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Chapter One

At first she wasn’t sure he was real.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He started toward her.

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

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

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

“Get your nap out, pichouette?”

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

“Get your nap out, Miss Schyler?”

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

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

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

“How do you know me?” she asked.

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

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

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

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

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

“What are you doing here?”

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

“Before that,” she said sharply.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You don’t remember?”

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

“Bien! You recognize me now.”

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

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

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

“A Crandall.”

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

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

“She died.”

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

“I didn’t know.”

“It was several years ago.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Oui.”

“That was a long time ago.”

“Not long enough.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I couldn’t care less.”

“You never did.”

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

“How is he?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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







Chapter Two

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Is it all right?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What?”

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

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

“I think it makes a lot of difference.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I didn’t mean—”

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

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

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

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

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

“How is he?” she had asked fearfully.

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

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

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

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

“Schyler?”

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

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

“Yes. Want to come with me?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Who was that?” Tricia asked.

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

“Cash Boudreaux.”







Chapter Three

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

“Tricia!”

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

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

“He nails anything that wears a skirt.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Here.”

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

“He said he was gathering roots.”

“For his potions.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Malicious gossip.”

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

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

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

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

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

“I’ve heard tell.”

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

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

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

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

“He works for us, for Crandall Logging.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I don’t mind.”

“I know, but there’s no need.”

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

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

“Best for whom?”

“For all of us.”

“Not for me.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I don’t want to hear this.”

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

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

“But we’re not happy.”

“Tough. I am.”

“With that Mark character you work for?”

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

“Not like we loved each other.”

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

“I don’t believe you.”

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

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