need—”

“She loves her job. She shouldn’t lose it just because some jackass is more worried about how he looks. He’s a bad guy, a politician that only cares about his rich friends. Kirsten is a pain in my ass most of the time, but she genuinely cares about the people in this town, and she just wants to take care of them.”

Rusty threw up her hands. “I’ll think about it. That’s all I can promise you right now.”

“No, you need to give me your word as a sister of the DOD that you will not repeat any of the conversation we just had with anyone.”

Rusty shook her head. “I don’t remember requesting membership in that particular organization.”

“We are like a SEAL team, a group of highly trained women. It’s an honor to be a sister, and you have just been drafted.”

“How many people are in this group?”

Stella began to fidget, then raised her head high. “One, besides myself. We lost some in the last skirmish.”

“What do you mean you lost people?” Rusty asked with alarm. “Are they dead?”

“Retired, that’s why we need young blood.” Stella stood and walked over to the door and looked at her watch. “You have exactly thirteen hours to decide if you want to accept this mission.”

“Are you going to self-destruct now?” Rusty asked, trying to keep from laughing. 

“That’s not funny. I’ll see you in the morning,” Stella said and walked out. 

Rusty chewed her bottom lip and nodded. “She really is crazy,” she said aloud as she got up and locked the door.

*******

Kirsten, Mitch, Bryan, Terry, and Clint were tired and had nothing to show for their night of surveillance. The shift change meeting was brief, and after Kirsten left the station, she called Allie. “Last night was a bust. I may seriously have to take you up on your offer to hang your butt out the window.”

“You can’t be impatient on this. I just got here yesterday afternoon,” Allie said with a yawn. “I’ll go into town today and make sure I’m seen. Get some rest.”

“Stay on your guard.”

“Always,” Allie said. “Go catch a nap. You sound half-drunk.”

Kirsten laughed wearily. “I’ll talk to you later.” 

Kirsten was headed to Rusty’s house with hopes of curling up next to her for a few hours, but her phone rang again, and the mayor’s assistant was on the line. Kirsten was informed that Ben wanted to see her immediately, so she turned around and drove back to his office. 

*******

The table saw that Rusty had ordered was supposed to be delivered that day, and she went out to the garage to decide where she would have it placed. She stood with her hands on her hips looking around and marveling at how much her life had changed in a month. She’d stepped off life’s treadmill and realized there was so much more than just the constant pursuit of gain.

Happiness and excitement filled her when she saw the patrol car stop in front of her house. Rusty was making her way down the driveway when Kirsten got out. She looked haggard, and the skin of her neck was flushed. 

“Hey, what’s wrong?” Rusty asked.

“I’m exhausted, I’ve been out all night.”

Rusty looped her arm around Kirsten’s and walked her toward the house. “You can’t go twenty-four hours a day. You remember what happened to me.”

“I wanted to get here early, so I could sleep next to you for a little while.”

Rusty smiled. “I’ll lay down with you, but sleep is all you’ll get.”

“Let’s just snuggle on the couch,” Kirsten said when they walked inside. “If I get into bed, I’ll sleep too deep.”

Rusty made a show of locking the door. “That’s what you need,” she said and dragged Kirsten to the bedroom. 

Kirsten took off her gun belt and laid it on the dresser. Rusty brushed her hands away when she tried to unbutton her shirt and did it for her. “Why are you so flushed?” Rusty asked.

“I got called on the carpet by the mayor this morning. This is becoming a regular occurrence. Today’s issue was Antoine and Lance Parker’s argument over private property. Lance owns a construction company, and they’re renovating the old town hall that sits on the edge of a residential area. The people that live there have been complaining about a multitude of things. Yesterday, Antoine was called out there because Jenna Scalise’s driveway was blocked by a bunch of equipment, and no one would move it.”

Rusty laid Kirsten’s shirt across a chair and gently pushed her down on the bed and removed her boots. “So what did Antoine do that was so displeasing?”

“His job. He told Lance that he could not block the driveways, and he needed to move a pile of debris that was spilling onto neighboring property. Lance pretty much feels he can do whatever he wants because he’s part of the mayor’s inner circle. He got into Antoine’s face and started yelling. This drew a crowd of people who all had complaints with Lance and his work crew, and they began hurling insults at Lance. I had to go out there, and I left Lance with a handful of citations. Ben brought me in this morning and told me I should reprimand Antoine for inciting a riot.” Kirsten wiggled out of her pants and crawled beneath the covers. 

Rusty lay next to Kirsten and ran her fingers through her hair. “He’s an asshole, isn’t he?”

Kirsten nodded. “He constantly pushes my buttons and waits for me to explode. He’s building a file against me, so he can go to the council and have me fired. He and I have been hitting heads for a while, but lately, it’s gotten much worse, and it’s right before an election year. I guess he thinks if he can’t run roughshod over me, it makes him look bad. I’m really hoping I can hold out for a while and Mitch will actually get elected.”

“Until then, you have to go a year with the mayor on your back.”

Kirsten smiled sleepily. “I have broad shoulders, I can handle it.”

Rusty placed gentle kisses on Kirsten’s brow, and her eyes slowly closed. It wasn’t but a minute or so until her face fully relaxed, and she was asleep. Rusty carefully moved off the bed, walked out the front door, and of course, locked it. She blazed a trail across the street and knocked on Stella’s door. When Stella opened it, Rusty said, “I accept the mission and membership to the sisterhood, and after this peeper thing is done, we need to do something about that shithead mayor.”






  



















Chapter Twenty-seven





Mona drove to Stella’s house after she received a call from her stating the DOD had a new mission and it was top secret. When Stella said, “We’re going in hot and heavy,” the muscles in Mona’s stomach constricted and gave her immediate indigestion. The last time Stella used that term, she was contemplating torching the construction of what she heard was a massage parlor. Someone had led Stella to believe that a new full-service salon was going to be a front for a whorehouse. The informant knew that Stella had great disdain for prostitution and had played her to block a competing business from being started. 

Mona got out of her car at Stella’s and burped. As much as she loved Stella, these emergency DOD meetings were beginning to wear on her physically and mentally. If not for her loyalty and her love for Stella, she would’ve retired when June and Patty did.

“Achmed, meet Mona Flyte, Kirsten’s mother and the other member of the DOD,” Stella said as Mona walked in. 

“I’m Rusty Martinez,” she said as she extended her hand to Mona. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Mona took her hand in both of hers. “I spoke to you once, I was in a bush. It’s so nice to be formally introduced and a pleasure to meet you too.”

Rusty’s brow shot up, and her mouth fell open. She was unsure what to make of the bush comment until she remembered the night Stella stalked her. 

Mona looked around and asked, “Where’s Kirsten? I see her car parked across the street.”

“In Rusty’s bed. That’s why we have to talk fast before she wakes up. Let’s take it to the kitchen table,” Stella said as she walked out of the living room, leaving Mona and Rusty to stare at each other.

“She was exhausted when she came by and needed a nap,” Rusty explained as her face warmed. 

“I know she’s been seeing you, but I don’t know why she hasn’t introduced us yet,” Mona said, though Kirsten had already told her it was a temporary thing. She didn’t know about the latest romantic developments and wanted to know what Rusty would say. 

“She’s been very busy with work.” Rusty smiled. “I’m glad that we have this opportunity to get to know each other.”

“Quit the social yapping and get in here, you two,” Stella said. Rusty and Mona walked into the kitchen and sat. Stella remained standing and pointed at Rusty. “As president of the DOD, I hereby appoint Achmed Rusty Martinez a member. All who oppose raise their hands.” When no one did, Stella continued, “All in favor?” She and Mona raised their hands, and Rusty became a sister. 

“We don’t have time to go over the bylaws or the bloodletting ceremony, so let’s get down to it,” Stella said as she sat. 

“What?” Rusty snapped. 

“I reacted the same way the first time I heard that. She pokes your thumb with a needle, and you press it to a paper containing your oath of allegiance.” Mona waved a hand. “It’s no big deal.”

“All right, Mona, let me bring you up to speed. We’re gonna catch this peeper for Kirsten, then Achmed wants to take out the mayor.”

“You’re gonna…” Mona’s right eye twitched. “Just tell me straight, is fire involved in any of these plans?”

Rusty shook her head, looking disturbed. “We didn’t discuss fire, what about the fire?”

“No fire will be used on this mission.” Stella rolled her eyes.

Mona raised a finger. “Um, what about the mayor?”

“He’s after Kirsten, and therefore, I’m after him,” Rusty said coolly. “Flamethrowers won’t be involved. Through my business, I’ve had to learn to deal with crooked politicians. He’s my primary focus, but I’ll go along with the peeper thing because Stella feels that will be a point in Kirsten’s favor.”

“Do we have any intel from Tal?” Stella asked Mona.

Mona wasn’t quick to answer as her head swam. Tal had been talking on the phone a lot in his shop, and that wasn’t like him. Ben Hoskins had come over twice, and one of those times, it appeared there was a heated argument between them. Mona remembered looking out the window and seeing Ben with his finger in Tal’s face. When Mona asked Tal about it later, he refused to talk. 

Kirsten had been coming for breakfast occasionally, and there was obvious tension at the table. Kirsten wouldn’t discuss anything but the weather or the latest news going around town unless it was associated with the peeper. Tal didn’t offer much to any of the conversations, except a fishing story one of his buddies shared. This wasn’t what Mona was used to. Their time together as a family was something she enjoyed, and now she felt she was sitting atop a powder keg that would blow any minute. The situation had to be defused, and if catching the peeper would help, she was willing to try.

“Tal isn’t saying anything. I think Ben—I know he’s trying to pressure Tal into persuading Kirsten to go with the flow. She won’t, she’s made that clear. I think the peeper thing brought a lot of underlying issues to a head, and the pressure’s building each day.”

“What’s Tal’s impression on the peeper?” Stella asked.

Mona sighed. “When he was communicative, he felt Kirsten was blowing it out of proportion. He stopped saying that after the incident at the Dennisons’ place.”

“We go back on patrol tonight with a new game plan. Feet on the street, eyes on the prize,” Stella said with a nod. “This is how we’re gonna do it.”



Kirsten awoke a couple of hours later. The house was quiet, and she got up and looked around for Rusty. When she couldn’t find her, she dressed and went outside. Rusty wasn’t in her garage, either. Her mother’s car was parked across the street, though. Kirsten went over to Stella’s and knocked on the door. She frowned when Stella opened, and she saw Rusty sitting at the kitchen table with Mona.

“Oh, no, the three of you together, this is not good. Rusty, what’ve they done to you?” Kirsten asked as she walked in. 

“I’m learning all about gardening,” Rusty said with a lopsided smile.

“And I was just about to tell her about the time you shaved your face with your daddy’s razor. You nearly cut your lip off, remember?” Mona asked with a grin.

Kirsten rolled her eyes. “Rusty already knows that story. There’s no need to retell it.”

“An even funnier story was when Kirsten decided that she had to pee outside like her brothers and tried to use a straw.” Stella clapped her hands together. “She kept trying to hide her urine-stained shorts.”

“Oh, hehe, haha,” Kirsten said grumpily. 

Rusty glanced at her watch. “Are you hungry? Do you want me to fix you something for lunch?”

Food was Mona’s love language, and Rusty had just spoken it. “So you cook for her?” she asked, meeting Rusty’s eye.

“All the time,” Kirsten replied instead. 

“Uh-huh.” Mona continued to stare at Rusty. “Kirsten tells me you’re not planning on staying in Ancelet permanently.”

“That’s not entirely true,” Rusty said slowly. “It was when I first came here but not so now.”

Kirsten scratched her cheek and smiled at Rusty. “We didn’t talk about that explicitly. How’s that gonna work?”

“I’m not sure,” Rusty said with a shrug. “I plan to work here remotely, but there will be times I’ll have to go into the office.”

“That could work,” Kirsten said with a grin.

“What’s working?” Mona glanced back and forth between them. 

Kirsten laughed. “Momma, meet my new girlfriend, Rusty Martinez.”

“So this isn’t casual anymore, y’all are serious. Is that what I’m hearing?” Mona asked.

“Very much so,” Rusty said with a smile. 

Mona gazed up at Kirsten and shook a finger. “You should’ve told me that sooner. I don’t like all the secrets you’ve been keeping from me lately.”

“I think this was a new development,” Stella added. “Kirsten, you want your flowers back? I know they really weren’t for me.”

Rusty gazed at Kirsten all doe-eyed. “You got me flowers?”

“I did yesterday,” Kirsten said goofily. “But I’m gonna get you some new ones.”

Stella rubbed her face and said, “Why do I feel like I’m watching Bambi?”

“Oh, boy,” Mona said with a laugh.

*******

Rusty rode with Kirsten back to her house where she picked up a fresh uniform, then they went back to Rusty’s place where she made them lunch. Kirsten barely had time to take two bites of a sandwich before she was called out to help Antoine work an accident on the highway. She returned that evening after the shift change meeting smelling of diesel with a duffel bag flung over her shoulder. Rusty wrinkled her nose the moment she opened her door and said, “Shower, now.”

Kirsten took off her boots before stepping inside. “Sorry, that accident involved an overturned semi. I did go by the house and pack a few more things.”

“After you strip out of that uniform, I’ll put it in the wash, and by the time you get out of the shower, I’ll have your dinner on the table.”

Kirsten was on her way to the bathroom and stopped to gaze at Rusty. “Do you have any idea how good it feels to be taken care of like this?”

Rusty smiled and placed a kiss on her lips without getting too close to Kirsten’s smelly clothes. “Yes, I do because you make me feel that way.”

“I can do a better job. My work life is hectic right now, but it’s not always like this. Once it goes back to normal, I will fully dedicate myself to making you blissfully happy, that’s a promise.”

“You’ve already fulfilled it,” Rusty said, genuinely touched. “What I need, you give me.” She wrinkled her nose and laughed. “We’re so mushy.”

Kirsten laughed. “I like it.”






  








 













Chapter Twenty-eight





“I don’t really jog. I tried it a few times when I first moved here and discovered that it sucks,” Rusty said. “I can walk briskly, though.”

“As long as you keep up with Tom and stay out of sight. You need to wear this.” Stella handed Rusty a headset with two giant padded earmuffs, and there was an antenna sticking out of one of them. A long cord and a box with a belt clip dangled from the antique gadget. “You put the mic in front of your mouth and push the button on the box and hold it to talk. I’ll be wearing the other headset.”

Rusty gave it back to Stella. “I…am so not wearing that. It’ll make my head too heavy, and I’ll lose my balance.”

“We need to stay in constant communication.”

Rusty waved her phone. “I have one, you have one, let’s exchange numbers, and problem solved.”

“Fine, but you’re getting a serious lesson on protocol when this mission is complete. I’m gonna ask you again, you’re sure that Kirsten is working all night?”

“That’s what she told me. Something about stolen auto parts.” Rusty wiped herself down with bug-repellent wipes.

Stella tapped her watch when Mona drove up. “We’re on a schedule, and you’re late.”

“My dash clock says five till,” Mona argued.

Stella gave her a stern look. “You show up fifteen minutes before go-time for a briefing, everyone knows that.”

“Okay, brief me,” Mona said with a sigh.

“The plan is the same one we went over earlier today. All right, let’s move.” Stella hoisted her gear bag with a grunt and got into the passenger’s seat of Mona’s car and rolled down the window. “All right, Achmed, get to stepping.”

“Don’t you want my number?” Rusty asked with a smile. 

Mona had to add Rusty’s number to her phone. After all pertinent data had been transferred among the three of them, Rusty started walking down the sidewalk. Mona and Stella gave her a good lead, then moved up a block. 

“I don’t think it was a good idea to have her dress completely in black if she’s gonna be walking the streets after dark. The yoga pants cover the only reflective stripe on her shoes.”

“That’s the point, she needs to be unseen by Tom. We can’t very well follow him in the car, and he walks a lot. She’s gonna be just fine, we’ll keep an eye on her,” Stella said, sounding confident.

“Kirsten seems very enamored with her. If anything happens to that girl on our watch, there will be hell to pay.”

Stella received a text and put on her glasses. “Achmed says Tom just walked out of his house and is on the move. He didn’t see her, she’s tailing now.”

“Why do you insist on calling her that name?”

“It’s a sign of affection.” Stella took off her readers, stuffed them in her pocket, and put on her other pair of glasses. “I’m enamored too. You’ll be the same way once you get to know her.”

“We need to get your bifocals fixed, and you need to learn to quit leaving your glasses in your chair.”

“I’ve got a scar on my butt that reminds me of that, you don’t need to.” Stella fanned a hand at Mona. “Go on to the next block, but stop halfway down.”

As far as patrols went, a few overnight stays in the comfort of Stella’s living room were tolerable, but being in the car with a woman wearing a trench coat in the last days of August was something altogether different. Mona regretted her choice of lightweight clothing and directed all of the AC vents toward Stella. The garlic pills that Stella liked to take because she claimed they warded off mosquitoes was also an issue. Stella’s breath was pretty offensive, and Mona was certain that was why the bugs avoided her.

Mona moved her car into the new position and said, “So you think Rusty is enamored with Kirsten?”

“Yeah, or else she wouldn’t be doing this. She’s got a mouth on her when she’s mad. Before you got to the house, she pulled out all her naughty words when she was talking about the council and the mayor trying to railroad Kirsten out of a job. She’s as protective of Kirsten as Kirsten is of her.”

“They better not mess with my baby,” Mona ground out.

“If they do, we’ll burn the courthouse down,” Stella said casually.

*******

Tom didn’t seem to know he was being followed. Rusty kept a safe distance and ducked behind hedges and cars. She sent Stella an update text on her location when she was able to hide behind a wooden fence and noted the time. She’d been tailing him for an hour and a half. 

“Get tired and go home, asshole,” she said lowly as she continued on. 

Tom kept his casual pace and led her to a convenience store where he went inside. Rusty hid across the street and watched as Tom made himself a cup of coffee, picked up what looked like a muffin, paid for his treats, and sat at one of three tables near the large windows. 

Rusty slinked to the next intersection scowling and called Stella. “That butthole is at the little store with a deli in it eating a snack.”

“Where are you?”

“The corner of Sycamore and Pecan Court.” 

“We’ll be right there,” Stella said. 

Rusty waited a minute or two, then she saw Mona’s car turn on to Sycamore. She got into the backseat when the car pulled up beside her. The leather seat felt like ice against her butt. “Are you two playing freeze out or something?”

“Someone insists on wearing a trench coat, I won’t mention names, Stella.” Mona huffed. “I think I have frostbite.”

Stella stared through her binoculars. “He’s eating a muffin…blueberry. He’s taking his time too.”

“That’s a sure sign of a pervert,” Mona said snidely. 

“What is your problem? You’ve been grumpy all night.” Stella lowered her binoculars and stared at Mona.

“I’m cold, and sitting around like this is making me sleepy, and quite frankly, I’d like a muffin too.”

Stella sighed and dug into her gear bag. “I have snacks. The coffee in my thermos already has sugar and cream in it.” She handed Mona a bag of chocolate doughnuts. Next, she handed Mona and Rusty two ceramic coffee cups.

“Good Lord, Stella, what else do you have in there?” Mona asked as she ripped into the bag of doughnuts. 

“Everything we need.”

Rusty filled her cup when Stella handed her the thermos and accepted a doughnut from Mona. “How long do you think he’ll continue to walk?”

“Sometimes it’s just a couple of hours, but I’ve seen him out at the wee hours of the morning too,” Stella said and took a drink of her coffee. 

“What were you doing out at that time?” Rusty asked.

“It’s best you don’t know. That way, if you’re ever interrogated, you can say you have no idea.”

“I can’t help but wonder where this sting Kirsten is working on is taking place,” Mona said as she pulled another doughnut from the bag.

Stella resumed staring through her binoculars and said, “Probably near the automotive shops. Lucky for us, that’s an industrial area and nothing for ol’ peeping Tom to see. How’re you feeling, Achmed?”

Rusty’s feet hurt, and she wasn’t looking forward to following Tom if he decided to make it a late night, but she said, “The doughnuts and the coffee are giving me some pep. I’m good.”

“The subject is refilling his coffee cup,” Stella said. 

Rusty stifled a yawn. “How long does this store stay open?”

“Till midnight,” Mona said with a sigh.



Rusty and Mona had fallen asleep. Stella kept an eye on Tom, who had been joined by the store clerk at the table. They talked until eleven forty-five, and the clerk got up. Tom stood, as well, threw away his trash, and went into the men’s room. Stella nudged Mona and whispered as though she thought Tom might hear her. “Mona, back up and pull into the driveway behind us, then kill your lights.”

Mona threw the car into reverse. She backed up at what felt like ninety miles per hour and passed the first driveway, then the second. “What’re you doing?” Stella bellowed.

The car came to an abrupt stop, and Mona whipped it into a driveway. “I got overexcited, don’t yell at me!”

“I think I just wet myself,” Rusty said a little shakily. 

“Okay, regroup, team. Mona, get the lights.” Stella stared through her binoculars for a few minutes. “He’s on the move up Sycamore. Achmed, do your thing.”

Rusty hopped out and jogged in the shadows until she had a good visual on Tom. He turned down a street and strolled about a block before he stopped and leaned against a fence. Rusty ducked behind a tree and watched as Tom lit a cigarette. She made sure the light wouldn’t be seen from her phone and sent Stella a message.






  



















Chapter Twenty-nine





Mona looked surprised when Stella read Rusty’s text aloud. “I didn’t know Tom smoked.”

“Ash! Dee Jessup said there were ashes beneath Candace’s window, and that’s why everybody thought it was Noah because he smokes,” Stella exclaimed. “I told you, it’s Tom.”

“We have to call Kirsten.” Mona began dialing, and Stella snatched the phone out of her hand. 

“Not yet. We have to catch him at a window for her to be able to do anything. Lots of people smoke in this town.” A chime emanated from Stella’s phone, and she snatched off her glasses after she read it. “He’s moving again, let’s go.”

“Do you think he’s going toward the new woman’s house?” Mona asked nervously.

“No, she said it was a place off Tinder Road, that’s the other direction.” Stella thought for a second or two. “Go up to Plauchet Street and hang a right, it runs parallel to Carrington.”

“We won’t have eyes on Rusty then,” Mona argued, fearing that Stella really was right about Tom. 

“Fine, turn on Carrington and go down to the Maggios’ place and park in their driveway. Both of them are half deaf, they won’t hear anything and draw attention to us.”

*******

The sidewalk ended, and the streetlights became more spread out as Rusty continued to follow Tom. He stayed more in the shadows walking in the grass along the road. This isn’t exercise or a stroll, he’s up to something, Rusty thought as she began to pay more attention to her own actions. She was careful to stay hidden and not get too close. A dog barked from where it was penned up in a backyard. Tom seemed completely undeterred as he walked at a slightly quicker pace. 

Rusty held her breath as she passed the house with the dog in the yard. It barked a couple of times, and she ducked into the shadows waiting to see if Tom would look over his shoulder, but he never slacked up. The houses became spaced farther apart, and Rusty was more out in the open than she was comfortable with. Tom seemed to be leading her out of town, and she worried that he was on to her. 

Rusty ducked behind a row of azalea bushes and was about to update Stella on her location when headlights illuminated the street for just a moment before it turned into a driveway and she heard the engine switch off. She peeked around the shrubs and didn’t see Tom anywhere for a moment. She was beginning to think she’d lost him when she saw a dark figure come out from behind a tree and continue on. Rusty’s phone lit up with a text from Stella that read: We see you, and that’s us that just parked. Rusty gave them a thumbs-up and continued on.

Curiosity and adrenaline had completely taken Rusty over as she moved fast to close the distance between her and Tom. It had begun to settle in that Stella might really be on to something where he was concerned. Excitement spurred her on as she thought she might catch the peeper. 

Tom veered away from the road and walked into a wooded lot. Rusty had to get a lot closer than she was comfortable with to keep him in her sight. Just like Tom’s, her feet didn’t make a sound as she crept along a well-worn trail, the dirt soft from the recent rain. When he came to a sudden stop, she ducked behind a tree and held her breath. He stood in the tree line with his hands in his pockets staring into a backyard. It felt like hours passed as he stood completely still, then suddenly, he made his way across the yard to the back of the house.

Rusty watched from behind the tree as her phone vibrated in the waistband of her pants. It was too dark to send and receive texts, and she couldn’t risk Tom seeing the light. She crept closer and watched as Tom lit another cigarette while he stood at a window where there was a light on, and it seemed he was trying to peer around the edge of the blinds.

It’s really him, Rusty thought as she crept to a better vantage point. She was still too far away to adequately capture him with the camera on her phone. She dropped to all fours and crawled slowly to the edge of the yard as Tom knelt and wrapped his arms around himself as though he were cold. Rusty was dripping with sweat and couldn’t make sense of his actions. They both held their positions for what felt like a long time, and all the while Rusty’s cellphone was vibrating in her waistband. 

*******

Kirsten and Mitch sat in her car tucked away on a gravel road near the bait house. It was odd to receive a call from her mother after midnight, and she answered on the first ring. “Mom, what’s going on?”

“We’re on patrol. Rusty’s on foot following Tom, and we lost contact with her.” 

Mitch was half asleep when Kirsten turned on the engine of her car and took off. “Where is she?”

“She was on Carrington Road. Tom smokes, she saw him—ashes,” Mona said, her voice high-pitched, and she was panting. “You know what that means.”

“Mitch, get on the radio, send everyone to Carrington,” Kirsten said quickly. “Mom, where are you?”

“I’m in my car.”

“Where in your car?”

“The driver’s seat!”

“Momma! What street are you on?”

“Stop yelling. I’m circling the blocks around Carrington looking for Rusty.”

*******

Rusty figured that whatever Tom was mentally wrestling with had been resolved when he stood suddenly and started going to each window on the back of the house regardless of whether there was a light on inside or not. As he took the first screen out, Rusty decided she had to make a move of her own. She slipped the phone into camera mode with no concern for the light it made, jumped to her feet, and took a half-dozen steps into the yard holding her finger on the shutter. 

The camera’s flash startled Tom, and he whirled around. “I got you, asshole!” The celebration was short-lived when Tom began running straight toward her, and Rusty yelled, “Oh, shit!” 

Abject terror—and possibly the sugar from doughnuts and coffee—propelled her back toward Carrington Road. She ran in the middle of the street toward town and did not look over her shoulder to see if Tom was gaining on her, but she could hear his shoes slapping the pavement. In the distance, she saw Mona’s car turn onto Carrington and dart toward her. Questions were running through Rusty’s mind: Would she reach the car in time to get in before Tom caught her? Should she just jump onto the hood, hold on, and hope that Mona would throw it in reverse? 

Tom grabbed a handful of Rusty’s ponytail just as Mona’s car skidded to a halt in front of her. She held the phone out of his reach as they struggled. They both froze when Stella yelled, “Stop or I’ll shoot!”

Mona had also gotten out of the car and pulled Rusty close to her as Tom stared at the bright red gun in Stella’s hand aimed right at him. “Ms. Stella, is that a flare gun?” he asked breathlessly.

“Yes, it is, and I’ll shoot you in the crotch, then sing Great Balls of Fire.”

Tom tried to smile. “This is a misunderstanding,” he said as he kept his hands up and tilted his head toward Rusty. “She stole my phone, and I was only trying to get it back.”

“No, you want the pictures I have on my phone, you liar,” Rusty spat out angrily.

“We know exactly what’s going on here,” Mona said firmly. “You’re a sick man.”

Tires screeched as two patrol cars turned onto the road and lit the night sky up with flashing lights. Tom took advantage of the distraction and ran into an empty lot. Stella fired the flare gun into the air above him and yelled, “I lit him up, go get him!”

Bryan and Mitch took off after Tom, except for Kirsten, who rushed over to Rusty and clasped her face with both hands. “What’re you doing?” she asked wild-eyed.

“I got him. I got him on my phone,” Rusty rasped. 

“Honey, you might want to get on your radio and call the fire department. Stella set the field on fire,” Mona said calmly. 

Kirsten alerted dispatch and glared at Stella. “You can’t be satisfied unless you set something ablaze, can you?”

“Be glad it wasn’t on purpose this time,” Stella said casually.

*******

Tom demanded a lawyer the whole time Bryan was reading him his rights. Then he started whining about his mother, that she couldn’t be left alone, and he needed to be released immediately to care for her. Kirsten sent Terry and Clint to Tom’s house to check on her, and Bryan and Mitch took Tom to the station. On the way, she called an ambulance despite Rusty’s ardent protests, and the paramedics met them at the station, which had become a circus.

Rusty relented and let the medics check her over when everyone ganged up on her, but she was giving Kirsten the stink eye when she climbed into the back of the ambulance. Kirsten wanted to go with her, but Stella was flapping around like a chicken yelling, “Call the paper, get a reporter out here. We have the real peeper, and everyone needs to know.”

Mona was in Kirsten’s face pleading her case. “I would’ve never put Rusty in that position if I’d ever dreamed that Stella was right. I wanted to call you early on, but Stella wouldn’t let me.”

“Because we didn’t have the evidence we needed, I told you that,” Stella retorted hotly.

Kirsten had never been happier to see her dad than when he drove into the lot. “Please, do something with Mom,” she said as soon as Tal got out of his car. 

Mitch walked into the melee and said, “Chief, Terry and Clint can hear Mrs. Portman yelling for help. She says she’s locked in her bedroom, and the window is nailed shut. I’ve got the fire department on the way over there. They’re gonna bust through the front door. Tom’s not saying anything, he’s not gonna talk until his lawyer gets here. You want me to go over to his house?”

Kirsten nodded. “Please.”

No sooner had Mitch walked away, one of the paramedics was in Kirsten’s face. “Normal sinus rhythm on the heart monitor, blood pressure, pulse, and respirations are a bit higher than normal, but she’s good and pissed right now. She’s adamant that she doesn’t need to go to the hospital and signed a patient refusal, so legally, I can’t make her go.”

Kirsten nodded. “I appreciate you taking a look at her.”

Allie drove into the parking lot in her personal vehicle and got out with a smile. “Well, that was quick,” she said as she walked up to Kirsten. “I didn’t even get a chance to hang my ass out the window.”

Kirsten opened her mouth to speak but turned when she heard Rusty’s voice. “I can do it myself,” she said as the back of the ambulance door flew open, and she climbed out shirtless with electrode pads sticking out of and around her sports bra. 

“Where’re your clothes?” Kirsten asked when Rusty walked over to where she stood with Allie.

“I don’t know where my shirt is. I was lucky to get my bra back. Now that I’ve suffered this unnecessary indignity and I’m fine, are you happy?” Rusty ground out.

“I don’t know what I am right now,” Kirsten retorted. 

Allie patted Kirsten on the shoulder. “Hey, babe, I’m gonna get out of your way, but I’ll be around if you need me.”

“Babe?” Rusty said as she watched Allie walk away. “Tell me who that is, babe.”

Kirsten rubbed the back of her neck and expelled a breath. “A detective. I need to take a formal statement from you, Mom, and Stella, one at a time. I need to take Stella’s first because I think she’s on the phone with a reporter.”

“All right,” Rusty said with an emphatic nod. “Then you’re going to answer my questions about babe over there.”






  



















Chapter Thirty





The sun rose, and Kirsten still didn’t have everything sorted out, but the pieces were coming together. Poor Vanessa Portman had become a prisoner in her own home. She was not bed bound as Tom led people to believe; she could get around with the aid of a walker. Tom nailed her bedroom window shut and the one in the adjoining bathroom. He’d also padlocked her room door from the outside. He’d taken her phone too, and Vanessa said she only saw him when he brought in her meals and medicine. She said Tom had told her it was for her own good because she had regular “delusional bouts,” and he was afraid she would wander away. 

Vanessa didn’t appear to be suffering any mental disability during the brief interview with Kirsten before she was taken to the hospital to be checked out. Vanessa had clutched Kirsten’s hand and asked, “Why did my son do this to me? What’s wrong with him?”

“We’re trying to find out,” Kirsten said as reassuringly as she could. 

Terry, Clint, and Mitch did a thorough search of the Portman house and found wigs, makeup, and bags of plastic ties. The most incriminating evidence was a journal Mitch found stuffed into a pocket of a coat hanging in Tom’s closet. It contained information Tom had gathered on his nightly wanderings. Each woman he surveilled had a page of her own—whether or not she lived alone, when her husband left for work, and her personal habits such as when she went to bed and left for work. The journal also revealed that he’d been to the town of Rodney.

When Tom was taken to the parish lockup for processing, Kirsten left the station for Rusty’s house and found Stella there. “Don’t you yell at her,” Stella said when she let Kirsten in. “This was all my idea. She went along because she wanted to help you.”

“Oh, I know. This shit has Stella McGinnis stamped all over it. Did it ever cross your mind for even a second what could’ve happened if Tom would’ve caught her?”

“Actually he did catch her. She slowed down when we pulled up. Otherwise, she would’ve left him in the dust. If a cheetah would’ve been running down that street wide open, Achmed would’ve passed it. I’ve never seen a human move that fast. She probably broke some kind of sprint record.”

“And all you had was a flare gun, Stella!”

“Only because my shotgun wouldn’t fit in the pocket of my coat. I got the job done, you should pat my back.”

“I want to choke you right now. Please, go home before I do it,” Kirsten said wide-eyed. 

Stella shook a finger at Kirsten. “I told you it was Tom, but you wouldn’t listen.”

Kirsten heard the water shut off in the bathroom and said, “Go home now. I’ll talk to you later when the compulsion to wring your neck goes away.”

Stella threw open the front door. “Ben gave an interview right after I did and was praising the task force he was personally overseeing to catch the peeper. I told a different story, you can thank me for that later. You need to teach your mom how to drive in hot pursuit, she ran over the Welbournes’ mailbox.”

Kirsten locked the door after Stella left and turned to find Rusty with wet hair and wrapped in her robe. “Are you going to yell at me again?” Rusty asked.

“When I gave you that uniform shirt to wear, you kinda lost your mind. You had no right to order Allie out of the station, and demanding to be put in the holding cell with Tom and a Taser was out of line.”

Rusty shrugged. “I would’ve shocked the answers right out of his balls.” 

Kirsten closed the distance between them, took Rusty into her arms, and held her tight. “When Mom called me and told me what y’all were doing and said they’d lost contact with you, I had chest pains. Please, don’t go on any more missions with Stella.”

“That’s going to be a hard promise to keep now that I’m a member of the DOD. We haven’t had the bloodletting ceremony yet, but I do intend to put my thumb on the oath. Your mom said it was no big deal.”

Kirsten pulled back so she could meet Rusty’s eye. “You’re gonna cause me cardiac issues making me worry about you.”

“You think I’ll worry about you any less? You’re a cop.”

“I just want to take a shower and curl up in bed with you and sleep. Can we do that?” Kirsten asked tiredly. “Then we’ll talk about all this later.”

“We can, but there’s one matter we have to clear up. You weren’t on any auto parts sting, you lied to me. You were out in the woods with the imported babe bitch.”

Kirsten smiled and said, “So this is jealous Rusty.”

“This is ‘get a Taser and run her out of town’ Rusty. Don’t smile at me,” she said as Kirsten gently backed her toward the bathroom. “You two seem to be really friendly. How do you know her?”

“We went to college together.” Kirsten grinned. “I introduced her to her first husband. She came here as a favor to me, so she could pose as the bait. She’ll go back home tomorrow, and I probably won’t see her again for another twenty or so years.”

“I’ll be around then too.” Rusty narrowed her eyes. “You better tell her to watch her back, and you—oh, that’s Neil, I gotta get it,” she said as she darted into the bedroom to retrieve her ringing phone.

Kirsten began undressing and smiled when she heard the one-sided conversation. “Neil, I caught a peeping Tom…No, she was in the woods with another woman…I joined a group called the Daughters of Darkness, and we were on a mission…no, I haven’t been drinking. Listen, I had to tail him for hours on foot in the dark…stop it, I’m not drunk.”

*******

Kirsten awoke when Rusty suddenly kicked and sat up. “What’s wrong—bad dream?” she asked as she rubbed Rusty’s back.

“I can’t get in. It’s the house, it’s finished, and I can’t get in.” Rusty flopped back down and pinched the skin of her brow. “You’re inside, so is Neil and Stella, and y’all are telling me to come in, but my feet won’t move. I’m stuck outside with my mother.”

“Maybe you have something that’s unresolved. What happened this week with you feeling unneeded at the office is a big deal for you, I’m sure.”

“I…yeah, I’m still grappling with that. As happy as I am to be here with you, that still troubles me.”

“It makes you feel what?” Kirsten asked as she snuggled up to Rusty.

“Not in control,” Rusty admitted with a sigh. “Neil’s right, though, we don’t have to be involved in the daily operation for the company to run successfully. But it’s also like being told you can’t drive a car after doing it for a lifetime, at least that’s how it feels to me. I’ve never had a life outside of work. I have to adjust to that.”

Kirsten kissed Rusty’s shoulder. “I’ll do whatever I can to help make it fulfilling.”

“I think I want to be a cop.”

Kirsten rose up on one elbow and shook her head. “Okay, no.”

“What’s wrong with that idea?” Rusty asked with a laugh. “Are you afraid I’ll get us both fired?”

“Uh-huh. You’re good at organizing things, why don’t you help Mitch get his campaign off the ground?”

Rusty’s eyes flashed wide. “Yes! That’s an excellent idea.” She threw off the covers and jumped out of bed. “I’m going to draw up a proposal right now.”

Kirsten stared at Rusty’s naked butt as it streaked out of the bedroom. “Do you want to put on clothes first?”

“No!”






  



















Chapter Thirty-one





A few days passed, and Ancelet Bay went back to being a quiet town again. The sheriff’s office took over the Portman investigation since Tom’s activities took place in Rodney too. Kirsten turned over all the evidence, on one hand hoping that they would find something to put Tom away for a long time. On the other, that would mean Tom did more than just peep in on someone, and that made her stomach turn. 

Vanessa Portman was making plans to move from Ancelet Bay to Lafayette into an assisted living facility. She was emotionally distraught over what Tom had done to her and his other activities. Stella and Mona teamed up with a few ladies of the community and committed to helping Vanessa as much as they could. 

Life was almost back to normal until Saturday afternoon when Mona showed up at Rusty’s house looking for Kirsten. “There’s something wrong with your daddy,” she said with concern as she took a seat on the couch. “He won’t talk to me, and he’s been spending all his time in his shop. I think it has something to do with all that’s gone on lately. I want you to see if he’ll open up to you.”

“What do you want me to say to him?” Kirsten asked.

Mona’s expression was blank when she said, “I don’t know, but somebody has to find out what’s wrong with him. Both of your brothers called, and he wouldn’t even talk to them. He’s just mully grubbing around, and he bites my head off if I say a word.”

Kirsten sighed with resignation. “You stay here, I’ll be back in a little while.”

“No, I’m going with you,” Mona said as she jumped to her feet. 

“He’s gonna feel ganged up on. Let me go by myself. Keep Rusty out of her own shop. We just debated her using her new table saw before you got here. Tell her how your brother cut off his thumb.” Kirsten grabbed her keys off a hook by the door. “I’ll be back soon.”

*******

“So…your brother did this with a table saw?” Rusty asked as she settled into the chair. 

“Actually, it was his knee, he cut into it with a chainsaw. He lost the tip of his thumb while slicing a watermelon.” Mona winced. “My brother isn’t very smart.”

“She is so adamant about me not using that saw.”

“You should get used to her protective nature, it means she cares. Do you feel the same about her?”

Rusty met Mona’s gaze. “I do.”

“I figured as much,” Mona said with a smile. 

Stella pounded on the door, and Rusty got up to let her in. “Hey, the gang’s all here, should I put on some coffee?” Rusty asked with a grin.

“Yeah, but listen to this first.” Stella set an old cassette recorder on the coffee table and said, “I’m recording my notes for the book I’m gonna write. Listen to what I have so far.” She pressed a button, and her voice filled the room.

“It was the best of nights and the worst of nights when I stepped out onto the street in my coat and hat. Sam wasn’t around to play it for me. I was all alone on the mean streets of Ancelet Bay. I’d rubbed my hips with Bengay, and if there was action, I was ready to play…”

Stella pressed the stop button and looked at them excitedly. “Whaddya think?”

Rusty pursed her lips and said, “I’m going to make that coffee.”

*******

Kirsten stepped into Tal’s shop, and he gazed at her with resignation. “Your mother called you over here, didn’t she?”

“Yep. What’s going on? She says you won’t talk to her.”

Tal leaned against his workbench. “Well, you were right. How does it feel?”

“Good and bad,” Kirsten said with a shrug. 

“Congratulations, you more than likely headed a rapist off at the pass. I’m glad you took such an interest in a peeping Tom. I wouldn’t have.”

Kirsten wasn’t sure how to take what he had said. “Are you saying because I’m a woman that I pursued him because I’m oversensitive?”

“No, I say that because you did your job. In larger cities, they wouldn’t have had the time to look into this the way you did. Some, myself included, wouldn’t have given the case a second glance until he attacked someone. You did it all on a hunch. You followed your gut instinct, which told you he’d escalate. From what I heard they found in his house, he was planning to do just that.”

“Why don’t you sound happy for me?” Kirsten asked.

“I am,” Tal said sincerely. “I’m proud of you.”

“Then why do you look so miserable?”

Tal shook his head. “I’m not proud of myself. It’s a sad day when my kid teaches me lessons I should’ve been teaching her. I got tired and lazy. Ben was elected to office, and when he started in on me about turning a blind eye to what his buddies did, I just laid down. We tend to justify things we know are wrong on the path of least resistance. All the things Ben was doing in town to make it beautiful and up to date made it easy for me to think he had everyone’s best interests at heart, when I knew better. I just became a yes man and spent my time on the golf course with him, playing cards and not paying much mind to the job I should’ve been doing. I tried to get you to do the same, so I wouldn’t feel as disgusted with myself. I watched you stand up and be the chief I should’ve been and lost every ounce of self-respect that I had. And yeah, this has had more of an impact on me because you’re my daughter. I’m old school, the man is the protector in my mind, and you assumed that role and stood taller than I did.” 

Kirsten nodded, and silence hung in the air between them for a minute or two before she said, “You used to tell me it’s not the mistakes we make, it’s what we do after we screw up that reveals our character. What’re you gonna do?”

“There’s nothing I can do to redeem my record. I can support you while you keep your respectable record. Ben is a control freak, he wants to know he has you right under his thumb. He’s gonna continue to come after you, but it won’t be through me this time, he knows that now.” Tal pounded the workbench softly with his fist. “Tell your mom I’m fine, and I need some time alone to sort out what’s in my head.”

Kirsten backed toward the door. “I’m gonna mess up some things too, and the only one I’m gonna listen to is someone who’s been in my shoes. Can you forget that I’m your daughter and the old-school thinking when I come to you for your advice?”

“No.” Tal shook his head and smiled wryly. “You’re always gonna be my baby girl, but I won’t be jaded by my own failures. I won’t try to bring you down to my level to make myself feel better.”

“Thanks…Chief.”

Tal smiled. “You’re welcome, Chief.”

*******

Mona met Kirsten at the door as she walked in. “What happened?”

“In a nutshell, Dad’s mad at himself for how he’s handled things with Ben. In his own way, he apologized. We had a good talk, and he needs time alone to sort himself out.”

“Did you hug and kiss afterward?”

Kirsten hung her keys on the hook and shook her head. “It wasn’t that kind of thing.”

“What do you mean?” Mona asked with her hands on her hips.

“It was a chief-to-chief talk, there’s no hugging after one of those. It was good, though. He’ll be back to bitching about cereal breakfasts in no time.” Kirsten frowned at Rusty. “Why’re you wearing sunglasses in the house?”

“It’s one of those bright days, you know,” Rusty said with a shrug.

“Oh, honey, you’re gonna have to tell her what you did.” Mona smiled sadly. “You may need to go to the hospital.”

Rusty took off the glasses, and the white of one of her eyes was blood red and teary. Kirsten walked over to her and cupped her face. “Honey, what happened to you?”

“I…um…just one board. I have all my fingers.”

“While I was helping Stella with the book she’s writing, Rusty sneaked out to the garage and used her new saw. She forgot to put on her safety glasses, and something got into her eye. I’ve flushed it, but she’s rubbed it and made it worse.”






  



















Chapter Thirty-two





“This is what life is going to be like with you, isn’t it?” Kirsten stroked Rusty’s forehead with her thumb. 

“Are you smiling? I can’t tell.”

“I can’t help but smile at your crazy ass. Does it still hurt?”

“Not anymore, those numbing drops are awesome.”

Rusty was lying in bed with her eyes closed, and Kirsten kissed the lid of the good one. The other was covered with a patch. “You’re gonna be uncomfortable for a few days until the scratch on your cornea starts to heal.”

“Is my patch sexy?”

Kirsten laughed. “Not even a little.”

Rusty laughed, as well, but kept her good eye closed. “Tell me about what happened with your dad today. Did it really go as well as you said?”

“I was expecting a yelling match, and I was ready for it when I got there.” Kirsten continued to rub Rusty’s forehead gently. “I had a long list of things I was going to throw at him, but he congratulated me and said he was proud of me, and everything I stored up evaporated.”

“Is he your hero again?”

Kirsten thought for a moment. “He might have a toe back on the pedestal. He admitted the things he did wrong and didn’t make any excuses. You wish you could have a talk like that with your mom, don’t you?”

“No, because I don’t think she’d be willing to be that honest with herself or me. The more I think about it, I don’t think she knew how to be any different than she was. I can’t change the past, I can only change me. I can be a good person.”

Kirsten frowned as she studied Rusty’s face. “You are a good person. I don’t know who you were before you came here, but you’re one of the sweetest people I’ve ever met. Anyone who would genuinely befriend Stella McGinnis is a saint. You’re my best friend too.”

Rusty didn’t smile. “I can be mean when I get mad.”

“So can I, most everybody can. That still doesn’t make you a bad person. Rusty, seriously, you’re not your mother.”

“Morale improved when I left the office. That keeps bouncing around in my brain.”

“When you go back, be this woman.” Kirsten tapped Rusty’s chest with her finger. “They’ll start falling in love with you just like I am.”

Rusty did smile then. “I’m falling for you too,” she slurred.

“And the pain pill is kicking in,” Kirsten said with a laugh and kissed Rusty’s lips gently. She switched off the light and snuggled close to Rusty. “Sweet dreams, sweetie.”

*******

Rusty found herself in the dreamscape again, but it had changed completely from the first time she saw it. The trees were green, and there was tall grass waving in the breeze, and wildflowers sprouted up all around her as she walked toward the house. The two-story brick home was complete and loomed above her. The windows were all open, and Stella and Neil smiled and waved. Rusty stopped to gaze up at them when the front door opened, and Kirsten smiled at her and said, “Come inside, baby, you belong here.”

Rusty knew what Kirsten said was true. She took her first step and was elated to find she could finally enter the house she’d built. She’d almost reached the door and looked over her shoulder and watched as Justine emerged from the mist. 

“I’m going in now,” Rusty said. “One day, I’ll let you in too.”

Justine stared back at her, and Rusty wasn’t sure if she saw anger or disappointment in her eyes. She turned and took Kirsten’s outstretched hand. Rusty looked around and marveled at seeing all the things she loved. Her first bike caught her eye as a stray cat that she tried to keep and Justine made her get rid of rubbed against her leg. Songs that reminded her of Kirsten played somewhere softly. 

Kirsten touched Rusty’s face tenderly. “This is where you belong. Do you believe that?”

“I do. I’m home,” Rusty said with a nod.

Behind the music, Rusty heard a soft steady thudding, and she looked around, unsure of where it was coming from. She wondered if the others heard it too. When the realization of what it was hit her, she woke up.

“Baby, wake up,” Rusty said and nudged Kirsten.

“No sex till after six,” Kirsten mumbled into the pillow. 

Rusty sat up and switched on the lamp. “I had the dream, I know what it means. You have to wake up.”

Kirsten rolled over and squinted at Rusty. “I don’t like you very much right now.” She whimpered like a child. 

“Listen,” Rusty said excitedly as she straddled Kirsten’s waist and sat staring down at her with one eye. “You, Neil, and Stella have kept telling me to come inside, but I couldn’t. Now I know why.”

“Why?” Kirsten asked as she slowly emerged from her sleepy stupor. 

“I think the frame was built when Mom and I lived with my grandma. I knew she loved me, but then, she died, and it was just me and Mom. I spent my life needing Mom’s approval, just a hint of affection, and I never got it. I’m taking care of me now, I’m dealing with my issues, and I’m loving myself. The house symbolizes my heart, and I’m inside now too.”

“Oh, sweetie, that’s amazing. Don’t touch the patch. I’m so happy that you realize you deserve to be loved, especially by you. Stop touching the patch.”

Rusty’s face contorted. “It burns and itches at the same time, I gotta rub.”

“No,” Kirsten cried as she grabbed Rusty’s hands, and they began to wrestle. “Don’t make me cuff you.”

“Any other time, that might sound appealing, but not now. Where are the numbing drops?”

Kirsten rolled and pinned Rusty to the bed. “They’re on the nightstand. I’m getting them now, don’t touch anything.”

Rusty didn’t listen and tore the patch from her eye when Kirsten reached for the drops. “Put them in, do it now, or I’m gonna rub.”

Kirsten grimaced as she squeezed the drops into Rusty’s eye. “It’s still so red.”

“Ow, shit, that stings. It feels like…ah, so good. I have to call Neil now.”

“Sweetie, it’s almost three in the morning. Don’t—” Kirsten clamped her lips together when Rusty picked up her phone and pushed a button. “I have to put the patch back on.”

“It makes my eye sweat. Neil! Guess what? I love me.”

“Are you all right?” he asked, sounding as though he was drunk.

“I’m great. Didn’t you hear what I just said?”

“Have you been drinking?”

“Not a drop. I just woke up from a dream, and I was in my heart that was a house, and you were there and Kirsten and Stella. I could hear it beating, it was so amazing, and when I woke up, I understood what my brain has been trying to tell me in my sleep. It’s okay to love myself, and I do. And you’ve always loved me, I think that’s why you were the first person in the house. You’re always going to be there, Neil, because I love you too. I scratched my cornea, and Kirsten is trying to put a patch I don’t want on my eye.”

“I love you too, Rusty. Now what did you eat before you went to bed? Did it have mushrooms in it, and if so, where’d you get them?”

Rusty looked at Kirsten with one eye. “What did we have for dinner?”

“Chicken,” Kirsten said as she gently put the patch in place. 

“Chicken and dumplings, that’s right. I don’t remember if it had mushrooms.”

“Can I—do you mind if I speak to Kirsten a moment?”

“He wants to talk to you,” Rusty said as she stuck the phone in Kirsten’s face.

“Hey, Neil, Rusty just had an epiphany after she figured out what her recurring dream meant, and she’s really excited. She’s rocking one eye and apparently didn’t believe me when I told her it was three a.m. I’d like to say that the pain pill she took is responsible for this call, but well…you know her.”

“Explain the patch and the pill, please,” Neil said politely. 

Kirsten sighed. “Well, Rusty has bought herself a table saw, and she decided to use it without safety glasses, and she got a sliver of wood in her eye, then she rubbed and scratched her cornea.”

“I see. You’re a very special person, thank you for taking care of her.”

“It’s all my pleasure—baby, where’re you going?”

“I’m hungry,” Rusty said as she strolled out of the bedroom stark naked. “Bring me Neil when you’re done chatting.”

Kirsten got up and grabbed Rusty’s robe along with a T-shirt and a pair of shorts. “She’s very special, too, and unique,” she said into the phone as she made her way to the kitchen. “I’m gonna give you back to her now. Good morning.”

“Hey, Kirsten?” Neil said quickly.

“Yes?”

“Don’t let her use the saw with one eye or operate any machinery.”

“You have my word, bud,” Kirsten said with a smile and handed Rusty the phone. She held the robe, and Rusty slipped her arms into it. “What do you want to eat?”

“Pancakes,” Rusty said and put the phone to her ear. “Hey, Neil, do you want to hear about the dream?”

Kirsten pulled on her shorts and her shirt with a smile. “Pancakes it is,” she said with a laugh.








  



















Epilogue





Rusty smiled as she saw the sign welcoming her to Ancelet Bay. She enjoyed her weekly trips to the office in Baton Rouge, but her heart beat happily when she returned home. Her life had completely changed in the matter of a year. She was in a committed relationship with the love of her life, had a new family, and a sense of purpose that far outweighed being the CEO of a successful company. 

Love had soothed the scars left by her mother and had given Rusty the ability to view her in a different light. She’d come to believe that Justine had reached out to her in those last few years of her life because she did care but was unable to show it. Rusty figured that her mother didn’t know how to be vulnerable or was simply too afraid. Justine had taught her many lessons in life, but the most important was how not to live. Unlike Justine, Rusty had opened wide the doors and windows of her heart and eagerly let in anyone who wanted to enter. 

As she did with every return to Ancelet Bay, she rode past the house on Chestnut Street. There was a new tenant inside, and he was enjoying the fruits of her labor. He decorated the section of picket fence for every season, and the trellis was overgrown with a vine that almost obscured the wood from sight. Whenever Rusty gazed at the small wood-framed house, she saw it as her birthplace; a new woman was born there, and she’d always be fond of it. 

Rusty slowed to a stop when Stella waved and rolled down her window. “I’m glad you’re back from gallivanting, we have a new mission,” Stella said excitedly.

“What’s that?” Rusty asked with a grin.

“Somebody is stealing all the vegetables out of Cindy Orton’s garden. She wants us to do a stakeout.”

“A security camera could handle that,” Rusty said.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought, but she’s willing to pay us in cakes. You ain’t lived until you’ve taken a bite of her white wedding cake. You, me, and Mona, a bag of doughnuts, a thermos full of coffee, it could be a good time.”

Rusty nodded with a smile. “All right, let me know when you want to do it. I’m not wearing a coat, though.”

“One day, you’re gonna learn they come in handy when you have to dive into a bush,” Stella said as she shook a finger. “Wear the hat I bought you at least.”

“I will, but only because Kirsten thinks it’s sexy on me.”

Stella screwed up her face. “Okay, go home.”

“See you later,” Rusty said with a laugh as she continued on.

Mitch for Mayor signs peppered the yards on almost every street Rusty drove down. He was way ahead in the polls, and as Mitch’s campaign manager, Rusty had Tal Flyte mostly to thank for that. He’d personally talked to nearly everyone in town on Mitch’s behalf, and in doing so, gained back a lot of the respect he’d lost. 

Rusty drove past Kirsten’s place and continued down the paved road until it gave way to gravel and wound into the woods. In the distance, she saw the house of her dreams slowly taking shape. The two-story structure had many windows and was surrounded by work trucks and one police car. Rusty parked beside it and got out. 

Kirsten appeared in the doorway wearing the same smile she had in the dream and said, “Welcome home, baby.”

“It’s good to be back. I missed you,” Rusty said with a quick kiss. 

Kirsten’s gaze swept over Rusty’s business attire, and she cleared her throat. “You are some sexy in that suit, but I have to say I think you’re gorgeous when you’re in a pair of shorts and one of my old T-shirts and your hair’s a mess.”

“I’ll look like that this afternoon when you get home from work.” Rusty frowned and asked, “What’ve you done?” when she saw a bandage on Kirsten’s left hand. 

Kirsten tucked it behind her back and looked skyward. “Dad and I were installing a countertop, and I put my paw in the wrong place.”

“This is what life is going to be like with you, isn’t it?” Rusty said with a smile. “One injury after another.”

“You’re one to talk. I’ve been to the emergency room with you twice since the eye injury. You try to do too much at one time, and that’s what gets you into trouble.” Kirsten grinned. “But you keep my life interesting. Oh, hey, come see what they did out back.”

Rusty took Kirsten’s good hand, and they walked around the side of the house. She inhaled sharply and said, “That’s it, that’s the shape of my dream meadow.”

When she’d sold her condo and they’d purchased the land for the new house, the contractor had cleared some of the property and made it into a dirt square. Kirsten had paid close attention to the description of Rusty’s dreamscape and had someone come in and reshape the tree line into coves, so it wasn’t all sharp angles. 

“After the construction is finished, the weather will be cooler, and I’ll plant rye grass. It’ll grow tall and bright green even in the winter,” Kirsten explained. “In the summer, I won’t even mow the backyard if you want it to look wild and untamed.”

“You made my dream come true,” Rusty breathed out, truly touched. “And I thought I couldn’t love you any more than I do.”

Kirsten shrugged. “Well, you’re the manifestation of all of my dreams and hopes, I thought I’d return the favor, my love.”

Rusty threw her arms around Kirsten and kissed her. “Thank you. I did a lot of thinking on the drive home, and I think we should consider building a mother-in-law suite, so we can take care of your parents when they get too old to be on their own.”

“They’re your folks too, now,” Kirsten said with a warm smile. “That’s so incredibly sweet, you thinking about them like that, but there’s no hurry, they’re both still young.”

Rusty kissed Kirsten again. “Well, I was also thinking about Stella.”

Kirsten’s smile slid off her face. “What?”

“Your momma says all the time that Stella’s kids will stick her in a nursing home when she gets too old to take care of herself. That’s why she and I keep such a close eye on her. If she has a place to stay and people to care for her, she won’t have to go anywhere else.”

“She’ll bring flamingos, have you considered that?” Kirsten asked with a pained expression.

“Uh-huh,” Rusty whispered as she nuzzled Kirsten’s cheek. “I love you.”

“I love you too, with all my heart.” Kirsten closed her eyes and sighed. “I will do anything for you.”

“Will you wear the hat that Stella—”

“No, okay almost anything. We’ll build the suite and stick Stella’s mouthy butt in it when the time comes,” Kirsten said with a laugh.

Rusty held on to Kirsten and sighed happily as she rested her chin on her shoulder and gazed at the dreamscape slowly becoming reality. “You make all my dreams come true.”
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