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      JOIN IN ON THE HIGH JINX!


      WILD JINX


      “Hill has filled this romance with her trademark whimsical humor, emotional dilemmas, and fun adventures. The characters are

         unforgettable and the dialogue clever… more fun than a barrel of frogs in Bayou Black.”

      


      —Booklist (starred review)
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      “4 Stars!… The newest Bayou sizzler… This is the cure for the common blues!”


      —Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine
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      “The story line combines plenty of humor with suspense, Cajun-style, as the LeDeux tribe up and meets the Jinx crew in an

         all-out wacky thriller.”

      


      —Midwest Book Review
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      “A thrilling, sexy romp through the Louisiana bayou… Hill is a master at combining hot, sexy characters, quirky family members,

         and humor into a spellbinding story that is impossible to put down.”

      


      —FallenAngelReviews.com


      “The riotous cast of characters… will keep you laughing from cover to cover… passionate encounters keep the sexual tension

         at a steady boil. The outlandish adventures of this wacky, wonderful family will make you wish you lived on the bayou!”

      


      —FreshFiction.com


      PEARL JINX


      “Some like it hot and hilarious, and Hill delivers both.”


      —Publishers Weekly
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      “A hysterical, fast-moving page-turner, and the sexy love story between Caleb and Clair make it an absolute must-read.”


      —RoundtableReviews.com
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      “4½ Stars! Hill’s books [are] inventive and heart-tugging. They are guaranteed mood boosters!”


      —Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine
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      “Hilarious… The characters are colorful and vibrant, coming alive with every turn of the page… Packed full of humor and adventure,

         sizzling SEAL sex, and enough romance to touch even the coldest heart… A real pearl.”

      


      —ARomanceReview.com


      “[Hill is] the queen of humorous contemporary romance… The laughs keep coming… The audience will appreciate this zany Keystone

         State caper.”

      


      Midwest Book Review
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      “For a hilarious good time, readers can’t go wrong with a Sandra Hill book. Pearl Jinx is loaded with charm, smart-alecky dialogue, adventure, and an endearing set of characters… rollicking… Hill’s signature

         style shines through.”

      


      —SuspenseRomanceWriters.com


      PINK JINX


      “Sandra Hill writes stories that tickle the funny bone and touch the heart. Her books are always fresh, romantic, inventive,

         and hilarious.”

      


      —Susan Wiggs, New York Times bestselling author
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      “4 Stars! A hoot and a half! Snappy dialogue and outrageous characters keep the tempo lively and the humor infectious in this

         crazy adventure story. Hill is a master at taking outlandish situations and making them laugh-out-loud funny.”

      


      —Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine


      “Hill has yet again given us an adventure that is unbelievably funny! I am eagerly looking forward to another treasure-hunting

         book from the incomparable Sandra Hill.”

      


      —TheBestReviews.com
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      “A hilarious story filled with adventure, romance, danger, and mystery.”


      —BookLoons.com


      INDULGE IN THE CAJUN 
BAD BOYS SERIES


      THE RED-HOT CAJUN


      “Hill’s thigh-slapping humor and thoughtful look at the endangered Louisiana bayou ecosystem turn this into an engaging read.”


      —Publishers Weekly


      [image: art]


      “A brimming romance for people who like to laugh [and] people who like to cry.”


      —Booklist


      THE CAJUN COWBOY


      “Hill will tickle readers’ funny bones yet again as she writes in her trademark sexy style. A real crowd-pleaser, guar-an-teed.”


      —Booklist (starred review)
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      “A pure delight. One terrific read!”


      —Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine


      TALL, DARK, AND CAJUN


      “If you like your romances hot and spicy and your men the same way, then you will like Tall, Dark, and Cajun… Eccentric characters, witty dialogue, humorous situations… and hot romance… [Hill] perfectly captures the bayou’s mystique

         and makes it come to life.”

      


      —RomRevToday.com


   

      ALSO BY SANDRA HILL


      Tall, Dark, and Cajun


      The Cajun Cowboy


      The Red-Hot Cajun


      Pink Jinx


      Pearl Jinx


      Wild Jinx


   

      This book is dedicated to all those Hurricane Katrina survivors who are still struggling to regain their old lives. Tante

         Lulu recognized your bravery and needs in this book by establishing a new foundation. While her charity is a fictitious one,

         there are plenty of good ones out there. It’s always amazing to see how we Americans pull together to help each other in times

         of natural disaster. If you feel touched by this book, and are so inclined, I have a list of some of the good Louisiana-based

         charities on my Web site at 

         www.sandrahill.net

      


      And this book is dedicated to my husband Robert C. Hill who, even though he is a stockbroker, has led and aided many a charitable

         endeavor in our region: The Second Mile, Make a Wish, and children/youth agencies. His generous spirit inspires us all.

      


   

      Chapter One


      The angel was wild tonight…


      Angel Sabato stood at the edge of the dance floor like a dunce, shaking in his thousand-dollar Tres Outlaws boots as he watched

         the redhead shake her booty to the beat of “Wild Thing.” For an ex-nun, she sure had moves.

      


      Ironically, he was the one feeling wild. His hands were clammy, his heart was thumping—da dump, da dump, da dump—and, truth to tell, he was scared spitless. Tonight was going to be the night. Do-or-die time.

      


      It was ridiculous, really. He was thirty-four years old. He’d been around the block so many times there were probably street

         signs named after him. At the least, his “tread marks” were notorious. Shyness wasn’t even in his vocabulary. After all, he

         was the dick-for-brains who’d once bared it all for Playgirl magazine.

      


      Just then the redhead in question, Grace O’Brien, noticed him and smiled widely, crooking a forefinger for him to come out

         and join her.

      


      Not a chance.


      It wasn’t dancing he had on his mind.


      She said something to her partner, one of the young LeDeuxs… a freshman at LSU. Then she left the kid behind and snaked a

         slow, sensuous boogie toward him, her twinkling green eyes holding his the entire time, her arms held out in front of her,

         fingers beckoning. She must be half plastered or, more likely, in a teasing mood.

      


      He was not in the mood for teasing.


      “Yo, matey,” she drawled at him.


      This was the tail end of the Pirate Ball. It was being held here in Houma, Louisiana, to celebrate the successful search by

         Jinx, Inc., a treasure-hunting company, for Jean Lafitte’s hidden gold. Thus the silly pirate talk. Not to mention silly pirate

         costumes.

      


      He and Grace had worked on the Jinx team’s Pirate Project these past weeks. Before that they’d been professional poker players.

         And before that, Grace had been a nun, and he had been in the navy, then construction, and… well, a lot of things.

      


      She was dancing around him now, dressed in a saucy tavern-wench costume with a jagged knee-length hem, while he was in a puffy

         shirt tied with a red sash. Jerry Seinfeld would be so proud of me.


      When he pretended to ignore her sexy dancing, she grabbed his upper arm and attempted to tug him forward. Being about seventy-five

         pounds heavier at six-foot-one to her measly five-foot-five, he was pretty much immovable.

      


      She put her hands on her hips and glared at him. “Come out here and shake a peg leg, you randy buccaneer.”


      He had to grin at that. “Who says I’m randy?”


      “You’re always randy.”


      “And you know this… how?”


      “All the satisfied smiles I’ve seen on women exiting your revolving bedroom door the past ten years.”


      “You noticed?”


      “Stop changing the subject. I wanna dance.”


      “Are you blitzed?” he asked with a laugh.


      “Just a little,” she slurred.


      Luckily, the DJ changed the music to a different pace. Now Mariah Carey was urging “Touch My Body.”


      He opened his arms to Grace and adjusted her so that her arms were around his neck and his hands were linked behind her waist,

         just above her butt. And yes, Mariah, he had touching in mind. Touching Grace.

      


      “I’m flying back to Jersey early tomorrow morning. I need to talk to you,” he said into her hair, which smelled like apples,

         or was it peaches? Some kind of frickin’ fruit, anyway.

      


      “Uh-huh. I’m listening,” she replied, definitely not listening as she nuzzled her face into the crook of his neck, inadvertently

         pressing her belly against the crotch of his tights.

      


      Yeah, he was wearing XXX-sized tights. With testosterone-induced hysterical irrelevance, he mused that the guys back in his

         old gang in Newark would get a kick out of him in latex, unless it were of the prophylactic kind. Or was that spandex? Spandex,

         latex, whatever! That was beside the point. Call me crazy, but did she just lick my ear?


      Blood drained from his head and slam-dunked into sex central. For a second, he thought his knees might give out.


      “Not here,” he gurgled. “Let’s go outside for a walk, down by the bayou. Better yet, I’ll take you back to your hotel room.”


      “I already checked out. I’ll be staying with Tante Lulu from now on.” She leaned her head back to look at him. “You sound

         serious.”

      


      “I am serious, babe.” He wondered if she was aware that when she arched back like that it caused his erection to rub against

         her belly button, which was exposed by her low-riding wench skirt. And that was damn serious.

      


      “You can drive me to the cottage. Let’s go tell Tante Lulu that I’m leaving.”


      “So, you’re staying with that Cajun dingbat, huh?” he asked, arm looped over her shoulder as they walked to the other side

         of the hall, where Tante Lulu was chattering away to some guy in a frock coat and tricorne hat. At least he wasn’t wearing

         tights.

      


      Louise Rivard, better known as Tante Lulu, was the craziest old woman he’d ever met. But she was a noted traiteur, or folk healer, and Grace had decided to apprentice herself to the fruitcake in hopes of learning more about the healing

         arts. Really, Grace’s life was like a pendulum swinging from one extreme to the other. Nun to poker player to treasure hunter

         to healer. He couldn’t wait to see where she landed next, as long as she took him along for the ride.

      


      “Don’t call her a dingbat.” Grace turned slightly and swatted him on the chest, then grinned. “Even if she is a dingbat.”


      “Grace… Angel… hope y’all had a good time t’night.” Tante Lulu was dressed as a senior citizen pirate gal. A scary sight,

         to be sure—she was ninety-two, after all. She eyed them suspiciously when Grace told her she would be leaving with him. Grace

         was oblivious to that pointed look, which took in his arm on Grace’s shoulder, but he could practically see the matchmaking

         wheels churning in Tante Lulu’s little brain. “That full moon t’night, she is purty enough to make a cat smooch a hound dog.”

      


      “Huh?” Grace said.


      “Welcome to TanteLuluville,” he muttered under his breath, then smiled.


      “Ya gots a hope chest?” Tante Lulu asked Angel just before they walked away. Tante Lulu had a tradition of making hope chests

         for the men in her family, or male friends of the family, just before the “thunderbolt of love” hit them.

      


      Hah! He had news for the Louisiana love bug. That thunderbolt had done its business with him a long time ago.


      “So, what did you want to talk to me about?” Grace asked, once they were sitting in his rental car back in Tante Lulu’s cottage

         driveway. She didn’t seem so tipsy anymore.

      


      A full moon allowed him to see Grace’s face. She was concerned. For him.


      “I want you to come back with me, sweetheart.” Well, that was laying his cards on the table from the get-go.


      She frowned. “Back to your motel room?”


      “No. I mean, yeah, that would be great, but I meant, fly back to the East Coast with me in the morning. Come with me and the

         Jinx team to Germany for our next project.” He gulped. “Just come with me, that’s all.”

      


      “I don’t understand. You know I quit treasure hunting. It was never intended to be more than a one-shot deal for me. I’ve

         already explained why I’m staying here.” She moved closer and accidentally put a hand on his thigh.

      


      Big mistake, that.


      He picked her up by the waist and laid her across his lap, her head cradled over his left elbow. “This isn’t about treasure

         hunting, or folk healing, or any other damn profession. It’s about you and me.” He leaned down, kissed her lightly on the

         lips, and whispered against her gaping mouth, “I love you, Grace.”

      


      She squirmed into a sitting position on his lap. “I love you, too, sweetie. You’re my best friend.”


      “Dammit! That’s not what I’m talking about. I’m in love with you, have been for a long time.”

      


      A stunned silence was not what he was looking for here.


      “You’re kidding, right? What’s the punch line? You gonna tell some lame nun joke?” She nipped at his lower lip with her teeth

         as punishment.

      


      Angel jerked backward, though he didn’t release her from his embrace. It was true, he had been teasing Grace with nun jokes

         for ages, even though she hadn’t been a nun for ages, but not now. “This is not a joke, Grace.”

      


      She stared at him for a long moment. “Sex. All this forced celibacy while trapped out in the bayou must have turned you horny.

         You want to have sex with me.” Grinning, she taunted him with that last accusation.

      


      “No! I mean, yes. Here’s the deal: I don’t want sex for sex’s sake, as in any ol’ female would do. I want to make love with you. But that’s not all I want. C’mon,” he said, opening the car door and hauling her outside. Oh, God! I’m blowing it. What the hell is wrong with me? “Let’s walk.”

      


      “You’re scaring me, Angel.”


      “I’m scaring myself,” he muttered as he linked his hand with hers and led her onto Tante Lulu’s back porch facing the bayou.

         Once they were leaning against the rail, he raised their linked hands and kissed her knuckles.

      


      “Oooh, you are smooth.”


      “You have no idea.” Something occurred to him then, related to her mentioning going back to his motel room. “Would you have sex with me? Just like that?” He snapped his fingers. “Friends with benefits?”

      


      “I don’t know. Maybe.”


      Angel was both angry and intrigued.


      “Actually, I probably wouldn’t. Even half drunk. You and I have been friends for a long time. I wouldn’t want to do anything

         to ruin that.”

      


      He shook his head. “Not anymore.”


      She frowned. “What do you mean?”


      “I mean, friendship isn’t enough anymore. Haven’t you felt it, too, Gracie, these weeks we’ve been here in Louisiana? Those

         LeDeuxs are crazy as coots, but they’re a close-knit family. They would do anything for each other. And you can just see the

         passion between the husbands and wives. Luc and Sylvie. Remy and Rachel. René and Val. Rusty and Charmaine. John and Celine.

         That’s what I want.”

      


      “Passion?”


      “Passion, yeah, but more than that.”


      “Family?” she said with an oddly sad sigh.


      “Bingo. I want a woman to love who will love me back. And a home… a real home, not some luxury condo. And kids.”


      The more he explained himself, the stiffer she got. Then she started biting on her thumbnail, a nervous habit she’d been trying

         to break ever since he’d first met her. Angel sensed he was losing her bit by bit, but he didn’t know how to fix it.

      


      “You and I have no close family ties,” she reminded him, pulling her hand out of his grasp and walking to the other end of

         the porch. He followed after her. “The LeDeuxs have family out the wazoo.”

      


      “We can make our own family. I love you, honey. That’s what people in love do.”


      “Where is all this coming from?” Her voice was shrill with panic. “You never mentioned love before.”


      “It’s been there for a long time. I just haven’t had the nerve to say anything.”


      “You? Lacking nerve?”


      He nodded. “But I had to say something now. This Amber Project—Jinx’s next job—is going to take months, maybe even a year,

         and it’ll be mostly on-site in Germany. We’re searching for that famous Amber Room that the Nazis supposedly dismantled and

         hid. Definitely Jinx’s most ambitious treasure hunt yet, and I want you to be there with me. As my wife. Doesn’t a honeymoon

         in Europe sound great?” His heart was racing so fast it felt as if it might explode. Deep down, he sensed he was fighting

         a losing battle. How could he have misread her so badly?

      


      “This is insane. You’ve never even kissed me… that way. You can’t ask someone to marry you without even a proper kiss.”


      That was his cue. “I thought you’d never ask.”


      When she saw his slow grin and his equally slow approach, she stuttered, “That’s not what—oh, good grief, what are you doing?”


      “About to kiss you properly.” Before she could blink, or tell him to get lost, he backed her up against the log wall of the

         cottage, cupped her butt cheeks, raising her to just the right height on her tiptoes, spread her legs with his knees, anchored

         her with his belly against her belly, combed his fingers through her hair to hold her in place, then kissed her with all the

         love he’d been holding in for so long.

      


      It should have been a gentle kiss, coaxing. An introduction. Something that said, “Hi! We’ve known each other forever, as

         friends, but this is how I really feel. I love you. Do you love me?”

      


      Instead, his sex drive shot from zero to the speed of light in a nanosecond, and the gentle, coaxing kiss was anything but.

         It was hungry and demanding and said, “Oh, baby, I want you so bad. I can’t wait, I can’t wait, I can’t wait—”

      


      Just then, a loud bellow echoed behind them.


      “What was that?” he asked, his head jerking back.

      


      “An alligator, I think. Probably Remy’s pet Useless. It’s harmless.”


      An alligator? Close by? Harmless? He pressed his forehead against hers, both of them panting for breath.

      


      “This is not the way I want to make love to you the first time, sweetheart. Come back to my motel room with me, and we can

         talk.”

      


      She tried to laugh but it came out choked. “I think we’ve done enough talking.” Ducking under his arm, she stepped away.

      


      Immediately, Angel sensed the tension in the air, and it wasn’t a good tension. She put up a halting hand when he moved a

         step closer.

      


      “Angel, I am not going to marry you, and we are not going to have a family together. It is just not going to happen. Ever.”


      “Why?”


      “Because I’m not in love with you.”


      Angel had been playing poker for too many years not to read her “tells.” He’d like to think she was lying through her teeth.

         She wasn’t. How could he have interpreted her signals so wrong? “You don’t mean that, Gracie.” Please, God, don’t let her mean it.


      “Angel! Come on. I’ve seen you puking your guts out when you’ve drunk too much. That’s a friend, not a lover.”


      He shrugged. “I’ve gone out and bought you tampons when you had an accident in white slacks. Didn’t make me go ‘eew!’ ”


      “I saw you clipping your gross toenails in the kitchen.”


      He grinned. “You have funny-looking toes. The pinkies are crooked.”


      “You told me my toes were cute.”


      “They are cute. Crooked cute.”


      All this was just blowing smoke, in his opinion. Of no importance. Once again, he tried to move closer.


      Once again, she put up a halting hand. “You’ve been the best friend I’ve ever had, but I don’t feel that way about you. Really, I had no idea—”

      


      “Your kiss,” he said, indicating with a wave of his hand the section of porch they’d just left, “your kiss said something

         else.”

      


      There were tears in her eyes. “Sexual attraction fueled by too much alcohol.”


      “I’m not buyin’ it.”


      “You have to. Besides, there are things in my past… things you don’t know about me.”


      “Hell, I have secrets in my past, too. Big deal!” He waited a moment, then asked, “What things?”


      “I can’t say. Just know that I have good reasons for saying that you and I will never be a family, aside from my just thinking

         of you as a friend—my best friend.”

      


      “Well, we’re sure as hell not gonna continue being friends with this between us now.”


      “Oh, Angel.”


      “I’m leaving, Gracie. Are you coming with me?”


      She shook her head, unable to speak.


      “So be it. I doubt we’ll be seeing each other again. I don’t do begging very well.” He stared at her, then added, “I love

         you, babe. I really do.”
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      Two weeks later, and the news heard ’round the world, or at least, down the bayou…


      Grace was in the pantry, using a mortar and pestle to grind dried herbs for Tante Lulu’s amazing medicinal potions.


      Pennyroyal, horehound, sassafras, and catnip, which could be brewed into a tea and used for coughs.


      Yarrow and jimsonweed to go in poultices.


      Sumac for arthritis.


      So many healing uses for nature’s bounty. And any one of them could have varying uses, depending on the stage of development—seed,

         flower, or full-grown plant.

      


      Dust motes danced on the stream of sunlight coming from the lone window. Through the screen she could hear a hundred bayou

         birds join together, celebrating their unique habitat. As she worked, she glanced over at the floor-to-ceiling shelves, neatly

         lined with dozens of glass bottles. Some of them were baby food jars. Some jelly jars. Even old green mason jars with lead

         lids. Each had its own label. Each followed specific ingredients for one of the noted traiteur’s remedies—983, at last count—that

         were outlined, longhand, in numerous journals that had their own shelf. No computer software for her boss. Nosiree, as Tante Lulu would say.

      


      The pungent odors in the room, the feeling of history, the warmth of Tante Lulu’s essence: all these things contributed to

         Grace’s sense of well-being. She was at peace. Not happy, precisely, but finally she was where she belonged.

      


      A psychiatrist would have a field day with her history. From promiscuous teenager to nun. Nun to poker player. Poker player

         to treasure hunter. Treasure hunter to folk healer. Still, she’d found a place that felt safe and promising to her.

      


      The only thing interfering with her happiness was Angel. Her heart grieved at the hole her former friend had created in her

         life by his absence. The louse hadn’t called her. Probably his pride had kicked in. And she wasn’t going to call him. That

         would give him false expectations. Even if she was in love—and she wasn’t—there were other reasons why a future with him would

         be out of the question.

      


      “Yoo-hoo!”


      Tante Lulu must be back from her trip to Boudreaux’s General Store. Her nephew John LeDeux had picked her up an hour ago.


      Grace finished bottling her concoction, dusted her hands off, and walked into the kitchen, where Tante Lulu and John were

         unloading armfuls of overflowing paper bags. Both of them glanced at her. And said nothing.

      


      “What?” It was obvious by the way they avoided direct eye contact that something was wrong.


      “Ah, Gracie, bless yer heart,” Tante Lulu said, reaching up to pat her cheek.


      Now Grace was really frightened. “Tell me.”


      “Tee-John was talkin’ ta Ronnie this mornin’,” Tante Lulu started to explain, then stopped, turning to her nephew for help.


      Ronnie was Veronica Jinkowsky, owner of Jinx, Inc., the treasure hunting company.


      “Oh, my God! Is it Angel? Has something happened to him?”


      “You could say that,” John drawled out. The sympathy in his dark Cajun eyes caused alarm bells to go off in her head and her

         heart rate to accelerate alarmingly.

      


      “He got married yesterday,” John told her. “To an airline stewardess he met on the way to Germany. Talk about!”


      Grace plopped down into the kitchen chair, stunned. So much for true love! She tried her best not to be hurt. After all, she was the one who’d sent him away, but the tears came anyway.

      


      They would never renew their friendship now.


      She tried to tell herself it was best this way.


   

      Chapter Two


      One year later, on the road to Munchkinville…


      Grace O’Brien drove her eight-year-old BMW, a gift to herself after placing first in the 2000 World Poker Tour, down the rutted

         dirt road near the other end of Bayou Black.

      


      She was doing her best not to run over any snakes or armadillos, which were in abundance. A difficult task when she was also

         trying to tune out the ancient Cajun lady riding shotgun, giving her advice on every blessed thing in the universe.

      


      Grace had been working with Tante Lulu for the past year and had grown to love the old lady, who had become like a mother

         to her, as well as a teacher. But there was no question she was an unabashed interfering busybody.

      


      And eccentric. Like today: she was wearing a black Dorothy Hamill–style wedge-cut wig, a denim miniskirt that came down to

         the knees on her five-foot frame, a red T-shirt with the slogan “Proud to be a Cajun,” and neon pink flip-flops that exposed

         red-painted toenails. Sex kitten for the over-eighty crowd.

      


      It had probably been a mistake to buy the little house on Bayou Black next door to Tante Lulu’s, even though the proximity

         made her apprenticeship to the noted healer so much easier. Privacy was no longer an option.

      


      “We need ta stop by Lester Sonnier’s place on the way home t’day. He’s got poison oak on his privates. Prob’ly from doin’

         the hanky-panky with Maybelle Foucet in her back yard. Ever’one knows ya shouldn’t shuck yer britches in a poison oak patch,

         but not that Lester. Dumb as duck-weed, I do declare. Didja remember ta bring the aloe and gator-snot salve?”

      


      “Yes, but—”


      “No buts, sweetie. Sometimes the icky stuff works best, thass what I allus say. And if it burns Lester’s noodle a bit, well,

         mebbe he’ll learn a lesson. Lawdy, Lawdy, it’s hotter’n a two-dollar whore on the Fourth of July.” She waved an accordion-

         pleated fan in front of her face… a fan sporting a collage of Richard Simmons pictures; Tante Lulu had a longtime crush on

         the exercise guru—thought he was, in her words, hotter than a goat’s behind in a pepper garden. “This heat mus’ be why yer

         hair is curly as a pig’s tail, bless yer heart. No oomph. Why dontcha make an appointment with Charmaine? She has some new

         goop what kin take out the frizzies.”

      


      Charmaine, Tante Lulu’s niece and a self-proclaimed “bimbo with class,” owned several beauty salons, along with a spa on her

         husband’s ranch. With Grace’s red, naturally curly hair, Charmaine would probably turn her into a sexy Howdy Doody–ette.

      


      “Uh, thanks, but I really don’t have the time.”


      “Okeydokey. Ya kin use my special conditioner, then. And I ain’t gonna tell ya what’s in it, either.” She grinned impishly.


      “Maybe I have time for an appointment, after all.”


      The wily old hen’s grin was now one of satisfaction. Goal accomplished. “Aaron and Daniel are comin’ fer dinner on Sunday,”

         Tante Lulu informed her, jumping to yet another subject without warning. Her conversations were like verbal popcorn. All over

         the place.

      


      Grace groaned inwardly. These twin LeDeux nephews were on Tante Lulu’s thunderbolt-of-love list. The fact that she was telling

         Grace about her plans did not bode well… for them, or for Grace.

      


      “I’m thinkin’ it’s ’bout time I made them boys hope chests.”


      Them boys are about thirty years old. This time Grace’s groan was out loud.

      


      Tante Lulu had this convoluted theory on love. It involved thunderbolts of love, hope chests for men, and St. Jude, the patron saint of hopeless causes. Usually, people ran for the hills, or just avoided her, when she started

         eyeing them in a particular way.

      


      But there were no hills in sight now, and Grace had to work with Tante Lulu. “I’m not interested. I’ve told you that a hundred

         times.”

      


      “Ain’t ya got yearnin’s? Lawd’s sake, I’m ninety-three, and my wild oats turned ta bran flakes long ago, but I still got yearnin’s.”


      Way too much information.


      “Mebbe you could go on one of them singles cruises. I heard ’bout this gal from over Baton Rouge way who met a rich feller

         on the way ta Bermuda. They married up, right on the ship.”

      


      “I can’t afford any cruises right now.” And I’m not looking for a “rich feller.”


      “Huh? Ya mus’ be loaded, what with yer poker and treasure huntin’ loot.”


      Grace felt her face heat up. “I’ve had… expenses.”


      “Oh, ya mean all those charities ya donate to? Teenage Crisis Pregnancy Centers of America. Birthright. Babies in Peril. National

         Adoption Hotline.”

      


      “Tante Lulu! How would you know that?”


      The old lady shrugged. “I was lookin’ fer a pen one day at yer cottage and went into yer desk. Yer checkbook flipped open,

         and I jist happened ta notice all those charities, and, whoo-boy, yer sure generous.”

      


      “I can’t believe you invaded my privacy like that.”


      “What? Is it a big secret or sumpin’? Coo! Ain’t nothin’ wrong with helpin’ babies and teenage mothers. But gol-ly, I’m sorry

         if I upset you.”

      


      An apology from Tante Lulu was something unusual, and really, no harm had been done.


      “That’s okay.” She smiled at the old lady, whose brow was furrowed even more than usual. “Tell me again, where are we going?”

         she asked, changing the subject. She hoped.

      


      “I ain’t zackly sure.”


      “It’s a young girl we’re looking for, right?”


      “Yep, Lena Duval. She’s a waitress at the diner where one of my great-great-nephews works as a busboy on the weekends.”


      “And all we know is that she’s tired all the time?”


      Tante Lulu nodded. “Tired as a one-legged nun in a butt-kickin’ contest, all day long.” She put her gnarled fingertips to

         her mouth in an oops fashion and gave Grace an apologetic look for the mention of nuns. People just couldn’t seem to disassociate Grace from the

         good sisters. “And sickly. Chugs down them energy drinks like crazy durin’ the day and that nighttime cold medicine at night.

         They ain’t helpin’ none. The girl’s only nineteen years old, bless her heart, but she feels rotten all the time. Leastways,

         thass what I heard.”

      


      “Isn’t this the kind of thing she should see a doctor about?”


      “Mebbe. But word is she won’t go ta no doctor.”


      “Why? It can’t be lack of medical insurance. There’s always the free clinic.”


      “Fer some reason, she refuses ta go. Thass why I’m fixin’ ta look inta matters. Turn left, up ahead. That mus’ be it.”


      Grace went down what was little more than a wide dirt path off the road, then stopped in a clearing before a rusted-out structure

         that was falling down on itself. It had probably started out as a small single-wide trailer, like fifty years ago, with haphazard

         additions made as needed. Grass hadn’t grown within thirty yards of this place in ages, if ever. It must be a mud hazard when

         it rained. Surely no one lived here.

      


      But wait, a young, dark-skinned boy was on the roof pounding on some shingles. A roof that was a mismatch of different-colored

         roofing materials, including black tar paper. Out back, a scowling young black girl was hanging clothes on a line. If Grace

         hadn’t already guessed she was a tween, she would have figured it out, because the girl wore flip-flops, a Hannah Montana

         long-sleeved T-shirt proclaiming “Girls Rock,” and cropped denim pants with a hanging chain belt, a Hannah Montana fashion

         accessory. She wouldn’t have been surprised if her underwear had Hannah Montana printed on the butt.

      


      Before they had a chance to register all this Hannah Montana paraphernalia, a handpainted red bike careened around the side

         of their car and came to a screeching halt by the trailer’s front door. On its handlebars was an empty newspaper delivery

         bag. On its seat was a startled African-American kid of about ten, gazing at them with alarm.

      


      “How many munchkins are there in this place?” Grace asked. “So far, I’ve seen three kids, not counting the young woman we’re

         coming to see.”

      


      “Somethin’s not right here,” Tante Lulu said.


      “No kidding.”


      “I gots the creepy-crawlies and heebie-jeebies all t’gether. And I swear, St. Jude’s tappin’ me on the shoulder.”


      Grace didn’t know about saints, but hairs were standing out on the back of her neck, too. “I think I’ll stay in the car.”


      “Huh?”


      “I signed on to learn alternative medicine. This looks like way more than folk healing to me.”


      “Girl—” Tante Lulu said with disgust.


      Girl. I’m thirty-five years old and she calls me girl.


      “Haven’t you learned yet? Healin’ is fer more than the body. Sometimes we need ta work on the heart… or the soul.”


      I wish someone would heal me.


      “I’m workin’ on it, sweetie.”


      Grace’s head shot up. Had she spoken aloud, or was the old lady reading minds now, too?


      Tante Lulu just smiled at her. “First things first, chère. Yer right at the top of my list.”

      


      Grace bit her tongue to restrain herself from telling the Cajun fruitcake to butt out. But she wanted to.


      [image: art]


      When trouble comes knock, knock, knocking on your door…


      With a deep sigh of exhaustion, and it only ten a.m., Lena Duval finished tying the apron of her waitress uniform and left

         the trailer bedroom she shared with her younger sister Ella. Lionel and Miles shared the other, even smaller bedroom.

      


      “Has anyone seen the aspirin?” she called out. “I need it bad.” That, along with twenty-four hours of sleep. Lena couldn’t

         remember the last time she’d felt good. At least two weeks. Maybe a month. She had the symptoms of the flu, all-over achy,

         bone-deep tired, sore throat, swollen glands, fever, but none of the over-the-counter remedies helped.

      


      She couldn’t afford to be sick.


      And it didn’t help that Lionel was up on the roof, pounding away, trying to fix yet another leak. Bam, Bam, Bam! Any minute now her head was going to explode. Lionel was fifteen, a sophomore in high school, old enough to do that kind

         of work. The problem was, he could hardly tell a hammer from a hoe. Computers, on the other hand, that was a different story.

         He’d fixed up that ten-year-old Mac that she’d bought at Goodwill for a dollar with so many bells and whistles it did everything

         except make gumbo.

      


      Lionel was going through a phase right now where he was trying to find himself. That meant a leather jacket she’d bought at

         a yard sale, which he wore all the time; dreadlocks; tongue, nose, eyebrow, and ear piercings, which he’d had done without

         her permission; and a tattoo reading S-E-X on the back of his neck but was, thank God, not permanent. Not that Lionel had

         engaged in sex yet. At least that’s what he’d told her last month when she’d tried to talk to him about condoms, much to his

         embarrassment.

      


      Miles was her biggest concern, though. Sweet, quiet, introverted ten-year-old Miles, who had been only five when their mother

         died, and six at the time of Katrina. He never talked about it, but Lena knew he held a lot of pain inside.

      


      Well, they all did, actually.


      Going into the bathroom, she found the aspirin, popped three in her mouth, washed them down with a plastic cup of water. Looking

         into the medicine cabinet mirror, she was alarmed at how awful she looked. Her mocha-colored Creole skin was pale as café

         au lait, and not in a nice way. She’d lost weight; her fitted waitress uniform hung loose, its belt on the last notch. Oh,

         well. A pity party didn’t pay the bills.

      


      Just then, she realized that the trailer was awfully quiet, except for Lionel’s pounding. Bam, bam, bam! Miles should be back from his paper route by now, with the Saturday-morning cartoons blaring. Not that he didn’t have other

         chores to do.

      


      Instead, the back door slammed and twelve-year-old Ella, who had been hanging laundry, came to stand in the doorway. Their

         parents, Max and Ruby Duval, had been French Quarter jazz musicians, and they’d named their kids after jazz greats, Lena Horne,

         Lionel Hampton, Ella Fitzgerald, and Miles Davis.

      


      Ella, not quite a child, not quite an adolescent, was no problem in the “finding herself” department. She already knew what

         she was. A Hannah Montana clone. Thank God for thrift shops, which they scavenged every Saturday, because everything Ella

         did was according to the bible of Billy Ray Cyrus’s precocious daughter. There was a dress code at Ella’s school that skirts

         could be no shorter than the tips of the fingers when arms were held straight at the sides. It was a constant fight to meet

         that standard.

      


      But right now Ella looked worried.


      “What?”


      “We got visitors.”


      “Visitors?” She put a hand to her chest. “Hurry, go hide.”


      “They already saw us.”


      “They?”


      “Two ladies,” Ella told her.


      Oh, God! Not Child Protective Services again!


      “Miles just got home.”


      “Did they see him?”


      Ella nodded, twirling one of her shoulder-length curls nervously. She was trying to grow her hair longer and straighter to

         emulate the achy-breaky you-know-who.

      


      Lionel and Miles came in the back door, looking to her for direction.


      “Okay, plan B. Straighten up this place real quick, everyone, and take your places.” She had to admit that the combination

         kitchen, dining room and living room already looked neat. Because there were so many of them in such a small trailer, a storage

         space was required for everything. Plus, she had her siblings trained to pick up after themselves. Everyone worked. “And remember,

         Daddy is off working on one of the oil rigs.” Hah! The closest Max Duval ever got to an oil rig was the time he fell off a fishing boat in the Gulf. Drunk as a sailor,

            of course. Truth to tell, their father was dead, buried during the post–Hurricane Katrina chaos, but these women, whoever they were,

         didn’t need to know that. In fact, they couldn’t know that. Especially if they were from CPS, which was always snooping around.

      


      Before the first knock came on the door, the kids were in their assigned places. Ella stood at the kitchen sink, washing the

         breakfast dishes. Miles sat on the floor in the corner, watching cartoons on the small TV. Lionel was pecking away at the

         computer.

      


      “Yoo-hoo!” someone said, knocking again. “Anyone home?”


      Taking a deep breath, Lena opened the door, barely a crack. “Yes?”


      “Hi there, sweetie. I’m Louise Rivard from up the bayou, but you kin call me Tante Lulu. I’m Michael LeDeux’s great-auntie.

         Kin we come in?”

      


      She frowned, then realized the lady—Tante Lulu—was referring to Mike, the busboy at the diner. A nice kid, but what he had

         to do with her she had no idea. In fact, he and Lionel were in the same high school. Although Lionel was a year or two younger

         than Michael, they’d played football together this year. She glanced over at Lionel, who just shrugged inside his leather

         jacket. Really, that jacket was going to start walking by itself if he didn’t take it off once in a while, if only to air

         it out. She reminded herself to check tonight to see if he slept in the blasted thing.

      


      “Uh, we’re busy right now. What do you want?” She didn’t care if she sounded rude.


      “We’s here to help ya, honey. But first, I gotta pee.” Pushing Lena aside, the old woman—and she was really old—walked straight inside, without invitation, and into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. She was dressed weird,

         for an old person.

      


      The other woman, lots younger but still old, at least thirty, grimaced with embarrassment, but then she walked past her, too.

         “I’m Grace O’Brien,” she said. She was dressed more normal than the old bat, wearing jeans and a pretty pink tapered-waist

         blouse. “I’m Tante Lulu’s assistant.”

      


      Lena was stunned. How had these two strangers managed to get inside the trailer? Her fevered, fuzzy brain must be worse off

         than she’d thought. “Assistant to what?”

      


      “We’re folk healers.”


      “Like hoodoos?” Oh, God! That’s all I need. A bunch of nutty holy rollers! Or whatever those people call themselves.


      The lady, who had bouncy red curls and pale green eyes, smiled. “Not really. We’re more into herbs than magic.”


      “Do you use snakes and stuff?” Lionel asked from behind them. “There’s a boy at school whose grandma cures people with snakes.

         She has a whole bushel basket of ’em in her cellar.”

      


      “Eeew,” Ella said from the sink, where she still stood with her back to them.


      “Lionel Duke Duval! You better not have been touchin’ any snakes,” Lena warned.


      Lionel ducked his head and went back to his computer. “I just looked. Jeesh!”


      “Don’t you backtalk.”


      “All I said was Jeesh. Jeesh!”


      Lena gave him a look that said they would talk about this later. Her brothers and sister knew better than to speak up like

         that in front of strangers.

      


      “Actually, I have a degree in alternative medicine,” the woman, who’d said her name was Grace, explained. “And Tante Lulu

         has more than fifty years’ experience as a traiteur. That’s a Cajun folk healer. Mostly she deals with potions made from herbs or animal products indigenous to the bayou. No

         snakes… at least, not live snakes.” She smiled some more.

      


      Lionel was gazing up at Grace with interest. “I wanna be a doctor someday. Or a computer software engineer.”


      “That’s great. What are you doing?” Already the woman was peering over Lionel’s shoulder. “The history of Louisiana Indians?

         That sounds interesting.”

      


      “I’m reading it for extra credit.”


      Lena was about to tell this woman that what Lionel read was none of her business when they all heard the toilet flush and

         the water run, and then the old lady with about a gazillion wrinkles and a lopsided black wig walked out. Lena was still bug-eyed

         at Tante Lulu’s oddball attire, but she had to admit that the lady had a kindly face.

      


      Lena wasn’t fooled by that, though. They’d been tricked too many times by well-meaning folks who just wanted to break up their

         family and put them in foster care.

      


      “Yer toilet flushes kinda sluggish, Lena. Ya needs a plumber.”


      Yeah, like she could afford a plumber. Not this month. She still owed on the used hot-water heater she’d bought six months

         ago.

      


      “Is that an earring in yer nose?” Tante Lulu asked as she passed Lionel, narrowing her eyes to see better. “Doan the snot

         get caught in it? Holy smokes! Ya gots more holes in yer skin than a sieve. It’s a wonder ya doan pee out yer eyebrow.”

      


      Lena almost smiled. She’d made similar remarks to her brother in the past, to no avail.


      Lionel ducked his head with embarrassment and refused to reply.


      “Now, ain’t this nice?” Tante Lulu said, walking into the living room, big as you please, and plopping down on the couch,

         near where Miles was sitting on the floor. She patted him on the head.

      


      Lena was too stunned by anyone saying their trailer was nice to speak at first. Then she was further stunned by the woman’s

         next question.

      


      “Where’s yer momma?”


      “Our mother died a long time ago. Of cancer.”


      “Oh, thass too bad. How old was you? Are you the oldest?”


      “Yes, I’m the oldest. I was fourteen at the time, five years ago.” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared. “What do

         you want here?”

      


      Ignoring her question, the busybody continued, “And where’s yer daddy?”


      Lena felt her face heat up, even hotter than it already was. The other kids looked away studiously. “He’s out working on the

         oil rigs.”

      


      “Is that so? What’s his name?”


      “Max Duval,” she replied before she had a chance to bite her tongue.


      “The jazz player? I usta go to the Pelican Club in the French Quarter to hear him and yer mama play. Didja say he’s workin’

         the rigs now?” Tante Lulu was clearly suspicious.

      


      Lena nodded.


      “Ain’tcha got no other family?”


      She shook her head, then leaned back against the closed front door, light-headed. Much as she hated to give up a day of tips,

         maybe she would call in sick. She really, really needed to lie down.

      


      She must have blacked out then, or had one of her dizzy spells, because she had no idea how she ended up on the couch, with

         Tante Lulu and the other woman leaning over her, doing something with a thermometer and damp cloths on her forehead. Her brothers

         and sister stood behind them, scared to death and not knowing what to do without her directing them. She tried to tell the

         women to leave, and she tried to tell her family to settle down, that everything would be okay if she could just crawl into

         bed for a few hours. But no words would come out.

      


      Instead, she heard the old lady whisper in her ear. “Doan you be worryin’ none, sweetie. St. Jude sent me.”


      I thought she said Mike LeDeux sent her. Now it’s Jude. An alarming thought entered her head. She put a hand on the age-spotted arm. “You can’t call a doctor, and you can’t take

         me to the clinic. You just can’t. They’ll find out.”

      


      Tante Lulu stared at her for a long moment, then nodded.


      “I’ll take care of ya, honey. Me and St. Jude. I promise.”


   

      Chapter Three


      You could say they were Cajun angels…


      She was waking up.

      


      Finally! Grace sat down on the edge of the mattress in her guest bedroom, one of three in the little cottage, helping Lena Duval to

         sit up.
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