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Chapter One
 





 



Cam St. Angelo woke from a dream she was having ever more often. She dreamed of the year after her mama’s death. She had returned to LSU for one more year, another shot at making it to the Women’s College World Series for softball, and a final year with her lover Tab Fortner. She had taken a few business courses and was surprised to actually use some of the things she had learned in running the family businesses. 

They had made it to the College World Series but bounced out of the tournament after three games. Cam remembered the first game as if it happened yesterday instead of ten years ago. She was up at bat in the first game and it was the bottom of the seventh inning; they had two outs and were behind by two runs. Cam had faced this same scenario her freshman year in the regionals, and only a miraculous catch by the center fielder robbing her of a home run had kept the team from Oklahoma City that year. 

She kissed her good-luck charm and tucked it into her jersey before stepping to the plate. The wind that had died down earlier was now blowing out in left field. Tab and her teammate Parker were both on base. Cam’s time was now. A home run would keep them in the winner’s bracket. She smiled at the opposing pitcher, who was shuffling nervously on the pitching mound. The other team had brought in their ace reliever to finish out the game. Cam had hit her pitching well before, but her heart still pounded as she settled into the batter’s box and waited for that first pitch to arrive. 

Oh no, she did not throw me a fastball. Cam would remember that thought for years to come. She felt her bat start to swing, and what a great swing it was. Her bat caught the ball on the bats sweet spot, and she held her breath as the ball left her bat. Cam took tentative steps toward first base as the left fielder raced back to the fence. 

Please let there be enough distance on that one that no one can touch it,
Cam remembered praying. 

The stands grew deathly quiet as all eyes watched the trajectory of the ball. Unbelievably, it was still flying higher as it crossed the fence out of the reach of the outfielder’s desperate attempt to haul it back into the playing field. Ball game over, the Tigers’ had won. Unfortunately, they lost the next two games, but they had made it to OKC as a team at last.

Tab collected her diploma when they made it back to Baton Rouge and moved on to Duke to attend law school. They had kept in contact the first year, but by the second year, Tab had found a new love and their friendship faded into the past. Life had moved on for them, and both were happy for the time they had shared together. She smiled at the memories. 



†



Cam crept from the bed as quietly as she could and slipped into the bathroom for a quick shower. When she returned to the bedroom, her lover, Luce, was still sleeping soundly, her blond hair fanned out across the pillow. The sheet had fallen down her beautifully naked body. When Cam leaned down to cover her, Luce stirred, and her warm chocolate brown eyes opened.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.” Cam sat on the edge of the bed. “You still have an hour left on your alarm, so go back to sleep.”

“Kiss me, and I’ll go back to dreaming of you.”

Cam leaned down and kissed her lips. “Have a great day, and I’ll see you later tonight.”

“You be safe, and good luck on opening day. Love you, Cam.”

“Love you too, Luce.” Cam tucked the sheet under Luce’s chin and left the room.



†



Cam stepped out onto the porch and slipped into heavy rubber boots as she looked across the homestead. Lights burned in each of the homes as everyone prepared for work or school. The last of the lightning bugs danced for their mates as she picked up a small tote and headed across the meadow to the docks. Her baby sister, Sandy, was storing a cooler on the boat when she arrived. She looked up at Cam.

“Did you sleep at all last night?” Cam asked.

“Unlike you, I didn’t have a beautiful woman to keep me up half the night, big sis, so yes I slept like a rock.”  

“As soon as the rest get here we’ll be ready to roll. Did you pack a thermos of coffee?”

“Your mug is waiting for you on the console.”

“Thanks.” Cam took out her .45, placed the holster on her belt, and tied the bottom of the holster to her thigh. She stored the tote with extra ammunition for the pistol and rifle under the console with the large bundle of bright yellow tags. Gator season was about to begin.

Willow stood at the dock, her tail wagging in hopes of going for the ride. Cam stepped onto the dock and knelt in front of her. Tab had given her Willow as a pup for Christmas over ten years earlier. When Cam returned to school after her mama’s death, Sandy and Willow became inseparable, and Cam was content being able to see her on a daily basis. Willow loved Sandy and slept at the foot of her bed every night.

“I’m sorry, Willow, but gator season starts today. We can’t have you in the boat with those mean old gators. If we get in early, Sandy can take you for a ride.”

Willow licked Cam’s face, trotted slowly back to the back porch of the main house, and curled up to watch them.

Sandy smiled at her. “I’m glad you did that. I always hate telling her she can’t go.”  

“It’s just too dangerous and she doesn’t move as fast as she used to.”

“Heck, none of us do.” Sandy untied the line and stepped onto the boat.



†



The wind blew briskly through Cam’s hair as she raced her younger sister, Wanda, down the False River in Pointe Coupee Parish near their Morganza, Louisiana, home. The sun was breaking the horizon as the sisters were eager to bait their lines on day one of alligator season. 

The St. Angelo family had harvested alligators in Pointe Coupee Parish for hundreds of years, and Cam with her four sisters intended to keep the family tradition intact. No strangers to hard work, the women harvested alligators for meat, hides, and tourist souvenirs during the thirty-day season ending in October. It was a brutal month of long, hot days and physically draining work, but the gator season jump-started their run into the fall hunting season. This year their tag quota had increased to three hundred tags, so the women of Gator Girlz, Inc. would need to run both boats daily to meet it. It was a lofty goal for such a short season, but the St. Angelos never backed down from a challenge. 

So, on an unusually cool Wednesday morning for September, the two boats raced the encroaching sun to get their first lines of the season prepared to begin the harvest. Cam covered her eyes with dark sunglasses to block the wind and then threw her hand up in a wave as Wanda and their sister, Teresa Boudreaux, veered off to the right and split off to cover the western edge of their leased waterway. 

Cam slowed her boat and grinned down at Sandy. “You ready to hook some gators?”

“Dontcha know it,” she hollered back.

“Let’s get our lines set and hope for some hungry gators.” Cam cut the motor and coasted toward a large tree along the edge of The Island. No fancy name was necessary for this large property, just The Island, as the locals knew it. The St. Angelos owned 100 acres of the marshy landmass, home to their hunt camp and several other business ventures the family operated. In addition to raising crawfish in the numerous ponds and sloughs on the property, Cam and Sandy led private hunts for white-tailed deer and wild boar for out-of-town hunters.



†



Their fifth sister, Karen Boudreaux, remained in Morganza at the St. Angelo homestead, a cluster of four homes on thirty acres of land. Karen and Teresa had married two of the Boudreaux brothers, Buster and Jeffrey, who worked offshore on oilrigs two weeks at a stretch, then came home for a week. Karen saw the three Boudreaux children off to school, went shopping, and prepared items for another of the St. Angelo clan’s business ventures. For a hundred years, the St. Angelos had been known to the locals, to be the makers some of the finest and most potent moonshine in South Central Louisiana. Customers throughout the state and into eastern Texas regularly purchased their Swamp Juice and Bliss line. The Gator Girlz produced and delivered the product to two major buyers, one in Baton Rouge and another in nearby Opelousas in St. Landry Parish, who managed the distribution.

Karen had seen the kids off to school and headed to town to the local feed store and farmers market. She’d buy a load of cracked corn, a portion of which she’d feed the wild game on The Island and the rest to ferment to create a mash for processing into the corn liquor they called Swamp Juice. At the farmers market, she would purchase watermelons, pears, or apples, and sugarcane for their Bliss ingredients. Buster and Jeffrey purchased bulk supplies of glass gallon jugs, five-gallon buckets, cane sugar, and yeast in New Orleans and kept them in stock for the sisters. Karen would process the ingredients in large mash barrels and tend to the fermenting mixtures for a week to ten days, sometimes longer, until they were ready to cook at the still. 

When a batch of mash was ready, Cam, Sandy, and Wanda transported the barrels to the hunt camp on the island where they cooked and proofed the shine at night. The different products fermented at different rates, so there was always a batch to cook. The latest would be watermelon, which turned into Red Bliss, which was popular during the hot, muggy Louisiana nights. 



†



Cam smiled as she watched Sandy bait and set the hook on the first line of the season. They would set a total of sixty lines with the two boats, and if they could average ten gators a day, they would meet their quota. If the weather remained hot, they probably wouldn’t need a month to fill their tags. Running two boats this year should help that happen, but it all depended on Mother Nature. A freak cool front could drive the gators onto land or into deeper warmer water, which could severely impact the total harvest.

“Twenty-nine more to go,” she restarted the motor. 

“I have a feeling this is going to be a great season.”

“I hope you’re right, baby sister. I’m planning to put at least eight-footers on each of those lines.”

“We can do this. We know the big ones are out here.” She turned to look at Cam. “Do you think we’ll get a shot at Bubba Gump this year?”

“I sure hope so. I’d love to finally haul that big son of a bitch in. He’s got to be well over fifteen feet by now.”

Cam’s attention drifted as her memories of hunting the big gator resurfaced. On several occasions, she had hooked him, but could never successfully bring the reptile close enough to shoot.

“Earth to Cam,” Sandy shouted over the roar of the motor.

Cam’s attention snapped back to the boat.

“We’re gonna miss our next line if you don’t slow down.”

“Sorry.” Cam backed off the gas and coasted in to the next line. 

“I know you want him as bad as I do, but we’ve got to pay attention,” Sandy stated. “He’d be a great prize, but we’ve got plenty of other tags to fill.”

“Yes, we do. Let’s get these lines set and circle back to meet T and Wanda for some lunch. I know it hasn’t been long since breakfast, but I’m starving.”

Sandy tossed her a bottle of cold water. “Here, maybe this will help for a little while.”

Cam took a long drink, then recapped the bottle to place in the console. She tapped her fingers against the holster strapped to her thigh, holding the .45 she planned to put to use by midmorning when they circled back to check their lines. Fighting an angry alligator of several hundred pounds was exhausting work, so she and Sandy would alternate at each line. Sandy was a good three inches shorter, and thirty pounds lighter, than her older sister, but she was strong for her size. Cam was proud of how well her baby sister had learned all the family trades. 

As Cam slowed to approach the next line, Sandy turned abruptly and pointed across the water. “Bubbles,” she called to Cam.

“I see them. I’ll get the rifle and hook ready while you set this line. If he breaks the surface and is close enough for a shot, you can have a go at bringing in our first gator.”

Sandy was an excellent shot with her rifle and high-powered scope. It wasn’t unusual for them to bag a few gators each season with her sharp-shooting and treble hook. 

Sandy baited the hook and secured the line to a solid branch as Cam removed the rifle from the storage case and checked the load. The treble, coiled on a hook on the side of the boat, was ready for action. She caught the gleam of excitement in Sandy’s eyes as she turned toward her and reached for the rifle. “Let’s go get us a gator.”

“Can you use the trolling motor to see if you can get us a little closer?”

“You’re reading my mind again, baby sis. Keep your eyes open.”

Cam switched over to the smaller electric trolling motor to pull away from the shore. Sandy scanned the surface for signs of the gator. 

“There he is,” Sandy whispered and pointed to an area about seventy-five yards away. “Let’s just coast and I’ll see if I can get a shot on him. Will you be ready with the hook?”

“You know I will be. We can’t let him sink and take a chance of losing him. He looks to be good size.”

She watched with pride as Sandy steadied her aim, and when the gator’s head turned toward the movement of the boat, she took her shot. The kill area on a gator’s head was small, no bigger than a half-dollar, so an errant shot would deflect off the armor-like plating and the gator would escape.

“Got him,” Sandy whooped. 

Cam handed her the hook. “Keep an eye on him, and I’ll get us closer.”

When the boat was close enough for a decent throw, Sandy launched the hook and snagged the gator carcass before it began to sink. As she pulled him closer, Cam killed the motor, opened the strap on her holster, and pulled out her .45. She was relatively certain Sandy had made a kill shot, but she would be ready just in case her shot had stunned the gator instead. The last thing they needed was a live, angry gator in the confines of the small boat. 

A stream of oily blood trailed the gator. Sandy’s shot had hit the mark perfectly, and she holstered her pistol. “Good job, Sandy.” She let out a whistle as the gator drew near to the side of the boat. “Our first ten-footer of the season, high-five, baby girl,” she added and slapped hands with Sandy. “Let’s get this big boy on board and under a tarp.”

They worked in unison until they got the front half of the gator over the edge of the boat, and Cam pulled the tail section on board. “He’s definitely a good ten feet.” Smiling, she pulled off the first yellow tag of the season and handed it to Sandy. “Tag him and let’s set the rest of the lines.”

Sandy ran the tag through a slice in the gator’s tail and used a tarp to keep the direct sunlight off the hide.

Salt was beginning to form on Sandy’s bright pink Gator Girlz T-shirt as the Louisiana morning heat and humidity had arrived with a vengeance.

“Take in some water,” Cam instructed as they set the last of the lines.

“Yes, Mama,” Sandy shot back with a grin.



†



Cam, now thirty-one, had pretty much raised Sandy from a scrawny preteen when their mom passed away from cancer. After Cam, her sisters were all stairsteps, barely two years apart, except for the baby Sandy, four years younger than the next youngest, Wanda. Her mother had been pregnant with a baby boy between them, but he was stillborn. When her mother passed, her father was at a loss for how to raise five girls, so Cam, being the oldest, took on the role. Her parents had been childhood sweethearts, and he knew there would never be another love like the one they’d shared. Three years after her death, he followed his beloved to the other side. Cam, barely in her twenties, took on the added role of business manager as well as parent to her four younger siblings. She smiled. Her parents would be proud of the women they had become.

When the last line was set, Sandy turned back to Cam. “You mind running up that slough and see if there’s another big one in the water?”

“That sounds like a good plan to me.”

Cam guided the aluminum boat through the slough with as much stealth as possible. Several smaller gators were sunning themselves along the banks, but none the size they were looking for. She had just turned the boat around when a large gator entered the mouth of the slough and swam toward them. 

“This is way too easy.” Sandy lifted her rifle, took careful aim, and fired. “Two shots and two kills,” she crowed.

“Let’s collect him and go find T and Wanda,” Cam said as they worked to get the gator into the boat. “Not a bad morning so far, got all of our lines set, two tagged in the boat already, and we haven’t run our first string.”

“I told ya, I thought it was going to be a good season.”

“Don’t jinx us. We still have 298 more tags to fill.”

“Yes, boss.” Sandy saluted and turned back to the front of the boat.

She let her baby sister take a seat, then gunned the motor as they went in search of their siblings. 



†



T and Wanda were setting their last line when Cam and Sandy arrived. “You’ve already got a gator?” T asked, gesturing at the tarp spread across the floor of the boat.

“Nope, not a gator, two,” Sandy replied as she pulled back the tarp to show her sisters.

“Annie Oakley here popped off two already with no problems. Better put some water on them before they start to dry out, though,” Cam warned. “What do you say we drop these two off at LB’s, then take our lunch to the dock at the hunt camp before we start running lines?”

“Fine with me,” Wanda answered. “We’ll be right behind you.”

Cam raced across open water until they reached the slough that would lead them back near the hunt camp. She waved to Wanda as they broke for camp, then she and Sandy made the quick run to LB’s to drop the two gators. 

Tony Doucet smiled as they pulled into the loading dock. “Man, the sun’s hardly up good and you two are already bringing in gators.”

“We got these two before we got all the lines set.” Sandy tossed him the line to tie them off at the dock. 

Cam smiled up at the big man. “We gotta get back out there to work our lines. We thought we’d drop these boys off so you’d have some practice before we bring the big loads in later.”

“Let’s get them unloaded and measured, then.” He watched Sandy tie the first gator to the line and started his winch. “Good size on these gators.” The second gator was unloaded and stretched out alongside the first on the concrete. “Both right at ten feet.” He recorded the size and length on his chart.

“That’s a good start. See ya soon.” Cam started the motor as Sandy coiled the line.

They raced across the water to join their sisters for lunch, and Cam slowed the boat as she entered the slough. She pulled beneath a covered section of the dock and tied off while Sandy unloaded their cooler. The sisters had built a small picnic table, which was perfect for a lunch on the go. Sandy pulled out the sandwiches, drinks, and chips. 

“Would you like turkey or turkey?”

“I think I’ll have turkey.” Cam joined her at the picnic table and popped open a gallon of sweet tea. She poured a glass and took a long drink. “Damn that’s good.”

T and Wanda had carried their cooler to join them at the table. T grinned as she looked at the sandwich Sandy was holding, “Turkey day, huh?” 

“Yes, but I can’t complain that Karen gets up early enough to pack everyone’s lunch.”

“Me either, Cam,” Wanda said. She nodded toward the cooking shed in the distance. “What are we cooking tonight?”

“Red Bliss. Karen says the watermelon mash is ready to cook.”

“Which of you wants to post as lookout tonight?”

Wanda looked at Sandy. “Liz is off tonight, so would you mind us taking lookout so we can do some stargazing?”

“Is that what they call it now, stargazing?” Sandy teased. “Yeah, that’s no problem. You and your nurse goodbody can play doctor up in the stand while Cam and I slave away at the still.” 

 Cam’s eyes instinctively moved to the camouflaged netted deer stand thirty feet above the swamp floor. The stand doubled as a hunting post as well as a lookout tower when they were making shine. From that location, they could see quite a distance, and night-vision goggles made detection easy at night. They hadn’t had an issue with law enforcement in many years, but Cam insisted they remain vigilant against raids. Besides, it was also fun to watch the wildlife as they foraged at night, and as Wanda had pointed out, it was a great place to stargaze away from the pollution of manmade light.

“I was thinking about something this morning,” Cam announced.

“Should we be worried?” Wanda joked.

“Maybe.” Cam smiled at her. “The fruit we use for mash is a seasonal commodity, and once the local produce has come and gone, the imported stuff is too expensive to buy. I was thinking about something we have a plethora of here all year long that would take us in another direction and keep us cooking something other than Swamp Juice through the winter.”

“We have enough cane in the back fields to last us all winter,” Wanda replied.

“You’re on the right train of thought. We can turn some of the cane into molasses, and distilled molasses converts into rum. We could give those boys up in Lafayette a run for their money.”

“I like the idea,” T stated, and the sisters all nodded in agreement.

“I’ll ask Karen to start making the molasses when we get home tonight.” Cam stood and then stretched before dropping her trash in a small bag. “How did your area look this morning? Any signs of activity?”

Wanda grinned at her. “There were quite a few large slide marks on the banks, so we hope those big ones are ready for some of Papi’s secret sauce.”

Cam took a step, then turned back to her sisters. “Same deal as last year? The winning team filling the most tags splits a thousand-dollar bonus and the biggest gator landed gets five hundred.”

“I’ll get my wallet ready,” Sandy said as she packed up their cooler.

“Let’s run our lines and meet up at LB’s to offload before heading home. Be safe, and let’s have a great first day,” Cam said as she grabbed a handle on the cooler.

“Fine, you offer to help when it’s near empty,” Sandy groaned as she picked up the other side.



†



Cam saw the slump in Sandy’s shoulders when they reached the first line to find that the bait was untouched. “Relax, it’s just the first line.” When they reached the next line, their season truly started. “Grab the line and let’s get him onboard.”

She watched with pride as Sandy reached down for the line and began taking up the slack. “Be prepared for his run.”

Sandy turned to her. “I have done this once or twice, you know.” She was about to make another comment when the angry gator felt her pulling on the other end of the rope and did his best to bolt for deeper water. The powerful surge pulled her toward the edge of the boat.

“Uh-huh,” Cam chuckled. “But that gator still outweighs you by at least a couple hundred pounds.”

“More than that, if this pull is any indication,” Sandy answered between gritted teeth.

“Holler if you need me to take over.”

“I’ll wear him down a bit for you first. There’s no way I can land him solo.”

“Just say when,” Cam replied as Sandy lunged forward and braced her right foot against the railing of the boat.



†



A five-minute battle with a large gator fighting for his life seemed an eternity to Sandy. The first line may have been empty, but the beast on this line was more than making up for her disappointment. She reckoned he weighed in at a good four hundred pounds, and her muscles were beginning to scream for relief. As much as she hated handing off the fight to Cam, the gator would break free if she tired too much to bring him near enough to the boat to get a good shot off. 

“Okay, Cam, he’s all yours,” she growled.



†



Cam took the line from her and fought the gator. “Get some water into you and then get ready to shoot this monster.” The gator had amazing strength and she was proud Sandy battled him as long as she did. Slowly the beast ran out of fight, and she was able to inch him closer to the boat. She felt Sandy’s hand pull the pistol from the holster and Sandy stepped to the left of her to get a clear shot. 

“He’s on his way up.” Her muscles remained tense because the gator might make one last attempt to escape to freedom. “He’s coming quick; be ready.”

“I’m on it.” Cam could hear the excitement in Sandy’s voice as she lifted the pistol and aimed. As the gator’s head broke the surface, she fired and he no longer fought for freedom. 

“Great shot. Help me pull him onboard.”

Neither realized how big the gator was until they pulled him onto the boat. “I guess we should be thankful he didn’t pull one of us overboard.” She turned to Sandy. “What do you think, close to eleven?”

“If not, I’d be surprised.”

“Good job!”

“Thanks, but I just wore him out. You landed him.”

“No, we landed him together, but he is your gator. Are you ready for the next line?”

“Is it hot out here?”

“Why hell yes, it is.”

“Let’s go, then.”

Cam walked back to the console and for three hours, they took turns fighting the gators until they had a total of sixteen on board and the boat was riding low in the water from the weight. She waited until Sandy baited the last line, then turned the boat back toward town. 

“I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for a cold one. I’ll supervise the unloading if you’ll walk over to get a twelve-pack of Abitas.”

“You have a deal, big sis,” she answered and slumped back in her seat as they drove slowly back into town. 

As they passed the opening to the western leg of their lines, they could see T and Wanda nearly finished with their lines. Their boat was also riding low in the water. Cam nodded toward them. “It looks like the Gator Girlz had a great first day.”

“It’s always a relief to be ahead of schedule,” Sandy said.

“Amen to that, little sister.”



†



When they pulled up to the unloading dock at LB’s, Cam handed Sandy a twenty. “Now that you’re legal, you can make the beer run. Hurry back and we can watch the measuring together.”

“I’ll be right back, then.”

Tony guided Cam into the slip. “You two are the first boat in today. Looks like you’ve got a great load.”

“Hey, Tony. Yeah, we can’t complain for a first-day harvest,” Cam called to him as she slowed the boat.

He and Sandy tied it to the dock, and she took off for the store as Cam pulled back the tarps to reveal their catch to the growing crowd. 

Hank Le Blanc walked up behind Tony and whistled. “You got some brutes today,” he called out. 

“T and Wanda won’t be too far behind us. They should have a good load too.”

Hank nodded. “How many tags you got this year, Cam?”

“Three hundred.”

“You keep this pace up and you’re gonna have a quick end to the season. Sixteen on this run plus the two from earlier?” Tony recounted.

“That’s right,” she answered as she looped the hauling rope around the first gator to lift it from the boat. She smiled as the winch groaned as the gator rose from the pile. “He’s not even the biggest.” She grinned.

Tony watched the numbers on the digital scale continue to climb. “Damn, 420 pounds is a good-sized gator.”

“Just the beginning, Tony.”



†



 Sandy rushed across the street to the general store and pushed open the door. The blast of air conditioning hit her with a gale force. “Damn, that feels good.”

“A hot one out there, isn’t it, Sandy?” a woman called from behind the counter.

“Yes, it is, Carol. It’s time for something cold to drink.”

“I’ve got a twelve-pack in the freezer for y’all. I actually remembered today was the start of gator season.”

“Carol, you’re an angel. If you weren’t already married, I’d have to propose,” Sandy teased the blushing older woman, as she handed Carol a twenty-dollar bill.

“Same time tomorrow?” She placed the change in Sandy’s hand.

“Lord willing.”

Carol leaned across the counter closer to Sandy. “Herb said to ask if y’all have any Red Bliss yet? He’s been out for a week and is grumpy as ever.”

“We’re running a batch tonight. How much does he want?”

“A gallon if you have one to spare.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem. Tell him I’ll bring it in a couple days, so hang tight.”

“Thanks, Sandy.”

“Thank you, Carol. Keep the cold ones coming,” she called back as she picked up the container and hurried through the door. 

They were taking the last gator off the boat when she returned to the docks. The gators were spread out across the concrete floor. Cam waited for their measured lengths, which set the price of each gator. 

Cam calculated the totals in her head, “Twenty-eight-hundred pounds is a good day’s haul. No wonder the boat was riding low.”

The sound of an approaching motor made them turn to see T and Wanda arriving. Tony looked at Cam. “Do you want us to water down your catch and measure them all at the same time?”

“That’s fine, just don’t mix them up, unless you toss a big gator my way. You know we always have a competition.”  

“Sure thing. If you’ll go ahead and pull your boat through, we can get started unloading the second.”

“I’m on it.” Cam drove the boat through the unloading dock and tied off to a pylon. When she returned, Wanda was guiding the boat into the slip. “What’s your count?”

“We got thirteen, and you?”

“Sixteen,” Sandy answered as she handed Cam a cold bottle of beer. 

“Twenty-eight-hundred pounds, but we haven’t measured yet. Thought we’d add your catch to it and do it all at once.”

A loud whistle turned their heads, and one of the men in the growing crowd called out to Luce, who approached from the parking lot. “You can cuff me anytime, baby.”

“I’ll probably be seeing you Saturday night, Howard, so be warned to be on your best behavior,” Luce tossed back at him.

“Damn, that is one sexy woman in a uniform.” Sandy sighed as she followed Luce’s approach with her gaze.

“She looks even better out of it.” Cam winked. “Hey baby, what’s happening?”

 “I got a call to come provide crowd control at the docks. Apparently some sexy, hot women are unloading some really big gators, getting the menfolk all excited.”

“We got thirty-one today between the two boats. No total weight or lengths yet, but it’s going to be good.”

Luce looked at the line of gators already stretched across the concrete. “Did you two bring these in?”

Cam nodded at Sandy. “Yeah, we did.” 

“May I take you out to celebrate a good first day?”

“Sorry, babe, but I’ve got some work to do at the hunt camp. Can I get a rain check until tomorrow night?”

“Of course you can. How late will you be?”

“Hopefully no later than eleven.”

“I’ll keep some food warm in the oven for you.”

“Thanks. I’d appreciate that.”

“This crowd looks pretty much under control, so don’t go getting them all stirred up.”

“Yes, ma’am, Sergeant Munroe.”

“Damn, that’s a big gator,” Luce said, causing Cam to turn back to the dock. “Love you, baby,” she leaned in and whispered in Cam’s ear before striding back to her cruiser.
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 “Two hundred ninety feet, with the longest of eleven feet eight inches belonging to Sandy’s monster is not a bad first day,” Cam announced the results to her sisters as Sandy passed them ice-cold beers. “Sandy and I’ll go back to the house, load up supplies, and head out to camp. Pick up Liz and join us as soon as you can, please.”

“Will do,” Wanda promised. “You know, one day you’re going to have to share with Luce what you do at the hunt camp at night.”

“Probably so, but it won’t be tonight.”

“For gosh sakes, Cam, her boss is one of our oldest regular customers.”

“I know, but Luce still frowns on illegal activities. I’ll tell her when the time is right, and hopefully she won’t arrest us all.”

Wanda shook her head. “See you soon.”

“Let’s go, hotshot,” Cam called to Sandy, who was inspecting the measurements.






  





















Chapter Two
 





 





“Do you really think Luce would arrest us?” Sandy asked.

“I hope not, but you know Luce is as straight as an arrow when it comes to enforcing the law.”

“Well thank goodness she’s not as straight in other ways. She’s a good woman for you.”

Cam smiled at her. “Yes, she is. I’m lucky we met, that’s for sure. After Tab, I wasn’t sure I’d ever find love again.”

“I hope I can find someone like her one day.”

“You will, baby girl. You just have to be patient.”

As Cam drove the boat toward the homestead, her thoughts drifted back to when she met Luce. She and Wanda had just finished dropping off a load of Swamp Juice and were driving back into town when Luce lit them up with the blue lights of her cruiser. Cam talked her way out of a speeding ticket that night, and Wanda teased that it was the easiest way for Luce to find out who she was and where she lived. 

“Hell, she coulda just asked,” Cam growled back. “As cute as she is, I’d have gladly given her the info.”

For the next several weeks, Cam ran into Luce almost daily as they unloaded gators or did business in town. Luce would always greet her with a smile and a tip of her hat before passing her by, until one day, Cam called out to her. 

“Officer Munroe.” Luce stopped and turned back to her. “Would you do me the honor of joining me for dinner Friday night?”

“This is your lucky day, Ms. St. Angelo. It just so happens I’m off Friday and Saturday.”

“Should I be bold and make reservations for both nights of your social calendar, then, ma’am?”

“That may not be a bad idea at all. Pick me up at seven?”

“I’ll see you then,” Cam called back. 

That had been nearly four years ago. She and Luce dated for several months before deciding it was time to move in together. With her private home on the homestead, it was an easy decision. Cam had managed to work her moonshine business around Luce’s schedule, but she was amazed she had kept the secret from her lover. Luce might have her suspicions, but to date she’d never asked Cam if she was running ’shine. Cam knew it wasn’t right to keep her in the dark, but she truly loved Luce and was afraid of how she might react to the family’s illegal distillery. She was even more amazed Luce was the only adult on the homestead who didn’t know of the moonshine and that her siblings, their partners and spouses had managed to keep it a secret. 

Cam pulled the boat up to the dock. “You wanna grab the propane tanks or the mash barrel?”

“I’ll get the mash if you wanna load the propane. I can pull the barrel on the dolly with no problem.”

“I won’t argue with you one bit.” Cam cut the motor, and the boat coasted along the dock. 

Sandy stepped onto the wooden dock and tied the boat off on a post. “You need anything from the house?”

“Grab something for us to munch on to hold us until dinner.”

“Will do.”

Sandy jogged across the yard and over to Karen’s truck, where she pulled two propane tanks off the back of the trailer attached to it. Two dozen large watermelons, several baskets of ripe pears, and bundles of sugarcane filled the trailer. Soon the kids would be home from school and Karen would have all the help she needed to unload the supplies. 

Cam stored the tanks on the front of the boat and helped Sandy load the mash barrel. They were just pulling into the bayou when the flash of a yellow school bus appeared a mile from the homestead. 

She scanned the horizon ahead of them. Aside from bringing the finished ’shine across the water for delivery, transporting the mash to the still was one of the highest dangers of detection. They could justify the propane tanks for their use at the hunt camp, but the forty-gallon barrel of fermented watermelon would be much harder to defend. 

Fifteen tense minutes later, they pulled into the slough that led back to the hunt camp and they were home free. She coasted along the dock, where they began to unload the supplies. Back in her Papi’s day, detection by the revenuers was much easier. All they had to do was pay attention to the woodsmoke that filled the air while her father heated the still. With the introduction of propane, the air was virtually smoke-free and their activities were harder to detect. If caught, they could face jail time as well as stiff fines, so the family remained vigilant. 

Approaching from the back of their property on The Island was nearly impossible without detection by one of the game cameras they had situated across the borders. The alert from the camera would afford them enough time to conceal the still in the hidden compartment in an outbuilding at the camp. A lookout in the tree stand at the mouth of the slough would detect the approach of anyone by water and alert the camp of any unwanted visitors. They were as secure as they could be, but Cam would not rest easy until the delivery in two days was complete and everyone was home safely.  

Cam eyed the last bag Sandy carried off the boat. Sandy smiled and opened it to reveal a loaf of bread and a Tupperware bowl. “Egg salad?” 

“Don’t you know it? Karen loves us just a little bit.”

“Stick it in the fridge for now and let’s get to cooking. We can eat once the burners get going.”
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Cam helped Sandy pour the mash in the still and lit the burners. While the mash heated, Cam mixed up a flour paste to seal all the joints to make the still airtight. They had enough mash to make three runs of the Red Bliss, so the earlier they got started, the better. If they were lucky, they’d finish two runs tonight and leave the third for tomorrow.

“I’ll finish pasting if you’ll turn on the cameras and fix some sandwiches,” Cam said.

Sandy flipped several switches, and the video feed from the game cameras surrounding the property sprang to life on the wall of the cooking shed. “I’ll be back shortly.”

Cam continued to apply a bead of paste around each of the pipe joints connecting the different pieces of equipment of their still. She had done this process so often she could do it perfectly, with her eyes closed. That may be a good thing now gator season has started. It’s going to be some long days and nights for the next month. She sat back in a lounge chair and listened as the soft hiss of the heating mixture interrupted the silence. Music to my ears.


She caught movement on one of the game cameras in her peripheral vision and snapped her head around to see a large buck passing a camera on his way to water. The animals of The Island drank from the same spring waters the St. Angelos used to make their ’shine. The water was pure and stayed a constant sixty-eight degrees all year round. She glanced over to the thermostat to find the needle quivering as the pressure in the still increased as the liquid warmed. 
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Sandy looked up from the kitchen counter where she was making sandwiches when she heard the drone of a small motor approaching. A quick glance out the front window revealed a small aluminum boat entering the slough. She left the plate of sandwiches on the counter and walked to the dock to meet her sister. On the boat, Wanda’s wife Liz looked up at the sound of Sandy’s footsteps on the wooden slats of the dock. She smiled at Sandy and tossed her a mooring line to tie off to the dock. 

“It’s good to see you, baby girl,” Liz called out as Sandy secured the front line.

“Good to see you too. I was just making some sandwiches if y’all would care to join us for a bite.”

“Liz had spaghetti waiting on me when I got home,” Wanda answered and rubbed her stomach for effect. 

“Damn, I’ve got to get me a wife,” Sandy groaned.

“You have to start by dating,” Wanda teased.

“I know, but working like we do, it’s hard to have any energy left.”

“Gator season will be over soon. Then you can start having a social life again.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, this town isn’t crawling with single lesbians.”

“No, but Baton Rouge isn’t that far. Take some time to go into town for the weekend. There’s bound to be some young, single women there.”

“I don’t know about college women. They seem to have nothing more than partying on their minds.”

“Good Lord, Sandy, you’re young. A night or two of partying might do ya some good,” Liz said as she leaned over to ruffle Sandy’s hair. “Heck, if I were a few years younger, I’d consider giving ya a roll.”

“Hey now,” Wanda chimed in. “Don’t forget your wife is right here listening to the two of y’all.”

“You know I love ya, baby.”

“Yeah, I do. Let’s go holler at Cam, and then we can head up to the tree stand. The sun will be down soon.”
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Sandy returned to the cabin for the sandwiches and bottles of water. Wanda was right, the daylight was fading quickly. The front window framed a beautiful sunset between cypress knees and spanish moss. The sky lit up in vibrant hues of orange, red, and yellow, and the night orchestra would soon begin as the nocturnal creatures came to life. A bull gator bellowed as she stepped out of the cabin and started down the walkway. We’ll be looking for you tomorrow, big boy. She entered the outbuilding as Liz and Wanda were leaving. 

“That’s great timing. Y’all enjoy your stargazing,” she snickered.

“Will do. Enjoy those sandwiches.” Wanda swiped half a sandwich off the top of the pile.
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Wanda draped her arm across Liz’s shoulder and offered her the last bite of the stolen sandwich. “Damn, that woman makes great egg salad.” She lowered her arm around her wife’s waist as they began the hike to the edge of the property.

Wanda led her to the tree stand and watched as Liz began to climb. “I could enjoy that view all night long. You sure do fill out those jeans nicely, ma’am.”

Liz stopped climbing and turned to look down at her. “Come on up and you can admire the view as long as you like.” She grinned back at her.

“Consider me on the way.” Wanda climbed the steps easily and closed the trap door behind them. 

“I had forgotten how lovely the view is from up here,” Liz said as she stepped over to the edge of the stand. “You can see for miles in every direction.”

“The view has definitely improved since you arrived,” Wanda replied as she stood next to the woman she loved. “We can’t ask for a more beautiful home.”

“That’s for sure.” Liz turned in Wanda’s arms. “Or a more perfect woman to share it with.” She leaned in to kiss Wanda, then snuggled in close. 

Wanda looked down at the shorter woman and smiled at how the last rays of sunlight bounced off her golden-brown skin. Liz may be a nurse who spent the majority of her time indoors, but she had enough Creole blood to give her skin a beautiful color. Thank the gods she didn’t get the accent, or I’d never understand half of what she says. Her smile broadened as she tightened her arms around her beautiful wife. It doesn’t get any better than this.
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 “It’s going to be a while yet before the first run is finished if you want to catch a nap,” Sandy offered. “We’ve got a long month ahead of us, and fortunately our customers stay thirsty, so we’ll be burning the midnight oil for a few weeks.”

Cam glanced at the thermostat, and the needle had barely moved. “Go ahead and light the campfire and wake me up when the head starts to flow, or earlier if you need me.”

“Will do.” Sandy took Cam’s seat as she stood to walk over to the cot. She watched as the older sister she worshipped kicked off her boots and stretched out on it. Cam looked tired, and Sandy worried the busy season and long days were beginning to take their toll on her. “You know, I can handle this if you want to head home to a real bed.”

“I know you can, and I appreciate the offer, but I need to be here to help. I’ll catch a nap and be good as new when the drip starts running.”

“You got it, boss,” she answered and propped her feet up on a small table. Cam turned on her side away from the light and soon after she was snoring lightly. The soft hiss of the boiler filled the air and Sandy’s eyes grew heavy. She checked the thermostat temperature and positioned a small glass jar under the drip pipe. She eased out of the building and walked over to light the campfire before entering the cabin. After relieving her bladder, she opened the refrigerator and grabbed a soda to get some caffeine pumping through her system. She stepped back outside and looked toward the soft glow of light coming from the tree stand. Smiling to herself, she returned to the still site to find Cam in full snore mode.



†



Wanda watched Sandy enter the still site and checked her watch. Time for a thermal scan. “I need to scan, but I’ll be right back,” she whispered to Liz. 

“I’ll come with you.” Liz stood and walked over to the edge of the stand and watched Wanda put on the night-vision goggles. The sounds of the bayou filled the heavy night air. Crickets chirped, frogs croaked, cicadas sang, and a deep bellow from a gator accented the sound from time to time. 

“I wonder if Karen knows her boys are out on the water tonight.”

“Who?”

Wanda pulled off the glasses and handed them to Liz. She put them on and looked in the direction Wanda pointed.

“TJ and Billy are out gigging frogs more than likely.”

Liz giggled as she watched one of the boys launch a spear from the boat. “They better hope their mama knows they’re out on a school night.”

“Yeah, they may not sit for a week if she doesn’t know and she catches them out.”

Liz looked at her watch. “It’s still early. If they don’t head in soon, you can go round ’em up.”

Wanda looked into Liz’s eyes. “You ever think about us having one or two of our own?” The wide look of shock in her lover’s eyes really didn’t surprise her.

“It’s been fun living around the boys, but I’m not sure about having our own. Kinda crazy world we’re living in right now.”

Wanda chuckled. “Our parents probably said the same thing, but I’m okay living vicariously through my sisters.”






  





















Chapter Three
 





 





Two nights later, Cam secured two gallons of Red Bliss behind the driver’s seat of her midnight-black Rubicon Jeep. They had worked diligently for the past two nights to finish the run of the latest ’shine. Sandy and Wanda were headed east in an airboat carrying six five-gallon buckets to meet their Baton Rouge buyers. Cam usually made the delivery with Wanda, but now that Sandy had a concealed-carry permit, to ward off any poachers, she had convinced Cam to let her make the run with Wanda. Sandy was by far the best airboat driver. Cam agreed to deliver two single gallons to local customers and to be home in time to have a very late dinner with Luce when she came off shift. 

After dropping off the first gallon to Herb and Carol at the general store, Cam tucked two hundred-dollar bills into her front pocket and climbed back into the Jeep. One more stop and she’d be homeward bound for the evening. She turned left onto the highway, and only five minutes from her final destination, when a sheriff’s department cruiser pulled out behind her and lit up the night with blue lights. 

Please be Luce. She turned on her blinker and eased to the side of the road. The cruiser pulled up behind her and she knew immediately when the figure of a short woman filled her sideview mirror, that it wasn’t her lover. “Fuck.” 

Deputy Ursula, “Bugsy” Bugg strode toward Cam’s Jeep. They had known each other since they’d attended rival high schools and had competed against each other for years in a variety of sports. They even played together at LSU for two seasons. Bugsy had done her best to seduce Cam, but her efforts had fallen short. It wasn’t that her looks weren’t appealing; she was extremely attractive, but she simply wasn’t Cam’s type of woman. The fact Cam was living with one of Bugsy’s fellow officers didn’t make it an easier pill for Bugsy to swallow. For the last four years, Bugsy had kept a close eye on Cam, hoping to catch her outside the law. Tonight, she may have achieved that dream. Cam wasn’t speeding or otherwise breaking the law, but if Bugsy looked in the floorboard behind her seat and opened a small cooler, she would find the gallon of moonshine.

Cam switched off her engine and turned to look out her window. “Hey, Bugsy, what’s up?” She cringed at the use of the nickname. “A bit out of your way tonight, aren’t you?”

“I didn’t realize I had boundaries. I wasn’t speeding, so why are you pulling me over?”

“I know your family is doing more than hunting. No one else seems to be worried about y’all breaking the law, but I take my job very seriously.”

“Maybe you should trust the wisdom of your coworkers.”

“What are you doing this side of town?”

“I’m going out to meet a customer about a hunting trip.”  

“You won’t mind stepping out of the vehicle, then.”

“I do, but if it makes you happy, Bugsy, by all means I will.” Shit, here we go.

“It’s Officer Bugg.”

Cam got out of the Jeep and towered over the smaller woman.

“Step to the front of the vehicle.”

Cam complied and leaned against the front of the Jeep. Her heart raced. All Bugsy had to do was lift the lid to the cooler to find the gallon of ’shine resting there, and she was going to be taken to jail. Her relaxing evening with Luce was about to turn into a nightmare. Think, think of something to explain what it is. Homemade watermelon wine, yeah, that’s it.

She heard the click of a high-intensity flashlight. Even though the dome light lit up the interior, Officer Do-Right would find a use for all her fancy cop toys. With painful slowness, Bugsy examined the front portion of the Jeep, rummaging through the glove box and searching under the seats. Her slow, deliberate movements felt like torture to Cam. Her palms began to sweat and her heart pounded in her ears as the back door clicked open.

“What do we have here?” Bugsy tapped the head of her flashlight against the top of the cooler.

“Some homemade watermelon wine,” she called out. By appearance, it was a believable story, but if Bugsy removed the lid, the odor and a taste would reveal it was much stronger than wine. She heard the ominous sound of the lid twisting off the top of the bottle.

Cam winced as Bugsy lifted the lid to her nose, then dipped her finger to the lid to brush off a taste. Bugsy turned toward her, with a wide triumphant smile.

“I do believe you’re transporting moonshine, Cam. There is no way this potent stuff is wine.”

“Sure it is, Bugsy,” she answered, but she could feel the tremor in her voice.

“Nope, not even close. I’m going to place you under arrest for possession and transportation of illegal distilled beverages. Place your hands on the hood,” she commanded as she pulled out the cooler and placed it on the ground.

Shit, shit, shit. “You mind if I close up my Jeep first?”

“No, go ahead, but make it quick.”

Dejected but not defeated, Cam reached inside to turn the ignition on to roll up her windows and hit the power locks before she twisted the key off and slipped her keys into her jeans pocket. She closed the door and turned toward a smiling Bugsy.

“Turn around and assume the position.”

Cam turned to face the vehicle, placed her hands on the top railing, and spread her feet shoulder-width apart. She couldn’t see Bugsy’s face, but she knew the officer would really enjoy this part of the action. Bugsy had been trying unsuccessfully for years to cop a feel on her. Repulsed by the thought of Bugsy using the power of her position to grope her, Cam flinched as Bugsy slowly searched her body for hidden weapons. 

“I hope you’re enjoying yourself. That will be the one and only time you get to put your hands on me,” she growled.

“I thought you might like it,” Bugsy sarcastically replied.

“Not from the likes of you.”

Bugsy chuckled. “You shouldn’t be engaging in criminal activity, then. Place your hands behind your back.”

Cam complied and the cool metal cuffs tightened around her wrists with an audible snap.

“Let’s go.” Bugsy took Cam by her left elbow, guided her into the backseat of her cruiser, and placed the cooler of evidence in the trunk.

Cam remained mute in the backseat in spite of Bugsy’s efforts to draw her into a conversation.
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Bugsy took her time parading her through the busy squad room to be booked. 

With her fingerprints scanned and her mug shots taken, Cam requested her phone call. 

“Sure, you can use the phone right over there.” Bugsy grinned and pointed to a phone hanging on the wall. “Then you can go sit and wait in a holding cell until we can get you processed.”

Cam walked over to the phone and dialed a familiar number. “Scott, this is Cam. Bugsy pulled me over and searched my Jeep illegally and found a jug. … Yes, I’m at the station now. … No, I wasn’t speeding or weaving, and everything on the Jeep works perfectly. Yes, I realize she had no probable cause for a search. That’s why I’m using my one call on you.” Cam waited a few seconds for a response. “Thanks, I’d appreciate that.”

She hung up and smiled at Bugsy. “Where to?”

“Holding cell number one.” She pointed to a dimly lit cell.

Cam allowed Bugsy to place her into the small holding cell that reeked of body odor and stale urine. She refused to sit and propped against the wall.

“You might as well get comfortable. You’re going to be here awhile.”

“No, Bugsy, this won’t take long at all.” Cam smiled.

“Not even your precious Luce can get you out of this mess.”

“It wasn’t Luce that I called.” Cam couldn’t resist smiling as the confidence left Bugsy’s face.

Bugsy wheeled around and slammed the door shut behind her before vanishing from Cam’s sight.

Cam leaned her head against the wall with a groan. She had little doubt she could hide this from Luce any longer. She felt her eyes brimming with tears as she thought about how Luce was going to react. It wasn’t going to go smoothly, and her opportunity to tell Luce on her own terms was gone.
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Ten minutes later, Cam heard the shit storm begin in the booking room as Sheriff Scott Dean arrived and grilled his officer. 

“So what in the Sam hell were you thinking, performing an illegal search?” His angry growl filled the air.

“But sir, I caught her with the ’shine. Just look in the cooler,” Bugsy grumbled.

“That doesn’t matter. You could have found a dead body in that cooler and it would still be an illegal search. You’ll be lucky if she doesn’t press charges against you for stalking or harassment. Right now, I want you to release her from that holding cell, and then go home. You’re officially on suspension until I decide otherwise.”

“But sir,” Bugsy cried out.

“What part of my order isn’t clear to you?”

“Nothing, sir.”

“Get to it, then, and get out of my sight before I decide to do more than suspend you.”

As bad as she wanted to make a smartassed comment, Cam managed to hold her tongue when Bugsy came to unlock the door and lead her out to central processing.

“I’m sorry for your inconvenience,” Bugsy said sheepishly, but Cam ignored her attempt at an apology.

Scott looked up as they approached. “Ms. St. Angelo, I’m truly sorry about all this. Tonight’s event is being expunged at this very moment, and I hope you accept my apologies for my officer disturbing your evening.”

“Yours, yes, Sheriff,” she answered with a glare to Bugsy, who quickly left the room.

“Give me a few minutes to clear this up and I’ll drop you back at your Jeep.”

“Thanks, Sheriff.” Cam paced nervously as she waited for Scott to finish. She was praying she could be gone from the jail before word got to Luce. That would at least give her a short time to gather her thoughts and come up with a plan.
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As promised, Scott erased the booking information, and they were about to leave the station when the door flew open and Luce arrived.

Holy shit, here it comes.

“What the hell is going on?”

“Just a misunderstanding. Everything is taken care of and I’m about to take Ms. St. Angelo to her vehicle,” Scott said as he picked up the cooler.

“But Bugsy arrested you for trafficking?” Luce looked at Cam, and then back at Scott in bewilderment. 

 “Like I said, it was all a bad misunderstanding, but everything is straightened out.”

Luce looked at Cam, the fear evident in her eyes.

“I’ll explain everything to you later, I promise. Right now, I just need to get out of here.”

“Do you want me to take her, Sheriff?”

“No, I’ve got this. Finish your rounds and clock out.”

“Yes, sir.” She looked at Cam with confusion. “I’ll see you later, then.”

Luce left the station as quickly as she arrived and Cam silently prayed this wasn’t the beginning of their relationship unravelling. She truly loved Luce and should have been honest with her from the start.

“Come on, let’s get you on your way home.”
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Scott walked her out to his SUV, placed the cooler in the backseat, and opened the front door for her. When they pulled out of the parking lot, he looked over at her. “I take it Luce has no idea about your moonshine business.”

“Well she does now. I’m going to have to unload everything on her tonight. I just hope it doesn’t end our relationship.”

“I am so sorry all this has happened. You know I have a lot of respect for both you and Luce.”

“I appreciate that, Scott, but I wouldn’t blame her for walking away. I should have trusted her enough to be honest from the beginning.”

“You know how Luce is. She’s straitlaced about her law-enforcement career.” 

“I know. I just hope this is a storm we can weather.”

“Love will find a way. It always does.”

“When did you turn into such a romantic?”

“My second wife beat it into me, I reckon.”

He pulled up behind her Jeep. “I really am sorry about what happened.”

“It wasn’t your fault. Bugsy has had a hard-on for me since high school. We had an ugly episode at LSU that added fuel to the fire.”

“I’ll make sure she knows to stay clear of you going forward.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

Scott pulled out his wallet and two hundred-dollar bills. “Thanks for the ’shine.”

“Thanks for getting me out of jail. This one’s on the house.”

“The hell it is. If you weren’t bringing it to me, Bugsy wouldn’t have pulled you over to begin with. I insist.” He pressed them into her hand.

“Thanks, Scott.”

“Drive safe and I hope things go okay with Luce, I really do.”

“Me too.” Cam climbed out of the vehicle and handed Scott the jug of ’shine from the cooler. “Enjoy this one,” she said and closed the door.

Scott waited until she was tucked safely inside her Jeep and heading toward home before pulling back onto the highway. 
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Cam let out a deep breath and glanced at her dashboard clock. Damn, Luce will be home soon. I better get ready for this. She eased through town, and as she turned into the drive to the homestead, she cringed to see Luce’s cruiser sitting there. Shit. I should have taken a big swig from that jug of ’shine.
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When Bugsy paraded Cam into the station handcuffed, one of the other deputies recognized Cam and picked up her cellphone to contact Luce. Luce was in shock from what she had heard. Her head spun in total disbelief that the woman she loved with all her soul was secretly a criminal, willingly breaking the law behind her back. Tears flowed down her cheeks as she sat on the couch waiting for Cam to come home and explain her behavior. She had a bag packed and sitting by the door in case she needed to leave. Everything hinged on Cam’s words right now. She couldn’t believe Cam could betray her trust so easily.
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Cam turned off the engine and swallowed hard before she leaned forward and laid her head on the steering wheel. “Please God, give me the strength to deal with this the right way.” 

She walked the short distance to the front door with feet that felt like they were made of concrete. Her hand trembled when she twisted the doorknob, and her heart plunged when she saw the suitcase beside the door. Her gaze floated across the room to find Luce sitting on the couch with tearstains on her cheeks. The hurt on Luce’s face brought her to her knees before Luce. 

“I can’t begin to form the words to tell you how sorry I am for not being honest with you from the start, but please hear me out before you walk out that door.” She rested back on her heels. “For the last hundred years, the St. Angelo family has distilled the best moonshine in this part of the state. Not only is it a family tradition, it was a huge source of income for us throughout the Depression and other hard times.” She looked into Luce’s face and was relieved to find her listening intently. At least the tears have stopped for now. “When the wars broke out and the men were called to war, the women of the family kept the still running and kept food in their babies’ mouths and clothes on their backs. 

“I know you’re probably thinking this all makes a good story, but it still doesn’t make it legal, and you’re right. What I’m trying to relate is that when times were tough and the economy was poor for whatever reason, the St. Angelos worked hard and passed down a moonshine legacy. I’ve been hunting gators and other critters with my dad since I was big enough to hold a gun and making ’shine not long after that.” Cam paused for a moment to catch her breath.

“I’m not as mad at you for running moonshine as I am at the lack of trust you’ve demonstrated toward me. I’m probably the only officer in the station that had no idea what you were doing on those late nights away from home.” She sniffled and wiped a tear from her eye. 

“I’m sorry for the embarrassing situation I caused for you at work, and I have no other excuse for not being honest with you from the start but my own fear of you rejecting me. I was and am so in love with you, the thought of being without you is unbearable. Sandy asked me the other night when I was going to have the talk with you, and I told her when the time was right. Unfortunately, I waited too long and created this nightmare.”

“You could have trusted me.”

“I had no way to be certain and it terrified me. If it hadn’t been for Bugsy stalking me, we wouldn’t be having this conversation in such a stressful situation.”

“Bugsy stalks you?”

“She has since she joined the force. I denied her advances when we were in high school, and college, and she’s held a grudge ever since. This isn’t the first time she’s pulled me over for no reason, just the first time she’s ever caught me carrying anything.”

“Where were you headed?”

Cam hung her head. “To make a delivery to Scott.” 

“Damn, even the sheriff of the parish is in on this?”

“It’s just a way of life here, and it doesn’t hurt anyone like cooking meth or some other illegal drug. Scott and other local families for generations have been our most loyal customers.”

“But it’s still illegal, Cam.”

“I know, and I know how serious you take enforcing the law, and there lies my dilemma. Am I to be honest and risk losing you or do I continue on, as we’ve done, and risk losing you if you found out? If it weren’t for that damned Bugsy, this night wouldn’t have been like this.”

To Cam’s relief, Luce smirked. “From what I hear, the sheriff reamed her a new one over your illegal search-and-seizure. He put the fear of God into her about harassment and stalking charges.”

“That’s why he was my one call. I knew he alone had the power to make this right and all the fiasco go away.”

Luce rubbed at her temples. “This is all so crazy.”

“I’m so sorry, baby.”

Luce’s gaze left Cam’s face and focused on the suitcase by the door. “I’m off for the next two days. I had hoped to spend them out on the water with you, but I have to be honest, Cam. I need some time and space to think things through. I’m going to visit Mamaw for a few days to see if I can clear my head.”

Cam took a deep breath. “Will you be back?”

“Back, yes. I still have the commitment of a job to do here. I’m just not sure if I can trust you now.” 

It wasn’t the news she’d hoped for, but at least Luce didn’t tell her outright to kiss off. Maybe some time away from her and their little town would help Luce see things differently. 

“Will you at least wait until the morning? It’s a two-hour drive, and you’ll scare your Mamaw if you show up at her place this late.”

“I’ve already called to tell her I was coming tonight, but it would be late.”

“Send me a text or call to let me know you made it safely, please.”

“I will,” she answered and stood to leave. “I wish you would have trusted me.”

“It wasn’t about trusting you as much as it was of fearing your reaction. It’s about this moment, when you’re about to walk out the door and I don’t know if you’ll ever be back.”

“Still a bad decision.”

Cam nodded and climbed to her feet. “Let me carry your bag out for you.”

“That’s okay, I can handle it,” Luce said as she walked by Cam, picked up her bag, and opened the door. She stopped and turned back to Cam. “Goodbye, Cam. Please let the family know I’ll be away for a few days.”

Speechless, Cam could only nod her comprehension of the words that made her heart sink with sadness.
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Wanda and Sandy were coming down the canal from their delivery when Luce placed her suitcase in the trunk and drove away.

Sandy looked at Wanda. “I wonder what the hell that’s all about.”

“There’s only one way to find out.” Wanda parked her truck next to Cam’s Jeep.

 After rushing to the front door, Sandy knocked furiously until Cam arrived. One look of their sister’s face told them her world just came crashing down around her.

Sandy’s eyes were wide with fear, “We just saw Luce leaving with a suitcase. What’s going on?”

“You have beer?”

“Does a bear shit in the woods?” Sandy joked.

“I could use a few.”

“I’ll be right back with a twelve-pack.”

“Come on in,” Cam told Wanda and swung the door closed. “Would you mind waiting until Sandy returns so I only have to tell this story a single time?”

“Fine with me.” Wanda pulled her into a hug. “Whatever it is, I’m sorry.”

Cam sobbed on Wanda’s shoulder. The sound of the door opening as Sandy returned broke their moment and Cam wiped her face as she returned to the couch. Sandy twisted the top off a beer and handed it to her.

“You look you need a cold one.”

“Several tonight. Have a seat and I’ll tell you about tonight’s shit storm.”
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Thirty minutes and two beers later, Sandy growled, “I’m going to kick Bugsy’s ass.”

“No, little sister, you aren’t. She’s still an officer of the law, and I don’t plan to step into the jail again anytime soon. Bugsy will be warned about keeping a safe distance from me, so I don’t think she’ll be a problem for a very long time.”

“I’m so sorry Luce had to find out this way.”

“I should have heeded your advice and told her already.”

“Have faith that your love will bring her back,” Wanda encouraged.

“I hope you’re right, but I’m not sure it will be enough. I hurt Luce badly by not trusting her.”

“If its true love, it will always be enough.”
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The rain began to fall, adding to the storm of emotions running through Luce as she drove. She had to determine if she could look beyond what she felt was Cam’s betrayal, and if she was willing to risk it happening again. She tried to push the trauma of the evening to the back of her mind and concentrate on driving, but disappointment made her heart heavy.” 

When she finally reached her Mamaw’s home, the front-porch light was on. The elderly woman she loved so dearly was awake, and had the door swung wide before she stepped onto the porch. 

“It is so good to see you, and I’m glad you made it safely in this nasty weather. Thank the Lord it’s only a summer thunderstorm and not one of those tropical devils that kick up this time of year.” She pulled Luce into a loving embrace. “You look exhausted. Come inside and relax. I’ve got your room ready. Are you hungry?”

Her grandmother’s excitement made her smile. It had been a while since she’d visited, and she vowed to correct that moving forward. “I’m not hungry, Mamaw, but I could use something to drink.”

“Like a soda, tea, or something stronger?”

  “Something stronger. I’m going to drop my bag in the room.”
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Lucille Munroe was quick to recognize the worry on her namesake’s face and could feel the heartache resting in her eyes. Luce had to be exhausted both physically and mentally.

She smiled when she heard Luce walk back in and turned to offer her a stiff shot of Jack. “I hope you still like Jack.”

“I do. This should hit the spot.”

“Bring your drink and come let’s sit on the sofa.”

Luce settled in next to her and forced a smile.

“I’m not one to complain about an impromptu visit from my favorite granddaughter, but I feel a wave of distress coming off you. I think a good night’s rest will do you some good. We’ve got all day tomorrow to talk through what’s bearing down on you.”

“Thanks, Mamaw. I could use your wisdom, but you’re right, I’m so tired right now I can barely see straight.”

“Well don’t think you’re getting off easy. I’ve got peas, corn, and other vegetables to pick from the garden tomorrow, and now I have a helper.” She smiled.

“Fresh tomatoes?”

“Dontcha know it.”

“Tomato sandwiches for lunch, then?”

“You got it, sweetie. I’ll cook us a nice breakfast and we can have sandwiches for lunch. Then I think you need to take me to the new seafood restaurant in town.”

Luce chuckled. “You’ve got a deal.”

“Here’s to a great weekend.” Lucille toasted and raised her glass to Luce.

Both women downed the shots and Luce shook her head. “Damn it’s been a while since I’ve had Jack.”

“He’ll help ya sleep like a baby.”

“I hope so. It’s great to be here. I’m sorry it’s been so long since I’ve visited.”

“Life gets busy and I’m sure that handsome Cam St. Angelo keeps you on the run.” A flash of pain crossed Luce’s face and Lucille instantly regretted her comment. “No worries, love, we’ll talk it over and get everything worked out tomorrow. Go to bed and I’ll wake you up for breakfast.”

Luce hugged her again. “Thanks, I’ll see you in the morning.”

She walked away with the weight of the world resting on her shoulders. I sure hope we can work everything out tomorrow. Lucille carried their empty glasses into the kitchen and placed them in the dishwasher. She turned out the lights, checked the front door, and made her way to bed.
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Luce stripped out of her uniform into an oversized T-shirt she regularly slept in. One Cam had bought for her on one of their trips down to the coast. Her heart sank again at the thought of Cam. She looked at the clock; just past two. It was late, but Cam would stay up until she got the text that Luce had arrived safely. She picked up her phone and typed made it safely. She thought of adding more, but she didn’t want to fill Cam with false hope. She hit Send, then turned her volume to Vibrate, placed the phone on the dresser, then located her charger to plug it into the socket.
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Cam, startled by the sound of the text message, sat straight up. She had drifted off on the couch after Sandy and Wanda had gone home. She picked up the phone and looked at the brief message. The brevity made it clear just how upset Luce was. Luce had never gone to bed without saying I love you. Cam stared at the blinking cursor hoping for more, but after five minutes passed with nothing further, she replied. Thanks for letting me know. Glad you made it safely. Love you.
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Luce’s eyes opened when the phone vibrating on the dresser startled her, but she was too exhausted and emotionally drained to climb from the bed to check the message. She pulled the covers beneath her chin and closed her eyes to allow sleep to pull her into a peaceful dream.
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Cam dropped the beer bottle in the trash on her way to the bedroom. The room seemed huge and empty without Luce sleeping soundly in their bed. Cam stripped, slipped between the cool sheets, and pulled Luce’s favorite pillow to her face. Her scent lingered in the soft pillowcase. She felt a moan come out of her as she breathed in her scent. I’m so sorry, Luce. I wish I could undo what I’ve done. Her tears soaked the pillow as she cried herself to sleep, the dread of Luce’s departure from her life looming large in her thoughts.






  





















Chapter Four
 





 





Cam tossed and turned the rest of the night and woke before the alarm at five. A glance in the mirror revealed her bloodshot eyes and dark shadows forming under her eyes. She looked like shit and didn’t feel any better. After a hot shower, she was filling a thermos of coffee, when Sandy knocked on the door. It was going to take coffee as strong as jet fuel for her to make it through the day.

 “Come in.”

Sandy chirped, “Good morning, sis. It’s going to be a beautiful day out on…wow, did you sleep at all?”

“I got a couple of hours in.”

“Do you want to go back to bed? I can ask Karen to drive for me.”

“No, I need to keep busy. My mind is going crazy with worry.” 

Sandy pulled her into a hug. “I’m sorry about what’s happened.”

“It was bound to happen sooner or later.”

“Yeah, but later, like another twenty years would have been fine by me.” She released Cam. “I’ve got everything but you loaded up, so when you’re ready come on out. I feel big gators in my bones today.”

“I hope you’re right. This has been a great first week so far.”

“One of the best we’ve had in a while, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, it is. Let me grab my pistol. Take the thermos out, and I’ll be right behind you.”

Cam returned to the bedroom and frowned at the big, empty bed. Her heart yearned to see Luce stretched out across it. She shook the image from her mind, grabbed her pistol, and strapped it to her leg.
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Cam groaned in pain as the early-morning light penetrated her eyes and shot a bolt of pain to her brain. She slipped her sunglasses down to protect her eyes and her sanity, then stepped off her front porch. Sandy had started the boat to warm up the motor, and like a good deck mate was checking bait and other supplies.

She looked up and smiled at Cam, who bent over to release the last mooring line before stepping into the boat. A quick glance to her left revealed that Wanda and Teresa were also starting their day. Cam held her left hand in the air with her thumb up before she gunned the motor and they sped down the canal. She popped some ibuprofen from a bottle and took them with the strong coffee. Please let them work fast.

The cool breeze blowing into her face felt good against her skin, much more invigorating than the hot shower had been, and a smile grew on her face. She was born for life on the bayou, and no matter the weight on her heart, a day on the water always made her feel better. She prayed today would be no different. She checked her phone for a message from Luce but wasn’t surprised there were none. Hopefully Luce would take advantage of the time to sleep in for a change.
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Sleeping in was completely out of the question when the aroma of bacon frying pulled Luce from her fitful sleep. She crept from the bed, washed her face, and brushed her teeth before slipping into a pair of baggy shorts. She entered the kitchen to find her Mamaw swaying to the beat in her head as she cooked bacon. Luce hugged the precious woman from behind and kissed her cheek.

“Good morning. You’ve sure got it smelling good in here.”

“I was afraid the smell would wake you.”

“Bacon frying and coffee brewing will get me up every time.”

“Pour yourself a cup. You want dippers?”

“That sounds great. I’ve never mastered frying eggs like you. I either overcook them or break the yolks in the attempt to flip them, so I usually just end up scrambling them.”

“You gotta have the right pan to begin with. One not too big or small. This one’s just right,” she said as she picked up a small frying pan. “It’s cooked thousands of eggs in its lifetime.”

“You cooked Pops breakfast every morning, didn’t you?”

“For forty-three years. Three eggs, bacon, and toast, and he never once had a problem with cholesterol.”

 “The hard work of country life kept it from clogging up his veins.”

“I hope you don’t mind me putting you to work today.”

“No, ma’am, not at all. I spend so much time driving around it’s nice to be outside working for a change.” Her mind drifted back home. If things were different, she’d be out on the bayou this morning working beside Cam as they harvested gators. She was lost in thought until Lucille made a request.

“Will you drop us some toast? I’ll have your eggs ready in just a few minutes.” She took two plates down from the cabinet. “There’s jelly and juice in the fridge if you want some.”

Luce opened the breadbox and pulled out four slices. She looked out the window at the large garden Mamaw planted every year. “It looks like we’ll have good weather today. Your garden looks great from here. Have you had good harvests so far?”

“It’s been a great summer for vegetables. I’ve already canned plenty for the winter and have made several trips to the farmers market to sell what I don’t need.”

“Do you have zipper peas this year?”

“That’s a silly question. Of course I do. Do you want to prepare some to take home with you? I know they’re your favorite.”

Luce wondered for a second if she had a home to go back to, but smiled at her Mamaw, who brought their plates to the table. “If we could blanch a couple bags I’ll get a small cooler.”

“No need for that. I’ve got several of them Styrofoam ones out in the garage. You can use one of them and bring it back for a refill before the end of fall. Maybe filled with some of those catfish filets or mudbugs you gals are always harvesting.”

“That sounds like a great plan to me.”
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 “I’ll wash up these dishes while you get some shoes on and grab us a couple of those five-gallon buckets from the garage for me.”

“I’m on my way.” Luce returned to her room and slipped into a pair of worn sneakers. She picked up a ball cap to shade her eyes from the sun and walked out the back door to the garage. She easily found three buckets and carried them over to the garden. She couldn’t resist picking the corn, so she started selecting the fullest ears, shucking the husks, and dropping the clean ears in the bucket. The husks she dropped into another bucket, which she would add to the compost pile when it was full. She was lost in her work and had a dozen ears picked before Lucille arrived.

“I’ll start picking the peas if you’ll pick the best of the corn.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Luce grinned, and for a short while, her heartache took a backseat.

 Luce dumped the bucket onto the compost pile. “What are your plans for the corn?”

“I thought I’d cut it and make some creamed corn for the freezer. Why, do you want some to eat?”

Luce grinned at her. “Maybe for lunch tomorrow we could have some, with some of that okra I spied a few rows over.”

“I knew you wouldn’t miss that. I’ll go grab a knife and a long-sleeved shirt. Remember how bad you broke out last time you cut okra?”

“I didn’t think I’d ever stop itching. I’ll pick the tomatoes and whatever else you want if you’ll cut the okra.”

“That’s too good of a deal to pass on.” She grinned. “Pick some squash and cucumbers if there’s a few ready. I’ll take this corn in as I go and be back in a few.”
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They had just pulled in their fifth gator of the morning when Sandy turned to Cam. “I smell some rain in the air.”

Cam searched the sky for evidence of storm clouds, but there were none in sight. But she knew Sandy’s senses were more accurate than the local weather forecaster. “I hope it holds off until we’ve run these lines.” 

“I think it will, but I’d be surprised if it didn’t rain before nightfall. Are we cooking tonight?”

“We’ve got plenty of mash ready, so we might as well. Are you up for it?”

“Yep, no plans for me on a rainy Saturday night and no one I’d rather spend it with. Would you mind a suggestion, though?”

“Like what?”

“When we finish running lines, I drop you off at the camp so you can catch a few hours of sleep. I’ll deliver the gators, pick up the mash, and bring something for dinner.”

“Do I look that bad?”

“You’re tired, Cam, and you need some rest.”

“I’m even too tired to argue with you, baby sis.”

“Let’s get these gators in the boat, then. I’m good if you wanna eat our sandwiches between lines so we can finish earlier.”

“Let’s roll, then. You want coffee or water?”

“I’m ready for something cold,” Sandy answered as she wiped her brow and dug a cold bottle of water from the cooler. 

Cam filled her mug with coffee and drove to the next line.

As they arrived, Cam could see the line was down and taut. “I’ll get this one and you rest a bit.” She took the line and tested the hold and the gator pulled back violently. “We got us a big boy here.”
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Sandy watched as Cam patiently worked the gator. A beast this size couldn’t be manhandled and Cam was smart to let him wear himself down before she attempted to get him close enough for a shot. A gunshot filled the air and she smiled at Sandy, knowing their sisters had just landed another gator. 

“We’ve got a nice lead on them, and this fella’s gonna be a big one, so take your time and let’s bring him in.”

She let the gator fight for another five minutes until she felt him go calm. It was just as easily a ruse to catch her off guard, so Cam kept alert for one last-ditch attempt to break free. They had him hooked well, and she slowly worked him closer to the boat. “He’s not done yet, but, get ready. If you can get a good shot on him, take it.”

Sandy eased the pistol out of the holster strapped to Cam’s thigh and kept a close eye on the gator. As she had predicted, the beast took a final run, pulling hard against Cam. The muscles in Cam’s arms and thighs flexed with effort to do battle with the gator. 

“Damn he’s strong.”

“You need me to spell you?”

“No, I think I’ve got him just about beat.”

Cam looked beat too. Her bright pink shirt was soaked with perspiration and droplets fell into the boat as she battled on. Sandy caught a glimpse of the gator’s head and took a shot.

“Good job,” Cam yelled when the gator stopped struggling. “Now’s the time I wish we had a winch.”

“He’s big, but we can get him. Damn, I hope we can. He’s damn near as long as the boat.”

“Let’s muscle his head into the boat and hopefully we can roll him over the side.”

They struggled, but finally got the gator into the boat. “Dammit, I think you just beat my best for the biggest gator.”

“No worries, baby sister, there’s still plenty tags left to fill,” she said as she tightened the tag on the gator’s tail. “We got a bit of a ride to our next line if you want to pull us some sandwiches out. After that fight, I think I could use one of those bananas too.”

“Here, you can start on this.” Sandy tossed her a bottle of water and then handed her a banana. “Let’s see what Karen has for us today.” She opened the cooler. ‘Oh jackpot, we’ve got roast beef.”

Cam finished off her banana and sanitized her hands as they slowly floated down the bayou. A pair of large herons flew next to them for a few minutes before coming to rest in an ancient cypress tree. The sudden appearance of the birds, obviously a mated pair, made Cam’s heart long for Luce.

Sandy looked at her, and her brow furrowed. “How you doing?”

“Missing Luce and wondering if she’ll ever come home.”

“You gotta have faith she will,” Sandy said as she handed her a sandwich. “Chips?”

“Naw, I’m good. The house feels so empty without her.”

“You two are a great couple, and Luce would be crazy to end things with you.”

“I dunno. If you could’ve seen the hurt in her eyes last night, you’d be worried too.”

“Give her whatever time she needs to process, and once the pain subsides the love will bring her back.”

“I wish I had your optimism right now. All I feel is a gaping hole in my chest.”

“Trust me on this. That woman loves you like crazy. It will all work out.”

Cam nodded as she bit into the sandwich.
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After they finished picking the vegetables, Luce and her mamaw sat on the back porch shelling peas and snapping beans. Lucille knew her granddaughter well enough to recognize that her scowl was more than her concentration on shelling peas.

“Are you ready to talk about what has you so distraught? I always love a visit from you, but last night was unexpected.” 

Luce looked over at her with tears shining in her eyes. Lucille listened as she told her about the events of the previous night. When she finished her story, Lucille placed her hand over Luce’s much larger one. 

“When I first met my husband, he was running moonshine.” Luce’s mouth dropped open in shock. “It’s true, he and one of his brothers had a still over on one of the bayous just south of here. They had been running ’shine down to New Orleans for over a year before we met.”

“Did you know about this when you met?” 

“No, not at first, but not long after we began dating, I was curious and asked where he spent his nights when we weren’t going out. He told me the truth of what they were doing and how the money helped support the family after their father died.”

“Did it hurt your feelings to know he was breaking the law?”

“The law back then was very different than it is today, and I was a simple shop clerk, not an officer of the law like you. He was doing what he felt he had to do to help his family through the Depression.” She patted her hand and went back to snapping beans. “Moonshine has always been a part of the local culture and will always be a part of who we are in the bayou. It doesn’t make what Cam did right, but it’s all a part of who she is, darling.”

“I think that’s what hurts the most; that she didn’t trust me enough to talk with me about it.”

“I love you dearly, Luce, but would your reaction have been any different than it is now?”

 “What do you mean?”

“Would you be any less angry with Cam for breaking the laws you’ve sworn to uphold?”

Luce pause as her words sunk in, and her mamaw waited. She could tell by Luce’s expression that she was picking the words carefully as she processed an answer.

“Probably not, but at least I wouldn’t have had to find out this way that I’m in love with a criminal.”

“So, this is all about you and your feelings of betrayal, then?”

“Well…no, it’s not.”

“You’re mad at Cam for embarrassing you at work and not being honest from the beginning. Put yourself in her shoes for a moment. You’ve just started dating and you expect her to risk you putting her under arrest for breaking the law. Not only would it break her heart, but she would possibly go to prison, because she trusted you.”

“Why does it feel like you’re taking Cam’s side?”

“I’m not choosing sides. I’m trying to remind you to see things from both points of view. Think for a second; whom was she making a delivery to, for starters? Your own boss for goodness sake, so you have the sheriff of the parish not only turning his head but contributing to her criminal career.”

“Yeah, that was pretty disappointing to learn too.”

“I reckon then your dilemma is whether you love Cam more than you worry about a misdemeanor. If you think about it, we’re all criminals to a certain extent. I certainly do my share of speeding and I don’t always use my blinker. Heaven knows I’ve fudged on my income taxes too.”

Luce chuckled. “Careful, Mamaw, I may have to arrest you for tax evasion.”

“I do believe you would too. Where there’s a will, there’s a way to make things right. Find a loophole or something that will give you both a win. I honestly can’t stand to see you such a hot mess.”

“Mamaw, where’d you learn such language?”

“Even I’m not too old to watch MTV.”

“You’re right about that.” 

Lucille was relieved to see Luce’s smile. “Are you about ready for a mater sandwich?”

“Several of them, actually.”

“You sit tight and finish those peas. I’ll make a plate of sandwiches and bring them out here if that’s okay. It’s turned into such a nice day.”

“That sounds good to me.”

“Sweet tea suit you?”

“That’s perfect.”

“I’ll be back shortly, then.”
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 “Damn that’s a good haul of gators,” Sandy said when she pulled the tarp over the pile they had harvested. “Let’s head to camp, and I’ll take this load into LB’s for processing.”

“You sure you don’t need my help?”

“Nope, I’ve got this. You catch a few hours of sleep. I’ll make the delivery and pick up some supper and the next batch of mash.”

“Thanks, I do need some sleep. I was hoping to have my second wind by now, but it just isn’t coming on.”

“No problem. Besides, I can’t wait to see the looks on T and Wanda’s faces when they see your big boy hauled up. That is one huge gator.”

When they reached the camp, Cam pulled up along the dock long enough to allow Sandy to take over, and then she stepped out on the dock.

“See you in a few hours. Try to get some rest.”

“I will. Be safe, and don’t rub it in too badly with our sisters.”

“Right,” Sandy chuckled.

Cam watched her maneuver the boat to head back out into the canal with a satisfied smile on her face when she saw how low the boat was riding. Another great catch. She walked to the back door and unlocked it, then stepped inside. Cam pulled out her cell to check for messages or texts from Luce. Finding none, she let out a deep sigh and kicked off her boots. She walked over to an oversized couch, stretched out, relaxed and drifted into sleep minutes after her head hit the pillow.
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Luce bit into a tomato sandwich and moaned as a dollop of mayonnaise leaked out the corner of her mouth. She swiped it with her tongue. “There is nothing in this world like homegrown tomato sandwiches on a summer day.”

“That’s God’s honest truth. This year’s crops have been especially sweet for some reason. Not that I’m complaining. When customers at the farmers market see me unloading them, they rush my table. I never have to worry about bringing tomatoes home with me.”

“I can see why. Are you doing okay for money, Mamaw?”

“I’m no millionaire, but I have everything I need and a bit left over.”

“Promise me if you ever need anything you’ll let me know.”

“I will, but the only thing I need is more frequent visits from you.”

“I can make that happen. So, tell me about this new seafood place we’re going to tonight.”

“Haven’t been yet, but I hear it’s an offshoot of those Don’s restaurants across the state.”

“That should provide some good eating, then. I bet they have royal red shrimp.”

“Oh, I haven’t had those in years. Will you eat some oysters on the half shell with me?”

“I’d love to. Let’s make a feast of tonight.”

“Sounds good. I think we’ve worked up a good appetite. When we blanch these vegetables for you to take home, we should have enough time for a short nap and shower.”

“Awesome. I’ll carry these buckets in if you’ll get our plates and glasses. Do you want me to dump these shells on the compost pile?”

“Yes, dear, if you would.”

“I’m all over it.”
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Sandy met T and Wanda at the end of their run. “Where’s Cam?” T asked.

“I dropped her off at the camp to get a few hours of sleep before we cook tonight.”

“How’s she doing?”

“About as well as can be expected, I reckon. She didn’t get much sleep last night, so she’s exhausted. I can’t wait for y’all to see the monster she landed.”

“Liz has to work until eleven, so I can help cook or do the lookout,” Wanda offered.

“That sounds good to me. I’m going to unload these monsters, then head in for some dinner and the mash for tonight. Come out when you get ready.”

“We’ll be right behind you. We caught eighteen gators today. How about y’all, how many?” T asked. 

“Same here, but a couple of really big ones,” Sandy replied.

“At this rate, we’re going to have a short season.” T grinned.

Sandy smiled back at them. “You’ll get no complaints from me about that. I’m already getting tired. I can’t imagine how you old ladies are feeling.” 

“Not old enough that we can’t stomp a mudhole in our baby sister,” Wanda warned.

“You know I love y’all,” Sandy said, then accelerated the boat to pull ahead of them. 

“Brat,” Wanda called out, followed by a deep laugh. 
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Cam dreamed of Luce, and the times they had shared together, both good and bad. She remembered holding Luce for hours when her mother died in a tragic accident. It was several months before Luce shook off her depression, and the closeness of the St. Angelo family helped pull her through the dark times. Luce had formed a special bond with Liz, and her skills as an emergency room nurse helped Luce process the trauma. 

Her dreams sent her back to the week she and Luce had spent at a beach house on the Gulf Coast to celebrate their first anniversary. They had taken long walks on the beach and made love every night. Neither of them was ready to go home when the week was over, and Cam had promised they would return. 

Then her nightmare began again and she remembered the pain on Luce’s face when she told her the truth about the family’s moonshine business. Cam tossed and turned as the hurt replayed in her mind repeatedly, ending each time with the taillights glowing in the dark as Luce drove away from their home.  

Cam sat upright on the couch, the echo of her voice calling Luce’s name filling her ears. “Oh Luce, what have I done to us? Please come home so I can try to make this right.” Cam snuggled into the pillow and closed her eyes, willing dreamless sleep to claim her. She was beyond exhausted both physically and mentally and in need of a few hours of sleep.
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After the sisters delivered the day’s catch, they totaled 138 gators tagged of the 300 they were allotted. Running two boats this year was paying off handsomely. The big gator Cam had landed was twelve and a half feet long, giving her the lead in the largest-gator competition.

“I talked to Liz earlier and she’s cooked up a big batch of spaghetti so you and Cam will have something hot to eat.”

“That’s great news, Wanda. Is she off again tonight?” Sandy asked.

“No, she goes in at seven. I’ll have a quick dinner with her and bring some out to y’all and post lookout while you cook the batch of ’shine.”

“That would be wonderful. Hopefully Cam has been able to get a nap in, and’s more rested. She looked pretty wiped out when we finished our run.”

“I don’t imagine she got much sleep last night.”

“No, T, I don’t think she got much at all. I can’t imagine the agony she’s experiencing right now. I almost don’t want to pursue a permanent relationship if that’s what I have to look forward to,” Sandy said.

“Any relationship has its ups and downs, but overall it’s well worth the effort.”

“I’ll second that,” T chimed in. “Let’s roll, girls, and get home for the day.”
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Luce pushed the plate away. “I can’t eat another bite. That was a fabulous meal, though.”

“I agree. I haven’t eaten this much in a long time. We’ll have to make this a regular stop.”

“You have a deal, Mamaw. Cam would love this place,” she blurted out before thinking.

Lucille grinned at Luce’s comment. “Yes, I bet she would. You know, I’ve been thinking about your predicament.”

Luce leaned forward and propped her head on her hand. “I’m listening.”

“The laws have changed so much over the years. From what I hear as long as you are licensed and pay taxes, you can still make moonshine in Louisiana.”

“Mamaw, where have you been to hear something like that?”

 “I’m not dead yet, Luce. I’m just old.” She grinned. “I overheard a conversation at the beauty salon of all places about moonshine.” 

“You’ve got to be kidding me. The beauty salon, are you pulling my leg?”

“No, it just took me a few hours to remember where I heard it.”

“That would be something to definitely look into. If it was being made legally, I wouldn’t have a moral crisis to contend with.”

“No, you wouldn’t and you could make up with Cam and move on with life.”

“What about the trust issue?”

Lucille leaned forward and looked directly into Luce’s eyes. “If maintaining her family’s way of life and livelihood is a problem for you, then I think you need some serious counseling.”

“Wow, tell me how you really feel, Mamaw.” Luce smiled at her Mamaw’s candor.

“In my opinion, this has been blown out of proportion, but it’s not something that cannot be overcome if you work on it together.”

The server brought the check, and Luce pulled out a credit card and handed it to her. “Do you have internet at the house, Mamaw?”

“How else would I tap into social media?”

“Dear Lord, social media?”

“I’ve got to keep up with the world somehow.”

“You never cease to amaze me.”

“So, to answer your question, yes I have internet and a working laptop if you want to do some research tomorrow. When do you have to go back?”

“Originally tomorrow, but I’ve asked for Monday off as well.”

“It’s supposed to be drizzling rain tomorrow, so it will be a good day to stay inside and do some research.”

“That works for me.”

“I know it’s none of my business, but have you talked to Cam since you left?”

“Nothing since a quick text to let her know I made it. I don’t know what to say to her right now.”

“I imagine she’s going through hell worrying about you.”

“I’ll try to give her a call later.”

“Good. We have one more stop to make on the way home.”

“Where’s that?”

“I do believe I have room for an ice cream cone.”

“Then an ice cream cone you shall have.” Luce stood and helped Lucille into a light sweater before they left the restaurant. 
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Karen had two barrels of mash ready to be cooked. Apples and pears had fermented to just the right level for cooking. Two batches would take them deep into the night, but then they could have a few days break from cooking ’shine. Buster rolled the barrels down to the dock and loaded them for Sandy. 

“Thanks for the help, Buster.”

“No problem. Be safe tonight and bring me some apple home if you can.”

“Will do,” she promised and pulled away from the dock. 

The sky was painted shades of red, orange, and gold as she drove across to the Island. She smiled to herself. Another beautiful Saturday night on the bayou. When she reached the camp, she killed the motor and let the boat coast to the dock. She wanted Cam to get as much sleep as possible, so she quietly moored the boat and offloaded the barrels before rolling them to the cook shed.

She crept into the back door of the camp cabin and saw Cam asleep on the couch. She looked peaceful and Sandy didn’t have the heart to wake her. The barrels were too heavy for her to lift and dump in the pot, but she could dip enough out until she could empty the barrel and still let Cam sleep on. So, she returned to the cook shed to begin the process. She would need to do the apple first so she could have a gallon ready to take to Buster. They had three full tanks of propane, which should be enough for two runs. If not, they would finish the first run and leave the second for tomorrow night. Sandy would do her best to get both runs in tonight so they all could have a good night’s sleep tomorrow. 

Once she got the first batch cooking, she stepped outside to lay a fire in the fire pit. The days were hot and muggy, but the nights were beginning to cool down, especially on the Island.
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It was late when they finally returned to Lucille’s house. The ice cream outing was fun and they were both still laughing when they pulled up in the drive. 

“I haven’t had this much fun in a long time,” Lucille said.

“We need to do this more often. I’d like to have you come visit Cam and I too. I think you’d love our little community.”

“I’ve no doubt I would. I hope you don’t mind, but it’s been an eventful day. I’m going to call it a night.”

“I won’t be too far behind you. All this fresh air and good food has taken a toll.”

Lucille locked the door behind them. “Don’t forget to make that call.”

“Yes Mamaw.” She bent down to hug her and kiss her cheek. “I’ll see you in the morning. Sleep well.”  

“You too, I’ll see you for breakfast.”

Luce walked into the bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed. Her heart lodged in her throat as she pulled out her phone. Her mamaw was right, she should call, but she had no idea what she was going to say. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, then pushed the Speed Dial button for Cam. Her pulse rate jumped as the phone began to ring, but after the third ring, a mechanical voice announced that the number she was dialing was not in service and to please try the call again later. 

Well at least I tried. I wonder if she turned her phone off or if something else has happened. Cam never turns her phone off. Luce undressed and slipped into her sleep clothes, and with a growing sense of dread, she climbed between the sheets. I’ll try again early in the morning before they get out on the water. If I can’t get Cam, I’ll call Liz. She tapped out a short text message. 

Miss you. Talk with you tomorrow. Love you.
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Sandy had the first batch cooking and had stretched out in front of the campfire when she heard a motor approaching. I hope that’s Wanda. I’m starving. She walked over to greet her sister at the docks.

Wanda bent over to tie off the boat. “Where’s Cam?”

“I thought I’d let her sleep a bit longer.”

“You started cooking without her?”

“Yeah, I managed just fine.”

“Don’t tell her that. She’ll be pissed to learn you cooked without help. That’s dangerous.”

“Fine then. You helped me get started, and now it’s time for her to get up and eat.”

  Wanda handed her a bowl of spaghetti and a plate of garlic bread, then stepped off the boat. “Take this in and wake Mama Bear. I’m going to the tree stand so I don’t get caught up in your story. I never could lie to Cam.” 

“Chicken,” Sandy called after her. “Thanks for dinner.”

Wanda had already disappeared into the darkness, so Sandy went inside the camp. She switched on a light and placed the food on the table. The sudden infusion of light startled Cam, who shot up on the couch, and her movement jolted Sandy, who nearly dropped the plate of bread. 

“Holy shit you scared me!”

Cam wiped a hand across her face. “Sorry, I was disoriented when the light came on.” She looked at her watch. “Why did you let me sleep so late? We’ve got to get the mash cooking.”

“Relax, Wanda is here, and the mash is cooking. You can eat and go check for yourself.” Not an outright lie, but not the whole story either. She hoped Cam wouldn’t dig for more information. “Liz sent us spaghetti and garlic bread. We have soda or bottled water in the fridge.” 

 “I need some caffeine,” Cam said as she stretched and walked to the table. “I know we ate lunch, but damn I’m hungry.”

“Dig in while it’s still warm. If it’s not hot enough, I can nuke it.”

“I could eat it cold at this point.”

“I hear ya.” Sandy brought two drinks to the table and joined Cam. 

“We’ve filled 138 tags already and your big gator was twelve and a half feet and nearly six hundred pounds. I think Bubba Gump is the only gator big enough to beat that.”

“Maybe you’ll get another shot at him this year.”

Cam took a bite and chewed slowly. “That leaves 162 tags yet to fill. If we average ten tags a day, we can still tag out prior the end of the season. I don’t think this pace will hold up, but I still see us finishing early, probably in the next two weeks.”

“I think we’ll all need a vacation by then.”

Cam nodded. “Most definitely. If Luce comes back, I think it’s time for a real vacation.”

“Not if, when,” Sandy reminded her. “So get to planning.”

“I know she’s always wanted to go on one of those all-women cruises. Maybe I’ll see what they have coming up.”

“Oh, that sounds like fun.”

“Maybe you should join us.”

“I’d feel like a fifth wheel and would hamper your fun.”

“I’m sure there are plenty single women on the cruises.”

“Probably plenty from big cities, but none who want to live on da bayou.”

“You never know. Just think about it and I’ll see what I can find out. What was the temp on the pot when you came in?”

“Almost 150 degrees. I’ll run out and check it in a few.”

“We’ll be done here shortly and we can go out together.” Cam speared the last piece of garlic bread with her fork. “Share?”

“No, I’m good. I’m watching my girly figure.”

“I have to admit, baby sister, your girly figure is looking good these days. The extra five pounds of muscle you’ve put on this summer looks good on ya.”

Sandy flexed her biceps for show. “I’ve got guns. I just wish they’d help me find a woman.”

“When the time is right, she’ll find you.” Cam ruffled her baby sister’s hair. “Love ya, Squirt.”

“I love you too, Cam.”
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Wanda enjoyed the serenade of the nighttime choir on the bayou. The moon was nearly full as it rose, the reflection rippling across the water as fish and other creatures broke the surface. She could smell the faint scent of apples drifting on a light breeze and knew the mash was reaching a good cooking temp. In the distance, the horizon glowed with the bright lights of a processing plant some twenty miles away. The night was beautiful. The only thing missing to make it perfect was Liz. She smiled thinking of her wife, and how lucky she was to have her in her life, to keep her grounded and feeling so loved. She was lost in thoughts of Liz when she sensed movement out of the corner of her eye and turned back toward the camp to see her sisters walking to the cook shed.
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The liquid had begun to flow into a glass jar when they entered. Cam checked the temperature gauge. “A perfect 170 degrees. Go ahead and test the head.”

Sandy swapped out the glass jars and took the one filled with two inches of liquid out to the campfire. Cam was right behind her. “Let her rip.”

Sandy tossed the contents of the jar onto the fire and a brilliant blue flame ignited and burned for several seconds before burning out. “It doesn’t get any better than that. I can remember sitting on Papi’s knee as he tested the brew. He’d call out, ‘If it ain’t blue throw it out.’”

“Anything less will leave you with a banging headache, won’t it?”

“And a scalded ass,” Cam chuckled. 

She allowed a small sample to flow into a test-tube device and watched until it cooled. “A perfectly clear color. Are we ready to taste?”

“Sure, go ahead, Cam.”

Cam lifted the tube to her lips, took a small sip, and smacked her lips. “Wow, that’s definitely got a kick. We’re going to have to proof it down, but it’s got a nice apple flavor. What do you think?” She handed it to Sandy.

“It’s got a good flavor, but you’re right, it’s probably at least 160 proof.” The trickle had turned into a constant flow coming from the condenser unit. “We can probably run this mash again as stout as it is and get an extra few gallons out of it. We should easily fill two five-gallon buckets after it’s proofed.”

Cam looked over at the other barrel. “What else do we have?”

“Pears.”

Cam looked at her watch. “I want to run these apples one more time, and then after we clean I want you to help me get the pears loaded, then you go in for some sleep. I can finish out the pear mash.”

“I’m okay, Cam. I don’t need a nap.”

“Maybe not, but we have to run our lines tomorrow, so you need to be fresh.”

“Yes, boss.” Sandy prepared a mixing tub to pour the apple run into. When the run had finished, she’d begin adding small amounts of the cold spring water to proof it down to 60 to 80 proof, to make it more palatable. Cam would break the seal on the still, stir the apple mash to make sure it didn’t scorch and add more spring water for a second run.  
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It was nearly one in the morning when they finished cooking. A soft rain danced on the tin roof of the cook shed. 

“Call Wanda on the intercom and tell her we’re done if she wants to head home.”

Sandy talked to Wanda for a few seconds. “She’s coming down to help with the cleanup so we can all get some sleep tonight. You okay with starting a little later in the morning?”

“Seven instead of five give you enough beauty sleep?”

“That should be plenty.”

With Wanda’s help, they batched up the new ’shine and in total had three, five-gallon buckets, and a single gallon jug for Buster. 

“I’ll make the run tomorrow night to meet our Texas buyer.” 

“Can I go with you, Cam? We can take the air boat and it will be much faster as well as more fun,” Sandy said.

“Yeah, that’s a good plan. I’ll send him a text in the morning of where and when to meet us.”

“Let’s get these buckets on the shelf and make a run for home. I’ll take this jar to T for Buster and save you a few steps,” Wanda offered. 

“I won’t argue about that. Let’s roll, sisters,” Cam said, locking the door behind them. The cool rain felt good against her skin as she looked up at the moon as they drove the boats for home and a few hours of sleep.
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Cam stripped and took a short shower. She picked up her phone to place it on the charger and found she had a message and missed call from Luce. She broke out in a smile when she read the short text. “She loves me still.” She climbed into the bed, hugged Luce’s pillows to her face, and fell into an exhausted sleep breathing in the scent of her lover. 






  





















Chapter Five
 




 





Before she made it out to the boat the next morning, Cam felt a trickle of sweat running down her spine. Not even the heat and humidity of this Sunday morning could dampen her spirits. Luce still loved her, and in that moment, that’s all that mattered in her world.

“Let’s go, Buttercup,” she called to Sandy, who was bringing their lunch cooler across the yard.

“My, aren’t you bright and cheerful this morning,” Sandy said as she stepped onto the boat.

“I had a good night’s sleep and a message from Luce last night.”

Sandy’s grin lit up her face. “That’s wonderful news. When is she coming home?”

“She didn’t say. Hopefully she’ll call today.”

“I hope so.” Sandy tossed the mooring lines into the boat and pushed away from the dock. “T and Wanda are already out on the water, so we got catching up to do.”

“Here we go.” Cam pushed the throttle forward, and the boat propelled ahead. 

Sandy coiled the mooring lines, stored them safely, and then kicked back for the short ride to their first line.
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Cam frowned when they reached it and the bait was still hanging. “Give it a shot of Papi’s secret sauce,” she told Sandy.

Sandy pulled out a squeeze bottle and squirted the beef melt with the foul-smelling liquid. “Only a gator could love this stuff,” she said as she fanned the air in front of her nose.

“It’s a recipe that’s worked for decades, but it won’t win any fragrance awards.”

“That’s for danged sure,” Sandy replied as she stored the container. “On to the next line, Boss.”

They were both relieved to discover the next line was down and taut, but unfortunately, the gator had climbed back onto the bank and would be even more dangerous on dry land. “Well shit,” Cam groaned as they pulled up to the line. “You see him anywhere?”

Sandy grabbed hold of the line and traced its path into a thicket. “Bastard’s hiding in there. He feels pretty good-size too.”

“I’ll take this one,” Cam said as she moved to the front of the boat and took the line from Sandy. She checked the load on her pistol and carefully stepped out of the boat. 

“Be careful, Cam.”

Before she could answer, a shot rang out. T and Wanda had bagged another gator. She crept slowly toward the thicket, wary of any tension change on the line that would indicate the gator was moving. As she stepped over a cypress knee, a broken limb on the ground snapped and the gator’s eyes flew open. Barely five feet away, he lunged directly toward her. Her right arm was holding on to the cypress tree and she was able to jump high enough into the branches to evade his snapping jaws. She held the line tight with her left hand as she wedged her feet between branches and reached for her pistol. The gator’s growls echoed in her ears, and his jaws opened, revealing his large, sharp teeth as he started up the tree to reach her. A tooth grazed her thick work boot as she took aim and fired. The gator’s jaws snapped shut with an audible clack of the teeth. Her shot rang true, but she aimed and fired again just as a precaution. She watched him drop to the ground motionless, then holstered her gun and carefully climbed from the tree. The tension on the line was loose now that the gator was dead, and she took a good look at him. Not huge by any means, but large enough to chase her up a tree. She struggled to pull the reptile through the underbrush and was thankful he wasn’t any bigger as they strained to get him on the boat. 

“That was not how I intended to start this morning,” she said as she inspected the deep gouge on her work boot. She plucked a tooth out of the thick sole.

“You okay?” Sandy slipped the tag on the gator’s tail.

“He definitely got my blood pumping.”

“I’ve never seen a gator try to climb a tree like that.”

“That’s why I wanted to take this one. They are more unpredictable when they are on solid land and can move incredibly fast.”

“I hope the rest of the morning goes smoother than it’s started.” Sandy baited the hook and rehung the line.
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The next few lines went much better, and they were taking a hydration break when Cam’s phone rang. She usually didn’t get service out on the water. She looked to see that it was Luce calling.

“Hello. … Hey Luce, how are you?”

Sandy watched Cam grow quiet as she listened to Luce. It was hard to read her expression.

“Yes, that sounds good to me. Be careful and I’ll see you tomorrow. Hello to Mamaw. … Love you too.”

When the call ended, Sandy was about to burst her seams. “Well?”

“She hasn’t completely forgiven me, but she’s coming home tomorrow. Apparently, she and her mamaw have come up with an idea she wants to discuss.”

“That sounds kind of cryptic.”

“Yeah, it does, but I don’t care as long as she’s here.”
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 “I think I’ve gained five pounds since I got here, Mamaw, but that was a great breakfast.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed it. It’s nice to have a hot meal instead of a bowl of cereal or oatmeal. It’s just not worth it to cook for one.”

“You can cook for me anytime.”

“Thanks, honey.” She smiled. “Have you talked to Cam yet?”

“No, I was waiting until after breakfast. Then I want to work on that research with you.”

“Well go call that woman of yours and I’ll crank up the laptop and pick up these dishes. Tell Cam I expect to be seeing her very soon.”

“I will, Mamaw. Thanks.”

Luce walked back to her room for her phone and dialed Cam. “Good morning. I was hoping I could catch you before you got too busy. I’m sorry about how I reacted the other night. I’ve had some long talks with Mamaw and she’s come up with an idea I want to run by you                when I get home.” She listened for a few seconds. “Yes, I’ll be home tomorrow. I do love you, Cam, and I know we can work this out. Be safe and I’ll see you soon.”

Her heart felt full of joy after talking with Cam. She’d only been gone a few days, but she missed the sound of Cam’s voice and the ability to reach out and touch her lover. Maybe this hiccup was just what she needed to wake her up to realize she was taking her life with Cam for granted. She would find ways to change that as soon as she got home. She walked into the small study, where her mamaw was sitting behind a desk.

Lucille glanced up when she arrived. “That smile on your face is beautiful.”

“Thanks, Mamaw. It was good to hear her voice.”

“That woman really loves you. I hope you know that.”

“I do, and I realize just how much I love her.”

“Some things just take time. Now, where do we start? Do you want me to search for you?” 

“Yes, if you don’t mind, since you know your system.”

“Not a problem. Do we start with state or federal regulations?”

“Might as well start local and move up from there.”

“Have a seat, this may take a while.”
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The sisters met for lunch at the camp around noon. They were nearly at the end of their lines and had already landed twenty-four more gators. While they ate, Cam totaled up their tags to date in her head. “We’re well ahead of schedule to tag out early. Is everyone feeling okay or do we need a break to take a day off?”

“My vote is we press on and get this season behind us before the weather changes,” T replied.

Sandy and Wanda nodded in agreement.

“If these numbers hold out, I’m thinking another seven to ten days.”

“I don’t know if we’ll get that lucky. We’ve got more rain coming in Thursday,” Wanda reported.

“If Sandy’s up to it, then I think each day after we run our lines we double back through the bayou after making our deliveries to see if we have any fresh gators on the lines.”

“It shouldn’t be left up to y’all. If we use both boats it will go quicker,” Wanda said.

Cam was proud of her sisters’ positive attitude. “I won’t argue with that at all. We could all be home before dark if we doubled up. We’ve got about six more lines to run, and then we’ll deliver and head back out.”

“We’ve got about the same,” T reported.

“Toss me a moon pie, then, Sandy and let’s roll. We’ll probably see y’all again at LB’s. Be safe.”

“Will do, Cam. Fill dat boat,” Wanda called as they headed for the door.
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By the end of the first run, they had thirty tagged gators for the day. Once Cam got the total, she and Sandy left to start the second run. 

It may not amount to much, but even if we bring in a few more gators each run that’s more tags filled. As soon as she hit open water, she opened the throttle on the boat.

Sandy called back from the front of the boat, “What time do we need to meet the buyer tonight?”

“I told him we’d be there by eight. That will leave us plenty time after a second run to clean up and make the delivery.”

“We gotta be home before six then. Liz and Karen are doing a crawfish boil, and you know them kids will wipe it out if we aren’t there.”

Cam checked her watch. “We’ve got plenty of time. If we run late, we wait to shower until we get back.”

“Sounds good. I saw Buster and Jeff bringing in at least fifty pounds of mudbugs earlier.”

“I think I could eat about five pounds myself. There’s something about gator season that makes me hungry.”

“It’s probably all the extra calories we burn,” Sandy replied. 

“Ha, and you’re driving the airboat tonight, so no beer for you, baby sis.”

“Damn, I didn’t think of that.”

“I can drive if you want,” Cam offered.

“No way, it’s too much fun to drive. I’ll deal with burning lips some other way.”

The first tag on their line that was untouched earlier was down and taut. “Papi’s sauce worked,” Cam reported as they floated up to the line. “Let’s do this.”

A solid five-minute fight ended with them landing another ten-foot gator. By the time they reached the end of their lines, they had tagged six more. Well worth a second run. T and Wanda had also finished with seven more tagged.

They dropped the second load and headed for home. “We’ve got time to shower before the food is ready,” Cam told Sandy as they pulled up to the dock. 

“That sounds good to me.”

The pavilion built between the homes was buzzing with activity. The ladies were spreading out tablecloths on the tables while the kids carried out coolers of cold beer and cold sodas. Jeff and Buster were shucking corn and rinsing potatoes for the boil. “We’ll be over in just a bit,” Cam hollered as she walked to her house.

“Take your time, we’ve got this under control,” Liz hollered back.
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There was a rejuvenated bounce to her step as Cam entered her home. This time tomorrow Luce would be home and all would be right in her world again. She stripped and started a load of laundry before streaking back through the house to the shower. The hot water rinsed away the stress from the hard day’s work and she felt relaxed when she dried and slipped into a favorite pair of worn jeans, and a T-shirt with a long-sleeved shirt hanging loosely over it. The long-sleeve shirt would feel warm while they raced through the bayou on the airboat later to make their delivery. She slipped into boots and went to the pavilion. 

“Man, Buster, it sure smells good.”

“Have a seat, the first batch will be up in a minute,” Buster said. “You ready for a cold one?”

“Most definitely.”

“Who’s driving tonight?” Wanda asked.

“I am,” Sandy said as she took a seat next to Cam. “Poor timing on my part, but I’ll survive.”

“We took it easy on the spices for this first batch.” Buster grinned.

“Yeah right, I can smell ’em from here. I better get two sodas ready.”

“Liz has a surprise,” Wanda said as she nodded toward her wife carrying a tray across the yard.

“Oh, my word, are those oysters?” Cam cried. “Liz, if you weren’t married to my sister I’d have to propose. Oh my, those look good,” she said as Liz placed the tray on the table. 

“Eat up. We got a bushel, so Jeff and the kids are steady shucking them.”

Cam didn’t need a second invitation. She pulled out a saltine cracker and placed an oyster on it before spreading horseradish, a dash of hot sauce, and squeezing a few drops of lemon juice on top before popping it into her mouth. As she chewed, the mixture of salt, and spices from the sauces assaulted her taste buds and she let out a moan. “Those are orgasmic.” 

“Well damn, load me up one,” Buster said as he lifted a basket of mudbugs onto the top rim of the pot to drain and begin cooling them to eat.

T prepared a loaded oyster for her husband and popped it into his mouth. “You’re going to need several more of these tonight, big boy,” she teased.

“Woohoo, keep em coming,” he hollered.

Cam and Sandy had a production line going, and soon had several dozen oyster-filled crackers they passed around after taking some for themselves. 

Cam had to smile as TJ, the oldest of the kids at twelve, dove into the oysters and didn’t shy away from eating them. Born and raised on the bayou, the children would try anything at least once. There was no room at their dinner tables for picky eaters.

“Okay, lean back, folks, and let me get this first batch on the table.” Buster started at one end of the table and slowly poured the contents of the five-gallon pot in the middle of the table. Brilliantly red crawfish spilled out across the table with ears of corn and red potatoes. Liz passed out bowls of drawn butter and cocktail sauce used for dipping, and paper plates and forks for the potatoes. Then the feast was on. The aroma of spices filled the air as the steam continued to rise off the mounds of food. 

“This all looks and smells fantastic,” Cam praised as she mashed up several potatoes and dribbled butter across them. Over the years, she had learned to eat the corn and other veggies first to allow the crawfish to cool. Mind you, it took several scorched fingers and tongues to learn, but she finally found her routine. She took a bite of her corn and began shelling the crawfish to put on her plate. Not fond of sucking the heads, Cam placed the tail to her lips to suck the spicy juices from the shell before removing the portion of meat. “Holy shit, Buster, I thought you went light on the spice,” she cried out and grabbed her beer. Her lips were on fire, and the icy bottle did little to remove the heat, so she took a long drink. “Damn.”

“Whatsamatta, you losing your taste buds?” Buster teased.

“After that, I’m not sure I have any undamaged ones left,” she called back as she fanned her mouth. “No more sucking anything for me tonight.” She dipped a peeled tail in the drawn butter and popped it in her mouth. “So much better,” she moaned and the family around the table broke out in laughter.

Buster smiled at her. “How’s the gator season coming along?” 

“After today’s runs, we’re at 183 of 300 tags.”

“Damn, that’s a great first week. You gonna get Bubba Gump this year, Sandy?” he asked.

“I’m going to try my best, but I’m beginning to think he can’t be caught.”

Buster chuckled. “Every gator in da swamp can be caught. His number’s just not up yet.” 

Sandy popped a tail in her mouth. “Well I for one hope he’s in one of our 300 tags. I’d love to be the one to finally bag him.”

“He’s been around a lot of years, and a lot of good hunters have tried to catch him.”

“Maybe so, Buster, but given the chance, I’m going to give him my best shot.”

“Better eat up, then, little one. Dat gator probably outweighs you by five hundred pounds, at least.”

“It’s not the size of the dog in the fight, it’s….”

“We know, we know, it’s the size of the fight in the dog,” Cam finished for her, to a round of laughter. 

Since Sandy was a teenager and the runt of the litter, she had claimed that as her mantra, and it fit her well. For someone her size she was strong and tough as nails. 

 “I think I’ll rig up a special device for you to strap on to so Bubba Gump doesn’t pull you out of the boat and eat you for a snack.”

“We’ve already had a few this year, Buster, that gave us both a run for our money,” Cam said.

“Cam and I had a twelve-and-a-half-foot beast yesterday that I wasn’t sure we could get into the boat without sinking it.”

“Dat’s a big gator. I would have liked to have seen that one.”

Sandy pulled out her phone. “I just so happen to have a picture.” She passed it to him and he looked at the screen.

“Damn.” He handed her back the phone. “Oh hey, thanks for the present last night. Tastes as good as it always has.” Buster moved back to the cooker to begin a second boil.

Liz leaned over the table. “I’m glad to hear Luce will be back tomorrow. I’ve missed her.”

Cam’s smiled at the mention of her lover. “I have too. I’ve got a lot to do to make things right with her.”

“Just be honest with her. That’s all she’s ever wanted.”

Cam nodded. “I should have trusted her from the beginning.”

“Good thing she loves your stubborn ass, then.” Sandy punched her in the shoulder.

The sun was starting to fade. “You ready to roll?”

“Yeah, just let me drop by the house to pick up my gun.”

“Where are y’all headed?” Liz asked.

“We’ve got a delivery tonight. Probably the last until we finish tagging out.”

“Be careful, then. We may still be eating when y’all get back, so come over for seconds and dessert.”

“Dessert? Nobody mentioned dessert!” Sandy exclaimed.

“Strawberry shortcake, I’ll save you some. If I can keep Wanda out of it, that is.”

“Hey, I heard that.”

“See y’all later, then,” Cam said and draped an arm across Sandy’s shoulders. “You sure you don’t want to stay?”

“What, and miss a night on the airboat with you? No way, man.”

Willow followed them into Cam’s house, sensing they were going out on the water. Cam saw her wagging her tail. “Yes, you can ride with us tonight,” she said as she reached down to scratch behind Willow’s ears. 

“Bring her around and I’ll be right out.” She stepped inside her room and strapped her gun around her thigh. She had never had an issue with a buyer, but there was always room for a first and she wanted to be prepared.

She heard the powerful motor of the airboat and rushed outside to join Sandy. She took the earphones Sandy handed her to protect her hearing from the roar of the motor. It wasn’t a quiet mode of transportation, but with the right driver, it was fast and could maneuver in almost any conditions. Sandy was that driver. Cam imagined that if they had lived during Prohibition, Sandy would definitely have been the getaway driver as they made their runs. She could steer an airboat like no other Cam had ever seen, and she was proud of her baby sister.

They drove to the hunt camp and quickly loaded the three, five-gallon buckets onto the boat. A forty-five-minute ride down the bayou would net them three thousand dollars for a long night of work. They could afford to take a few weeks off from running mash to finish the gator season. That would also give Cam an opportunity to experiment making rum from molasses. Karen had finished several batches of sugar-cane molasses for her to work with. When she figured out the perfect recipe, they could make rum and corn mash year-round after the fresh fruits had gone out of season. 

Cam strapped into the passenger seat and enjoyed the scenery as the sun sank below the horizon and the last streaks of color faded into night. Willow sat beside her, her nose lifted as she enjoyed the scents on the water. The wind was crisp as it blew through her hair and she was glad she had put on a long-sleeved shirt. She buttoned it up as the night cooled. Willow snuggled in beside her and placed her large head in Cam’s lap.

Sandy slowed to make a turn and tapped her on the shoulder. “Do you need a jacket?”

“No, thanks, I’m good.”

The motor roared as Sandy accelerated, and the lights on the front of the boat lit the path in front of her. It was just a few more miles until they reached the rendezvous point with the buyer, but the last section was slow to maneuver through the winding path of sharp turns and cypress stumps. 

As the lights of another airboat approached, Cam slid her hand down to unfasten her seat belt and slide the strap over the pistol. Cam knew that Sandy also had a holster behind her back holding a .380. Her hand would stay close to it as they quickly made the transfer of money and moonshine.

As the other boat neared, Cam’s anxiety increased when she discovered a second man on the boat. Her buyer reached out to grab the side of their boat as they glided toward them, Sandy had the motor idling, ready to accelerate at a moment’s notice. Willow growled at him.

“Easy, girl.” She looked at her buyer. “You should have told me you wouldn’t be alone,” Cam growled.

“I’m sorry, my brother wanted to come along tonight.” He passed her the envelope and then picked up two of the buckets, while Cam lifted the third to hand over to him. 

“Don’t let it happen again or we are through,” she warned.  

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

“We’re taking some time off, but I’ll call when we have another delivery.”

“Thanks. Please, keep it coming. Those Texas boys love your brew.”

“Will do, good night,” she said and motioned for Sandy to return home. 

Sandy whirled the boat in an instant and Cam watched the glowing headlight of the other airboat fade quickly in the distance. When Sandy made the turn back into open water, Cam let out a sigh of relief. Sandy opened the boat up and they danced above the flat surface, chasing the reflection of the moon across the water.
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A roaring fire burned in the pit as they pulled back up to the dock. The kids had been sent off to bed to prepare for school the next morning, leaving only adults around the fire. Wanda, Liz, and Karen were drinking from bottles of beer, but Buster and Jeff had mason jars filled with what looked suspiciously like the ’shine they had run last night.

Liz stood when they approached. “You ready for some dessert?”

“That does sound good. I’ll be right back.” Cam turned and went to her house to secure the envelope of cash in a hidden safe until she could make a deposit later in the week.

When she returned to the fire, Liz handed her a plate of strawberry shortcake and a cold beer. 

“Thanks, this looks delicious.”

Sandy paused eating long enough to chime in. “It’s great. If you hadn’t arrived I was considering eating yours too.”

“I’m glad you reconsidered. I’d hate to have to beat ya down in front of the family.”

“Ha, you wish. Pick your poison.”

“Okay smartass, arm wrestling. When I finish my dessert, though, and let’s go left-handed.”

“Aw damn.”

“You asked for it,” Liz reminded her.

Cam took her time enjoying the delicious desert. “This is really good.”

“Thanks,” Liz replied. “I know how much you like it.”

She scraped off the last bit of topping and moaned as she licked her spoon. “Are you ready for your beatdown, Squirt?”

Sandy attempted to appear confident, but she clearly knew there was no way she could beat Cam. “Bring it, sis.”

Neither woman was left-hand-dominant, but years of fighting alligators gave Cam the advantage of being equally strong with both arms. Sandy would get there eventually, but now was not her time. They squared off across the table and when Liz called, “Go,” Sandy made her move and barely inched in her favor. Cam smiled and looked her baby sister in the eyes and winked as she easily took Sandy’s hand down to the table. 

“You gotta work that left side more, baby sis. Cheers.” She lifted her beer bottle.

Sandy tapped her bottle against Cam’s. “One day I’ll beat you lefty.”

“One day, yes, but today’s not that day.”

Jeff slapped her on the back. “Don’t feel bad, Sandy. I don’t think I could beat her lefty.”

“As much as I loved dessert, and the good company, I’m calling it a night. Old folks need their rest and we’ve got gators to catch tomorrow. I hope we can go over the three-quarter point then.”

“We got this,” T stated.

Cam nodded. “Karen, could I talk to you for just a second?”

“Sure, I’ll be right there.”

“Good night, everyone. Thanks for a great meal.” 

“Night, Cam.” came a chorus of responses.

Cam and Karen walked a few feet away from the group. “Will you do me a favor tomorrow?” Cam asked.

“Sure thing, what is it?”

“Order a dozen red roses and put welcome home on the card for me. Place them on the table for when Luce makes it home tomorrow. I’ll probably still be out on the water.”

“That’s not a problem at all. May I do something else for you? Would it be okay if I make a small tray of lasagna for y’all, and toss in a bottle of wine for a nice romantic evening?”

“I’d love if you could do that. You sure you have time?”

“I’ll make the time and press Jeff into helping me.” She grinned. “He loves it too, so I’ll make a big pan for us.”

Cam stepped forward and hugged her. “Thanks.”

“You would do the same for me.”

“Yes, I would, but it would have to be frozen lasagna, not homemade.”

Karen’s chuckles filled the air. “Maybe one day I can teach you how to cook it.”

“Maybe so. Thanks again.”

“My pleasure, rest well.” 






  





















Chapter Six
 








Knowing that Luce was coming home allowed her to rest well, and she woke refreshed and invigorated. She still didn’t know what she would say to Luce, but at least they would be together at home again.

Cam was dressed and ready for work before the alarm went off the next morning. She was excited for the day to begin and to get home to Luce. The air was crisp when she stepped outside, but she knew once the sun rose, the humidity would begin to soar and the sweat would stream down her face and body. The horizon to the east was just beginning to color with the first rays of sunlight when a door flew open revealing Sandy, loaded down with a cooler in one hand, and a handful of toaster waffles covered with peanut butter spread across them in the other. Cam wasn’t much of a breakfast eater during gator season, but she couldn’t resist Sandy’s offering. 

“Let go of my Eggo,” she teased her baby sister when she held out two waffles.

“I thought we both needed some carbs and protein this morning.”

“You know something I don’t know?”

“Just that we’re going to have another great day on the water and I couldn’t ask for better company.”

“You are getting so smooth, li’l sis.”

“There’s no place else I’d rather be this morning, so let’s get a move on. You need to get back here to welcome Luce home today.”

Cam’s smile felt good on her face. “Yes, I can hardly wait. These past few days have felt like years.”

“I can only imagine.” Sandy placed the cooler in the boat and untied the mooring lines while Cam started the motor and poured a mug of coffee.

“You want some coffee to wash those down with?”

“Don’t mind if I do, sis.”

Cam passed a mug to Sandy, and when she took her seat, she pulled away from the dock to start their day.
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Sandy popped the last bite into her mouth and glanced at her sister as she drank a sip of coffee. She was relieved to see the lines of worry gone from Cam’s face now that she knew that Luce was coming home. Cam had always been the strongest of the five sisters and seeing her so upset over her lover’s departure had revealed a vulnerability Sandy had never seen in her hero. I guess she is human after all. She enjoyed the rest of her coffee as they rode out to their first line of the day. When Cam slowed the boat to coast into the line, Sandy turned and smiled at the grin playing across Cam’s face.

“That looks good on you.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s good to see you smiling again.”

“It feels good to have something to smile about. I really screwed things up with Luce and have a bunch of making up to do.”

“I bet that’s going to be the fun part—the kissing and making up.”

“I hope Luce has found it in her heart to forgive me.”

“She loves you dearly. I’m sure she was shocked and hurt, but in the scheme of things,        her love for you remained strong.”

“I pray you’re right, baby sis.”

“I know I am. Now let’s get some gators.”
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The first run of the day netted them only ten gators. All but the six-foot-long one, were good catches It was hard to be disappointed with ten, but Cam feared a drop in the temperature, would drive the gators off the lines. Hopefully, the cooler morning was just a fluke and the rest of the season would remain at normal or above-normal temps. She let out a sigh of relief when she saw T and Wanda’s boat riding low in the water as both boats headed in to offload. T held up 1 finger, then six to relay to Cam that they had sixteen onboard. 

“Phew, that’s a relief.”

“Twenty-six on a first run of the day is still excellent,” Sandy said before she downed a bottle of water.

“I’ll take that any day.”

 Cam frowned at the growing bank of dark clouds as they made their way to LB’s. “I hope that rain holds off until we get done for the day.”

“It’s coming early. I didn’t think it was supposed to move in before Thursday. That could be why the gators weren’t as active today.” Seated next to Cam, Sandy stretched. “You may get an early shower for your homecoming date.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time we got soaked while working gators, and I doubt it will be the last either. Ah, we’ve got good timing today. No one else is lined up yet. We’ll be in and out in no time.” She guided the boat to the dock and Sandy tied them off.

Tony and Hank met them on the boardwalk. “You gals sure are raking the gators in this season. At this rate, it won’t be long before you have all your tags filled.”

Sandy smiled up at Hank, the towering man who owned LB’s. “That’s what we’re hoping for. We have started second runs each day to speed up the harvest.”

“Help these ladies unload, Tony, so they can get on their way. They’re our most reliable crew this year, so we need to keep them moving.”

Cam pulled back the tarp to reveal the morning’s catch. “T and Wanda will be right behind us with a larger load.”

Hank dabbed at his sweaty brow with a handkerchief. “Looking good. See y’all on your second run.”

They watched with smiles as Hank headed back into the air-conditioned office, but Cam frowned when she saw his walk. “His limp seems worse today.”

Tony turned to watch his boss for a second. “His pain is getting worse every year. I don’t know how much more he can handle.”

“How long has it been since he got injured trying to haul in Bubba Gump?” Sandy asked.

“It’s been almost six years now. I’m beginning to think that mean bastard will never be captured. He’s taken his toll on the hunters in this area. Hank’s just one of his many victims.”

Cam watched the older man limp into the office to oversee the unloading docks. Hank had been unfortunate enough to hook Bubba Gump, and when he was bracing against the edge of the boat, the large gator lunged out of the shallow water and his teeth tore through the back of Hank’s boot, severing his Achilles tendon. After several hours of intense surgical repair, the specialist was able to reconnect it, but Hank’s gait and strength had never been the same. Still, he was fortunate. If the gator had latched on to his leg, Hank could have lost his foot completely, or could have been dragged into the water and killed. Hank placed a ten-thousand-dollar bounty on Bubba Gump, inspiring many hunters to attempt to bring the big gator to justice, but the plan backfired and served to only cause more injuries. The bounty was still active, but less widely promoted to prevent unseasoned hunters from taking on the beast.

Sandy looked up at Tony. “What will he do if Bubba’s ever caught?”

“He’ll have him stuffed and mounted just below the sign.” Tony pointed to the large sign on the side of the building.

Cam watched the interaction between them and worried Sandy would fall victim to an attack from Bubba Gump should they ever hook him. But there was little she could say to dissuade her baby sister from her hunt for the beast. The hunter who finally brought in Bubba Gump would be a legend for many years, and Sandy in her youth felt she was just the hunter for the job. She was young, strong, and had gained a wealth of experience, but watching Hank limp away reminded Cam how dangerous the job could be. She shivered at the thought of anything happening to her baby sister.
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The second run netted another twelve gators and the rains had begun halfway through the run, soaking them to the bone. Thankfully the lightning stayed miles away so they could finish the run. When they had hung bait on the last line, Cam had turned the boat back toward town when Sandy spotted a large gator floating a hundred yards ahead of them and pointed him out to her. 

“Do you want to take a shot?”

“I’d love to.” Sandy removed the rifle from the case and loaded a shell as Cam eased the boat forward.

Sandy’s heart pounded as she moved into position at the front of the boat and lowered into a shooting stance. The raindrops bounced on the water’s surface as her eyes locked on the gator. Taking slow, deep breaths, she waited until they got into range before sliding her finger onto the trigger. She carefully adjusted her aim for the movement of the boat and squeezed. Her shot rang true and the gator rolled atop the water.

Cam waited until Sandy secured the rifle to drive to the area. Sandy launched the treble hook and began to retrieve the line. When she felt the hook against a solid object, she pulled hard, hooking the sharp tines into the gator and began pulling him toward the boat.

“Great shot,” Cam said as she joined her at the side of the boat.

“Thanks, he’s going to be a good-sized gator and heavy too.”

 “Bring him along close and I’ll put another bullet in him just to be safe,” she instructed as Sandy labored hauling the beast across the water.

When he was close, Cam took her pistol and drove a bullet into the kill spot atop the gator’s head. “No doubt now. Let’s get him in the boat. I’m ready to get home and out of these wet clothes.”

Working together, they pulled the gator into the boat and Sandy tagged him while Cam drove to town. When they arrived, T and Wanda were unloading the last of their eight gators from the second run. Cam spotted them stretched out on the concrete floor and smiled at T. Another good day on the water for the Gator Girlz.

The skies opened as she and Sandy finished unloading and drove for home. Cam’s frown turned into a smile when they turned into the canal and Luce’s car was in the yard. Sandy saw it also and turned to see her sister beaming.

When Cam pulled to the dock, Sandy turned back to her again. “I got this. You go see your woman.”

“I can help you unload.”

“I know you can, but you have more important business to attend to at the moment. Go already,” she said as she tied off the boat.

“Thanks,” Cam said and climbed out.
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Cam stopped at the front door to kick off her wet boots. When she opened it, the aroma of lasagna warming in the oven filled the air. Two steps inside brought Luce rushing into her arms, and Cam pushed back a loose strand of hair from Luce’s face, then brushed her lips down her jaw to her mouth. She moaned when Luce opened her mouth inviting her for a deeper kiss. She caressed Luce’s face softly as water from her body dripped to the floor. Her body ached for Luce, and from the way she leaned into the kiss, Cam understood her lover was equally excited. She shivered with desire.
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Luce was unpacking her bag when she heard the arrival of a boat, and a glance out of the window revealed it was Sandy and Cam. Moments later, she heard the clunk of Cam’s boots on the front porch. When Cam stepped inside the door, the searing look of passion melted Luce and she rushed into her arms for a kiss. The three days apart seemed to have been forever until the familiar rush of Cam’s kiss reminded her of the love she had for this woman. Cold drops of water falling on her bare feet made her realize Cam was soaking wet and shivering.

She broke the kiss and smiled up at Cam. “You’re shivering and drenched. Are you cold?”

“I’m soaked, but the shivering is from being excited that you’re home.”

“Aww, that’s the sweetest thing I’ve heard in about, umm three days. You will catch your death of cold if you don’t get out of these clothes soon.” She started pulling Cam’s T-shirt out of her jeans. “Why don’t you go take a hot shower and I’ll set up this lovely dinner Karen made for us. Thanks for the beautiful flowers too.”

“You’re very welcome. It’s the least I could do for being such an ass.”

Luce raised her finger to Cam’s lips. “We will discuss that later, but now you need a shower. Drop those wet clothes in the laundry as you pass by, please.” She leaned forward and kissed Cam sweetly. “Now go before I have to mop the whole room.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Cam spun on her heel and left the room with Luce’s chuckle filling her ears.
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Damn, I missed the sound of her laughter. Cam stopped in front of the washing machine and peeled the clothes from her body. The cool air against her wet skin sent a chill down her spine, as goose bumps broke out across her arms. This time, the shivers were from the chill air, and she rushed to the bathroom to start the shower. The hot water was magical, and Cam’s blood began to through her veins once more. She dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt, still feeling a slight chill from the rain. Entering the kitchen just as Luce removed the lasagna from the oven gave her an excellent view of her lover’s ass, and a grin grew on her face.

Without turning around, Luce instructed, “Quit gawking at me and grab the salad from the fridge.”

 “How on earth do you do that?”

Luce turned around. “You start by walking to the fridge,” Luce answered with a grin.

“No, not that, my love. How did you know I was admiring your beautiful backside?”

Luce set the hot dish on the table. “I’m in law enforcement, remember? I have to have eyes in the back of my head.”

Cam pulled the salad from the refrigerator and carried it to the table. “Remind me to check for them later. Are they as beautiful as the ones I’m looking into now?” 

“Well aren’t you the smooth talker tonight.” Luce reached for Cam and pulled her into an embrace. She kissed her softly. “I missed you.”

“Not half as much as I missed you. How’s Mamaw?”

“She’s doing great and sends her love. We have to do better about visiting her. I told her we’d be inviting her down for a boil soon.”

“That sounds like a great idea. Why don’t you invite her to come spend Thanksgiving with us? There will be plenty food, as always.”

“That sounds good. I heard Buster talking about how long it had been since y’all had a pig pickin’. Isn’t it about time to cull some hogs?”

“I do believe it is. Will you join us on a hunt this year?”

Luce brushed a damp string of hair from Cam’s face. “I do believe that could be arranged. Right now, we need to eat this delicious meal Karen has made for us. Do you want me to pour the wine?”

“Yes, please, unless you want to be spitting out cork all night.” Cam smiled. 

Luce kissed her lips softly. “Serve up some lasagna to be cooling while I pour.”

Cam doled out large portions of the steamy pasta as Luce uncorked the wine. The rain had begun to fall in earnest and the lights flickered. 

“I think I’d better go ahead and light some candles. I think we’re going to be left in the dark soon,” Cam said.

“It sounds like the winds are whipping up out there.”

“I sure hope it doesn’t last long and make the temperatures drop.” Cam lit two candles and placed them on the table.

Luce carried the wineglasses and the bottle to the table. “How is the gator season coming?”

“It’s been excellent so far. Running both boats and making two runs a day has really paid off. We’ve filled 222 of our tags already.”

“That’s great news. You have 300 this year, right?”

“Yeah, we do, so hopefully within the next week, we can finish filling them.” 

“Then what’s next?”

Cam took her seat. “We’ve got several options after that. There seems to always be someone who has more tags than they can fill, so we could pick up some extra money there. We can start culling some wild hogs, or we could take a much-needed vacation.” 

Luce looked up at her when she mentioned a vacation. “You haven’t taken much time off in the last few years.”

“Sandy reminded me of that today. How would you like to take one of those all-women cruises? Or we could look into renting a house in the Caymans or somewhere sunny.”

“I’ve got some time banked. To be honest, I think I’d rather look into a house. I think we might get bored on a cruise ship.”

“You’re probably right. Do you want to go solo or ask Wanda, Liz, and maybe Sandy to join us?”

“I think it would be fun to vacation with your sisters, and I’m sure they are ready for a break too.”

Cam reached over and covered Luce’s hand with hers. “I would really like that, but I’ll do whatever you want.”

“See what you can find out, then. We can plan once we know what the options are.”

Luce cut a bite of the lasagna and took it into her mouth. She moaned softly. “Damn, your sister sure knows how to cook. This is fantastic.”

“She was very excited that you were coming home. We all were. I’m sorry, Luce.”

“We can discuss that later. Tonight, let’s just enjoy this meal.”

Cam smiled and took a bite. 
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The lights flickered and went out just as they finished cleaning the dishes. Luce turned to Cam. “Do we need to worry about the power going out?”

“Buster and Jeff will get the generators running to keep the freezers and other appliances on, and I don’t have much in my freezer. I doubt the power will be out for long. So we should be good unless you’re afraid of the dark.”

Luce smiled and grabbed the front of Cam’s shirt, pulling her close. “I think I can manage. Besides, I have a brave gator hunter to protect me.”

“I would protect you with my life.”

“I know you would.” Luce leaned in to kiss her. “Let’s go see what we can make bump in the dark.” She blew out one of the candles and took the other in her hand before reaching for Cam. “Lead the way.”

Cam entered the bedroom, took the candle from Luce, and placed it on the bedside table. She lifted the shirt over Luce’s head and tossed it toward the hamper. “I have missed you so much.”

“I’ve missed you too,” Luce said as she kicked off her shoes and removed her pants. “You have gotten me spoiled, sleeping next to you.”

Cam smiled. “I hope I can spoil you for many years to come.” 

“Come here, you’ve got too many clothes on.” 

Cam stepped forward and let Luce undress her. Her heart raced as Luce’s hands caressed her skin as she removed her clothing.

“There, that’s much better.”

Cam stepped forward and pressed Luce onto the bed before climbing in beside her. She brushed back the hair that fell across Luce’s face and looked into her eyes. “I’ve missed us.” She planted soft kisses across her lover’s face until she reached her lips. Luce parted them and Cam kissed her deeply as she moved on top of Luce. Luce’s hands stroked down her sides, cupping the cheeks of her ass as she rolled her hips into Cam, creating a slow rhythm. 

Cam took her time enjoying every inch of Luce. She hungered for the woman she feared she had lost because of her own self-doubt. Every touch and taste felt right to her, and she used the night to remind Luce of the passion that burned inside her. She brought Luce to peak after peak of pleasure before collapsing on the bed beside her. The flame on the candle burned low as they listened to the rain pelting the tin roof.

“Where have you been storing that?” Luce rolled over to rest her head on Cam’s shoulder.

“It’s been waiting for your return. I’m so sorry I screwed up and hurt you by not trusting you.”

“Mamaw was quick to remind me that moonshine was a way of life for some in the swamps. My own pop was a ’shine maker when they first met during the Depression. I didn’t know that until this weekend.”

“It still doesn’t forgive my lack of trust in you.”

“That cannot be undone, but in time it can be forgiven. Mamaw came up with a solution to our legal dilemma.”

“Really? Go Mamaw.”

“It’s so simple I don’t know why I didn’t think of it on my own. I guess my pride got in the way.”

“You have my full attention. What is the plan?”

“I’ve got the applications to make your moonshine business licensed and legal.” Luce propped up on her elbow as her fingertips lifted Cam’s face. “It will cost a bit to get a state and federal license to produce fuel-grade alcohol and you’ll have to pay taxes, but it will keep you or your sisters from running the risk of going to jail.”

“Fuel-grade alcohol, huh?”

“It shouldn’t matter what you call it. Once your distributers receive it, they can call it whatever they want, but as far as production, that’s the loophole. That’s the requirement for labeling. I’m sure every inspector in the state knows it’s ’shine pure and simple. They just ensure the state gets a cut through taxing the product.”

“You and Mamaw are geniuses.”

“Hardly, and you can pass on the taxes through a price increase to your distributors, so you won’t lose money.”

  “So, they can still label it as ’shine to sell to their customers?”

“They can call it whatever, once it leaves your hands. I can help you complete the application and get you ready for an inspection.”

“You would do that for me?”

“No, silly, I’m doing it for Gator Girlz, Inc.” Luce laughed softly. “I don’t want to have to visit any of y’all in prison.”

“You are brilliant. I’d have to sell what we have already cooked, to get it out of storage prior to an inspection.”

“Fine, but promise no more cooking until we can get you legal.”

“Do you work tomorrow?”

“I go in at three.”

“If I take the morning off, can we complete the application?”

“We can do it online, and that will speed up the process. Don’t take the morning off. I’ll get Liz to help me, and we can call for anything we can’t figure out. You concentrate on finishing out your tags so we can all go on vacation.”

“That sounds like a perfect plan.”

The electricity flickered and came back on. “Go turn off the lights and let’s get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a busy day.”

Cam started to climb from the bed and then turned back to Luce. “Thank you for coming up with this solution. The income keeps us afloat between gator seasons.”

“Oh, there is one catch.” Luce grinned at Cam’s shocked expression.

“What is it?”

“You have to teach me how to cook ’shine. Now that you’ll be legal, you won’t have to spend nights hidden away on the Island. I can help you during the days when I’m off and we can have all our nights together.”

“Deal.” Cam grinned and climbed out of the bed.

When she returned, Luce snuggled into her, and they slept until the alarm sounded the next morning.






  





















Chapter Seven
 





 





When Luce returned to work, Bugsy had finished her suspension. Luce walked into the station and saw Bugsy walking down the hall near the interrogation rooms and raced to catch up to her. Luce grabbed her by the collar and slammed open a door, pulling Bugsy inside with her. She kicked it closed behind them and pointed at a chair. “Sit,” she growled. 

Bugsy’s eyes widened with fear as a much taller Luce loomed above her, but she sat as commanded. “Wha-what the hell, Luce? What’s going on?”   

“This is what’s going on. You have been stalking and harassing Cam and her family for years and it’s time for you to stop.”

“But they are criminals. You saw that for yourself.”

“During your illegal search and seizure, you mean? You know it’s not too late for Cam to file a formal complaint, and your career in law enforcement would be over. So, let me bring you up to speed here, Deputy. The St. Angelos are being licensed to distill fuel-grade alcohol and will be a taxpaying, legitimate business in the eyes of the state.”

Bugsy smirked. “No matter what they call it, it’s still moonshine.”

“They could call it holy water and the state won’t care as long as they are paying their taxes.” Luce leaned down, coming eye-to-eye with Bugsy. “Cam has also told me of your attack on her at LSU. If you so much as come near her again, I swear I will do everything I can to convince Cam to file a restraining order against you, and I don’t think that will look favorably on your record. Do you understand me?”

“Are you threatening an officer of the law?”

“No, I’m threatening a pitiful excuse of a woman. Cam’s continued rejection of your advances has obviously not sunk in, and as her partner, I’m promising I will ruin you if you continue with this obsession. Is that clear enough for you to understand?”

“It’s perfectly clear, but if they are breaking a law, I will take appropriate action.”

“Just be damned sure you’re ready for the consequences.” Luce spun on her heel and stormed out of the room and walked out to her cruiser to begin her shift.
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The rain had cooled the water temperature, and for the next two days, the gator harvest was slim. Cam and Luce completed the applications for the fuel-grade–alcohol licenses  and miraculously the Gator Girlz had an inspection arranged for the following week, so Cam and her sisters cleaned out their stock and explained to the distributors what was happening and how they would be labeling the products  in the future. The distributors were much relieved that the price increase would be minimal and they could continue to label the products as the Bliss Line and Swamp Juice for their customers. The distributors, too, would pass on a price increase, but they were certain they could sell every drop the Gator Girlz could produce.

The extra time allowed them to deep-clean the cooking shed and still. By the time they’d finished, the copper still looked brand new.

Cam was relieved when they ran their lines the next day to find the gators were again hungry. With seventy-eight tags left to fill, they ran their lines and harvested another sixteen gators. When they dropped off their first run, Hank met them at the unloading docks. 

“You should be getting close to filling your tags for this year, Cam. Are you looking to pick up some extras?” 

“Does someone need help?”

“Chance Fontaine is looking for someone to pick up twenty-five or so for him. He’s been having mechanical problems and doesn’t want to lose the tags for next year.”

“Let me talk it over with my sisters, and I’ll let you know this afternoon.”

“Thanks, Cam, I knew I could count on you gals.”

She smiled up at the big man. “We haven’t said yes yet, Hank.” 

“But you’ve never turned down an opportunity to help a fellow hunter yet.” He grinned back at her.

“Damn, you know us too well. Go ahead and tell Chance to give you the tags. They still have to be under his name, right?”

“Yes, he’ll get credit for the tags, but you’ll get paid for the gators.”

Sandy had been listening to the conversation, and when Cam turned to her, she nodded. “We can easily do twenty-five more.”

“Let’s roll then and make our second run.”

They met T and Wanda on their way to LB’s to deliver, and Cam gave them the news of the extra tags. They both agreed that would be a nice bonus to their season. Cam was proud of her sisters for agreeing to help out another hunter. “How many on this load?”

“We bagged another twelve,” T answered. “As soon as we drop these, we’ll make our second run.”

“Only fifty more to go. That should only take two or three more days. We’ve got plenty time to pick up the other tags.” 

Sandy gave Cam a high-five. “We can do that easily.”

“Ready, Squirt?” Cam smiled at her sister and they drove back to their lines. 
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By the end of the afternoon, they had finished running their lines and brought in another thirteen gators. Hank handed over the additional tags and Cam stored them in the console. 

“I’m ready for a cold Abita,” Sandy announced after wiping the sweat from her brow. “Do you want me to make a run to the store?”

“No, I have plenty in my fridge. Karen stocked me well this week.”

“Let’s go break into a couple, then.”

Cam called back to T, “We’ll see y’all back at the house for a cold one.”

T waved. “Make sure you save us some. That sun was brutal today.”

“You got it.” 

Sandy untied their line and pushed back from the dock. As they started for home, Sandy scoured the surface of the water. Two hundred yards to their right, a big gator floated in the water, and Sandy turned back to Cam. “Do we have time for one more?” she shouted over the engine.

Cam backed off the throttle. “What?”

Sandy pointed out the big gator. “Do we have time for one more?”

“Always. Get your rifle ready and I’ll get you closer.”

Cam drove slowly toward the gator and felt a tightening in the pit of her stomach. It was a big gator, and Sandy was hell-bent on winning the competition this year, so she continued forward.

Sandy pulled out her rifle and as Cam slowed the boat, she put the gator in her sights. She saw the red spot on the gator’s head and a smile grew on her face. She turned to look at Cam. “That’s not just a big gator, it’s Bubba Gump.”

 Cam understood the feeling in the pit of her stomach. Her better judgement told her to convince Sandy to leave him for another day, but Sandy was old enough to make her own decision. “Do you wanna try for him?”

They sparkle of excitement in Sandy’s eyes gave her an answer before Sandy opened her mouth. “Yeah, Cam, I do.”

“Be careful, then. You know he’s a mean sumbitch.”
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“Yes, Mama,” Sandy answered with a roll of her eyes, but she heeded Cam’s advice. Her heart pounded as she lowered to a shooting position. She could feel a trickle of sweat roll into her eyes, blurring her vision, and she paused long enough to wipe it away. When she returned to her scope, Bubba had turned toward them, challenging her to make the shot. Sandy drew in a deep breath and slowly released it as she pulled the trigger. The huge gator rolled, churning up the water’s surface. “I got him,” she yelled.
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Cam had watched her baby sister carefully as she prepared to make the shot. The sound of the rifle sent a bolt of pain to her stomach as she turned to see Bubba rolling in the water.

“Come on, Cam, let’s go get him,” Sandy cried. Cam pushed the lever to accelerate the boat and raced toward the struggling gator. Dear God, let him be dead. She flipped the catch on her holster in preparation pulling out her pistol as they approached. Bubba was floating, still on the surface. Sandy pulled out the treble hook and launched it as she had done a hundred times before, and she hooked the gator behind a front leg and pulled him toward the boat as Cam steered closer. An oily red film coated the water behind Bubba, filled with his blood, a telling sign that Sandy’s shot had struck him. His eyes remained closed and he gave no sign of a fight as she pulled him closer. Cam cut the motor and walked over to join Sandy. 

“Holy shit, you got him.”

“Yeah, I did, Cam.”

Sandy leaned over to begin pulling him into the boat. “Let me put another shot in to him just to be sure,” Cam advised and pulled out her pistol. She aimed for the sweet spot and was squeezing the trigger when Bubba’s eyes opened and he lunged for Sandy. Her shot rang true, but Bubba had already done his damage. She squeezed off another shot and turned to Sandy. His top front teeth had raked down the inside of Sandy’s left arm, and she was screaming in pain.

Cam froze for a second as the blood dripped down Sandy’s arm into the boat, then sprang into action, grabbing a clean towel and wrapping it around the wound. Blood wasn’t spurting, which gave her hope that his teeth had missed an artery, but Sandy was still bleeding profusely. She pulled out her cell.

“Bren, get an ambulance there. Sandy’s been injured. I’ll explain later, just do it, please.”

Sandy sat back in her seat, the rifle sitting beside her. She looked at the dead gator floating beside them, his length matching that of their boat, then looked up at Cam. “We can’t leave him.”

“The hell we can’t,” Cam growled.

“Please, Cam, put a rope on him and let’s haul his ass in. I’d hate to know I’m going through this pain only to lose him to the bottom of the swamp.”

“Dammit, Sandy,” Cam yelled but took a length of rope and tied it around the dead gator’s body and handed her one end. “Now we’re going.”

She helped Sandy sit beside her at the console so she could watch her as she drove as fast as she could back to LB’s. The weight of pulling the gator slowed them, but she would not deny the victory for Sandy. She just prayed her injuries weren’t life threatening. One look at the blood seeping through the towel made her heart sink. She could hear the wailing of the ambulance as T raced toward them.

Barely slowing down, Cam took the rope from Sandy and tossed it to Wanda. “Take him in. She got Bubba Gump."

“We’ll meet you at the hospital,” T yelled as she sped on to LB’s. 

The ambulance crew was waiting on the docks with a stretcher and went into action as soon as they arrived. Tony jumped onboard to grab their lines, and a paramedic followed to assist Sandy. Bren’s face was pale as she stood beside the dock watching in horror as the blood dripped onto the cement.

“What the hell happened?” Hank asked as Cam jumped from the boat.

“She got Bubba Gump, and he got her” was all she could say. The grown man fell to his knees in tears behind them as she hurried beside the stretcher the paramedics were rushing to the ambulance. They loaded it into the back, she climbed in behind them, and the driver closed the door. Sandy was still awake, but her skin was deathly pale as the paramedic removed the towel and began cleaning the wound. After a brief inspection, he wrapped her arm again to staunch the bleeding. He looked at Cam.

“Miraculously not one artery was hit, but there’s a lot of muscle and tendon damage.”

Cam slumped in her seat. “Do everything you can to make her better.”

“We will. Hold on, it’s going to be a bumpy ride.”

The ride to the hospital took only minutes, but it seemed an eternity before they backed into the stall and the doors flew open.

Liz was there waiting for them and the paramedics rushed Sandy into the emergency unit. Cam stumbled out of the ambulance but was caught by the driver before she could tumble to the ground.

“Careful, they’re gonna have their hands full treating your sister. They don’t need to be caring for you too.”

“Thanks,” was all Cam could manage as she hurried after the stretcher. 

They wheeled Sandy into an examination room, and Liz turned back toward Cam. “Wait out here and give us room to do what we need to do.”

Cam nodded and slid down the wall to the floor in shock. The security guard grabbed a chair and helped her take a seat. 

“You okay, Cam?”

She nodded and recognized one of the off-duty firemen her family had fed years ago at a family pig pickin’. “Yeah, I’m good.” Her words sounded vacant to her ears and she watched him rush to get a cup of water for her. 

“Here, sip on this,” he said and squatted beside her. “What happened?”

“Sandy got Bubba Gump, but he got her too,” she said as tears slid down her face.
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Luce was patrolling on the north side of town when the radio crackled with a request for an ambulance to go to LB’s. Her heart sank as she waited for more information, but none came. She picked up the radio and called dispatch. 

“This is officer Munroe. What happened at LB’s?”

“One of the St. Angelo girls got hurt fighting a gator is all I know,” the dispatcher answered.

Luce spun the wheel into a U-turn and flipped her lights on as she raced toward the hospital. “Please, please, God, let whoever it is be all right,” she chanted as her eyes filled with tears. A tractor pulling a trailer was in the road ahead of her, and she blasted her siren, then flew past him. “Asshole,” she called out between gritted teeth. 
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T and Wanda watched the activity at LB’s as the smaller boat labored to drag Bubba Gump behind it. Sandy had sacrificed her arm for this beast and there was no damned way they would keep from bringing Bubba Gump to the docks for her. She may not regain the use of her arm, but she would always know she was the hunter to finally bring the beast to his doom. 

“Dammit, can’t we go any faster?” Wanda growled.

“I’m at full speed now. It won’t be much longer. Call Karen and let her know what happened. We can get someone from LB’s to take us to the hospital.”

They watched as the ambulance raced off, sirens shrieking, through the dead afternoon air.

Hank and Bren were waiting for their arrival. He grabbed the rope Wanda tossed him, and he yelled,” Go, Hank’s going to take you to the hospital in his truck.” He pointed them in the direction of the waiting vehicle.

They flew from the boat and ran over to Hank’s truck.

Hank was still crying when they climbed inside. “I’m so sorry. I should have done away with that bounty years ago.”

Wanda patted his arm. “Hank, you should know by now it wasn’t just about the bounty, but the legend of Bubba Gump and the thrill of being ‘the one’ to take him down. Sandy always dreamed she’d be the one.”

“I just hope it was worth the pain she’ll be going through, and I pray there won’t be any permanent damage.”

“She knew the risks, so don’t go blaming yourself. You have your trophy, now display it proudly.”

Hank ran his hand through his short, graying hair. “I ought to burn the son of a bitch., he growled as he put the truck in gear.

“No, that’s the last thing you should do, Hank. Sandy would be devastated if she doesn’t see him on your wall when she gets back.”

“I guess you’re right. I’ll have to have a ceremony for her when we get that bastard mounted. I still can’t believe the smallest hunter was the one to bring that sumbitch in.”

T chuckled and Hank looked at her.

“Sandy always tells us it’s not about the size of the dog in the fight, it’s the size of the fight in the dog. She’s little, but pound for pound, nobody’s stronger. Besides, she’s a St. Angelo, and you know our folks raised us right.”

“That’s for sure, and I know your folks are looking down from heaven now, probably proud as punch of their baby girl.”

“Ha! Dad’s probably fuming that she even went after Bubba Gump. He’s warned us for years how mean that ol’ gator is.” Wanda smiled and placed a comforting hand on Hank’s shoulder. “She’s a fighter, and she is going to be okay. Just relax.”

Wanda slumped back into the seat and prayed her words would come true. Cam would never forgive herself if anything happened to Sandy, or any of them, to be honest. She would need to be reassured that Sandy had to make that decision on her own and Cam was not responsible for the accident. Yeah right. Good luck with that.


Hank dropped them off at the Emergency Room doors, just as Luce came flying into the parking lot and her cruiser slid to a stop. Hank turned to them. “I’ll get a parking spot and meet y’all inside.”
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As T and Wanda climbed out of Hank’s truck, Luce raced over to them. “What the fuck’s going on?” she asked with terror in her wide eyes.

 “It’s not Cam. It’s Sandy,” Wanda said.

“What happened?”

“Sandy finally got her shot at Bubba Gump,” Wanda explained. “Something went wrong and Sandy’s arm got hurt, but I don’t know anything beyond that yet.”

“Dear God,” Luce said. “Let’s go see what we can find out.”

They rushed inside the emergency room and went directly to the front desk.

The startled receptionist looked up at them. “We don’t know anything yet. Take a seat, and I’ll let you know when you can go back. Officer Munroe, you can go back if you need to investigate.”

Luce turned to T and Wanda. “I’ll come back out after I know what’s happening, okay?”

“Go, we’ll wait on Karen, but let us know what’s going on,” T said.

Luce nodded and a nurse guided her to the emergency unit. “Room four,” the nurse said and pointed down the hall. Luce strode there quickly, and when she turned the corner, she found Cam sitting in a chair, her body racked by tears. She rushed to her and took her into her arms. 

“I’m here, baby,” she whispered into Cam’s ear. “What happened?”

Cam wiped away her tears and looked into her lover’s eyes. “I let Sandy get hurt.”

“Nonsense, you would never let any of your sisters get hurt, especially Sandy. Now take a deep breath and tell me what happened.”

“We were on our way home, ready to crack into a cold beer, when Sandy spotted a gator swimming ahead of us. I had a bad feeling in my gut, but she wanted to bag another gator so we could tag out sooner and work on some new tags we got today. When she got him in her sights, she recognized it was Bubba Gump. I should have driven us away, but Sandy wanted a shot at him.”

“That’s right, it was what she wanted. Don’t forget that.”

“I know, but Dad warned us all of our lives that killing that gator was just too dangerous. He was evil. One damned mean gator. So many have fallen victim to him and received horrible injuries. Dad wouldn’t even go after him and he was the best hunter ever.” She sniffled and wiped her face.

Luce gave her a few seconds to compose herself. “How did she get injured?”

“Sandy shot him and we thought he was dead. When she got him to the boat, I was going to put another bullet in his brain even though he appeared dead. As I was squeezing the trigger, his eyes shot open and he lunged for Sandy. I put two more bullets in him to finish the job.”

“That was good thinking. How bad was she injured?”

“His top teeth raked down the inside of her left arm and ripped it open badly. You know that damned kid was still hanging on to the rope that held the gator and wouldn’t let go until I promised to tie him to the boat.” She shook her head. “She would rather have died than let him sink to the bottom of the bayou. I grabbed a towel so she could try to slow the bleeding, and I tied that bastard to the boat and we started to LB’s.”

“So, she really got him and you brought him in?”

“She got him, yes. I called Bren to request an ambulance and we started back toward the dock. There was no way the two of us could have gotten him into the boat. He was as long as the boat and bigger than I ever imagined. Towing him was slowing us down and we lost precious time. Thankfully T and Wanda were heading toward us, so I tossed them the line and raced to LB’s.”

“I heard the dispatcher calling for the ambulance. I was praying it wasn’t one of y’all, and when I called in she didn’t know which one of y’all it was.”

“I wish it would have been me,” Cam groaned.

“Stop that right now. Sandy’s a grown woman and she knew the risks of taking him on. She’s heard the stories all her life too, remember.”

The curtain to the exam room opened and Liz stepped out. “I thought I heard your voice.”

Luce forced a smile for her friend. “What’s going on?”

“We’ve cleaned the wound as best we can to prevent infection and have IV antibiotics started, as well as some blood. We’ve got a new surgeon in town and she’s on her way in for surgery.” She knelt beside Cam. “I need your help. You gals have a rare type of blood, AB negative, and we have a limited amount of that on hand. I need you and your sisters to give us a few pints. Sandy’s lost a lot of blood and may need more during surgery.”

Cam nodded. “Is she going to be all right?”

“It’s too soon to tell if the arm will be okay, but Sandy’s a fighter and we’re blessed Maggie Vincent has just joined our staff. She’s a talented surgeon, and if anyone can save her arm, it will be her.” Liz winced at her choice of words as Cam’s face blanched.

“Is she going to lose her arm, Liz?” Cam cried.

“Not if we can help it, but it’s always a possibility,” she admitted. “Have faith, Cam. If you’ll go back to the front desk, the nurse will take you to the lab to take some blood. Are the others here?”

“T and Wanda are, and Karen is on her way.” Luce helped Cam to her feet.

“Four pints would be plenty with what we have already. I’ll find you when we know more. I promise we’ll do everything we can, Cam.”

“I know you will, Liz. Can I see her first?”

Liz hesitated. “Yes, but only for a minute. Luce will you let the others know about giving blood and they can get started, then come back for you.”

“Sure thing.” Luce jogged around the corner.

Liz turned back to Cam. “She looks worse than it is, so try not to be shocked.”

Cam nodded and then followed Liz into the exam room. Sandy looked pale from the blood loss and was hooked up to every monitor imaginable. Cam flashed back to seeing her mama in this same hospital and a shiver ran up her spine. Sandy looked up at her with eyes glazed with pain. “We got that big sumbitch, didn’t we?” Her voice was weak.

“Yes, you did, and T and Wanda delivered him for us. How are you feeling?”

 Sandy grinned and winced. “Like my arm’s been through a meat grinder.”

“Liz assures me that a new doctor, Dr. Vincent, is on her way to fix you up as good as new.”

“I do believe I hear my name being called,” a voice spoke, then the curtain parted and a young doctor walked into the room. 

“I have died and gone to heaven,” Sandy said when her gaze landed on the blond, green-eyed surgeon.

“This wasn’t exactly the way I wanted you to meet the St. Angelo sisters doc, but this is the baby, Sandy, and the oldest, just as incorrigible sister, Cam, I’ve been telling you about.”

“I’m Maggie Vincent, and it’s a pleasure to meet you both, but I’m going to have to give you the boot so I can examine your sister. She’s going to need surgery, and it will be lengthy, so the sooner we start, the better.”

Cam’s eyes filled with tears. “I know you’ll do everything you can to fix her.”

Maggie looked at Sandy, then back to Cam. “I’ll do my very best, and then you can tell me the story behind this injury.”

“I love you, Squirt, and we’ll be waiting for you.”

“More, Cam.” Sandy squeezed out a smile.

“I’ll find you after surgery.”

“Thanks, Doc.”

Cam walked out of the exam room as Luce was coming around the corner. “Hey.”

“Hey, baby, how is she?”

“As good as can be expected, I reckon. The surgeon just got here and will come talk to us after surgery.”

“T and Wanda are already giving blood. Come on, I’ll take you down. Karen just got here too.”
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Maggie donned a mask and sat on a stool next to Sandy. She gently removed the pressure dressing to examine the shredded arm. Sandy watched her intently, focusing on the beautiful doctor instead of her ruined arm.

“I need to have a talk with that sister of yours,” Maggie said as she probed the torn muscles and tendons.

Sandy frowned. “About what, Doc?”

“About using something besides you for gator bait.” She smiled. “That gator did a number on your arm.”

Sandy tried to laugh, but the pain was too intense. “Yeah, that he did. But he’ll never do it again.”

“Was it worth it?”

“Yeah, Doc, it was. Bubba Gump was the demon of da swamp.”

“Bubba Gump, huh? This sounds like a story worth the telling.” She looked up at Liz.

“Oh, it is quite a story, and now this young pup will be added to the legend as the demon slayer.” Liz smiled at her new friend.

“You have got the prettiest eyes,” Sandy whispered.

“Why thank you. Yours aren’t bad either.”

“Careful, Doc, this one’s single. Amazing for a St. Angelo, so be careful, they can be quite charming.”

“So, I see. Is that how Wanda hooked you?”

Liz chuckled. “Yeah, but she didn’t have to get half her arm eaten off to do it.”

“Some things are just worth the pain,” Sandy said as her voice began to slur. 

“We better get Romeo up to surgery. This one’s going to take a while.”

The anesthesiologist stuck his head in the room. “The operating room is ready. I’ll take her on up if you’re ready to scrub in.”

“Thanks,” Maggie said as the surgery techs wheeled Sandy out of the room. She dropped her mask and looked at Liz. “I’ll do my best, but she’s going to have to fight to keep use of that arm.”

“Do everything you can. She’s a great kid. No, she’s a great young woman. She’s one hell of a fighter.”

“I have to admit, she is kinda cute too,” Maggie chuckled. 

Liz looked at the clock. “As soon as I get off, I’ll join the family in the waiting room. Will she go into ICU tonight?”

“Yes, she’ll need to be monitored closely for a few days. Y’all did a great job of cleaning the wound, but there’s always the risk of infection or worse from the lack of adequate blood flow.”

“Thanks, Doc. I’m glad you joined us. I don’t think anyone else could handle this task and I’d hate to see her shipped off to Baton Rouge.”

“I just hope I’ll be enough.”

“I have faith you will be.”

Maggie smiled at Liz’s confidence. “I better go scrub. I’ll see you later tonight.”
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Liz dropped her gloves in the garbage and went to look for her family. They were still in the blood bank. Cam and Karen were about to be hooked up when she entered. 

“Sandy’s gone up to surgery. It’s going to be a long one, so after you’re done here, I’d suggest grabbing something to eat before you head up to the surgery waiting room on the second floor. I get off at eleven and I’ll join you there.”

Wanda looked over to her beautiful wife. “Is there any chance of you joining us for some dinner?”

“I could probably be convinced.” She smiled. “Come by the ER when y’all are done here, and I’ll go with ya.”

Karen looked up to keep from watching the needle. “I need to head home to take care of the kids. Call, if you need anything.”

“I will. I promise.”

“I reckon I should get back on patrol too. I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Luce said and bent down to kiss Cam. “Call me if anything changes.”

Cam nodded, tears filling her eyes.

Luce placed her hands on either side of Cam’s face. “Sandy is going to be fine. Remember how many times you’ve told me she’s the strongest of the bunch? Believe it. I do.”

Cam smiled weakly. “Thanks, Luce. I love you. Be safe.”

“Always.” She smiled. “Come on, Liz, I’ll walk out with you.” She looped an arm around Liz’s shoulders. 
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As soon as they cleared the blood bank, Luce stopped walking. “How bad is it?” 

Liz shook her head. “It’s hard to tell until after the surgery, but she’s got a long road to recovery ahead of her.”

“Will she lose her arm?”

“Dr. Vincent is hoping she won’t, but she can’t guarantee she’ll have full use of it again either. Sandy’s going to have to fight through a lot of pain in the next few months.”

“We’ll all be there for her.” 

“How’s Cam holding up?”

“She’s taking it pretty hard. Still thinks it’s all her fault.”

“Sandy would have done it regardless. That’s just who she is.”

“Wanda said Hank’s pretty torn up too. I think I’ll sit with him for a few minutes before I hit the road. It wasn’t his fault either.”

Liz smiled. “It’s really good to have you back, my friend.”

“It’s great to be back home.”

When they reached the lobby, Luce found Hank sitting alone and walked over to comfort him, while Liz went back to work.   

“Hey, Hank, how ya doing?”

“I feel horrible about what’s happened to little Sandy. It’s all my damned fault, for putting that bounty on that devil.”

Luce placed her hand on his shoulder. “That’s not true, Hank. Sandy was going to try for Bubba Gump regardless. She’s the youngest St. Angelo and feels she has to prove she’s the best. She’s always felt guilty about Cam missing out on college to raise her and her sisters.” 

Hank looked up at her, his eyes red from crying. “I never realized that.”

“None of them will admit it, but they would all run through walls for Cam, for giving up her college career to support them.”

“They are all great young women. I can remember Sandy bringing in loads of catfish that outweighed her so she could buy her own school clothes. Such a hard worker. How is she?”

“She’s going into surgery. She’ll fight through this and be ready to see that gator mounted and pick up her check.”

“I’ll have it ready. I’ve already arranged for her medical bills to come to me. That’s the least I can do for the pain she’s going to endure.”

“That’s very kind of you. I’m sure their insurance will cover some of the cost.”

“But not all and I don’t want them burdened with it. The family has gone through so much, and they give so much to our community.”

“I’m going to finish my shift and come back here. It’s going to be a long surgery. Why don’t you head home, and I’ll call you when she comes out of surgery.”

“I’ll go speak to Cam and then go home. Thanks, Luce. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

“I will.” Luce stood and hugged him when he joined her. “I’ll talk to you later.”

She keyed her radio when she stepped out of the hospital to call the sheriff. She gave Scott the update and told him she was going to finish her shift and clock out before returning to the hospital. He offered to clock her out if she wanted to stay, but she assured him she could finish out her duties. 

“It’s going to be a long night yet. I’m off tomorrow, so I can get some sleep then.” He offered her time off if she needed it. “Thanks, boss, I’ll let you know.”

Luce slid in behind the wheel of her cruiser to and left the hospital.
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Sandy felt as if she were floating as she struggled to listen to the conversation in the operating room. She heard the whoosh of the doors open, and her gaze shifted to see Dr. Vincent enter and walk to her side. Damn, those are some beautiful eyes. She struggled to speak and felt her lips moving, but wasn’t sure any sound was coming out. 

“Please don’t take my arm.” She felt something warm touch her cheek and realized she was crying. The surgeon wiped away the tear.

“I promise I am going to do everything I can to repair your arm.” She looked up at the anesthesiologist. “Take her down.”



†



The pleading tone in her patient’s voice made Maggie’s heart ache and she prayed she could keep her promise. She took a seat beside the gurney and looked over at the tray of tools she had ordered to ensure everything was present. She cringed at the sight of the bone saw. She would use that only as a last resort. If all the stories Liz had shared with her about the family were true, Maggie knew they were strong women who would fight hard to succeed in everything they attempted. Even if she was successful in repairing the damage, Sandy would need months of therapy to restore her arm to maximum use. She took a deep breath, and then picked up the first of the tools as she released the breath to begin working on Sandy’s arm.

Four hours later, Maggie looked at the monitors to find Sandy’s vital signs stable. “I need a stretch break,” she told her team, placed her tool on the tray, and stood to walk away from the gurney.

Melissa, her surgical assistant, walked over to where she was stretching. “You okay?”

Maggie nodded. “It’s just such tedious work. My back and eyes needed a break. We’re over halfway through.”

“How do you feel the repair is going?”

“As well as expected, I think. I’ve been able to reattach most of the tendons, ligaments, and muscles. There are a few more to go before we can start work closing her up.” She looked up at Melissa, who was frowning. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m just worried about you. Your mask and cap are soaked.”

“Will you change me out so I don’t have to scrub again?”

“Sure, boss.”

When Maggie returned to the gurney, she looked up at Melissa. “You’re from here originally, right?”

“Born and raised. I was a year behind Sandy in school.”

“You know the family?”

“Everyone knows the St. Angelos. Some people call them the saints of the community because when someone needs help they are always the first to respond. They provide food and other items for families in need.”

“Tell me more.”

“There are five women in the family. Cam, the eldest, was a terrific athlete and played softball for LSU before their mama got sick. She died a pain-filled death from pancreatic cancer. Cam returned home halfway through her second year to help her dad care for her mother, her sisters, and the family businesses.”

“That had to be a terrible time for the family.”

“It was, but the love they share and the strength they possess brought them through the hard times. The following year, Cam returned for one more year of college and softball and then came home for good to run the family businesses.”

“That was a huge sacrifice on Cam’s part.”

“She was glad to be there for her family and she achieved her dream of playing in the national tournament. They didn’t win, but she played well. Teresa and Karen married two brothers and live on the family homestead. Wanda went to LSU too and graduated with a business degree, and as you know is married to Liz; and Sandy, the baby of the bunch, is right in front of you.”

“Sandy never went to college?”

Melissa chuckled. “Cam was hoping she would, but Sandy couldn’t be convinced to leave the bayou. Her life is here on the water, not cooped up in a classroom. Cam is her hero and she worships the ground she walks on.”

Maggie paused to look up at Melissa. “They sound like a very interesting family.”

“To say the least. They provide venison, wild pig, and other foods to families who otherwise might not have meat on their tables and they rarely take any form of payment.” 

Melissa smiled. “My goodness they can cook too. Just wait ’til you attend one of their pig pickin’s or boils. You’ll be so full of good food you won’t want to eat for days.”

“Damn, now you’re making me hungry.”
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Sandy’s mind continued to float as she listened to the voices droning in her head. She felt sure she would be smiling if tubes hadn’t filled her mouth. When she heard the softness of Maggie’s voice pause, she would feel the touch of her hands on her arm, and her heart would beat stronger. She felt peaceful. 
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Cam paced anxiously as the hands on the clock in the surgical waiting room moved painfully slow. Sandy went into surgery six hours ago. Luce had arrived several hours ago and convinced her to take a break from waiting and join her in the snack bar. Luce ordered a burger and fries, but Cam didn’t have an appetite. She sipped a soda while Luce ate. 

“Has there been any word yet?”

“No, Liz came by to check on us just before you arrived and let us know they were still in surgery.”

“We just need to have faith in Dr. Vincent. Liz seems to have great confidence in her abilities.”

“Yeah, she does. I still can’t believe I allowed this to happen.”

Luce covered Cam’s hand with her own. “You and Hank both need to stop blaming yourselves. Sandy knew the risks as well as anyone. You both grew up with stories of Bubba Gump.” She shook her head. “Hank thinks it’s his fault because he put a bounty on the gator.”

“That’s not why Sandy wanted to go after him. She has the drive to be the best at everything she does.”

Luce smiled up at her. “I’m glad you remembered that so I didn’t have to remind you. Sandy didn’t need your permission; she asked for your support.”

“I should have done more to talk her out of going after him.”

“Then she would have thought you didn’t have confidence in her abilities. I think that would have been more painful to her than her injuries.”

Cam looked up to meet Luce’s eyes. “I hadn’t thought of that. I think your visit to your Mamaw has made you smarter.”

“Not smarter, but she reminded me that I need to see things from all perspectives.”

“Like I said, smarter.”

“I’ll take that. You need to remember how tough Sandy is too. She grew up by your side and will not accept defeat.”

“I know. I just hate that this victory is going to be so painful for her.”

“We will all be there to help her through that. When she comes home, I want her to move in with us for a while.”

Cam smiled. “That’s a great idea. I have a feeling I’m going to need all the help I can get to keep an eye on her.”

“Dontcha know it. She’s a stubborn St. Angelo.”

“Tru dat.”

On the elevator ride, Cam pulled Luce close for a kiss. “Thank you for being here.”

“I will always be here for you and the family.”

She took Luce’s hand as they walked to the waiting room. All heads popped up when the door opened, and worry was evident on her family’s faces.

 “Any news yet?” Cam sat beside Liz.

Liz shook her head and looked at the clock. “No, but I think it will be soon. Sandy will go to the ICU for recovery and observation, and then Dr. Vincent will give us a report.”

“After we know that she’s safely out of surgery and tucked away in ICU, I want y’all to go home and get some rest. There’s nothing we can do tonight, and I think it’s going to take all of us working together to help Sandy through this.”

Wanda opened her mouth to respond. Liz beat her to the punch. “Cam is right, we need our rest. Sandy’s road to recovery is going to be a long one, maybe two months or more.”

Cam looked at Luce. “We’ve decided Sandy will move in with us when she comes home from the hospital. I have a feeling it will take all of us to keep her from doing things she doesn’t need to be doing.”

T turned to Cam. “Karen said she will drive for me, and Wanda can work with you until we finish out the season.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Luce said, and all heads whipped around to look at her. “I’ve got vacation time I need to use, and I’d love for you to teach me how to hunt gators.”

Cam grinned. “Are you serious?”

“Yes, I am. You don’t have that many tags left.”

“Well, we took on another twenty-five to help out another hunter,” Wanda said. “We can still do that, even if we’re down to running one boat.”

“I’ll take two weeks off, and we can take it from there.”

The door swung open and Dr. Vincent walked in, looking exhausted. Cam stood to allow her to take a seat. “Coffee?”

“That would be great. Cream and lots of sugar, please.”

Liz hopped up. “I’ll get it, Cam. You’ll put her in a diabetic coma.”

“Hey now,” Cam said, but handed Liz a fresh cup. She walked toward the group. “How’s Sandy?”

“As you know, it was a long, difficult surgery. She had quite a bit of damage, but I feel confident that I’ve got everything reattached. There was only one tendon that I was forced to remove.” She looked at the group. “There just wasn’t enough left to work with. She may not be able to flex her little finger. Considering the damage to her arm, I think that would be a blessing if that’s her only limitation.” She took a sip of the coffee Liz handed her. “Thanks, that’s perfect.”

She looked at Cam. “I want to keep Sandy in ICU for a few days to keep an eye on her. My primary concern is infection. Who knows what bacteria’s present in that water or worse the gator’s mouth. I feel like we irrigated and cleaned it well, but it’s always a risk. The worst-case scenario is we have to open it back up, but I think the antibiotics will ward anything serious off.” She saw Cam cringe at the thought of opening the wound. “Only as a last resort,” she added.

Cam shifted back and forth. “Will we be able to see her?”

“Not for a couple of hours. She won’t be coherent at least until the morning, after the surgery and sedation we’re pumping into her. She’s in good hands, so I’d advise you all go home and get some rest. She’s going to need you rested for the future.”

“I’m going to stay tonight, but everyone else is going home now that we know she’s made it through surgery,” Cam said.

Luce straightened up. “I’m staying with you.”

Maggie smiled at the couple. “It’s really not necessary, but I don’t think I’ll change your minds. I’m going to spend the night here, so they will call me if she has any problems tonight.”

“We’ll be right here, then,” Cam said.

“I’ll clear it with the nurses for you to see her when they’re ready, and you can peek in on her throughout the night. Try to get some rest.”

Liz spoke to Maggie. “I’ve got the early shift tomorrow, so I’ll bring Karen in with me to send them home.”

“I guess everything’s set. I’m sure I’ll see you in the morning, if not before.”

Cam stood to shake hands. “Thanks for everything, Doctor Vincent.”

“You’re welcome. Please call me Maggie.”

Cam nodded and Maggie exited the waiting room. “Okay, you heard the lady, it’s time to go home. I’ll see you all tomorrow.”

Wanda stood and hugged Cam. “T and I will run the lines tomorrow while you get some sleep.”

Luce chuckled and looked at Cam. “I’m going to step outside to update Hank while you sort this out.”

“Do you think you two can handle a single run of both sets of lines for a few days?”

T grinned back at Cam. “Daylight and weather permitting, we may even get a second run in. The boys will be home from the oil rigs this weekend, so we can always use them to help catch up.”

“All right, that sounds like a plan. Go get some sleep so you can get on the water early. Love you all.” Cam hugged her family. “I’ll see you sometime tomorrow.”

Cam walked them to the elevators and then joined Luce, who had returned from making her call to Hank. “How is he?”

“Still pretty tore up, but relieved the surgery seems to be a success. You want some coffee?”

“More caffeine is the last thing I need right now.” Cam slipped her arm around Luce’s shoulders. “Thanks for staying with me. I know you’ve had a long day too.”

Luce placed her head on Cam’s shoulder. “Thanks for letting me stay without an argument.”

Cam chuckled. “I knew better. I never win an argument with you.”

“Smart woman.” Luce snuggled into Cam. “We might as well try to get a nap in.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” Cam wrapped her arms around Luce and laid her cheek on her lover’s head. “Love you.”

“I love you more.”
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Maggie walked into Sandy’s cubical in ICU and stood at the foot of her bed. She scanned the monitors, which showed that her patient was stable. Her face appeared relaxed, and Maggie smiled at the scattering of freckles peeking out from underneath the vent tubes. Liz seriously understated how cute Sandy was. She stepped forward and touched Sandy’s right hand. Her skin was warm, and her fingers automatically closed around Maggie’s hand. Maggie remained there watching her sleep until her nurse came into the room, which made her look up. 

“She has family in the waiting room. Please let them know when you’re ready to allow visitors and let them drop in throughout the night as long as she’s stable.” Maggie slowly removed her hand from Sandy’s. “I’ll be downstairs catching a few hours of sleep, so call me if anything changes.”

Maggie walked by the waiting room and saw Cam and Luce dozing. She opened the door and dimmed the bright lights, then walked to the elevator. At the doctor’s lounge, she kicked off her shoes, set her alarm, and stretched out on a bed. She was exhausted from the tedious surgery and drifted quickly off to sleep.



†



Sandy felt the presence of someone near but could not convince her eyes to open. The clean scent of Maggie Vincent’s shampoo filled her nose, and the corners of her mouth curled in a smile. Several minutes later, she felt the soft touch of a warm hand on hers and curled her fingers around it. This feels so right. She felt another presence, the soft hand gently moved away, and she drifted back into the darkness. 






  





















Chapter Eight
 





 



Cam bolted awake when someone touched her shoulder. The woman explained that she was Sara, Sandy’s nurse, and they could visit for a few minutes.

Luce, startled by Cam’s movements, woke. “Is everything okay?” She wiped the sleep from her eyes.

“Yes, honey, this is Sara. She’s Sandy’s nurse and says we can go visit her.”

“Hi. Dr. Vincent says you can pop in for visits tonight but shouldn’t stay long. Your sister is resting well, and heavily sedated. You can hold her hand and speak to her, but she may not hear you. If you’re ready, you can follow me.”

“Thanks, Sara,” Cam said and stood to follow. She reached for Luce’s hand and felt her warmth as their palms touched.

Sara stopped them outside of the room. “She’s got various machines monitoring her, so there are lines and tubes everywhere. She’s on a vent, which always looks scary, but she’s breathing on her own. If the rest of her night goes well, the vent will come out later this morning. Ready?”

Cam nodded, and Sara pulled back the curtain to allow them to enter. “No more than fifteen minutes, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Cam agreed and stepped forward to place her hand in Sandy’s. “Hey, Squirt.” Sandy’s eyes didn’t open, but her fingers closed around Cam’s hand. A tear slid down Cam’s cheek. “I’m so sorry you got hurt, but Dr. Vincent said you did well in surgery.”

Cam looked for Luce, who was studying the various monitors. “She looks stable,” Luce stated.

Sandy’s left arm was heavily bandaged, making it look three times its normal size. Cam had been worried that the damage would be too severe to salvage the arm, but Maggie assured her that only the one tendon was beyond repair. She wiped the tear from her face and looked up at Luce. “She looks so much younger when she’s sleeping.”

Luce wrapped her arms around Cam’s waist from behind and rested her head on her shoulder. “No matter how old she is Sandy will always be your baby sister. She looks peaceful.”
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Sandy recognized Cam’s voice and the worry in her tone, but her efforts to open her eyes failed. She desperately wanted to let Cam know she was all right, and what happened wasn’t her fault. The best she could do was squeeze the hand that had slipped inside hers. Maybe that would be enough for now. She felt Cam squeeze back gently and knew Cam was aware she was listening. Soon, she would wake up and set things right with Cam. She adored her sister and didn’t want her to feel guilty about making the decision to go for Bubba Gump. It was all on her, and she would never want Cam to blame herself.
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The minutes passed too quickly, and Cam nodded to Luce before they slipped out of the room. Sara was waiting just outside. 

“You can come back in four hours. Right now, you all need your rest. I promise I’ll let you know if anything changes.”

Cam glanced at the clock. It was two in the morning. “Please wake me at six if I’m not already awake.”

“I will, now go try to get some sleep. Do you need pillows or blankets?”

“That would be great,” Luce answered. “Thank you for all you’re doing for Sandy.”

Sara surprised them with her next comment. “The St. Angelos have helped my family out for years, putting meat on our table when we had none.”

Cam was confused. She didn’t recognize Sara.

“I’m Sara Thompson. Years ago, I was the gangly kid that helped you load wood from an apple tree that was cut down, and you used it for one of your famous pig pickin’s.”

“I’m sorry, Sara, I didn’t recognize you,” Cam said.

Sara smiled. “That’s been a few years ago. I was two years behind Sandy in school, but looked up to her then, so it’s a pleasure to help her now.”

“Thank you.” Cam smiled and left the room before her tears could begin to fall.
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Maggie woke minutes before her alarm was set to go off and sat up in bed. Amazed by how refreshed she felt after barely five hours of sleep, she stretched and walked to her locker for a hygiene kit. After brushing her hair and teeth and washing her face, she rode the elevator to ICU. As she passed the waiting room, she saw Cam and Luce curled up on a couch, snuggled together, sound asleep. She smiled and hoped one day she’d find a love like that.

She nodded to Sara as she entered Sandy’s room. “How did she do last night?”

“Very well, she’s been breathing on her own all night with no signs of distress. Her temp has been normal and her other vitals are stable.”

“Let’s get this vent out, then, while she’s still sedated. If she’s like the rest of her family, she’s going to be talking today and wanting to leave this room.” Maggie couldn’t keep the grin off her face.

“That is all too true,” Sara answered and then helped Maggie remove the vent.

Sandy began smacking her lips almost as soon as the vent cleared her airway. Maggie looked up to see Sandy’s eyes open and watching her. “You’re going to want to try to talk, but not yet, okay?”

Sandy nodded in comprehension.

“Do you think you can tolerate some ice chips to start putting out that fire in your throat?”

Again, Sandy nodded.

“Go easy with them at first, but they will help. Can you wait at least thirty minutes until you try to speak? You did well last night, but I don’t want you to rush. You will be here one more day for observation, and then we’ll move you to a regular room.”

Sara returned with some ice chips and began feeding them to Sandy slowly.

“That’s good. Do you remember why you’re here?”

Sandy’s gaze moved to her arm.

“You did very well in surgery, but that’s just the beginning of a lengthy recovery process. I worked hard to get you repaired, so don’t go messing my hard work up, okay?”

Sandy’s lips curved into a smile.

“Are you up for some company? No talking yet, but you can listen and nod.”

Sandy nodded and tried to raise up in the bed.

“Slow your roll, hotshot, I’ll raise the bed for you,” Sara teased.

“I’ll go get your sister and drop in on you later. Go easy, especially once you start talking, in…fifteen minutes. Do we have a deal?”

Sandy nodded. She snaked her tongue out to wet her lips. 

“She made need a little moisture for her lips,” Maggie instructed Sara.

“I’ll take care of that.”

“I’ll see you later, then.”

Sandy winked at Maggie, who smiled back at her.

Maggie walked to the visiting room, where Cam was sitting on the couch. “Your sister is awake and I’ve removed the vent. She’s starting on some ice chips but isn’t ready to speak yet. She’s doing well, but don’t let her talk for at least another five minutes. I asked for fifteen, but I don’t think I’ll get that from her.” Maggie chuckled. “I’ll have her moved to a regular room tomorrow if she continues to do well, and hopefully she can go home by the weekend. Rest up. I have a feeling you’re going to need all your energy to keep this one out of trouble.”

Cam grinned. “Are you sure you haven’t met Sandy before?”

“Trust me, I would have remembered. She feels good enough to be flirting already.”

“Yep, that’s my baby sister.”

Luce returned from the restroom during the conversation. “So what are we looking at once she comes home?”

“Several weeks of healing before she can even think to begin therapy, and that will probably take several months until she reaches her maximum. A lot depends on her motivation.”

“Well that won’t be a problem with Sandy. She refuses to fail at anything.” Luce placed her hand on Cam’s shoulder. “Just like someone else I know and love.”

“She’s fortunate to have such a strong base of support. I hope you’ll both go home for some real rest after you see her.”

Luce nodded, “We will, Doc. Thanks again for everything.”

“My pleasure. I’m sure I’ll see you again soon.”

“You can count on it. I hope you get some rest too.”

“Have a great day, ladies.” Maggie left the room, followed by Cam and Luce.
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Sara was still feeding her ice chips when they entered. Cam was surprised to see Sandy sitting up in bed. The smile her baby sister gave her when they entered warmed Cam’s heart. Sandy looked at the clock and back at Sara, who nodded to her.

“Good morning,” she croaked. 

“Well, good morning to you too. How are you feeling?”

“My throat is on fire and my arm feels like it weighs a hundred pounds, but I’ll live.”

Luce turned to Sara. “When can she have something besides ice chips? She loves ice cream.”

“What do you think, hotshot? You up for some ice cream? I think we’ve got chocolate, strawberry, and vanilla.”

“Oh yes, please.”

Sara smiled. “Which one?”

“Darn I thought you were offering all three. Chocolate first, then.”

Sara stood up beside the bed and looked at Luce. “I’ll be right back. Make sure she doesn’t get out of bed and do cartwheels while I’m gone, please.”

“I’ll cuff her to the bed if she tries anything,” Luce replied and jingled her cuffs as Sara left the room.

“Oh please, is that supposed to scare me?” Cam was amazed at her little sister’s humor.

“Doc Vincent says you’ll be pestering these nurses another day before she moves you to a regular room. She also hinted you may be released to come home by the weekend, if you’re very, very good.”

Sandy’s smile widened. “For her, I’ll be the best patient ever. She’s smoking-hot if you hadn’t noticed.” 

“She’s very concerned about you, especially once you’re released. I think she’s already figured out how strong-willed you are.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing, Cam.”

“Good Lord, I think they need to up your medication.”

“That’s some pretty good stuff I got flowing into me. I can only imagine what it will feel like when they stop it.”

“I’m sure it’s going to be painful, but you’ll fight through it.”

“I was relieved to find I still had an arm when I woke up. I’m pretty sure I begged her strongly to not cut it off.” 

Cam sighed. “From what she has shared with us, you were very lucky. It could have been so much worse. You may not have too much movement in your pinky finger because that tendon was damaged too severely to repair, but I think she’s fairly sure she’s got all the other connections right.” Cam couldn’t help but chuckle at the look on Sandy’s face.

“Cameron St. Angelo, you stop teasing her right now,” Luce warned.

“Will you cuff me to the bed?” Cam teased and wiggled her eyebrows.

“I’ll cuff you with this,” Luce warned and held up her fist.

“Ha! Serves ya right, ya big brute,” Sandy told Cam. 

Cam smiled at her. “Just you wait. Luce is going to be your primary babysitter when you come home. You might be begging me to bring you back.”

“I don’t need a babysitter. We still have tags to fill. I can still drive the boat and shoot.”

“Not while you’re still on meds. I don’t need you shooting me by accident or driving us into the bank or a dock.”

“What about our tags and the extras we picked up?”

“We’ll get them filled. Luce has offered to help if Karen will keep an eye on you.”

“Better be more than one eye on her,” Sara said as she returned with two small containers of ice cream.

“Hey, they don’t need your help harassing me, they’re doing fine on their own,” she grumbled at Sara.

“You have to do exactly what Doc Vincent says or you will risk losing that arm,” Cam bluntly said. 

“Can I at least ride along with you? You know I can’t be cooped up in the house with Karen all day.”

“I’ll ask Doc Vincent, but you gotta get out of here first. Concentrate on that.”

The curtain pulled back and Liz and Karen walked in. “Gosh you gals are loud. What’s all the commotion?” Liz frowned. “You realize there are sick people here trying to get well.”

“I’m sorry, Liz. I didn’t realize we had gotten loud.” Cam stepped back and let her look at Sandy.

“You’re looking good, Squirt,” she said and leaned down to kiss her cheek. “Look at you. You got a cute nurse feeding you ice cream. Yum, chocolate too.”

“That’s it,” Karen said. “We gotta get her outta here before she gets too spoiled.” 

“Oh geesh,” Sandy said, then took another bite of ice cream.

“Okay, since our replacement is here, we’re going to head to the house. I’ll be back to see you later today. Karen, is everything good at home?” Cam asked.

“Yes, I told the boys I’d treat them to hamburgers or pizza when I get home and they didn’t bat an eye.”

“I’ll try to be back by five if that’s okay.”

“I don’t need a babysitter,” Sandy groaned.

“We’ll leave her in your hands, then. Love ya, Squirt.”

“Love you more, Cam.” Sandy smiled as Cam reached for Luce and they left the room.

“I better get a move on too. I’ll drop in on my lunch break,” Liz said and followed them out.

She caught up with Cam and Luce at the elevator. “I can’t get over how good she looks.”

“Doc Vincent seemed very pleased with her progress.” Cam smirked.

“What’s that grin for?”

“I think my baby sister is attracted to her doc.”

“Well, a woman could do much worse for herself. Maggie is a good person as well as an excellent surgeon.”

“So maybe we should invite her out for dinner soon.” Cam winked.

“I’m way ahead of ya, Cam.”

“Aren’t you always?”

“Yeah, most of the time,” Liz chuckled, and when the elevator door opened she turned left to start her shift in the ER.

When they walked outside into the sunshine, Cam realized her Jeep wasn’t in the parking lot. They walked to Luce’s cruiser. “You’re not gonna make me ride in the back, are you?”

“Not this time.” Luce grinned and unlocked the doors. 
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Maggie was exiting the doctor’s lounge as Liz walked by. “Morning, Doc, how are ya?”

“I’m doing great, thanks. Did you get some sleep last night?”

“Probably more than you. I just saw Sandy and she looks great.”

“Yeah, about that, you seriously understated how cute and funny she is when you were describing her to me a while back. She’s adorable and such a flirt.”

“Liked what ya saw, did ya, Doc?”

Maggie’s blush rose up her neck to her face. “It never hurts to look.”

“Sandy would be a great catch for the right woman. She needs someone to treat her the way she deserves.”

“No girlfriend, then?”

“Nope, she’s not interested in going out to find her. She’s determined the right one will come along here at some point.” She smiled at Maggie. “Ya know, Doc, you can’t go wrong with a St. Angelo.” Liz left her to think about her comment and walked into the ER, wearing a huge smile.



†



When they pulled into the driveway at home, Cam turned to Luce. “I’m too wired to sleep. Would you mind if I go check on the girls and see if I can run a few lines?”

“Only if you take me with you,” she said to a smiling Cam. “I got enough sleep last night, but I need to change clothes.”

“I’ll brush my teeth and grab some bait while you change. Meet me at the boat?”

“Sure thing.” Luce turned off the motor and they walked into the house.

Twenty minutes later, they were speeding across the water in search of T and Wanda. The sisters were on the last line of their string when Cam’s boat approached.

“I didn’t think we’d be seeing the two of y’all this morning,” T said as the boat coasted closer. 

“We were too wired to sleep. How’d you do on your lines?” Cam asked. 

“We’ve got twelve in the boat so far. That brings us down to twenty-four before we start on the new tags,” Wanda replied.

“Let’s go run our lines and see if we can knock that down a bit.”

Wanda gunned the motor. “Right behind ya, boss. We’ll take the right side.”

Cam looked at Luce. “You ready to go catch some gators?”

“Yes, boss.” She saluted.

Cam’s laughter filled the air as she steered the boat to their first line and saw it was down and taut. “I’m going to demonstrate how to approach the line with the boat, and then I’m going to turn it over to you to drive. Do you remember me showing you where the sweet spot is for a kill shot?”

“I do.”

“I’m going to fight the gator and bring him up to the boat, so I’ll need you to be ready to shoot when I tell you. Can you handle that?”

“I’ll be ready.”

“Here we go, then.” Cam killed the motor, and the boat coasted up to the line. She walked to the front of the boat, grabbed the line hanging from a tree branch, and slowly pulled the rope towards her. “He’s a good-sized one.”

Luce watched Cam’s muscles ripple as she manhandled the gator toward the boat. “Come closer and take the gun from my holster. He’ll be here soon.”

Luce withdrew Cam’s pistol and readied it for shooting. Cam had the gator near the boat, but he made a last-ditch effort to pull free. Cam braced her boot on the edge of the boat, held on until he tired, and then resumed pulling him toward the boat. “Get ready.”

Luce took aim on the approaching gator.

“Whenever you’re ready, take the shot.” Cam gritted her teeth against the gator’s pull.

Luce squeezed the trigger and the loud gunshot rang through the slough.

“Great shot, Luce. You got your first gator. Let me get his head in the boat, and then I’ll need you to help get the rest of him on board. Do you need gloves?”

“I’m good,” she answered as she slid the pistol back in the holster. She watched Cam lift the front of the gator into the boat, her pink shirt soaked with sweat.

“Can you grab one of his back legs and help me pull him into the boat?”

Lifting the dead weight of her first gator gave her a better appreciation for the hard work Cam and her sisters did day after day. It wasn’t near as easy as they made it sound. 

Cam baited and reset the line and turned to Luce. “Under the console is a bag of plastic tags. Will you grab one for me?” Luce walked across the boat and came back with a tag. Cam took a knife from her belt, cut a slit in the tail, and slipped the tag into place. “That’s one down, several more to go. Any questions before we move on?”

“Is this a large gator?”

“He’s probably average at ten feet. Why?”

“I have a new appreciation for what you do, and this is just the first catch of the day. I can see why you’re so tired when you come home after doing this all day.”

“Its hard work for thirty days each year, but it brings in the most revenue except for the ’shine, and in good years, it even comes close to that.”

“Has this been a good year so far?”

“Exceptional and adding twenty-five more tags will be great too.”

When they finished running the lines, they had added fourteen more tags to their total, bringing it down to ten to finish out their tags. When they met up with T and Wanda, Cam pulled next to their boat.

“Let’s make a run to LB’s and we can double back for a second run, if you want,” Cam suggested.

Wanda nodded. “We can do that if you want to get a shower. Are we going to see Sandy?”

“Yes, I told Karen I’d be back up by five.”

“I’ll sit with her tonight,” T said. “You need a good night’s rest in a real bed.”

“You’ll get no argument from me,” Cam submitted. “I’m sure we’ll need it by then.”
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They decided to drop Cam and Luce at the homestead while T and Wanda delivered the harvest. “That will give you some extra time in case you wanted to catch a quick nap,” Wanda said with a wink.

“Your sisters are nuts,” Luce said as they stepped onto the dock and watched Wanda drive away.

Cam chuckled and put her arm around Luce. “Maybe so, but would you have us any other way?”

“Not when it allows us to get a nap.” Luce took her hand and pulled her toward the house. “First a shower. I feel funky.”

“You worked hard today. Thanks for your help.”

“It was fun working with you and learning about what y’all do. I’m not sure I could do that every day, even for a month.”

“We’ve got to make money when we have the chance. You never know what the season is going to bring, so you work like crazy as long as the gators are feeding.”

“I know one thing. That shower sure is going to feel good.” Luce pulled the back door to their home open.
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After bathing, Cam and Luce stretched out on the bed to continue the lovemaking that began in the shower. Cam enjoyed allowing her fingertips to roam over every delicious curve on Luce. 

“I think you get more beautiful every day,” Cam whispered across her skin as she brushed her lips across Luce’s neck. “Loving you is like a craving that I just can’t satisfy.” She covered Luce’s mouth with her own as her finger slid deeply inside, trapping Luce’s moan of pleasure. Cam teased her until she began to quiver, and then Cam moved down to take Luce’s clit into her mouth, covering and stretching it with her lips until Luce begged for release. 

“Come for me baby,” Cam groaned, then resumed sucking Luce’s clit as she curled her fingers deep inside Luce. An intense orgasm surged through her lover, and Cam wrapped her in her arms for several minutes as Luce shook uncontrollably. When Luce relaxed in her arms, Cam set the alarm on her watch to wake them at four, to give them time for another shower before dressing for the hospital.

She closed her eyes and let Luce’s warmth lead them into sleep.
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When her alarm sounded, Cam rushed to turn it off. She was disoriented to find the day was still light until the memory of the last twenty-four hours rushed back to her. Luce was still asleep, curled up on her side. She leaned over and kissed her neck. “It’s time to wake and get ready to go to the hospital.”

Luce groaned. “Already?” she said in a sleepy voice.

“Yes, love, it’s four, and time to get a move on. T and Wanda will be here soon.”

Luce groaned again but sat up on the bed.

“Do you want to stay here and sleep? I can go visit Sandy with the others.”

“No, darling, I just need another shower to wake up.”

Cam left the bed. “I’ll get the water started. Join me when you’re ready.”



†



Wanda and T were just returning when Cam pulled a bottle of water from the fridge. She walked out to the docks to greet them. “Why don’t y’all grab a shower and meet us at the hospital? We can go on up and relieve Karen.”

“That works for us. I can get a ride back with you if Liz has already left.” Wanda smiled. “I bet she’s right up there in the middle of things, though.”

“Probably so. I hope Sandy is behaving.”

Wanda laughed. “They may have her restrained and gagged by the time we make it.”

“That can only be a good sign she’s feeling better.” Cam started to turn back to the house, then stopped. “Would you and Liz like to grab a burger or something before we come home? I don’t know about y’all, but I’m starved.”

“Yeah, that sounds like a good plan. The diner okay with you?”

“That sounds perfect. My mouth is already watering. We’ll see y’all in a bit.”

She walked back into her house to find Luce waiting. “You okay to hit the diner with Liz and Wanda later?”

“Absolutely, I’ve worked up an appetite today.”

Cam wrapped her arms around her and kissed the tip of her nose. “You can eat until your heart’s content.”

“Are you ready to roll?”

“I will be in just a second.” Cam lowered her lips to Luce’s for a sweet kiss. “Let’s go see what trouble Squirt is getting into.”
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Karen walked into the room to find Dr. Vincent sitting on the edge of the bed and Sandy propped on pillows.

“But seriously, Doc, I don’t need to be here. Use the room for someone who really needs it.”

“You are stable,” Maggie admitted. “I’m concerned why you really want out of here, though.”

“I can answer that,” Karen said. “First, there are no windows in here. And while the nurses are very cute, Sandy belongs outside, and at least see could see the sunlight. Second, the sooner she gets out of here, the sooner she can come home.”

Maggie turned back to Sandy, who was smiling. “I couldn’t have explained it better myself, sis.”

“Well, now that you have backup, I don’t see that I have much choice. You finish this lunch tray and I’ll check to see if they have a room with a view available.”

“Thanks, Doc.” Sandy’s smile lit up the room.

“I’ll be back in a bit.” Maggie shook her head at Karen and left the room.

“That was almost too easy,” Karen said and bent down to kiss Sandy’s cheek. “How are you feeling?”

“They’ve been weaning me off the IV pain meds and will start me on pills later. I can feel the good stuff wearing off, but the pain will be worth it to see outside.”

Karen chuckled. “I’ll be reminding you of that later. You heard the good doctor, finish this lunch tray.”
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Maggie was chuckling when she sat down at the nurse’s station. 

“What’s so funny, Dr. Vincent?” Carol, Sandy’s daytime nurse, asked.

“Your patient has requested a room with a view.”

“That sounds just like what I’d expect from a St. Angelo. They hate to be cooped up inside.”

Maggie smiled at her. “Everyone seems to know the family and have nothing but good things to say about them.”

“They are good people and do more than anyone I know to support the community. If a family is lacking something, it seems to magically appear if one of the St. Angelos hears about it.”

“I’ve heard that several times over the last twenty-four hours. I’ve certainly enjoyed meeting the clan. I just wish it had been under other circumstances.”

“I hear ya. Sandy’s got the biggest heart of the bunch. It hurts me to see her in pain. I hope her rehab will go well.”

“With her fighting spirit, I bet she completes rehab way ahead of schedule. Can you show me where I can check to see if there’s a room with a view available?”

“Sure, Doc, let me help. You can go ahead and write the transfer orders and I’ll set up the room. I know the perfect one, if it’s free.”

“Thanks.”
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By late afternoon, Sandy was transferred to the fourth floor, and she had a beautiful view from her window. She could see the bayou, and it set her heart at ease. “This is fantastic. So much better than ICU,” she told Karen with a smile. “I can even go to the bathroom here.”

“You need to follow doctor’s orders and make sure someone is with you when you get out of bed.”

“Yes, Mama.” Sandy rolled her eyes.

“You want to come home soon, right?”

Sandy sighed. “The sooner the better.”

“Then you have to behave. Start by propping that arm back up on the pillow,” Karen ordered.

“All right already,” Sandy groaned, but put her arm on a stack of pillows. “I’ll do anything to keep from going back to that dungeon.”

“It wasn’t that bad, and you were so out of it last night, I don’t know if you even knew where you were.”

“All those beeps and alarms were wearing on my nerves this morning. I know it’s insensitive of me to say, because there are sick people there, but I needed to get out.”

“That, I can understand.” Her phone vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out to see that Hank was calling. “Hank will probably want to come visit with you. Is tomorrow okay?”

“Sure.”

“Hey, Hank. Yes, she’s doing well. She moved into a regular room a little while ago. Give her tonight to adjust and come see her tomorrow. Okay, I’ll tell her. See you tomorrow. Bye.” She ended the call. “Hank sends his love and apologies. He’ll wait to come up until tomorrow.”

“It wasn’t his fault I got hurt. It was my decision to go after Bubba Gump. Please tell me T and Wanda brought him in.”

“Yes, they did. Luce had to convince him to not burn the carcass, but he was delivered. You’re going to have to convince him it wasn’t the lure of the bounty that made you want to capture Bubba. I’m not sure he’ll ever believe it, but you’ve got to try.”

“I will do my best.” Sandy’s face lit up.

Karen turned when she heard the door open and Dr. Vincent entered. “I hope you’re enjoying your room with a view.”

“I am, Doc. Thank you. This is perfect.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Better now.”

“How’s your pain?”

“It’s there, but nothing I can’t handle.”

“We can give you an injection if needed. You don’t need to be in pain unnecessarily.” 

“I don’t want to get addicted to any painkillers.”

Maggie smiled. “We can give you something that’s not habit-forming.”

“I’m okay.”

“If you change your mind, just let the nurses know. It probably wouldn’t hurt for you to have something strong later to help you sleep. I’m about to go off shift, so I thought I’d check you one more time before I go. Are you up to telling me the story?” 

Sandy grinned. “Sure. Take a seat.” She waited for her to sit beside Karen. “Bubba Gump is probably the oldest gator in these parts. My dad remembers him as a little boy. He’s by far the biggest and meanest gator in the water. Hunters have been trying to capture him for years, and many have received injuries trying to haul him in.”

“How big is he?” Maggie asked.

“Well over fifteen feet, I reckon.”

“That’s huge.”

“Yeah, it is. He was longer than the boat we were in at the time. So anyhow, Cam and I were heading home from making a delivery when I saw him swimming ahead of us. I decided that was as good a time as any to try for Bubba, and I pulled out my rifle while Cam moved us closer.” She paused for a breath. “Bubba’s been shot many times and carries a red mark on the top of his head. That’s how we recognize him. I put him in my scope sights and saw the red mark. I confirmed with Cam that it was Bubba and I wanted to give him a try.”

“Did she try to talk you out of it?” 

“Cam knows I’m an adult, capable of making my own decisions, but did ask if I felt I was ready.”

Karen chuckled. “When she makes up her mind to do something, she goes all-out.”

Maggie smiled. “Yes, I’m getting that impression.”

“I line him up in my sights, and as we inch closer, I take the shot. It was a direct hit, or so we thought. Cam raced over to where he was floating and he was deathly still, the water slicked with the blood and oil oozing out of him.” She leaned a bit closer to Maggie. “I reached down to grab him and start pulling him into the boat after I hooked him with the treble and pulled him up close. I was pulling him into the boat when his yellow-green eyes opened and he lunged for me. Cam had drawn her pistol and put two more rounds into him, but he had already done his damage. His front teeth raked down my left arm. I held the line to keep him from sinking and begged Cam to get a rope around him so we could haul him in.” She stopped and looked at Karen. “Can I get some water?”

“Sure.”

“Cam brought me a clean towel to wrap my arm and then tied a rope around Bubba. We started back in to LB’s to drop him off and Cam called for the ambulance. Bubba was so heavy, the boat felt like it was hardly moving and Cam was afraid I’d bleed to death, but there was no way I was cutting Bubba loose to sink to the bottom. Fortunately, T and Wanda arrived and saw what was going on. Cam tossed them the line with Bubba on it and raced to meet the ambulance. After that, you know about as much as I do.” She took a long drink of water.

“I heard there was a bounty on Bubba. Is that why you wanted him so bad?”

“The bounty will be nice, heck it’ll probably be spent on hospital bills, but it was more of becoming the legend of the hunter that finally got him. I wanted to prove I am the best. I know how egotistical that sounds, but I knew deep in my heart I was the one.”

“I hope it was worth all the pain and misery you’ll have to go through in therapy. You’re going to carry some deep scars with you the rest of your life. I did my best, but it’s still not going to be pretty once it heals.”

Sandy looked up and there were tears in her eyes. “It probably wasn’t the most intelligent thing I ever did, but I did it, and will live with the consequences. Am I sorry I did it? I can honestly say no, but I am sorry I got hurt and the pain it’s caused my family and Hank.”

“Who’s Hank?”

Karen looked at Maggie. “He’s the owner of LB’s, and the one who put a bounty on Bubba in the first place. He is one of Bubba’s victims. Years ago, Hank was a hunter and Bubba tore his Achilles tendon to shreds, and he almost lost his foot from the attack.”

“What will happen to Bubba?”

“Hank is having him stuffed and hung under the sign on his building. I’ll see him every time I make a delivery.”

“A few more inches or seconds and he could have pulled you out of that boat,” Karen growled.

“But he didn’t, and I’m here to tell the story.”

“That is an incredible story. I’m off until tomorrow, but the nurses will contact me if needed. Try to get some rest.”

“Thanks again for everything, Doc. Especially saving my arm.”

“I did my best too. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Sandy watched her exit the room. “That is one beautiful woman.” 

Karen chuckled. “Now I know you’re feeling better.”
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When Cam and Luce arrived at the ICU, they were shocked to find the room empty. Cam’s heart sank as she thought the worst had happened. 

“Sandy’s been moved,” Carol told her as she walked up. “She told the doc she needed a room with a view,” she chuckled. “She’s in room 415.”

“That sounds like Sandy. Thanks, Carol.”

“Keep an eye on that one.”

“Several of them,” Cam answered as they left the unit. “Better call T and Wanda so they’ll know she’s been moved.”

“I’m all over it. Sending them a text now,” Luce answered as they approached the elevator.

Amazed by Sandy’s appearance when they walked into her room, Cam said, “You’re looking great, Squirt. How do you feel?”

“I’m doing all right. I can see the bayou from here.”

Cam glanced out the window. “Yes, I can see that. Look for us tomorrow when we’re out on the water.”

“Aww, don’t remind me what I’m missing. How many tags do we have left?”

“Ten of our own and then the twenty-five we picked up from Chance.”

“Dang, at this rate, y’all will be finished before I get out of here.”

“Probably, but that’s not a bad thing. I could see if Chance has other tags he needs help with.”

Sandy’s eyes lit up at the prospect of having more tags to fill. “Do you think he might?”

“If not, we could take a day or two off, until you get home.”

“Naw, I’m just being selfish. Finish them but do ask if he’s got extras.”

Cam leaned down and kissed her cheek. “I will.”

Luce sat on the bed and leaned in to kiss Sandy’s cheek. “I got my first taste of gator hunting today.”

Sandy smiled at her. “What did you think?”

“It was fun, but I’m sure I’ll be sore by tomorrow. It gave me a new appreciation for what y’all do day after day.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty hard work. It’ll give you muscles, though,” she said and flexed her arms, then winced. “Damn, that wasn’t smart.”

“Take it easy, Squirt. We’ve seen how much stronger you’ve become.” Cam placed her hand over Sandy’s. “What’s the plan for getting you out of here?”

“Doc Vincent thinks I’m pretty amazing and doing well, so hopefully once I’m transitioned to oral pain meds, she’ll cut me loose. There’s no sign of infection and she’ll change the dressing tomorrow morning, so maybe I can push for an early release for good behavior.”

“When you get home, you’re moving in with us for a while,” Cam said. “No arguments.”

“I think that’s a good decision. I’ll try to not be a bother.”

“You won’t be any bother at all, and I know Cam will sleep better knowing you’re close. I will too,” Luce said. “I’m taking two weeks off to help out a bit. Cam has to get ready for the final still inspection, and then y’all can get to cooking legally.”

Sandy smirked. “I had forgotten all about that.”

The door swung open and T and Wanda walked into the room. The hallway was noisy with the sound of dinner trays being delivered. Wanda closed the door behind them. “Hey, sis, how ya doing?” 

“I’m doing pretty good; thanks, everyone, for being here. It means a lot to have your support.”

“Wild horses couldn’t drag us away,” T answered.

Karen stood. “It’s getting kind of crowded in here, so I’m going to head home and feed some hungry boys. I’ll see you tomorrow. Love ya.”

“Thanks for staying with me today. I’m okay, if you want to come in after the boys get off to school.”

“That’s a deal. Remember, don’t get up unless someone’s here to help you.”

“Yes, Mama,” Sandy said with a wink. “Speaking of which, I need to use the restroom. There’s several people here, so can I go?”

“Yes, I’ll leave you in capable hands. Bye, silly.”

Sandy cradled her injured arm as she swung her feet off the edge of the bed. “What can I do to help?” Cam stood at her side.

“Just let me sit up for a second, and then make sure I can stand alone. I can do the rest. Oh, and bring me something better to sleep in. These hospital gowns get a little breezy.”

The group around her bed broke into laughter. “Have you been showing your ass around here?” Wanda teased.

“Not intentionally, but it’s hard to hold my arm and the back of this damned gown at the same time.”

“I’ll make sure it stays closed when you get up,” Cam promised. “It’s too early for the full moon.”

“Ha! Aren’t you the comedian?”

“Yep, that’s me, a laugh a minute. Are you ready to stand up?” 

“Yeah, I am. Thanks, Cam.”

Cam helped her into the restroom. “Holler when you’re done.” She turned back to T. “Are you sure you’re okay to stay tonight?”

“Yes, Jeff’s on the rig, so I don’t have a bedmate. The recliners in here are actually comfortable. Much better than the couch y’all slept on last night.”

“I am so looking forward to our bed tonight,” Luce sighed.

“Once Sandy returns, why don’t y’all hit the road and call it an early evening?”

Cam nodded. “Not a bad idea. Do you want to go grab some food?”

“Naw, I’ll go later. If you and Wanda want to run the lines in the morning, I’ll grab Luce when Karen relieves me.”

“I think we can handle the runs tomorrow. So why don’t you relax? We’ll take Luce with us to drive, and that should speed things up at bit.”

“Do you really think we could pick up more extra tags?” Wanda asked.

“If y’all are up to it I’ll ask. We still have time left in the season and the extra income is always a bonus.” Cam looked at Luce. “You okay with that?”

“As long as I’m with you and it’s legal, I don’t mind at all.”

Cam laughed. “I promise you it’s legal.”

“Ready, Cam,” Sandy called from the bathroom as the toilet flushed.

As Sandy returned and sat on the bed, she looked up at Cam. “I think I’ll ask the nurse for a sling. That would be much easier.”

“I’ll go do that now,” T said and left the room.

“That does make good sense. I’ll send some sleep pants and T-shirts up with Karen tomorrow.”

“Not too many, Cam. I don’t want them to think I’m staying.”

“Gotcha.” Cam smiled. “When T gets back, we’re going to head out. Is there anything else we can bring you?”

“Do you think you could sneak Willow into the hospital?”

“I think she’d be hard to hide, but I’ll give her some treats and tell her you love her.”

“Thanks.”

“The nurse is going to get a sling ordered for you,” T said as she returned.

“I’ll make you a deal. If you’re allowed to go for a wheelchair ride, I’ll bring Willow by tomorrow afternoon for a visit.”

The smile on Sandy’s face was beautiful to Cam. “I’ll ask Dr. Vincent when she comes by in the morning. I miss her so much.”

“Trust me, she misses you too. She’s been moping around the house looking for you,” T said.

“Okay, then. I’ll give you a call tomorrow when we’re done for the day. Love you, Squirt.”

“More, Cam.” Sandy smiled. “Get some rest and I’ll see y’all tomorrow.”

“You want us to sneak you in a cheeseburger from the snack bar tomorrow?” Wanda asked.

“I’m going to get us both one in just a little bit. Those hospital trays don’t look all that appetizing,” T said.

“Good night, then. Let’s go round up Liz. I thought she would have been here by now,” Cam said with a frown.

“We have to go past the ER anyhow,” Wanda reminded her. 

“Call me if you think of anything else.”

“Good night,” Sandy said and relaxed back onto her pillows.
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They found Liz at the nurse’s station finishing a report. “Sorry, we had a late case come in and they needed help. One more minute and I’ll be ready.”

“No problem. We’ll go ahead and get a table at the diner. See you in a bit,” Cam replied.

“We won’t be long, I promise.”

As Luce climbed beside Cam into the Jeep, she turned and looked at her. “You know what? We have an awesome family.”

Cam smiled at her as she turned the key. “Yes, dear, we do and I’m so glad you’re a part of it.”

“My only regret is that I wish I had an opportunity to know your parents.”

“You would have loved them and they would have adored you. That’s a guarantee.”
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After sharing a great meal, the crew arrived home. 

“I’m going to get some clothes together for Sandy and check on Willow.” Cam turned to Luce. “You want to go with me or head in?”

“I’ll go with you.”

They walked to the main house, still occupied by Wanda, Liz, and Sandy, and found Willow stretched out on the back porch. Cam sat beside her and stroked the dog’s head. “Don’t worry, girl, Sandy will be home soon.”

The back door opened and Liz stepped out carrying a handful of dog treats. “I’ll take care of Sandy’s clothes while you spend some time with Willow. I’m not sure how much longer she’ll be around.”

Cam took the treats and looked at Liz with tears in her eyes. “I know, but I refuse to think about it right now.”

Luce sat beside Cam as she fed Willow the treats. “She was originally your dog, right?”

“Yes, Tab gave her to me for Christmas before Mama died. When I went back to school the next fall, Sandy and Willow bonded, and when I came back, I didn’t have the heart to claim her. She sleeps on the foot of Sandy’s bed every night.”

“Should we take her home with us tonight so she won’t be lonely?”

Cam smiled up at her. “That’s a great idea.”

It took a bit of coaxing, but Willow finally followed them into the house, and when they got ready for bed, Cam lifted Willow onto the bed. “Just like old times, Willow.” 

Willow spun in a circle nesting and then plopped down on the bed.

Luce stripped and slid beneath the covers. “Man, this feels good.”

“Save me a spot,” Cam called from the bathroom.

Cam climbed into bed after turning the light out and Luce snuggled into her. Moments later, they felt movement on the bed and Willow crawled up behind Cam and stretched out. “I’m officially a Cam sandwich,” she chuckled as she rested her hand on Willow’s back.






  





















Chapter Nine
 





 





The next morning, fall was definitely in the air. The temperature was cooler than usual, and the air crisp and clean. Cam started the boat and watched as Luce walked toward her carrying a thermos of coffee and wearing a beautiful smile. 

“I could get spoiled having you work beside me every day.” She offered Luce her hand as she stepped onto the boat.

“Do you really think you could handle me every day?”

“Without a doubt.” Cam waited for her to pour them mugs of coffee and then pulled away from the docks. “Let’s go get some gators.”

After the first run, they had harvested sixteen more gators, finishing out their last ten tags and filling six of the extras. They pulled into the docks at LB’s and Tony and Hank rushed out to meet them.

Hank looked at Cam. “How’s Sandy doing?”

“Surprisingly well. I hear you’re going to see her today.”

“That’s right. I’m heading up soon.”

“Can I ask if you have more tags that need to be filled?”

“I’m sure I can find more if you want them. How many?”

“Maybe another twenty-five.”

“I’ll give Chance a call. He may still be looking for help. If not, I’ll ask around.”

“Thanks. That would be great. With this haul, we’re down to nineteen of the extras and Sandy is wanting to ride along as we finish out the season. The extra income is always nice too.”

“I’ll do what I can and let you know later. Are you planning on a second run today?”

“Yes, we are. Then we’re going to take Willow to see Sandy if she can go outside in a wheelchair.”

He smiled. “I know she’ll love that.”

“Seeing Willow and smelling fresh air will do wonders for her.”

Hank grinned. “Yes, I’m sure it will. Do you think I can sneak a burger and fries in to her?”

 “I’m sure you could. She’s in room 415 now. Next stop, out the front door.” Cam smiled at him. “She’s hoping to be released in a few days.”

“That would be great. Let’s get you unloaded so you can be on your way, and I’ll go see Sandy.”
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Sandy changed into a pair of sleep pants and a T-shirt when Karen arrived. “That feels so much better.” She slipped her arm back into the sling and grinned at her sister. “Thanks for bringing me real clothes.”

“You’re very welcome. Has the good doctor been by yet?”

“No, not yet. I think I heard one of the nurses say she had surgery scheduled for this morning. I expect I’ll see her before lunch, though.”

“How’s the pain today?”

“Tolerable. The pills aren’t near as effective as the IV, but I can handle this. I think.”

“You can always ask for something stronger if you need more relief. There’s no rush for you to get out of here.”

Sandy leaned back against the pillows. “Maybe not for you, but I can’t wait to get home.”

Karen frowned. “You know that’s not what I meant. You need to be on the road to healing and have your pain managed before you get home.”

Sandy gave her a lopsided grin. “I know. I was just giving ya shit.”

“You just wait until you get home. Or I could complain and see if you can go back into a hospital gown.”

“You wouldn’t.” Sandy cringed.

“Don’t tempt me.”

The door swung open and Maggie walked into the room. She looked at Karen. “She giving you trouble?”

“No worse than usual.”

“How are you feeling?”

“I’m good, Doc. Ready to go home.”

“Slow your roll. You’re not ready for that yet. I need to change the dressing on your arm. I’m going to get some supplies and I’ll be back. Do you want to go grab some coffee?” she asked Karen. “It’s not going to be pretty.”

“Can I go instead?” Sandy asked.

“Nice try.”

“Do you want me to go?” Karen asked Sandy.

“Yeah, go ahead. No sense in ruining your appetite today.”

“It’ll take me about twenty minutes.”

“I’ll go give Cam a call.” Karen turned to Maggie. “Will it be okay if she goes outside in a wheelchair later today? She’s got a special visitor coming by.”

Maggie smiled. “That shouldn’t be a problem. Just don’t let her overdo things, and make sure she keeps that arm in a sling. No cartwheels or gymnastics.”

“Right, Doc.” Sandy smiled and Maggie left the room. She turned to Karen. “I think she just wanted me all to herself.”

Karen smirked. “Yeah, okay. Keep thinking that. I’ll be back in about thirty minutes.”

Maggie passed Karen in the hallway. “I promise I’ll go easy on her.”

“I’m sure she can handle it. She’s a tough one.”

“That’s what I keep hearing about you St. Angelos.”

Karen grinned. “I’ll be back.”



†



Maggie entered the room to find Sandy propped up on pillows. “Are you ready for this?”

“As ready as I’m ever going to be, I reckon.”

Maggie moved a chair to the side of the bed and placed a sterile pad on top of a spare pillow. “Let’s get your arm over here and I’ll get to work. I’ll do my best to be gentle, but this may hurt.”

“I’ll try to be brave.”

Maggie began working on removing the dressing from surgery and felt Sandy wince as she peeled the layers away from the torn arm. “Tell me about this amazing family of yours.” She hoped Sandy would concentrate on her story, taking her mind off her arm.

“There are the five of us sisters left. Mama died several years ago from cancer and Dad died from a heart attack in his sleep. I really think it was a broken heart. He never was the same after Mama died.”

Maggie looked up to see the tears in Sandy’s eyes. “Do you all live together?”

“On the same homestead, yes, but in different homes. We also have a hunt camp out on The Island. Willow and I stay out there a lot.”

“Who’s Willow?”

“She’s my dog. Well actually, she was given to Cam by her first girlfriend for Christmas before Mama died, but when Cam went back to LSU for another year, Willow became my best friend.”

“Did you go to college?”

“No, I had no interest in college. Cam went and played ball for two years and Wanda went to get her degree, but my life is right here.”

“What type of sport did Cam play?”

“She was one of the best softball shortstops this state has ever seen. She still holds most of the records at the high school and several at LSU. She only played two seasons before she came back here for good to help Dad run the family businesses.”

Maggie had removed the bandages and was gently cleaning the wounds. Sandy looked down at her arm and blanched at the sight of the damage. “What other things do you do besides hunt for alligators?” She hoped to distract Sandy again.

“We offer private hunting trips on The Island for wild boar and white-tail deer, and we also make moonshine.”

“Moonshine? Isn’t that illegal?”

“Yes, but because of Luce, we are becoming legal tax-paying ’shiners. She didn’t know about the moonshine until just recently, and it almost caused her to break up with Cam.”

“I can imagine. She’s in law enforcement, right?”

“Yes, and one of her fellow officers and one of Cam’s old teammates was the one who busted her as she was making a delivery to the sheriff.”

“Oh wow, that must have been interesting.”

“Drama-filled for sure. Bugsy, the officer who arrested Cam, has been obsessed with Cam since high school, but Cam has never had any interest in her. When Bugsy did an illegal traffic stop on Cam, she searched the vehicle and found the gallon of ’shine Cam was transporting. Cam used her phone call to contact Scott, the sheriff, who came in and cleared everything for Cam, but not before Luce got wind of the arrest.”

“No wonder it didn’t go over well. Why didn’t Cam tell her about it? They’ve been together awhile, haven’t they?”

“She was afraid of Luce’s reaction. She’s straitlaced about enforcing the law. It was her idea for us to get licensed and legal to continue cooking ’shine. Other than harvesting gators, it’s a main source of income for our family.”

Maggie had nearly finished cleaning the wounds. “Will that drastically reduce your income?”

“Not really. Once we’re licensed, we’ll increase the cost of the ’shine to cover the taxes and license fees. Our ’shine is very popular here and in Texas, so the customers will continue to buy as much as we can make, and being legal we can cook during the day, year-round if we want. That might cut into my fishing time, though.”

“You really like to fish?”

“Yeah, Hank at LB’s sells the catfish fillets I bring to him, and we also provide crawfish to him for sale.”

“Do y’all ever have time to sleep with all this work?”

Sandy grinned. “On occasion.”

“Liz has told me about the amazing cookouts y’all have and the things you do for your neighbors in need.”

“Yeah, there are several families we help out with fresh meat. When a hunter only wants a trophy, we give the meat to families who are struggling. We also have to cull the wild hog population at least once a year, and we cook up a bunch of meat to pass on to others.”

“It’s no wonder the community loves the St. Angelo family.”

Sandy looked up from her arm and smiled at Maggie. “We believe in taking care of our own. Will the swelling reduce eventually?”

    “Yes, but it may take some time. You suffered tremendous trauma, but the wounds are looking good.”

“I’m glad you think so. It looks like my arm was shredded.”

“You came dangerously close to losing it. Thankfully, you had a very talented surgeon, and team of nurses to care for you.” 

“Thanks, Doc.”

Maggie noticed the look of fear in Sandy’s eyes. “Are you trying to move your fingers?”

“Yes, but they won’t move.” Sandy’s voice filled with panic.

“Relax. The inflammation is keeping them from moving. Once it begins to subside, you should be able to start wiggling them some, but it’s going to take therapy to get them working properly. The pinky won’t have much movement because of the damage, though.”

“I’ll just have to adjust to that.”

“Try not to stress them until they have healed and therapy begins. I don’t want you doing more damage to my hard work.”

“Yes, Doc.”

“Are you ready for me to put a new bandage on? This one won’t be as tight.”

“Yes, please. I don’t want Karen to see this yet. When can I go home?”

“Are you tired of me already?”

“No, but I belong outside. These walls are making me stir-crazy.”

“I’ll talk with Liz about changing out your bandages at home and maybe we can get you home in the next couple of days. Would you mind if I drop by to check on you so you don’t have to come back here for follow-ups?”

“You would do that?”

“Yes, I would.”

“That would be perfect. I can show you around the bayou.”

“No driving, or working, until you’re off the pain meds and started on therapy. It’s going to be months before you’re back to normal.”

“Understood, and I’ll do my best to behave.”

“I plan on having a serious conversation with your sisters to make sure you do.”

“I’ll have more supervisors than you can imagine. I probably won’t be able to pee in peace for a while.”

Maggie secured the final piece of tape on the bandage. “There, all set. How does it feel?”

“Hurts a bit, but it’s not horrible.”

“Are the meds working for you?”

“Yes, they are.”

“Don’t forget to ask if you need another dose sooner, or if they aren’t working we can change meds.”

“I promise. Thanks, Doc.”

“You’re very welcome.”
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When Karen returned, the nurse was leaving Sandy’s room. 

“I just put her arm in the sling, and we have a wheelchair whenever she’s ready to go outside.”

“Thanks, it will be just after lunch.”

Karen walked into the room, and Sandy looked up. “What’s just after lunch?

“Your special visitor will be here around twelve thirty. Cam just called to tell me there were starting their second run. Do you feel okay? You look a bit tired.”

“I am. I didn’t realize how much sitting up for the dressing change took out of me.”

“Take a nap, then, until lunch, and after you eat, we can head downstairs. The nurses have a wheelchair ready for you.”

“I think I will. Do you want to run home while I sleep?”

“If you promise to be good, I’ll make a grocery-store run. Is there anything I can bring you?”

Sandy beamed. “I’d love a cold bottle of Sun Drop if you can find it.”

“That shouldn’t be too difficult. Do you need to use the restroom before I go?”

“That’s probably not a bad idea.”

“Come on then, Romeo, and I’ll help you before I head out.”
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Cam slipped her phone back into the holster as they coasted up to their first line of a second run. The morning run had totaled another seventeen gators, leaving two tags to the first batch of extra tags. Hank had given her another set of twenty-five when they delivered the morning run. She turned around to where Luce was driving the boat. “You know, I think we’ll take a few days off after today’s runs.”

Luce nodded. “You want to make sure Sandy’s home for the final tags, don’t you?”

“We’ve never finished a season without her since she was old enough to hunt.”

“I think its good timing anyhow. Have you forgotten tomorrow is the final inspection for the still? After tomorrow, you should have license in hand and be one hundred percent legal, so you can teach me how to cook.”

“You really want to learn how to make ’shine?”

“Yes, now that you’ll be legal. I can help you on my days off.”

Cam walked to the back of the boat and kissed her. “No more late nights away from you. We can cook during the day and be snuggled up in a warm bed every night.”

“That does sound great. What’s the plan for taking Willow up to see Sandy?”

“As soon as we run these lines, I’ll let T drive the haul into LB’s after dropping us at the house. We can load Willow up in Dad’s old truck and head into the hospital.”

“I do hope she can come home soon. Willow misses her bad, as we all do.”

“It’s definitely quieter on the water without Sandy. Normally, she’s talking my ears off. I can’t tell you how much I’ve enjoyed you helping me these past few days.”  

“I think it was past time we had some quality time together.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I should work you so hard.”

“It gives me a better insight to what you all do every day. This is so much harder than riding around in a cruiser all day. I’ve actually enjoyed the exercise as well as the company.”

“You’re more than welcome to join us anytime. I hope you know that.”

“I do, and thanks. Once gator season is over will you concentrate on making ’shine?”

“Yes, we will, and once Sandy is healed, we’ll have a hunt to cull out some wild hogs. Our first guided hunt isn’t scheduled until after Thanksgiving, so we can slow down a bit.”

“Ha! Can you even spell the word slow?” 

“I don’t know if I can spell it, but I can show slow to you tonight.” Cam wiggled her brows with a chuckle.

“You are so on, St. Angelo.”

“Let’s get to work, then.” Cam reached down to retrieve the downed line and fought the gator until he was close enough for Luce to shoot. They managed to pull him into the boat, and Cam grinned up at Luce. She wiped the sweat from her brow and looked downright adorable doing it. “One down, my love.”

The second run netted them another ten gators, and when they met up with T and Wanda, T came on board to drive them back to the homestead. She let them off at the dock and told Cam, “Tell Squirt that Wanda and I will come see her later.”

“Will do. I think it’s time for us to take a few days off until she gets home.”

“Wanda and I were talking about that too. She needs to be here for the end of this season, even if it’s just riding along.”

“Depending on how she feels, she can still shoot for me. I’m not too sure about driving the boat yet, but we’ll play things by ear.”

“Karen has already volunteered to drive her to therapy, but we can swap out once the season is over. It won’t take all of us to cook ’shine,” Wanda said.

“That sounds like a good plan, and Deputy Do Right wants to learn to cook now that we won’t be going to jail.”

T smiled at Luce. “It will be great teaching you.”

“I hope you still think so a few weeks from now.”

“We’ll see you later. Save us a couple of cold ones.”

“Sure will, Cam.” T started the motor and pulled away from the dock.

“Deputy Do Right?” Luce punched her in the shoulder.

“What? I thought it is pretty fitting.” Cam smiled and placed an arm around her shoulders. “Let’s go wash up and we can take Willow to town.”
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Karen slipped into the room to find Sandy still sleeping. She slept so peacefully she looked like a kid again. Karen smiled, remembering the long-legged, gangly child Sandy had been. She debated letting her sleep, but Sandy stirred in the bed.

Sandy wiped the sleep from her eyes. “Hey, I didn’t hear you come back.”

“I just got here. Sorry I woke you.”

“Don’t be. The clanging of the meal trays would have woken me anyhow.”

“They are a bit noisy, aren’t they?” Karen reached into a bag and pulled out the Sun Drop Sandy had requested. “Here you go, Squirt.”

Sandy reached for it. “Thanks, I was hoping you’d remember. These generic drinks the hospital provides just don’t cut it.”

A dietary staff knocked, then entered the room carrying a tray. “Grilled cheese with tomato soup.”

“That sounds great. Thank you.” Sandy smiled warmly at the young woman.

“If you don’t need anything else, I’ll be back later to pick up your tray.”

“I think I’m set,” Sandy replied as Karen moved the table across the bed and lifted the tray lid.

“Do you want me to cut the sandwich in half?”

“I can manage, but thanks.” Sandy picked up the sandwich and took a bite. “Still warm too. Some of the food arrives a bit cool.”

“You know you can always ask someone to nuke it for you in the microwave.” Karen took her seat beside the bed.

“I know. I just don’t want to bother them when they are so busy working with patients.”

“Do I need to remind you that you’re a patient too?”

“I’m not sick, though, just injured.” Sandy grinned and took another bite.

“Slow down and chew. We’ve got time for you to eat before Willow arrives.”

“I know. I’m just so excited to be outside.”

“Do you want me to pour this soup in a cup for you, then? It will make it easier.”

Sandy grinned. “That would be great. Thanks!”

Karen located a Styrofoam cup, transferred the soup, and handed it to her.

“It looks like a beautiful day out,” Sandy said as she took the offering.

“Absolutely gorgeous. There’s even a bit of a breeze. Should I go get your wheelchair?”

“Oh yes, please. I’ll be done here shortly.”

“I’ll be right back, then.”

Sandy had finished eating and was sitting up on the side of the bed when Karen returned with the wheelchair. “My, that was fast,” Karen said. “Do you want to use the restroom before we go downstairs?”

“I think that’d be a good idea.”

Karen helped her to stand and walk toward the small bathroom. As she stepped inside, Sandy groaned.

“What’s wrong? Are you hurting?”

“No, looking at my bedhead in the mirror was painful. Can you help me tone it down a bit?”

Karen smiled. “Sure, just give me a holler when you’re ready.”

“I will.”

Several minutes later, the toilet flushed and Sandy called out, “Yo, sis, I’m ready. Come work some magic.”

“It’s not as bad as you think.” Karen moistened a washcloth and wiped down Sandy’s hair. “You want me to request some of the dry shampoo?”

“Not now. Maybe later I can ask about taking a shower. It would be great to feel clean again.”

“Just don’t be disappointed if they say it’s too soon.”

“I won’t, but I’m keeping my hopes up.”

“There, that doesn’t look bad at all. Especially for someone who’s been in bed for a couple of days.”

“It seems like weeks.”

“Let’s go, then, so you can get out in some sunshine. I know that will make you feel better.”

Karen pushed the wheelchair toward the elevator, and Sandy’s nurse popped her head up as they passed the nurses’ station. 

“Do you want medications before you go?”

“I can wait until I come back.”

Karen smiled at the nurse. “She’s anxious to get outside. Can you tell?”

“Just bring her back,” the nurse answered with a grin, then returned to her charting.

The elevator door opened and Hank was waiting inside. “You’re not getting released, are you?”

“Not yet, but they are letting me go outside to get some sun and see Willow.”

“Now that’s some good medicine. Mind if I join you for a bit?”

“Not at all. It’s good to see you.”

“It’s great to see you too. I’ve been checking up on you.”

“Yes, my sisters have been keeping me up-to-date. What have you done with Bubba?”

Hank shuffled his feet nervously. “I’ve sent that bastard to the taxidermist to be preserved, just like I promised. Whenever he’s returned and you’re feeling up to it, I thought we might have a little mounting celebration.”

“What a wonderful idea. What did he measure out?”

“Just under fifteen feet, and eight hundred pounds. It took the winch and two men to get him onto the dock when your sisters brought him in. I still can’t believe you were able to bring him in, as big as he was. Just pulling him up to the boat must have been a chore.”

“It was. When his eyes opened and he started to fight, I just knew I was a goner. If he had pulled away instead of lunging at me, I think he would have gotten free. There was no way I could have wrestled him into the boat. Cam was quick to get a few more bullets into him, or else I probably wouldn’t be sitting here.”

“I feel terrible about that. If I hadn’t put that damned bounty on his head, you and several others might not have gotten hurt.” 

“I didn’t do it for the money, Hank. I did it for my own selfish pride, and you can’t blame yourself for that. I wanted to prove I was the best hunter by bringing Bubba in."

“You certainly did that. The bayou’s been buzzing with chatter since the Little Tiger brought him in.”

Sandy gave him a confused look. “Little Tiger?”

“That’s your new nickname. I don’t know who thought it up, but it surely fits you.”

“You’ve got that right,” Karen chuckled.

The doors to the elevator opened and Luce was waiting for them. “Hey, Squirt, I was just coming to get you.”

 “The person formerly known as Squirt is now Little Tiger,” Karen said.

“Little Tiger, yeah, that’s got a ring to it.” Luce smiled at her. “Someone is very ready to see you.”

“Let’s go, then,” she said with excitement.

Karen wheeled her out into the bright sunshine, where Cam was sitting on a bench with Willow at her feet at the front of the hospital. When she saw Sandy, Willow bolted for the door.

“Careful of your arm,” Karen reminded her as she brought the chair to a halt.

“Willow,” Sandy cried out when the dog gently eased her front paws into Sandy’s lap. The dog sniffed the bandages on Sandy’s arm, and then she covered her face with sloppy kisses. “I love you too,” she laughed.

After the joyful reunion, Karen suggested, “Let’s go join Cam at the bench.”

Willow pranced beside the wheelchair, and when they arrived, placed her head in Sandy’s lap for attention. “I’ve missed you too,” Sandy crooned as Willow licked her hand. “I’ll be home soon.” 

Cam turned to Hank. “What’s this I hear about Little Tiger?”

“One of the other hunters told me about it, and apparently the word has spread across the bayou.”

“She’s definitely a little tiger.” Cam reached across to ruffle Sandy’s hair.

“Hey, careful now. Karen and I worked hard to get rid of my bedhead hairdo.”

“You look wonderful, and it’s good to see you outside where you belong,” Hank added.

“It feels great too, Hank.” She turned to Cam. “Thanks for bringing Willow.”

“She didn’t give us much choice once she heard your name. She beat us out to the truck.”

Luce scratched behind Willow’s ears. “She’s missed you terribly.”

Sandy ran her fingers across Willow’s head, and when she looked up, she smiled. Cam turned in the direction she was looking and saw Dr. Vincent approaching.

“Hey, Doc.” Sandy beamed.

“Hey there, it’s good to see you outside. How does it feel?”

“Feels great. The sun on my skin is terrific.”

Maggie knelt beside Willow. “And who is this beauty?”

“This is Willow. My best four-legged friend and confidant.”

“So, she could tell me all your secrets?”

Sandy scoffed. “As if I have any. My life is pretty much an open book.”

“I bet she doesn’t know you have a new nickname,” Hank stated.

“Oh really? Do tell.”

“The word on the bayou is that she’s Little Tiger, a legend for bringing down Bubba Gump,” he explained.

“Hmm, it’s fitting.” She grinned at Sandy. “I’ve got rounds to make, but I’ll check in on you later, okay? Enjoy your company and the time outside.”

“I will. Thanks, Doc.”

Several sets of eyes followed Maggie as she walked in through the front door. “She seems very nice,” Hank commented.

Sandy’s gaze continued following Maggie. “She’s been wonderful.” 

“I reckon I better get back to work. I just wanted to stop by and see how you were doing. It’s great to see you up and about.”

“Thanks for coming to visit. I hope you’ll be seeing more of me next week.”

“Slow your roll, Little Tiger. We’ve got to get you home and into rehab soon.”

“I know, I know, Cam, but you can’t keep me cooped up inside or I’ll go nuts.”

“Recovery is going to be a long process. I know you’ll work hard in therapy, but don’t expect to be back to 100 percent in a few weeks.”

“Okay, so maybe a month.” Sandy grinned.

“You can drop her off at the office. I’m sure we can find something for her to do to keep her out of trouble,” Hank offered.

Cam chuckled. “She could drive Bren nuts.”

“Hey now, I’m sitting right here,” Sandy reminded them.

“You could do some ride-along days with me after you finish your therapy. It may be boring but you’d have good company.”

“Thanks, Luce. That might be fun.” She stuck her tongue out at Cam, then laughed.

“Okay, I’m outta here. I’ll see you soon, Sandy.”

“Bye, Hank. Thanks again for coming by.”

“My pleasure, see ya, ladies.”
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Cam waited until Hank was out of hearing range and turned back to Sandy. “So how big is this crush you’re working on?” She was surprised to see the blush creeping up Sandy’s neck. “Oh wow, that good, huh? It’s got you blushing.”

“Dammit, Cam, stop teasing me,” Sandy growled.

“Why don’t you invite the good doc out for a boil next week after you get settled back at home? We can celebrate your homecoming.”

“Do you really think she’d come?”

“I only know of one way to find out. Ask her when she comes to see you later. Find out when she’s off and we can plan it for that night.”

“I’ll do that. I do hope she’ll say yes.”

“I bet she will,” Karen said. “I think she may be attracted to you just a bit.”

“Are you serious or just playing into my delusion?”

“Delusion? That’s a big word for Little Tiger,” Luce teased. “I agree with Karen, though. I think the good doc is attracted to you.” 

“There you have it on good authority from two perfectly sane witnesses. I think she’s kinda hot myself.” Cam winked at Luce. “Not nearly as hot as you, my love.”

 “That’s a relief. I thought I was going to have to shoot you for a second,” Luce teased back.

“I do believe you would too, or at the least taser me.”

“Now there’s a thought.” Luce gave her a wicked grin.

“Y’all have a skewed sense of foreplay, but I guess it works for you.” Sandy chuckled at the shocked look on Cam’s face.
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Sandy enjoyed the company and sunshine for over an hour before Cam saw her wince when she moved in the chair. “It’s time for some medicine, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, I didn’t think I’d be so tired just sitting up in a chair.”

“You’ve got to remember the shock your body’s been through these past few days. Even as strong as you are, it takes a toll.” Cam looked at Karen. “If you’ll give Luce a ride home, I’ll stay with Sandy for a bit.”

“You can all go home once I’m back in my room. I know you all have things to do and I’ll just be sleeping after I get pain meds.” She looked at Karen. “The boys haven’t seen much of their mama lately. Go cook them a nice hot meal and enjoy some time with them.” She turned to Luce and Cam. “I promise I’ll be fine. You need to spend some time together too. Especially if you find getting tasered exciting.”

Cam looked at Luce, then to Sandy. “I’ll get you back upstairs, and then we can head home.”  

“I’ll take Willow with me, so don’t feel like you have to rush,” Karen told Cam. 

“That sounds like a good plan.”

“I love you, Willow, and I’ll be home soon,” Sandy told the gentle dog.

“I’ll be back in the morning after the boys are off to school,” Karen said as she stood and stretched.

Cam shook her head. “I can come up tomorrow. We’ve decided to take a few days off so Sandy can join us for the end of the season.”

“Really, Cam? Y’all would do that?”

“We started the season as a team and we’ll end it that way. Just a ride along for you, but I want you there when we tag the last gator for the year.”

Sandy beamed. “That’s great news. Thank you. I feel bad about leaving you to do so much of the work.”

Cam placed her hand on Luce’s arm. “I’ve had a great helper in your absence.”

“But I’m not half as good as you in catching gators,” Luce admitted. “It’s been fun, but damn that’s some hard work.”

“Yeah, it is.”

“I’ll see you soon, Squirt.” Karen leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Try to stay out of trouble.”

“Yes, Mama.”

“Come on, Willow, let’s head home.”

Willow began followed Karen toward the parking lot and turned back to look at Sandy with sad eyes. 

“I’m okay, girl, I’ll be home soon.” 

Willow wagged her tail and trotted to catch up with Karen.

Cam stood and moved behind Sandy’s wheelchair. “She really misses you. She’s been sleeping with us, but every so often, she walks around looking for you. Strange how they know when somethings not right. I hope she’ll rest easier now that she’s seen you.”

“I miss her too. Thanks for bringing her up today. It was good to see her.”

“Probably the best medicine we could give you, but now it’s time for the good stuff.” Cam reached down to unlock the brakes, then pushed the chair back toward the entrance.

“It was good seeing everyone, but it’s definitely time for some meds and a nap.”
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Her nurse looked up from her paperwork when the elevator doors opened. “Are you ready for some meds?”

“Yes, ma’am, I do believe so. It was good to be able to go outside, though.”

“I’ll give you a few minutes to get settled and then bring your meds.”

“Thanks. I’ll be waiting.”

Cam helped her into the bathroom and then tucked her back into the bed. “Is there anything we can get you?”

“No, I think I’m good. Wait. Maybe bring my cell phone up tomorrow.”

Luce smacked her forehead. “I don’t know why we didn’t think of that.”

“Do you want me to leave mine for you tonight?”

“Thanks, Cam, but I think I can survive one more night.”

The door swung open and the nurse entered. “We’ll see you tomorrow, then. Love ya, baby sis.”

“I love y’all too. See you tomorrow.”

Cam stopped at the door and turned to watch Sandy take her meds. The nurse took the empty cup from her and began fussing over Sandy. “Let’s get that sling off and prop your arm on some pillows. That will make it more comfortable until the meds kick in.”

“You’ll get no argument from me,” Sandy responded.

Cam closed the door and walked over to Luce to wait on the elevator. “She looks good doesn’t she?”

“Yeah, she does. I hope she can regain her strength, though. That worries me.”

“Sandy’s not one to lie around in bed, so I think once she comes home she’ll start perking up more.”

“I hope so, or else we’re going to have to kidnap that cute doctor to keep her company. Did you notice how much they smile at each other?”

Cam chuckled. “A romance in the making, I believe.”

“That or the St. Angelo charm is working overtime.”

“That, too, I’m sure. I’d love to see Sandy meet someone who makes her happy.”

Luce sipped her hand under Cam’s arm. “She deserves someone who loves her the way I love you.”

“That’s the best any sister could hope for. I love every minute of my time with you, even if you do threaten to use your taser gun on me.”

“It’s quite exciting for several minutes.” Luce grinned.

“I’ll take your word on that, my love.” The elevator doors opened. “Let’s go home.”



†



Maggie ran into Liz as she was ending her shift. “Hey, Liz, how’s it going?”

“Great, Doc. I’m clocking out and thought I’d drop in on Sandy to check on her.”

“I was about to head that way too. Do you mind some company?”

“Not at all. How is she doing?”

“Remarkably well. She went outside today and visited with family and Willow. It seemed to be very good medicine for her.”

“Just being outside was fabulous, and seeing Willow always makes her smile. Sandy is not someone who can stand being cooped up inside.”

The elevator arrived and Maggie followed Liz inside. “If I discharged her tomorrow, do you think y’all can keep her safe and resting until she heals properly? You all seem to have a very devoted family.”

“I would guarantee she would have plenty of mother hens watching over her. I think she would recuperate so much better at home. You could always make some house calls to check on her yourself.”

“Yes, I could at that. Her dressings will need to be changed often.” Maggie smiled. “I’ll see how she does tonight and check her bloodwork one more time in the morning before making a decision, so mum’s the word, okay?”

“I didn’t hear a thing.”

“Thanks, Liz.”
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When they entered the room, Sandy was already beginning to doze off from the medications. Her eyes were closing, and her head was bobbing as she struggled to stay awake. Maggie had to admit she was falling for the handsome young woman. She looked at Liz. “I almost hate to wake her.”

“She’d be heartbroken if she missed time with you,” she whispered back with a grin. Liz turned back to the bed. “Hey, sleepyhead, look who I found wandering the halls. Your favorite doctor.”

Sandy’s eyes flew open and she smiled at them. “Hey, Doc. Good job, Liz.”

Maggie touched her arm. “How are you feeling?”

“Better now that you’re here and the meds are kicking in. I think I waited too long between doses.”

Maggie’s smile turned to a frown. “There’s no need for you to be in pain.”

“I know, but I felt so good earlier, I didn’t think I’d need them. I don’t want to get hooked on them either.”

“We won’t let that happen. We’ve already begun titrating your dosages so they aren’t as strong. I’m hoping you’ll get off them completely in a week or so.”

“That would be really great.”

Maggie opened her electronic chart and reviewed the contents. “No sign of fever or infection. That’s a very good thing. How’s your appetite?”

“It’s good, and I’ve been drinking a lot too.”

“Voiding regularly?”

“Peeing like a racehorse.” Sandy grinned.

“Good grief.” Liz shook her head and chuckled.

“Well, it’s the truth. I wonder if I’m ever going to stop.”

“Some of that is from all the IV fluids we pumped into you.” Maggie leaned down to examine Sandy’s fingers. “There’s still a lot of swelling in these fingers. Please try to keep them elevated as much as you can.”

“I will.” A light blush rose to Sandy’s face. “May I ask you something?”

“Of course you can.”

“Cam and the family are going to do a boil next week to celebrate me coming home. Would you come join us?”

“That depends on when it is. I’d sure like to, though.”

“Cam said to ask when you are off schedule and she’ll plan it around you.”

“That sounds like Cam all right,” Liz stated.

“Hmm, right now I’m scheduled off Wednesday and Friday. Would either of those days work?”

“If you waited until Friday, Buster and Jeffery will be home from the oil rigs and she can get the whole clan experience,” Liz suggested.

Sandy looked up at Liz. “Do you think she’s ready for all that?”

Chuckling, Liz answered, “Yeah, I’m pretty sure she can handle all of us.”

Sandy’s grin lit up her face. “Friday it is, then. If you can come out after lunch, I can give you the grand tour.”

“I’d like that. But only if you’re feeling up to it.”

Liz reached for her phone. “Crap I almost forgot. Wanda sent some pictures she wanted me to share with you.” She pulled up her photo album and handed the phone to Sandy.

“That’s one big gator. Hank said he was almost fifteen feet and eight hundred pounds.”  

“Bubba Gump?” Maggie asked.

“Yes’m, this is the one.” Sandy handed the phone to Maggie.

Maggie’s eyes widened when at the photo of the large gator lifted by the winch. “You brought this gator in? He’s huge.”

“It took two men and the winch to get him onto the loading dock at LB’s.”

“He’s big enough to swallow you whole,” Maggie declared. “I guess we should be thankful he only got ahold of your arm.”

“He would have easily pulled me into the water if Cam hadn’t reacted as fast as she did.”

Liz nodded. “You were very lucky. Wanda said it seemed like it took forever to drag him in with the boat.”

“There’s no way we could have gotten him into either of the boats, but I wasn’t thinking about that at the time.”

“You just wanted Bubba Gump.” Maggie grinned. “Now I know for sure you’re crazy for going after him.”

“I’ll admit, it wasn’t my brightest decision, but at least I survived pretty much intact because of you.”

“Damn that’s a big gator.” Maggie handed Liz back her phone.

“I think I’m going to head home to see what Wanda’s got cooking. You need anything?”

“Nope, I’m good. Thanks, Liz.”

“I’ll stop in to check on you tomorrow. Do you want me to tell Cam we’re on for Friday?”

“Yes, please, if you would.”

Liz bent down and kissed her cheek. “See you two tomorrow, then.”

“Good night, Liz,” Maggie answered. 

When Liz left the room, Maggie looked at Sandy. “I should go too so you can get some rest.” 

The smile faded from Sandy’s face. “I know you’re probably tired too,” Sandy replied. “You’ve got a tough job.”

“Ha! Not nearly as tough as hunting alligators.”

“Maybe not as physical, but much more important. You put people’s lives back together.”  

“What you do is very important. Think of all the families you help and the people who stay employed because of what you do.”

“I’ve never thought of it like that. Thanks, Doc.”

Before Maggie realized what she was doing, she leaned down to kiss Sandy’s cheek. “Don’t ever forget how special you are.”

Sandy’s face was wide with a smile. “I won’t, Doc. Have a great night.”

“You too. I don’t want to hear any reports that you were chasing nurses all night long.”

“No worries there.”

“Good night.”

“See you tomorrow.”

“Yes, ma’am, you will.”
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Sandy watched her disappear through the door and relaxed back into her soft pillows.

“Yes!” She pumped her fist in the air.






  





















Chapter Ten
 





 





Sandy was home only two days before her persistent begging wore Cam down and she consented to take her out on the water. The gators were still biting, and by the end of the third day on the water, the last gator was on the hook. Sandy grinned as she helped Cam place the last tag to end their bountiful season. 

When they arrived at LB’s to deliver the final haul, Hank met them at the dock. His grin hinted to Cam that he was up to something, and when he approached Sandy and handed her an envelope, he stepped back to watch her reaction.

“What’s this?”

“I wanted to give you the first invitation to the big mounting event on Saturday. Bubba is ready and I want to celebrate the mounting and your bounty check. That’s if it’s okay with you?”

Sandy struggled but managed to open the envelope to pull out the invitation. Tears filled her eyes as she looked up and nodded to Hank. “This will be just fine.”

“Awesome,” Hank said. “I’ve got a party to plan. Congrats on filling all those extra tags, ladies. Tony and the boys will get you unloaded and Wanda should be back in just a minute or two with a case of cold Abitas.” He cocked his head at Sandy. “You can share a beer with us, right?”

She grinned back. “Doc says I can have one or two, but no more while I’m still on pain meds.”

“All right, I’ll be right back.”

They watched Hank limp back to the office and then turned to the sound of Wanda and T arriving with the beer. 

“What a season,” Wanda sighed as she set the case of beer on top of a pylon.

“It’s been a busy one for sure,” Cam said. “We worked well as a team and filled more tags than I thought possible.” She raised her hand for a high-five from each of her sisters. “Gator Girlz rocked it!”

“Yes, we did,” T agreed and began passing out beers as Hank and Bren joined them from the front office. Hank had gone after his camera and Bren to come celebrate the end of the Girlz’s season. 

“Congratulations, ladies. Y’all had a great season.” Bren smiled.

“Yeah, we did. A long one, but it’s finally over,” Cam replied.

T punched Cam in the shoulder. “Who are you kidding? You’ll be chomping at the bit in three months to hunt gators.”

“You might be right, but by the end of next week we’ll be 100 percent legal to make our alternative fuel, so we’ll be cooking full-time.”

Bren cocked her head. “Alternative fuel?” 

“Legalized moonshine.” Cam broke out laughing. “Once we sell it, the buyers can call it whatever they want.”

“If it keeps us out of jail and you out of Luce’s doghouse, that’s all that matters,” Sandy said.

“You won’t believe this, but Deputy Do-Right actually wants to learn how to cook ’shine,” Cam said as she twisted off a beer cap and handed it to Sandy.

“That will be a Kodak moment,” Hank said. “Speaking of which, can we get a group shot?”

Bren reached out for the camera. “You better let me take it. You always cut heads off people. Scoot in there with the girls and I’ll get everyone.”

Hank passed her the camera and moved between Cam and Sandy. Bren took several shots and accepted a beer from Wanda.

When Tony finished unloading, he joined them for a beer. “This was a great season for y’all. Who wins your competitions?”

“Well, Sandy gets the prize for the biggest gator, but I think T and Wanda may have edged us out for the total number of tags filled.”

Wanda shrugged. “I don’t know, we were pretty close. I’ll have to tally the last few days of tags.”

“Regardless, I know we all deserve a break, and with the extra tags, we have a bit of a cushion.” Cam draped an arm over Sandy.

“Will you be bringing us some catfish in the future?” Hank asked Sandy.

“Heck yeah, just as soon as I can get back to fishing.”

Tony looked at Cam. “Will you be culling some hogs this year?”

“Probably about the middle of next month. Should we bring in a few extras?”

“Oh heck yes, if you would. I’ll process whatever you need if you’ll bring me in a nice hog.”

“Better make that two or three, then,” Hank added. 

“I don’t think that will be a problem. They breed like crazy on The Island. I probably won’t get to hunt this year, but I’ll deliver them for you,” Sandy informed him.

Hank chuckled. “That sounds like a good deal to me.”

They stayed to share a few more beers with the crew of LB’s, then headed for home. 

As they pulled into the dock, Cam turned to Sandy. “They boys are bringing shrimp for the boil and a bushel of raw oysters. Are you excited about the boil?”

“I can barely wait to see Maggie again in two days.”

Cam caught Sandy’s gaze and nodded toward the homestead. “Well, it looks like you don’t have to wait.”

Sandy’s head whipped around, and she saw Maggie sitting on the porch talking with Liz. “Wow,” she whispered at the sight Maggie was dressed in jeans and a polo. 

“I take it you didn’t have any idea she was coming out today.” Cam ruffled her sister’s hair. 

“No, but it’s a very pleasant surprise.”

Cam tied the boat’s mooring line as Sandy climbed out. “Go ahead and I’ll bring in the supplies,” Cam said.

Sandy walked over to where the two women were chatting. “Hey, Doc, I wasn’t expecting you until Friday.”

“I know. I hope it isn’t an issue, but I wanted to come check on your arm and change the dressing.” She exchanged a smile with Liz. “Liz assures me that you’re doing well. To be honest, it’s been pretty quiet at the hospital since you were discharged.”

“I’m glad you came out, regardless the reason.” Sandy smiled as she climbed the porch steps and handed Liz the invitation Hank had given her. 

“What’s this?”

“Hank is hosting a party to celebrate Bubba Gump being mounted this Saturday at eleven. I’ll get my check and he assures me there will be plenty of food and drink.” She looked bashfully at Maggie. “Will you be able to come, Doc?”

“I’m not on call until later in the day, so sure, why not?” She smiled at Sandy.

Heat crept up Sandy’s neck as she returned Maggie’s smile. “That’s awesome.” 

“I’ve got to drop back in at the hospital for rounds, but I really do want to change the dressing. How have you been feeling?”

“Pretty good. Some pain, but not at all what I expected.”

“That’s great news. Any drainage?”

“Nope, and Liz says it looks good. Starting to itch, but she assures me it’s from the healing process.”

“It is healing nicely but try your best to keep from scratching the itch. The skin is still very fragile right now.”

“Yes, Doc.” Sandy blushed as her mind drifted to another itch she desperately wanted to scratch.

“Should we go inside and take a look?”

“I’ll show you to the bathroom where you can clean up, Doc,” Liz offered.

Maggie stood and picked up her bag of supplies. “After you.” She gestured to Sandy.

“We usually change the dressing at the kitchen table. I’ll disinfect while you scrub up,” Liz said as they entered the house.

After Liz had cleaned off the table, Maggie examined and dressed Sandy’s arm with gentle care. “You should be ready to start rehab soon.”

“I can hardly wait.” Sandy beamed at her. 

She walked Maggie out to her car. “Come out anytime you’re ready on Friday. I still owe you a tour of the bayou.”

“I plan on taking you up on that. Is one okay?”

Sandy opened the door for her. “Absolutely, Doc. The earlier the better.”

“I’ll see you Friday, then. Take care of that arm.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Sandy watched her drive away with her heart pounding in her chest.
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Cam watched Sandy and Maggie as they drove away from the dock Friday afternoon. She turned to find Luce smiling at her. “What?”

“You think love is brewing for Sandy, don’t you?”

Cam nodded. “I love the way they look at each other. I just wonder which one of them will push it to the next level.”

“I’d normally bet on Sandy, but I think Maggie may be the one.” Luce slipped her hand into Cam’s. “I don’t care as long as they realize the attraction between them.”

Cam lifted Luce’s hand to her mouth and kissed it. “Sandy deserves to have a perfect love like ours.”

Luce laughed. “Perfect, huh?”

“In my eyes, yes. I wouldn’t trade you for a younger model for a million dollars.”

Luce leaned in and kissed Cam. “Perfect.”
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After everyone had their fill of the boil, Cam, Luce, Sandy, and Maggie sat around the fire pit enjoying a cold beer. Cam knew something had changed between her baby sister and Maggie while they were touring the bayou. When they returned, Maggie reached for Sandy’s hand and they had been inseparable the rest of the night. The full moon created a perfect romantic setting, and Cam grinned when Sandy pulled Maggie from her chair and walked over to the darkened dock.

“You seem very happy.”

Cam turned to face Luce. “I am. I think I finally realize I’ve found my true north.”

Luce cocked her head. “What’s that?”

“No matter where I go, my internal compass will always bring me back here to the family and home that I love.”

“Wow. That’s a romantic thing to say, Cam.”

“You are my heart, my family is my heart, and it beats in this little section of the bayou. I could never be happier anywhere else.”

Luce looked over Cam’s shoulder and nodded toward the dock.

Cam turned to see Sandy and Maggie embracing, lost in a deep kiss.

“Love is definitely in the air.” Luce stood and pulled Cam to her feet. “Let’s go check that compass of yours.”

Cam laughed softly and led Luce inside, glancing once more at the blossoming love, deep in the heart of the bayou.






  





















Epilogue
 





 





Time marched on for the St. Angelo clan. Three years after Sandy’s injury, she and Maggie had been married for two years. They built a home on the homestead, adding to the clan. Sandy’s wounds had healed, leaving deep scars down her left arm to remind her of her prideful decision to hunt the legendary gator. A year of therapy helped her regain her dexterity, but her previous strength in her left side failed to return. Sandy was quick to adapt, and her accuracy with a pistol in her left hand was excellent. Maggie had several opportunities to move to larger hospitals, but her heart and home were with Sandy.

Luce worked another year in law enforcement and then transferred to reserve status to enable her to work full-time with Cam. When their moonshine operation was legal, she found she was quite adept at cooking the ’shine and enjoyed traveling with Cam to make deliveries. Frequently on deliveries to Houston, they would lay over to attend a concert or ballgame in the big city.    

Having recuperated from her injury and with a little coaxing, Sandy convinced Cam to join her in coaching the local high school softball team. Within one year, she and Cam had taken the team to the state tournament, and three of the graduating seniors had full rides to Division One schools. Sandy loved to watch the joy on Cam’s face as she coached the young athletes. She knew it mirrored the expression on her own face when she was out on the water.

Cam was surprised one late autumn day when a vehicle she didn’t recognize pulled into the drive as she was stacking wood for a pig roast. She smiled when Tab and Parker emerged from the car, just as Luce stepped out of the house.  She had never met either of the women, but Luce recognized them from photographs from Cam’s college days. Tab had been Cam’s first love and both had been her teammates at LSU. Her heart skipped a beat as a jealous thought passed through her mind. She relaxed when Tab reached for Parker’s hand as they walked toward Cam. 

Tab and Parker had remained friends after graduation, and Parker admitted she felt her heart pulled toward North Carolina, where she and Tab reunited at Duke. When Tab graduated and passed the bar exam to practice law, they relocated to Lafayette, where Tab started a practice and Parker began a coaching career. Tab had suggested they drive down to surprise Cam and the family with a visit. They agreed to stay the weekend for the pig pickin’ and relived tales of their college days with the clan. 

Cam was pleased they had found love together, and when they were preparing to return to Lafayette, she agreed to bring Luce to join them for an Oklahoma City tournament experience. 

They were delighted when LSU made the tournament, and Tab teased Cam every time her body shifted as she reacted in response to the plays being made on the field. Cam never achieved her dream of winning a national championship, but her life with her family more than made up for the lack of a championship ring. All she needed to do was look at the wedding band Luce had placed on her finger and any disappointment quickly faded.  

The highlight of the year came when Maggie announced to the clan that she was pregnant and was due in November. They kept the gender a secret from the family until the baby was born. Sandy stumbled onto Cam and Luce’s porch at two in the morning, stammering that it was time. Cam feared Sandy would end up in a ditch and volunteered to drive them to the hospital. Ten hours later, Camille Vincent St. Angelo arrived, named in honor of their mother. 

Sandy brought baby Camille into the room filled with the women of the clan. Tears had covered her sisters’ faces when Sandy introduced her daughter, claiming baby Cam would be a record-breaking shortstop for LSU, and the best gator hunter born on the bayou.

They asked Cam to be her godmother, and she doted on the child. Many nights she fell asleep in Cam’s arms, and Cam would kiss her forehead before placing her in the crib. She knew Camille was smiling down at her namesake and would be proud of the women her daughters had become. 
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