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Chapter One


At first she wasn’t sure he was real.


She had been dozing. Her head rested on her bent arm, which had gone to sleep and had started to tingle. She woke up and opened her eyes, then stretched languorously and turned her head. That’s when she saw him. She immediately forgot her discomfort.


She thought he was a trick of her unfocused eyes or a product of late afternoon drowsiness and midsummer ennui. She blinked several times. The image remained.


The outline of his body was as detailed as a silhouette cut out of black construction paper with tiny manicure scissors. It was cast against a showoff sun that was making one hell of an exit. The horizon was as gaudily striped as a sultan’s turban. It boasted every vibrant hue ranging from vermilion to gold.


Like the pines, he was motionless. The trees stood as majestic and tall as sentinels. Their spiky branches were still. There wasn’t a breath of breeze. Above from where Schyler lay, Spanish moss drooped from the sprawling limbs of the live oak, looking more desolate than usual, mourning the unrelenting humid heat.


The unmoving form was undeniably male. So was the stance. Ah, yes, his stance was definitely, arrogantly masculine. One knee was bent, throwing his hip slightly off center.


It was intimidating to wake up from a nap and discover someone standing not twenty yards away watching you with the silence and patience of a predator. It was doubly disconcerting to find that that someone was a self-assured and cocky male who clearly saw you as the trespasser.


Most disturbing was the garden hoe that lay across his shoulders. It appeared innocuous. His wrists were hooked over the handle, his hands dangling carelessly. On the streets of London, a man carrying a garden hoe across his shoulders would attract attention. In rural Louisiana during the summertime, it was a common sight.


But there wasn’t so much as an onion patch on this section of Belle Terre. The fields where sharecroppers cultivated vegetables were miles away. So Schyler had reason to be alarmed. The sun was going down, she was alone and, relatively speaking, a long way from the house.


She should challenge him, demand to know who he was and what he was doing on her property. But she said nothing, perhaps because he looked more a part of Belle Terre than she did. He blended into the landscape, was one with it. By comparison, she seemed out of place and conspicuous.


She didn’t know how long they had been staring at each other. At least she thought they were staring at each other. She couldn’t distinguish his face, much less tell what he was looking at so intently. But instinct told her he was watching her and that he had been for quite some time. That unnerving thought goaded her to act. She sat up.


He started toward her.


His footsteps hardly rustled the ankle-deep grass. Moving silently and sinuously, he slid the hoe off his shoulders and gripped the long handle with both hands.


All the self-defense instructions Schyler had ever heard burrowed cowardly into the farthest corners of her mind. She couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. She tried to suck in a deep breath so she could scream, but the air was as dense as quicksand.


Instinctively she shrank against the massive tree trunk and shut her eyes tightly. Her last impression was that of the sharpened blade of the hoe. It glinted in the remnant rays of sunlight as it made its swift, downward arc, making a thunking sound when it landed. She waited for the agonizing pain to assault her before she keeled over dead. But it never came.


“Get your nap out, pichouette?”


Schyler blinked her eyes open, amazed that she was still alive. “What?”


“Get your nap out, Miss Schyler?”


She shaded her eyes against the brilliant sunset, but she still couldn’t distinguish his face. He knew her name. His first language had been a Cajun dialect. Other than that, she didn’t have a clue as to who he was.


Snakes slithered out of the bayous. She’d been taught from infancy to consider all of them poisonous. That reasoning seemed to apply to this situation.


The thunking sound had been made by the sharp blade when it bit into the grass. The man was leaning on the hoe now, both hands innocently folded over the blunt end of the handle. His chin was propped on them. But his benign stance made him no less dangerous.


“How do you know me?” she asked.


A pair of saturnine lips cracked open briefly. The fleeting facial expression wasn’t a bona fide smile. It was too sardonic to pass for genuine.


“Why, it’s common knowledge around Laurent Parish that Miss Schyler Crandall has come home from London-town.”


“Only temporarily and only because of my father’s heart attack.”


He shrugged, supremely indifferent to her comings and goings. Turning his head, he glanced at the rapidly sinking sun. His eyes reflected it like the motionless waters of a bayou when sunlight strikes it at the right angle. At that time of day the surface of the water looks as solid and impenetrable as brass. So did his eyes.


“I don’t repeat gossip, Miss Schyler. I only listen to it. And I only pay attention when I hear something that could affect me.”


“What are you doing here?”


His head came back around. “Watching you sleep.”


“Before that,” she said sharply.


“Gathering roots.” He slapped the small leather pouch attached to his belt.


“Roots?” His answer made absolutely no sense, and his cavalier attitude irritated her. “What kind of roots?”


“Doesn’t matter. You’ve never heard of them.”


“You’re trespassing on private property. You’ve got no business on Belle Terre.”


Insects hummed noisily in the silence that followed. His eyes never wavered from her face. When he answered, his voice was as soft and elusive as the wished for breeze. “Oh, but I do, pichouette. Belle Terre is my home.”


Schyler stared up at him. “Who are you?”


“You don’t remember?”


Comprehension dawned. “Boudreaux?” she whispered. Then she swallowed hard, not really relieved to know who she was talking to. “Cash Boudreaux?”


“Bien! You recognize me now.”


“No. No, I didn’t. The sun’s in my eyes. And it’s been years since I’ve seen you.”


“And then you had good reason not to remember.” He grunted with amused satisfaction when she had the grace to look away, embarrassed. “If you didn’t recognize me, how did you know who I was?”


“You’re the only person living on Belle Terre who isn’t…”


“A Crandall.”


She ducked her head slightly, nervous at being alone with Cash Boudreaux. For as long as she could remember, her father had forbidden her sister Tricia and her to even speak to him.


His mother was the mysterious Cajun woman, Monique Boudreaux, who lived in a shanty on Laurent Bayou that wound in and about the forested acreage of Belle Terre. As a boy, Cash had had access to the outlying areas but had never been allowed to come this close to the house. Not wanting to take issue with that just yet, Schyler asked politely, “Your mother, how is she?”


“She died.”


His blunt reply startled her. Boudreaux’s face was inscrutable in the descending twilight. But had it been high noon, Schyler doubted his features would have given away what he was thinking. He’d never had a reputation for being loquacious. The same aura of mystery that cloaked his mother had cloaked him.


“I didn’t know.”


“It was several years ago.”


Schyler swatted at a mosquito that landed on the side of her neck. “I’m sorry.”


“You’d better get yourself home. The mosquitoes will eat you alive.”


He extended his hand down to her. She regarded it as something dangerous and was as loath to touch it as she would be to reach out and pet a water moccasin. But it would be unspeakably rude not to let him assist her to her feet. Once before she had trusted him. She hadn’t come to any harm then.


She laid her hand in his. His palm felt as tough as leather and she felt raised calluses at the bases of his fingers that closed warmly around her hand. As soon as she was on her feet she withdrew her hand from his.


Busily dusting off the back of her skirt to cover the awkward moment, she said, “Last I heard of you, you were just out of Fort Polk and on your way to Vietnam.” He said nothing. She looked up at him. “Did you go?”


“Oui.”


“That was a long time ago.”


“Not long enough.”


“Uh, well, I’m glad you made it back. The parish lost several boys over there.”


He shrugged. “Guess I was a better fighter.” His lip curled into a facsimile of a smile. “But then I always had to be.”


She wasn’t about to address that. In fact, she was trying to think of something to say that would graciously terminate this uncomfortable conversation. Before she did, Cash Boudreaux raised his hand to her neck and brushed away a mosquito that was looking for a sumptuous spot to have dinner.


The backs of Cash’s fingers were rough, but their touch was delicate as they whisked across her exposed throat and down her chest. He looked for her reaction with frank interest. His gaze was sexual. He knew exactly what he was doing. He had brazenly committed the unpardonable. Cash Boudreaux had touched Schyler Crandall… and was daring her to complain about it.


He said, “They know the best places to bite.”


Schyler pretended to be unmoved by his insinuating stare. She said, “You’re as ornery as ever, aren’t you?”


“I wouldn’t want to disappoint you by changing.”


“I couldn’t care less.”


“You never did.”


Feeling severely put down, Schyler stiffened her posture. “I need to get back to the house. It’s suppertime. Good seeing you, Mr. Boudreaux.”


“How is he?”


“Who? My daddy?” He nodded curtly. Schyler’s shoulders relaxed a degree. “I haven’t seen him today. I’m going to the hospital after supper. I spoke with one of his nurses by telephone this morning who said he’d had a comfortable night.” Emotion dropped her voice to a husky pitch. “These days even that is something to be grateful for.” Then in her most refined, Sunday-company voice she said, “I’ll tell him you inquired, Mr. Boudreaux.”


Boudreaux’s laugh was sudden and harsh. It startled a bird into flight from the top of the live oak. “I don’t think that’d be a very good idea. Not unless you want the old man to croak.”


If her swift calculations were correct, Cash Boudreaux was approaching forty, so he should have known better than to say something so flippant about a seriously ill man. His manners hadn’t improved with maturity. He was as coarse, as rude, as undisciplined as he’d been in his youth. His mother had exercised no control over him whatsoever. She had let him run wild. He was constantly into mischief that had ceased to be cute by the time he reached junior high school, where he fast became the scourge of the public school system. Heaven, Louisiana had never spawned such a hellraiser as Cash Boudreaux.


“I’ll say good evening, then, Mr. Boudreaux.”


He executed a clipped little bow. “Good evening, Miss Schyler.”


She gave him a cool nod, more characteristic of her sister than of her, and turned in the direction of the house. She was aware of him watching her. As soon as she was a safe distance away and beneath the deep shadows of the trees, she glanced back.


He had propped himself against the trunk of the live oak, which half a dozen men standing hand to hand couldn’t span. She saw a match spark and flare in the darkness. Boudreaux’s lean face was briefly illuminated when he lifted the match to the tip of his cigarette. He fanned out the match. The scent of sulfur rode the currents of Gulf humidity until it reached Schyler’s hiding place.


Boudreaux drew deeply on the cigarette. The end of it glowed hot and red, like a single eye blinking out of the depths of hell.




Chapter Two


Schyler slipped through the trees, stumbling over dense undergrowth in her hurry to reach the security of the house. On the creaky footbridge, her head was engulfed by a buzzing cloud of mosquitoes. The bridge spanned the shallow creek that separated the woods from the manicured lawn surrounding the house like a neat apron.


Reaching the emerald carpet of thick St. Augustine grass, Schyler paused to regain her breath. The night air was as heavily perfumed as a Bourbon Street hooker. Honeysuckle lined the banks of the creek. Gardenias were blooming somewhere nearby, as well as wild roses, waxleaf ligustrum, and magnolia trees.


Schyler cataloged the individual smells. They were resurrected out of her childhood, each attached to its special memory. The scents were achingly familiar, though she was long past childhood and hadn’t set foot on Belle Terre in six years.


No English garden smelled like this, like home, like Belle Terre. Nothing did. If she were blindfolded and dropped onto Belle Terre, she would recognize it immediately by sound and scent.


The nightly choir of bullfrogs and crickets was warming up. The bass section reverberated from the swampy creek bottom, the soprano section from overhead branches. Out on the spur, a mile or so away, a freight train’s whistle hooted. No sound was as sad.


Schyler, closing her eyes and leaning against the rough bark of a loblolly pine, let the sensations seep into her. She crossed her arms over her chest and hugged herself, almost afraid that when she opened her eyes she would awaken from a dream to find that she wasn’t at Belle Terre in the full bloom of summer, but in London, shrouded in a cold, winter mist.


But when she opened her eyes she saw the house. As pure and white as a sugar cube, it stood serenely in the heart of the clearing, dominating it like the center gem in a tiara.


Yellow lamplight, made diffuse by the screens, poured from the windows and spilled out onto the deep veranda. Along the edge of the porch were six columns, three on each side of the front door. They supported a second-story balcony. It wasn’t a real balcony, only a facade. Tricia frequently and peevishly pointed that out. But Schyler loved it anyway. In her opinion the phony balcony was necessary to the symmetry of the design.


The veranda wrapped around all four sides of the house. It was enclosed with screens in back, made into what had once been called a sleeping porch. Schyler remembered hearing her mother, Macy, talking about the good times she’d had there as a child when all her Laurent cousins would sleep on pallets during family get-togethers.


Personally Schyler had always preferred the open veranda. Wicker chairs, painted white to match the house, were strategically placed so that whoever sat in one might enjoy a particular view of the lawn. There were no eyesores. Each view was worthy of a picture postcard.


The porch swing that Cotton had suspended for Tricia and Schyler to play on was in one corner of the veranda. Twin Boston ferns, each as plush as a dozen feather dusters tied together, grew out of matching urns on either side of the front door. Veda had been so proud of those ferns and had fussed over them endlessly, scolding anyone who brushed past them too quickly and too close. She took it as a personal injury if a cherished frond was torn off by a careless passerby.


Macy was no longer at Belle Terre. Nor was Veda. And Cotton’s life hung in the balance at St. John’s Hospital. The only thing that remained unchanged and seemingly eternal was the house itself. Belle Terre.


Schyler whispered the name like a prayer as she pushed herself away from the tree. Indulging a whim, she paused long enough to slip off her sandals before continuing barefoot across the cool, damp grass that the automatic sprinkler had watered that afternoon.


When she stepped off the grass onto the crushed shell drive, she winced at the pain. But it was a pleasant discomfort and evoked other childhood memories. Running down the shell drive barefooted for the first time each season had been an annual rite of spring. Having worn shoes and socks all winter, her feet would be tender. Once it was warm enough and Veda had granted permission, the shoes and socks came off. It always took several days for the soles of her feet to toughen so that she could make it all the way to the public road without having to stop.


The sound and feel of the shell drive was familiar. So was the squeak as she pulled open the screened front door. It slapped closed behind her as she knew it would. Belle Terre never changed. It was home.


And then it wasn’t. Not anymore. Not since Ken and Tricia had made it their home.


They were already in the dining room, seated at the long table. Her sister set down her tumbler of bourbon and water. “We’ve been waiting, Schyler,” Tricia said with exasperation.


“I’m sorry. I went for a walk and lost all track of time.”


“No problem, Schyler,” Ken Howell said. “We haven’t been waiting long.” Her brother-in-law smiled at her from the sideboard where he was topping off his glass from a crystal decanter of bourbon. “Can I pour you something?”


“Gin and tonic, please. Heavy on the ice. It’s hot out.”


“It’s stifling.” Crossly, Tricia fanned her face with her stiff linen napkin. “I told Ken to reset the thermostat on the air conditioner. Daddy’s such a fussbudget about the electric bill. He keeps us sweltering all summer. As long as he’s not here, we might as well be comfortable. But it takes forever for this old house to cool down. Cheers.” She tipped her glass in Schyler’s direction when Ken handed her the drink.


“Is it all right?”


Schyler sipped from her drink but didn’t quite meet Ken’s eyes as she replied, “Perfect. Thanks.”


“Ken, before you sit back down, please tell Mrs. Graves that Schyler finally put in an appearance and we’re ready to be served.”


Tricia waved him toward the door that connected the formal dining room with the kitchen. He shot her a resentful look but did as he was told. When Schyler dropped her sandals beside her chair, Tricia said, “Honestly, Schyler, you haven’t been home but a few days and already you’re resuming the bad habits that nearly drove Mama crazy up until the day she died. You’re not going to sit at the dinner table barefooted, are you?”


Tricia was already aggravated with her for holding up dinner. To maintain peace, Schyler bent down and put her sandals back on. “I can’t understand why you don’t like to go barefooted.”


“I can’t understand why you do.” Though Michelangelo could have painted Tricia’s smile on an angel, she was being nasty. “Obviously there’s some aristocratic blood in my heritage that is grossly lacking in yours.”


“Obviously,” Schyler said without rancor. She sipped from her drink, appreciating the gin’s icy bite and the lime’s tart sting.


“Doesn’t that ever bother you?” Tricia asked.


“What?”


“Not knowing your background. Sometimes you behave with no better manners than white trash. That must mean that your folks were sorry as the day is long.”


“Tricia, for God’s sake,” Ken interrupted with annoyance. Returning from his errand in the kitchen, he slid into the chair across the table from his wife. “Let it drop. What the hell difference does it make?”


“I think it makes a lot of difference.”


“The important thing is what you do with your life, not who gave it to you. Agreed, Schyler?”


“I never think about my birth parents,” Schyler replied. “Oh, I did now and then when I was growing up, whenever I had my feelings hurt or was scolded or—”


“Scolded?” Tricia repeated with disbelief. “I don’t recall a single time. Exactly when was that, Schyler?”


Schyler ignored her and continued. “I’d get to feeling sorry for myself and think that if my real parents hadn’t given me up for adoption, I would have had a much better life.” She smiled wistfully. “I wouldn’t have, of course.”


“How do you know?” Tricia’s sculptured fingernail lazily twirled an ice cube inside the tumbler, then she sucked her fingertip dry. “I’m convinced that my mother was a wealthy society girl. Her mean old parents made her give me up out of jealousy and spite. My father was probably someone who loved and adored her passionately but couldn’t marry her because his shrewish wife wouldn’t divorce him.”


“You’ve been watching too many soap operas,” Ken said with a droll smile, which he cast in Schyler’s direction. She smiled back.


Tricia’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t make fun of me, Ken.”


“If you’re convinced that your birth parents were so wonderful, why haven’t you tracked them down?” he asked. “As I recall, Cotton even encouraged you to.”


Tricia smoothed the napkin in her lap. “Because I wouldn’t want to upset their lives or cause them any embarrassment.”


“Or because you might find out they aren’t so wonderful. You couldn’t stand to eat that much crow.” Ken took a final drink from his highball glass and returned it to the table with the smugness of a gambler laying down the winning ace.


“Well if they weren’t rich,” Tricia snapped, “at least I know they weren’t trashy, which I’m sure Schyler’s real parents were.” Then she smiled sweetly and reached across the table for Schyler’s hand. “I hope I didn’t hurt your feelings, Schyler.”


“No. You didn’t. Where I came from never mattered to me. Not like it did to you. I’m just glad that I became a Crandall through adoption.”


“You always have been so disgustingly grateful that you became the apple of Cotton Crandall’s eye, haven’t you?”


Mrs. Graves’s appearance gave Schyler an excuse not to acknowledge Tricia’s snide remark. The housekeeper’s name was appropriate, since Schyler was sure a more dour individual had never been born. Schyler had yet to see the stick-figure woman crack a smile. She was as different from Veda as possible.


As the taciturn housekeeper went around the table ladling vichyssoise out of a tureen, Schyler felt a stab of longing for Veda. Her smiling face, as dark as chicory coffee, was a part of Schyler’s memory as far back as it went. Veda’s ample bosom was as comfortable as a goose down pillow, as protective as a fortress, and as reassuring as a chapel. She always smelled of starch and lemon extract and vanilla and lavender sachet.


Schyler had looked forward to being enveloped in one of Veda’s bear hugs the moment she crossed Belle Terre’s threshold. It had come as a crushing disappointment to learn that she’d been replaced by Mrs. Graves, whose meager bosom looked as hard and cold and uninviting as a granite tombstone.


The vichyssoise was as thin and spiritless as the woman who had prepared it, served it, and then slunk back into the kitchen through the swinging door. After one taste of the chilled soup, Schyler reached for the salt shaker.


Tricia immediately leaped to the cook’s defense. “I told Mrs. Graves to stop cooking with salt when Daddy’s blood pressure started getting so high. We’re used to it by now.”


Schyler shook more salt into her bowl. “Well I’m not.” She tested the soup again, but found it unpalatable. She laid her spoon in the underserver and moved the plate aside. “I remember Veda’s vichyssoise too well. It was so thick and rich, you could stand your spoon in it.”


With controlled motions, Tricia blotted her lips with her napkin, then carefully folded it into her lap again. “I might have known you’d throw that up to me.”


“I didn’t mean—”


“She was old, Schyler. You hadn’t seen her in years, so you’re in no position to question my judgment. Veda had become slovenly and inefficient, hadn’t she, Ken?” She asked for his opinion rhetorically and didn’t give him time to express it. “I had no choice but to let her go. We couldn’t go on paying her salary when she wasn’t doing her work. I felt terrible about it,” Tricia said, pressing a hand against her shapely breasts. “I loved her, too, you know.”


“I know you did,” Schyler said. “I didn’t mean to sound critical. It’s just that I miss her. She was such a part of Belle Terre.” Because she’d been living abroad at the time, Schyler couldn’t countermand Tricia’s decision. But a slovenly and inefficient Veda Frances was something Schyler couldn’t fathom.


Tricia paid lip service to loving the housekeeper, but Schyler couldn’t help but wonder if she had been acting out of spite when she let Veda go. There had been numerous occasions when her sister had been anything but loving toward Veda. Once she had rebuked Veda so insultingly that Cotton lost his temper with her. There had been a terrific row. Tricia had been banished to her room for a full day and had been grounded from a party she had looked forward to for weeks. Although Tricia was capable of carrying grudges indefinitely, Schyler was sure there had been a more serious reason for Veda’s dismissal.


No amount of salt or pepper made the chicken casserole that followed the cold potato soup taste good to Schyler. She even tried seasoning it with Tabasco sauce straight from the bottle, which was a staple on any table belonging to Cotton Crandall. The red pepper sauce didn’t help either.


However, she gave Mrs. Graves’s culinary skills the benefit of the doubt. She hadn’t had much appetite since she had received the overseas call from Ken, informing her that Cotton had suffered a heart attack.


“How is he?” she had asked fearfully.


“Bad, Schyler. On the way to the hospital, his heart stopped beating completely. The paramedics gave him CPR. I won’t bullshit you. It’s touch and go.”


Schyler had been urged to come home with all possible haste. Not that she needed any encouragement. She had pieced together frustrating flight schedules that eventually got her to New Orleans. From there, she had taken a small commuter plane to Lafayette. She had rented a car and driven the remaining distance to Heaven.


When she arrived, her unconscious father was in an ICU at St. John’s, where he remained. His condition was stable, but still critical.


The worst of it for Schyler was that she wasn’t sure he even knew she had come home to see him. He wafted in and out of consciousness. During one of her brief visits to his room, he had opened his eyes and looked at her. But his face had remained impassive. His eyes had closed without registering recognition. His blank stare, which seemed to look straight through her, broke her heart. She was afraid Cotton would die before she had a chance to talk to him.


“Schyler?”


Startled, she looked up at Ken, who had addressed her. “Oh, I’m sorry. Yes, I’m finished, Mrs. Graves,” she said to the woman who was staring down censoriously at her virtually untouched plate. She took it away and replaced it with a blackberry cobbler that looked promising. Hopefully the sugar cannister hadn’t been discarded along with the salt box.


“Are you still going to the hospital after supper, Schyler?”


“Yes. Want to come with me?”


“Not tonight,” Tricia said. “I’m tried.”


“Yeah, playing bridge all day is hard work.”


Ken’s dig was summarily ignored. “Daddy’s Sunday school teacher brought by a get well card from the class and asked us to deliver it. He said it was a shame that Cotton had to recover in a Catholic hospital.”


Schyler smiled at the deacon’s religious snobbery, though it was typical of the area. Macy had been Catholic and had raised her adopted daughters in the church. Cotton, however, had never converted. “Heaven doesn’t have a Baptist hospital. We have no choice.”


“Everybody in town is worried about Cotton.” Ken’s waistline had expanded marginally since Schyler had last seen him but that didn’t deter him from pouring heavy cream over his cobbler. “I can’t walk down the sidewalk without a dozen people stopping to ask about him.”


“Of course everybody’s worried,” Tricia said. “He’s about the most important man in town.”


“I had someone ask me about him this afternoon,” Schyler added.


“Who was that?” Tricia asked.


Tricia and Ken stopped eating their cobbler and looked at Schyler expectantly.


“Cash Boudreaux.”




Chapter Three


“Cash Boudreaux. Well, well.” Tricia turned her spoon upside down inside her mouth and, with her tongue, leisurely licked it clean. “Were his pants zipped?”


“Tricia!”


“Come now, Ken, don’t you think nice ladies like me know about him?” She flirtatiously batted her eyelashes at her husband. “Everybody in town knows about Cash’s escapades with women. When he broke off with that Wallace woman, she told the whole Saturday morning crowd at the beauty shop about their sordid little affair.” Tricia lowered her voice secretively. “And I do mean every detail. We were all embarrassed for her because the poor dear was more than just a little drunk. But still we hinged on every scintillating word. If he’s half as good as she claimed, well…” Tricia ended with a sly wink.


“I take it that Mr. Boudreaux is the town stud,” Schyler said.


“He nails anything that wears a skirt.”


“That’s where you’re wrong, honey,” Tricia said, correcting her husband. “From what I hear, he’s very particular. And why not? He can afford to pick and choose. He has women all over the parish practically throwing themselves at him.”


“Heaven, Louisiana’s equivalent to Don Juan.” Dismissing the topic, Ken returned to his cobbler.


Tricia wasn’t yet ready to shelve it. “Don’t sound so sour. You’re just jealous.”


“Jealous? Jealous of a no ’count, bastard, ne’er-do-well, who doesn’t have two nickels in his jeans?”


“Honey, when talk comes around to what he has in his jeans, the ladies are not referring to money. And apparently what he’s got in his jeans makes him more valuable than pure gold.” Tricia gave her husband a feline smile. “But you’ve got no need to worry. The earthy type has never appealed to me. You must admit, though, that Cash is a fascinating character.” She turned to Schyler. “Where’d you run into him?”


“Here.”


“Here?” Ken’s spoon halted midway between his bowl of cobbler and his mouth. “At Belle Terre?”


“He said he was gathering roots.”


“For his potions.”


Schyler stared at Tricia, who had supplied what she seemed to think was a logical explanation. “Potions?”


“He took up where Monique left off.” Schyler continued to stare confusedly at her sister. “Don’t tell me you didn’t know that Monique Boudreaux was a witch.”


“I’d always heard the rumors, of course. But they were ridiculous.”


“They were not! Why do you think Daddy let trash like that live on Belle Terre all those years? He was afraid she’d put a curse on us all if he ran her off.”


“You’re guilty of melodrama as usual, Tricia,” Ken said. “Actually, Schyler, Monique was what is known as a traiteur, a treater. It’s a Cajun custom. She cured people, or so they claimed. Right up till the day she died she was doling out tonics and tinctures.”


“Traditionally, treaters are left-handed and usually women, but folks around here seem to believe that Cash inherited his mama’s powers.”


“She didn’t have any powers, Tricia,” Ken said impatiently.


“Listen,” she said, slapping the edge of the table with her palm for emphasis, “I happen to know for a fact that Monique Boudreaux was a witch.”


“Malicious gossip.”


Tricia glared at her husband. “I know it firsthand. One day in town, she looked at me with those big, dark, evil eyes of hers and that afternoon I got my period. It was two weeks early and I’ve never had cramps that bad before or since.”


“If Monique possessed any special powers, she used them to make people feel better, not worse,” Ken said. “Her potions and incantations had been passed down since the eighteenth century from the Acadians. They’re harmless and so was she.”


“Hardly. Those healing traditions were combined with African voodoo when the Acadians came to Louisiana. Black magic.”


Ken frowned at Tricia. “Monique Boudreaux wasn’t into voodoo. And she wasn’t evil. Just different. And very beautiful. Which is why most of the women in this town, including you, want to believe she was a witch.”


“Who actually knew her, you or me? You’d only been living here a little while before she died.”


“I’ve heard tell.”


“Well, you’ve heard wrong. Besides, she was getting old and all her former beauty had faded.”


“That’s a woman’s point of view. I tell you she was still a good-looking woman.”


“What about Cash?” Schyler cut into what she could see was becoming a full-fledged marital disagreement. It hadn’t taken long for her to realize that the Howells’ marriage fell short of being sublime. She tried her Christian best not to take pleasure in that.


“What does Cash do for a living?” Schyler could tell the question surprised them. They stared at her for a moment before Ken answered.


“He works for us, for Crandall Logging.”


Schyler assimilated that. Or tried to. Cash Boudreaux was on her family’s payroll. He had hardly behaved deferentially that afternoon. His manner hadn’t befitted an employee in the presence of an employer. “Doing what?”


“He’s a logger. Plain and simple.” Having demolished the cobbler, Ken wiped his mouth and tossed down his napkin.


“Not quite that plain or that simple, Schyler,” Tricia amended. “He’s a sawhand, a loader, he drives the skidder. He selects the trees for cutting. He does just about all of it.”


“Shame, isn’t it,” Ken said, “that a man his age, and as smart as he seems to be, has no more ambition than that?”


“Does he still live in that shanty on the bayou?”


“Sure does. He leaves us alone. We leave him alone. Cotton has to deal with him down at the landing, but other than that we all give each other wide berth. Can’t imagine him coming close to the house today. He and Cotton had words when Monique died. Cotton wanted to move Cash out. Somehow Cash talked Cotton into letting him stay. Cotton’s trust is commendable.”


“It’s also selfish,” Tricia said. “He needs Cash.”


“He might need him, but he doesn’t like it. I think he’s a fool for trusting the man. I wouldn’t trust Cash Boudreaux as far as I could throw him.” Suddenly Ken leaned across the table and looked at Schyler with concern. “He didn’t do or say anything offensive, did he?”


“No, no. We just exchanged a few words.” And a touch. And a gaze. Both had conveyed as much contempt as sensuality. Schyler didn’t know which disturbed her the most, his interest or his suggested animosity. “I was curious about him, that’s all. It’s been years since I’d heard anything about him. I didn’t expect him to still be around.”


“Well, if he ever gets out of line with you, you let me know.”


“And what will you do? Beat him up?” Tricia’s laughter ricocheted off the crystal teardrops of the chandelier overhead. “Some say Cash stayed in the jungles of Vietnam a tad too long. He kept reenlisting in the marine corps because he loved the fighting and killing so much. Came back meaner than he went, and he was already meaner than sin. I doubt you could pose a threat to him, honey.”


Schyler could feel the undercurrents of enmity between husband and wife rising again. “I’m sure that’s the last I’ll see of Mr. Boudreaux.” She scooted back her chair. “Excuse me, please. I’m going to freshen up before I go to the hospital.”


The bedroom she was sleeping in now was the same one she had as a child. Through three large rectangular windows she had a view of the back of the property, the greenhouse, what had at one time been a smokehouse and now served as a toolshed, the barn that housed several horses, and the detached garage. Beyond the outbuildings which were all painted white to match the main house, was the woods, and beyond the trees, the bayou.


She closed the bedroom door behind her and stood with her back against it. She paused to appreciate the room she’d missed so much. The hardwood floor was dotted with area rugs that were worn and faded and would bring a premium price should they ever be sold, which they wouldn’t be. Schyler would never part with anything that belonged in or to Belle Terre.


All the furniture in the room was made of oak, aged to a golden patina that kept the pieces from looking heavy and masculine. The walls were painted saffron, all the woodwork white. The bedspread, chair cushions, and drapes were white as well. She had insisted on that the last time the room had been redecorated. She hadn’t wanted any of the furnishings to detract from the simple beauty of the room itself.


The only modern touch was the bookshelf. It was still cluttered with childhood and teenage memorabilia. She had resolved to clean out and throw away the yearbooks and dried corsages and yellowing party invitations many times. But nostalgia would always override her pragmatism. Nevertheless, she decided that before she returned to London she would give this room a thorough housecleaning and get rid of that junk.


The small adjoining bathroom hadn’t been changed. It still had a white porcelain pedestal sink and claw-foot bathtub. She rinsed her face and hands in the sink and, using the framed mirror over it, retouched her makeup and brushed her hair. When she lifted the loose, dark blond curls off her neck, she noticed the pink bump on the side of her throat. A mosquito bite.


They know the best places to bite, she remembered Cash saying.


She tossed down the hairbrush impatiently and, picking up her purse and rental car keys off the bureau in the bedroom, went downstairs. Tricia was speaking animatedly into the telephone receiver in the formal parlor. It was joined to the informal parlor by sliding wooden doors that disappeared into the connecting walls. The doors were always kept open, making one large room out of the two, but each half was still referred to by its traditional name.


The adoptive sisters waved good-bye to each other. Schyler walked through the wide hallway and out onto the veranda. She was on the second step down when Ken spoke to her. He left the rocker he’d been sitting in and came to join her on the step. Encircling her upper arm, he led her toward her car, which was parked in the drive. It made a semicircle in front of the house, then ran along one side of it to the back and the garage.


“Let me drive you to the hospital,” he offered.


“No thanks. You and Tricia went this morning. It’s my turn.”


“I don’t mind.”


“I know, but there’s no need.”


He turned her to face him. “I didn’t offer because I thought you needed a ride. I offered because we haven’t had a second alone since you got here.”


Schyler didn’t like the direction the conversation was taking, nor Ken’s confidential tone. She politely but firmly disengaged her arm. “That’s right, Ken. We haven’t. And I think that’s best, don’t you?”


“Best for whom?”


“For all of us.”


“Not for me.”


“Ken, please.” Schyler tried to sidestep him, but he headed her off. Facing her again and standing close, he ran his fingers down her cheek.


“Schyler, Schyler. I’ve missed you like hell. Jesus, can you imagine what it was like for me to see you again?”


“No, what was it like?” Her voice was harsh as were her accusing eyes.


He frowned with chagrin and withdrew his hand. “I can imagine how you felt when we found out that Tricia was pregnant.”


Schyler’s laugh was bitter. “No, you can’t. Not unless you’ve been betrayed like that. Not unless the planet has been jerked out from under you. You can’t know what I felt like at all.” She wet her lips and shook her head as if to ward off an attack of insurmountable depression. “I’ve got to go.”


Again she tried to walk around him and again he impeded her. “Schyler, wait. We’ve got to talk about this.”


“No.”


“You hightailed it to London without ever giving me a chance to explain.”


“What was there to explain? We were about to announce our engagement to be married when Tricia upstaged us by announcing that she was pregnant with your baby. Your baby, Ken,” she repeated, stressfully enunciating each word.


He gnawed his lower lip, his only concession to a guilty conscience. “We’d had a fight, remember?”


“A quarrel. A stupid, lovers’ quarrel. I don’t even remember what it was about. But it must have been over a real bone of contention with you because you wasted no time in sleeping with my sister.”


“I didn’t know she would get pregnant.”


Schyler was speechless. She didn’t remember obtuseness being one of Ken’s character traits. Six years was a long time. She had changed. Apparently so had Ken. Still, it was incredible that he missed the point.


“It was inconsequential that she conceived, Ken. It hurt me just as much to know that she could be pregnant with your baby.”


He took a step closer and caught her shoulders. “Schyler, you’re blaming the wrong party here. Tricia came on to me something fierce. Hell, I’m only a man. I was depressed. I was missing you. At first I thought she just wanted to comfort me, you know, sympathize, but then—”


“I don’t want to hear this.”


“But I want you to,” he said, shaking her slightly. “I’ve got to make you understand. She, well, you know, started flirting with me, flattering me. One thing led to another. She kissed me. Next thing I know, we’re making out. It just happened once.” Schyler looked at him with patent disbelief. “Okay, maybe a few times, but it never meant anything. I screwed her, yeah, but I loved you.” He tightened his grip on her shoulders. “I still do.”


Angrily, Schyler threw off his grasping hands. “Don’t you dare say that to me. It insults us both. You are my sister’s husband.”


“But we’re not happy.”


“Tough. I am.”


“With that Mark character you work for?”


“Yes. Yes, with that Mark character. Mark Houghton has been wonderful to me. I love him. He loves me.”


“Not like we loved each other.”


She laughed shortly. “Nothing like the way we loved each other. Mark and I share a kind of love you would never understand. But whatever my relationship with Mark, it has no bearing on ours. You’re married to Tricia. Whether or not your marriage is happy or dismal is no concern of mine.”


“I don’t believe you.”


He quickly drew her to him and kissed her. Hard. She recoiled and made a small choking sound when his tongue speared into her mouth. But he didn’t stop kissing her.


For a moment she allowed it, curious as to what her reaction would be. She discovered, quite surprisingly, that Ken’s kiss evoked nothing but revulsion. She dug her fists into his chest and pushed him away. Saying nothing, she quickly got into the rented Cougar and started the motor. She floorboarded the accelerator and put the car into motion with a spray of crushed shells.




Chapter Four


From the cover of a palmetto, Cash watched Schyler drive away, leaving Ken staring wistfully after her. He waited until Howell had dejectedly climbed the steps and entered the house before he slipped into the deeper shadows of the woods and headed toward the bayou.


“So that’s how the wind blows,” he said to himself.


In Heaven everybody knew everybody’s business. The scandal six years ago involving the Crandall sisters had started tongues wagging. The town had buzzed with gossip for months after Schyler’s defection to London and speculation on when she would return had varied. Some said weeks. Others said she might sulk for a month or two. No one betted on it being years before she came home, and only then because her daddy’s life was in jeopardy.


But Schyler Crandall was back at Belle Terre and, apparently, back in her old lover’s arms. If that kiss was any indication, it didn’t matter to her that Howell was married to her sister. Maybe she rationalized that she had had him first and that turnabout was fair play.


What mystified Cash was why either woman would want Ken Howell. He must pack more of a punch than it seemed he could. Howell had been known to frequent the upstairs bedrooms of the area honky-tonks, but no more than any other man. He never chased after women who were married, single, or somewhere in between. And he always paid for his extramarital dalliances. Women weren’t one of his vices.


Whatever made Ken Howell attractive to the Crandall sisters escaped Cash. In his opinion, Howell was a sanctimonious son of a bitch. He’d been raised to look down his nose at anybody who wasn’t in the social register. Howell had conveniently forgotten that when his folks died in a plane crash, they had left behind more liens than legacy. He still considered all but the upper crust of society inferior to him.


Maybe he also considered himself above morality and felt justified in having a wife in the house and a lover on the veranda.


Deep in thought, Cash continued walking through the forest. He moved through the trees with a stealth that had been developed in childhood and refined with taxpayers’ money. The marine corps had honed his natural talent and developed it into a fine art. He didn’t have to think twice about finding his way, which was good since he was lost in thought about Schyler Crandall.


It didn’t make sense to him that that much woman would want a pompous wimp like Howell. Not that Schyler was a lot of woman physically. He was certain he could almost close his hands around her waist and he would welcome a chance to prove it. Her hips were full enough to make a sensual curve from her slender waist. While her breasts weren’t large enough to win a wet T-shirt contest, he was sure she’d find it uncomfortable to sleep on her stomach without making adjustments. He’d been well aware of their shape beneath her blouse.


Thinking of that made Cash smile. Was there a set of tits on any living woman that he didn’t take notice of? With that expertise to qualify him, he could say that Schyler Crandall’s figure wasn’t voluptuous, but remarkable just the same.


She put that figure to full advantage, too. It wasn’t so much her body that made her wholly woman, but what she did with it. The graceful way she moved. The feminine gestures she unconsciously made with those slender, ringless hands. The long legs and narrow feet. The expressive movements of her light brown eyes. And all that sweet, honey blond hair.


She was woman through and through. Cash wondered if she knew that. It was doubtful she did. But he sure as hell did.


Irritated with himself for dwelling on her, he stepped into the pirogue that he’d left on the bank of the bayou. He picked up the long pole and used it to push off. As silent as his guerrilla progress through the nighttime jungle, the canoe cut as cleanly as a blade through the still, murky waters of Laurent Bayou.


Since he was several years older than Schyler—he wasn’t sure just how many because Monique hadn’t been a stickler for dates and was never sure exactly what his birthday was—Cash had watched her grow up from a pretty little girl with flaxen braids into the woman she now was.


As a child, being driven around by proud papa Cotton in his newest Cadillac convertible, she had always worn hair ribbons that matched her lace-trimmed dresses. Always so prim. While Cotton looked on proudly, she had entertained his friends with her precociousness.


But she hadn’t been like that all the time. Every now and then the little doll had stepped out of her bandbox. From his hiding places in the woods, Cash had often seen her riding Cotton’s horses barebacked and barefooted, hair flying, face flushed and sweaty.


He wondered if she still rode horseback. And if she did, did she ride hell-bent for leather like she used to when nobody but him was looking?


That image of her made his sex stretch and grow hard against his zipper. He wiped the sweat that beaded his forehead on his sleeve and cursed the vicious heat. Ordinarily he wouldn’t have even noticed it.


But Schyler Crandall had come home. Nothing was ordinary.


*     *     *


Schyler noticed how stifling the heat was as she left the car and made the short walk to the air-conditioned lobby of the two-story hospital. By the time she stepped through the automatic doors, her clothes were sticking to her. Maybe she should have showered and changed before coming to the hospital.


As she waited for the elevator, she surreptitiously checked herself in the mirrored wall and decided that she looked far from outstanding, but okay. There was a grass stain on the hem of her full cotton skirt and her sleeveless blouse was wrinkled, but in this part of the country everybody wore cotton in the summertime. Everybody looked wilted by late afternoon. It was a given that the heat and humidity would inflict their damages, so they were generally ignored.


The very thought of wearing stockings was suffocating. She’d left on her sandals. Her only pieces of jewelry were a plain watch with a leather strap and the gold hoops in her ears. They were eighteen carat but unostentatious. Her shoulder bag was expensive and of the highest quality, but since the designer’s signature wasn’t obvious, no one would be impressed, even if he recognized the Italian’s name.


In the mirror Schyler saw a woman who looked perilously close to her thirtieth birthday. It wasn’t the maturity in her face that bothered her, but that she didn’t have more to show for those thirty years. No career to speak of. No husband. No children. Not even an address she could call her own.


Her accomplishments added up to nil. She hadn’t been able to move forward because of the memories that kept her shackled to the past. By coming home, she had wanted to lay to rest the most disturbing of those memories. She had hoped that the ambiguities surrounding her feelings for Ken Howell would be resolved.


Instead, his kiss had only confused her further. She no longer loved him, not with the intensity she had before. That she knew. What she didn’t know was why. She couldn’t pinpoint the reason why her heart didn’t trip over itself each time he looked at her, why she hadn’t dissolved at the touch of his lips on hers.


For six years Ken Howell had been preserved in her mind as she had first seen him, a dashing student leader on the Tulane campus, a stunning basketball star. He was from a good family, in solid with New Orleans society. He was a business administration major; his future had held nothing but bright promise. And he had chosen Schyler Crandall, the reigning belle of Laurent Parish, to pin his fraternity pin on.


They went together for two years. As soon as both had graduated, marriage seemed a natural progression. Then they had had a silly falling out, a misunderstanding over something so trivial as to be insignificant. They didn’t date each other for several months.


Schyler never considered the break irrevocable and she had viewed the temporary separation as healthy for the relationship. It gave them time to date others and make certain that they wanted each other for life.


When Ken finally relented and called her, he wanted desperately to see her. Their reconciliation was tender and passionate by turns. He was impatient to get married; she felt the same. They set a tentative date for their wedding and asked both families to gather at Belle Terre for a party.


But Tricia stole the show.


She wore blue that day, a shade exactly the color of her eyes. Schyler had told her earlier how pretty she looked. Schyler had loved the entire world that day. Everybody and everything was beautiful.


In the midst of all the gaiety, Tricia had sidled up to Ken and taken his hand. “Everybody, everybody, can I please have your attention?” When the laughter and conversation died down, she smiled up at Ken and said, “Honey, I suppose I should have told you first and in private, but it seems so appropriate to tell you now, when the people we love most dearly are here with us.” Then she had drawn a deep breath and, with a jubilant smile, announced, “I’m going to have your baby.”


According to his facial expression, Ken was as stunned as anyone there. He looked flabbergasted, embarrassed, ill. But he didn’t deny his responsibility, not even when Schyler turned to him with disbelief and silently begged him to.


Any solution other than marriage was out of the question. Within days and with very little fanfare, Tricia and Ken were married in a civil ceremony. Eight weeks later Tricia miscarried.


But by that time, Schyler had left for Europe. When news of the miscarriage reached her, she felt nothing. Her heart had been as empty as Tricia’s womb. Their betrayal had left her numb.


In many ways, she still was. So when the bad memories darkly obscured the good ones, Ken’s kiss evoked nothing but revulsion.


Stepping off the elevator on the second floor of the hospital, Schyler thought that if Cotton didn’t pull out of this, that if he died as a result of the massive heart attack, at least he would die in the knowledge that his life had amounted to something. So far, the same could not be said of her.


Before she returned to England, she must come to terms with her feelings for Tricia and Ken and their treachery. If she didn’t, she might remain stagnant forever. Until her mind and heart had finally closed the door on the past, she would be like a stalled engine, going nowhere, accomplishing nothing.


“Good evening,” she said to the nurse she met in the hallway. “How is my father?”


“Hello, Miss Crandall. There’s no change. The doctor asked earlier if you had come in. He wants to see you.”


“He can find me outside my father’s room.”


“I’ll tell him.”


The nurse moved away to find the doctor. Schyler continued down the corridor toward the last ICU. Through a narrow window she saw Cotton lying in a bed, connected to machines that bleeped and blinked his discouraging vital signs.


Schyler’s own heart ached to see the man she adored in this condition. Cotton, if he was aware of it, would hate being helpless. He had never been dependent on anyone. Now, the most elemental body functions were being done for him by sophisticated machinery. It didn’t seem possible that such a robust man could be lying there motionless, colorless, useless.


Laying her palm against the cool glass, Schyler whispered, “Daddy, what’s wrong? Tell me.”


Their estrangement had roots in that horrible day when the gods had decided that Schyler Crandall had had enough good luck and had hurled a life’s worth of misfortune at her in the space of one afternoon.


After the bewildered guests had departed, after Ken and Tricia had left to handle the necessary legal aspects of getting married, Schyler had gone to Cotton, expecting him to envelope her in his loving and sympathetic embrace.


Instead he’d metamorphosed into a stranger. He refused to look directly at her. He brusquely set her aside when she collapsed against his wide chest. He treated her coolly. Until that day Schyler had been the apple of his eye. But on that miserable afternoon, when Schyler suggested that she go abroad for a while, Cotton had approved the idea. He hadn’t been angry. He hadn’t ranted and raved. She wished he had. That would have been familiar. She could have dealt with his short temper.


But he had treated her with indifference. That had pierced Schyler to the core. Cotton was indifferent only to people he had absolutely no use for. Schyler could not understand why her father no longer showed the tender affection she so desperately needed.


So she had left Belle Terre and moved to London. The rift between Cotton and her had grown wider with each year. Other than a letter every several months, and a few civil but chilly telephone conversations on holidays, they had had no formal contact.


He didn’t seem to mind. It was as though he’d dismissed her from his life for good. She didn’t want him to die harboring the secret grudge. Her greatest fear was that she would never know what had turned him against her, what had changed her from pet to pariah.


“I’m not going to have two patients on my hands, am I?”


The doctor’s voice roused her. She raised her bowed head and wiped tears off her cheeks. “Hello, Dr. Collins.” She smiled waveringly. “I’m fine. Just very tired.” He looked skeptical but didn’t pursue it, for which Schyler was grateful. “Any change?”


Jeffrey Collins was a young man who had decided to set up practice in a small community hospital rather than battle the competition in a large city. As he studiously consulted the chart on Cotton Crandall, he reminded Schyler of a boy about to give an oral book report in front of the class, wanting to do well.


“Nothing significant.”


“Is that good or bad?”


“Depends on which way you look at it. If it’s a change for the worse, we’d rather do without.”


“Of course.”


“What the patient needs is bypass surgery. Triple, maybe quadruple. The pictures of his chest indicate that.” He snapped closed the metal cover of the chart. “But he isn’t strong enough yet. We’ve got to wait, build up his strength, and hope that he doesn’t have another attack before we can go in.”


“ ‘We’?”


“The resident cardiologist, the general surgeon, and I.”


She looked away, trying to think of a graceful way to put what she had to say. “Dr. Collins, at the risk of sounding ungrateful for everything you’ve already done, and doubtful of your ability—”


“You wonder if I know what the hell I’m doing?”


She smiled helplessly. “Yes. Do you know what the hell you’re doing?”


“I don’t blame you for wondering. We’re a small hospital. But the financial backers who built this facility, your father included, spared no expense. The equipment has the latest technology available. The staff is well paid. We’re not doctors and surgeons who couldn’t find jobs anywhere else. It’s just that we wanted a small-town environment for our families.”


“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply that you weren’t competent or qualified.”


He held up his hand, indicating that no offense had been taken. “When the time comes for surgery, if you want to have Mr. Crandall moved to another hospital, I’ll be glad to make the arrangements for you and do whatever it takes to move him safely. I wouldn’t advise that he be moved now, however.”


“Thank you, doctor. I appreciate your candor. I hope you appreciate mine.”


“I do.”


“And I don’t think it’ll be necessary to have him transferred.”


“That’s gratifying to know.”


They smiled at each other. “Can I go in and see him now?”


“Two minutes. By the way, I recommend that you catch up on your meals and start getting more rest. You look none too healthy yourself. Good night.”


He set off down the hall with a confident stride that belied his wet-behind-the-ears appearance. Schyler took comfort in that as she nodded a greeting to the nurse monitoring the life-saving equipment and stepped into the ICU. Despite the bright fluorescent lighting, the room was sepulchral.


She tiptoed to the bed. Cotton’s eyes were closed. A tube had been inserted into his mouth, held in place by tape across his lips. Smaller tubes had been placed in his nostrils. Wires and conduits and catheters attached to the various machines disappeared beneath the sheet covering him. She could only guess at their unpleasant functions.


The only thing that was familiar was his shock of white hair. Tears blurred her eyes as Schyler reached out and ran her fingers through it. “I love you, Daddy.” He didn’t stir. “Forgive me for whatever I did.” She used up the full two minutes before she kissed his forehead and quietly left the room.


Only after the door closed behind her did Cotton Crandall open his eyes.




Chapter Five


Tricia and Ken were in the throes of an argument. From the steps of the veranda, Schyler could see them through the parlor windows. An authentic Aubusson rug was their arena. They were squared off across its muted, pastel pattern. Their voices were muffled, so she couldn’t distinguish individual words. She didn’t have to. They were gesturing angrily.


Stepping out of the wedge of light coming through the window, she went back down the steps. She didn’t want to intrude or have them see her, especially if she were the source of the squabble.


Surely Tricia hadn’t seen Ken kissing her before she left for the hospital. Tricia wouldn’t have stayed undercover, waiting until Schyler left to confront her husband. She would have charged out of the house immediately and challenged them both.


The visit to the hospital had left Schyler emotionally drained. She didn’t want to join the fracas going on in the formal parlor, so she left her purse and keys lying on the hood of her car and struck out across the lawn.


Maybe the exercise would exhaust her enough to make her sleep. She had been tired every night since her arrival but had lain awake, thinking about Cotton, thinking about Tricia and Ken, thinking about them sleeping together in the room down the hall from hers. She hated herself for still caring about that. But she did.


And because she did, it was curious that Ken’s kiss hadn’t affected her more than it had. For the last six years she had fancied herself still in love with him. The first kiss, after so long and heartbreaking a separation, should have electrified her, regardless that she was kissing her sister’s husband. Yet all she had felt was a vague sadness, a sense of loss, which she couldn’t explain.


That was just one of the things troubling Schyler as she made her way across the wide lawn and entered the surrounding forest. The evening air was sultry, only marginally cooler than it had been at sunset. Her footsteps disturbed patches of mist that hovered above the ground. Ethereally, it swirled around her ankles and climbed her calves. It could have been a spooky sensation, but Schyler regarded these patches of fog as friendly.


She followed the narrow path that paralleled the road for a few hundred yards before angling off to the left. From there, it meandered through the woods on a gradual decline until it reached the fertile banks of the bayou.


Here, on the higher terrain, there were a few hardwoods, trailing the harmless Spanish moss from their branches. But mostly there were pines, reproducing themselves prolifically until they gave way to the cypress and willow and cottonwood that claimed the muddy shore of the bayou as their domain.


Almost as soon as she could say her ABCs, Schyler could name every tree in the woods. She had never forgotten them. She remembered Cotton’s forestry lessons well. She knew the forest by sight, touch, and smell. Her ears could still attach a label to each familiar sound.


Expect one.


And it came upon her so swiftly that she didn’t even have time to wonder about it until the vicious, snarling dog was blocking her path.


The animal had seemingly emerged from hell and sprung out of the marshy ground to stand only a few feet in front of her. His body was sturdy, with a deep and heavily muscled chest. His face was triangular and had a blunt snout. His sharply pointed tail curved in an upward arc that was aggressive and hostile. He was short-haired, an unattractive, mottled blend of black and brown and tan. Wide-set eyes glittered up at her. His snarling mouth drooled. He stood with his feet planted far apart, like a sailor on the deck of a tall ship. He was ugly, extremely ugly, the most menacing creature Schyler had ever seen. His sinister growl was terrifying in itself.


Instinctively she sucked in and held her breath. Her heart was pounding so hard it hurt. When she raised her hand to it, the animal lurched forward and gave three sharp, rapping barks.


She froze, not wanting to alarm the dog by moving a muscle. “Down, boy, down.” The words were ridiculously trite. This wasn’t an amiable pet. There wasn’t a single friendly aspect to his character. This animal was a killer. His growl modified to a low vibration in his throat, but Schyler wasn’t foolish enough to think that he was backing down.


Crying out for help would be futile. She was too far from the house. Besides, the sudden noise might provoke the short-tempered animal to attack her. But this Mexican standoff couldn’t last forever. She decided to chance a half step backward. The dog didn’t seem to notice, so she took another. Then another.


When she had put several yards between them, she decided to turn and make her way swiftly along the path toward the house. She wouldn’t break into a run because he was certain to chase her. But she wouldn’t waste any time either.


Dreading the risky result, she turned. The instant she did, the dog barked another sharp threat. The sound was so abrupt, so startling and loud, that she stumbled and fell. The dog lunged at her. Schyler rolled to her back, covered her face with her forearm, and knocked the powerful animal aside with the other.


Actually coming into physical contact with him was like living a hideous nightmare. His moist breath was hot on her arm. She felt the scrape of sharp teeth on her skin. Either his saliva or her own blood felt sticky and wet as it trickled over her wrist. The bone in her arm almost cracked upon impact with the dog’s broad skull. The blow numbed the nerves for several seconds.


She had no doubt that the animal would rip out her throat if she couldn’t stop it. Acting on sheer survival instinct, she groped behind her and picked up the first thing she laid her hand on, a fallen pine branch about as big around as her wrist. When the dog launched his next attack, she whacked him in the face as hard as she could. The blow landed solidly but didn’t deter him. Indeed, it only infuriated him more.


Swinging the pine branch wildly and, as a consequence, ineffectually, Schyler struggled to her feet and started to run. As she slashed her way through the trees, the dog was literally on her heels. She felt his teeth snapping at her thrashing ankles. Several times she barely escaped his clenching jaws.


Suddenly, from out of nowhere, two brilliant lights cut through the forest as smoothly as a scythe through tall grass. They stopped on her like a searchlight that had found its target, blinding her. Mist and dust danced eerily in the twin beams. Reflexively, Schyler crossed her arms over her eyes.


A piercing whistle rent the still, humid air. She sensed the dog’s immediate attention. He ceased his snarling and barking and came to an abrupt standstill. Another shrill whistle galvanized him. He sped past her. His sweaty body brushed against her bare leg, nearly knocking her down. He plunged through the undergrowth in the direction of the bright lights.


Schyler realized then that in her headlong plunge, she had almost reached the road. The lights belonged to a vehicle that had pulled to the shoulder. The steering wheel had been cut sharply to direct the headlights into the woods. She blinked into focus the shape of a pickup truck, made spectral by the cloud of dust that swirled around it.


The noises coming from the truck were surreal. The engine was wheezing and knocking. And from the back of the truck came the raucous sound of barking dogs. They were in a frenzied state, rattling their metal cages as they clambered to get out. Schyler couldn’t tell how many there were, but it sounded like every hound in hell.


She reversed her direction and fled in terror, certain that soon the whole bloodthirsty pack would be unleashed on her. She risked looking over her shoulder. The truck was backing up, the gears grinding. Then it turned onto the road and lumbered away. The forest was plunged into darkness again.


But the barking continued, so Schyler kept running from it, blindly clawing her way through the dense trees that had become alien. The moss that brushed against her cheek now was terrifying. Roots and vines were snares that wrapped around her ankles and tried to trap her in this nightmare. In vain, she fought off the mist that rose to embrace her in its ghostly arms.


She actually screamed when she was brought up hard against a solid, impregnable body. She fought it, struggling to scratch and claw her way free. She was lifted up; her feet left the ground. She used them to kick.


“Stop it! What in hell’s name is the matter with you?”


Despite her terror, Schyler realized that this phantom in her nightmare had a very human voice. He felt human, too. She flung her head back and looked up at him. It was the devil, all right.


Cash Boudreaux was gazing down at her curiously. Several seconds lapsed, then he swung her up in his arms. Schyler was too relieved to argue. The dog’s attack was still too recent for her not to welcome a larger, stronger presence than herself.


Her breath came in short, swift pants that fanned his throat. She clutched the front of his shirt. She shuddered with revulsion at the recollection of the dog’s slobbering, snarling mouth. But when the remnant horror began to recede, embarrassment set in.


She drew in a long, unsteady breath. “You can put me down now, Mr. Boudreaux. I’m fine.” He didn’t set her down. He didn’t even stop but kept walking in the direction of the bayou. “Did you hear me?”


“Oui.”


“Then please put me down. This is nice of you, but—”


“I’m not being nice. It’s just more convenient to carry you than drag you along behind me.”


“That’s my point. I can manage alone.”


“You couldn’t stand up. You’re shaking too bad.”


That was true. From the marrow out, she was quaking like a dead leaf in a gale. Willing, at least for the moment, to concede the point to him, she let him carry her. “You’re going the wrong way. The house is back there.”


“I know where the house is.” There was a trace of sarcasm in his voice. “I thought you might be running scared from something or someone there.”


“What would I be afraid of there?”


“You tell me.”


“For your information, I was attacked by a… a dog.” Her voice cracked. It was mortifying to feel tears in her eyes but she couldn’t help it.


Boudreaux stopped in his tracks. “A dog? A dog attacked you?” She nodded. “I heard the barking,” he said. “Were you bitten?”


“I think so. I’m not sure. I ran.”


“Jesus.”


He started down the path again, walking more quickly now. The chorus of bullfrogs grew louder. Schyler recognized the willows, whose long, trailing branches bent toward the still, murky waters like a penitent paying homage. This branch of the bayou was distributary, drawing water out of the wider, freer flowing Laurent Bayou. It was a narrow creek. The waters flowed sluggishly if at all, making it appear almost stagnant.


There was a pirogue lying half in, half out of the water. Agilely, Cash put one foot in it and leaned down to deposit Schyler in the narrow, canoe-type boat. Taking a book of matches from the breast pocket of his shirt, he struck one and lit a kerosene lantern. The yellow light made his eyes appear as sinister as the wildcats that prowled the swamps. He blew out the match and turned up the lantern.


“What were you doing here?” she asked with a detached curiosity.


“Hauling in the day’s catch.” He nodded toward a net trap that was partially submerged in the shallow water. Several dozen red swamp crayfish were squirming inside.


“You seem to have a propensity for trespassing where you don’t belong.”


He didn’t defend himself. “Here, have a drink.”


A pint bottle of bourbon was lying in the bottom of the pirogue. He twirled off the cap and passed the bottle to her. She regarded it blankly. “Go on,” he said impatiently. “It’s not moonshine and it’s not bootleg. I bought it this afternoon from a respectable liquor store.”


“I’d rather not.”


He leaned forward, his face looking satanic in the lantern light. “When you plowed into me you looked like you’d seen a ghost. I don’t have any crystal glasses or silver ice buckets like up at Belle Terre. I’m sure it’s not as fancy a cocktail as you’re used to, but it’ll give you a good, swift kick in the gut, which is what you need to stop your shakes. Now take a drink, goddammit.”


Not liking anything he had said, liking less the imperious way he’d said it, Schyler yanked the pint of liquor from him and tipped it to her mouth. Cotton had taught her to drink, just like he’d taught her to do everything else. But he’d taught her to drink like a lady, in a manner Macy had approved of. The hefty swig of bourbon she drew out of Cash Boudreaux’s pint scalded her throat and every inch of her esophagus along its way to her stomach where it exploded with the impetus of a dying sun.


She gave a hoarse, unladylike cough, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and passed the bottle to him. He took it from her and, staring at her with amusement, drank from it himself. “More?”


“No, thank you.”


He took another drink before recapping the bottle and tossing it into the bottom of the pirogue. He climbed in and crouched down in front of Schyler. “Did he get you anywhere beside the arm?”


Schyler gasped when he reached out and encircled her wrist, drawing her arm closer to the lantern. His touch elicited a tingle, but what alarmed her was that her arm was oozing blood from several ugly scratches. “I didn’t realize. My God.”


His fingers were warm, strong, and gentle as he probed the wounds, examining them carefully. “What did it look like?”


“The dog?” Schyler shivered. “Horrible. Ugly. Like a boxer. Sort of like a bulldog.”


“Must’ve been one of Jigger’s pit bulls.” Cash’s gaze rose to meet hers. “You were lucky to get off with no more than this. What’d you do to it?”


“Nothing!” she cried. “I was walking, through my own woods, and suddenly it sprang out of nowhere.”


“You didn’t provoke it?”


The dubious inflection in his voice made her angry. She jerked her arm free and surged to her feet. “I’m going to the hospital. Thank you—”


Cash shot up and loomed above her. His splayed hand landed solidly in the center of her chest and gave a slight push. “Sit down.”




Chapter Six


Her bottom landed hard on the rough seat that spanned the floor of the canoe. Incredulous, she stared up at him. “I’ll take care of you,” he said.


Schyler wasn’t accustomed to being manhandled. Nor was she accustomed to someone dictating to her. In light of the fact that she was on eye level with the fly of his tight jeans, she said as calmly as possible, “Thank you for what you’ve done, Mr. Boudreaux, but I think I need to let a professional look at this.”


“Some consider me a professional.” He knelt down in front of her again. “Besides, I refuse to take you to the hospital and you’d never get there under your own power.” His eyes lifted to hers again. His were mocking. “Of course you could always get your brother-in-law to take you.” He returned his attention to the bleeding wounds. “But you’d have to get to Belle Terre first, and I don’t think you’d make it.”


“I’ll need a rabies shot.” Even as she spoke the sudden realization aloud, she felt ill at the prospect of getting the series of painful shots.


Reaching around her for a leather pouch at the rear of the pirogue, Cash shook his head negatively. The light picked up strands of gold in his long, brown, wavy hair.


“None of Jigger’s dogs would have rabies. They’re too valuable.”


She watched with mingled fear and curiosity as he withdrew several opaque brown bottles from the pouch. None were labeled. “Are you referring to Jigger Flynn?”


“Oui.”


“Is he still around?”


Cash snorted a laugh. “Every whore in the parish would be out of business if he ever left.”


Jigger Flynn’s name conjured up childhood fears. Flynn was a reputed pimp and bootlegger, the occupation from which he’d derived his nickname. “My mother used to tell my sister and me that Jigger Flynn kidnapped little girls who didn’t behave,” Schyler said.


“She wasn’t far off.”


“At our house, he was one and the same with the Boogey Man. We would stare at his house with awe and fear whenever we drove past.”


“It’s still there.”


“Somebody should have locked that reprobate behind bars years ago.”


Cash smiled around a soft chuckle. “Not a chance. The sheriff’s office provides some of Jigger’s most frequent customers.”


Knowing that he was probably right, Schyler nodded vaguely. She’d also been distracted by Cash’s low laugh. It had touched an erogenous spot deep inside her. She pulled her arm from his grasp. “What is that?”


He had soaked a wad of cotton with the clear liquid from one of the brown bottles. He lifted it to her nose. The smell was pungently recognizable. “Plain ol’ everyday rubbing alcohol. And it’s going to burn like hell. Feel free to scream.”


Before she could properly brace herself for it, he applied the alcohol to the scratches on her forearm. She felt the wave of pain approaching before it crashed over her full force. She was determined not to scream, but she couldn’t hold back the choking sound that escaped before she rolled her lips inward and forcibly held it back.


Her stoicism seemed to amuse him. He was grinning as he laid aside the blood-soaked cotton. “This will help stop the stinging.” Quickly he uncorked another of the bottles he’d taken from the bag and, using his fingers, dabbed the contents onto her wounds. Now cleaned of blood, they didn’t look so serious. After liberally smearing them with the unguent, he bound her arm from wrist to elbow with gauze. “Keep it clean and dry for several days.”


“What was that you put on it?” Amazingly the wounds had stopped stinging.


“One of my mother’s homemade salves.” At her startled expression, he grinned sardonically. “It’s got bat’s eyes and ground spleen of warthog in it.” His eyes glittered in the lantern light. “Black magic,” he whispered.


“I never believed that your mother practiced black magic.”


His grin settled into a hard line of bitterness. “Then you were among few. Did the dog bite you anyplace else?”


Schyler nervously wet her lips. “He snapped at my ankles, but—”


She didn’t get a chance to finish before he flipped back her skirt and lay the hem well above her knees. Cupping the back of her calf in one hand, he lifted her foot to his thigh and turned it this way and that beneath the light.


“The scratches aren’t as deep. I’ll clean them, but they won’t need a bandage.” Checking the other ankle and finding that it only had one faint mark, he doused another ball of cotton with alcohol.


Schyler watched his capable left hand swab the scratches and bites on her ankles. She tried to think of what Ken had called these Cajuns who healed. She tried to think of anything except the intimacy of having her foot propped high on Cash Boudreaux’s thigh and his face practically in her lap.


“You said I was lucky to get off this light,” she said. “Has that dog attacked people before?”


“There was a kid, a few months back.”


“A child? That dog attacked a child?”


“I don’t know if it was that particular dog. Jigger’s got pit bulls with just enough mongrel in them to make them meaner than junkyard dogs.”


“What happened to make the dog attack the child?”


“They say the kid provoked it.”


“Who said that?”


He shrugged uncaringly. “Everybody. Look, I don’t have the details because it was none of my business.”


“Some of that gossip that doesn’t apply to you,” she said snidely.


“That’s right.”


“What happened to the child?”


“He got okay, I guess. I didn’t hear anything more about it after they took him to the hospital.”


“He had to be hospitalized? And no one did anything?”


“About what?”


“About the dogs. Didn’t Jigger have to pay a fine, anything like that?”


“It wasn’t Jigger’s fault. The kid was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


“It’s Jigger’s fault if the dog was running free.”


“I guess you’ve got a point. Those dogs are mean sons of bitches. He trains them to be. They have to be mean to fight in the pit.”


“The pit?”


He looked at her with derision and gave a dry, coughing laugh. “Haven’t you ever heard of pit bull terrier fights?”


“Of course I’ve heard of them. They’re illegal.”


“So is spitting on the sidewalk in front of the courthouse, but that doesn’t stop folks from doing it.”


He had finished treating the wounds on her ankles and was restoring his supplies, including Monique’s homemade, anesthetizing salve. Schyler shoved her skirt down over her knees. That didn’t escape his attention.


Ignoring his lecherous smile, she said, “You mean that pit bull fights are held around here?”


“Have been for years.”


“Jigger Flynn breeds dogs to kill and be killed?”


“Oui.”


“Well, somebody’s got to put a stop to that.”


Cash shook his head, obviously amused by the suggestion. “That wouldn’t sit too well with Jigger. His pit bulls are one of his most lucrative sidelines. They aren’t defeated in the pit too often.”


“As soon as I get to Belle Terre, I’m calling the sheriff.”


“I’d let it drop if I were you.”


“But that animal could have killed me!”


Moving suddenly, Cash closed his fingers around her throat and drew her face closer to his. “You haven’t been back very long, Miss Schyler. I’ll save you the trouble of finding this out for yourself.” He paused and stared deeply into her eyes. “Nothing in Laurent Parish has changed since you left. Maybe you’ve forgotten the first unwritten rule. If you don’t like something, you look the other way. Saves you a lot of grief. Got that?”


Because she was concentrating so hard on his fingers touching her skin, it took her a moment to comprehend his warning. “I hear you, but I won’t change my mind about this. I hate to think what would have happened if Flynn hadn’t come along when he did and called the dog back to the truck.”


“You’d’ve been chewed to pieces, and that would have been a damn shame, wouldn’t it? ’Cause you look pretty damn good just like you are.”


His thumb made a slow stroke along the base of her neck. When the pad of it swept over the rounded welt, he went back to investigate more closely. He rubbed it several times. “That mosquito got you, didn’t it?”


Schyler felt herself quickly losing control of the situation. The intensity in his eyes was thrilling, but it made her uncomfortable. She liked the structure of his stern face and the sexy inflection of his voice very much. She had covertly admired the breadth of his chest and the tapering shape of his torso. His thighs were lean and hard. The bulge between them testified that his reputation as a stud was well-founded.


But she was Schyler Crandall and knew better than to fall for Cash Boudreaux’s disreputable charm.


“Kindly let me go.”


He kept stroking her throat. “Not before I put something on that bite.”


“That won’t be necessary.”


However, she didn’t move when he removed his hand from around her neck and went foraging through the bag again, coming up with a small vial. He uncorked it. The scent of the oily substance was familiar and evoked memories of summer camp.


“You’re a phony witch doctor, Mr. Boudreaux. That’s Campho-Phenique.”


He grinned unapologetically. “Close.”


Schyler never knew why she didn’t deflect the hand that moved toward her neck again, why she sat still and let the pad of his index finger, slippery with the camphor-laden substance massage that small, red bump on her neck. She didn’t know why, having done that, she let his fingers explore her neck and chest for other welts, and, finding one beneath the neckline of her blouse, let him unbutton the first button. He slipped his hand inside and liberally coated the raised spot with the lotion.


His hand remained in the opening as he asked, “More?”


It was a loaded question. “No.”


“Sure?”


“Very sure.”


Slitted eyes revealed glints of amusement as he withdrew his hand and replaced the vial in his bag. Standing, he stepped out of the pirogue and offered a hand down to her. This time she declined to take it and came to her feet without assistance. But the moment she stood up, she swayed. Only his quick reaction prevented her from falling. Once again, he lifted her in his arms.


“Put me down. I’m fine.”


“You’re drunk.”


She was. A near impossibility on one swallow of booze. “You lied to me. That drink you gave me wasn’t liquor store whiskey.” He made a noncommittal sound that could have meant anything.


The three-quarter moon had risen above the tree line. As a result, the forest was brighter than it had been earlier. Cash made rapid progress through it, seeming to know even better than Schyler did where each curve in the path was and anticipating each low limb.


The frightening ordeal with the dog, not to mention the potent liquor, had left her listless and dizzy. She gave up trying to hold her head erect. Her cheek dropped to his chest. Her body went limp. Her shape molded pliantly against his. She couldn’t keep her eyelids open and they closed. When he came to a stop, she kept them closed for several seconds longer before opening them. They were standing in the shadow of the gazebo.
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