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The moon hung full and low and bloodred over the bayou as Jack Callahan sat out on the gallerie of the crumbling plantation house, working on a bottle of whiskey that wasn’t working on him. It had been a sweltering day, and even at midnight the air, which smelled of damp brick and night-blooming jasmine, dripped with moisture.


The old swing squeaked as he slowly swayed; an alligator glided silently across water the color of burgundy wine, its eyes gleaming in the dark like yellow headlights.


A mist that wasn’t quite rain began to fall as he watched the storm gather out over the Gulf and thought back to the night when Beau Soleil had resembled a huge white wedding cake. A night when music floated on the sultry summer air, fairy lights strung through the limbs of the chinaberry trees twinkled like fireflies, and white candles anchored in fake water lilies glowed invitingly on the smooth turquoise surface of the pool water.


White jacketed waiters had circulated with trays of mint juleps and flutes of French champagne while belles in tulle and taffeta danced magnolia-scented nights away. The girls had been mouthwateringly pretty in airy flowered dresses that showed off their tanned shoulders and long slender legs. And Danielle Dupree had outshone them all.


Danielle. He lifted the bottle to his lips; flames slid down his throat. You’d think, after all these years, he’d be immune to the closest thing Blue Bayou had ever had to a princess. But the memory of that night created a rush of molten heat hotter than any the Jack Daniel’s could stoke. He’d known, of course, that he had no business wanting her.


“Never have been any good at taking your own counsel, you,” he muttered, slipping back into the Cajun patois he’d spoken growing up among his mother’s people.


Celibacy was not an easy virtue at any age. For a testosterone-driven eighteen-year-old kid coming off nine long months banished to a last-chance, hard-time military-styled lockup for delinquents, it was damn near impossible. Especially when the girl in question had recklessly, for that brief, shining time, wanted him, too.


Those crazy days and hot nights were, as his daddy used to say, yesterday’s ball score. He might not have ended up on Angola’s death row, like Judge Dupree had warned, but he’d definitely gone to hell like so many in Blue Bayou had predicted.


“Gone to hell and lived to remember it.”


He was no longer viewed as the devil of Blue Bayou. Even The Cajun Clarion had picked up a quote from The New York Times Book Review declaring him a new generation’s Joseph Wambaugh. Thanks to all those folks in Hollywood, who threw money around like confetti, he now owned the crown jewel of Louisianan antebellum homes. Not that it was much of a jewel at the moment, but he, more than most, knew outward appearances could be deceiving.


During his years as an undercover drug agent, he’d become a chameleon, able to move among the movers and shakers at a Beverly Hills dinner party one night, while the next night would find him working the street scene in Tijuana, then with only a change of clothes and syntax, he’d be hanging out at the beach, listening to surfer songs and making deals and subsequent busts beneath the Huntington Beach pier.


Outwardly his appearance hadn’t changed all that much since his undercover days. He still tied his thick black hair in the same ponytail at the nape of his neck and the gold earring served as a daily reminder that trying to outrun your past was an exercise in futility. But even these leftovers from his former life didn’t tell the entire story.


A casual observer would never suspect that his mind was a seething cauldron of drug dealers, strung-out hookers chasing their next high, crooked cops, and hard-eyed kids who lost their innocence before their baby teeth.


Scenes flashed through his mind like movie trailers set to fast forward: the wasted body of a Guadalajara whore, her nose still wet from sniffing cocaine; a nine-month-old baby killed in his crib by a drive-by shooting in El Paso; a fourteen-year-old girl in Las Vegas traded by her mother to a biker gang for a weekend’s worth of methamphetamine and black tar heroin.


And if those Technicolor memories didn’t cause mental black clouds to gather overhead, there was always Jack’s personal golden oldie: blood blossoming like a garden of scarlet poppies across the front of a lace-trimmed, white silk nightgown.


Even now, guilt slashed at him like a razor. Don’t get personally involved. That had been rule one of the job. A rule he’d broken once in his life, with fatal consequences.


The fact that he’d nearly died as well did nothing to soothe his conscience or wash the blood from his hands.


“You didn’t have any choice,” Jack tried telling himself what the investigators who’d been waiting for him when he’d come out of surgery the next day had told him. He hadn’t been in any mood to listen. Not then. Not now. The fact was, he’d screwed up. Big time.


During the years away from Louisiana, Jack had developed the ability to live in the moment, which was handy when your life could come to a sudden, violent end at any time. The covert activities he’d carried out all over the world had been as dangerous as they were secretive, and when they were completed, he shed the more unsavory aspects of his career along with whatever identity he’d taken on, leaving them behind in his dark and murky past.


And then, as always, he moved on.


Some of those who’d worked with him had called him crazy. Others proclaimed him a reckless cowboy. Still others accused him of having a death wish and refused to work with him again.


Jack hadn’t much cared what anyone thought. Until he’d held up his former partner’s trembling, black-clad widow while she stoically accepted the American flag that had been draped over her husband’s mahogany casket.


Back from the dead, he’d turned in his snazzy government badge and his Glock semiautomatic, then walked away from a guaranteed salary, health benefits, and a pension he hadn’t believed he’d live long enough to collect, retreating to the isolation of the moss-draped, foggy Louisiana bayou, where he didn’t have to worry about being blown away if his Louisiana Cajun accent suddenly came out, blowing his cover story, whatever the hell it was that day.


It was only then that Jack realized he’d been playing at roles for so many years, he’d not only lost his soul, but any sense of who he was.


The first three months, spent in alcohol-sodden oblivion, passed by in a blur. Jack’s only vivid memory of those early days after his homecoming was the night he’d hit rock bottom and ended up floating aimlessly through the swamp in his pirogue, stewed to the gills, the barrel of a .38 pressed against the roof of his mouth.


It would have been so damn easy to pull the trigger. Too easy, he’d decided, hurling the revolver into the water. The idealistic altar boy who’d confessed his childish digressions every Saturday afternoon at Blue Bayou’s Church of the Holy Assumption Jack had been amazed to discover still lurking somewhere deep inside him required penance for adult sins.


Shortly after choosing life over suicide, he’d awakened from a three-day binge, pulled an old legal pad from its long-ago hiding place beneath a floorboard, and begun to write. A week later he’d discovered that while he couldn’t exorcise all his old ghosts, he could hold them somewhat at bay by putting them down on paper.


Still working on instinct, when he ran out of clean pages, he went into town, bought an old Smith Corona manual typewriter at a secondhand store—electricity tended to go out a lot in the swamp—and reams of paper. After returning to the camp, he settled down to work, and with words flooding out from too-long-ignored emotional wounds, he wrote like a man possessed.


Things probably would have stopped there if an old friend, who, concerned about his welfare, hadn’t ventured out into the swamp to check on him. When he found him sleeping like the dead he’d once longed to be and read the pages piled up on every flat surface, he’d convinced Jack to send them to a New York agent he knew.


Three months later Jack had received the life-altering call offering to buy his first—and decidedly uneven—novel about an alcoholic, burned-out, suicidal DEA agent. Eighteen months after that he’d hit the publishing jackpot when The Death Dealer soared to the top of every best-seller list in the country.


Now wealthier than he’d ever dreamed, he spent his days working up a sweat wielding crowbars, claw hammers, and axes, clearing away the kudzu that was threatening to consume the house, tearing apart crumbling foundations, ripping off rotted shingles.


When it grew too dark to work, he passed sleepless nights pounding computer keys, reliving those dark and violent memories that had amazingly also found a huge international audience.


He should have been in tall cotton, but since moving into Beau Soleil’s garconnière, originally constructed as quarters for the young men of the plantation house, Jack had been haunted by memories which lingered like bits of Spanish moss clinging to a long-dead cypress.


He cursed viciously, then heard an answering whine. Glancing down, he viewed a mutt standing beneath one of the ancient oaks. She was a mess, her frame, long legs, and huge feet and head suggesting that she’d be about the size of a small horse if she hadn’t been starved down to skin and bones. Ribs protruded from her sunken sides, her filthy fur was the color of dirty straw, and a nasty wound oozed across her muzzle.


“You and me, we got something in common, chien femelle. Two messed-up bayou strays.”


She whined again but, seemingly encouraged by him talking to her, started slinking up the steps, her tail between her legs, limpid chocolate brown eyes hopeful.


“Christ, you’re a sorry sight. Flea-bitten, too, I’ll bet.”


She dropped down on her haunches at his feet but was still able to look him in the eye.


“I suppose you want a handout.”


She whined. Thumped her tail.


“Somethin’ to eat?”


He’d obviously said the secret word. The tail began wagging to beat the band, revealing a remarkably optimistic nature for an animal who’d obviously had a helluva tough time.


“You can crash for the night. But I’m not looking for any long-term relationship here.”


She barked. Once, twice, a third time. The expressive tail went into warp wag.


Shaking his head, Jack pushed himself to his feet and crunched across the oyster-shell drive to the garconnière, the dog so close on his heels she was nudging the back of his legs.


The contents of his refrigerator were not encouraging. “We’ve got two six-packs, a half-empty carton of milk I’m not gonna vouch for, and a brick of something green I think used to be cheese.”


It was always this way when he was deep in a book. Worse when he was fighting with uncooperative characters as he’d been the past days. He’d forego sleep. Forget to eat, shower, shave. Hell, the entire planet could blow itself to smithereens, but if he was writing, he probably wouldn’t notice until he lost power to his laptop.


Despite his warning, the dog’s sharp bark suggested she was willing to take her chances.


“Wait a minute.” He unearthed a dish from behind the beer, sniffed it, and tried to remember how many days it had been sitting in there.


“You like crawfish jambalaya?”


She barked again. Pranced, her nails clicking on the heart-of-cypress floor.


“Guess that’s a yes.”


After she’d wolfed the seasoned rice and crawfish down, Jack retrieved a bottle of hydrogen peroxide from the bathroom and cleaned the dog’s wound. It had to have stung like the devil, but she sat perfectly still, staring at him with those big brown trusting eyes.


“Don’t get used to it. Because tomorrow you and I are takin’ a visit to the animal shelter.”


The dog taken care of, he took the six-pack over to the old wooden kitchen table that had been handcrafted with trees milled from Beau Soleil’s back woods. Those earlier thoughts of Danielle’s birthday ball had stirred his balky muse, throwing up a series of what-ifs that seemed promising.


What if, he asked himself as he popped the top on one of the bottles, the aging drug kingpin had a daughter? A young woman as distant and unreachable as a star. A woman the alcoholic DEA agent—who was trying to bring her father down—was inexorably drawn to, even knowing it was suicide?


By the time a soft lavender predawn light was shimmering on the horizon, he’d worked his way through the six-pack, and the ceramic crawfish ashtray was piled high with cigarette butts, but the computer screen was filled with new scenes. Jack saved them onto his hard drive, pushed back from the table, staggered into the adjoining room, and crashed on the unmade bed.


As the dog sprawled onto the floor at the foot of the bed with a long satisfied sigh, Jack fell like a stone into sleep.


 


Danielle Dupree had always believed in fairy tales. And why not? After all, she’d grown up a princess in a storybook white-pillared plantation home, and even after bayou bad boy Jack Callahan broke her heart, she’d continued to believe in happily-ever-afters.


The only problem with fairy tales, she thought now as she lugged a heavy box of books out to her Volvo station wagon, was they didn’t warn impressionable little girls that a few years down that Yellow Brick Road Prince Charming might decide to move into a new castle with a Vassar-educated princess who could better assist his career climb to king, subsequently die in a freak accident, and it’d be back to the ashes for Cinderella.


It had been a month since Lowell’s death, yet it still was so strange to think of herself as a widow when she’d expected to be a divorcée.


Dani wasn’t certain anyone deserved to have a piano drop on his head. Still, there was some irony in the fact that it happened to be Lowell’s fiancée’s gleaming white Steinway that had snapped its cable while the deliverymen were attempting to bring it in through the balcony French doors of their fifth-floor apartment.


Dani was, of course, sorry the man she’d married right out of college was dead. After all, he was her son’s father. But still, she hadn’t experienced any sense of grave personal loss. It certainly hadn’t been as devastating as that fateful day nineteen months ago when a reporter from The Washington Post had called her and told her to turn on the six o’clock news.


Watching Congressman Lowell Dupree’s press conference—held in the Watergate, where apparently he’d leased a cozy little love nest with his brunette barracuda chief of staff—Dani had been stunned to hear her husband tell the world that he was divorcing his wife.


Divorcing her.


Since he was the one who’d been so hot to set up housekeeping with another woman, Dani hadn’t understood why he’d dragged their divorce out for eighteen long, contentious months during which time he’d raided their joint bank accounts, held back child support for the flimsiest of grounds that never held up in court, and refused to grant her lawyer access to financial records.


It was only after his death that Dani discovered her husband’s high-flying venture into tech and Internet stocks had gone south, leaving him to die deeply in debt.


“Mom, I can’t find my Hot Wheels.”


“I packed them with your Hogwarts figures in the box with the orange stickers.”


Her eight-old-son, Matt, was a die-hard Baltimore Orioles fan, which was why she’d assigned him orange in her moving-box color-coding system. She’d chosen red for herself, since it was supposed to be a power color, and she figured right now she needed all the help she could get.


“I forgot. Thanks, Mom.”


“You’re very welcome, darling.” She drew a line through the box of books on her packing list.


Pleased to have averted a potential crisis, Dani returned to the house to strip the sheets off the king-size bed, which surprisingly hadn’t proven at all lonely during the nineteen months she’d been sleeping by herself.


Three hours later the house was emptied, and her son was buckled into the backseat of the wagon with its READ vanity license plate.


“It feels funny not to be going to school,” Matt said.


“I know, but you’ll be in your new school in just a few days.” Dani turned a corner and left the red brick Federal house—along with her former life—behind in the Volvo’s rearview mirror. “Today we’re going home.”
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The day dawned hot and drenched with humidity. Outside the open window a jay raucously scolded the rising sun, and the distant thrum of an outboard motor echoed from somewhere on the water. When a soft breath fanned against the back of his neck, every nerve in Jack’s body went on alert.


There’d been a time when he would have been out of bed like a shot, weapon in hand, adrenaline racing through his veins. Now he forced his mind to calm and thought back to last night.


How much had he drunk? While there had admittedly been mornings in the past when he’d wake up in bed with some strange woman, unable to recall the events that had gotten them there, Jack knew this wasn’t one of those times.


He’d been fighting his new book for a week. He remembered telling the construction crew not to interrupt him unless it had to do with blood—and a helluva lot of it—or fire. Then, shutting off the outside world, he’d waded back into battle with his rebellious characters.


He recalled taking a break last night, emerging from the isolation of his writer’s cave to check out the work that had been done on the house. Satisfied at the progress, he’d been sitting on the gallerie when he’d started thinking about Danielle. Which was always a mistake, though probably inevitable since he was, after all, living in her house.


He remembered the bloodred moon…. The flashes of lightning out on the Gulf…. The croak of hidden bullfrogs…. The dog.


He turned his head, which some fiendish intruder had obviously split in half with a ragged ax while he’d been sleeping, and found himself staring straight into huge, adoring, crusted dark-rimmed eyes.


“I know damn well I didn’t invite you up here.”


Undeterred by his gritty tone, the mutt stretched her lanky frame. Then licked his face—a long wet slurp.


He wiped the back of his hand over his mouth, which tasted as if he’d sucked up all the mud in the entire Mississippi delta. “Didn’t your maman ever warn you about climbing into a strange man’s bed?”


As her tail thudded against the mattress, Jack wondered how many fleas she’d deposited in his sheets.


He crawled out of bed, allowing himself the indulgence of a few ragged groans that stopped just short of being whimpers. Bracing one hand against the wall, he dragged himself into the bathroom.


He blearily regarded the face in the mirror through eyes as red-veined as a Louisiana road map. He rubbed his hand over the heavy stubble of dark beard. “You should be writin’ horror, you. ’Cause you’re a dead ringer for Loup Garou.” The legendary shapeshifter was the bayou’s answer to the Abominable snowman.


Whiskey, beer, and stale nicotine were seeping from his pores. Since it was a tossup which of them smelled worse, he debated dragging the dog into the shower with him, then decided not to bother. She’d get a bath along with her tick-dip at the shelter.


He steamed up the small bathroom, willing the pounding water to beat the poisons out of his aching body and continued to think back on last night. By the time he’d staggered to bed, the drug kingpin’s daughter had begun spinning her deadly web for the DEA agent, and he’d unearthed his story’s conflict. From here on in, it should be easy sailing.


Too bad he’d probably never finish it. Because odds were he’d be dead by noon.


The crew had already arrived and was at work on the roof of the big house, the drumming of hammers echoing the pounding in his head. Jack let the dog out the screen door, cringing against the squeak of the hinges he’d been meaning to oil for weeks, and watched her sniff around the base of one of the old oaks.


“That’s good you’re housebroken. It’ll make it easier to find you a new family.”


After drawing a glass of water from the tap, Jack swallowed three aspirins, then made coffee. He was waiting for what seemed like an interminably long time for the damn water to drip through the dark grounds when a high-pitched barking struck like an ice pick into the most delicate part of his brain.


“Hey, Jack,” a male voice called. “Want to call off your mangy guard horse?”


“She’s not mine.” He pushed open the screen door again and vowed that if he lived another five minutes, he’d find the WD-40 and oil the damn thing.


“Hey, you,” he said to the mutt. “Knock it off. Nate’s on our side. He’s one of the good guys.”


She immediately stopped barking. With back fur still bristling, she sat down beside Jack, pressing against his leg.


“Remember when I was building an addition onto Pete Marchand’s Tack-in-the-Box store a couple months back?” Nate Callahan, Jack’s younger brother and the contractor in charge of Beau Soleil’s renovation, asked.


“Yeah, I recall something about that. Why?”


“’Cause I saw a real nice hand-tooled saddle in the window that’d probably fit your new pal just fine.”


“Boy, you’re such a comedian I’m surprised no one’s given you your own TV show.” Jack rubbed his throbbing temples.


“Hangover?”


“Thanks, anyway. But I’ve already got one of my own.”


“Hope it was worth it. So, the dog gotta name?”


“Hell if I know.” She wouldn’t, if she was depending on him. “She’s a stray.” Jack leaned a shoulder against the door frame, folded his arms, and braced for bad news. “What’s today’s problem?”


He’d been warned, before buying Beau Soleil, that restoring the plantation house to its former glory would be a challenge. That had proven an understatement. The truth was, the place was not only a money pit, it was turning out to be one damn thing after another.


The first day he’d discovered he was going to have to replace most of the rotting foundation walls. Things had gone downhill from there.


“No problem. At least not yet. But hell, the day’s still young.”


Nate held out a foam cup. Jack pried off the lid and appreciatively inhaled the fragrant steam. Risking a scorched tongue, he took a drink of the black chicory-flavored coffee and decided he just may live after all.


“Too bad you’re my brother. Otherwise, I could just turn gay and marry you so you could bring me coffee every morning.”


“Sorry, even if we weren’t related, you’re not my type. I’ve got this personal thing about not locking lips with someone with a heavier beard than mine.”


“Picky, picky.”


“Though,” Nate considered, “it might solve my recent problem with Suzanne.”


“Marriage bug bite again?”


“I don’ know what’s gotten into women lately.” Nate whipped off his billed cap and plowed a hand through his sun-streaked hair. “They’re fabulous creatures. They smell damn good, too. You know I’ve always enjoyed everything about them.”


“That’s no exaggeration.” From the moment he’d hit puberty and stumbled across their older brother Finn’s stash of Playboy magazines, Nate had acquired a genuine appreciation for seemingly the entire female gender. From what Jack had been able to tell, the majority of those females had appreciated him right back.


“Used to be you could hit it off with a woman and the two of you’d pass a good time. Everyone had a little fun, nobody got hurt. Or mad. But no more. Hell, you go out a few times, share a few laughs…”


“A few rolls in the hay.” Amused, Jack lit a cigarette.


“A gentleman never rolls and tells. But, Christ,” Nate continued, “even when both parties agree goin’ in to keep things light, the next thing you know, she’s askin’ whether you like Chrysanthemum or Buttercup better.”


Jack shrugged. “Most women like flowers.”


“That’s what I thought when she first brought it up. But turns out they’re not flowers. They’re goddamned silverware patterns.”


“I’m no expert on the subject, but my guess would be it’s best just to go along with whatever the lady likes.”


“Easy for you to say. She happens to like Chrysanthemum because it’s the same pattern her momma has, is from Tiffany’s, and a single damn iced-tea spoon would probably pay my subcontractor bills for a month. But my problem isn’t about any damn flatware.”


“Just the fact that you know the term flatware suggests you’re in trouble, little brother.”


“My point,” Nathan plowed on through gritted teeth, “is that the female pattern is always the same. Have a few dates, share a few kisses, okay, maybe go to bed, and suddenly copies of Bride magazine start mysteriously showin’ up on the bedside table and you’re giving up NASCAR to watch Sense and Sensibility on the chick channel.”


Jack blew out a surprised cloud of smoke. “You’re kidding.”


“I wish I were. A guy could die of estrogen overdose watching that movie. Last night it was Sleepless in Seattle. And this morning she brought me breakfast in bed.”


“Well, that’s certainly a hangin’ offense. Are we talkin’ fresh fruit in dainty crystal bowls and croissants on flowered plates with white doilies? Or a decent manly meal with buckets of grease and cholesterol?”


“This morning it was boudin, cush cush, three fried eggs, and cottage fries.”


“Gotta hate a woman who’d fry you up a mess of sausage and eggs.” Jack’s mouth watered. “Maybe when Suzanne gets tired of cookin’ for an unappreciative yahoo, you can send her out here.”


“You’d run her off in a day. Besides, it’s not the cooking that’s my problem, it’s the reason a woman who probably grew up not even knowin’ the way to the kitchen has gotten all domestic in the first place. Dammit, Jack, I feel like a tournament bass trying to hide out in the shallows, and she’s on the bank baitin’ the damn hook.”


“So, don’t bite.”


“Easy for you to say,” Nate grumbled as they watched the new roof going on. “Good to see you finally coming out of hibernation, even if you look like death warmed over,” he said, switching gears. “Does this mean the book’s finally starting to go well?”


“Depends on your meaning of well.”


“I sure don’t understand, given all that happened to you, why you’d want to write about murder.”


“It’s called makin’ a living.”


“You can’t sit at that computer twenty-four hours a day. Ever think about running for sheriff when you get this place all fixed up? Lord knows this parish could use a new one. Jimbo Lott gets more corrupt every year.”


“I notice he keeps getting elected.”


“Only ’cause nobody runs against him.”


“In case you haven’t noticed, the reason I came back here is because I’m out of the crime-fighting business.”


“Nah. You may be a hot shot novelist now, but you’ve got our daddy’s blood running through your veins. You and Finn always were the most like him, always wantin’ to play cops and robbers.”


“While you were off dragging lumber in from the swamp.”


“Somebody had to build the jail to put the robbers in after you two captured them. I don’t believe you can ignore nature, Jack.”


“Believe it. I turned in my badge because I finally realized that tilting at windmills just gets you ripped to fuckin’ pieces.”


“So you’re going to spend the rest of your life hiding out here, trying to find redemption by writing your depressing books?”


“Unlike some people who haven’t learned how to mind their own business, I don’t believe in redemption. And a helluva lot of readers must like depressing, because I sell damn well.”


Jack had never been able to figure out why readers the world over would actually pay to share his nightmares, but as his agent and editor kept assuring him, his thinly veiled true crime stories about a divorced, alcoholic narcotics agent who lived on the fringes of society had found a huge audience.


“There’s probably an audience for televised executions,” Nate said mildly. “But that doesn’t necessarily mean the networks should supply it.”


“Hell, if they ever figure out a way to get by the government censors, Old Sparky will become a Saturday night blockbuster.”


“You know, I’m beginnin’ to worry you may just be nearly as cynical as you’re trying to convince me you are.”


“Not cynical. I’m just a realist. I decided after holding up my dead partner’s widow at his gravesite that I’d leave saving the world to people like our older brother.”


“You’ve always had a knack for tellin’ stories,” Nate allowed. “But ever think ’bout writing more uplifting ones?”


“I just write the world like I see it.”


“Well, I sure don’t envy you your view.”


Jack merely shrugged.


“Speaking of views, the scenery around Blue Bayou’s about to get a whole lot prettier.”


An intuition Jack had learned to trust, the same one that had saved his life on more than one occasion, had the hair at the back of his neck prickling. As the sun burned off the morning mist, he curled his hand around the cup and waited.


“Danielle’s coming back home.”


Ignoring the sideways look directed his way, Jack polished off the rest of the cooling coffee and wished to hell it was something stronger.


 


Heat shimmered on the empty roadway, a glistening black ribbon that twined its way around laconic waters and through root-laced swamps, unrolling before Dani like a welcome mat. Despite all her problems, the deeper into the bayou she drove, the more her tangled nerves began to unwind. There was something calming about this land that time had forgot. Calming and infinitely reassuring, despite the rumbling from storm clouds gathering on the horizon.


Fields of sugar cane were occasionally broken by an oak tree, or a sleepy strip town, often little more than one house deep, the valuable land being needed more for crops than commerce. Lush green fields were laid out in a near-surgical precision at odds with the personalities of the Cajun farmers who lived there. Here in southern Louisiana the mighty Mississippi hadn’t carved valleys as it had upriver. Instead, it had carried rich topsoil washed away from northern states and deposited it across the soggy terrain to create valuable fertile land. Water and bog warred continually, with water winning more battles over the eons.


Pretty Victorian homes stood next door to brightly painted Creole West Indies cottages, which neighbored antebellum plantation homes, many of which were crumbling, reclaimed by time and water. Every so often Dani would pass a sugar mill, whose sweet odor, come winter grinding season, would make the eyes water.


It was a long way from Fairfax, Virginia, to Blue Bayou, Louisiana. An even longer way from the hustle and bustle of the nation’s capital to this secret, hidden corner of the world. Dani had missed it without knowing it’d been missed. Trying to keep a demanding life on track, while juggling the roles of congressional wife, student, mother, and librarian, running from a painful past she tried not to think about, had kept her nearly too busy to breathe. Let alone stop and think. Or feel.


Which is why, she thought sadly, she hadn’t realized that Lowell had emotionally left their marriage—and her—before they’d returned from their St. Thomas honeymoon.


Matt, who normally passed long drives with his nose in a library book, wasn’t saying much about the change of scenery, but whenever Dani would glance in the rearview mirror, she’d see him drinking everything in.


“Some of the kids didn’t believe me when I said we were going to be living in a library,” he offered from the backseat.


“We’re not going to be living in the library. We’ll be living above it.”


Dani had been more than a little relieved when an on-line search of the Cajun Clarion’s classified pages had revealed an opening for parish librarian. She’d immediately called the number, which turned out to be the mayor’s office, and had, in the space of that single phone call, been hired by Nate Callahan, Blue Bayou’s newly elected mayor. The pay might not be up to big-city standards, but Dani would have been willing to clean tables and wash dishes in Cajun Cal’s Country Café if that’s what it took to feed her son.


“Since the library’s been closed for the past two months, ever since the former librarian moved to Alexandria to live with her granddaughter, the parish commissioners were so relieved to hear they were going to be able to open it, they threw in the apartment as a lagniappe.” Which was fortunate, since the salary would have made paying rent difficult.


“Lagniappe means ‘something extra.’”


“That’s exactly what it means.” She smiled at him in the mirror. “You’re so smart.”


His brow furrowed. “What if I was only smart at Fox Run? What if the kids in my new school know more than I do?”


“Your test scores were great, darling.” Hadn’t she, on the school counselor’s advice, allowed him to skip third grade? “You’ll do fine here.”


“What if they don’t like me?”


“Of course they’ll like you. And you’ll have your cars to break the ice.”


“Yeah. I will,” he said, seemingly relieved. “Grandpa’s really going to live with us, too?”


“Absolutely.” Dani refused to consider the prospect of her father rejecting the home she intended to make for them all.


Judge Victor Dupree had always wanted to control everything and everyone around him, which is probably partly why he became a judge in the first place. She’d often thought it was also one of the reasons her mama had run away when Dani had still been in diapers. If there was anything Lowell’s untimely death had taught her, it was that life was too short to hold grudges. She and her father had already lost enough years they could have been a family. Her son was going to know who and where he’d come from if it was the last thing Dani did.


And if Daddy doesn’t like it, tough.


Thunder rumbled a low warning in the distance. A flash of lightning forked out of darkening clouds, and the wind picked up, rustling the cane stalks.


“Is a hurricane coming?”


“Oh, I’m sure we don’t have to worry about that.” Dani flipped on the windshield wipers.


“Are you sure? I saw the signs,” Matt said over the drumming rain on the station wagon’s metal roof. “The evacuation route for when there’s a hurricane.” Even being more than a year younger than most of his classmates, he was the best reader in his fourth grade. There were times, and this was one of them, that wasn’t necessarily a good thing.


“It’s just a little afternoon rain, sweetie.”


“Too bad.” He pressed his nose against the window. “It’d be cool to call Tommy and tell him we were in a hurricane.” Tommy had been his neighbor and best friend in Virginia.


“I think I’d prefer we pass on that excitement.”


“It’d still be neat.”


A siren screamed over the crash of another thunderclap. The flashing lights in the rearview mirror yanked Dani’s attention from her dreary thoughts as she glanced down at the speedometer, which revealed that she was going well within the speed limit.


“Are we getting a ticket?”


“I don’t think so.” She certainly hoped not. The last thing her checkbook needed was a traffic fine and an increase in her insurance premium. She pulled over to the shoulder, breathing a sigh of relief as the red car belonging to the parish fire chief tore past.


Unlike so many of the strip towns which had sprung up to serve the farming and shrimping south Louisiana population, Blue Bayou had been painstakingly designed by a wealthy planter who’d visited Savannah for a wedding and had so admired that city’s lush green squares and gracious architecture, he’d returned home and formed a partnership with one of the gens de couleur libres—free men of color—an architect who shared his artistic vision.


Together they changed the rustic fishing town named for the blue herons which nested on the banks of the bayou into a planned hamlet which, although the town’s name of Bayou Bleu had been anglicized over the years, remained an example of the short-lived period of booming antebellum prosperity.


As Dani crossed the old steel bridge leading into town, the gaslights along oak-lined Gramercy Boulevard—which was actually a narrow cobblestone street—flickered on, yellow shimmers through the falling rain, which she was glad to see was letting up as the storm passed on toward New Orleans and Mississippi.


Returning to this hidden corner of Louisiana was like going back in time. Not just to Dani’s more recent personal past, but to a romantic era far more distant. It took no imagination at all to hear the clatter of horses’ hooves on the cobblestones or the rustle of petticoats skimming the brick sidewalk lined with leafy trees and planters overflowing with color.


Some things had changed since the last time she’d been home, which had been for her father’s trial seven long years ago. Lafitte’s Landing, the old restaurant, dance hall, and gathering place, was closed; the drugstore where she and her girlfriends would perch on vinyl-seated swivel stools and moon over Johnny Breaux as he’d build hot fudge sundaes was now an Espresso Express, and Arlene’s Doll Hospital had become a video rental store.


But Cajun Cal’s Country Café still advertised the Friday night fried-fish special; they were still perming hair at Belle’s Shear Pleasures, though according to the white script painted on the window, Belle had added pedicures, and the Bijoux Theater still dominated the corner of Maringouin and Heron. They also still had live entertainment on Sunday nights. According to the marquee, this week’s singer was billed as The Chanteuse Acadienne, Christy Marchand.


Blue Bayou was a pretty, peaceful town where children rode bikes down quiet, tree-canopied streets, where mothers pushed baby carriages, and the residents sat on front galleries beneath lazily circling ceiling fans to sip sweet tea in the afternoons and watch their neighbors.


It was the kind of small rural southern town where Andy Griffith could have been elected sheriff, if Andy had only spoken French. Dani hadn’t realized how much she’d missed it until she’d come home.


The lush green town square was flanked on one end by the Church of the Holy Assumption, its twin Gothic spires lancing high into the sky. The silver rain clouds had gathered around the stone towers like pigeons flocking together for the night.


The opposite side of the park was anchored by the majestic Italianate courthouse, boasting tall stone steps, gracefully arched windows, and lacy cast-iron pilasters. It had served as a hospital during the War Between the States, and if one knew where to look, it was possible to find minie balls still lodged in the woodwork.


A red, white, and blue Acadian flag hung below the U.S. and state flags on a towering pole, and a bronze statue of Captain Jackson Callahan—a local boy who’d risen above his Irish immigrant status by joining the mostly Irish 6th Louisiana Volunteer Infantry known as the Confederate Tigers—graced the lawn.


The soldier who’d begun the war as Private Callahan had fought in virtually every Eastern front battle from the Shenandoah Valley Campaign of 1862 under Stonewall Jackson to the hand-to-hand warfare at Fort Stedman, amazingly returning home in one piece after Lee’s surrender at Appomattox Court House in 1865.


The fact that the former ragtag orphan, who’d grown up wild and barefoot in Blue Bayou’s Irish swamp, had, by means of battlefield promotions, returned a captain, had been considered by many to be a miracle.


“That’s a cool horse,” Matt said.


“I always thought so. A lot of people believe that touching his nose before entering the courthouse brings good luck.”


“Can we try it?”


“After we get moved into the apartment, we’ll come back,” Dani promised. Unfortunately, the horse she’d so loved to sit on as a child hadn’t worked its lucky magic for her father.


It was in this courthouse that Judge Victor Dupree had sat on the bench for decades, earning a reputation as a hard-line law-and-order advocate whose tendency to throw the book at those convicted in his courtroom had earned him the nickname of Maximum Dupree. It was also in this courthouse he’d been convicted of bribery and perjury and sentenced to seven years in Angola prison.


Dani couldn’t resist glancing up at her father’s courtroom window. Her heart hitched; tears misted her vision. Blinking to clear her gaze, she reminded herself of the list she’d made while sitting in her kitchen in Fairfax. Her first priorities were to get settled into their new home and enroll Matt in school. Next she’d reopen the library. Then, once those items had been crossed off, she’d tackle the problem with her father.


Fortunately, the storm had passed quickly. Only the occasional drop of rain splattered on the windshield. She turned off the wipers, deciding to take the fact that she wouldn’t have to be lugging things into the apartment in a downpour as a portent of more good luck.


The library was two blocks away, on Magnolia Avenue. Dani could have driven there blindfolded. She turned the corner, only to find the street blocked by barricades and the patrol car she’d feared earlier, its emergency lights casting the scene in a surrealistic blur.


This couldn’t be happening! She stared in disbelief as she watched the arcs of water spraying from shiny brass nozzles onto the top floor of the three-story redbrick building with the wood and brass Blue Bayou Library sign on the lawn. Men in helmets and heavy yellow jackets dragged heavy hoses, wielded axes, and shouted out orders.


“Wow. Is that our apartment?” Matt asked.


Dani didn’t immediately answer. She could barely breathe.


“Wait here,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”


“But, Mom…”


“I said, wait here and do not get out of this car,” she instructed in the no-nonsense I’m-your-mother-and-you-will-obey-me tone she hardly ever had to use with her normally obedient son. “Do you understand me?”


“Geez, yeah. You don’t have to yell.”


“I’m sorry.” She leaned back and cupped his freckled face between her palms. “I’m sorry I snapped at you.”


“Don’t worry, Mom.” His defensive mood passed, as swiftly as the earlier storm, and he gave her a reassuring smile. “Everything’ll be okay.”


It was the same thing he’d said the day the moving men had taken his father’s things from their house. Her husband had always chosen his career over his family. And in doing so had inadvertently created an intensely strong bond between his wife and son.


“I know, darling.” Dani gave him a quick kiss, ruffled his hair, reminded him once again to stay put, then waded into the breach.
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The fire had drawn a crowd, the spectators watching her dreams go up in smoke with the same fascination they might gather at a train wreck. Dani’s feet crunched on the broken glass strewn over the slickly wet pavement like shards of ice. A sooty-faced fireman sat on the wide running board of the fire truck, drinking in hits of oxygen.


“What happened?”


He lifted the mask. “Dunno. Probably a lighting strike.” His red-rimmed eyes swept the scene as he stood up and fastened his yellow helmet. “Or electrical.” They both looked up at the flames licking from the shattered windows. “That’s up to the fire marshal to determine.”


Sparks wheeled like orange stars in the darkening sky as he clapped down his face shield and walked away.


Dani’s hammering heart sank to her wet sneakers. Just when she didn’t think she could feel any worse, she viewed a man wearing the brown uniform and shiny badge of authority swaggering toward her and imagined she heard the warning rattle of a snake’s tail over the roar of water. Which was ridiculous. Blue Bayou’s sheriff had never been a man to give his adversary any warning.


“Well, if it ain’t little Danielle Dupree.” His belly strained against the front of his khaki uniform, spilling over his belt. There were dark circles of sweat beneath his arms and red hot sauce stains on his brown tie. He was, Dani thought, the antithesis of Andy Griffith. “Fancy meetin’ you here.”


The smile beneath his shaggy black mustache held more smirk than warmth. If an alligator could smile, it’d look like exactly like Sheriff Jimbo Lott.


“Sheriff Lott.” Voice mild, she resisted rubbing the tension knotted at the back of her neck.


“Any special reason you’re at my fire scene?”


The flat-lidded reptilian gaze crawling over her managed to be both sexual and detached at the same time. He’d looked at her the same way years ago, when he’d caught her with Jack out at the Callahans’ camp and forced her to get dressed in the glare of his patrol car’s spotlight.


When she couldn’t quite restrain an involuntary shiver at both the memory and the intimidation in those hooded eyes, his thick lips curved in another sly innuendo of a smile.


“It happens to be my fire scene, as well.” Her eyes stung from the smoke. “I was supposed to be moving into that apartment tonight.”


“That a fact?” He didn’t sound surprised. “Guess that apartment wasn’t as bad as some of them shacks out in the swamp, but it sure don’t seem much like a place a U.S. congressman’s widow would wanna live, either.” The flashing lights from the fire trucks shadowed, then highlighted a cruel, self-indulgent face and weak double chins. “Looks like its gonna end up one helluva mess. Lucky you hadn’t moved your stuff in yet. Would’ve been tragic if that fire’d started later tonight, when you and your boy were sleepin’. Y’all would’ve been lucky to escape alive.”


She’d never fainted in her life, but as she imagined Matt trapped in the third floor apartment with those hungry flames and that suffocating, stinging smoke, Dani’s head began to spin.


“Yep,” he continued as she braced a hand against the side of the fire truck and fought against the swirling vertigo, “too bad you’ve come all this way, only to have to turn right around and go home.”


She drew in a breath that burned. “This is my home, Sheriff.”


“You’ve been gone from Blue Bayou for a lotta years, Missy. And it’s not like you’ve got family here, with your daddy locked away up in Angola. Things change, even in these backwaters. Power shifts. Ever hear the old sayin’ ’bout folks not bein’ able to go home again?”


“Yes.” The challenge was a like a cold wet slap in the face. Dani welcomed the anger that steamrollered over her earlier shock. She tossed up her chin. “I’ve just never believed it.”


She was about to cut this unsatisfactory conversation short when someone called her name. Turning around, she saw Nate Callahan leap the black-and-white police barricade. He could not have been more welcome if he’d been wearing a suit of shining armor and riding astride a white stallion.


“Are you okay?” He took both her hands in his, comforting her the way he once had so many years ago, after his brother had broken her heart.


“I’m fine,” she lied. “But I should get back to Matt.” Another window exploded; shards of glass rained down.


“More’n likely your boy’s having himself a high old time,” Lott drawled. “Never did meet a kid who didn’t get off on fires.”


Dani speared the sheriff with a disgusted look, then turned her back on him.


“Why don’t you introduce me to your son?” Nate suggested mildly, ignoring Lott as well.


Her throat was raw from smoke and pent-up emotion. As he put a steadying hand around her waist, walking back with her to the wagon, Dani tried not to weep.


What on earth was she going to do now?


The first thing was get hold of herself. This wasn’t the end of the world. She’d think of something. After all, hadn’t she’d surprised a lot of people, including herself, by not crumbling when Lowell had left her?


She’d picked herself up, turned her part-time library work into a fulfilling career, and had been in the process of building a new life for herself and Matt when that damn piano had changed things yet again.


Dani stiffened her resolve and pasted a reassuring look on her face for her son. This fire was admittedly a setback, but nothing she couldn’t overcome. She would not allow herself to think otherwise.


Watching the genuine warmth with which Nate greeted Matt, Dani wasn’t surprised he’d grown up to be mayor. He’d always been the boy everyone gravitated to at parties, the one all eyes automatically went to when he was out on a ball field, either tossing spiral passes or diving off third base to steal a home run from an opposing team’s batter. By the time he was nominated for senior class president, not a student in the school considered running against him.


All the girls had harbored crushes on him. All but her. Dani only had eyes for his brother, Bad Jack.


“Looks like we’ve got ourselves more company,” Nate observed as a pink Cadillac with mile-long tailfins harkening back to Detroit’s glory days pulled up, Elvis’s Blue Suede Shoes blasting from the radio.


A woman in her sixties, sporting a towering birdnest of orange hair, climbed out of the driver’s seat. A cartoon drawing of a fighting crawdad standing on its tail, claws outstretched in a boxer’s stance, adorned the front of her purple caftan. Red plastic crawdad earrings flashed with hidden battery-operated lights. Orèlia Vallois was a retired nurse who’d worked in her physician husband’s office; Dani could not remember ever seeing her in traditional nurse’s white.


“Why, if it isn’t pretty little Danielle Dupree, come back home where she belongs,” the deep contralto boomed out.


Orèlia had always been one of Dani’s favorite people. Warmhearted and outspoken, she’d gone out of her way to treat Judge Dupree’s motherless daughter special. She was also one of a handful of people who knew Dani’s deepest, darkest secret.


“It’s so good to see you,” Dani said, grateful for a gift in the midst of disaster.


“It’s grand to have you back home again. Comment c’est?”


“It’s not exactly a banner day.”


Behind the rose-tinted lenses of rhinestone-framed cat’s-eye glasses, dark eyes, enhanced with a bold streak of purple color that matched the caftan, offered a warm welcome. “Viens ici, bébé, an’ give Orèlia a hug.”


After nearly squeezing the breath out of Dani, Orèlia gave her a quick once-over, then studied Matt, who was observing the gregarious nurse as if she were some sort of wondrous alien from a Saturday morning cartoon. Dani knew he’d never seen anything like Orèlia Vallois in Fairfax County.


“An’ this must be your darling fil.”


“This is Matt.” Dani placed a hand atop his head, absently smoothing the cowlick. “Matt, this is Mrs. Vallois.”


“Hello, Ma’am” he answered with his best Fox Run manners.


“Aren’t you the mos’ handsome young man Blue Bayou’s seen in a long time.” She pinched Matt’s cheek. “You have your maman’s mouth, Monsieur Matthew.”


“I do?” Dani gave him huge points for not squirming.


“Oui. You’ll break more than a few girls’ hearts, you. Why, I bet you already have yourself a special girlfriend.”


A flush as bright as the fighting cartoon crawfish rose in his face. He rubbed the darkening red spot where she’d pinched him. “Not really.”


“Well, isn’t there plenty of time for that? Anyway, it’s best


to play the field at your age. Besides, now I won’t have to worry ’bout female competition while you’re living with me.”


“Living with you?” He shot Dani a confused look.


“Oh, Orèlia, as much as I appreciate the offer—”


“Now, Danielle, darlin’, there’s no point in arguing. Besides, I’ve just been rattlin’ around in that big house since my Leon passed on. It’ll be good to have some company.” She chucked Matt beneath his chin. “Follow me home, and I’ll feed this man of yours.”


“I really don’t want to impose—”


“Stop talking foolishness,” the older woman cut her off again. “You need a place to stay and your boy needs food.” The gregarious redhead had morphed into the bustling office nurse who’d jabbed more than a few needles into patients’ bare butts over a forty-year career. “At least for tonight, then we can talk about your future in the morning, when things are lookin’ brighter.”


The orange birdnest teetered a bit as she tilted her head and studied Matt. “You look like a chicken-fried-steak man to me. That sound good?”


“I guess so.”


“Of course it does. Nobody in this parish makes a better chicken fried steak than Orèlia. We’ll get you some dirty rice and buttered snap beans, too.”


“Dirty rice?”


“Oh, it’s wonderful, darlin’. You’ll love it. I can’t believe your maman’s never cooked it for you.”


Deciding this was not the time to try to explain that the only time Lowell had wanted any reminders of his Louisiana constituents, whom he’d always considered beneath him, was when he was hosting his annual Mardi Gras fund-raising party for well-heeled lobbyists and wealthy corporate types, Dani didn’t respond to the friendly gibe.


“And some hot-milk cake for dessert,” Orèlia decided. “I’ll bet you like that good enough.”


“I don’t know. I’ve never had it.”


“You haven’t?” A beringed hand flew to her breast. “Bon Dieu! What on earth happened to your maman while she was away living with the Americans?”


Knowing that old-time Cajuns considered the rest of the country as something apart from themselves, Dani didn’t bother to point out that Blue Bayou was technically as American as Virginia.


Orèlia flicked a measuring gaze over Dani. “Your handsome boy isn’t the only one who needs supper. Don’t they feed you good in the city, chère? You’re nothin’ but skin and bones. But don’t you worry, Orèlia will take care of getting you some curves.”


She wagged her hand toward the station wagon. “Now shoo. I’ll meet you at the house and flirt with Matty and fix him some supper while you and Nate take care of business.”


Events decided, at least in her own mind, she swept back through the crowd like a ship steaming out of harbor to the Caddy.


“The sign says No Parking,” Matt pointed out.


“She was probably in such a hurry she didn’t notice it.” Dani ignored Nate’s smothered laugh. They both knew that Orèlia was no fan of rules.


“Are we really going to live with her?” Matt asked.


Dani watched the steam rising from the charred building that was to have been her new home, considered her options, and reluctantly decided that she didn’t have all that many.


“Just for a little while,” she decided. “Until we can get the apartment repaired.”


Fortunately, the lower floors didn’t look as if they’d been too badly damaged. She hoped the books would be salvageable.


“When the apartment’s fixed up, it’ll be better than new,” she said optimistically. “I’ll start looking for carpenters first thing in the morning.”


Already forming her plan to literally rise from the ashes, Dani didn’t notice Nate wince.


The dying sun bled red in the water as Jack poled the pirouge up to the dock. The No Name wasn’t a place where you could take a pretty girl dancing on Saturday night, or where a family might show up for dinner after Sunday mass.


Neither was it known for its rustic charms, a waterfront tavern where you’d romance a woman over glasses of wine, or where a guy could play a few convivial rounds of pool with pals, listen to some zydeco on the juke, and shoot the bull.


The No Name—the original name had been forgotten after the sign had blown down in a hurricane in the 1940s—was a specialty shop: a bar where you could feed the spiders crawling around in your head and get quickly, ruthlessly, and efficiently drunk enough that you could no longer remember anything about your life. Not even your own name.


And Jack had a shitload of stuff he wanted—needed—to forget.


The thick plank front door had been painted a bright lipstick red by a previous owner, but had faded over the decades to a dirty rust. There were a few muttered complaints from the shadows when he opened the door and let in the bleeding red light. Jack figured the growled curses were probably the most words any of the regulars had managed to string together all day.


The interior was even worse than the outside. It was dark and cheerless, smelling of sawdust and despair. It suited his mood perfectly.


“Give me a double Jack Black, straight up, no water on the side,” he said as he slid onto a barstool. There were bowls of sliced lemons, limes, and cherries on the bar and behind it, dark bottles, dim lamps, and dusty bottles of wine.


The bartender, a tall, whippet-lean man with the look of a long-distance runner, which he’d been in high school, splashed the Jack Daniel’s into a short glass. “Bad day at Black Rock?”


“You could say that.” Jack tossed down the whiskey, enjoying the burn down the length of his throat as it seared its way to his gut and sent smoke upward into his brain.


He shoved the empty glass back toward the bartender, who arched a black brow but refilled it without a word.


Alcèe Bonaparte was in his early thirties, same as Jack. They’d gone to school together, and both their mothers had worked for the Dupree family—Marie Callahan as a housekeeper, Dora Bonaparte as a cook—and they’d grown up together. Despite the fact that Alcèe was African-American and Jack was white, they’d been as close as brothers, with Alcèe playing the role of the good twin, Jack the bad.


Whenever Jack filched beer from the back of the Dixie delivery truck, often as not it was Alcèe who left behind the change to cover the theft.


When Jack got drunk, went on a tear, and bashed in mailboxes with a baseball bat not unlike the Louisville Slugger currently hanging on the wall beneath the bottles, it had been Alcèe who’d convinced him to confess to the judge, who’d sentenced Jack to replacing every one of the vandalized boxes, and working off the cost cutting cane on the Dupree farm.


What the judge never knew, and they sure as hell didn’t tell him, was that not only had Alcèe dug the posts for the new mailboxes, he’d passed up a long awaited church trip to the New Orleans cemeteries to labor besides his best friend in the staggering, breath-stealing heat of the cane fields.


With the easy understanding of lifelong friends, neither man spoke. Alcèe continued to pour drinks, washed glasses in the metal sink, and wiped off the bar that was permanently stained, pale white circles left by wet glasses telling the years like the rings of ancient trees.


After ten minutes he disappeared through the swinging doors into the back, returning with a huge po’boy, which he stuck in front of Jack.


“I don’t remember ordering that.” Unfortunately, Jack could still remember more than he wanted.


“You need somet’ing in your stomach besides whiskey, you. Befo’ you go fallin’ off that there stool and break your stiff coon-ass neck.”


“Don’t give me that bayou black boy jive. I happen to know you received a Jesuit education.”


Alcèe folded his arms across the front of the gaudy blue-and-white flowered Hawaiian shirt.


“You so smart, you should also know that the Jesuits are Catholicism’s kick-butt hardasses. So why don’t you eat that sandwich before I have to, in the name of Christian charity, stuff it down your throat.”


Jack’s curse was short and pungent and bounced right off Alcèe like BBs off a Kevlar vest. Knowing from experience that arguing was useless, he bit into the dripping sandwich and nearly moaned as the flavors of shrimp and sauce piquante exploded on his tongue.


“So,” Alcèe asked casually as he took away the empty highball glass and, without being asked, spritzed Coke into a new, taller one filled with ice, “do I owe this visit to the fact that a certain jolie blonde is coming back to town?” He tossed some cherries into the Coke and placed the glass down in front of Jack.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Jack took a long swallow, feeling the sugar hit like a firecracker in his head, which he would have preferred muddied.


Alcèe looked inclined to argue when he noticed a grizzled old guy get up from a table in the far corner. He was out from around the bar and as Jack watched, he bent down and talked quietly but intensely to the man who’d opened his mouth to argue, then obviously realized the futility and sagged back down onto the chair. Alcèe sat down at the table and continued to talk to him.


It was common knowledge in Blue Bayou that Alcèe was a former priest who’d temporarily lost his faith and his bearings in a fog of alcoholism. One fateful night on the way back to his New Orleans rectory after a drinking binge in a blues club with an alkie pal, who’d just happened to be a monsignor, he’d driven off the road into the river. He’d survived—just barely—and, after countless dives, had managed to get his passenger out of the car.


Unfortunately, the other man, whose blood later tested at a level nearly three times the legal limit, hadn’t been wearing his seat belt. He’d spent a month in a coma and another two years in rehab before being spirited away by the Church to wherever they put their problem clergymen.


Alcèe didn’t even try to fight the drunk-driving and reckless-endangerment charges. He dried out and did both his time and his penance while running a prison ministry. When he was released, he left the priesthood and returned home to the bayou. Now the No Name was his parish, the hard-core drunks and strung-out druggies who frequented it, his flock.


Last New Year’s Eve he’d gotten himself engaged to a nurse in the maternity ward at St. Mary’s hospital, a former beauty queen from Mississippi who was every bit as warmhearted as Alcèe himself was. Jack had agreed to be best man at their wedding next month, something he was looking forward to, even though he felt that in the case of him and Alcèe the title was definitely a misnomer.


The fact was, Jack owed Alcèe Bonaparte big time. He’d been on a fast slide right into hell and might not have lived long enough to see his old friend get married if Alcèe hadn’t shown up at the camp that day and convinced him to send his manuscript to a lit grad who’d spent a year in the same seminary Alcèe had attended. The guy had subsequently decided he wasn’t cut out for a life of celibacy and had gone on to become a New York literary agent, but he and Alcèe had kept in touch over the years.


The door opened onto a gathering well of darkness. Heads swiveled toward the woman backlit by the neon blue parking-lot light. Even the old drunk seemed to sit up a little straighter as Desiree Champagne glided across the sawdust-covered floor. Her hair was a riot of dark gypsy curls, her eyes the color of wood smoke in autumn. She was wearing a red silk dress slashed nearly to the navel that hugged her curves like a lover’s caress and spindly heels so high Jack marveled that she could walk without breaking both ankles.


When Alcèe started to get up from the table, she waved him off, a diamond the size of Texas flashing like lasers in the smoky light.


“You stay where you are, hon,” she said in a throaty voice designed to tug masculine chords. “I can get my own drink.” She went around the bar and began mixing a martini. “Hey, Jack.” Every male eye in the place was riveted on her as she shook the drink, poured it into a glass, and added a trio of olives. “What are you drinking, darlin’?”


Jack heard Alcèe clear his throat. Ignoring the veiled warning, he answered, “Jack Black.”


She poured a shot of whiskey into a glass and held it out to him. Come and get it, those flashing dark eyes were saying. Come and get me.


After he’d taken the drink, and thanked her for it, she came around the bar, perched on the stool next to him, and crossed her legs, revealing a mouthwatering length of thigh. “It’s been a long time.” Her lips curved into a sultry seductive smile. Even knowing it was practiced, did not lessen its appeal. “I’ve missed you.”


“I’ve missed you, too.”


It was true enough, Jack decided. He might not have thought about her during the weeks he’d been working on Beau Soleil and slogging away on his book, but a part of him would probably always miss their easy camaraderie dating back to the days when two outsiders found a bit of escape and comfort in each other’s arms.


“Did you hear Dani’s coming back?” She plucked the olive from the plastic pick with full, glossy lips.


“Nate mentioned it.”


“I wonder why.”


He shrugged. “I guess ’cause her husband died, so she’s coming home.”


“The only trouble with that scenario is that you’re in her home.”


He didn’t respond, since that thought had been going round and round in his mind ever since Nate had dropped his little bombshell this morning.


The scarlet silk slid off one shoulder when she shrugged. “I guess she’ll have to find herself another one.”


“No offense, sugar. But I really don’t feel much like conversation tonight.”


“Fine.” She crossed her legs again with a seductive swish of silk. “Then we won’t.” She sipped the martini, eyeing him over the rim of the glass. “I can’t stay long, anyway. Since I think I’m expecting company tonight.”


“You don’t know?”


“I’m not quite sure.” Her fingers stroked the thin stem of the glass in a blatantly erotic way. “Yet.”


The gilt-rimmed feminine invitation was lingering in the smoke-filled bar between them. Jack polished off the whiskey and threw a twenty-dollar bill on the bar. “Let’s go.”


She smiled. “I thought you’d never ask.” She blew a kiss toward Alcèe, who was on the black pay phone. Jack knew, from having watched similar discussions over the past months, that he was probably arranging for someone to drive the old guy home.


As he left with Desiree, he waved goodbye to his old friend, who waved back. But there was no mistaking the concern in Alcèe’s Bambi-brown eyes.


“Alcèe doesn’t approve,” Desiree said.


“Once a priest always a priest,” Jack muttered as they went out into the steamy night.


“He thinks I’m not good enough for you.”


“Alcèe’s never been one to judge. Even when he was wearing the collar.”


“Perhaps.” She thought about that as they made their way across the parking lot, her arm around his waist, his hand on her hip. “I suppose he’s used to hookers. Even his old boss forgave Mary Magdalene.”


“You’re not a hooker.”


“Not anymore.” She leaned against the shiny red fender of a late model Porsche and looked up at him. “But even if I was, chère, you wouldn’t be having to pay. Not with our history.” She’d been the first girl he’d ever had sex with, and they’d passed some good times in the backseat of his candy-apple red GTO back in high school. She dangled the keys in front of him the same way he supposed Eve had offered that shiny red apple to Adam. “Why don’t you drive?”


He hesitated just a moment too long.


“Hey, darlin’, if you don’t want to, it’s no big deal.”


He saw the flash of hurt in her eyes. “Sure I want to. It’s just that I’ve got this damn dog.”


“A dog?”


“Tied up over by the pirogue.”


“I don’t believe it.” She stared at him as if he’d just told her that he’d returned from a little jaunt to Mars.


“Something wrong with a guy getting himself a dog?”


“Nothing at all.” She patted his cheek and with hips swaying, walked over to where he’d left the mutt, who began wildly wagging her tail.


“Oh, she’s darling!”


“She’s a mess, is what she is.”


Desiree bent down to pat the dog, giving Jack an appealing view of her shapely ass. “She just needs a bath. Don’t you, darlin’?”


The dog, thrilled to pieces to be noticed, did what Jack figured just about every guy in the No Name would give his left nut to do: She licked the lush swell of Desiree’s fragrant breasts.


Desiree laughed merrily, scratched the mutt’s ears and, if the wild metronome swing of the dog’s tail was any indication, sent her into ecstasy. Desiree kissed the end of the brown nose, then turned back to Jack. “What’s her name?” she asked as she returned to the Porsche with the dog.


“I haven’t a clue. And I’m not about to give her one ’cause she isn’t going to be staying with me.”


“Sure, darlin’. That’s why you’re taking her for boat rides.”


“I was gonna take her to the shelter, but got caught up with work and didn’t get into town in time to drop her off ’fore it closed.”


“Whatever you say.” She patted his cheek. “You know, it’s good you found her. After all, a dog’s supposed to be a man’s best friend.”


“I’m not in the market for any new friends.”


She shook her head. “You can pretend all you want, Jack, but we go back too far for you to be fooling me with that heart-of-stone bullshit.” She clicked the remote, standing back as Jack opened her door. “You rescued that dog the same way you rescued me from my son-of-a-bitch stepdaddy back when I was still a girl.”


She slid into the driver’s seat, turned the key, and brought the powerful engine to roaring life. “Climb on in, darlin’. There’s not a lot of room, but your doggie can squeeze in back.”


She was speeding out of the lot before Jack had a chance to tell her yet again that the mudball mutt was not his dog.
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Less than twenty minutes after arriving in town, with her son in Orèlia’s competent care, Dani was sitting with Nate in a room that had served as the late Dr. Vallois’s office. Like the rest of the rooms she’d glanced into coming down the hallway, it reminded her of Aladdin’s magic cave.


There was barely enough room to move around in and seemingly less room to breathe. Pretty, delicate little English porcelain boxes shared crowded tabletops with plastic tourist alligators, candles of various shapes, and tacky souvenirs from all over the world.


The cypress-paneled walls were lined with shelves boasting an eclectic collection of books that ranged from worn leather-bound classics to the latest true-crime paperback. It was, she thought, skimming a glance over the spines, a marvelous collection. It was also in desperate need of cataloging.


Dani loved order. Ordinal order, cardinal order, alphabetical order, the world just made more sense when it was logically arranged. Lowell had often accused her of using the Dewey decimal system to organize her underwear. It was an exaggeration. But not by much.


“It’s really great to have you back home again, Dani. Motherhood obviously agrees with you.”


Nate earned Dani’s gratitude for not appearing to notice that she undoubtedly looked like a bedraggled stray cat. She could smell the stench of smoke in her hair and clothes.


“It does. It’s the most fulfilling thing I’ve ever done.”


“Since I know you’re temporarily strapped for cash, I want to assure you that the parish council will pay your salary even though you probably won’t be able to open the library for a while.”


“That’s very generous.”


“Hey, you left your home to come to work here. That fire puttin’ a crimp in the timing certainly isn’t your fault.”


“I appreciate the salary, because, quite honestly, as I told you on the phone, I need it.” She absently shifted a carved wooden giraffe across the table next to the matching lion. “But surely it won’t take very long to repair the apartment. Since you’re a contractor, you must know all the workmen around here. If you’ll give me some names, I can start calling around first thing in the morning.”


Silence descended, like a stone falling into a deep dark well. “Nate?”


“It might be a problem finding someone to do the work, chère. Since nearly every carpenter, painter, electrician, and plumber in the parish is working on Beau Soleil.”


“Beau Soleil?”


Dani had assured herself that she’d gotten over the loss of her family home. If the way her mouth had gone dry was any indication, she’d been fooling herself.


“Hell, Dani, I’m sorry. I figured you knew. After all, you signed the sales contract.”


“Sales contract?” Needing something to do with her hands, she began straightening the magazines spread across the old mariner’s chest in front of her. “Beau Soleil wasn’t sold. My father lost it to taxes after he went to prison.”


The idea of her father as a common felon was still hard to contemplate and even more difficult to say out loud.


Nate tilted his head and narrowed his eyes, clearly puzzled. “It looked as if he was going to lose it to back taxes. Then he deeded it over to you and Lowell.”


“He did what?”


Seeming to read the shock Dani suspected must be written across her face, he poured a glass of tea from a ceramic rooster pitcher Orèlia had brought in when they’d first arrived, and held it out to her.


“I don’t understand.” She took a sip of the tea and tried to steady her mind, which was spinning like the old Tilt-A-Whirl she used to ride on the midway during the annual Cajun Days festival. “How could Lowell own Beau Soleil without me knowing about it?”


“Beats me.” Dani hated the pity she thought she saw in his eyes. “My guess would be he didn’t believe you’d be wild about him sellin’ it to the Maggione family.”


“The same people my father went to prison for taking bribes from?”


Despite his hard-line legal stands, her father had always been an advocate of legalized gambling. After all, Andre Dupree had won Beau Soleil in a bourré game before the War Between the States. Still, Dani would never believe that her father had taken money to cast his parish council vote in favor of a casino run by one of New Orleans’s most infamous mobsters.


“That’s them. Though, for the record, I never believed your daddy took that bribe.”


“Obviously the grand jury that indicted him didn’t see it that way,” Dani said dryly. It still hurt. Even after all these years. “Why would the Maggione family want Beau Soleil?”


“They figured it’d make a good centerpiece for their casino project.”


“Are you telling me that it’s been turned into a casino?”


Dani hated imagining the home she’d grown up in filled with roulette tables with clouds of cigarette and cigar smoke staining the ceiling murals. The idea of the discordant jangle of slot machines drowning out the angel fountain in the courtyard was a nightmare.


“No. Before the sale closed, the family got busted by the Justice Department for some money-laundering scheme. Then Papa Joe died, and the family splintered into different factions. By the time they were ready to try to set up shop here, someone else outbid them.”


“When was that?”


“Last year.”


“Last year?” Grateful she was sitting down, Dani took another, longer drink of tea.


“People around here figured, when your husband showed up with that quit-claim deed you’d signed and put the place on the market, that it must’ve been part of a property settlement deal the two of you had agreed upon.”


“It certainly wasn’t anything of the sort. And I never signed a thing.”


Dani had suspected Lowell had skimmed the legal boundaries of campaign financing laws. She’d known he was an adulterer and, unfortunately, had possessed all the paternal instincts of a tom cat. But to discover that he’d stolen her home out from under her was staggering!


“Who bought it?”


Obviously uncomfortable, he frowned down at his hands. “Nate?” She placed a hand on his arm. “Who bought Beau Soleil?”


“Aw, hell, Dani. I hate being the one to tell you this.” He hitched in a noticeable breath. “Jack bought it.”


“Jack?” The blood drained from her face. Drop by drop.


My Jack? she thought but did not say.


“Yeah.” His eyes narrowed. “Are you okay? You’ve gone dead white.”


“I’m fine.” That was a lie. She drew in a deep breath that was meant to calm. But didn’t. “It’s just that…” Her voice broke, forcing her to try again. “Well, it’s certainly a surprise.”


“He’s doin’ some great work on the restoration.” He was studying her carefully. As if, Dani thought, he feared she might shatter into pieces at any moment.


“Isn’t that nice?” If she didn’t get out of here now, this horrible smile was going to freeze onto her face. “As much as I’d love to hear all about them, I really do need to see how Matt’s getting along. It’s been a long trip and an eventful day.”


“Sure. I really am glad you’ve come back, Dani. You’ve been missed.”


“I missed you, too.” That much, at least, was the truth. Ordering her legs to support her, Dani stood up. “More than I can say. You’ve no idea how much I appreciate you giving me this job. You saved my life.”


“It’s you who’ve saved mine. To tell you the truth, Mrs. Weaver didn’t exactly retire. I fired her.” He shook his head. “It wasn’t that she didn’t work damn hard, ’cause she did, but she just didn’t have the people skills necessary to run a library.”


Dani wasn’t particularly surprised Agate Weaver had been fired. The woman who’d been as hard as her name, had stomped around in heavy, sensible shoes, had pulled her hair back into a face-tightening bun, and was constantly shushing anyone who dared speak in the hallowed halls of the library. She was the quintessential stereotypical librarian, the only one Dani had ever actually encountered.


“Well, I’ll try to do better.”


“A gator on a bad day could do better than that woman. Drove me nuts how she was all the time telling the young readers’ groups about me losing that Horatio Hornblower book back in sixth grade. Which wouldn’t have been so bad, since at least it showed the kids that we can all screw up, and go on to live productive lives, but she was becomin’ more and more difficult to deal with professionally.


“The parish council had a knock-down, drag-out battle with her when she initially refused to have the Harry Potter books in the library because she said they were nothing more than pagan propaganda designed to lead innocent children into witchcraft. I also hated the way she’d decide whether or not to waive late fees depending on how she personally felt about a person, but the last straw was when she decided not to let Haley Villard take any books home because of the cockamamie idea that since the Villards grew peppers, the books might get pepper residue on the pages and blind some other kid who might pick up the dried pepper from the paper, then rub his eyes.”


“Well, that’s certainly a unique concern.” Despite all her problems, Dani was beginning to feel better. Nate had always had that effect on her, which had her wishing, just for a moment, that she could have fallen in love with him instead of his brother.


“How about having dinner tomorrow night? We can catch up.”


Was he asking her out on a date? This was definitely not the time to go jumping into the dating pool, especially with a man who’d charmed most of south Louisiana’s women between the ages of eight and eighty. Before he was out of his teens.


No, when it came to men and relationships, Nate Callahan, as nice as he was, was definitely out of her league.


“Oh, Nate, I’ve love to, but I’m going to be so busy, what with this problem with the library, then there’s Matt to worry about—”


“Bring him along.”


Relief. He wasn’t talking about a date. “Can I have a raincheck until I get Dad settled in with us?”


“Sure. The judge can come, too. It’ll do him good to get out and around again after all this time away. You know, it’s a real nice thing you’re doing, movin’ him in with you.”


“He’s my father,” she said simply. “I hope the apartment will be finished by the time he’s released. You’ll have to come visit.”


“It’ll be great to see him. Jack says he’s looking forward to gettin’ sprung.”


“Jack?”


“Damn. This seems to be my day for screwing up.”


“Don’t worry about it,” she murmured through her hurt. “Obviously it’s my day for surprises.”


Jack was living in Beau Soleil. Jack had been visiting her father, the same man who’d sentenced the son of his housekeeper to a boot camp for delinquents and forbidden Dani to have anything to do with him after he’d been released.


What on earth did they find to talk about? Did they ever talk about that summer Jack had returned home? And more important, if so, what had her father told him about those months after he’d taken off again?


There was a roaring in her head like the sound of the sea, making it difficult to concentrate. She wrapped her arms around herself and tried to believe the icy air blowing through the wall vents was the reason she was chilled to the bone.


Nate gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “I’ll set up a meeting with the fire marshal for tomorrow so we can see what we’re going to need to do to get the library up and running again and the apartment fixed.”


“I’d appreciate that,” she heard herself say.


“I’m spendin’ most of my time lately out at Beau Soleil, but how about we shoot for afternoon? About two?”


“That’ll be fine. It’ll allow me to enroll Matt in his new school in the morning.”


Dani managed one final smile and walked him out to his SUV, then returned to the house. She closed the heavy oak and etched-glass door, leaned back against it, shut her eyes, and assured herself that Jack being back in Blue Bayou, even living in her old home, had nothing to do with her.


She told herself that again as she entered the homey kitchen. But when she sat down at the table beside Matt and dutifully expressed delight over the bounty Orèlia had prepared, Dani wondered miserably when she’d become such a liar.


“Don’t worry, sugar,” Desiree soothed as she ran a hand down Jack’s bare chest. “It happens to every guy sooner or later.”


“Not to me.” Christ. What the hell was the matter with him? He hadn’t had that much to drink. Yet. And God knows, Desiree had certainly done her part.


She hadn’t bothered with preliminaries. They knew each other too well to need them. As soon as he’d entered her house, she’d pressed herself against him, her nipples diamond hard against his chest, and kissed him with the smooth and clever tongue action she’d always been so good at.


Enjoying the slap of lust, Jack had swept her up and carried her up the Caroline staircase.


The bedroom, which, rather than the stereotypical velvet and gaudy gilt one might think a former New Orleans call girl might favor, was a sea of soothing white. As soon as they entered the room, she’d turned to face him and with her eyes on his, slowly untied the silk sash at the waist of the dress and let it slide down her lush body to where it pooled at her feet on the snowy carpet.


Beneath the robe she’d been wearing a skimpy bra and a matching pair of thong bikini panties so brief Jack had wondered why she even bothered with them. The scarlet lace added another splash of hot color to the cool white decor.


He’d watched, appreciating the view, as she went around, lighting a collection of fragrant beeswax candles.


“I truly have missed you, Jack,” she’d murmured once the room was glowing with a warm light.


She’d slipped out of the lace bra, revealing lush, round breasts he knew from their teenage days to be her own.


“Let me show you how much.” Engulfing him in a fragrant cloud of the white roses she had specially blended at a shop in New Orleans’s French Quarter, she’d run her palm down the front of his jeans, stroking his rock-hard erection.


His entire nervous system had been aroused. Expectant.


“Oh, yes,” she’d murmured. Her smiling eyes had echoed the licentious approval in her throaty tone. “This is going to be a very good night.”


She’d drawn back the satin comforter and turned on the stereo. But before she could switch it to CD mode, a newsflash broke into the country radio station.


Jack’s blood had instantly chilled at the news of a fire at the library where Nate had told him Dani would be living with her son. His erection had deflated like a three-day-old balloon and remained that way, even after he’d learned no one had been in the building when the fire had broken out.


Desiree had certainly done her part to turn things around. Pretending not to notice, she’d unzipped his jeans, pulled them down his legs, then retraced the path with sharp, stinging kisses designed to make any man rock hard.


She’d nibbled at his thighs; blown a warm breath against the front of his white cotton briefs. Then, with a clever practiced touch, she’d released his still-flaccid cock from the placket of the briefs.


They’d fallen onto the bed, rolled around on Egyptian cotton sheets that felt like silk and probably cost as much as Jack’s first car. She’d murmured hot sexual suggestions. Things she wanted him to do to her, things she planned to do to him.


But even when her ripe red lips replaced her stroking touch, his mutinous body had refused to cooperate.


“Don’t worry about it,” she repeated now.


She touched her lips to his, this kiss meant to soothe rather than arouse, then climbed out of bed and walked across the sea of white carpet. Her tousled hair fell halfway down her back; her bare ass was high and firm and appealing. But Jack didn’t need to lift the sheet to know that even that seductive sight wasn’t working tonight.


She didn’t bother closing the bathroom door. When he heard the sound of water running into the tub, Jack dragged his hands down his face. The unpalatable fact was that he was a lost cause and the more she tried, the worse things were going to get.


“Jack, darlin’?”


“Yeah?” He sighed. Glared down at the offending body part, which continued to defy him.


She returned wearing a short white robe that clung in all the right places. “Why don’t you get your dog?”


“The dog?” This was the last damn thing he’d been expecting. “Why?”


“Because we’re going to give the sweet thing a bubble bath.”


Two hours later, with the mutt smelling like a high-class brothel, Jack was sitting in the kitchen, eating his way through a steak Desiree had grilled and ignoring the bits of meat she kept slipping the dog beneath the table.


The mood was relaxed, even comfortable, and as he filled her in on Beau Soleil’s progress, and his new book, Jack almost managed to convince himself that tonight’s problem had everything to do with overwork and nothing to do with Danielle.
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She couldn’t sleep. Somewhere before dawn, after tossing and turning all night, Dani crawled from her rumpled bed and slipped out of the house. She sat out on the porch, looked out over the still, darkened bayou in the direction of Beau Soleil and wondered if she’d made a mistake coming home to Blue Bayou after all these years.


She’d thought she’d put the past behind her, believed she’d moved beyond the feelings of pain and loss. Oh, granted, every April when she’d write another birthday letter to the daughter who’d never read any of them, she’d sink into a depression that could last the entire month, but she’d always been able to hide it from her husband, her child, and the other librarians she worked with, and eventually it would pass.


But while she’d been lying alone in that single bed in Orèlia’s guest room, staring out the window, she’d found herself thinking back to other nights spent looking out another window, hoping against hope that Jack would come and take her away. Bygone scenes had flashed through Dani’s mind, forcing her to consider the idea that she may have been fooling herself all these years.


She’d certainly been in deep denial after Jack had disappeared from her life. Despite the fact that the only sex education she’d ever received had been a short vague film about menstruation shown in her seventh grade all-girls gym class, Dani had done enough research on her own at the library to know exactly how unprotected sex could lead to pregnancy. But Jack had been so careful to protect her, always using a condom, she’d never thought it could happen to her.


“Famous last words,” she murmured now with a touch of bittersweet affection toward that naive and foolish seventeen-year-old girl she’d once been. Even after the condom had broken the last time they’d made love together the night before he’d left town, she’d been quick to assure Jack that it was a safe time of the month for her, even though she’d known otherwise. But surely you couldn’t get pregnant from just one slip, and besides, a secret part of herself actually hoped she would get pregnant. Then she could move out of her father’s house, and she and Jack could get married.


Then she began to throw up, not just in the mornings, but all during the day and evening as well, but having begun to realize that Jack really wasn’t coming back, she’d pretended to herself that it would all go away.


One Saturday afternoon, three months to the day after Jack had last made love to her, Dani had taken the bus to New Orleans, where, with a dry mouth and sweaty hands, she’d bought a self-test pregnancy kit at a French Quarter drugstore. Since the instructions had said the test had to be taken in the morning, she’d had to sneak the white paper pharmacy bag into the house, hiding it in the closet behind her shoe rack, as if her father might actually suddenly decide to search her room.


The sad truth had been he would have been more likely to have flown to the moon on gossamer wings than enter her bedroom for any reason. As far as she could tell, most of the time she was invisible to her father, and on those rare occasions when he would acknowledge her presence, she seemed more annoyance than daughter.


Time had crawled with nerve-racking slowness while she’d waited for the test results, which, as she’d begun to fear, had proven positive. She’d known she wasn’t going to be able to hide her pregnancy forever, but that didn’t stop her from being paralyzed by the fear of what would happen when the judge discovered her shameful secret.


Dani had continued to live her lie for another two agonizing weeks, pretending everything was normal, while she felt as if she was dying inside, until finally Marie Callahan, of all people, guessed the truth and dragged her into kindly Dr. Vallois’s office, where he’d confirmed what she’d already determined for herself. She was going to have a baby. Jack’s baby.


With the clarity of hindsight, Dani realized that Marie must have been as stricken as she herself had been, but the Dupree housekeeper and grandmother of Dani’s unborn child had nevertheless literally stood beside her as, with sweating palms and pounding heart, she’d haltingly confessed the truth to an icily cold father.


The night before she’d broken the news of her pregnancy, instead of Jack returning on his own, she’d dreamed that her father would immediately leap to her aid and track Jack down, wherever he was, and insist he married her. He would, of course, belatedly realize exactly how much he loved her, apologize for having caused her so much pain, then, just like her earlier rosy scenario, they’d live happily ever after.


The reality proved far different from the fantasy.


With the same efficiency he’d always demonstrated in his courtroom, Judge Dupree made a series of phone calls and within minutes had found Dani a place to live for the remainder of her pregnancy. Devastated and emotionally overwrought from months of bottling up so much stress, she’d tearfully begged to be allowed to stay at home.


But her father had remained adamant, and two days after her decidedly unwelcome revelation, Marie had driven her to Atlanta and helped her move into a Catholic home for unwed mothers, where the homily at Sunday mass inevitably focused on the biblical story of King Solomon, where the real mother was willing to surrender her child rather than see it cut in two.


A soft shimmering light began to glow on the horizon. Somewhere in the bayou morning birds began to trill, and across the street Chief Petty Officer Daniel Cahouet greeted the new day by standing on his front lawn and playing an off-key rendition of Reveille on his trumpet as he’d been doing every morning since returning home from the Pacific at the end of World War II.


Brushing the tears from her cheeks, Dani stood up and went back into the house to get ready to face what she feared was going to be a very trying day.


“So how bad is the library?” Jack asked as he hammered a piece of crown molding onto the newly plastered wall.


The molding Nate had hand-tooled looked good. Better than good, it had turned out goddamn great. You couldn’t tell where the original stuff left off and the new began. It was times like this when Jack allowed himself to feel optimistic about ever restoring the plantation house to its former glory.


“Not as bad as it looked last night.” Nate lifted another strip of molding onto a pair of sawhorses. “I couldn’t do a full walk-through because the windows were boarded up and a lot of the third floor was blocked off, but from what the fire marshal told me, if we can free up a couple guys from here, and I split my week between the two projects, we could probably get the place livable in a couple months. Less the time it takes for permits.”


From his perch atop the sixteen-foot-tall ladder, Jack could see across the bayou where the mist was beginning to rise. His head was clear this morning. Too clear for comfort. It had him remembering things he didn’t want to remember. Thinking thoughts he didn’t want to think.


“She looks good,” Nate volunteered. “A little on the slender side, perhaps, which could just be some female fashion thing. And tired, which is to be expected, after driving down from Virginia. But she still looks damn fine.”


Jack drove in another nail. “I don’t remember asking how she looked.”


“I know. I figured I’d save you the trouble of tryin’ to figure out how to slide it into the conversation while pretending you didn’t care.”


Jack swore, then swung the hammer with more force than necessary, risking denting the millwork. “Her husband was a damn fool.”


“It gets worse.” The saw screeched as it sliced through the wood, sending sawdust flying. “Turns out she didn’t know you’d bought this place.”


Jack looked down at him. “You’re fuckin’ kidding.”


“Nope. Hell, she didn’t even know they’d owned it all these past years. The guy must’ve forged her signature on the papers.”


“He wasn’t just a fool, he was a goddamn son of a bitch.”


The force of Jack’s voice had the dog, who’d been sprawled in a morning sunbeam, glance up, her expression wary.


Terrific. Now he was scaring dogs. Maybe when he finished up here for the day he could drive into town, drop by the kindergarten, and terrorize little kids.


He climbed down the ladder, reached into an orange bag, and tossed the mutt a Frito. She snatched the corn chip from the air and swallowed it without bothering to chew. Her anxiety sufficiently eased, she sighed, stretched, and settled back to sleep.


“Too bad we didn’t know about this before,” Jack muttered. “Finn’s in D.C. We could have him shoot the bastard.”


“Yeah, that’s a real good idea. The Mounties might have Dudley Do-Right, but the FBI has Finn Callahan. Not only does our big brother probably not jaywalk, I’d be willin’ to bet he doesn’t even piss in the shower.”


“Good point.” Of the three Callahan brothers, Finn was the most like their father. Although only a few years older, he’d also served as their surrogate father after Jake Callahan had been killed in the line of duty.


Nate moved the molding to the miter saw. “Dani’s lucky to be rid of the guy even if she does have to keep a lot of plates spinning these days, what with the new job, getting her son settled into a new place, and bringing the judge home from Angola.”


“Unfortunately, that isn’t the half of it.”


“You know something I don’t?”


“Other than the fact that fire could have been arson, which could put her and her kid at risk if the arsonist decides to try again?”


“What makes you think it was arson? It’s an old building. I made sure the electrical was up to code before I invited her to stay there, but there’s always a chance something external, like lightning, sparked that fire.”


“Sure, there’s a chance,” Jack allowed. “But don’t you find it a little interesting that the place the judge will be coming home to in a couple weeks just happened to nearly burn to the ground?”


“He’s done his time. Why would anyone want to keep him from coming home?”


“If you were the guy who framed him, would you want him livin’ in your backyard?”


“You still think he didn’t do it?”


“I know he didn’t.”


“Because he told you.”


“Yeah. The judge may be one hard-assed son of a bitch, who’s undoubtedly earned his share of enemies during his lifetime, but he’s honest to the core. He wouldn’t have taken a bribe to save his soul.”


“Well, the jury didn’t see it that way. And he sure didn’t contribute anything to his own defense.”


“So I heard.” Jack wondered if things might have gone down differently if he’d been living in Blue Bayou seven years ago.


“And now there’s another problem?”


“Yeah.”


“If you and the judge are thinkin’ about playing detective and gettin’ involved with the mob to try to prove his innocence, I need to know. As mayor, it’s my job to keep the peace.”


“Technically that’s the sheriff’s job.”


“Then run for sheriff and we’ll have someone who’ll do that.”


“I told you, I’ve gotten out of the crime-busting business.”


And Jack wasn’t one to break a confidence, not even to one of the three people in the world he trusted, his brother Finn and Alcèe being the other two. Unfortunately, the judge had specifically instructed him to keep their conversation to himself.


“Look, I can’t talk about why, and it doesn’t have anything to do with that old case, but stalling work on that apartment so Danielle will have to stay with Orèlia instead of movin’ right into the apartment with the judge would be the best thing you could do for her right now.”


“That’s not gonna be easy. She’s a smart lady; she might accept some initial delays, but I’ll need some reason to drag it out.”


“Blame me.” Jack pounded in two more nails, then jammed the hammer through the leather loop of his tool belt. “Tell her I’m a hard-driving son of a bitch who’s holding you to a legally binding schedule and you can’t afford any late fees.”


“She’d never believe that. You’re my brother.”


“Trust me. She’ll believe the worst.”


Nate exhaled a slow, soft whistle. “That won’t win you any points, Jack.”


“I’m not looking for points.” Jack pulled a cigarette from his pocket and jammed it between his lips. “I’m also not looking to get involved in her life. Which, as you pointed out, is already messy enough.”


“She’s gonna to be furious,” Nate warned.


Jack’s only response was a negligent shrug, even as the idea of causing Danielle any more pain scraped him raw.


“It must be one helluva secret.”


“Yeah.” Jack blew out a stream of smoke. “It goddamn is.”


He hadn’t been quite honest with his brother. The fact was that years fighting the bad guys had made him suspicious of any coincidences. Such as the apartment over the library suddenly catching fire on the very day Danielle Dupree arrived to set up housekeeping for herself, her kid, and her father, Maximum Dupree, who’d certainly sent more than his share of criminals up the river.


But even if Jack’s internal radar hadn’t gone off the screen when he’d heard about the fire, there was another problem lurking in the wings. One Danielle couldn’t be expecting.


He damned the judge for not being up front with her about his health problems from the beginning. Hell, refusing to have any contact with her all these years while he’d been in prison had been unnecessarily cruel, but keeping a secret like this, when who knew how much time they might have together, was even worse.


Oh, he’d claimed he’d been avoiding any contact with her all these years to protect her and her kid from the pain of scandal, but since she’d already suffered enough of that from her lying, cheating husband, Jack suspected it was more a case of the judge’s damn stiff pride. And shame. Not only for whatever had landed him in prison, but possibly just perhaps he was feeling guilty about having run his daughter’s lover out of town so many years ago.


Jack had already put that in the past. And even if he hadn’t, if those prison doctors had gotten the diagnosis right, the judge should be concentrating on forging some sort of paternal relationship with Danielle before it was too late.


Jack had long ago decided that if he’d had a teenage daughter, he damn well wouldn’t have wanted her running around with the wild kid he’d been back then. But if the judge had truly cared about what happened to Danielle, he wouldn’t have pushed her into marrying that slick politician who, until the breakup of his outwardly perfect marriage and death, had seemed to be on a fast track to the White House.


She’d deserved better than Louisiana congressman Lowell Dupree.


And she sure as hell deserved better than him.
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What do you mean I can’t open the library until the work’s completed on the apartment?” Dani asked the Blue Bayou fire marshal.


It had been three days since she’d arrived to find her new home in flames. Three very long and frustrating days spent waiting for this man to complete his inspection.


“The third floor is admittedly a mess,” she conceded. “But the only thing wrong with the lower floors is some water damage I can take care of myself.”


“The other floors appear okay,” he allowed. “But the thing is, what you’ve got yourself here, Miz Dupree, is a hazardous situation. You’re gonna have construction crews working with dangerous equipment, carrying ladders around, there’ll be hot electrical wires hangin’ loose, all sorts of stuff that could endanger innocent citizens.”


He chewed on a short, fat unlit cigar and looked around the building, as if picturing the possible chaos. “Nope. Can’t risk it.”


Since she’d eventually need this frustratingly little man’s signature on the final inspection report, Dani managed, just barely, to rein in her building temper.


“It’s not as bad as it sounds.” He appeared almost sympathetic for the first time since he’d climbed out of his red pickup truck. “Once you get your construction permits, it shouldn’t take long to get things fixed up just fine. Better than ever, in fact, since you’ll be upgrading the electrical, which should save you from any more unpleasant surprises.”


Dani only wished life were that simple. “When will the permits be ready?”


“Oh, I wouldn’t know ’bout that.” He shrugged and closed his metal clipboard, his work here obviously finished. “You and your contractor—”


“My contractor is Nate Callahan. The mayor of Blue Bayou.” Surely stressing Nate’s position in the town hierarchy might help all those stacks of paperwork she’d had to fill out move through the grindingly slow parish governmental system a bit faster?


“So I heard. Well, anyway, you’ll both need to appear at the monthly zoning commission meeting and request a variance if you’re planing to live above the library.”


“But the apartment’s been part of the building for decades.”


“Not anymore. It burned up,” he reminded her. “Which makes it uninhabitable. A former commission grandfathered the original apartment in, allowing a dwelling in a commercial structure. But as it stands now, you’re not zoned residential.”


Dani fought the urge to grind her teeth. “Do you expect that to be a problem?”


He shrugged. Adjusted his red-billed cap. “It’s not my job to say one way or the other. But, if I were a gambling man, I’d say you should get your permits. Sooner or later.”


“When is this meeting?”


“Just had one last week. Settled a little dispute about some private boat docks and allowed Miss Bea’s Tea House to serve lunch outside on the building’s gallerie.


“So”—he chomped on the cigar as he checked a calendar on his clipboard—“that’d put the next one three weeks from yesterday.”


“Three weeks?”


“Sorry. It’s not—”


“Your job,” Dani said dryly.


“No, ma’am. I’m afraid it’s not.”


Wishing her good luck, he pasted a fluorescent-yellow notice warning that her library was Hazardous and Unsafe for Occupation on the front door, then ambled back to his truck.


“I will get the permits,” Dani muttered to herself as she drove to the parish offices in order to attempt to coax the planning and zoning commission secretary into scheduling a special meeting so she wouldn’t have to wait another three weeks.


She was on a mission, and although it might be stretching comparisons, she was beginning to understand Scarlett O’Hara’s determination when she’d yanked up those turnips.


“She had to save Tara.” Thanks to her husband and father, Dani no longer had a huge antebellum plantation house to worry about. “All you have to do is fix up a two-bedroom apartment for your family.”


How difficult could that be? This might be the New South, but some things never changed. The ability of a southern woman to survive was as strong in her as it had been in her great-grandmother Lurleen, who’d worked her fingers to bleeding as a dressmaker in order to pay off her husband’s gambling debts and save Beau Soleil from those New York Yankee bankers.


Dani refused to complain or whine. She’d win her case before the zoning board. But first, she decided, as she parked in front of Paula’s Pralines, she’d pick up a pretty gilt-wrapped box of candy for the zoning commissioner’s secretary.


Three days later Dani’s vow not to complain had flown out the window.


“I don’t understand why the man can’t pick up the damn phone,” she muttered as she slammed the telephone receiver back in its cradle. “It’s not like I’m going to insist he return my home. I just want a carpenter.”


After blatantly bribing the secretary with those pralines, two tickets to the Dixie Chicks Baton Rouge concert, and a promise to put the woman’s name at the top of the reserve list for the next Jack Callahan novel, Dani had gotten her permits. Which wouldn’t do her a bit of good unless she could find someone to do the work.


Oh, Nate had been apologetic. Sympathetic. Even remorseful. But the fact remained that not only was Jack Callahan living in her house, he was standing in the way of her making a new home for her son.


“Perhaps he’s all caught up in writing his new book,” Orèlia suggested.


“Well, he’s got to stop to eat.” Dani threw her body onto a chair and snatched a piece of raisin toast from the plate in the center of the table. “Why can’t he check his messages, then?”


It stung that Jack was ignoring her. But she’d worn down his defenses that summer. She’d just have to keep trying. After all, the stakes were so much higher this time. Back then she’d only risked her heart. Now the future of her family was at stake.


Dani liked Orèlia a great deal, and enjoyed the older woman’s company. And it was, admittedly, a huge help not to have to worry about finding someone to stay with Matt after school while she was fighting her battles with the town bureaucrats and dealing with the million and one moving details. But they needed their own space. Space where Matt could be a normal little boy, free to run through the rooms without worrying about knocking some valued collectible off a table.


The apartment was a good stop-gap measure, until she got her debts paid off, but eventually Dani intended to buy her own home, with a big backyard for a swing set and a tree house.


With a renewed burst of optimism, as she absently centered the napkin holder and salt and pepper shakers, Dani thought that once they were permanently settled, perhaps she’d buy a few plants and take up gardening.


The series of storied terraces surrounding the swimming pool at her former Fairfax house may have won a prestigious national landscape design award and been featured in Southern Living magazine, but Dani hadn’t been allowed to work in the garden for fear she might disturb the intricately planned design.


As for the lovely furniture that had been in her family for generations, furniture she’d taken from Beau Soleil when she’d married, she’d ending up selling that at a staggering loss to help pay off the enormous attorney bills the divorce had racked up.


Galling was the fact that she’d had to end up paying a major portion of Lowell’s lawyer’s fees as well as her own.


“T’en fais pas, chérie,” Orèlia said when Dani sighed again.


“I’m not worried.” She would not allow herself to be. “Just frustrated.”


As she rinsed off the empty plate and put it in the dishwasher, Dani wondered, yet again, where the hell Jack was hiding.


The phone was ringing, as it had been for the past two days. The dog quirked an ear that had been torn in some previous fight and looked questioningly up at Jack. When he didn’t appear inclined to do anything about it, she lowered her head to her front paws and went back to sleep.


Jack turned off the belt sander he’d been using on the wainscoting and waited for the machine to pick up.


“Jack?”


Her voice, which as hard as he’d tried, he’d never been able to get out of his mind—or, dammit, his dreams—hadn’t changed. It was cultured and touched with the soft cadence of the bayou South.


The first three times she’d called, he’d thought he’d detected a bit of nervousness; this time it was definitely irritation lacing those smooth magnolia tones.


“Dammit, Jack, are you there?”


Silence.


He heard a muttered, brief, pungent curse. The receiver on the other end of the line was slammed down. Jack hit the switch on the sander and went back to work.
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The sky was darkening, the only visible light a band of purple clouds low on the western horizon. Dani had forgotten how quickly night came to the bayou. As she steered the rented boat through the maze-like labyrinth of waterways, fireflies lit up the waning twilight while nutria and muskrats paddled along, furry shadows in waters as dark and murky as Cajun coffee.


Bullfrogs began to croak; cicadas buzzed; blue herons glided among the ancient cypress which stood like silent, moss-bearded sentinels over their watery world.


The boat’s light barely cut through the warm mist falling from low-hanging clouds; when the ridged and knobby head of an alligator appeared in the stuttering glow, looking like a wet brown rock amidst the lily pads, Dani’s nerves, which were already as tattered as a Confederate soldier’s gray uniform, screeched.


“This is nuts.”


If she had any sense at all, she’d cut her losses now and return to town. But she’d already come this far, and unless both her internal homing device and the boat’s GPS system had gone entirely on the blink, she couldn’t be that far from Beau Soleil.


She checked her watch. Despite the way the isolation and deepening shadows had seemed to slow time, she’d been out on the water for less than half an hour.


“Five more minutes,” she decided. If she hadn’t reached Beau Soleil by then, she’d turn back.


A moment later she came around a corner, and there, right in front of her, was the Greek Revival antebellum mansion. Dani was glad she’d undertaken the nerve-racking trip tonight; as bad as the plantation house appeared, it would have been far worse to first see it again after all these years in the hard, unforgiving glare of southern sunlight.


The double front entrance harkened back to a time when if a suitor happened to catch a glimpse of a girl’s ankles, he was duty bound to marry her. In a typically southern blend of practicality and romance, the house had been designed with dual sets of front steps—one for hoop-skirted belles, the other for their gentlemen escorts. The ladies’ staircase had crumbled nearly to dust; the other was scarcely better, held up as it was with a complex design of erector-set-style metal braces.


Beau Soleil had survived being set on fire by the British in the War of 1812, cannonballed, then occupied by Yankee soldiers—and their horses—during the War Between the States. It had also stalwartly stood up to numerous hurricanes over its more than two centuries. Seeing the once noble plantation house looking like an aging whore from some seedy south Louisiana brothel made Dani want to weep.


It had belatedly dawned on her, after she’d left town, that her plan to catch Jack unaware could backfire if she came all the way out here only to find the house dark and deserted. But she’d been so frustrated that she’d acted without really thinking things through.


The light in the upstairs windows of the once stately house was an encouraging sign as she eased the boat up to the dock that was still, thankfully, standing. It appeared to be the same dock her father had paid Jack to build the summer of her seventeenth birthday, the summer her carefree, youthful world had spun out of control.


With a long-ago learned skill some distant part of her mind had retained, she tied up the boat behind an old pirogue and then studied the house. Amazingly, most of the centuries-old oak trees had survived time and the ravages of storms; silvery Spanish moss draped over their limbs like discarded feather boas left behind by ghostly belles.


She lifted her gaze to a darkened window on the second floor and envisioned the reckless teenager she’d once been, climbing out that window to meet her lover. Her skin, beneath her white T-shirt, burned with the memory of Jack’s dark, work-roughened fingers encircling her waist to lift her down from that last low-hanging limb.


“A smart fille like yourself should know better than to sneak up on someone at night in this part of the country,” a deep, painfully familiar voice offered from the blackness surrounding her.


Dani yelped. Then hated herself for displaying any weakness. Splaying a palm against her chest to slow her tripping heart, she turned slowly toward the gallerie.


He was hidden in the shadows, like a ghost from the past, with only the red flare of a cigarette revealing his location.


“You could have said something. Instead of scaring me to half to death.”


“If I figured you and I had anything to say to each other, I would have returned your calls.” His voice was even huskier than Dani remembered. Huskier and decidedly uninviting.


“So you did get my messages.”


“Yeah. I got ’em.” Although night had dropped over the bayou, there was enough light shining from the windows of Beau Soleil for her to see him. He was wearing a gray Ragin’ Cajun T-shirt with the sleeves cut off, a pair of jeans worn nearly to the point of indecency and cowboy boots. He was rugged, rangy, and, dammit, still as sexy as hell.


“But you chose to ignore them.”


He took a swig from a longneck bottle of Dixie beer. “Yeah.”


Well, this was going well. “I happen to know your mother taught you better manners.”


“I was never known for my manners. Drove Maman nuts.”


That was certainly true. He’d been known throughout the bayou as Bad Jack Callahan. A devil in blue jeans with the face of a fallen angel.


“I was sorry when she died.”


Unlike so many of the large sprawling Catholic families who made the bayou their home, Dani had no brothers or sisters, nieces or nephews, aunts, uncles, or cousins. After her mother had abandoned them before Dani’s second birthday (subsequently dying two years later), there had only been her and her father, and while single fathers may have been a staple on television, her own had left her upbringing to a revolving parade of housekeepers.


And then had come that fateful day when, after the shooting that had tragically claimed her husband’s life, Marie Callahan had shown up at the house, her three teenage sons in tow. Marie had quickly stepped into the role of surrogate mother; she’d baked Dani birthday cakes, taken her shopping for her first box of tampons, and soothed her wounded pride when an attack of nerves had her failing her driver’s test the first time.


Of course, Marie had also sided with her employer against the two teenagers that bittersweet summer that still, after all these years, lingered in Dani’s mind like a dream remembered upon awakening.


When she’d died, too young, of breast cancer, Dani had swallowed her pride and sent Jack a handwritten note of sympathy. He never responded. Nor did he return home for his mother’s funeral, something that surprised even his most stalwart detractors, who’d reluctantly admitted that despite his wild devilish ways, Jack Callahan had always been good to his maman.


“Yeah. I was damn sorry, too.” He sighed heavily as he flicked away the cigarette, which flared in a sparkling orange arc that sizzled, then snuffed out when it hit the water.


After polishing off the beer, he tossed the bottle aside, pushed himself to his feet, and came down the stairs, crunching across the gleaming oyster-shell walk on the loose-hipped, masculine stride that had always reminded Dani of a swamp panther.


Now, as he loomed out of the blackened shadows, his tawny gold predator’s eyes gleaming, the resemblance was a bit too close for comfort.


He’d always been outrageously handsome, and the years hadn’t changed that. But time had carved away whatever bit of softness he’d kept hidden away deep in his heart. His full sensual lips were drawn into a forbidding line, and a savage slash of cheekbones cut their way across features far more harshly hewn than they’d been when he was younger.


His hair appeared nearly as long as hers and glistened darkly with moisture. It flowed back from his strong forehead and was tied at the nape of his neck in a way that made her think of the pirates who used to escape to Blue Bayou after raiding Spanish merchant ships in the Gulf. Taking in the surprising gold earring he hadn’t owned when she’d known him last, Dani decided that all he was missing was the cutlass.


Dangerous was the first word that sprang to mind. Maybe Bad Jack Callahan himself didn’t present any danger to her, but the unbidden feelings he’d always been able to stir in her certainly could be.


“You shouldn’t have come here, Danielle,” he said bluntly.


He’d said those same words to her once before. Warning her off. Dani hadn’t listened then, nor could she now.


“You didn’t give me any choice, hiding away out here in the swamp like some mad hermit trapper.”


He didn’t respond to her accusation. Just gave her a long, deep look. Then grazed his knuckles up her cheek. “You’re bleeding.”


Her skin heated, as if he’d skimmed a candle flame up it. Dani took a cautious step back, lifted her own fingers to the cheek she belatedly realized was stinging and had to remind herself how to breathe.


In.


“It’s undoubtedly just a scratch from a tree limb.”


Out.


“This isn’t the easiest place to get to, with the road gone.”


In again.


“Flooding from last season’s hurricane wiped out the road,” he revealed “Since the place was already crumblin’, the parish commissioners didn’t see any reason to spend public funds to rebuild a road to make it easier to get to some place no one wanted to go anyway.”


“Which, from what I hear, suits you just fine. I suppose you would have been happier if I’d gotten lost coming out here.”


“Hell, no, I wouldn’t have wanted you to get lost.” He blew a frustrated breath between his teeth. “I’m paying to have the road graded, since I’ve decided it’s got to be cheaper than continuing to bring things in by water. If you’d only waited another week, you could have avoided the boat trip.”


“I couldn’t wait that long.”


“Sa c’est fou.”


“I’ve done crazier things.”


A rough, humorless sound rumbled out of his broad chest. “I sure as hell won’t be arguin’ with that, chérie.”


Dani was not foolish enough to take the endearment to heart. Hadn’t she heard him call his old bluetick hound the very same thing?


“We were both damn crazy that summer,” he mused aloud, with something that surprisingly sounded a bit like regret.


Jack was the one who’d deserted her. If he’d regretted his behavior, he could have called. Or written. Instead, he’d disappeared off the face of the earth, leaving her to face the consequences of their reckless romance alone.


“I’m not here to talk about that summer.”


His eyes, which had seemed to soften a bit with remembered affection, shuttered, like hurricane shutters slammed tight before a storm. “Then why are you here?”


Good question. If it’d been only herself, she would have slept on the street rather than come crawling to Jack for anything. But she had Matt to think of. An innocent little boy who needed a roof over his head.


There was nothing Dani would not do for her son, including winding her way through inky-black bayou waters risking gators and heaven knows how many different kinds of snakes to beg this man for help.


“You seem to have hired every available construction worker from here to Baton Rouge.”


“As impossible as it may be for you to fathom, sugar, this place is even worse structurally than it looks. It’s a smorgasbord for termites, half the roof blew away in the last storm, the plumbing’s flat rusted through, and what the inspector laughingly referred to as an electrical system is a bonfire waiting to happen.


“I could hire every damn construction worker from Lafayette to New Orleans and probably still not have a large enough crew to finish the work in this lifetime.”


“Perhaps you ought to just build a new house that won’t give you so many problems,” she suggested with openly false sweetness.


“And let the bayou reclaim Beau Soleil? Not on your life.”


The force in his tone surprised Dani. “I never realized you felt so strongly about it.”


He rocked back on his heels as he looked up at the once magnificent house draped in deep purple shadows. For a fleeting second his tawny eyes looked a hundred years old. “Neither did I.”


“Well.” That unexpected bit of honesty left Dani at a momentary loss for words. She reminded herself of her mission. “I need a carpenter, Jack. And I need him now.”


He gave her another of those long unfathomable, brooding looks. Then shrugged again. “I don’ know about you, but I skipped lunch today to meet with a pirate who calls himself a septic tank engineer and I’m starvin’.


“There’s some chicken in the smoker, and after we take care of that scratch on your face, you can peel the shrimp while I make the roux. Then we can pass ourselves a good time over some gumbo and jambalaya and see if we can come up with a way for both of us to get what we want.”


Determined to settle her business, Dani forced down her concern about getting back to town. Marie Callahan had once told her that the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach. At the time, since she’d been sleeping with Marie’s son, Dani had known—and kept to herself—the fact that Jack’s other hungers had held first priority.


Still, perhaps he might be more amenable to negotiation after a good meal. Even one he’d cooked himself.


“That sounds like a reasonable enough solution.”


A waning white moon was rising in the sky as they walked in silence toward the house, the bayou water lapping against the raised narrow pathway. Dani had just about decided that the rumors she’d heard of Jack as a dark and crazy swamp devil, living out here like the fabled Loup Garou, were merely gossip, when he suddenly crouched down and plunged his hand into the inky water.


The violent splash sent a flock of ducks who’d been sleeping in the nearby reeds exploding into the sky, firing the night with a dazzling shower of falling stars.


“Bon Dieu,” he murmured. “I’ve never seen the ghost fire so bright.” He brought up a broad, long-fingered hand that glowed with phosphorescence in the purple velvet dark surrounding them. Sparks seemed to fall back into the water as he stood up again. “You still set this bayou on fire, mon ange.”


His feral gold eyes drifted down to her lips and lingered wickedly for what seemed like an eternity, as if he were remembering the taste and feel of them.


He moved closer. Too close. But if she tried to back away, she’d risk falling into the water.


“I’m not your angel,” she insisted, even as erotic pictures of them rolling around on a moss-stuffed mattress flashed through her mind, making her breasts feel heavy beneath the white T-shirt that had been pristine when she’d begun her long, frustrating day but was now clinging damply to her body.


Although it had to be at least ninety degrees, with a humidity equally high, her nipples pebbled as if she’d dived naked into the Arctic Ocean. She dearly hoped it was dark enough for him not to notice.


It wasn’t. “You can lie to me, sugar. You can try to lie to yourself. But your pretty angel’s body is saying something else. It remembers, she. The same way mine does.”


Dani managed, with herculean effort, to drag her gaze from his, but couldn’t resist skimming a look over his broad chest and still-flat stomach, down to where his erection was swelling against the faded placket of his jeans.


“See something you like, chère?”


Heat flooded into her face. “You know how it is,” she said breezily. “You’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all. It is comforting to discover that not everything around Blue Bayou has changed. You still have sex on the mind.”


“Mais yeah,” he countered without an iota of apology. His wicked eyes glittered with predatory intent as they took a blatantly male appraisal from the top of her head down to her sneaker-clad feet. Then just as leisurely roamed back up to her face. “The day I stop reacting to a desirable female is the day I tie some weights around my neck and throw myself in the bayou as gator bait.”


Dani was no longer a virginal Catholic girl experiencing sexual desire for the first time. She was a grown woman who, in the years since she’d left home, had overcome a broken heart, married, given birth to a son she adored, and, if it hadn’t been for that wayward piano, would have been the first divorcée in Dupree family history.


This bayou bad boy leering at her should not make her stomach flutter and her pulse skip.


It shouldn’t.


But, heaven help her, it did.


As they resumed walking toward Beau Soleil, she vowed not to let Jack’s still powerful sexual magnetism turn her into some fluttery, vapid southern belle who’d swoon at his feet. Or any other part of his anatomy.


But when he put a casual, damp hand on her hip to steady her as she climbed up the braced stairway to the gallerie, Dani feared that if she wasn’t very, very careful, she could discover exactly how dangerous supping with Blue Bayou’s very own home-grown devil could be.
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Jack had taken an immediate inventory the minute she’d stepped out of the boat. Five-five, a hundred-ten pounds, blond hair, and although he hadn’t been able to see them from the gallerie, he knew her eyes were a bluish green hazel with gold flecks. Other than that scratch on her cheek, she had no distinguishing marks or scars. There were probably millions of women in the world who’d fit that physical profile. Yet in none of those women would the physical details have been put together in a more appealing package.


He’d managed to convince himself that just as he’d changed over the years, Dani would have, too. It was true she’d changed. For the better.


There were the expected outer differences: hair that had once flowed to her waist was now woven into a loose braid that fell a bit past her shoulders. Despite the slenderness Nate had reported, her body was more curvaceous than it’d been when he’d last seen her. Touched her. Tasted her.


When they entered the house, the light streaming from the chandelier in the grand entry hall revealed bruise-like shadows beneath her eyes. Long-dormant protective instincts stirred.


Dangerous thinking, that. Bad enough the way those wide, hit-you-in-the-gut expressive eyes still dominated her oval face, bad enough that he could remember, with aching clarity, the taste of her unpainted lips, and God help him, it was fuckin’ damn deadly dangerous the way whatever sunshine scent she’d splashed on before leaving town smelled like heaven and drew him like a silver lure.


She’d been forbidden fruit thirteen years ago. Jack was trying to recall all the reasons she still was when he heard a familiar clattering sound.


“Oh, shit. Brace yourself.” He managed to jump in front of Dani just as the huge ball of yellow fur came barreling into the hall, tore past him like a running back evading a blocker, stood on its hind legs, braced both huge paws on her shoulders, and began licking her face.


“Well, hello,” she greeted the dog, with amazing aplomb for a woman who’d just been attacked by a beast that weighed nearly as much as she did.


He grabbed the leather collar and yanked the stray to the marble floor. The dog wagged its tail and continued dancing around Dani. There was a muddy pawprint the size of Jack’s spread hand above her left breast.


“Sorry about that,” he muttered. “She tends to be standoffish with strangers.”


“So I see.” She scratched the enormous head that thrust itself beneath her palm. “I had no idea you had a dog.”


“She’s not really mine.” If he owned a dog, it’d damn well be better trained, like the obedient German shepherds he’d worked with on various drug-smuggling investigations. It sure as hell wouldn’t jump up and slobber all over people the minute they walked in the door. “I’m just letting her crash here for a while till I get around to taking her to the shelter in town.”


“I see.” It was clear she didn’t believe him. Which wasn’t all that surprising, since he was starting not to believe it himself. “What kind of dog is she?”


“My guess would be a Great Dane-yellow Lab-Buick mix.”


Her answering laugh slipped beneath his skin and over his nerve endings like quicksilver. “I always wanted a dog.”


“I never knew that.”


“There was a lot you didn’t know about me,” she said mildly. “Why are you locked up inside on such a lovely night, sweetheart?” she asked the dog.


“Because last night she decided to go nine rounds with a skunk, and I don’t have enough tomato juice left for a rematch,” he answered for the mutt.


“Poor baby.” Dani smiled at the dog, who appeared to grin right back. “What’s her name?”


“Turnip. Because she just turned up,” he elaborated when she quirked a brow.


“Well, it’s certainly original.”


Her smile faded as her gaze drifted to the mural that covered the walls of the two-story hall, rose to the plaster ceiling medallions he’d repainted, then up the curved sweeping staircase that had shown up in more than one movie.


“That’s odd.”


“What?”


“I’d always heard that when you come back home as an adult, things are supposed to look smaller, less grand than you remembered them.”


“Hard for Beau Soleil not to look grand. Even in the sorry state it’s in.”


“True.” The mural depicted Acadian forced deportation from Nova Scotia and the deportee’s subsequent arrival in Louisiana, continuing up the stairs with the story of the star-crossed lovers Evangeline and Gabriel, immortalized by Longfellow. “It’s different,” she murmured. “But the same.”


“I had it cleaned and touched up. It was a bit tricky because in the nineteenth century murals were painted right onto the plaster, which aged as the plaster aged. These days they’re done on canvas that’s glued to the wall, so the owners can take them with them when they move to a new house.”


“Well, isn’t that handy.” She turned toward him, her expression bland, but the quick, intense flair of passion in her eyes warned that she wasn’t as calm as outward appearances might suggest. “I’m going to be honest with you, Jack. I hate the idea of you living in my home.”


“Fair enough,” he allowed. “But you hatin’ it isn’t going to change a thing.”


“Of all the houses, in all the world, why did you buy this one?”


“Would you have preferred I let the bayou claim it?”


“Of course not.”


“How about the mob? Would you have enjoyed coming home to tourists playing blackjack in the summer parlor to a background music of slot machines?”


“You’re supposed to be an intelligent man,” she said through set teeth. “You should be able to figure out the answer to that yourself.”


She moved along the wall, from where the men, women, and children were being herded by British troops onto the ships of exile during Le Grand Derangement—The Great Madness—out of Nova Scotia, eventually to the Evangeline oak where the long-suffering, tragic heroine awaited her beloved Gabriel.


“It has such a tragic ending,” she murmured, seeming to momentarily put aside her pique. “For a love story.”


“Most love stories are tragedies.”


“Do you honestly believe that?”


“Sure.” He shrugged, wishing he’d kept his big mouth shut. “Look at you and me.”


She paled, then quickly recovered. “I didn’t come here to talk about us,” she repeated, giving him a haughty-princess-to-serf look that didn’t exactly have him quaking in his boots. It hadn’t worked on him back then, and sure as hell wouldn’t now. “And that summer didn’t have anything to do with love.”


“Maybe not. But it sure was hot.” He leaned closer. Skimmed a palm over her shoulder. “And a lot of fun while it lasted.”


“Definitive point. It didn’t last that long.” She batted away his light caress and headed toward the kitchen. “And don’t touch me.”


“I remember when you liked me touching you.” Begged him to, actually, but Jack decided she wouldn’t appreciate him reminding her of that.


“That was then. This is now.”


“Oui. But like you said, some things, they don’t change.”


“Dammit, Jack—”


This time when she slapped at his touch, he caught hold of her hand. “I still want you, ’tite ange.” God help him, it was the truth. Understanding all too well the dark, drowning sense of inevitability his fictional drug agent felt when he was in the same room with the gorgeous, lethal drug dealer’s daughter, Jack drew her closer, until they were touching, thigh to thigh, chest to chest. She was like the Evangeline and Gabriel mural, he considered. Different, but the same. “And you still want me.”


“You need a little help with your dialogue.” Jack got a perverse kick at the way she lifted her chin. The out-of-reach bayou princess was definitely back. All that was missing was a satin ballgown and sparkly tiara. “The only thing I want from you is a carpenter.” She pulled away.


Though it wasn’t his first choice, he let her. “And supper,” he reminded her.


“Not even that. Just tell me what it’ll take to get your cooperation, short of taking my clothes off,” she tacked on quickly when his mouth twitched. “Then I’ll be on my way.”


“You’ve been livin’ in the city too long, you.” To please himself, he played with a silky strand of hair that had escaped the braid. “Where people don’ know how to take time to enjoy themselves.” He wanted his hands on her. His mouth. And that was just for starters. “Things move a little slower here in the swamp.”


“Tell me about it. I could have built the damn Taj Mahal in the length of time it took to maneuver my way through the byzantine maze the zoning bureau refers to as policy and procedures to get a permit to get repairs done on the library.”


“You could have gone back home.” It’d be better—safer—for both of them if she did.


“I did.” She tossed up her chin in a way that made Jack want to kiss her silly. “Blue Bayou is my home.”


Jack sighed. Skimmed his thumb up her cheekbone. “Let’s clean this scratch. Have ourselves a little gumbo. Then we’ll talk.”


Dani didn’t want to stay. For a multitude of reasons. The first being that it hurt, really hurt, to see someone else, even this man she’d once loved, living in the home that had belonged to her family for so many generations. The home she’d always envisioned raising her own babies in.


She also didn’t want to stay because Jack made her uneasy. He may be a hotshot writer now, he may have worn a tux when he mingled with Russell Crowe and Jennifer Lopez at the premiere of the movie made from his first book, he may have been interviewed by a breathless Mary Hart on the famed red carpet at the Academy Awards, but beneath the polish he’d picked up since she’d known him—loved him—were those same rough, workingman’s hands that had once caused such pleasurable havoc to her body, the flowing black pirate’s hair, the unyielding jaw, the lush, sensuous mouth that suggested all sorts of sins and might have appeared feminine had it not been for the contrast of his ruggedly hewn face that had been compared to a young Clint Eastwood. Put it all together and you got a combination more dangerous than mixing TNT and nitroglycerin and setting a match to them. A danger a prudent woman would avoid.


“Sit down on that bar stool and I’ll get the medicine kit.” His take-charge attitude grated, even as his roughened voice curled through her like dark smoke.


“I’m perfectly capable of taking care of a little scrape by myself.”


“You’re a guest,” he said mildly, as if living in Beau Soleil for a few months made him damn lord of the manor.


Acting as if it were his perfect right to touch her, he put his hands on either side of her waist, lifted her onto a bar stool at a curved granite counter that hadn’t been there when she lived in the house. When he left the room, Dani slid off the stool, seriously considered pulling the plug on this fool’s effort and escaping back to town. Where it seemed she belonged, since there was no longer any place for her here at Beau Soleil.


“Going somewhere?” he asked casually when he returned with a brown bottle.


“I’ve decided I’m not hungry after all.”


“Then you just watch me eat while we talk about your problem. Meanwhile, let’s get this clean.”


“Ow!” She drew her head back at the sting when he touched the dampened cotton ball to her cheek.


“Hold still.” He caught her chin in the fingers of his left hand and continued to clean the scratch.


“Dammit, you’re doing this on purpose.”


“Doing what?”


“Using that instead of some nice modern antibiotic cream.”


“This happens to be all I’ve got in the place. Besides, I’m an old-fashioned kind of guy. And I don’t remember you being such a whiner.”


“I’m not.”


“Good. Then why don’t you shut that pretty little mouth up and think of something pleasant.”


“Such as the sheriff throwing you out of Beau Soleil?”


His damnably sexy lips quirked, just a little, revealing that her barb hadn’t stung. “Never happen. Old Jimbo Lott’d have to get off his fat butt first.”


“He was at the library fire.”


“That’s not such a surprise. Mos’ everyone likes to see the results of a job well done.”


This time it was surprise, rather than pain, that had her pulling away. “Surely you’re not suggesting Sheriff Lott set that fire?”


“I’m not saying he did. But I’m not sayin’ he didn’t, either. The man’s definitely got motive and opportunity.”


“What motive would he have to burn a library?”


“Maybe he doesn’t want you setting up housekeepin’ in Blue Bayou. Maybe he doesn’t want you makin’ some nice cozy place for the judge to come home to.”


“I don’t understand.”


“You don’t need to, you.” He tossed the cotton ball into a wastebasket and capped the hydrogen peroxide. “All you have to do is just stay at Orèlia’s till the judge is sprung. Then go back home to D.C. or Virginia, or wherever you came from.”


“I came from here. Washington was never my home. Nor was Virginia. It was only where I had to live because my husband was a member of Congress. This is my home,” she repeated. And she wasn’t going to let Jack or Jimbo Lott or anyone else chase her away.


“Maybe it was once upon a time ago, but as you pointed out, I’m livin’ in it now. So, looks like there’s nothin’ to keep you here in Blue Bayou.”


“Only Dupree roots going back generations. Roots I want to pass on to my child.”


A guilt she was never very far away from stirred as Dani recalled another child she’d once longed to bring home to Beau Soleil. She took a took a deep breath and decided this was the time to bring up a thought that had been spinning around in her mind ever since Nate first told her that Jack had bought Beau Soleil.


“What if I were to make you an offer? Would you leave?”


He arched a black brow. “You always have been one for surprises, chère. Didn’t realize you had that much money stashed away.”


“I don’t,” she admitted. “But maybe we could work something out.”


“For old time’s sake?”


She wouldn’t have thought, since he’d been the one to run away, that Jack would want to bring up old times. “Not exactly. But as you pointed out, Beau Soleil needs a lot of work. Surely the renovation must interfere with your writing.”


He shrugged and lit a cigarette. “Not that much. I’m pretty much in a zone when I’m working. ’Sides, I sorta like bein’ a man of property.”


“Why can’t you be a man of someone else’s property?”


“Because I want Beau Soleil.”


“And the great and mighty Jack Callahan gets everything he wants, right?”


His eyes shadowed, just for an instant, then hardened. “Not always.” The cigarette dangled from his lips as he skimmed a long, intimate look over her. “But if you were to sweet-talk me real nice, sugar, you and I might just be able to work out some sort of arrangement.”


He’d proven himself untrustworthy at eighteen. Dani didn’t trust him now. “What kind of arrangement?”


She knew she’d made a mistake asking the question when his eyes glinted and his smile turned from sexually seductive to downright feral. “I could always take it out in trade.”


Heat as red as the glowing end of his cigarette shot into her cheeks. “Isn’t it strange how time dims memory? I certainly don’t remember you being so disgusting.”


That was it. If she didn’t leave now, she’d give into impulse and start throwing the knives from the nearby oak rack at his head. She’d just have to take her search for workmen a bit farther, to Baton Rouge or New Orleans, perhaps.


“You don’t wanna leave now.” He caught her by the waist again as she began to march away. “Just when things are beginnin’ to get interesting.”


“Obviously we have a different definition of interesting.” She managed to keep her tone cool even as those long fingers digging into her skin beneath her T-shirt made her feel shaky. Edgy. And, heaven help her, needy.


The only time Lowell had ever touched her was in bed. Then finally, nearly two years ago, he’d stopped touching her all together. She thought that the fact it had been six months before she’d noticed the absence of any sex said a great deal about her marriage.


“The place isn’t exactly ready for company. But how about I give you the grand tour? Show you how things are progressin’.”


Damn. Trust him to dangle the one bit of bait she found almost impossible to refuse. Dani hesitated, curiosity warring with the primal, survivalist urge to run. She didn’t trust him. Didn’t like him. Her head knew that. Her heart knew it, as well. But for some unfathomable reason, her body hadn’t seemed to get the message. It wanted him. It didn’t care how obnoxiously arrogant he’d become, or even that he’d stolen her birthright. Her son’s birthright. All it wanted—desperately—was to feel his hands moving over her body, taking that same slow path his dangerously tawny eyes were currently traveling.


She stomped the hot unbidden sexual desire down and reminded her rebellious body that she’d sworn off men after her husband had gone on television and made her the most publicly pitied woman in America. And she’d definitely sworn off this particular man after he’d taken off for parts unknown, leaving her to face the worst days of her life alone.


Dani sighed, realizing that although she’d grown up a lot since that summer, the memories still hurt.


Jack waited, giving her time to sort out her feelings. It had to be tough, he allowed, returning home widowed from a bad marriage to find the man who’d taken her virginity, then deserted her without a word, living in her childhood home.


She blew out a breath. Briefly closed her eyes, which had shadowed while he was watching the range of expressions move across her face. Then shrugged. “I suppose it might be interesting to see what changes you’ve made to my family’s home.”


His eyes narrowed, but for some reason—a faint leftover shred of southern chivalry, perhaps?—he refrained from reminding her again that it was his home now.
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They began with the English jury paneled library that looked out onto the garden, which had gone to seed. Since flowers were the least of his problems, Jack hadn’t worried about that.


“The books are all gone,” she murmured, looking up at the built-in shelves that had once held leather-bound first editions.


“The judge put them in storage before his sentencing. Said he didn’t want the vultures getting them.”


“Well, that’s certainly flattering.”


“He wasn’t talking about you, chère. Some of them are a little moldy from bein’ in a warehouse in Baton Rouge all these past years he’s been away, but I found a place in New Orleans that specializes in restoring old books. Looks like we’ll probably be able to salvage most of them.”


She stopped running her fingers over the fluted pilasters around the bookcases and looked up at him. “So you now own them, too?”


“Yeah.” Jack heard the stiff accusation in her voice but refused to apologize. “I’d just come back to town when Earl Jenkins, the guy who owned the warehouse where the judge had stashed the books died, and his kids sold the moving and storage business to some company based in New York City.


“Turns out Earl hadn’t bothered collecting any rent, ’cause he figured he owed the judge, who’d gotten his second cousin, Tommy Lee, into an alcohol-treatment program instead of jail after a DUI.


“But the damn Yankee, he didn’t care about paying off moral debts, he just wanted the paper one taken care of. The judge had to either come up with the bucks for all those years of back storage, or the books were going to be sold at auction. So he called me.”


“Why you?”


“Hell if I know. Maybe he’d read about those Hollywood folks making that movie out of my book and figured I might have enough dough to bail the books out of hock. Maybe he thought that since I owned the house, I might want somethin’ to fill the shelves. Or it could be he remembered how I was always sneakin’ in here to read them.”


What Jack didn’t share with Dani was that the judge had eventually turned out to have an entirely different agenda, like wanting the same guy he’d once run out of town, if not on a rail, at least in a candy apple red GTO, to use his—and his FBI brother’s—connections in the law-enforcement community to prove that he’d been framed seven years ago. And by whom.


“I never knew you did that.”


“That was kinda the point of sneaking. Maman was always scared the judge was going to discover me in here and fire her.”


There’d been a time, back in his teens, when Jack had thought his maman had been overly concerned about losing a job she’d never wanted in the first place. A job she’d been forced to take in order to support her three sons after her husband was killed. It was only later, after the debacle in Colombia—which Jack continued to think of as Callahan’s major fuckup—had taken away his own confidence in his ability to do his job, that he’d finally understood how the gunman who’d taken his father’s life that day in the Blue Bayou courthouse had not only cost his mother her husband, but robbed her of any sense of security.


Which was why, when the judge had threatened to fire Marie Callahan if her middle son didn’t leave Blue Bayou—and Danielle—Jack had thrown some stuff into a duffel bag, headed off across the country to San Diego, and hadn’t looked back. Until his world blew up in his face, leaving him nowhere else to go.


“Turns out the judge had known about me reading his books all the time,” he revealed. There hadn’t been much that old bastard missed. Which was why Jack was surprised he’d let himself get caught up in such an obvious frame.


They continued the tour through the long double parlors which opened up onto a private courtyard designed for steamy hot summers. Then moved on to the formal dining room with the ceiling frescoes which were, like the grand hall mural, being restored. Since it was the largest room in the house, the ballroom was currently being used as an indoor shop, allowing work to continue even on the wettest of days.


As they went upstairs, Jack realized that having been surrounded by construction for so long, he hadn’t realized how much he’d actually accomplished. Beau Soleil would be a lifetime project, not just to restore, but to keep up. The funny thing was, he, who’d always sworn to escape Blue Bayou, didn’t mind that idea at all.


It was so hard, Dani thought. Seeing all that Jack had done to her home, then having to constantly remind herself it was his home now. But even as difficult as she found the rest of his impromptu tour, she was battered by emotions when she walked into her former bedroom.


Once upon a time ago this room had been scented by the potpourri Jack’s mother made from Beau Soleil’s antique roses. Now the odors of dust and mold assaulted her senses.


“The roof leaked and the moisture went through the attic floor to here,” he said as she lifted her gaze to the ceiling, where a brown spot shaped like an amoeba darkened the plaster. “I’ve got a guy coming in to fix it as soon as I replace the rotted wood on the floor above next week.”


“That’s good,” she murmured absently. She skirted the two sawhorses and went over to the window where an industrious spider had spun a web in the upper-left corner.


“The tree’s still there,” he said.


“I know.” She did not volunteer how, when she’d first arrived, before she’d known he was sitting on the gallerie, she’d imagined herself climbing down it. Imagined his hands on her hips, helping her to the ground.


“I had to saw off a limb that kept scrapin’ against the window, ’cause I was afraid it’d break the glass.”


“I imagine it’d be difficult to find replacement glass this old.”


“Not around here. There are one helluva lot of fine old places crumbling away all through the bayou.”


But Beau Soleil would not be lost. Thanks to him. Dani tried to be grateful for that.


As she looked around the room, instead of the yellowed wallpaper, crumbling plaster ceiling, and missing baseboards, she saw it as it had once been, when white rosebuds had blossomed on a field of palest green, when creamy molding had run across the top of the wall and a lacy white iron bed, which had belonged to her great-great-grandmother, covered with tea-dyed crocheted lace had dominated the room.


“The bed’s out in the carriage house,” he said, as if he’d plucked the question right out of her mind.


“It’s nice something survived.”


“I heard the judge had a lot of the furniture shipped to your house in D.C. after your marriage.”


“It was Virginia. He insisted he wanted to close off some rooms since he was the only one living here.”


“You gonna have it shipped back?”


“No. I ended up selling it to pay bills.”


“What kind of bills?”


“You know.” Her shrug didn’t come off nearly as negligent as she’d hoped. “The normal day-to-day stuff. Along with lawyer fees from the divorce, and of course there was the funeral.”


“Your husband didn’t have insurance?”


“Lowell had his legislative insurance, but he’d changed the beneficiary on the policy to his fiancée.”


Who’d cut her losses, hadn’t bothered to chip in to bury the man she’d stolen from his family, and was currently working for an up-and-coming young congressman from Rhode Island. Dani hoped the politician’s pregnant wife kept a closer watch on her husband and her marriage than she had.


“He had some other policies we’d bought together over the years, but he’d cashed them out to cover margin calls on his stocks.”


“No offense, but you went off and married yourself one helluva louse.”


“I’m afraid you’re right. But the furniture wouldn’t have fit in the apartment over the library, anyway.” A pain she’d thought she put behind her flared, scorching her nerves. When she felt her hands begin to tremble, she shoved them into the back pockets of her shorts.


“Wasn’t it Thoreau who said our life is frittered away by details? I should know because I’m a reference librarian and we’re supposed to know everything….


“Yes, I’m sure it was Thoreau. He was so before his time, wasn’t he? With his simplify, simplify message.”


Lord, she was on the verge of babbling. Dani never babbled. Not ever. “Those are such inspirational words to live by, aren’t they? The world would be ever so much better off if everyone followed his advice.”


“Walden Pond might get a little crowded.”


Because it hurt, really hurt, to be in this room, where they’d once, during a wonderful, reckless night, made love in that lovely antique iron bed now being stored in the carriage house, Dani flashed him a bright, utterly false smile.


“You’re undoubtedly right. But it’s Thoreau’s idea that’s important, isn’t it? Not the reality. People don’t spend enough time thinking about the impact they have on the world. After all, our environment is so fragile…


“Hell.” She drew in a ragged breath. When Jack moved toward her, his face showing concern for the crazy lady, Dani backed away and lifted her hands, palms out. “I’m okay. Really. It’s just been a long day and the trip out here did a number on my nerves. But I’ll be fine. I just need a moment.” Thoroughly disgusted with herself, she turned toward the door, seeking to escape with some small shred of dignity intact.


“It got to me, too, chère.”


His quiet statement had her pausing. She turned back toward him and read the truth in his eyes. “What?” she asked, even as she knew the answer.


“Remembering. You and me, together in here.” He tilted his head toward where her bed had once been but didn’t take his gaze from hers. “First time I walked into this room I felt as if someone had hit me in the gut with a fist.”


He crossed the room to her and leaned close. Too close. “I figured it was just bein’ back here again. Told myself that I’d get used to it.” Closer still.


“Did you?”


“Not yet. Sometimes, late at night, I come in here, sit on the floor and get a little drunk while I look out at the moon and remember how good you looked—how good you felt—in that pretty white bed.”


He braced a hand on the doorframe above her head. “You ever think about that? While you were lying alone in that marriage bed you made, waiting for your husband to come home from his girlfriend and make love to you the way a woman like you should be made love to?”


“No. I didn’t,” she lied. He couldn’t have known. It was only a lucky guess. Ducking beneath his arm, she headed for the back stairs.


“You’ll think about it tonight,” he predicted.


Dani thought about arguing, but knew that he was right.


As desperately as she wanted to leave, Dani needed carpenters worse. And it seemed the only way she was going to get them was to humor Jack by staying for supper.


“Do you know, I doubt if my father was in this kitchen more than half a dozen times in his life,” she murmured, peeling the shrimp while he heated the oil in the old iron skillet for the roux.


Turnip was standing on her hind legs, oversize paws on the counter, licking her muzzle with canine appreciation.


“My uncle started teachin’ us boys how to cook about the same time he and my dad taught us to bait our first hook.” He yanked the dog down by the collar. “Lie down, you.”


Obviously uninjured by his firm tone, Turnip turned around three times, lay down, curled herself into a tight ball, put her head on her back legs, and continued to watch Jack’s every move.


He added flour to the oil. The way he whisked the browning mixture with deft, easy strokes suggested he did it often. “It’s a Cajun rite of passage, like your first game of bourré back from when men had to feed themselves during all those lonely months out at their camps, fishing and trapping.”


“Do you still have the camp?” Damn. Bringing up the place where he’d taken her so they could be alone, especially after having been together in the bedroom, was definitely a tactical error.


One Jack thankfully let lie. “The three of us inherited it when Maman died. Nate uses it a few times a year, Finn’s probably been back twice. I stayed out there when I first came back.”


The whisk stilled for a moment. He glanced over at her. “Nate told me you didn’t know I’d bought Beau Soleil.”


“No.” She began peeling a little faster. The pile of shrimp shells grew higher. “That came as a surprise.” Her voice was calm, her hands were not.


He turned down the heat. “I’m sorry.”


“Sorry that you bought my home? Or sorry that my husband let me think it’d been lost to taxes after my father was sentenced to prison?”


“Helluva thing, your daddy gettin’ convicted like that.”


“Yes,” she said. “It was.” She took a sip of the smooth California Chardonnay he’d poured her when they’d first returned to the kitchen.


Jack blew out a breath. “Look, Danielle, we may not be friends, but I’m not exactly your enemy, either.”


“Then what, exactly, are you?” Other than the man who’d broken her heart, nearly destroyed her life, then stolen her home.


“I’m the guy who bought Beau Soleil, and if it weren’t for me comin’ up with a higher bid, your no-good, screw-around husband would have sold her to the Maggione family. You may not like the idea of me living in your fine old Louisiana plantation home, which, may I point out, the Dupree family didn’t exactly come into by the sweat of their brow in the first place, since everyone knows old Andre won it on that riverboat by stacking the cards, but the fact is, I am living here. And I’m not goin’ anywhere anytime soon.


“I’m also not going to apologize for buying her, because she was crumbling back into the bayou from years of neglect, and I’m exactly what she needs to make her beautiful again. But I am sorry that your husband was such a prick.”


She hated that he had a point. About everything. “Well, that makes two of us.”
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