
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


​​​Praise for A Harmony of Hells
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A Harmony of Hells evokes the brilliant dreams and obsessive shadows of Belle Époque Paris in a novel that entwines suspense, eroticism and passionate quests for freedom in a synesthetic poem of a novel. The final book in Yves Fey’s Paris Trilogy is filled with complex, compelling characters and mesmerizing atmosphere. 

–  Beth Tashery Shannon, Pushcart Prize Winner, author of Dark Wine and the Windland series.
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Prepare to be immersed in a vivid, brilliantly researched world of Fin de siècle France. A Harmony of Hells brings edge-of-your-seat tension and danger, engrossing sensual pleasures, and a love for the ages. This novel is absolutely riveting, darkly lyrical, and fearless.  –  Judith Stanton, author of Blue Indigo
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Get ready for a trip to Belle Époque Paris! The author of Floats the Dark Shadow and Bitter Draughts returns to finish the trilogy with panache worthy of the books’ atmospheric setting. Averill’s sister Jeanette is still missing, held captive by their brutal and vindictive father, as her brother searches for her with increasing desperation. Along the way, he seeks help from the most alluring, and the most dangerous, crime lord in Paris, Blaise Dancier. Averill is drawn to Blaise—who once tried to have him killed—like a moth to the flame, and the heat of their passionate affair soon threatens to sweep them both away. Meanwhile, Jeanette plots her own escape, as she and Averill, so close and yet so far apart, each play a dangerous game of cat and mouse with their sociopathic father. As Averill and his allies—Blaise, Averill’s cousin Theo, and Inspecteur Devaux—close in on Jeanette’s hiding place, we move from Paris to the mysterious waterways and islands of Venice, where the stakes turn deadly. Enhanced by Fey’s impressive knowledge of the Belle Époque, this gripping novel takes us through two fascinating cities for a denouement as thrilling as it is satisfying.  –  Mary Eichbaur, author of After the Opera
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Floats the Dark Shadow
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“Floats the Dark Shadow” is, first and foremost, a splendid work of literature ranking with the classic writers like Hugo, Shelley, Poe, and Doyle. . .This is a book of light and darkness, of riches and poverty, of innocence and debauchery, of poetic decadence and maggot-festering depravity all splayed in words and passages reminiscent of those aforementioned literary geniuses. Fey eviscerates the reader's soul, and reveals the realities of Belle Époque Paris, the theatrical and artistic brilliance against the grimy and seedy underbelly. . . But be warned, this is not a fluffy feel-good historical, this is pain in prose adorned with moments of fiery eloquence.”  –  DK Marley of The Historical Fiction Company.
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“Yves Fey writes with the eye of an artist, the nose of a perfumer, and the nerves of a hardened gendarme in this chilling tale of love and love’s perversion. Not for the faint of heart!” 

–  Culyer Overholt, award-winning author of A Deadly Affection. 
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“Fey recreates the haunting world of absinthe, of the Symbolist poets, of Salomé, of the Golden Dawn, and of darker, more unfathomable forces that was Paris in 1897. This well-researched thriller offers satisfyingly complex characters.  Powerful, violent, elegant.”  – Beth Tashery Shannon, Pushcart Prize Winner, author of Dark Wine and the Windland series.
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“Paris is painted with uncanny realism using masterful splashes of descriptive color against a somber backdrop ... Dark and emotionally wrenching, this novel isn’t for those looking for a restful night’s sleep, but readers who crave edgy murder mysteries will be enthralled.”  – Kirkus Review

“Fey delves into the dark well of the occult, violence and eroticism lying beneath the surface of fin-de-Siècle Paris. The valiant heroine, American artist Theo Faraday, confronts the ultimate evils of child torture and murder as the serpentine page-turning plot unfolds.”  –  Barbara Corrado Pope, author of Cezanne’s Quarry and The Blood of Lorraine.
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Bitter Draughts
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“The author’s profound knowledge of Paris quais and cafés and French literature and history imbues this sexy mystery set in late-1800s France with a sense of otherworldliness, even as the protagonist Michel Devaux, a brilliant detective at the Paris Sûreté, wrestles with a question that could be relevant to countries in our world today: “Why must France be forever at war with herself?” Set against the vicious turmoil surrounding the Dreyfus affair, this twisty mystery resonates with themes such as the power of the public press, racial intolerance, and the quest for justice and truth.”  –  Karen Odden, author of A Trace of Deceit and Down a Dark River.

––––––––

[image: ]


“Fey’s prose is luscious, sensual and detailed; her characters are complex and sympathetic. Get lost in the Bohemian alleys of Montmartre, carouse in the cafés till the wee hours, and luxuriate in the lush descriptions of art, love, food, friendship and even Tarot card readings that uncover secrets and foretell doom.”

–  Mary F. Burns, author of the John Singer Sargent/Violet Paget Mysteries
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“Fey...renders a reader utterly gobsmacked at the sheer brilliance of the prose, which is reminiscent of classic literary writers like Mary Shelley, Victor Hugo, and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. This book's violence and intimate moments are toned down from the first book, and she handles the political arena with finesse, weaving the emotional impact this festering climate had upon the upper class, as well as the degenerative criminals. Her characters, Devaux and Faraday, are so well-developed and their world so well-built, the reader is led to complete satisfaction with the story, and eager for the next installment of this trilogy.” Five stars from The Historical Fiction Company and the award of excellence.”

–  DK Marley of The Historical Fiction Company.
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“Lush and atmospheric, Bitter Draughts transports you into the complex lives of Fin de Siècle Paris's most fascinating characters, real and imagined.”  –  Ana Brazil, author of Fanny Newcomb & the Irish Channel Ripper.
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Paris 1897
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...much of the beautiful, 

much of the wanton,

much of the bizarre, 

something of the terrible...

Edgar Allan Poe
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Chapter One
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Your gaze, demonic and divine, intermingles benefit and crime....

Charles Baudelaire

––––––––
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The jaws of Hell gaped wide. Sneering lips framed pointed fangs. A horned devil tugged his drooping red tights and pointed his pitchfork into the yawning maw. “Averill Charron,” he smirked. “Enter and be damned.”

Averill smiled ironically. “If only it were that easy.”

Leaving behind the deepening blue of the Paris dusk, Averill walked into the cavernous darkness of the Cabaret de l’Enfer. Smoldering fires lit the Montmartre cabaret, emitting occasional hellish flashes of flame and belches of smoke. An array of plaster souls and demons twisted on the ceiling and crawled down the walls, close enough for him to stroke in passing. Deep crevices glittered with streaks of molten gold and silver. 

It was still too early for Satan to make an appearance, and the cabaret was half empty. A handful of flesh and blood souls clustered around a tipsy shopgirl perched on the edge of a table, flipping her skirts in a mock cancan and displaying a good deal of shapely calf. Ignoring the lure of the grisette, Averill claimed a small table in the back corner. Later in the evening, the tables would all light up erratically to entertain the patrons. At the moment only a fluttering votive candle illuminated the deep shadows.

Immediately the prettiest of the demon waitresses came over to him, her body blatantly displayed in a scarlet leotard. “Lust?” she asked, licking her lips.

“No.” Not the red wine he’d been drinking lately. “Envy.”

Averill hadn’t indulged in absinthe for months. Tonight it seemed irresistible. Neither the official investigation of asylums by the Sûreté nor the unofficial one in Vienna had delivered any hope in the search for his sister. Medical school had subjected him to a week of gruesome autopsies. Writing poetry was still impossible. The cumulative effect made a leap into the frigid November waters of the Seine far too tempting. A day or two of drunken debauchery seemed the best alternative.

The demonette returned and set down the absinthe accoutrements. On Averill’s last visit, he’d flirted with her in a desultory way because the hair spilling down her back was bleached almost to the color of Theo’s blonde mane. But his cousin was newly returned from her painting tour of Italy, and her sunlit brightness made the waitress pallid by comparison. It was not only the demonette—every woman paled next to the vividness of Theodora Faraday. What little interest he’d had in the waitress guttered out. He thanked her without reviving their banter, and she melted away.

So much for debauchery. Drunkenness was simpler.

Averill began the hypnotic ritual. He poised the slotted spoon over the glass, set the sugar cube atop the spoon, then slowly drizzled water over it into the chartreuse liqueur. As the liquid began its transformation, his nostrils flared at the tantalizing herbal aroma, and his mouth watered in anticipation. But when the aperitif took on its final opalescent glow, he stared at it and did not drink.

Averill sighed, pushing back the dark strands of hair trailing over his forehead. He’d told Theo he had stopped drinking absinthe. And so he had. But he had not promised her never to drink it again. He’d made no promise at all—except to himself. It might be easier to keep a promise to her. It might also be easier to break it.

He no longer had any hope of Theo’s love. They’d been bound together for a time in dizzying longing. In mutual hopelessness. Futility was as common to him as breath, but not to Theo. Loving her enough to wish her free of him and his multifarious miseries, Averill had done his best to shatter the sweet chains himself. And he’d succeeded.

He’d watched her passion for him dissolve like sugar in absinthe.

He stared at the pale green liquid as if it could restore that vanished passion.

Theo was fiercely loyal. He would not lose her friendship, but it would be easy enough to lose her respect. Baffling indeed that he still had it.

Averill inched the absinthe closer. Nothing else had the same allure as la fée verte. He’d talked to others who found the effect of the green fairy no different than brandy, but the liqueur enveloped his world in synesthetic magic. His younger sister Jeanette dwelled in that world of mingled senses, but he could only visit guided by the green fairy. Within that realm, flavors scintillated with color. Colors cascaded like notes of music. Word after word blossomed with fragrant meaning, every sensation submerging him in an exquisite dream. He yearned for that escape. But that escape was, finally, a lie.

Was it a lie he wanted more than the truth?

The only true escape was the promised oblivion of death. That promise might be broken with hellish consequences, true, but the hope of nothingness was ever tempting. Averill closed his eyes, feeling the lure of 

He could not succumb to that temptation.

He could not abandon Jeanette.

Two years ago, his father had told Averill his sister was dead. One year ago, he discovered that his father had instead locked Jeanette in an asylum, and Averill began his quest to find her. His futile quest.

Adrift in his brooding, Averill was startled when a book appeared in front of him, a slim volume bound in amethyst leather and decorated with gold leaf. He looked up to the far more startling sight of Blaise Dancier standing in front of him—Paris’ criminal kingpin, the perfect deadly dandy, dark hair in serpentine curls and eyes like black flames. Energy crackled around him, but those inner flames flickered nervously. 

Understandable. It wasn’t every day you approached someone you’d tried to have murdered. For a minute, they only stared at each other.

***
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“You know who I am.”

“Surely all Paris knows Blaise Dancier.” Averill heard the lingering roughness in his voice—a souvenir from the hanging Dancier had arranged for him in jail. He swallowed hard.

“You know what I did,” Dancier said flatly. “Devaux told you.”

Inspecteur Devaux had wrongfully arrested Averill for rape and murder—but it was also Devaux’s quick response that had saved him from Dancier’s machinations. “The inspecteur thought it prudent that I learn who plotted my demise—and why.” Averill spoke precisely, fighting the nightmare sense of suffocation that lurched from his memory. He forced his ragged breathing to calm, refused to look away. “You thought I’d killed children that you protected and paid the guards to strangle me.”

Dancier cleared his throat. “I was...precipitous.”

“You were wrong.” Like a revenant summoned from beyond the grave, Casimir Estarlian wavered in Averill’s mind. The gallant baron who had saved him from bullies at sixteen and seduced him the same day. His lover, his best friend, who’d gone mad two years ago and commenced murdering children. Another dark memory invaded him. Montmartre cemetery. A little girl set against a tombstone, her naked corpse mutilated. He thrust the image away.

“I was wrong,” Dancier admitted stiffly. He tilted his head toward the book. “That’s a peace offering.”

A charming apology to offer a poet—for a lesser crime than attempted murder. Feeling anything but peaceful, Averill lifted the book and canted the cover toward the flame of the candle to read the title. Illusions by Averill Charron.

He stared at the book, astonished. Fearing his father would destroy his poems—again—Averill had given copies to his friend Paul Noret for safekeeping before embarking on his hunt for Jeanette in Vienna. Apparently, Noret had conspired with Dancier to fling them into the world. Noret was utterly ruthless when it came to art, ruthless enough to take money from a crime lord if it meant freedom to publish more poetry. With or without the author’s permission.

“You don’t like it?” Frowning, Dancier fingered his purple cravat. A gold stickpin pierced the silk, crowned with a pigeon-blood ruby bigger than his thumbnail.

“I’m sure Noret has done excellent work,” Averill answered icily, angry at Noret’s presumptuousness, at Dancier’s utter arrogance. He contained his ire as best he could because Inspecteur Devaux had told him something else. “What I do like is that you’re helping in the search for my sister.”

Brazen, Dancier took that as an invitation to sit at the tiny table. “Without results.”

“You’ve given up?” The roughness was back in Averill’s voice, his throat tight.

“I won’t give up.” Dancier made it a promise.

Averill refused to say thank you, but he knew Dancier’s help was the best chance he had of locating Jeanette if she was imprisoned anywhere else in France, better than the local puttering of the Sûreté. His own searches here and in Austria had been thwarted by his father’s maneuvers. So, yes, he was grateful for the intervention.

And curious. Blaise Dancier had stalked his imagination long before he’d savaged Averill’s life. Dancier was younger than he’d thought, forty to his twenty four, and a fraction shorter than his own five foot ten. The vital presence that transformed flamboyance into daring elegance was exactly what he’d envisioned.

Glancing over Dancier’s shoulder, Averill saw that attention was still focused on the grisette, so most patrons of this faux hell remained oblivious to their netherworld celebrity, even with what appeared to be two bodyguards hovering by the entrance. But the pretty blonde demonette was aware. She approached their table aquiver with nervous excitement and smiled at Dancier, fingertips poised on her cleavage. “Your poison?”

Dancier’s gaze swept over her with appreciation. “A bumper of sin with brimstone.”

Black coffee laced with brandy—Averill’s choice when he wanted to awaken his senses. Not a problem now. They were fully alert. Dancier’s cologne teased his nostrils, the cool spice of cardamom, the warmth of sandalwood, and the musk of civet.

The girl flounced away, and Dancier turned back to him. “Devaux told me your father pretended your sister died in an accident but locked her away instead.”

“Yes.” Averill’s hands clenched into fists. Deliberately, he opened them and laid them flat on the table. When he’d guessed his father was lying about the carriage accident, the bastard had layered on yet another lie, claiming Jeanette had committed suicide, saying he’d only tried to conceal her shame to protect their family.

“Your sister...” Dancier hesitated.

“Isn’t crazy,” Averill snapped, then held up a hand. Even anticipating the question, he had to fight the flood of raw emotion. Fury. Despair. “Jeanette was not insane two years ago—not even six months ago, when I last had word of her.”

“Some sanatorium in Austria—suitably luxurious?”

Obviously Devaux had passed on all the information Averill had given him. “Yes, she was well tended, at least. My father shut her away because she defied him. He wouldn’t endure it. Not from a woman.” His father had called Jeanette a whore. Averill would never learn the truth until she could tell him what mutinous act had so enraged their father.

The demonette reappeared and placed Dancier’s drink on the table. “A bumper of molten sins, seething with...” She looked back and forth between them and scurried away.

“Jeanette was defiant?”

“Defiant. Passionate. Clever. Strong.”

Dancier sipped his poison, watching Averill all the while. “Do you defy him?”

“On occasion. Father’s grown wary since I threatened to kill him.” Averill met the black gaze and smiled, giving Dancier an echo of his own darkness. 

“Sorry you didn’t?”

“I don’t think my soul could survive patricide, but I wish he was dead.” Striking back had only aggravated his father’s vituperation and his own urge to murder him. He’d fled that atmosphere of impending violence, and his flight had surely provoked Jeanette’s disastrous attempt to escape it.

Dancier contemplated his brandy, then looked up again. “Devaux told me no violence. I’d prefer not to offend his sensibilities, but the easiest solution to the problem of your father would be to beat the truth out of him.”

Crimson blackness invaded Averill’s vision, his mind. In that obliterating darkness, he drove his fist into his father’s face, shattered bones, drenched his hands in hot blood. He heard dying groans, then blessed silence. Heart pounding, he breathed into that silence, reclaiming control. Beat his father? If he ever began, Averill feared he’d never stop. He’d locked the idea away and instead played his father’s game of cat and mouse.

Dancier was watching him closely, all too aware of his turmoil. Averill forced himself to speak evenly. “There’s no guarantee that I’d get the truth rather than a lie. There’s no guarantee that I could find her before he had her moved again. Or that he wouldn’t lock me in jail or an asylum first.”

“Shrewd,” Dancier said. “He knows you’re looking. There’s probably a safeguard.”

Averill nodded. There were practical reasons for refraining from patricide.

Dancier smiled. “But that’s not why you refrained, is it?”

“No. Sometimes my soul seems a small price to pay for the pleasure of killing him. But not at the cost of Jeanette’s freedom.” Averill drew a deep breath. The idea of killing sickened him, but his lust to destroy his father made him envy men who were more ruthless. Like Casimir. Like Dancier. “I have to avoid the temptation.”

“You’re more honest than most.” Dancier toasted him with his brandy.

Honesty was hard. Deception was second nature, but Averill tried to speak the truth when he could. “My family lives on lies. I suffer from perpetual indigestion.” He glanced at the glass of absinthe promising oblivion.

“Does the green fairy help?” Dancier regarded the absinthe with obvious distaste.

“She helped me lose myself.”

“Dangerous. She sure as hell won’t help you find your way back.”

Averill picked up the book Dancier had commissioned to garnish his apology for attempted murder. “Drunk on absinthe, I conceived a hundred poems more fabulous than these.”

“And how many made it out of the enchanted realm?”

“One or two, though they appeared far less fabulous in the chill light of dawn.” Averill pushed the absinthe farther away. All desire for it had evaporated. It had given wings to his imagination but fettered his ability to write. Opening the book, he scanned the list of titles. Most of this work had been intended for Le Revenant, but that magazine littéraire was dead. Yet another of Casimir Estarlian’s murders. Bloodless, at least. For once, his lover had left no eviscerated bodies. It had been a purely metaphorical slaughter.

Well, Casimir was dead, and Averill’s ability to write had been incinerated with him. The revelation of the murders had reduced his creativity to charred tinder, his imagination to a scorched wasteland. Would he rise, a phoenix reborn from the ashes, or would these be his last poems?

Dancier’s voice broke his trance. “If it means anything, I liked them.”

“It means something,” Averill replied. Inspecteur Devaux once said that in Paris even chimney sweeps read Rimbaud. And crime lords as well, it seemed. Averill was beguiled by the image of Blaise Dancier perusing his poems between felonious escapades.

Dancier leaned closer, his voice intent. “The images stayed in my mind.”

Startled once again, Averill met his gaze. Dancier had actually been intrigued. “Thank you.”

Dancier sipped his drink, eyes gleaming. A feline smile curled the corners of his lips.

Averill’s rancor evaporated. Apparently, a morsel of praise was all it took.

Fool.

Well, he’d longed for death often enough. Why hate Dancier for trying to kill him rather than for failing?

Skimming the pages, Averill saw Theo’s illustrations throughout. Here were the pen and ink drawings she’d originally done for Le Revenant. She’d worked in the intricately twisted mode he favored. Tracing a curve with his fingertip, Averill felt a pang of sorrow.

“I meant to have it finished sooner, but...” Dancier shrugged.

“But you’ve been fighting a turf war with Raoul Saur.” Averill seized on the distraction. He’d followed Dancier’s criminal career in the journals and knew that Saur had devoured many territories of Dancier’s previous rivals. Saur held a stronghold in Belleville, bordering Dancier’s beloved Montmartre, and was now snapping at its edges. Recently, Dancier had bested him in a battle for smuggling luxury goods from Italy, fine leather from Florence and Oriental silks from Venice.

Dancier drew himself up, adjusting the ruby stickpin, its sharp tip sheathed in gold and blood-red enamel. “So, you’ve been checking up on me.”

“That seemed judicious.” But it was fascination as much as fear. The Parisian underworld emanated a Stygian glamour, and the medical students all had their favorite criminals. Flaunting his wealth and his women with enviable panache, the dashing Blaise Dancier had topped Averill’s list. Danger only half concealed in elegance and embellished with wit. Irresistible.

“I win my wars.” Dancier shrugged again, deliberately nonchalant. “Tou...jours.” Always. His husky voice teased out the syllables, lips pursed in a kiss to woo the favor of Fate.

Averill smiled, amused by the verbal theatrics. “I imagine you will triumph. Saur doesn’t have much subtlety.” Averill’s opinion came from journal articles—still, Dancier considered it.

“He’s a bully, so it can seem that way. But he’s shrewd. Learns from his mistakes too. If you don’t, you don’t last long in my world.”

There was a commotion by the bar, and Averill looked over Dancier’s shoulder. The pretty grisette was clambering atop a table, helped by the eager hands of the men who’d flocked around her. Once up, she planted her foot on the chest of the most eager and shoved him away. The others backed off, laughing. Crouching under the low ceiling, she began to sing Échos du Temps Passé in a sweet, slurred voice.

Averill glanced over to share the amusement. But Dancier hadn’t turned to watch the girl. He was staring at Averill’s eyes. Averill knew desire when he saw it, and a frisson of excitement shimmered along his nerves. There had been many compliments on his eyes in the past, from both men and women. That their pale blue was beautiful. Or eerie. When he met that gaze, Dancier looked down, studying Averill’s mouth under lowered lids. 

Averill could play all sorts of enticing games, licking his lips like the demon waitress had done, to try and lure Dancier beyond flirtation. Averill was certain he’d glimpsed desire in Dancier’s eyes. But would Dancier admit to it?

It would be safer to test such dangerous waters before plunging into them.

Far safer—

Giddy with excitement, Averill quelled the impulse to laugh. He didn’t know if all eyes were still on the grisette. He didn’t care. The shadowed corner would have to do. He leaned across the table, cupped the back of Dancier’s head and pulled him into a kiss. At the touch of their lips, the delicate frisson exploded. Jagged heat slashed through Averill, bright as lightning. Without thought, he jerked away just as Dancier did, as if the kiss repelled them both.

But Dancier did not strike him. Did not storm out.

Attraction held them in their seats, breaths quickened, staring at each other warily.

Dancier’s eyes flashed. “Don’t ever do that again,” he hissed. But he sucked at his bottom lip, tasting the kiss.

“Not in public,” Averill countered, his heart beating a crazed rhythm in his chest.

Dancier straightened, shoulders flexing pugnaciously. “You don’t like women?”

“I love women—in bed and out.” Averill leaned forward. “They are entrancing. Luscious. Tender.”

“Yes.” Defiant. “Soft.”

He held Dancier’s gaze. “But I find men more exciting. The edge of fear, perhaps.”

“Are you afraid now?”

Averill smiled. “No.”

“No?” Dancier glittered with anger.

“My last lover was a far worse killer than you,” Averill answered, a challenge of his own. Casimir had been his first lover and his last. There had been other men in between—but none he wanted like this one.

“The bloody baron?” Dancier’s eyes burned blacker. “Not a wise reminder.”

Averill laid his hand on the book of poems. “This is a reminder too. We already have a past, you and I.”

“And you’re suggesting a future?”

Darkness was a path to the light, Casimir had said. Staring into the blackness of Dancier’s eyes, Averill could see the light that would ignite his will to live.

Averill smiled. “A future? Perhaps. A present? Most definitely.”

Dancier polished off his brandy, stood, and left l’Enfer without looking back.

Laughing, Averill followed him out.

***
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Chapter Two
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It is terrifying to be alone and at the mercy 

of these enigmatic and deceitful faces.

Jean Lorrain

––––––––
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Even with the hood over my head, I know this place is an asylum. A prison for the mad, the disobedient, the inconvenient. Iron doors screech open then clang shut as Father drags me down one corridor after another. With every step, emotions batter me—

Hot red stink of anger.

Bruising grey of depression.

Vomit yellow of fear.

The odors grow stronger as we twist deeper into the maze. Beneath my clothes, my skin crawls as if millions of fleas race over my body. The burlap shrouds all but a pale flicker of a gas lamp as we pause. Keys jangle. A door creaks open, the sound a cold steel knife skittering along my spine.

A hand snatches off the hood. Light stabs my eyes, and I shut them against the glare. Father says, “Welcome to La Salpêtrière, Jeanette.”

“La Salpêtrière?” I whisper. Father has dared to bring me back to Paris? I open my eyes to his sneer. His dark aura falls over me like the hood, and I cringe. Does he even pretend to himself that this is for my good? No, he’s lost all tolerance for my rebellions. This cell is my punishment.

“A new home for the New Year.”  The words drizzle out of my father’s mouth—black slime.

“Dr. Charron,” another man rebukes him. He steps forward. I know him, know his white pomaded hair, his long pink nose, the soiled grey light he exudes. Here is the White Rat who escorted me to the first sanatorium. The first of many.

“Dr. Ondart,” my father mimics the rebuke. 

Yes, Dr. Ondart is my nervous little rat. His guilt, his greed, are sticky with shame. He tries a smidgen of kindness. “Do you understand where you are, mademoiselle?”

“Understand?” No. How could Father bring me here? But he offers his services here, poking and prodding women’s genitals. Here he has power.

“Inside.” Father pushes me through the door into the tiny cell. I feel the imprint of his hands, black mold corroding my flesh.

I stare around me. In one corner there is a cot with blankets. The plaster wall hides bloodstained claw marks under a thin wash of lime. The keepers scrubbed with carbolic. Useless. The cell stinks far worse than the hallway. The air is tainted with urine. Hints of excrement mingle with acrid sweat. Hopelessness and dread mesh in a choking miasma. The fine sanatoriums had hidden attics and sinister basements outfitted with cruelties, but none of those places were as ghastly as this. None were as old, with centuries of torment saturating them.

Sometimes I am brave. Sometimes I feign panic to fool Father. Please him. But now I am afraid. Even the dog cage he kept me in last night was better. But his laboratory reeked of suffering and terror, too. I want to scream. Sometimes a scream can blind the terror. Like a flash of lightning.

“No! No! No!”

“Yes. You will stay here.” He snickers, and the black words slither from his mouth down over his chest, his loins, sliding onto the floor and slinking toward me. I scuttle backward. Cower in the corner. His sticky, oily darkness crawls closer.

He says I am mad, but he is sick with evil.

Evil he calls virtue, wisdom, duty.

I scream again. I weep. The air is a fog of oozing pus. Misery curdles on my tongue, a rancid porridge. I swallow and it clots in my throat. I choke. Claw at my skin.

“We need to calm her,” Ondart’s words flutter like panicked pigeons. Is he a conspirator? A dupe? A worshipper?

“This will suffice.” Father produces his hypodermic with a flourish and looms over me.

I smack at Father when he tries to put it into my vein. My skin is already prickling with a thousand invisible needles. The morphine can make me forget for a little while, but when it ebbs, it uncovers—exaggerates—these horrors. The putrefying colors, the fetid odors scourge me. Rough as sandpaper, they scour my skin and leave my nerves exposed. I feel covered with crawling things, and the roots of my hair burn red hot.

Father planned this. He let the drug wane so I would be besieged. So the other doctors would see me at my worst. So they will believe his lies.

“Let me try,” Ondart says. His composure encloses him like transparent gelatin while his distress wobbles within.

I grapple for calm. The rat might become an ally if he does not fear my father’s wrath too much. I offer my arm.

Seeing my effort, Father says, “Remember, Ondart, you can’t trust her.”

He can’t, but I can let him slide the hypodermic into me. I watch the poison, the peace, enter my vein. As the morphine fills me, the yellow pus of the air slowly dissolves into a golden cloud, thick and soft enough to float on. The White Rat lifts me onto the cot. “Sleep.”

“Yes, sleep,” my father taunts. I’ve inconvenienced him. He wishes I would die, but he cannot kill his own flesh. Not quite yet. So he hides me away and pretends I don’t exist. Until I remind him.

I drift. Not asleep but floating in memories. Floating on gold but always searching for azure. The pure azure of Averill’s joy—or even the dark indigo of his storm clouds.

Voices intrude into my dream. Ondart protests, “Confining her here is a dangerous precedent.”

“She is uncontrollable,” my father says. “Hysteria. Nymphomania!” 

Nymphomania. A pretty word. If only he did not use it to curse me.

“A shame,” Ondart murmurs, his pity now tinged with lust.

I look at him pleadingly. Moan. Perhaps I can beguile him.

Father glares at me, then swivels and glares at his puppet. “I had no choice but to commit her.”

“Of course.” Ondart lowers his head in submission.

“You must comprehend the difficulties I face,” Father says in his most insinuating voice. “Much like those you faced...when you sequestered your mother-in-law in Switzerland.”

“Yes, for her health, her failing health,” Ondart repeats, his voice quavering.

So, one question answered. The White Rat is a conspirator, but he may still be a dupe.

Father scowls and does not answer. He does not trust this man’s kindness, his weakness, his questions. When Father finally speaks, his voice is hard. “We must both be cautious. I’ve barely avoided scandal so far.”

There’s the truth of it—I’m here because he fears the scandal. He would lose his clientele, lose his prestige. He would lose himself.

“I’ve testified as you wished to the Sûreté.” Ondart is aggrieved. The pink nose sniffs.

“Be sure you keep her presence here a secret.”

“She’ll be committed under the name you gave.”

Father smiles softly. His face is white as curds, but the black words seep between his lips. “Good. Good.”

How could I endure him before? But I couldn’t. That’s why I am here now. I ran away from the slaps, the slurs, the poison of his presence.

I should have killed him instead. I hoped Averill would, but Averill’s heart is purer than mine. Such a murder would send the Furies after him. Destroy him with guilt. 

***
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If they came to me now, I would laugh and dance with them. Dress my legs in liquid red stockings, my arms in gory gloves.

Dreaming of revenge fills me with our father’s blackness. Sometimes the darkness comforts me. Its embrace obliterates everything else.

Like Averill, I was afraid then—afraid hate would consume me, rotting and devouring me from within. Afraid that murder would make me as evil as Father. With Averill gone, the house closed around me like a fist. Fear made me frantic to escape.

So I fled with Roger, the groom. Averill was gone, and I wanted love. Love Averill would not dare give me. Love Averill never thought to give me. It was my thought, a flame blue as his eyes, burning in my core. What could be purer than that blue flame?

Could he even endure the knowledge of my love? I thought not. I dared not speak. I loved him enough to want him free. I could not let him destroy himself along with our father or wither to grey nothingness like our mother. I begged Averill to leave, though I wanted more than anything for him to stay. And he left. He tried to be free—a poet in Paris. I don’t know if he succeeded. Our letters were confiscated. I was forbidden to see him and only managed twice. I pretended all was well, that the slaps weren’t harder, the slurs more scalding. Lies were better than the truth.

Father told me Averill begged to return, and he refused. He told me Averill was sick and dying. Told me he is dead.

He was lying, is lying.

If Averill died, my heart would perish too.

I love Averill, but that blue flame burning within does not warm me. The scarlet heat I took instead seared but did not satisfy. A single hot coal to warm the winter of my heart. Poor Roger. He thought he was so lucky that I loved him. But I didn’t—I only needed him to love me. Roger was good with horses, good with beasts. He was good with the wild thing that lives inside me. Perhaps I did love him a little for that skill.

We were too reckless, running away into the winter night. My father chased us. The carriage overturned somewhere in the forsaken countryside. Roger lay crushed in the muddy ditch, dead because he loved me.

Father said I was a disgrace, but at least no one would know. I screamed I would do it again and again and again, until everyone knew.

So he locked me away.

Father says no one is searching for me. He pretended Roger’s body was mine, closed in a fine coffin nailed tightly shut with bribery and buried in the family crypt. They all believe me dead. Oh, Father thinks himself so clever. He repeats the tale of his triumph every time he sees me, half gloating, half seething, because he only sees me when I’ve forced him to move me to a new asylum. Because I stole the keys and managed to escape—for an hour. Because they caught me trying to seduce the kind guard. Because I clawed the eyes of the cruel guard who tried to rape me. I hated every place where he locked me away, but none of them was as ghastly as this.

Now he’s put me in La Salpêtrière with the other whores. I shake my head, trying to see through the suffocating cloud. No, they do not send the whores here anymore. But I can feel their ghosts lingering in this cell, their writhing misery, the sickness eating their brains.

“It’s risky.” Ondart is ever more worried. His voice smells sour. “She is supposed to be dead, but someone may recognize her.”

“Not if you keep her in this cell,” Father snaps. “She will not be here long.”

He is afraid to keep me in Paris. How many days will I have? If only I can bribe someone, somehow, send word to Averill. Tell him.

I am alive.

I am in hell.

***
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Chapter Three
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Rare as true love, true friendship is rarer.

Jean de La Fontaine

––––––––
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Holding his champagne flute for camouflage, Averill left the grand salon to join his mother in the equally grand dining room. He winced at the virulent chartreuse and magenta wallpaper his father insisted would achieve a more fashionable ambiance. As he feared, his mother was fretting over the lavish New Year’s Day buffet awaiting their guests. It was the first gathering his father had allowed her to plan since she’d fought free of her addictions. Averill’s pride in her triumph battled with anxiety. Brittle as glass, she might easily shatter. Yet, like glass, she had sustained pressures that would crack others.

As he watched, she exchanged one Sèvres platter for another, then replaced them in their original spot, murmuring, “Quails’ eggs, oysters, caviar, duck confit, foie gras with black truffles, white and green asparagus.” 

Averill added a splash of champagne to his flute, not wanting her to suspect his concern. “It’s an impressive array.”

She glanced up nervously. The luminous grey silk of her gown matched her eyes. She looked lovely, but her cheeks were pale. He followed as she glided down to the dessert table. “Bonbons, candied fruits and chocolates, éclairs and, of course, the Mont-Blanc aux marrons. It must all be perfect.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to offer imperfection, Maman?” Averill asked, hoping to undercut her trepidation. “A small faux pas? A quibble?”

She offered him a sly glance. “A quibble might be wise.”

“I think Father would be most pleased with a quibble. What greater gift than the invaluable opportunity for correction?”

“Perhaps I forgot one of the desserts?” Pink flushed her cheeks, and a smile quivered on her lips. He’d yet to hear her laugh as she used to, but every smile was a treasure.

“The Mont-Blancs?” Far too sweet for Averill’s taste, but his father’s favorite, the miniature mountains featured a meringue base mounded with ribbons of pureed chestnuts crowned with whipped cream, the whole creation sprinkled with powdered sugar and nutmeg.

“Oh, I dare not forget the Mont-Blancs—or your Grand-mère’s bonbons. There would be true outrage!”

They contemplated what might be easily omitted.

“The ice chilling the oysters appears a bit watery,” Averill suggested.

“Well, your father is still delivering gifts to his colleagues. The oysters could be shelved in the ice box until he arrives—a forgivable distraction.”

They shared a smile. “The oysters then, Maman. We dare not disappoint.”

“Absolument pas.” She beckoned a maid, and together they departed for the kitchen, platter in hand.

Returning to the salon, Averill paused in the arched doorway, framed with fragrant pine garlands, and viewed the little theatre of his family moving within their elegant stage. He saw his youngest sister Francine abandon the others and move to a chair by the window in the salon, waiting for their father’s return. Her plump cheeks and bee-stung mouth resembled the portrait of Grand-mère in her glorious youth, but petulant rather than sensuous. Only sixteen, she acted like the oldest, forever scolding her siblings and slavishly obeying their father in a vain attempt to win his love. No one else had ever mattered to her, though all his father offered were tidbits of praise. Catching Averill’s scrutiny, Francine gave him a venomous glance. He sighed, turning to watch the people he loved.

Bedecked in velvet, lace, and diamonds, Grand-mère had enthroned herself in an armchair by the fireplace beneath the famed portrait celebrating her beauty. Her luxurious home was the gift from a lover of that era, someone royal enough and rich enough to have had her husband’s blessing. Husband and lover were both dead. Widowed, his grandmother controlled her own money quite adeptly, but she’d been lonely enough to invite them to share her sumptuous residence—an invitation she came to regret but not to rescind.

Grand-mère sipped her favored hot chocolate while Theo and her father, his Uncle Philippe, paid court. A faint chill plagued her knees? Mon Dieu! Theo offered a variety of throws to cover them, each one rejected. Too thick, too thin, the wrong color. At last, Grand-mère graciously accepted the paisley shawl Theo plucked from the back of the settee.

Averill’s family had opened their New Year’s gifts earlier. Theo had told him that she still found the tradition strange, but she’d donned her father’s extravagant gift. The satin gown of wide asymmetric stripes, midnight and twilight blue, looked dazzling on her tall figure. Uncle Philippe refilled Theo’s flute with champagne and they toasted each other again. Bonne Année. Averill envied their newfound ease. During the tour of Italy, their bond had clearly grown from something tentative into obvious affection.

Theo had arrived from California two winters ago, still pained by the betrayal of relatives who had died leaving her penniless and homeless until Philippe discovered her existence and brought her to Paris. But Theo was still the outsider, still the bastard child. She’d hoped to love her new family, but her father’s invalid wife barely acknowledged her existence and refused to allow her in her home. Theo endured the snubbing with grace, but Averill knew the rejection pained her. Philippe arranged for Theo to be gathered into the unhappy and ostentatious folds of his brother’s family, gifting her with a tyrannical uncle, a drug-addled aunt, a spiteful younger cousin. And Averill himself, bitter and grieving for Jeanette yet searching for hope. They’d become the best of friends in an instant it seemed—and then fallen in love. 

He’d broken her heart, deliberately, and his own as well. Pain lingered, but it was pain for the lost dream, a life of normal bliss. Some secret corner of his soul had hungered for that bourgeois ideal. No, never bourgeois with Theo. The future he’d envisioned with her brimmed with creativity. He would write poetry while she painted. They would share ardent conversation and passionate lovemaking. And happiness. Perfection.

What folly.

Theo’s gaze met his across the room. When he did not turn away, she crossed the salon toward him. Tonight he wouldn’t evade her as he had at every family gathering since her return from Italy. She was working furiously to finish the paintings for her first group show, and he’d easily avoided meeting her. He’d forced himself to attend her birthday in October, though it was still excruciating to be in the same room. At Christmas, his affair with Blaise had eased the grief Averill felt in her presence, but he’d just had the disastrous meeting with the Sûreté and struggled to be polite with anyone while his father stood by gloating.

Standing in front of him now, Theo regarded him seriously. Her features mirrored his, though her hair was fair and his dark, her eyes a brighter blue. She was in every way brighter. Pinned in her hair, she wore the unique brooch Averill had given her when he still treasured the fantasy of wooing her. A yellow opal sun framed in gold and a black opal moon set in a silver crescent bezel were joined with fine chains sparkling with tiny semi-precious gems. He’d meant it as a symbolic gift, showing they were linked despite how different they were.

“I have another New Year’s present for you,” Theo said.

Averill felt a moment’s yearning suspended between them, as if she would reach for his hand. Instead, she tilted her head toward the foyer. He followed, inhaling her scent of yellow roses and pale golden honeysuckle. Springtime in winter. 

Theo led him down the hallway to the cloak closet, where she lifted out the embroidered reticule that matched her hanging cape. Across from the closet, an alcove nestled beneath the staircase with pillows and a velvet cushion. They settled there, and Theo took a card from the reticule. “It’s your invitation to my gallery opening, but I’ve drawn something on the back.” She hesitated, then handed it to him. “You told me ‘The Nightingale and the Rose’ was your favorite of Oscar Wilde’s fairy tales.”

Averill accepted the card. The drawing was pen and ink, the little bird, its breast impaled on the thorn, singing away its life to create a red rose for the lovelorn student. The only color was the white rose, its petals stained crimson with the heart’s blood of the nightingale.

“I was going to pick a happier image, but it was all my fingers wanted to draw.”

That exquisite suffering was the most joyful image in the story. Averill winced inwardly, remembering how he’d cast Theo’s heart in the gutter—like the ungrateful student discarding the gift of the rose—but not because he did not know its value.

As if reading his thought, Theo said, “I’m not the nightingale.”

Averill met her gaze directly. He’d hurt her knowingly even if he’d believed it was to free her. He’d tried to pretend he didn’t love her. When that pretense failed, he’d shown her his male lover. He’d kissed Casimir knowing she was watching.

Theo flushed but did not look away. “Anyone who loves knows the nightingale’s pain. You, most certainly.”

Averill smiled bleakly at that. He would happily pierce his heart if it meant he could sing again. But he was mute. Not a single poem in months. The only thing that devastated him more than forsaking the hope of Theo’s love was the revelation of Casimir’s crimes.

Even more than Casimir, Theo had been his muse. Strangely, it was her brightness, her optimism even within her own darkness and distrust that gave him the light to write, to gaze deeper into his own darkness, to look without fear, to see with clarity. Because he knew those pathways well, for a time he’d been her guide out of grief, her hand placed trustfully in his. Far too trustfully.

What would have happened if he’d told her that he desired men as well as women? That she knew one of his lovers, his greatest passion before her? What did it matter when he knew he didn’t deserve her after indulging in the debauchery Casimir called love? “I am seeing someone,” he told her now.

“Someone?” she asked. And after a pause, “A man?”

“How astute.” He heard his own resentment and felt ashamed. Blaise had eased the pain he felt for Theo, had made this moment possible.

“I wanted you to have a special invitation,” Theo said, touching the card with a fingertip. “And he’s invited as well, your amant.”

She was telling him she no longer cared if he had a male lover. How could he tell her that his lover was the infamous Blaise Dancier? Hearing the name would horrify her—but if she met Blaise? Even Theo could delight in the fire of Blaise’s enthusiasm. She could understand how that flame was Averill’s only way of burning through the suffocating blanket of his mother’s dependence, his grandmother’s prejudices, his father’s evil machinations.

Why risk the confession when this reckless affair would surely burn itself out soon? Blaise had warned him more than once that his liaisons with men were short-lived. Another sin of omission, but not yet a lie. “If it lasts much longer, I should tell you about him.”

“Should?” Theo asked, her eyes bright with curiosity and a glint of apprehension.

Averill shrugged, and she lowered her eyes, accepting the evasion for now.

His mother appeared in the hallway, but sensing the intensity of their conversation, she only nodded and went into the salon. There was a moment of awkward silence, then Theo asked, “Has Michel—has Inspecteur Devaux uncovered anything about Jeanette?”

Michel? So they were close enough for Christian names. Well, they’d hunted down a killer together. Why was he surprised at the intimacy? Because Devaux was so austere? Yes, but not entirely so. The man had a quick wit. But Devaux had arrested him, suspected him of rape and murder. They remained awkward with each other. But that did not mean Devaux would not be at ease with Theo.

“Jeanette,” Averill repeated, frowning. The news was not good, but he could tell Theo the truth. “Just before Christmas, the Sûreté wrote to tell me that my father had made a complaint. They summoned me to a special meeting. Father was waiting in the office when I arrived, with an array of official documents and Dr. Ondart at his side to show this was more than a family dispute. Chief Cochefert was there, and Devaux. The Sûreté had not been as discreet as I hoped, and one of the sanatoriums informed my father that inquiries were being made about Jeanette.”

His father was out delivering gifts of wine to colleagues. Dr. Ondart had been specifically mentioned as a recipient. Averill remembered his father’s accompanying smirk and felt a flare of anger quickly squelched by guilt. He hadn’t told either his mother or Grand-mère about the disastrous meeting with the Sûreté that his father had arranged just before Christmas, Ondart by his side. It was the first time in months that Averill felt he must hide the truth from her.

“Isn’t it suspicious they told him? Perhaps she is being held there.”

“I’m told the investigator was shown every room and every registered inmate was identified. The explanation was very polite. Even my father wore a polite mask. He pointed out that as Jeanette’s father he was still legally responsible for her, and as her physician, her diagnosis was not in question. He declared that she suffers from nymphomania.”

“Nymphomania?” Theo startled but quickly recovered. “I remember he called her a whore.”

“Any woman who reveals her sexuality beyond what is acceptable to her father, her husband, is vulnerable to that accusation—and incarceration for it.”

“Why should they believe him about anything?” Theo asked in a furious whisper. “He lied twice about Jeanette’s death, first claiming it was an accident, then a suicide, when all the while he had her locked away.”

“Cochefert confronted him with that lie. Father confessed he’d done it to protect the family name and even admitted to the selfishness of protecting his own career. Still, he insisted her carnal obsessions made Jeanette a shame to the family and a risk to herself.” Averill drew a deep breath and continued, “Father claims my belief that Jeanette is falsely confined is nothing but a deflection of my own guilt. I abandoned the family, barely saw them for a year while I played at being a poet. He insists that Jeanette’s decline was inevitable, but if I’d stayed home, she might not have fallen so fast or so far.”

Theo flinched. She knew that dart had pierced deep. “Perhaps this disaster would never have happened. But it could easily have been something worse.”

“True,” he said bitterly. “Avoiding patricide was as much my motivation in leaving as playing the poet.”

“No. Not playing,” Theo insisted.

“No,” he acknowledged. Writing would never be a game. It was always a quest. He’d deliberately failed his first-year medical studies, determined to be a poet rather than a doctor. The reality of those months had been far more desperate than the dream, but he would have struggled on if not for Jeanette’s supposed death and his mother’s nervous collapse. Guilt had driven him back, but it was Ondart and his father who’d ensured his readmission to medical school.

Averill went on with the story of the meeting. “Dr. Ondart stepped forward, very solicitous, and said my concern as a brother was understandable. However, I had not witnessed Jeanette’s decline, whereas he’d examined her twice at my father’s request and found her increasingly unstable.”

“Before or after her death?” Theo scoffed.

“Oh, he made sure to clarify that his visits took place before the catastrophe of the accident and her supposed death, a ploy of which he was entirely ignorant until recently.”

“Do you believe him?”

“No—I don’t believe my father ever summoned him because he never doubted Jeanette’s sanity. Imprisoning her was only ever a means to avert scandal.”

Theo frowned. “Is any piece of their story real?”

“The story of the accident is partly true,” Averill said. "Jeanette ran away with the stable groom. My father discovered them missing and gave chase. It was a rainy night, and the carriage overturned.”

“Jeanette eloped with a servant? She was only seventeen—maybe she actually believed herself in love with him. Maybe she just wanted to escape your father’s control.”

“Jeanette was so passionate—but maybe it was only the passion of desperation. Whatever the reason, her folly resulted in an accident which killed the young man. My father asserts the tragedy precipitated a crisis in her illness.”

Theo gritted her teeth. “A young girl runs off with a lover. Folly, yes, perhaps even ruinous, but hardly nymphomania.”

“Oh, there’s more,” Averill told her. “Father provided Cochefert with testimony from two of the sanatoriums where he’d placed Jeanette and had later been forced to remove her. She’s described as a pathological liar, both wily and dangerous. They claim she seduced one guard, violently attacked another, and made numerous attempts to escape.”

“If I were imprisoned and the only way I could escape was seduction or violence, I would use either.” Theo stood, anger flashing in her eyes. She paced restlessly for a moment, then sat within the alcove again. “Once you’re pronounced mad, you dare not claim you’re sane. It’s just more proof you’re demented.”

“She’s trapped.” Averill’s heart sank down into a bottomless well, growing ever colder. Jeanette was strong, but being treated like a madwoman, locked away and tortured with cruel therapies, those things might push her over the brink. 

The sound of Theo’s voice reached him, but not her words. He managed to croak one word, “What?”

“No matter what they say, you should be allowed to see her yourself.”

He cleared his throat and went on. “The Sûreté suggested that allowing me to visit would be merciful. Father still refused to reveal Jeanette’s whereabouts because I’d made it clear that I intended to find her, free her. He argued that I am brilliant but erratic. While he hopes my tendency to paranoia, my dangerous outbursts, will pass as I become more mature, perhaps they will worsen.” Averill smiled ruefully. “He said that both Jeanette and I inherited my mother’s unstable emotions—and so managed to threaten all three of us at once.”

“Do you really think he might lock you away too?”

“Threatening Maman is meant to warn me of the hunt. But yes, it would be difficult, but not impossible for him to incarcerate me.” 

“Your father is a monster, an ogre,” Theo seethed, curling her hands into fists. “You know if he imprisoned you, Michel and I would find you!”

“I have faith that you would try.” When that fear haunted him, it was Blaise that Averill hoped would search. He had more faith that Blaise could succeed.

“You are independent, not under his control. He would need proof.”

“Dr. Ondart will corroborate anything he says, so Father would not need to manufacture much—if anything,” Averill said. “He asked Inspecteur Devaux to verify that I’d attempted to throttle him.”

He saw her eyes widen as the memory flashed through her. “Your father provoked you.”

“Which Devaux did his best to convey, but he could not deny the attack happened. No doubt it’s part of the Inspecteur’s original report on the events of the Black Mass.”

Theo fumed. “You were falsely accused and proved innocent.”

“Because of that mistake and because of your help in solving the murders, Cochefert and Devaux granted us a favor. Men of less conscience would not have bothered. But now my father has offered them documents to support his position and refute mine. There will be no further investigation of local asylums by the Sûreté.”

“But you aren’t giving up the search.” It was not a question. Theo knew he could not bear to leave Jeanette imprisoned.

“No, but there’s only so much I can do on my own. Father has forewarned his colleagues against me—certainly whoever runs the asylum where Jeanette is now, and probably others as well. He’ll do what he can to track my movements.” 

“Michel will help you if he can,” Theo insisted. “He doesn’t like to break the rules—but will do so for a just cause.”

“I’m sure he’ll pass along any information he might stumble across, but how likely is that? Especially now, with anti-Semitic riots over the Dreyfus affair growing daily? His attention will be elsewhere.”

“What will you do?”

“I have a few allies in sanatoriums in and near Paris and also in Vienna.” Averill paused, realizing there was a way to make Blaise more acceptable to Theo. “The man I’m seeing has been searching for Jeanette too. He has even more resources than the Sûreté. Devaux recruited him.”

“Michel recruited him?” Theo frowned, teeth worrying her lower lip in the habit she had. He’d found it endearing and erotic. Now, thankfully, only endearing. “Are they friends?” 

Averill gave a huff of laughter. “I believe they are friends, though I doubt either would admit it.”

Her eyebrows arched quizzically. “Someone disreputable?”

Theo must realize that Averill was involved with someone scandalous and possibly dangerous. Again. No matter how much he wanted to confide in her, he’d never be able to tell her everything. He could tell no one everything. Except perhaps, Blaise Dancier. “It’s best he remain a secret, for now.”

As if reading Averill’s thoughts, Theo reached out and touched his hand. “I don’t expect you to tell me everything.”

She no longer avoided touching him, and he no longer shunned her touch. He covered her hand with his, a quiet joy swelling within him. He smiled at her. “Before we fell in love, we were friends.”

Theo smiled in response. “I think we fell in love because we were friends.”

“And so we can become friends again.”

“We have,” she affirmed.

He reached up and stroked back a lock of her hair that had fallen forward, tucking it behind the black opal moon.

Theo leaned forward, suddenly intent. “Carmine loves your ornament because the Tarot has cards for both the Sun and the Moon. I could ask her to do a Tarot reading for you. Perhaps there will be a clue in the cards about Jeanette.”

Averill still felt bemused that Theo’s irreverent friend and fellow artist Carmine was a devotee of the Tarot. “I can’t deny my curiosity, but I thought you were disillusioned by the Tarot.”

“Now I understand what the cards wanted to tell me. At the time, they showed me a mystery about a mystery—clues that were almost impossible to decipher.” She hesitated. “I believe there is something profound there, something powerful, but I’m afraid of that power. Perhaps you would open yourself more.”

“It cannot hurt to try,” Averill said. “I know Carmine’s busy finishing her paintings, so ask her if she will read her Tarot for me after your show opens.”

His mother hurried out of the salon and coaxed them from the alcove. “A carriage has drawn up outside. It’s time for you both to charm our guests.”

“Of course, Aunt Marguerite.” Theo smoothed her skirt.

His mother straightened the new cravat she’d given him, striped silver, black, and lavender, then hurried back to the archway of the salon. Blocking Averill from moving, Theo fiddled with the brooch in her hair and asked, “Your father still doesn’t know you’ve told your mother about Jeanette?”

“No, and luckily he wants to believe me,” Averill replied. “I told him both Maman and Grand-mère have precarious health and must be protected. He knows I’d never confide in Francine.”

“She’d tattle in an instant.”

“I want to keep him in ignorance, especially since Grand-mère gives me money to continue searching.”

Theo nodded and went to join his mother and Francine by the entrance. The maid hovered, but there was no knock, only the loud click of the key in the lock. The door opened, and his father filled the frame, his Persian lamb coat and top hat dusted with snow. Then he stepped aside to reveal his guest.

Averill stepped forward, smiling grimly. “Dr. Ondart, what an unexpected pleasure. Bonne Année.”

“Joyeuse Année.” Ondart offered a tiny, condescending smile. He was a small man, excruciatingly neat, his white hair glistening with pomade.

More greetings were exchanged while the maid hung up the coats. Averill talked politely to Ondart for a moment, not mentioning the meeting with the Sûreté, but doing his best to gauge the man’s temper. He seemed skittish, and Averill doubted he had the taste for subterfuge that his father enjoyed. Twice Ondart had used his influence to aid his father on Averill’s behalf, and possibly for other favors he knew nothing about. Averill knew his father had returned the favor at least once.

“Madame.” His father’s voice was low but still it carried. Turning, Averill saw he’d focused upon the buffet. “Where are the oysters?”

Maman was instantly at his side, murmuring docile apologies. “We put them out too early, and the ice was melting.” 

Averill was glad to have given her the quibble rather than have his father invent one of his own. She was gently chastised, and the oysters made their icy appearance. As if that were the cue, a flurry of guests arrived, mostly doctors and administrators from the hospital. After making his polite round of the guests, Averill sequestered himself by the window of the salon. The velvet curtains were open, revealing the trees in the palatial garden across the street glittering with frost. As he watched, occasional flurries of snowflakes swirled in the waning afternoon light. Averill let the quiet beauty soothe him before returning his attention to the gathering. He allowed himself one more glass of champagne. It wouldn’t do to get drunk in enemy territory.

Strange, watching his father move among people he wished to impress. Averill knew his father’s masks and found it difficult to believe others could not see the vicious creature that lurked behind them, but he forced himself to acknowledge Urbain Charron’s charm, however manipulative. In company his father modulated his responses—smiling here, bowing there, offering flattery bolstered by the gravitas of a successful professional, and occasionally indulging in a soupçon of spite.

A couple of the women hovered close to his father, their gazes filled with admiration for his height, for the figure only slightly softened with age. He possessed thick dark hair accented with wings of silver over his temples. Did the women find those cold blue eyes piercing? Insightful? Was the brunette who cast a haughty glance across the room a rejected mistress? What of the worshipful blonde? Was her slavishness a balm to his ego or too easily procured? Moving through the throng, a fox-faced woman with auburn hair offered a conspiratorial glance. Could she be the current amour?

Not for the first time, Averill wondered if his father’s private office sessions offered such women erotic satisfactions. He’d instituted the use of the new electric vibrators to treat the hysterical female patients at La Salpêtrière. Did he offer its pleasures to these women, controlling their bodies absolutely without the risk of personal exposure? That supremacy would appeal to him. Conquest without entanglement.

The auburn vixen sidled closer, her gaze intent, but his father wasn’t looking at her. His gaze was fixed on his own wife. Maman moved through the guests with her old assurance. His mother was exquisite, still too thin but no longer the wraith she’d been when she lived on the highs and lows of her addictions and little else. His father had urged laudanum on his mother to subdue her rebellions, then grown disgusted when she sank into her foggy dreams. Perhaps the absence of his attentions had added to the drugs’ allure.

Now his father looked pleased, appreciative, and Averill felt suddenly queasy. He wished he’d arranged something more than a quibble to distress him. 

​
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Chapter Four

[image: ]




Though this be madness, yet there is method in’t.

William Shakespeare

––––––––
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Mauve. Like the flower, Tuesdays are mauve streaked with violet. One of my prettiest days. I repeat the name so the color comforts me, cheers me. I have good reason. Miraculously, the young doctor assigned to me promises to let me visit one of the walled gardens today. He’s read my history in the charts, the things I’ve done to try to escape, so he does not trust me. But I can tell he does not trust Dr. Ondart either. He says if I’m not violent, he will ask to have me moved to the dormitories, where I can sit and chat with the other women and work at sewing blouses and bonnets. I know that is folly, but I believe the garden is possible.

The young doctor has become my ally. He admires my bravery. I asked him to give me no more morphine. I told him it made me worse. He believed me—most are begging for more. I haven’t had it often enough to suffer the loss, but I am also lucky that I hate it. At first it is a golden cloud, but that burns away. The roots of my hair flame. My skin itches as if insects are crawling everywhere with tiny burning feet. Fleas. Ants. Spiders. Even the memory makes me twitch, shivers rippling up my spine, jerking my shoulders. The garden is the promised reward for my courage. I force myself to stillness. 

He smiles gently, and a melancholy grey of sympathy unfurls across his sincere, solid cobalt blue—then, a sudden orange glint of ambition. He wants to cure me. Perhaps he could be seduced, but he is honorable. I’d have to weave that web slowly, carefully. I doubt I’ll have enough time. Father will find out I’ve been given this forbidden freedom and punish us both.

But not today. Today the promise will be fulfilled. They don’t take my own clothes away, but the nurse insists I wear regulation clothes to match the other prisoners, a grey dress, a grey wool coat. I have my monthly bleeding, and she brings me clean rags. When I’m acceptable in her eyes, a guard is summoned and leads me through the corridors of this wing. The violent wing. I have more control now, and the agony is muted. The pain, the fury, the fear all shimmer around me, but the walls do not scream their colors, scream their stink. The guard unlocks a door, and we step outside into an enclosed garden filled with empty geometric flowerbeds waiting for spring. A dozen women are walking along the ordered pathways. 

My first breath is a joy, but my hope of escape is quashed. There is nowhere to run, and the walls are too high to climb. I must find another way. At first, I drift among the other patients. We scrutinize each other under lowered eyelids. They try to read my face. I read the colors that shimmer around them, relieved there is no one I’m afraid to approach. There is a welcoming yellow, bright as dent de lions, a soft mossy green, a waning lavender. The worst is a hard blue, brash and loud. I approach the happier ones, hoping I can learn something to help me. Some are nervous, others eager. We exchange names, how long we’ve been here. Some talk of their doctor’s diagnosis, others of the life that waits outside La Salpêtrière.

Then Hard Blue appears, and the others scatter. She does not feel dangerous, so I let her link arms with me and allow her to guide me about the crisscrossing paths. But I’ve made a mistake, layers of desperation buried under the blue, bruised green and muddy purple. I’m afraid to pull away from her need for control. I mustn’t do anything the guard could report as violent. Even now, I worry he might lie to amuse himself. My guess is the others have heard all the stories that reel off her tongue. I have not heard them, so I listen avidly enough to please her. I’m proof of her importance.

She regales me with her knowledge of our prison. I wonder if she was once a nurse here, to know so much. But she may have spent years gathering these bits and pieces to fill the scrapbook of her mind.

“We’re in the Secret City,” Hard Blue tells me. “The city hidden within the city of Paris, five thousand strong.”

“Not very well hidden,” I retort, resenting the grip of fingers that tow me along.

“We are famous,” she contradicts herself. “The tourists come to see us.”

“Secrets are always tempting to tourists,” I say, “but not so many in winter.” 

“We are famous,” she insists. “We are le Versailles de la douleur.”

“Le Versailles de la douleur,” I echo. The vast palace of sadness.

She is pleased to have impressed me, but this name falls over me like a grey veil, transparent but heavy as lead.
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