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            “Do you know how much I enjoy kissing you?” he asked one time when he came up for air.

She knew, because he was showing her with every tender/tough move of his lips and tongue and teeth.

“If that don’t beat all,” a young voice said above them. “Sucking tonsils first chance you get. I hope I never grow up if I’m gonna act so dumb-ass stupid around girls.”

“Go away,” Luc said, even as his lips were still pressed lightly to hers.

“Where?”

“Anywhere!”

“How am I s’posed to learn anything if I don’t watch?”

“Watch?” she squeaked out.

“Watch?” Luc bellowed.

There was the sound of shuffling feet. Finally, Luc gave up, giving her a quick, final kiss before coming to a sitting position. He glared at his brother, who continued to stand next to them, shuffling his feet.

“Watch?” Luc repeated.

“Yeah, I was hopin’ you would get to the oral sex part so I’d finally see what got the Prez in all that hot water.”

“You’re the one who’s gonna be in hot water if you keep talking like that,” Luc warned, getting to his feet.

Tee-John smirked at his brother, proving that he’d been deliberately provoking him. And he added one last salvo. “One of my football buddies, Jake Fortier, says if you hum when you do it, it’s even better. In fact, Jake says—”

Tee-John never got to finish because Luc picked him up by the seat of his jeans and tossed him in the bayou, head first. When the kid came gushing up out of the water, tossing his hair back in a wet swath, he grinned at Luc. And Luc grinned at him, shaking his head from side to side.

Sylvie almost said, “Like father, like son,” but what she meant was, “Like brother, like brother.” Finally, she settled on, “Two peas from the same pod.”

They both stood staring at her, hands on hips.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Luc asked,
moving away from his brother, who was shaking wet drops of water on him like a waterlogged dog.

“Yeah, are you insultin’ us?” Tee-John, who came only chest high to Luc, looked up at his brother for confirmation that it was them against her if insults were going to be thrown.

The two half brothers were adorable, mischief-loving mirror images of each other. “Yep, the Mutt and Jeff of rascals,” she decided.

 

They arrived about three o’clock at the small manmade lake near Cypress Oil. Luc and Tee-John followed her directions diligently, and within three hours, dozens of samples of soil and water had been gathered from the various tributaries leading off the holding pond.

Mostly, they worked at a considerable distance—at least a mile—from the plant grounds, which were heavily posted against trespassers. It would be even more damning if the contaminants were concentrated at that distance, especially since these tributaries led to residential areas. Even without performing complicated chemical tests in a lab that would break down the components in the samples, Sylvie knew by sight and smell alone that they had clear evidence against Cypress Oil.

“How could the oil company be so careless?” she asked Luc.

He was pressing the small of his back to get out the kinks after being in a bent-over position for so long. “They’ve been getting away with it forever, so they probably consider themselves invincible. Hell, in many ways they are. A little money tossed here and there, and evidence disappears, court
decisions defy logic, government officials look the other way.”

“Then what’s the use?”

“If you give up, you might as well lie down and die. There’s always hope, sweetheart. When all else fails, there’s hope.”

“We’re Cajuns,” Tee-John interjected with pride. “We never give up.”

She and Luc exchanged a smile.

Then Luc tousled his brother’s hair. “You betcha, bud. Regular Ragin’ Cajuns, that’s what we are.”

Sylvie clucked her tongue at the two of them. “Should we start back now? Surely, we have enough samples.”

“Just a few more.” Luc shifted uneasily.

The fine hairs stood out on the back of her neck. “What?”

“I’m going up closer. We need samples from the holding pond itself.”

“Luc! It’s too dangerous for us to go any closer.”

“
We
won’t be going.
I’ll
be going alone.”

“No!” she and Tee-John said at the same time.

“Yes. You two stay here. I’ll only be gone a short while…an hour at most.”

“Oh, Luc, I don’t like this at all.”

“Tee-John, I want you to take care of Sylvie while I’m gone.”

The boy’s chest puffed out at the responsibility.

“Sylv, come over here and show me which vials and baggies to take and how to label them.” When she approached the pirogue, he was already pulling items out and putting them in a backpack. “I’m leaving the boat here with you and Tee-John,” he said in an undertone. “No, don’t argue with me.
I can hide myself better if I travel by foot. If something should happen to me—stop looking like that,
chère
, I’ll be careful—you and Tee-John go back to the cabin and call Remy. He’ll pick you up and take you to safety.”

“No! I won’t stay here, and I won’t leave without you.”

“You must, Sylvie. These samples are too important. Besides, you’ve got to keep Tee-John safe. He’ll run off half-cocked.”

She threw herself into Luc’s arms then. Hugging him tightly with her face buried in his neck, she cried, “Be careful. Come back.”

He hugged her tightly in return…so tightly she could barely breathe. Then he kissed her fiercely before setting her at arm’s length. “You and I need to talk when I get back.”

She nodded.

Why did she keep thinking
if you come back?

 

Forty-five minutes later, Sylvie and Tee-John were jolted by the sound of gunfire in the distance. Lifting the binoculars to her eyes, she gasped and grabbed for Tee-John’s hand.

In less than a half hour, Luc’s limp body was being carried away by two heavily armed security officers. A third officer was stomping on glass vials strewn about the ground.

Was Luc dead or alive?

 

“Well, we’re finally ‘home,’” Sylvie said with a sigh, as the cabin came into sight. She squeezed Tee-John’s shoulder.

“We gotta call Remy, right off,” Tee-John said.

She nodded as she helped the boy pull the
pirogue up and onto the bank. It wouldn’t be used again if Remy came soon with the hydroplane.

It was two
A.M.
, and the cabin loomed dark before them. It had taken the three of them five hours, not including lunch, to reach Cypress Oil, but the harrowing trip back, laden with worry about Luc, had taken seven hours with only her and Tee-John at the paddles.

She had to give Tee-John credit. Once he’d realized the seriousness of the situation, he didn’t balk or cry, as she’d expected a kid his age to do. Instead, he’d helped her quickly gather up their supplies, turn the pirogue around, and get them on their way before the security officers began to wonder how Luc had gotten there, and whether he had been alone. The boy’s sense of direction and memory of the route had been invaluable.

Her sense of relief vanished as she noticed the large, lidded basket sitting on the porch floor. Even more ominous than the fact that someone had been there was the hissing sound coming from the basket.

“Stay back,” Tee-John warned. While she held the flashlight, he used a boat paddle to tip over the lid.

Sylvie’s heart jumped. “Oh, my God!”

The basket was filled with a dozen writhing, hissing snakes.

“Don’t worry. They’re just garden snakes,” Tee-John informed her, expertly flipping the lid back on and taking the basket to the side yard, where he released the snakes into the woods.

She still had a hand over her chest when he returned. It would take a while for her heartbeat to return to normal.

Tee-John held out a folded piece of paper to her. “This was in the bottom of the basket…addressed to you,” he explained.

Sylvie unfolded the stiff parchment, which indeed had “Sylvie Fontaine” scribbled on the front in red ink. Or was it blood?
Oh, really, Sylvie! Don’t get hysterical now
.

The note read:

Eye of the newt,

Heart of the snake.

Meddle with voodoo,

A corpse you will make.


“What a bunch of silliness!” she said, making a tsk-ing sound with her tongue for Tee-John’s benefit. She couldn’t show him how terrified she was.

“You been meddlin’ with voodoo?” he asked, obviously impressed with her daring.

“No, it’s a misunderstanding,” she lied. Tucking the note inside her slacks pocket, she quickly opened the door and flicked on the lights. While she checked on Samson and Delilah, Tee-John said, “I better examine the room for any dangerous objects, like snakes or bombs.”

“Bombs?” She was practically hyperventilating.

He shrugged. “Can’t be too careful. That’s what Luc says all the time.”

She took the cell phone from its hiding place in a loose brick of the fireplace’s inner chimney and proceeded to dial Remy’s number. Meanwhile, Tee-John began the work of closing down the cabin in anticipation of their departure. While the phone was ringing, she watched Tee-John roll up the carpet, lay down the straw matting, and start
to work on the perishable food items in the fridge. It was amazing how like Luc he was…a regular neat freak, from the way he stacked all the items to be taken with them in tidy bundles, to the way in which he folded the dish towels and bed linens. It was especially amazing for a kid his age…to whom neatness should be anathema.

“Hello,” Remy said groggily. He must have been asleep.

“Remy, this is Sylvie Fontaine. You’ve got to come quick and pick up me and Tee-John,” she said all in a rush.

“Tee-John? He’s there with you?” Remy’s voice sounded worried.

“Yes. I’ll explain later. When can you get here?”

“Two hours?”

“That’s fine. Hurry.”

“Uh…you know what I told you about my phone…” he began.

Sylvie knew he was referring to the fact it was probably bugged. “Uh-huh.”

“Well, can I assume this is an emergency?”

“Absolutely,” she said, and her voice cracked.

“Let me talk to Luc.” Remy no doubt sensed her desperation.

“Not now,” she said firmly.

A heavy silence followed in which Remy digested her words.

Then she couldn’t stop herself from panicking. “Oh, please, Remy, just come right away.”

 

Two hours later, they were in the hydroplane flying away from Luc’s bayou and a cabin that would hold memories for her forever.

“Luc has been shot,” Remy informed them.
“When you said he wasn’t there, I made a few calls.”

“Oh, my God!” she cried.

“If my Dad did this, I’m gonna kill ’im,” Tee-John proclaimed angrily.

“Tee-John!” she and Remy both exclaimed with shock.

Then Remy elaborated. “Luc was only hit in the shoulder. He’s fine, physically.”

“But?” Sylvie prodded, sensing there was more.

Remy took a deep breath, then gave them the bad news. “He’s in jail.”

“For what?” Sylvie asked indignantly, though she had a suspicion.

“A whole litany of offenses, including trespassing…”

That was the one Sylvie would have guessed.

“…and kidnapping…”

“Oh, really! Are they still under
that
misconception? Did you tell them that Tee-John is with us…oh, I can see why that might be further incriminating evidence. Well, once we explain, they’ll understand.”

“Tee-John’s not the only one Luc is accused of kidnapping.”

“Who else?” She had to think only a second to realize who the other alleged victim might be. “I would
hardly
classify myself as a victim.”

Remy slanted her a quick glance, then grinned. “So it’s that way with you two, huh?”

She just lifted her chin. “Laugh and you are dead meat, mister.”

He laughed anyway. “Tante Lulu will be so pleased.”

“Don’t you dare say anything to her.”

“Say what?” Tee-John wanted to know.

“Nothing,” she and Remy said at the same time.

Then Remy continued to list Luc’s supposed offenses. “Assault with a firearm. Resisting arrest. Using obscene language to a police officer. Making terroristic threats.”

“Is that all?” she questioned sarcastically.

Remy shrugged. “The bottom line is that Luc is in major trouble. There are some big shots pressing him to the wall this time.”

Sylvie bit her bottom lip with worry. “Trouble of this seriousness is probably nothing new for Luc, but it’s a bone-chilling experience for me, I gotta tell you.”

“That’s what happens when you’re in cahoots with ‘the bad boy of the bayou.’” He squeezed her hand to show he was just teasing.

“Well, I’ll tell you one thing. Never again will I complain about my life being boring.”

Soon, the plane was flying over Houma and preparing to land in a small private bayou docking area. It was hard to believe that she’d been gone less than two days, even harder to believe that it had been less than a week since Luc came into her lab for help, and accidentally swallowed the love-potion jelly beans.

Suddenly, the clouds parted in the dawn sky, showing the place of her birth with all its numerous bayous and bridges. The scene was covered with a dreamlike, impressionist haze. Yes, that was what this whole experience seemed like…a dream.

But she feared it was about to become a nightmare.



Chapter Fifteen

Despite her plea to be taken directly to the jail where Luc was being held, Remy took them to Sylvie’s apartment. Stubborn-to-the-bone must be a LeDeux family trait.

She was amazed to find waiting there Tante Lulu, Charmaine, Claudia, and René. And it was only seven
A.M.

“Luc gave me specific instructions not to allow you to visit him in jail,” Remy was telling her in an increasingly louder voice, attempting to be heard over Tante Lulu, who was in the corner alternately scolding and hugging Tee-John at the same time. Boy and great-aunt were a sight to see, about the same height, eyeball to eyeball.

Tante Lulu’s helmet of tight curls was dyed red today
…bright
red. She was wearing a black leather jacket and jeans, claiming to have traded in her purple Impala for a Harley. That must be why the white T-shirt visible under the open jacket
read, “Rev My Engine.” A small emblem on the front of the jacket read, “Biker Babes” emblazoned on the back in huge red letters was, “Born to Be Wild.”

Sylvie had heard of a mid-life crisis before, but late-life crisis? That was a new one. She shook her head to rid it of these extraneous thoughts.

“Why? Why doesn’t Luc want me to go see him in jail?” Sylvie asked Remy. She couldn’t help feeling a twinge of disappointment that Luc would cut her off this way. She’d thought they were partners in this enterprise. And she’d been hoping they might be partners in another way.

“I’m not sure. I just know he was adamant. ‘No Sylvie at the jail!’”

“He probably wants to protect you,” René offered, sensing how hurtful those words would be to her. “You know, the Cajun Knight baloney.”

Baloney about says it all
.

Remy made a snorting sound of disagreement. “All I know is that Claudia is the only one he wants showing up at his cell door.”

Claudia? He wants to see Claudia?
The green monster of jealousy dug its claws into her heart.

Remy seemed to take particular note then of Claudia, who was sitting on the arm of the wing-back chair where René was seated. She looked as if she’d just come from the gym, wearing one of those black, crisscross spandex midriff tops and silk exercise pants.

“Hey, Clau-di-a,” Remy said with a grin.

“Hey, Re-my,” Claudia drawled right back at him, also grinning.

The green monster of jealousy evaporated in Sylvie as she took in the serious chemistry ping-
ponging between these two. But back to the issue at hand. “I can protect myself,” she snarled. “Really, this Cajun Knight business of Luc’s goes only so far before it turns sour.”

“Did Luc offer to be your Cajun Knight?” Charmaine wanted to know. She was applying nail enamel with careless abandon, while seated in Sylvie’s great-grandmother’s delicate antique chair made of
pallisandre
or violet ebony. It was a priceless piece signed by none other than the New Orleans furniture maker Seignouret. “That is so cute of him. You should be flattered.”

Oh, yeah, I’m flattered. More like furious at his high-handed orders. Keep me away from the jail? Hah!

“Anyhow, shouldn’t you be worried about the warrant out for your arrest?” René reminded her. “I would think that a jailhouse is the last place you’d want to be seen.”

“I called Peter Finch, my lawyer, from the cell phone in Remy’s plane. He’ll take copies of the JBX legal documents to the district attorney’s office this morning. They’ll show my
equal
right to the love-potion formula. There’s no basis for criminal action against me.” She waved a hand dismissively.

“How about your mother?” Remy asked. “Remember those remarks she made about your mental stability?”

Sylvie bristled at that reminder. “I’m not going to be intimidated by my mother…not anymore. If she pushes me too far, she’s going to find out that I know more family secrets than she would care to air in public.”

Sylvie couldn’t believe she was behaving in such
a calm manner…courageous, really, for one handicapped so often in the past by shyness. She guessed that when the people and things she valued most were jeopardized, fear took second place to outrage.

“Let’s have some coffee and make a plan,” Tante Lulu suggested, her arm around Tee-John’s shoulder.

“Good idea,” Claudia agreed. Then, to Sylvie, she added, “I need to update you on some things anyhow.”

Seated around the kitchen table, Claudia quickly reviewed all the intelligence she’d been able to gather while they’d been gone. Her data, in combination with the samples they had gathered and the documents Tee-John had pilfered, would go a long way toward putting some high-placed people in legal jeopardy, maybe even prison. Oh, they didn’t have the makings of a complete lawsuit at this point, but maybe enough for a pretrial settlement.

“Do you have those documents in a safe place?” Claudia asked Sylvie at one point.

“Yep.” Sylvie smiled widely. “Under the newspaper liner in the bottom of Samson and Delilah’s cage.”

Everyone laughed at that.

“I’ll take them with me when I go,” Remy said.

While they exchanged information, Tante Lulu took over Sylvie’s kitchen, brewing up a better pot of coffee than Sylvie had ever made…something about tossing egg shells in with the grounds or some such thing. Where she’d gotten egg shells, Sylvie had no idea, since she didn’t recall having any eggs in the house.

But then she heard something ominous, coming
from her basement.

“Cock-a-doodle-doo!” the sound came again. “Cluck, cluck, cluck.”

“What was
that?
” Sylvie had a sinking feeling even as she raised the question. They were all sitting around her kitchen table while Tante Lulu poured mugs of coffee for them, and diet pop for Tee-John.

Without missing a beat, Tante Lulu answered, “The chickens.”

“In my basement?” she squeaked out.

“Yeah, Sylvie, remember me telling you about that the other night?” Remy reminded her. “Flocking the bride?”

“Feathering the bride,” Tante Lulu corrected, and went on pouring coffee. Then she pulled a baker’s bag off the counter
—did the woman always come prepared with food?—
and laid out on a platter a dozen
les oreilles de cochran
, or “pig’s ears”—a Cajun deep-fried pastry sprinkled with sugar. Tee-John downed one of the confections before Sylvie had a chance to register what his aunt had said. “Hope you weren’t too fond of that ugly red leather chair down there, hon. I tried to cover everything with those fancy flowered sheets of yours I found in the linen closet, but those birds have a mind of their own. The chair seems to be covered with a
little
bit of chicken poop.” She thought a moment. “Okay, a lot.”

“But why in the basement?” she persisted, refusing to focus on the leather chair—her dead father’s favorite for reading—or the Christian Dior sheets her cousin Valerie had given her last Christmas.

“’Cause your dumb neighbors complained about the noise of chickens squawkin’. Can you
imagine? It’s not like I was playin’ heavy lead music or nothin’.”

“Uh, I think you mean heavy metal,” René said, rolling his eyes at Sylvie.

“Lead, iron, steel, metal, whatever,” Tante Lulu said, waving a free hand in the air. “Don’t these people know that the sounds of nature are pleasing? Betcha they’d be complainin’ if I dumped a truckload of cow manure on those sorry roses of yours out back, too. Yep, these city folks have lost their connection with the good earth.”

“Don’t…you…dare,” Sylvie sputtered, “…bring cow manure here.”

Remy and René were laughing uproariously at her dilemma, while Charmaine and Claudia appeared to be sympathetic. Tee-John just continued to eat.

Sylvie raked the fingers of both hands through her tangled hair. She must look a mess. In fact, she noticed Charmaine eyeing her speculatively, even as she was blowing on her nails to dry the lacquer. No doubt Charmaine would be suggesting a makeover sometime soon. Before Charmaine got a chance, Sylvie wanted to set Tante Lulu straight. “What you don’t understand is that I am not a prospective bride.”

“Really?” Tante Lulu sank down into a chair with a thud of disappointment. “I was sure that boy would see the light this time.”

“Did you have a vision, Tante Lulu?” René asked.

His aunt nodded sadly. “I coulda sworn I saw Luc walking down the aisle with a bride that looked like Sylvie here.”

“Well, they was kissin’ and touchin’ a lot,” Tee-
John informed the group. He was idly licking the powdered sugar off his fingers as he spoke.

“They were?” everyone else exclaimed with decided glee in their voices. Except Sylvie, of course, whose face felt as red as Tante Lulu’s hair.

“Yep,” Tee-John said.

Tante Lulu’s smile was so wide, it was a wonder her face didn’t break.

“And then there was the naughty stuff,” Tee-John elaborated. “Whoo-ee!”

Sylvie let her face drop to the table, right on top of her own “pig’s ear.” She didn’t care. Life didn’t get any worse than this.

Then her life got worse.

Her mother and Valcour LeDeux arrived.

 

“Have you lost your mind, Sylvie Marie?” her mother asked, as if she were a child, and not a grown woman. “And what is that ungodly white powder on your face?”

Her mother had walked into the kitchen, uninvited and unannounced, and was regarding each of them in turn with her nose lifted in the air. The Queen Mother stepping down into the servants’ quarters couldn’t have shown more arrogance. Most of all, her disdain was for Sylvie.

“Hello to you, too, Mother,” Sylvie remarked with a snippishness she usually contained around her family. As she scrubbed at her face with a damp dish towel that Tante Lulu handed her, she proceeded to berate her mother. “And I’m just fine, thanks. Yes, I managed to escape, unharmed, from the bullets shot through my front window. The voodoo snakes at the cabin were nonpoisonous, thank you very much. Would you like a cup of cof
fee? Or a cup of my blood?”

“A lady does not speak with such sarcasm, Sylvie Marie. Restrain yourself.”

“Jeesh!” she heard Claudia mutter under her breath. “Talk about a royal poker up the be-hind!”

To which Charmaine added, “Someone ought to tell her that her little girl has grown up.”

Oh, to be making such a spectacle of herself! Sylvie felt her palms begin to sweat, and a wave of cold shivers passed over her. Next, she would be hyperventilating.

No, she was a new Sylvie. She was not going to crumble under her mother’s condemnation, or from fear of ridicule.

Meanwhile, Valcour LeDeux, wearing a rumpled suit and a dress shirt unbuttoned at the collar, took Tee-John by the nape and pulled him out of his chair. “I ought to whup you good, boy.”

“I dint do nothin’ wrong,” he wailed. At the same time, Tee-John gave Sylvie a look that promised he would disclose none of the secrets he’d learned from her and Luc at the bayou hideaway. Remy had already taken care of hiding the water and soil samples. She had the Cypress Oil papers stored in her own secret place.

“Nothing wrong? I’ll show you ‘nothing wrong,’ Tee-John.” His father shook him, hard.

“Uh, I don’t think so,” Remy said, rising to his feet. “The beatings in this family stopped a long time ago, Dad, and they aren’t going to start up now.”

René and Sylvie joined him in standing, and they all glared at the man.

“Don’t interfere in my bizness,” Valcour said icily, still holding a squealing Tee-John by the neck
so that he had to stand on tiptoe. “He’s caused a lot of trouble to a lot of folks. He deserves to be punished.”

“Not with physical abuse,” Sylvie declared.

“Stay out of this, missy. You’re in enough trouble yourself.”

“Don’t speak to my daughter that way,” Inez Breaux-Fontaine surprised Sylvie by saying. To Sylvie, she said, “Come home with me where we can discuss this…uh, matter, in private. With a little creative PR, we can still avoid a scandal, I’m sure.”

“I’m not going anywhere till Luc is out of jail,” Sylvie said. “And frankly, at this point, scandal be damned.”

Her mother sucked in air like a puff fish.

“Way to go, Sylvie,” Remy said with obvious surprise.

Inez gave Remy a once-over that included an unkind pause on his damaged face.

Remy stared back at her, unwavering.

Claudia looked as if she’d like to leap over the table and strangle Inez for her rude assessment.

Inez turned her attention back to Sylvie. “Lucien LeDeux has nothing to do with you.” She said his name as if it left a bad taste in her mouth.

“I beg to differ.”

Her mother went bug-eyed, and everyone in the room turned to stare at Sylvie questioningly.

Sylvie declined to elaborate, which caused Tante Lulu to narrow her eyes as she studied her. Tante Lulu was probably picking out wedding colors in her head, or ordering a few more chickens.

Remy grinned and winked at her. René pumped his fist in the air in celebration of some victory.
Claudia and Charmaine exchanged a sappy look that pretty much said, “Ain’t love grand?” Valcour LeDeux’s face turned practically green; he could probably use a stiff drink.

“Sylvie Marie, we are talking about The Swamp Solicitor,” her mother hissed. “A man who takes great delight in being called ‘the bad boy of the bayou.’” To her credit, she relayed her message in an undertone, so as not to offend his family.

“So?” Sylvie asked. “What’s your point?”

Her mother slitted her eyes in a way that would have intimidated Sylvie into cowering compliance as a child. “Exactly what happened between you and
that man
while you were gallivanting up and down the bayou?”

“I would hardly call running for our lives gallivanting, Mother. And nothing happened between me and Luc that should concern you, except that I got to know him a little better. And it’s my opinion that behind his bad-boy image is a different person. He’s a good man trying to help his family and a lot of mostly unrepresented people.”

“Young lady, I can take care of my own family,” Valcour proclaimed in a seething tone. “I don’t need any uptown bitc—lady interfering in LeDeux business. And you don’t know Lucien as well as you think if you believe he’s anything more than bad to the bone.”
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