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Savannah strode into the large, professionally decorated office. Without a word she stood in front of the large oak desk.

“Did you finish that report?” Bill Clayton did not look up from the file he was reading.

“Yes sir. Now I’m through with everything.” Savannah slapped down the report and in rapid succession another single sheet of paper with only one short typewritten paragraph.

“Resign? I don’t think you really want to do this.” Clayton held up the single sheet of paper to someone who was behind her.

“That is exactly what I want.” Startled to find Devin suddenly at her shoulder, Savannah tried to maintain her firm, calm exterior. She had thought Clayton was alone in his office.

“This is an overreaction. You should give yourself a chance to cool off before doing something so rash.” Devin spoke in his celebrated measured tone. Handing the resignation back to Clayton, he stood beside the senior partner’s large leather chair.

“He’s right, St. Julien. I know things have been tough since that foul-up on the McNealy case, but—”

“The McNealy file was altered after I had completed and analyzed that research.” Savannah could feel her self-control slipping.

“Stop and think, Savannah. Until now you’ve been doing some of the best work of all six associates. Why would you give up this kind of position in a firm where international reputations are made? It simply makes no sense.” Clayton shook his head.

“Mr. Clayton, maybe a vacation would be an alternative. A break from the stress of keeping up here at the office.” Devin was the picture of solicitude.

His dark, handsome face wore the appropriate worried look of a concerned friend. Savannah could not help noticing, as she had the first day they met, his impeccable taste in clothes. The pinstripe blue suit, light blue shirt, red and blue silk tie with matching handkerchief tucked just so in his coat pocket—all said here was a young man who was on his way to the top. What she had first found so appealing she now found appalling. He had pretended to be her friend and even wooed her. Savannah let down her guard, telling him about her deepest feelings. Tentatively, she shared her childhood hurt at losing her mother and feeling shut out by her father. She had begun to trust him and believe they could be more than friends. That he would not hurt her. But seeing him playfully pat Karen on her behind when they thought they were alone had proven his betrayal. Karen was blond with the shape and walk of a model rather than an ambitious young attorney. She had been cold and condescending to Savannah as frequently as possible, openly fuming when she was praised for good work. Karen, who lately had known as much about Savannah’s assignments as Savannah did. Karen, who tried to convince the partners whenever they reviewed cases that Savannah wasn’t quite up to the big ones.

“When I finished that report it was perfect. You remember, Devin. I left the office at about seven that night. You and Karen were still here.” She stared at him hard.

“That was weeks ago. Besides, all the nights we’ve worked late how would I recall...” His voice trailed off lamely before he shrugged.

“Yes, all those nights working late. With Karen.”

“Never mind that now.” Clayton glanced between them speculatively for a few seconds. “Listen, we have several important clients in the southern part of the state. In fact, one in your hometown, or near there, is having some trouble. You could go down. As Devin said, less pressure, a slower pace. A nice visit with the family.”

“I don’t know.” Savannah felt a sudden pang at the mention of going home.

“You people are too emotional, impulsive. Take my advice, give yourself time to cool off.” Clayton wore a look of indulgence as he spoke in a placating tone.

“You people? Just what the hell does that mean?” His words cut through the pang of remembering, causing her to place both hands on her hips.

“Hold on, I meant you young people. Devin.” Clayton nodded toward the door, a signal that he should go.

“Of course.” He was obviously reluctant to leave them alone but had no choice. “Listen to me, Savannah,” Clayton started as the door clicked shut. “Don’t junk a promising career. Take some time for yourself. Say three weeks.”

“Don’t think I’m not grateful for what you’ve done; I am. But this isn’t just a whim. I’ve been thinking about going into practice on my own for a while now. This is just the kick in the butt I needed to really do something about it.”

“Take as long as you need. A month, two.”

“Come on, there are dozens lined up to take my place.”

“In this game, nothing is done out of pure altruism. You brought big money into this firm from some of the most successful minority- and women-owned businesses in this region. Frankly, why should I gamble on an unknown when we already have a winner? Those two are amateur sharks; you can learn to deal with that and more. We both know it.”

“That’s just what I’m afraid of, learning to deal with them then becoming one of them. No, it’s better this way.” Savannah shook hands with him.

“Some of our best clients may jump ship when they hear you’re gone.” Clayton’s eyebrows came together.

“I haven’t discussed this with anyone, but naturally I won’t turn down business.” Savannah lifted a shoulder.

“I understand. Good luck, St. Julien.” Clayton rose to shake her hand.” Don’t burn this old soldier too badly when you set the world on fire.”

“No promises, Mr. Clayton,” Savannah called over her shoulder as she left his office. Devin appeared from nowhere, blocking her exit.

“So that’s it. You’re leaving behind an ugly accusation that may affect my future with this firm. After what I’ve done for you?” Devin spoke in an undertone, aware they were the center of attention.

“Not quite.”

A loud crack rang out as her palm connected solidly with his face. With one motion, she scooped up her leather portfolio and pushed her way through the glass door toward the elevator. The sound of applause from the secretaries and legal assistants followed her. Before the doors whisked shut, the last thing she saw was the stunned, then enraged expression on his face.
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SAVANNAH PRESSED THE button, causing the car window to slide down smoothly. Glancing up, she frowned at her reflection in the rearview mirror. With one quick tug, the tortoise shell barrette that held her thick mane of black hair in check opened with a snap. The feel of it tumbling about her shoulders brought a smile.

“Humm, better. Much better.” She winked at her reflection.

Savannah felt released. Not just from the conservative hairstyle she’d adopted that blended so well with the decor of the prestigious law firm she’d left behind, but released from an invisible bond that held her to a world far removed from her childhood in the Creole culture of south Louisiana.

The first two weeks after leaving the firm had been a vacation. Savannah had taken time to regroup and say good-bye to all of her friends. The last week had been a blur of tying up loose ends. Packing several years of her life proved harder emotionally than physically. Even though over a month had passed since her abrupt departure from Clayton, Briggs, and Schuster, she was still angry. Angry at the way she had been treated. Angry at Devin’s betrayal. Sure, cutthroat competition was to be expected between associates, but what he and Karen had done went far beyond that. They used dirty tricks. She could still hear Devin’s voice making excuses.

“Lying, two-faced dog,” Savannah muttered.

Yes, leaving was the right thing to do. It’s over. Now relax. She flexed her fingers to relieve the stiffness in her hands. Loosening her tense grip on the steering wheel, she sank back into the bucket seat

The warm, humid breeze across her face felt so good. The September sun beat down on the countryside. Slowing down just a little, her eyes swept the scene surrounding her. The two-lane highway snaked through lush growth of palmetto and swamp willow. Mixed in with the shadows cast by trees, sunlight-dappled bayous could be seen on either side at intervals. The sky was cloudless, a brilliant blue framing the bright green foliage stretching up to it. A profusion of Brown-eyed Susans swayed in the wind. They crowded right up to the paved road, their yellow heads bobbing. She breathed deeply, taking in the rich scent filling the car. How she had missed this vibrant growth, the kind that seemed to explode overnight. This was the enchanted forest of her childhood. During the summer months there had been long, blissful hours spent roaming the countryside. With her playmates, occasionally with her father, but mostly with Tante Marie. How wonderful it had been learning the names of all the wild flowers and herbs from Tante Marie. She could even see the affectionate, slightly sad smile papa gave her when she would hand him a bouquet she’d picked just for him.

A flash of white in the corner of her eye drew her attention back to the present. A snowy egret began a graceful descent, large wings flapping slowly as it settled beside several others amongst the tall reeds. Stinging tears blurred her vision. Convinced now more than ever that this was where she needed to be, Savannah pressed the accelerator. She felt an almost desperate need to get home.

Suddenly, a large four-wheel drive vehicle pulled from a small dirt road leading out of the woods. Though she saw it coming, she had gathered so much speed she was sure they would slam together. Jamming her brakes, she jerked the wheel sharply, missing the front of the other vehicle by inches. She jumped out of her car, anxious to see if the other driver was all right. A dark-haired man wearing sunglasses leaned out of his window.

“What’s your problem, lady? You haven’t gotten your quota of roadkill today?” With an angry blast of his horn he began to drive off.

“No, you idiot. I’ve got a few notches left for stupid country boys who can’t read stop signs!” Savannah gave him a three-fingered salute. “Stupid jerk. Well, welcome home.”

She continued the ride home now as tense as before. The town looked pretty much the same. Except more prosperous now that tourism had taken off due to the interest in the French-speaking bayou country. Savannah turned the car down Rougon Street, cutting away from the center of town toward her old neighborhood. Approaching the large house, a lump rose in her throat. Sitting well back from the blacktop street, the spacious wood-frame house looked as inviting as ever. The white paint gleamed in the sunshine, set off dramatically by the dark green trim of the windows. Climbing the porch steps, Savannah took time to get reacquainted with the beloved window boxes of bright flowers and the cypress swing that she had shared with Tante Marie on summer evenings after supper. Lost in memories, it took a while for her to realize that the Creole tune she heard came from inside the house, not her head.

“Tante Marie!” she called, her voice unsteady. She cleared her throat. The rich contralto voice stopped.

“That my baby?” Tante Marie came to the porch still wearing her apron. Her hair was pulled back in a bun, the way she wore it when she cooked. She laughed and squeezed Savannah, her full round face glowing with pleasure.

“You look fine as ever.” Savannah pinched her aunt’s cheek playfully.

“Go ’head now. You the one. Lord, Lord. You down to nothin’, cher. But we gone fix that, yeah.” Tante Marie held her at arms’ length, looking at her niece’s trim waistline. “Done lost all them fine hips.”

“Not all, no indeed.” Savannah chuckled, patting the full hips that curved to fill out the straight-legged jeans she wore.

For the next hour she carried in her luggage, all the while keeping up a steady stream of chatter with her aunt. Tante Marie brought her up to date on current events in Beau Chene.

“You seen your papa yet?” Tante Marie hung up several dresses in the armoire that stood in Savannah’s old bedroom.

“Not yet. Is he all right, I mean has he been doing pretty well?” Savannah didn’t look up from the suitcase she was unpacking.

“Cher, he miss you. Go see him.” Tante Marie took the clothes from Savannah’s hands.

At this time of day, she knew exactly where to find her father. The once slightly shabby storefronts housing mom and pop businesses were now replaced by newly restored shops selling antiques, arts and crafts made by locals, Creole restaurants, and even a few art galleries. As she pulled into a parking space directly across from her father’s store, Savannah sat in the car for a few moments to gather her courage. Seeing her father again was what she wanted most yet dreaded. He was the big, strong, handsome man she had passionately adored. For as long as she could remember, she had wanted to please him. But would he welcome her now? Her mother’s death had left an empty space between them that neither found a way to fill. Talking was never easy. Somehow what started out as a discussion always ended in conflict. Taking a deep breath, Savannah vowed to make this reunion peaceful. A large, finely carved cypress sign with “Antoine’s” hung over the door. The tinkle of a bell over the door caused her father to look up from rearranging a shelf of small carved animals.

“Hello, Poppy.” Savannah stood uncertainly just inside the door.

“Hello, sweetheart. Come give the old man a hug.”

Her father stood straight and reached out his arms. Savannah dropped her large handbag on the counter and allowed herself to be swept up in his embrace. She buried her face in his shirt the way she had when she was a little girl seeking solace after some mishap. She breathed in the familiar smell of wood and his favorite old-fashioned aftershave, lilac vegetal. The fear that he would still be angry or hurt that she had left home dissolved. She pulled back hastily, wiping the tears pushing at her eyelids despite her efforts at control.

“How have you been doing, Poppy?” Cupping his face in her hands, she tried to make the question sound casual. Yet she couldn’t help but notice that he looked older. And tired.

“Can’t complain, baby. Can’t complain. Come on over here and tell me how you been doin’.” He led her into his small office, where he had two old, comfortable chairs.

Savannah noticed he moved a little slower than before. Yet he still cut a dashing figure. His six-foot two-inch frame was as erect as she remembered. The broad chest and brawny arms were evident even beneath the old long-sleeved flannel shirt he wore. His skin, usually the color of walnut, was still the darker mahogany brown that came from spending days outside in the hot Louisiana summer sun. To her, the gray hair at his temples made him look distinguished. But there was more of it than when she had visited at Christmas last year. He eased into the swivel chair behind the desk after setting two steaming cups between them.

“More important, how are you?”

“I’m okay. No, really,” She reiterated at her father’s stern look. “It was hard at first but I’m just fine now. Besides, I wasn’t that crazy about living in Shreveport.”

“The way you used to talk, it was like you had died and gone to heaven. Remember how we had to beg you to come home that first Thanksgiving after you had moved? And then all you did was talk about that law firm.” He sounded skeptical that she could give up her new life so painlessly.

“I would have thought you’d be glad. When I decided to take that job, we got into a big fight. You said I was too young to be so far away.” She stared into her coffee cup. That was not all they said. The argument became heated until both said things they later regretted. But it was too painful to repeat the bitter words they had exchanged.

“I’m so sorry for that. I was being selfish, too wrapped up in my own pain to give you the support you needed. I never told you how proud you made me. But every time I looked into your eyes, I saw your mother. I just felt like I was losin’ Therese all over again.” He turned away, his voice breaking.

“I’m sorry too, Poppy. I should have understood how you felt.” She reached out and took his hands in hers.

“Well, now you’re home.” Antoine squeezed her hand once before letting go. “Guess you wanna just take it easy for a while, huh? Get yourself settled.”

“I could use a rest. But it’s got to be a short one. Finding a job is next on the list.”

“You don’t have to rush into nothin’, cher. You know that. Like I told you before you left, my business is good and what’s mine is yours.” Antoine got up to refill his cup.

“I like earning my own way. And I like being a lawyer.” Savannah was beginning to feel the familiar tightness in her stomach.

“All right, all right. Let’s not fuss. Do what you think best.” Just then the battered old rotary phone on his desk rang. Picking it up on the second ring, Antoine began taking a mail order. He handed Savannah a small color catalogue. “Look at that, we ship outta state now,” he whispered. “Yes sir, that right. It’s five dollars off. A special sale ’til the end of the month.”

“This is great.”

Savannah admired the photography. Her father’s wood carvings of animals were set in reproductions of the natural bayou or forest habitats. She uttered a tiny, delighted cry to see a selection of food items. Apparently, the years of nagging had paid off. Tante Marie, her father’s older sister, had finally decided to share her wonderful dishes with the world.

“Say, what’s the matter? Y’all don’t want to make money today? This is no way to treat customers,” a male voice boomed aggressively. The bell over the door jingled in the background.

Startled, Savannah dropped the catalogue. Hurrying through the door, she almost upset a row of ceramic figures. Holding her breath, she gently rearranged them. After checking that none were broken, she turned abruptly and collided into a broad chest. Two large hands cupped her shoulders. Suddenly, she found herself looking up into a pair of eyes the color of almonds. For a moment she felt lost in them. Savannah gazed at the strong, smooth hands that held her. She took in the dark eyebrows that stood out so wonderfully against his smooth brown complexion.

“You okay? I was coming to save them, too.” He smiled down at her, revealing a small space between his two front teeth.

“Uh-huh.” That was all she could manage. For some inexplicable reason, that one small flaw in an otherwise perfect row of even ivory teeth set her heart to fluttering. She fumbled with the figures a little longer than she needed to, trying to regain her balance. But turning to see the tall, dashing man still smiling destroyed whatever composure she had managed to gain. Great, the first good-looking man you meet and you stumble around like a dimwit.

*****
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PAUL STARED AT THE dark hair that brushed his chest as Savannah turned her back to him suddenly to arrange the figures on the shelf. The smell of her perfume, a light floral scent, was so pleasing he leaned toward her as almost a reflex action. When just as suddenly she turned back to face him, he stepped back quickly.

“Just making sure you didn’t need any more rescuing.” He smiled his best shy smile.

“Is that your Jeep?” The beginning smile on her face froze instantly. She pointed to the dark green vehicle parked outside. She suddenly found his smile too smug.

“Sure is, a real beauty, I’m sure you agree.”

“You almost killed me today, fool.” Savannah glared at him.

“Out on the old highway? That was you? Well, well. You were driving kind of recklessly, you know. But I’ll forgive you for not yielding, this time anyway.”

“Say what?” Savannah’s anger began to boil. She could not believe this. Did he think his charm would make almost smashing into her all right?

“Now I know I should have stopped to examine you closely for injuries.” Paul gave her a sassy grin.

“You were too busy being an—” Savannah stopped

“Hey, Paul. How you doin’, man? You done met my little girl, I see.” Antoine gave Paul a hearty clap on the shoulder.

“Oh, yes. I sure have. But we didn’t formally introduce ourselves. Paul Honoré.” He nodded to her. 

Savannah gave him a tight smile. “Mr. Honoré—”

“Paul, please.”

“Paul,” she said. The smile became even tighter.

“Paul is an engineer with his own business.” Antoine beamed at him.

“Well, actually, my partner Sam and I share ownership with the bank.” Paul gave a short laugh.

“Came to get them decoys for your daddy, huh? Work goin’ okay, I hear.”

Antoine took over. Finding them in the cabinet nearby, he carefully wrapped each meticulously carved decoy in old newspaper before putting them in a large box. Savannah wore a careful mask of disinterest as she took his payment and handed him a receipt. Seeing the smooth brown hands reach out, she imagined what the skin on his chest or shoulders looked like. In an instant, she pictured dark curly hair spread across his chest, reaching down to his navel. She became aware that their hands had brushed lightly. The place where contact had been made éétingled. She snatched her hand back, placing it on her hip.

Paul grinned at her, only succeeding in making her even more determined to resist him. He, on the other hand, gazed at her in dismay. Things were not going well. And to make things worse, his reaction to her was not the usual animal attraction he felt when faced with a beautiful woman. He actually cared what she thought about him. Not just in the short-term until he knew the thrill of overcoming her resistance. And why was he so fascinated by the movement of her hair? Or thinking of her skin, comparing it to the color of dark honey? When she withdrew her hand as if she didn’t want it to be soiled, his jaw tightened in irritation. Obviously, this woman didn’t think much of him. He turned abruptly to her father, so she would not see the effect she was having on him.

“By the way, I ran into Kyle Singleton’s foreman the other day. He says the plant is going to be fully operational in two months or less. Trosclair got the go-ahead from DEQ last week,” Paul said.

“Don’t matter, no. They gone hafta cross me to keep that thing right in our backyard, that’s the truth. Jackson, he says we got a good case to appeal that decision.” Antoine nodded in the direction of the lawyer’s office.

“Well, I’ll be seeing you later, Ms. Savannah.” He emphasized the Ms. and made as if to tip an imaginary hat.

“Whatever,” Savannah said without looking at him, her tone suggesting that she had forgotten he was present and certainly didn’t care if he left.

“Coo!” her father laughed. “What was that about? Y’all just met an’ already fussin’.”

“He thinks a whole lot more of his charm than I do. But what is this about some plant you’re opposed to?” Savannah was genuinely interested in their last exchange and anxious to get away from the subject of Paul Honoré lest her father notice too much.

“Claude Trosclair put one of his Batton Chemical Corporation plants right near Easy Town. They gone burn toxic waste. We ain’t gone let ’em though. We got too many them things all along this river already. And mighty strange they is most time built next to our neighborhoods. All that land he own, he didn’t sell near his fancy big house or over near no other white people.”

“I read several articles recently about charges of environmental racism in different parts of the country. The big companies deny it. They claim to choose sites that make good business sense, like being near companies that need their services or have good access to water or rail transportation routes.” Savannah frowned in concentration, trying to remember her limited knowledge of environmental law.

“Bull! They just figure we too poor to fight, or too dumb. But Mr. Trosclair wrong if he think we just gonna roll over this time.” Antoine spit out the name as if it were something nasty he was trying to get off his tongue.

“Claude Trosclair is a powerful man in this state. He doesn’t like having his plans blocked. The last time you tied in with him. Just be careful, Poppy.”

Savannah was worried now. Her father had been nearly killed in an “accident” while he was fishing one day eight years ago, this during a dispute over property Antoine owned. The Trosclairs claimed it was originally part of the plantation, and thus rightfully theirs. Antoine had escaped serious injury when he fell from his boat into the chilly waters of Bayou Teche. He’d managed to hang onto a floating log for a half hour when another fisherman saw him and got help. The accident was suspicious because it was well known the way Antoine traveled in the bayou and he knew it like the back of his hand. He knew the submerged log had not been in the spot between the large swamp cypresses the day before. The speed of his motorboat made the impact hurl him several feet into the air. Though nothing could be proved, the unwanted scrutiny brought on by this coincidental event caused Trosclair to back off.

“Be careful. Promise, Poppy.”

“Don’t worry now, cher. Your papa, he can take care of himself.” He hugged her to him.

Savannah nodded uncertainly. She knew her father was a strong man and not easily taken down, but he couldn’t keep dodging danger forever. Despite his confident words, she felt a sense of foreboding. The mere thought of losing Antoine was more than she could bear. She tightened her embrace and pushed away the frightening image of him lying hurt in the swamp.
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“Galee, sha! You done got so pretty. Come give Nenaine some sugar.” Nenaine Sherleen grabbed Savannah in a big, affectionate hug.

“Humph, Humph. You sho is somethin’, yeah.” Uncle Coy took his turn, giving her a big kiss on the cheek.

Savannah was a bit overwhelmed by all the relatives who descended on the spacious home. Even the wooden frame house seemed to be bulging, packed with family and friends eager to see if and how Savannah had changed. Like good-natured doctors, they poked and prodded for clues that she was still one of them. She endured teasing about losing her taste for down-home favorites like cracklins.

“Now y’all just hush up. No matta how long she been ’way from here, she won’t lose her taste for real food.” Tante Marie set a large plate down in front of her containing a generous helping of fried catfish.

Savannah forced a smile. Looking down at the dish, she took a deep breath. The spicy aroma of traditional Creole seasonings made her mouth water. It would take all of her strength not to stuff herself on everything on the plate, then accept seconds. She picked up a hush puppy, admiring its golden brown. Breaking it in half, a thin finger of steam rose from the center. Nobody could tempt her like her aunt. In a region where good cooking was the standard, her Tante Marie’s talents placed her in class all her own. Having had no children and widowed at the age of thirty-eight, she had readily taken on the task of helping her younger brother raise his infant daughter. And Savannah loved her with the same fierceness she loved her father. For those times Tante Marie was busy catering ritzy functions for the wealthy and tourist parties at local plantations, her godmother, Nenaine Sherleen, gave her the same loving attention and lots of good, fattening foods—a definite threat to her waistline. Pudgy all through childhood, going away to college had meant a change in her eating habits. Working out regularly had become a habit after law school, especially when she was able to afford a really nice health club. Taking another bite of catfish, she made a silent vow to search the phone book for one nearby.

“Poppy was telling me about the fight over the plant.” Savannah was helping her aunt wash dishes after dinner. They had finally seen off the last of her welcoming committee.

“That Trosclair ain’t nuthin’ to play with, no. He low down. I don’t put nuthin’ past him.” Tante Marie shook her head as she scrubbed plates vigorously.

“But what do you think?” Savannah knew that her aunt was sharp.

“They right about one thing—every plant been put up in the last twenty years or so been in or near poor folks’ neighborhoods. And usually without a whisper being raised. Ain’t no coincidence, cher.”

“But black people owned a lot of the land in Easy Town.”

“Old Claude is slick. He paid them more money than anybody else would have and made sure they knew it. Then he hired some of the men to work; some of them hadn’t been workin’ for months.”

“And jobs are scarce around here,” Savannah said.

“What with prices down on crawfish and shrimp, then the oil refinery laid off almost fifty people.”

“I worry about Poppy, Tante Marie. He looks so tired. I hope he knows what he’s doing. He can be so stubborn sometimes.”

“How you two doin’, sha?” Tante Marie paused in her cleaning up to regard her steadily.

“So far okay. It’s just, he tries to keep me a little girl.” Savannah traced an invisible line on the tabletop with her finger.

“He jus’ love you so much. Kinda hard for him, lettin’ you go. You his pride and joy. Oughta hear him talk ’bout his baby girl. An’ you look so like Therese. When she died like that, so young, almost killed him, too. I still can see him, sittin’ in that chair starin’ out the window. Three days, wouldn’t talk to nobody, didn’t leave that house. I had took you home with me, ya know. Only thing brought him out of it was seeing you. That’s what kept him going. Had to take care of his baby girl.”

“But he never really came out of it,” Savannah sighed. “No matter how I tried, he never seemed to truly enjoy anything. It was scary, seeing him going through the motions. I don’t ever want to love someone that much. Being left behind hurts too much.”

“One thing about it, sha, life can be cold and empty without love. Plenty done wake up too late to find they protected theyselves right out of somethin’ precious.”

“But look at Daddy. Holding on to a memory so hard, you can feel it. Sometimes it’s like he is more with Mama than here with us.” Savannah turned to stare out of the window, hugging herself as if she felt an aching cold.

“There’s a lot a ways of grievin’. Antoine just went inside himself.”

Savannah pushed away painful thoughts of the mother she barely remembered. She was only four when Therese had died, but the childish anger at being abandoned was just as strong. Not only had her mother left her, but in some indefinable sense so had Antoine by withdrawing part of himself deep into a place that even she could not reach. Eager to change the subject, she turned back to helping her clean up.

“What’s Paul Honoré got to do with this plant being opened anyway?” Savannah tried to sound casual. She didn’t look at her aunt, but made it a point to busily dry a stack of plates.

“Yeah, I heard y’all tied in wit each other. He a fine young man, yeah. Here you fightin’ wit the man and every other woman in town from eight to eighty tryin’ to get on his good side.” Tante Marie gave her a knowing look. Seeing her niece refuse to meet her eyes, she smiled.

“That’s his problem. If you ask me he’s the type that thinks every woman he meets ought to fall at his feet.”

“Plenty young ladies after him, sha. Course he ain’t been runnin’ with a whole lotta gals. Kinda been pickin’ and choosin’.”

“I’ll bet he has,” Savannah sneered.

“You tellin’ me you don’t think he’s good-lookin’?”

“I’m not saying that, I’m just saying he’s too full of himself for my taste.”

“Seems to me he a serious one. He’s some kinda smart, yeah. Doin’ some testin’ to see if that Big River Plant is safe. Got his own business, too.” Tante Marie poked her and winked.

“He’s acts like he’s really impressed with himself, for sure.”

“Oo-wee. Sparks was flyin’, I hear.” Tante Marie egged her on.

“I guess they were at that. I had to set him straight, that’s all.” Savannah smiled with satisfaction.

“Well, watch out.”

“For what?”

“Them kinda sparks can lead to red hot flames if you ain’t careful. I had three husbands, so I oughta know.” Tante Marie walked off, chuckling to herself.

Embarrassed that her aunt had so easily seen through her and detected her attraction to Paul, Savannah rushed to protest. “I don’t think so—” She tried a snappy comeback, but her aunt’s retreating back made her lose steam.

*****
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THE NEXT THREE WEEKS were a pleasant but exhausting whirlwind of visiting or being visited by a host of relatives and friends. Savannah was surprised to learn that almost half of her high school classmates still lived in Beau Chene. To her delight, hearing a familiar voice call and turning to see the smiling face of an old pal was an almost daily occurrence. Especially her best friend, Charice. They were inseparable from first day of the third grade at Belle Rose Elementary. Now the divorced mother of two active little girls, Charice taught sixth grade at their alma mater. She had changed little since then, still all sass. Short, with the kind of plumpness the boys never seemed to mind, she now wore her thick reddish-brown hair in long braids. Even after a two-year separation, it took them no time to re-establish their closeness. Since high school, meeting for lunch on Saturdays had been a ritual. Now they settled back into the old custom with ease. Charice would send the children home with her mother and meet Savannah at the Fish Net, a local favorite that served the best seafood in town.

“So it took a while, but we finally decided that continuing the same fights we’d been having all the time we were together was stupid.” Charice finally wound down after a spirited account of the beginning, middle, and end of her seven-year marriage. “Girl, I gotta admit, you were right not to get married young.”

“And I’ve got to admit, I was a little jealous you got married to one of the handsomest guys at Xavier U. After being in three weddings that year, my bragging about being young, single, and free to mingle began to sound like a lame excuse for not being asked, even to me.”

“Yeah, well, none of those marriages lasted. Honey, Imelda just separated from Carlton.” Charice lowered her voice after looking around to see if anyone they knew was close by.

“No!” Savannah gasped, leaning across the table. “Not Miss ‘can’t nobody take my man’ Imelda.”

“I remember how we could always tell when she was on the prowl, looking to take somebody’s boyfriend for the thrill of it. Had more than one fine boy crying when she dumped him for somebody else.”

“Sure did. She could wrap men up like that.” Savannah snapped her fingers.

“And Carlton had it worse than any of them, too. But come to find out, homeboy been tipping on her with some woman at his job for two years. I felt so bad for her.” Charice shook her head.

“Happens to the best of us. Poor thing.” They looked at each other for a few seconds before bursting into a giggling fit at their hypocrisy.

“Good afternoon, ladies.” Paul Honoré called to them as he stood at the counter paying for a takeout order.

“Speaking of fine, Lord have mercy,” Charice whispered then waved. “What’s up, Paul?”

Much to Savannah’s dismay, Paul strolled over to their table after paying for his food. As Charice chatted with him, flirting shamelessly, Savannah feigned a mild interest.

“So how is your business doing? I think it’s great you’re in the business of preventing waste contamination. That’s something that has become so important, particularly around here with all these refineries and chemical plants.” Charice leaned toward him.

“Not just that, we’re working on several ways to safely clean up contamination from the soil. We can’t eliminate our need for these products, but we can make sure we don’t poison ourselves with them.” Paul pulled up a chair to their table and sat down.

“That’s so true.” Clarice nodded emphatically. She beamed at him as Paul launched into an explanation of a new organism being tested to break down chemical spills.

Savannah’s lip curled in disgust at the way her friend was hanging on his every word. As the minutes passed, her annoyance grew. He seemed to be eating up the attention. Charice was being her most coquettish, inching closer and closer to Paul. Not that it mattered, of course. That was Charice’s business if she wanted to look like a high school sophomore in heat. Savannah fumed. She couldn’t help noticing the way his face seemed to light up when he talked about his work. His eyes were the most beautiful shade of brown she had ever seen in a man. They were perfectly framed by a set of black, shapely eyebrows that rose when he was amused. Some witticism Charice had uttered caused him to throw back his head in laughter. This startled her back to paying attention to what they were saying. Savannah drummed her fingers on the tabletop. When Charice giggled at a corny joke Paul told, it was the last straw.

“So it’s no wonder you’re supporting this new toxic waste dump in our backyards; you are counting on a fat sub-contract to clean up after them.” Savannah sat back with her arms folded.

“I’m not supporting anything just yet. My partner and I haven’t had a chance to read their reports carefully.” Paul’s smile froze on his face.

“I doubt we’ll be surprised that at the results,” Savannah said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well, they are paying you.”

“The university is paying for our study.”

“And the Trosclair family has contributed heavily to that school. They even endowed a chemistry chair,” Savannah said.

“Nobody buys my integrity. If I don’t think it’s a safe site, I’ll say so.” Paul stood abruptly, looking down at the top of Savannah’s head. He seemed about to say more.

“Don’t let us hold you up. I mean, your food will get cold.” Savannah ignored the cutting glance from her friend.

“Good-bye, Charice. At least it was nice seeing you.” He strode off without waiting for a reply.

“Now just what was that ab—, oh, I see.” Charice smiled to herself.

“See what?” Savannah said evasively.

“Listen, girlfriend, why didn’t you just say? I would never have come on so strong.” Charice shrugged.

“Oh please. Sure, he’s good looking, and knows it. He one of those pretty boy types who like to keep several women dangling at a time.”

“Okay, okay. So you’re not interested. So it won’t bother you if we happen to get together, right?”

“No problem. If you don’t care that he tries to be a lover boy, well—” Savannah shrugged and picked at her shrimp salad.

“Uh-huh.” Charice stared at her friend for several moments.

“I mean it. Don’t give that look, now.”

“Okay, okay. Hey, I’ve got a great idea. Remember Sack Daddy’s? Honey, they have got a fantastic hump day party every Wednesday evening starting at six. What say we go?”

“Why? You better not be trying any of your tricks.” Savannah shook her finger at Charice. Since junior high, Charice had been a relentless matchmaker. Savannah could reel off the disastrous dates she’d had thanks to her.

“What are you talking about, child? I’m just saying, we could have ourselves a good time is all.” Charice shrugged, her face the picture of innocence. “Oh, lighten up. Every chance I get, I go on Wednesdays. It’s a great way to relax during the week. Come on.”

“All right, but—”

“No buts, just pick me when you finish at the shop,” Charice ordered.

*****
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WEDNESDAY CAME AND Savannah was beginning to regret this idea of going to what sounded like a pick-up juke joint. After a thorough search of her closet, Savannah chose an outfit she thought was conservative enough to discourage any unwanted attention at the lounge. The wraparound denim skirt was mid-calf length, the red knit blouse fitting but not clingy. Watching Charice bounce down the front steps of her cottage-styled house, she shook her head.

“Try not to be too shy.” Savannah looked up and down at her friend’s outfit.

“I may be a little, let’s just say full-figured, but I’m in shape.” Charice turned full circle to display all profiles. The white knit tank top was revealing with a deep V-neck. This combined with white shorts to make her look anything but dumpy.

“You look great,” Savannah laughed, putting the car in gear.

“You look like you’re on your way to the church picnic.” Charice plucked at the hem of Savannah’s skirt.

“Don’t start with me.”

Thus started the familiar sisterly bickering about how Savannah should loosen up, with Savannah fighting it all the way. Walking into the lounge, they took a seat at a table far away from the bar.

“Nobody can see us way over here, girl,” Charice complained.

“Will you sit down, please? Look at the men perched on the barstools. Do I want them within easy reach?”

“Hey, those are some pretty nice guys. All right, so they are...okay. All right, all right, they’re so-so?” 

Charice responded to Savannah’s scowling looks of skepticism with each comment. They both began to laugh. The waitress took their orders. Soon she returned with their drinks. Setting the frosted mugs on the table, she poured out a light beer for Charice. Then she served up a dark brown liquid from an old-fashioned soft drink bottle for Savannah.

“Savannah, root beer?” Charice crowed.

“I’m the designated driver, remember?”

To their delight, a four-man Zydeco band had set up and begun to play the blues sung in Creole French. Savannah merely tapped her feet to the music while Charice swayed back and forth, snapping her fingers. It wasn’t long before Charice was on the dance floor with a neatly dressed man who had been sitting with a group of friends at a nearby table. Savannah’s attempt to remain unnoticed failed. She had turned down two requests to dance before the song ended.

“Whew, he’s pretty good. Why you sitting here like Lady Madonna, your hands in your lap? Get up and move to the groove, sugar.” Charice fanned herself with the cocktail napkin.

“I’m enjoying myself just fine, thank you. Oh no,” Savannah sneered. As the crowded dance floor cleared, she could see Paul across the room laughing with group of people. A gorgeous woman dressed in a revealing sundress jockeyed to get close to him whenever possible. It was obvious she wanted his undivided attention.

“Honey, you can hang it up if Kay gets her claws in him.”

“Who cares? She’s welcome to him.” Savannah took a swig of her root beer, setting the mug down very hard.

“Uh-huh,” Charice retorted.

“The way you carried on the other day, you ought to be upset. Thought you were interested,” Savannah snapped.

“I was admiring him, sure. But the way electricity was crackling between you two, that’s something different from a little flirting.”

“What you saw was him getting on my last nerve, that’s the only crackling noise you heard.”

“Uh-huh.” Charice signaled to the waitress.

“Now why did you wave to that lizard?” Savannah spoke through clenched teeth. Paul, having spotted them, responded to the gesture instead of the waitress.

“I was trying to order another beer, honest,” Charice protested even though the look on Savannah’s face said she didn’t believe her.

“So, we meet again. How are you ladies this evening?” Paul sat down.

“Hello.” Savannah looked elsewhere, her voice cool.

“Fancy meeting you here.” Charice smiled as if surprised to see him.

“You see me here most Wednesdays since I came to town, you know that,” Paul blurted out before he noticed her signal a warning.

“Oh, really.” Savannah cut her eyes at Charice, who refused to look at her.

“Can’t sit still to this tune, my favorite.” With that, Charice jumped up. Moving to the fast beat, she grabbed her recent partner’s hand, pulling him with her onto the dance floor.

Several moments of strained silence stretched between them as Savannah feigned interest in the couples stepping so gracefully to the band’s lively tune.

“You wouldn’t want to dance.” Paul’s statement indicated he already knew the answer.

“No, thanks.” Savannah began to feel a bit guilty at being so cool.

“So, Charice tells me you’re a lawyer. What area?”

“It was corporate law, but nothing right now.”

“The law firm you left is very big. It has some of the biggest clients in this state. You must have graduated top of your class.”

“I did okay. When did you learn all this?” Savannah looked at him; his full lips glistened from the drink he had just taken. She forced her attention away from them.

“Charice ran into me at the grocery store the other day.”

“And the conversation turned to me somehow,” Savannah interrupted.

“Wait a minute; we were just having small talk. Charice was telling me about how long you two had been friends; one thing led to another.”

“I see.”

“How y’all getting along?” Charice surprised them as she plopped down in a chair.

“Wonderful. Paul was telling me how you filled him in on my life story.” Savannah raised an eyebrow at her.

“Oh, you mean the other day.” Charice took a drink, oblivious to her friend’s disapproving tone, her attention still on the man she’d been dancing with. “I’m trying to recruit him to come to my class to talk about being a black engineer. I told him I was going to ask you about coming, too. Give the girls a sense that they could be a lawyer like you.” Almost before she finished speaking, she was back on the floor with him.

“Oh.” Savannah gave Paul a mildly apologetic smile.

“I was surprised to find that Charice has started a mentor program. She’s got at least six troubled kids hooked up with Black professionals. Too bad, I won’t be here long enough to take part.”

“She’s always been like that—can’t stand to see others in need without doing something about it. Why don’t you want to at least try it for a while?”

“Those kids deserve a commitment. You do more harm by not being in it for the long haul. They’ve had enough experience with broken relationships. No, I may be gone in another three weeks. Besides, between helping Mama with Pop since he suffered a stroke and coaching peewee football back home takes up so much of my time. I wouldn’t even be able to make the one-hour drive over here once a week to visit.”

“How awful. I hope he’s okay.” Savannah softened even more at the thought of Paul dividing his time between a business, giving to children who needed him, and his parents.

“Actually he’s doing pretty good. Since being sick keeps him from working so much now, he’s been coming out to watch me coach. His doctor says it’s good therapy. And those boys need all the positive attention they can get from men.”

As they talked about the needs of Black children for role models and hope for the future, Savannah found herself drawn to this handsome man with a social conscience. She couldn’t help but respect his sincerity. It was no act that he really cared about children. His eyes lit up as he described some of the boys he’d come to know as a volunteer coach for inner city kids in Lafayette. Once again, she noticed the strong jaw line. His skin, the color of milk chocolate, was smooth. She wondered if it felt as good as it looked. Watching his mouth as he talked, her suspicions of him began to melt away.

Paul may have been talking about social issues, but he did not fail to appreciate the shape of her full mouth, made even more luscious by the deep red lipstick she wore that matched her knit blouse. Rewarded with a radiant smile as he told the first story of his working with the boys in the football league, he kept them coming. Captivated by her, he listened intently as she spoke with fervor about saving children from the dangers of the street. His heart skipped at seeing a stray lock of her hair fall forward, the way her lovely hands smoothed it back in place. The split in her wraparound skirt had parted to reveal a shapely, brown thigh. He was more than slightly disappointed when she noticed and pulled it closed again.

“Say, y’all been sitting here all this time without dancing once. Come on.” 

Charice took each by the hand, dragging them on the dance floor. Savannah tried to resist, but Charice made such a scene the crowd began to egg her on.

“I think it would be better to give in.” Paul had not been unwilling. In fact, Charice had let go of his arm when she realized he got up eagerly.

Savannah, realizing there was no way out, tried to convince herself that some part of her did not feel anticipation at the chance to be close to him. As if to further test her ability to withstand his magnetism, the band launched into a slow, sentimental ballad about the sweet agony of forbidden love. Savannah fought to steady her breathing as she felt the muscular arms enfold her. Turning her head in an effort to resist burying her face in the triangle of flesh revealed by the open collar of his shirt, instead she was further tempted by the smell of his cologne. She surrendered, closing her eyes, allowing him to tighten his hold. His warm embrace caused a wonderful mix of excitement and contentment to flow through her body. They seemed to hover on a beautiful cloud all alone, where all her dreams of a strong, tender lover would come true. Being so near to him conjured up visions of his lips on hers, powerful yet tender hands caressing her body. Savannah felt a tiny shudder. At the closing strains of the baritone lead singer, she longed for an encore. While those around them applauded, they remained as if frozen in time, arms around each other. With a start, Savannah stepped back. Looking around in embarrassment, she was relieved the other couples seemed not to have noticed them lingering in each other’s embrace. But naturally, nothing escaped Charice.

“Nothing like the old songs to put you in the right mood,” she whispered in Savannah’s ear, a naughty smile on her face.

“Oh shut up!” Savannah hissed as she passed her on the way back to their seats.

Unable to shake the feeling that indeed she had made a spectacle of herself, she refused to dance again. Paul, sensing the return of her reserve toward him, made an effort to recapture the mood that had held them only moments before.

“Ooh-wee, it’s almost eleven. I told Mama I’d pick the kids up at ten o’clock.” Charice threw enough change down to pay for the last beer that had sat growing warm while she enjoyed dancing with the good-looking man at the next table.

“Yes, we’d better get going. You have class tomorrow.” Savannah was relieved.

“Listen, Rodney can take me home. You stay, have a good time. We’ll talk.” Charice started to leave, but she gasped sharply as Savannah jerked her back.

“Charice, you only just met the man. You shouldn’t ride with strangers; didn’t your mother teach you that?” Savannah spoke through clenched teeth. Now that the music was over, her defenses came back up. She had no intention of being left alone with Paul.

“I’ve known Rodney for a while; he manages that new big hardware store on— Right, we’d better get going.” Charice, reading the expression on Savannah’s face, knew what she was supposed to do.

“See you soon, for sure next Wednesday at least?” Paul spoke directly to Savannah, watching her expression closely.

“Sure, I mean maybe so. Bye.” Savannah read the invitation in his eyes, a now well-known cool tingle spreading over her.

“Wow, he left old Kay flat for you. She might as well have been the invisible woman. Go, girl.”

“Charice, you’ll pay for this.”

Thus they ended the evening much as it began. Though their voices were loud, there was never any real anger. Charice insisted that Savannah admit she had succumbed to Paul’s allure. Savannah insisted no such thing had happened. They only stopped when they were at Charice’s mother’s house to pick up the girls. Savannah helped her carry the two sleeping children inside. Already in their pajamas, they were taken straight to bed.

“Well, goodnight.” Savannah yawned.

“See you later. Savannah, don’t fight so hard to be alone.” Charice dropped the teasing tone to be serious. “Take it from me, it’s no fun.”

Savannah responded with a quick hug before leaving. That night as she dressed for bed, the ballad she had danced to with Paul still played inside her head. She cursed softly, chiding herself for being so easily caught up in what was sure to be a heartbreak. Yet, the music played on, lulling her to sleep after a time.

*****
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PAUL STOOD OUTSIDE the expensive suite of offices, his heart pounding. He thought that he had prepared himself for this moment but now knew differently. What would his grandmother say if she were living? Marguerite had been a proud woman who faced difficulty with a determination not to be defeated. She had supported herself and Paul’s father with a variety of back-breaking jobs. When she married Henry Honoré, Paul’s father was two years old. Henry raised Charles with the same love and strict discipline he gave to the six other children they had. So much so, that Paul was shocked to learn that Henry was not his natural grandfather.

“Hello, I’m here for a meeting with Mr. Singleton. Paul Honoré.” He stood nervously while the blond receptionist called to tell Singleton’s secretary that he was waiting.

“Have a seat, Mr. Honoré. He’ll be with you shortly.”

Paul sat down in a comfortable leather chair. He stared at
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