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  Chapter 1




  1893




  Claude deVille snapped his timepiece shut and slipped it back into his vest pocket. The hour was growing late. If he and his daughter were to catch the train that would take them on their journey to Grand Isle, they had better hurry. Should they miss it, the trip would be delayed another day. He did not want that to happen and went in search of Madeleine.




  Voices came from his wife’s boudoir, and he paused at the door, reluctant to enter.




  “I do wish you were coming, MaMa. PaPa says the trip to the island isn’t near as difficult as it once was. Won’t you please join us?”




  Listening to his grown child’s softly spoken pleas in the lovely Parisian dialect she’d acquired in her studies abroad, Claude frowned. He entered the room in time to thwart his wife from giving the latest excuse for her ill health. Any expectations he might have had concerning Thérèsa had vanished long ago. He glanced at Madeleine, thankful that she had inherited only her mother’s beauty; that her sweet disposition and stamina came from the deVille side of the family. Though small in stature, Madeleine was robust and in good health. Child-bearing would not be the difficult, energy-draining experience his wife claimed was the cause of her lingering illness—her excuse to avoid his marriage bed. Not that he’d objected. Thérèsa was a bitch, and until three years ago, the ladies at Madam Arlington’s on Basin Street willingly took care of his needs.




  Striding forward to the chaise lounge upon which Thérèsa reclined, he touched his wife’s shoulder and spoke in the Creole dialect to which she was accustomed. “If all goes well and the fishing industry continues to flourish, we will be home at the end of the month.”




  Thérèsa grasped her husband’s hand, and her voice wavered. “Keep her safe, Claude.”




  Claude extracted his hand from his wife’s surprisingly strong grip and tried to hide his irritation at her charade. “I always do.”




  Madeleine’s effort to smother her excitement didn’t escape him. She did not want her mother knowing how eagerly she awaited their return to the sunny island. Or that she and her father slept with open doors and windows and frolicked in the rolling surf when the bells signaled sunrise. She inched towards the door. “I am ready, PaPa.”




  She spoke hurriedly as if to avoid the tension that always surfaced between her parents. Claude knew that as much as she loved them, Madeleine questioned her parents’ strained relationship. She did not speak of it, because she sometimes displayed the same lack of patience with her mother as he did. Nor did she intend to be the cause of another of their arguments. She was also astute enough to understand that there was more to life than the narrow existence her mother enjoyed. The fact that she was not at all reluctant to let him lead her from the claustrophobic rooms smelling of Verdiver and lavender proved it.




  “Madeleine,” her mother called as they escaped through the doorway. “Promise you will be extra careful in that distasteful place.”




  “I promise. Goodbye, MaMa. Take care of yourself.”




  * * * *




  Father and daughter arrived at Krantz’s Place on Grand Isle mid-afternoon. Thanks to the addition of the New Orleans, Fort Jackson and Grand Isle Railroad built along the west bank of the Mississippi River in Plaquemines Parish, they no longer had to make the journey down canals and bayous on ships departing at five o’clock in afternoons and arriving the following dawns. Though both appeared disheveled and travel weary, they smiled at the end of the four-hour trip at the riverbank called Myrtle Grove. From there, along with others, they transferred to the steamer “Grand Isle” for the last leg of the trip.




  Very much alike in temperament and personality, Claude and Madeleine didn’t bother to hide their glee at being back on the island. They’d been making this trip together since Madeleine was a small child, ending any disappointment Claude might have felt over the loss of a male heir. Madeleine’s exuberance and willingness to make such difficult trips more than made up for the lack of a son.




  They entered their favorite of the twenty-five tree-shaded cottages Claude’s friend John Krantz had converted from slave quarters when he purchased the “Hotel” in 1880. Soon afterwards, hurriedly shedding their dusty clothes, they donned attire more suitable to the informality of the fishing community and left the cottage. Claude waved Madeleine off to her swim in the Gulf while he sauntered down the shady lane to the slatted benches circling the broad oaks.




  He understood his daughter’s eagerness to get to the beach, because he intended to do the same the following day. Although men and women often swam together in the Gulf, their bathhouses were separated by a five-minute walk, which allowed the men to swim and sunbathe in the nude if they so desired—a luxury Claude looked forward to each year.




  Once his daughter climbed aboard the tram taking swimmers back and forth to the beach through fields of cucumbers, chamomile and citrus orchards, Claude listened to the clatter of the train wheels and smiled. The iron track from the old Tchopitoulas Street railroad line in New Orleans was a vast improvement over the homemade wooden one that served the resort for so many years.




  Thick oleander bushes and manicured grounds once belonging to a plantation stretching from Caillou Bay to the Gulf of Mexico surrounded the path Claude took to join the few remaining guests gathered beneath the shade of the trees. His gaze flew over them looking for…his heart began to pound. Even though late in the season, Leah had come!




  Excited and eager to speak to her, he paused when he spied her in deep conversation with his old friend John. Of towering height and great strength, Krantz was an impressive figure that had made a fortune in ice in New Orleans. Claude wasn’t jealous—Leah disapproved of the hotel owner’s love of gambling, and from the look on her face, Claude guessed she was chastising Krantz again for allowing gaming at the resort as well as his ferrying boats.




  Approaching them, anxious to spend as much time as possible with Leah before Madeleine reappeared from her swim, Claude drew nearer to the woman he had hungered for all year. Just being close to her again was enough to bring peace to his soul.




  Hearing the palmetto fronds rattling in the gentle winds from the Gulf and surrounded by the scent of the many flowers, he felt the tranquility of the island stealing over him. If he had a choice, he would live with Leah forever in this sensory paradise.




  As he chatted with the few New Orleanians remaining at Krantz Place in late September, he decided that staying at the Ocean Club next summer might be wiser to keep his wife ignorant of his affair with Leah LaBarre. He decided, too, that Madeleine, after spending years of study in Paris and attending the Chicago exposition, would relish staying in an upscale hotel four hundred and seventeen feet long. The newly built hotel’s two-story E-shaped building boasted of having one hundred sixty suites, two big dining halls, two parlors, a billiard room, card room, children’s dining rooms and servant quarters, all topped by an observatory. She would also be impressed that the hotel sported tennis courts, a bowling alley and sixty double bathhouses, along with plans for generators to supply all the rooms with electricity—a true luxury in the year 1893.




  Claude and Leah’s reunion under the shade trees was circumspect. They contained their excitement and acted according to propriety while they murmured arrangements for their later rendezvous.




  Unfortunately, since the tourist season was winding down, a few women remained in the big reception room after dinner that evening to enjoy the entertainment provided by the hotel, and Leah was forced to attend.




  Madeleine, however, was among those turning in after a long, tiring day. Dressed in her nightgown and robe, she sat in front of the mirror unwinding her long damp plait and saw her father standing in the doorway watching her with a fond expression.




  He came forward and put his hand on her shoulder, kissing the top of her head. “That’s a familiar sight I missed these past three years.”




  “I was often homesick for New Orleans and my life with you…and MaMa, of course,” she said swiftly, not to leave her mother out despite her parents’ spasmodic show of attention or affection. “I especially missed the times we spent in this tranquil place. Were you alone too much or bored without me to boss you around?”




  Claude smiled at his lovely daughter. How upset would she be to learn he spent few days or nights alone and was never once bored during her absence? “Of course, chèrie. Since someone is sure to come along and steal you away from us, these trips are always special.”




  She smiled at him through the mirror. “That isn’t likely to happen. I am afraid you will not be rid of me just yet. I see you’re still dressed. Are you going to play cards?”




  “Don’t I always?” he asked, stroking her uncoiled hair.




  “Be careful of Mr. Franz. He is a thief,” she warned.




  Claude laughed. “Yes I know. Now don’t wait up. I shall probably be late.”




  “As usual,” she said with a yawn. “The Gulf was wonderful today. Tomorrow we will begin our daily swims. Goodnight, dear PaPa.”




  “Goodnight, sweet child. I’ll see you at breakfast.”




  She raised her face for his kiss on her cheek. “I really love being here with you and your friends. Thank you for delaying your trip so that I could join them once again. The island is so very peaceful.”




  “It was not this peaceful one month ago. A tropical storm lasting two days did a vast amount of damage in Lafourche Parish, destroying much of Lockport. It is good I waited.” He tweaked her nose. “Besides, knowing how much you enjoy this place, how could I come without you? Sleep well, sweetheart.”




  She yawned. “I shall, and will probably be asleep before you enter that den of iniquity.”




  Claude flinched, thankful she did not know which house of sin he intended to enter. He walked rapidly to the main building to join the card players. An hour later, he folded his poker hand after losing to Krantz then bid the men goodnight.




  Losing wasn’t a problem; it gave him an excuse to check the dining and reception room for Leah. Finding empty rooms, he knew she was in her cottage waiting for him. Claude’s heart raced in anticipation despite his adulterous behavior.




  Leah met him at the door in a rose crepe de Chine dressing gown, her long blond hair falling loose around her shoulders and down her back. She quickly drew him inside, and clutched him tightly. Hungry for each other, eager to experience the ecstasy they had found in each other’s arms, they began disrobing only moments after reaching the bedroom and halfway to the bed. Hours passed as they made love, talked of the past year’s loneliness, then made love again, swept away by their emotions until the breaking dawn prodded Claude to return to his cottage.




  Over the next weeks, avoiding any outward display of affection, Claude and Leah joined others to swim and walk the sunny beaches, listen to the sounds of birdsong, and drink in the heady perfumes of the citrus trees carried by the winds. Returning to nature wearing fewer clothes made life easier for the sun-worshiping Creoles shedding city inhibitions in the languid, sometimes erotic climate so different from the rigid disciplines of the nineteenth century cities.




  Along with other guests, Claude and Leah fished and sailed and took excursions into the marshes visiting Fifi Island and Manila Village where Filipinos and Chinese lived in villages built on stilts and made their living drying shrimp on platforms. They revisited the lighthouse and the abandoned Livingston Fort, lazed in hammocks in both sunshine and shade, and daydreamed of someday being together in the hypnotic lure of the soft air.




  Madeleine’s continued silence about the togetherness he and Leah were sharing preyed on Claude’s mind. Though he suspected his daughter might now be aware why his home life was charged with tension, she showed no condemnation. She was especially kind to his friends, including Leah, and continued to be as loving as ever with him as if she understood his need for a break from his cheerless home life.




  Even if Madeleine had disapproved, he would not give up Leah. From the moment of their first meeting when she appeared on the island with her two small children to escape the threat of diseases and the dreaded yellow fever that ran rampant in New Orleans during the hot months, their attraction to each other was instant and intense. She gave him the love he’d been without. However, both had agreed that first summer that no hint of scandal must touch their lives once those magical weeks ended. They managed to honor the arrangement from one year to the next until their double life was made even more dangerous with the exchange of letters during the past year. Since the start of that rash action, his life had never been the same—her absence harder and harder to take.




  Their last night together was bittersweet, the end coming much too soon. “Don’t go, Leah,” he begged. “Come with us to the wedding tomorrow.”




  She stroked his face. “The arrangements are made, and the children…”




  “Are away at their convent schools. This parting breaks my heart, my love. Please. Stay just one more day.”




  She shook her head and kissed him one last time.




  Chapter 2




  Claude prodded his daughter. “It’s past four, Maddy. Make haste or we shall be late.”




  Madeleine tugged gently on the gold pin attached to the ruffle of her dress. It had been a gift from her grandmother on her eighteenth birthday, and she made sure the clasp was fastened well. She gave her father a sweet smile to erase his frown. “I am ready, PaPa.”




  Claude held open the door of their cottage and assisted his daughter down the lane to the buggy pulled by one of the island’s small horses. He glanced at the overcast sky. “Poor Delgrandile, he has planned so well for his wedding day and now rain will likely ruin it.”




  “Oh, PaPa, I doubt Emil will mind. His thoughts will be on his bride and what they will do once they are alone in the new house he built for her.” He frowned and she gave in to her laughter. “Do you think at my age I could live in Paris and remain ignorant of what transpires between men and women?”




  Claude suppressed his own smile. His saucy daughter’s boldness never failed to amuse him. “It seems your studies at the Sorbonne have exceeded my expectations, chèrie.”




  “Well, if you remember, you did warn me before I left for France to be careful of my reputation and not become like those immoral women on Basin Street. Naturally I had to find out what sort of women they were.”




  “I am not so sure I like this sophisticated woman you have become since your return to New Orleans. Nor shall I ask how you acquired such knowledge. I can only hope you did not learn by experience.”




  Madeline’s dark eyes sparkled—with mischief—he noticed, and her mouth twitched as if recalling a Parisian escapade, which would probably not meet his approval. However, she apparently did not intend to jeopardize the unique relationship she shared with him with foolish talk of virginity. Both knew such a topic was intolerable between fathers and daughters even in this enlightened year. She spoke quickly then, as if unable to resist teasing him a little more. “My sweet PaPa, my new skills in Mathematics will greatly increase your profits should you decide to add to your holdings, so you must not be concerned about such things. Should you decide to worry about my virtue, you can rest easy. Your cousins kept a close eye on me while I lived with them. They made sure I remained chaste while I boarded in their home.”




  “Then I shall write and thank them again for their diligence.”




  “Please don’t. Your note will only remind them how cleverly I managed to overcome many of their restrictions,” she joked again.




  “So I shall have to be extra watchful tonight when you are dancing with the local men.”




  “And confine me to a life of spinsterhood?” she countered.




  “That isn’t apt to happen, my lovely one. Too many have sought your hand in marriage.”




  “As you well know, PaPa, I have yet to find anyone who pleases me.”




  “And I am glad. You must never marry unless the man you choose loves you with the same passion.”




  “Passion, PaPa?”




  Claude laughed. “Yes, passion. Believe me, little one, that day will come. Just promise to do as I ask.”




  She lowered her head to hide her pink cheeks. “I promise.”




  He again looked heavenward at the threatening dark clouds blocking the sun. Though unwilling to dampen her high spirits since she had been anticipating the festivities for days, he thought of his wife’s entreaty to keep their precious daughter safe and decided to voice his unease. “Maddy, this weather does not look good. We should have departed yesterday with the rest of the group. Staying on just to attend a wedding was foolish. Best we forgo the rest of the activities as soon as Father Grimaud concludes the mass and begin our journey home.”




  “No, PaPa, you promised we’d stay for the Fais do-do!”




  “I know, ma petite. However, I cannot help but be alarmed over Placid Chighizola’s remarks at breakfast this morning. His comment about seagulls and pelicans heading inland and cattle seeking higher ground makes me wary. You know as well as I fowl and beasts are seldom wrong—bad weather is coming.”




  “Please, PaPa. Please?”




  Claude sighed in resignation, giving in to the appeal of this offspring whom he loved so much and didn’t want to disappoint. He urged the horse on, pushing back his apprehension.




  Life along the coast was measured by the rise and fall of the tides, and their journey was bumpy over roads barely passable. Once they reached the western end of Grand Isle, Claude and Madeleine left the buggy and transferred to a small skiff, which ferried them across the narrow, shallow pass called “The Jump” to Chênière Caminada. There they joined the inhabitants who comprised the melting pot of French-speaking Creoles, Italians, Anglos, Spaniards, Germans, Acadians, and multi-ethnic descendants of the raiders of Jean Lafitte who had sailed in and out of that area eighty years before.




  Claude was much appreciative of Caminada’s industrious men. They were the top producers of the oysters and seafood, which his company supplied to the New Orleans markets. The bountiful fruits of the Gulf waters had made him a wealthy man, and he took pride in maintaining contact with these fishermen. Such an endeavor was the reason he started these yearly trips. Only a few of his closest and most devoted friends were aware he continued them to escape an intolerable, depressing home life to spend a month with a winsome widow.




  Intermittent raindrops continued to sprinkle the ground, and they hurried to reach the Lady of the Lourdes Catholic Church. Assisting Madeleine inside, Claude glanced upward and frowned once more at the ominous sky, uneasy with its appearance.




  The wedding Mass seemed extra long to the anxious father. Spasmodic showers hit the roof and occasional gusts of wind rattled the panes of the little brown and yellow church, the sound of its tolling bell carrying for miles. Relieved when the ceremony finally ended, Claude led Madeleine out. As they joined the other guests to await the upcoming party, his eyes narrowed at the ever more darkening skies.




  Despite his apprehension on this first day of October, which was much like other Sundays for the inhabitants of this village, he and Madeleine climbed the steps to the porch of Thomas Alarn’s home. The establishment, a combined boarding house, store and resort, was the ideal place to pass the time before the reception got underway.




  While inclement weather was as familiar to these inhabitants as balmy days, and the food and dance preparations were underway inside the home, Claude couldn’t help but notice how few islanders heeded the dire warnings of the old-timers voicing alarm about the rough weather. He wondered why parents were letting their children still play outdoors between the occasional showers, or why the chaperoned young people flirting with each other showed no fear of the troubling winds.




  Such a lack of worry by everyone was of great concern to Claude who was keeping a close eye on the turbulence spawned by the approaching storm. Though aware that floods on the island were unheard of, he saw tides rising rapidly as night descended and wanted to shout in frustration. Surely the booming breakers crashing into the houses nearest the beachfront and covering the shoreline herald a much larger storm than anyone expected! Why did they not heed the warnings and take precautions when even the constant tolling of the bell atop the church tower signaled alarm?




  By eight-thirty, unable to think of anything but the approaching storm, Claude stood on the porch and ignored the call to dinner. No one expressed panic, and only a few fishermen were making half-hearted preparations. Then as the howling sounds increased, he began to see the more prudent begin to take notice of the weather and ominous sounding bell, and leave the party to double-tie their large boats and haul in the smaller ones




  More time passed as the violence of the winds escalated, yet the dancers ignored it and continued with their celebration with much hilarity. Standing on the high porch of the boarding house out of the rain, Claude looked at his watch and grimaced. Two more hours had passed and still the partying was in full swing. Anxious to get Madeleine and depart before the storm increased further, he saw his good friend Andrè Guilbeau summoning him to his nearby home. Claude glanced through a window, noted that Madeleine was at last winding up her duties in the busy kitchen, gave another skeptical look at the rising water, and hurried down the stairs to see Guilbeau.




  * * * *




  Her chores completed, Madeleine licked sugar from her fingertips after she wiped final cake crumbs from the table linens and laid aside the apron she’d borrowed when she volunteered to help with the food. Preparing to join the dancers, she went in search of a mirror to coax a curl back into the damp tendrils sticking to her face. Locating her reticule, she welcomed the stiff breeze blowing through the window shutters and cooling her skin beneath the many layers of clothing.




  Smoothing the heavy black braid coiled around her head, she tucked in loose strands beneath the hairpins, pinched her cheeks and lips to restore their pink color, and spun to shake out the wrinkles in the back of her burgundy frock. She retied the wide sash cinching her waist and fluffed the pretty white lace trimming the round neckline and bouffant sleeves of her second best dress. Glancing one last time at her reflection, she nodded in satisfaction then blew a kiss to her image before going to check on her father.




  The thrust of the raging gales ripped the door handle from Madeleine’s hand when she lifted the latch. She stumbled back against the wall and cried out in surprise as rain pelted her face. Hearing the pealing church bell, she made her way onto the porch and saw debris swirling in the blanket of water covering the ground. She eyed her soft kidskin boots with regret, hating the thought of ruining her finest pair. Anxious to find her father and bring him in out of the bad weather, she hitched up her skirts and started forward.




  She stopped on the top step and spied him wading through the flood with a reluctant horse harnessed to a single seat buggy. She gave a sigh of relief until she saw the look of alarm on her father’s face. She clutched her chest. “PaPa! What has happened?”




  Ashen-faced, the words too frightening to repeat, he hesitated to tell his daughter what he’d learned from his friend Andrè who was outside shouting warnings to everyone who would listen about the storm’s violence. He, too, had watched the rising waters encroach further onto the small island under the cover of darkness, and listened to the roaring winds uprooting crepe myrtles and oleanders.




  Terrified for his child, he pointed to the ravaged ferns, wild orchid, prickly Spanish bayonet, and fragile moonflower vines floating by. “Quickly, Maddy, climb up on the seat, this is no ordinary storm.”




  “What about the party?”




  “There will be no more partying, chèrie. The island is rapidly flooding. We need to leave at once if we are to have any chance to escape!”




  Claude saw her questioning gaze as he stood quaking at the frenzy in which people belatedly began to protect their belongings, rushing to secure chickens and livestock.




  Fiddlers played in the rooms behind her, and suddenly angry, Madeleine yanked her arm free. She started back up the steps. “I’ve been helping with this party for hours. I intend to have at least one dance.”




  “Madeleine Adéla deVille, do not argue with me!”




  In all of her twenty-four years, her father had never raised his voice to her, and she realized the battle was lost when he thundered her full name. She did as he instructed, her gaze lingering on the house resounding in gaiety.




  * * * *




  Battling the elements, trying to keep the horse steady while she scrambled onto the seat of the buggy, Claude fought the turbulent winds rocking the conveyance. The water rose higher and higher, and the buggy swayed precariously as he coaxed the terrified animal toward the backside of Chênière along Bayou Thunder.




  Now certain that Guilbeau’s prediction would prove true—that many would die this night, new terror shook Claude deVille. He had delayed too long, there would be no escaping the terrible fate awaiting them, yet somehow, someway, he must do everything he could to save this beloved child.




  Frantically seeking protection, he looked for houses or trees to provide safety. Few trees were spared in the island’s constant need for firewood, and the houses made of sand and palmetto leaves or built on stilts seemed much too fragile to withstand a storm of such magnitude.




  Growing more desperate in his search, Claude stopped momentarily at the raised cottage belonging to Beauregard Vizier. Plagued by doubts that the straps anchoring the house to the ground could withstand such winds, he decided to look elsewhere, the dire predictions hammering in his head.




  A flicker of hope sprang into his chest when he spied a thick clump of oak trees. Without further hesitation, he maneuvered the frenzied horse beneath the widest and tallest oak and shouted to the terrified Madeleine, “Climb to the thickest branch you can find.”




  Madeleine was frozen in place and stared at her father who was breathing laboriously. She began to shake. “I…it is not possible.”




  “Do it!”




  “I cannot!”




  “You must, child, it is our only chance!”




  “I am afraid!”




  He reached behind his seat for the coil of rope used to tie down cords of wood, pulled Madeleine to her feet and shoved her upward, trying to maintain his hold on the horse and her as she teetered. “Grab that branch, Maddy. Now! Hurry!”




  Pushing her with all his might, his arms strained under her weight until she managed to wedge a foot into the fork of the tree. When he was certain she had climbed high enough and was lodged tight, he leaped to follow just as the horse reared in terror and fled.




  Following Madeleine, awkward in his efforts to climb and not lose the rope, he felt her occasional slip as she struggled valiantly to maintain her balance against the wet wood and raging winds.




  He stopped, inched closer and gestured for her to hug the trunk. Once she had done so, he wound the strong hemp around and around her body, lashing her securely to the tree, trying to soothe her desperate cries.




  Overcome with sadness, he leaned against her back and hugged her fiercely before kissing her cheek and praying to the Almighty to protect his perfect creation.




  Madeleine saw his intent and her eyes blazed. She screamed, her words barely coherent in the thundering roar of the storm. “No! Don’t leave me!”




  “I must. So many others need my help,” he yelled, starting his descent.




  “No, PaPa, no. Stay!”




  “Pray, Maddy, for the both of us!”




  Madeleine prayed as the terrible hours passed, but nothing was protected from the mighty winds, torrential rain, and tidal waves destroying everything in their destructive paths. Water drenched her body and thundering gusts of howling winds sent houses and trees hurling off into nothingness as she clung in desperation to the tree trunk during the perilous night.




  Still the church bell rang.




  Her terror never abated, and just when she thought she could take no more, the winds died, bringing a deathly silence to the island, broken only by the plaintive cries of the injured. Her vision cleared momentarily and peering through the few remaining branches of the ruined oaks, she spotted stunned people venturing out to help the injured while others ran to drifting boats and anything else they could reach to escape the flooding.




  She screamed and screamed and screamed. No one answered her cries.




  The lull continued until the winds suddenly returned, shifting from the opposite direction. Waters from the Gulf that rushed inland now sucked backward sweeping debris and people out of her sight. She gagged at the ghastly sight of floodwaters awash in floating bodies. Her horror increased a hundredfold with the new violence delivering fatal blows to any structure left standing.




  In the after midnight hours, the tree splintered. Breaking branches battered her body. Knocked unconscious by a rain soaked limb and ripped from the trunk, she tumbled over and over into the swirling darkness and sank into oblivion.




  Chapter 3




  1993




  Strange bird cries nudged Madeleine awake. She opened her swollen eyes to a cloudless sky and glanced around. Only an endless expanse of water and grass surrounded her. Immersed in a silence that was almost as frightening as the earlier violence crossing the island, she tried to move and could not as she sought out familiar landmarks.




  With the sun glistening over the marsh and warming her bare head, she squinted against the glare, wondering just where she could be. The wet rope, shrinking as it dried around her, triggered a new surge of panic over her lack of motion. And the sun! It was so bright—and hot on her fair skin. Her face would burn badly in such heat.




  Horrible memories of the stormy night leaped into her mind, and she remembered why she was bound. Where would she find help in such desolation? Where was her PaPa? Was he alive? “Please, God, let him be safe, and please send someone to find me. I cannot swim bound as I am.”




  Moaning as she strained against the bondage, she cried out as the thick fabric of her dress scraped against the torn skin of her arms and back. Thoroughly exhausted from the traumatic night, giving in to her frightening emotions of being totally alone, she tucked her chin against her chest and shook the long fall of hair that had come loose from her braid over her face to protect it as best she could from the sun. She closed her eyes, the drying tears streaking her dirty face as she silently continued to pray for deliverance.




  * * * *




  Hank LaFont’s skiff rocked gently with the moving tide. His stomach roiled from last night’s over-indulgence in punch he assumed was non-alcoholic. He silently cursed whoever had the bright idea of spiking the juice when children were around. Though he didn’t normally like fruity mixtures, he’d consumed quite a lot of the stuff to quench his thirst after spending the long, hot day listening to the multitude of oral histories at the Cheniere Hurricane Centennial. The event in the bayou towns of Cut Off, Grand Isle, and Galliano was held in an attempt to collect folklore and information, and commemorate those who died in the storm of 1893, as well as honor those who survived.




  Many of the stories he had heard before from MaMére, his grandmother at Grand Isle with whom he’d spent his youth. Through her he’d learned that of the more than twelve hundred people killed in the hurricane that wiped out Caminada and the surrounding towns, his great-grandfather managed to survive, remarry, and have another family to tell of the storm’s devastation.




  Hank had only gone to the demonstrations, storytelling, and video showings of life in those times to please his grandmother whose lack of mobility prevented her from attending. She was expecting him to relate his experiences. Which he would do, plus bring her a mess of fish for their dinner.




  He cushioned his pounding head in his arms, closed his eyes against the bright morning sun, and let the boat drift. His eyes popped open at the drag on his fishing line. He started reeling. No fish appeared and the hook seemed caught on something beyond his vision. He poled his boat forward, hoping to save his favorite bait, a MirrOlure guaranteed to catch trout.




  Alternately pushing and poling the small, narrow boat through the inlet and reeling in the slackening line, he almost reached the sand bar he snagged when he heard a whimper. The sound startled him in the quietness. Alert to the possibility of impending danger from someone preying on unsuspecting fishermen, he kept his movements quiet and unhurried while he slid his hand inside his tackle box for the nine mm Glock he was never without. Holding his breath, he slipped off the safety, parted the tall grasses, and peered at the sandy clearing.




  “What the hell?”




  Before him on the sand lay a small girl tied to an oak branch. Still cautious, Hank again checked the area around him before clicking the safety back on, eased from the skiff into the canal and sank into mud. Muffling a curse and holding the gun high, he waded through the hip high water.




  The child whimpered again and in the stillness of the morning, the sound blended with those of a flock of brown pelicans flying in low formation across the marsh. The sudden splash of a hungry fish startled Hank, and he hurried toward her as best he could with mud squishing under his worn Nikes. Tucking his weapon into the back of his belt when he reached the child, he bent and pushed aside the tangle of black hair covering her face. Sliding his hands over her body to assess the damage, he encountered ample breasts beneath the remnants of her torn, sand-drenched dress and stopped abruptly, giving a quick whistle. No child here!




  He fumbled in his pants pocket for his fishing knife and began to saw through the thick rope binding her body. Heavy and coarse, the hemp was unlike any he’d ever seen, and he managed to cut through the thick mass strand by strand. He breathed a sigh of relief when it parted and unwound. He coiled it into a circle, laid it aside for future examination and turned to help the woman. His gaze met startled ebony eyes.




  “Too much punch for you too, huh? Must have been some party.” His remark met with a blank look. “I’m not going to hurt you.”




  The woman’s eyes opened wide. “Laissez-moi tranqille!”




  Hank frowned. Not a Cajun…a true Frenchie? “Leave you alone? I don’t think so, unless you want to remain out here by yourself.”




  She looked even more frightened and tried to stand without his help. Her legs collapsed. “Ça ne va pas!”




  “Yep, something is definitely wrong. Wow, girl, you must have really tied one on.” He smothered a grin. “Sorry, no pun intended. How long have you been tied up out here anyway? You’re a mess of cuts and bruises.”




  His remark was met with another odd look, and he wondered if she even understood English. He waited for her to stand on her own. She couldn’t, and tears leaked from her eyes.




  He realized her dilemma and hunched down next to her to force the circulation back into her limbs and continued to talk even if she didn’t understand him. “I’m afraid your costume is ruined, and since the Centennial’s over, it won’t matter. Sure you wouldn’t like to tell me what happened? If it’s some kind of University joke, you could’ve been killed. By the way, my name’s Hank.”




  The woman remained silent until he put his hands under her dress to stroke her calves. She yelped and flung her body backward out of his reach.




  “Hey! Relax, will you? I’m just trying to get the blood flowing in your legs so you won’t fall again. As tempting as you are with all that black hair and those bedroom eyes, I’m suffering a hangover, too. Damn. I’m certainly not in the mood for sex in the middle of the marsh on a hot day. Okay?”




  * * * *




  Madeleine’s head throbbed along with her limbs coming alive with massive tingles. She gasped when he knelt beside her and reached beneath her skirt to massage her legs again. She knew she should be grateful to have survived that storm, but she feared a greater nightmare was happening to her now. Where was she? What were bedroom eyes? And sex? Who was this man who spoke of such things? She frowned and tried to swallow. “J’aimerais bien gazeus?”




  “Sorry. No sparkling water. Bud’s all I have.”




  Bud? She glanced around.




  “I’m heading for Grand Isle, is that okay with you?”




  She nodded.




  “Then let’s get you out of here, babe.”




  Babe? Could he not see she was a woman?




  The man stood and reached for her arm. Madeleine’s eyebrows shot up in fear. This person wearing strange clothes was so tall…if the water almost reached his waist, as weak as she was, she could drown.




  He apparently realized what concerned her, because he shook his head, secured the rope to his belt, and hoisted her over his shoulder as easily as if she’d been a bale of cotton. His big hands slid down her backside and gripped her thighs, and she decided if she hadn’t died from the storm, she might do so from embarrassment. Dangling precariously down his back, wiggling in discomfort, she groped for something to hold, grabbed his waistband, and pushed his gun further into his pants.




  He grunted and shifted her position, again handling her buttocks. She grimaced, smothering her outrage, and reached without success to lower or raise his hands.




  She heard him grind his teeth and mutter about his clothes and gun getting soaked as he plowed through the mud balancing the both of them. He was either very strong or had overcome his hangover, whatever that was, because by the time he reached his boat and pulled it close to the sand bar he paused as if wondering how to seat them without getting them both wetter. Then he clasped her closer, climbed in slowly and eased onto the seat then slid her down the front of his body to the bottom of the craft.




  “Don’t move,” he growled, his voice husky.




  Squashed against his chest and between his legs, Madeleine scarcely breathed while the man occasionally reached over her to pole through seemingly endless waterways. After the slow tour she’d taken of his body, she wasn’t sure if the storm, being carried upside down, or the scent of musky skin bathed in moisture accounted for her dazed condition. She was certain however, due to a brief amorous adventure with Paul Picard in Paris, that the corded muscles rippling beneath his chest muscles and his strong hands on her buttocks made this Hank a very dangerous man.




  Perplexed by her rescuer’s words and overly familiar actions, she couldn’t control her panic. She tried to see more of the tanned face he had hidden beneath a billed hat that hugged his head and peculiar spectacles covered with mirrors. He bent over and her gaze lingered on his long torso encased in worn blue pants split at the knees, wide shoulders straining under an odd yellow shirt emblazoned with a black fleur-de-lis and the word Saints. Saint? Unlikely, she thought, recalling the possessive hands fondling her backside and the heat radiating from his body. Or was she the one radiating?




  Madeleine was so involved in her study of the man called Hank that she paid little attention when they arrived at a weather-beaten wharf near a path at the edge of the marsh. Her heart pounded from the unfamiliar surroundings, and she remained silent as he looped a rope over a post to secure his boat. After he hauled her out of the boat and stood her on her feet, she watched in fascination while he dragged the short boat out of the water, carried it down the path, and tied it to the top of a strange vehicle with huge wheels that sat beside a road. Once he seemed satisfied his craft was secure, he took the gun from inside his pants, shook the water out of it. Finally, he untied the rope at his belt, threw it on the rear seat, motioning for her to follow. Holding out a hand to stop her, he reached inside the conveyance and collected two large pieces of cloth made of toweling material and spread them over the front seats.




  She cautiously climbed up inside the vehicle to the seat he indicated and watched him go around to the other side and slide onto the other seat, wiping his gun dry on the edge of the cloth before stowing it under his feet.




  He glanced at her, sighed, got out and returned to the rear of the machine to open a back window. When he was seated again, he extracted several wet papers from a small packet, leaned over, and wiped the dirt from her face as if to see what she looked like under the muck.




  Startled by the nice smell and soft feel of the damp paper, Madeleine blinked rapidly, staring at the packet. “Oh!”




  Hank stared at her. “Baby wipes. I keep them in my car to clean things.”




  Reaching behind him into a big red box wedged between the two seats, he extracted two cans, opening them in a mysterious fashion before extending one to her. Following his lead, she tilted the cylinder and drank cautiously, discovering beer, which she’d learned to enjoy in Paris. She choked, and then as the chilled liquid eased the pain of her parched throat, she swallowed greedily.




  “Whoa,” Hank said, smiling broadly. “You’d better go easy on that. I know all about the hair of the dog but after last night you might just get drunk again.”




  She didn’t answer.




  “My French is kind of rusty so tell me in English where you want to go.”




  She looked around and remained silent.




  Hank shrugged. “Just point out the place when we get there.”




  Madeleine jumped at the burst of noise the vehicle made when it began to move. She had read about Mr. Henry Ford’s plans to mass-produce wheeled vehicles. This conveyance of Hank’s looked nothing like those drawings displayed in Chicago. Her face paled further, and she reached for support when it shot forward, careened around several orange colored barriers then headed rapidly down a wide smooth roadway.




  His gaze returned time and again to her face while she clutched the seat and tried to hide her fright. He frowned. “Look, I promise you have nothing to fear from me. It’s just that if your group was out on that sand bar doing coke or crack, I’d like to know. These locals don’t cotton to heavy drugs. You could get in deep shit with the law around here. Now alcohol and an occasional joint, well,” he said, taking another long drink from his Budweiser, “that’s another story. Long as you don’t try to drive drunk, you’re okay.”




  Madeleine watched the world flash by through the window without the slightest idea of what he was talking about. She gazed at underdressed people on the sides of the road and craned her head to see what they were doing. Unfamiliar signposts, establishments, and unusual names flashed by. She fought down her panic at the thought of losing control over her life, and she clutched the arms of her seat, mouthing the strange words—Minnow Pause Bait shop, 25 miles an hour, Grand Island, Crabs $3.75 a dozen, Coca Cola, Diet Pepsi, Miller Lite.
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