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This book is dedicated with much love to my good friend and critique partner Cindy Harding. Cindy has the most extraordinary talent for putting sensory detail in a book, and she’s always berating me, “But how do they smell?”
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Most of all, I admire the love Cindy and her husband, Jeff, have for each other. Many times readers ask if the love we portray in romance novels is realistic. What I see with Cindy and her husband and family convinces me it can happen, even in this cynical world.
Thanks for all your help, Cindy.

Chapter  1
The long hot summer just got hotter . . .
“That Richard Simmons sure is a hottie.”
Whaaat? René LeDeux put down the caulking gun he’d been using to chink the logs of his home-in-progress and stared in astonishment at his great aunt Louise Rivard, who’d made that astounding announcement. Tante Lulu, as she was known, lounged on a hammock in the front yard, cool as a Cajun cucumber.
He wore only cargo shorts, a tool belt, and heavy work boots in deference to the scorching heat of the hottest summer in Louisiana history. He swiped his forearm across his brow, as much to gather patience as sweat before speaking. “Tante Lulu! Richard Simmons is not a hottie. Not by any stretch of anyone’s imagination.”
“He is in mine. Whoo-ee! When he wears those short shorts, I just melt.”
Now that was an image he did not need. He tried picturing his seventy-nine-year-old great aunt in hormone overload. Talk about! But it did explain her attire: a pink headband encircling tight white curls, a red tank top with the logo Exercise That!, purple nylon running shorts, and white athletic shoes with short anklets sporting pink pom-poms on the back. She was a five-foot-zero package of wrinkled skinniness, the last person in the world in need of a workout. The fact that she was a noted traiteur, or folk healer, while at the same time being a bit batty, was a contradiction he and his brothers had accepted all their lives.
He adored the old lady. They all did.
He started to walk toward her and cracked his shin against the big wooden box in the middle of the porch. “Ow, ow, ow!” he howled aloud, while inside he screamed much fouler words and hopped about on one foot. 
“I tol’ you ya shoulda put yer hope chest inside,” Tante Lulu said as she raised her head slightly to see what all his ruckus was about. “Doan wanna get rain or bird poop on it or nuthin’.”
Actually, inside wasn’t much better than outside when it came to René’s raised log house. He had the roof and frame up, but no windows, only screens. It was all just one big room with an unfinished loft, aside from the bathroom, which was operational thanks to a rain-filled cistern. A gasoline-operated generator provided electricity for the fridge and stove. Except for a card table and two folding chairs, a bookcase, and a bed with mosquito netting, there was no furniture. That’s the way he liked it. It would do till the construction work was completed.
Of course now he had a hope chest to add to his furnishings. And the midget-sized plastic St. Jude statue sitting in the front yard, another of Tante Lulu’s “gifts.” St. Jude was the patron saint of hopeless causes. René was no fool. Tante Lulu was giving him a message with both her gifts.
“Auntie, there is something I need to say to you. My life is in shambles right now. I quit my job. I’m burned out totally. Don’t even think of trying to set me up with some woman. I am not in the market for a wife.”
Whenever his great aunt thought it was time for one of her nephews to bite the bullet, she started in on them. Embroidered pillow cases, bridal quilts, doilies for chrissake. She was a one-woman Delta Force when she got a bee in her matchmaking bonnet.
Right now, he was the bee.
Tante Lulu ignored everything he said and continued on about the exercise guru. “Charmaine is gonna try to get us tickets to go see Richard—I likes to call him Richard or Dickie—next time he comes to N’awlins.”
Dickie? Mon Dieu!
“Mebbe I’ll even get picked fer one of his TV shows.”
That was a hopeless wish if he ever heard one. He hoped. St. Jude, you wouldn’t! Would you?
Charmaine was his half sister and as much a bubblehead as his great aunt. The prospect of his Tante Lulu doing jumping jacks on TV was downright scary. But then, she and Charmaine had entered a belly dancing contest not so long ago. So, not out of the realm of possibilities.
“Mebbe ya could go to his show with us. Mebbe ya could meet a girl there. Then I wouldn’t have to fix you up.”
Yep, that’s my dream date, all right. “Don’t you dare try fixing me up.”
“And Charmaine’s gonna get me the latest video of ‘Sweatin’ to the Oldies’ fer my birthday in September. You want she should get you one, too?”
“No, I don’t want an exercise video. Besides, I thought Charmaine was planning a big birthday bash for your gift.”
“Cain’t a girl get two gifts? Jeesh!” She eyed him craftily. “Actually, I’m hopin’ fer three gifts.”
At first he didn’t understand. Then he raised both hands in protest. “No, no, no! I am not getting leg shackled to some woman just to give you a birthday present. How about I take you to the racetrack again this year for a birthday gift, like I did last year?”
She shook her head. “Nope, this birthday is a biggie. I’m ’spectin biggie gifts.” She gave him another of her pointed looks.
“No!”
“Of course, I might be dead. Then you won’t hafta give me anythin’, I reckon.”
He had to laugh at the sly old bird. She would try anything to get her own way. “I’m only thirty-five years old. I got plenty of time.”
“Thirty-five!” she exclaimed. “All yer juices is gonna dry up iffen ya wait too long.”
“My juices are just fine, thank you very much.” Jeesh! Next, she’ll be asking me if I can still get it up.
“You can still do it, cain’t you?”
He refused to answer.
“I want to rock one of yer bébés afore I die.”
“No. No, no, no!”
“We’ll see.” Tante Lulu smiled and saluted the St. Jude statue. “Remember, sweetie, when the thunderbolt hits, there ain’t no help fer it.”
René had been hearing about the thunderbolt ever since he was a little boy hiding out with his brothers Luc and Remy from their alcoholic father. Always, they would hot-tail it to Tante Lulu’s welcoming cottage. The thunderbolt pretty much represented love in the old lady’s book.
He had news for her. He might own a townhouse in Baton Rouge, but this piece of land was all the love he needed, even if it was just a weekend or vacation place. In truth, it was all the love—meaning trouble—he could handle at the moment. To say his life was in chaos was an understatement.
He’d recently quit his job in Washington D.C. as an environmental lobbyist, burned out after years of hitting his head against the brick wall that is comprised of the oil industry, developers, sport fishermen, and levee builders who are destroying the bayou he was so passionate about. Up to thirty-five miles of the Louisiana wetlands were sinking into the Gulf of Mexico each year. In some places, the coastline had already retreated thirty miles. But environmental protection cost money. Estimates were that billions would be needed over the next fifty years. But the U.S. government had expensive problems of its own—terrorism, poverty, you name it—and Louisiana was a poor state due to fiscal mismanagement, corruption, and loss of oil and gas revenues. For every battle René had won to protect the Louisiana coastal wetlands, he’d lost a war. 
In his lifetime, he had been a shrimp fisherman, every type of blue collar worker imaginable, a musician (he played a mean accordion), an environmental advocate and lobbyist. Hell, if he ever finished his doctoral thesis, he could probably be a college professor as well.
But there was no point to any of it. He was a failure in his most important work: the bayou. The fire in his belly had turned to cold ashes. For sure, the joie de vivre was gone from his life.
So he’d hung tail and come back to Southern Louisiana and resumed work on this cabin—or fishing camp as they were known thereabouts—in one of the most remote regions of Bayou Black. He loved this piece of property, which he’d purchased ten years ago. It included a wide section of the slow-moving stream. To the right of the cabin, the stream forked off in two directions, separated by a small island that was home to every imaginable bird in the world, including the graceful stilt-legged egret. The only access to the land was by water plane or a three-day, grueling pirogue ride from Houma. No Wal-Marts. No super highways. No look-alike housing developments. No wonder he’d been able to buy it for a song. No one else had wanted it. 	
“I think I hear a plane.” Tante Lulu interrupted his reverie. “Help me offa this thing. I’m stuck.”
He went over and lifted her out of the hammock and onto her feet. The top of her head barely reached his chest.
“It mus’ be Remy,” she said, peering upward.
His brother Remy was a pilot. He’d brought Tante Lulu here yesterday for an overnight visit, promising to return for her today.
But, no, it wasn’t Remy, they soon discovered. It was René’s friends, Joe Bob and Maddie Doucet, who could best be described as aged hippies. Both of them had long hair hanging down their backs, black with strands of gray. At fifty and childless, they were devoted to each other and the bayou where generations of both their families had lived and “farmed” for shrimp. They were quintessential tree huggers, and they couldn’t seem to accept that René had dropped out of the fight . . . for now.
“Lordy-a-mercy! It’s those wacky friends of yers,” Tante Lulu said as they watched the couple climb out of the rusty old water plane and anchor it to the shore by tying ropes from its floats to a nearby live oak tree.
Tante Lulu calling someone wacky was like the alligator calling the water snake wet. But they were eccentric. Like, right now, J.B. wore his old Marine camouflage fatigues; the only things missing were an ammunition belt and rifle. Maddie wore an orange jumpsuit that had a former life on either an airplane mechanic or a prisoner. Probably a prisoner. She and J.B. had both served time on occasion when their participation in peaceful protests had become not-so-peaceful. J.B. was a well-decorated soldier who had come home to emerge as a “soldier” in domestic causes.
“Holy crawfish! Where do those two shop? Goodwill or Army Surplus?” Tante Lulu whispered to him.
He had no time to answer or warn his great aunt to be nice. Not that she would ever deliberately hurt anyone . . . unless she perceived them to be a threat to her family. She did have a tendency to be blunt, though.
“Hey, Joe Bob. Hey, Maddie. Whatcha doin’ here?” Tante Lulu asked as they approached.
Yep, blunt-is-us. René groaned inwardly but smiled. “J.B., Maddie. Good to see you again so soon.” Whatcha doin’ here?
They didn’t smile back.
Uh-oh! The serious expressions on their faces gave René pause. Something was up.
“What’s up?” he asked.
“Now, René, don’t be gettin’ mad till you’ve heard us out,” Maddie urged.
The hairs on the back of his neck stood up on high alert. “Why would I get mad at you?” The last time he’d lost his temper with them was two years ago when they’d used their shrimp boat as a battering ram against a hundred thousand dollar sport-fishing boat out on the Gulf. The sport fishermen’s crime: hauling up almost extinct species of native fish as bycatch, which meant they just tossed them back into the water, dead. It had taken all of his brother Luc’s legal expertise to extricate J.B. and Maddie from that mess.
“You’ve got a lot of work done since we were here last week,” J.B. remarked, ignoring both his wife’s and René’s words. The idiot obviously made polite conversation to cover the fact that he was as nervous as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs.
“Forget the casual bullshit. What’s going on?” René insisted on knowing.
It was Maddie who answered. “Remember how you said one time that what we need out here in the bayou is some celebrity to get behind our cause? Like Dan Rather or Diane Sawyer. TV reporters or somethin’ who would spend a week or two here where they could see firsthand how the bayou is bein’ destroyed. Put us on the news, or make a documentary exposing the corruption.”
Man oh man, I hate it when people quote back to me stuff I don’t recall saying. “Yeah,” he said hesitantly. “So, did you bring Dan and Diane out here? Ha! Like that would ever happen!”
“Well, actually . . .” J.B. began.
René went stiff.
Tante Lulu whooped. “Hot-diggity-damn!”
It was then that René noticed how J.B. and Maddie kept casting surreptitious glances toward the plane.
“What’s this all about? What’s in the plane?”
“Jumpin’ Jehosephat! They musta brought Dan Rather here,” his great aunt said, slapping her knee with glee. “Great idea! I allus wanted to meet Dan Rather. Do ya think he’d give me an autograph?”
“It’s not Dan Rather,” Maddie said, her face flushing in the oddest way. Odd because nothing embarrassed Maddie. Nothing.
This must be really bad. “Spit it out, guys. If it’s not Dan Rather”—he couldn’t believe he actually said that—“then who is it?”
“Oh, mon Dieu! It mus’ be Diane Sawyer then. I allus wanted her autograph, too. Betcha she could introduce me to Richard Simmons.”
“What’re you wantin’ with that flake Richard Simmons?” J.B. asked. 
Tante Lulu smacked his upper arm. “Bite yer tongue, boy. He’s a hottie.”
“Are you nuts?” Maddie asked.
“No more’n you,” Tante Lulu shot back.
“Unbelievable!” René said, putting his face in his hands. After counting to ten, he turned on J.B. “Is there a human being on that plane?”
J.B. nodded.
There is! Sonofabitch! I sense a disaster here. A monumental disaster. And I thought I was escaping here to peace and tranquility. “Why is that human being not getting off the plane?” he asked very slowly, hoping desperately that his suspicions were unfounded.
“Because the human being is tied up.” J.B. also spoke very slowly.
Tied up? Holy shit! Holy freakin’ shit! I’m getting the mother of all headaches. St. Jude, where are you? I could use some help.
A voice in his head replied, Not when you use bad language. Tsk-tsk-tsk!
It was either St. Jude, or he was losing his mind. He was betting on the latter.
A celebrity who could do a TV documentary, that’s what they hinted at. “A network TV anchor?” he finally asked, even though he was fairly certain they weren’t that crazy. Best to make sure, though. “Did you kidnap a major network TV anchor?”
“Not quite,” Maddie said.
Not the answer I want to hear. He sliced her with an icy glare. “What the hell does ‘not quite’ mean?”
“Not from a major network. And she’s not an anchor, more of a news analyst.” She glanced at her husband and said, “I told you René would get mad.”
Mad doesn’t begin to express how I’m feeling. “What the hell does ‘not from a major network’ mean?”
“She’s on Trial TV. And you don’t have to yell.”
You haven’t heard yelling yet, Maddie girl. “She? You kidnapped a female TV celebrity?” His headache had turned into a sledgehammer, and visions of lawsuits began doing the rumba in his brain. 
Trial TV.
Celebrity.
Female.
He looked at Tante Lulu, and Tante Lulu looked at him. At the same time they swung around to the dingbat duo—who were holding hands, for God’s sake—and exclaimed, “Valerie Breaux!”
“Yep,” the dingbat duo said.
“You kidnapped Valerie ‘Ice’ Breaux?” René choked out. “The Trial Television Network regular? My sister-in-law Sylvie’s cousin?”
J.B. and Maddie beamed at him, as if he’d just congratulated them, not raised a question in horror.
“Why her?” he asked through gritted teeth. Valerie Breaux was such a straight arrow she would probably turn her mother in for tasting the grapes in the supermarket. Even worse, he and Val went way back, and not in a good way.
J.B. shrugged. “She was available. She’s from Louisiana. I heard she had a crush on you at one time.”
“You heard wrong. Valerie Breaux can’t stand my guts.”
“Oops,” Maddie said.
“Maybe you could charm her,” J.B. advised. “You can be damn charming with the ladies when you wanna be.”
“Charm that!” he said, giving J.B. a finger. Luckily Tante Lulu didn’t see him.
“She’s the answer to our prayers,” Maddie asserted.
“Oh, no! She cain’t be the one,” Tante Lulu wailed, now that the implications of their conversation sank in. “I won’t let that snooty girl be the one. She’s so snooty she’d drown in a rainstorm. I remember the time she asked me iffen I ever looked in a mirror, jist cause I tol’ her she could use a good girdle. She’s not a Cajun, even if she does have a Cajun name. Her fam’ly likes ta fergit that Breaux skeleton in their closet from about six generations back, which makes her only one-tenth or mebbe one-twentieth Cajun. Nope, she’s a Creole. Her blue blood’s so blue she gives the sky a bad name. She looks down on us low-down Cajuns. All them Breaux in her family do. Take her back. I doan want her to be the one fer René. St. Jude, do somethin’ quick.”
René’s jaw dropped open. He wasn’t sure which surprised him more. That his friends considered Valerie Breaux the answer to their prayers, the woman who’d called him a “crude Cajun asshole” more than once in their years of growing up together in Houma. Or that Tante Lulu feared this woman might be his soul mate. As if the Ice Princess would let him touch her with a ten-foot pole, let alone his own lesser sized pole! Not with their history. Not after the infamous, uhm, incident. 
They’d been fifteen. There’d been a party. He’d been perpetually horny, like most teenagers. She and her girlfriends had been sucking up sickeningly sweet Slo Gin Fizzes. Suffice it to say, he’d somehow found himself naked with Val in someone’s bedroom. Suffice it to say, he became a member of the Hair-Trigger Club that night. Suffice it to say, she still retained her virginity after the fiasco. If all that hadn’t been embarrassing enough, she’d jumped off the bed afterward and spewed pink barf all over his instrument of non-pleasure. Teenage hell, for sure!
He blushed just thinking about it, and he hardly ever blushed.
Could life get any worse?
Yep!
J.B. had waded out to his water plane and was now carrying the “answer to their prayers” over his shoulder. She was squirming wildly but unable to say anything because, of course, the goofballs had duct-taped her mouth shut. That should merit at least one felony count, on top of the others for the restraints that bound her wrists behind her back and her ankles together.
But that wasn’t the worst thing of all . . . or best thing of all, depending on one’s viewpoint. And René’s viewpoint right now was fixed on Valerie Breaux’s bare white behind.
She was going to kill them all for that indignity alone, after she’d filed every legal charge in the world against them. 
The Trial TV celebrity wore what could probably be called a Sex and the City-type power suit, which meant it had a very short skirt. A very short skirt that had ridden up with all her struggles, exposing her thong panties.
And thus the sun shone bright on Valerie Breaux’s buttocks.
Very nice buttocks, by the way.
“Is she moonin’ us?” Tante Lulu wanted to know.
“I never could figure out why women want to wear those thong thingees,” Maddie mused. “Seems to me they’d be mighty uncomfortable, up in your crack and all.”
“I like ’em,” J.B. said.
Maddie probably would have hit her husband if he hadn’t had his hands full of Valerie. Instead, she suggested, “You wear ’em then, honey.” Honey was not said as an endearment.
René felt like pulling his hair out, one root at a time, over the irrelevance of this chitchat. Meanwhile, Valerie’s tempting tush was waving in the wind.
J.B. turned slightly and René got a good look at Valerie’s face. Her shoulder-length, wavy black hair hung loose all over the place, but still he was able to see her dark Creole eyes, which flashed angrily. Against the duct tape, she screamed something that sounded pretty much like, “Flngukkk yuuuaauu!” It probably wasn’t Howdy.
Grabbing a knife out of his toolbox, he walked over and lifted her off J.B.’s shoulder. She was unsteady on her high-heeled feet, but he managed to stand her against a tree and cut away the restraints. He saved the duct tape for last.
Once the tape was off, the first thing she did was shimmy down her skirt. Then the fireworks began. “René LeDeux! I should’ve known you’d be behind these shenanigans.”
“Hey, I had nothing to do with this.”
“Save it for the judge, bozo.”
René glanced over at the St. Jude statue and murmured, “Now would be the time to perform a miracle ’cause I sure am feeling hopeless.”
He could swear he heard a voice in his head answer back, You’re on your own, big boy.

Chapter  2
Once a rogue, always a rogue . . .
When Valerie Breaux had lost her job last week as trial news analyst at TTN, she’d thought her life couldn’t get any worse. But being dropped, practically butt naked, practically in the lap of René LeDeux, her worst nightmare, well, that had to rank right up there with life’s defining moments of misery. She and René were the same age and had gone to the same Houma, Louisiana, schools for twelve years, every minute of which the rogue had chosen to torment her with his teasing ways. Then there had been that one humiliating incident, even more humiliating than this.
Someone was going to pay.
“You are going to pay, big-time, mister,” she told René, who stood there looking hunky and way too roguish, as usual, in his skimpy attire. And a toolbelt! Holy moley, he looked like some model for a beefcake calendar. He had really broad shoulders and a really small waist and hips. Hell, her behind was probably bigger than his cute little butt. God above! I’ve landed in hell and I am looking at the devil’s butt. His black hair was overlong, and his dark Cajun eyes danced with wickedness. She was in big trouble, and it had nothing to do with being kidnapped.
“I did not have anything to do with this, Val,” he said, smiling at her.
“First of all, do not call me Val. Second, do not freakin’ smile. Third, whose property is this?” She gave a sweeping glance to the raised cottage-in-progress and the remote bayou property.
“Mine,” he admitted.
“Aha!” she said. “Two miscreants kidnap me off the Houma airport parking lot and deliver me to your property. Won’t even let me get my briefcase out of my car or use the ladies’ room first. I’m thinking they are the accessories and you are the perp. Take a guess how that would look in a court of law.”
“Not so good, but I swear I had nothing to do with this.” His sincere-sounding words were belied by his grin. He was probably picturing her bare behind.
“Good grief! I think the thunderbolt is hitting,” Tante Lulu pronounced dolefully. The old lady’s name was Louise Rivard, but everyone called her Tante Lulu. “The air’s practically sizzlin’ with electricity between you two. I shoulda never come here with the hope chest. I shoulda left St. Jude at home. I shoulda waited till next year to help you get a nice Cajun girl. St. Jude, iffen you forget that uppity snob ever came here, I’ll say five novenas . . . mebbe even ten.” Tante Lulu was sitting on an old stump, moaning her misgivings about thunder and saints or something. Dopey, as usual!
“What is she blabbing about?” Valerie asked René. His great aunt—well-known throughout Southern Louisiana for her outrageousness—was true to form today, her tiny body encased like a teenybopper’s in an exercise outfit, despite her being older than dirt.
“She thinks the thunderbolt of love has hit me and that you’re the one.”
“The one what?”
He waggled his eyebrows at her.
“You’re kidding.”
“I’m warnin’ ya, René, honey, iffen ya warm up a snake, it’s gonna turn ’round and bite you, sure as shootin’.”
“I have no intention of warming up anything,” he protested.
Tante Lulu gave Valerie a disgusted look of resignation. “Well, if yer the one, yer the one. Doan suppose ya have a bride quilt yet? No. Tsk-tsk. Guess I’ll hafta start sewin’.”
It was hard following the train of Tante Lulu’s thoughts, if she did in fact ever think in a logical manner.
“On the other hand, mebbe I should stay here and try to break the love spell. Guess I better call Remy and tell him not to come fer me today. Holy sac-au-lait! It’s hottern ’n a goat’s butt in a pepper patch t’day.” She was already reaching for René’s satellite phone on the porch. “Lordy, Lordy, Valerie ‘I am perfect’ Breaux in my family! Charmaine’ll eat ’er alive. Or mebbe she’ll eat Charmaine alive. We gotta stop this thing afore it explodes.”
It took several moments for Valerie to digest everything the old lady rambled on about. When Tante Lulu ended her phone call to Remy with a “Bye-bye, sweetie,” Valerie wagged her forefinger at the looney-bird. “Old lady, don’t you dare sew anything for me. As for love spells, forget about it. I am immune.”
“No one is immune once the thunderbolt hits,” Tante Lulu pronounced.
To J.B. and Maddie, who cowered in the background trying to be invisible, Valerie ordered, “Take me back to Houma immediately . . . right after I use the bathroom.” Before they had a chance to balk, she inquired of René, “You do have a toilet in this dump, don’t you?”
He nodded, not at all pleased by her reference to his home as a dump, which was mean of her. But she was in a mean mood.
“Please don’t tell me it’s an outhouse. That would be the final indignity.”
He sneered and said something foul under his breath. But he steered her up the steps. He was probably ogling her butt; humiliating as that prospect was, she wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of checking.
The inside of the cabin was one large room with very little furniture. Exposed log walls and open rafters. Hardwood floors. Basic kitchen. Unfinished loft. Great ambience if you liked rustic, which Valerie did not. She thought of her small apartment back in Manhattan with its doorman, its elegant antiques, and access to all the amenities the city had to offer.
The contrast in their abodes correlated to the differences in their personalities. He had always been earthy, raw, and wild, while she’d been poised, ambitious, and in control, even at a young age.
I wasn’t always that way, she thought all of a sudden, surprising herself. There was a time when I would go fishing on the bayou with Papa. Lazy days spent lolling about. Eating our catches over an open fire with crusty French bread we bought on the way at a roadside market. Coming home late, grubby and tired. But so very, very happy. Even when Mother launched into us when we returned to her nice pristine house. That was before she turned eight. Before her father, Henri Breaux, had left her and her mother behind in Louisiana and hightailed it off to France to lead the good life. He never came back.
The next eighteen years, till she’d graduated from law school, had been spent under the thumb of her rigid, and sometimes abusive, mother, Simone Fontenot Breaux, a Houma realtor. All of the Breaux women, whether they were Breauxs by blood or marriage, were ambitious, perfect, and cold as ice. If they weren’t born with the ice gene, it was beaten into them. Val knew that all too well.
All men are pigs, Valerie. Stop whining over your no-good father. All men leave in the end. Be independent. Work hard. Keep your emotions in check. Stop being a baby. You are a Breaux. Act like one.
My God! Why was she thinking about all that now? Water under the bridge. Such maudlin thoughts just because Tante Lulu pushed her buttons! She shook her head, calling herself back to the present.
René pointed her toward a closed door. Once she’d relieved herself, she washed her hands. Glancing at her image in the mirror over the sink, she couldn’t help a little squeal of distress over her appearance. Rummaging in the drawer of the sink vanity, she found dozens of foil packets—disgusting man!—under which she discovered a brush and rubber band. She made quick work of pulling her hair back tightly off her face into a high ponytail. She had no makeup to cover the red marks around her mouth caused by the duct tape. Brushing the wrinkles out of her gray silk Donna Karan suit, she sighed. It was the best she could do.
There was a saying in the South that animals sweated, men perspired, and women glistened. Well, in this 115-degree heat, with about 90-percent humidity, it felt like a hothouse, and Valerie was glistening like a greased pig. Not a nice picture!
When she emerged, René stood at the kitchen counter pouring two glasses of iced sweet tea. He handed one to her, taking in her appearance with a disconcerting, way-too-wicked, head-to-toe scrutiny. That’s the way he’d always been. Wicked. Crude. Disconcerting.
He’d probably looked at her the same way when they were teenagers. Why else would she have let him talk her into having sex with him? Hah! Who am I kidding? I was probably the one who propositioned him, fortified with all that booze.
He leaned back against the wall, still watching her closely. As if he could read her mind. Good Lord, I hope not.
She sat down in one of the folding chairs, making sure her skirt didn’t ride up too high in case he noticed.
Yep, he did. His eyes fixed on her legs.
“I liked your hair better loose,” he said lazily.
“Well, golly gee, that will certainly make me let loose,” she replied. “Should I run back in and change it for you?”
He ignored her sarcasm and switched subjects. “So, what’s new, babe?”
“Not much, babe . . . other than being kidnapped.”
“Still working for Trial TV?”
“Nope.” She took a sip of the cool beverage. “You still working as a lobbyist?”
“Nope.”
“This is some conversation.” She set her glass down on the counter. “Why aren’t you still working in DC for the Shrimpers Association?”
He shrugged. “I quit.”
Now, that surprised her. She’d never expected René to amount to much. Over the years, when she came home on occasion, she heard of his being a shrimp fisherman, an accordion player in a low-down bar band, lots of dead-end jobs. Then, a few years ago, she’d been shocked to hear about his working as an environmental lobbyist. She had to admit, she’d been impressed. She didn’t ask him for details of his resignation now, though, because she didn’t want him to think that she cared.
Not that he volunteered any further information. After a long silence, he said, “Why aren’t you still with Trial TV? I would think that’s a primo spot for a girl like you.”
She bristled. “One, I am not a girl anymore.”
He grinned in the most sinful way as if to say that he knew very well she wasn’t a girl anymore . . . and that he liked the woman she’d become.
“Two, it was a primo spot. Three, screw that ‘girl like you’ crap. And four, I got fired.”
“Oh, hell! I’m sorry, Val.” She must have glared because he immediately said, “I mean, Val-er-ie.” She would have been better off with his calling her Val, because the way he said Val-er-ie sounded silky and sensual on his tongue—the way a man might murmur her name in the midst of hot sex. Not that she’d had hot sex in a long, long time. If ever.
“What happened?”
A younger legal eagle was waiting in the wings to take my place. I refused to compromise on an ethical issue. I have an attitude problem. The ratings are down. Pick one. That’s what she thought, but what she said was, “It’s all part of the game.”
He wasn’t buying it, she could tell.
“Well, this has been fun,” she said, standing. “You’ll be hearing from my lawyer.”
Just then a loud motor roared outside.
She looked at René, and the expression on his face immediately alarmed her. 
“They wouldn’t!” he bellowed with disbelief and ran for the door. She followed closely behind.
The water plane was taking off, up into the air, and Tante Lulu was standing on the stream bank waving them off. 
“Come back here! You have to fly me back to Houma,” Valerie shouted, her voice shrill in her own ears.
“You ain’t the boss of this op,” Tante Lulu said, then explained, “Op is short for operation amongst government agents. Not that we’re government agents. We’re our own agents. Fer protectin’ the bayou.” She beamed as if she’d just been named CIA Jane.
“I . . . want . . . to . . . leave,” Valerie said, real slow so her message would get through to Tante Lulu.
“You . . . ain’t . . . gonna,” Tante Lulu said just as slowly.
Valerie shrieked her outrage.
“Now, don’t get excited, chère. I’ll call my brother Remy to come for you,” René assured her. He was searching around the porch, swearing something about “killing” and “dingbats” and his “worst nightmare”. 
Hah, she had dibs on the “worst nightmare.” “Quit dawdling around. Where’s your damn phone? Give me the thing, for God’s sake. I’ll call someone to come get me. I don’t want anything more to do with you or your wacko family or friends.”
“Oops!” he said finally, after walking up and down the length of the porch.
She did not like the sound of that “Oops!” Nor did she like the weak, apologetic smile he cast her way. “Don’t tell me.”
“They must have taken my phone.”
“I told you not to tell me. I swear, you are going to be on a chain gang for years when I’m done with you.”
“It’s not my fault.”
“I am going to sue the ass off all of you.”
Tante Lulu walked up to them. “Not to worry, Valerie. They’ll come back fer you once ya agree to help us.”
“Us?” René asked. “Us? Since when did you get involved, Tante Lulu? Or me, for that matter?”
She ignored his question and slapped her knees with delight. “Holy crawfish! This is almost as much fun as watchin’ a Richard Simmons show. Is anyone in the mood fer gumbo? I’m thinkin’ I’ll go in an’ make us a pot of gumbo fer supper. Bein’ an agent makes a body hungry.”
Valerie was not going to ask what she meant about Richard Simmons. And she was not going to discuss some freakin’ bayou menu choice, either, or Tante Lulu being an agent, secret or otherwise.
“You know, Valerie, yer gonna get grumpy lines around yer eyes and mouth if ya keep frownin’ like that,” Tante Lulu offered as she walked past them and into the cabin.
“Grumpy? Killing is a legal defense in some parts of Louisiana, you know!”
Tante Lulu just laughed.
Valerie raised her hands into claws behind the woman’s back.
“Holy crap, Val! You look just like Lizzie Borden must have just before she raised her axe.”
She took several deep breaths. As good as it might feel, losing control was not the answer. Calm down, Valerie, the voice of Simone Breaux echoed in her head, like a toothache that would not go away. Temper tantrums gain you nothing. Perhaps an hour in the closet will help you control your emotions. Maybe next time you’ll get an A in math. We do not settle for B’s in this family. Inhaling and exhaling, Valerie finally got her racing heartbeat back to normal.
Slowly, she turned and bared her teeth at René, who was the only half-normal person in this schizo-drama, and that wasn’t saying much. “How do I get out of here?” she asked.
“Damned if I know.”
“Stop kidding around.”
“I wish I were.”
“Is there a boat?”
“A pirogue,” he said, pointing to a canoe that was typically used in low bayou streams. “But it would probably take three days to get to Houma in that thing. I’m not tryin’ it.”
“Me neither,” Tante Lulu called from inside the cabin where she was rattling pots and pans, openly eaves-
dropping. “No way am I goin’ on a three-day boat ride through the swamps. Not even if Richard Simmons wuz paddlin’ my canoe.”
Richard Simmons again. “What is it with your aunt and Richard Simmons?” Then, “Never mind.” She waved a hand in the air, as if it to dismiss the topic entirely. “Don’t you usually keep in touch by phone? How long before someone gets worried and comes to check on you?”
“I don’t know. A day or two. Maybe a week. Unless . . .”
“Unless what?”
“Unless Tante Lulu got involved. Unless she called Remy and told him not to come till she says so. Then there’s no guessing when anyone would show up here. I’m guessing a week.”
A meaningful silence rang out from inside the cabin.
“Why would that old biddy get involved?”
“I already told you. She might think that, if we’re stuck here together long enough, we’ll fall madly in love. The ol’ love thunderbolt thing.”
“Or I might be wantin’ to stop the bolt from happenin’,” Tante Lulu suggested from inside, no longer silent.
“A week?” Val screamed, a long, loud wail of frustration. “Nooooooo!” About a thousand birds screeched and chirped and flew up out of the island. Folks probably heard her in Big Mamou. She sure hoped so.
“Well, that about peeled the bark off every cypress tree within a mile,” René remarked, hitting the side of his head with the heel of his hand as if to clear it.
“Good,” she said. Then she yelled toward the inside of the cabin, “Is there anything good to eat in there, Ms. Rivard?”
“’Course they is,” Tante Lulu answered. “I brought a batch of beignets with me.”
René was staring at her with concern. He probably worried that she was going off the deep end with this quick change of subject. He reached out a hand to pat her forearm. 
She slapped his hand away. “I’ve been on a diet the past ten years, to maintain the perfect TV image. Lot of good it did me!” 
Who the hell cared now? Desperate times called for desperate measures.
“If I’m going be trapped in hell for the next week,” she informed René, “I’m sure-God not going to be on a diet.”
More information than any healthy male needs to know . . .
“I haven’t had sex in two years.”
Val surprised him with that astounding revelation after walking, barefooted, out onto the porch with the screen door slamming behind her. She had one of Tante Lulu’s beignets in one hand and a bottled water in the other. Sugar coated her lips, which she proceeded to lick.
Lick, lick, lick.
Good thing I am immune to this woman’s charms.
And, really, any more sugar and she is going to be bouncing off the walls like a kid on Kool-Aid.
In the past two hours, she’d eaten just about everything in sight, straightened out his kitchen cabinets and the fridge, color coordinated his ragtag batch of towels, alphabetized the several dozen books on his small bookshelf, and wanted to put tiny labels on all his tools, except he had no tiny labels handy. Thank God! 
Even Tante Lulu was going a little crazy with Val’s anal-obsessive need to organize the world. Actually, a little bit crazier, René corrected himself, since Tante Lulu was already a little bit crazy. 
So Tante Lulu played a Richard Simmons cassette tape, full blast, and did jumping jacks all over the cabin. Talk about! He didn’t think Val would ever recover from that sight. Neither would he.
After that, Val decided to rummage through his hope chest, which caused Tante Lulu to about have a fit. “Those are fer René’s bride. Iffen you doan plan on bein’ that bride, then keep yer paws off his stuff.” Val just laughed.
That’s when Tante Lulu wisely decided to take a nap till dinner was ready. 
 And now Val brought up sex, pour l’amour de Dieu. The woman was driving him batty.
Could she possibly be thinking about that one little piddly unimportant time we were together?
I hope not.
He’d done his best over the years to put it behind him, to forget it had ever happened. But a small part of him wanted another shot, to prove he was better. But that would be trouble on the hoof. Totally, absolutely, out of the question.
“I beg your pardon,” he said with as much lack of interest as he could muster. Two years? Meanwhile his you-know-what jumped to attention with no lack of interest. In fact, it was definitely interested. It had been two weeks since he’d had sex, but weeks were like dog years on the male testosterone thermometer. At least, that’s what his older brother Luc always used to say. Luc had been the expert to all the boys in Houma ever since about age twelve when he’d pilfered a copy of Penthouse from the shelves of Boudreaux’s General Store. Two years?
“Listen, bozo, I haven’t had sex in two years,” she repeated.
“I heard you the first time,” he grumbled, setting down his chinking tool. Without thinking, he reached for the bucket of water he used to clean his tools, and dumped it over his head, hoping to cool his blistering body . . . and his other tool. Val’s provocative remark was probably some wiseass lawyer strategy for putting a guy off-
balance before coming in for the kill. He was definitely off balance, but he’d be damned if he’d let her win in any battle.
After he finger-combed his hair off his face, he looked at her. Two years? “And you are sharing this information with me because?”
She stared at him with seeming fascination as water dripped from his hair and face onto his bare chest. Then she shook her head with a shiver of distaste. That was more like it. Valerie Breaux considered him on the same level with slugs, snakes, and other slimy creatures, and always had. Except for that one time, when her judgment had been colored by pink Slo Gin Fizzes. “I just don’t want you to get any ideas,” she explained, leaning her head back to chug down about a pint of fluid.
“About what?” Two years?
“Sex.”
“With you?” Two years?
“No. With that toad over there. Jeesh! Maybe you are dumb as a brick, like I always thought.”
René gritted his teeth and counted to ten, then added another five for good measure. Val was still drinking. He watched her long neck with each gulp she took. But he wasn’t looking any lower. Uh-uh. She’d taken off her jacket, and her white silk blouse was unbuttoned down to never-never land. Never-never for him, anyhow. “I wouldn’t be getting ideas if you hadn’t brought it up.” Get a grip, guy, he advised himself. I sound like a pathetic goofball.
“You kidnapped me. I wouldn’t put anything past you.”
“I had nothing to do with this . . . forced vacation.”
She stiffened, morphing quick-as-a-lick into lawyer mode. Greta Van Breaux was about to give him a blistering legal dissertation on his choice of words. “Kidnapping, big boy. That’s a federal crime.”
“I was not involved in that,” he argued.
“Okay, then. Accessory before the fact. Aiding and abetting. Obstruction of justice. Compounding a felony. Battery.”
“Battery?” he interrupted her list of charges, some of which could probably stick.
“I was restrained and bruised. Look at my mouth. It’s still raw from the tape.”
“Battery by duct tape?” He hooted with disbelief.
Her face turned pink, but she lifted her chin high. 
I am in deep shit. “Maybe I’ll just plead insanity.”
“There you go,” she agreed, way too easily.
He decided to try to lighten her mood. “How many lawyers does it take to screw in a lightbulb?” he asked, then answered himself, “One. The lawyer holds the bulb while the rest of the world revolves around her.”
“Oh, God! I’m in the middle of hell and I’m being subjected to lawyer jokes.”
“Do you know what’s wrong with lawyer jokes, honey? Lawyers don’t think they’re funny, and the rest of the world doesn’t consider them jokes.”
“Are you trying to annoy me? Or are you just trying to change the subject?”
“Yeah. The latter.” Two years? “Okay, I’ll bite. What does your non-sex life have to do with me?”
“You have a reputation.”
“For what?” he asked indignantly.
“Smoothness.”
Man, that’s just what J.B. said. Who knew? Maybe us LeDeux men have a smooth gene. He smiled at that idea.
Val made a low growling sound at his smile.
He kind of liked her growl. Yep. Pathetic.
“Just don’t think your silly smoothness will work with me. In fact, considering my weakened state, don’t even try it. I’ll find some way to add it to the charges against you, which are compounding by the minute.”
Leaning back against a porch post, he grinned. He couldn’t help himself. “I make you weak?” Two years?
“Get a life. I’m weak because of the heat and the stress of being kidnapped. I was a jury consultant before I got that Trial TV job. And a defense lawyer before that. A good one. The best defense is a good offense. When I told you that I haven’t had sex in two years, I did it to forewarn you. I am not in a good mood.”
“Horniness does that to a person sometimes.”
“Don’t be cute with me.”
He winked at her.
“I am going to nail your sorry ass to the nearest Angola wall, Mister Smooth.”
“What? Smoothness is a crime now?”
“You are not now and have never been attracted to me. And vice versa.”
“Well, actually, there was that one time,” he blurted out before he had a chance to cut the motor on his tongue.
“Aliens must have stolen my brains. Don’t you dare bring that up now.”
“Okay,” he readily agreed, putting his hands up in surrender.
“Does the word repulsive ring any bells in that hollow head of yours? Just know, any change on your part now will be immediately transparent to me.”
René winced inwardly. Whoa! Wait a minute. She just told me that she was a jury consultant at one time. Don’t they study people’s body movements and stuff? Can’t they tell when a person is lying? Can’t they practically read people’s minds? I better be careful. In as offhanded a tone as he could manage, he inquired, “You’ve got me all figured out, huh?”
“Yep.” She sank down into a cushioned Adirondack chair and propped her legs up on the rail. 
If he were out in the yard, he would probably be getting a Basic Instinct peek at her thong . . . again. “You know, you’ve had it in for me ever since I talked you into showing me your Barbie underpants.”
She gave him one of those “Get real!” looks that women are so good at. “I was seven freakin’ years old. And you were already showing your true colors, especially when you blabbed to all the other kids at Our Lady of the Bayou School afterward.” She saw that he was about to defend himself and raised a hand. “And, puh-leeze, don’t try to tell me that you reciprocated by flashing me your Superman’s. Once a jerk, always a jerk.”
Sometimes the dumb things men did came back to bite them in the butt; in this case, years of payback from Val for that one little peek at her Barbies. From that point onward, Val had become a world class pain in his ass. At the time, it had seemed worth it. 
But, jeesh, René had forgotten about those superhero briefs. Tante Lulu had given him and his brothers their own individual sets one particularly bleak Christmas when their father had been absent on one of his alcoholic binges. Those were the days before Valcour LeDeux had sold out family lands to the oil companies. The alcohol still flowed after that, just a better brand of booze. But that Christmas, Tante Lulu had taken the boys into her Bayou Black cottage and made them feel secure, even if only for a week or two. And among her gifts had been the silly briefs. His had been Superman, Luc’s had been Spiderman, and Remy had gotten The Hulk. He’d worn his till they’d practically fallen apart.
“Yoo-hoo! Earth to René!” 
“Huh?” he said, coming back to the present. He shook his head to clear it, which caused water droplets to fly about. “You were the one who started it all by becoming a world-class snitch. In fact, that was the nickname us guys gave you back in elementary school. We could always rely on you to report all our bad deeds back to Sister Clothilde.”
She shrugged. “There were plenty of them.”
“Well, it’s been great chatting about old times, darlin’, but I’ve got work to do.”
“What am I supposed to do?”
He eyed her carefully to see if she was serious. She was still in her thong-peeping position, which gave him ideas he wouldn’t dare suggest to her. Like, How about another shot? “How do you feel about hard on . . . uh, hard labor?” Mon Dieu, I’m losin’ my friggin’ mind.
“You mean the kind you’re going to do?”
“No. I mean chinking logs.”
She glanced down at her carefully manicured nails, painted a creamy white color. “Not in this lifetime.”
“Why don’t you go for a swim?”
She arched both eyebrows at him. “Are you suggesting I go jump in the creek?”
“Precisely.” Maybe I’ll jump in, too. Maybe we can both cool off together. Maybe we can do something about that two-year business. Maybe I can show you the staying power I’ve perfected over the years.
“Maybe I will. Just to cool off, till the plane comes back. I’m sure your goofball friends will realize the legal danger they’ve placed you in, and hightail it back here before nightfall.”
“Oh, yeah. For sure.” I wouldn’t bet on it.
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