Can Gloriaadjust
to being asmal-town attorney?
What handsome devil in Mojo
suddenly needs an attorney?
DoesMarieredly have ESP?
IsKirk areal person?
IsSteve ared cad?

Who is making voodoo dolls
of local resdents?

Will Immy ever teke abath?
Who will Sheena sue next?
IsGuy redly gay?

Will the end of the voodoo museum

mean the end of Mgj0?

Look for
VOODOO ORDIE

from Stephanie Bond and
Avon Booksin 2006!
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MAYBEHEREALLYISINTO YQU!
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A SURPRISING AND UNUSUAL PLACE,

WHERE MEN ACTUALLY DOWHAT THEY SAY ...

AND ACT ON THEIR FEELINGS

Wehear it dl thetime ontelevision,
read about it in books. . .

we have been trained to know the signs.
Whenamanisn'tinto you,

he lets you know.

But surely there must be
some men out there who are interested!
Who are these men?

And how can you tell what they’re up to?

Now, in the next four

Avon Romance Superleaders,

you will learn to spot the true heroes
around you—or, at leadt, in the pages

of the best romancesin the marketplace today!

He gets nervous at the thought of being around you!

In Jacquie D’ Alessandro’s September 2005 release,Not Quite a Gentleman , Nathan Oliver,
the youngest son of an earl, comesface-to-face with thearrival of Lady Victoria Wexhall. On



the surface they havenothing in common: he's content asa country doctor; she's consider ably
put-out at having to leave fashionable L ondon Society for some pretty scenery and farm
animals. But then she can’t help but notice Nathan’s strong arms and tempting ways. . .

— e

Colinwaved hishand in adismissve gesture. “ Perhaps it was atable in the drawing room. How did
Lord Wexhall put it in hisletter? Oh, yes. ‘| expect you to take care of Victoriaand see that no harm

comesto her,” ” herecited in asonorousvoice. “1 wonder what sort of harm he believes might befall
her?’

“Probably thinks she' Il wander off and fal from adiff. Or overspend in the village shops.”
Colin cocked an eloquent brow. “Perhaps. Note how he saidyou. Note how | was not mentionedat all .

The chit iscompletdyyour responsbility. Of course, if she' saslovely as| recdl, | perhaps could be
persuaded to assist you in looking after her.”

Nathan blamed the heat that scorched him on the unseasonably warm afternoon. Bloody hell, this
conversation was bringing on the headache. “ Excellent. Allow meto persuade you. I'll give you one

hundred poundsif you' |l watch over her,” Nathan offered in alight tone completely at odds with the
tengon consuming him.

13 No-”
“Fve hundred.”
“No.”

“Athousand pounds.”

“Absolutely not.” Colin grinned. “For starters, given the fact that you' re routindy paid with farm beadts, |
doubt that you have a thousand pounds, and unlike you, I’ ve no wish to be paid with things that make
‘mooing’ sounds. Then, no amount of money would be worth giving up seeing you do something you so
clearly do not wish to do, asin acting as caretaker to awoman you think isa spoiled, irritating twit.”

“Ah, yes, the reasons | stayed away for three yearsal come rushing back.”

“Infact,” Colin continued asif Nathan hadn’t spoken, “I’ll giveyou a hundred pounds—in actual

currency—if you're ableto carry out your duty to Lady Victoriawithout me witnessing you fighting with

Wil accustomed to Colin' stricky nature, Nathan said, “ Define fighting.”

“Arguing. Exchanging wordsin aheated manner. Verba dtercations. I’ m assuming you would not enter
into any physicd dtercations.”

“I’'ve no intention of getting within ten feet of her,” Nathan said, meaning every word.

“Probably for the best. She' sunmarried, you know.”

He gtilled. No, he hadn’t known. Not that it mattered. He shrugged. “Can’'t say as|'m surprised. | pity



the poor bastard who finds himsalf |eg-shackled to that puffed-up bit of talkative goods.”

Hismission isto tempt you to leave your own party!

In Stephanie Bond’s October 2005 release,In Deep Voodoo , Penny finds her self with a
deadbeat ex-hushand who soon turnsinto a dead ex-husband! Some peoplethink that she’'sto
blame, and it sure seemslike she' sbeing followed by a handsome, r ough-ar ound-the-edges, but
oh-so-sexy P.I. But does hewant to apprehend her for the crime—or capture her for hisown
pleasure?

-—-#.-——

“Isthisaprivate conversaion, or can anyonejoinin?’

She swung her head around and the mystery man was standing there, holding abottle of beer. And he
was dill breathtakingly sexy. . . al musclesand male, leather and Levi’s.

“I, uh...” Her brain was pickled.

Helooked at the ?yer she’ d been studying. “ Do you know her?” His smooth Cgyun cadence waslike a
down pillow for her ears.

“No. | wasjust . . .wondering what might have happened to her.”

Hetook adrink from the bottle, still reading. “Looks like agood kid, | hope she’ sfound safe.”
“Or not.”

He arched one eyebrow. “Y ou hope sheisn't found?’

Penny shrugged. “ She' s seventeen. Maybe she doesn’t want to be found.”

He pursed his mouth. “Isthat the voice of personal experience? Do you have secrets, Penny?’

Her mouth went dry as his gaze bored into hers. One minute in and he was aready too close for
comfort. “No,” she croaked.

“Ah. Soit’sthe cynicism of someone newly divorced.” He grinned and took another drink. “Y ou left
your own party?’

“| just stepped out for afew minutes.”
“I’m ready to leave, too. So why don’t we leave together?’
She blinked, wondering if she'd misheard him, but the sexy glint in his eyes and the curve of hismouth

was unmi stakable—he wanted to get busy. . . with her. A tug on her midsection answered hiscal, and
her breaststingled, but her good-girl training kicked in. “I don’t even know your name.”



“It'sB.J.,” hesaid. “And don’t worry—I’m not a serid killer.”
Sheamirked. “I'll bet that' swhat dl the serid killerssay.”

He laughed, a pleasant noise that stroked her curiogity. “I promise that aslong as you' re with me,
nothing will ever happen to you. . . that you don't want to happen.”

She swalowed hard. Strangdly, she believed him, trusted him. . . with her body anyway.
Heleaned forward. “Y ou smell good.”

“Thanks. . .it's, um, dmond ail.”

“Redly? Smdllslike doughnuts”

She pushed her tongue into her cheek. She had to find anew placetolive.

Hegrinned. “1 love doughnuts.”

“I don't,” shesaid firmly, and started to push away from thewall.

“Hey,” hesaid with alittle laugh. “ Relax. Whatdo you like?’

Shelifted her chin. “Tofu.”

“Tofu? Hemade arueful noise. “Lady, I'd sureliketo try to change your idea of fun.”
She couldn’t help but laugh at his Cgjun masochism. The man was appealing in abase sort of way.

He nodded toward the exit. “ So how about it, Penny? Let me take your mind off. . . whatever.”

He listens to your mother!

In Lynsay Sands November 2005 release, A Quick Bite, Dr. Gregory Hewitt wasjust living
hislife, when a beautiful woman actually lureshim into thetrunk of acar. . . then presentshim
to her daughter asa birthday present! But thisisn’t any birthday present, because Lissanna
Argeneau isa vampire—a beautiful, alluring vampire, who isafraid of blood. And Gregisa

psychiatriss—just theman to cureher. . . even if he doesneed to get all untied to begin his
task.

-—-#.-——
The blonde paused at the door and turned to peer a him curioudly.
Greg forced agtiff smile and asked, “Do you think you could maybe untie me?’

“Untieyou?’ Appearing surprised by the request, she moved to the bedside to peer down at him.



“Yes, please,” he said firmly, noting the way her gaze did over hishands. Greg knew hiswrists were red
and abraded from tugging at hisbindings. Their state seemed to confuse and distress her.

“Why didn’t Mother calm you? She shouldn’t have lft you like this. Why—" She paused and blinked,
then understanding filled her face. “ Oh, of course. Bastien’ searly arrival must have interrupted her before
she could properly settle you. She probably meant to come back and finish with you after, but forgot.”

Greg didn’t have a clue what she was talking about, except that she seemed to think her mother had
brought him here and he was positive she was wrong. “ The woman who brought me here was too young
to be your mother. She looked like you but had dark hair. Y our sister maybe?’ he guessed.

For some reason hiswords made her smile. “1 don't have asister. The woman you' re describing is my
mother. She’ solder than she looks.”

Greg accepted thiswith some incredulity, then his eyeswidened at the ramifications of what she was
saying. “Then, I'myour birthday gift?”

She nodded dowly, then tilted her head and said, “ That’ s an odd smile. What are you thinking?’

Greg was thinking he was the luckiest son of abitch aive as his mind automatically readjusted his earlier
imaginings of alarge, ugly woman stripping and climbing on top of him, to thiswoman doing so. He
alowed himsdf to enjoy the fantasy for amoment, but then redlized that hisbody was enjoying it way too
much, anoticeable bulge growing in his pants. He gave his head ashake. As ddightful asanight asthis
woman’ s sex dave might be, he had plans: atrip full of sandy beaches, pam trees and haf naked women
gyrating on adance 7oor. And it was aready paid for.

Now if after histrip thiswoman wanted to go on adate in the norma way, then tie him to abed and
have her way with him. . .Wéll, Greg liked to consider himsdlf an obliging sort. Besides, inthis case, he
thought being asex dave might not be so bad. Redlizing his thoughts were wandering into areas better |eft
aone, Greg gave himsdf amental kick and forced astern look onto hisface. “Kidnappingisillegd.”

Her eyebrowsrose. “Did Mom kidnap you?’

“Not exactly,” he admitted, recalling how he' d climbed into the trunk under his own impetus.
Kidnapping generaly required being forcibly taken away. Greg supposed he could have lied, however,
he was apoor liar. “But | don’t want to be here, and redly | don’t have any ideawhy | climbed into the
trunk of your mother’ s car. It seemed the most natural thing to do at thetime, but I’ ve never .. ."

Greg'svoicetrailed away as he redized that the blonde wasn't listening to him. At least, shedidn’t
appear to be. Shewas staring at his head with concentration and a degpening frown. Shewas aso
moving closer to the bed, though he suspected it was a subconscious action. She seemed wholly
concentrated on his hair, but then she shook her head with apparent frustration and muttered, “I can’t
read your mind.”

“You can't read my mind?’ Greg echoed dowly.

She shook her head.

“I'see...and...er...isthat aproblem?’ hequeried. “1 mean, can you usualy read people’ s minds?’

She nodded, but it was an absent action; her thoughts were obvioudy elsawhere.



Greg tried to ignore the disappointment suddenly pinching at him as he acknowledged that the woman
wasmad, or at least delusiond, if she thought she could read minds. He supposed he shouldn't be
surprised. The mother couldn’t exactly be norma or she wouldn’t dlow strange men to climb into her
trunk—for she' d been behind him and had to have seen him climb in. Anyone ese would have run
screaming for building security instead of taking him home,

It seemed madness was running rampant tonight. The first example had been his behavior, then the
brunette's, and now the blonde thought she could read minds. It made him wonder if there wasn’t some
sort of citywide madness occurring. Perhaps men dl around Toronto were climbing into trunks and letting
themselves be tied to beds. Perhaps it was some sort of drug released into the city’ s water reservoir, a
terrorist plot to incapacitate the men in Canada.

On the other hand, maybe thiswas dl just aweird dream and he wasredlly till at his desk a work,
head down and sound adeep. Greg decided that was the most likely possibility. It provided amost
satisfactory explanation for his own inexplicable behavior in getting himself here. Of course, none of that
really mattered. Adeep or awake, mad or not, he was here and, even if it was a dream, he wanted to get
home. He had a 7ght to catch.

He turns up to help you just when you need him most!

InAn Invitation to Sin, the December 2005 release by Suzanne Enaoch, pretty Miss Caroline
Witfeld isno usual Regency miss. Shelongsfor a career—asa portrait artist. And she'svery,
very good at it. But society dictates shemust marry. . . or become a governess. Enter Lord
Zachary Griffin . . .he' s so handsome, so amazinglyportrait-worthy . What a subject on which to
make her reputation! Zacharynoticesimmediately, though, that Caro hasnointerest in
mar riage, which makes her a most tempting kind of female, indeed! And soon, much morethan
Carolin€ sprofessional reputation isat stake!

e e

Asthey organized themselves, one of them—the chit who had emerged |ast from the house—caught his
attention. It wasn't that she was particularly striking, though she did have soft copper hair afew shades
darker than her next Sster, clear green eyes, and atrim, tall figure. No, it was the way she kept eyeing
him from head to toe, even edging around to view his profile, asif he were some sort of insect and shean
entomologist.

“Lord Zachary,” Mrs. Witfeld said, hauling the copper-haired girl to the head of theline, “thisismy
eldest girl, Caraline”

He bowed. “Miss Witfeld. Pleased to meet you.”
Caroline Witfeld nodded back at him. “1 advise you to save the bowing till the end, or you' ll end up
dizzy,” shereturned in alow, amused voice. Since her mother had moved on to the next daughter, he

was probably the only onewho’d heard it.

“Susan,” the matriarch was saying as she traveled down the line, “then the twins Joannaand Julia. Grace
isjust eighteen. The youngest are Anne and then Violet.”



Zachary shook Harold, the dog, off hisfoot, waited amoment to be certain Mrs. Witfeld was finished
with the introductions, then bowed again. 1t sgood to meet dl of you,” he said, glancing again at the
oldest girl, who seemed to have forgotten her wit of amoment ago and was now staring at hisleft hand.
He experimentaly wiggled hisfingers, and she blinked.

“You'vedl grown so much,” Aunt Tremaine commented to the brood. “ And into such lovely young
ladies. My niece married amonth ago, and I'm afraid I’ ve been abit starved for agood chat and alook
at thefashion plates”

One of thetwins rushed her, clagping her hand. “ Then you must stay! Mama, tell Lady Gladys she and
Lord Zachary must stay!”

“Of coursethey’ll stay. | wouldn’t have it otherwise, and I’ m certain Mr. Witfeld would agree.”
Aunt Tremaine smiled. “If it’ snot imposing, we would loveto vigt for afew days”

Caraline hung back alittle as her ssters swarmed around Lord Zachary, each vying to be the oneto
show him to aguest bedchamber. She watched as he smiled again, diplomatically offering hisarm to
Violet, the youngest, and gestured the rest to lead the way.

Deep brown, dmost black hair, with adight glint of bronze in the afternoon sunlight, eyesthat seemed to
vary between adusky charcoa and cloudy gray, and apleasing figure both tall and athletic, Lord
Zachary was an exceptionaly handsome gentleman. In addition, hisface, with its high cheekbones and
aristocratic brow, had some very nice anglesto it. Caroline would have smiled, but it wouldn't do to
announce victory until she' d made afew preiminary sketches and discovered whether she could do him
justice on canvas.

At thismoment, though, it seemed asif her prayers had been answered. She' d asked for an aristocrat,

and Lord Zachary Griffin had practicaly sprung to life on her doorstep. And with him, her way out of
Wiltshire,
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Start with adangerous
doseof curiosity . ...

ﬁ “I couldkill Dekefor this,” Penny Francisco said, peering with atiny pair of binoculars
through the mini-blinds that covered awindow of her hedlth food store, The Charm Farm.

The normaly deepy two-lane Charm Street bustled with early traffic for the annua VVoodoo Festiva. But
in between the passing cars, Penny had managed to get agood look at the Victorian house heavy with
ornate cast ironwork that she had bought, refurbished, and lived in with Deke Black, attorney-at-law,
until their explosive breakup afew months ago. A painting crew was methodicaly covering therich color
of VanillaMilk, which she had lovingly chosen from thousands of paint chips, with what |ooked to be
Fink Nightmare.

She ground her teeth until her jaw ached. *“ Just ook at what he' s doing to my house!”


http://www.uk.perfectbound.com
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“Let meguess,” Marie, her quirky employee of six months, said from behind the juice bar, where she
wasrefilling canigers of vitamin additives. “He spanting it.”

Penny |ooked at the woman suspicioud y—many peoplein town had insinuated that eccentric Marie
Gaston with the dectric blue hair had a“third eye.” “How did you know that?’

“I saw Lou Hdl’ s painting van pull up as| was coming in thismorning.”

Penny frowned and |ooked back out the window. “Deke s not just painting my house—he s painting it
Puke Pink.”

“But it’ shis house now.”
“Still. 1 can't believe the historical society would alow him to paint my housepink .”
“It helpsthat hismother ismayor,” Marie offered dryly. “And it’ shis house now, boss.”

“But | havetolook at it every day.” Penny jammed her hand into her coarse auburn curls asfrustration
billowed in her chest. Moisture gathered in the corners of her eyes, but she quickly blinked it away—no
more tears over Deke Black. “He did thisjust to annoy me.”

“Probably.” Marie cleared her throat. “ Although | heard down at the Hair Affair that, um, Sheenawas
planning to redecorate.”

Penny stiffened, pain knifing between her shoulder blades. Deke' s migtress. Girlfriend. Tart. Practically
everyonein thetown of Mojo, Louisiana, knew about Deke' sfooling around. The fact that he had
moved litigious Sheena Linder into the home he and Penny had bought together was the ultimate
humiliation. “1 can’t believethat | haveto live over the doughnut shop and that woman will beliving in my
house”

“You live over abeignet shop. And it's hishouse, boss.”
“The bastard could have waited until the ink was dry on the divorce papers.”

“Uh-huh. Wel, maybe Sheenawill fal in the shower and sue him. Lord knows she' s sued dmost
everyonedseintown.”

“And Deke defended her the last few times sheallegedly injured hersdlf.”

“If it sany consolation, | heard she dipped on aspilled Y oohoo in the Quickie Mart last week and is
ladupagan.”

“Asif the woman needed areason to be on her back,” Penny muttered, her blood boiling.

The soaring pin oak tree that had first drawn her to the Victorian on Charm Street was ablaze with deep
red foliage typicd for early October. The glorious ruby color clashed horrifically with the vicious pink hue
the painters were rolling onto the wood siding—another insult. The last time the leaves had been
red—thistimelast year—she had been happy . . . mostly.

Last summer had been fraught with stress as she had debated whether or not to clear the land they
owned behind The Charm Farm to plant an organic vegetable garden. Deke had been vehemently



opposed to the idea, saying he had other plansfor the empty half-acrelot, but Penny had had the distinct
feding that her husband had been trying to undermine her business, which he had pooh-poohed from the
beginning. When she' d first suggested that they convert the small rental house across the street that his
father had given him into aretail business, Deke had made her fed foolish.

“A hedlth food storein Mojo?’ He d laughed until his eyes had run. “Maybe afish and chipsjoint. In
case you haven't noticed, honey, the deep south really means the deepfried south.”

Hurt, but determined to put her rusty nutrition degree and homeopathic know-how to good use, Penny
had persisted. After arocky start, her enterprise had taken off. Asit turned out, the resdents of Mojo
preferred home remedies to fancy doctoring, and The Charm Farm'’ sinventory of roots, herbs, and
vitaminsfit the bill nicdly.

But while her business had grown steadily, the law practice that Deke had taken over from hisfather had
garted to dide. Two of hisbig manufacturing clients had jumped to more tony law firmsin nearby New
Orleans. Deke had begun to supplement his client list with persona injury cases, and supplement hisdiet
with bourbon.

The downturn in his business had coincided perfectly with amidlife crisis. One day he had driven home a
new fire engine red two-seater L otus Elise. That was about the same time Penny had found brochures for
hair transplantsin his briefcase. With new lingerie and lots of TLC, she had tried to head off what had
seemed to be an inevitable affair, but in the end, terminaly tanned and ferocioudy feminine Sheena Linder
had been too much for asimple man like Deketo resist.

Penny and Sheenaweren’t complete strangers. The women had met once when Penny had visited
Sheend s Forever Sun tanning salon and asked that Sheena give her cussomers aflyer on the dangers of
tanning so they could make amore informed decision before roasting themsalves. Sheenahad caled her
the“c” word and had thrown her out of Forever Sun, threatening to sue for trespassing and mental
anguish. Penny found out later that her trip to the tanning salon had prompted Sheena to see Deke about
possibly filing alawsuit against some crazy woman named Penny Black. Apparently Deke had
overlooked Sheend sinability to figure out that her new attorney and her intended defendant shared the
same last name and might be related or, in this case, married. Thankfully, Deke hadn't filed asuit against
Penny on Sheena s behdf. Instead he' d started porking Sheena, and now Penny’ s last name was no
longer Black.

Lifewas nothing if not ironic. Penny had secured the barracuda of an attorney from the city who had
handled her friend LiZ sdivorce. After much lega wrangling, Deke had gotten the Victorian and the
property it sat on, and Penny had gotten The Charm Farm and the property it sat on. When the fina
papers had been signed earlier in the week, Penny had staked out the premeditated garden with pink
flags. Those flags symbolized her own growth and filled her with asense of purpose.

And she dso gained satisfaction in knowing that one day, Sheena Linder would crawl out of one of her
tanning beds looking like a dried-apple-head doll. Penny’ s skin, on the other hand, would still belily
white and unwrinkled . . . but lightly veined . . . and . . . freckled. She frowned suddenly, trying to
remember why she had felt so victorious.

Acrossthe street, afaded green sedan pulled into her former driveway behind Lou Hall’ s painting van.
Probably another workman hired to do something el se unconscionable to her beloved house. She started
to turn away when the car door opened and atall man she didn’t recognize climbed out. With the
binoculars she could see he was long-limbed and well built. Unbidden, aspark of appreciation flared in
her stomach. The man was dark-haired, dressed in boots, brown leather coat, and faded jeansthat he



tugged higher as he approached the steps leading to the front porch of the house. Hisloose-hipped walk
suggested an ffinity for . . . something other than Pilates.

Penny’ stongue lodged firmly in her cheek. What was a handsome man doing at the house at an hour
when Deke was at his office and Sheenawas purportedly indisposed with an injury from the Y oohoo
ill? Maybe Sheenawas dready bored with Deke' s fumbling foreplay and dense back hair and had
decided to cal in reinforcements.

The fact that the thought cheered her immensdly proved just how much the nasty divorce had changed
her; before she wouldn't have wished evil on anyone, no matter what they had doneto her, but now . . .
well, now she had fantasies about Deke getting his comeuppance in amanner worthy of aregiona
headline. She glanced toward the phone and serioudy toyed with theideaof calling Deke and inventing
an emergency to bring him running home. How fitting if Deke waked in on Sheena doing the nasty with
another guy in the same bed in whichshe had caught Deke and Sheenagoing at it like two greased
pistons.

She would probably never be able to get that horrific image out of her head. Now, ten months later, the
detail she remembered most vividly was that the bottoms of Sheena sfeet (stuck up inthe air) were dirty,
and the fact that she was sullying Penny’ s organic cotton sheetsin the process of shagging her husband
wasjust . .. wdl, unforgivable, redly.

Penny pressed the binoculars closer to the window, her mind spinning gleeful scenarios, dl of them
ending with Deke crawling back to her—not that it would do any good, but oh, the sweet satisfaction.

The stranger’ s body language was definitely suspicious as he climbed the steps, stabbed the doorbell,
and waited in the shadows of the covered porch. He looked from side to Side, his gaze seeming to catch
and linger on the antique metd glider that she had painstakingly stripped of countless layers of peding
paint and refurbished for the porch. His good taste in furniture gpparently did not extend to women,
Penny thought sourly. The door opened and Sheena stood there in a pale, voluminous peignoir, alaZsa
Zsa Gabor, her orange skin glowing like ajack-0’-lantern, nary aback brace or neck cast in sight.

Penny waited for the man to scoop Sheenainto hisarms, or for her to flash him some leg—or an orange
boob. Instead, his posture went rigid and he appeared to say something she didn’t like. Sheena s blond
head tilted, her hip cocked saucily, and her face contorted. Then she tried to close the door, but the man
wedged hisfoot in the opening long enough to add something. When he withdrew hisfoot, the door
closed, and Penny imagined thethwack of the dead bolt turning as she had turned it many times hersdlf.

The man retraced his stepsto the car, every footfal exuding frustration. Penny couldn’t get agood |ook
at hisface ashe swung into the driver’ s seet. Exhaust blasted out of the tail pipe when he started the car
engine. He backed out of the driveway onto Charm Street and sped away in the direction of downtown
Mojo. For some reason, though, she doubted the man was in town for the Voodoo Festival.

Penny’ s pulse spiked. Who was the mystery man to her ex-husband’ s shack-up honey? A relative? A
debtor?

A lover?



2

Add adash of weakness. . .

i Suddenly Penny redlized that Marie was speaking. The mini-blind snapped back in place.
“I’'m sorry. What did you say?’

Beneath her blue pixie haircut, Marie frowned and leaned into the counter. “1 said areyou going to let a
bad paint job ruin tonight' s party?’

Penny pulled her mind back to the moment and made her best attempt at asmile. “No. It's sweet of you
to throw a party to celebrate my divorce.” In truth, she dreaded it like a pelvic exam. People used to
mourn a broken marriage—now greeting card companies offered “you’ re better off without him” poetry.
It al felt very sordid to her, but she knew Marie was only trying to lift her spirits. “I’ ve never beento a
divorce party—what will we do?’

“Wel—"

The phone rang and Penny held up her finger. “Hold that thought.” Praying that Mari€ s thought was of
canceling the party, Penny shoved the binocularsinto her pocket, then walked to the front counter and
picked up the handset next to the cash register. “Charm Farm, Penny speaking.”

“Penny, it' sGloriaDaton. Isthisabad time?’

At the sound of her divorce attorney’ s voice, Penny grimaced. “Only if thisis bad news.”

“No,” Gloriasaid quickly. “Actudly | wasjust . . . checking on you.”

Penny blinked. “ Checking on me?’

“Cdl meamother hen. I know that sometimes the findity of signing the divorce papers can pack an
emotiona punch.” She cleared her throat. “| just wanted to let you know that if you ever fed like talking

“I’'mfine” Penny rushed to fill in the pause, redizing in flushed embarrassment that Gloria hadn’t bought
all those excuses about alergies when her eyes had watered and her nose had run during consultations.

“1 know things between you and Deke ended on asour note,” Gloriasaid. “If he harasses you, Penny,
I’ll help you to get arestraining order.”

Thevehemencein her voice made Penny wonder if Gloria had firsthand experience with restraining



orders. Penny gave ahoarse laugh. “He painted my old house pink—can you do anything about that?’
Gloriasighed. “You know | can't. | wish | could have gotten you the house, t00.”

“I"'m happier with my business. He only wanted this place so he could shut me down, you know. All that
talk about hisfather giving him this place and it having sentimental vaue was bull.”

“Still, I'm sorry that he' sbeing so childish about painting the house.”

“Well, | couldn’'t careless,” Penny lied, then glanced up. Her gaze landed on Marie. “Infact, I'm having
aparty tonight to . . . celebrate my freedom.”

“Oh. That's. . . great.” Gloriamade an approving noise.

“If you don’t have plans, join us. W€ ll be at Caskey’ s bar on the square. The Voodoo Festival isgoing
on, S0 Mojo is hopping with activity for once.”

“Soundstempting,” Gloriasaid. “I’d loveto drive over, but | dready havea. .. commitment . . . of
sorts”

A date? Penny wondered. Gloria Dalton was beautiful, but emitted a general disdain for men. “ Okay.
Wi, thanksfor cdling,” Penny said, trying to sound breezy.

“Sure. And Penny . . . that offer to talk is aways open.”

“Thank you,” Penny said somewhat woodenly. She felt so pathetic—her own attorney pitied her.
“Good-bye, Gloria” She hung up the phone and thought not for the first time that the woman was very
good at her job; she had, after dl, blocked Deke' s vigorous attempt to keep the rental house. Y et it
seemed to Penny that Gloria Daton carried out her duties of legdly dividing married coupleswith a
certain sadness—Penny sensed the attractive New Orleans attorney had a story.

She pursed her mouth. But then, didn’t everyone?

“Bad news?’ Marie asked across the room.

“No,” Penny said, then exhaled and donned a cheerful expression as she walked over to the smoothie
counter where Marie wasworking. “Y ou were about to tell me what to expect tonight at the party?’

Mari€ s smile was secretive as she pushed a glass of yelow-colored juice toward Penny. “I have afew
surprises planned.”

Penny picked up the glasswith awry amile. “No offense, Marie, but I’ ve had enough surprisestolast a
lifetime. I'm ready for my lifeto settleinto anice, quiet rut.”

“Goodsurprises” Marie amended. “We Il havefun.”

Penny s pped from the glass and murmured when the citrusy, dmost flora-flavored juice washed over
her taste buds. “Mmm, thisisgood.”

“It'smy own blend. | was thinking about adding it to the menu for the festival crowd.”



Penny narrowed her eyes. “ Aslong asyou didn’t sneak in some suspect ingredient.”

Mariegrinned. “Can| help it if my juice boosts sex drive?’

Penny reluctantly swallowed the mouthful of tangy stuff she’ d been savoring. “What' sin this?’

“Jugt alittle bee pollen and some ginseng.” Marie€' seyestwinkled. “ And asecret ingredient or two.”

Penny wagged her finger. “We have to divulge our recipesto our customers, Marie. And I’'m afraid you
wasted your love potion on me.”

Marie sighed. “Penny, Deke put you through a horrible ordeal, but don't et him keep you down.” She
gestured wide. “ Just look at your success.”

Penny pivoted her head to take in the two large rooms they’ d created when they’ d gutted the rental
house. Shetried to view her business as a stranger might. The high cellings had been fitted with two
skylightsto alow natura light to flood the space. One room housed shelves and racks of bottled
vitamins, mineras, and aplethoraof other natura additivesin powder, liquid, crystd, and solid form, plus
books, magazines, and other packaged products aimed at attaining a hedlthy lifestyle.

The second room featured the juice bar, plus bins and baskets of colorful organic produce, including
dried and fresh herbs, roots, barks, teas, edible flowers, and other goods harvested from their tiny herb
garden and from other sources. The wide-plank oak floors had been |eft done, the distressed finish
adding to the homey fedling of agenerd store. With the soothing sounds of nature playing through
overhead speskers, The Charm Farm was afragrant, welcoming place. Pride swelled her chest at the
thought that from the germ of an idea, she had built a profitable business. Y et atiny pang managed to
dice through her satisfaction: She had hoped to share her successwith Deke.

Theideathat they were no longer acouple till hadn't completely sunk in. Oh, her mind was processing
theinformation rationally, but her heart seemed to be lagging woefully behind.

“And soon you' |l be expanding with your garden,” Marie pointed out. “You'll probably make akilling
thisweek with thefedtivad. Y ou' re stting on agold mine here—and you did it al without freaky Deke.”

Penny sghed. “ Actudly, in spite of him. Deke was never particularly supportive of the business”
“I wish dl menwerelike my Kirk,” Marie said dreamily. “He dways encourages meto try new things.”

Penny tried not to rall her eyes. Ever since Marie had begun working a The Charm Farm, she had
regaled Penny with the virtues of Kirk, her long-distance boyfriend. The man was, anong other things, a
real estate baron, pilot of hisown private plane, an accomplished sailor, amartia arts expert, abig-game
hunter, aworld-class chef, and a poet. Marie was vague about how they’ d met, and they corresponded
viae-mail. Penny had begun to believe that, at best, “Kirk” was smply afigment of the young woman's
imagination or, at worst, a predatory con-man. But she tamped her skepticism and murmured, “Lucky
you.”

“What did you do before you had this business?’ Marie asked.
“I worked in Deke' slaw office”

“Ah”



Penny could see the words going through the young woman’ s head—the business had contributed to her
marriage breakup. Words that Deke' s mother, Mona Black, had uttered often enough in Penny’sear: “ If
you don’t give up on this fool notion of running your own business, you' re going to lose Deke. You
should be working to build his business, or go home and have children, like a proper wife.”

One upside of the divorce, Penny acknowledged, was breaking familid tieswith the overbearing
woman. Of course, sSince Monawas aso the mayor of Mojo, Penny couldn’t escape her grasp
completly.

“I don’t think our marriage would have lasted even if | hadn't opened thisbusiness,” shesaid in her
defense, which was ridicul ous because she didn’t have to convince Marie. Was she trying to convince
hersdf?“Deke and | were so different, al the way down to our diet.”

Marie laughed. “I’m not sticking up for Deke, but | don’t know anyone who eats as hedlthy asyou do.”

“Junk in, junk out.” Penny knew she sounded prim, but it wasimportant to her that shelived the lifestyle
that she touted to her customers. She’ d dways been hedlth conscious, but little by little, since she'd
opened the store, she' d given up red mesat, white mest, transfats, caffeine, refined sugar, acohol, and
dairy products. Now she took amulti-vitamin, calcium, extravitamin B, C, D, and E, fish ail, St. John's
Wort, and grape seed extract, along with downing flaxseed, sted-cut oats, bran, tofu, and green tea. She
ran three milesaday and did Pilates five times aweek and dathered on sunscreen with SPF 40 even on
cloudy days. By dl rights, she should liveforever . . . if the stress of divorcing Deke didn't kill her. She
walked back to the window and fingered open the blind.

Marie grunted. “ Okay, so you' |l have the last laugh because you' Il outlive Deke by forty years. But the
important thing isnow that the divorceisfind, you haveto get on with your life.”

Penny bristled and turned her head. *1am getting on with my life”

“No—you're standing at the window and spying on yourformer life”

Penny stepped back, and the blinds rattled. Her cheeks flamed as she avoided the gaze of the younger
woman. She suddenly wished she had maintained more of a professond distance with her employees.

They knew too much about her affairs, conversdaly, she knew very little about their persondl lives. . . .

Marie made asympathetic noisein her throat. “I know it’s hard, but that’ swhy I’m throwing you a
party—to celebrate anew phase of your life. New digs, new business. . . new man.”

“Whoa—dow down.”

Mariewiggled her blue eyebrows. “Rebound sex isthe best.”

Penny gasped, then tried to look haughty. “How do you know | haven’t alreadyhad rebound sex?
Maybe I’'m rebounding every single night.” In truth, Deke had been the last man she’ d dept with, and that
had been over ayear ago.

Marie gave her apointed gaze. “I'll bet you ten dollars that the next person who walks through the door
ishaving more sex than you.”

Once again, the thought flitted through Penny’ s head that Marie had ESP. A chime sounded, sgnding



the arrivd of acustomer. Penny turned, then bit back a smile when she saw Jules Lamborne—Mojo
resdent and oldest woman in the state of Louisiana at one hundred and nine years—stride in sporting a
walking stick, her white, wispy hair floating around her smiling, lesthery face benesth atattered bucket
hat. So much for Marie' SESP.

It was Juleswho had put their business on the map afew months ago when theNew Orleans Post had
reported that Jules stopped by The Charm Farm on her daily walk and chugged a cup of Vigor Juice,
claming it made her fed like aspry ninety-nine-year-old again. The juice and smoothie bar, which Penny
had hoped would apped to tourists on their way to visit the Instruments of Death and VVoodoo Museum
next door, had become an overnight sensation.

ThearticleinthePost had dso caught the eye of aNew Orleans cel ebrity chef, Ziggy Hines, who was
looking for asource for unusual herbs and spices. Shortly after the article had run, he had arrived & The
Charm Farm unannounced, sporting histal chef’s hat. After much nodding and humming, he had bought
every ginseng root and cinnamon fern fiddlehead that woodsman Jmmy Scaggs had foraged for Penny,
plusal the fresh sulfur shelf and dried porcini mushrooms she d had on hand, with an order to call him
the minute she had more. Word had spread like warm cocoa butter, and soon professional chefs and
fledgling gourmetsfrom al over had made The Charm Farm abuying destination, al thanksto the ball
that Jules had started rolling.

“Good morning, Jules” Mariesad.

“Bonjour, ladies,” Jules said, her voice warbling, but strong. She was awrinkled dip of awoman,
dressed in jeans, aflannd shirt, and white Adidas high-top athletic shoes. Time had robbed the
centenarian of every feminine characteristic; her creased face, narrow figure, gnarled hands, and baritone
speech were dl androgynous. As she climbed up on astool and leaned her intricately carved walking
dtick againg the counter, she appeared more mythical than human. “I camefor my morning dixir.”
“Coming right up,” Mariesaid.

Jules danted her chin toward Penny. “Don’t you own the house across therue ?’

Penny could follow Cgjun expressions aslong asthey werein context. “| used to. But now it belongsto
my ex-husband, Deke Black.”

“Isheblind?’
“Pardon me?’

Jules tapped her temple. “1 said, isthe man blind? Must be, considering the god-awful color he's
painting that poor house. There should be alaw againgt ugly-ing up thetown like that.”

“Thereis,” Mariesad, pulling alever to dispense agreenish liquid into aglass. “But when your mamais
mayor, laws don’t apply.”

“I' know who hismamais.” Jules snorted, then took the glass that Marie extended, leveling her vibrant
gaze on Penny. “How come you and that Deke Black to split up?’

Penny hedged with alittle smile. “ Our marriage had run its course.”

“He was fucking around on you, was he?’



Penny blinked. “Well—"

“Yes” Marie declared.

Julesswirled theliquidin her glass. * Fils de putain.”

“Son of abitch,” Marie explained, grinning.

“Want meto put ahex on him?’ Jules asked.

“Yed” Marie said excitedly.

“No,” Penny said, giving Marieastern look.

Marie pouted. “Oh, come on—get into the spirit of the festival.”
“Thanksanyway,” Penny said to Juleswith alittle laugh.

Jules looked disappointed, then raised the glass of fibrous Vigor Juice. “ To the old days, when women
had aremedy for cheating men.”

Her mind churning, Penny watched as the woman chugged the vitamin-packed liquid. Jules sat the empty
glass on the counter, wiped her mouth on her deeve, then heaved a satisfied Sigh. “ Guess |’ d better be
going. Thanksfor thetipple.”

“Um, Jules,” Penny said, her curiosity burning a hole through her common sense, “what did you mean
when you said ‘aremedy for cheating men'?’

Julesgrinned. “In my day, when aman got out of line, the wife put the voodoo on him aspunition. ”
“As punishment,” Marie whispered.
“Put the voodoo on him?’ Penny asked.

Julesleaned in, her aged eyesflashing with an eerielight. “'Y ou know—put ahex on him. Beforelong,
the woman’ s problem was solved. Y ou should think oniit.”

A chill skittered up Penny’ s back, sending gooseflesh over her arms. “But Deke Black isn’t my problem
anymore. I’'mover him.”

Jules studied her until Penny fdt jittery, asif the woman could see into her soul and seewhat abig, fat
liar shewas. Findly, Jules shrugged her frail shoulders. “Whatever you say.”

“Areyou going to stay in town for thefestiva, Jules?” Marie asked.

The old woman made aface. “No. Bunch of fools playing with black magic—they’ d better watch
themsalves. Voodoo is not for amateurs.” Jules pushed away from the counter, then gathered her walking
stick and reached in her pocket to withdraw aleather change purse.

“Put your money away, Jules,” Marie said. “Penny gave you alifetime supply of Vigor Juiceonthe



house, remember?’

Jules chuckled, then lifted a crooked finger in Penny’ sdirection. “Y ou' re going to be surprised when I'm
gill coming in here twenty yearsfrom now.”

Penny laughed, dthough it came out sounding a bit strangled because she half-believed the woman.

Then Jules' s eyes congtricted and she appeared to turn inward, asif she were remembering back . . . or
maybe rememberingforward. “In fact, alot of people around Mojo are goingmourir before me.”

Penny looked to Marie for trandation.

Marie swalowed, then whispered. “To die”

“Some of them soon,” Jules added.

At the hoarse intensity of the woman's prediction, Penny’ s pulse picked up. She exchanged awide-eyed
glance with Marie, then she hugged hersdlf, fedling silly, asthe old woman turned to go. Julesloved to
scare people with her stories of the supernatural. * See you tomorrow, Jules.”

“Bon Dieuwilling,” the woman said, throwing up her hand.

“Jules,” Marie caled, “we have anew juiceto improve your sex drive—want to try some?’

Jules cackled. “Mr. Fidding isonly alowed one conjugd visit aweek at the nursing home. | don’'t want
to kill theman.” The old woman was gill laughing as she left.

Penny looked a Marie, her mouth open in disbelief. “No way.”

Marie pursed her mouth and nodded. “ Y ep. My cousin Eddieis an orderly at the nursng home and says
that Jules shows up like clockwork on Tuesday afternoonsto get it on with Mr. Fielding.”

Penny grimaced. “ So you' re telling me that a one-hundred-nine-year-old woman is getting more action
than | am?’ Too late, she readlized she' d told on hersdlf.

Marie held out her hand and fluttered her fingers. “Y ou owe meten dollars.”

“Okay, okay, you' Il get your money.” Penny rubbed her hands up and down her arms, trying to dispel
the peculiar chill that had settled into her pores. She needed to turn on the heat. “Marie. . . you don't
redlly believe dl that stuff about hexes, do you?’

Marie shrugged. “Why not? Lots of people do. I’ ve told you how many people come in asking for
voodoo dolls. We could probably sell athousand this weekend aonel”

Penny frowned. “People can buy al they want at the souvenir shop at the Voodoo Museum. And there
will be boothsfull of them on the square.”

“Some people don't want the ones made in Taiwan. They’ re looking for the real ones made out of
humean hair and tar.”

Penny shook her head. “Wdll, they won't find them here. | don’t believein dl that hocus-pocus, and |



refuse to promoteit.”

Marie gave awry laugh. “ Just remember that the power of suggestion isatremendousforce.” She
nodded pointedly toward the glass of “love potion” juice that Penny had abandoned, then picked up an
empty cardboard box and headed toward the stockroom.

Penny nodded thoughtfully, then picked up the glass of juice, Saring into the clear yellow liquid. Marie
was right—it was time she started getting on with her life. . . and her sex life. She had alowed Deketo
destroy her confidence and her libido, while the pink house was a public symbol of his prowess—and
rgjection. In asudden burst of defiance, shelifted the glassto her mouth and drained it. Inexplicably, the
image of along-limbed, dark-haired man in abrown lesther jacket and faded jeans came to mind, but
she pushed it away.

Thelast thing she needed in her life was another man connected to Sheena Linder.

Sherinsed the glass. At a sudden tingling on her tongue, she swallowed hard and looked over her
shoulder to seeif Marie was still occupied. She was. Penny wet her lips and tiptoed through the vitamin
room into the bedroom she had turned into her personal office. She stared at the locked bottom drawer
of her desk, her mouth watering now. The stresswas making her weak.

Sheshouldn't . . . she couldn’t.

The door chime sounded, announcing a customer. Penny exhaed, grateful for the distraction.

Shewouldn't. For now.

3

A pinch of revenge. ..

n.-
s

i As Penny walked toward the entrance of the store, she heard aman call, “It'sonly me!”

She smiled when Guy Bishop came into view. He had been working for her since the store opened. He
kept the books, hel ped her find vendors, and dedlt with salespeople. Although Guy was nearing forty, he
could passfor acollege youth, dressed as he wasin dim corduroys and an untucked button-up shirt. His
hair was blond, gelled, and lofty, hisfunky wire-rimmed glasses sparkling clean. He was buff and
handsome and everyone in town seemed to know that Guy wasgay . . . except Guy. He'd had severa



long-term relationships with gorgeous, cosmopolitan women who lived in nearby New Orleans, but for
one vague reason or another, the relationships had seemed to . . . peter out. Still, Penny humored Guy
when he exhibited uber-hetero behavior and didn’t comment on the more feminine mannersthat seemed

to legp out of him involuntarily.

“Good morning, Guy.”

He stopped and angled his head. “Have you seen the train wreck happening across the street?’
She nodded, biting her tongue.

Hedghed. “It looks like a decorating redlity show gone bad.”

She attempted a noncha ant shrug. “Maybe we can useit in our advertisng—L ocated Across from the
Tacky Pink House.”

He pursed his mouth, nodding. “I like that.”

Marie stuck her head out of the stockroom. “ Guy, are you coming to the party at Caskey’ stonight?’
“Won't Caskey’ s be packed with the festival crowd?’

“We have a private room reserved.”

“Oh. Well, isit okay if | bring adate?’

“Sure”

“Grest. | met this new babe named Carley.” He grinned sheepishly. “We ve only gone out a couple of
times, but | think she might be the one. She' sredlly hot, wasfirst runner-up in the Miss L ouisiana pageant

acouple of yearsago.”

Penny avoided looking at Marie. “That's. . . great. But are you sure that you want to bring her to a
divorce party?’

His eyebrows climbed. “Why not? Are you planning to do something cheesy, like have haf-naked guys
dancing around?’

“No,” Mariesad.

His disgppointment was gpparent. “Oh. Wdll, then everything should befine. It sjust aregular party,
right?’

“Ask Marie,” Penny said, pointing. “ She' sthe organizer.”

“It' snotjust aparty,” Marie declared. “It’' sto celebrate Penny’ sliberation. She' sasingle woman
again!”

“Sheis?’ aman'svoice said behind them.

Penny startled, then turned to see Immy Scaggs, the man who sold her goods he scavenged from the



woods, standing inside the door, wearing brown camouflage gear. It wasn't thefirst time he had managed
to dip in without triggering the door chime.

“Jesus,” Guy said sourly. “ Sneak up on people, why don't you?’

Jmmy grinned. “1t' swhat | do best, Gay.”

Guy scowled. “My nameis Guy.”

“Jmmy,” Penny said to intervene, “do you have something for me today?’

He amiled at Penny and removed his hat, reveding long, flattened hair. “Y es, ma am.”

She gestured to the dry sink along thewall. “Why don’t you show me?’

Jmmy Scaggswas awiry, rawboned man of indeterminate age. He lifted agreen canvas ding bag over
his head and walked to the areawhere he dways showed her hisfinds. Jmmy wet histhin lips. “Did |
hear right—that you're. . . Sngle now?’

Penny hesitated. The man had nice teeth and interesting, if spooky, pale blue eyes, and undernegath the
layer of perpetud dust he might be a passably good-looking man. But Jmmy Scaggs took the surviva gig
just alittletoo far for her comfort level. “Um, yes. I'm divorced. Did you bring more ginseng?’

“Y eah, acouple with interesting shapes.” He spread out several orange-brown roots and picked out one
about five inches long that looked like ahuman leg. “ Some people say the root will cure the part of the
body it most resembles.”

“Isthat s0?” Penny asked, noticing that despite the dirt caked beneath the man’ s fingernails, he had
well-shaped hands.

He nodded and picked out another root that was the size of her palm and shaped remarkably like a
human heart. “I brought thisonefor you,” he offered gently. “Y our ex isano-good polecet, running
around with that nasty Sheena Linder.”

Penny bristled at the persond topic and raised her gazeto his. A mistake, she redlized, when she saw
affection shining in hiseyes. “Thank you, Jmmy, but actualy, Toby Madeer wasin last week asking for
ginseng. Helost hiswife over the summer and he's still in abad way. | think he could grind up this root
and useit morethan1.”

Jmmy stared a her for afew seconds, then something akin to frustration flashed in his eyes. “Whatever
you say, Miss Penny.”

Sheamiled. “I’ll buy dl of these. Did you bring anything es=?”

“Some oyster mushrooms,” he said, lifting them out of his bag and spreading them on the table.
Penny nodded. “I'll take them. Anything ese?’

He scraiched histemple. “Got any interest in truffles?’

Penny’ s eyeswent wide. “ Truffles? Y ou mean the underground kind?’



He nodded.

“But truffles grow only in the Pacific Northwest and in France.”

“And here” IJmmy said with amischievous amile,

Penny gave alittlelaugh. “How isthat possible?’

Jmmy leaned in closer and lowered his chin. “My granddaddy was a Frenchie and knew something
about truffles. He started messing around with growing them when | was just aboy—even if they catchin
the ground, it takes ten years or so before they’ re ready to harvest.” He made arueful noise.
“Granddaddy died afew years back, but I’ ve kept watch over the area. Trained my dog Henry to sniff

He opened hishand to reved two dark lumps of what |ooked like large anima droppings, but their fishy
pungency wafted through the air. She had never seen awhole black truffle before—just precious
shavings over pastaor baked in puff pastry. She carefully picked up one of the spongy lumps and knew
ingantly that she was holding gold. “H-how many do you have, Jmmy?’

“Probably apound or so. And there’' s more where they came from.”

Shefdt giddy. “Let me make aphonecal.” As she made her way back to the office, she glanced over
to see Marie and Guy both tending to the first customers of the morning. She closed the door to her
office, checked her Rolodex, and dided the number for Ziggy’sin New Orleans, her pulse clicking
higher. When awoman answered on the second ring, Penny identified hersaf and asked for Ziggy.
“Chere, Penny! How are you?’

“I'mfine, Ziggy. | called to seeif you would be interested in homegrown truffles.”

“Grown where?’ he asked, sounding dubious.

“ According to my woodsman, right herein Mojo.”

Hemade adismissvenoise. “Tha' simpossble.”

“That’swhat | thought . . . until he showed them to me. It's possible to grow them commercidly, right?”

“Y es, but the conditions have to be perfect, and even then it' siffy. Areyou surethey aren’'t morels?’

She held up the truffle between forefinger and thumb. “I’ ve only seen pictures, but they look like the red
thingtome, Ziggy.”

“What color?’
113 Blmi(.’l

Hewas silent for severa seconds, but Penny could hear the whedlsturning in hishead . . . or maybe it
was his sdivaglands pumping. “How much of these homegrown truffles does your man haveto sell?’



“A pound.”

“Bon Dieu.ls he trustworthy? People have been known to dye cheap Chinese truffles and try to pass
them off as authentic black ones.”

“That’ snot how thisguy works,” Penny said. “But if you' re not interested, I’ll call someone ese—"

“Okay, okay.” He sighed dramaticaly. “I’ll come up and take alook at these so-called truffles. What
time do you close?’

“SxP.M.”

“I'll betherejust before Six.”

She frowned. “Won't that cut it close for you getting back for the dinner hour?’

“There sawater line break on our street—it’ s chaos here and we can't open tonight. The city istrying
to put me out of business!” Ziggy cleared histhroat delicately. “And Penny . . . just in case thereis some
truth to these homegrown truffles, let’ s keep this between you and me and your woodsman, shall we?’

She smirked. “For now, Ziggy. But | can’t make any long-term promises.”

He grunted and hung up.

Penny laughed, then hurried back to Immy, who stared warily at the activity around him. The man was
antisociad and abit of a conspiracy theorist. She leaned in and whispered, “ Ammy, | have someone
coming from the city to look at the truffles. Do you trust me enough to leave them with me?’

He withdrew a bulging cheesecloth sack and handed it to her. “1 trust you.”

She amiled. “I'll check the Internet for market prices and get you the best dedl | can.”

He nodded. “Thank you kindly.”

“Meanwhile, I'll pay you for the other items.” She weighed the ginseng and oyster mushrooms and jotted
figuresin anotebook.

Two more customers had arrived, including Steve Chasen, a clean-cut guy in his twenties who worked
asaparaega in Deke' s office and who dropped in occasiondly to get afruit smoothie. Penny didn’t
completely trust the man, and from the probing nature of his questions, she' d sometimeswondered if
Deke had sent him to spy on her . . . athough admittedly, that could have been a manifestation of her
fantasy that Deke cared what she did.

She a so suspected that Steve had a crush on Marie, athough the young woman seemed to have nothing
but disdain for the man who looked asif he' d been scrubbed with a brush and spit-shined. Steve waved,
and Penny smiled hello. Voices buzzed, and the smoothie machine whirred busily in the background.

“Um, Miss Penny, | waswondering . ..

Shelooked up. “Yes, Immy?’



“Want to go out with me sometime?’

Suddenly the room fell dead quiet—conversation halted, the smoothie machine siopped, andin a
moment of what could only be described as unfortunate timing, the sounds of the nature CD on the
overhead speakers played crickets chirping. Penny glanced around, and everyone stared at her,
wide-eyed, mouths twitching. Heat scalded her neck as she cast around for a polite way to turn down the

man’ s pass.
“I'm very flatered, Jmmy, but I’ d rather keep our relationship professiond.”
“Oh.” Hisshouldersfell.

She gave him acgoling smile. “What would | doif | lost one of my best suppliers?’

He seemed unconvinced of her sincerity, but he didn’t argue.

“Um, Guy,” she said quickly, tearing the sheet of paper from the notebook, “would you cut a check for
Jmmy, pleass?”’

“Surething,” Guy said, dthough he and Jmmy moved around each other like repelling magnets asthey
made their way toward Guy’ s cubicle inside the stockroom.

Penny carried the bag of trufflesto her office and glanced around for a secure place to store them. Her
gaze dropped to the locked bottom desk drawer, but she quickly dismissed it as atemporary stash. The
drawer, after dl, was her surviva kit behind glass—to be breached only in an emergency.

Instead she located alockable file cabinet drawer that was half empty. Penny opened the bag in her
hand and stared at the dozens of vauablelittle lumps of fungusthat sent chefs around the world into fits
of orgasmic pleasure. She tucked the bag into the drawer, then did it back into place and locked it.

When she emerged, she saw that Immy and Guy were till in his office. She waited on amousy woman
dressed in running clothes who was aregular customer, but whose name always dipped Penny’ s mind.
After the woman purchased abox of energy bars and Ieft, Penny turned to Marie, who was studioudy
ignoring Steve Chasen while he finished his smoothie. “Why can’t | remember that woman' s name?’

“It' sDiane,” Steve offered. “Diane Davidson.”

Penny nodded. “ Oh, right. She' sateacher a the high school.”

Marie leaned on the counter. “ Wasa teacher—I heard she was fired.”
“Yeah,” Steve sad thickly, then swalowed. “For being awitch.”

Marierolled her eyes. “ She' s Wiccan—that doesn’'t mean she' sapracticing witch. And evenif sheis,
that’ sreligious discrimination.”

“Shewanted Deketo file alawsuit againgt the school system for wrongful dismissal,” Steve said, “but he
didn’t take the case”

Penny straightened, loathe to discuss anything having to do with Deke.



But Marie had no such quams. “Why not?’

“I don't think—" Penny began.

“Deke said hewas afraid of her,” Steve said, hisvoice low and expressive.

Penny frowned. Deke was the least superstitious person she knew.

Marie put her hand to her mouth. “I asked her to stop by the party tonight—I hope that’ saright.”
Penny shrugged. “1 don’t mind, athough | don’t know her very well.”

Marie looked embarrassed. “ There weren't alot of peopletoinvite”

Penny’ s skin tingled with humiliation. Deke had gotten most of their friends. Deke and Sheena. The more
she said their names together, the more it sounded like thetitle of aredneck Tarzan movie.

“Kirk was going to fly in for the festival and the party,” Marie said, “but he was called to Canada on
busnessa thelagt minute.”

Of course he was, Penny thought wryly.
“Who'sKirk?" Steve asked.

“My rich, older boyfriend,” Marie said emphaticaly.
Steve' smouth turned down. “Oh. What party?’

“WEe re having adivorce party for Penny tonight at Caskey’s,” Marie said, then picked apiece of lint off
her gpron. “Y ou can comeif you want.”

Steve straightened. “Redly? Okay.”

“Bring agag gift,” Mariesad.

“That' s not necessary,” Penny said with afrown. She considered caling her friend Liz in New Orleans
and inviting her, but something stopped her . . . embarrassment maybe. Despite their proximity, she
hadn’t seen her friend in ages—L.iz didn’'t even know that Penny had used her divorce atorney. Liz had
goneto school with her and Deke and had never approved of Penny’s being with Deke. Since the

breakup, Penny had wondered if Deke had cheated on her in college and Liz had known about it. That
would explainalot. . . .

Marie nudged Penny playfully. “Want meto invite Mountain Man?’

Penny looked over her shoulder in the direction of Jmmy and Guy, then looked back to Marie. “I don't
think that would be agood idea.”

Marie angled her head. “He might not be too bad if he had abath.”

Penny ignored the others chuckles, then retrieved three pieces of mail for the museum that had been
misoelivered. “I think I'll drop off Hazd’ smail.”



“Good excuseto leave,” Marie murmured.

“Hey, Penny,” Steve said as she was leaving. “What do you think about the color Deke s having the
house painted?’

His eyes seemed cool, amost mocking. Again Penny was assailed by the feding that she didn’t trust him.
And the thought that Steve would report to her ex-husband that her best prospect for a postdivorce affair
was with aman who could find water with aforked stick made her shrivel insde. But Penny managed to
feign alook of disnterest. “Is he painting the house? | hadn’t noticed.”

Marie gave her an approving smile. Penny turned and strode to the front door of the store and out,
underneath the hood-shaped red canopy that welcomed customersto The Charm Farm, and into the
small parking lot in the breezy sunshine. It was a perfect fal day—blue sky, drifting white clouds that
made one want to look for animal shapes, and just ahint of crispnessto the air.

In the parking lot sat Mari€ sred bicycle with itswire basket, leaning benignly on its kickstand. Locks
were unnecessary in Mojo. Steve Chasen’ swhite BMW sat next to Guy’ simpeccable black Lexusand
Jmmy’ s battered blue Chevy pickup. Jmmy’ s bloodhound, Henry—the mighty truffle hunter—stood up
on hishind legsin the bed of the truck, whining for attention. Penny walked over and scratched his
elephantine ears. He closed his eyes, and one leg started to jerk spasmodically. Penny laughed; maybe
she should get a pet. Deke had a bizarre aversion to animas—she' d bet it had something to do with
having Monathe Stone for amother. Remembering her errand, she gave the dog afind pat.

In the distance to her left, the steeply pitched roof of the hulking three-story Archambault mansion that
housed the Instruments of Death and V oodoo Museum was barely visible through the trees. Penny
checked her watch—ten minutes before e even. Hazel Means, the manager of the museum, wouldn’t be
inyet, so Penny would just drop the mail through the door chute. Hazel wouldn't have timeto chat
anyway, not with readying the museum for tourigts, the number of which would baloon for the weeklong
fedtival and remain steady through Halloween.

Which would, inturn, be good for her own business.

The house that she had renovated for The Charm Farm faced east, toward downtown Mojo, with her
former house to the right, facing the Sde of her business. She held off looking &t it, instead staring out
over the samdl town where she'd lived for the past eight years. Nestled in alittle bowl the size of six city
blocks by six city blocks, Mojo was the perfect town for aDisney movie. . . or ahorror flick.

Once populated by families with long, peculiar lineages (like Deke' s), the brick-sdewak community
with matching streetlights and little nylon banners that changed with the seasons (and now heralded the
festival) had been gentrified by New Orleans upper-class, double-income couples who gladly traded the
thirty-minute commute for safer, smdler classsroomsfor their children and safer, larger homesfor
themselves. Vintage houses in town had been gobbled up, sending property vaues skyrocketing and
displacing locals who could no longer afford the taxes. Storerooms and attics over businesses had been
turned into pricey gpartments.

The one-bedroom hovel she leased over Benny’ s Beignet shop in the center of town three blocks away
was easy to spot because of the giant spinning brownish square speckled with white paint that was
supposed to resemble a beignet—a gob of fried dough sprinkled with powdered sugar . . . aFrench
doughnut. Shelifted her deevefor asniff and grimaced—the sickeningly sweet scent had permeseted the
rugs and the curtains of her gpartment, and now her clothing. Even if someday doughnuts were



miraculoudy declared to be hedlthy, she would never eat another onetherest of her life.

The rest of her life. The phrase sounded so benign, but the rest of her life was going to be so different
now, she thought with atwinge of sentimentality. Deke. . .

A sudden gust of cold wind blew over her, raising achill. Penny hugged hersdf and lifted her gazeto the
new subdivisions carved into the hills around Mojo proper. The palatia, modern homes stared down at
her and the town like predators with huge glass eyes. Even in the daylight, the creepy fedling of being
watched was inescapable.

Penny inhaled deeply to calm her frayed nerves with clean, pumpkin-scented air, but instead she got a
head full of paint fumes. Unableto deny her curiogity any longer, Penny pivoted to her right and gasped
at the sght of her beloved home, now amost completely covered in the dreadful pink color, likethe
stomach being coated in the Pepto-Bismol commercid. She covered her mouth with her hand to smother
the choking noise that erupted from her throat. Unbidden, tears sprang to her eyes.

“Ain't it something?’

Penny blinked. Her feet had carried her to the sidewalk on their own volition. And to her horror, Sheena
Linder stood across the narrow two-lane road, dressed in tight jeans and atighter sweater, sporting a
white neck brace and smirking at Penny behind enormous gold sunglasses.

Penny’ stongue lodged against the roof of her mouth. She’ d seen the woman come and go from the
tanning salon on the square, but the last time she' d seen her face-to-face (so to speak) had been when
Penny had caught her having sex with Deke. She' d relived that scene athousand times, wishing she had
done or said something so profound that both of them would have begged for forgiveness—or at least
disengaged from each other. Instead, they had paused to stare at her stupidly only long enough to curse
before resuming their dapping, heaving screw. She had heard them climax as she had sumbled out into
the hall, their squeals and moans mingling to create a noise as unnerving and unforgettable as the screech
of acomputer connecting to amodem. It was the single most degrading moment of her life.

During the divorce, Penny had somehow managed to avoid the woman's company, athough she had
secretly fantasi zed about writing something nasty on the windows of the Forever Sun tanning salon or
running into Sheena at the grocery store and saying something wicked and clever over the public address
gysgem.

But whatever clever words she had dreamed up escaped her now as the woman looked both ways and
teetered across the street on hooker high hedl's. Penny could not have been more terrified if acar had
been careening toward her. Her feet were rooted to the spot as she estimated the distance back to the
front door of her store. And yet some small, redlistic part of her knew she was going to have to dedl with
the woman sooner or later.

Although later was definitely more appedling.

Traffic literaly stopped for the curvaceous woman as she crossed the two lanes. Catcalls ensued as
Sheena beamed and waved at the male driversin both directions, stroking the brace around her neck,
managing to look sexy and sympethetic at the same time. Penny watched in stupefied awe, taking a
couple of steps backward as Sheenajoined her on the Sdewal k. The woman’'s skin was the color of a
scorched sweet potato, her hair platinum blond. Next to Sheena strendy, tight clothing, Penny felt likea
plain, pae pioneer woman in her wrinkled denim overdls, flat, chunky-heded sanddss, and long-deeve
hemp shirt.



“1 wanted to see the house from over here while the painters were taking abreak,” Sheenasaid witha
toss of her head. Indeed, the workers and the van were gone. She pedled off the sunglasses, stared at the
house, and sighed. “It' s perfect.”

Penny straightened. * Pardon me, | wasjust leaving.”
“Youdon'tlikeit?" Sheenaasked with aninnocent smile.
Penny set her jaw. “It’snone of my concern. It's Deke s house.”

“And mine, soon enough,” Sheena said, holding out her left hand. On her ring finger, ahuge, dazzling
diamond nearly lasered Penny’ s corness. “| thought you should know that Deke and | are getting
married.” She grinned, meanly. “No hard fedin's”

Hurt and rage rose in Penny’ s chest like atide, overwhelming her. Scenes from the past several months
swam in her brain—the betrayal, the heartbreak, the attorneys, the arguments, the upheaval, the
loneliness, the VD tests. She had found Deke' s fumbling foreplay amusing, hisback hair endearing. She
had loved him despite hisfaults, yet he had exposed her to ridicule and speculation. The mail in her left
hand rattled as her arm began to shake. It was one thing to bear the humiliation of her husband’ skicking
her to the curb for this. . . this. . . thiscliché , but having to endure the woman coming over to her side of
the Street to rub it in was Smply too much.

Something dark and sinister came over Penny, filling her with vengeance. She put her hand on Sheend's
bulbous chest and shoved her hard, off the sdewak and in front of oncoming traffic.

4

A libera dose of theatrics. . .

i In dow motion, Sheena clawed at the air as she sscumbled backward, her kohl-lined eyes
wide with fear when she redlized she was going down on asphdt. On the sidewak, Penny stood frozen,
part of her unable to believe that she' d just pushed the woman, part of her morbidly fascinated as she
watched the action unfold. A dark SUV was barreling down Charm Street toward Sheena. The driver
held acdll phoneto his ear and hadn’t yet noticed the woman flailing in the street. From the other
direction came a station wagon, but it dowed: The driver seemed to be distracted by the horrid pink
house.



Alarm overrode self-preservation, propelling Penny into the street. She dove and tackled Sheena, then
rolled them both to the center line and braced to be struck and torn into a dozen bloody parts. She
hadn’t planned to diein the arms of her husband' s girlfriend. Their joint demise would spark scandd . . .
headlines. . . folk songs.

Tires squedled and horns blasted the air, athough Penny could barely hear over Sheena screaming in her
ear. Shewas lying underneath the woman, pinned by Sheena s pendul ous breasts, unable to breathe. Her
body sang with pain, especidly where the mini binocularsin her pocket bit into her hip, but dowly Penny
redized that they hadn’t been pulverized. She opened her eyes, squinting into the sun.

“Holy freak, are you ladies okay?’ A wide-eyed teenager |eaned out of the driver’ s side window of the
SUV. Hedtill held hiscell phoneto hisear. “Dude,” he ydled into the mouthpiece, “1 nearly mowed
down two leshiang!” Then he moved the phone away from his mouth. * Serioudy, are you two okay?”

“Get off me!” Sheenascreeched at Penny.

“You'reonme,” Penny muttered, pushing to free hersdlf.

Sheenaflopped onto her back, her white neck brace and hair a stunning contrast againgt the dark
asphalt. She looked dazed, and she' d lost a high-heeled shoe, but otherwise, she seemed fine. Well,
other than the mad-as-hell part.

“I could have been killed!”

The teenager gave adry laugh and pointed to Penny. Y eah, she saved your life, lady. | would' ve
gplattered you for sureif she hadn't knocked you out of the way.”

“Me, too,” shouted the lady driving the station wagon. “ That woman isahero.” Sporadic applause and
cheers burst out from drivers who had rolled down their windows.

Penny pushed up on her elbows, looked at where the young man’s SUV had finaly cometo astop, and
swallowed hard. Sheend s sunglasses lay in athousand pieces behind one of the big tires. Hewould have
splattered Sheenaif she hadn't decided to act.

Of course, if she hadn’t pushed Sheena, she wouldn't have had to save her.

Penny clambered to her feet and brushed hersdf off, feding shaky at the close encounter with deeth, and
guilty that she was being heralded a hero. She reached down, grasped Sheena by the arm, and, with
congderable effort, pulled the stunned woman to her feet. As soon as Sheenawas standing, she dapped
a Penny’ shandslikeawindmill.

“Get away fromme, you lunatic!”

Penny shrank back, turned to give the teenager awobbly smile, and caled, “We refine here. Thanks.”
He pulled away and other carsfollowed dowly, staring at Penny and Sheena standing on the center line.
The pieces of mail that Penny had held flapped on the ground like wounded birds. She glanced toward
The Charm Farm and saw Jmmy Scaggsjogging toward them.

Gredt.



“Let’ sget out of the street, Sheena.”
“Whereismy shoe?’ Sheenabellowed, hobbling in one high hedl.

“It'sover there,” Penny said, pointing to the curb in front of her former house, avoiding curious stares
from drivers, growing more frantic by the minute. She had dmostkilled the woman—no matter what Sins
Sheena had committed, she didn’t deserveto die. Penny gulped air. What had she been thinking?
Shaking noticeably, Penny touched Sheena selbow. “I’'m sorry. Comeon, I'll help you across.”

Sheena swatted at Penny again, her face mottled as she limped ahead, stopping cars with amere lift of
her hand. “ Don’ttouch me. | told Deke you were going to blow, but he swore to me that you were a
doormat.”

Penny recoiled asif she’ d been dapped. She stumbled, then stepped up on the curb beside Sheena,
mere feet from what used to be her own driveway. That crack in the concrete—she had pulled weeds
out of that crack more times than she could count. “ Excuse me?’

Sheena glared, then leaned over to scoop up her shoe. “Y ou’ ve got Deke snowed—he thinksyou' rea
meek little mouse without the backbone or the brainsto retdiate.” She shook the shoe, widlding the
diletto like ablade. “Y ou jed ous littlebitch —you can't stand the thought of me marrying Deke, so you
tried to kill me!” She shoved her face closeto Penny’s. “Y ou' re going to pay, Granola Girl.”

Penny’ s body flamed with humiliation, both at the knowledge that Deke so thoroughly ridiculed her
behind her back, and at the woman’ s vicioustone.

“Iseverything dright, Miss Penny?’ Immy asked as heloped up next to them.

Penny turned, floundering for words. “ F-fine, Jmmy. There was alittle accident, but everything' s under
control.”

“Accident, my ass,” Sheenasaid with asnort. “Did you see her push mein front of those cars?’
Jmmy narrowed his eyes at Sheena, then spat on the ground. “No. | didn’t seeathing.”

But when he looked at Penny, she had the fedling that he waslying to protect her. “Jmmy,” Penny said
camly, “please. . . leave us”

Hefrowned, but nodded and waited until two cars went by before crossing the street, thankfully
distracted by Henry, who had escaped from the truck bed and looked asif he might run after Immy.
Penny turned back to Sheena, fighting desperation. “ Sheena, I’'m sorry. | was angry, but | didn’t mean
for youto get hurt.”

“Right.” Sheenalifted her dirty foot—did the woman ever wash her feet?—and shoved it into her shoe.
“I'm calling Chief Davisto have you arrested for assault.”

Penny’ s ssomach bottomed out. Jail . . . prison. So after alifetime of scrupulous behavior, she had finally
succumbed to her family destiny. All of her well-kept secretswould berevealed. . . . Dekewould be
extraglad he dleft. . ..

“It'll be my word against yours,” Penny said on an exhde.



“Not when you fal apolygraph.”
Penny felt the blood drain from her face.
The blond looked triumphant. “Then I'll fileacivil suit for every piddly dimethat Deke let you keep!”

Penny’ sthroat congtricted. Not only had she pushed awoman in front of acar but she'd aso pushed a
womanwho would sue her own mother infront of acar.

Sheena adjusted her neck brace with a savage twist. “Y ou attacked an injured woman—ajury will give
me anything | want.” She emitted aharsh laugh. “ Just wait until Deke hears about this.”

Penny’ s mind raced. God help her, the thought of Deke and everyone in town believing that she was so
jealousthat shewould try to kill his mistress made her ill. She could lose her freedom, her business. . .
not to mention what was left of her tattered pride. Sweat beaded on her hairline. But what could she do?
She was guilty, and she had nothing to bargain with, no way to convince Sheenato keep quiet.

Then amemory chord stirred. Or did she?

Penny pulled hersdf up and summoned strength while giving Sheena her most level stare. * Speaking of
Deke, wait until he hears about your vigitor thismorning.”

At the tiffening of the woman’s spine and the panicked look in her eyes, relief zigzagged through
Penny’ s chest—leverage. Thank you, God.

“What vigtor?’ Sheenaasked lightly.
“Y ou know—tall, dark, and handsome, brown leather jacket. Driving agreen sedan. | assume you were

good friends since you answered the door in your nightgown.” Penny angled her head. “Oh, and you
weren't wearing your neck brace then.”

Sheena’ sjaw dropped. “Y ou werespying on me?’
“I, um, just happened to be looking out the window.”

Sheend s red mouth tightened, and Penny stedled hersdf for averba ondaught. Then magically,
Sheend s mouth curled into a repentant smile.

“Maybe | overreacted just atad.” She emitted ahollow little laugh as she smoothed her hand over her
diff platinum hair. “ After dl, no one was hurt when you accidentally stumbled and pushed me off the
sdewak.” Sheenastudied her nails. “So maybe I'll just forget thislittle episode happened . . . if you
forget that | had avidtor thismorning.”

Entering into a pact with the woman sent afinger of unease up Penny’ s spine, but she had no choice.
“Agreed.”

Then Sheena s eyes narrowed. “ Just S0 that we' re clear—this doesn’t mean that you and | arefriends,
GranolaGirl.”

Penny nodded. “Clear.”



“And spying on meisredly pathetic,” Sheenaadded. “Y ou need to get alife”
Penny’ s mouth watered with the wordsYou got my life , but she swallowed them.

Sheenaturned on her high heel's and marched toward the pink house, her full hips swaying. Penny
watched her go, flooded with relief but fighting an undertow of frustration and sudden, mounting fear.

Not fear of Sheena Linder but fear of hersalf, of what she was capable of. Deke' s description of her
timidity wasn't flattering, but it was more true than not, she admitted. Growing up in afamily of
hell-raisers, she had learned that the best way to escape notice wasto fly below the radar. Shewas
generdly the kind of person who lived her life and let other people live thelr lives, because she' d learned
that sticking her neck out usudly led to messy situations. . . like confronting Sheena Linder about the
dangersof her tanning beds.

The woman till had her tanning beds—and now had Penny’ s husband to boot.

But pushing Sheenain front of acar . . . that was more than sticking her neck out. That was submitting to
dark impulsesthat she entertained only in the wee hours of the morning. . . .

A horn blasted, stealing her breath. Penny jerked her head around to seethat Lou’ s painting van had
returned and she was blocking the driveway. She was being honked like a stranger out of the driveway
that used to be hers. She stepped aside, then looked down as one of the envelopes that she had been
going to take to the museum blew across her sandal. She spotted the other two pieces of mail just off the
sdewalk, dirty and damp. She picked them up as she made her way back to her side of Charm Strest,
her pulse thudding in her ears asredlization bled through her about how differently the pushing incident
could have ended, and how a person’ slife could be forever changed by one impulsive decision.

Thistime she’ d been lucky.
“Excuseme, Red.”

Penny startled from her musings and turned her head, then nearly swallowed her tongue. Sheena's
mystery man sat in hisfaded green car with the window rolled down, his head and one arm leaning ot.
Now that shewasin aposition to get agood look at hisface, sheimmediatdly identified hisrelationship
with Sheena: lover. He was breathtakingly handsome, with a darkened, chisdled jaw and glittering black
eyesthat hinted at danger despite the fact that he was smiling. No one had called her “Red” since grade
school. Ridiculoudy, she shoved astrand of unruly hair behind her ear, thinking she must look frightful
after rolling around in the Stret.

“Y-yes?' she managed, darting a nervous glance toward the pink house. If Sheenawas watching, the
woman might think she was gathering information to take to Deke.

He angled his head in away that made her think he was used to getting what he wanted out of
people—women, in particular, she guessed. “1 was wondering if you could recommend a decent motel.”
His smooth Cgjun cadence made him sound asif his jaw was double-jointed.

So, whatever Sheena said hadn't scared him away—apparently hewas sttlingin . . . with plansto
harass Sheena? Penny wet her lips and stared at the long, blunted fingers of his hand draped casually next
to the sde mirror. A man’s hands aways fascinated her, and she liked the look of his—powerful . . .
capable. . . ringless. Sexual awareness orang to lifein her midsection and she wondered crazily if
Mari€ slove potion had something to do with her bizarre reaction to this stranger, or perhaps her body



was playing tricks on her because she dready had him so firmly entrenched in her mind as a playboy.

“It doesn’t haveto befancy,” he added with awink, *but clean sheets and afirm mattresswould be
nice”

Her mind spun off into wild tangents, conjuring up visons of him tangled in clean sheets and performing
erotic gymnagtics on afirm mattress. She could fed the heat climbing her cheeks and the amused |ook on
hisfacetold her that he' d noticed her blush. Giving hersalf amental shake, shetried desperately to be
composed and act asif she wereimmune to the libidinous vibe he emitted.

“Try the Browning Motd,” she said, pointing in the opposite direction of downtown Mojo. “Stay on
Charm Street, go past the interstate, and it’ s on the left.”

He nodded curtly and gave her asavagely sexy grin. “Much obliged.” Then he pulled away from the
curb, athough she caught his reflection as he drove away when he glanced & her in hisside mirror.

Penny tingled like ateenager over the chance encounter. The man had no ideathat she knew of his
connection to Sheena. Worse,because of his connection to her ex-husband’ s girlfriend, she should have
been repulsed by him . . . instead of standing there fedling asif her fuse had just been lit. Pushing aside
her uncharacterigtically wayward thoughts, she puffed her cheeks out in a cleansing exhae and turned her
mind to something much less hazardous. ddlivering Hazd’ smail.

Instead of walking aong the sidewalk past her store to the corner and down a half-block to the locked
museum entrance, she retraced her stepsto The Charm Farm parking lot, turning left past the tiny herb
garden, to the new areathat had been staked off for her planned expansion. She could take afew
enjoyable minutes to imagine what the new garden would look like, then cut through the rusted opening in
the iron fence dong the tree line that separated her property from the property on which the museum sat.

Penny surveyed the areawith pride and anticipation. She' d marked the boundaries hersdf with limber
wire stakes topped with pink plagtic flags. The flags danced in the wind, waving happily. The staked-off
area, about ahaf acre, was covered in thick underbrush, thorny blackberry bushes, and waist-high
weeds. Deke had sworn the soil undernesth was rocky, clay-filled, and useless, but she was determined
to makeit work. He' d dso warned her that the zoning commission would never alow agarden to be
planted, but she' d learned alittle while working in Deke' s office. She knew how to decipher city
ordinances. . . and to find loopholes that even her ex-mother-in-law the mayor couldn’'t deny. When the
land next to her had been rezoned to mixed use to alow the museum to open, the land that Deke' s father
had given him had been zoned for mixed use aswdl, which meant that gardens and buildings were

supposed to peacefully coexis.

She picked up along stick and made her way through the brush, keeping an eye out for copperheads,
which, Deke had warned, nested in the thicket. They would be dow-moving in the lower temperatures
but deadly nonetheless. At the edge of her property there was a shoulder-high cast-iron fence, which was
amost completely obscured by vines and heavy foliage. She had found the bresk in the fence when she
had staked off the garden. There was an opening in the barbed hawthorne trees just large enough to
sgueeze through to the other side. It was her little secret, a shortcut to visit or just to study the house that
had morbidly fascinated her ever since she'd moved to Mojo. It seemed like fate that she had wound up
owning the property adjacent to the museum.

Part Victorian, part Tudor, part Gothic, the massive house was date blue and dreary gray and faded
black in various places, the kind of house that Penny imagined in the story of Hansdl and Gretd.
Surrounded by atangle of trees and vines, the manson was spooky enough to fue al kinds of musings



about secret passageway's and hidden dungeons and, considering the rumored history of the Archambault
family, the perfect setting for the Instruments of Death and V oodoo Museum.

From the back, the mansion was a peculiar-looking structure. Over the years, owners had built onto the
mongtrogity, uncaring about the appearance from the rear snceit was seldom seen, leaving it with jutting,
uneven roof lines, mismatched windows, and hodgepodge siding. Protruding off the back wasalarge
garage for the three employees—Hazel and her mentally deficient son, Tilton, who did odd jobs around
the museum and drove an old hearse for his occasiona fredlance work with the town’ stwo funeral
homes; and Troy Archambaullt, the last remaining Archambault, adermatologist who lived in New
Orleans and oversaw the museum’ strust, stopping in occasiondly to check on hisfamily landmark.
Alongside the dmost medieval house, the contemporary garage, with its driveway and gate exiting to a
Sde street, seemed an unfortunate but necessary appendage, like a colostomy bag.

A few feet insde the breached fence, among fallen leaves, she located stepping stones that were nearly
hidden from years of leveling into loamy ground. The air was quiet here, except for the creak of ancient,
ropy vines and the whisper of leaves overhead, which sent ghosily voices swirling around her. A cold chill
skated over her arms. She might have been the only person in the vicinity, but she had the unearthly
feding that there were many souls about.

She attributed the sensation to the spooky lore surrounding the Archambault family—that old Dr.
Archambault, Troy’ s great-grandfather, had conducted bizarre experiments on transents and anyone
who needed extracash . . . and that some reportedly never left the house to spend their hard-earned
money. At least those were the stories that Hazel Means embd lished for tourists who paid six dollarsfor
the forty-minute tour, and the tales were fodder for local gossip at Caskey’ s bar when ahomeless person
disappeared, dthough migration to the city wasthe far more likely scenario.

The phantom moans continued as she stepped onto the footpath that ran along the side of the house and
followed it to the crooked stone walkway that meandered in front.

The Instruments of Death and VVoodoo Museum had become quite the attraction since it had been

added to an interstate Sign a couple of years ago (Troy’ s brainchild). Dark and hulking and surrounded
by the same shoulder-high, iron fence that she had dipped through, the structure resembled every
haunted manor in every classic horror movie. The many additions over the decades had Ieft it looking like
an architectura experiment gone wrong, with accidenta arches, railed walkways, mismatched gargoyles,
landings that went nowhere, and occasiond stained-glass windows. The asymmetrical structure was
topped with various turrets and finials and a cupolaworthy of Rapunzel, except for the fact that bats had
taken up residenceinits celling and could be seen flapping around at dusk. The tourists loved it.

In honor of the festival, alarge sign had been posted near the steps announcing when voodoo rituas
would take place in the main parlor—harmless fun and child friendly in comparison to the more serious
rituals that would take place in aspecidly constructedperistil , ashelter of sorts, in the town square. For
aweek at least, the town would be stegped in voodoo.

A noise sartled Penny. A man dressed in adark business suit emerged from a set of stone steps that
appeared to lead to the museum’ s basement, which housed, if she remembered correctly, the tools of
torture display, like the chair of nails and the human stretching machine, complete with a sound track of
inhuman screams.

The man mopped at his forehead with a handkerchief, his gaze down, his movementsjerky. Penny
blinked in astonishment. “Deke?’



>

A spoonful of surprise. . .

i Dekelifted his head, and surprise replaced the worry lines on hisforehead. “Penny . . . hi.”

Emotions stabbed at her. She hadn’t seen him since the divorce papers had been findized at a brief
courthouse meeting with little eye contact. He looked lean and artificialy tanned and, thanksto the hair
transplant, much the way he had looked in college when they had fallen in love ten years ago. But the
laid-back, smiling young man who had convinced her to sneak himinto her dorm room on hot, steamy
nights was long gone. These days he seemed alternately anxious and arrogant. Instead of hisusua dacks
and sport coat, his suit had a European cut and the tie, afunky, trendy print. His business must have
picked up, she thought wryly . . . or maybe Sheena’ s many persona injury settlements were providing
extracash flow for the designer duds.

By comparison, shefelt ugly and awkward in her overals and wet sanddls, slently wishing she'd taken
the time this morning to smooth aflatiron over her curlsand put on alittle mascara. Fedling sdf-conscious
under his gaze, she gestured to the building behind them. “What are you doing here?’

“Business,” he said abruptly, tucking ablue folder under hisarm.

She knew that the museum kept him on retainer, but she couldn’'t resist ajab. “Let me guess—Sheena
took atour and is suing for mental anguish?’

“Jedlousy isn't becoming to you, Penny.”
A flush ran up her neck, spreading over her face. She had asked for that one.

Heturned to walk away, and she shook her stick at his back in mute frustration, then followed him,
blurting out what was redlly on her mind. “Did you have to paint the house pink, for God' s sake?’

His shoulders drooped. “That damnedhouse. " He turned to face her, suddenly looking tired. “It'smy
house now, remember? | wanted the rentd property, but you wouldn't budge. Besides, the color isn't
that bad.”

“Areyou smoking crack? The color isrevolting.”



“It swhat shewants.”

He sounded so protective that alump formed in Penny’ sthroat. What about what | want?

Then Deke glanced at the padlocked front gate and back to her. “How did you get in here?’

She squirmed. “1 found an opening in the fence when | staked off the garden.”

Herolled hiseyes. “Not the garden again.” He pinched the bridge of hisnose. “Look, | haveto warn
you—Mother isrdlying the city council for azone restriction. She said agarden in the downtown area
will look out of place and will attract rodents.”

Penny frowned. “ Can shedo that?’

“Y ou know Mother.”

Penny set her jaw, then swallowed her pride. “Deke, can’t you help me out here? I’ m trying to grow my
busness”

He shook hishead, asif the matter was inconsequentid. “ Sorry, | tried to tell you theideawouldn’t fly.”
Her throat closed, and she averted her eyeslest he see how his casual dismissa—again—hurt her.

“Anyway,” he admonished, “you shouldn’t be snooping around over here. The back gate was
vandaized last week. Chief Davis added an extra patrol, and I’ d hate to have to bail your bony ass out

of jal for trespassng.”

Anger pinged through her chest. “1 wasn't snooping. | was dropping off mail that landed in my box by
mistake.” She held it up, and the tire imprints across the envel opes reminded her of the incident with
Sheenaand how close she'd cometo having to call Deketo bail her bony assout of jail for murdering his
fat-ass hussy.

Folding the lettersinto her hand, sheforced asmile. “I understand congratulations arein order.”
His eyebrows shot up. “ Congratul ations?’
“1, um, ran into Sheena. Shetold me that the two of you are going to be married.”

“Shedid, did she?” He gave her apitying look. “Y ou’ re going to have to get used to the idea of me
being with another woman, Penny.”

She gritted her teeth at his concelt, but the thought that Sheenamight aready be fooling around on Deke
flashed through her mind. Dekewas going to get his. . . eventudly. She leaned forward, invading his
personal space and catching awhiff of noxious cologne. “1 wastrying to be nice, but forget it. By the
way, I’'m having aparty at Caskey’ stonight to celebrate our divorce. I'm over you, Deke.” Shewheded
and walked toward the front entrance of the museum.

“Penny!” he called.

She had one foot on the bottom step, but something in his voice made her turn around.



“Y ou weretoo good for me,” he said, his expression suspicioudy sincere.

Hiswords were nirvanato her ears, the closest he' d come to saying that he was sorry for theway he'd
behaved, for the misery he'd put her through. For a split second, something in his eyes reminded her of
the old Deke, the Deke she' d quizzed for exams while he’ d been in law school, the Deke who had defied
his mother’ s plansfor abig wedding in favor of the private ceremony that Penny had wanted, the Deke
who had promised to find away to buy and help her renovate the Victorian house on Charm Street that
she adored. Penny’ s throat tightened in profound sadness for what he' d thrown away as carelessly asa
toy that had fallen out of favor. She opened her mouth to respond, but he had turned on his heel and was
griding away from her.

“No, | wasn't,” she whispered to hisretreating back, acknowledging that as hurt and humiliated asshe'd
been by their breakup, some very small part of her wasrelieved that she no longer had to fed guilty
about the secrets she' d kept from Deke during their marriage. She inhaled a cleansing breath and redlized
suddenly that she waslooking forward to the divorce party Marie was throwing tonight in her honor.
What had Marie said it would be—liberating?

God, she hoped so.

She turned back to the museum and was seized by a sudden bout of vertigo as she stood at the bottom
of the steep flagstone stairs, the gloomy house towering over her. A low, moaning sound floated on the
wind, seeming to come from the house itsdlf. For the span of two heartbesats, she was paralyzed with the
crazy sensation that the house was dive and might consume her. Her pulse echoed in her head, while her
gaze bounced around. Shetook a haf-step backward, leaning on the stick she held to keep from faling.
The moaning sounded again, but just when she was ready to bolt, she looked up and saw alargetree
branch rubbing againgt an eave, scraping paint and making the noise that had spooked her.

Feeling foolish, shelaughed at hersalf and climbed the steps, crossed the creaky porch boards, and
stood before the ten-foot-tall wooden door stained blood red—another of Hazel’ swild tales, that the
door had been stained crimson with blood from tortured victims. Penny lifted the brassmail chutein the
door and dropped the envel opes through.

From the rear of the house came the sound of a sports car leaving in abig hurry—Deke, driving likea
teenager in his penis-extending red convertible. Penny walked back down the steps, replaying what he'd
sad just before he d left, wondering why shewas sill willing to give him the benefit of the doubt, why she
wanted to bdlieve that he harbored some amount of remorse for what he' d put her through: Because she
wanted not to doubt her judgment for faling for him in the first place, or because she was so starved for
love that she waswilling to accept crumbs?

A movement in the window on the third floor of the museum caught her eye, sending azing of darm
through her chest. Wasit aflash of acape? A curtain? She had assumed that the house was empty, that
Deke had smply dropped by to pick up afile, but perhaps he' d been meeting with someone. Or maybe
Hazd had arrived early to clean and had heard Penny and Deke talking. Penny stared at the window but
saw nothing; shedismissed it assun glare. . . or her overactive imagination. Still, she couldn’t shake the
fedling that she was being watched as she trespassed her way back to the opening in the fence and
across the tangled field next to her shop.

She tossed down the impromptu walking stick, then spotted a police car on Charm Street turning onto
Voodoo Street—Chief Allyson Davis, no doubt, cruising for troublemakerslike Penny, according to
Deke. Asif the woman had anything better to do. The only crimein Mojo was the occasiond bar fight at
Caskey’ s and misdemeanor mischief like the recent bresk-in at Primo Dry Cleaners during which aroll of



quarters had gone missing.

The Charm Farm parking lot was full of cars, so Penny picked up the paceto give Marieand Guy a
hand. Y et at the corner of the lot, Penny was unable to resist one glance back at the Archambault
mansion. From this vantage point, only the turrets and the cupolawere visible. . . and a person standing
in the cupola?

Penny blinked to focus, then pulled out her binoculars, but whatever she thought she' d seen was gone.
She shook herself and wondered if Marie had put something in that so-called love potion to make her
paranoid.

She wet her lips and acknowledged that shewas fedling . . . self-aware. Maybe tonight at Caskey’s
she’ d run into astranger who was'ttoo strange.

The day passed quickly because business was hopping. The VVoodoo Festiva brought out three types of
people: tourists who wanted to buy souvenirs and have their pams read, the cautious believerswho came
with cash and hopes of learning black magic tricks, and the hard-corevodou crowd who came from
New Orleans and beyond to ensure that the festival maintained alevel of authenticity. Robes and
costumes abounded, aong with headwraps, charm pouches, and colorful language—amixture of English,
Cajun, and voodoo speak. The smoothie machine ran congtantly, herbs flew off the shelves, and, just as
Marie had predicted, severa customers asked for voodoo dolls and various bizarre items.

“Do you have tarantulas?’

“Um, no.”

“Powdered bones?’

“No.”

“Goat blood?’

“No.”

“We should start giving classes on voodoo potions and spells,” Marie said. “We d make akilling.”

“Pease stop saying that,” Penny said, bagging ahandful of dried nasturtiums. “Y ou’ re giving methe
creeps. Besides, you heard what Jules said—that voodoo isn't for amateurs.” She walked over to the
smoothie bar and smiled at the next customer. “May | help you?’

The woman nodded. “I’ll have the hot voodoo sex.”

Penny blinked. “Pardon me?’

Marie leaned in and whispered, “ That’ swhat | named the new juice—Hot VVoodoo Sex. It' ssdlling like

Penny gave her awithering look, then put a glass under the dispenser and pulled the lever for Mari€'s
love potion. She shook her head at the woman’ s nonsense, but when some of the yellow juice splashed
onto Penny’ shand, shelicked it off when no onewaslooking . . . justin case.



Foot traffic had begun to dow just before closing when Ziggy Hines arrived, larger than life, wearing his
chef’shat.

“Chere, Penny!” he cried, turning on the charm and the accent for the customers. “Ziggy has arrived.”
“I see” Penny observed with asmile.

The dimpled, black-haired man walked over and kissed her on both cheeks, then angled his head close
to her ear. “Where are thelittle treasures you told me about?’

“Follow me.” Shewent into her office and closed the door, then unlocked thefile cabinet and withdrew
the bag of truffles.

“Mon Dieu,” he muttered when he opened the bag. Helifted atruffle and scrutinized it under the light,
then inhaled its pungent odor and rolled hiseyesin ecstasy.

Penny laughed. “ So do these Mojo truffles pass muster?’

He nodded, then stroked his chin. “| am amazed. Are there more where these came from?’

“So hesays”

“How does this man grow them? | must meet him.”

“I’'mnot surethat’ sagood idea,” she said. “He savery private person.” Plus she had the fedling that
Ziggy wastrying to cut out the middieman—nher. Shedidn’t mind, but she would have to talk to Immy
fird.

“Does he use a pig to sniff them out?’

“A dog, actualy.”

“Ah. Dogs are preferable because they won't eat the truffle when they dig it up, but they are difficult to
train.” Hesghed. “Now . . . how much?’

“Four hundred for the pound.”

“Two hundred,” he countered.

“Three hundred.”

“Two hundred fifty.”

“Threehundred,” Penny repeated firmly. “ And you know that’ sagreet price.”

“That’ sagresat price for importedFrench black truffles,” Ziggy corrected. “We do not yet know what
the market will be for Mojo black truffles.”

Penny crossed her arms. “ Perhgps | should find out.”

“Three hundred,” he agreed, then removed hiswallet with asigh. “ And as many moreasheand his



wonderdog can find.” He counted out one-hundred-dollar billsinto her pam. “And thisisour little
secret?’

“I can’'t make any promises on the part of my woodsman.”

Ziggy frowned. “Y our woodsman had better be quiet for his own safety. The minute the word gets out
that he' s sitting on black truffles, he will be descended upon.”

Penny gavealittlelaugh. “Y ou'rejoking.”

“No, I'm not. If he and his dog can forage a pound of truffles aday for the season, that’s excellent
money—especidly if he can avoid the tax man.”

She nodded solemnly. In an arealike Mojo, where jobs were scarce, it was the equivalent of drug
money, without therisk of jall time.

Penny led Ziggy back out into the store, and he nodded approvingly at the customers milling around. “I
seethefedivd isbringing inthe tourigs.”

“Yes, it' s been very good for business.”

His gaze latched onto a couple of fetching young women who were looking through the magazines but
glancing a him under their lashes. “Hm. | might find somewhereto get adrink before | return to the city.”

“Try Caskey's,” Penny said. “It' sright on the square.” She hesitated, then added, “We re having alittle
party there tonight if you want to stop by.”

His eyebrows went up. “And what are we celebrating?’
Warmth crept up her face. “My divorce.”
“Oh?I didn’t know. I’ ve talked to Deke a couple of timesand he didn’t mention it.”

Penny blinked. “I remember the two of you meeting here once, but | didn’t redizethat you . . . were
friends”

Ziggy' sface reddened. “| was having alittle persona problem, and | needed an out-of-town attorney to
handleit.”

“Oh.”

“I’m sorry to hear your marriage didn’t work out.”

She till didn’t know what to say when peopletold her that. That she was sorry too? That she wished
she’' d never met Deke Black? That she had logt faith in marriage as an ingtitution and in the idea that she

would ever trust someone again?“ Thanks.”

“I might seeyou at Caskey's,” Ziggy said, then hurried to open the door for the women he' d been
ogling.

“I'll lock up,” Marie said, then gave Penny a pointed glance. “ So you can go home and change into



something more. . . festive.”

Penny looked down at her overalls and wrinkled shirt, which still bore skid marks from her earlier
encounter with the asphdlt. “Y ou think?’

“| think.”

“I'm not sure| have anything . . . festive”

“Look,” Mariesaid. “Hard.”

“Okay,” Penny agreed withasigh. “I’ll meet you therein, say, ahdf hour?’

“Why don’'t you take afull hour to get ready?” Marie suggested. “Maybe even break out the lipstick.”
Penny frowned. “ See you there.”

After retrieving her coat and waving to Guy, she dipped out the front door and turned right, out of habit.
She had reached the sdewalk and stood face-to-face with the house in all of its pink misery before she
realized what she' d done. Self-pity washed over her.

Some people were like rubber bands—willing to stretch but eager to snap back into place at the first
opportunity.

It was a Freudian dip, she decided, to walk back to her former home just before she celebrated her
divorce. Shaken, she abruptly turned and strode toward her gpartment over the odorous doughnut store.

She scanned the faces of the pedestrians trickling toward the downtown square, hoping no onewho
knew her had seen her gaffe.

Penny frowned—she had done alot of things today she hoped no one had seen. And the day wasn't
even over yet.

6

A cup of celebration. ..




i The three-block walk to Penny’ s gpartment was typically aquiet, meditative time of the day.
But as she neared downtown, the murmur of drumming and chanting rode on the still air. The voodoo
rituals were about to begin and would continue on the town square dl evening and well into the night.
The sharp scent of burning wood stung her nostrils, leading her gaze to the plume of lavender-colored
smokerisingintheair, marking the site of amakeshift temple. Her bedroom window would give her a
bird' s-eye view of the activity and, for once, agood reason to miss deep.

She threaded her way through the crowds, which became heavier the closer she got to her apartment.
Dusk wasfdling, and asthe daylight faded, she could fed aspike in the energy. Shewasjostled by
enthusiagtic vistors who danced as they walked, flinging their arms and swaying their hips. Perfume,
spices, and perspiration mingled for an erotic aroma. Y et as she rounded the corner, the sickening sugary
smell of doughnuts managed to cut through every other odor.

Ugh—shewas home.

Benny’ s Beignet shop was overflowing with bodies, and across the square, Caskey’ s bar was dso
enjoying abrisk business, aswere the food and drink vendors set up around the perimeter of the square,
salling sausage kabobs, crawfish etouffee, spicy pickles, hot peppers, and Creole coffee. In another area,
booths draped in multicolored lights offered jewe ry and vibrant clothing, voodoo dolls, and thousands of
trinkets. Since she had left for work this morning, a covered shelter had been erected to house the
voodoo rituas and readings, with aholein the roof to alow smoke from the ceremonid fire to escape.
The structureitsalf could barely be seen for the crush of bodies vying for agood viewing spot. The
energy was contagious, and Penny’ s pulse synched to the rhythm of the drums, her muscles jumping to
thejingle of tambourines, flutes, and rattles.

The door leading to her apartment was next to the door of the beignet shop. She excused and pardoned
hersdaf through the crowd, working up a claustrophobic swest by the time she unlocked the door and
closed it behind her. A dim light overhead provided just enough illumination for her to get her bearings.
The narrow, steep stairway in front of her disappeared into darkness. Shefelt for the light switch and
flipped it, but the bulb on the landing above popped and fizzled futildy.

Penny groaned in frustration—it was the fifth lightbul b to burn out in amatter of weeks. When she'd
complained to Elton, thelandlord, he' d said something about a high-voltage pull running through the
building, that she needed 130-volt bulbsingtead of the standard 120-volt. Which wouldn't be a problem
if theloca hardware store actudlycarried 130-volt bulbs.

The fine hair on the back of Penny’s neck prickled in dread as she dowly climbed the worn steps, which
listed dightly to theleft. She was being ridiculous, she knew, but since she had moved out of the house
that she and Deke had shared, her childhood fear of the dark had returned. It was understandable, she
assumed, since shewasliving donefor thefirgt timein her life, but judtification didn’'t make her phobia
any easier to deal with. The drone of the noisy crowd at her back didn’t help—in fact, it made her fedl
moreisolated. If something happened, no one would hear her screams.

She gripped the handrail al the way up, sumbling once on the landing before catching hersdf. The stink
of burnt bulb hung in the musty air. She turned left and fet for the door to her apartment, fumbling for
what seemed like an eternity to find the keyhole with her key. Thelanding was large enough and the air



black enough that someone could be standing behind her and she wouldn't even know it. Her skin
crawled as perspiration gathered at the small of her back. At last, she turned the dead bolt and practically
fel into her gpartment, lunging for alight switch as she pushed the door closed behind her.

Thelight flickered but caught, illuminating her tiny dining room to the right and part of the kitchen behind
it. She exhded to relieve her pent-up tension and walked afew feet to her left, hitting another light switch
to revea the living room, which led into a bathroom straight ahead and into the bedroom around the
corner. All five rooms could havefit into the master bedroom suitein the Victorian on Charm Street. The
upside was that they’ d been easy to furnish—one ddivery from Furniture Galaxy and she' d been set:
miniature dining table and chairs, two bar stools, sage green leather couch and butter yellow leather chair,
sdetable, lamp number one, hooked arearug, televison cabinet, televison, queen-size bed, chest of
drawers, and lamp number two.

Shetried not to think about the luscious antiques that had stayed with the house, al of which she had
handpicked, refurbishing many herself. On her way out the door, she had stolen aplant, aficustree sitting
inthe foyer that had thrived under her care. She couldn’t imagine Deke missing it; in hindsight, he hadn’t
been particularly attached toany thing in the house that wasliving.

The onething that she most regretted leaving was alovebirds tree ornament that Deke had given her the
first Chrigmas they were together in college at Louisana State University. He hadn’t been able to
understand why she'd cried, and she' d been too embarrassed to confess that as a child she'd always
longed for atwinkling Christmas tree with lots of ornaments. That kind of admission would have led to
guestions about her family that she hadn’t wanted to address. Asfar as Deke knew, she was an only
child and both of her parents had died.

Which was partly true.

When she' d been gathering her clothes and persona effects, she had forgotten about the ornament,
which she had kept wrapped in tissue paper in achest in the attic. On some level she wanted the
ornament as areminder that she hadn’t imagined Deke slovefor her, but a stronger motivation was
envisioning Sheenarunning across the ornament and having abely laugh a Penny’ s sentimentdity. The
thought of that woman—or Deke—tossing the ornament asif it meant nothing kept Penny awake at
nights. Someday she would figure out away to get it back without either one of them knowing. Shewas
too ashamed to let anyone know the ornament still meant something to her.

Penny glanced around her little gpartment, conceding thet it wasn't without its own charm: tall plaster
ceallings, waist-high white bead board that ran throughout, worn, honey-colored wood floors that were
aways pleasingly warm because of the heat generated benegth her in the doughnut shop. And the
windows—the windows were magnificent. Two in the living room, two in the bedroom, nearly floor to
ceiling. The pair in the bedroom opened onto a Juliet balcony, encased by an intricate cast-iron railing.

If only she had a Romeo to gaze down upon, instead of a giant revolving square doughnut.

Penny shrugged out of her coat and dropped it onto the quilted coverlet on her bed. For afew seconds,
she stared at the coat with envy—she' d had along, disturbing day, and she' d rather have curled up on
her bed and listen to the crowd through an open window than attend this party that Marie had planned.
She gtretched high on her toes and exhaed noisily. She couldn’t back out now—it was nice of Marieto
have planned it. And maybe the partywould help her put some closure on her relationship with Deke.

Firg thingsfirst. She phoned her landlord and |eft another message about the lightbulbs. The plain yogurt
and dried bananas she' d eaten for lunch were long gone, and Caskey’ swould have few to no healthy



choices on the menu, so she made a quick spinach and tofu salad and washed it down with mineral water
and lemon. A long, hot shower would have felt greet, but her water heater was on the fritz more often
than not, so she settled for along, lukewarm shower. Afterward, she took specia care to smooth on
scented lotion, dab almond oil on her pulse points, and make an attempt to tame her auburn curlswith a
round brush.

Frowning into the mirror, she studied her reflection, something she' d been doing more of lately, she
acknowledged. Shewasn't about to accept blame for Deke' s deeping around, but after being tossed
asde as cardesdy as she had been, she did have her moments of self-doubt.

Okay, make thathours of self-doubt. At thirty-two, her features were beginning to sharpen as youthful
lipids|eft her skin. Sometimes when shelooked in the mirror, shefelt old; at other times, Smply mature.
Her face was unremarkable, dthough she' d dways bdieved her green eyes were her best attribute. Deke
seemed to prefer her smile, but she thought she showed too much gum.

“That’swhen | know you'rereally happy,” he'd said once.” When | see a lot of gum.”
She couldn’t remember the last time she’ d shown alot of gum.

With asigh, she withdrew her dusty makeup case and poked around for any products that weren’t dried
up. A dusting of powder would have to suffice as foundation. Too late, she remembered why she didn’t
use the powder more often—it contained skin “ brighteners,” which sounded scientific but were, in effect,
ground-up glitter so difficult to remove, it practically had to wear off aperson’ s skin. She lucked out and
found an unopened wand of mascaraand a pinkish lipstick that did double-duty as blush. Then she gave
up while she was ahead.

With much trepidation, she opened the door of her closet, Mari€' s not so subtle suggestion to dress up
ringing in her mind.

“Fedtive, fedtive, festive,” she murmured, flipping through jeans, corduroys, chinos, painter’s pants,
overdls, jumpers, and sweaters. In anear panic, she reached into the back of her closet, and her hand
closed over aforgotten dress, one she' d purchased at alocal boutique when she' d first detected Deke's
restlessness. Shewithdrew it and held it in front of her, the tags dangling. The deevelessemerad green
wrap dress was fitted through the bodice, tied at the wai s, then fell to along, swishy skirt edged with a
thick row of embroidered gold trim. The lustrous fabric wasfindy cut and flattering to her lean figure. She
had paid more for it and a pair of gold wedge-hed sanda s than any ensemble since her wedding gown,
but she hadn’t gotten the chance to wear it and had been too embarrassed to returniit . . . afterward.

She removed the tags, then did into the dress and stepped into the shoes, turning thisway and that way
inthe mirror, remembering Deke' s reference to her “bony ass.” Shelooked, she decided, as good as she
was ever going to look. She added dangly earrings and afew ethnic bracelets, tied ayellow shawl
around her shoulders, and dropped essentiad s into an appliquéd canvas shoulder bag, including aflashlight
30 shewouldn’'t haveto climb the stairsin the dark again.

At the last minute, she glanced in the mirror and panicked at her made-over reflection. Did she look asif
she wastrying too hard?

Then shewinced. Trying too hard to do what? To forget about Deke? Wasn't that the plan?

She waked to the window and looked out across the people milling in the square—couples holding
hands, friends arm in arm, children running wild. The main crowd still gravitated around the shelter, where



the dancing had grown more frenzied. Small groups of dancers had erupted on al sides, and everyone
seemed to be getting into the spirit of the festival. From her vantage point, she scanned the crowd for
anyone familiar and spotted Marie' sblue hair as the young woman hurried in the direction of the bar.

Penny smiled wryly—time to stop stdling and go celebrate her failed marriage.

She darted to turn away from the window when she noticed atall, muscular man standing next to a
dreetlight, casualy ingpecting the crowd. Something about him struck her asfamiliar. . . .

The man who had visted Sheenal

Shetook an involuntary half step back from the window, then peeked around to see if Sheenawas
lurking about. If shewas, she wasn't making herself known . . . or maybe the man was waiting for her.

Penny picked up her purse, her chest bursting with curiosity. Sheleft the light over the dining room table
burning and prayed it would last until she got home. The new shoes made getting down the dark stairs
precarious, especialy when she had to use one hand to hold the flashlight. When she opened the door
onto the street, the noise blasted her. The volume had increased twofold since she had gone inside. Night
had fallen, but the square was awash with pink and yellow light. The lamp under which the mystery man
had been standing illuminated emptiness. Penny glanced around but didn’t see him anywhere.

A child ran by and Penny jumped back, laughing, to avoid being plowed by atrain of shrieking children
holding sparklers high. She worked her way through the crowd, past the trinket vendors. She fingered
glass bead necklaces and velvet charm pouches and smiled over jars of crushed “bones’ like the ones on
sde at the souvenir shop at the voodoo museum. (Close scrutiny of the [abel reveded the contents as
“rock bones,” or inlayman’ sterms, crushed limestone.) Jars of “spider legs,” “poison frog skin,” and
“fish eyes’ were equaly bogus but were being snapped up anyway.

The booth selling voodoo dolls was the busiest by far. Factory-stamped “stick it to your boss’ fabric
dollswere prevaent, aswere cartoonish “love’ and “revenge’ dolls of ambiguous sex and miniature
novelty dollsin bright hues. High in the rafters of the tent, however, she spied more authentic versions of
the dolls, some of them grotesque, made from black cloth or wax, wrapped in scraps of fabric. The
woman running the booth saw her studying the dolls and made a move to get one down for her, but
Penny waved her off.

She made her way toward Caskey’s, marveling over the intendity of the atmosphere. She had
experienced the festival every year that she'd lived in Mojo, but she’ d never seen so many people, O
much energy. It had the fedling of Mardi Gras without the beads and the nudity. The strong aroma of
incense and cloves cleared her sinuses and stung her eyes. The air throbbed with the beat of the three
drummers of thebatri playing for the ceremony, and the ground vibrated with the force of pounding feet.

As she waked past the shelter, she noticed wooden cages of white chickenslined up. Thelr frantic
squawking added to the din, asif they knew their fate. The priests and priestesses had met animal control
hafway by agreeing to kill the birds humanely in their sacrificid ritud, and only at atime when children
most likely would be homein bed.

Penny shivered and pulled her shawl higher on her bare shoulders as she wound through the crowd
waiting at Caskey’s. Marie was smart to have reserved aroom for the party. Penny only hoped that
enough people showed up. When shefinaly madeit to the hostess stand, she shouted to be heard above
the noise, and the young girl directed her to the party room. On the way past the bar, Penny did adouble
take; the mystery man sat alone, nursing along-neck beer.



Still dressed in the brown leather coat and clothes she’ d seen him in this morning, he was aslong-limbed
as he had appeared from a distance, and broad-shouldered, but douching in a*“screw everyone’ posture.

His black gaze latched onto her in puzzled recognition, then darted to her cleavage. Penny redized with a

flush that she looked radicaly different than when he' d stopped to ask for directions. She quickly averted
her gaze and hurried toward her destination.

But poor Deke—even with the hair transplant, he didn’t stand a chance against the guy.

She grinned and was pretty sure she was showing gum.

Suddenly shefelt like celébrating. She found the room and smiled at the sign reading Congratulations on
Y our Divorce, Penny! She rapped on the door that was gar before sticking her head insde the nearly
empty room. Rollicking zydeco music blared from aboom box in the corner. “Isthisthe divorce party?’

Marieturned, and her eyes widened. “Wow, Penny, you look . . .” She squinted. “ Y our skinisall
glittery.”

Penny smirked. “You said festive”

“You look awesome, boss, redlly.”

Penny thanked her, then laughed as she walked into the room festooned in streamers and balloons. “The

decorations are awesome, too,” she said, picking up anoisemaker and giving it aspin. “But it lookslike
thisis going to be one dead divorce party.”

“Then maybe we should go,” said avoice behind her.

Penny turned, and at the sight of the two women standing in the doorway, she let out a happy cry and
brokeinto arun.

z

Tossin some unexpected spice. . .

i “Liz, Wendy . . . what are you doing here?’



“We cameto liven up thisdead party,” Liz said with alaugh.

Penny embraced the women one at atime, then angled her head at Marie. “Y ou set thisup.”

Marie looked pleased with hersalf. “ So | snooped in your address book.”

“Mariecdled me” Lizsad, “then | called Wendy.”

Penny pulled her two friends forward, glad that her employee had made the call that she herself had
been too embarrassed to make. “Marie, meet my two best friends from college—L.iz Brockwell and
Wendy Metzger.”

Still tingling with shock and pleasure, Penny observed the deek women asthey shook hands with Marie
and said hello. They were just as attractive aswhen they’ d al met at Louisiana State University—maybe
more 0. Liz was avivacious blond, twice divorced, who lived in New Orleans and ran achain of
chiropractic clinics. She had aways been the persondity of thetrio, aswell asthe fashion plate—and il
was, as evidenced by her Dana Buchman tweed jacket over Decca jeans and the Judith Leiber
bag—things that Penny recognized from the Saks adsin thePost .

Wendy was aquiet, petite, raven-haired beauty from Atlantawho had never been married. Sheran an
art gdlery—perfect for her reserved nature and refined taste. Only Wendy could look so femininein her
tiny Versace glasses and tailored boyish clothes, her long hair pulled back into asimple ponytail.

Liz lifted agift bag. “Where do you want the gag gifts?’

Marie pointed to agaily decorated table just inside the door. “Put them there and Penny can open them
later. I’'m going to get around of drinks.” She grinned a Penny, then skipped out of the room, leaving the

three of them done.

Penny flushed under LiZ sdirect gaze. “Wha—you couldn’t call and tell usthat you and Deke were
getting adivorce?’

“Youdidn't cal mewhen you got your last divorce,” Penny pointed out.
Liz shrugged. “You' d only met Richard once. Besides, | was't exactly torn up about it.”
Penny lifted her chindightly.

“Not that you' re torn up about it,” Wendy said quickly, then winced and touched Penny’ sarm. “Are
you?”

“She' shaving aparty, isn't she?’ Liz said, swatting at an errant balloon.
“What happened?’ Wendy asked, her voice laced with curiosity and concern.
Penny shrugged and tried to sound philosophical. “ Deke found someone el se.”
Lizrolled her eyes. “How young is she?’

“Young,” Penny admitted. “And . . . voluptuous. | caught them together . . . in our bed.”



“I'm so sorry,” Wendy said, giving her ahug.

“Wdl, I'mnot,” Liz declared to Penny. “Y ou’ ve never looked better in your life, so the divorce must be
agreeing with you.”

“You're gorgeous,” Wendy agreed.

“Thanks,” Penny said, knowing they were trying to make her fed better, and letting them.
“| assume you got the house,” Liz said, tapping her foot.

“No, but | had a good attorney—I called Gloria Dalton.”

Liz seyebrows climbed. “ Gloriaisagreet atorney—she didn’t get you the house?’
Penny smiled. “ Deke got the house, but | got the rental property acrossthe street.”
“Whichisyour hedth food store,” Wendy said.

“Right”

“Liz pointed it out to me when we drove in—it looks terrific.”

“Thanks, | redly loveit. And businessis good, knock on wood.”

Wendy’ sdark eyeswidened. “But you' re across the street from Deke in the house—that’ skind of icky,
in'tit?

“It has't been easy,” Penny conceded. “Hisgirlfriend moved in.”
“Wadl,” Liz said dryly, “that explainsthe pink paint job. | knew that wasn't your handiwork.”

Penny made a face and shook her head. “I confronted Deke about it thismorning and he said it’ swhat
she wants.”

Wendy frowned. “Who isthiswoman?’

Penny sighed. “ The town bimbo, unfortunately. And she ownstheloca tanning salon.”

Liz snorted. “Couldn’'t Deke at |east have been origina ?’

“Did the two of you just grow apart?” Wendy asked.

Good question, one that Penny had asked hersdf ahundred times. “We must have,” she said carefully.
“We were happy for the first few yearswe lived here, but | was bored working in hislaw office, so |
suggested opening the hedlth food store. Deke was againgt it, but in the end he gave in—I think he
believed it would go under within a couple of months and I’d come back to work with him.” Penny made
arueful noise. “I thought it was agood thing, that maybe we were spending too much time together, but
that’ s when things started to go south.”

“Ishismother still dive?’ Liz asked.



Penny nodded. “ And she' s till the mayor. She dwaystried to interfere in our marriage, but Deke stood
up to her.” Penny frowned. “At first. Then his practice started to dide. When | |&ft to sart the health food
store, his business dropped off even more, and his entire persondity changed. | think he blamed me for
leaving him without an office manager. He was jumpy and irritable, and . . . paranoid.”

Liz crossed her arms. “ Paranoid?’

“Paranoid might not be the right word—stressed. He was stressed all the time, working longer and
longer hours. That’swhen | began to suspect that something was wrong.”

“Soundslikedrugs,” Liz muttered.

Penny bit down on theinside of her cheek. She had considered the possibility, and it would have
explained alot of things, like his erratic passve-aggressive behavior. “Nothing so dramatic—he was just
having agood old-fashioned midlife crigs”

“Penny, are you doing okay, realy?’ Wendy asked.

Penny nodded. “ Some days are harder than others, but overdl, yeah, I'mfine.”

“Did you consder leaving M0jo?’ Liz asked.

Somehow Liz dways managed to find Penny’ s sore spots. “1 might have if my businesswas't doing so
well.” And the sad truth was, she had nowhere else to go. She clasped their hands, eager to change the
subject. “How long hasit been since we were dl together?’

“Twoyears,” Liz sad. “Your thirtieth birthday.”

“How long can you stay?’

“We have to go back to the city right after the party—Wendy’ sflying out at the crack of dawn.”

Penny groaned. “So, catch me up.”

“Sameold, same old for me,” Liz said with alanguid smile.

“Stll rich and single, in other words,” Penny said dryly.

Liz'slaughtinkled. “1t'sagreet life, isn't it, Wendy?’

“Don’'t ask me. I've got the single part down, but the rich part has eluded me.”

“Not true,” Liz said, then looked a Penny. “ She just bought afabulousloft in an artsy section of
Atlanta”

“Redly?’ Penny asked, surprised. Wendy had dways said she wanted to wait until she married Mr.
Right before taking on amortgage. “ That’ swonderful. Y our career must be going gangbusters.”

“She’ sbeen asked to curate an exhibit a the High Museum of Art,” Liz said, then danted aglance
toward their doe-eyed friend. “ Andshe has amystery boyfriend.”



Penny lifted her eyebrows. “Do tell.”

Wendy gave Liz an exasperated glance. “Liz takstoo much.”
A cdll phonerang, and Wendy glanced toward her purse.
“Speak of thedevil,” Liz sad.

“Answer it,” Penny encouraged.

But Wendy seemed nervous and shook her head as the phone continued to ring. It stopped, only to start
ringing again afew seconds later.

“He speragtent,” Liz declared.
Wendy bit her lip as she reached into her bag and withdrew the phone.

Liz leaned over to sted aglance at the screen, and Wendy yanked it back. “Liz, mind your own

Liz laughed and looked at Penny. “He must realy be important—maybe he' safamous artist.”
“I need to take this,” Wendy said with afrown, then hurried out the door.

Liz smirked. “I think she’ sdoing her boss, Mr. Shepherd.”

“Why would she want to keep it a secret?’

“Because heé smarried.”

“Oh.” Penny swallowed. Having been chesated on gave her adifferent perspective of an affair. If Wendy
was seeing Mr. Shepherd, that made her Mrs. Shepherd’ s Sheena.

“I think he bought her the loft,” Liz murmured, “but shewon’t talk about it. She' s been asjumpy asacat
sincel picked her up at the airport.”

“It seems out of character for Wendy to get mixed up with amarried man.”

“People change.” Liz glanced after Wendy, then sighed. “Besides, love makes people stupid. You
should know that, Penny.”

Penny looked up. Was Liz talking about her stupidity for marrying Deke, or were the fedings she il
had for Deke o transparent?

Liz' s gaze probed hers. “Look a how Deke has behaved, for instance.”
“Oh. Right.”

“Of course, no offense, Penny, but | dways thought you could do better than Deke anyway.”



Penny gave adry laugh. “ Apparently not, snce he’ swho | wound up with.”

“Y ou settled.”

Funny, but Penny had felt lucky at the time, and most of the time since. In fact, she had sometimes
wondered if Liz wasjed ous—not of Deke, but of their relationship. “He was the one who ended the

marriage,” shefdt obligated to point out.

Liz gave adismissve wave with her manicured hand. “Y ou’ re o much better off without him. Chesting
bastard.”

“Who?” Wendy asked, rejoining them, her cheeks flushed.
“Deke, of course,” Liz said lightly. “Who did you think we were referring to?’
Wendy adjusted her glasses—a nervous habit, Penny recalled. “No one. What did | miss?’

Lizamiled. “1 wasjust teling Penny that she wastoo good for Deke Black and that when shefdlsin love
again, she shouldn't sttle. Right, Wendy?’

Wendy pded. “Right”

Penny felt arush of sympathy for gentle-hearted Wendy. If she’ d fdlenin love with amarried man, she
was probably feding tormented. “And | was just getting ready to tell Liz that—"

The door opened suddenly, and Penny turned her head. Her pulsejolted at the sight of Sheena's
mystery man standing in the doorway, his broad shoulders spanning the opening, his dark gaze tantalizing.

The man was built for carna sport, and she had no doubt he could . . . score. Penny wet her lips and
murmured, “ Sometimes. . . sex isenough.”

8

Top with afew sour grapes. . .




i A few seconds passed before Penny’ swords registered in her own brain. Where had that
inane comment come from? She groaned inwardly, blaming Marie' s Hot VVoodoo Sex concoction for
the misfirings of her nether regions—and her mouth. Meanwhile, the mystery man was giving her the
once-over with those heavy-lidded black eyesthat glinted with suppressed laughter.

“Sorry,” hesaid in alow, smooth rumble. “1 waslooking for the men’sroom.” He glanced down, then
bent and retrieved the Congratulations on Y our Divorce, Penny! sign that had fallen off the door. “I
didn’t mean to crash the party.” Helooked up and grinned in her direction. “ Are you Penny?’

She nodded, fedling ridiculous.

“Thanksfor thetip on the Browning Motel thismorning.”

A flush climbed her neck. “No problem.”

He extended the Sgn. “ And congratulaions on being single again.”

She stood, frozen, saring a hislong-fingered hand until Liz bumped her from behind. “Thanks,” Penny
mumbled as she took the sign.

“My pleasure.”

She had the absurd fedling that if he' d been wearing ahat, he would have tipped it. He gave a curt nod
and disappeared.

After afew heartbeats of silence, Liz bumped her again. “Was that the best you could do—thanks?
That man washot . And he wasinterested .

Penny acknowledged with an exha e that yes, he wasindeed hot, then she turned. “Don’'t get any idess.
| don't know his name, but he's mixed up with Sheena somehow.”

“Who's Sheena?’
“Deke sgirlfriend.”
Wendy squinted. “ Deke s girlfriend has aboyfriend?’

“I don’t know—maybe they used to beinvolved. | saw him drive up to the house this morning. Deke
wasn't home. When Sheena answered, she was wearing something dinky, and it looked like they were

agquing.”
Liz' seyebrows shot up. “Y ou were pying?’

Penny’ s cheeks flamed. “No. | just happened to belooking out the window.” She didn’t miss the look
that Liz exchanged with Wendy. “I’m over Deke,” she assured them, athough her voice came out
grident and thin. “I .. . I just couldn’t believe he' d paint my house pink, that’sal.”



A lazy amile curved LiZ’ smouth. “I don't know, | think it would be kind of poetic if you hooked up with
the woman’ s ex-boyfriend. If Deke can have a plaything, so can you. What' s good for the goose, and all
thet jazz.”

Before Penny could respond, the door opened again and Mariewaked in, al smiles, carrying atray of
jewd-toned martinis. “I got an assortment of plain, cherry, and apple, so everyone can help themsalves.
And | found some of our group!”

Steve Chasen waked in behind her, followed by two young women whom Marie introduced asfriends
of hers—Jill and Melissa, both of whom worked at the Hair Affair, and both sporting hairdos asriotous
asMari€ s. Diane Davidson arrived afew minutes later, and Penny hardly recognized her because she
was't wearing arunning suit. The woman seemed hesitant, o Penny went out of her way to make her
feel welcome, introducing her to Liz and Wendy. Shetried not to let Steve and Mari€’ s comments about
Diane being awitch color her perception of the quiet woman, but she had to admit that she saw her
through new eyes. Diane was dressed in ablack skirt that swept the floor and a black tunic belted with a
long sash embroidered with silver pentagrams. Perhaps coming to the party and wearing aWiccan
symbol was her way of fighting back, of standing up for hersdlf.

Penny felt asudden surge of kinship with the woman and vowed to herself that she would try to get to
know her better. After dl, any woman who scared Deke was worth befriending. Besides, she couldn’t
imagine that the Wiccan religion was any moreterrifying than the frenzied, snake-handling Pentecogtdsin
the small Tennessee town in which she' d grown up. Every rdigion, including voodoo, had its
exaggerations and misinterpretations by outsders.

“Drink up, boss” Marie urged, handing her abrimming martini glass.

Penny eyed the liquid warily, trying to gauge her alcohol tolerance based on how long it had been since
she'd indulged and the fact that tofu didn’t coat one' s ssomach aswell as buttered toast did.

“Oh, no, youdon't,” Marie said, wagging afinger. “I don’t want to hear anything about free radicas
spinning through your body, or how bad acohol isfor your skin.”

“It dehydrates you,” Penny muttered.

Marie sghed. “ Just for tonight, let go alittle.” Sheleaned in, her eyes sparkling. “I have afeding that
something redlly exciting is going to happen to you tonight.”

Again, the rumors about Marie having ESP flitted through Penny’ smind. Then, inexplicably, her mind
bounced to the mystery man and the sexua spark she' d seen in hisdark gaze. Was he, by chance, the
exciting thing that Marie was forecasting? Penny glanced toward the open door and took asip of the
cold, fruity drink. She winced at the afterburn, but the second sp went down more smoothly . . . and the
third Sp more smoothly Hill.

By thetimethat Guy arrived with Carley, his gorgeous “date,” Penny had emptied her glassand was
garting to fed the minty tingle of the dcohol swimming toward her brain and extremities. Marie replaced
Penny’ sempty glasswith afull one, and she had finished hdf of the second drink when Hazdl Means
stuck her head insde the room.

“Hazd!” Penny said happily, gesturing wide. “Welcometo my party!”



The trim, middle-aged woman smiled, but she looked uncomfortable and fingered her hearing aid; Penny
suspected that loud, public places were distracting for her. “I can't stay long, | just came by to wish you
the best and to drop off alittle something from the souvenir shop.” She set agift bag on the now
overflowing table and winked.

Penny was touched. “ Thank you, Hazdl. | redize that you’ ve known Deke and hisfamily for years, and
that it’ sdifficult for you to take Sides. | appreciate your friendship.”

Hazd leaned in. “Monais here, and she knows you' re here. But Chief Davisis out there checking 1.D.s,
so maybe Monawill leaveyou done.”

Penny winced—she didn’t want to face her ex-mother-in-law tonight of al nights. “ Thanksfor the
warning.”

“Don’t mention it.” Hazdl patted Penny’ sarm and turned to go.

“Oh...Hazd, did you get themail | dropped off this morning?’

“I wondered where that mail came from—it looked like it had been trampled.”
“Sorry ... I, um, dropped it on the way over.”

“No problem. Thanks.”

“Hazel—who was a the museum this morning meeting with Deke?’

Hazd shrugged. “No onethat | know of. When was Deke there?’

“I raninto him when | dropped off the mail.”

“WEell, he has akey to the office. He comes and goes as he pleases.”

“I know, but I thought | saw someonein thewindow as| wasleaving.” Penny pressed her lipstogether,
knowing they were growing looser by the second but unable to stop. “ And someone in the cupola.”

Hazd laughed. *Y ou must have been seeing things. The door to the cupola was boarded up years ago
for security reasons. Nothing up there but bats and fog.”

Relieved, Penny nodded, but the movement gave her ahead rush. “ Of course. Y ou'’ re right—it was
foggy thismorning.”

“I haveto run. Thetouristiswill belined up a the museum early tomorrow.”

Penny waved good-bye, then smiled happily when Ziggy Hines strolled into the room, holding atal drink
and looking well on hisway to being doshed. “Y ou madeit, Ziggy.”

“Not yet,” he said suggestively, his gaze roaming the room. “But | till have high hopes for the evening.”
His head stopped. “Who isthat woman?’

Penny turned, not surprised to see him nodding toward Liz on the other sde of the room. She was deep
in conversation with Wendy.



“Liz Brockwell,” Penny said. “ Shewas my roommate at LSU, and shelivesin the city.”

Heturned his back and rubbed his hand over hismouth. “I’ ve seen her in my restaurant. Striking
woman.”

“| can introduce you,” Penny offered.
“No,” he said quickly, moving toward the door. “In fact, | should be going—I have to meet someone.”

Penny smiled—one of the young women he' d left her shop with, no doubt. “Good night, Ziggy. I'll call
you when | have more truffles.”

He nodded absently, then glanced toward Liz and | eft abruptly.

Penny frowned after him and shook her head. The man was Mr. Macho until faced with the prospect of
meeting awoman on hisown level. She spped from her glass and studied Liz and Wendy from across
the room, warmth infusing her chest. At one time the three of them had been inseparable, sharing their
dreams and aspirations. Y et they had fallen out of touch . . . grown gpart . . . just like her and Deke. It
was funny that she prided herself on having a green thumb, on being able to nurse any plant back to
hedlth, yet she allowed her persond relationshipsto wither on the vine.

Moisture gathered in her eyes. The alcohol was making her weepy.

But the energy leve of the smal party was definitely ratcheting higher as drinks flowed and awaitress
brought in trays of greasy appetizers. Friends of friends arrived, some of whom Penny recognized as
customers, and soon the room boomed with music and laughter. Penny made the rounds and tried to
behave like ahappy divorcée. Her mind kept straying to the mystery man who had crossed her path
more than once today, but she reasoned that he had probably already hooked up with someone, or
maybe he and Sheena had made up.

“Someone told me you were here.”

Penny had time to school her face into a pleasant mask before turning to face her ex-mother-in-law.
MonaBlack was atall, imposing woman with piercing eyes and apile of black hair on her head, divided
by ashock of whitein the front. She didn’t wear makeup, athough admittedly she didn’t need it. She
was an dtractive woman in her sixties, her uniform ablack pantsuit, her only ornament asmal slver
cross at her throat.

“Hello, Mona,” Penny said cheerfully. “Welcome to my divorce party. Can | get you adrink?

Disgust filled thewoman'seyes. “ A party? Don't you have any class?’

“Too much for your son, apparently. Or haven't you met your new future daughter-in-law?’

Mona s jaw hardened. “What are you talking about?’

“Haven't you heard? Deke and Sheena are engaged.”

Monatried not to react, but Penny knew the woman had been taken by surprise.



Penny lifted her glass. “ Congratulations, Mona. Maybe Sheena will give Deke those grandkids you' ve
awayswanted, and they’ll have abeautiful tan.”

Loathing glinted in Mona s eyes before she recovered. “1 didn’t cometo discuss Deke. | wanted to
warn you that the city council isgoing to file arestraining order to stop you from turning Mojointo a
damn cornfidd.”

Penny tensed as years of resentment toward the woman came to a head. “Really? Where was the
restraining order, Mona, when Deke painted my house the color of avagina?’
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Then dicewith asharp object . . .
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i Asluck would haveit, her outburst coincided with alull in the conversation. Gasps sounded,
followed by giggles. Thelook of horrified indignance on Mona s face was worth the transgression,
Penny decided.

“You'redrunk,” Mona hissed, then nodded toward Diane Davidson. “I'll leave you to your misfit
friends”

After Monaleft, Penny was il regling over her own behavior. Guy gave her athumbs-up acrossthe
room. Liz and Wendy came over and gave her high fives.

“Well done,” Liz said. “ Congder that bridge burned.”

“I can't believe you said that to hismother,” Wendy said, laughing.

“It wasfase courage,” Penny admitted, then drained her glass. “But did it ever fed good.”

Pleased with hersdf, she went in search of another martini, fedling for thefirst time since she' d seen the
bottoms of Sheena sdirty feet on her white sheets that things were going to work out. That not only
would she survive, but she just might thrive. She was gtirring another drink when Marie came up to her.

“Boss, | need to talk to you.”

“Oh, Marig, thisisagresat party. Thank you so much for putting it together. | wasn't so sure at firdt, but
I’'mredly enjoying mysdif.”



“Good.” Marie' ssmile wastight as she pulled Penny into a secluded corner. “Listen, | just found out
something that | thought you should know.”

“That Deke s getting married? | dready know.”
Marie frowned. “Deke' s getting married? No—thisis different . . . but related, | suppose.”
Penny used her teeth to pluck an olive from the martini Sirrer. “What?’

“Um. .. apparently Deke hid assets during the property settlement. He put somethingsin Sheend's
name and some in her company’ sname. Cash . .. aboat . . . other things.”

Denid sprang to Penny’ s chest that Deke would purposdly chest her, then she remembered the
investments that had alegedly gone bad, how their savings had dwindled. The strange phone cal she'd
received at home before this had all started about a boat she' d known nothing about and that Deke had
sworn was a mistake. Suddenly histan and designer suits made sense. Anger and dismay rolled over her
inwaves. “Did Stevetdl you this?’

Marie sent aworried glance hisway. “ Yes, but he' |l befired if Deke finds out. | thought that maybe your
attorney could do some research and keep Steve’ sname out of it.”

Penny was struck mute, but she nodded. Would the betraya ever end? Would she ever stop feding
stupid? Had her entire marriage been asham? Shefelt light-headed. “1 . . . need some air,” she sad, then
walked out of the room.

Not that the air out in the bar was clearer. A haze of smoke hung above the throng of bodiesjammed
into the space. The scent of blackened meat burned her nose. The music was loud, and voices were
raised to near crescendo. The alcohol had keened her senses, but she felt numb from the stimulus
overload. She turned away from the noise and walked down ahall in search of theladies bathroom. Her
neck felt sticky from perspiration, and her mind reded as Mari€ swords reverberated in her head.

Deke had plotted to cheat her out of assetsthey’d built together. Throughout the divorce, she had
regarded him as weak when it had come to matters of the flesh, and stubborn when it had cometo going
after the assets he’ d wanted, but she wouldn't have dreamed he would stoop to this. . . to robbing her
... to breaking the law. Shefelt sosmdl and s0.. . . used.

At the end of the hall she spotted the line for the bathroom and opted to wait by the pay phones until the
line died down. She needed space around her and time to think, to regroup. She’d call Gloria, of course,
but just the thought of severd more months of wrangling with Deke was enough to sicken her. Maybe
she should have let him have the rental property and given up her businessin exchangefor cash. . .
moved somewhere else and started over . . . nearer to her mother . . .

God, if she wasthinking about her mother, shemust be drunk.

Penny inhaled and exhaled, redlized she was il holding her drink, and took acooling sip. She leaned
againg the wall and wondered briefly if anyonewould miss her if shedidn’t returnto theparty . . . or if
sheleft Mojo.

On the opposite wall, awhite flyer among the dozens stapled and tacked into the wood panedling caught
her atention.



MISSING:

Jodi Reynolds, age 17,

last seen in New Orleans, September 12.

In the color picture, the bespectacled woman looked bookish . . . ordinary. Only her curtain of long
blond hair set her gpart. Penny looked into the woman’s sad eyes and wondered if the person who had

created the flyer was a concerned relative, or someone else—an abusive parent, an obsessed lover?

Penny leaned forward and murmured, “ Did someone take you, Jodi Reynolds, or did you disappear on
purpose?’

“Isthisa private conversaion, or can anyonejoinin?’

She swung her head around, and the mystery man was standing there, holding a bottle of beer. And he
was dtill breathtakingly sexy . . . dl musclesand mae, leather and Levi’s.

“I,uh...” Her brain was pickled.

Helooked at the flyer she' d been studying. “Do you know her?” His smooth Cgjun cadence waslike a
down pillow for her ears.

“No. | wasjust . . . wondering what might have happened to her.”

Hetook adrink from the bottle, till reading. “Looks like agood kid, | hope she'sfound safe.”

“Or not.”

He arched one eyebrow. “Y ou hope sheisn't found?’

Penny shrugged. “ She' s seventeen. Maybe she doesn’t want to be found.”

He pursed his mouth. “Isthat the voice of personal experience? Do you have secrets, Penny?’

Her mouth went dry as his gaze bored into hers. One minute in and he was dready too close for
comfort. “No,” she croaked.

“Ah. Soit’sthe cynicism of someone newly divorced.” He grinned and took another drink. “Y ou left
your own party?’

“I just stepped out for afew minutes.”

“I’m ready to leave, too. So why don’t we |eave together?’

She blinked, wondering if she’d misheard him, but the sexy glint in his eyes and the curve of hismouth
was unmistakable—he wanted to get busy . . . with her. A tug on her midsection answered hiscal, and
her breagtstingled, but her good-girl training kicked in. “I don’t even know your name.”

“It'sB.J.,” hesaid. “And don’t worry—I’m not aserid killer.”



Sheamirked. “I'll bet that’swhat dl the serid killerssay.”

He laughed, a pleasant noise that stroked her curiogity. “I promise that aslong as you' rewith me,
nothing will ever happentoyou. . . that you don’t want to happen.”

She swdlowed hard. Strangely, she believed him, trusted him . . . with her body anyway.

Heleaned forward. “Y ou smell good.”

“Thanks. . . it's,um, dmond oil.”

“Redly? Smdllslike doughnuts.”

She pushed her tongue into her cheek. She had to find anew placeto live.

Hegrinned. “1 love doughnuts.”

“I don't,” she said firmly, and started to push away from thewall.

“Hey,” he said with alittle laugh. “Rdax. Whatdo you like?’

Shelifted her chin. “Tofu.”

“Tofu?’ Hemade arueful noise. “Lady, I’d sureliketo try to change your idea of fun.”

She couldn’t help but laugh at his Cajun masochism. The man was appealing in a base sort of way.

He nodded toward the exit. “ So how about it, Penny? Let me take your mind off . . . whatever.”
Penny started to shake her head no, but something took hold inside her chest that she recognized as
power. Feminine satisfaction swelled in her belly, and her thighs pulsed with pleasure. It had been along
time since she’ d been pursued by aman. It had been over a decade since she' d even seen a man other
than Deke naked, and she suspected that B.J. here would measure up . . . and then some. Besides, if she
were very clever, maybe she' d find out something about Sheenathat would help her to apply pressure
when she took Deke back to court.

She wet her lips, testing thewordsslently.” Okay . . . let’sgo . . . your place or mine?” Shetried
desperately to remember what kind of underwear she’ d worn—mblack lace bikini, or full coverage
cotton?

1] %W! ”

Down the hal Marie motioned to her and shouted, “ Come on—it’ stime to open the gag gifts!” then
disappeared back into the room.

Penny straightened, remorseand . . . relief?. . . bleeding through her. “1 guess |’ d better get back to my

Hetore a corner off afaded flyer and wrote something on it using a pen that was attached to thewall. “I
haveto take off,” he said, extending the paper. “But here’ smy cdll number. Why don't you call me when



you'refinished hereand we'll . . . see what happens.”

Penny took the piece of paper but decided not to commit. He didn’t press her for an answer, just
inclined his head and | eft. She shoved the dip of paper deep into her pocket and watched him disappear
into the crowd. He didn’t act like a player—he wasn't scouting the bar for another score, and he didn’t
have an entourage. She made her way back to the party, her heart thudding with apprehension.

Everyonewasin high spirits when she returned, dthough she spotted Liz checking her watch a couple of
times and felt guilty; her friend had probably traded anight of sophisticated entertainment to cometo
Mojo and have watered-down drinks at a hole-in-the-wall bar. Wendy looked equally out of place,
stabbing at her glasses and checking her cell phone. Guy, too, looked restless, and Diane Davidson
appeared ready to bolt at the first chance. Determined to put everyone out of their misery, Penny went to
the gift table and clinked afork againgt her glassto get everyone' s attention. Guy turned down the music.

Penny inhaled and cleared her throat. “ Thank you so much for coming tonight and thanksto Marie for
putting thistogether.” The acohol was pumping through her body, unhindered by food. As she looked
over themotley crew that had assembled on her behalf, she suddenly felt sorry for hersdlf, and for them
for being dragged into her persona drama. Unbidden, revulsion for Deke and what he had put her
through welled in her chest. Tension whipped through the room as everyone waited. Marie pressed her
lipstogether and averted her gaze.

In adesperate attempt to ward off tears, Penny decided to play the sarcasm card. “Most of you know
the circumstances of my divorce. For those of you who don’t—my husband was alying, cheating, son of
abitch.”

Everyone erupted in laughter, relieving the tenson in the room and thankfully, in her chest. “But | got the
last laugh because he hasto live in apink house and | got all these presents!”

Marie handed her agift bag. “1 asked everyone to keep the gifts anonymous.”

“Ooh, mysterious.” She pulled out abox of condoms, and cheers broke out. A flush warmed her face,
and B.J." s number seemed to burn through her clothing into her skin.

Subsequent bags and boxes revealed aball cap and T-shirt that espoused the virtues of divorce, aroll of
ex-hushand toilet paper (Guy’ s gift, she suspected), abottle of champagne that was speedily opened, an
inflatable husband (from Liz and Wendy?), acouple of Happy Divorce chocolate bars (although she
hadn’t eaten chocolate in over ayear), acharm kit to bury the past (probably from Hazel), and a vibrator
(0efinitdy from Marie).

The last box, however, got the biggest laugh—an eight-inch voodoo doll dressed in alittle suit. A red
Hot Whedls sports car had been glued to his hand. Penny shrieked with laughter at the likenessto Deke.

“Stick him!” someone shouted, then everyone started chanting, “ Stick him! Stick him!”

Caught up in the moment, she removed one of the black hat pins and considered sticking the doll in the
crotch. At the last second, she settled for stabbing his cheating heart, to the sound of enthusiastic cheers.
The force didodged thelittle car from his hand, sending it crashing to the floor, crumpling the front end.
Groans and chortles chorused around the room, then everyone applauded heartily.

“A prick for aprick!” Liz shouted.



Penny took alittle bow, flushed with the exhilaration of retdiation—even if it was meaningless. Then
unbidden, Jules swords of warning came back to her about voodoo not being for amateurs. Staring
down at the mortally wounded doll, Penny experienced ablip of panic: She didn't truly wish Deke harm.

Although shewouldn’t lose deep if the thieving bastard came down with his own bad case of heartache.

Allow everything toferment . . .

i “I can't thank you enough for coming,” Penny said, hugging Liz, then Wendy. They had
stayed behind for farewd| drinks. Everyone else had | eft Caskey’ sin various stages of inebriation and
celebration to enjoy thefestiva that was till going strong. “It was wonderful to see you both.”

“1 wish we could stay longer,” Wendy said, “but | have to be back tomorrow to get ready for ashow.
Maybe we can dl get together during the holidays.”

“Liz, we can have lunch,” Penny said, “when | cometo the city to see GloriaDdton. | invited her to
cometonight, but she said she had acommitment.”

Liz lifted her hands. “I’ ve tried to get to know Gloria, but she's so private. I ve heard that her houseis
likeafortress.” Then she scowled. “1 can't believe that on top of everything else, Deke hid assets during

thedivorce.” She nodded to Penny’ s bag of gag gifts. “Y ou should have torn the head off of that voodoo
doll!”

At LiZ svicioustone, Penny laughed nervoudy. “Were you the one who brought it?”

“No, but it was brilliant. That man deservesto be taught alesson.”

Wendy nodded fervently. “He can't get away with this.”

Touched that her friends were so angry on her behaf, Penny set her jaw. She was definitely going to cdll
B.J. and begin laying her plan of attack against Deke and Sheena. (Laybeing the operative word.) “Don’t
worry—I have plansfor Deke. He' s going to regret screwing me over.” She stood and grabbed the table
to Steady hersdlf.

Liz frowned. “ Are you sure you' re okay to walk home? Maybe you should get some coffee first?’



“No, I'mjust acrossthe square,” Penny said, then inhaed deeply before turning toward the exit. “1I’ll be
fine” Besdes, if she sobered up, she might not make that phone call.

“You'regoing to fed like hel tomorrow,” Wendy said.

Penny winced and put her hand to her head. “1 think | will go to theladies room before | leave.”

“Want usto wait?” Wendy asked.

“No, go ahead. Drive safdly.”

They embraced again, then the women left the bar. Penny watched them, her chest squeezing with
fondness. But as she watched, Liz whedled on Wendy and said something sharp, her expression angry,
her finger accusing. Wendy seemed to shrink under the verbal attack before responding. Then Wendy
strode aheed, her body language jerky. Liz glared after her before following.

Penny frowned at the exchange, wondering what they were arguing about—Wendy’ s mystery friend?
Penny’ s predicament? LiZ s ability to drive home? Then Penny dismissed it; the two women had dways
bickered when they’ d dl hung out, but they’ d somehow managed to stay friends.

Inthe ladies room, she wet a paper towel and dabbed at her neck and forehead. Her reflection in the
mirror was fuzzily attractive—she finally understood the concept of “beer glasses.” But her handswere
covered with the damnable glitter from her makeup. Everything she touched sparkled . . . and B.J. didn’t
seem like the kind of guy who would appreciate waking up tomorrow with sparkles on his—

“Granola Girl—I thought that wasyou.”

Penny looked up to see Sheena standing next to her, her hip cocked and her neck hitched in an
unnatural position, a huge python-skin bag over her shoulder.

Sheena snapped her gum. “Did Deke get ahold of you?”
Penny sighed and tossed the soggy paper towel in thetrash. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Shap, snap, cock, hitch. “He slookin’ for somethin’ in the house and thought you might know where it
is”

“What' s he lookin’—I meanlooking —for?’
“Search me,” she said with ashrug.
“Consdering how few clothes you' re wearing, that wouldn't take long.”

Sheenanarrowed her eyes. “He sbeen tryin’ to reach you. He seemed kinda worried, so you should
givehimacal a our home.”

Attheir home. “Okay.” And then she' d spend the night with Sheena s hottie boyfriend.

“What'sso funny?’



“Nothing. See you around.”

Penny left the bar and strolled across the square to her apartment. With acohol buzzing through her
system, the climb up the stairs was precarious at best. Twice she dropped her bag of gag giftsand had to
go back to retrieve items—the ex-husband toilet paper, she had to admit, was a hoot. By the time she
reached the top of the stairs, she was exhausted, but the flashlight helped dispel the darkness.

Onceingde, she set the bag on the dining table and picked up the phone, wondering what Deke had

misplaced that was so important (other than his accurate financia records), and how she was going to get
through a conversation with him without tipping him off that shewason to him.

The display said she had four messages. She pushed the button.

“ Penny, it's Deke.” Hisvoicewaslow and angry.” I’ ve lost something and thought you might know
whereitis. Call me.”

Penny frowned.

“1t'sme again. Why don’'t you get a cell phone like the rest of the world? Call me as soon as you
getin.”

“ Call me.” Heavy Sgh.” It’ s important.”
“ Damnit, Penny, where the hell are you?”

His tone startled her—no matter what a bonehead he was, he never raised hisvoice to her. Whatever
he' d misplaced, it must be important. With her heart thudding in her chest, she dialed the number to the
house, but the line was busy.

Her hand brushed against her pocket, rustling the piece of paper insgde. She withdrew the scrap and
studied the phone number that B.J. had scrawled there. Her thighs quickened at the memory of his dark,
interested gaze raking over her, but on the heels of the excitement was apprehension. She hadn't been
withaman for alongtime. . . she couldn’t even remember the scant lovers she' d had before Deke.
What did men like these days—meat and potatoes sex, or whipped cream and cherries? And what was
she supposed to like? Freaky positions? Havored lube?

Sheredly should read amagazine oncein awhile,

Deciding that she needed a boost before dealing with Deke, she diaed the number B.J. had given her
and inhaed for courage. After two rings, she panicked and started to hang up.

“B.J. here”

Hisvoice sent arumble through her midsection. “Um.. . . hi. It'sPenny.” She swallowed. “We met at
Caskey’s”

“I remember,” he said cheerfully. “The redheaded lady with the secrets. | didn’t think you were going to
cdl”

“Well . ..1did.” Shewinced—that was bright.



He laughed. “ So you did. Where do you want to meet?’

She debated the safety and privacy of her apartment versus ahotel room and decided that her apartment
was probably better on both accounts. “My place. | live over the beignet shop on the square.”

“Benny’s?’ Helaughed. “Well, that explainsyour perfume.”
Sheflushed hot. “Where are you?’
“Not far,” he said vagudy. “What time do you want to meet?’

“I need afew minutesto take care of something,” she said, glancing at her watch. It was alittle past ten
o' clock. “How about eeven? It sthe door to theright of the shop. Just ring my bell. | mean . . .the bell.”

“I'll bethere,” he promised, his voice thick and full of other wicked promises.

A slly smile crept up her face. “ Okay. Good-bye.” She hung up the phone and squealed like ateenager.
She was going to have hot voodoo sex tonight.

Impatient and horny, she called Deke' s number again, but the phone was il busy. Sighing in frugtration,
she worked her mouth from side to side. She could walk to the house, ring the doorbell, and be done
with it faster than waiting for him to get off the phone. And maybe thiswas her chance to get back her
lovebirds ornament under the pretense of finding whatever he was looking for. She moved toward the
door alittle too quickly, and a sharp pain stabbed her temples. Maybe the short walk would sober her
up just atad, too.

If shewas going to spend the night with along, hot Cajun, she wanted to be able to remember some of
it.

Sheretrieved her purse, then grabbed her flashlight and headed back down the stairs, dowly. Out in the
sguare, she blinked againgt the bright lights—fireworks were being set off in the fire department parking
lot. The festival had grown even more frenetic, with the crowd around theperistil chanting, whirling, and
twirling to theincreased tempo. Lulled by the earthy rhythms, Penny relaxed and moved through the
crowd at aleisurdly pace, enjoying the weightlessness of her buzz and the hum of noise around her,
womblike and comforting. On the far Sde of the shelter, she spotted Jules Lamborne performing some
kind of dance in dow motion, her eyes closed and her movements fluid. She seemed to be stepping and
waving to asong in her head.

Penny smiled, thinking she' d have something to tease Jules about in the morning—that she’ d decided to
put in an appearance at thefestival after adl. A sharp, whacking sound close by startled Penny. She
turned and winced to see a chicken's head fdl to the ground mere inches from her foot, its body spirited
away to be offered to whateverlwa was being celebrated. A robed priestess was |eading the ceremony,
wearing an eerie mask that resembled the front of a human skull, minusthe lower jaw, and topped with a
spray of feathers. She held the headless chicken in one hand and a bead-covered rattle in the other hand.

Fascinated, Penny watched as the priestess began to spin, dowly at firdt, then faster and faster, more
times than what seemed humanly tolerable. When she finally stopped, she was facing Penny. Suddenly
the woman lifted the rattle in Penny’ sdirection with an arm so rigid that it shook from sheer effort. Penny
stood rooted to the ground, mesmerized by the rattling noise and the jingle of the bell attached to the
handle, unable to move. Cold fear trickled down her back, likeice water. Was the priestess singling her
out, casting aspell to rid her of—or to infuse her with—evil ?



The moment was broken when the priestess abandoned her rattle to snatch another squirming chicken
fromitscage and relieveit of itshead, thistime with a savage twist of her bare hands, leaving along white
neck bone exposed. Penny winced—the sacrifice was even more bloody than thefirgt, and in violation of
an agreement with animal control. But the crowd seemed energized, cheering when the priestess set the
headless chicken on itsfeet and the carcass ran around, flapping itswings, exhausting adrenainein its
muscletissue.

Penny shuddered and backed away, eager now to finish her errand. The dark side of voodoo did not
amuse her.

The gtreetlights were bright, illuminating the Ssdewalk during the three-block trek back to the Victorian
on Charm Street. Away from the main crowd, though, the temperature had dropped into the low fifties,
she guessed as she pulled the yellow shawl tighter around her shoulders. And something else warmed
her—the anticipation of spending the night with the sexy, mysterious B.J.

The Victorian fairly glowed with its new pink paint job—if possible, the color was even more ghastly at
night, and it emitted adamp, fusty odor. The porch light was on, aswere the light in front of the garage
and afew srategic landscape lights that she had installed herself. From the street she could seelightson
inside the house—the kitchen, Deke s office, and the master bedroom. She climbed the stepsto the
porch and glanced at the metal glider before ringing the doorbell. After a couple of minutes passed, she
cupped her hands around her eyes and peered into the small square window on the door. The pressure
made the door swing inward. Deke still hadn’t adjusted the plate on the frame so that the door would
catch without leaning ashoulder intoit.

She stuck her head inside. “Deke?’ She stepped into the foyer and closed the door behind her. “ Deke,
it' s Penny!”

Shetook afew seconds to enjoy the stunning entryway that she had been so proud of, trying not to
notice the things that were out of place or the cobwebs hanging from far cornersilluminated by the
rose-colored, recessed lighting. Sheinhaed the comforting scent of old plaster and Bri-Wax, and her
heart squeezed with homesickness. She knelt to straighten arug whose corner had been upturned, then
frowned at a stack of unread newspapers by the door and brightly colored high-heeled shoes casudly
lying about, blazing atrail to the kitchen doorway on the left. Mail was piled up and fdling off the Duncan
Phyfesdetable. A zebra-print jacket had been tossed carelesdy over the silk flower arrangement
adorning thetable.

She hated to think what she might seein the daylight.

Seeaing Sheend s things strewn about the house she loved made bile rise in Penny’ sthroat, but shetried
to push the thoughts out of her mind. Deke had made his choice and Sheena was his problem now.
Apparently, the woman was still at Caskey’s, dressed to kill.

Penny swallowed hard, antsy to leave. “Dekel It's Penny!”

From the darkened entryway, she could see his office door on the second floor, just beyond the landing.
The door was dightly gar, spilling light into the hallway. The muffled noise of the television sounded. She
could picture him reared back in his chair, hisfeet on his desk while he talked on the phone with one eye

onabadl game.

She worked her mouth back and forth in sudden inspiration—if she was careful, she could get to the



attic and remove her lovehirds ornament before he even redlized she was in the house.

She dipped off her sandas and carried them as she crept up the wood stairs in semidarkness. Because
she knew where al the creaky spots were, she was able to make her way up silently, although the floor
felt gritty beneath her bare feet. Her heart rattled against her breastbone, but she conceded arthrill of
excitement to be doing something soiillicit.

When she reached the second floor, she held her bresth as she stole by Deke' s office door, sure that
any second he was going to emerge and blast her for snooping around. But she made it past the door
undetected. Next was the master bedroom. She couldn’t resist aglanceinsde, but she grimaced at the
unmade bed and piles of clothes on the floor. Their framed wedding picture on the dresser had been
replaced with a picture of Sheenaand Deke.

“He could have at least bought anew frame,” she muttered. On impulse she waked in and picked up the
picture, hurt and anger bubbling in her chest anew. The picture had been taken on acarriage ride—in
New Orleans, no doubt.

Deke had never takenher on acarriageride.
In the photo, Sheenalooked pouty, and Deke looked . . . pained, asif hisballswerein abind.

Feding malevolent, she placed the picture frame on the floor, then dipped her foot into her sandal and
ground her hedl againgt the glass until it cracked, sending a splinter acrosstheir faces. Then she
positioned the photo facedown so that it appeared asif it might have been knocked off by an errant tube
top.

With her ears piqued, she stepped back out into the hallway. Hearing nothing but the television, she
turned toward the narrow stairway leading to the attic. A pull chain to abare lightbulb provided just
enough light to climb to the top. Penny jiggled the glass knob to the attic door and pushed it open,
wincing when it groaned loudly. She waited afew seconds, but when she didn't hear Deke pounding her
way, she stepped into the attic.

Every woman should have an dtic, aplace to put things that were specia and not for public display.
Unfortunately, she hadn’t had the family keepsakes and heirlooms that would have filled up the large
space beautifully. Instead she' d had an old calico chair losing its stuffing that she' d never gotten around to
reupholstering, alarge framed mirror that was cracked in the corner but had been too niceto put in the
Dumpster, and a chest of drawers painted pae blue that had never seemed to fit anywhere in the house.

She stepped onto the linoleum she d laid down, thinking her feet would be black by the time she lft.
She' d have to take a shower before B.J. showed up . . . but then if he had bedded Sheena, he probably
didn't mind dirty feet.

Thetop drawer of the chest held mostly linens she' d bought at estate sales. She rummaged until her hand
closed around the tissue paper holding the lovebirds ornament. For old times sake, she unwrapped the
pewter ornament and ran her finger over the white enameled birds holding aribbon in their beaks that
said Deke and Penny, forever.

Biting her lip at their naiveté, she conceded that they’ d been happier then . . . before they’ d had
grown-up problems. With asigh, she rewrapped the ornament and put it in her purse, then retraced her
stepsto the darkened hallway, where she tiptoed past Deke' s office door to the top of the stairs. Then
she stepped back into her sandals.



“Dekel” sheydled, somping asif she were only how coming up the stairs. “1t's Penny! | got your
messages and thought I’d just stop by. Deke?” She walked to his office door and rapped loudly.
“Deke?’

She pushed open the door. “Deke, it sP—"

Her voice died as her brain tried to process the scene before her. The television was on, airing acheesy
beer commercid. The phone on the desk was off the hook, ergo the busy signd.

And Deke. . . Deke was on the floor on his back, arms and legs askew. He still wore the European-cut
suit and the trendy silk tie, but hiswhite shirt was now red . . . from the wound caused by the object

dticking out of his chest:

A wire stake topped with apink plastic flag . . . just like the ones she’ d used to stake off her new
garden.

Until it boilsover . ..

o

i For severd surrea seconds, Penny had the most bizarre feding of dgawvu, asif she'd
dreamed thisincident, or had lived through it before. . . .

No—the voodoo doll.

She gasped and stumbled into the room, overwhelmed and confused. Terror pulsed through her veins as
shefell to her knees next to Deke. Blood speckled the beige carpet.

“Deke,” she murmured, choking. She was certain he was dead—his eyes were open in ablank stare.
His skin was chdky. Helay in an unnaturd position. But she made hersdf press her trembling fingers
againgt his neck to check for apulse. Nothing.

The sulfurous smell of blood enveloped her. Her ssomach heaved, and despite her best effortsto move,
shefisted her handsin the materid of hisjacket and threw up al over him. The acohol burned her throat
even worse on the way up than it had on the way down. By the time she had emptied her somach, she
was sobbing. She wiped her mouth with the edge of her shawl and stared at the unholy mess she’ d made.



Deke was dead. Not just dead—murdered.

Shaking in disbelief, Penny scrambled to her feet, her mind reding. What to do? Who to cal? She
hyperventilated until common sensefindly kicked in—she had to cdm down. Gulping for air, she picked
up the phone to dia 911, and the Situation dammed into her like abrick wall: What if the police thought
she’ d doneit? Then another, more horrific thought hit her: What if whoever killed Deke was till inthe
house somewhere? L ooting the spare bedrooms, rooting through the kitchen, prowling in the garage?

With trembling hands, she returned the receiver to the cradle and covered her mouth to smother the
scream that hovered at the back of her throat. Breathe, shetold hersdf.Breathe.. . . think. Wildy
searching the room for awegpon, she grabbed an antique cane from the umbrella stand near the door.
First she had to get out of this house, then she'd flag down acar or call 911 from the store.

Desperation rosein her chest, threatening to parayze her, but she forced hersdlf to focus on her
surroundings. With her heart thrashing, she stuck her head into the hall and frantically looked both ways.
All dear.

Widding the cane like a basebd| bat, she stepped out into the hdl illuminated only by the light from the
office. She started for the stairs. A noise below, however, stopped her. She froze, her ears zoning in.

There it was again—the sound of quiet footsteps coming from the back of the house toward the foyer
... asif the person was trying to mask their approach. Panic lodged in her throat—should she scream?
Try to escape? Hide in the attic?

Her lungs worked like bellows. Perspiration dripped down her back. She was sure the intruder would
be able to hear her fractured breathing. Her somach wasroiling again, and she swallowed hard to try to
ward off another sick episode. From where she stood on the landing, she couldn’t see down into the
foyer, and she prayed that she, too, couldn’t be seen. A few seconds of silence passed and her breathing
dowed. Then she heard the noise again—the person was climbing the sairs, and they apparently didn’t
know the creaky spots.

Her pulse pounded in her ears as she fought the overwhelming urge to run. Thelight on the landing, she
recaled, was blinding—if she could find the switch, she might have the advantage of surpriseto get past
the intruder or push them down the stairs. Pure fear spurred her into action. She lunged for the light
switch and raised the cane, poised to kill if necessary. Or at least bruise.

A hot, white light flooded the landing. The intruder threw up her overtanned arms and screamed like a
wounded hyena.

Sheena.
Penny’ s shoulders dumped in abject relief.

“I knew it!” Sheenasaid, stabbing her finger intheair. “I knew you and Deke were carrying on behind
my back!”

Penny squinted. “What?’

“If you think you' re going to get him back, you can think again!”



Penny glanced toward the office door—at this angle, the sceneinsdewasn’t visible.
“How long hasthis been going on?’

“You'vegot it dl wrong, Sheena. Stop talking—I haveto tdl you something.”

“I want to hear thisfrom Deke,” Sheena said, then started toward the office.

Penny grabbed her arm. “Don’t go in there, Sheena.”

“What—is he naked?’ Sheena shouted. “ Still cleaning up the scene of the crime?’
“No,” Penny said, squeezing the woman’sarm harder. “ Deke—"

“Letgo of me.” She wrenched her arm away, then ran to the door of the office. “ Deke, how could
you—" She covered her face and screamed, jogging in place. “Omigod, omigod, omigod. Ishedead 7’

“Ya”
“Youkilled him! You killed my Dekel”

Penny shook her head and held out ahand to calm her. “No. | found him like this, Sheena. Just afew
minutes ago.”

Suddenly the blond' s eyes widened at the sight of the cane Penny held. Sheena flattened hersdf against
the doorjamb, her mouth agaping red hole. “ And now you' re going to kill me, too!”

“Cam down,” Penny said, holding up her hands. “ See, I'm putting down the cane. We need to cdll the
police”

In aflash, Sheenawhipped her cell phone out of her snakeskin purse and pushed a button. Just as
quickly she whipped up afew crocodiletears. “Hello? Thisis Sheena Linder. My fiancé, Deke Black,
was just murdered by hisex-wifein our home.”

Penny’ s knees buckled. “What are you doing?”

“Yes, she'sill here. Her name is Penny Francisco. We' re at 110 Charm Street in Mojo. It' sthe pink

house. Thank you.” Sheena snapped the phone shut. “They’re on their way.” She narrowed her eyes.
“You'regoingto fry for this, Granola Girl.”

Let thingsssimmer for awhile. ..




i Penny sat in aroom at theloca jail wearing baggy gray swesats borrowed from the supply
room and feeling ready to come undone. At least an hour had passed since she' d been escorted to the
room, since she' d left avoice message on Gloria Dalton’ s cell phone, two hours since she'd found
Deke s body. By now word of the gridy murder had probably spread to every household in Mojo via
Sheena s megaphone mouth. Penny dternately tapped her fingers on the table, hugged hersdlf, and
pinched hersdlf, just in case thiswas dl along, bad dream. Unfortunately, she was very much awake.

And under suspicion.

Under suspicion for murdering Deke. The ideawas so ludicrous that she had burst into laughter severa
timeswhile waiting for Chief Davisto return. If anyone was watching on the other side of the darkened
window, they probably thought she had lost her mind.

Her throat was parched, and her mouth tasted of stale vomit. Her head pounded from the countless
vodka martinis. Her finger stung from the punch-needle the CSl tech had used to check her
blood-acohol leve at the scene. Her pride hurt from having her clothing confiscated. And her heart had
turned to lead over the fact that Deke was dead.

And that someone had either unwittingly or purposely madeit look asif she had doneit.

The door opened, and Penny’ s pulse jumped. Police Chief Allyson Davis, atdl, big-boned brunette,
waked in, accompanied by arocky-faced, suited man that Penny had never seen.

“Sorry for the delay,” Allyson said, her face pale and drawn, making her ook even more severe. With
thefestival going on, she' d probably had along day. “ Thisis Detective Maynard from New
Orleans—he sgoing to be assigting in the investigation.”

Penny nodded, athough she had afedling that the two of them were not overjoyed to be working
together.

“Can | get you some coffee?” Allyson asked, setting atape recorder on the table.
Penny eyed the machine warily. “Water, please. And maybe some aspirin?’

“No can do on the aspirin, but I ll be back with the water.” She looked at the detective. “1’d appreciate
if you'd wait to talk tomywitness”

He nodded, but he made no promises, Penny noted.

When the door closed, he sat in one of the chairs and withdrew a packet of chewable aspirin from his
coat pocket. “I take them by the handful. Just don’t let her know | gaveit to you.”

“Thank you,” Penny murmured, then tore open the packet and chewed the orange-flavored tablets.



“S0...Ms. Francisco, how long haveyou lived in Mojo?’

“Eight years”

“What brought you to town?’

She shifted on the uncomfortable chair. “1 moved here with my husband.”
“Y ou mean, your ex-hushand?’

She bit her tongue. “Yes”

“Whereisyour family?’

She heditated. “1 grew up in asmal town in Tennessee.”

He nodded. “What town?’

“King...son”

“Kinggon?’

She coughed and nodded. “But | don’t have any family left.”

“What do you do for aliving, Ms. Francisco?’

“I own ahedlth food store.”

“Across the street from the house where the murder was committed.”

“That's correct. My husband—I mean, my ex-husband and | owned both pieces of property. When we
divorced, he kept the home we lived in, and | kept the business.”

“Why did you and your husband divorce?’

The door opened, admitting Allyson Davis. She handed Penny a bottle of water and glared at Maynard.
“I thought | told you to wait.”

“WEe rejust getting acquainted,” he said mildly.

Allyson lowered hersdf into achair. It was then that Penny noticed that the woman’ s nose and eyes
werered. Penny redized that Allyson had known the Black family for sometime. . . that she and Mona,
if not friendly, seemed to tolerate each other, that she and Deke had conferred on many cases. Penny
suspected that this wasthefirst homicide that Allyson had worked on since she' d arrived in Mojo; for the
victim to be someone she knew must be doubly difficult.

“Areyou doing okay, Penny?’” Allyson asked gruffly.

Penny took along drink of water, then nodded. “ Considering.”

“Do you want to tell uswhat happened?’



“| dready told you,” Penny said.

“For my sake,” Maynard said, his voice gpologetic.

“AndI’dliketo hear it again,” Allyson sad, “just to make sure | didn’t miss anything.”
Penny fidgeted with the label on the bottle. “Has Gloria Daton arrived yet?’

“Your attorney? No.”

Penny wet her lips. “Perhgps| should wait.”

Allyson pursed her mouth. “Why do you need an atorney, Penny? | thought you said you didn’t kill
Deke.”

The woman had dready convicted her, Penny redized suddenly, and the knowledge pushed her swest
glandsinto overdrive. “Ididn’'t kill him,” she said evenly. “But until the evidence can be processed and
I’'m cleared, | want my attorney to beinvolved, and I’ d rather not have to go through all of thisagain
when shearrives”

“What if | told you that we already have enough to arrest you on?’

A rap on the door sounded. Allyson frowned and pushed to her feet. When she opened the door, Penny
sagged in relief to see Gloriastep insgde. She was wearing asuit, but no makeup, and she looked flushed.
Behind her glasses, her blue eyes were bloodshot. Penny squinted—Gloria s eyes were normally green,
like her own. Her contact lenses must be colored.

“I'm GloriaDdton, Ms. Francisco’ s attorney. What' sthisal about?’

“It'sabout murder,” Allyson said dryly. “Y our client’ s ex-husband is dead, and she was discovered at
the scene.”

Glorialooked at Penny, then back to Allyson. “Is she under arret?’
“Not yet.”
“Where are her clothes?’

“Her clothing was bloodstained, plus she threw up al over herself—and the body. We offered her
something clean to wear.”

Gloriablanched. “I’d like to talk to Penny done.”

“It'sfine, Gloria” Penny said. “1 don’t have anything to hide, | just wanted you to be here when | gave
my Statement.”

Glorialooked at Allyson. “A moment, please?

Allyson sgnded to Maynard, and they left the room. As soon asthe door closed, Gloriastrode over to
the table, her expression pinched. “Penny, I'm not acrimind attorney!”



“1 know. But relax—I didn’'t kill Deke. | just wanted someone herethat | could trust.”

Gloriapulled her hand down her face, clearly agitated. “Are you sure you don’'t want meto call
someone who could better advise you?’

“Yes Thelagt thing | want isfor Allyson to think I’ m lawyering up on her.”
“Allyson? Do you know the chief personaly?’
“Everyone knows everyonein thistown.”

Gloriashook her head, but after afew seconds, she acquiesced. “Okay, but if | interrupt, you haveto
dowhat | say.”

“Agreed.”
Gloriasquinted. “ Do you know you have glitter dl over your face?’
Penny rolled her eyes. “ Y es. | may never wear makeup again.”

“Thisisagaingt my better judgment,” Gloria declared, then asked Allyson and Maynard to return. Soon
they were all crowded around the table.

“No recorder,” Gloriasad firmly.

“It'sfor your client’s protection as much asours,” Allyson said.

“No recorder,” Gloriarepesated.

Allyson frowned but nodded curtly. “Okay, Penny, let’s sart a the beginning.”

Penny shifted again—her rear end had gone to deep stting on the hard metd. *Y ou mean when | arrived
at the house?’

“Let’sgo back further. How did you spend your evening?’
“Friends gave me aparty at Caskey’s. | wasthere until about ten o’ clock.”

“And what was the party for?’

She clasped her hands around the water bottle, now speckled with glitter from her hands from touching
her face. “To celebrate my divorce.”

“From Deke Black?”’
1] Y$”
“Did anything unusua happen at the party?’

Penny thought of the voodoo doll episode, but it was just too, too ludicrous. “Not redly. It was asmdll



crowd. Everyone seemed to have agood time.”

“WE |l need alist of everyone who attended. What did you do after you |eft the party?’

Penny looked up to gather her thoughts. “1 went back to my apartment and | had—I|et’ s see—four voice
messages from Deke that he needed to talk to me.” Then shewinced. “No, wait, | need to go back . . .
before | left Caskey's, | ran into Sheena Linder and she told me that Deke was looking for something at
the house and that he thought | might know where it was.”

“For the record, Sheena Linder is Deke s girlfriend?’
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“And she' sthe woman that he had an affair with that ended your marriage.”

Penny wet her lips. “That's. . . correct.”

“Okay, so Sheenatdlsyou that Deke wantsto talk to you. Did shetdl you he was home?’

Penny frowned. “1 don’'t remember exactly. | guess| just assumed that he was home, since he wasn't
with her.”

“Whereisyour apatment?’

“Over the beignet shop, across from Caskey’s, on the square.”

“Uh-huh. So why did you decide to go to see Deke?’

“The phonewas busy.”

“Why didn’'t you just keep cdling? Or let him cal you back if it was so important?’

“Because |—" Penny stopped.B.J.She' d forgotten al about meeting him. A flush began to work itsway
up her neck. How long had he waited?“Because | . . . wanted to go back and enjoy the festival.”

Maynard pivoted his head to address Allyson. “Do you mind if | ask afew questions?’

Allyson’s mouth twitched. “ Go ahead.” Although it was clear that she did mind.

“S0, Ms. Francisco,” he said, “you decide to walk to the house to see what your ex-husband wanted.”
“Right. It sonly athree-block walk.”

“Do you have any idea of what he waslooking for?’

“None whatsoever.”

“Can you venture aguess?’

“Knowing Deke, it was probably acigar lighter, or something like that.”



“Mighty helpful of you to be so worried about what it was he needed.”

Penny took another drink from the bottle of water. “1’ ve tried to remain cordid after our split.”
“You didn't have any animosity toward your ex-husband?’

“No.”

“Noneat al?1 should warn you that we' |l be questioning your friends and employees.”

Penny swallowed hard. “Well, | wasn't pleased that he had the house we lived in painted pink.”
“That'sdl?’

She wet her lipsand glanced at Gloria—when they’ d been done, she should have told her attorney
about the fact that Deke might have been hiding assets. Gloriamust have seen something in Penny’s
expression, because she lunged forward in her sest.

“My client dready said that she endeavored to remain cordia. Move dong or thisinterview isover.”

Maynard sighed. “ Okay, tell me what happened when you arrived a the house.”

“I rang the doorbell, but no one answered. | assumed Deke was still on the phone, and when | leaned on
the door, it opened.”

His eyebrows shot up. “ So, let me get this straight—the door was open when you got there, and you
didn't think it was strange”?’

“Not redly. The front door ways swells until winter—you haveto apply alot of pressureto closeit. |
just assumed whoever had closed it last didn't teke the time.”

He leaned his chin on hishand. “ So you just went into the house?’

Penny brigtled. “I announced mysdlf.”

“Did Mr. Black ansver?”’

“No.”

“Thenwhat did you do?’

She decided to skip the fact that she’ d snooped abit. “I heard the television in his office—the door was
gar, and | could see that the light was on. | yelled acouple of more times from the foyer, then | went up
and| ... found him.”

Maynard leaned back and crossed hisarms. “ Can you be more specific?’

She moistened her dry lips. “I opened the door and he was lying on the floor, with that thing coming out
of hischest.”

“Thewire sake.”



She nodded.
“WE |l get back to the stake,” he promised, “ but tell me what happened next.”

“I knelt over himto seeif | could find a pulse, but there wasn't one.” She closed her eyesbriefly. “And
that’swhen | got sick . . . | wasjust so scared, and I’ d had afew drinks at Caskey’s.” She grimaced. “I
don't usudly drink.”

Maynard sighed heavily. “ So you threw up on the deceased. Then what? Did you call 9117

“No. | thought about it,” she added quickly. “But then it occurred to me that whoever had killed Deke
might still be inthe house. | heard anoise downgtairs, o | picked up a cane to defend mysdif.”

“But if you were afraid, why didn’t you call 9117’

Because | was more afraid that this would happen.“All I could think about was getting out of that
house. Then | redlized it was only Sheena coming home.”

“She said you were going to kill her with the cane.”

Penny sighed. “I thought she was an intruder—I wastrying to protect myself.”
“Did you strike her?’

“No, I didn’t lay ahand on her.” Not since she' d pushed her into traffic, thet is.
“So you're saying that Mr. Black was aready dead when you found him?’
“Absolutdy.”

“Areyou willing to take a polygraph?’

“yes”

“Strikethat,” Gloriainterrupted. “I1t' stoo early in the case to discuss a polygraph.”

Maynard pressed hislipstogether. “Let’s get back to the wire stake that was used to kill Mr. Black. Did
you recogni ze the stake, Ms. Francisco?’

Shebit her lip. “Yes”

“From where?’

“It looked like the same kind | used to stake off agarden next to my health food store.” Next to her, she
fdt Gloriadiffen.

“And | understand that this garden was a bit of a contentious point between you and your ex?’

Penny sighed and massaged her temples, which still pounded. “ Deke was never in favor of me starting
the health food store, and when | suggested the garden to expand business, hewas againg it, yes.”



“But you went ahead with your plans?’

“As soon as the divorce papers werefinal, and the land was mine.”

“When wasthat?’

“Earlier thisweek.”

“And do you have any ideawhy anyone would kill your ex-husband in such abizarre manner?’
“No.”

“Who had accessto the wire stakes?’

“I bought them at the local hardware store. And there are severd in the ground next to my
bus ness—anyone could have gotten one.”

Maynard sighed. “Ms. Francisco, do you believe in voodoo?’

Shefdt the blood drain from her face. “No.”

“But isn't your hedlth food store called The Charm Farm?”’

“That’ sbecauseit’'son Charm Street,” she explained. “ And because | sell organic products.”
“WEe ve heard arumor about avoodoo doll at your divorce party.”

Penny’ s ssomach rolled, emitting an untimely gurgle. “1t was agag gift. One of many | received.”
“Tell usabout the doll,” he encouraged.

She gave alittle laugh to hide her mounting fear. “1t was supposed to represent Deke.”
“Andwhat did you do toit?’

“1...” Sheswalowed. “I ... stabbed it withapin. But it was dl ajoke.”

“Uh-huh. Where exactly did you stab it?’

She closed her eyeshriefly. “In the chest.”

“Uh-huh. And don't you find it coincidental that shortly after you stab avoodoo doll of your ex-husband
g;tQ; (igeﬂ with apin, he' sfound dead with a stake sticking out of his chest? A stake from your

Panic rosein her chest like achoking tide. “1 know how it looks,” she said, her voice squeaky, “but |
didn't kill him! That'swhy I'm heretdling you everything.”

“Who gave you the voodoo doll?’



“I don't know—dll of the gifts were anonymous.”

Allyson scoffed, clearly eager to jump back in. “That' s convenient. Sheenatold usthat you wereredly
upset earlier today when you discovered that she and Deke were engaged.”

Had Sheenatold them that she' d pushed her into the street? Penny gripped the empty water bottle so
hard that it popped up in the air and landed on the floor. Maybe that polygraph wasn't such agood idea
after al. Sheleaned over to scoop up the bottle. “I was surprised, but it didn’t bother me.” Another
lie—God, she was pathological.

Allyson leaned forward, her eyeshard. “1 think you' re lying, Penny. Sheenaaso told usthat she thinks
you and Deke were fooling around behind her back.” Allyson’ s anger was pdpable, vibrating around the
room.

“That’ssmply not true,” Penny said, pulling back dightly from Allyson’s aggressive posture. Theirony
was downright humiliating—she and Deke hadn't had sex very often when they weremarried, much less
after they’ d split.

“Chief Davis,” Gloriasaid carefully, “ Since you were acquainted with the victim, perhaps Detective
Maynard should handle the questioning.”

Allyson sat back and seemed to regain her composure. “I gpologize. But this happened on my
watch—I1’ m sure you can understand my eagernessto get to the truth.”

“Why aren’t you questioning Ms. Linder?” Gloriaasked. “ She was the one who told Penny that Deke
was |ooking for her. Maybe she set Penny up.”

“Ms. Linder was at her place of business,” Allyson said. “From there she went directly to Caskey’s, and
severa people have vouched for her dibi.” The chief looked back to Penny and took a deep breath,
vighbly trying to cam hersdlf. “I think you killed him, Penny. | think it made you crazy to see Deke with
another woman, so crazy that you' d rather he be dead than with someone else.”

“That’snot true,” Penny said, exasperated. “1f | were going to kill Deke, | certainly wouldn’t have done
it with agarden stake!”

“Oh?How would you have killed him?’

Penny opened her mouth to describe her fantasies but clamped it shut when she redlized she’ d been
baited.

Allyson smiled. “1 think you were obsessed with him.”

Penny pressed her mouth together, suddenly closeto tears. “I loved Deke, but when our relationship
ended, | let it go.”

“Redly?’ Allyson gestured to Maynard, who reached into an inner jacket pocket and removed aplastic
evidence bag. Insde was the lovebirds ornament emblazoned with Deke and Penny, forever. “Do you
aways carry thisaround in your purse?’

Penny puffed out her cheeksin an exhade. “No. Deke gaveit to me when we were first dating, and it
was pecia to me. | forgot about it and left it in the house when | moved out.”



“And when did you get it back?’

She bit down on theinside of her cheek. “ Tonight.”

“When tonight—Dbefore you murdered Deke?’

“Stop badgering my client,” Gloriainterjected.

“Answer the question, Penny.”

She wiped her clammy palms on the thighs of her borrowed sweatpants and sighed. “When | got to the

housg, likel said, | thought Deke was still on the phone because he didn’t answer when | called his
name. | figured that while | waited for him to finish hiscal, I might aswell go to the attic and get the

ornament.”
“Sted it, you mean.”
“It wasmine,” she countered. “ Deke wouldn't have cared—it just wasn't worth bothering him.”

“But you didn’t want him to know,” Allyson said. “ After dl, he was engaged—you didn’'t want him to
know that you were il in lovewith him.”

“I wasn't in lovewith him, | just wanted the keepsake, that’ s all.”
Allyson crossed her arms. “There' sblood on your clothes, Penny.”
Shelifted her hands. “I must have gotten it when | leaned over him.”

“The CSl tech saysthey look like projected bloodstains, not transfer stains, which means you were
gtanding in front of him or over him when the blood was spurting out of him.”

Penny winced and shook her head. “That’simpossible. | didn’t kill him. | wasn't there. He was aready
dead when | found him.”

Allyson held up her fingers, counting off. “'Y ou had motive, opportunity, and you just happened to be the
onewho found the body. From where I’m ditting, thisis practically an open-and-shut case.”

Penny’ s stomach bottomed out. “But I didn’t kill Deke.”
Allyson pounded her fist on thetable. “ Then who did?’

Gloriastood abruptly. “Figuring that out isyour job, Chief. Areyou finished? My client isobvioudy
exhausted from her ordedl.”

“I'mfinished, al right.” Allyson’s hand hovered over the handcuffs a her side, but Maynard cleared his
throdt.

“Give usaminute, Counsdor.” Helooked at Allyson and nodded toward the hallway. She followed,
looking none too pleased.



When the door closed, Gloria collapsed into the chair. “ Penny, thisis serious, and | haveto tell you, I'm
inway over my head here. If they arrest you, you have to get another attorney.”

Penny bit her lip. “There smore.”

Gloriahdd up her hand. “Whatever it is, | don't want to know.”

“But this concernsyou.” Penny looked at the window. “ Can they hear me?’

“No. They'renot dlowed to listen in when a suspect talks to their attorney.”

Penny lifted her eyebrows. “1 thought you knew nothing about crimind law.”
Gloriasighed. “That' s about the extent of it. What isthisthing that concerns me?’
“Deke s paralegd told my employee Marie Gaston that Deke hid assets during the divorce settlement.”
Gloriaclosed her eyes. “ Oh, thisisbad. And when did Marie give you thisinformation?’
“During the party.”

“Before or after you stabbed the voodoo doll?’

“Um. .. before”

Gloriamouthed a curse word.

The door opened and Maynard returned, alone. “ Today’ s your lucky day, Ms. Francisco. We decided
not to make an arrest until the crime scene evidence has been processed.”

Penny amost wet hersdlf with relief.

Then Maynard' s eyebrows came together in adark frown. “Y ou' re free to go, but don't take any trips.
Oh, and a search warrant is being served on your gpartment as we speak.” Heleft the room, banging the
door shut.

Gloriamelted into her chair. “Tell me you burned that voodoo doll.”

“It' sat my apartment.”

“Oh, God, we' rein deep shit.”

Penny winced. “More like deep voodoo.”



Then dir thingsup again. . .

i “Areyou sureyou'll be okay?’ Gloriaasked.

Penny tried her best to smile as she did out of the passenger door of her attorney’scar. “1’ll be fine from
here—my placeisjust around the corner. Thanks for the ride home.”

“I'll cal you tomorrow.”

Penny closed the door and shivered against the lower temperatures. The police had confiscated her
purse, releasing only her keysand driver’ slicense. Without the flashlight, she felt vulnerable on the side
dreet. She couldn’t see her watch in the dim lighting, but she estimated the time to be about 3:00A.M.
The sireet was nearly empty, save for the people who were camped out for the night against the building,
thetipsof their cigarettes glowing in the dark. Hushed talk and low laughter floated out, dong with the
scent of incense and clove,

Spooked from the pictures of Deke’ s murder scene now burned into her brain, she walked as quickly as
the borrowed flip-flops would alow, eager to bein her own bed. Her body was wracked with
exhaustion, but she doubted she' d get any deep. She just wanted to put the covers over her head for a
few hours and absorb the absurd redlity that Deke was dead.

And more absurd till, that the police thought she'd doneit.

She rounded the corner and entered the square, not surprised to see the ceremonid fires fill burning and
aknot of people gill chanting and dancing. But the crowds had dispersed and the chirp of cicadas had
replaced the drums. And thank goodness, the masked priestess who had rattled Penny (literally) was
nowhere to be found.

The giant revolving beignet had never looked so good to her. She stepped up to the outer door leading
to her gpartment, then inhaed sharply when she redlized aman was sitting on the sdewalk, his heed
down, his back leaned against her door. Her startled cry made him stir. He lifted hishead, raising his
hand to shield hiseyesfrom the street light.

“B.J?" she asked, incredulous. How desperate was the man to get laid that he’ d waited four hours?

“Hey,” he croaked, pushing to hisfeset. “I heard what happened. Are you okay?’

She was ingtantly suspicious. “How did you hear what happened?’

“1 was here when the police came—I guessthey searched your place? One of the copstold me that
your ex-husband was murdered.”



“That sright,” she said, wondering what €l se the cop had told him.
“So...didyoukill him?’
Indignance puckered her mouth. “No.”

He brushed off his backside. “Good. | usualy can size up people pretty well, and | pegged you for a
lover, not afighter.”

In the daylight, he might have been charming, but at this hour and considering what she d been through,
shewas't amused. “L ook, it'sbeen avery long night. I’'m not up for company.”

“What? Oh, no, | didn’'t expect youto . ..” He made arueful noise. “I just wanted to seeif you were
okay.”

“I'm okay.”

“Good.” Henodded. “Then.. .. I'll beon my way.”

She watched him begin to walk away, remorse coursing through her chest. If only she had left Caskey’s
with him, she reasoned crazily, she wouldn’'t have been in the mess shewasin. The next time she had the
choice between fun and obligation, shewould choosefun . . . assuming there would be anext time.
“Hey,” shesad. “Wait.”

He turned back.

“I guess| owe you an explanation.”

He shrugged. “Not unless you want to talk about it.”

She crossed her arms over her baggy sweatshirt. “ Just who are you anyway?’

Hegavealittle laugh. “ That’ safar question. My nameis Beaumont.”

“Why areyou in Mgjo?’

“I’'min town on business”

“What kind of business?’

He heditated. “I' m aprivate investigator from New Orleans. | specidize in missing persons. | go where
the crowds are—fegtivals, concerts.”

Penny narrowed her eyes. “Why were you at Sheena Linder’ s house yesterday morning?”’
“How did you know about that?’
“She' sengaged to my ex-husband, the man who was murdered tonight. And shelivesin the house |

used to—only it wasn't pink when | lived there. | have abusiness across the street, and | saw you drive
upinagreenca.”



Hewhistled low. “Not bad. If you got my license plate number, I'd like to offer you ajob.”
“Areyou two involved or something?’

“No.” Hehdd up hishands. “I’ d never met the Linder woman until yesterday, and it didn’t take melong
to redize that she’ snot my type.”

Okay, so he wasimproving in her eyes. “Then why were you there?’
Another hegtation. “It was a dead-end lead. Wait aminute—didshekill your ex-husband?’

“That would betoo smple.” Immediately, guilt descended, and Penny sighed. “I’ m sorry—that wasa
terriblething to say. I'mtired.”

“Right.” He stuffed his handsinto his coat pockets. “Look, | know it'slate, but do you want to talk,
maybe grab acup of coffee a the diner?’

Shelooked down to the far |eft corner of the square. Sure enough, Ted' swas still open. Penny wavered
and looked down at her baggy swests and flip-flops. “I’m not exactly dressed for it.”

“It'sadiner. There's mashed potatoes on the floor.”

She amiled for thefirst timein what seemed like days.

“Come on—just a cup of coffee. Decaf.”

Why did she gravitate toward this stranger? He looked dark and potentialy dangerous, yet there was no
denying the fact that he exuded a vibe of strength that she needed . . . and wanted. She caved to curiosity
and walked toward him. “That’ sthe only thing on Ted' s menu that' s passable, and just barely.”

They walked in silence, past the erected shelter and the vendor booths that had been closed up for the
night, past bundles of people sitting on tarps around portable Coleman lanterns with blankets wrapped
around them. Without being obvious, B.J. glanced at every face.

“Doesthe voodoo festival dways bring out such abig crowd?’ he asked.

“Never quitethis big. The westher has helped.”

He held open the diner door, and she walked under hisarm. “What kind of business do you own?”’

She frowned at the deadly dessertsrotating in the refrigerator case as they passed. “ A health food
dore”

He chortled. “ That explainsthe tofu remark at the bar.”
“Haveyoutried it?’ she asked as she did into a sticky red-and-white booth.

He shrugged out of hisleather bomber jacket and tossed it on the seat before Sitting opposite her. “No, |
can honestly say I’ ve never tried tofu.”

“Wall, don't knock it until you'vetried it.” She glanced around to seeif she knew anyonein the diner



and spotted the two friends of Marie' swho worked at the Hair Affair, who had cometo her party. One
of the girls saw her and put her hand to her mouth, then whispered to the other one, who looked up, her
eyeswide.

Penny turned away, wondering what she' d been thinking to come here—in standard issue Mjo jall
garb, noless.

“Friends of yours?’ B.J. asked.

“Not redly. But | guessword has gotten around about Deke.”
“That wasyour ex’s name—Deke?’

“Deke Black. | went back to my maiden name, Francisco.”

“Penny Francisco,” hesaid, asif testing it on histongue. “Nice.” Then he frowned. “His name sounds
familia—would | know him?’

“He san attorney—" She stopped. “1 mean, hewas an attorney herein Mojo. Maybe your paths
crossed at some point.”

“Maybe.”

Ted walked by and tossed two menus on the table.

“So,” B.J. sad, opening amenu. “What happened?’

She fingered the menu and told him about running into Sheena before she lft the bar and the messages
that Deke had |eft for her at her gpartment. “After | called you, | kept getting abusy sgnd at Deke's”
Shelifted her hands. “Don’t ask me why, but | decided to walk to the house to see what he wanted and
get it over with. When | got there, | found his. . . body.” A shudder overtook her, but she was
determined not to break down. “ And then Sheena came home and foundme.”

Hewas quiet, but from his eyes, she could tell his mind wasracing.

“Made up yer mind yet?’ Ted asked. His apron was stained every color in the rainbow and smeared
with some chunky stuff that Penny didn’t want to identify.

“Decaf coffeefor me,” she said, pushing away the menu.

B.J. looked up. “Do you mindif | get somefood?I’ll eat fast.”

“No, go ahead.” While he ordered, she studied hisfeatures, placing himin hislate thirties. His square
jaw had aday’ s growth, and his hair was long on top and windblown. Hisblack Kenny Wayne
Shepherd Band T-shirt had seen afew washings. She' d never met aPl, but she decided the occupation
suited him and idly wondered about his background.

“Comin’ right up,” Ted said, then helooked at Penny. “Weren't you married to that Deke Black who
was murdered tonight?’

She swalowed. “Wewere divorced.”



“Word isthat you stabbed avoodoo doll and did himin.”
Penny tried her best to look outraged. “ That’ sridiculous.”

B.J. looked at Ted. “How about that coffee?” When the man shuffled away, B.J. said, “What' sal this
about avoodoo doll?’

Shesighed. “It'sdlly. | got avoodoo doll dressed like Deke as agag gift at my party. | got carried away
and. .. stabbedit.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “ And how was Deke killed?’
“Um. .. hewas stabbed.”

“Oh”

She started to get up. “Look, thiswasabad idea. .. I'minalot of trouble. . . | shouldn’t even be here
... withyou.”

He put hishand on her arm. “Maybe | can help.”

She looked down at his big hand, thinking how wrong everything seemed—Deke was gone and another
man was touching her, offering help. Her eyeswelled with tears, and she was afraid to move or spesk.
Mortification rolled over her in waves.

“Shhh,” he murmured. “Don’t break down . . . not now. There are too many eyes.”

Hewasright. She blinked furioudy just as Ted returned to dide two mugs of coffee acrossthe table.
She sat back down and drank deeply from hers, feeling somewhat camer. “ Are you saying that | should
hire you to help clear me?’

He shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Areyou any good?’ Thewords hung intheair, thick with theimplication of what might have happened
tonight if she hadn’t goneto Deke's.

A little smile curved his mouth. “ The best in three sates.”

What was he going to say? Still, she believed him. Y et the urge to tdll this man everything scared her a
little. “Do you have some sort of 1D or something that says you' re what you say you are?’

Hewithdrew hiswallet and showed her acard-sized registration for his agency.Beaumont
Investigative Agency . “I started the business with my brother about five years ago.”

Then he showed her his Louisianadriver’ slicense—on top of everything else, he was photogenic. She
nodded, satisfied.

“Areyou gill interested?’” he asked, then amiled. “In my help, | mean?’

Theideaof relying on him was unnerving sSmply because she was o physicaly attracted to him, which



was a bit insane considering her situation. Regardless, it wouldn’t hurt to have someone with his expertise
on her sde until things settled down. “ Are you expensve?’

Hewinked. “Don’t worry—you can afford me.”
“Okay, you're hired.”

He nodded, asif it had been aforegone conclusion. “Now, tell me more about this voodoo doll.”
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i Penny took a deep breath, then told B.J. about the gag gifts and how everyone had goaded
her to stab the voodoo doll. “It wasjust ajoke, of course.”

A hdf-amile curved hismouth. “Buit it probably felt good.”
She nodded sheepishly. “ Of course now | fed terrible.”
“Wasit abad breakup?’

She shrugged, loathe to share dl the sordid details. “1 caught him with Sheena, | moved out, | filed for
divorce”

“Rather recently, | assume?’
“It al gtarted about ten months ago, and it wasfinal thisweek.”

He grunted. “ So, hisgirlfriend tells you he wants something, you cal and the lineisbusy, then you go to
his house and find him dead.”

“Right. In hisoffice”

“Y ou gill have akey to the house?’



She pursed her mouth. “Probably a couple.” One on the extrakey ring in her purse that the police had,
dammit. Shetold him about the door being open.

“And what was he stabbed with?’
“A garden stake.”
“Comeagain?’

“A wire garden stake with aflag on the end. I, um, used them this week to stake off a garden next to my
busness”

Helooked at her as he drank from his cup, asif he was wondering whether or not to believe her
innocence. “1 guessthe police put you through the wringer,” he said carefully.

13 Ya”
“Sowhy didn’t they arrest you?’

“A detective from New Orleans was there—I think he baieved me. It seemed to me that he didn’ t want
to make an arrest until the crime scene was processed.”

“What was his name?’

“Maynard.”

B.J. nodded. “1 know of him. He has areputation for being fair. Did you have an attorney present?’
“GloriaDdton. She'smy divorce attorney.”

Helooked darmed. “ Divorce attorney?’

“Shetold mel’d haveto find someoneelseif I'm. . . charged.”

“The police must have set arecord for obtaining a search warrant.”

“Did | mention that Deke' s mother isthe mayor?’

“ AR

Ted returned with a platter of sausages and bacon swimming in brown grease, three fried eggs, and four
pieces of toast drenched in butter.

Penny stared. “Y ou’re not going to eet al of that?’
He proceeded to cover everything with alayer of sdt. “Want some?’
She made aface. “No. You're clogging your arteries.”

“Probably.” He shoveled in ahuge amount of food and chewed heartily. * So, does your ex-husband
have any enemies?’



“1 don’t know—maybe. He' s an attorney, so I’'m sure he' s pissed off afew people aong the way.”
“Did he have any girlfriends other than Sheena?’

Sheflushed. “1 don’t know . . . wait. When Sheenafirst arrived at the house, she accused me of
sneaking around with Deke behind her back. She said she suspected that something was going on.”

“Wasthere?' he asked pointedly.

“No. But maybe he was seeing someonedse.”
“When wasthelast time you saw him?’

“Y esterday morning. | raninto him a the museum.”
“Musaum?’

“The Instruments of Death and VVoodoo Museum. It' sMaojo’sclaim to fame. And it’ slocated next to my
business. | walked over there yesterday morning to drop off some misdelivered mail, and | raninto Deke

coming out of the museum.”

“Isthat unusud?’

“No, hetakes care of the museum’slegd affairs.”

“Did he seem upset or preoccupied?’

“Stressed, maybe, but that’ s been the norm lately when we re together.”
“Did you two have an argument?’

“Not redly. | wasirritated that he' d painted the house pink.”

Hewinced. “Y eah, that'sbad. So . . . maybe he has another honey on the side who wastired of being
ignored.”

Penny nodded, then another thought struck her. “ Sheenaand Deke just got engaged, so if he had
another woman on the side, maybe that sent her over the edge.”

B.J. studied Penny, and she knew what he was thinking—that the engagement could just as easily have
senther over the edge. But he smply nodded. “Y ou think that whoever did it might have been trying to
frame you by using a stake from your property and smulating the voodoo doll stabbing?’

When hesaid it, it sounded utterly ridiculous. “1 don’t know what to think. I'm alittle numb.”

He shoveled, chewed, and swallowed. “Who gave you the doll?’

“I don’t know—the gifts were anonymous. But there were only afew people at the party, so it shouldn’t
be hard to find out.”



He shoved anapkin in her direction, then fished a pen out of his coat pocket. “Write down the names.”

Shetook the pen and wrote down everyone she could remember, pausing when she got to Liz and
Wendy—she needed to call them, to break the news about Deke.

“Does anyone stick out in your mind as someone who would have done this?’

Penny turned her head to glance at the two girlsfrom the Hair Affair, who had their heads together. One
of them was biting her nails. Penny looked back and sighed. “No. But Deke hid alot of thingsfrom me.”

“There' sawaysthe possbility that it was arandom killing—astranger passing through for the festival.”

She nodded, strangely buoyed by the fact that it could be someone who didn’t know Deke. . . who
hadn’t killed him because they hated him. “What happens now?’

Hefinished thelast bit of food and washed it down with aswallow of coffee. She stared at his empty
plate as he wiped his mouth with a paper ngpkin. “Now | do the legwork that the police might not do.”

She pursed her mouth. “If | lose my business over this, | might have to pay you in vitamins.”
Hewinked. “We might have to think of something else.”

Shetried to laugh but found suddenly that she didn’t have the energy. 1 need to get to bed.”
“Okay,” he said, withdrawing hiswallet. He threw cash on the table.

“Alone,” she added, then ingantly fdlt likeanidiot.

Hissmile was sardonic. “You'rein luck—I don't deep with clients.” He stood and picked up hisjacket.
“Comeon, I'll walk you back.”

Penny clamped her mouth shut lest she say something else brainless.

On theway out of the diner, he stopped at the public bulletin board. Reaching into hisjacket, he pulled
out awhite flyer and used a pushpin to attach it to the corkboard.

MISSING:

Jodi Reynolds, age 17,

last seenin New Orleans, September 12.

Penny bit her lip. “ So you’ re the one who posted the flyer.”

He nodded. “I’ m hoping someonein town for the festival might have seen her.”
“Who hired you to look for her?’

“Her grandmother.” He held open the door, and she walked under hisarm.

She shivered when the cool, dewy air hit her face. “ How many of them do you find?’



He opened his leather jacket and settled it onto her shoulders. She started to object, but honestly, it felt
good. “About haf. But even then, like you said earlier, some of them don’t want to befound. I'm
working on about a dozen missing person cases at the moment, some of them a couple of yearsold.”

“Do you have afedling about thisgirl?”

He nodded. “My feding isthat she ran away, then ran into trouble. And from what | know about her,
shewouldn’t last long on the Streets.”

A chill ran down Penny’ s back. Evil people were out there, just looking for an innocent to prey upon.
“Doyou have any leads?’

“The bartender at Caskey’s said hethinksthisisthe girl who tried to pass him afake 1D acouple of
weeks ago, but he wasn't sure. Truthfully, she could be anywhere.”

“Or dead?’

“Yeah,” hesaid in avoicethat told her that if he were abetting man (and he probably was), he’ d bet
that the girl was never coming home.

The campers were more subdued when she and B.J. walked back through the square, with afew
diehards kicking around a hackey sack. Thefirein theperistil had petered out. Penny averted her gaze
from the empty chicken cages.

“Thisfestiva seemsto bring out an interesting crowd,” B.J. observed.

“Interesting? | had awoman comein my store and ask for bat brains.”

Helaughed, awarm, throaty sound. “It takes dl kinds.”

When they reached the outside door leading to her apartment, her dread at seeing what the police had
doneto her place mounted. “Wonder how they got in,” she murmured.

“Some guy let them in—short, stocky, smelly.”

“Elton,” shesad. “My landlord. | hope heingtalled some lightbulbs while he was here.” She opened the
door and flipped the light switch—nothing. “ Guess not.”

“I takeit your apartment is at the top of these stairs?’
13 Rigl,]tl”
“I'll follow you up.”

Shedidn’'t argue, glad to have company as shefelt her way up. And she got felt up once when he
reached forward and found her rear end.

“Sorry,” he muttered.

Shewas sorry too—that such an accidenta graze could leave her tingling al over. The deep deprivation



had |eft her vulnerable, she rationaized. Oh, and the looming murder ra.

At thetop of the gtairs, B.J. pulled out apenlight to help her find the keyhole. She pushed open the
door, turned on the light over the dining table, and gasped. Everything was upturned, on end, or insde
out. The gag gifts were strewn across the dining room table—the toilet paper unfurled, the condoms
strung out accordion-style, the vibrator dismantled, batteries and springs hanging out.

Shefisted her hands, on the verge of laughing maniacally . . . and gobbling down the Happy Divorce
chocolate bars.

B.J. sintent gaze didn’'t missathing, lingering on the eratic items alittle longer than necessary. Then he
walked over to remove a piece of paper taped to her refrigerator.

“What'sthat?” she asked, hugging hersdif.

“A list of what was removed during the search.” He scanned the paper. “ The voodoo doll you
mentioned . . . aphotograph dbum . . . aninflatable life-szemaledoall . . .” He looked up, eyebrows
raised.

She squirmed. “Another gag gift.”

His expression was dubious. “Whatever you say.” He glanced back to the paper. “ And ahandgun.”

Penny’ s eyes went wide. “What? That' simpossible. | don’'t own agun.”

“It says herethat you had a.45.” He gave her apiercing look. “That’s a pretty big handgun to forget
about owning.”

Shefrowned. “I'mtdling you, | don’'t own agun! There must be some mistake.”

He pursed his mouth. “I suppose the police could have planted it, but that doesn’t compute, Since your
ex-husband was stabbed.”

“It samigtake, that'sdl,” she said, taking the paper. “ Everyone who knows me knows how | fedl about
guns”

He gave her alittle haf smile. “Then you d better stay out of my pants.”
Surprise and arousal blazed across her skin. “ Excuse me?”’

He patted abulge at his waistband, and her discomfort leve ratcheted higher. Could she trust this man?
Could shetrust her own ingtincts anymore?

“Anyway,” he said, drawing the word out into fourteen syllables, “you should have your attorney check
out the gun report firgt thing in the morning.”

She nodded and hid ayawn behind her hand.
“Is there someone you can stay with for awhile? I’ll drive you.”

Faces of friends and acquaintancesfiled through her head—Marie, Guy, Hazd, Liz—but she discarded



them one by one. Shedidn’t want to get them involved, to implicate them in the ugly gossip that was
aready making therounds. “Not redly.”

“Boyfriend?’ heasked lightly.

Hest rushed her neck. “No.”

He nodded curtly, asif filing that tidbit of information. “How about getting ahotel room?’

“Thefew placesin town are probably full from thefestiva.”

“There smy room—"

“I"d fed better here,” shecut in. “Especidly since the night isalmost over.”

He worked his mouth from sideto side. “1 could deep on the couch.”

She swallowed. “Th-that’ s not necessary.”

He nodded. “ Okay, then I’ll take off so you can get somerest.” He glanced around. “Isthis door the
only way in and out?’ He opened the door they had just entered and checked the dead bolt with a
frown.

“There' saduliet balcony off the bedroom, but there’ sno accessto it from the street.”

“Will you show me?’

She nodded and padded through the mess. When they entered her bedroom, her scomach pitched—her
bed linens were torn from the bed, her underwear was hanging out of drawers.

He opened the doors leading to the tiny bal cony, then stepped outside and looked down before stepping
back insde and closing the doors. “Y ou should have new locksinstalled on both doors.”

“Areyou kidding?| can’'t even get lightbulbsingtaled.”

Heturned. “I’'m serious.”

She swallowed. “Okay. It'sjust that Mojoiss0. . . safe”

“Except for the occasona murder?’

Shewinced.

“Whoever killed your ex-hushand is ill out there. Do you have something to protect yoursdf with?”

Her thoughts strayed to the box of condoms on the dining room table, but she forced herself to focus.
“Um...no?7

Hewalked back through the gpartment to her kitchen. She followed and watched as he pulled out
drawers. At length he withdrew abutcher knife and walked back toward her. At the sght of thelarge
knifein his hand, panic diced through her chest as she once again questioned how much she should trust



this man. She took a step backward.

He stopped, then extended the knife to her, handlefirst. “ Seep with this. . . and your cell phone.”
“I don’t have one.”

“Get one. Do you il have my number?’

Shelooked around at the mess. “It’s here somewhere.”

Hewroteit on apiece of paper and handed it to her. “ Cal meif . . . something comes up. Will you be
here tomorrow?’

She shook her head. “1 think | need to be at work. | want to reassure my employees—and my
customers—that everything is okay.”

He nodded. “It’ s best that you stick to your normal schedule as much aspossible. . . if you fed upto
it”

At the concernin hiseyes, her sensestirred . . . until sheredlized it was the same look he' d had when
he' d talked about the missing girl from theflyer. It was B.J. Beaumont’ sjob to rescue people, and she
just happened to bein the wrong place & theright time.

Shefollowed him to the door, her heart clicking in her chest as she reluctantly handed him hislesther
jacket. “Um. . .thank you. .. B.J. | barely know you, but . . .” Shelooked into hisdark eyes and felt an
entirely ingppropriate urge to press her face into his chest. “Thank you for agreeing to help me,” she
finished lamdly.

He donned hisleather coat dowly. “I haveto be honest,” he said in his cottony drawl, “abusiness
relationshipisn’'t what | had inmind when | first saw you.” Then one sde of hismouth lifted. “But I'll take
it...for now. Sleep tight, Red.”

When the door closed behind him, Penny wanted to run after him. It was, sheredlized, desperation in
the face of turmail, the compulsion to cling to the most stable thing in Sght. Her head buzzed from
exhaugtion and ahost of emations pulling on her, draining her. She couldn’t bear climbing into the bed
that the police had torn apart, so she grabbed her pillow and a blanket and curled up on the couch with
her butcher knife and cordless phone, then stared at the shadows on the ceilings. Her mind would not be
quieted.

Deke was dead. Thefindity of it Smply wouldn't sink in. He was too young, too arrogant, toospecial to
die. Intruth, her own death would have come asless of asurpriseto her, especialy considering the
environment in which she' d been raised.

A dark, niggling thought did to the forefront of her mind: What if the police looked into her background,
found out what kind of stock she came from?

She burrowed further into the couch, making hersdf as smdll as possible, closing her eyestight. If that
sordid bit of information cameto light, it would virtualy notarize her arrest warrant.
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i Penny wasjarred awake by aloud clanging noise. She sat straight up, sending the butcher
knife and the cordless phone crashing to the floor, her heart in her throat. For afew disoriented
seconds, she couldn’'t remember why shewas so afraid . . . thenit all cameflooding back . . . Deke. ..
dead. The phone rang, and she redlized with relief that it was the noise that had awakened her.

She stood up, grabbed her aching head, and got to the phone on the fourth ring, wondering what time it
was. Daylight wasjust beginning to filter through the lead glasswindows. “Hello?’ she croaked.

“Isthis Penny Black?’ aman asked.
“Penny Francisco,” she corrected.

“You're on live with Kenner on WY NO news radio—will you give us astatement on the murder of your
ex-hushand?’

Her mouth opened and closed as her mind spun. Of course the media had gotten wind of Deke' sbizarre
death. Inasmall town like Mojo, murder was big honking news.

“Ms. Francisco, did you put ahex on your ex?’” the man demanded. “ Do you have some kind of
mystica power?’

She squinted. “What?’

“Did the voodoo ceremony that you performed on your husband have something to do with the festival
that’ staking place?’

“Ex-husband,” she muttered on an exhde. “And no!” She hung up the phonein apanic, but it rang again
afew secondslater. She yanked the phone cord from the base unit, her chest heaving.

Rubbing her gritty eyes, she went to the kitchen for adrink of water. It was just after 7:00A.M. She
leaned into the SNk, welcoming the cool of the stainless stedl againgt her flesh, fighting nausea asthe
previous day’ s events came back with jarring clarity. Fending off the remnants of a hangover and dealing
with the most shocking news of her life was not agood combination. Shefet asif she' d been dragged by
her heels over some very rough terrain; the last thing she wanted to do was go out for her morning run,



but she knew it would help clear her head. For energy, she downed atal glass of orange juice, then she
went into the bedroom, trying to ignore the mess while sherifled for running gear. She dressed in record
time

When she opened the door and stepped onto the sidewalk, the scene was dank and depressing.
Everywhere people lay deegping, unwashed clumps covered with dew. Food containers littered the
ground. From the shelter rose asickening smell of chicken flesh and smoke. Penny swallowed and took
off on her usua route, toward Charm Street. B.J. had said to act normal.

As her feet hit the pavement, her thoughts went to the man who so quickly and so willingly had cometo
her aid. She pondered her strong attraction to B.J. Beaumont and told hersalf it was because she was il
gtinging from Deke' srgection . . . and death.

As she bounded onto Charm Street toward the Victorian, she stayed on the side of the street of her
business. Her store was quiet, and probably would be until Marie opened at 9:00. Business should be
good . . . unless people decided to avoid her store because of the rumors that were bound to have
spread about Deke' s murder. The residents of Mojo were a suspicious, unforgiving lot—take Diane
Davidson, for instance. In the same Situation, Penny wasn't so sure she’' d have the gutsto stay . . . and
she hoped she wouldn't have to find out.

Shetried, but she couldn’t resst aglance at the pink house as she jogged by. The yard was flattened
and marred with muddy tire tracks from the many police vehiclesthat had parked wherever they could
the night before. She wondered if Deke' s office had been cordoned off with police tape, if Sheena had
gpent the night in the house. When the memory of Deke' s staring eyesrosein her mind, she dug her hedls
deeper into the pavement. When the vision of the wire stake imbedded in his chest haunted her, she
pumped her arms and picked up speed. Her brain couldn’t dwell on those horrific detailsif it was
occupied with processing pain sgnalsfrom her straining calves.

Sheran to the corner and turned right to jog past the Instruments of Death and VVoodoo Museum. The
museum loomed ominoudy in the predawn light, separated from the sdewalk by the shoulder-highiron
fence and the padlocked gate. As sheran by, aflicker of light in one of the stained-glass windows on the
top floor caught her eye—a strobe of some kind? A fire? When she dowed, however, the light
disappeared. She resumed running, deciding that the rising sun was playing tricks on her eyes. She shook
her head, reminding hersdlf that she had plenty of intriguein her own life without imagining more.

She crossed aquiet street and inhaled deeply to prepare her body for Hairpin Hill, which led up into the
new suburbs that surrounded Mojo. The curvy road was quiet and deserted, hemmed with thick
hawthorne trees and white caméllias at the peak of their perfume. With itsthree hairpin curvestraversing
the side of the smal manmade mountain before looping back to the road on the other side, Hairpin Hill
wasthe most chdlenging leg of her run, but dso her favorite. . . usudly.

This morning the darkness of the tree canopy seemed menacing instead of shady, the air stifling instead

of aromatic. She blamed her unease on B.J. swarning that a murderer was still on the loose, and on her
own fatigue. Without proper degp and nourishment, her energy was flagging, her musclestightening, her
lungs congtricting. Halfway through the last hairpin turn, she stopped, gasping for air, and leaned over to
grasp her knees.

A loud crack exploded in the air, startling her. From the echo, the noise sounded amazingly like a
gunshot. She pivoted, thinking a car had backfired, only to find herself alone on theroad asfar as she
could seein both directions. Another loud crack split the air. Thistime, whatever it was, was close
enough for her to hear the whizzing noise asit sped by, and it caused wood to splinter on atree next to



her. In the fraction of a second that it took for her to register the fact that someone was shooting at her,
her feet, thank goodness, had aready figured it out.

An enormous surge of adrenaline sent her sprinting back down the hill faster than she'd ever runin her
life. A couple of timesthe momentum aone nearly took her down, but terror kept her upright and
moving, her arms and legs pumping. The stretch of road had never seemed so long. A frightened, keening
sound erupted close by, then she redlized the noise was coming from her throat. Someone was shooting
at her, trying to pick her off likeaduck in acarniva game. Her back burned with the overwhelming
sensation that someone was bearing down on her.

At the bottom of the hill, sheflung herself acrossthe road blindly, her only thought getting to the other
sdeand into town. A car horn blasted the air. She turned her head to see the blur of awhite car and
braced for impact. The driver locked the brakes, but the car still grazed her hip, knocking her to the
ground. Thetang of burned rubber filled the air. The driver’ s side door sprang open, and Steve Chasen
jumped out. “Penny?’

Shaken, she picked hersdf up off the road. She was so relieved to see afamiliar face, though, that she
practicdly fdl into him.

“Areyou okay?’ he asked. “My God, | dmost didn’'t seeyou in timeto stop.”
“Someone. .. was...shooting . . . a me” shesaid, her teeth chattering.

“What?’

“Onthehill,” shesad pointing.

Hefrowned, his expression wary. “ It was probably someone playing with fireworks.”
“No,” she said stubbornly. “I1t was gunshots.”

Stevewas quiet for afew seconds. “Penny,” he said gently, “I heard about Deke, that the police
questioned you.”

Sheread his expresson. He thought shewas guilty . . . and perhaps had snapped. 1 didn’t kill Deke,
Steve. And | wasn't imagining thingsjust now.”

He nodded and led her to the passenger side of the car, asif shewereasmall child. “But you're
understandably upset. Y ou might have heard something and thought it was agunshot.”

Penny opened her mouth to object but recognized the futility of arguing. “Will you please just take meto
my gpartment?’

“Of course,” he said, opening the car door and helping her inside. While he walked around the front of
the car, she glanced back toward Hairpin Hill. Nothing seemed amiss. Had she mistaken the wild shots
of awoodsman or a car backfiring for someone trying to kill her? She sank deeper into her sest, her
mind racing.

Steve was quiet as he drove her back toward town, although she felt his gaze upon her. He dowed at
the pink house and stared before driving on.



“I can't believe he' sdead,” he murmured.

“Neither can|,” she said.

“Did heredly dielike everyoneis saying?’

“If everyoneis saying that he was stabbed, then yes.”
“With agarden stake?’

His eyes glittered with excitement, and afinger of uneasetickled the back of her neck. Steve had seen
her stab the voodoo doll and might have had his own reasons for wanting his boss dead.

“That’sright,” she murmured.

“It’ skind of spooky that you stabbed the voodoo doll at the party, and then Deke winds up dead the
sameway.”

“Uh-huh. By theway, did you bring the doll asagag gift?’

“No,” he said quickly, then looked sheepish. “I didn’t have timeto buy agift.” Then his eyeswidened.
“Do the police think it was someone at the party?”

“They don't know,” she said carefully. “The doll might be somekind of bizarre coincidence. Was Deke
having trouble with any of hisclients?’

Steve shrugged. “He was having troubl e collecting fees from a couple of people, but otherwise. . .
Wait—Diane Davidson threatened Deke.”

Penny frowned. “ Threatened him how?’
“She said he' d be sorry that he didn’t take on her case.”
“That’ s hardly adesth threat.”

“It wastheway shesaid it,” Steve said. “Shewas giving himthe evil eye. . . and she was at the party.
Maybe she brought the voodoo doll.”

Penny didn’'t want to think the quiet woman had anything to do with Deke s degth, but Diane, too, had
seen Penny stab the voodoo doll, and Penny redlly didn’t know her very well. “ Are you going to open
Deke s office today?’

“Y eah, even though I’'m out of ajob unless someone takes over the practice.” He flushed. 1 know that
sounds sdlfish, consdering what' s happened.”

“No,” Penny said charitably as he pulled up in front of the beignet shop. “Y ou have to take care of
yoursdlf.” She opened the door, eager to get out of the car. “ Thanksfor theride, Steve. | . .. maybel
was overreacting about the sound | heard. | didn’t get much deep last night.”

Steve nodded sympatheticaly, and she climbed out of the car. “Penny, do you know anything about a
funera servicefor Deke?’



She swallowed hard and shook her head. The only tie she had to Deke now was as a murder suspect.
“I'm assuming Monawill handle everything . . . or maybe Sheena Bye, Steve.” She closed the door
before he could ask more questions. For some reason, she till didn’t trust him. When she picked up the
momingPost that had been ddlivered while she’ d been out running, she redlized her hands were
trembling. Even if those gunshots hadn’t been meant for her, they had come too close for comfort.

When she entered her apartment, the clutter only further reminded her of the chaosin her life. Shetook a
few minutesto clear the dining room table of the gag gifts, shaking her head at the condoms and the
vibrator, thinking she' d be usng one before the other . . . if her life ever returned to normd.

She unrolled the newspaper and stared in horror at Deke' s photo under the headline “V oodoo Festival
IncitesMurder.” The story cited “ officia sources’ as reporting that Deke Black, noted attorney in Mgjo,
had been stabbed in the chest with along sharp object after his ex-wife, Penny Francisco, had
purportedly stabbed avoodoo doll in a“divorce voodoo ceremony.” The article went on to say that
Penny owned a charm and spell shop in Mojo, and was, coincidentally, the person who had found the

body.

She crunched the paper closed. From the newspaper account,she could almost be convinced that she'd
killed Deke. She stood and paced, gnawing on her nails. This couldn’t be good.

Hoping that food would help cam her jitters, she ate abran muffin and plain yogurt. Unbidden, her
thoughts went to B.J. Beaumont and what garbage he was consuming for breakfast. Shetried to shake
her thoughts of him, but they dogged her into the shower, where, as she ran sogpy hands over her body,
she kept remembering the interest in his dark eyes, replaying the evening they might have had if . . .

Penny sighed as guilt descended. How could she be thinking about being with another man when Deke
wasn't even in the ground—especialy when alot of people thought she had put him there.

She showered and dressed quickly, then picked up the damaged phone cord to discover that her yank
had disabled the base unit. The phone cals she needed to make—to Gloria, to B.J., to Liz—would have
to wait until she could make them from her office. She glanced at her watch. Marie would aready have
the shop open, but she and Guy were probably worried sick about her. Penny frowned at the burned-out
bulb on the landing as she | &ft, then hurried down the stairs. When she opened the door leading to the
sdewalk, she blinked at the woman standing there with amicrophone that reed WTNL. Behind her, a
man held a camera on his shoulder, and it appeared to beralling.

“Ms. Francisco,” the woman said, “what can you tell us about the voodoo ritual that resulted in your
ex-hushand’ sgridy desth?’

“Nothing,” Penny said, attempting to sidestep the woman.
“Ms. Francisco, how long have you practiced voodoo?’
“I don't,” shereplied.

“Areyou somekind of priestess?’ the woman asked, stepping on Penny’shedls. “1 understand that you
sl charms and spells at your place of business”

“Y ou misunderstood,” Penny said, pushing past her and breaking into ajog. Hopefully the police would
have some answers soon and would be ableto clear her name. In the end, she was surethat science



would win out over voodoo.

She walked briskly, glancing over her shoulder to seeif the reporter and her crew were following her.
Thankfully, it appeared that they had given up. Sherelaxed abit . . . until she noticed acommotion up
ahead in front of her store. A crowd had gathered, including two more TV cameras. Marie€' sblue hair
shone like a beacon; she was standing under the awning, gesturing in what looked like an attempt to
address the crowd. Penny picked up the pace, dread billowing in her somach. What now?

She was afew feet away from the crowd of about fifty when someone shouted, “ There sheisl”

In one collective movement, the people turned to stare, then began to run toward her. Paralyzed, Penny
stood rooted to the ground as women surrounded her, thrusting voodoo dollsin her face. “My husband
needs awake-up cal—can you stick himin the hip?’

“In thefoot?’

“In the crotch?”’

“I want mine dead! Stick him in the heart, like you stuck it to your husband!”
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Monitor concoction for
deterioration. . .

i Penny blinked, dack-jawed, as women pushed and pulled on her clothing, begging her to
perform aritua on their husband voodoo dolls. A doll popped her in the foreheed, then fell to the

ground. Suddenly she was pelted with dolls. Out of nowhere, Marie appeared and grabbed Penny’s
am.

“Get adivorce lawyer!” Marie ydled to the crowd as she dragged Penny to the relative safety of the
door. The cameras had captured everything.

“Therearemoreinsde,” Marie warned, then she opened the door. Sure enough, Penny was rushed
again by people clutching dolls and amulets, bones, and even alive chicken. Guy cowered behind the
counter. “Everybody out,” Marie shouted, “ unless you plan to buy something.”



“I'll pay for avoodoo session!” onewoman yeled, holding her dall high.

“Metoo” s chorused around the shop, and Marie turned to Penny, eyebrows raised. Penny scowled,
then shook her head, and Marie seemed dejected. “ Sorry, folks, no voodoo sessions, but how about a
nicetall glassof Hot VVoodoo Sex?’

The question distracted the crowd enough for Penny to dip away and make abedine for her office. She
closed the door behind her and leaned againgt it, puffing her cheeks out in an exhde. How much crazier
could things get?

Then she straightened and looked heavenward, her hands up in surrender. “I didn’t mean that asa
chdllenge”

She sighed and dropped into her desk chair, then stared at the locked bottom drawer, tempted to dive
in. She needed the comfort, the flood of endorphinsto calm her. Her mouth watered, and she was
reaching for the desk key before she caught hersalf. She'd regret it later . . . shedwaysdid. The stash
was there as areminder that she could resist temptation, not as a quick fix. Recognizing the distraction as
adday tactic, she forced hersdf to pick up the phone and did Gloria Daton’s cell phone number. Gloria
answered on the second ring.

“Hdlo?

“Hi, Gloria, it'sPenny. Isthisabad time?’

“I just heard you onKenner in the Morning . Please don't talk to the press, Penny.”

“But | didn't!”

“When the man asked if you' d killed your husband with avoodoo hex, you said, * Ex-husband.” ”

1] &)?’

“So that sounds like you admitted to killing yourex -husband with avoodoo hex!”

Penny winced. “It was taken out of context.”

Gloriasighed and something rattled in the background that sounded like a pill bottle being opened.
“How areyou holding up?’

“I haven't fallen gpart.” Penny glanced at the bottom desk drawer. “Yet.”

“Good. Hang inthere. | have acdl into Detective Maynard for an update. Maybe he' || have good
news.”

“While you have him on the phone, ask him about the .45 handgun that was supposedly found in my
gpartment during their search.”

“You had agun?’

“No! That'sthe point—agunislisted on the paperwork as being removed, but | don’t own agunand |
never have”



“Okay,” Gloriasad, sounding nervous. “I’ll ook into it. Anything se?’

Penny hesitated, then said, “ There was an incident while | was out on my regular morning run.”
“What kind of incident?’

“I was, um, shot at.”

“What?Areyou sure?’

“I’'m sure that two shots werefired that came very closeto hitting me.”

“Did you see where they came from?’

“No.”

“Have you reported it to the police?’

“I will as soon aswe hang up.”

Gloriamade agitated noises. “Okay, I'll let Maynard know when | talk to him.”
“Onemorething,” Penny said. “I hired aprivate investigator.”

“Why?" Gloriasaid, her voice suspicious.

“I thought he might be able to poke around where the police can’t.”

“Be careful. You don't want to step on toes at the police department.”

With a pledge to talk soon, Penny hung up the phone and diaded the police station. “Chief Davis, plesse.
Thisis Penny Francisco.”

After aminute or two of silence, Chief Davis came on theline. “Hello, Penny. Isyour conscience
bothering you?’

Penny pursed her mouth. “No. | called to report something strange that happened thismorning while |
wasrunning.”

“What?" Allyson asked in abored voice.
“l wasshot at.”
Allyson gave adisbdieving little laugh. “ Shot a7’

Penny closed her eyes briefly. “That' s right. On Hairpin Hill. Two shots werefired, and one came very
closeto hitting me.”

“Y ou must have been mistaken,” Allyson said. “Maybe you heard a car backfire, or someone was
playing with fireworks”



“I don't think so. A bullet hit atree next to me.”
“Then maybe someone was shooting at an anima and the bullet went astray.”
Penny bit her lip. “1 supposethat’s possible, but don’t you think you should look into it?’

Tension crackled acrosstheline. “Don't tell mewhat | should look into, Penny, ese | might think you're
trying to send me on awild-goose chase to distract me from Deke’ s murder case.”

Penny ground her teeth. “1’m telling you, someone was shooting a me.”
“Why would someone be shooting at you, Penny? Isthere something you' re not telling me?’
“No,” Penny said through clenched teeth. “1 wasjust on my norma morning run.”

“And have you ever been shot at before while you were on your morning run?” Allyson’s voice dripped
with sarcasm.

“No. But consdering thetiming, it might have something to do with Deke' s murder.”

Allyson sighed. “Okay, I'll send an officer out there to sniff around. What time did it happen?’
“Around 7:15A.M.”

“And you'rejust now getting around to telling me?’

“My home phoneisn’t working. I’'m caling you from the shop.”

“1 saw the crowd at yourshop thismorning when | drove by. | have half amind to book you for inciting
ariot for suggesting that what happened to Deke has something to do with voodoo.”

“But...ldidn't”

“Right. The paper isfull of reports of hexes and voodoo rituds. It' s bad publicity for Mojo, especidly
since Deke s mother isthe mayor. Every half-baked witch in the tristate will be here causing trouble.”

“| want thisto be over more than you do,” Penny said evenly. “Maybeif you were lessintent on pinning
Deke smurder on me, you'd find the redl killer.” She dammed down the phone, redlizing she d probably
nixed any investigation into the shooting.

Penny inhaled and exhded severa timesto quiet her racing pulse, then she picked up the phone to make
another difficult cal. She dided dowly, dmaost hoping that Liz wouldn't answer, but shedid.

“Hdlo?
“Liz, hi, it sPenny.”

“Hi, sweetheart. I’ m taking Wendy to the airport—nher flight was delayed a couple of hours. Areyou
hung over thismorning, or did you manage to hook up with that hottie from the bar?’



Penny pursed her mouth. “1 guess you haven’t watched the news.”
“No,” Liz said suspicioudy. “Why?’
“Liz, Dekeis. .. dead.”

“What?’ Liz screeched, then moved her mouth away from the phone. “Wendy, Penny saysthat Dekeis
dead .” She put her mouth back to the phone. “What on earth happened?’

Penny recounted the details for what seemed like the hundredth time.
Liz gasped. “ Stabbed? But that’ s just like the voodoo doll.”
Penny frowned. “I know . . . and people are drawing comparisons, including the police.”

“Oh, my God, honey, how awful for you. What can we do—do you want usto come and stay with
you?’

“Thanks, but that' s not agood idearight now. Television reporters are following me, not to mention the
crazies who seem to think that | have some kind of magic voodoo powers.”

“That's downright spooky.”

Penny cleared her throat. “Liz, the police are going to question you and Wendy because you were at the
party. | haveto ask again—did either one of you bring the voodoo doll asagag gift?’

“No,” Liz said. “We brought the blow-up guy. Wait aminute—are you saying that the police think that
you killed Deke because of sticking that stupid voodoo doll?’

“That' sabout the gist of it.”
Liz made an exasperated noise, then stopped suddenly. “Y oudidn’t kill him, did you, Penny?’
“No! How could you even ask?’

“Because. .. wdl, | wouldn't blame you if you did. After dl, hewas alying, cheating bastard who
deserved to dieadow, painful death.”

Penny stuck her tongueinto her cheek. “ Still, | didn’t kill him.”
Liz made fretting noises. “Why don’t you come and stay with me until thisal blows over?’

“I need to stay intown.” The unspoken words hung inthe air:I’ m the primary suspect . “1 have my
businessto run,” she added hurriedly.

“Right,” Liz sad dowly. “Whenisthefunerd?’
“I'm not sure, but Il et you know.”

“I'll bethere, and Wendy is saying that she'll come back, too. We' re both so sorry, Penny.”



Penny’ s eyes began to water. “ Thanks.”
“Promisethat you'll call if you need anything.”
“l will.”

Penny hung up the phone, fighting a sudden bout of tears. Telling people that Deke was dead didn't
make it seem any more real—only more unbelievable.

A knock on the door sounded. She wiped the corners of her eyes and took a deep breath. “Who isit?’
“It' sme, Guy.”

“Comein.”

Guy poked his head insde, his expresson forlorn. “Y ou can come out now—they’ re gone.”

She pushed to her feet. “ Thanks.”

When she walked out, Marie stood next to Guy, looking just as distressed.

“I didn’t doit,” Penny said quickly. “And I’m sorry, but the police will probably be questioning you. Do
you know who brought the voodoo doll to the party?’

They shook their heads.

Penny sighed. “ Okay, don't worry about me. The best thing isto try to conduct businessasusua.”

They both nodded, their expressions anguished, and she felt arush of fondness and gratitude. “ Guy,
where' sthe best place to get a cell phone?’

While he went to write down someinformation for her, she turned to Marie. “I’' m going to bein and out
until thisblows over. Can you handle things here at the store?”

“Absolutely.”

“Great—thank you.” Suddenly athought popped into her head. “Marie, what about the two friends of
yours who came to the party, the oneswho cut hair?’

“Jll and Melissa? What about them?’

“Could one of them have brought the voodoo doll?’

She shrugged. “1 can find out.”

“Do you know if either one of them is connected to Deke?’
Marie squirmed and averted her gaze.

“Marie?



The young woman sighed. “I don’t know for sure, but Melissa bragged once that she’ d, um, dept with
Deke.”

Penny felt the blood drain from her face. “When?’
“Shesaid it waswhen Deke first bought his car—he gave her aride.”

And then she'd given him aride. Penny fisted her hands at her sdes—had the man exercised no
resraint?

“I’'m sorry, boss.”
Penny inhded to get agrip on her emotions. “ Thanks for being honest.”
“By the way, who was that man you were talking to last night at Caskey’ s?’

Penny hesitated. “Um. . . just someone | met. HE sin town looking for amissing girl and was asking
questions about Mojo.”

“Helooked mighty interested inyou,” Marie said lightly.

The door chimed, and Penny looked up to see the man they’ d been talking about materidize.

“Good morning,” B.J. said.

Penny straightened under Mari€' s probing gaze. “ Good morning.”

Good God Almighty, the man wasin excess. He wore jeans and aholey sweatshirt. His hair was shiny
clean but looked like it had been combed with barbed wire. And for someone whose specidty was
finding things, he seemed to have misplaced hisrazor.

Helifted abag from Benny’ s Beignets. The bottom half of the bag was transparent with grease.
13 Hurgry?l

Shelicked her lips. “Um, no. Thisisahealth food store.”
“Ill take one,” Marie said.

“Me, too,” Guy said, emerging from the stockroom. He handed Penny a page of notes on where to buy
acdl phone. “He' scute,” he whispered.

Penny’ s mouth quirked to one sde. She awkwardly introduced B.J. as“aperson who'shelping me’ and
left Marie and Guy to figure out what he was hel ping her with.

“Niceplace,” B.J. said, walking around.
Penny frowned. “Y ou’ re getting powdered sugar on the floor.”
He looked down and used the toe of his boot to scatter the white Stuff, asif it would help. Marieand

Guy both looked at him with dreamy eyes until Penny stared them down. She nodded in a*“ get lost”
movement, and they scattered to straighten shelves.



“I tried to cdl you,” B.J. said.

“My phoneisn’'t working,” she replied, then held up the sheet of paper that Guy had given her. “But I'm
going to buy acell phone.”

“I'll gowithyou,” hesaid. “It'll give usachanceto talk.”

She nodded, dthough the dark tone of hisvoice made her chest tighten. What had he discovered?
The chime sounded as the door opened, admitting Jules Lamborne.

“Hi, Jules” Mariecaled loudly.

But instead of her regular cheerful greeting, Juleslifted her carved walking stick and pointed it at Penny.
“I told you that voodoo isn't for amateurs.”

Penny blinked and held out acaming hand. “ Jules, | know what everyoneis saying, but Deke Black’s
murder had nothing to do with me sticking that voodoo doll.”

“That’ swhat you think,” Jules said, her voice crackling with strain.

“Maybeit wasarandom killing,” Marie said, munching on her beignet. “Maybe someone here for the
fedtiva got carried away.”

“Nothing israndom,” Jules declared, then looked back to Penny. “ Someone put a hex on that doll, and
used you asacarrier.”

Penny frowned. “A carrier?’
“Or someone could have put ahex onyou .”

Penny started to deny Jules swords, then she remembered the masked priestessin the shelter who had
singled her out. Penny asked Jules about the woman and the rattle.

“It'scdled anason ,” Julessaid. “It'sagourd filled with snake vertebrae, to honor Danbala, the Great
Serpent spirit. Only voodoo priests and priestesses are alowed to use theason. They can be used to
bring forthgood. . . or evil.”

For afew seconds, Penny was riveted, then she shook hersdlf. “1 don't believe in voodoo, Jules.”

“You should,” the old woman said, backing toward the door. “1 told you that people were going to die,
but you didn’t ligen.”

Cooal ar settled over Penny’ sarms, raising gooseflesh across her shoulders. “I' m listening now.”

“Good,” Jules said, then stabbed the air with her stick. “Because the dying isn't over yet.”
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i “She’sagpooky old gd, isn't she?” B.J. asked, holding open the passenger door of his
faded green sedan, which was parked in the store parking lot. Homemade and mass-produced voodoo
dollslittered the ground, many with notes attached.

On impulse, Penny scooped up one of the dolls a her feet and nodded as she did by him. The scent of
strong soap tickled her nodtrils, and she suddenly had doubts about being with him in such aconfining
gpace. Thefact that she' d known him for such ashort time niggled at the back of her mind. On the other
hand, she' d known Deke for years, yet her trust in him had been utterly misplaced.

The crude doll was made from wax and straw, wrapped in awhite cotton strip that |ooked to be part of
adingy T-shirt. The attached note read, “My husband is a pain in the neck—please give him one back.”
The T-shirt no doubt belonged to the annoying husband.

“Do you think there’ sany validity to what Jules Lamborne said—that Deke' s murder has something to
do with voodoo?’

He quirked adark eyebrow. “There are alot of thingsin the world that are unexplainable—love at first
sight, vegetable pizza, and potpourri, for instance. But | doubt that your ex’s murder is one of them.”

He closed her door. She wasimmediately overcome with the stale scent of French fries and rolled down
the window, then studied him as he walked around the front of the car and climbed insde.

“Sorry about the mess,” he said, reaching over to remove the fast-food bags from the floorboard
beneath her feet. He tossed them in the backseat, which was piled high with newspapers, manilafile
folders, and athletic equipment.

Shefastened her seat belt, then reached benesth her hip and removed awoman’slime green siletto
pump.

He grinned. “Wonder how long that' s been there.”
She smirked. “I wonder.”

Hetossed it in the back, too, then started the engine. “Have you seen today’ sPost 7’



She nodded. “And | talked to Chief Davis this morning—she wasn't in agood mood. She said this
murder was bad publicity for the festival and for the town, and she blames me persondly.”

“Shecdledtotdl you that?’
“Er, no. Actudly, | caled her.” Penny told him about the shooting incident.
B.J sexpression darkened. “Why didn’t you call me?’

“No phone a home,” shereminded him. “And | wasgoingto call you . . . soon. Anyway, | reported it
to Chief Davis, but | got the feding that she thought | was making up the story for sympathy.”

B.J. was quiet for afew seconds, and she wondered briefly if he a so thought she was making up the
story for sympathy. “ Speaking of shooting, did you ask her about the gun that was removed from your
place?

“No, my attorney isgoing to handleit.”

“That’ s probably best,” he agreed. “What do you know about this Chasen guy who picked you up this
morning?’

“He sworked for Deke for acouple of years. | don't particularly like him, but he's never redlly done
anythingtome.”

“Ju afeding?

Penny nodded. “ At the party he told my employee Marie that Deke hid assets during our property
Settlement.”

“So he wasn't completely loyal to your ex.”

“Plus he could have been gossiping to cozy up to Marie. | asked him thismorning if Deke had any
enemies, and he said that Diane Davidson had threstened him.”

“Her namewas on the party lis, too.”

“Right. She sacustomer of mine, but | don’t know her very well. Apparently, she wasfired from
teaching at the high school because she' s Wiccan.”

“What' s her connection to Deke?’
Penny told him about the lawsuit Diane Davidson had wanted tofile.
He put the car into gear. “1 say we pay Diane Davidson avisit. Do you know where she lives?’

Penny squinted, trying to remember. “In anew subdivison—all their names sound the sameto me.
Something Heights, maybe.”

“Where?'

She stopped, then the redlization hit her. “On Hairpin Hill, where | was running thismorning.”



“Okay, let’s get that phone, then we'll start asking questions. Where can we find Steve Chasen?’

“He said he was going to open Deke' s office today. It’ sjust afew doors down from the cell phone
place”

B.J. amiled. “1 love samdl towns”

But Penny was having different thoughts, since another group of women bearing voodoo dollswas
descending on The Charm Farm. She sank lower in the seet. “ Get me out of here.”

He obliged, and she told him which way to turn.

Deke' s office was on the far end of the city limits, away from the square, past the new high school and
the Bi-Lo grocery and the car wash, closeto the interstate. Deke' s parents had constructed asmall strip
mall with brick fronts and elegant entrances, primarily to house hisfather’ slaw practice. The structure,
which they had dubbed Charmed Village, had turned out to be a cash cow, however, when the other
spaces had quickly filled up with Primo Dry Cleaners, Tam’'s Electronics, Lewis Taxidermy, S&C
Upholstery, Quinto’s sub sandwiches, and the Looky-L oo bookstore.

“Tam'sElectronics sdlls phones,” she said, pointing. They parked and walked in, armed with the notes
Guy had given her. The clerk appeared to still bein high school. He stared at her, and his Adam’ s apple
bobbed as he answered her questions. He' d obvioudy seen the article on Deke' s murder in the

newspaper.

“Thisisthe oneyou want,” B.J. cut in, setting adim phone on the counter.

She looked up at the matter-of-fact certainty in his eyes and was struck by his self-assurance. It was
nice to have someone who made her life. . . easer. Deke had aways been full of promises and good
intentions, but in truth, he' d rarely made good on them. He' d bought the Victorian with assurances that
he would help with the restoration, but when the time had come, he’ d dways been working late or too
tired, or he' d needed to spend time with his mother. Meanwhile, Penny had worked at his office full-time,
restored the house, and taken care of the details of their life, allowing him to concentrate on his career.

Shefrowned. And on his philandering.

“It'sjust asuggestion,” B.J. said mildly. “I’ ve had dmost every model on the market.”

“Thanks. I'll tekeit.”

While shefilled out paperwork to activate the phone, B.J. withdrew the flyer of the missing Reynolds girl
and asked the young man if he' d seen her. The clerk squinted at the picture, then scratched his head.
“Maybe”

“Maybe?’ B.J. pressed. “Where?’

“I can’'t be sure, but | think shewasin the sub shop one day.”

“When?’

The young man shrugged. “Maybe amonth ago.” Heflushed. “I remember agirl with long blond hair. It



wasadmost white”

“Did you get alook at her face?’

More blushing ensued. “I was't looking at her face.”
B.J.” smouth quirked. “ Did she have agood figure?’
“Y eah, shewas stacked.”

Penny smothered asmirk and kept her eyes on the form she wasfilling out. Missing persons flyers might
be more effectiveif they showed the subject from the neck down.

B.J. grunted. “Did you notice her clothes? Did she have a backpack?’

The boy shook hishead. “I don’t remember, man.”

“Was she with anyone?’

He shrugged again. “1t might not even have been her, you know?’ He handed the flyer back to B.J.
B.J. nodded. “Do you mind if | put thison your bulletin board?’

“Knock yourself out.”

“There sanumber to cdl if you remember anything ese,” B.J. said. “It could be very important.”
Penny’ s heart squeezed at the intendity in B.J. svoice. He desperately wanted to find Jodi Reynolds
alive. Hetacked the flyer and two others with much older dates—both women, both missing from the
New Orleans area—to the bulletin board. Their families, she knew, were suspended in anagging limbo.
Most of her life she' d endured the ache of waiting for someone to come back. Wasit worse, she
wondered, when the missing person was suspected dead, or, asin her case, when she knew the person
wasdill dive?

“Ready?’ B.J. asked.

Jarred from her disturbing musings, Penny nodded, handed over the paperwork, and exited the shop. “I
should cdl Gloriaand give her this number,” shesaid.

B.J. hooked histhumb to the lft, in the direction opposite from Deke' s office. “I'm going to step into
the sandwich shop and ask afew questions.”

“I'll wait for you here,” she said, not keen on entering Deke' s office done.

He nodded asif he understood, then strode away. Her gaze lingered on his broad shoulders, and she
wondered how long he would stay in town, how long she would need his help. Would he be ableto find
something to exonerate her before the police lowered the boom? She till held out hope that the crime
scene evidence would lead the police in another direction, but if the killer truly had gone to such lengths
to frame her, he or she probably would have taken pains not to leave anything behind.

So she was back to hoping that Deke's murder was arandom event by some unstable person whipped



into afrenzy by the activities of the Voodoo Festival.

Praying that Gloria Daton would have good news, Penny punched in the number using the tiny buttons.
She must have done everything right, because the phone rang on the other end, athough it rolled over to
Glorid svoice mail. Penny left amessage with her new cell phone number and disconnected the call with
adgh.

Standing in the cool breeze enveloping the lovely fal day, she closed her eyes and wished for therelative
peace of her life twenty-four hours ago. She wasn't sure when the findity of Deke' s death would sink in,

but she dreaded the moment. She fdlt like the headless chicken she' d seen flgpping around the voodoo
shelter in the square—eventudly the adrenaine was going to run out, and she'd be. . .

Well, hopefully not dead.

She looked al around, remembering her close call thismorning. Her pulse spiked, but al seemed quiet
and normal in Mojo. Pedestrians strolled on the sdewalk of the strip mall, and carsrolled down this
section of Charm Street asif everything were perfectly normal. Then suddenly the cool breeze turned
cold, sending dried, curled leaves scuttling across the ground, the sound conjuring up images of rattling
bones.

Penny shivered. Everything wasn't perfectly norma. A murderer wasin their midst, who, according to
Jules, had not yet exhausted his or her evil.

“Ms. Francisco?’

Penny turned to see the young man who' d sold her the phone standing in the open door to the
electronics shop looking . . . uncomfortable.

HYS?I
“1 waswondering . . . do you know howtocast a. . . a. . . |-love spell on someone?’
Shefrowned. “Excuse me?’

“You know,” he said, gesturing vaguely. “Can you do or say something to make someonefall inlove
agang thar will ?’

“I certainly hope not,” B.J. said, striding up with awink. He clasped Penny’ s elbow and steered her
away from theinquisitive youth. “Can you?’ he murmured.

“No,” shesaid, her bresth coming faster a histeasing grin and hiswarm proximity. Then shefdt slly for
even answering and sraightened. “Did you find out anything?’

He shook his head. “ Another dead end. Thistown seemsto be full of them—no pun intended. Did you
talk to your attorney?’

“| had to leave her amessage.”

B.J. stopped before adoor bearing a black-and-gold sign that read Deke A. Black, Attorney at Law. A
black mourning bow had been attached to the sign. Penny’ s lungs congtricted painfully.



“Areyou okay with this?’ B.J. asked.

Her distress must have been written on her face. “I . . . | remember when Deke hung that sign. Thiswas
hisfather’ s practice, and Deke joined it when we moved to Mojo. Then hisfather died suddenly, and
Deke said hefdt asif hewas betraying him by changing thesign.”

“That’ sunderstandable,” B.J. said. “ Sounds asif they were close.”

“Y ouwould think s0,” Penny said. “But actudly there was dways something between them.”
“What?'
Penny frowned. “Deke’ s mother, Mona.”

“That would be the mayor.”

“Right. She ruled the roost, and both men accommodated her. And she wasn't above playing them
againg each other if it meant getting her way.”

B.J. grimaced. “ She sounds like area piece of work.”
“Sheis, but Deke is—was—devoted to her.”

“I"'m guessing you and Monadidn’t get dong.”
“Wetolerated each other while Deke and | were married.”

“And sincethe divorce?’

Penny sighed. “Monais dead set against me expanding the garden next to my business—she' strying to
turn Mgjo into a bonafide city, and she thinks agarden in the town limitsistoo provincid. When | saw
Deke yesterday morning at the museum, he told me she was going to get the city council to invoke a
zoning restriction, and she stopped by the party to tell me as much herself.”

“Did you argue?’
“Yeah.” Shewinced. “I'd had alot to drink.”
“I remember,” he said with alittle amile. “Does your ex-mother-in-law own agun?’

Penny frowned. “What?’

“Thewoman doesn’t like you, and she probably thinksthat you killed her baby boy. Maybe she was
trying to exact her own revenge.”

Penny’ s eyesflew wide. *Y ou think she was the person who fired those shots?’

He shrugged. “I’'m just tossing out atheory. Does she know that you run in the mornings?’

“Sure. . . and anyone e sein town who caresto notice.”



“Isshooting a you something she would do?’
Penny’sblood ran cold. “I . . . | don’'t know.”
“Butit’spossible?”

She puffed out her cheeksin an exhde. “Y esterday, | would have said no, but today . . . anything is
posshle”

The door opened, and Penny blinked at the tdl, robust man coming out. “Ziggy?’

Ziggy seemed surprised to see her, too. “ Chere, Penny.” Then helooked forlorn. “1 am so sorry about
Deke”

“Thank you.”

“Don’'t worry—I don't believe the newspapers and al the talk about voodoo. | know you couldn’t have
killed him.” But as he talked, he eyed B.J. up and down. “Sir, have we met?’

“I don't think s0,” B.J. said, extending his hand. “B.J. Beaumont.”
“Hm,” Ziggy said, asif hewasill trying to place him.

“And you are?’ B.J. prompted.

Ziggy pulled himsdf up. “I am Ziggy Hines”

B.J. seemed unfazed. “ Nice to meet you, Zig.”

Ziggy frowned, and Penny hurried to cover the awkward moment. “Ziggy isthe chef of hisown
resaurant inthecity.”

“Ah,” B.J. sad. “I'm more of afast-food kind of guy myself.”
Ziggy scowled at B.J.’ sdisheveled appearance. 1 wouldn’t have guessed.”
“Ziggy isacustomer of ming,” Penny cut in. “By theway, how did the, um,you know work out?’

Ziggy' seyebrows climbed in question, then his mouth rounded in redlization that she was referring to the

truffles. “Ah, the—" He cut off and glanced toward B.J. suspicioudy. “They are perfection. When will
you have more,chére 7’

“I'll let you know,” she promised, not sure when she' d get back to the day-to-day running of the store.
“Pleasedo.” Heglared a B.J. “It was nice to meset you.”

“Likewise” B.J. said cheerfully, inclining his head.

Ziggy turned and strode toward a black Mercedesin the parking lot.

“Why do | get thefeding that | didn’t pass muster?’ B.J. asked.



“Oh, that’ sjust Ziggy. His ego was bruised when you didn’t recognize him.”
“Do you know why he' shere?’

“Hetold me that he was working with Deke on a personal matter that required an out-of-town attorney.
| don’t know what it concerned.” Then amemory did into her brain. “Ziggy dropped by the party at
Caskey's”

“I don't remember hisname onthelist.”

“I’d forgotten,” she murmured. “He was there for only aminute or two, just stuck hishead in to say
hello.” Sherecalled the way he' d stared at Liz, then bolted.

“So what’ sthe secret stash that Zig' s been buying from you?’
She bit her lip. “I can't say.”
B.J. quirked one eyebrow. “ Oh?

“It'snotillega,” sherushed to explain. “It's something rare that my woodsman scavenges and Ziggy
buysfor his menu, and they don’t want word to get out.”

“Y our woodsman?’

“A loca guy—he collectsrootsand bark and . . . other things.”

One sideof B.J’smouth curved up. “ Sounds intriguing.”

“It'sjust business.”

“If you say s0.” He nodded toward the door. “ Are you ready to go ingde?’
“Sure”

B.J. opened the door and held it while Penny walked through. She immediately remembered her number
one complaint from when she had worked in the office: Despite the lush upholstered furnishings, the thick
floor-length drapes, and the plush berber carpet, the place was as cold as a morgue. The desk that Steve
Chasen normally occupied sat empty, and to the right, the door to Deke' s office stood open. Instead of
the easy-listening station that usualy played over the intercom, arock station reverberated from the

speakers.

Penny walked to the doorway of Deke' s office and was startled to see Steve sitting behind Deke' s desk
with hisback to them, the telephone to his ear, hisfeet propped on the credenza running along the wall.
His pogition struck her asirreverent, consdering the fact that his boss had just been offed.

“I'll et you know if | hear from her,” he said. “Later.” When he turned to hang up the phone, he caught
sght of them and jerked upright, dropped hisfeet to the floor, and sprang up. “Penny.” Hisvoice was
squeaky and thin. “I, um, was just changing al the messages on voice mail and canceling appointments.
What are you doing here?’



“Wejust cameto ask you acouple of questions,” she said, “about this morning.” She introduced B.J.

“WEe retrying to figure out if the shooting incident this morning was ddiberate,” B.J. said. “ Do you
remember seeing anyone or anything out of the ordinary?’

Steve' sface went blank. “No—just Penny running out into the road. | nearly ran over her.”
“Wheredo you live?’ B.J. asked.

“About amilefrom Hairpin Hill, just ingdethe city limits”

“Doyouownagun?’

Steve squinted, then crossed hisarms. “I’m sorry—tell me again how you' re connected to this. . .
stuation.” He looked back and forth between them.

“I'maninvedigator,” B.J. said casudly. “ Just trying to eiminate the obvious scenarios.”

Stevewet hislips. “No, | don't own agun.” He reached down to pick up astack of filefolders. “Now,
if you don’'t mind, I redly need to cal the courthouse and have Deke' s cases postponed.”

Penny exchanged a glance with B.J., then looked back to Steve. “ Thanks again for your help this
morning. And for answering our questions. We Il let ourselves out.”

On the way through the lobby, Penny stopped by Steve' s desk and hit the Recal | button on the phone.
She pursed her mouth, then looked at B.J. and jerked her head toward the front door. Once they were
outsde, hesaid, “What?’

“I pulled up the phone number of the person Steve was talking to when wewaked in.”

“Did you recognize the number?’

“It was city hall—to be more specific, the mayor’ s office.”

Blood makesanice colorant . . .




i “It could have been an innocent phone cdll,” Penny admitted asthey climbedinto B.J.’s
smdly car. “1t would make sense that Monawould be caling Deke' s office and keeping tabsonme.. . .
if | wasthe ‘her’ Steve mentioned he’ d be keeping an eye out for.”

B.J. grunted. “ Steve Chasen didn’t seem to be that torn up about losing hisboss. . . or hisjob.”

“I noticed.”
“Would he stand to gain anything from your ex’ s death?’

Shelifted her shoulder in adow shrug. “Not that | know of. He didn’t have ownership in the practice,
and he' snot an attorney, so it’ snot asif he can take over Deke' sclients.”

“Isthat BMW his?’ he asked, pointing to the gleaming white car parked nearby.
HYa,].”

“Pretty snazzy ride on aparalega sdary.” B.J. put his own not-so-snazzy car in gear. “ Okay, let’ sseeif
we can find Diane Davidson.”

Penny called directory assistance, but the number and address were unlisted. “1 think we haveit at the
shop,” she said, then dided. After severa rings, Marie answered bresthlesdy.

“Charm Farm, thisisMarie.”

“Marig, it sPenny.”

“Penny! Thank goodnessit'syou,” Marie whispered. “People have been coming in al morning and
leaving voodoo dolls. We have trash bags full! And some detective has been tromping around in the
garden, and now he' sasking questions.”

Penny swallowed hard. “Is his name Maynard?’

“Yeah, that'sit,” Marie said.

“What kinds of questions?’

“ About the garden, about the party, about the voodoo doll. He' stalking to Guy now.”

“Don’'t worry,” Penny said on an exhde. “Just be truthful .”

Marie made afretting noise. “I don’t want to get you into trouble.”

Panic darted through Penny’ s chest. How much had she complained to Marie about Deke? Had she
said thingsthat could be misconstrued?“Just . . . be honest,” she said carefully. “Marie, youknow |
didn't kill Deke.”



Marie sslence wasn't comforting.
“Marie?Don’'t you 7’

“Well, of course. . . but I'd understand if . . . | mean, I’m not saying youwould , but if | werein your
shoes, | might.”

Heat flooded Penny’ s chest and face. Good grief, if even Marie thought she' d killed Deke, she was
sunk. She turned toward the window, angling her body away from B.J. and lowering her voice. “I didn’t
kill him, Marie, youhave to know that.”

“Okay,” Marie bresthed. “Should | tell him about my friend Mdissaand Deke?’

“Yes” Penny said. “ Absolutely. As soon aswe hang up.”

“Okay. The detectiveislooking at me, so I’ d better go.”

“I need for you to look up a customer addressfirst.”

“Let me step behind the counter.” The computer keyboard clicked. “ Okay, who?’

“Diane Davidson.”

“Okaaaay.” Mari€ s curiogty was practicaly burning up the phoneline, but to her credit, shedidn’t ask
questions. Marie rattled off the address, and Penny jotted it down. Then she gave Marie her new cell
phone number. “Cal meif . . . you think you need to.” She disconnected the call, then shifted
uncomfortably in the seat and handed the addressto B.J., directing him where to turn.

B.J. cleared histhroat. “Maynard isinterrogating your employees?’

“It would seem s0.”

“How wdl do you know Marie and Guy the gay man?’

She pivoted her head. “Y ou think Guy isgay?’

“lan't he?’

“Hesaysheigsn't.. . and hehaslots of girlfriends.”

B.J smouth quirked. “Y eah, well, then he’ sthe only onewho didn’t get the memo. What do you know
about Guy other than the fact that he' s sexualy delusond?”

“He' sworked for me since day one—he's completely trustworthy. Why?’

“Wadll, if someonetruly did try to frame you, it would have to be someone who knew about those garden
Stakes”

Shegavealittlelaugh. “ Guy’ s no murderer. Besides, anyone could have waked onto my property
where those garden stakes are.”



“What about Marie? How long has she worked for you?’
“About six months. And no way would she hurt anyone.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “From listening to your phone conversation, it sounds like you trust Marie more
than shetrustsyou.”

Penny pursed her mouth. “I admit she'salittle. . . quirky.”
“Y ou'rereferring to the blue hair?’

“That and she has this boyfriend, Kirk.”

“And?”

“And he' sanebulous, superman phantom. She goes on and on about how much money he has, and all
the different things he does. He sapilot and a scientist and a big game hunter—"

“A hunter? Where does he live?’

Penny shrugged. “He supposedly has houses al over the country.”

“But you' ve never seen him or talked to him?’

“No. | don't even know hislast name. And they seem to correspond primarily by e-mail.”

“So you think she sfalen for apathologicd liar in achat room?’

“That or maybe hedoesn't exig at dl.”

“Ah. Does she have menta problems?’

Penny gave alittle laugh. “Not that I’ m aware of, dthough people have hinted that she hasathird eye.”

“ESPY’

Penny shrugged. “ So people say, although I’ ve never seen any evidence of it, and Marie doesn't talk
about it.” Tingling with embarrassment, she told him what Marie had said about her friend Melissa
bragging that she’ d dept with Deke. “Méelissawas a the party, and she wasin the diner thismorning
when you and | had coffee.”

“The girl could have been lying about the affair,” he said quietly.

Shelooked at him with gratitude.. . . and resignation. “Maybe. . . but probably not.”

He sighed. “Okay, so she’' s someone else who might have had amotiveif she and Deke argued. Maybe
she' s pregnant.”

Penny winced.



“Or maybe she' sthe other woman that Sheena seemsto think Deke was involved with.”

Penny touched her temple. “My head hurts. How do you do thisfor aliving?’

Heamiled. “It's easier when you're not in the middie of everything. Back to Marie—did you say that
Steve Chasen hasacrush on her?”’

“I think so. HE' s been coming into the store regularly, and dthough she' sdwaysignored him, they
seemed to hit it off at my party.”

“So hewas only there because of her?’

She nodded. “Infact, | was surprised that he showed up, because others might have seen it as some
kind of betraya of Deke.”

“Lovetrumps principle every time,” B.J. said wryly. “What about you?’
“What about me?’
“Areyou sure you don't have a boyfriend?’

The moisture left her mouth. “Not thelast time | checked.”

“Have you gone out with anyone since you and your husband split up?’ Helifted hishand. “It might be
important to the investigation.”

Her faceflamed. “1 ... no. I'vebeen . . . busy.” And shewasn't about to admit that the only man who
had asked was scruffy Immy Scaggs.

“Wereyou sill hung up onyour ex?’ he asked mildly.
“No,” shesaid, too quickly.
“It' sokay if you were. It sounds asif the split caught you by surprise.”

She looked down at her hands. “It did,” she admitted. “But | wastrying to get on with my life.” She had

considered Sheenato be acliché, but wasn't she acliché aswel? The signs were there, but she hadn’t
Seenit coming.

“It must have been hard inasmal town, running into your ex al thetime.”

She shrugged. “1 didn’t see Deke that much after | moved out, mostly when we werein court.” And

when she' d seen him come and go from the house if she happened to have been looking out the window
of her store. With her binoculars.

“So | was going to be your ricochet lay?”
“Pardon me?’

He grinned. “Y ou know—sex on the rebound.”



She blushed furioudly and her breaststightened againgt her will. Thinking about what might have
happened between them couldn’t be good for her cortisone level.

“That'salot of pressureonaguy,” he said, then mischief lit hiseyes. “But | enjoy achalenge”

Desire danced in her midsection. Just talking about their missed opportunity raised her temperature. If
only she' d followed her baser ingtinctsthat night. . . . Thrilled to change the subject, Penny sat forward in
her seet and pointed. “ThisisHairpin Hill.”

“Compared to most of theflat land around here, thisisamountain.”

“It'sactudly alandfill,” she said. “For decades, Mojo was the repository for alot of the trash coming
from New Orleans. Several years ago, someone decided to cover it up, plant grass and fast-growing
trees, then divide theland into lots.”

“Amazing,” he muttered.

Shewas quiet asthey drove another quarter of amile up the curving road, his earlier, provocative words
winding through her head. She glanced at his rugged profile and felt a corresponding tug on her senses.
The man was so damned appedling. With great difficulty, sheforced hersdf to focus and pointed. “That's
where| stopped running to catch my bregath, then | heard the shots.”

He dowed. “From what direction?’

She gestured, then he continued driving. A few turnslater, they droveinto Diane Davidson’s subdivision,
Garden Willow Heights. The houses were numbingly smilar, the street names disorienting in their
sameness—Willow Street, Willow Court, Willow Circle, Willow Way.

Penny’ sfirst impression of Diane Davidson’s house was that she wastrying to fit in with her neighbors.
The little ranch house and lawn were painfully neat, the landscaping plants perfectly spaced like soldiers
in abattdion, the porch furniture placed at precise jaunty angles. But the serene image was shattered by
the words Get Out Witch painted in red on the pristine white Siding.

“Looks like the woman’s got her own problems,” B.J. said as he parked on the Street near the end of
the driveway.

“Tagteless prank,” Penny murmured. “ Thisvoodoo festival has everyone stirred up.” They climbed out,
then walked up the concrete driveway and stepped onto the shallow porch. “ The paint looks relatively
fresh.”

B.J. rubbed hisfinger againgt the paint, then frowned and raised hisfinger to hisnose. “ Thisign’t
pant—it’sblood.”

Her heart beat atattoo against her breastbone. “ Blood?’
“Probably anima blood. Someon€e strying to scare her.”
Penny glanced around the serene neighborhood, the perfect little houses, housing perfect little people.

Perfectly evil?



B.J. rang the doorbell twice, but several minutes passed with no answer. “Looks like she' sgone.”
“She could be too afraid to come to the door,” Penny offered.

B.J. pointed to the flattened newspaper in the driveway. “ L ooks like she backed over it when she left.
My guessis shewent to buy white paint.”

Penny turned and started to walk back to the car.
“Walit for meinthecar,” he said, then disappeared around the side of the house.

Penny was ingtantly nervous. What was he doing? She glanced around to seeif Diane Davidson's
neighbors were peering out their windows, expecting someone to come bounding out any second,
demanding to know what they were doing snooping around the witch’s house. She climbed back into the
messy car and dumped down in the seat, then picked up the voodoo doll she had rescued from her store
parking lot, shaking her head at the cryptic note. Some people truly believed that a pinprick could
actudly set red life eventsinto motion.

She turned her head and stared at the violent words scrawled on Diane Davidson’ s house. And some
people truly believed that Diane Davidson had some kind of otherworldly power, else they wouldn’t be
trying to run her out of town. Did Diane and other people have the ability to incite events usng mere
words and thoughts?

B.J. came around the side of the house and casually stopped to cup his hands around his eyes and ook
in one of the windows. Then he strolled toward the car, his mouth pursed, asif he were whistling. She
was struck anew by the athletic way he moved, the informal command he had over hisbody and his
surroundings. Despite his relaxed bearing, she knew he was taking in everything, scanning, memorizing
detalls.

She was torn—grateful that he seemed to be going to such lengthsto find answers, but afraid that she
was relying on him too much, too quickly. With quiet resolve, she reminded hersdf that she was
ultravulnerable at the moment, fresh from losing Deke and desperate to prove her innocence. It was only
natural that she was attracted to B.J. In fact, her desperation was the only thing that explained the
attraction—under normal circumstances, she' d never be attracted to ajunk-food junkie whose wardrobe
seemed to consist of jeans and concert T-shirts and whose car was cluttered enough to concedl agrab

bag of weapons.

She remembered the green stiletto, and her thoughts ran rampant as B.J. approached the car. For dl she
knew about him, the woman who belonged to the shoe could be in the trunk. Maybe he kidnapped and
murdered women, then approached their families and offered to look for them. Maybe he—

The door opened and he swung insgde. “Diane Davidson’ s neighbors have reason to be nervous, but not
because she'sawitch.”

“Why then? Did you find something?’
“A gunrack in her living room that houses some pretty impressive wegpons.”
Penny gasped. “Do you think she was the one shooting a me? But why?’

“Maybe the shooting is somehow connected to your ex. Maybe it was an accident. Maybe it wasn't



even Diane Davidson doing the shooting, but it’sworth looking into.”

Thering of her cell phone startled Penny. She fumbled for afew seconds before locating the Call key.
“Hdlo?

“Penny?It'sGloria”

And the woman seemed to be hyperventilating. “What’' swrong?’

“The police want you to come back to the gation.”

Penny’ s heart stuttered in her chest, and her gaze flew to B.J.’s. “Has there been anew development?’

“Chief Davis saysthey have you on video yesterday morning thregtening Deke.”

Remember to clean up themess. . .

i “Wdl, Ms. Francisco,” Detective Maynard said with asmile, “herewe are again.”

Penny felt the gaze of everyonein the interview room—Maynard, GloriaDaton, and Allyson
Davis—upon her. Allyson stood, leaning against awal, arms crossed over her chest. The smug look on
the woman'’ s angular face, combined with the greenish cast to her attorney’ sface, made the vise around
Penny’ s chest tighten. Ridiculoudly, she wished that B.J. werein the room with her. A televisonon a
roll-around stand sat in the corner of the room. On the table sat a brown paper bag marked Evidence: D.

Black Homicide. Benegth the table, her knee began to bounce up and down.
“I'll tell you what you want to know,” she said, her voice thready.

Allyson leaned forward. “Isthat a confesson?’

Penny frowned. “No, of course not.”

Gloriaput her hand on Penny’ sarm. “My client meansthat she' s here voluntarily to answer your
guestions. She doesn't have anything to hide.”



Maynard’ s mouth pressed into aflat line. “'Y ou weren't completely honest with us before, Ms.
Francisco.”

Penny balked. “1 don’'t know what you mean.”
“Wefound your fingerprintsin the bedroom of Mr. Black’shome.”

“Congdering that Penny used to livethere,” Gloriasaid, “it' sonly logicd that her fingerprintsare dl over
the house.”

“But these fingerprints were on a photograph of Mr. Black and his girlfriend, and they contain the same
type of glittery materid that was on your hands|last night.”

Penny’ slips parted in panic—she d forgotten about the photograph. Damn that metalic makeup. How
damaging (and pathetic) would it be to admit that she' d broken the photograph on purpose?“l . . . yes, |
was in the bedroom.” Moisture gathered on the nape of her neck. “When | walked by, | saw that the
picture frame had fallen off the dresser. |, um, picked it up and saw the glass was broken.”

Maynard squinted. “ So you didn’t break the glassin afit of rage?’

A fit of rage? In hindsight, it had been more like petty spite—which was even more humiliating. “No, |
didn’t break the photo in afit of rage,” she said, her voice stronger.

“Soif you picked it up, why wasit still on the floor when we found it?’

“I don’'t know,” she said, getting the hang of lying.

“So you weren't upset with your ex-husband last night when you entered his house?’
“No,” Penny replied.

Maynard picked up aremote control and aimed it at the television. The screen erupted in static fuzz,
then agrainy black-and-white picture appeared, unrecognizable. Trees? A section of ahouse?

“What isthis?’ Gloriademanded.
“You'll see)” Allyson said, the tone of her voice bordering on gleeful.

Suddenly something appeared on the screen—something moving. A person, walking, down a path.
Wearing overdls, carrying agtick. “That’sme,” Penny murmured.

“Where?’ Gloriaasked.

“At themuseum.”

“What museum?’

“The voodoo museum next to Penny’ sstore,” Allyson offered. “ She was trespassng.”

Penny scoffed. “Isthat what thisisal about? | squeezed through an opening in the fence to deliver some
mail that wound up in my box by mistake.”



“Kegpwatching,” Allyson said.

Penny squirmed, her eyes glued on the television. It looked asif the camera had been mounted on the
eave a therear of the Archambault mansion, pointing up the sde of the house where she' d walked
yesterday morning. She watched hersdlf turn, then Deke appeared on the screen.

Her heart jerked sdewaysto see him adive and well, unaware that he had only afew hoursto live. He
stood till, and she walked closer to him. The body language wasn't lost on her—he would have walked
away had she not engaged him in conversation. They exchanged words—she remembered having made
acrack about Sheena, and he had accused her of being jealous. Then he turned away, and sheraised the
stick she held and shook it at his back.

Her somach plummeted as she watched herself stride after him, her mouth moving angrily—it was, she
remembered, when she’ d asked him why he’ d painted the house pink. His body language, as opposed to
hers, was calm and controlled. He turned toward her, the cameraregistering her face and his back. They
talked for afew seconds, then her expression turned to one of pleading. It was when she had asked for
his help with Mona, she recdlled. But Deke shook his heed, clearly dismissing her. They exchanged afew
more words, then she leaned into him and said something, her body language aggressive before she
turned and walked off camera. Deke spokein her direction, then he turned and walked toward the
camera until he disappeared from the screen.

When Maynard stopped the tape, tears stung Penny’ s eyes. Without the audio, she saw what everyone
elsein theroom must: Shelooked hostile and vindictive.

Allyson put her hands on the table and narrowed her eyes. “What do you have to say for yourself,
Penny?’

“It wasn't the way it looks on tape.”

“You didn’t know Mr. Black was at the museum?’ Maynard asked.

“No—the museum wasn't even open yet. | went to drop the mail in the door dot.”
“So why was Mr. Black there?’

“He said he was there on business. He was holding afile folder. Deke sfather handled al the museum’s
business, and Deke took it over when hisfather died. He has a key to the office.”

“On the tape, it looks like the two of you were arguing.”

She pressed her lipstogether to regain a measure of cam. “Deke chided me for dipping through the
fence, | made acomment about him painting the house pink, then he told me that Monawas going to
have the city council stop me from planting the garden | needed to grow my business.” She gestured
toward the televison screen. “We had words, then | asked for his help with Mona.”

“Andwhat did Deke say?’ Allyson asked.

Penny’ sthroat congtricted. “Hesaid . . . no.”

“And you werefurious?’



“No...lwas...hurt,| guess”

“Because he chose yet another woman over you?’

Thewoman was hitting below the belt. “Maybe. But | wasn't angry enough to kill him.”

“What about the club you threatened him with?’

Penny pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. “It was astick | picked upin casel ran into asnake as

| crossed my property.” Shelooked at Maynard. “Y ou were there this morning—you saw how wild the
underbrushis. And | didn’t threaten Deke. He' d made some crack about me being jealous, and | was

.. . irritated.”

“Irritated?’

“That'sright,” Penny said. “And that’sdl.”

“So you weren't jealous?’

Penny shook her head. “Not jedous. Just . . . sad, | guess.”
“And you wanted to get even?’

“No,” she said with as much conviction asshehad in her. “Like| said, | wanted usto becivil. | even
congratulated him on his engagement.”

Allyson backed up, but her tongue was in her cheek. Penny could tell she didn’t believe her.
“And how did Mr. Black respond?’ Maynard asked.

“He seemed surprised.”

“Surprised that you knew of the engagement?’

“| suppose.”

“Thevideo ishardly incriminating,” Gloriacut in. “All you haveisadivorced couple running into esch
other, and Penny just told you what happened.”

“So you Hill maintain your innocence?” Maynard asked Penny.
“Absolutely. Either thiswas arandom act, or someoneistrying to frame me.”

“Speaking of which,” Gloriasaid, “did you ask the officers where they found the handgun they alegedly
removed from Penny’ s gpartment?”’

“Yes” Allyson said. “It was hidden beneath the dry moss around the bottom of a potted tree.” She
angled her head. “Doesit ring abdlnow , Penny?’

Penny’ seyeswent wide. “Theficustree. . . it was Stting in the foyer of the house. | took the tree with



me when | moved out.” She glanced from faceto face. “I had no idea about the gun. Deke must have put
it there”

“Soyou'resaying it' s Deke sgun?’

“I never saw agun in our house while was married to Deke.”
“Did Mr. Black own agun?’

“Not that he ever told me.”

“Who isthe handgun registered to?” Gloriaasked.

“It' sunregistered,” Maynard said.

Penny covered her mouth with her hand. “Maybe the gun iswhat Deke was looking for. Maybethat’s
why he kept caling me. Maybe heredlized I’ d taken the tree.”

Maynard looked at Allyson, and Penny felt the first glimmer of hope that they might be thinking there
could be more to Deke' s murder than asimple crime of passion.

“Maybe Mr. Black was afraid for hislife,” Gloriasaid, obviousy warming up to the argument. “And he
suddenly needed the gun.”

Allyson pursed her mouth. “Maybe it was Penny he was afraid of, especidly since she' d stolen hisgun.”
Penny swalowed. “1 didn’'t stedl hisgun—I told you, | didn’t even know it was there.”

“But you did stedl thetree?’

Penny sighed. “It wasalousytree .

“Ms. Francisco,” Maynard said, “your employeestold us some interesting things this morning.”

Penny bit down on the insde of her cheek.

“They both said that you were quite upset over the divorce.”

“Asanyonewould be,” Gloriasaid. “What' s your point?’

“Marie Gaston told me that you spent agreat ded of time spying on your hushand' s house acrossthe
Street.”

Penny’ s somach lurched. “ Th-that’ s not true.” She managed alittle shrug. 1 glance out the window
occasiondly, just to see what’ s going on along Charm Street. Marie was thinking of yesterday, when |
redlized that Deke was having the house painted pink. | was. . . offended. Did Marie happen to mention
that her friend Mdlissa boasted of having an affair with Deke?’

He nodded. “We talked to the woman, and she hasan dibi.”

Penny closed her eyes briefly—so much for that theory.



“Ms. Gaston dso informed methat she told you at the divorce party that Mr. Black’ s pardega had told
her that Mr. Black had hidden assets during your property settlement.”

Penny’ s knee bounced erratically. “That' sright.”
“And you were understandably angry,” he pressed.

Shewet her lips. “Yes. . . a first. And then | decided | would give the information to my attorney and
let her handleit.”

Maynard opened the brown paper bag and removed the voodoo doll sedled in aplastic bag. Penny’s
stomach pitched and rolled. The pin that she' d driven into the doll’ s chest strained against the clear
plagtic. Maynard carefully removed the stabbed doll and laid it on the table in front of Penny. Details that
had escaped her at the party now legped out at her. The doll had been fashioned out of plain burlap
fabric, and the little raveled edges in the head seam were aremarkably good imitation of Deke' s recent
hair plugs. The eyes were hand-stitched black X s, spookily prophetic of Deke' s blank stare when she
had found him in his office. The miniature pin-striped suit was made from strips of dark fabric tucked and
folded. Someone had put alot of timeinto crafting the likeness.

“Ms. Francisco, did you make thisdoll?” Maynard asked.

Penny frowned. “What? No—I told you that | got it asagag gift.”

“And sofar, no onewe ve talked to admitsto bringing the doll.”

“Maybethey’re frightened,” she said. “After dl, it was supposed to be ajoke.”

“Maybe not.” Maynard used the tips of hisfingersto pull back the front of the tiny jacket on the doll.
Inside was a stamp-si zed, gold-embroidered monogram: D.A.B. Penny inhaed sharply. Part of Deke's

new image had been having his monogram added to the inside pocket of his suits when he’ d bought
them. “ Th-that was madefrom . . .”

“From one of Mr. Black’ ssuits,” Maynard said, nodding. “ So it seems to me that this doll was intended
to be morethan just ajoke. It seemslike athreat.”

“And it had to be made by someone closeto Deke,” Allyson added. “ Someone who had accessto his
closet.”

“You, Ms. Francisco,” Maynard added.
She shook her head. “No . . . | didn't makethat dall . . . and for the hundredth time, | didn’'t kill Deke.”

Maynard grunted. “| think you made that doll to act out your revenge. When you learned that Deke had
lied during the property settlement you were even more upset. Stabbing the doll got you al worked up,
gave you the idearto take care of him for good. Y ou went to Mr. Black’ s house last night not because
you wanted to help him but because you wanted to confront him. Y ou told him what you' d discovered,
and you had abig, big fight.”

“No. | told you he was dead”—Penny choked on the word—*when | arrived. Besides, | couldn’t have
overpowered Deke eveniif I'd wanted to.”



“Y our blood a cohol test came back—you were legdly drunk. Are you sure you remember everything?’

“That's even more of areason for my client physicaly not to be able to do what you' reingnuating,”
Gloriasad.

“Not if hewas drunk, too,” Maynard said. “ There was a half-empty bottle of bourbon on Mr. Black’s
desk, and an empty glass.” He clasped his hands behind his head. “We should have everything back from
the M.E. and the crimelab in acouple of days.”

“Good,” Penny said, hoping she sounded strong. “Maybe you' |l redlize I’ ve been telling the truth about
the blooddtains. . . and everything e se.”

“Meanwhile” Gloriasad, “what have you found out about the attempt on Penny’ slife thismorning?’
Allyson’ssmilewasflat. “1 sent an officer out to look around, knock on doors, ask afew questions. He
found aguy in Garden Village Heights who shot at apack of stray dogs this morning to run them off. He
produced the handgun, and since it was |oaded with blanks, the officer didn’t file charges.” She gave
Penny amocking glance. “Now are you satisfied that no one wastrying to murder you?’

Penny frowned. “ Are you satisfied that | wasn't lying when | told you | heard shotsfired?’

Allyson lifted her chin.

“Arewefinished here?’” Gloriaasked, and Penny silently cheered her bravado—Giloria, ever how
begrudgingly, seemed to be getting the hang of interrogation.

“Onemorething,” Allyson said to Penny. “That guy you rewith.”

Penny bristled. “Hisnameis B.J. Beaumont. He saprivate investigator from New Orleans. HE's. . .
mprg rr.e.”

Allyson's severely arched eyebrows climbed. “ And what exactly do you need help with?’
“Let’sgo, Penny,” Gloriaurged, standing.

“Just how well do you know Mr. Beaumont?” Allyson pressed.

Penny frowned. “1 met him yesterday. Why?’

Allyson shrugged. “Maybe he helped you with something el se—like getting rid of Deke.”

Penny stood on wobbly legs. “That' sridiculous.” Although hadn’t she hersalf questioned B.J.’ s motives
for helping her?

“My client isnot involved in Mr. Black’ smurder in any way,” Gloria asserted, athough Penny thought
the attorney looked ready to collapse under the strain. “1 assume, Chief Davis, that you' re pursuing other
Suspects?’

“Likewho?" Allyson asked sharply.



“Like the people who attended Penny’ s party. Someone gave her that doll, and maybe that’ s the person
who killed Mr. Black.”

“We haven't finished interviewing everyone,” Maynard admitted. “But we' |l get to them.”

“What about Deke' s business associates?” Penny asked, regaining alittle courage. “ Or hisclients, or
another woman he might have been involved with?’

“Or any one of the thousands of eccentric individuaswho arein town for the festival?” Gloria added.
“People can be animds.”

At her attorney’ s odd tone, Penny again wondered about Gloria s background.

Maynard nodded. “We refollowing dl leads.” Then he looked at Penny. “And we' |l bein touch.
Meanwhile, Ms. Francisco, you should serioudly consider taking a polygraph test.”

But would the white lies she’ d told and the emotional undercurrent she was treading cometo light,
muddying the overlying truth? She nodded curtly and followed Gloriato the door and out into the hall of
thetiny police sation. When they were out of earshot of Chief Davis and Detective Maynard, Gloria
exhded noisly.

“We're not out of danger yet.” Then she frowned. “So tell me about this P.l. you' re working with, this
Beaumont fellow.”

“He sin town working amissing person’s case. We struck up a conversation at Caskey’ s bar last night
and . . . planned to meet up later. When he heard what happened to Deke, he offered to poke around.”

Glorialifted her eyebrows suggestively.
Penny blushed. “1 mean, he offered to . . . you know, ask questions where the police might not.”

Gloriahbit her lip. “ Just to be safe, I’ m going to make a couple of phone calls around the city to see what
| can find out about him. A woman can’t be too careful.”

Penny smiled. “1 think you' re getting the hang of crimina representation.”

“Oh, no,” Gloriasaid, shaking her head. “ Give me the peace and quiet of two people threatening to
kidnap their kids and maim each other’ s pets.” Then her cosmetically dtered green eyes gentled. “How
areyou holding up?’

Penny sighed. “1 don’'t know—I guessit hasn't redlly sunk in that Dekeis dead.”

“Itwill,” Gloriawarned.

“I' know. I'm sureI’m in some kind of salf-preservation mode. | keep seeing him dead on the floor of his
office, the blood everywhere. . . butit' slike amovie or something.” Penny hesitated. “And | think I've
been trying so hard for the last few monthsto distance mysdf from him, it just hasn't registered that Il
never seehim. .. dive. .. agan.” She set her jaw to keep the sudden tears at bay.

Gloriamade arueful noise, then gave Penny aquick hug. “ Cal meif you need me.”



“I'will,” Penny said asthey walked into the cramped |obby.

B.J. was|eaning on the counter, holding one of his missing personsflyers, talking to a cute blond half
Penny’ s age, who was blushing under his scrutiny. Suspicion barbed through her chet—washe a
player? She' d sllently condemned Marie for believing her boyfriend Kirk’ s outlandish stories. . . had she
done the samething hersdf?

B.J. straightened when he saw them, then nodded to Gloria as she walked out. He stepped toward
Penny, his expression serious. “Is everything okay?’

“Sure” shesad. “Everything’sdandy. You didn't haveto stay.”

He nodded toward the young woman he' d been huddling with. “1 thought I’ d ask about some of my
other caseswhile| washere” He gave her awry smile. “And stick around in case you needed someone

to post bail.”
“Not yet,” she said sourly.
“So what’ s up with the video?’

She sghed. “ They have asecurity video of me running into Deke yesterday at the museum—remember |
told you about seeing him?”

He nodded. “Was the video damaging?’

“It'smideading. And with no audio, it'smy word against adead man's.”

The door suddenly swung open and Mona Black appeared, dressed in her standard uniform of—what
else?—black. When the woman’ s gaze landed on her, Penny took an unconscious step backward even
as Mona descended on her.

“You!l” Monashouted, her face contorted. “Why aren’t you behind bars?’

“Mona,” Penny said quietly, “I know you' re upset, but | didn’t have anything to do with Deke' s death.”

“Liar’” Monascreamed, spittle flying. “Wasn't it enough that you ruined hislife, you sdfish little piece of
trash? Did you have totake hislife, too?’

Penny shrank against thewall, and B.J. stepped up to grasp her arm. “ Come on, Penny, time to go.”

“You'll pay for this, one way or another,” Monasaid, her face blood red. She clutched at the silver
cross around her neck. “1 have more power around here than you couldever know.”

Penny was frozen, scorched by the unbridled hatred spewing from the woman' s eyes.

B.J. gave her arm ayank and pulled her away, ushering her outside into the coal air. “Wow, | assume
that was your ex-mother-in-law.”

Penny nodded and shivered, till shaken. A solitary black cloud had moved in front of the sun, scaring
up achilly gust of wind that sent leaves hurtling toward the square. Two blocks away, the smoke from
theperistil and the incessant drum besting were still going strong. It was asif the rituals were sucking the



energy out of Mojo and drawing it al toward the ceremonia shelter.
“There s something strange going on in thistown,” she murmured, haf to herself.
“I’'m gtarting to think the samething,” B.J. said. Then he held up one of the flyers portraying ayoung

brunette named Gisdlle Taylor, who had been missing for over ayear. “ The dispatcher says shethinks
she remembers this woman stopping her on the street during last year’ sfestival and asking for directions

to the voodoo museum.”
Penny took the flyer and studied the woman' sface. “Wow, that’ s some memory the dispatcher has.”
“She said she only remembers the woman because she looked like her ster.”
Penny handed back the flyer. “Maybe Hazel would remember her, too.”
“Has she worked at the museum for awhile?”
“For aslong as|’velived here”
“And the museum was aclient of your husband s?’
“Thet’ sright.”

Penny could see the whedls turning in his head—no doubt dowly because of the cholesterol poisoning,
but turning nonetheless.

Hefolded theflyer and stuffed it ingde hisjacket. “What do you say let’s go check out thisinfamous
voodoo museum?”’

20

Sniff around to make sure
dliswdl ...

i “Something smdllsgood,” B.J. sad with hisnoseintheair.

Penny sniffed her deeve to make sureit wasn't her permanent doughnut cologne.



“Would you mind if we got abite to eet before we hit the museum?’

“I don't mind,” Penny said, buttoning her coat to ward off the chill that the encounter with Mona had left
in her blood.

“Thediner’s close—isthat okay?’
“Sure” Shewasn't that hungry anyway.
“Hey,” hesaid, his gaze turning solemn. “Are you okay?’

She nodded. Asthey walked toward the square, shetried to lose hersdlf in the crowd, her head
pivoting, on the lookout for reporters and cameras.

“The vultures dready got their daily scoop,” he said. “Hopefully they’re gonefor awhile.”

“Mariesad it wasn't safe to go back to the store. Half the population thinks I’ m amurderer and the
other haf thinksI’m somekind of witch doctor.” She gazed toward the shelter, where severd womenin
colorful costumes were dancing in sync, twirling flaming batons. Today a gray-bearded man wielded the
ason , walking and ssomping around theperistil with alive snake around his neck, touching the foreheads
of those who sought him out and occasionally pausing in midmotion to have his picture taken by tourigts.

“You dtell me, wouldn't you?’ he said asthey walked into the diner.

“Tdl youwhat?’

He gestured to the bar. “ Okay to sit here? We'll get faster service.”

She did onto the stool and swiveled to face the white Formicabar.

“If you were awitch doctor,” he said, lowering himsdf to the neighboring stool.

Shegavehimawry smile. “I’d tell you.”

“Good.” Hisleg brushed againgt hers as he passed her agreasy menu. “Because I’ d want to know if |
wasinfor somekind of supernatura experience.”

A laugh erupted from her throat even asthe side of her body nearest him burned. It was a game her
mind was playing on her body; it was called distraction. Fedl lust and arousal instead of pain and fear.

“So did anything new cometo light when you talked to the police?’ he asked.

“Marie sfriend Meissahas an dibi, so we can strike her off thelist.”

“Okay.”

“And | waslegaly drunk last night,” she said dryly. “They think Deke might have been, too.” She

frowned. “The odd thing is, Deke told me he' d stopped drinking thelast time | saw him at the
courthouse.”



A waitress came by and took their orders—chicken noodle soup and water with lemon for her, adouble
bacon cheeseburger with curly fries and abottle of Dr Pepper for him.

“So hefdl off thewagon,” B.J. said with ashrug.
“There smore. The police did find ahandgun in my apartment—it was hidden in my ficustree.”
A wary look cameinto hiseyes. “'Y ou must have hidden it pretty well if you forgot about it.”

“I didn’t know it was there. The tree wasin the foyer of the Victorian. When | |€ft, | decided at the last
minute to take it with me.”

“That'sironic.”

“So I’'m wondering if the gun was what Deke was looking for—if that’ swhy he left me those frantic
messages last night.”

B.J. raked hishand over the dark whiskers on hisjaw. “I1t would explain why he wouldn't just come out
and say what he was|ooking for.”

“I'm gtarting to wonder if maybe Dekewasinvolved in something illegd. Like drugs”
“What makes you think that?’

“It would explain the changein his persondity. When | met Deke, he was so laid back. But after his
father died, he became moody and edgy. He was hard to live with sometimes.”

“Don’'t you think that probably had something to do with him losing hisfather?’

“Probably,” she agreed. “But | remember him saying something after hisfather died—that hefelt lost,
that for most of hislife he had resisted bad things because he was afraid of disappointing hisfather. When
hisfather died.. . . | don’t know, but | felt like Deke was afraid he would succumb to . . . something.”
“Hedid succumb to infiddlity,” B.J. pointed out.

“I know,” she said wryly, “but that doesn’t explain how he could afford anew sports car and European
suitswhen his practice was supposedly struggling.”

“Y ou never asked him?’
“Surel did. He said he was tapping into histrust fund.”
“Y ou don't think he was?’

“Monasdtill controlsthe trust fund that was created for him when Deke' sfather passed away. And she
didn’t look favorably upon extravagant purchases. She wanted Deketo be. . . classy.”

“And under her thumb. So what did hismother think about his new girlfriend?’

“Not much, I'm sure,” Penny said. “But Monakept it to hersalf. When she stopped by the party,
though, I, um, wasfeding vindictive.”



“And?”

“And | broke the newsto her that Deke and Sheena were engaged.”

He sucked in through histeeth. “I'll bet Mamawasn't too happy.”

“Shetried not to react, but | could tell shewas shocked . . . and angry.”

“Did he go out of hisway to do thingsto annoy his mother?’

“Not usudly.”

“So were you surprised that he was engaged to the Linder woman?’

She rubbed the condensation on her water glass. “Frankly . . . yes. | thought they probably would live
together for awhile. Sheenajust doesn’'t seem like Deke stype. . . not for thelong run, anyway.”
Although what did she know?“Thefunny thingis, | don’t think that even Sheenathought shewas Deke's
typefor thelong run.”

“Y ou mean the fact that she suspected you and Deke of messing around behind her back?’

“Right. And when | saw Deke outs de the museum and congratulated him, he seemed surprised.”

“ Surprised that you knew about the engagement?”’

Penny bit her lip, replaying hisreaction in her mind. “I thought so, but now . . . now I’m wondering if
maybe he wasjust surprised.”

“Asin, he hadn’t proposed?’
She shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Well, it' s possible that Sheenamade it up out of desperation. Maybe we' re back to the girlfriend after
al”

“There smore,” Penny said. “ The voodoo doll that someone brought to the party . . . gpparently the
clothes were made out of one of Deke' s suits.”

He grimaced. “Wow, that’ s blunt. So whoever made the doll had accessto his clothes.”
“Right. And sincel didn’t do it, the most obvious answer is Sheena”
“Did she happen to drop by the party?’

“No, but shewas at Caskey’ sthat night, and the gift table was next to the door. | guessit’s possible that
she put it there without anyone seeing her.”

He sighed. “But then so could anyone else who was at the bar that night.”

“They would’ ve had to know about the party,” she pointed oui.



“Did Sheena?’

“Not from me.” Then she squinted. “But | did mention something to Deke about having the party, so he
might have said something to her.” Sheena’ s harsh words about how she and Deke had talked about
Penny resounded in her mind.

B.J. nodded. “ So maybe they were having problems. She threatened him, he went looking for his gun
and couldn’'t find it. He called you to seeif you knew where it was.”

“And Sheena overheard him calling me,” Penny added, her adrenaline pumping. “To set me up, she gets
astake from my garden. Deke is drunk, so she’ sableto stab him.”

“Then she panics,” B.J. said. “ Shefinds avoodoo doll at the festival, dressesit in one of Deke' s suits
that she cuts up, and putsit on the gift table.”

“Then shefindsme at the bar,” Penny said, “and tells me that Deke islooking for me. Sheleft the phone
off the hook thinking that I'd walk to the houseif | got abusy sgnd.”

“Then she conveniently arrives hometo find you standing over the body and callsthe police,” B.J. said.
Penny’ sjaw dropped. “We solved the case!”

But he gave alittlelaugh. “ Just because dl the piecesfit doesn’'t mean they’rein the right place. She has
an dibi, remember?’

“Shewaslying in atanning bed—that alone should beacrime.”

He laughed. “What would she gain from killing him?’

“The assets that he supposedly put in her name and in the name of her company.”

He nodded. “ Pretty good. But you also have something to gain from his death.”

“What?’

“Revenge”

She sipped from her water glass. “ That’ s not the kind of person | am.”

“That’ sthe kind of person everyone hasthe potentia to be,” he murmured. Then he removed anapkin
from his pocket. “ There were two names on the list of people at the party that you haven’'t mentioned: Liz

Brockwell and Wendy Metzger.”

“Friends of minefrom college,” shesaid. “Liz livesin New Orleans, Wendy in Atlanta. They cameto
urprissme.”

“Did they know Deke?’

Penny nodded. “We weredl in college together, but they were primarily my friends. Infact, Liz didn't
particularly like Deke, but | think she’skind of bitter toward men in general because of her two



divorces”

“She’ sthe one who livesin New Orleans?’

“Right.”

“Could she have brought the dol 1?7’

“| asked Liz and she said no.” Penny blushed. “ They, um, brought the blow-up man.”

Heleaned in closeto her ear. “ A woman who looks like you do shouldn’t havetoresort to . . . artificial
means”

She swung her head up to seeif he wasflattering her, and suddenly her mouth was mere inchesfrom his.
Hiswarm breath fanned her cheek, and desire hooded his eyes. She had the digtinct fedling that if they
hadn’t been in apublic place, they would have been going at each other. The attraction shefdt for this
man was crazy—it had dl the hormonal earmarks of ateenage infatuation, but instead of being flush with
the curiogity of sex, she was flush with the suspicion that they would be savagely compatiblein bed. A
current of energy passed wordlesdy between them. Hislips parted, and she unwittingly mimicked him,
logt inthefantasy.

Thewaitress reappeared, breaking the moment, her handsfull, and platesin the crooks of her elbows.
B.J. smacked hislips at the cholesterol-laden plate she set before him. “Looks grest.”

Still shaken by the connection shefdt to this man, Penny stared down at her bowl of chicken soup. A
pooal of clear yellow grease floated on top like an ail dick, suffocating the noodles and little bits of carrot.
“Looks. . . hazardous.”

“Y ou dways been such apicky eater?’ he asked before taking a gigantic bite out of histwo-story
burger.

She dunked the spoon into the grease and pulled it back out, cringing when the lumpy yellow stuff
actualy congeded againgt the meta. “I’ m not picky—I’m hedth conscious,” she said, abandoning the
soup. She scrutinized the cellophane packet of saltinesfor the sodium content. But when the aromaof his
burger reached her nose, her somach howled, and she tore open the crackers and begrudgingly bit into
one. The sodium would no doubt raise her blood pressure. She could practicaly fed her arteries contract
even as she swallowed.

B.J. had dready inhaed haf hisburger and was making adent in the mountain of curly fries. She pointed
her pinky in the vicinity of hiswell-developed chest. “Chargrilled food is carcinogenic. Freeradicals are
spinning through your body as we speak, looking for a hedlthy cell to latch onto and mutate.”

“I bet you're dwaysthe life of the barbecue,” he muitered.

“I'mtelling you for your own good. | bet you don't take amultivitamin, either.”

“No, that ranks right up there with tofu.”

She dug into her purse and removed thelittle plastic bag that held her daily vitamin pack—twelve pillsin
all, two of themfairly large. B.J. stared as she swallowed them one by one.



“Y ou're hedthy and you take that many pills?’

“I'm hedthybecause | takethismany pills”

He shook hishead. “That's not natural.”

“Redly? So tell me, what tree did they pick those curly fries off of 7’

Hegrinned. “ That' s different. Besdes—" He looked her up and down. “Y ou could stand to put on a
few pounds.”

She frowned down at her baggy clothes. “How would you know?’

“Areyou kidding? All I can think about iswhat you' re hiding under there.”

Ignoring the spikein her vitals, she narrowed her eyes and ordered a cup of hot water for the emergency
bag of green tea she carried with her; one never knew when one might need a booster shot of
antioxidants.

He laughed and continued eating. Rankled, Penny sat brewing right aong with her tea. Who was heto
make fun of her? The hedlth rituals she' d developed over the past year—the meals, the supplements, the
exercise programs—had given her life new structure, new meaning. Her body was alean, mean,
auto-immune machine.

She frowned into her cup—that information probably wouldn't look very appeding inasinglesad.

“Don’'t you missit?’ he asked.

“What?’ she asked, and absurdly, sex cameto mind.

He gestured vagudly toward the food all around them, the dessert counter. “ Thefat, the sdlt, the sugar. It
tastesgood .

“A high-fat diet killsyour libido.” She regretted those words as soon asthey |eft her mouith.

Helaughed. “Couldn’t proveit by me.”

She chewed on a cracker and tried to force erotic images from her mind and back to the matter at hand.
She remembered Gloria s pledge to make some cdls about B.J. “How long have you been an
investigator?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Five years or so. My brother was a cop who decided to go out on hisown. | had a
compuiter job that was dowly killing me with boredom, so | decided to join him.”

“Youmugt likeit,” she observed, dthough it was obvious from his clothing—and his car—that he wasn't
exactly ralling in the dough.

“Yeah, | get to meet alot of interesting people.” He smiled at her, and she squirmed under his scrutiny.

“Lotsof damsdsin distress?’



“A few,” he admitted.

“How long will you stay in Mojo?” she asked, hoping she didn’t sound asif she cared.
“Aslong asl’mneeded,” he said, withdrawing hiswallet.

“Let mepay,” shesad, reaching for her purse.

“I gotit,” he said, then winked. “I'll add it to my expense report. Ready to go?’

They decided to leave his car parked in the square and walk to the museum.

“Will you show me the way you went yesterday when you ran into Deke?’

“Sure,” she said, glad for areason not to walk past the Victorian. They skirted the parking lot of her
store, and she gazed longingly toward the door, thinking she' d stop in on the way back. At the edge of
the brambly field, shelooked around for the stick she’ d thrown down, then realized the detective had
probably found it and confiscated it as evidence. “ The stakes are gone,” she said. “The police must have
taken them.”

“Or thetourigts,” B.J. said.
He was probably right—they were probably aready listed on eBay.

She led the way through the brush, stumbling a couple of times on exposed roots. B.J. took her arm and
hel ped her across, but hiswarm hand was so distracting that she was even more unsteady. When they
reached the fence, she frowned at the wire that had been wrapped around the separated aress of the
fence, effectively blocking entry to the other side. “ Someone patched it up, probably Tilton.”

“Tilton?’
“He' sHazd’ s son. He does odd jobs around the museum.”

B.J. stepped up to the vine-covered fence and craned his neck to look at the towering Archambault
house. “ So that’ s the voodoo museum?’

She nodded. “Come on, we' [l wak around front.”

They backtracked to the sdewak and walked to the front of the museum. Despite the fact that the day
was sunny, the temperature around the tree-shrouded house was aways ten degrees cooler than it was
anywhere else. Fall leaves clogged the yard, the walkway, and the steps, lending to the spooky
appearance of the run-down mansion. Penny gave B.J. some history of the place, including afew bits of
the more exotic lore. He studied the house and the landscaping as they walked up the steps behind a
small group of tourigts, then he surveyed the tall, red-stained door and pushed it open. Penny shivered as
she waked through, once again overcome with the feding that the house had the ability to consume her.

Inside, the atmosphere had been set with low lighting and thick candles behind hurricane globes. The
furniture was dark and heavy, the windowstal, the curtains ornate. Murals adorned the cealling of each
room. At first glance, they seemed soft and dmost biblical, but upon closer scrutiny, then depicted scenes
of torture and sacrifice, each more disturbing than the last. The murd in the entryway showed aman
wearing a blue robe with his hands raised to a group of white-robed followers. The man looked angelic



and noble, but behind him was a pit of demons, seemingly ready to snatch the followers as soon asthey
neared.

“Nice” B.J. murmured wryly.

A heavy commercid flora fragrance hung in the air, anot-so-successful attempt to hide the unpleasant
scent of mothballs. A carpeted runner spared the creaky wood floors from heavy foot traffic. Hazel
stood behind a counter, dressed in aloose black dress, smiling and pleasant, describing the toursto the
people who were ahead of them. Then she handed off the group to one of severa high school students
who worked at the museum during peak times and looked up, her expression immediately turning to
concern as she came out from behind the counter.

“Penny ... my dear.” She hugged her briefly. “I'm so sorry about Deke.”

“Thank you. And | want you to know that | had nothing to do withit,” Penny felt compelled to say to the
woman who had been her friend.

“I know that,” Hazel said, then she bit her lip. “I have to warn you—when that detective came around
thismorning, | told him you said you' d run into Deke here yesterday, and he got al our security tapes.”

“They’ ve dready questioned me about it,” Penny said. “It' sfine.” Sheintroduced Hazel to B.J. “He'sin
town looking for amissing friend and was hoping you could help.”

“Certainly, if | can.”

B.J. showed her theflyer of Gisdle Taylor. “ The digpatcher at the police department says she
remembers thiswoman asking for directions to the museum thistime last year.”

“Lastyer?’

“During thefedtival,” Penny added.

Hazd winced. “My memory isn't what it used to be, but let metake alook.” She pulled reading glasses
from her pocket and studied the flyer, but shook her head. “1’ m sorry—I just don’t remember her. So
many people come through herein ayear’ stime, | just can't remember them all.”

“l understand,” B.J. said. “Thank you. Do you mind if | look around? I’ d be glad to pay for atour.”

Hazd gave them aconspiratorid wave. “Go ahead. Penny knows her way around.” The woman then
turned her attention to another group of people who had comein.

Penny smiled up a B.J. “ Do you want the nickd tour or the full-blown experience?’
He grinned. “Full-blown.”

Shetook him from room to room, describing the murals and the exhibits of costumes, implements, afew
wax figures and afew stuffed goats and chickens (compliments of Lewis Taxidermy). The voodoo
displaystold the stories behind the myths of the voodoo of Africaand Haiti—the black magic, the human
sacrifices, the zombies—but always | eft the door open for the ideathat any dark, horrific thing was
possiblein the underworld of voodoo.



Penny had read the story of voodoo dolls many times, but she scoured it again. The voodoo doall, to be
effective, had to be made of something close to the subject—hair or clothing, for instance. And the
person ddlivering the good or bad “ pricks’” with a pin had to believe in what they were doing: it was mind
over matter, the sign explained. If the person believed deeply enough, then their wish would become a
sf-fulfilling prophecy. Penny’ s heart thudded againgt her chest as a horrible thought seeped into her
brain: Had she somehow caused Deke' s death just by the bad vibes she had put out into the universe?

“You okay?' B.J. asked, breaking into her dark thoughts.

She startled and looked up a him, wondering how crazy he’ d think shewasif he knew the things going
through her head.

She nodded and tried to shake the heebie-jeebies—hard to do in such an eerie place. They descended
to the musty, moldy basement, where they listened to atour guide talk, in macabre detail, about the chair
of nalls, the human stretching machine, and the contraption that prepared sausages mixed with ground
glass, which were then fed to victims. Dark stains on the floor suggested blood and other body fluids, but
they were probably motor oil and mildew, Penny noted. A myriad of whips and chains hung on the walls,
and headless mannequins modeled pain-inflicting clothing—spike-lined vests and garments of barbed
wire, necklaces of knife blades and bracelets of wax that would have been st fire.

In the background, a sound track of human screams and other spooky noises played. The tourists
shifted from foot to foot, and Penny, as aways when she heard the stories, was awash with horror for the
people who had been subjected to the sick minds of the masters of torture.

Thetour guide led his group out of theroom. “Let’sgo,” she murmured to B.J., eager to end their tour.
But when shelooked back, B.J. was staring at one of the spiked whips on thewall.

“What' swrong?’ she said, walking back to join him as she prayed he wasn’'t into S& M.

“Maybe nothing,” he said quietly, then reached up to pull out along, white-blond hair that was coiled
around the end of one of the spikes. “ And maybe everything.”

Storein adark place. . .




i Penny’ s blood ran cold as she stared at the long, blond hair. Imagining people being tortured
was one thing, but seeing the proof of their existence and their suffering . . . that was another thing
entirely. “Oh, my God. Do you think the hair isrecent?’

B.J. sighed. “It’ s hard to say—hair breaks down very dowly over time. It could be decadesold . . . or
left last week. A laboratory could probably date it to some extent by examining thefollicle.”

“Should we cdl the police?’
“Don’'t go jumping to conclusons,” he murmured, then he held the twisted hair up to thelight, his
eyebrows knitted. “Let’ sseeif your friend Hazel can explain why it would be here” He pulled asmal

plastic baggie out of hisjacket pocket and gently placed the strand of hair insde. “Without raising any
red flags”

She nodded, and they retraced their steps back to thefirst floor, athough Penny couldn’t bring herself to
touch anything—not even the handrails. Suddenly every stain on the floor, every peculiar odor, every
taped scream took on anew meaning. Chillsran over her skin, and she unconsciously moved closer to

B.J. He seemed to sense her unease, because his hand hovered at her waist as they made their way back
to thelobby.

Hazd wastaking to atdl, dender man with sharp cheekbones and thinning hair, but she turned to smile
at them when they approached. “ All done?’ she asked.

“Yes” Penny sad, dtill shaken.
“Penny, have you met Dr. Troy Archambault?’
Penny extended her hand. “No, but I’ ve heard alot about you. I'm Penny Francisco. | live nearby.”

A wary look cameinto the owner’ s eyes as he shook her hand. “I’ ve aso heard alot about you, Ms.
Francisco.”

Penny swallowed. From the newspapers, no doubt.

“Penny didn’t kill her ex-husband,” Hazdl piped up matter-of-factly. “It' sal abig misunderstanding. This
voodoo fegtival has everyone churned up.”

Troy Archambault nodded amicably. “But the festiva isgood for the museum.”

Penny turned to B.J. “Thisis, um, afriend of mine, B.J. Beaumont. B.J., Dr. Archambault’sfamily used
toliveinthishouse”

“Cdl meTroy,” the man said and shook B.J.’ s hand.

“Thesetwo are looking for amissng woman,” Hazel said.



Troy’ s eyebrows shot up. “Oh? What makes you think she's here?’

“Someone remembered giving her directionsto the museum during last year’ sfestival,” B.J. said, his
voicecasud.

“Lagt year?’ Troy said, then gave alittle laugh. “If she was here, she' s probably long gone by now.”
B.J. nodded. “Probably. | was hoping Hazel might recall having seen her.”

Penny cleared her throat. “Hazd . . . | saw astrand of hair tangled in one of the, um, spiked whips
downstairs—it kind of creeped me out.”

Hazd sghed. “Tourists, what can | say?| find that and worse dl thetimewhen | clean—they’ re not
supposed to take things down from the walls or mess with the exhibits, but they do anyway. No matter
how much wetry to keep an eye on them, someone will snag their clothes or hair.” She reached beneath
the counter and came up with abag of adhesive bandages. “ Sometimes they even hurt themselves.”

“That’ swhy theinsurance on this placeis so astronomicd,” Troy muttered. “We re going to haveto
raise the price of admission again after thefirst of the year.”

“Interesting place, though,” B.J. said. “Did you grow up here?’

Troy shook hishead. “No, my father did. | wasraised in New Orleans, where my dermatology practice
iS” Heglanced at hiswatch. “ Speaking of which, | haveto get back.” He nodded to them both. “It was
niceto meet you. | hopeyou find your friend.”

Penny and B.J. murmured plessantriesto him and to Hazel. On the way out, they passed the souvenir
shop, acubbyhole off to the side of the entryway that Penny imagined might once have been an
enormous coat closet for guests. It was crowded with tourists, many of them dressed in their festival
garb. B.J. wandered insde, and Penny followed him, glancing over the array of novelty items, including
plastic handcuffs, spongy spiked balls, and generic voodoo dolls stamped with various “target zones,”
much like a butcher would mark an animal for certain cuts of megt. The woman straightening shelves
turned, and Penny blinked. “Diane. . . hello. | didn’t reglize you worked here.”

Diane Davidson seemed surprised to see her too . . . and alittle embarrassed. “It' s only temporary.”
“Of course,” Penny murmured.

Diane fidgeted, reminding Penny of asmall bird. “I heard about Deke. . . and . . . everything.” She
stopped and wet her lips. “ Y ou've dways been niceto me. . . | know you couldn’t do what people are
saying. And | know how peoplein thistown liketo gossp.”

“Thank you,” Penny said warily, trying to picture the woman wielding one of the gunsthat B.J. said he'd
seenin her house. “Diane, did you happen to bring the gag gift voodoo doll to my party?’

She shook her head. 1 wouldn't have brought something like that anyway, but especidly not considering
the rumors going around about me.”

Penny noticed white specks on the woman’ s wrists—paint?—and felt asurge of sympathy. “I actualy
came by to tak to you thismorning.”



Diane swalowed nervoudy. “To my house?’

Penny nodded. “I saw the greffiti. Did you report it to the police?’

Diane tucked alock of drab brown hair behind her ear and shook her head. “No use. And it would only
stir up moretrouble.” Shelooked past Penny and murmured, “Excuse me,” then walked over to B.J.,

who was studying the labels of tiny brown jars on the counter that seemed to be so popular with the
customers. “May | hdp you, Sr?’

He held up two small bottles. “Both of these are labeled ‘ powdered bones.” What' sthe difference
between the ones with the red caps and the ones with the white caps?’

“Just different suppliers.” She amiled, then lowered her voice. “ Y ou do redize that it’ sjust limestone?’
He nodded and returned her smile. “I’ll take both of these—I think my niece and nephew will get akick
out of them.” Then he added a pair of plastic handcuffsto his purchases, giving Penny a secret, sexy
wink.

Sheflushed at hisinsinuation, and foolishly her mind conjured up animage of being handcuffed to her
bed and B.J. doing wicked, wonderful thingsto her, his sensuous, curvy mouth on her skin, rendering her
powerless as she strained against the plastic—

“Ready?’ B.J. asked.

She jumped, then nodded and exhaled. “ Sure.” They waked out, and B.J. studied the immense door
when they closed it behind them. “Looks old.”

“I think it sorigina,” she said, then told him the tale about the door being stained with the blood of the
house' svictims.

Hisgrin waswry. “Thistown seemsto thrive on the macabre.”
“And New Orleans doesn't?’
“Touche”

“By the way, that was Diane Davidson who waited on you. She said she didn’t bring the voodoo doll to
the party.”

“That little mouseis the witch that has people stirred up enough to paint messages on her housein
blood?’

“Don't forget, she' sthe one you said had an arsend in her living room.”

“Maybe shefdt like she needed to protect hersdlf.” He shook his head. “Wow, when | droveinto this
town, it looked so innocent.”

“Small towns aren’'t innocent,” Penny said. “The people arejust better at keeping secrets.” Shewalked
down the |eaf-covered stone steps and pointed Ieft. “ That’ swhere | ran into Deke.”

B.J. craned his neck. “What’ s around back?”’



“A three-car garage and a short driveway leading to agate to drive on and off the property.”

“But no customer parking?’

“Right.”

B.J. seemed to make some mental notes, then they walked back to the pedestrian entrance in the front.
Penny glanced back at the Archambault mansion and thought she saw aflash in awindow, like before.
She shuddered, wondering if it wasjust atourist or if the people tortured there haunted its halls. Then she
looked around and saw it was only the glare from acar coming down Hairpin Hill. Shefdt slly—shewas
letting the embellished stories of the tour guides get the better of her. “ Are you going to the police with
the hair you found?’

B.J. shook hishead. “Y ou heard Hazel—thousands of people go through the museum every year, and
that hair could belong to any one of them.”

“S0 you' re not going to do anything with it?”

“I didn’t say that. | only haveto provethat it did or didn’t belong to Jodi Reynolds. I’ll call her
grandmother to seeif she hasahairbrush of Jodi’s. If there saDNA matich, then I'll go to the police.”

“How long will that take?”
“A few days at the earliest.” Then he frowned.

She pressed her lips together, because she knew what he was thinking—wherever Jodi Reynoldswas,
shewas probably dead . . . unfortunately, afew more days wasn't going to make a difference.

Asthey rounded the corner of Charm Street, she saw in the distance that a crowd had gathered in front
of the pink Victorian, some of them taking pictures. A television news crew was doing areport. Penny
glanced toward her store. 1 think I’'m going to make arun for it and hide out in my office for awhile.”
B.J. nodded. “Want to grab some dinner later?’

Penny studied the angles of his handsome face, his piercing dark eyes, the sexy set of his shoulders. She
was becoming too attracted to thisman, too . . . trusting. His proximity and helpful nature were messing
with her ability to think logicdly . . . and on her own.

“I don't think s0,” she said dowly, hugging hersdf to resst the urge to touch him. 1 need to Straighten
my apartment, and | need to get somerest.”

He nodded. “ Sure. How about we meet tomorrow?’
She hesitated. “My storeis closed. | was planning to take in the fetival, but I’'m not sure—"
“I'll drop by around noon.”

She bit down on the insde of her cheek, then sighed. “How about two o’ clock?’



“I'll bring the doughnuts.” Then he grinned and strode away.

Penny watched his retresting figure and groaned. She had no business forming an attachment to anybody
right now, especialy not to someone like B.J. Beaumont. She cut through The Charm Farm’s backyard
and waked alongside the building, eyeing the wild brushy field that was to have been her new garden.
She had thought that by now, she would be arranging to have thefield cleared and would be elbow deep
in seed catalogs, that her most pressing problem would be whether to plant the beefsteak tomatoes or the
heirloom variety.

Instead she had Deke' s death on her hands and a dark-eyed Cgjun on her mind.

At least business was good, she thought as she entered the store. She was going to have to pay for
Gloria sservicesto date, and for B.J.'s. A sigh escaped her; if shewas going to be arrested, her threat to
pay himin vitamins might not be too far off the mark. She nodded to Guy when he looked up, then kept
her head down as she walked toward her office.

“Isthat her?” she heard someone whisper.
“I think so! It s the voodoo woman!” someone shouted, and a murmur ran through the customers.

Penny darted past Marie and into the office, closing the door behind her. She dropped into her desk
chair and put her head in her hands. When would things get back to normal? A lump formed in her throat
astears welled behind her eyes. What would happen to her if shewas arrested, if she was convicted?
Woas this her punishment for being so judgmental when someone ese had beenin asmilar stuation, for
having no compassion when caled upon to forgive?

She swallowed past the lump. A good, hard cry wasin her future, but she had to hold it together here.
With amighty inhale, she turned her attention to her desk, sifting through phone messages and mail.Liz
called. She had forgotten to give Liz her new cell number. The New Orleans Postwants an interview.
Liz called. WNNO wants an interview. WOLA wants an interview.

Themail consisted of hills, seed catal ogs, and advertisements. Sheena s Forever Sun tanning salon was
having aVVoodoo Festival specid—Get Fried for Only $9.95. Penny rolled her eyes, but it made her
thoughts turn to Sheena and the scenario that she and B.J. had talked through at the diner. Had the
woman killed Deke out of anger, then tried to pin the murder on Penny? If so, then Sheenawould have
had to aready have killed Deke when Penny saw her at Caskey’s. She replayed the scenein her head,
recalling Sheena s brief outfit and snakeskin bag. She hadn’t seemed out of sortsor nervous at dl. Wasit
possible for someoneto kill another person and be unaffected?

Yes. .. hadn't she seen proof of that in her own family?

Shelet theflyer fal from her fingersinto the trash, wondering what kind of adysfunctiona childhood
Sheena might have endured that would have made her so cold-blooded if indeed she had killed Deke. It
didn’'t make her any more likable, but it would explain her flamboyance and her compulsion to sue
anyone shefdt had wronged her.

The murmur of a headache began to stir in Penny’ stemples, and her ssomach gurgled. She was hungry,
but nothing sounded appetizing. She just needed allift . . .

Her gaze dropped to the locked desk drawer, and her heart gave aglad little jump. Didn't she deserve
to indulge? What was she waiting for? If being accused of avoodoo murder didn’t warrant an emotiond



emergency, then what did?

She moistened her lips and fished the key out of the top drawer, then inserted it into the lock.
A knock sounded on the door, and she exhaled. “Who isit?’

“Itsme” Guy sad.

Penny returned the key to the top drawer and sighed. “Comein.”

He opened the door and did insde, then closed it behind him. His face creased in worry, he held up an
energy bar and aglass of juice and said, “Marie thought you might need some nourishment.”

She smiled gratefully and reached for the food. “ Thank you.”
“How are you holding up?’ he asked.

She hit into the energy bar and shrugged. “ Okay, | guess. I’'m not redly sure how I’ m supposed to be
after . . . everything that’ s happened.”

“Marietold you that the police were here thismorning?’

Penny nodded. “When | cdled her earlier. And I’ ve dready been back to the station today to answer
more questions.”

Hewinced. “Mariefedsredly bad for telling them . . . somethings.”
“It'sokay,” shesaid. “I have nothing to hide.”

Heexhaded, looking relieved.

Good grief—did he dso think she' d killed Deke?

He pulled a piece of paper out of hispocket. “I, um, caled Goddard’ s Funerad Home to get
arrangementsfor . . . Deke.”

Her heart stuttered. It till didn’t seem possible that yesterday morning, Deke had been dive and now he
was across town in an embaming tray. She closed her eyesbriefly as awave of nausea hit her.

“I didn’'t know if . . . | mean you might not want to go—"

“Of course| want to go,” she murmured. “ Thank you, Guy, for calling.” Penny looked at the paper.
DEKE BLACK FUNERAL

MONDAY 2:00 P.M.

GRAVESIDE SERVICE AFTERWARD.

She stuffed the paper into her pocket and lifted the glass of yellow juice to her mouth for adeep drink. It
tasted good; she hadn’t redlized how dehydrated she was. “How are things here?’



“Busy, asyou saw.”

“But isanyone buying anything?’

“Oh yeah, we' ve had arecord salesday, in fact.”

Penny massaged the back of her neck. “Wdll, | guess there’ s something to be happy about.”
He shifted from foot to foot. “Do the police. . . know who did it yet?’

She shrugged. “If they know, they aren’t telling me.”

He suddenly leaned over to hug her. “I’'m just so sorry you got dragged into the middle of this.”
She nodded againgt his neck. “Thank you.”

He pulled back. “Y ou look exhausted.”

“Probably because | only got about two hours of deep last night.”

“Want to stay at my placetonight?I’ll take the couch.”

She smiled a him fondly. “Thank you, but | need to get my place straightened up.”

Guy looked puzzled.

“From the police search,” she explained wryly, taking another bite out of the bar.

He looked stricken. “God, thisisjust awful.”

“I know,” she said, then felt compelled to pat hisarm. “But hopefully the police will have some answers
soon.”

Guy scoffed. “ Sheenadid it.”

Penny blinked. “ Do you know something?’

He made an exasperated sound. “What everyone else knows—that she’ sagold digger and adut.”
Penny sighed. “That may betrue, but it' s not againgt the law.”

“Oh, come on, Penny, of course shekilled him,” he said vehemently, hiseyeswide. “Who ese could it
have been?’

At hisvicioustone, she pulled back dightly, suddenly uneasy—she’ d never seen Guy lose histemper
before. “| really don’t know. | think Sheenaisalikely suspect, but I’'m sure alot of people think that
about me.”

He pulled his hand down his mouth, then nodded. “Y ou look exhausted.”



She smiled. “You said that aready.” Then she stood. “But you'reright. Y ou and Marie have everything
under control, so | think I’'ll head home and turnin early.”

“I'll driveyou,” hesaid.

“That’ s not necessary, Guy.”

“I’'mnot going to let you go out there to be hounded by voodoo weirdos and news reporters.”

The man did make sense. “Okay.”

Hesamiled. “ See, the Ragin’ Cgjunisn’t the only person looking out for you. I’ll get my coat.”

Penny frowned as the door closed, then shook her head. She pulled out her new cell phone and
punched in LiZ's number, downing the rest of the juice Guy had brought her while the phonerang. She
got Liz svoice mail and smiled at her friend’ s seductive voice. She supposed most men, like Ziggy, did
find Liz inimidating.

When the beep sounded, she assured her friend that she was doing fine, then |eft the details of Deke's
funeral and directionsto Goddard' sin as steady a voice as she could mugter. “If you can’t come, Il
understand,” she said, then hung up. Shelooked up Wendy’s number and dided, fully expecting to leave
another message, but smiled in surprise when Wendy answered.

“Hdlo?

“Wendy, hi, it'sPenny.”

“Penny?’ Wendy sniffed. “How are you?’

Penny frowned at Wendy' s muffled voice. “I'mfine. Areyou Sck?’

“Yeah,” Wendy said, then blew her nose. “I must have. . . picked up aflu bug.”

“I’'m sorry you're not feding well. | was cdlling to give you the details of, um, Deke' sf-funerd.” In
combination, the words were surred: Deke’ s funeral. Deke' s funeral. Deke' sfuneral . . .

“Wéll, I’m probably not going to be able to makeit,” Wendy said, her voice breaking. “I' m sorry—it's
thesedlergies”

Penny squinted. “I thought you said you' d picked up aflu bug.”

“Right,” Wendy said thickly. “It' sawful. I'm so sorry, sweetie. I'll send flowers”

“It'sokay,” Penny murmured, shocked at how hurt she felt. But Wendy wasill, and she probably
thought that since Penny and Deke were divorced, it wasn't anecessary trip. After al, Penny had pretty
much denounced the man during the party, hadn’'t she?“I hope you fed better.”

“Thanks. I'll call you soon.”

Penny disconnected the call, thinking it was strange that Wendy hadn’t asked questions about the
investigation. Then she chided hersdlf . . . of course Wendy wasn't concerned because she knew that



Penny couldn’t have murdered Deke.

A knock sounded at the door, and Guy stuck his head in. “ Ready?’

“Yeah”

“It'sdied down alittle, so you should be able to make it out without amob scene.”

She shrugged into her coat and did past him into the showroom. Marie looked up and gave alittle wave,
and Penny gave her areassuring smile. Thankfully, they made it through both rooms and to the parking
lot with no incident. Dusk was fdling—the Street lights were dready flickering. Guy unlocked and opened
the door of the Lexusfor her, and shedid in, sinking into the luxurious, squesky leather.

“Thisisnice ,” she said when heclimbed in.

“Thanks”

Sheinhded. “It fill smdlsnew.”

“Wadl, it sonly afew monthsold.”

She nudged him playfully. “By the way, how do you afford acar likethison what | pay you?’

Helaughed. “I'm very frugd.”

“I'll say.” She glanced around while he backed out of the parking lot, making silent comparisonsto the
dumpy green sedan that B.J. drove. The man truly was adob. Then her gaze caught on something in the
back floorboard sticking out from under the driver seat, and her jaw loosened. “Guy—isthat agun? ”

He blanched, then he gave anervous laugh. “1t’ s not mine—I borrowed it from afriend.” He Sighed.
“Okay, | guessthe whole thing with Deke has got me spooked. | thought it wouldn’t hurt to have some
protection.”

“I thought you bdlieved that Sheenamurdered Deke.”

“I do,” he said, hisvoice wavering.

“So what—you think that she' saserid killer?’

He giggled. “That would make agreat movie, wouldn't it?’

Penny frowned. “Areyou redly scared?’

“Aren’'t you?' He waved to the bustling throngs of people spilling over the sdewalks. “ Thiskind of
festiva brings out the psychos, Penny. Speaking of which, who isthisP.l. you' re working with?”

“I don’'t think B.J. isapsycho.”
“Redly? How did you get hooked up with him?’

Shebristled. “Hewas. . . at Caskey’s. It was. . . achance meseting.”



He pulled into the Sde street leading to her gpartment and dowed. “Hm. Kind of coincidental, don't you
think?”

A warning bell sounded in the corners of her mind. “What do you mean?’

Guy wet histhinlips. “ Just be careful—something evil isintheair.”

A finger of fear tickled her neck asthe car filled with acloying tenson. In the dim light, Guy |ooked
amogt . . . Sniger. Her breath caught in her throat. Then he lunged for her, and she cried out. He
reached across her to tug the door handle. Her door clicked open, then he pulled back and frowned.
“Areyou okay?’

She put her hand to her throat. “Y ou just startled me. | guessit was dl that talk about . . . danger.”

Hegave her asad little smile. “Try to get somerest.”

She nodded. “ Thanksfor theride. See you Monday.”

“Want to ride with meto the funerd?’

“Okay.” She stepped out of the car and onto the sidewalk, trying to shake the creepy fedling that had
come over her. Shewatched Guy’s car disappear, dowly obscured by pedestrians who seemed
determined to crowd cars off the streets. She gazed out over the square, where the crowd was even
larger, the scene even more uncontrolled than it had been last night.

The people seemed to be caught up in atangible, convulsive energy. The drummersin thebatri were
relentless, their pounding and beating an dmost continuous noise. The costumed dancers were impossibly
vigorous, some of them draped with live snakes. The purple smoke from theperistil fire seemed to hang
itself on everything. The scent of eucayptus—perhaps an attempt to cleanse the air of the stench of
perspiration and animal flesh—burned her nose.

But when she walked around the corner, the sickly sweet odor of beignets cut through everything else.
She sighed and fished for her key.

A squatty, sweaty man gppeared out of nowhere, invading her persona space. “ An interview for the
Post , Ms. Francisco?’

“No,” she snapped, opening the door. “Leaveor I'll call the police.”
“Call the police—or put the voodoo on me?’

Penny glared a him. “Don’t tempt me.” She stepped into the tiny entryway and let the door dam behind
her, reducing the blare of the festival noise to amuffled hum.

If possible, the dim overhead light seemed even more faint as her eyestried to adjust to the darkness.
Shefdt for thelight switch and flipped it, praying that her landlord had replaced the bulb.

Nothing. She groaned in frustration—Elton was going to hear about this.

She gtarted climbing the steps, silently cursing Guy for leaving her so spooked. Borrowing agun—what



was hethinking? And dl histalk about evil inthe air. He was making her imagine things. She reached the
landing. Things like hearing someone ese s breathing in the pitch-black space.

But when the distinct scent of male perspiration reached her, shefroze, her nose flaring in fear. Someone
was on the landing with her.

22

If something isrotten,
you'll smdliit. ..

i A scream lodged in the back of Penny’ sthroat, but when she opened her mouth to unleash
it, alarge hand clamped over her lips and nose. Terror seized her, and in the space of a heartbeat, she

imagined hersaf being thrown down the stairs or tossed inside her gpartment and having her throat dit
... or worse. Ravaged, then suffocated? Hacked up into little pieces and skewered?

Her lungs pumped furioudy as shetried to drag in air between the man' sironlike fingers. Hemoved in
behind her and put his head next to her ear.

“I’'mgoing to let go,” he murmured. “Don’t scream. Okay?’

She nodded againgt his hand, her mind racing. She knew that voice from somewhere,

“It sme—Jmmy.”

Her eyesflew wide. Jmmy Scaggs? Was heamadman? A serid killer living on the land?

Sowly heredeased hisgrip on her and she gasped for air, flattening herself againgt her door. “Jmmy . . .
what . .. areyou. . .doing. .. here?’

A click sounded, and suddenly his shaggy face was illuminated by aflashlight. He grinned. “Did | scare
you?”

Anger overrode fear as shetried to cam her breathing. “ Answer me!”

Helooked hurt. “1 just wanted to talk to you isdl. | went by the store, but you weren’t there. | thought
you’ d come back here sooner or later.”



“Whatdo you want?’

“Tosay that I'm sorry.”

Fear washed over her anew. “ Sorry for what?”

“That everyone thinks you killed Deke. | hateto see you in trouble, Miss Penny. Can | help?’

Her breathing eased a bit—Jmmy’ s crush on her had led him here, that was dl. “No, Jmmy, but thank
you.”

“I'll giveyou an dibi,” he said earnestly. “Whatever you want meto tell the police, | will. I'll cover for
you.”

She wet her lips and tasted the st from his swesty fingers. He was offering to lie for he—just likehe'd

lied about seeing her push Sheenainto the street. “ Th-that’ s not necessary, Jmmy, b-but | do appreciate
it

Helooked dgected. “I’ d do anything for you, Miss Penny.”

She swalowed. “I know, Jmmy. I'll let you know if | . . . need your help.”

He brightened. “Okay. Good.”

“Okay,” she sad, nodding and breathing, her mind churning for something to say to get them back on
familiar footing. “I till need to pay you for the truffles. I don't have the money with me, but cometo the
store next week . . . and bring more. Ziggy said they were perfection.” Shetried to smile.

He made amournful noise. “Can't.”

“Why not?’

“It'sHenry—he' ssck. Out of commission for awhile.”

“Oh. I’'m sorry—I hope he feels better soon.”

“Me, t0o,” hesaid. “Byenow.” Then he turned and tromped down the sairs, just asif he had done
nothing out of the ordinary.

Penny went limp with relief againgt her door and managed to find the keyhole with her key just as Jmmy
opened the door leading to the outsde and let in abit of light. The knob twisted and shefell into her
gpartment, turning the dead bolt behind her even as shelunged for the nearest light switch. The
fluorescent bulb over the dining table flickered and caught. Penny gasped.

Everythingwas. . . in order. Someone had restored everything the police had displaced: The kitchen
counter was clean, the drawers and cabinets were closed. The items on the dining room table were neatly
arranged, the rugs were straightened. Her CDs were stacked on her TV cabinet, the magazines next to
the chair were carefully fanned, the pillows on her couch were precisdy positioned.

With her heart thudding in her chest, she walked to the bedroom to find the bed made, her dresser tidy,



her closet orderly. Sheturned in acircle, wondering who could have done such athing. Elton? Jmmy?
B.J.? Elton had akey; Jmmy was known for dipping in and out of places undetected; B.J. had studied
her locks and could probably pick one asfast as he could snap hisfingers.

If the person had done it to lend ahelping hand, the effect was exactly the opposite. She walked over to
the dresser and opened her jewdry box, only to find her few pieces of jewelry efficiently sorted. She did
open her underwear drawer, tingling with anew sense of violation to see her panties and bras folded
painstakingly. She backed away from the dresser and bumped into the bed, suddenly exhausted beyond
words. With nothing on her mind except a numbing deep, she pulled back the comforter and the cotton
quilt, stopping when she saw asmall, dark object against the white of her pillowcase.

Leaning closer, recognition barbed through her—it was the little red Hot Wheels car that had been
attached to the hand of the voodoo doll she had received at the party. When she’ d stabbed the doll, the
car had come |loose and smashed to the floor, crumpling the front end. She' d lost track of what had
happened to the toy, but apparently someone at the party had thought it important enough to keep—the
person who had given her the dol1?

Her pulse thumped in fear. Was it amessage? A promise? A threat? She considered calling B.J., but
Guy’ s response when she told him how she’ d met B.J. came back to her.

Kind of coincidental, don’t you think?
Was B.J. somehow more involved in this stuation than she redized? Than she wanted to beieve?

She rushed back to the door, prepared to go . . . where? To B.J.? To the police? Who could she trust?
Shejammed chairs under the knobs of both doors, then, too weary to think, Penny dipped off her shoes
and crawled under the coversfully dressed. She buried hersalf as deeply into the mattress as she could.
Every muscle ached, every nerve ending screamed. She didn’t even have the energy to cry or to be
afraid. Her eyesfluttered shut to the tune of drums and feet pounding out in the square. Evil wasin the
ar....

She was in theperigtil,watching the masked priest dance around . . . except she was watching from
acage. ..shewasa chicken. .. waiting to have her head removed . . . to be sacrificed to the
celebrated Iwain order for the tribe to remain in good favor . . . the priest danced all around her
cage. . . she could feel the vibration of the drums.. . . the shimmy of theasonfull of snake bones. . .
he came closer and closer to her cage. . . she was paralyzed with fear . . . he ripped off his
skeletal mask and it was Deke . . . helooked angry . . . you were too good for me, Penny. . .

She jerked awake and blinked gratefully at the daylight streaming through thewindows. The priest . . .
Deke. . . she'd been dreaming for long, gluey hours, her nightmares going in circles, bizarre enough to
disturb her, familiar enough to frighten her. She sighed and waited for the dredges of the anxiety to
dissipate. But when it did, she was|eft with the profound ache of redization that Dekewasgone. . .
murdered. She had thought she’ d known what being a one was when they had first separated. But then
the doneness of being separated had been topped by the aloneness of being divorced. And now the
aloneness of being divorced had beentrumped by the doneness of being survived in desth.

You were too good for me, Penny. . .

She closed her eyes and conjured up the image of Deke' sface, the exact intonation of his voice when he
had uttered those words. . . the last words he would ever speak to her . . . asif he'd been trying to
make amends.



Her eyes popped open. Had Deke known then that he was in trouble? Had he feared for hislife? Isthat
why he had said those words to her at such abizarre place and time?

She sat up, then grimaced when an ache erupted in her head. Her facefelt dick and crackly . . . glazed.
It was the hot sugar from Benny’ sthat had somehow made its way into the ductwork and her apartment.
She swung her legs over the side of the bed, till woozy from along, troubled deep. One look over the
neet bedroom brought back the chilling events of the night before. Someone had broken into her
apartment to . . . clean.

Andto leavethelittle Hot Whedls car, sherecalled, Staring at it Stting next to her lamp. She pondered
cdling the police, having them dust for prints, but what if it had only been Jmmy and what if they
questioned him and he told them about her pushing Sheenainto the street?

She stumbled to the bathroom for aspirin, only to be faced with more orderliness—her medicine cabinet,
her vanity. The thought of Jmmy Scaggs handling her birth control pills and her toothbrush made her skin
crawl.

Wasit possible that Immy was more than just alittle. . . skewed? Could he be behind the women who
had been reported missing in the area? Did he happen upon them, offer them aride, take them back to
his cabin in the woods of which no one seemed to know the exact location?

She tossed back three aspirin with aglass of water. It was close to noon. She had dept for . . . fifteen
hours? Was that possible? Her head felt fuzzy from the pain, and she thought a shower would help revive
her. But as the water poured over her pounding head, questions about the mysterious events over the
past couple of days churned in her mind until things began to muddy. The incident last night with Guy was
acasein point: He had offered her aride home, and she had begun to question his motives. She was
gtarting to suspect everyonein Mojo of evildoing.

By the time the water ran cold, her headache had eased abit. Sheleft her hair wet while she flipped
through her newly organized closet. The more she thought about it, the more she thought that the person
who had done this couldn’t have been B.J—the man was amess. No, it was acompulsiveindividua,
probably awoman, or maybe agay man.

She bit her lower lip—Guy? He did have akey to her apartment, for emergencies and to water the ficus
treeif she happened to be out of town for more than afew days. No, he and Marie had been working,
and he' d seemed surprised when she' d told him that her apartment had been searched.

Regardless, she had to admit that the prowler had done an amazing job with her closet.

She put on apair of dark jeans and alime green sweater that she’ d forgotten she owned, then dried her
hair. Only when she caught hersalf dicking on pink lipstick did she admit that she was |ooking forward to
seeing B.J. The redization had her reaching for atissue and wiping off the lipstick. It was onething to
have devel oped an unhedthy lust for the man as a distraction from her dilemma, but to conscioudy foster
it was something else atogether.

She fixed abowl of yogurt and blueberries, then turned on the television to catch up on world events,
sticking to CNN because she was relaively sure that Mojo wasn't on their radar.

Wrong.



Twenty minutesin, she saw thewordsL OUISIANA MAN FOUND KNIFED AFTER HIS EX
STABSVOODOO DOLL scroll across the bottom of the screen. And afew minutes | ater, the “local
cable news update”’ featured Deke' s death prominently. The woman was the reporter who had been
waiting for her when she' d | eft the apartment to go to work yesterday. They showed aclip of her
dodging the camera, then jogging away.

Penny swallowed hard. Shelooked . . . guilty. And the story was just too juicy—a wife dumped for a
younger, blonder version. When she saw the coverage, she, too, was surprised that she hadn’t been
arrested. There was another clip of Sheenaleaving the pink Victorian, wearing atight black dressand
huge sunglasses. Penny rolled her eyes—the woman’ s mourning clothes, no doulbt.

Although . . . Sheenadidn’t look at the cameraor talk to the reporter. In fact, overal, she had been
pretty low key with the media. Penny would have thought the woman would be granting countless
interviews and dipping in aplug for her tanning salon.

Penny pursed her mouth. Hmm . . . curious.

The doorbell rang, and she allowed herself aspike in her pulse—but not aquick check in the mirror.
She pushed a button on the intercom next to her door. “Y es?’

“It'sB.J.,” hesad. “Can | comeup?’

She hesitated. 1’ [| meet you down there.”

“I"ve got something for you.”

“If it' sdoughnuts, I'm not interested.”

Helaughed. “Itign't.”

Despite her resolveto resist him, asmile curved her mouth. “Okay, I'll buzz you in.”

She pushed a button to release the lock on the outer door, then opened her apartment door and |ooked
down the gtairs. B.J. gppeared in the doorway carrying abox. The sght of him aone gave her asobering
little jolt—wow, if shewas't careful, she might fal for thisguy.

And something told her that falling for B.J. Beaumont would take her to anew level of aonenesswhen
heleft.

“What'sinthebox?’ she asked.

“Something you desperately need.”

Her mind raced with the possibilities as he reached the landing.

“No, it'snotthat ,” he said, reading her mind. “ Something you need even more—130-volt lightbulbs.”
Shegrinned. “Thank you.”

“If you have a stepladder, I'll change them for you.”



She retrieved a stepladder from the pantry and followed him around as he changed every bulb in her
gpartment. Such adomestic thing to do, she redized, watching him make short work of the chore. Her
heart beat with appreciation . . . and something else.

“You've been busy,” he said, gesturing to her pristine gpartment.

“Uh-hm,” she murmured vaguely, wondering whether to tell him about Jmmy Scaggs and her suspicions.
He squinted as he climbed down from the stepladder. “ Are you okay?’

Shelooked into his dark eyes—trustworthy eyes? Or just convincing?

“Did something happen?’

She took a deep breath and told him about Jimmy Scaggs waiting for her, and what she' d found when

she had entered her gpartment. She showed him thelittle car and explained its connection to the doll. B.J.
held the toy by two fingers. Too late, Penny redlized she had probably obliterated any fingerprints.

“Jmmy isthat woodsman of yours?” he asked.
“Right.”
“Did you cal the police?
“No.”
“Why not?’
She hesitated, then exhaded noidly. “Becausel . . . don't want the police to question Immy.”
His eyebrows climbed. “Why not?’
“Because. .. Jmmy saw me. . . do something . . . that I’ d rather the police not know about.”
B.J. crossed hisarms. “I' m listening.”
She closed her eyesbriefly. “I . . . might havetried to . . . kill Sheena”
His eyebrows flew up again. “ Excuse me?’
“It was an accident,” she said. “Well, | meant to do it, but—"
“What did you do?’
“I ... pushed her off the sdewak in front of acar.”
He pressed hislipstogether. She couldn’t tdll if he was smiling or grimacing. “ And when wasthis?’
“Friday.”

“Friday, the day your ex-husband was murdered, you pushed hisgirlfriend in front of acar?’



She winced and nodded.

“And what precipitated this, um, push?’

“Shetold methat she and Deke were engaged . . . among other things.”

“Ah. And what makes you think she didn’t tell the police what you did?’

Shelifted her chin. “Because. . . | threatened to tell Dekethat | saw you at the house.”
Hefrowned. “Me?’

“Remember?| saw you at the house Friday morning. | assumed you were lovers and that she didn’t
want Deke to know.”

Hisfrown deepened. “No—I told you, it wasthefirst time I’ d met her.”
She wet her lips. “ Then why were you there? What was the dead end lead?’

“The Reynolds girl liked to tan, so | stopped by the tanning salon in the square to show her picture, and
the kid working there told me the owner lived down the street. | thought I’ d check with her.”

Penny squinted. “From what | saw, she seemed angry.”

“Shewas angry, but damned if | know why. Said she’ d never seen the girl and how dare | disturb her at
home, then she practically dammed the door in my face.”

“So why wouldn't she want Deke to know you' d been there?’
He shrugged. “Maybe he was ajedous guy.”

She started to deny it but bit her tongue—just because Deke was jea ous where she was concerned
didn’t mean he was't jed ous where his mistress was concerned.

B.J. pulled his hand down hisface. “Do you think this Scaggs guy could have murdered your ex?’
Penny grimaced. “1 don’t know why he would.”

“Maybe he has acrush on you, and he thought Deke had treated you badly.”

Sherecalled Jmmy comparing Deke to apolecat. “It just seems so—"

“Crazy? Look around. Everyonein thistown isalittle cuckoo.”

“I beg your pardon?’

Hegavealittle smile and leaned in close. “ Sorry—except for you, of course.”

His nearness made the breath catch in her lungs. If standing next to him fully clothed could make her
body do such crazy things, what would it be like to make love with thisman?



He pulled her to him dowly, asif he expected her to resist. But shedidn't, lifting her mouth to hisfor a
long overdue exploration of what hefelt like, tasted like. He danted his mouth over hers and flicked his
tongue over her teeth, moaning as he delved degper and did her body againgt his. She sank into hisarms,
her senses eectrified as his erection grew against her ssomach. She dipped her hands benegth his T-shirt
and ran her fingers over the expanse of his back. When he cupped her bottom against his sex, an age-old
tug on her womb answered, setting off warning signasin her brain.Sow down . . . proceed with
caution . . . bumpy road ahead.

She wrenched her mouth from his and stepped back, breathing hard. She brought the back of her hand
to her mouth and swallowed. His eyes were hooded, hislips parted, his body in an obvious state of
arousd.

“I...can't,” shesad.

“But you want to,” he said bluntly.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said, then turned away. “I’mintrouble. . . big trouble. | have too many things
goingoninmy lifefor . .. another complication.” She drew in acleansing breath. “I need for youto. . .
concentrate.” Shelifted her gazeto his, and he blinked, asif she' d dapped him.

“Okay,” he said, pulling on hischin. “No problem.” He cleared histhroat and straightened. “If the
Scaggs guy comes around again, call the palice. . . or cal me, undersand?’

She nodded, till trying to regain her composure.

He sighed, clearly frustrated. “ Areyou il up for going to the festival?”

After amoment’ s hesitation, she nodded. “I want to talk to the woman at the voodoo doll booth.”
Hewinked. “Good thinking. Let’'sgo.”

“Thank you for changing the bulbs,” she said asthey walked down the sairs.

“No problem,” he said, athough she had the distinct fegling he was thinking that maybe therewas
something she needed more than lightbulbs after all.

Out in the square, the festiva wasrolling dong, marred only by afew churchgoers holding sgnsthat said
Jesus Saves, not Voodoo.

“| wonder if someonein that crowd isbehind the graffiti at Diane Davidson' s house,” B.J. murmured.

Penny studied his profile and felt awarm rush in her chest that dismayed her. B.J. Beaumont truly
championed the underdogs of theworld . . . and he stirred her like no man ever had.

Then hesniffed theair. “I’'m starved,” he said. “Want asausage on astick?’

And then again, there were the man’s eating habits. She laughed and shook her head no. “I’ll be over
there,” she said, pointing to the booth she sought.

On theway, she skirted theperitil , wondering about the masked priestess who had so spooked her



Friday night. Did the woman know that something bad was about to happen to Penny . . . or could she
have caused it?

Penny tried to shake off the silly thoughts of black magic but found it difficult not to be drawn into the
mystique when she was surrounded by the sights and sounds of voodoo, where she could witness how

serioudy the people took their religion. She approached the booth with the voodoo dolls, noticing that
the inventory had nearly been depleted.

“Y ou were here the other night,” the woman said when she saw Penny surveying the dolls.
“That sright. What can you tell me about voodoo dolls?’
The woman smiled. She was missing atooth. “What do you want to know?’

Penny squirmed. “ Do they work?’

“Of course,” thewoman said. “If something is attached to the doll that belongsto the person. . . and if
the person who usesthe doll believesin what they’ re doing.”

Penny wet her lips and glanced around to make sure that neither B.J. nor anyone €l se she knew was
within hearing distance. “Isit possibleto . . . accidentaly make something happen that you didn’t mean to
happen?’

The woman nodded. “Y es, if the passion isthere—anger, love, jedlousy.”

Penny swallowed hard. She had certainly been passionate when she' d stabbed that doll.

“Did you find what you were looking for?’ B.J. asked. He was chomping a sausage that was dmost as
big asher arm.

She frowned. “Y ou don’t want to know how many preservatives arein that piece of meat.”

Hegrinned. “Y ou're right—I don’t.” Then he nodded toward the park where two guitarists were setting
up. “Come on—Ilet’ sgo have somefun.”

For the rest of the afternoon, Penny tried to put Deke' s murder out of her mind and focus on theliving
that was going on dl around her—the children who were laughing and singing, the people who danced
and clapped to the music, the families who walked with their hands chained together. She watched the
families with envy, wondering how different her life might have been if she’ d been sandwiched between a
loving mother and father. At one point, she caught B.J. staring at her.

“Where syour family?’ he asked.

“I don’'t have any,” she said. Her rote answer. “1 heard you mention a niece and nephew in the souvenir
shop. Do you have abig family?’

“Nope,” hesaid lazily. “ Just me and my brother and our mother.”

“So where do the niece and nephew come in?’

“Inthefuture, hopefully,” he said with asmile. “I thought it sounded better to say | was buying those



thingsfor my niece and nephew than to say | was buying them for myself.”
She frowned. “Why did you want bottles of crushed limestone?’
He shrugged. “Just curious, | guess.” Then he winked. * Same with the handcuffs.”

Penny burned with more questions about hisfamily and his background, but she was afraid that he might
ask questions abouther family and background. They sat in the grass and listened to the music until the
day’ sfedtivities began to wind down, with Penny fighting the growing redization that she smply enjoyed
B.J’scompany. “1 should be getting back,” she said. “The funerd istomorrow, and | know it'sgoing to
bealong day.”

He nodded and pushed to his feet, then extended his hand. She clasped hiswarm fingers, then allowed
him to pull her up, closeto hisbody. A thrill of avareness traveled through her; the attraction between
them was hard to deny. It would be easy, she thought, to spend the night in hisarms. But it wouldn’t be
right to go to the funera tomorrow with another man in her mind. He held onto her hand longer than
necessary, but she pulled free and maintained extra distance between them as they made their way back
through the square.

They walked by abooth that sold more of the little brown bottles that had attracted B.J.’ s attention at
the souvenir shop in the museum. The booth was packed, and Penny recognized at |east one of the
women from her shop.

“That's the woman who asked for bat brains,” she whispered to B.J.

“Maybe she needsthem for aspell,” B.J. said.

“I’m not judging her,” Penny said. “1 just hate to see people get scammed and spend their money on
ridiculous potions.”

Helaughed. “Isthat redly so different than buying vitamins?’

She gave him what she hoped wasthe evil eye. “ There smore limestone dust,” she said, pointing.
“Minearen’t limestone,” the man behind the booth said. “It's real bones—chicken bones, of course.”
B.J. walked closer to take alook, and Penny observed other customers at the booth.

“I'machemig,” the man told B.J. “My mixtures are dl authentic and guaranteed. This stuff isn’t souvenir
grade”

A customer next to Penny uncorked one of the bottles, and an unpleasant odor filtered out. “Ew,” she
said, covering her nose even as amemory chord stirred. She prided hersalf on knowing the fragrance of
herbs, but she couldn’t recall where she'd smelled thisscent . . . it wasrecently . . . and in an unexpected
place, she somehow knew. Then it hit her—Deke' s cologne the day she' d seen him at the museum. God,
it had been awful—no doubt some trendy blend derived from something exatic, like anima pheromones.

She picked up the bottle. “What isthis stuff?’ she asked the man.

“Dimethyl sulfoxide” hesad.



“But what doesit do?’

Heleaned in conspiratoridly. “ It preserves human organs. Got a body you want to keep fresh?”

Keep everything bottled up . . .

i “It could be nothing,” Penny said as they reached the outer door of her building.

“Right,” B.J. said. “But I'll probably check it out tomorrow, whileyou're at the funerd.”

She nodded, the disturbing information about Deke and the chemical she' d smeled on him only adding
to her discomfort about tomorrow’ s service.

“Unless you want some company tomorrow,” B.J. said.

She glanced up sharply, but his eyes were unreadable in the dusk, his voice barely audible with al the
noise behind them in the square.

“Y ou can bet Maynard will bethere” he added. “ Sometimes afunera will shed new light on amurder

Oh—of course, he' d offered to go for the good of the case. “Guy isgoing to pick me up,” she said.
“Besides, I'm not sure what kind of reception Il get, but people are bound to talk if they think that
you're...thawere...

“Right,” he agreed, hisgaze holding hers. | guessthey’ d redly tak if | wereto spend the night.”

Her eyebrows went up. “ P-probably.”

“Stll, I'dliketo. . . if that's okay with you.”

Her throat tightened, and while her body screamed Y es! she knew that she was too vulnerable for
anything good to come of their deeping together tonight. “1 don't think—"

“Onthe couch,” he said quickly. “To be on the safe Side, until you get your locks changed tomorrow.”



Oh—of course, he' d offered to deep over for the good of the case. Shefelt likeanidiot and tried to
saveface. “Do you charge time and ahdf for after hours?’

Hegrinned. “If | charged for my skills after hours, you couldn’t afford it.”

She pursed her mouth and tried to ignore the little firestormsigniting al over her body. “Okay . . . but
just for tonight.” She stepped indde, flipped the light switch, and was met with beautiful white light
flooding the gairwell. Such asmall thing, but she was disproportionately grateful.

Slowly she climbed the dairs, conscious of him behind her, warmed from his concern. But when he
stood close behind her on the landing while she tried to open the door, something changed. For a split
second, shefelt thetiniest finger of unease, the merest hint of danger. Working with B.J. on the case was
onething, but alowing him to spend the night in her gpartment was another. How well did sheredly
know thisman?

“Having trouble?’ he asked, then he dipped hisarms around hers, covering her hands with his, guiding
the key into the keyhole. Penny’ s breath stalled in her lungs as his chest pressed into her back. She
alowed him to direct her hand, but suddenly the act of inserting the key took on anew connotation. He
seemed to hesitate over the opening, waiting for her to complete the task. But when she pushed the key
forward, he put hisweight behind it and sent the key home. Desire whipped through her body,
heightened by the tendrils of uncertainty where B.J. was concerned. Perhaps the man didn’t mean her
danger intentionally; perhaps she was only picking up on the transient vibes the man exuded.

Besides, she' d been willing to spend the night with him within hours of knowing him, hadn’t she? Why
the hesitation now—because she knew him better?

The door swung open, and the lamp she d I eft burning in the living room was till going strong. She
stepped insde, both relieved and vexed to be avay from him. Then anew panic set in—what were they
going to do until bedtime?

“Doyoumindif | get my laptop from my car?’ B.J. asked.

“No,” shesad, immensdy relieved.

Hel€ft, then returned afew minuteslater. He settled in at the dining room table, dwarfing the furniture.
“Don't fed like you haveto entertain me,” he said. “ Do whatever you normaly do.”

Penny flushed and glanced around her apartment. How embarrassing for astranger to see how little she
truly had going onin her life. She could read amagazine, or watch television, but neither seemed
particularly appeding. “Actudly, I’'m hungry. Can fix you something to est?’

His head popped up. “Don’t go to any trouble.”

A smiled curved her mouth—he was hungry, too. And perhapsif she was able to satisfy one appetite,
the other wouldn't get out of control. She went to the tiny kitchen, and while he typed on the keyboard,
she prepared a spinach and arugula salad with garbanzo beans, sprouts, and flax seed, served with whole
whest rollsand, just for B.J., asde of soft tofu drizzled with lemon juice and dlive ail.

“Soup’'son,” she sad, setting their plates on the table around the [aptop.



He was absorbed in something on the screen as he scribbled notes on the back of one of hismissing
personsflyers. Helooked up and studied the sdlad and gdlatinous tofu gingerly. “Where' sthe soup?’

“Figure of gpeech,” she said, suddenly enjoying hersdf. “I thought thiswould be a perfect opportunity
for youto try tofu.”

One side of hismouth did back. “1f you wanted meto leave, al you had to do was say s0.”
“Jugt try it,” she said with alaugh. “What would you like to drink?”

“Strong coffee or beer, if you haveit.”

“How about green teaor water?’

His mouth twitched downward. “I’ll have water, thanks.”

She poured a glass of filtered water for him and one for herself, then sat at the table and spread a napkin
on her lap. B.J. followed auit, still wary of the food on his plate.

Penny cut into her tofu, to set agood example. “What are you working on?’ she asked, nodding to the
screen.

“Doing some research on dimethyl sulfoxide. The chemica has, shall we say, a checkered past.” He put
aforkful of thetofu in his mouth, then stopped, grimaced, and swallowed.

“It growson you,” she said encouragingly.

“I'll bet this stuff would grow on just about anything,” he said, turning to the salad.

She bit back asmile. * So what did you learn about the chemica ?’

“It' saby-product of wood pulp, used commercidly in paint thinner and antifreeze.”

She made aface. “| thought the man in the square said it was used to preserve body organs.”

He nodded. “ The medical grade of the substance was used for organ trangplant preservation in the
1960s, but there were Side effects, and the close kinship of the chemica to harsher commercid grades
made it suspect. Apparently the cheap and potentialy harmful gradeswere popping up at roadside
gands and generd stores.” He grimaced. “1 imagineit tasted like thistofu.”

Shelaughed. “Buit it’sgood for you.”

“What isit exactly?’

“It' smade from soybean milk.”

He scratched histemple. “And | didn’t even redlize soybeans had nipples.”

She burst out laughing; hewasso. . . mae.

“But,” he said, taking another bite, “1’'m awayswilling to try something new. Thesalad isgood,” he



added. “1t’ s probably the most healthful thing I’'vehad to eat in . . . my entirelife. Thank you.”

“You rewelcome,” she murmured, struck once again by his easygoing manner. B.J. Beaumont probably
had awoman in every town in Louisiana. She averted her gaze to her plate. “ So, this chemical isn't used
inthemedicd fidd anymore?

“Not widdy. But the commercid grades are ill available. And they wouldn’t necessarily raise suspicion
if someonewasusngthemfor .. . illicit activities”

Shedrank from her glass, trying to digest theimplication of hiswords. “Y ou think something horribleis
going on & the museum?’

“I don't want to jump to conclusions, but I’ ve got afew missing girls, one of whom we have on good
authority was headed to the museum. And we have ablond hair found in the museum, which might or

might not belong to one of the women. And we have your ex-husband coming out of the museum with
the scent of this chemica on him. And then he was murdered.”

Penny swallowed abite of sdad past her tightened throat. * Y ou think that Deke might have been
murdered because he found out something illegal was going on at the museum?”

“I don’t know, there are just too many pieces of the puzzle missing. | wish we could get into the house to
see the crime scene, maybe get alook at Deke' sfiles.”

She frowned. “That’ s not likely to happen. | have extrakeys somewhereto get in, but I’ ve heard that
Sheena has practically barricaded herself insde. Which surprises me because | thought she' d be dl over
themedia”

He worked his mouth from side to side. “Maybe there salogicd explanation for dl of this. Maybe the
hair isn't Jodi Reynolds ; maybe the other woman didn’t make it to the museum after al, or went and
then left on her own volition. Maybe Deke was murdered by hisgirlfriend, or by some psycho who likes
crowds.”

B.J.’ swords when they’ d first met came back to her.l go where the crowds are—festivals, concerts.

Penny kept esting, wishing she could make sense of everything going on, including the push-pull feglings
shewas having for B.J. He was so believable in hisrole as protector . . . was he too good to be true?

“What do you know about the woman who runs the museum?’

“Hazel Means? Sdlt of the earth. Sheand | have been friends for years.” Penny flushed. “I confess that
I’ve aways been a it fixated on the Archambault mansion. It reminds me of the big manor houses of
Gothic novels | read growing up. Hazel has been nice enough to humor my interest.”

“Y ou mentioned someone € se working there—a handyman?’

“Tilton Means, Hazd’ s son.”

“How old ishe?’

“Midthirties, maybe. He smentally disabled.”



“To what extent?’

“He's communicative and productive, and he drives, but he doesn’t like to socidize. He worksfor the
two local funerd homeswhen they need him.”

B.J. wasingtantly alert. “ So at least one person at the museum has access to cadavers.”

A chill did down her back. “But that could aso explain the existence of the chemical, right? What if
Tilton spilled it and Deke just happened to be around it, or stepped init?’

B.J. nodded. “Or if Tilton was doing some kind of painting or work on one of the machines we saw, that
could also explain the presence of the chemical.” He made arueful noise. “Whichiswhy | can’'t goto the
police until I do some more checking around.”

She wet her lips. “ So what are you thinking—worst-case scenario?’

He shook his head. “My mind doesn’t even want to go there.”

Herseither. Hair in the torture equipment . . . missng women . . . achemical to preserve organs. . . and
Deke dead. Was Deke involved in some kind of depravity? Without the moral guidance of hisfather, had
Deke, as he had feared, succumbed to an evil buried deegp within him? It was when he had begun to
change, when his persondity had gone from congenia to conceited, and when his stress |evel—and
temper—had rocketed higher. Had he been conflicted about something he' d been doing?

Other than Sheena.

“So we gtill don't know who made the voodoo doll,” B.J. said.

“Right.”

“Did Deke have amaid or someone who ran his errands, dropped off dry cleaning?’

“Ther€ snomaid,” she said dryly, remembering the messin the entryway—Sheena s shoes, the unread
newspapers. “| used to run mogt of hiserrands,” she admitted sheepishly. “And when | couldn’t—" She
stopped as an darming redlization occurred to her.

“What?’

“When | couldn’t run Deke' s errands, Steve Chasen did.”

“S0 Chasen had accessto Deke' s suits.”

“Right.”

“And he' s cozy with Deke' s mother.”

Penny frowned. “1 can’'t imagine anyone being cozy with Monathe Stone, but if that’ swho he was
talking to on the phone yesterday, they seemed friendly. But why would Mona be friendly with the man

who murdered her son?”’

“Simple—either she doesn’'t know hedid it, or he didn’t do it. Maybe he murdered Deke and told



Mona he found the body and decided to make it look like you'd doneit.”
“But what could be Steve' smotive?’

“Something business-related perhaps, something illega. Or maybe he didn’t do it, but found the body
and decided to make it look like you’ d doneit.”

“Buy why would he do that?’
B.J. shrugged. “Maybe he thought Monawould help him get ajob if she felt like she owed him.”
“But why wouldn’t Monawant her son’srea murderer captured?’

“Maybe she knew that Deke was up to something and is afraid that if the real murderer is caught, dl of
hisactivitieswill cometolight.”

Penny put her handsto her temples. “1 think my head is going to explode. Can we talk about something
esefor awhile?’

“Sure,” he said, then gestured toward his empty plate. “How long have you been obsessed with hedlth
food?’

She bristled. “I’m not obsessed. Just alittle. . . compulsive.”

He pursed his mouth. “1t’s my experience that when people are ‘ compulsive’ about something, it'sto
mask something ese”

Irritation spiked in her chest, and she had the unsettling fedling that he could seeinto her private places.
“That' snot trueinmy case”

“Whatever you say.” Although hedidn’t look convinced.

Penny stood to clear their dishes, her nervesjangling. All the St. John’swort she' d taken over the past
few monthsto cam her nerves didn’t seem to be working. Maybe she was past the threshold of
over-the-counter assistance. Maybe she was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Maybe that
explained why her emotions and urgeswere dl over the place.

To her surprise, hejoined her at the sink and helped clean the kitchen. But he must have sensed her
extreme anxiety, because he kept the conversation light, asking about her business and about living ina
small town. Penny remembered a bottle of merlot that someone had given her. B.J. opened it, and they
drank while she leisurely washed dishes and he dried. She asked him about some of hisfavorite cases,
and when hetalked, his eyes came aive—the man loved what he was doing despite the fact that he
couldn’t be making much money. They chatted like old friends, and when Penny felt awarm rush of
connection coming on, she had to remind hersdlf that B.J. made aliving out of drawing people out, of
getting them to talk.

She drank the last mouthful of her second glass of wine, then folded the dishtowels, her body throbbing
inawarenessof him. “I think I'm goingto turnin.”

Hedrank from thewineremaining in hisglass. “ Okay.”



Penny wet her lips, then walked past him. “Let me get you somelinens.”

Feeling like ateenager at acoed deepover, she went into her bedroom to get the extra pillow from her
bed and put on afresh pillowcase. When she returned to the living room, she stopped. B.J. had removed
hisT-shirt.

“Y ou don’t have anything to get out wine, do you?’ he asked, holding up the Stained shirt that read Jet.
Get Born.

She shook her head carefully, riveted by the sight of his muscular chest, covered with alayer of black,
black hair that whorled down hisflat stomach to disappear into the waistband of hisjeans.

“Darn, thiswas one of my favorite shirts” He made arueful noise. “ That' swhat | get for being
distracted.”

Penny could only nod.

Hewaked toward her and took the linens. “ Are you sure you' re okay with me staying here?’

She managed alittle smile. “Why not? It' ssafe. After dl, you don’'t deep with clients”

Suddenly the mood in the room changed. His eyes grew hooded and he stepped closer, lowering his
mouth to within an inch of hers. She could sense the aroma of the wine on histongue. Her breasts grew
heavy. Her knees threatened to buckle.

“No, I don't,” hesaid. “Buit for that reason done, I’ m determined to solve this case.” Hekissed her, just
awhigper of akiss—anyone watching would have missed the brief touch of hislips across hers. By the
time she opened her mouith, it was over . . . and she was | eft aching for more. He uttered alittle moan like
he wanted more, too, but now wasn't thetime or place.

“Goodnight, Red.”

“Goodnight,” she whispered, then turned and fled to her bedroom. She undressed in the bathroom,
pulled along gown over her head, and crawled under the covers, wondering which man would wind up

causing her the most heartache—the man she would see buried tomorrow, or the man currently snoring
on her couch.

Don't keep things buried . . .




i Penny gingerly did into the front seet of Guy’s car, hoping shewasn't going to be sick.

“Youdon't look well,” Guy said, hisexpresson worried, asif he knew he’ d never get the smell of vomit
out of hiscar. “ Areyou sure you' re up to attending the funerd?”

She nodded but swallowed hard, trying to block out the noise of the festival on the square. 1t seemed
ludicrous that anyone could be celebrating when Deke was only hours away from being interred. She
broke off another antacid from the roll she' d nearly consumed, then smoothed a hand over her smple
navy blue dress. “Do you think I'm dressed appropriately?’ She had debated on whether it was specid,
yet somber, enough for the service. Not that anyone would notice, but she wanted to look nice out of
respect for Deke and the good years they’ d shared together.

Guy reached over and squeezed her hand. “Y ou look wonderful. Just relax. It'll al be over soon.”

If only that were true, she thought. Maybe B.J. was right—perhaps the funera would fuel someoneto
do or say something that would advance the case. It would be the first time that the people closest to
Deke—and closest to the investigation—woul d be together in one place. Thoughts of B.J. sent
completely inappropriate impul ses through her body. He had been gone this morning when she' d woken
up, having left anote that read, “ Raided your pantry, found a couple of ‘Happy Divorce chocolate bars.
Didn't think you'd mind if | ate them since they werefull of nasty sugar and preservatives. B.J.” The
linens had been folded neetly on the couch, which meant the man could be tidy when he wanted to be.

And speaking of tidy men, she glanced over to Guy, who wore a spiffy turquoise coat over apricot-color
dacks, and dark Gucci glasses. And hewaslooking rather . . . tan.

“Guy, have you been to the tanning bed?’ After she’ d ranted about how dangerous Sheena s device
was—and surely hewouldn't be givingher business anyway.

He shifted guiltily. “No.”
“Have you been to the Bahamas since | saw you lagt?’

“It' ssdlf-tanner,” he said quickly. “1 know how you fed about tanning beds.” He sghed. “Everyonein
town knows how you fed about them.”

“They’ll give you cancer.”

“Everything will give you cancer,” he said in along-suffering voice. “I can't helpiitif | look better with a

“How are things going with Carley?’ she asked.

“They'renct,” hesaidin aclipped voice. “ Do you believe the woman had the nerve to ask meif I'm
gay? | mean, do | seem gay to you?’

Shetook in hisgelled spiky hair, his designer sunglasses, turquoise sport coat, and deep tan. “No.”



“Thank you,” he said, nodding curtly.
“Guy, did you happen to come by my apartment Saturday before you took me home?’
Hefrowned. “Before| took you home?’

“Yeah. Someone. . . left something for meinsde. I’ ve been trying to figure out who it was, and since
you haveakey ...

He pushed at hisglassesin away that made her think of Wendy and her nervous habit. “I wish | could
take credit for it, but it wasn’'t me. Sorry.” Then he grimaced. “ Someone was in your apartment?’

“Must have been my landlord,” she said easlly.
“What about that P.l. guy?”

A flush climbed her neck. “What about him?’
“Doeshe have akey?’

“No,” shesad evenly.

“Wél ... he could probably pick the locks.”

She decided to change the subject asthey drove past the store. “It was nice of Marie to offer to work
this afternoon.”

“She’ sbeen sdling that juice of hersto everyone who waksin the door. Y ou know how she likesto
tinker—I hope she' s not poisoning people.”

“Me, too,” Penny said, then leaned her cheek againgt the cool glass of the window.

They rode the rest of the short trip in sllence. Goddard’ s Funera Home was located past the Charmed
Village strip mall, on aplot of resdentia land. Formerly hometo the Goddard family, the structure il fit
inwith other houses on nearby lots. Except for the sign, the circular driveway, and the hearse sitting out
front, one wouldn’t know that it was afunera home. And except for thetwo TV newsvansdtting at the
curb, onewouldn’t know that thisfuneral was different from any other.

Her heart jumped to her throat when she saw the marquee: Deke A. Black, Beloved Son.

S0, apparently Mona had wrestled control over the services from Sheena, € se the marquee would have
read, Beloved Adulterer. Penny fisted her hand over her chest. A few months ago it would have read
Beloved Husband, and she would have been prostrate wondering how to go on. Suddenly she was
thankful that the separation and divorce had given her abit of emotiona distance from Deke. Meanwhile,
Monawas making astatement to the women in Deke slife: Wives and girlfriends would come and go,
but amother’sloveisforever.

They parked among many other cars—she recognized Mona s Cadillac and Steve Chasen’ swhite
BMW, plus Sheena sydlow Miata. Shelooked for Liz' sslver Mercedes but didn’t seeit. She had
hoped to hear from her friend, but she realized that people had other pressing issuesin their lives.



A police car sat next to the hearse, and next to the police car was adark Ford Crown
Victoria—Maynard' s car, no doubt.

She hadn't redlized she was il Sitting until the passenger door opened and Guy gdlantly offered his
hand. Shetook it, grateful to have someoneto lean on, Since her legsfelt unrdliable. On the way inthe
front door, they passed Tilton Means, who was walking out. He stopped and held open the door,
keeping his gaze averted, aswas hisway.

“Hi, Tilton,” she said.

“Héello,” he said in amonotone, probably in deference to his severe underbite. He was a big man, with
thick limbs and no neck. Penny’ s heart went out to him—hislife, and Hazdl’ s, couldn’t have been easy.

When they walked into the entryway, the strains of ahymn were playing over speakers. The sickening
scent of preserved live flowers hit her, causing her ssomach to roll. Greg Goddard, portly elder son of the
family, stood next to the door to greet visitors. When he saw Penny, he blanched a bit under histanning
bed tan—not agood sign, she decided.

“Penny,” he said with false cheer. “We, um, wondered if you’ d be coming.”

“Why wouldn’t I come to my ex-husband’ sfunerd?” she asked palitely, taking Goddard' s offered hand.
Real or imagined, there dways seemed to be an underlying metalic scent on the man.

He chose to answer by coughing violently, then he said, “Y ou didn’t talk to the newspeople, did you?’
“No,” shesad evenly.

He looked dmost disgppointed, then said, “Right thisway,” and led her and Guy to apew in the back of
the crowded chapd . “ The service will begin in five minutes.”

Her arrival caused a stir, she noticed. Heads turned and whispers ensued. She looked around and saw
that Mona sat like a stone on the front pew, staring at the closed casket in the front of the room, with
Steve Chasen ditting next to her. Curious. On the other side of the aide, Sheena sat in the front pew,
dressed outrageoudly in yellow—to match her car, no doubt. Next to her sat afew people whom Penny
didn’t recognize, but judging from the odd orange glow of their skin, she guessed that they worked for
Sheenaat the salon.

Hazd lifted her hand to Penny from about midway, and Penny smiled back gratefully. She saw people
she recognized as Deke s clients, or colleagues from New Orleans. Juleswasthere, Sitting off to hersalf
on the other side of the chapel. She looked at Penny, then shook her head mournfully and looked away,
rubbing the head of her carved waking stick.

Chief Allyson Davis and Detective Maynard sat on the same pew as Penny and Guy, but down afew
feet. They both were watching her intently as she sat and seemed to observe how other people reacted
to her presence.

The wood seet of the pew was hard and cold—like Deke, she thought suddenly, unable to reconcile the
warm, fun-loving man with the body that was beneath the spray of white roses over thelid of the deep
purple and bright gold casket—the colors of LSU. It was so surredl that she could dmost believe he
wasn't dead, that he' d smply gone on atrip or moved away. Except she' d seen his stabbed body, rid of



much of itsblood, his cold, dead eyes staring at nothing . . .

She shuddered, and next to her, Guy gripped her hand. Gloria Dalton appeared at the end of the pew
and shimmied down to sit on the other side of Penny. And just before Greg Goddard closed the chapel
door, Liz arrived, seeking out Penny with red-rimmed eyes. Gloriamoved down so Liz could St next to
Penny, who smiled at the other two women, fedling fortified by their presence.

The service was heartbresking . . . heartbreskingly short, that is. There was no minister, which was
strange, considering how religious Mona propped hersalf up to be. Greg Goddard gave the eulogy,
which mentioned Deke' s college days, hislaw degree, his practice, hisfather, and his mother, even his
“companion” SheenaLinder . . . but hiseight-year marriage to Penny Francisco was noticeably omitted.

She choked back tearsto think that their marriage hadn’t even warranted a shout-out in his eulogy. Guy
sgueezed one hand, and Liz squeezed the other. She stared at the back of Mona' s head, wishing for
once that she had the ability to telepathically convey what she was thinking into the mind of another. At
this moment, she hated the woman who had smothered her son, resented his choice of bride, and on
occasion, bullied him.

After the eulogy, there was a short prayer and the announcement of agraveside service at Garden Hills
Cemetery. Then, asahymn played, visitorslined up to file past the closed casket to pay their respects.
Since those seated in the back went first, Penny had to walk past Monaand Sheena. She glanced at her
ex-mother-in-law, whose face wasimmobile, but her eyes were practically shooting fire. On the other
sde of theaide, Sheenathecompanion” waswailing like a bansheg, crying, “Oh, my Dekel Oh, my
precious, darling Dekel”

Penny bit her tongue—where was a moving car when she needed one?

As Penny approached the casket, she leaned on Guy’ sarm asthe findlity of Deke s degath at last washed
over her. The man she had loved for her entire adult life. . . gone, like aseason that had dipped through
her fingerswhile she wasn't looking at the calendar. The impact of the loss echoed in the canyon of her
heart, exacerbated by the fact that she felt like an outsider, while his mother and his mistress held court
over his casket and most of the people in the room thought she was responsible for putting Deke here.
But, shored by the support of her friends, she didn’t break down. Instead, she touched the casket lightly
and sent aloving prayer heavenward.

And the casket tipped over, crashing to the floor and resting on one corner.

The room chorused with gasps and startled cries. Penny jumped back and stared at the casket, half
expecting it to open and spill Deke out at her feet.

“Haven't you done enough?’ Monascreamed &t her.

Penny pulled hersdf up. “Couldn’'t you at least have acknowledged our marriage in the eulogy, Mona?’
“Get out!”

Guy positioned himsdlf between Penny and Mona, but Penny was relatively sure he would bolt if Mona
charged. Sheenawas freaking out. Greg Goddard rushed to right the casket, shouting for men to help.
Detective Maynard gave him ahand, as did Allyson, who was as strong as any man there, Penny

conceded. When dl was settled, the spray of white roses|ooked alittle worse for wear, and the corner
of the purple casket wasabit . . . crumpled.



Thesght of it stirred amemory in her mind, but she couldn’t place the significance of it before Guy
swept her down the aide and outside.

“That was memorable,” Guy declared.
“Areyou okay?’ Gloriaasked.

Penny nodded, although she was shaking. She glanced around for Jules Lamborne, but the old woman
must have | ft, because she was nowhere to be found.

“I dmost had a heart attack when the casket fell,” Liz said, fanning her tear-stresked face. Then she
winced. “I don't suppose you' re going to the graveside service?’

Penny shook her head. “1 don't think that would be such agood idea. I ll take flowersto the vault later.”
Privately.

Liz gave her aone-arm hug. “How about let’ sgrab adrink before | head back?’
Penny nodded, thinking she could use one, and Gloriaand Guy agreed to join them.

“Just amoment, Ms. Francisco,” Detective Maynard said, striding up to her. Gloriaedged closer to
Penny’sside.

“What isit?" Penny asked, wondering how the day could possibly get worse.
“That was quiteashow inthere,” he said mildly.
“What do you want?’ Gloria demanded.

Maynard grunted. “We got the autopsy report from the M.E.’ s office. Turns out that Mr. Black was
unconscious when he was stabbed.” He angled his chin at her. “But then, you know that, don’t you?’

Penny shook her head. “1 don’t know what you' re talking about. Are you saying he' d passed out?’

“No. Hewas struck on the back of the head, and postmortem bruising showed that before he died he
was struck on other parts of his body aswell, with a cane—the canethat Ms. Linder said you threatened
her with when she arrived.”

Penny’ s mind raced, thinking back. “The cane was sitting in the umbrella stand by the office door. When
| heard anoise downdtairs | picked it up.”

He made a clicking noise with his cheek. “If you' retelling the truth, that' s too bad, because you might
have obliterated any other fingerprints that might have been oniit.”

She bit down on theinside of her cheek to stem her tears of frustration. Why had this happened to
Deke, and why was this happening to her?

“Penny admits she held the cane,” Gloriasaid, “but that doesn’t mean that she hit Mr. Black with it.”
Then she glanced around at the people who were staring in their direction. * Detective Maynard, thisis
hardly the placefor thisdiscusson.”



“You'reright,” hesaid amiably. “And | suspect we' |l be asking Ms. Francisco to come back to talk to
usreal soon.” Then he frowned. “ By theway, Ms. Francisco, | can’t seem to find any record of you or
your family in Kingston, Tennessee.”

“No?" Penny squeaked, trying to remain calm.

“No,” he said, watching her intently.

Her throat convulsed. “That’ s because | grew up in Kingsford.”

“Kingsford?”

Shedghedinrdief. “That' sright. Y ou must have misunderstood.”

He gave her atight smile. “My mistake.”

Gloriatugged at her deeve, pulling her away. Her eyes were clouded with concern. “Are you okay?’

Penny nodded, athough she wasfar from okay. Shewalked to Guy’ s car abit unsteadily and climbed
in, anking into the seat. “1 don’'t know how this Situation could get more crazy.”

But Guy didn’t ansver—he was saring at Liz's Mercedes as she pulled out of the parking lot. “Isthat
the car your friend dways drives?’

“Yeah,” Penny said. “Why?’
“Wadll, for sarters, it' sthe car I’'m going to trade thisonein for some day.”
“Thet'snice”

“And it’sthe car that was Sitting in the parking lot of the store Friday night when | drove by to take
Carley home.”

Penny sat up. “Friday night? After the party?”

“Yeah. Itwasmaybe. . . ten 0’ clock, or afew minutes past.”

“Areyou sure?’

“Pogtive. That car, or onejust likeit.”

He pulled onto the street, and Penny unwittingly looked directly into arolling news camera. She cursed
under her breath and frowned, her mind clicking. That would have been right after Liz and Wendy had
left the party. Why would they have parked in the store parking lot?

Then she froze—to walk across the road and visit Deke? Her breath started coming faster asthe
possibilities unwound in her head. Could her friends have stopped by with the idea of telling Deke what
they thought of him?Why else would they have wanted to see him, unless. . .

Penny closed her eyes briefly. Unless Liz was having an affair with Deke. That would explain her friend's



attitude toward Deke—maybe she was trying to pretend she didn’t care for him to throw Penny off.
Maybethat’s what she and Wendy had been arguing about asthey’ d left—Wendy had known that Liz
had wanted to stop to see Deke. Then another memory clicked into place: Ziggy sayinghe' d seenLiz at
his restaurant. Penny opened her purse and dug out her cell phone.

“What are you doing?’ Guy asked.

Penny ignored his question as she called directory assistance, then called Ziggy' s restaurant and asked
for him.

“Chére, Penny! How are you?’

“Not so good, Ziggy.” She pinched the bridge of her nose to stem a headache building there. “When you
saw my friend Liz the other night at the party, you said you recognized her from your restaurant.”

“That’sright,” hesaid dowly.

“Who was she with when you saw her?’
“Penny, I—"

“Whowas shewith, Ziggy?’

He sghed. “ Deke. But that was a couple of months ago, and it doesn’t mean anything fishy was going
on.”

“Right,” she said, her heart shattered. “ Thanks, Ziggy.”
“Don’'t jJump to conclusions,chére ,” he begged. “Deke is gone, forget about it, okay?’

“Right,” she repeated, wondering how many different ways Deke could have betrayed her, how Liz was
abletolook her inthe eye.

“And don't forget to cal me when you have more, um, you know.”
She sghed. “ That might be awhile—my woodsman said his hel per is out of commission.”
Ziggy made afrustrated noise. “ They will be out of season before long.”

Penny bit her lip. She had so many things to worry about other than black truffles. “1'll keep you posted,
Zigay.”

“Take care,chére.”
She disconnected the call and laid her head back on the seat.
“What was that al about?” Guy asked.

“My lifejust turned on end,” she murmured. “Agan.” Shewondered, if it kept turning, might it someday
beright sde up again?



“Doyou dill want that drink?” he said.

“Want it?" Penny asked. “I might neverstop drinking.” What had happened when Liz and Wendy had
stopped at Deke' s? Had they argued? Fought? Was it possible that Liz had murdered him, and was
Wendy somehow involved?

When they arrived at the square, the festiva wasin high gear. By the time they threaded their way
through the crowd to Caskey's, Penny was light-headed and dizzy from the thoughts running through her
head and the heady scent of the smoke from theperigtil fire.

“Don't these people ever get tired?” Guy asked, nodding toward the dancers whirling to the music of
flutes.

“Apparently not,” Penny said. And asfar as she was concerned, thefestiva couldn’t be over quickly
enough; when the crowds left, the news mediawould lose interest in the “VVoodoo Murder.” To think that
the festival would go on for the rest of the week was almost unbearable.

The bar was just Sarting to get crowded in anticipation of happy hour and free appetizers. Gloriaand
Liz were gtting at atable, but Liz stood when Penny walked up.

“Penny, could | talk to you, in private?’

“No,” Penny said, her voice deadly. “| have something to talk toyou about, and | want witnesses.”
Liz sat down hard, her face tight with gpprehension. “ So you know?’

“About you and Deke?’ Penny asked. “ Y eah, | know.”

Liz' seyesrounded. “ Meand Deke? No—it was Wendy and Deke who had the affair.”

Penny practically fell into one of the vacant chairs and put her head in her hands. “ Wendyand Deke?
When? For how long?’

Liz sghed, and her shoulders rounded. “College. Y ou were off on somefield trip, and the two of them
hooked up.” She wet her lips. “When | found out, | was furious with both of them.”

Penny closed her eyes. “How . . . how long did it go on?’
Liz hesitated. “A year . .. or 0.”
Penny inhaled sharply at the stabbing pain behind her breastbone. “ And since then?’

“Not that | know of,” Liz said. “But Deke caled Wendy after your separation, wanting to see her. She
caled me asking for advice, and | told her to stay away from him.”

“S0. .. you both knew | was getting a divorce before Marie called you about the party?’
Liz nodded.

Humiliation burned her from theingde out. “ And the dinner you had with Deke in the city?’



Liz looked surprised, then apologetic. “1 asked Deke to meet me. | was hoping | could appedl to his
morals.” She made arueful noise. “I asked him to leave Wendy done, that . . . shewasn't asstrong as
you are. . . that when he eventualy left her, she wouldn’t be able to recover like you have.”

That ill remained to be seen, but warm agppreciation washed over Penny &t LiZ' s confidencein her
emotiond fortitude. “ So that’ swhy you were dways so antagonistic toward Deke?’

“I didn’t redize it showed,” Liz said. “But yeah, | couldn’t stand him. He didn’t deserve you.”

LiZ seyesgrew moist, and Penny’ s chest welled with fondness. She reached across the table and
touched Liz' sarm. “ Y ou have to tell me what happened Friday night. Did you stop to see Deke on your
way out of town?’

Liz hesitated.

“I saw your car gtting in the parking lot acrossthe street,” Guy said.

Liz puffed out her cheeks and nodded. Y es—Wendy inssted. She' d met someonein Atlanta, and she
said she wanted to see Deke, that she wanted to get him out of her system.”

Penny shook her head in disbelief. “Wasit Deke caling her on her cdll phone?’
Liz nodded. “Once. Wendy had |eft him amessage on his cdll phone that she wanted to see him, but

when he called her back, he told her not to stop by, that he was expecting a client to come by the
house”

“But she wanted to stop anyway?’ Gloria asked.
“Right,” Lizsad.
“That' swhat you were arguing about as you |eft the bar,” Penny said. “I saw you.”

Liz nodded. “1 shouldn’t have let Wendy talk me into stopping, but | was hoping that seeing him would
be the release she needed to move on.” Shelooked at Penny. “I’'m so sorry.”

“Did Wendy kill im?" Penny asked thickly.

Liz gasped. “What? No, of course not! Deke wouldn’'t even let her inside the house. | watched from the
parking lot. He came to the door, they talked for aminute, then Wendy came back to the car. She was
angry with hersalf. She said she couldn’t understand why she' d ever been hung up on him and that she
was glad you wererid of him, too.” She reached into her purse and pulled out an envelope. “Wendy
wrote you aletter—that’ swhat | wanted to talk to you about. It'sdl in here, for you and for the police.
She couldn’t face you.”

Penny recalled Wendy’ s claim that shewasill when she' d caled, but in hindsight, Wendy could have
been crying.

“And you'rewilling to take a polygraph test?” Gloriaasked Liz.

“Sure” Liz sad, lifting her hands. “Wendy and | agreed—anything to help clear thisup. Deke was
definitely divewhen weleft.”



Penny took the envelope, her chest tight with mixed fedings. The affair had occurred before she and
Deke had been married, and if Wendy had carried atorch for him al these years, she had certainly been
punished for her transgression. “Was Deke aone when you were there?’

Liz bit her lip. “Wendy said that Deke inssted he was aone, but she had afeding that he wasn't.”

“Maybe it was the client who was supposed to come by,” Gloriasaid, then removed a prescription
bottle from her purse and tossed back two pills.

“Y eah, except Wendy said she smelled awoman' s perfume.”

“Could have been Sheend's,” Guy pointed out.

Or thefaceless “ other woman” that Sheena was concerned about, Penny thought to herself.
“lsn’'t that your phone?” Guy asked.

Penny jumped. “Mine?’

“It'scoming from your bag,” he said, pointing.

Penny pulled out the cell phone, and her heart did alittlejig a the incoming number: B.J. She flipped
open the mouthpiece. “Hello?’

“Hey, Red, it sme. How wasthe service?’

She frowned at his assumption that she’d know who “me’ was. “Fine,” shelied.
“Did you get the locks changed on your doorslike | told you?’

“My landlord was changing them when | 1eft. Why?’

“Because’mon Hairpin Hill.”

“And?

“And 1 just pulled a.38 dug out of atree where you told me you were running. If thisiswhat you
dodged, babe, it'sno blank.”
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i The next day at the shop, Penny was still antsy from B.J.’scdll, but she wasn't sure what
bothered her the most—that she’ d truly been shot at, or that B.J. had called her “babe.” Or maybe the

fact that he hadn't offered to deep on the couch last night?

The chime on the door sounded, announcing a customer. Business was still booming, and she' d decided
the most constructive use of her time wasto work in the store.

Besides, here shewaslesslikely to get shot at.
Jules Lamborne strodein, leaning on her walking stick.

“Hello, Jules,” Penny said, glancing around for Marie, hoping to get out of waiting on the spooky old
woman. Shewasn't in the mood for more bad mojo.

“Bonjour,” Jules said, athough her voice wasn't its usuad strong warble. She climbed up on astool but
seemed to be moving more dowly than normd. “I came for my morning dixir.”

Penny spotted Marie handling another customer and groaned inwardly. “Coming right up.” Shefilled a
glasswith Vigor Juice, managing to spill some on thefloor in her nervousness. She st the glassin front of
the old woman and reached for a paper towel. “1 saw you at Deke sfuneral yesterday, Jules.”

“Saw you, too,” thewoman said after a hearty drink. “ Saw what you did to thecercuell. ”

Without her trandator, Penny was confused, but she took a guess. “Y ou mean the casket?’

Jules nodded.

Penny frowned. “I didn’t do anything toit. | barely touched it, and it fell. It was just an accident.”

Juleswagged her finger. “Nothing isan accident. Thecercueil fell because you wished it to, or because it
hed to.”

“Okay,” Penny said, il skeptical. She certainly hadn’t “wished” it to fall, and why would a coffinhave
tofdl?

Julesdrank the rest of the juicein one gulp, then set down the empty glass and abruptly stood to leave.
Penny observed the woman' s agitated body language. “What’ syour hurry, Jules?’

“Thereisaserpent underfoot,” Jules murmured, glancing from side to Sde, her eyeswide, her tongue
darting in and out asif shewas unwittingly mimicking asnake. “I must go—I’m wesk from using my
Cajun and will be susceptible to the serpent’ sevil.” Thelittle old woman scrambled toward the door
unsteadily.



Penny strode ahead to get the door for her. “Watch your step, Jules. See you tomorrow.”

But when the woman didn’t respond with her normd “ Bon Dieuwilling,” as she waked away, Penny bit
her lip. Was Jules sage findly catching up to her? Had the woman dipped into senility? Were the
voodoo festival and dl the bizarre events making her more agitated, more neurotic?

Just as Penny was closing the door, it was shoved open, catching Penny on the hedl. While pain shot up
her leg, she looked around to see Sheena Linder standing there in snakeskin jeans, agold shirt, and
four-inch dtilettos. Her orange skin was dick with some kind of oil, her white hair as poufy and
dry-looking as straw. Didn't the woman redlize that when she fried her skin, shewas aso frying her hair?
One of these days, she was going to burst into flames. “Hi, Sheena.”

Sheena planted her hands on her generous hips and glared at Penny. “I’ m going to sue you.”
Penny sighed. “Whét for now?’

Sheend seyes narrowed. “Don't get smart with me, Granola Girl. Do you know what kind of pain and
anguish you put me through yesterday when you knocked Deke' s casket off its stand? | had to take a
handful of Xanax just to make it through the rest of the day.”

Customers began to stare, and Penny swallowed her retort. “ Maybe we' d better take this, um,
discusson into my office?’

Sheena s chin jerked up. “ Okay by me.”

Penny led the way, then glanced back to seeif Sheenawasfollowing her . . . justin timeto see Sheena
sep in the Vigor Juice that Penny had spilled, which had seeped from behind the counter. In one awful
second, Penny redlized she was still holding the paper towd that she' d meant to use to wipe up the spill
... before Jules had distracted her with dl of her ramblings. Sheena had been strutting full steam ahead,
s0 she'd hit the green Vigor Juice with maximum momentum. Her legsflew up inthear asif they’d been
pulled by arope, and she landed in ayoga v-sit, directly on her tailbone. Penny heard the crack of bone
from where she stood, and she winced—that had to hurt.

Sheenawas till screaming when they |oaded her into the ambulance, but al Penny could hear wasthe
sound of her insurance premiums soaring over the moon. She did fed sympathetic for thewoman. . . a

little. But filing so many bogus persona injury claimswas bound to come back and bite her sooner or
later. Penny sighed. Shejust wished it hadn’t been her negligence that had taught the woman alesson.

Just before the ambulance door closed, Penny noticed Sheena s pants—snakeskin. Penny’ s body
tingled. Jules had said there was a serpent underfoot . . . had she foreseen the accident?

“It couldn’t have happened to anicer person,” Marie said sarcastically, watching the ambulance pull
avay.

“Careful,” Penny said. “If she takes my business away from mein court, you might be working for her.”
Marie made aface.

Penny wet her lipsand tried to inject a casua note into her voice. “ Juleswasin thismorning, and she
was't making senseto me.”



Mariefrowned. “ Julesis the smartest person | know. What did she say?”’
“She said that a serpent was underfoot.”
The young woman shrugged. “ That just means she thinksthat evil isal around.”

“But then she said she had to leave—that she was weak from using her Cgjun and was * susceptible’ to
the serpent.”

“So she thought she was susceptible to the evil.”

“From speaking Cgun?Did | misunderstand?’

Marie bit her lip, then shook her head. “No.. . . in that context, Cgjunisn’t a person, or alanguage, or
even aculture. Theword can be more loosdly trandated to meanmagic. Juleswas wegk from using her
magic.” The woman wagged her eyebrows, then walked back inside the store.

Penny pressed her mouth together—just what had Jules used her magicon? A voodoo doll? Hadn't
Jules offered to put ahex on Deke? And Jules had been in the square Friday night—perhaps she wasthe
one who had placed the doll on the table at Caskey’s. And she had been at the funerad home yesterday,
when the casket had practically leaped off itsstand. . . .

No. Penny shook her head to rid it of nonsense. There was no such thing as voodoo or black magic.

She gtared at the pink house, and B.J.’ swords about wishing they could get in to look at the crime
scene came back to her. Sheenawould be in the hospital for awhile, so what better time to snoop
around? He had returned to New Orleans yesterday to drop off someitemsat alab, and he'd said he'd
be back soon. She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and hesitated. Was she cdling because she
wanted to tell him about the house being empty, or because she missed him?

She closed her eyes and groaned, and her phone rang.

When she saw his number pop up, her heart lifted higher than it had aright to. She flipped down the
mouthpiece. “Hello?’

“I'sme” hesad. “I missyou.”

Surprise and pleasure sparkled through her chest. “So come back,” she said breezily. “I have ajob for
us.” She explained about the house.

“I was planning to come back thisevening,” hesaid. “But I'll bring my cat burgling clothes.”
She amiled into the phone. “ Are you amaster of disguise?’

“If thedtuation calsfor it,” he said, and for some reason, hisadmisson niggled at her.
“Where shal | meet you?’ she asked, changing the subject.

“Atyour place,” hesad. “We |l walk to the house after dark. Wear dl black clothing. Preferably tight.”



She laughed, then disconnected the call, mystified over her reaction to the man. And had she, in Jules's
words, “wished” himinto cdling her?

“No,” shesaid doud. “There' s no such thing as magic, voodoo, or witchcraft.”

Steeled with resolve, she marched back into the store and drank a glass of Hot VVoodoo Sex. Two of
them, infact.

“I can't believe he didn’t change the locks after the divorce,” B.J. muttered asthey entered the house
through the back door. “That’ srule one.”

A whining noise sounded, awarning to disengage the security system before an alarm went off. She
punched in a code, and the whining noise stopped.

“Rule number two,” he said. “ Change the code on the security system.”
“Lucky for us, Deke was a cresture of habit,” Penny whispered into the hush of the house.
“You don't have to whisper,” he sad.

“Sorry,” shesaid. “I’ ve never broken into ahouse before.” Thelatex gloves fdt strange and cold on her
in.

“Which way to the office?’

Using her loaner P.1. penlight, she led the way through the foyer and up the stairs, her pulse ratcheting
higher with every step. At the top of the stairs, she pointed. “There.”

He opened the office door and walked in. Penny hung back, the idea of seeing the room again, of
visudizing Deke s body on the floor, overwheming.

“You don't haveto do this” he said.

“No...I'mfine” shelied and followed him inside the room. The bloody rug was gone and the room
was relatively neat, without the disarray she recalled. She exhaed.

“Do you remember any files being on the desk or being open?’ he asked.

She squinted, thinking back. “No, sorry.”

“What about the file he had when you saw him at the museum?’

“Blue,” shesaid. “I think it was an accordion file.”

For over an hour, they looked through drawers and file cabinets, but they came up with nothing.
“Maybe the police took thefile,” she offered.

“Could be. Did your ex-hushand have a secret hiding place—other than the ficus tree?’



“What do you mean?’
“Y ou know—the drawer you wouldn’t necessarily want people to open after you're gone.”

She started to shake her head, then she remembered the place where she had once found some men's
magazines. “ The garage.”

They backtracked through the house. “Nice woodwork,” he mused, shining his light on the crown
molding.

“Thanks” shesad. “I refinished mogt of it mysdf.”
“I shouldn’t be surprised, but | am.”

“Why?

“Becauseyou're. . . resourceful,” hesad.

Hiswords were smooth and velvety in the darkness, srumming her libido . . . or maybeit wasal the
voodoo juice she'd drunk. “I don’t think I’ [l ask for clarification.”

She opened the door leading to the garage, closed it behind them, then flipped on the overhead light.
“No windows,” she explained, then walked past Deke' sred Lotus Elise and Sheena sydlow Miatato a
metal toolbox that Deke had bought one weekend when he' d been feding particularly ambitious. But
Penny had used the toolbox more than he had, thus finding the stash of girlie magazines. She opened the
bottom drawer, then lifted out the tray that held wrenches of al sizesimaginable. Undernesth it were
magazines and videos, but not the more innocent, pinup kind she' d found before.

“So Deke was akinky guy,” B.J. said.

“Not withme,” she murmured, picking up an S&M video picturing aman having his bare bottom welted
with aleather strap. The rest of the items were more of the same and worse, with a particular lean
toward spanking and punishment by lashing. Near the bottom, they found aplain video case with no
markings.

“Looks homemade,” B.J. sad. “If it's something the two of you dic—"

“Itisn't,” sheassured him.

B.J. put the tape in the bag he' d brought along, then held up the magazines by the spine and gave them a
shake. “Just checking for notes or letters,” he said, but he didn’t find any. “Let’ shope the tapetdlsus
something.” They replaced the items and closed the toolbox. On the way out, B.J. stopped to look at
Deke' scar.

“| hated that thing,” she said. “ And now it seems petty.”

He crouched down. “Was Deke a bad driver?’

“Yeah,” shesaid. “Heloved to tak on the phone while he wasin the car, and he drove way too fast. Of
course, when your mother’ s the mayor—"



“Y ou don't have to worry about speeding tickets,” hefinished.

“Exactly.”

“Lookslike he hit something,” B.J. said.

Penny leaned down to look, then stared at the crumpled fender. Waves of recognition rolled over her,
colliding with denid. Thelittle car the voodoo doll was holding . . . the crumpled edge of the casket . . .

“What’ swrong? Y ou look like you' ve seen aghost.”
She jerked back and stepped into a garden tool organizer, toppling it with amighty crash.

B.J. winced and reached for the tools to right them, but Penny fled, back to the foyer, back to where
she could bregthe and assmilate. But everywhere she looked, sheimagined evil spiritshanging in the

corners, just waiting for her to let down her defenses enough to—
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She screamed, thenredized it was B.J. “I’'m sorry,” shesaid. “I’'m alittle freaked out.”

“Let’sgo,” hesaid quietly, “then you can explain. If the neighbors heard us, they might have dready
cdled the police”

She nodded and followed him to the back door, where she reset the dlarm and they made their escape.

During the three-block walk to her apartment, they kept to the insde of the sidewalk to escape notice as
much as possible. Using careful words, she explained about the smashed Hot Whedls car, the bent

casket, and the crumpled fender.
B.J. was quiet for afew seconds. “ And you' re telling me that there’ s some kind of supernatural

connection between the three things?’

“Don't you think it'stoo much of acoincidence?’

“Not if the dternative is believing in voodoo.”

When they approached the square, the best of thebatri drumswas so loud to her that she clapped her
hands over her ears; the dancers so frenzied that she had to look away; the stench of the smoke and
animal blood so offensive that her stomach roiled. She ran to her apartment door and up the steps,

distantly aware that B.J. was behind her.

Oncein her gpartment, she dropped onto the couch and pulled her knees up to her chest, rocking to
hold back the wall of tearsthat pressed on the back of her eyes. She felt desperate.

“Hey, it'sgoing to be okay,” B.J. soothed, sitting next to her and drawing her into hisarms.

“I think I'mlosing my mind,” she whispered, reveling in the warmth of his skin, the comfort of his body

“There sno such thing as voodoo, | know that.”

“Someoneistrying to scare you,” he said, stroking her back.



“Someoneistrying to make melook crazy. So that no onewill bdieve me.”

“I believeyou,” he said earnedtly, then lifted her chin with hisfingers. Shelooked into his eyes and
clenched her jaw againgt the fedlingsthat swelled in her chest. Falling in love with someone so quickly,
and under such duress, was as fal se as voodoo.

He kissed her, gently at first, then harder when she responded, until their tongues lashed feverishly. He
pulled her onto hislap and ran his thumb over the peak of her beaded breast. She closed her eyesand
arched into him, clutching at hisback, pulling at his clothing as desire pooled in her midsection.

Their clothes came off dowly until apile of black fabric lay on the floor and they were completely nude,
lying mouth to mouth, sex to sex. “You' re beautiful,” he bresthed, then lowered hishead to take arigid
nipple into his mouth while caressing her other breast. Incredible sensations exploded in her body ashis
mouth traveled over her skin. His erection surged againgt her thigh, and she reached down to stroke the
length of him. He moaned and lowered his hand to her ssomach, then lower, to tease her wet folds, and
she nearly came apart in hisarms.

“Easy,” hewhispered. “Take your time.”

He massaged the most sensitive part of her until the stabs of pleasure became swlls of bliss, carrying
her higher until she cried out and thrashed againgt his hand. At the pinnacle of her orgasm, hethrust insde
her, taking her to another plane of excitement and complete stimulation. He began to move dowly,
alowing her to set the pace. She opened her kneesto give him full accessto her body, grasping hislean
hipsto pull him even more deeply insde. He kissed her, plunging histongue into her mouth, and laved her
breasts until she thought she would come from the prompting of histongue done.

They found an easy, long rhythm, taking pleasure in the breadth and width of every stroke, clenching and
relaxing, each glide of their bodies more pleasurable than the last. When the tremor of another orgasm
rose and swept her away, she cried out his name and contracted around him. He shuddered and thrust
deep, wedging their bodies together until the shared vibrations subsided.

Penny wanted to stay in that rosy, languid place of recovery, when the body istoo weak to do anything
except fed, for aslong as possible. But too soon, sounds from outside her window began to cut through
the pleasant sexua haze, and the aromaof Benny’s Beignets overrode the scent of their satisfied bodies.
Gingerly, B.J. shifted until shewaslying next to him. “That was tremendous,” he murmured into her ear.
“Mm-hm,” she said, her eyesbarely open. “Let’sgo to my bed.”

He grinned. “I thought you' d never ask.”

“Cary me?’

He laughed and stood, then pulled her to her feet and threw her over his shoulder. “Thisisn't what | had
inmind,” she said, hanging upside down and being jarred with every footfal into the bedroom.

Still holding her, he leaned over and pulled down the covers. “Penny . . . do you have a pet snake?’
She scoffed and smacked him lightly on the behind. “No, but I’ [l adopt yours for awhile.”

But hedidn’t laugh. “I’m not kidding. Don't move. Where sthelight?’



Shefroze, her heart thumping wildly. “B-back up.”
“I’m going to have to set you down.”

He backed up, hit the light switch, and swung her to her feet in one movement. But when shetried to
stand, she nearly fainted from the head rush. She blinked the bedroom into focus and wished she hadn't.

The only thing more scary than seeing the man you love face off with afull-grown venomous snekeis
seaing the man you lovenaked while facing off with afull-grown venomous snake.

Stir with an olivebranch . . .

i “Well, that was abig waste of time,” B.J. said asthey |eft the police gation.

“Allyson doesn't trust either one of us,” Penny said. And she had to admit, in the light of day, that the
allegations that someone had broken into her gpartment and left a snake in her bed were pretty
outrageous, epecialy with new locks and no signs of forced entry. Allyson had said in that infuriatingly
reasonable voice of hers, since the snake’ sfangs had been removed, it was more likely that one of the
snakes from theperistil had escaped and climbed up atree to her bacony, then crawled in through a
window.

More reasonable, for instance, than putting stock in Jules's prediction about serpents being underfoot.

“Then it' sagood thing we trust each other,” he said with awink. “What was dl that business about
where you grew up?’

“I don’'t know,” she said lightly. “ Detective Maynard asked where | grew up and | told him, but he
keeps getting it wrong.”

“Kingsville, Tennessee?”’
Penny nodded but dropped her gaze. Did shetruly trust B.J.? She hadn't told him everything because it

would only muddy the water and implicate her further. And some secretswere just better kept. Last night
had been wonderful . . . until he'd had to kill the snake, of course. She wanted to leave it at that.



“I'd fed better if you went with meto the city,” B.J. said, nodding toward his car.

Penny glanced up at city hall next to the police ation and up to Mona s office window on the third
floor. “Thisis something | need to do.”

“I canwait,” he said lightly.
She looked into hiseyes, saw theinvitation.Fall for me . . .we'll havefun . . .for awhile. ..

“That’ sokay. | might not get in to see her for awhile. Besides, my employees are going to wonder
what’ s hgppened to me, and | don’t think | should leave town right now, eveniif it’ sjust overnight.”

He nodded. “Okay. | have alot of thingsto run down, and | have to stop by the agency to do some
paperwork. Il see you tomorrow?’

Sheamiled. “Sure. Cdl meif thevideois. . . enlightening.”

“Will do.”

But as he pulled away from the curb, she couldn’t hel p thinking that if something on that tape would
incriminate someone e se for Deke' s murder, she was letting the one piece of evidence that might

exonerate her drive away. Then she chided herself—she was projecting her own behavior onto B.J.

It was safer to believe that he couldn’t be trusted rather than acknowledge that he just might be worth
loving.

She sghed and walked into the city hall building, then pulled the ring that Deke had given her from her
pocket—agold ring with ablack onyx cross. A family heirloom, he had said. It was alovely piece, but
she' d rarely worn rings because of her garden work. She had almost forgotten about it, rediscovering it
after the phantom maid had rearranged her gpartment, including her jewdry.

It was only right that Mona have it back. Maybe the woman would see it as a peace offering; that they
had both loved and lost Deke, and that Penny had had nothing to do with his death.

She rode up to the third floor and smiled at Mona s clerk, atimid, plain girl of about eighteen.
Immediately, the girl looked terrified.

“I’m Penny Francisco—"

“I know who you are,” the girl said, her eyeswide.

Great—now she was scaring young girls. “Isthe mayor in?’

The girl shook her head solemnly. “No. . . shesaid she'd bein, but no one’ s seen her.”

Penny glanced down at thering. Maybe it would be better if sheleft it for Mona so the woman could
ponder the gesture without the pressure of a confrontation. She held up the ring box. “Would it be dl

right if | left something in her office? It safamily heirloom—I’m sure she'll be happy to have it back.”

The girl looked around nervoudly, then nodded toward the office door. “Go ahead. But hurry.”



Penny smiled in gratitude, then waked into Mona s spacious office, impressvely outfitted with the best
furniture. The woman had certainly built her own little world herein Mojo. Penny walked over to the
desk and set thering in the center where Monawould find it, then decided she should write anote.
Penny scanned the desk for a piece of paper, but Monawas compulsively nest.

What wasit that B.J. had said—that when people are compulsive, it’ sto mask something else?

She did open atop drawer but didn’t find any paper. Then she did open abottom drawer and jerked
back in shock. Theason , therattle that the masked voodoo priestessin the square had wielded, was
lying therein avevet-lined box. With her heart thumping againgt her chest, Penny lifted the rattle to make
sureit was the same one. It had the same beadwork, the samelittle bell on the handle. She gaveit adight
shake, ashiver skidding over her arms at the knowledge that the shimmy noise was |oose snake
vertebrae.

Fear rosein her chest. Jules had said that only the priests and priestesses were alowed to use theason .
Her hand began to shake. So that meant—

“Whatin the hel do you think you're doing?’

Penny turned and nearly fainted at the sight of Mona standing there, looking asif she’'d just as soon kill
Penny aslook at her. There is a serpent underfoot . Penny wet her lips. “1 . . . brought you something,”
she said, nodding to the ring box on her desk. “1 was looking for a piece of paper to write you anote. |
didn’'t meanto pry. This, um, shaker islovely.” Monadidn’'t have to know that she was aware of its
ggnificance. “Isit Native American?’

“No,” Mona snapped, then walked over to her desk and dammed the drawer closed. “How dare you
come here, how dare you come into my office and rifle through my things!” Her voice escdated to the
point of shouting.

“| didn’'t mean to,” Penny said, moving toward the door.
“Get out before | call the policel”
Penny ran out of the office, past the trembling little clerk, and left the building, sheken at the new

revelaion: Monawas avoodoo priestess? She' d been the one the other night who had singled her out of
the crowd and torn the chicken’' s head off with her bare hands?

Could she have created avoodoo doll for her own son and I€eft it at Penny’ s party? Then orchestrated
the murder to frame Penny? But why would amother kill her own son?

With her hands shaking, she cadlled B.J."s cell phone number, but it rolled to voice mail. After adeep
breath, she dialed directory assistance for the New Orleans police department and asked for Detective
Maynard.

“Ms. Francisco,” he said, “thisisasurprise. MonaBlack is on the other line accusing you of breaking
into her office and harassing her.”

Penny swallowed hard and told him what had happened and what she had found, wondering if it
sounded as bizarreto hisearsasit did to hers.



“So let me get this straight—you' re saying that your ex-mother-in-law, the mayor of Mojo, isavoodoo
priestess?’

She hesitated. “Maybe.”

“And you think that she might have killed her own son and framed you for the murder?’

Shewet her lips. “Possibly.”

Maynard gave alittle laugh. “Ms. Francisco, now I've heard it dll. | thought you didn’t believein
voodoo.”

“I d-don't,” shesad, suddenly feding asif shewere unraveing.

“Ms. Francisco, | think you should leave thisinvestigation up to the police.”

Sheinhded for strength. “Did you talk to Liz Brockwell and Wendy Metzger?”

“Yes, wetook statements from them both, including”—paper rattled in the background—"both of the

women quoting you as saying on the night of the murder that you had plansfor your ex-husband, and that
he was going to regret screwing you over.”

She closed her eyes, her mind racing back to their conversation just before Liz and Wendy had left the
bar. “I only meant that | was planning to have my attorney sue him for hiding assets.” Shelet out a
frustrated cry, wondering if her friends had turned on her under interrogation. “Why doesn’t anyone

believe me?| didn't kill Deke—there’'samurderer out there somewhere! And B.J. found adugin atree
near where| wasrunning.”

“The dug could have been therefor ages,” Maynard said camly.
“Someone | eft asnakein my bed last night.”
“Chief Davisinformed me of your report.”

“Am’?’

He sghed. “Frankly, Ms. Francisco, you could have planted that snake yoursdlf to divert attention from
you as a suspect.”

Her mouth watered to mention Jmmy Scaggs, but at this point, she was afraid it would only lead to the
fact that she' d pushed Sheenainto the street, and where would that leave her? Besides, Jmmy didn’t
have amotivefor killing Deke. . . not as much as some other people. . . not as much as she did.

“Let usdo our job, Ms. Francisco. I’m convinced that as soon asthe forensic results are back, we'll be

making an arrest. My guessisthat’ll be happening about Friday. Do you have any plansfor Friday, Ms.
Francisco?’

“ N-nO_”

“Good. Meanwhile, stay away from MonaBlack. Y ou’ ve got enough trouble asit is”



She disconnected the call with trembling hands and wondered if she had gone alittle mad. Maybe the
traumaof finding Deke and attending the funeral wasjust now catching up to her.

Her phonerang, and it was B.J. She answered and tried to inject a note of normalcy into her voice.

“What'sup?’ he asked. “How did it go with your ex-mother-in-law?’

Shetold him what had happened at Mona s and the conversation with Maynard.

“Areyou sure of the meaning of thisrattle?’ he asked, sounding dubious.

“Julestold methat theason is used only by priests and priestesses.”

“Maybeintheold days,” he said. “Now you can probably buy them online.”

“It would explain some other things” she argued. “Like Deke saverson to animals, for
instance—maybe he saw her behead one too many chickens. And then there sMona s genera
welrdness”

The silence on thelinetold her that her argument was weak, at best.

“Maybe Maynard' sright,” he said casudlly. “Maybe you should just lie low for afew days. Go to work,
stay out of your mother-in-law’ sway.” He cleared histhroat. “ Or maybe you should go home and get
somerest.”

“Areyou forgetting that someone put asnakein my bed?’

Hewas quiet again. “L ook, I’ ve been thinking. Maybe Chief Davisisright about how the snake got into
your bedroom. . . it could happen.”

Her heart bumped against her chest. “Okay.” So he thought she was nuts, too.
“Try torelax and I’ ll see you tomorrow, okay?’

“Sure,” she mumbled, then disconnected the cal. Shefdt ridiculoudy let down that he didn’t believe her,
athough shewasn't sure what she was asking him to believe. She hugged hersdf and headed toward the
store, her rock in the storm. If Maynard made good on histhreat, she had only two days of freedom left
to get her affairsin order.
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The taste might come back
to hauntyou. . .




i By thetime sheleft the store the following day, Penny was starting to think that B.J. wasn't

coming back to Mojo. He hadn't called, nor had he returned her calls. Her mind began to weave wild

stories—maybe he was working undercover for the cops, building a case againgt her. Or maybe hewas
like Marie' s“Kirk,” a phantom too-good-to-be-true con man who went from town to town looking for
adventure and easy women, then moved on when things became too complicated.

Thelatter seemed far morelikely.

Shetook a circuitous route home and wound her way through the voodoo festivalgoers, ever watchful
for astray news camera. Tomorrow, Friday, would be the last day of the festival—thank God. Not that
things would be getting back to norma, not for her anyway.

Gloriahad cdled her with one bit of good news: The DNA from the blood spatters on her clothing had
come back as animal blood—chicken blood, to be exact. As soon as she heard Gloriasay the words,
Penny remembered having walked by theperistil when an unlucky chicken had been getting its head
whacked off. In the darkness, she hadn’t realized that she' d been sprayed with the blood. She
shuddered, still surethat it had been Mona behind the eerie skeletal mask.

But, Gloria had added, with Penny’ s fingerprints on both murder weapons, the link to the voodoo dall,
and the fact that she'd found the bodly . . .

“I have the names of some good crimind attorneys,” Gloriahad said quietly. *Y ou should prepare
yoursdlf.”

And Penny wastrying to; shedid, after dl, have some experience with thiskind of thing . . . with prison.
“Hdlo.”

Penny looked up to see B.J. standing in front of the door leading up to her apartment. Her heart jerked
crazily—just the Sght of him made her fed better in the wake of what shefaced. At least he had tried to
help her . . . had given her some very good memories.

“Hdlo, yoursdlf. Have you been waiting long? | took my time waking home, it ssuch anice night.”

“I've been hereawhile” he said, hisvoicethick. “ Thinking.”

Something had changed, something for the worse. Her chest tightened with gpprehension. “ Do you want
to come up and talk?’

“| think | should.”

They walked up the stairs and into the apartment, the mood solemn. Penny took off her coat and sat on
the couch. “What?’



B.J. bitinto hislip, hiseyesintense. “Y ou didn’t grow up in Kingsville, Tennessee.”

Shelooked at her hands and sighed. “No, | didn’t. And | didn’t grow up in Kingston or in Kingford.”
“And your last nameisn't redly Francisco.”

“No...it'splainold Frank. Penny Frank. | had it changed when | was sixteen.”

“The year your mother went to prison.”

She nodded again, the pain and shamewelling up in her chest. “That’ sright.”

“Nobody around here knows?’

“No. .. not even Deke knew.” She gave B.J. alittle smile. “I told him and everyone el se that my
parents were dead, which was hdf true.”

“Y our mother isin prison—"

“For murdering my father,” shefinished. “Y ep. And my two older brothers are in prison—drugs, armed
robbery.” A little laugh escaped her. “1’m from rotten stock.”

“Don’'t say that,” he murmured.

“It’ strue. See—you dready think differently of me. Imagine what will happen when the police and the
D.A. and everyonein town finds out.” She stood and walked to the window and stared out over the
crowd, which seemed more subdued tonight . . . or maybeit wasjust her. “Thisinformation will be the
piéce de résistance for the prosecution.”

He came over to stand next to her. “No one can hold you responsible for the things your family did.”

“I' know, but it will make adifference.” She shook her head. “| fed like somehow I’ ve brought thison
mysdf.”

He frowned. “How?’

“By lying, by trying to block out that part of my life. By denying my mother’ svery existence.” Her chest
ached with misery. She choked, and he pulled her into hisarms, kissing her so gently that tears squeezed
out of her eyes.

“Makeloveto me” shewhigpered. “Tonight | want to forget everything.”

He undressed her dowly, kissing every inch of skin as he exposed it to the air. When she was nude, he
kneaded and suckled her breasts until the tips were rigid and singing with pleasure. Then he kndlt and
kissed her flat somach down to her thighs until she quivered for more. He thrust histongue into her folds,
flicking at the jewd of her essence until she pleaded with him to end her suffering and makeloveto her.
“| want you inddeme,” she murmured.

Heflung off hisclothesin record time. She tried to memorize the lines and the textures of hislean,
muscular body and hisrigid sex, shiny with hisdesire for her. He pulled her to the couch, straddling his
lap. Shelowered hersdf onto his shaft dowly, then took him fully in onefina motion. Their moans



mingled. She adjusted to hisfullness, then began to ride him dowly. He put one hand on her hipsto guide
her, and with the other, he stroked her, kissing and licking her breasts. Her body was onelong nerve
ending—every breath, every nip, every caressintensified. He seemed to know intuitively where and how
she wanted to be touched. Shefell againg his chest in powerful climax, clenching her feminine musclesto
maximize the pleasure for both of them. His breath ragped out, and he ground her down on him, uttering
his own guittura groan of release.

She sghed againgt hisneck, feding . . . gratitude.. . . and love. It was false love, she knew—infatuation.
But she clung to it like the desperate woman she was.

Asif he sensed her urgency and her fear, he made love to her twice more before dawn, each time more
emotiondly and physicaly gratifying for her than the last. She had never enjoyed thiskind of physica
connection with Deke, nor with any other man. They didn’t even have to talk to communicate what they
wanted. She thought about his mouth on her breest, and it was dready there. It was amagical night, with
no voodoo in sight.

It was only after she stepped out of the shower the next morning that she remembered to ask about the
videotape.

He was already dressed, and he refused to make eye contact. “ It's amateur quality. Dekewith . . . two
women. Bondage type stuff, soft core. Can’t see the women'’ s faces and there’ s no sound, so it doesn’'t
help us. If weturnit over to the police, we' |l have to explain how we got it.” Hefindly lifted his gaze.
“But you can decide.”

She nodded, surprised that the information didn’t hurt her. Maybe she was numb; maybe she was
shutting down, preparing hersdlf, as Gloriahad said.

But then shelooked at B.J. and redlized that no, she wasn't numb, not by along shot.

Penny cleared her throat of emotion. “Gloriatold methat I'll probably be arrested today.”
Hislack of reaction told her that he already knew. Maybe his brother still had contacts at the New
OrleansP.D. “I'm sorry,” he said, then lifted his gaze to hers. “I thought I’ d be able to uncover
something that would keep you from having to endure an arrest.”

She feigned nonchalance. “Now | understand how people can be convicted on circumstantia evidence.”

He reached her in two strides, hisface stricken. “Don't say that—don’t even think it. Gloriawill help
you find agood attorney. Y ou can offer to take a polygraph test.”

Penny pressed her lipstogether. “But | was't truthful about wherel grew up or my family history, and
theincident of me pushing Sheenainto the street is bound to come out. Plus. . .” She stopped, her eyes
wdling up.

His eyes darkened with concern. “Pluswhat?’

“Plus. . . maybe on some subconscious leve, | did want something terrible to happen to Deke.” She bit
into her lower lip to stop it from trembling.

Herased hisfinger to her mouth. “ Shh. Y ou wouldn't be normd if you didn’t have thoughts of revenge
against someonewho lied to you, who betrayed you.” He wet hislips. “Especidly when that person was



supposed to be someone you trusted most.”

She swallowed astearsrolled down her cheeks. “My husband.”
He nodded.

“And my mother.”

He pulled her into his arms and she went, crying softly againgt the solid warmth of his chest. He held her
tight and rubbed her back, kissng her hair. “It' [l be okay,” he murmured. “Y ou'll get through this. You're
agrong woman.”

At hiswords, she closed her eyestightly. You'll get through this. You , asinby yourself . She chided
hersdf for wanting him to care enough to stick around—they barely knew each other, and he had other
commitments, commitmentsthat wereless. . . sticky. Sheinhaed deeply, savoring the musky maeness
of him afew secondslonger, then pulled avay with anod and asniff. “You'reright,” shesaid, trying to
sound upbest. “ Of course | will. And | appreciate dl of your . . . help.”

“My plessure, Red.” He smoothed her hair back from her face. *'Y ou know the investigation will go on,
even after an arrest ismade. The police still have alot of leadsto follow—Sheena, Steve, your friend
from Atlanta”

The police—meaning he was definitdly moving on. “Right.” Sheangled ajaunty little smileup a him. “I
assume you' I be sending me an invoice for your time when you get back to the city?”’

He dropped his hand, then nodded. “ Sure, if that’ s what you want.”

“I think that would be best,” she said, and they both knew she was referring to more than just hisbilling
process.

“I'll probably bein town through the rest of the day,” he said. “Walking around the festival, asking
questions”

She amiled cheerfully. “ Great. So maybe’ll see you around.”
He lowered his mouth to hers for a sweet, sexy, sizzling good-bye kiss that resurrected every twinge and
tingle from their night of lovemaking. When helifted hishead, he said, “Y eah. Maybe I’ ll seeyou

around.”

He left, and Penny stood at the window, hugging hersalf and watching him walk away. Then shewent to
the kitchen to count out her vitamins.

Make sure you have




astomachforit. ..

i When Penny arrived at the store, she felt remarkably cam. In away, she waslooking
forward to the arrest, like coming up for air after being underwater so long your lungs hurt. If B.J. had
uncovered her pag, it would be only amatter of time before the police found out . . . or maybe they
dready knew. Maybe Maynard had been ableto tell the minute he' d seen her. Shedwaysfdt asif she

wore the shame of her family on her deeve.

Shewondered how they would take her in—with much fanfare and televison coverage, or would they
put abrown paper bag over her heed? Wouldn't it beironic if shewound up in the same prison as her

mother?

Guy was morose this morning, burrowing into the stockroom behind paperwork. Marie was artificidly
cheerful. She had gotten an e-mail message from Kirk, who was supposedly on amedica missonto help
the tsunami survivors. Penny et her prattle on, since customers were few and far between, many of them
aready heading out of town on thislast day of the festival. Marie was|ooking out the window, in the
direction of the pink house. Penny wondered idly how much longer Monawould alow Sheenato live
there. Since their divorce, Deke had undoubtedly willed everything to his mother, and since Sheenaand
Deke hadn't yet married, the woman would be entitled to nothing except gifts.

But the Sheena Linders of the world seemed to land on their feet. The Penny Franks, on the other hand,
seemed to land on their heads.

“Hey, doesn't that P.I. guy that you' re deeping with drive agreen car?” Marie asked.

Penny frowned. “Who said | was deegping with him?’

“Oh, please.”

Penny moved toward the window. “ Do you see him?’

“Hejust drove up to the Victorian and got out. HE swaiting for someone to come to the door.”

Curious, Penny grabbed her mini binoculars and peeked through the blinds, a sense of d§javu sttling
over her to see B.J. standing on the porch, waiting for the door to be opened. She frowned. What could

he be doing at Sheena s?

As she watched, the door opened, and Sheena appeared in asexy, gauzy getup. Penny rolled her
eyes—the woman’ stailbone was broken and she il couldn’t help hersdlf. They appeared to betalking
rather serioudy, then suddenly B.J. removed something from benegth his coat and handed it to Sheena. If
not for the color, Penny might not have recognized the lime green stiletto that she' d dug out from under
her hip when she' driddenin hiscar.



Wonder how long that’s been there?
Behind the binoculars her eyes sung—it was Sheend s? He' d been her lover al dong?
Then B.J. handed Sheena another item—a black videotape.

Penny stepped back from the blinds as if she’ d been dapped. Hurt and betraya washed over her. Had
he been working for Sheenaall thistime? Was there something on the tape that would help Sheenaiin
some way? More disturbing thoughts battered her. B.J. had been at Caskey’ s the night of the murder—it
would have been easy for him to have placed the voodoo doll on the table for Sheena, especially since
Penny had made such afool out of hersdf faling for hischarm.

Her heart hammered. B.J. could have killed Deke for Sheena. . . B.J. carried agun—nhe could have
shot at her while she was running, then gone back and dug out the dug under the guise of warning her.
B.J. could have planted the snake in her gpartment—he d certainly killed it handily enough. B.J. knew
every little incriminating thing about her. Would he testify againgt her? And wasn't she the biggest fool
ever born to think that he had actually cared about her?

“Penny?’ Marie asked. “Areyou okay?’
“I'll bein my office,” she managed to get out. She closed the door and leaned againgt it, tingling with

shame. What about her made her such an easy target for deceitful men? Did she reek of desperation?
Did she emit vibes of gullibility? On her desk, her cell phone rang, and Gloria Daton’ s number came up.

Penny steded hersdf, then flipped down the mouthpiece. “Hello?’

“Penny,” Gloriasaid, her voice breaking. “ The D.A. just issued awarrant for your arrest.”
Penny closed her eyes asfear filled every cdl of her body. “How long do | have?’
“Maybe thirty minutes. Do you havethat list of attorneys| gave you?’

“Y es, thank you, Gloria, you’ ve been wonderful during dl of this”

“I"'m not going anywhere,” Gloriasaid. “We |l seethisthrough, okay?’

“Okay,” Penny said, feding guilty for dragging the woman into the mess, then disconnected the call. She
locked her office door and withdrew thelittle gold key for the secured desk drawer.

She did it open and gazed upon bag after bag of Boulder Potato Company Mdt Vinegar & Sea Sdt
potato chips. Shetore into one bag and placed amouth-sized chip on her tongue, flinching when the
sharp tang of vinegar hit her taste buds. She pressed the chip against the roof of her mouth, breaking it
into tiny piecesto release dl the pent-up taste. Then she chewed dowly and swallowed, flush with
pleasure. She dways ate thefirst bag that way.

The second bag, she lined up the chips on her desk and ate them by size, stacked in little sandwiches of
three or four. The crunch wasintense, and the tart rush of flavor made her mouth pucker.

For thethird bag, al bets were off—she crammed in as many as she could get into her mouth. By now,
her tongue was raw from the sea sdlt, but that didn’t keep her from licking her fingersto get every last
grain out of the corners of the bag.



Forget black truffles—she' d take these fat- and salt-laden delicacies over any kind of fancy fungus.

Suddenly Penny froze, her finger in her mouth, as athought did into her head so solitarily brilliant that she
could dmost hear the gonging noisein her brain. The blending of two memories. . . of Immy Scaggs
saying that his beloved and va uable truffle-hunting dog Henry was out of commission, and of Deke's
crumpled front bumper.

She could il hear the squedl of tires as Deke had pulled away from the museum Friday morning,
driving like ateenager. Henry had escaped from the truck bed once that morning—what if Henry had
gotten loose on the road? What if Deke had hit the dog, maybe killed it, and driven on? What if Immy
had seen it dl?Would he have killed Deke over hisdog?

Penny swalowed the last sty bite. Y ep.

A knock sounded on the door. “Penny?’ Mari€ svoice quavered. “ Detective Maynard and Chief Davis
are hereto seeyou.”

She jumped up and stuffed the crackly, empty potato chip bagsin the trash can, then licked her fingers
before wiping them on her jeans. She flung open the door to see Allyson, Detective Maynard, and two
uniformed New Orleans police officers.

“Penny Francisco,” Detective Maynard began.

“Wait,” she said, holding up her greasy hands stop-sign fashion. 1 know who killed Deke.”

Allyson Davis cursed. “ So do we—you.”

“No,” she said, then looked at Detective Maynard. “ Please—hear me out. Just walk across the street
with me. If you don't find on the bumper of Deke' s car what | think you'll find, then you can arrest me.”

“Thisisbullshit,” Allyson said.

“Please,” Penny said to Detective Maynard. “1t'll take only afew minutes. Thisismy lifewe retaking
about.”

The man wavered.

“Please?’

Then he sighed. “Okay, Ms. Francisco, you' ve got ten minutes for your littlefield trip.”

“Follow me.” She jogged past them, then outside, where she bounded across the street to the pink
Victorian. B.J. and Sheenawere still on the porch and pivoted their heads as the entourage of Penny,
Detective Maynard, Chief Davis, the two officers, Marie, and Guy came onto the property.

“What' s going on here?’ Sheena shouted from the porch.

B.J. squinted at Penny and lifted his handsin question.

“Tell her to open the garage,” Penny said to Detective Maynard.



He sghed. “Open the garage, Ms. Linder.”

“Why?’ Sheena shouted.

“Just doit,” hesaidin atired voice.

B.J. left the porch and joined them in front of the garage. “What' sgoing on?’ he whispered.
“I have atheory,” she said, gill smarting over hisobvious lies about Sheena.

“What kind of theory?’

“Jugt watch.”

Sheenareturned with the remote control opener and pushed a button. The double garage door rose
dowly, and Penny was thankful that Deke liked to back in when he parked. His crumpled bumper shone

beautifully inthesun.

“Now what?” Maynard asked.

“Check the bumper,” she said. “ Seeif you find any blood or fur.”
“Fur?’ Maynard said.

“Fur,” she repeated.

Maynard crouched down, then craned his neck and squinted. “ There s something . . .” He pulled out a
penknife and scraped at it. “It’ sblood, | think.”

Penny’ s heartbeat picked up.

Then he removed asmal plagtic bag and scraped something intoit. “And . . . looks like fur.
Reddish—maybe adog?’

She nodded. “Bloodhound.”

“S0?" Allyson asked, clearly inconvenienced.

Maynard was quiet, but his arched eyebrows echoed the chief’ s question.

Remorse pulsed through her for the information that she possessed and whom it would hurt. Immy
Scaggs had offered to give her an dibi for Deke smurder . . . because he had actually committed the

murder. She didn’'t want to believe that the oddly gentle man could do something so heinous, but it all
made horrific sense.

“Penny,” Allyson prompted, “wedon’t have dl day.”

Penny closed her eyesbriefly, then sighed. “I think that Deke hit Immy Scaggs s dog, maybe killed him,
sometime Friday, and Jmmy went to Deke s Friday night for retribution.”



“Over adog?’ Maynard asked.

“It' savery vauable dog,” she assured him.

Maynard looked at Allyson. “Do you know this Scaggs character?’
“Yeah, but | don’'t think—"

“Let’'sbring himin,” Maynard said. “I want to see where thistakes us.” Then helooked at Penny.
“You'recoming with us, too . . . just in case your theory backfires.”

Beware of amissngingredient . . .

ﬁ Penny and B.J. sat donein an interview room at the police station while Immy Scaggs was
being questioned in another part of the tation. Gluey silence stretched between them. Penny wasn't
even surewhy B.J. had come with her.

“That was good thinking back there,” hefindly said.

She lifted her eyebrows. “ Thanks.”

“So wheat isit that this bloodhound hunts that makes him so valuable?’
“I'm not at liberty to say.”

“You'reangry.”

“What?”’

“Y ou want to know why | wastaking to SheenaLinder.”

“That’ snone of my business” she sad, sudying her nalls.

“It'snot what you think,” he said.



“Oh?What ese could it be if the woman' sshoe isin your car?’
He blanched.

“l saw you giveit to her,” shesad.

“Y ou were Spying?’

“No. | just happened to be looking out the window.” With her binoculars. She frowned. “1 saw you give
her the videotape, too.”

His eyebrows went up, then he pursed his mouth. “ And what do you suppose that means?’

Penny crossed her arms. “That you're.. . . working for Sheena.”

“l am?

“Yeah.” She narrowed her eyes. “What else could it be?’

“I'm not & liberty to say.”

“Good.”

“Good.”

The door opened and Detective Maynard walked in. “Y ou wereright, Ms. Francisco. Mr. Black
gpparently hit the dog and kept going. Immy Scaggs just admitted to going to Mr. Black’ sresidence
Friday night, arguing, then hitting him over the head with the cane. That’ s backed up by some partia
fingerprints we found on the cane.”

Penny winced. “How’ sthe dog?’

“Scaggs said he amost died, but he' simproved in the last couple of days.”

“What about the garden stake?’ B.J. asked.

“He says he doesn’t remember doing it,” Maynard said. “But he admitsthat he probably did. Seemslike
the man had a pretty low opinion of Mr. Black to begin with, and a pretty fair crush on Ms. Francisco, so
the hit-and-run probably just pushed him over the edge.” He clapped his hands. “Looks like we got usa
solved case”

Shewent limp with relief.

“I’'m sorry, Ms. Francisco, for the anguish you'’ ve gone through. Please accept our gpology on behaf of
both police departments. | hope you know that we were only trying to do our jobs.”

She nodded thoughtfully, relieved beyond words to be off the hook for Deke' s murder, but
grief-stricken by the knowledge that Deke had lost hislife because he' d been abad driver and ajerk,
and now Jmmy would likely spend agood chunk of the rest of hislifein prison. “1 owe Jmmy some
money, if he needsto make bail. And if he needs a character witness, please let me know.”



B.J. frowned and scratched his head. “ So Scaggs copped to the voodoo doll?”

“No, but that’ s probably just a coincidence, whipped out of proportion because of thisvoodoo festival
going on,” Maynard said. “One of Ms. Francisco’ sfriends probably brought it, and now isafraid to
admit it because of what happened.”

B.J. nodded dowly. “I guessyou'reright. If Scaggs had a crush on Penny, he wouldn’t have been trying
to frame her.”

“Right,” Maynard said. “Ms. Francisco, you're freeto go.”

Penny and B.J. walked outside, and she breathed in the cool air as deeply as possible, then exhaded
noisly. “God, what aweek.”

“Yeah,” hesad. “ Seemslonger, doesn't it?’

She nodded and smiled at him, glad it was ending thisway, on afriendly note. “ Did you ever hear back
onthe hair you found at the museum?’

“Not yet.”

Shegavealittlelaugh. “Wewereredly letting our imaginations run away, weren't we?’

“Yeah”

“I guessthat’ swhat happens when you want something to be true so badly—you make up the middle.”
He met her gaze. “ So true.”

“I hope you find those missng women.”

“Me, too,” he said, then his eyesturned pensive. “But meanwhile, I'm glad | found you.” He leaned
forward and gave her akiss next to her ear. 1t wasfun.”

“Yeah, itwas” she said with asunny smile, but inside she was heartbroken. She had been too needy last
night, too . . . intimate. Intimacy scared men more than war. Still, she’ d known from the beginning that
B.J. Beaumont wasn't the settling down kind of guy, so it wasn't like she was surprised.

“We could ill takein another afternoon of the festival,” he said.

Tempting, but she' d binged enough for one day. “I think I’ ve had enough voodoo to last mefor awhile,”
shesad. “I might restake my garden—uwith surveyor’ s paint thistime.”

“Sounds. . . productive,” he said. “Okay, well, | guess|’ll see you around, Red.”
“Sure. The next time you' rein Mojo, look me up.”
“I'will,” he said, then strode away, his step carefree.

“No, youwon't,” she murmured, watching himwalk away. “But I'll never forget you.”



Her cell phone rang, and Gloria Daton’s number popped up. “Hello, Gloria? Did you hear the good
news?’

“TheD.A. cdled me” Gloriasaid, her voice sounding strained. “How frightening isit to think that the
wrong person was amost prosecuted for Deke's murder?’

“Pretty frightening when it' sme,” Penny admitted.
“So, um, the D.A. mentioned he might have aplace for me on his aff.”
Penny smiled into the phone. “Crimind law? Are you consdering it?”

“I'm condderingit,” Gloriasad. “It’ s certainly more exciting than family and divorce law, and I'm
looking for achange.”

“Keep me posted?’

“Absolutely. Oh, and Penny, | kept forgetting to tell you. | ran abackground check on that P.I. that
Chief Daviswas so suspicious of, Baron Jeffrey Beaumont.”

Baron Jeffrey?*“Yes?’ Penny said, her pulse clicking higher. She could gtill see him in the distance. Was
he acon man? Crimind ? Fugitive?

“He slegit. And he works pro bono.”
Penny frowned. “What? How does he make aliving?’

“He dready did that—made a small fortune in the dotcom industry. He and his brother started an agency
and take on missing persons cases. Sounds like ared stand-up guy.”

Penny closed her eyesbriefly, her heart aching. “ Y eah, soundslikeit.” She disconnected the call and
watched him until he disappeared into the crowd.

Don'tkillitdl inonegtting. . .




i When Penny returned to the store, she did restake her garden (with surveyor’ s fluorescent
Spray paint) and spent the rest of the afternoon stepping off what would go where. Monaand the city
council would just haveto get used to a cornfield in the city limits—she would break ground next week.
She noticed that the opening in the fence was till wired shut and wondered if she should talk to Hazel or
Troy about having a stone path from her parking lot to the museum. It seemed silly to have suchrigid
fences between businesses that thrived on the same type of customer.

Shetook off her gloves and stretched her back. In the distance, she heard the ceremonia drumsin the
peristil pounding the dow, monklike rhythm and chant of their closing ceremony. She shivered. Even
from here, it sounded like a death march.

Deke would never be more than afew seconds from her mind, she realized. And she would forever
mourn the emotiond distance she had maintained in her marriage that blinded her to Deke sdark
tendencies. But she would have to accept his untimely degth just as she had accepted her father’s. The
dternative was madness.

Sheturned back to the Archambault mansion, and a movement caught her eye. . . inthe cupola, like
before. It had to be abat. But the longer she stared, the more focused the image became. It wastoo big
to be abat. Perhaps an eagle or avulture had made a nest? She pulled out her binoculars and tried to
find theimage among thefoliage. There. She focused on the object . . . and nearly swallowed her
tongue—a hand? A hand extending from the cupola, waving ared cloth. Penny looked at her watch. The
museum was closed for the day. Had someone accidentally been locked in?

She lowered the binoculars as another, darker thought came to mind—or was someone being held
againg their will? She pulled out her cell phone only to find the battery dead. Penny looked back over the
distance to the shop, biting her lip in uncertainty. What if she raised an darm and it turned out to be a

deaning lady?

She raised the binoculars again, but saw nothing. Was her mind playing tricks on her? She toyed with the
ideaof returning to call B.J., but he would be back in the city by now, and besides, she would mostly be
cdling because she missed him.

No, for time's sake, and the fading light, she' d investigate aone. She decided she couldn’'t scale thetall
fence without risk of impaling hersalf on one of the spikes on top, o she went back to the origina
opening in the fence she had discovered under dl the foliage. With pruning shears from her garden tool
belt, she hacked at the repair wire. She madeit through with only afew scratches but realized she might
need some of her tools, so she squeezed back through, quickly picked through the more useful
implements, then tossed her tool belt over the fence, and squeezed through again. By now she was
bleeding, but adrenaine kept her moving forward. Darkness had fallen quickly, and here among the trees,
thear wasasblack asIndiaink. Her old phobia nagged at her—the boogey man came out after dark,
aong with other, more tangible evils. If she hadn't traveled this path so many times, shewouldn't have
been ableto find her way. Finaly she burst through the foliage and onto the path that ran dlongside the
house, where she had run into Deke only afew days ago.

In her mind, she was plotting the quickest way to the cupola. She had been there once, years ago,
before it was boarded up. Hazel had alowed her to go up and look out over the town, but the structure



had been crumbling even then. Penny reasoned that the lower-level windows would have security alarms,
but she remembered a second-story window that she might be ableto climb to if only she had aflashlight.

Then she realized she was wearing the black coat she’ d been wearing when she and B.J. had explored
the pink Victorian. She shoved her hand in her pocket and was dmost giddy to find the penlight that B.J.
had given her. She strapped on the garden tool belt, and, holding the penlight in her mouth, she did achin
up (thank you, Pilates) to pull hersdf up to sit on the windowsll, holding her breath while shetried to
raiseit. It wouldn't budge; with the penlight, she could see that the closure on the insde was secure. But
one of the panes was |oose, and after abit of pressure, shewas able to dip it out, then reach in and open
the window from theinsde.

Shewasin theanima exhibit room, she realized when she dropped to the floor. The stuffed and resin
animas seemed more sinister in the dark, especidly when her penlight made their eyesglow witha
greenish cast. Shetook afew secondsto orient herself and calm her breathing, then she took a step
toward the hallway. But she knocked over an animal, faling with it. In the process, she managed to
trigger some kind of automatic recording of animals screeching and cawing, which blasted into the air.
Panicked, shefelt for an off button, and finaly found an eectrica cord, which she yanked from thewall.
Suddenly, adl was quiet again, except for the sound of her own labored breathing. And. . .

She closed her eyes so she could focus on the sound.
A faint pounding noise way above her, asif someonewas. . . somping their feet.

Spurred into action, she found the stairway to the third floor, then made her way up to the attic, through
which the cupolawas accessed. The attic door had been padlocked, but after severa minutes of sawing,
shewas ableto cut through it with alarge pair of garden shears. The door led to a set of dusty stairs and
up to an enormous room that was as big asthe main part of the house. But the attic, like so much of the
old mansion, had fdlen into disrepair, and her penlight was becoming dim. She had taken only acouple
of steps when the wood benesth her foot gave way and she fell through to her ankle. She cried out, but
mostly in surprise. She freed hersdlf, shed the weighty tool belt, shoved asmal pair of shearsinto her
coat pocket, and pressed forward, testing boards before putting her weight down.

When she reached the door that led to the cupola, she was met with another padlock. This one was
thicker and would be harder for her to saw through with her smdl, dulled shears. She pounded on the
door threetimes and put her ear up to it.

After afew seconds, she heard adistinctthump, thump, thump . She gasped—someone was there.
The knowledge made her dmost frantic to cut through the padlock. When the small shearswere
exhausted, she went back to get her tool belt and the larger shears, which made the trip back over the
rotted floors more precarious. By the time she had cut through the padlock, her hands were blistered and
bleeding. She siwvung open the door, her heart thudding in anticipation. The door opened into a cool
blackness, astone halway of sortsthat led to the cupola. The scurry of dozens of feet told her that many
rats were about. She swallowed hard.

“My nameisPenny,” she said into the darkness. “I’ m here to help you. Where are you?’

Muffled noises sounded, and she used the penlight to find her way, dmost hysterical now. Suddenly she
tripped over something and fell . . . onto aperson. The penlight went flying. She cried out, and the person
beneath her struggled, making muted sounds. Penny scrambled on her hands and kneesto find the light
and encountered at least another person before her hand closed around it. She was practically sobbing
with fear by thetime sheclicked it on.



It illuminated the hollow-eyed face of a dark-haired woman, bound in chains and gagged. Next to her, a
thin woman with white blond hair cowered against thewall. She was gagged and was bound by some
kind of chained leash, like adog run.

“Oh, my God,” Penny breathed. “ Oh, my God. Areyou Jodi Reynolds?’

Thewoman's eyeswidened, and she nodded franticaly.

“People arelooking for you,” Penny said. “I’m going to get you out of here.” She removed the tape and
gags from their mouths, and the women began to weep.

“They've been holding us,” Jodi croaked. “Torturingus. . .”
“Who did thisto you?’
“We don’t know—they wear masks.” She broke down sobbing.

“Shh,” Penny said, trembling. “ Save your strength.” They wear masks . She couldn’t teke the timeto
think about what these women had been through, or she wouldn’t be ableto think at al.

But onelook at their chains and she knew she didn’t have the toolsto get them loose. “I haveto go
back and get help.” Both women begged her not to go, but she had no choice. “I’ Il be back as soon as|
Sheran asif the demons who had tortured the women were behind her. She pounded her way across
the attic floor, splintering the wood. She ran down the attic stairs, then down to the third floor and to the
second floor, ssumbling and catching herself every few steps. Just as she reached the second floor, the

penlight went out, plunging her into darkness.
Shecried out in frustration.
“Need alight?’

Penny froze with terror because the voice was so close, and so familiar. A flashlight came on, illuminating
Allyson Davis sface, painted with dark, severe makeup.

“Penny, dear, do you know the fine for trespassing?’
Penny searched for her voice and found it down around her knees. “Allyson . . . what’ sgoing on?’

Allyson pursed her dark lips. “Didn’t you see upstairs? We keep pets.” She smiled. “Actudly, we only
keep the good ones. The bad ones. . . well, the bad ones arerecycled.”

“R-recycled?’
“Killed, dissected, chopped up, ground up, sold,” she said, asif she were talking about pork sausage.
“S-s0ld?’

“Sure—we sl worldwide. The Internet isamazing.”



Penny swallowed, rigid with horror when she redized that Allyson was completely insane. “Wh-whois
we?’

“Thereareafew of us”
“Hazd?’

Allyson scoffed. “ That deaf old granny? No way. We only keep her around because she can't hear
enough to be suspicious. Deke wasin our club for awhile.”

Penny felt sick. “ Deke?’

Allyson sighed. “Heliked the money, but he didn’t have the scomach for it.”
“Is...isthat why he's dead?’

Allyson nodded. “ Pretty much. And because he couldn’t control you.”
Penny’ sjaw loosened. “ Me?”

“Y eah. W€ ve been operating for yearsin isolation, and suddenly you move into the house next door,
gart clearing the property, breaking through the fence, sticking your nosein whereit doesn’t belong.”

Penny’ s mind raced. That was why Deke had discouraged her from going into business, had been so
vehemently opposed to the garden; it put her even closer to danger, and their group even closer to being
discovered.

“We had some good times, Deke and I,” Allyson said with agrin, then sobered. “But not while you two
were married, Penny—I’m not an adulterer.”

Penny’ s somach rolled.Just a sick sadist .

“I waswaiting for the right opportunity to get you both,” Allyson said. “Kill Deke, frameyou. | thought
the voodoo festival would be agood time.” She laughed. “1 went to Deke sto give him aspanking, and
he told me that Jmmy Scaggs had barged in, hit him on the head with the cane, and l€ft.”

“So...Jdmmy didn'tkill Deke”

“No. He just knocked him out.” Then she smiled. “Just an appetizer, redly. By thetimel got there,
Deke wasin the mood for somered pain. | used that cane on every part of his naughty little body. He
told medl hisdirty little secrets, like how he' d cheated you in the property settlement. You'll beglad to
know, Penny, that | thrashed him for that.”

That explained the postmortem bruising that Maynard had mentioned. Penny struggled not to faint.

“Then | whacked him on the head and shoved one of your garden stakes through his chest. Don’'t you
lovethe symbolism?’

Bile backed up in Penny’ sthroat, gagging her.



“Deketold methat he had looked for his gun after Immy left, that he' d caled you because he thought

you’' d know whereit was. | had afedling that you'd drop by . . . because you were till in love with
Deke”

Penny shook her head.

“Sureyou were,” Allyson said, then laughed. “Loveis nothing to be ashamed of, Penny.” She licked her
lips. “Deke died happy.”

“The v-voodoo doll?’

“Coincidence.” Then Allyson scoffed. “Come on, Penny—you don’t really believe in voodoo, do you?
We ve made afortune off the black magic fresks, sdling them remainsthat they think will give them some
sort of magica powers.” She put her hand up to her mouth in aconspiratoria gesture. * Between you and
me, they’rejust plain old cannibas. Sickos, if you ask me.”

Apparently, it took one to know one.

Penny moistened her dry lips. “Why . . . why areyou telling methis?’

Allyson looked confused. “Well, so you'll know what to expect, of course.”

Ice cold terror set up in Penny’sveins.

“Surely, you don't think I’ m just going to let you go? Y ou and your clever theory about Immy Scaggs
and his half-baked confesson ruined everything. Thisisactualy afortunate turn of events. Now you,
Penny aregoingtojust . . . disappear. Therewill be anote, some missing clothes, a suitcase gone from
your closet.” Allyson angled her head. “Well, it’ snot asif you have anyone to come looking for you, do
you?’

Tearswelled in Penny’ s eyes. On that account, the madwoman was correct.

Allyson raised agun and pointed it at Penny’ s heart. “Let’ sgo.”

“Wh-where?’

“To the basement—that’ swhere dl the fun stuff is.”

A bullet through the heart versus years of torture? Penny would have taken the former but for the fact
that she was the only hope for the two women manacled upstairs. She made her feet move, keeping her
eyes open for away to escape. “Were you the person who shot a me?’

“Y es. Skinny bitch—you weren’t abig enough target to hit.”

When they reached the basement, Penny could dmost fed Allyson’senergy level rise. The woman
turned on the lights, revealing her dominatrix garb of robe, corset, and boots.

“Take off your clothes.”

“What?’ Penny asked, horrified.



“Take. Off. Your. Clothes.”

Trembling noticeably, Penny removed her clothing down to her pantiesand bra. Her mind redled. She
saw spots behind her eyes—what would the woman do to her if she fainted?

“That’ll do,” Allyson said, then gestured at the devicesin the room. “What’ s your pleasure?’

A lump formed in Penny’ sthroat, but she refused to cry—it would only play into the woman's sick
fantases. “You pick.”

“Ooh, you'reapleaser,” Allyson said. “1 like that. Hm, how about the chair of nails? 1t's good for
beginners”

Penny almost buckled, and out of the corner of her eye, she noticed ashadow on the stairwell. At first
shewas afraid it was more of Allyson’s cronies, but then she redlized that those people had no reason to
be quiet. Hope billowed in her chest. She dmost cried out.

“Why don’t you turn on the sound track?’ Penny asked. “It’stoo quiet.”

Allyson smiled. “1 know what you mean—there s nothing like the sound of people screaming to put me
inthe right mood.” She walked to apand and flipped a button, turning up the volume until the sounds of
screeching and agony vibrated to Penny’ s bones.

But it worked to mask the person’ s gpproach. Because on the stairs behind Allyson appeared afamiliar
st of boots, then faded jeans, then holey T-shirt and leather jacket, then B.J. sface. He held hisgun at

the ready.

Penny used her peripheral vision because she didn’t want to dert Allyson to his presence, but it was
hard to hold back thetears of rdlief . . . and fear. Allyson would think nothing of shooting B.J. And Penny
was sure that that was one desth she would not be able to withstand.

“Comehere,” Allyson said, nodding to the chair.

Penny surveyed the sharp tips of the Sx-inch nalls set into the seat of the chair a quarter-inch intervals,
and swallowed. “ Do you think you can put the gun down to help meinto the chair?’

Allyson smiled. “Only if you promiseto behave.”
“Wherewould | go?’

“True.” Allyson set down the gun, then beckoned her forward.
Penny moved dowly to give B.J. timeto advance.

“Now it'simportant that you get into the chair very easly,” Allyson said, then smiled. “Wedon't want a
lot of blood thefirgt time.”

B.J. put his gun to the back of Allyson’s head and shouted over the sound track, “Freeze or I'll blow
your head off!”

Allyson went rigid with surprise, her painted mouth rounded. Then she cursed violently under her breath



and put up her hands. “I prefer the giving end of pain over the receiving end.” Sherolled her eyesat
Penny. “1 knew this guy was going to be trouble the minute | saw him.”

Quaking with relief, Penny ran to turn off the sound track. By the time she came back, B.J. had
handcuffed Allyson and bound her ankleswith acabletie, dl of which she seemed to enjoy. Heturned to
Penny, and shefd| into him, sobbing.

“Areyou okay?" he asked fiercely, covering her with his coat. “God, | wasterrified of what | would
find”

“How ...didyou. .. know?

“The DNA results came back—the hair belonged to Jodi Reynolds.”

“She' sbeing held upgtairs, with another woman.”

He nodded. “I brought ateam of people with me. They’ re swarming the entire building and grounds.”
“They’ ve done horrible things,” Penny said, choking.

“I know,” he said. “Some of that crushed bones mixture they’ re sdlling is human bones.”

“Premium product at a premium price,” Allyson said.

B.J. pointed hisgun at her. “If you say another word, | will shoot you, do you understand?’

Allyson nodded meekly.

He looked back to Penny and his jaw hardened. “Did she kidnap you?’

“No. One of the women being held managed to get to the cupolaand wave arag. | saw it from my
gardenand . . . cameto investigate.”

Hefrowned. “Why didn’t you cal someone?’
She smirked, her energy returning. “A lot of good it would have doneto cal the police.”
Heleaned hishead closer. “Why didn't you callme? ”

A hot flush made itsway up her neck. Because it wasthe first thing she'd thought of, and the instinctual
response had spooked her. “I .. .”

“It' sokay,” hesaid gently. “Y ou don't have to explain. What mattersisthat you' re okay. When we
found the opening in the gate, and the tools you' d left behind . . . | thought the worst.”

“Iwas. . . terrified,” she admitted, still redling over what could have happened and no one would have
been thewiser. “ Thank you, B.J., for . . . coming when you did.”

Hebit into hislip, then winked. “Get dressed, babe. This nightmareisover.”
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If the recipeisasuccess,
passiton...

i Marie and Penny sat at the juice counter and watched as the voodoo festival banner that had
been stretched across Charm Street was taken down.

“Thistown will never bethe same,” Marie said, Spping from her juice glass.
“Sotrue,” Penny said. And neither would she.
“Doyouthink they’ Il have the festival next year?’

“I don't know.” Thefact that Allyson and her little club had been using the festival asaway to attract
victims and to fence their gruesome contraband wasn't exactly Chamber of Commerce ad copy.

“I can't believe that Jodi Reynoldsis Sheend ssdter.”

Penny nodded. “ Apparently, Sheena changed her name when she was ateenager and moved away from
her family. Jodi came to Mojo looking for her.”

“ And was kidnapped and tortured.” Marie shook her head. “I just can’t believe thiswas happening in a
town likeMojo.”

It was nationa news. Thelittle town famousfor its Instruments of Death and V oodoo Museum was now
infamous for the things that had gone on within the museum’ swalls. The governor was sending atask
force to have the entire house analyzed for any DNA that could be linked to open missing persons cases.

“And SheenaLinder isredly Ruth Reynolds. Wow, | would never change my name—would you?’
A little smile curved Penny’ smouth. “1 certainly understand why some people doiit.”

Jodi was the reason B.J. had stopped at Sheena s house the first day Penny had seen him. He' d asked
Sheenaiif she was Ruth Reynolds, and she'd dammed the door in hisface. The next time, he'd gone
back with persond items of Jodi’ sthat her grandmother had given him—apair of shoesthat Sheena had
sent to her sister and a videotape of Jodi’ s graduation, to try to soften Sheena and convince her that Jodi
might have been in the vicinity of Mojo when she'd disappeared. Sheenahad been afraid that Deke might



discover her history and had shunned the cameras so that no one from her past would recognize her. But
the ssters were together now, and from what Penny had heard, Sheena was a changed woman. Indeed,
she had changed her mind about suing Penny for the broken tailbone when she d learned that Penny was
the person who had rescued her sister from the Torture Tower, asit was being called. And more
surprisingly, Sheena had handed over dl the documentation on the assets that Deke had hidden during
the property settlement.

Penny squinted. Maybe there was the possibility that she and the woman would become friends. Then
she made arueful noise. Nah.

The only glitchin the case wasthat Allyson Daviswas't giving up other members of the“club,” so for
now, she and Dr. Troy Archambault were the only people being charged, and Troy had abjectly denied
knowledge of the cadaver enterprise that was being run out of hisfamily’sformer mansion. Jodi Reynolds
and the other woman, Gisdlle Taylor, told of unspeakable acts on up to a dozen people they had been
held with and who had subsequently “ disappeared.” Penny wondered if Monawas somehow involved,
but she would leave the rest of the detective work to the police. Still, it was odd that Mona had
withdrawn her opposition to Penny’ s garden.

Jmmy Scaggs had been freed, and the last Penny heard, Henry would be well enough by next year to
hunt the bumper crop of black trufflesthat Jmmy was expecting. Diane Davidson had taken care of
Henry while Jmmy had been incarcerated, and the couple had been seen around town together.
Admittedly, they seemed like agood fit.

Although what did Penny know about relationships?

“S0, who made the Deke voodoo doll?” Marie asked.

“I don't know . . . we may never know.” Although Penny had someonein mind.

Guy walked through the showroom wearing a John Deere bal cap and acamouflage shirt, ala Jmmy
Scaggs. But the look was somehow compromised by the pink iPod clipped to his military belt.

“Some mysterieswill never be solved,” Marie muttered.

Penny smiled. “Did you hear that Gloria Ddton ismoving to Mojo?’

“Y our divorce attorney?’

“Y eah. She' s decided to turn down the D.A.’ s job offer and take over Deke' s practice.”
“Think she can makeit inasmal town?’

“Well see”

“Guesswe re going to be getting anew chief of police.”

“Lookslikeit,” Penny said, shuddering. Allyson Davis s depravity was almost inconceivable,
“Areyou going to sdll your story?’ Marie asked. “Y ou are the bravest person | know.”

“Save dl your admiration for the cops and investigators who exhaust every lead to find amissing person.



| just happened to bein theright garden at theright time.”

“Speaking of investigators, have you seen B.J.?’

Penny’ s heart gave alittle tug every time she heard his name. “Not since the day of the bust at the
museum.” 1t had been traumatic for both of them. Emotions had been running high . . . too high for any
rationd conversation. “I’ ve talked to him on the phone a couple of times—sounds like he' svery busy
with dl the sudden attention his agency is getting.”

“Helookslikethatand he sfilthy rich,” Marie said dreamily. “He stoo good to betrue.”

“Kind of like Kirk?" Penny asked, taking asip from her glass, but Marie suddenly seemed fascinated by
her cuticles

The door chime sounded and Juleswalked in, seemingly light on her feet this morning, swinging her
walking stick.

“Good morning, Jules,” they said in unison.

“Bonjour, ladies” Jules sang, her voice strong. “1 came for my morning dlixir.”
“Coming right up,” Mariesad.

“How are you doing thismorning, Jules?’

“Right asrain,” the old woman said. “How about you?’

Penny thought about it, then nodded. “1’m good, actualy.”

Jules pointed her finger. “ Take care of your unfinished businessand you'll fed better.”
Marie looked at Penny and lifted her eyebrows.

Penny leaned into the counter. “Jules.. . . you wouldn’t happen to know anything about a voodoo doll
made in the likeness of my ex-husband, would you?’

Jules pursed her wrinkled mouth and shook her head. “Not me.”

“Or alittlered toy car?’

“Nope.”

“ Someone bresking into my gpartment and cleaning?’

“Nope.”

“A snakein my bed?’

“Nope. Although | believe | warned you about a serpent being underfoot.”

Penny frowned. “What about Deke' s coffin falling?’



“Nope.”

“Hm,” Penny said, studying the woman intently. “1 guessit wasdl just coincidence.”

“Nothing is coincidence,” Jules said. “ Things happen because you want them to happen—"

“Or because they need to happen,” Penny finished.

“Right,” Jules said. “ So maybe those things happened to help you figure out the puzzle of your life.”

Penny narrowed her eyes. Figure out the puzzle—like when she hadn’t taken the hint of Ietting the
crumpled toy car lead her to Deke' s car, the coffin had been compromised as asecond hint? Likeiif
Allyson hadn't used a garden stake to frame Penny, Penny might not have been restaking her garden at
just the right moment to see the distress signal from the cupola? And wasn't shein a better, camer place
now than at any other point in her life?

“Excuseme,” Penny said, then went to her office where she paced for afew minutes, practicing deep
breathing techniques. Finally, she picked up the phone and diaed. Asthe rings mounted, she wiped her
clammy hands on her jeans.

“Cumberland Federal Women's Fecility.”

“Hi,” Penny said. “I . . . I'd like to arrange a phone call with an inmate, please. AnitaFrank.”
“I'll need the inmate number and date of birth.”

Penny recited the information.

“And whét isyour name?’

She closed her eyesbriefly. “ Just tell her it's Penny.”

“And when should | tdl the inmate you would like to arrange the cal?’

Penny wet her lips. “As soon as possible, please.”

Penny was given ingtructions on when to call back for aresponse, and she hung up, feding asif aweight
had been lifted from her shoulders. If her mother didn’t want to communicate, that would be her problem
... but at least Penny could rest in the knowledge that she' d done everything to make an effort to forge
somekind of relaionship.

She picked up abag from her desk, then walked out into the showroom. “1f anyone needsme, I’ll bein
the garden.”

Shewalked outside, thinking how quickly the westher changed thistime of year. Cool and dry, it was
great for latefal planting. She looked over the expanse of the newly tilled black soil and sighed with
pleasure. Thistime next year her garden should be yielding produce every single day. She expected to
hire more people, atract new commercia business, and become amainstay for the community. She bit
her lip as she stared at the roof of the Archambault mansion. She only hoped the town would be able to
compensate for the tourist dollarsit would lose while the museum was shut down—especidly if it never



reopened. And until the full extent of the torture and cadaver ring was reveded, everyonein Mojo would
look at their friends and neighbors alittle differently.

Then sheinhaled deeply and expelled a cleansing exhae. No matter what the future brought, she was
going to embrace it. She picked anice fresh spot of dirt near the end of the plot and crouched down,
running her fingersthrough the fertile soil.

The Charm Kit to Bury the Past instructed her to place items representing situations that she wanted to
be reconciled in her lifein aburlap bag (with the aromatic packet provided). She had selected a picture
of her and her brothers when they werelittle, her father’ s pipe, asingle earring that her mother had given
her when shewasllittleto play dress up, the letter that Wendy had written apologizing for her affair with
Deke, the pewter lovebirds ornament that said Deke and Penny, forever, and a packet of vitamins.
Satisfied with her assembly, she put the itemsin the bag asinstructed, then dug ahole as degp as she
could with her hands and buried it with handfuls of black soil, repeeting positive mantraslike, “ The past is
gone, theonly thing | can changeisthe future.”

Maybe voodoo and magic were just afigment of one’ simagination, but if the belief brought peace, what
was the harm? Afterward, she stood, content with where she was headed with her life, resolute to mend
broken relationshipswhere possble. . . and ever hopeful for astrong relationship with aloving man.
“Hdlo.”

Penny turned to see B.J. walking toward her on the perimeter of the garden. Her heart, frivolous thing,
garting beeting wildly. “Hello,” she managed in ardatively cam voice.

“Looksnice,” he said, nodding toward the cleared land that went up to the fence around the
Archambault mangon.

“Thanks, I'm redly happy withit.”

Hesmiled. “Good. | like to see you happy.” His mouth turned down suddenly. “1 can’t stop thinking
about what might have happened if | hadn’t gotten therewhen | did.”

Sheturned to face him. “But you did get there. . . and I’'mfine.” She smiled.

“I would have looked for you,” he said suddenly.

She frowned. “HmM?’

“I waslistening to the conversation between you and Allyson before you walked down to the basement.
| wasn't in position to get to you, but | heard . . .” Helooked up. “I heard what she said about you not
having anyone who would look for you if you disappeared, and | wanted you to know that . . . |
would' ve looked for you. And | wouldn't have stopped looking until | found you.”

Tearswelled in her eyes—he couldn’t possibly know what those words meant to her. She didn’t know
what to say, didn’t want him to think that she thought it meant he wasin love with her. “Thank you,” she
sad.

He cleared histhroat and looked out over the garden again, thistime gesturing. “ Thisisn't going to
work.”



Proud of her garden, she bristled. “Why not?’

“Because | wasjust asked to lead the task force that the governor is sending to the museum to try to
solve open missing persons cases.”

She gasped, uncaring if her fedingsfor him weretoo obvious. “You'll be working in Mojo?’

“And living.” He grinned sheepishly. “| redizethat | have to be near you, or I’ m never going to get any
work done.”

Her heart took flight, but she reined it back in. “What does that have to do with my garden?’

“I don’'t plan to walk al the way around every time | want to seeyou,” he said, pointing toward the
fence. “So | wasthinking if we put in agate right about there, it would make life easier.” Then he
shrugged. “If you want.”

She legped into hisarms and kissed him with al the pent-up energy of missing him, wanting him, and
needing him. When they pulled back, they were both flushed, and she was anticipating being in hisarms
tonight.

“I loveyou, Penny.” Hisvoice wasfull of wonder, asif he himsalf were surprised. 1 think you worked
some voodoo on me.”

“I loveyou, too, Baron Jeffrey.” At hissurprised expression, she laughed. “Y ou' re not the only one who
caninvestigate.” She pressed her face into his shirt, so happy she was afraid to move.

“Hey, did you know that if you crumble up abag of Frito’sin tofu, it' snot half bad?’
Shelaughed. “That kind of defeats the purpose.”

“Hey, I’'mtrying to learn to compromise. But that means you have to eat a bag of potato chips
occasondly.”

She thought of the stash in her desk drawer and grinned. “1 can do that.”

They walked over the garden holding hands. And Penny . . . she was showing alot of gum.
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