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Chapter 1



Give me a buzz, baby . . .


“I’m a born-again virgin.”

Charmaine LeDeux made that pronouncement with a faint feminine belch after downing three of the six oyster shooters sitting on the table before her at The Swamp Tavern. She was halfway to meeting her goal of getting knee-walking buzzed.

The jukebox played a soft Jimmy Newman rendition of “Louisiana, The Key to My Soul.” The jambalaya cooking in the kitchen filled the air with pungent spices. Gater, the bald-headed, longtime bartender, washed glasses behind the bar.

Louise Rivard—better known as Tante Lulu—sat on the opposite side of the booth from Charmaine. She arched a brow at the potent drinks in front of Charmaine compared to her single glass of plain RC cola and looked pointedly at Charmaine’s stretchy red T-shirt with its hairdresser logo I CAN BLOW YOU AWAY. Only then did the old lady declare, “And I’m Salome about to lose a few veils.” In fact, Tante Lulu, who had to be close to eighty, was wearing a harem-style outfit because of a belly dance class she planned to attend on the other side of Houma that afternoon. In the basement of Our Lady of the Bayou Church, no less! But first, she’d agreed to be Charmaine’s designated driver.

“I’m sher . . . I mean, serious.” Charmaine felt a little woozy already. “My life is a disaster. Twenty-nine years old, and I’ve been married and divorced four times. Haven’t had a date in six months. And I’ve got a loan shark on my tail.”

“A fish? Whass a fish have to do with anything?” Tante Lulu sputtered.

Sometimes Charmaine suspected that Tante Lulu was deliberately dense. But she was precious to Charmaine, who teared up just thinking about all the times the old lady’s cottage had been a refuge to her whenever she’d run away from unbearable home conditions. Being the illegitimate daughter of a stripper and the notorious womanizer Valcour LeDeux had made for a rocky childhood, with Tante Lulu being a little girl’s only anchor. She wasn’t even Charmaine’s blood relative; she was blood aunt only to Charmaine’s half brothers, Luc, René, and Remy.

So, it was with loving patience that Charmaine explained, “Not just any fish. A shark. Bobby Doucet wants fifty thousand dollars by next Friday or he’s gonna put a Mafia hit on me; I didn’t even know they had a Mafia in southern Loo-zee-anna. Or maybe they’ll just break my knees. Jeesh! Yep, I’d say it’s time for some new beginnings. I’m gonna be a born-again virgin.”

“What? You doan think the Sopranos kill virgins?” Tante Lulu remarked drolly. “And, yeah, there’s a Mafia in Louisiana. Ain’t you never heard of the Dixie Mafia?”

“The born-again-virgin thingee is a personal change. The loan-shark thingee would require a different kind of change . . . like fifty thousand dollars, and it’s going up a thousand dollars a day in interest. I gotta get out of Dodge fast.”

Tante Lulu did a few quick calculations in her head. “Charmaine! Thass 10 percent per day. What were you thinkin’?” Tante Lulu might talk a little dumb sometimes, but she was no dummy.

Charmaine shrugged. “I thought I’d be able to pay it off in a few days. It started out at twenty thousand, by the way.”

“Tsk-tsk-tsk!”

“I don’t suppose you could lend me the money?”

“Me, I ain’t got that kind of money. I thought yer bizness was goin’ good. What happened?”

“The business is great.” Charmaine owned two beauty shops, one in Lafayette and the other a spa here in Houma. Both of them prospered, even in a slow economy, or at least broke even. Apparently, women didn’t consider personal appearance a luxury. Nope, her spas were not the problem. “I made a lot of money in the stock market a few years back. That’s when I bought my second shop. But I got careless this year and bought some technology stocks on margin. I lost more money than I put in. It was a temporary problem, which spiraled out of control when I borrowed money from Bucks ’r Us. Who knew it was a loan-shark operation?”

“Well, it sure as shootin’ doan sound like a bank. Have you gone to the police?”

“Hell’s bells, no! I’d be deader’n a Dorchat duck within the hour if I did that.”

“How ’bout Luc?” Lucien LeDeux was Charmaine’s half brother and a well-known local lawyer.

She nodded. “He’s working on it. In the meantime, he suggested, maybe facetiously, that I hire a bodyguard.”

Tante Lulu brightened. “I could be yer bodyguard. Me, I got a rifle in the trunk of my T-bird outside. You want I should off Bobby Doucet? Bam-bam! I could do it. I think.”


Off? Where does she get this stuff? Charmaine groaned. That’s all I need . . . a senior-citizen, one-woman posse. “Uh, no thanks.” With those words, Charmaine tossed back another shot glass filled with a raw oyster drowning in Tabasco sauce, better known with good reason as Cajun Lightning, then followed it immediately with a chaser of pure one-hundred-proof bourbon. “Whoo-ee!” she said, accompanied by a full-body shiver.

“Back to that other thing,” Tante Lulu said. “Charmaine, honey, you caint jist decide to be a virgin again. It’s like tryin’ to put the egg back together once the shell’s been cracked. Like Humpty Dumpty.”


Hump me, dump me. That oughta be my slogan. Oughta have it branded on my forehead.


A more upbeat song, “Cajun Born,” came on the jukebox, and Charmaine jerked upright. Shaking her fifty-pound head slowly from side to side, she licked her lips, which were starting to get numb. “Can so,” she argued irrationally. Or was that rationally? Whatever. “Be a virgin again, I mean. It’s a big trend. Some lady even wrote a book about it. There’s Web sites all over the Internet where girls promise to be celibate till their wedding day. Born-again virgins.”

“Hmpfh!” was Tante Lulu’s only response as she sipped on her straw.

“Besides, I might even have my hymen surgically replaced.”

Tante Lulu was a noted traiteur, or healer, all along the bayou, and she was outrageous beyond belief in her antics and attire. For once, Charmaine had managed to shock her. “Is hey-man what I think it is?”

“It’s hi-man, and yes, it is what you think.”

“Hey, hi . . . big difference! You are goin’ off the deep end, girlie, iffen yer thinkin’ of havin’ some quack sew you up there.”


Deep end is right. “I didn’t say I was going to do it, for sure. Just considering it. But born-again virgin, that I am gonna do, for sure.”

“Hmmm. I really do doubt that, sweetie,” Tante Lulu said, peering off toward the front of the tavern, which was mostly empty in the middle of the afternoon on a weekday.


Frankly, I shouldn’t be here, either, Charmaine thought. She should be at one of her shops, but she was afraid Mafia thugs would catch up with her in advance of the deadline.

“Seems to me that all yer resolutions are ’bout to melt,” Tante Lulu chortled.

Charmaine turned to see what Tante Lulu was gawking at with that strange little smirk on her face. Then Charmaine did a double take.

It was Raoul Lanier, her first ex-husband. Some people called him Rusty, a nickname he’d gained as an adolescent when his changing voice had sounded like a creaking, rusty door. She’d preferred his real name in the past. He always said he liked the way it sounded on her tongue, slow and sexy, especially when . . .

She’d been a nineteen-year-old student at LSU and former Miss Louisiana when she’d married Rusty. He’d been twenty-one and a hotshot football player and premed student at the same school. As good as he’d been at football, which earned him a scholarship, his dream had always been to be a veterinarian. His last words to her before they’d parted had been, “Once a bimbo, always a bimbo.” She would never forgive or forget those words. Never.

Charmaine had been avoiding Rusty for weeks, ever since he got released from prison. And, yes, she was bound and determined to think of him as Rusty now. She thought about ducking under the table, but he’d already seen her. And he had a look in his dark Cajun eyes, unusually grim today, that said, “Here I come, baby. Batten down the hatches.”

Man-oh-man, her hatches had always been weak where Rusty was concerned. All he had to do was wink at her, and she melted. He wore faded Wrangler jeans with battered, low-heeled boots, a long-sleeved denim shirt, and a cowboy hat. He was six-foot-three of gorgeous, dark-skinned, dark-haired Cajun testosterone. Temptation on the hoof.

Good thing she was a born-again virgin.


Women are the root of all trouble, guar-an-teed!


Finally, after a month of off-and-on bird-dogging Charmaine, Raoul had finally caught up with her. She wasn’t going to escape.

“Ladies.” He took off his hat and nodded a greeting, first at Charmaine, then at Tante Lulu, who together made an odd couple, with Charmaine being so tall at five feet nine and the old lady such an itty-bitty thing at barely five feet. And Tante Lulu was wearing the most outlandish outfit. Looked like a belly dancer suit or something. But then, Charmaine wasn’t any better. She wore her usual suggestive attire designed to tease, which didn’t bear close scrutiny in his present mood. Not that he wasn’t teasable, especially after two years in the state pen.

But, no, he couldn’t blame his reaction to Charmaine on his two years of forced celibacy. She’d always had that hair-trigger arousal effect on him. When she’d dumped him ten years ago, he’d about died. Quit school for a semester. Lost his football scholarship. A nightmare. Every time he’d heard about her remarrying, he’d relived the pain. He couldn’t go through that again, especially not with all the current problems in his life.


Steel yourself, buddy. She’s only a woman, the logical side of his brain said.


Hah! the perverse side said.

He pulled up a chair and sat down, propping his long legs, and crossing them at the ankles on the edge of Charmaine’s side of the booth, barring any hasty departure on her part. He was no fool. He recognized the panic in her wide whiskey eyes.

After taking a swallow from the long neck he’d purchased at the bar, he set the bottle down, noticing for the first time the line of oyster shooters in front of Charmaine. Holy shit! Had she really drunk four of them already? In the middle of the afternoon?

“What are we celebrating, chère?” he asked.

“We aren’t celebrating anything,” Charmaine answered churlishly.


Hey, I’m the one who should be churlish here, Ms. Snotty.


“We’re celebrating Charmaine’s virginity,” Tante Lulu announced.

“Is that a fact?” Raoul said with a grin.

Charmaine groaned at Tante Lulu’s announcement and downed another oyster shooter, first the oyster, then the bourbon. Gulp-gulp! He watched with fascination the shiver that rippled over her body from her throat, across her mighty-fine breasts, her belly, and all her extremities, including her legs encased in skintight black jeans. Then his eyes moved back to her breasts, and her nipples bloomed under her sizzling red hooker T-shirt. Charmaine watched him watching her and groaned again.

Was it possible he still affected her the way she affected him? Don’t go there, Raoul, he advised himself.

Tante Lulu chuckled. “Yep, Charmaine’s a born-again virgin. She’s joinin’ a club and everything. Might even have her doo-hickey sewed back up.”

Raoul wasn’t about to ask Tante Lulu what doo-hickey she referred to. Instead, he commented to Charmaine, “Hot damn, you always manage to surprise me, darlin’.”

He immediately regretted his words when Charmaine batted her eyelashes at him and drawled, “That’s my goal in life, darlin’.”

He gritted his teeth. He was so damn mad at her, not because she was being sarcastic now, but because she’d made his life miserable the past few weeks . . . in fact, the past ten years.

Tante Lulu giggled. He glanced toward the old lady, not wanting to rehash old—or new—business in front of her. “Charmaine and I shouldn’t be squabbling in front of you.”

Tante Lulu just waved a hand in front of her face, and said, “Doan you nevermind me, boy. Squabble all you want. Jist pretend I’m not here.”


Right. Like everything we say isn’t going to be broadcast on the bayou grapevine by nightfall.


“Was you framed?” Tante Lulu asked him all of a sudden.

He hesitated. Getting sent to Angola for drug dealing was a sore subject with him and not one he was ready to discuss. “Yes,” was all he disclosed in the end.

“I knew it!” Tante Lulu whooped, slapping her knee with a hand, which set her bells to jingling. “This is yer lucky day, boy, ’cause I been thinkin’ ’bout becomin’ a dick.”

That pronouncement boggled his mind till he realized that the old lady meant private eye and that she was offering to help clear his name.

He heard Charmaine giggle at his discomfort.

“Uh, thanks for the offer, but no thanks.”

“Are you still an animal doctor?”

Raoul’s heart wrenched with pain, and he couldn’t breathe for a second. This was definitely a subject he did not want to discuss. Finally, after unclenching his fists, he said tersely, “I lost my veterinary license when I went to prison.”

“Oh, Raoul.” That was Charmaine speaking. Her eyes were filled with sympathy.


Yep, that’s what I want from you, babe. Pity. And now you call me Raoul. Talk about bad timing!


“Being a vet was always the most important thing in the world to you.”


Not the most important thing. “I’ll get it back.”

“I hope so,” she replied softly.

Before Tante Lulu had a chance to voice her opinion, he steered the conversation in another direction. “What’s the reason for the binge, Charmaine?”

“None of your business.” She licked her flame red lips, which were probably desensitized from all the booze.

He’d like a shot at sensitizing them up.


No, no, no! I would not. That would be a bad idea. I am not going to fall for Charmaine again. No way!



Still, if she doesn’t stop licking those kiss-me-quick lips, I might just leap over the table and do it for her.


Back at the beginning of time—probably post-Garden of Eden since Adam was a dunce, for sure, when it came to Eve—men had learned an important lesson that even today hadn’t sunk in with women. The female of the species should never lick anything in front of the male. Licking gave men ideas. Raoul would bet his boots good ol’ Eve had licked that apple first before offering it to Adam. So, keep on lickin’, Charmaine, and you might just see what’s tickin’.


“The Mafia is after her,” Tante Lulu said. “And her life’s in the outhouse.”

“The toilet,” Charmaine corrected her aunt, with another lick.

“Huh?” Raoul had lost his train of thought somewhere between Charmaine’s new virginity and her licking exercise.

“You asked why Charmaine’s on a binge. And I said the Mafia is after her,” Tante Lulu explained. “You thick or sumpin’, boy?”

Raoul should have been insulted, but it was hard to get angry with the old lady, who didn’t really mean any offense. Tante Lulu just smiled at him. Every time she moved, the bells on her belly dancer outfit chimed.

“Great outfit, by the way,” he remarked. It was always smart to stay on Tante Lulu’s good side.

“It’s a bedleh,” she informed him.

He said, “How interesting!” Then he addressed Charmaine. “What’s this about the Mafia, darlin’?”

“Don’t call me darlin’. I am not your darlin’.” How like Charmaine to home in on the most irrelevant thing he’d said.

“They’s gonna kill her, or break her knees,” Tante Lulu interjected.

“How about her doo-hickey?” he teased.

But Tante Lulu took him seriously. “They doan know ’bout that yet.”

“Tante Lulu! I can speak for myself,” Charmaine said. She turned to him, slowly, as if aware she might topple over—which seemed a real possibility. “I just have a little money problem to settle with Bucks ’r Us.”

Her words were slurred a bit, but he got the message. “A loan shark? You borrowed money from a loan shark?”

“Doan s’pose you have fifty thousand dollars to spare?” Tante Lulu inquired of him.


“Fifty thou?” he mouthed to Charmaine, who just nodded. “No, I can’t say that I do.”

Charmaine probably hadn’t expected him to help her, and the question hadn’t even come from her. Still, her shoulders drooped with disappointment.

In that moment, despite everything the flaky Charmaine had ever done to him, he wished he could help.

“So, you can see why Charmaine’s a bit depressed,” Tante Lulu said. “That, on top of her pushin’ thirty, not havin’ a date fer six months, and being married and divorced four times. Who wouldn’t be depressed by that?” Tante Lulu stood then, her bells ting-a-linging, and said, “I’m outta here. Gotta go to belly dance class. Will you take Charmaine home, Rusty?”

“No!” Charmaine said.

“Yes,” he said.

After the old lady left, he moved beside Charmaine in the booth, which required a little forceful pushing of his hips against hers. He put one arm over the back of the booth, just above her shoulders, and relished just for a brief moment the memory of how good Charmaine felt against him. Same perfume. Same big “Texas” hair as her beauty pageant days. Same sleek brunette color. Same soft-as-sin curves. “So, you haven’t had a date in six months, huh? Poor baby!”

She lifted her chin with that stubborn pride of hers. “It’s not because I haven’t been asked.”

“I don’t doubt that for a minute, chère. And, hey, I haven’t had a date in two years, so we’re sort of even.”

“Go away, Rusty. I want to get plastered in private.”

He didn’t mind people calling him Rusty, except for Charmaine. He wanted her to call him Raoul, in that slow, breathy way she had of saying Raaa-oool. No, it was better that she called him Rusty. Besides, it was an apt description of his equipment these days—out of use and rusty as hell.

“I have a bit of good news for you, baby.” He could tell she didn’t like his calling her baby by the way her body stiffened up like a steer on branding day. That was probably why he added, “Real good news, baby.”

Her upper lip curled with disgust. She probably would have belted him one if she weren’t half-drunk. “There isn’t any news you could impart that I would be interested in hearing.”


Wanna bet? “You know how Tante Lulu said you were depressed over being married and divorced four times?”

“Yeah?” she said hesitantly.

“Well, no need to be depressed over that anymore. Guess what? You’re not.”

She blinked several times with confusion. “Not what?”

“Divorced four times.” He took a long swallow of his beer and waited.

It didn’t take Charmaine long to figure it out, even in her fuzzy state. Her big brown eyes went wider, and her flushed face got redder. “You mean . . . ?”

He nodded. “You’re not even a one-time divorcée, darlin’. You’ve never been divorced.” How do you like them apples, Mrs. Lanier?


She sat up straighter, turned slowly in her seat to look at him directly, and asked with unflattering horror, “Rusty, are you saying that you and I are still married?”

“Yep, and you can start callin’ me Raoul again anytime you want.” Dumb, dumb, dumb.


That was when Charmaine leaned against his chest and swooned. Okay, she passed out, but he was taking it as a good sign.

Charmaine Lanier was still his wife, and it was gonna be payback time at the Triple L Ranch. Guar-an-teed! 








Chapter 2



Waking from the dead . . .


Charmaine awakened slowly.

She felt as if her body were cemented to the mattress, and her head pounded mercilessly, but she was in the bedroom of her own little house out on Bayou Black. Good news, that.

But then she glanced downward and saw that she was wearing the same red T-shirt over black thong panties. And that was all.


Uh-oh! She turned her head slowly on the pillow, noticing the bright explosion of orange, yellow, and blue outside her window—the light show of a bayou dawn—meaning she must have slept a full twelve hours since the previous afternoon when she’d started out at Swampy’s. She moaned then in remembrance. It all came back to her, even before the current bane of her existence walked in carrying a tray of strong-smelling Cajun coffee and whistling. Whistling when her head was about to explode!

“Hi, wifey,” he said with way too much cheeriness. “Did you know you snore?”


I do not snore. Do I? Well, maybe when I’m sleeping off a drunk, but I can’t remember the last time I did that. “Go away,” she groaned, pulling the sheet over her head. Under the linens, she swiped a hand across her mouth, just to make sure she hadn’t been drooling.

“Not till we talk,” he insisted, “and you sign some papers.”

That sounded reasonable. He must want her to sign the divorce papers, though she had done just that ten years ago when his father, the late Charlie Lanier, had brought them to her. She’d assumed that the divorce was formalized after that. She could swear she’d received documents to that effect, but maybe not. She had not been in a logical frame of mind, more like brain-splintering devastated.

She sat up straighter and let the sheet fall to her waist. Taking the mug of black coffee from him, she sipped slowly, eyeing him warily as he walked about the bedroom checking out photographs and knick-knacks, including a few St. Jude statues that Tante Lulu had gifted her. St. Jude was the patron saint of hopeless causes, and if ever there was a hopeless cause, she was it, apparently. At the foot of her bed rested the “Good Luck” quilt Tante Lulu had given her after her marriage to Rusty. Lot of good it had done her. She saw the look Rusty gave the hand-crafted heirloom; he probably recognized it since it had been in their apartment. He must also recognize it as a mark of her failure—well, their failure—and of hopes dashed.

There were no pictures of Rusty in her room, if that was what he was searching for. Too painful a reminder of a short, blissful period in her life. They’d been married for only six months . . . or so she’d thought till yesterday.


Are we really still married?



How awful! the logical side of her brain exclaimed.


How interesting! another part of her brain countered.

Charmaine was honest, if nothing else, and she had to admit to being a tiny bit thrilled at the prospect of Rusty Lanier still being her husband. Not that she was going to hop in the sack with him. Uh-uh!



Still . . .


And there was definitely exhilaration in knowing that she was no longer a four-time divorcée. Maybe she wasn’t so inadequate, after all.

Rusty seemed to fill the room as he prowled about, poking in her stuff, but not just because of his six-foot-three height and her low ceilings. There had always been something compelling about him. People’s heads turned when he walked down the street. Men, as well as women. No wonder she’d been sucked in before. Well, never again!


Still . . .


“I have to go to the bathroom,” she said, once her head stopped spinning and her stomach settled down and she’d pulled her ogling eyes off Rusty’s tantalizing figure. Cowboy charisma, that’s all it was. There was something about women and cowboys, sort of like women and men in military uniforms. That’s all it is, she told herself.

“So, go,” he replied, settling his tight butt—which she was not noticing—into a low rocking chair. Rock, rock, rock, he went, just watching her in a most infuriating way.

“I’m not dressed and I’m not parading my bare behind in front of you.”

He grinned. “Who do you think undressed you, chère? Besides, there ain’t nothin’ you’ve got that I haven’t seen a hundred times . . . maybe a thousand.”

She bared her teeth at him. The schmuck! Flipping the sheet aside, she stood and walked past him, pretending not to care that she presented a full-monty posterior. No doubt he was comparing her twenty-nine-year-old butt to her nineteen-year-old one and finding her lacking or, worse, exceeding what she’d had before. She wasn’t about to look and see his reaction, but she thought she heard him mutter, “Mercy!”

Once she was done in the bathroom, she brushed her teeth and hair, skinning the whole mess back into a high ponytail. She scrubbed her face clean, and considered putting makeup on—she never went out in public without makeup—but Rusty would probably think she did it for him; so she put that aside. Then, after pulling on a pair of capri pants, she went into the kitchen and turned on the radio. BeauSoleil was singing “C’est un Péché de Dire un Menterie,” their own rendition of that 1930s Fats Waller song “It’s a Sin to Tell a Lie.”

Rusty soon followed after her, leaning against the doorframe with a casualness belied by the grim expression on his face. He wore the same boots and jeans as yesterday, but somewhere he’d come up with a black T-shirt. And he’d shaved . . . probably with her razor and, yep—she sniffed the air—with her lilac shaving gel. He looked good enough to eat, and Charmaine was hungry.

“You look about nineteen and innocent as a kitten,” he remarked, taking in her hairdo, scrubbed face, capri pants . . . in fact, all of her.


Rusty is hungry, too, she realized. But any pathetic notions Charmaine entertained in the feed-the-Cajun category, and she didn’t mean food, soon evaporated with his next words.

“Charmaine, exactly how close were you to my father over the years?”

Her head shot up with surprise. There were some things about his father he didn’t know . . . that his father hadn’t wanted him to know. She hadn’t lied to him during the time they’d been together or since, not exactly, but it had been a sin of omission. Like the song. “I visited your father occasionally, and I went to his funeral last year. I liked Charlie. I never got a chance to offer my sympathies to you on your father’s death, but I am sorry.”

He nodded his acceptance of her condolences.

“Charlie was saddened over our divorce, you know?”

“Our nondivorce,” he reminded her. “And, no, I didn’t know that he was saddened, or gladdened, by anything involving me. He never once came to see me in prison. At my insistence. My old man did not need to see me in that hellhole.” He shook his head to clear it of unpleasant images. “But then, you didn’t, either.”

“Me?” Why would he have expected me to visit him? Would he have even approved me for his visitor list? Does he still care? Does he think I do? All that was beside the point. Charlie and his son had never been close. Although his parents had never married, paternity had never been an issue. Despite that, through no fault of Charlie’s, the only time the father and son had been permitted to see each other were occasional weekends and summer visits. In Charmaine’s opinion, his mother had been a world-class bitch, using her illegitimate son to get back at his father, just because he was an uneducated rancher. “Why did you ask about my relationship with your father?”

“Because he left you half the ranch.”

Stunned, Charmaine just gaped at Rusty.

The hostility he leveled at her was palpable in the air. “Why do you suppose he did that, Charmaine?” Hard to believe that these same eyes, which were hard as black ice now, could ever have danced with mischief or gone smoky with passion.

“I . . . I don’t know.” But in the back of Charmaine’s mind, hope bloomed. I own half of a freakin’ ranch? Maybe I’ll be able to pay off my loan, after all. “How could this have happened? I mean, Charlie’s been dead for a year. Why am I just now finding out I was in his will?”

Rusty shrugged. “Dad’s lawyer told me at the time of his death that I was in the will, but details weren’t to be disclosed till after my release. I didn’t know you were in the will, too, until I walked out of Angola several weeks ago. That was also at Dad’s instructions. Thank God, there was a foreman in place when he died. Clarence has been a lifesaver. But, like I said . . . a mess!”

“Unbelievable!”

He slammed some papers and a pen on the table.

“What are they?”

“Just sign them, dammit.”

“What are they?” she repeated. He might think she was a ditzy bimbo, but Charmaine was an astute businesswoman, despite her recent loan fiasco. She did not sign legal papers without reading them first. Besides, these would have to be notarized, wouldn’t they?

Briefly scanning the papers, she noted that the first set was a petition for divorce. Okay, there was a tiny pang in the region of her heart. Only one day after finding out I’m still married, and the brute is this eager to get rid of me.


The other papers were even more ominous. “You want me to sign over my half of the Triple L Ranch for a token one dollar. Do you think I’m stupid? No, don’t answer that.”

“Charmaine, you have no use for a ranch. Sign the papers, and I’ll be out of here.”

“I deserve fair compensation.”

“Really?” He gave her an insulting once-over, as if she’d asked about her personal worth, not that of the ranch. “How much?”

“Fifty thousand dollars.”

He laughed. “Darlin’, you haven’t been to the ranch lately if you think that. The property is run-down, the fences are broken in so many places I can’t count, and the cattle are emaciated and hardly worth keeping. If you must know, you own half of a helluva lot of debt.”


Something peculiar is going on here. She tilted her head in confusion. “How did that happen?”

“I don’t know. You tell me since you and dear ol’ Dad were so chummy.”


Chummy? I swear, you are going to pay for that insult. If I were a man, you’d be flattened by now. “That’s not fair.”

He shrugged. “Life’s not fair.”

“Well, I’m not giving you my half of the ranch.”

“Then I’m not giving you a divorce.”

She went wide-eyed at that announcement. “Is that a punishment? Of course it is. Torture by marriage. Hey, I’m kinda liking not being a divorcée. Maybe I won’t give you a divorce. So there.”

Clearly not amused by her rebellion, he came up way too close to her, backing her into the sink. She felt his breath on her mouth. He deliberately invaded her space, trying to intimidate her.

She wasn’t scared of him. She was more scared of herself and the effect he still had on her. And he knew it, too. Dammit.

“Be reasonable,” she said, trying to move away.

He put an arm on either side of her on the sink, bracketing her in. “Reasonable? I’ll give you reasonable. If you want to be half owner of the Triple L, you are going to do half the work. And that means shoveling cow manure, castrating bull calves and all the other necessary jobs that might interfere with your perfect manicure. You are not sitting your pretty little ass out on the veranda while I do all the work.”


This is just great! You couldn’t turn me into a cowgirl if you tried. And broken nails are a killin’ offense, honey. Ha, ha, ha. “Stop being a jerk.”

“I’ve heard you like jerks. Four of them, to be specific.”

She made a conscious effort to restrain herself from belting him. He is just baiting me. He wants me to lose my temper. But, really, he’s been through a lot. Going to prison. Losing his vet license. Losing his dad. Still, Charmaine thought about slapping the louse. Or shaking him silly. Or giving him a talking-to in the blue language she excelled at. But, instead, she did something better. She took him by the ears, pulled on him hard, then kissed him with all the pent-up stress of the past weeks and the hunger of ten long years. She bit his lip, she thrust her tongue inside his mouth, she ground herself against him. They were both moaning. She undulated her hips against him; he pressed his erection against her belly. She’d meant to teach the weasel a lesson, but somehow she was the one learning something.

He finally raised his head and stared at her, dazed for a moment. Then he gave her a little salute and said, “This is war, Charmaine.”


Home on the range . . .


Two days later, Charmaine was tooling along scenic Highway 90, about to hit Interstate 10. She leaned back in the leather seat of Tante Lulu’s classic blue T-bird convertible, singing “Knock, Knock, Knock” along with Joel Sonnier on the radio.

The raucous tune related the woes of a guy who’d landed in the doghouse again. That was Charmaine. She was in the doghouse of life, so to speak, but she wasn’t going to let that get her down. No way! She was a survivor. Woof, woof!


She’d given her much prized BMW to Luc to sell, hopefully for twenty thousand dollars, which he would use to negotiate a deal with Bucks ’r Us. She wasn’t foolish enough to think that Bobby Doucet—the slimeball—would settle for that amount, but Luc planned to negotiate and threaten him into a plan that would stop her interest clock from ticking away and allow her to pay off her loan in a reasonable period of time without any legs being broken or lives lost.

She should have sold the BMW right at the beginning, when she’d first needed the money to cover the stock loss. Or she should have gone to a regular bank and mortgaged her house. But she’d expected to receive a large check from a convention bureau for an event at which she and all her employees had worked. Unfortunately, the convention bureau promoters skipped town without paying any bills. After that, everything went downhill fast. The bayou region was a gossip mill, and Charmaine’s infernal pride had gotten in the way. She hadn’t wanted anyone to be able to say, “That Charmaine! Guess what dumb thing the bimbo did now.”

Well, that was water over the dam now. Luc had advised her to leave it all in his hands, and in the meantime to stay out of sight for several weeks. So, she had put responsibility for her two beauty shops in her managers’ hands with orders to contact her, via Luc, only in the direst emergency. Then she had hightailed it out of Houma, heading for the Triple L Ranch. Not that Rusty had invited her, or knew that she was coming. Their last meeting had ended on a slightly sour note. But she didn’t need an invitation. She owned half the ranch, after all. That matter had been placed in Luc’s expert legal hands, as well. He also was checking on the status of her marriage, or nonmarriage, to Rusty. If I’m not careful, the bill from my lawyer will exceed the bill from my loan shark, she joked to herself.

Charmaine planned a short visit, which was not evident in her overflowing vehicle. The hard top was on the convertible, it being November and the temperature in the low sixties, but still she had managed to pack the other bucket seat, the back storage area and the trunk of the little coupe with everything from designer jeans to blow-dryer to vast amounts of fresh foods, the latter pushed on her by Tante Lulu, whose philosophy was “always be prepared.” In other words, overcook, overpack, overclean, overshop, and overdress.

She slowed down eventually as she entered Calcasieu Parish, which was in the southwestern portion of the state. Soon there would be a turnoff for the vacherie, Cajun French for cattle ranch.

Lots of people thought Louisiana was nothing but a semitropical network of bayous and marshes, but prairie grasslands formed a large portion of the southwestern sector. It wasn’t one single prairie like parts of Texas, but rather a series of prairies separated by forests and large streams. The largest of these prairies had such colorful names as Faquetique, Mamou, Calcasieu, Sabine, Vermilion, Mermentau, Plaquemine, Opelousas, and Grand.

Even more surprising to many people were the ranches in Louisiana. They’d heard about Texas cowboys, but not about Louisiana cowboys. Little did they know that southwest Louisiana had been known as the “Meadowlands of America” in the 1800s. Some even said that the West had begun there. In fact, the folklorist Alan Lomax suggested that the popular cowboy yell “Hippy Ti Yo!” derived from the Cajun French expression and song, “Hip et Taïaut.”


Charmaine, like many of the Pelican State’s natives, loved Louisiana because of its colorful diversity.

Overall, Charmaine was in a surprisingly good mood for the first time in weeks. The worst wasn’t over, but she was hopeful that things would get better soon.

Her good mood came crashing down as she drove slowly along the single lane leading to the ranch house. The Triple L was relatively small, only a thousand acres with more than five hundred head of Black Angus cattle, and it had never boasted a big Dynasty-style mansion or anything remotely like that, but it had been well kept and profitable. What happened? Tears misted her eyes as she got out of her car and gazed about her. The one-story, rambling clapboard house with its wide front and back porches had lost its whitewash years ago. Not a single flower or decorative plant offset the starkness of the setting, except for wisteria vines and bougainvillea bushes, which had gone wild, and a tupelo tree near the front porch and several oaks in the back near a small bayou about a hundred yards from the house. A fenced-in vegetable garden beside the house had gone to seed, overgrown with weeds. The barn door hung on one hinge. Corral fences were broken here and there. Pieces of rusted machinery lay about like a junkyard. Several roosters—escapees from a dilapidated chicken coop—pecked at the hard dirt of the front yard searching for feed. The Triple L was a sad, neglected mirror of its old self. What happened?


“Well, well, well! Looks like Rusty’s little filly done come home,” she heard a crotchety voice say behind her. She turned to see Clarence Guidry, the longtime Triple L foreman, who spat out a wad of tobacco and wiped his mouth with a bandanna before reaching out a hand to her in welcome. Charmaine engulfed the old man in a hug. She would have thought Clarence retired a long time ago, being in his late sixties. The last time she’d seen Clarence was at the funeral home after Charlie Lanier’s death.

“I’m not Rusty’s filly, and he sure as hell isn’t my stallion.”

“He usta be.”

“Not anymore. I’m only here for a visit,” she said, ruffling his gray hair.

“Iffen you say so,” he remarked with a grin.

“What happened here?” She indicated with a sweep of her hand the ranch’s deplorable condition.

“Thass not fer me to say.”

“Where’s Rusty?”

“He and a couple of the hands ’re out mendin’ fences. ’Spect they’ll be gone most of the afternoon.”

“I’ll get moved in then.” Noticing that he was grinning again, she added, “For my visit.”

“Whatever you say, girlie. I’m goin’ inta town. Gotta go ta the feed store and buy some supplies. Might stop off fer a beer or two. Prob’ly won’t see you till tomorrow.”

She nodded.

“Need some help unloadin’ that little bug?” he asked, glancing at the T-bird.

“No, thanks. I’ll just bring in a little at a time, as I need it.”

“It’s good to see you here,” he said just before he hopped into a beat-up pickup truck that she’d thought was part of the yard junk. As he bent to ease himself into the driver’s seat, she noticed two clear marks in the back pockets of his jeans—a circular one outlining his can of loose-cut tobacco and a rectangular one outlining his much-played harmonica. “Both you and Rusty,” he emphasized. “Yer both a welcome sight.” With those words, he revved up the engine, which took some loud gunning of the gas pedal and shaking of the metal frame, before he took off with a wave out the window.

Charmaine went inside and found conditions just as bad there. A thick layer of dust covered everything. The large great room with its stone fireplace and handcrafted folk furniture made of bent twigs, deer antlers and steer skins. The rustic dining alcove off the kitchen with its built-in corner cupboard and a pedestal table and benches that could seat twenty, easily. The pantry that was half-filled with canned goods, many of which probably had exceeded their expiration dates. The foggy windows that hadn’t been cleaned in years.

The only reasonably clean rooms were one of the three bedrooms, the single bathroom, and the kitchen . . . the key word being “reasonably” since soiled dishes were piled in the kitchen sink, wet towels lay on the bathroom floor, and the bed remained unmade with dirty clothes making a trail bespeaking a bone-weary cowboy falling dead on his feet to the mattress at night.

Well, something would have to be done if Charmaine was going to stay there for one day, let alone several weeks. Rusty might be able to live this way, but she couldn’t. Besides, Charmaine was a hard worker, trained from an early age to cook and clean and keep busy during the daylight hours when her mother slept. If she hadn’t taken care of herself, no one else would have.

First, she gathered up the bed linens and blankets from two bedrooms and all the dirty towels. She took them to the laundry room off the pantry and started her first load of wash. Then she brought in the perishable groceries that Tante Lulu had sent, along with some she had emptied out of her own fridge—milk, orange juice, fresh vegetables, some meats, even some crawfish from a neighbor. Charmaine set the dishes and pots and pans to soaking in scalding hot, sudsy water in the big enamel sink, then left two loaves of frozen bread dough out to rise on the counter in greased loaf pans before preparing a quick crawfish étouffée. She wasn’t attempting to please Rusty. It was one of her favorites. At least that’s what she told herself. She made enough for a half dozen people, in case some of the ranch hands would be eating there, too. Heck, maybe Rusty wouldn’t even eat with her. She shrugged. In that case, she would be eating the Cajun dish for days.

By then, the first load of laundry was done. She put that in the dryer and started on a second load. The sweet scent of detergent filled the air, giving her an odd satisfaction. Some folks probably felt like this when they hung their clothes out to dry on the line.

After that she scoured the bathroom sink, toilet, and tub, even the tub surround and floor tiles. The bedrooms got a cursory whisk of a dust cloth on heavy old furniture dark with age. She used a dry mop to remove the curly dirt, or dust balls, under the beds. She would do a more thorough cleaning tomorrow.

Charlie’s bedroom door was closed, and she didn’t bother to open it. The bedroom Rusty had been using was the one he had used as a boy when visiting his father, as evidenced by a few rodeo posters on the cypress plank walls and Zane Grey novels and a half-deflated football in a bookcase. More recent additions were the myriad animal medicine books, veterinary and ranching magazines, and what appeared to be a large, leather doctor’s bag. Besides that, the room contained a single bed against one wall, a large dresser, and a bedside table. She’d been to the ranch a number of times alone, and she had slept in that bed with Rusty on the one occasion when they’d visited his father together. Somehow it hadn’t seemed so small then.

Quickly, she pushed those memories aside.

By 6:00 P.M., the kitchen sparkled from her cleaning efforts. The smaller wood table in the kitchen had six chairs; so she’d set place settings for six with the old Fiesta dinnerware and bone-handled cutlery. The wonderful smells of her crawfish casserole and baking bread and a frozen apple pie of Tante Lulu’s filled the air.

She was putting the finishing touches on the linoleum floor with an old rag mop when one her favorite songs came on the local Golden Oldies rock station on the radio sitting on the windowsill. While the music blared out, Charmaine danced with her mop. Every time the Beatles sang, “Well, shake it up, baby,” Charmaine shimmied around, up and down her mop handle; she wasn’t the daughter of a stripper for nothing. Every time the Beatles called out, “Twist and Shout,” she did that, too, with her own sexy version of that dance move.

Why she would be in such a good mood, she had no idea. Perhaps a day of hard work with visible effects. Perhaps relief that her money problems were at least in someone else’s hands. Perhaps just because it was a good song.

That’s when she heard a choking sound behind her and a muttered, “Lord have mercy!”

She came to a screeching halt, midtwist, and turned to see Rusty standing in the archway, staring at her as if she were an alien landed in his kitchen. He wore dusty Wrangler jeans, a black Bite Me Bayou Bait Co. T-shirt, boots, and a cowboy hat. His hands and arms and face were filthy. Days-old whiskers gave him an outlaw look.

Flanking him on either side were a middle-aged black cowboy the size of a tupelo tree, similarly attired and covered with dust, who grinned at Rusty and remarked, “I think I’ve died and gone to heaven,” and on the other side a young man of about fifteen with auburn hair and freckles, also similarly attired and equally dirty, who just grinned.

Aerosmith was singing one of their old songs now, “Sweet Emotion.” Ironic, really, because when she looked at Rusty, despite all their history, she was filled with such sweet emotion she could barely breathe.

Rusty’s dark Cajun eyes were welcoming at first, before he scowled, taking in her cleaning efforts with ever-widening lids. Then he sniffed the air, gave her another sweeping head-to-toe scrutiny, and repeated his initial comment, “Lord have mercy!” 








Chapter 3



Dirty dancing, for sure . . .


Raoul felt as if he’d been sucker punched to the floor. At the same time, he felt light as a feather, floating up to the sky.

Never in a million years had he expected to walk into the ranch house kitchen and see his ex-wife—no, his wife—in her bare feet, wearing a pair of cutoff jeans that showed off her butt to perfection, and a white, short-sleeved T-shirt with LET ME SHAG YOU emblazoned across the prettiest breasts this side of the Mason-Dixon line. Even worse—or better—Charmaine was pole-dancing . . . with a mop, for chrissake.

And she looked good. Damned good! So good, in fact, that his teeth ached and his knees felt wobbly. Before he did something foolish, like jump her bones, or say, “Welcome home, baby,” he snarled, “What the hell are you doing here?”

She blinked at him, then raised her chin. “I’m here to visit. On my lawyer’s advice.”


Don’t you dare blink those puppy-dog eyes at me, Charmaine. I am immune. “Luc told you to come here?”

She nodded. And hitched one hip, leaning against her mop.


I am not ogling her hips. Not, not, not! I am a man with a mission. I am immune. “For how long?” he finally managed to inquire.

“A couple of weeks.”

He groaned. He couldn’t help himself. Immunity only lasts so long.


“Are y’all hungry?” she asked, changing the subject.

“For what?” he blurted out. Did I really say that?


“You betcha,” Linc and Jimmy—the traitors—said on either side of him.


She means food.



I knew that.


“No,” he said, though his stomach was grumbling at the succulent smells that filled the kitchen. Is that crawfish étouffée I smell? My favorite. What a coincidence! Hah! I better be on guard. Charmaine is pulling out all the stops. For what purpose? Hmmm.


Charmaine smiled.

He hated it when she smiled. Well, he hated how it made him feel.

She arched an eyebrow at the two men flanking him.

He realized how rude he was being, not introducing them. 

“Charmaine, this is Abel Lincoln, better known as Linc.” He jerked his head to the black cowboy on his right. Linc had been a fellow inmate of Raoul’s who had become a good friend. Raoul was tall at six-foot-three; Linc had a good three inches on him. 

“Linc is a musician, Charmaine. You should hear his music sometime,” Raoul said.

“Really? I look forward to it.”

He told Linc, “Charmaine loves all kind of music . . . as you probably noticed with her mop dancing routine.”

Charmaine sliced him with a glower.

Then Raoul motioned with his head to his other side. “And this is Jimmy O’Brien. He’s helping out on the ranch till he goes back to school.” Jimmy was a fifteen-year-old high school dropout, but he would get his high school diploma, come hell or high water, if Raoul had anything to do with it. Actually, he wasn’t so much a drop-out as a kick-out. He wasn’t a bad kid, but he’d been hanging with a bad crowd and had been involved in a serious incident of vandalism resulting in thousands of dollars in fines and restitution. His father, a widower at his wit’s end, had appealed to his good friend Clarence for help. As a result, Jimmy was working about five hours a day at the ranch to help pay off his fines and completing correspondence courses the rest of the time to keep up to date with his schoolwork. He hoped to return to his father’s home in January at the beginning of a new semester, or next summer at the latest.

“Jimmy is our mathematician cowboy,” Raoul told Charmaine. “I swear he’s a regular Bill Gates when it comes to numbers.”

Jimmy appeared about to protest, then shut his mouth with a click.

Raoul looked at Charmaine, sighed, and announced to the two guys, “And this is Charmaine.” His heart twisted as he added, “My wife.”

“Wife?” Linc exclaimed. “I thought you were divorced.”


So did I. “So did I.”

“You lucky dog!” Jimmy muttered under his breath, barely loud enough for him to hear.


I don’t know about lucky, but I am a dog, for sure, to be looking at her and thinking what I’m thinking.


“Pleased to meet you.” Charmaine flashed a big ol’ beauty pageant smile at Linc and Jimmy, which wouldn’t gain her any crowns but probably their lifelong devotion. Charmaine always did have the smile-thing down pat. In fact, she had a repertoire of smiles for different occasions. Amazing, the things he still remembered about her. Especially the smiles she’d reserved just for him on special occasions.

“My pleasure,” Linc said with a courtly bow.


Yep, lifelong devotion.


“Likewise, ma’am,” Jimmy said.

Raoul got a perverted satisfaction at Charmaine’s face flushing up over being referred to as “ma’am.” Raoul was old enough to know that women had a thing about age, and “ma’am” was definitely an age-defining word. For a former beauty queen, he imagined it would be even more offensive.

“Dinner will be ready in about twenty minutes if y’all want to wash up first.”

His two Benedict Arnolds nodded eagerly and left for the bunkhouse to wash up. He just scowled. He knew he sounded ungracious, but Charmaine was hauling in his two workers like a couple of bayou catfish. He refused to be her catfish. Not again.

Still, she had gone to some trouble. And he was hungry. “Do you have enough food?” he asked.

“Tante Lulu insisted I load up the car,” she answered brightly.

“I wondered about her T-bird out there. Why didn’t you drive your own car?”

Pink color bloomed on her cheeks, and he could tell she didn’t want to tell him. But she did, finally, with a haughty lift to her chin. “I gave my BMW to Luc to sell. Hopefully, Bobby Doucet will accept that as part payment on my bill and set up a reasonable plan for repaying the rest. Luc is handling it all.”

“A BMW, huh?” He leaned against the archway, crossing his arms over his chest. He was dying for a glass of water, but he didn’t want to step on her clean floor with his muddy boots. “You always said that someday you’d own your own house, your own business, and a fancy car. It must’ve been hard for you to give up the car.” He wasn’t being sarcastic. They both knew what Charmaine’s childhood had been like, and her dreams had been understandable.

“I got all three, Rusty, and giving up the car wasn’t all that difficult. I can always buy another.”

“Well, I’ll go shower,” he said, awkward with the silence that enveloped them suddenly.

“Wait a minute.” She went out through the pantry, then returned with a pile of folded, sweet-smelling towels.

He narrowed his eyes at her. “You did my laundry?” Holy shit! She probably did my underwear, too. “Charmaine . . .” he started to chastise her.

“Oh, don’t get in a snit. I did it for me as much as you. Your towels had mold on them, and there were boot prints on your sheets.”

“I haven’t had much time to—”

She waved a hand dismissively, then shoved the towels into his hands. He spun on his heels, about to go.

Just then Michael Bolton’s old ballad “When a Man Loves a Woman” came on the radio. He stopped dead in his tracks, still near the kitchen. It had to be the hokiest chick song ever made, but it was the song he’d always put on the tape deck when he was “in the mood” because he’d known Charmaine loved it, and, frankly, it got her “in the mood.” What a stupid thing to recall! She probably didn’t even remember. He turned slightly and cast a quick glance her way.



OEBPS/images/9780759511514.jpg
AUTHOR OF
TALL DARK, AND CAJUN

The South
Was Never
This Hot...

or Hilarious!

Cajtn Conbog






