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To Jester
My little pal who came to me
when I needed him most,
and left far too soon.
Always missed. Always loved.
R.I.P.




Author’s Note


Anyone familiar with my work knows I have a special affection for that part of Louisiana known as Acadiana. My interest has roots in family, even though it was the music that first drew my attention, and branches into history, linguistics, and a love for unique and fragile environments. In Cry Wolf, as in my previous books set in south Louisiana, I have done my best to bring to you the feel and flavor of bayou country. I have made a special effort to portray some of the cultural diversity of the area through the use of local dialects—in particular, through the use of a number of Cajun French words and phrases. A glossary of these words and phrases can be found at the back of the book.


Cajun French is a distinct language born in France and raised in Louisiana. About sixty percent of the words in the Cajun vocabulary can be found in a standard French dictionary. The rest are unique to the patois, words and phrases that evolved out of necessity to fit the environment and the people living in it.


My sources for the Cajun French used in Cry Wolf include Conversational Cajun French by Harry Jannise and Randall P. Whatley, and A Dictionary of the Cajun Language by the Reverend Monsignor Jules O. Daigle, M.A., S.T.L., a complete source and especially wonderful defense of a language that deserves to live on and flourish.


In a world where we are increasingly pressured to conform and homogenize, ethnic diversity is a precious gift. My sincere thanks to the people who strive to preserve and nourish such endangered species as the Cajun language. Merci boucoup.


Tami Hoag





All things are taken from us, and become
Portions and parcels of the dreadful Past.


Alfred, Lord Tennyson
The Lotus-Eaters





Prologue


The bâteau slides through the still waters of the bayou. Still, black waters as dark as the night sky. As dark as the heart of a killer. In the water stand the cypress, rank upon rank, tall sentinels as motionless and silent as death. Behind them, on the banks, the weeping willows, boughs bowed as if by grief, and the live oak with their twisted trunks and gnarled branches, looking like enchanted things eternally frozen in a moment of agony. And from their contorted limbs hangs the moss, gray and dusty and tattered, like old feather boas left to rot in the attic of some long-forgotten, long-ruined mansion.


All is gray and black in the night in the swamp. The absence of light, the reflection of light. A sliver of moon is wedged between high clouds, then disappears. Stillness descends all around as the boat passes. Eyes peer out from the reeds, from the trees, from just above the surface of the water. Night is the time of the hunter and the hunted. But all the creatures wait as the bâteau slips past them, its motor purring, low and throaty, like a panther’s growl. The air of expectation thickens like the mist that hovers between the trunks of the tupelo and sweet gum trees.


One predator has struck this night, cunning and vicious, with no motivation but the thrill of holding another’s life and savoring the power to snuff it out. The creatures of the swamp watch as the predator passes, as the scent of fresh blood mingles with the rank, metallic aroma of the bayou and the sweet perfume of wild honeysuckle, jasmine, and verbena.


The motor dies. The boat skirts a raft of water hyacinth, noses through the cattails and lily pads, and sidles up to the muddy bank, where ferns and creepers grow in a tangled skein. Somewhere in the distance a scream tears through the fabric of the night. Like an echo. Like a memory. The predator smiles, fondly, slyly, thinking not of the nutria that issued the sound, but of the woman lying dead on the floor of the bâteau.


Another kill. Another rush. Another dizzying high. Power, more seductive than sex, more addictive than cocaine. Blood, warm and silky, sweet as wine. The pulse of life rushing with fear, pounding, frantic … ebbing, dying …


The body is dragged to the bank, left near the end of a crushed clamshell path that glows powdery white as the moon flashes down once again like a searchlight—there and gone, there and gone. Its beam illuminates a dark head of hair, damp and dishevéled with no trace of the style that had been so painstakingly sculpted and sprayed hours ago; a face, ghostly pale, cheeks rouged clownishly, lipstick smeared, mouth slack, eyes open and staring, unseeing, up at the heavens. Looking for mercy, looking for deliverance. Too late for either.


She will be found. In a day, maybe two. Fishermen will come to fill their creels with bream, bluegill, sac-a-lait. They will find her. But none will find her killer.


Too cunning, too clever, beyond the laws of man, outside the realm of suspicion this predator stalks.…




Chapter
One


“I’ll kill him.”


The hound sat in a pile of freshly dug earth, azalea bushes and rosebushes scattered all around like so many tumbleweeds, a streamer of wisteria draped around his shoulders like a priest’s amice. Looking up at the people on the veranda with a quizzical expression, he tilted his head to one side, black ears perked like a pair of flags on the sides of his head. A narrow strip of white ran down between his eyes—one pale blue, one green—widening over his muzzle. His coat was a wild blend of blue and black, trimmed in white and mottled with leopard spots, as if Mother Nature hadn’t been able to make up her mind as to just what this creature would be. As people spilled out the French doors of the elegant brick house known as Belle Rivière, he let out a mournful howl.


“I swear, I’ll kill him,” Laurel Chandler snarled, her gaze fixed on the dog.


Rage and fury burned through her in a flash fire that threatened to sear through all slim threads of control. Two days she had been working on that garden. Two days. Needing desperately to do something and see an immediate, positive result, she had thrown herself into the task with the kind of awesome, single-minded determination that had taken her so far so fast as a prosecuting attorney. She had set herself to the towering task of reclaiming Aunt Caroline’s courtyard garden in time to surprise her.


Well, Caroline Chandler had returned to Bayou Breaux from her buying trip, and she was surprised all right. She stood to Laurel’s left, a tiny woman with the presence of a Titan. Her black hair was artfully coiffed in a soft cloud of loose curls, makeup applied deftly and sparingly, accenting her dark eyes and feminine mouth. She seemed barely forty, let alone fifty, her heart-shaped face smooth and creamy. She folded the fingers of her right hand gently over Laurel’s clenched fist and said calmly, “I’m sure it was looking lovely, darlin’.”


Laurel attempted to draw in a slow, calming breath, the way Dr. Pritchard had taught her in relaxation therapy, but it hissed in through her clenched teeth and served only to add to the pressure building in her head and chest.


“I’ll kill him,” she said again, jerking away from her aunt’s hold. Her anger trembled through her body like an earthquake.


“I hep you, Miz Laurel,” Mama Pearl said, patting her stubby fingers against her enormous belly.


The old woman sniffed and shifted her ponderous weight back and forth from one tiny foot to the other, the skirt of her red flowered dress swirling around legs as thick and sturdy as small tree trunks. She had been with the Chandler family since Caroline and Jeff Chandler were children. She lived with Caroline not as an employee but as a member of the family, running Belle Rivière like a general and settling comfortably if testily into old age.


“Dat hound make nothin’ but trouble, him,” she declared. “All the time rootin’ in my trash like a pig, stealin’ off the clothesline. Nothin’ but trouble. Talk about!”


Laurel barely heard the woman’s chatter. Her focus was completely on the Catahoula hound that had destroyed the first constructive thing she had accomplished since leaving Georgia and her career behind. She had come back to Louisiana, to Bayou Breaux, to heal, to start over. Now the first tangible symbol of her fresh start had been uprooted by a rampaging mutt. Someone was going to pay for this. Someone was going to pay dearly.


Letting out a loud primal scream, she grabbed her brand-new Garden Weasel and ran across the courtyard swinging it over her head like a mace. The hound bayed once in startled surprise, wheeled, and bounded for the back wall, toenails scratching on the brick, dirt and debris flying out behind him. He made a beeline for the iron gate that had rusted off its hinges during the time Belle Rivière had been without a gardener, and was through the opening and galloping for the woods at the bayou’s edge before Laurel made it as far as the old stone fountain. By the time she reached the gate, the culprit was nothing more than a flash of blue and white diving into the cover of the underbrush, sending up a flock of frightened warblers to mark his passing.


Laurel dropped the Garden Weasel and stood with her hands braced against the gate that was wedged into the opening at a cockeyed angle. Her breath came in ragged gasps, and her heart was pounding as if she had run a mile, reminding her that she was still physically weak. A reminder she didn’t appreciate. Weakness was not something she accepted well, in herself or anyone else.


She twisted her hands on the rusting iron spikes of the gate, the oxidizing metal flaking off against her palms as she forced the wheels of her mind to start turning. She needed a plan. She needed justice. Two months had passed since the end of her last quest for justice, a quest that had ended in defeat and in the ruination of her career and very nearly her life. Two months had passed since she had last used her mind to formulate a strategy, map out a campaign, stock up verbal ammunition for a cause, and the mental mechanisms seemed as rusty as the gate she was hanging on to with white-knuckled fists. But the old wheels caught and turned, and the momentary panic that she had forgotten what to do passed, a tremor that was there, then gone.


“Come along, Laurel. We’ll go in to supper.” Caroline’s voice sounded directly behind her, and Laurel flinched from nerves that were still strung too tight.


She turned toward her aunt, one of the few people in the world who actually made her feel tall at five foot five. “I’ve got to find out who owns that dog.”


“After you’ve had something to eat.”


Caroline reached out to take hold of her niece’s hand, heedless of the rust coating her palms, heedless of the fact that Laurel was thirty years old. To Caroline’s way of thinking, there were times when a person needed to be led, regardless of age. She didn’t care for the obsessive light glazing over Laurel’s dark blue eyes. Obsession had landed the girl in a quagmire of trouble already. Caroline was determined to do all she could to pull her out.


“You need to eat something, darlin’. You’re down to skin and bones as it is.”


Laurel didn’t bother to glance down at herself for verification. She was aware that the blue cotton sundress she wore hung on her like a gunny sack. It wasn’t important. She had a closet full of prim suits and expensive dresses back in Georgia, but the person who had worn them had ceased to exist, and so had the need to care about appearances. Not that she’d ever been overly concerned with her looks; that was her sister Savannah’s department.


“I need to find out who owns that dog,” she said with more determination than she’d shown in weeks. “Someone’s got to make restitution for this mess.”


She stepped over the handle of the Garden Weasel and around her aunt, pulling her hand free of the older woman’s grasp and heading back down the brick path toward the house. Caroline heaved a sigh and shook her head, torn between disgust and admiration. Laurel had inherited the Chandler determination, also known in moments such as this as the Chandler pigheadedness. If only Jeff had lived to see it. But then, Caroline admitted bitterly, if her brother had lived, they may well not have been in this mess. If Laurel’s father hadn’t been killed, then the terrible course of events that had followed his death would never have been set in motion, and Laurel and Savannah would in all likelihood have become very different from the women they were today.


“Laurel,” she said firmly, the heels of her beige pumps clicking purposefully against the worn brick of the path as she hurried to catch up. “It’s more important that you eat something.”


“Not to me.”


“Oh, for—” Caroline bit off the remark, struggling to rein in her temper. She had more than a little of the Chandler determination herself. She had to fight herself to keep from wielding it like a club.


Laurel stepped up on the veranda, scooping a towel off the white wrought-iron table to wipe her hands. Mama Pearl huffed and puffed beside the French doors, wringing her plump hands, her light eyes bright with worry.


“Miz Caroline right,” she said. “You needs to eat, chile. Come in, sit down, you. We got gumbo for supper.”


“I’m not hungry. Thanks anyway, Mama Pearl.” She settled her glasses in place and combed her dark hair back with her fingers, then sent the old woman a winning smile as adrenaline rushed through her. The anticipated thrill of battle. “I’ve got to go find the hound dog that owns that hound dog and get us some justice.”


“Dat Jack Boudreaux’s dog, him,” Mama Pearl said, her fleshy face creasing into folds of disapproval. “He’s mebbe anyplace, but he’s most likely down to Frenchie’s Landing, and you don’ need dat kinda trouble, I’m tellin’ you, chère.”


Laurel ignored the warning and turned to kiss her aunt’s cheek. “Sorry to miss supper your first night back, Aunt Caroline, but I should be back in time for coffee.”


With that she skipped around Mama Pearl and through the French doors, leaving the older women standing on the veranda shaking their heads.


Mama Pearl tugged a handkerchief out of the valley of her bosom to blot the beads of perspiration dotting her forehead and triple chins. “Me, I don’ know what gonna come a’ dat girl.”


Caroline stared after her niece, a grim look in her large dark eyes and a frown pulling at her mouth. She crossed her arms and hugged herself against an inner chill of foreboding. “She’s going to get justice, Pearl. No matter what the cost.”




Chapter
Two


Things were hopping at Frenchie’s. Friday night at Frenchie’s Landing was a tradition among a certain class of people around Bayou Breaux. Not the planter class, the gentlemen farmers and their ladies in pumps and pearls who dined on white damask tablecloths with silver as old as the country. Frenchie’s catered to a more earthy crowd. The worst of Partout Parish riffraff—poachers and smugglers and people looking for big trouble—gravitated over to Bayou Noir and a place called Mouton’s. Frenchie’s caught everyone in between. Farmhands, factory workers, blue collars, rednecks all homed in on Frenchie’s on Friday night for boiled crawfish and cold beer, loud music and dancing, and the occasional brawl.


The building stood fifty feet back from the levee and sat up off the ground on stilts that protected it from flooding. It faced the bayou, inviting patrons in from fishing and hunting expeditions with a red neon sign that promised cold beer, fresh food, and live music. Whole sections of the building’s siding were hung on hinges and propped up with wooden poles, revealing a long row of screens and creating a gallery of sorts along the sides.


Even though the sun had yet to go down, the crushed shell parking lot was overflowing with cars and pickups. The bar was overflowing with noise. The sounds of laughter, shouting, glass on glass underscored a steady stream of loud Cajun music that tumbled out through the screens into the warm spring night. Joyous and wild, a tangle of fiddle, guitar, and accordion, it invited even the rhythmically challenged to move with the beat.


Laurel stood at the bottom of the steps, looking up at the front door. She had never set foot in the place, though she knew it was a regular haunt of Savannah’s. Savannah, who made a career of flouting family convention. She may even have been sitting in Frenchie’s at that moment. She had slipped out of Aunt Caroline’s house around five, dressed like a woman who was looking for trouble and fairly glowing at the prospect of finding it. All she had told Laurel was that she had a date, and if all went well, no one would see her before noon Saturday.


Suddenly the hound skidded around the corner of the gallery and came to a halt, looking wide-eyed straight at Laurel. If she’d had any misgivings about coming to Frenchie’s Landing—and she’d had a few—sight of the marauder dispelled them. She was on a mission.


A trio of men in their twenties, dressed and groomed for a night on the town, walked around her and started up the steps, laughing and talking, telling ribald jokes in Cajun French. Laurel didn’t wait for the punch line. She rushed after them and snatched at the sleeve of the biggest one, a bull of a man with a close-cropped black beard and a head of hair as thick as a beaver pelt that grew down over his forehead in a deep V.


“Excuse me,” Laurel said. “But could you tell me who that hound belongs to?”


He cast a glance at the dog on the gallery, as did his companions.


“Hey, dat’s Jack’s dog, ain’t it, Taureau?”


“Jack Boudreaux.”


“Mais yeah, dat one’s Jack’s,” Taureau said. His look softened, and a grin tugged across his wide mouth as he gave Laurel a once-over. “What, you lookin’ for Jack, sugar?”


“Yes, I guess I am.” She was looking for justice. If she had to find this Jack Boudreaux to get it, then so be it.


“Dat Jack, he’s like a damn magnet, him!” one of the others said.


Taureau snorted. “Son pine!”


They all shared a good male belly laugh over that.


Laurel gave them her best Cool Professional Woman look, hoping it wasn’t completely ruined by her baggy dress and lack of makeup. “I didn’t come here to see his penis,” she said flatly. “I need to discuss a business matter with him.”


The men exchanged the kind of sheepish looks boys learn in kindergarten and spend the next thirty years honing to perfection, their faces flushing under their tans. Taureau ducked his big head down between his shoulders.


“Am I likely to find him in there?” Laurel nodded toward the bar’s front door as it screeched back on its hinges to let out an elderly couple and a wave of noise.


“Yeah, you’ll find him here,” Taureau said. “Center stage.”


“Thank you.”


The smoking reform movement had yet to make inroads in south Louisiana. The instant Laurel stepped into the bar, she had to blink to keep her eyes from stinging. A blue haze hung over the crowd. The scent of burning tobacco mingled with sweat and cheap perfume, barley and boiled crawfish. The lighting was dim, and the place was crowded. Waitresses wound their way through the mob with trays of beers and platters of food. Patrons sat shoulder to shoulder at round tables and overflowing booths, laughing, talking, stuffing themselves.


Laurel instantly felt alone, isolated, as if she were surrounded by an invisible force field. She had been brought up in a socially sterile environment, with proper teas and soirees and cotillions. The Leightons didn’t lower themselves to having good common fun, and after her father had died and Vivian had remarried, Laurel and Savannah had become Leightons—never mind that Ross Leighton had never bothered to formally adopt them.


Caught off guard for an instant, she felt the old bitterness hit her by surprise and dig its teeth in deep. But it was shoved aside by newer unpleasant feelings as her strongest misgivings about coming here surfaced and threatened to swamp her—not the fear of no one’s knowing her, but the fear of everyone’s knowing her. The fear of everyone’s recognizing her and knowing why she had come back to Bayou Breaux, knowing she had failed horribly and utterly … Her breath froze in her lungs as she waited for heads to start turning.


A waitress on her way back to the bar bumped into her, flashing a smile of apology and reaching a hand out to pat her arm. “Sorry, miss.”


“I’m looking for Jack Boudreaux,” Laurel shouted, lifting her eyebrows in question.


The waitress, a curvy young thing with a mop of dark curls and an infectious grin, swung her empty serving tray toward the stage and the man who sat at the keyboard of an old upright piano that looked as though someone had gone after it with a length of chain.


“There he is, in the flesh, honey. The devil himself,” she said, her voice rising and falling in a distinctly Cajun rhythm. “You wanna join the fan club or somethin’?”


“No, I want restitution,” Laurel said, but the waitress was already gone, answering a call of “Hey, Annie” from Taureau and his cohorts, who had commandeered a table across the room.


Homing in on the man she had come to confront, Laurel moved toward the small stage. The band had slowed things down with a waltz that was being sung by a small, wiry man with a Vandyke and a Panama hat. A vicious scar slashed across his face, from his right eyebrow across his cheek, misshaping the end of his hooked nose and disappearing into the cover of his mustache. But if his face wasn’t beautiful, his voice certainly was. He clutched his hands to his heart and wailed out the lyrics in Cajun French as dancers young and old moved gracefully around the small dance floor.


To his right Jack Boudreaux stood with one knee on the piano bench, head bent in concentration as he pumped a small Evangeline accordion between his hands.


From this vantage point Boudreaux looked tall and rangy, with strong shoulders and slim hips. The expression on his lean, tanned face was stern, almost brooding. His eyes were squeezed shut as if sight might somehow hinder his interpretation of the music. Straight black hair tumbled down over his forehead, looking damp and silky under the stage lights.


Laurel skirted the dancers and wedged herself up against the front of the stage. She thought she could feel the inner pain he drew on as he played. Silly. Easily half of Cajun music was about some man losing his girl. This particular waltz—“Valse de Grand Mèche”—was an old one, a song about an unlucky woman lost in the marsh, her lover singing of how they will be together again after death. It wasn’t Jack Boudreaux’s personal life story, and it wouldn’t have concerned her if it had been. She had come to see the man about his dog.


Jack let his fingers slow on the keys of the accordion as he played the final set of triplets and hit the last chord. Leonce belted out the final note with gusto, and the dancers’ feet slowed to a shuffle. As the music faded away and the crowd clapped, he sank down on the piano bench, feeling drained. The song brought too many memories. That he was feeling anything at all told him one thing—he needed another drink.


He reached for the glass on the piano without looking and tossed back the last of a long, tall whiskey, sucking in a breath as the liquid fire hit his belly. It seared through him in a single wave of heat, leaving a pleasant numbness in its wake.


Slowly his lashes drifted open and his surroundings came once more into focus. His gaze hit on a huge pair of midnight blue eyes staring up at him from behind the lenses of man-size horn-rimmed glasses. The face of an angel hid behind those ridiculous glasses—heart-shaped, delicate, with a slim retroussé nose and a mouth that begged to be kissed. Jack felt his spirits pull out of their nosedive and wing upward as she spoke his name.


She wasn’t the usual type of woman who pressed herself up against the stage and tried to snag his attention. For one thing, there was no show of cleavage. It was difficult to tell if she was capable of producing cleavage at all. The blue cotton sundress she wore hung on her like a sack. But imagination was one thing Jack Boudreaux had never been short on. Scruples, yes; morals, yes; imagination he had in abundance, and he used it now to make a quick mental picture of the woman standing below him. Petite, slim, sleek, like a little cat. He preferred his women to have a little more curve to them, but there was always something to be said for variety.


He leaned down toward her as he set the accordion on the floor and unfurled the grin that had knocked more than a few ladies off their feet. “Hey, sugar, where you been all my life?”


Laurel felt as if he had turned a thousand watts of pure electricity on her.


He looked wicked. He looked wild. He looked as though he could see right through her clothes, and she had the wildest urge to cross her arms over her chest, just in case. Annoyed with herself, she snapped her jaw shut and cleared her throat.


“I’ve been off learning to avoid Lotharios who use trite come-on lines,” she said, her arms folding over her chest in spite of her resolve to keep them at her sides.


Jack’s smile never wavered. He liked a girl with sass. “What, are you a nun or somethin’, angel?”


“No, I’m an attorney. I need to speak to you about your dog.”


Someone in the crowd raised a voice in protest against the absence of music. “Hey, Jack, can you quit makin’ love long enough to sing somethin’?”


Jack raised his head and laughed, leaning toward the microphone that was attached to the piano. “This ain’t love, Dede, it’s a lawyer!” As the first wave of laughter died down, he said, “Y’all know what lawyers use for birth control, doncha?” He waited a beat, then his voice dropped a husky notch as he delivered the punch line. “Their personalities.”


Laurel felt a flush of anger rise up her neck and creep up her cheeks as the crowd hooted and laughed. “I wouldn’t make jokes if I were you, Mr. Boudreaux,” she said, trying to keep her voice at a pitch only he could hear. “Your hound managed to do a considerable amount of damage to my aunt’s garden today.”


Jack shot her a look of practiced innocence. “What hound?”


“Your hound.”


He shrugged eloquently. “I don’t have a hound.”


“Mr. Boudreaux—”


“Call me Jack, angel,” he drawled as he leaned down toward her again, bracing his forearm on his thigh.


They were nearly at eye level, and Laurel felt herself leaning toward him, as if he were drawing her toward him by some personal magnetic force. His gaze slid down to her mouth and lingered there, shockingly frank in its appraisal.


“Mr. Boudreaux,” she said in exasperation. “Is there somewhere we can discuss this more privately?”


He bobbed his eyebrows above dark, sparkling devil’s eyes. “Is my place private enough for you?”


“Mr. Boudreaux …”


“Here’s another trite line for you, angel,” Jack whispered, bending a little closer, holding her gaze with his as he lifted a finger and pushed her glasses up on her nose. “You’re pretty when you’re pissed off.”


His voice was low and smoky, Cajun-spiced and tainted with the aroma of whiskey.


Drawing in a slow, deep breath to steady herself, she tilted her chin up and tried again. “Mr. Boudreaux—”


He shot her a look as he moved toward the microphone once again. “Lighten up, angel. Laissez les bon temps rouler.”


The mike picked up his last sentence, and the crowd cheered. Jack gave a smoky laugh. “Are we havin’ fun yet?”


A chorus of hoots and hollers rose to the rafters. He fixed a long, hot look on the petite tigress glaring up at him from the edge of the stage and murmured, “This one’s for you, angel.”


His fingers stretched over the keys of the battered old piano, and he pounded out the opening notes of “Great Balls of Fire.” The crowd went wild. Before the first line was out of his mouth, there were fifty people on the dance floor. They twirled and bounced around Laurel like a scene from American Bandstand, doing the jitterbug as if it had never gone out of style. But her attention was riveted on the singer. Not so much by choice as by compulsion. She was caught in the beam of that intense, dark gaze, held captive by it, mesmerized. He leaned over the keyboard, his hands moving across it, his mouth nearly kissing the microphone as his smoky voice sang out the lyrics with enthusiasm, but all the time his eyes were locked on her. The experience was strangely seductive, strangely intimate. Wholly unnerving.


She stared right back at him, refusing to be seduced or intimidated. Refusing to admit to either, at any rate. He grinned, as if amused by her spunk, and broke off the eye contact as he hit the bridge of the song and turned his full attention to the piano and the frantic pace of the music.


He pounded out the notes, his fingers flying up and down the keyboard expertly. All the intensity he had leveled at her in his gaze, was channeled into his playing. The shock of black hair bounced over his forehead, shining almost blue under the lights. Sweat gleamed on his skin, streamed down the side of his face. His faded blue chambray shirt stuck to him in dark, damp patches. The sleeves were rolled back, revealing strong forearms dusted with black hair, muscles bunching and flexing as he slammed out the boogie-woogie piece with a skill and wild physical energy rivaling that of Jerry Lee Lewis himself.


Making music this way looked to be hard work physically and emotionally. As if he were in the throes of exorcism, the notes tore out of him, elemental, rough, sexy, almost frightening in intensity. He dragged his thumb up and down the keyboard, stroking out the final long, frenzied glissando, and fell forward, panting, exhausted as the crowd whistled and howled and screamed for more.


“Whoa—” Jack gulped a breath and forced a grin. “Bon Dieu. It’s Miller time, folks. Y’all go sit down while I recuperate.”


As a jukebox kicked in, the rest of the band instantly dispersed, abandoning the stage in favor of a table that was holding up gamely under the weight of more than a dozen long-necked beer bottles and an assortment of glasses.


Leonce clapped Jack’s shoulder as he passed. “You’re gettin’ old, Jack,” he teased. “Sa c’est honteu, mon ami.”


Jack sucked another lungful of hot, smoky air and swatted at his friend. “Fuck you, ’tit boule.”


“No need.” Leonce grinned, hooking a thumb in the direction of the dance floor. “You got one waitin’ on you.”


Jack raised his head and shot a sideways look at the edge of the stage. She was still standing there, his little lawyer pest, looking expectant and unimpressed with him. Trouble—that’s what she looked like. And not the kind he usually dove into headfirst, either. A lawyer. Bon Dieu, he thought he’d seen the last of that lot.


“You want a drink, sugar?” he asked as he hopped down off the stage.


“No,” Laurel said, automatically taking a half step back and chastising herself for it. This man was the kind who would sense a weakness and exploit it. She could feel it, could see it in the way his dark gaze seemed to catch everything despite the fact that he had been drinking. She drew deep of the stale, hot air and squared her shoulders. “What I want is to speak with you privately about the damage done by your dog.”


His mouth curved. “I don’t have a dog.”


He turned and sauntered away from her, his walk naturally cocky. Laurel watched him, astounded by his lack of manners, infuriated by his dismissal of her.


He didn’t glance back at her, but continued on his merry way, winding gracefully through the throng, stealing a bottle of beer off Annie’s serving tray as he went. The waitress gave an indignant shout, saw it was Jack, and melted as he treated her to a wicked grin. Laurel shook her head in a combination of amazement and disbelief and wondered how many times he had gotten away with raiding the cookie jar as a boy. Probably more times than his poor mother could count. He stepped through a side door, and she followed him out.


Night had fallen completely, bringing on the mercury vapor lights that loomed over the parking lot and cloaking the bayou beyond in shades of black. The noise of the bar faded, competing out here with a chorus of frog song and the hum of traffic rolling past out on the street. The air was fresh with the scents of spring in bloom—jasmine and wisteria and honeysuckle and the ripe, vaguely rank aroma of the bayou. Somewhere down the way, where shabby little houses with thin lawns lined the bank, a woman called for Paulie to come in. A screen door slammed. A dog barked.


The hound leaped out at Laurel from between a pair of parked pickup trucks and howled at her, startling her to a skidding halt on the crushed shell of the parking lot. She slammed a hand to her heart and bit back a curse as the big dog bounded away, tail wagging.


“That dog is an absolute menace,” she complained.


“Don’ look at me, sugar.”


He was leaning back against the fender of a disreputable-looking Jeep, elbows on the hood, bottle of Dixie dangling from the fingers of his left hand.


Laurel planted herself in front of him and crossed her arms, holding her silence as if it might force a confession out of him. He simply stared back, his eyes glittering in the eerie silvery light that fell down on him from above. It cast his features in stark relief—a high, wide forehead, sardonically arched brows, an aquiline nose that looked as if it might have been broken once or twice in his thirty-some years.


His mouth was set in sterner lines again above a strong, stubborn-looking chin that sported an inch-long diagonal scar. He looked tough and dangerous suddenly, and the transformation from the laughing, affable, wicked-grinned devil he’d been inside sent a shiver of apprehension down Laurel’s back. He looked like a streetwise, predatory male, and she couldn’t help second-guessing her judgment in following him out here. Then he smiled, teeth flashing bright in the gloom, dimples cutting into his cheeks, and the world tilted yet again beneath her feet.


“I have it on good authority that hound belongs to you, Mr. Boudreaux.” She dove into the argument, eager for the familiar ground of a good fight. She didn’t like being caught off balance, and Jack Boudreaux seemed to be a master at throwing her.


He wagged a finger at her, tilting his head, a grin still teasing the corners of his mouth. “Jack. Call me Jack.”


“Mr.—”


“Jack.” His gaze held hers fast. He looked lazy and apathetic leaning back against the Jeep, but a thread of insistence had woven its way into the hoarse, smoky texture of his voice.


He was distracting her, but more than that, he was trying to do something she didn’t want—put the conversation on a more personal level.


He shifted his weight forward, suddenly invading her personal space, and she had to fight to keep from jumping back as her tension level rose into the red zone. She gulped down her instinctive fear and tilted her chin up to look him in the eye.


“I don’t even know your name, ’tite ange,” he murmured.


“Laurel Chandler,” she answered, breathless and hating it. Her nerves gave a warning tremor as control of the situation seemed to slip a little further out of her grasp.


“Laurel,” he said softly, trying out the sound of it, the feel of it on his tongue. “Pretty name. Pretty lady.” He grinned as something like apprehension flashed in her wide eyes. “Did you think I wouldn’t notice?”


She swallowed hard, leaning all her weight back on her heels. “I—I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”


“Liar,” he charged mildly.


With his free hand he reached up and slid her glasses off, dragging them down her nose an inch at a time. When they were free, he turned them over and nibbled on the earpiece absently as he studied her in the pale white light.


Her bone structure was lovely, delicate, feminine, her features equally so, her skin as flawless as fresh cream. But she wore no makeup, no jewelry, nothing to enhance or draw the eye. Her thick, dark hair had been shorn just above her shoulders and looked as though she gave no thought to it at all, tucking it behind her ears, sweeping it carelessly back from her face.


Laurel Chandler. The name stirred around through the soft haze of liquor in his brain, sparking recognition. Chandler. Lawyer. The light bulb clicked on. Local deb. Daughter of a good family. Had been a prosecuting attorney up in Georgia someplace until her career went ballistic. Rumors had abounded around Bayou Breaux. She’d blown a case. There’d been a scandal. Jack had listened with one ear, automatically eavesdropping the way every writer did, always on the alert for a snatch of dialogue or a juicy tidbit that could work itself into a plot.


“What are you wearing these for?” he asked, lifting the glasses.


“To see with,” Laurel snapped, snatching them out of his hand. She really needed them only to read, but he didn’t have to know that.


“So you can see, or so the rest of us can’t see you?”


She gave a half laugh of impatience, shifting position in a way that put another inch of space between them. “This conversation is pointless,” she declared as her nerves stretched a little tighter.


He had struck far too close to the truth with his seemingly offhand remark. He appeared to be half drunk and completely self-absorbed, but Laurel had the sudden uncomfortable feeling that there might be more to Jack Boudreaux than met the eye. A cunning intelligence beneath the lazy facade. A sharp mind behind the satyr’s grin.


“Oh, I agree. Absolutely,” he drawled, shuffling his feet, inching his way into her space again. His voice dropped a husky, seductive note as he leaned down close enough so his breath caressed her cheek. “So let’s go to my place and do something more … satisfying.”


“What about the band?” Laurel asked inanely, trembling slightly as the heat from his body drifted over her skin. She held her ground and caught a breath in her throat as he lifted a hand to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear.


He chuckled low in his throat. “I’m not into sharing.”


“That’s not what I meant.”


“They can play just fine without me.”


“I hope the same can be said for you,” Laurel said dryly. She crossed her arms again, drawing her composure around her like a queen’s cloak. “I’m not going anywhere with you, and the only satisfaction I intend to get is restitution for the damage your dog caused.”


He dropped back against the Jeep in a negligent pose once more and took a long pull on his beer, his eyes never leaving hers. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I don’t have a dog.”


As if on cue, the hound jumped up into the driver’s seat of the open Jeep and looked at them both, ears perked with interest as he listened to them argue culpability for his crimes.


“A number of people have identified this as your hound,” Laurel said, swinging an arm in the direction of the culprit.


“That don’ make him mine, sugar,” Jack countered.


“No less than four people have named you as the owner.”


He arched a brow. “Do I have a license for this dog? Can you produce ownership papers?”


“Of course not—”


“Then all you have are unsubstantiated rumors, Miz Chandler. Hearsay. You and I both know that’ll stand up in a court of law about as good as a dead man’s dick.”


Laurel drew in a deep breath through her nostrils, trying in vain to stem the rising tide of frustration. She should have been able to cut this man off at the knees and send him crawling to Aunt Caroline’s house to apologize. He was nothing but a liquored-up piano player at Frenchie’s Landing, for Christ’s sake, and she couldn’t manage to best him. The anger she had been directing at Jack started turning back her way.


“What’d ol’ Huey do, anyhow, that’s got you so worked up, angel?”


“Huey?” She pounced on the opening with the ferocity of a starving cat on a mouse. “You called him by name!” she charged, pointing an accusatory finger at Jack, taking an aggressive step forward. “You named him!”


He scowled. “It’s short for Hey You.”


“But the fact remains—”


“Fact my ass,” Jack returned. “I can call you by name too, ’tite chatte. That don’ make you mine.” Grinning again, he leaned ahead and caught her chin in his right hand, boldly stroking the pad of his thumb across the lush swell of her lower lip. “Does it, Laurel?” he murmured suggestively, dipping his head down, his mouth homing in on hers.


Laurel jerked back from him, batting his hand away. Her hold on her control, slippery and tenuous at best these days, slipped a little further. She felt as if she were hanging on to it by the ragged, bitten-down remains of her fingernails and it was still pulling away. She had come here for justice, but she wasn’t getting any. Jack Boudreaux was jerking her around effortlessly. Playing with her, mocking her, propositioning her. God, was she so ineffectual, such a failure—


“You didn’t do your job, Ms. Chandler.… You blew it.… Charges will be dismissed. …”


“Come on, sugar, prove your case,” Jack challenged. He took another pull on his beer. Dieu, he was actually enjoying this little sparring match. He was rusty, out of practice. How long had it been since he had argued a case? Two years? Three? His time away from corporate law ran together in a blur of months. It seemed like a lifetime. He would have thought he had lost his taste for it, but the old skills were still there.


Sharks don’t lose their instincts, he reminded himself, bitterness creeping in to taint his enjoyment of the fight.


“It—it’s common knowledge that’s your dog, Mr. Boudreaux,” Laurel stammered, fighting to talk around the knot hardening in her throat. She didn’t hold eye contact with him, but tried to focus instead on the hound, which was tilting his head and staring at her quizzically with his mismatched eyes. “Y-You should be man enough to t-take responsibility for it.”


“Ah, me,” Jack said, chuckling cynically. “I don’ take responsibility, angel. Ask anyone.”


Laurel barely heard him, her attention focusing almost completely inward, everything else becoming vague and peripheral. A shudder of tension rattled through her, stronger than its precursor. She tried to steel herself against it and failed.


Failed.


“You didn’t do your job, Ms. Chandler.… Charges will be dismissed. …”


She hadn’t proven her case. Couldn’t make the charges stick on something so simple and stupid as a case of canine vandalism. Failed. Again. Worthless, weak … She spat the words at herself as a wave of helplessness surged through her.


Her lungs seemed suddenly incapable of taking in air. She tried to swallow a mouthful of oxygen and then another as her legs began to shake. Panic clawed its way up the back of her throat. She pressed a hand to her mouth and blinked furiously at the tears that pooled and swirled in her eyes, blurring her view of the hound.


Jack started to say something, but cut himself off, beer bottle halfway to his lips. He stared at Laurel as she transformed before his eyes. The bright-eyed tigress on a mission was gone as abruptly as if she had never existed, leaving instead a woman on the verge of tears, on the brink of some horrible inner precipice.


“Hey, sugar,” he said gently, straightening away from the Jeep. “Hey, don’ cry,” he murmured, shifting uncomfortably from foot to foot, casting anxious glances around the parking lot.


Rumor had it she’d been in some posh clinic in North Carolina. The word “breakdown” had been bandied all over town. Jesus, he didn’t need this, didn’t want this. He’d already proven once in his life that he couldn’t handle it, was the last person anyone should count on to handle it. I don’ take responsibility.… That truth hung on him like chain mail. He leaned toward Frenchie’s, wanting to bolt, but his feet stayed rooted to the spot, nailed down by guilt.


The side door slammed, and Leonce’s voice came across the dark expanse of parking lot in staccato French. “Hey, Jack, viens ici! Dépêche-toi! Allons jouer la musique, pas les femmes!”


Jack cast a longing glance at his friend up on the gallery, then back at Laurel Chandler. “In a minute!” he called, his gaze lingering on the woman, turmoil twisting in his belly like a snake. He didn’t credit himself with having much of a conscience, but what there was made him take a step toward Laurel. “Look, sugar—”


Laurel twisted back and away from the hand he held out to her, mortified that this man she knew little and respected less was witnessing this—this weakness. God, she wanted to have at least some small scrap of pride to cling to, but that, too, was tearing out of her grasp.


“I never should have come here,” she mumbled, not entirely sure whether she meant Frenchie’s specifically or Bayou Breaux in general. She stumbled back another step as Jack Boudreaux reached for her arm again, his face set in lines of concern and apprehension, then she whirled and ran out of the parking lot and into the night.


Jack stood flat-footed, watching in astonishment as she disappeared in the heavy shadows beneath a stand of moss-draped live oak at the bayou’s edge. Panic, he thought. That was what he had seen in her eyes. Panic and despair and a strong aversion to having him see either. What a little bundle of contradictions she was, he thought as he dug a cigarette out of his shirt pocket and dangled it from his lip. Strength and fire and fragility.


“What’d you do, mon ami?” Leonce shuffled up, tugging off his Panama hat and wiping the sweat from his balding pate with his forearm. “You scare her off with that big horse cock of yours?”


Jack scowled, his gaze still on the dark bank, his mind still puzzling over Laurel Chandler. “Shut up, tcheue poule.”


“Don’ let it get you down,” Leonce said, chuckling at his own little pun. He settled his hat back in place, and his fingers drifted down to rub absently at the scar that ravaged his cheek. “Women are easy to come by.”


And hard to shake—that was their usual line. Not Laurel Chandler. She had cut and run. Even as his brain turned the puzzle over and around trying to shake loose an answer, Jack shrugged it off. His instincts told him Laurel Chandler would be nothing but trouble when all he really wanted from life was to pass a good time.


“Yeah,” he drawled, turning back toward Frenchie’s with his buddy. “Let’s go inside. I need to find me a cold beer and hot date.”




Chapter
Three


“Laurel, help us! Laurel, please! Please! Please … please …”


She’d had the dream a hundred times. It played through her mind like a videotape over and over, wearing on her, tearing at her conscience, ripping at her heart. Always the voices were the worst part of it. The voices of the children, frantic, begging, pleading. The qualities in those voices touched nerves, set off automatic physiological reactions. Her pulse jumped, her breath came in short, shallow, unsatisfying gasps. Adrenaline and frustration pumped through her in equal amounts.


Dr. Pritchard had attempted to teach her to recognize those signals and defuse them. Theoretically, she should have been able to stop the dream and all the horrible feelings it unleashed, but she never could. She just lay there feeling enraged and panic-stricken and helpless, watching the drama unfold in her subconscious to play out to its inevitable end, unable to awaken, unable to stop it, unable to change the course of events that caused it. Weak, impotent, inadequate, incapable.


“The charges are being dropped, Ms. Chandler, for lack of sufficient evidence.”


Here she always tried to swallow and couldn’t. A Freudian thing, she supposed. She couldn’t choke down the attorney general’s decision any more than she could have chewed up and swallowed the Congressional Record. Or perhaps it was the burden of guilt that tightened around her throat, threatening to choke her. She had failed to prove her case. She had failed, and the children would pay the consequences.


“Help us, Laurel! Please! Please … please …”


She thrashed against the bed, against the imagined bonds of her own incompetence. She could see the three key children behind the attorney general, their faces pale ovals dominated by dark eyes filled with torment and dying hope. They had depended on her, trusted her. She had promised help, guaranteed justice.


“… lack of sufficient evidence, Ms. Chandler …”


Quentin Parker loomed larger in her mind’s eye, turning dark and menacing, metamorphosing into a hideous monster as the children’s faces drifted further and further away. Paler and paler they grew as they floated back, their eyes growing wider and wider with fear.


“Help us, Laurel! Please … please … please …”


“… will be returned to their parents …”


“No,” she whimpered, tossing, turning, kicking at the bedclothes.


“Help us, Laurel!”


“… returned to the custody of …”


“No!” She thumped her fists against the mattress over and over, pounding in time with her denial. “No! No!”


“… a formal apology will be issued …”


“NO!!”


Laurel pitched herself upright as the door slammed shut on her subconscious. The air heaved in and out of her lungs in tremendous hot, ragged gasps. Her nightgown was plastered to her skin with cold sweat. She opened her eyes wide and forced herself to take in her surroundings, busying her brain by cataloging every item she saw—the foot of the half-tester bed, the enormous French Colonial armoire looming darkly against the wall, the marble-topped walnut commode with porcelain pitcher and bowl displaying an arrangement of spring blooms. Normal things, familiar things illuminated by the pale, now-you-see-it-now-you-don’t moon shining in through the French doors. She wasn’t in Georgia any longer. This wasn’t Scott County. This was Belle Rivière, Aunt Caroline’s house in Bayou Breaux. The place she had run to.


Coward.


She ground her teeth against the word and rubbed her hands hard over her face, then plowed her fingers back through her disheveled mess of sweat-damp hair.


“Laurel?”


The bedroom door opened, and Savannah stuck her head in. Just like old times, Laurel thought, when they were girls and Savannah had assumed the role of mother Vivian Chandler had been loath to play unless she had an audience. They were thirty and thirty-two now, she and Savannah, but they had fallen back into that pattern as easily as slipping on comfortable old shoes.


It seemed odd, considering it was Laurel who had grown up to take charge of her life, she who had struck out and made a career and a name for herself. Savannah had stayed behind, never quite breaking away from the past or the place, never able to rise above the events that had shaped them.


“Hey, Baby,” Savannah murmured as she crossed the room. The moon ducked behind a cloud, casting her in shadow, giving Laurel only impressions of a rumpled cloud of long dark hair, a pale silk robe carelessly belted, long shapely legs and bare feet. “You okay?”


Laurel wrapped her arms around her knees, sniffed, and forced a smile as her sister settled on the edge of the bed. “I’m fine.”


Savannah flipped on the bedside lamp, and they both blinked against the light. “Liar,” she grumbled, frowning as she looked her over. “I heard you tossing and turning. Another nightmare?”


“I didn’t think you were coming home tonight,” Laurel said, railroading the conversation onto other tracks. She tossed and turned every night, had nightmares every night. That had become the norm for her, nothing worth talking about.


Savannah’s lush mouth settled into a pout. “Never mind about that,” she said flatly. “Things got over quicker than I thought.”


“Where were you?” Somewhere with smoke and liquor. Laurel could smell the combination over and above a generous application of Obsession. Smoke and liquor and something wilder, earthier, like sex or the swamp.


“It doesn’t matter.” Savannah shook off the topic with a toss of her head. “Lord Almighty, look at you. You’ve sweat that gown clean through. I’ll get you another.”


Laurel stayed where she was as her sister went to the cherry highboy and began pulling open drawers in search of lingerie. She probably should have insisted on taking care of herself, but the truth of the matter was she didn’t feel up to it. She was exhausted from lack of sleep and from her encounter with Jack Boudreaux. Besides, wasn’t this part of what she had come home for? To be comforted and cared for by familiar faces?


Much as she hated to admit it, she was still feeling physically weak, as well as emotionally battered. Coming unhinged was hard on a person, she reflected with a grimace. But as Dr. Pritchard had been so fond of pointing out, her physical decline had begun long before her breakdown. All during what the press had labeled simply “The Scott County Case” she had been too focused, too obsessed to think of trivial things like food, sleep, exercise. Her mind had been consumed with charges of sexual abuse, the pursuit of evidence, the protection of children, the upholding of justice.


Savannah’s disgruntled voice pulled her back from the edge of the memory. “Crimeny, Baby, don’t you own a nightgown that doesn’t look like something Mama Pearl made for the poor out of flour sacks?”


She came back to the bed holding an oversize white cotton T-shirt at arm’s length, as if she were afraid its plainness might rub off on her. Savannah’s taste in sleepwear ran to Frederick’s of Hollywood. Beneath the gaping front of her short, champagne silk robe, Laurel caught a glimpse of full breasts straining the confines of a scrap of coffee-colored lace. With a body that was all lush curves, a body that fairly shouted its sexuality, Savannah was made for silk and lace. Laurel’s femininity was subtle, understated—a fact she had no desire to change.


“Nobody sees it but me,” she said. She stripped her damp gown off over her head and slipped the new one on, enjoying the feel of the cool, dry fabric as it settled against her sticky skin.


An indignant sniff was Savannah’s reply. She settled herself on the edge of the bed once again, legs crossed, her expression fierce. “If I ever cross paths with Wesley Brooks, I swear I’ll kill him. Imagine him leaving you—”


“Don’t.” Laurel softened the order with a tentative smile and reached out to touch the hand Savannah had knotted into a tight fist on the white coverlet. “I don’t want to imagine it; I lived it. Besides, it wasn’t Wes’s fault our marriage didn’t work out.”


“Wasn’t his—!”


Laurel cut off what was sure to be another tirade defaming her ex-husband. Wesley claimed he hadn’t left her, but that she had driven him away, that she had crushed their young marriage with the weight of her obsession for The Case. That was probably true. Laurel didn’t try to deny it. Savannah automatically took her side, ever ready to battle for her baby sister, but Laurel knew she wasn’t deserving of support in this argument. She didn’t have a case against Wes, despite Savannah’s vehemence. All she had was a solid chunk of remorse and guilt, but that can of worms didn’t need to be opened tonight.


“Hush,” she said, squeezing Savannah’s fingers. “I appreciate the support, Sister. Really, I do. But don’t let’s fight about it tonight. It’s late.”


Savannah’s expression softened, and she opened her hand and twined her fingers with Laurel’s. “You need to get some sleep.” She reached up with her other hand and with a forefinger traced one of the dark crescents stress and extreme fatigue had painted beneath Laurel’s eyes.


“What about you?” Laurel asked. “Don’t you need sleep, too?”


“Me?” She made an attempt at a wry smile, but it came nowhere near her eyes, where old ghosts haunted the cool blue depths. “I’m a creature of the night. Didn’t you know that?”


Laurel said nothing as old pain surfaced like oil inside her to mingle with the new.


With a sigh Savannah rose, tugged down the hem of her robe with one hand and with the other pushed a lock of wild long hair behind her ear.


“I mean it, you know,” she murmured. “If Wesley Brooks showed up here now, I’d cut his fucking balls off and stuff ’em in his ears.” She cocked her fingers like pistols and pointed them at Laurel. “And then I’d get mean.”


Laurel managed a weak chuckle. God, how Vivian would blanche to hear language like that from one of her daughters. Daughters she had raised to be debutantes. Sparkling, soft-spoken belles who never cursed and nearly swooned in the face of vulgarity. Vivian had expected sorority princesses, but God knew Savannah would eat dirt and die before she pledged to Chi-O, and she doubtless lay awake nights dreaming up ways to shock the Junior League. Laurel had been too busy to pledge, consumed by her need to get her law degree and throw herself into the task of seeing justice done.


“Would you prosecute me?” Savannah asked as she reached for the lamp switch.


“Be kind of hard to do, seeing how I don’t have a job anymore.”


“I’m sorry, Baby.” Savannah clicked off the lamp, plunging the room into moonlight and shadows once again. “I wasn’t thinking. You shouldn’t be thinking about it, either. You’re home now. Get some sleep.”


Laurel sighed and pushed her overgrown bangs back off her forehead, watching as Savannah made her way to the door with her lazy, naturally seductive gait, her robe shimmering like quicksilver. “’Night, Sister.”


“Sweet dreams.”


She would have settled for no dreams, Laurel thought as she listened to the door latch and her sister’s footsteps retreat down the hall. But no dreams meant no sleep. She checked the glowing dial of the old alarm clock on the stand. Three-thirty. She wouldn’t sleep again tonight no matter how badly her body needed to. Her mind wouldn’t allow the possibility of another rerun of the dream. The knowledge brought a sheen of tears to her eyes. She was so tired—physically tired, emotionally exhausted, tired of feeling out of control.


With that thought came the memory of Jack Boudreaux, and a wave of shame washed over her, leaving goose bumps in its wake. She’d made an ass of herself. If she was lucky, he was too drunk to remember by now, and the next time she saw him she could pretend it never happened.


There wouldn’t be a next time if she could help it. She knew instinctively she would never be able to handle a man like Jack Boudreaux. His raw sexuality would overwhelm her. She would never be in control—of him or the relationship or herself.


Not that she was interested in him.


Tossing the coverlet and sheet aside, she swung her legs over the edge of the bed, went to the French doors, and pulled them open. The night was comfortably warm, fragrant with the scents of spring, hinting at the humidity that would descend like a wet woolen blanket in another few weeks. The magnolia tree near the corner of the house still had a few blossoms, creamy waxy white and as big as dinner plates set among the broad, leathery, dark green leaves.


She had climbed that tree as a child, determined to find out what the experience was all about. Tree climbing was forbidden at Beauvoir, the Chandler family plantation that lay just a few miles down the road from Belle Rivière. Tree climbing was not something “nice girls” did—or so said Vivian. Laurel shook her head at that as she wandered out onto the balcony. Nice girls. Good families.


“Things like that don’t happen in good families.…”


“Help us, Laurel! Help us.…”


The past and the present twined in her mind like vines, twisting, clinging vines attaching their sharp tendrils to her brain. She brought her hands up to clamp over her ears, as if that might shut out the voices that existed only in her head. She bit her lip until she tasted blood, fighting furiously to hold back the tears that gathered in her eyes and congealed into a solid lump in her throat.


“Dammit, dammit, dammit …”


She chanted the word like a mantra as she paced the balcony outside her room. Back and forth, back and forth, her small bare feet slapping softly on the old wood. Weakness surged through her like a tide, and she fought the urge to sink down against the wall and sob. The tears choked her. The weakness sapped the stability from her knees and made her curl in on herself like a stooped old woman or a child with a bellyache. The memories bombarded her in a ferocious, relentless cannonade—the children in Scott County, Savannah and their past. “Nice girls.” “Good families.” “Be a good girl, Laurel” “Don’t say anything, Laurel.” “Make us all proud, Laurel.” “Help us, Laurel. …”


No longer able to fight it, she turned and pressed herself against the side of the old house, pressed her face against it, not even caring that the edges of the weathered old bricks bit into her cheek. She clung there like a jumper who had suddenly remembered her terror of heights.


“Oh, God,” she whimpered as the despair cracked through her armor and the tears squeezed past the tightly closed barriers of her eyelids. “Oh, God, please, please …”


“Help us, Laurel! Please, please, please …”


Her fingertips, then her knuckles scraped the brick as her fingers folded into fists. She sobbed silently for a moment, releasing a small measure of the inner tension, then swallowed it back, gagging on the need to cry even as she ruthlessly denied herself the privilege. She pushed herself away from the building and turned toward the balcony, swiping the tears from her face with the heels of her hands.


Dammit, she wouldn’t do this. She was stronger than this. She had come here to take control of her life again, not to fall apart twice in one night.


Using anger to burn away the other emotions, she turned and slammed her fist against one of the many smooth white columns that supported the roof of the balcony, welcoming the stinging pain that sang up her arm.


“Weak—stupid—coward—”


She spat out the insults, her fury turning inward. She kicked herself mentally for her failures as she kicked the column with her bare foot. The pain burst through her like a jolt of electricity, shorting out everything else, breaking the thread of tension that had been thickening and tightening inside her.


Gulping air, she bent over the balustrade, her fingers wrapping tightly around the black wrought-iron rail. In the wake of the pain flowed calm. Her muscles trembled, relaxing as the calm shimmered through her. Her heartbeat slowed to a steady bass-drum thump, thump, thump.


“Sweet heaven, I have to do something,” she muttered. “I can’t go on like this.”


That truth had precipitated her leaving the Ashland Heights Clinic. Her stay there had been peaceful, but not productive. Dr. Pritchard had been more interested in digging up the past than in helping her fix her miserable present. She didn’t see the point. What was done was done. She couldn’t go back and fix it no matter how badly she wanted to. What she needed to do was push it behind her, rise above it. Move forward. Do something. Do what?


Her job was gone. The fallout from The Case had fallen directly on her. She had been stripped of power, profession, credibility. She had no idea what would become of her, what she would ultimately do or be. Her job had been her identity. Without it she was lost.


“I’ve got to do something,” she said again, looking around, as if an answer might appear to her somewhere down the dark corridor of the balcony or in the trees or the garden below.


Belle Rivière had been built in the 1830s by a local merchant to placate his homesick young wife who had grown up in the Vieux Carré in New Orleans. The house was designed to emulate the elegant splendor of the French Quarter, right down to the beautiful courtyard garden with its fountain, and brick walls trimmed with lacy black wrought-iron filigree. The garden Laurel had spent two days trying to put to rights only to have Jack Boudreaux’s dog—allegedly his dog—uproot her efforts. Damn hound.


Damn man.


The garden had been maintained sporadically over the years. Laurel remembered it as a place of marvelous beauty during her childhood when old Antoine Thibodeaux had tended it for Aunt Caroline. As lush and green as Eden, spray billowing from the fountain, elegant statues of Greek women carrying urns of exotic plants. Antoine had long since gone to his eternal rest, and Caroline’s latest gardener had long since gone to New Orleans to be a female impersonator on Bourbon Street. Caroline, absorbed in her latest business venture, an antiques shop, hadn’t, bothered to hire anyone new.


Laurel had seen it as the perfect project for her, physically, psychologically, metaphorically. Clear away the old debris, prune off the dead branches, rejuvenate the soil, plant new with a hopeful eye to the future. Resurrection, rebirth, a fresh start.


She stared down at the mess Huey the Hound had left and heaved a sigh. Young plants torn up by the roots. She knew the feeling.…


.   .   .


“Where are you taking Daddy’s things, Mama?”


“To the Goodwill in Lafayette,” Vivian Chandler said, not sparing a glance at her ten-year-old daughter.


She stood beside the bed that had been her husband’s, smartly dressed in a spring green shift with a strand of pearls at her throat. She looked cool and sophisticated, as always, like a model from out of a fashion magazine, her ash blond hair combed just so, pale pink lipstick on. She propped her perfectly manicured hands on her hips and tapped the toe of one white pump against the rug impatiently as she supervised the proceedings. Tansy Jonas, the latest in a string of flighty young maids, hauled load after load of suits and shirts and slacks out of the closet to be sorted into piles.


“Of course, we’ll have to take some of it to the church,” Vivian said absently as she considered the armload of dress shirts weighing down poor Tansy. Tansy wasn’t more than fifteen, Laurel reckoned, and thin as a willow sapling. The girl seemed to weave beneath the burden of silk and fine cotton cloth, her black eyes going wider and wider in her round dark face.


“It’s expected,” Vivian went on, inspecting the state of collars and cuffs, oblivious to Tansy’s discomfort. “The Chandlers having always been the leading family hereabouts, it’s our duty to contribute to the less fortunate in the community. Why, just the other day, Ridilia Montrose was asking me if I hadn’t donated Jefferson’s things,” she said, frowning prettily. “As if she thought I wasn’t going to. She’s got a lot of nerve, and I would have told her so if I weren’t a lady. Imagine her looking down on me when everybody in town knows they nearly went bankrupt! And what a shame that would have been, because that daughter of hers has teeth like a mule, and it’s going to cost a fortune to fix them.”


She selected a pair of striped shirts, impervious to the pleading look on the maid’s face, and tossed them into one of several piles on the bed. “I told her I just hadn’t been up to sorting through Jefferson’s things. Why, the mere thought of it had me on the verge of one of my spells. I can see, though, that I can’t put it off a second longer, or there’ll be tongues wagging all over town. I swear, that Ridilia isn’t any better than she has to be.”


Continuing in the same breath, she said, “Tansy, put the rest of those on the chair.”


“Yas’m,” Tansy murmured with relief, staggering away under the weight of the load.


“I’ll sort through your father’s things,” Vivian said to Laurel. “Never mind that it could send me into a tail-spin. I’ll donate to the church, but I’ll die before I see no-account trash walking around Bayou Breaux in Jefferson’s silk suits. They’re going to Lafayette, and Ridilia Montrose can go to blazes.”


Laurel scooted off the seat of the blue velvet armchair before the maid could bury her alive. She didn’t like this at all. Seeing all of Daddy’s things pulled out of his neat closet and strewn around his room caused a hollow, churning feeling in her tummy. She had played in his closet more times than she could count, sneaking in there with her Barbie dolls, pretending his big shoes were cars or boats or space ships. It had been her secret place for when she wanted to be all alone. It smelled of leather and cedar and Daddy. She had sat cross-legged on the floor and felt the legs of his neatly hung pants brush across the top of her head, and pretended they were vines and that she was inside a secret cave in the jungle and that his belts were snakes. Now it was all being torn apart to be given to strangers in another town.


Chewing on a thumbnail, she sidled along the big mahogany bureau, her eyes on her mother. Vivian didn’t look bothered at all by what she was doing, unless being cross counted. Laurel didn’t think it did. It only meant that her mother would rather have been doing something else, not that this job made her sad. She said it might give her a spell, though, and that was a million times worse than just plain sad. It scared Laurel something terrible when her mother went into one of her blue spells—crying all the time, hardly ever getting out of her nightclothes, shutting herself up in her rooms—the way she had done when Daddy died.


Laurel secretly feared she was going to have the same kind of spells. She had felt that bad when Daddy died. She hadn’t wanted to see anybody. And she had cried and cried. She had cried so hard, she thought she might just turn herself inside out the way Daddy had always teased her she would. She and Savannah had cried together. She had slipped into her sister’s room through the door in the closet because Mama had told her more than once that she was a big girl now and had to sleep alone. She and Savannah had hid under the covers and cried in their pillows until they almost choked.


Ties came out of the closet next, a whole long rack of them that had hung on the clothes pole. The ties drooped down off the rack, nearly to Tansy’s feet. The maid struggled to hold it up high, skinny arms over her head so as to give her employer a good look at the strips of silk. Laurel spotted the blue one with the big bug-eyed bass painted on it and almost giggled as she remembered her father wearing it. His lucky poker playing tie, he had always said with a wink and a grin. Vivian snatched it off the rack and threw it on the Lafayette pile.


“But Mama,” Laurel said, her heart sinking abruptly, “that was Daddy’s favorite!”


“I’ve always hated the sight of that tie,” Vivian grumbled, talking more to herself than to Laurel. “I thought I’d die of embarrassment every time Jefferson put it on. To think of a man in his position going around in a necktie the likes of that!”


Laurel stepped alongside the bed and reached a hand out to brush her fingertips over the painted bass. “But Mama—”


“Laurel, leave that be,” she snapped. “Don’t you have schoolwork?”


“No, Mama,” she murmured, inching back from the bed, staring longingly after the bass tie as her mother tossed three more on top of it.


“Can’t you see I’m busy here?”


“Yes, Mama.”


She backed into the corner by the dresser again and pretended to be invisible for a while. She didn’t want to be sent to her room. She wanted to be in here with Daddy’s things—only she didn’t want Mama and dumb old moony-eyed Tansy here rooting through everything.


She wiggled one foot over on its side and back, over and back, over and back, the way Mama always scolded her for on account of it would scuff up her shoes. Laurel didn’t care. Mama was too busy throwing out Daddy’s things to notice. Laurel wouldn’t have cared anyway, because tears were filling up her eyes and she needed something to concentrate on so she wouldn’t start to cry and get scolded for that. So she twisted her foot over and back, over and back, and chewed on her thumbnail even though there wasn’t much left to chew on.


The fingers of her left hand moved along the top of the bureau, brushing against the edge of Daddy’s jewelry case. Because it made her tummy hurt to watch Mama and Tansy, she turned and looked at the heavy wooden box with its fancy inlaid top and shiny brass latch. She stroked her small hand over its smooth surface and thought of Daddy, so big, so strong, always with a smile for her and a stick of Juicy Fruit gum in his pocket.


One big, fat tear teetered over the edge of her eyelashes and rolled down her cheek to splash on the polished bureau. Another followed. She couldn’t think of Daddy’s being gone forever. She missed him so much already. He was strength and safety and love. He didn’t care if she scuffed up her shoes, and he always hugged her when she cried. Laurel couldn’t bear the idea of losing him. She didn’t want him gone to heaven with the angels the way Reverend Monroe had told her. Maybe that was selfish, and she felt bad about that, but not bad enough to give up her daddy.


Her small fingers fumbled with the latch, and she lifted the lid on the jewelry box. The box was lined with red velvet and filled with man things. Daddy’s money clip, the two big chunky rings he never wore, his tie tacks and cuff links and some Indian-head pennies.


Laurel reached in and lifted out the red crawfish tie pin she had given him for Father’s Day when she was seven. It wasn’t worth much. Savannah had helped her buy it for three dollars at the crawfish festival in Breaux Bridge. But Daddy had smiled when he opened the box, and told her it would be one of his favorites. He had worn it to the father-daughter dinner at school that year, and Laurel had been so happy and proud, she could have burst.


“Laurel,” Vivian snapped, “what are you into now? Oh, that jewelry box. I’d nearly forgotten.”


She shooed Laurel aside and made a hasty pass through the box, setting aside a pair of diamond cuff links, a signet ring, a diamond tie pin. Then she ordered Tansy to bring a shoe box and dumped the rest of the contents into it. Laurel watched in horror, tears streaming down her cheeks, the crawfish pin sticking her hand as she tightened her fist around it.


Vivian shot her a suspicious look. “What have you got there?”


Laurel sniffed and tightened her fingers. “Nothin’.”


“Don’t you lie to me, missy,” Vivian said sharply. “Good little girls don’t tell lies. Open your hand.”


Be a good girl, Laurel thought, always be a good girl, or Mama gets cross. She bit her lip to keep from crying as she held out her hand and opened her fist.


Vivian rolled her eyes as she picked up the tie pin, pinching it between thumb and forefinger and holding it up as if it were a live bug. “Oh, for pity’s sake! What do you want with this piece of trash?”


Laurel flinched as if the word had struck her. Daddy hadn’t called it trash, even if it was. “But Mama—”


Her mother turned away from her, dropping the pin in the shoe box Tansy held.


“B-but Mama,” Laurel said, her breath hitching in her throat around a huge lump. “C-couldn’t I keep it j-just ’cause it was D-Daddy’s?”


Vivian wheeled on her, her face pinched, eyes narrowed like a snake’s. “Your father is dead and buried,” she said harshly. “There’s no use being sentimental about his things. Do you hear me?”


Laurel backed away from her, feeling sick and hurt and dizzy. Tears spilled down her cheeks, and a hollow ache throbbed inside her heart.


“You’re just being a nuisance in here,” Vivian went on, working herself into a fine lather. “Here I am, doing my best to finish an awful job, a migraine bearing down on me, and pressures like no one knows. We have guests coming for dinner, and you’re underfoot …”


The rest of what she had to say sounded like nothing to Laurel but blah blah blah. Her ears were pounding, and her head felt as though it might explode if she couldn’t start crying hard real soon. Then Savannah was behind her, putting her hands on Laurel’s shoulders.


“Come on, Baby,” she whispered, drawing her out the bedroom door. “We’ll go in my room and look at pictures.”


They went to Savannah’s room and sat on the rug next to the bed, looking at a photo album full of pictures of Daddy Savannah had stolen from the parlor the day of Daddy’s funeral. She kept it under her mattress and had told Tansy if she ever tried to take it out or tell Vivian about it, she would have a voodoo woman put a curse on her that would give her warts all over her face and hands. Tansy left it be and had taken to wearing a dime on a string around her neck to protect her from gris-gris.


They sat on the rug and looked at their father in the only way they would ever be able to see him again, and felt alone in all the world, like two little flowers pulled up by the roots.


That night Ross Leighton came to dinner.


Savannah sat with her back to her dressing table, one foot pulled up on the seat of the chair, one arm wrapped around her leg, the other hand toying with the pendant she never took off. Lost in thought, she ran the gold heart back and forth on its fine chain. Through the French doors that led onto the balcony she could just see Laurel leaning against a column down the way. Poor Baby. The Case had taken everything out of her—her pride, her fight, her self-confidence, her independence. Everything that had taken her away from here had been taken away from her, and now she was back. Poor lost lamb, weak and sorely in need of comfort and love. Just like old times. Just like after Daddy died and Vivian had offered as much solace as a jagged piece of granite.


Funny how time had run in a circle. All during their growing-up years Savannah had mothered and nurtured and protected, and Laurel had grown stronger and brighter and burned with ambition, reaching higher and going further, eventually leaving Savannah in the dust. But now she was back, in need of mothering and nurturing again.


She turned and looked at herself in the beveled mirror above her dressing table, taking in the tousled hair, the bee-stung lips she pumped with collagen at regular intervals. Her robe had slipped off one shoulder, baring creamy skin and the thin strap of her chemise. Her breasts were barely contained by the lacy cups, their natural shape augmented by silicone implants she’d had put in years ago in New Orleans. She traced a fingertip across her lower lip, then along the scalloped edge of lace, her nipple twitching at the slight contact, a response that triggered a quick, automatic fluttering between her legs.


Laurel had gone off to Georgia to gain fame and fight for justice. To do the family proud. And Savannah had stayed behind, carving out her reputation as a slut.


Shedding her robe, she crossed the room and lay down on the bed with the elegantly carved, curved headboard. Leaning back against a mountain of satin pillows, she lit a cigarette and blew a lazy stream of smoke up toward the ceiling. Life had come full circle. Laurel was home, and Savannah was being given the chance to be important again, to do something worthwhile. Her baby sister needed her. Life could be turning around for her at last. Now all she needed was for Astor Cooper to die.




Chapter
Four


Jack jerked awake, bolting against the cluttered mahogany desk, throwing his head back away from the black Underwood manual typewriter that had served as pillow for the last—what? hour? two? three? He looked around, blinking against the buttery light that filtered down through the canopy of live oak and through the sheer lace curtains at the window. He rubbed his hands over his lean face and cleared his throat, grimacing at the taste of stale beer coating his mouth. With his fingers he combed back his straight black hair, which was too thick and too long for south Louisiana this time of year.


The old ormolu clock on the bedroom mantel ticked loudly and relentlessly, drawing a narrow glare. Eleven-thirty. The respectable folk of Bayou Breaux had been up and industrious for hours. Jack had no memory of coming home. It might have been midnight. It might have been dawn when he had stumbled across the threshold of the old house the locals called L’Amour. He cast a speculative look at the heavy four-poster bed with its drape of baire carelessly stuffed behind the carved headboard. There might have been a woman dozing among the rumpled sheets. He had a vague memory of a woman … big blue eyes and an angel’s face … fire and fragility …


There wasn’t a woman in his bed, which was just as well. He was in no mood for morning-after rhetoric. His head felt as though someone had smashed it with a mallet.


The last thing he remembered was Leonce’s leading him away from Frenchie’s. He might have gone anywhere, done anything after that. Pain jabbed his temples like twin ice picks as he tried to remember. Funny, he thought, his mouth twisting at the irony, he drank to forget. Why couldn’t he just leave it at that?


“Because you’re perverse, Jack,” he mumbled, his voice a smoky rumble, made more hoarse than usual by a night of loud singing in a room where ninety percent of the people were chain smokers.


He pushed himself up out of the creaking old desk chair, his body doing some creaking and groaning of its own after God knew how many hours in a sitting position. He stretched with all the grace of a big lean cat, scratched his flat bare belly, noted that the top button on his faded jeans was undone but left it that way.


The page in the typewriter caught his eye, and he pulled it out and studied it, frowning darkly at the words that must have seemed like gems at the time he had pounded them out.


She tries to scream as she runs, but her lungs are on fire and working like a bellows. Only pathetic yipping sounds issue from her throat, and they are a waste of precious energy. Tears blur her vision, and she tries to blink them back, to swipe them back with her hand, to swallow the knot of them clogging her throat as she runs on through the dense growth.


Moonlight barely filters down through the canopy of trees. The light is surreal, nightmarish. Branches lash at her, cutting her face, her arms. Her toes stub and catch on the roots of the oak and hackberry trees that grow along the soft, damp earth, and she stumbles headlong, twisting her head around to see how near death is behind her.


Too near. Too calm. Too deliberate. Her heart pounds hard enough to burst.


She scrambles backward, trying to get her legs under her. Her hands clutch at roots and dead leaves. Her fingers close on the thick, muscular body of a snake, and she screams as she tries to escape the triangular head and flashing fangs that strike at her. The stench of the swamp fills her head as the copper taste of fear coats her mouth. And death looms nearer. Relentless. Ruthless. Evil. Smiling …


Crap. Nothing but crap. With a sound of disgust Jack crumpled the page and hurled it in the general direction of the wastebasket—an old Chinese urn that may well have been worth a small fortune. He didn’t know, didn’t care. He had stumbled across it in the attic, buried under a decade’s worth of discarded, moth-eaten clothing. Apparently it had been there some time, as it was a third full of the dead, decaying, and skeletal remains of mice that had fallen into it over the years and been unable to get out.


Jack owned antiques because the old decrepit house had come with them, not because he was culturally sophisticated or a conspicuous consumer or particularly appreciative of fine things. Material things had become irrelevant to him since Evie’s death. His perspective of the world had shifted radically downhill. Another irony. For most of his thirty-five years he had fought tooth and nail to achieve a status where he could own “things.” Now he was there and no longer gave a damn.


“Dieu,” he whispered, shaking his head and wincing at the pain, “old Blackie must be sittin’ in Hell laughin’ at that.”


Bon à rien, tu, ’tit souris. Good for nothin’, pas de bétises!


The voice came to him out of the past, out of his childhood. A voice from beyond the grave. He flinched at the memory of that voice. A conditioned response, even after all this time. Often enough a slurred line from Blackie Boudreaux had been followed up with a backhand across the mouth.


Jack pulled open the French doors and leaned against the frame, the smooth white paint cool against the bare skin of his shoulder. His eyes drifted shut as he breathed in the sweet green scent of boxwood, the fragrant perfume of magnolia and wisteria and a dozen other blooming plants. And beneath that heady incense lay the dark, insidious aroma of the bayou—a mixture of fertility and decay and fish. The scents, the caress of the hot breeze against his face, the chorus of bird song instantly transported him back in time.


He saw himself at nine, small and skinny, barefoot and dirty-faced, running like a thief from the tarpaper shack that was home. Running from his father, running to escape into the swamp, his bare feet slapping on the worn dirt path.


In the swamp he could be anyone, do anything. There were no boundaries, no standards to fall short of. He could conquer an island, become king of the alligators, be a notorious criminal on the run. On the run for killing his father, which he would have done if he had been bigger and stronger …


“Shit,” he muttered, stepping back into the bedroom.


He left the doors open and shuffled toward the bathroom some previous forward-thinking owner of L’Amour had converted from a dressing room back in the twenties. It still “boasted” the original white porcelain fixtures and tile. Not much of a boast, considering all were dingy with age, cracked, and chipped. Fortunately, Jack’s only prerequisite was that they work.


With the flick of a switch the boom box sitting on the back of the old toilet came to life, belting out the bluesy, bouncy Zydeco sound of Zachary Richard—“Ma Petite Fille Est Gone.” Despite the fact that it jarred his aching head, Jack automatically moved with the beat as he filled the sink with cold water. The music defied stillness with its relentless bass rhythm and hot accordion and guitar licks.


Gulping a big breath, he bent over at the waist and stuck his head in the basin, coming up a minute later cursing in French and shaking himself like a wet dog. He gave himself a long, critical look in the mirror, debating the merits of shaving as water dripped off the end of his aquiline nose. He looked tough and mean in his current state, a look he didn’t let many people see. The gang down at Frenchie’s knew Jack the Party Animal. Jack with the ready grin. Jack the lady’s man. They didn’t know this Jack except through his books, and it amazed them that the Jack Boudreaux who was touted by the publishing world as the “New Master of the Macabre” was their Jack.


He sniffed and tipped his head to one side, a wry half smile curving his mouth. “Pas du tout, mon ami,” he murmured. “Pas du tout.”


As he reached for his toothbrush, the music on the radio was cut short in midchorus.


“This just in,” the deejay said, his usually jovial tone stretched taut and flat by the gravity of the news. “KJUN news has just learned of another apparent victim of the Bayou Strangler. This morning, at approximately seven o’clock, two fishermen in the Bayou Chene area in St. Martin Parish discovered the body of an unidentified young woman. Though authorities have yet to release a statement, reliable sources on the scene have confirmed the similarities between this death and three others that have occurred in south Louisiana in the past eighteen months. The body of the last victim, Sheryl Lynn Carmouche, of Loreauville, was discovered—”


Jack reached over and hit the tape button. Instantly the frantic fiddle music of Michael Doucet whined through the speakers, snapping the tension, drowning out the grim news. He’d had enough grimness to last him. He had a stock stored up, ready to be called upon and brought down on his head like a ton of bricks any time he wanted. He didn’t care to bring in more from outside sources.


Don’t get involved. That was his motto. That and the traditional Cajun war cry—laissez le bon temps rouler. He didn’t want to hear about dead girls from Loreauville. He couldn’t give Sheryl Lynn Carmouche her life back. He could only live his own, and he intended to do just that, starting with a big shrimp po’boy and a bottle of something cold down at the Landing.


Sweat trickled between Laurel’s breasts as she knelt in the freshly turned earth. It beaded on her forehead, and one drop rolled down toward her nose. She reached up with a dirty gloved hand and wiped it away, leaving a smear of mud.


No one would have spotted her for a once-aggressive attorney—a fact that suited her just fine. She wanted to lose herself in mindless manual labor, thinking of nothing but simple physical tasks like turning soil and planting flowers. She suspected she would appear to have bathed in dirt by the time she finished her work in the courtyard. There were worse things to become immersed in.


She poked at the root of a new azalea bush with a small hand spade, mixing in the special compost Bud Landry at the nursery had sent home with her—his own secret blend of God-knew-what that would grow anything, “guar-un-teed.”


She spent most of the morning sweeping up yesterday’s carnage and supervising the hanging of a new gate at the back of the courtyard. Not pausing for more than a sip of the iced tea Mama Pearl brought out for her, she swept and raked and piled. She then hauled the mess, one load at a time, to the edge of the small open field that lay to the east of Aunt Caroline’s property, where she piled all the debris of her first two days’ work, and would bum it all before it could become a haven to snakes and rodents.


She made a mental note to call city hall and check to see if she would need a permit. No one in Bayou Breaux had ever been much on that kind of formality, but times changed. She hadn’t lived here in a lot of years. For all she knew the place could have been taken over by yuppies on the run from suburban life. Or the Junior League might have decided environmentalism was in vogue—so long as it didn’t interfere with their husbands’ businesses. Laurel could well imagine her mother leading the crusade against common folk burning brush while Ross Leighton polluted the bayou with chemicals intended to keep his cane crop money-green and safe from insects.


Thoughts of Vivian erased what was left of Laurel’s smile. She had been in Bayou Breaux four days now without making a call to Beauvoir. That wouldn’t be tolerated much longer. She had no desire to visit her childhood home or the people who resided there, but there was such a thing as family duty, and Vivian was bound to bring it down on Laurel’s head like a club if she didn’t make the expected pilgrimage soon.


The idea hardly overjoyed her. The fact that she would have to deal with Vivian and Ross, if only to sit at the same table with them for dinner, had been enough to make her reconsider the wisdom of coming back. But the instinctive need for a place that was familiar had overridden her aversion to seeing her mother and stepfather.


The thought of going off someplace on her own, someplace where her anonymity would be absolute, had been too daunting. Go someplace where the only company she would have would be herself? That was company she didn’t want to keep just now. She had longed for the reassurance of Caroline Chandler’s formidable personality and unconditional love. She had felt a need to see Savannah. She had missed Mama Pearl’s fussing and truculence. The occasional encounter with Vivian and Ross seemed small enough penance to pay for the privilege of coming home.


With considerable force of will she shut the door on the topic and focused on other things. Her hands packed the soil around the roots of the azalea bush. The scents of ripe compost and green growth filled her nostrils. Across the courtyard bees were buzzing lazily over a wild tangle of rambling roses and wisteria that clung to the brick wall. A Mozart quintet drifted from the boom box she had left on the gallery of the house.


The heat grew a little thicker. She sweated a little harder. Overhead wispy clouds writhed and curled their way across the blue sky, scudding northward on a balmy Gulf breeze. The quintet ended, and the news began, signaling the start of the lunch hour.


“Topping the news this hour: the discovery of another apparent victim—”


Laurel jerked her head around as the announcement was cut short. Savannah stood on the gallery, hands on her hips, a pair of square black Ray-Bans shading her eyes. She had pulled her wild hair up into a messy topknot that trailed tendrils along her neck and jawline, and had dressed with her usual flare in a periwinkle spandex miniskirt that hugged the curves of her hips and backside, and a loose white silk tank that managed to show more than it covered. A diamond the size of a pea hung just above the deep shadow of her cleavage, just below the necklace Daddy had given her years ago, and gold bangles rattled at her wrists as she shifted her weight impatiently from one spike heel to the other.


“Baby, what in the world do you think you’re doing?”


Laurel pushed her bangs out of her eyes and flashed a smile. “Gardening! What’s it look like?”


She abandoned her tools and straightened up, dusting the loose dirt off the knees of her baggy jeans before heading for the gallery. Mama Pearl would cluck at her like a fat old hen if she tracked it into the house.


“You’ve spent the entire last two days gardening,” Savannah said, frowning. “You’re going to wear yourself out. Didn’t your doctor tell you to relax?”


“Gardening is relaxing, psychologically. I’ve needed to do something physical,” she said, toeing off her canvas sneakers and stepping up beside her sister. In her heels Savannah towered over her. Laurel had always felt small and mousy in Savannah’s presence. Today she felt like a grubby urchin, and the feeling pleased her enormously.


Savannah sniffed and made a comical face of utter disgust. “Mercy, you smell like a hog pen at high noon! If you needed to do something physical, we could have gone shopping. Your wardrobe is begging for a trip to New Orleans.”


“I have plenty of clothes.”


“Then why don’t you wear them?” Savannah asked archly.


Laurel glanced down at the shapeless cotton T-shirt and baggy jeans that camouflaged all details of her body. Most of what she had brought with her was designed for comfort rather than style.


“It wouldn’t be very practical for me to do gardening in stiletto heels,” she said dryly, eyeing her sister’s outfit. “And if I had to bend over in that skirt, I’d probably get arrested for mooning the neighbors.”


Savannah looked out across the courtyard to L’Amour, the once-elegant brick house that stood some distance behind Belle Rivière on the bank of the bayou. The corners of her lush mouth flicked upward in wry amusement. “Baby, you couldn’t scandalize that neighbor if you tried.”


“Who’s living there? I didn’t think anyone would ever buy it, considering the history of the place and the state it was in the last time I saw it.”


L’Amour had been built in the mid-nineteenth century for a notorious paramour by her wealthy, married lover. By all accounts—and there were many versions of the tale—she died by his hand when he discovered she was also involved with a no-account Cajun trapper. Laurel had grown up hearing stories about the place’s being haunted. No one had lived there in years.


“Jack Boudreaux,” Savannah answered, her smile turning sexy at the thought of him. “Writer, rake, rascal, rogue. And when he gets to be old enough, I imagine he’ll be a reprobate too. Come along, urchin,” she said, turning for the house. “Go hose yourself down. I’m taking you out to lunch.”


Jack Boudreaux. Laurel stood on the veranda, staring at L’Amour.


“Baby, you coming?”


Laurel snapped her head around, a blush creeping up her cheeks like a guilty schoolgirl’s. Concern tugged at Savannah’s brows, and she pushed her sunglasses on top of her head.


“I think you’ve been out in the sun too long. You should have worn a hat.”


“I’m fine.” Laurel shook her head and dodged her sister’s gaze. “I’ll just take a nice cool shower before we go.”


Cold shower indeed, she thought, shaken by her response to the mere mention of a man’s name. Lord, it wasn’t as though she had enjoyed their encounter. It had unnerved her, and in the end she’d made a fool of herself. Mortification should have been her reaction to the words “Jack Boudreaux.”


She showered quickly and dressed in a pair of baggy blue checked shorts and a sleeveless blue cotton blouse. Barely ten minutes had passed by the time she trotted down the stairs and turned into the parlor, a room with soft pink walls and the kind of elegant details that put Belle Rivière on a par with the finest old homes in the South.


“… poor girl over in St. Martin Parish,” Caroline was saying in a low voice.


She sat in her “throne,” a beautifully carved Louis XVI man’s armchair upholstered in rose damask. Home from her regular Saturday morning at the antiques shop, she had settled in place, kicking off her black-and-white spectator pumps on the burgundy Brussels carpet and propping her tiny feet on a gout stool some woman in the eighteenth century had doubtless gone blind needle-pointing the cover for by lamplight. A tall, sweating glass of iced tea sat on a sterling coaster on a delicate, oval Sheraton table to her left.


“I turned the radio off before she could hear,” Savannah said, her voice also pitched to the level of conspiracy. She sat sideways on the camelback sofa, leaning toward her aunt, her long bare legs crossed.


“Before I could hear what?” Laurel asked carefully.


The two women jerked around, their eyes wide with guilty surprise. Savannah’s expression changed to irritation in the blink of an eye.


“It should have taken you at least another twenty minutes to get ready,” she said crossly. “It would have, if you’d bothered to put on makeup and do something with your hair.”
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SHE CAME HOME TO CHANGE HERLIFE...
BUT SOMEONE PLANS TO END IT.
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