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October 1995

“This is it, du Berry. Either I regain my mortality, or I die.” Alexandre Chaubere raised a goblet full of amber liquid to his lips as thunder crashed outside his Charleston, South Carolina mansion.

“Alexandre, non!” Du Berry lunged forward to snatch the goblet away, but Alexandre nimbly stepped out of range. Gilbert du Berry sighed in exasperation and crossed his arms, splaying his manicured fingers over the satin sleeves of his cerulean blue frock coat. “Don’t be foolish!”

“I don’t intend to be,” Alexandre replied, relaxing somewhat, sure he could thwart any further attempts made by du Berry to grab the elixir. Gusts of wind rattled in the palmetto trees outside and the lights flickered in the laboratory, glinting white and silver on his friend’s elegant evening attire. Alexandre had called du Berry away from a Halloween party, Gilbert’s favorite holiday because it allowed him to indulge in his penchant for historical clothing. He was sure that du Berry would be upset. But there would be other masquerade parties, and literally countless Halloweens for him to celebrate, so he shouldn’t protest too much. A more important ceremony was slated for this special evening of magic—that of returning Alexandre’s future to the hands of Fate where his life belonged.

“Alexandre!” Du Berry’s impassioned voice pulled him from his thoughts. “Put down the glass, I beg of you!”

Alexandre lowered the glass slightly, but only to speak. “I want you to be my witness, du Berry,” he explained. “And to record the details of the experiment as it progresses. In that notebook, there.” He nodded toward a journal on the counter.

Du Berry glanced impatiently at the black notebook with its pages marked by Alexandre’s crabbed writing, and then back to his friend, his eyes full of anger and disbelief.

“Is it that you expect me to document the final minutes of your life, as if you were some laboratory animal? Forget the science, mon ami! This is your life with which you are toying!”

“Toying hardly describes what I do here tonight.”

“Either way, it means death for you, if not tonight, then at a later date when you might regret all that you are doing now!”

“And is death such a bad thing?” Alexandre cocked a black brow.

“Death, death, death!” Du Berry threw up his hands and paced the floor in great dramatic strides while behind him lightning flashed through the slits of the closed shutters. “Always it is that you speak of death these days! Why not speak of life?”

“Because, my friend, the lives we live, though eternal, are meaningless.”

“We are rich, we have no cares, and we can go anywhere we desire, Alexandre—”

“And cut off friendships before anyone sees that we never grow old and deny ourselves the recognition of our work so as not to draw attention to ourselves. I’m tired of it, du Berry! Never for a moment can we drop our guard, when even such a little thing as an outdated driver’s license could betray us for what we are. I’m telling you, du Berry, it gets harder and harder these days to invent a new persona, with computers and databases keeping track of every move we make.”

“Details, Alexandre, these things are only troublesome details.”

“No, it’s the way of life that troubles me—the deceit, the constant vigilance, the loneliness—”

“Loneliness? Our lives can be one big festive party, Alexandre, full of music, full of art, full of fascinating people! How can you say you are lonely when there is always so much pleasure to pursue?”

Alexandre wondered if in the three hundred years Gilbert du Berry had spent on Earth, he had ever taken a moment to examine his life. It was quite possible du Berry had skipped such internal inquiry, for he had always preferred the chatter of salons and soirees over serious conversation and had always sought out gentle pleasures over the blood-racing adventures Alexandre pursued. Perhaps du Berry was too dissimilar in spirit to ever view life from the same perspective as Alexandre. Gilbert favored light opera and fluffy 19th century musicals, while Alexandre had become partial to jazz and blues. Du Berry avoided most modern conveniences, damning them for being unnecessary and needlessly complicated gadgets, while Alexandre carefully selected the best of the technological advances for use in his lab. Du Berry had never learned to drive an automobile and hated airplanes, while Alexandre enjoyed speeding down the highway late at night in his immaculately maintained ’73 Fiat with smooth jazz playing on the CD he’d installed inside the glove box. 

Alexandre had to smile. How he and du Berry had ever remained friends was one of the great mysteries of life but companions they had been for what seemed like an eternity. Though their personalities were from opposite ends of the spectrum, most of the time Alexandre had to admit that their differences lent a spark to a friendship that was never boring—frustrating and strained at times, but never boring.

“Why are you smiling like that Alexandre?” Du Berry questioned, coming to a halt in the middle of the room. “I thought you were tortured and lonely, ready for death. And now this smiling. Mon Dieu! Have you gone completely mad?”

“Maybe I have.”

“I am losing my patience, mon ami. You call me away from a most engaging party and make me come across town in a veritable hurricane, just to have one of your tedious discussions about life and death.”

“Actually, I wanted to make certain you would see to my affairs, should the potion cause my demise.”

“Of course. I have always taken care of your affairs when the time came for you to ‘disappear’ and re-invent a new personality for your ageless body. But I will not be party to the taking of your life, Alexandre, I simply will not.”

“Perhaps it will be the resumption of my normal life, my friend. Consider that.” He swirled the potion in the glass. “If my experiment proves successful, I will finally have the life I prefer—one that eventually ends.” He glanced at du Berry, tall and imperially slim, dressed in the satin and lace fashion of two centuries past, an era both of them were particularly fond of, but for different reasons. Du Berry had adored the clothes and the art of the late 1700s, while Alexandre had enjoyed an extremely lucrative career as a privateer, capturing enemy ships for the French Republic. He had established his vast fortune from his daring adventures along the southeast American seaboard and had made quite a name for himself. He’d even picked up a few titles of nobility along the way. But those days were long past, and chasing down happiness from such adventures was growing more elusive by the year. Life just wasn’t as interesting anymore. Like a man in his twilight years, he’d let the house fall into disrepair and the garden go wild and sequestered himself from the rest of society behind a tangle of brambles and shrubbery, abandoning his soul to hopeless despair.

The time had come for him to ‘disappear’ and renew his identity, and he wasn’t willing to go through the process again. Through the last three hundred years, he and du Berry had helped each other perform the necessary task of ‘modernizing’ their personages. One would travel for several years to return with a new name, different mode of dress, changed accounts, and a renovated personal history, ready to form fresh acquaintances unrelated to the old life. While one was ‘modernizing’ the other would manage the other’s affairs and property. Alexandre was tired of all that. Dead tired. He smiled ruefully at his own pun, for he could never be dead anything. He could never die. He could suffer any wound and survive. His physical body hardly registered the effects of any outside force, and he rarely had to attend to corporeal maintenance, such as eating and sleeping. Through the ingestion of a secret elixir long ago, his body had become a master of regeneration. So had du Berry’s. 

Three hundred years earlier, while living in Paris, Alexandre had developed a potion made from the extract of an exotic plant. He had experimented upon himself, believing the achievement of immortality would be the greatest triumph for an alchemist, and for many years he basked in the glory of his newfound invincibility. Du Berry, learning of the results and unconcerned with anything but the near future, had broken into Alexandre’s Parisian laboratory, helped himself to Alexandre’s potion and had never suffered a moment of regret. But over the years Alexandre had come to despise his everlasting life and had worked ceaselessly to find an antidote. He was fairly certain the secret to mortality was to be found in the glass he held in his hand. He had only to drink of it to find out.

Alexandre shook off the memories and stepped closer to du Berry.

“After I take this draught,” he held up the goblet again as a flash of lightning lit up the amber potion, “I may be in great pain. But whatever happens, I want you to observe it and write it down.”

“Alexandre, think twice! It could kill you!”

“I am well aware of that, du Berry.” Alexandre glanced at the glass in his hand and sighed. “If it kills me, then I shall be better off.”

“Better off? You will be dead, mon ami! Dead as a doorjamb!”

“Dead as a doornail, du Berry.”

“Idioms!” He shrugged elegantly. “The English language—so complicated, so disorganized! I will never grasp it, should I live to be a thousand years old.”

“Well, I don’t intend to live a thousand years, and that’s why I am going to drink this.”

“Why, Alexandre? I cannot understand why you wish to end your life. There is so much to see, to learn. The world is changing all the time!”

“Yes, the world is always changing, but it never gets any different. It just goes round and round. Haven’t you noticed that yet, du Berry? Nothing gets any better.”

“The wines are better.” Du Berry gave a half-smile, trying to lighten the mood with a jest. “At least I think so. How do they say it? Tastes great, less fulfilling?”

“Less filling.” Alexandre shook his head at his friend’s massacre of the local language. He wasn’t certain if du Berry lacked the ability to learn a foreign language or used his disdain for all things British—even after three hundred years—as an excuse not to try very hard to perfect his English. “Perhaps you are more suited than I to the life we have been cursed with.”

“Cursed with? To me, it is a gift, mon ami! Cannot you see that?”

“It is all in the eye of the beholder, du Berry.” He pushed back the long dark locks that had fallen along his temple. “I have often thought that our age difference might have something to do with our varying opinion on the matter.” He glanced at du Berry, taking in the fine clothes and the powdered wig, which artfully concealed du Berry’s receding hairline, and the expertly applied cosmetics that heightened the faded features of a man past his prime. “You entered this new life of ours as a man of sixty-four years—nearly at death’s door.”

“Death’s door? Pah!” Du Berry waved him off with a flick of his hand, and the froth of lace at his wrist fell back upon the wide cuff of his coat.

“Regardless, you were and are not plagued by the appetites of a younger man.”

“I believe you slander my virility, Alexandre!”

“Virility?” Alexandre smiled bitterly. “You and I both know the price we have paid for extending our natural lives.”

“C’est vrai. And we Frenchmen are supposed to be romantic and hot-blooded, non?” What a cruel jest—” His voice trailed off in wistfulness. For a moment even the eternally gay du Berry appeared remorseful. He gazed at Alexandre, his dark eyes full of compassion. “And you, mon ami, you entered this life as a young man of thirty-one, with plenty of hot blood in your veins, non?”

“Yes.”

“A taste for les mademoiselles and nothing to be done about it.”

“Exactement.” Alexandre swirled the potion in the glass and swallowed the lump that had formed in his throat. He had come to recognize the sadness of a life that lacked completion, the pointlessness of living without a goal, and the frustration of feeling everything a man could feel for a woman without the physical ability or freedom to act upon it. “I am tired of it, du Berry. I am tired of traveling, of amusing myself with science, and of concealing my true nature from people who can only be brief acquaintances. I want to love someone. Do you understand that? I want to love someone. All the years I have lived have taught me one thing: that love is the most important aspect of human existence. That’s what makes life worthwhile, my friend. I want to know love. I want to raise a family. I want a normal life in which I can grow old with a woman I care about and have children to live after me.”

“Tiens, Alexandre! You are a fool to give up what you have for this ordinary dream!”

“The life I have is empty. It has been empty for years. I can no longer bear it.”

“Alexandre, you are in a morose mood, and quite unlike yourself, I must say. Tomorrow you will recover your senses, I am sure of it. Come back to the party with me. Laugh, dance, and flirt with the ladies as you used to do. Just do not do this thing tonight.”

“This is no mood, du Berry. I have made my decision.”

With a quick movement of his arm, Alexandre raised the goblet to his lips and in one fateful gulp, swallowed the amber liquid. The potion burned his gums and throat and spread like fire in his stomach. He hunched over in pain, and through a shimmering haze, glimpsed du Berry scrambling toward him.

The pain dropped him to his knees. He clutched his abdomen in both arms and panted through the agony that ripped through him. Was the potion dissolving his stomach? He was vaguely aware of the thunderstorm outside and the wind and rain lashing the shuttered windows behind him. It was a fitting night to die—dark and stormy and intense—nature’s echoing cry to the rage and frustration he had lived with for the last fifty years, the frustration that had forced him to this end. 

“Alexandre!” du Berry shrieked, leaning over him, “Alexandre, say something!”

Then, nearly as quickly as the pain had come upon him, it ceased. The burning sensation let up, and the waves of agonizing spasms dissipated. Alexandre knelt on the floor, sweating profusely beneath his linen shirt, and gulped in deep breaths of air.

“Alexandre, what’s happening? Dit à moi!”

Alexandre pushed the damp hair off his forehead and slowly got to his feet. He took a penknife from his trouser pocket and lightly pulled the blade across his finger. The knife cut into his flesh, showing a faint trace of red but no blood pooling in the wound, and an instant later the slit healed into a faint straight line.

“Shit,” he said.

Du Berry stepped closer, staring intently at Alexandre’s hand. “Sheet?”

“Nothing happened.” Alexandre sighed heavily. “It didn’t work.”
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Charleston, February

“Do you have that ad with you?” Sherry asked, pulling a chair off the table and setting it on the plank floor of Harry’s Jazz Club, a popular spot for residents and tourists in the heart of the historic district of Charleston. 

“Yes.” Olivia Travanelle did the same with the chairs at a neighboring table. Ostensibly, someone had swept the floor the previous evening, but she could see cigarette butts and swizzle sticks near many of the table legs and along the front of the bar. “Why do you want to see it?”

“’Cause I want to check out the address.” Sherry sidled closer, chewing her gum and absently scratching the back of her head, where her dyed red hair was pulled back in a careless knot. At twenty-five, she was three years younger than Olivia, but looked much older due to her hard-drinking, emotionally draining life with a succession of rough boyfriends. She had told Olivia about out them, even though the two women had known each other less than a week. In the five short days since Olivia had come to town and landed the part-time job at the bar, she had heard of Sherry’s problems in great detail, and realized how much deeper her own problems would be had she taken similar directions. Long ago, however, she had learned not to depend upon men to take care of her or trust anything they said. Such knowledge had served her well. Though she had sometimes been called a loner, she didn’t mind the label, for she had kept her life free of trouble.

Olivia put her hand in the pocket of her jeans skirt and pulled out the classified advertisement she had cut from the morning paper. She gave it to Sherry and anxiously watched her read it.

Help Wanted: Landscape work on 

historic Charleston estate.  Inquire 

at 17 Myrtle Street after 7 pm.

“Shew,” Sherry drawled, tapping the newspaper with her painted nail. She gave Olivia a knowing stare. “I thought I reckonized that address.”

“And?”

“Seventeen Myrtle Street. That’s the Chaubere House.” She handed the slip of newsprint back to Olivia.

“So?” Olivia folded the clipping and returned it to her skirt pocket. “Should I know about the Chaubere House?”

Sherry rolled her eyes. “You’ve been here five days, and nobody’s mentioned it?”

“No.” Olivia pulled down another chair as she stared at her friend. “What’s wrong with the place?”

“It’s the creepiest place in Charleston, that’s what it is. Even tour groups avoid it. Everyone avoids it.”

“Why?”

“People think it’s haunted. It’s all run down and overgrown. And hardly nobody ever sees the guy that lives there.”

“Who does live there?”

“A man named Alexandre Chaubere.” Sherry looked over her shoulder as if afraid of being overheard. “People claim he comes here to listen to the jazz if we’ve booked a good band, but I’ve never seen him.”

It was Olivia’s turn to roll her eyes. “Really, Sherry. You make him sound like some sort of monster.”

“He’s odd, that’s what I’ve heard. And his place is a dump.”

“Maybe that’s why he’s advertising for a landscaper.”

“Why now? Why would he want to do anything to his property, after all the years it’s been rotting away?”

“I don’t know why and I don’t care.” Olivia brushed back a wisp of her strawberry blond hair and straightened. “I need the job.”

“You do landscaping?”

“Yes. My major in college is landscape architecture.”

“College? You go to college and you have a kid?”

“Yes. It’s hard sometimes, but I’m determined to graduate.”

Sherry walked to the bar and poured them each a soda. “Here,” she held out the cola and then leaned a bracelet-ringed forearm on the counter. “You’re awful ambitious, aren’t you?”

“I have some dreams, that’s all. And I’ve got to make enough money for college this fall. The only way I can see to do it is take on two jobs.”

“What about your boy?”

“I’ll find someone to look after Richie when he isn’t in school.”

“That should be easy. He seems like a nice kid. Mrs. Denning thinks he’s the best.”

Mrs. Denning was the older woman across the hall from Sherry’s apartment, who kept her ear on Richie during the evenings when Olivia was at work. Olivia had found a gold mine in the old woman, as well as in Sherry. Both of them had hearts of gold. However misdirected Sherry seemed regarding her relationships with men and the world in general, she was kind and giving. She not only had befriended Olivia, she had also offered her a place to live until Olivia found a suitable apartment. Olivia liked Sherry and appreciated her help, but she couldn’t wait to get her ten-year-old son Richie out of her cramped and littered one-bedroom place. The less Richie was exposed to the carefree lifestyle and unrefined men that Sherry entertained, the better.

“Thanks.” Olivia sipped her drink. She thought her son was nice but was never sure how he came across to other people in her absence. She’d spent most of her energy and resources raising her boy the way she thought children should be raised—with plenty of time, attention, and creative toys. “I hope he hasn’t been any trouble.”

“Oh, heck no!” Sherry laughed. “I’ve just never seen a kid read that much.”

“Well, that’s all he can do right now, what with his models and posters packed away. When we find a place to live, he’ll make some friends and everything will fall into place, I’m sure.” She glanced at her drink and heard the echo of her words, wondering if Sherry noticed the hollow ring to them. Richie had never made many friends and she often wondered if she had raised him to be too sensitive, too much a loner like herself. She tried not to worry about it, but the older he got, the more concerned she became. “In the meantime, I’ve got to find a way to apply for this job.”

“What’s the problem?”

“The ad says to show up after seven p.m.”

“Seven p.m. at night?”

Olivia glanced up at Sherry’s redundant question, and would have smiled, but for the dark expression on her co-worker’s face. She nodded.

“That does it!” Sherry declared, slamming her glass on the countertop. “You’re not going to the Chaubere House and that’s final!”

“But I need the work—”

“That work you need like a hole in the head.” She swept the air with her hand. “Why do you think he wants people coming so late in the day?”

“Maybe he sleeps during the day.”

“Maybe the guy wants to lure people to his place so he can kill them after dark!”

“Have you ever heard of people being murdered there?”

“Well, no, but someone’s gotta be first.”

Olivia finished her soda and slid her glass across the scarred bar pocked with cigarette burns. “Maybe he works during the day, Sherry. Maybe he doesn’t want his dinner hour disturbed. There could be a lot of reasons other than homicide why the man wants to interview people in the evening. And I really, really need the work.” She frowned. “The problem is, that’s when I have to work here, and he doesn’t have a phone number listed.”

“Well, hell—” Sherry sighed and pursed her lips. “If you’re so doggone determined to answer that ad, I suppose I could cover for you—if you aren’t too long.”

“You could?”

“The place won’t be hopping for a few hours, not until the band starts. You could go right now if you hurry.”

“What about Mr. Thomas?”

“If he comes by, which he usually don’t until ten, I’ll think of some explanation—Richie got hurt or something.”

“Oh, Sherry!” Olivia hugged her. “You’re a godsend. Thanks!”

Sherry pushed her away, embarrassed by the display of affection. “Just don’t go staying too long. And call me if that Chaubere character gives you any trouble. We’ll send Ed over there to lean on him.”

Olivia tried to picture Ed, the bouncer, coming to her rescue, with his beer belly and his tattooed arms. Somehow, he didn’t seem like hero material. He was more like a bulkhead or immovable barrier than a man of action. But heroic or not, she thought he’d likely give it a try if she were in trouble. Olivia untied her apron and stashed it behind the bar, thinking how lucky she was to have met such nice people.

Though her co-workers were good people, she wasn’t crazy about slaving away nights in a bar, because she didn’t smoke and rarely drank, and she disliked the way her clothes reeked of both cigarettes and beer when her shift was over. But she clung to the thought that this job was certainly temporary and would provide a way out of a string of low-paying jobs. Once she finished her college education, she would never step foot in a bar again, at least not as an employee.

“You be careful!” Sherry called as Olivia headed for the door.

“Thanks, I will.” But she stopped on the threshold and turned back in chagrin when she realized she hadn’t the faintest idea where she was going. “Sherry?”

“Yeah?”

“Draw me a map?”

“Shew, girl!” Sherry shook her head and chuckled as she shuffled a slow southern path across the room.

By the time Olivia reached the intersection of Tradd and Myrtle Street, the streetlights had blinked on, throwing pools of light on the cobblestone roads. At first she had felt safe walking in the dusk, for there were many couples strolling around the historic district, and tour groups trailing into the gardens and drawing rooms of nearby mansions. She could hear them talking and an occasional soft laugh would drift through the evening toward her, which lent a festive air to the surrounds. But as she approached The Battery and waterfront, she soon found Myrtle Street narrowing to a single lane with a sidewalk that was heaved and cracked by ancient trees whose leaves swept her hair as she hurried past. She didn’t see another living soul, and the farther she walked, the more nervous she grew. She wasn’t the type of person who normally let herself get worked up over unfounded hearsay, and generally speaking she wasn’t afraid to walk alone at night. In fact, it wasn’t even all that dark out yet. But there was something about the shadowed silent houses, hundreds of years old, that made her skin crawl with goose bumps. She felt as if she were walking straight into the past, leaving all she knew behind.

Sherry’s voice echoed in her thoughts. “It’s the creepiest place in Charleston, that’s what it is. Tour groups avoid it. Everyone avoids it.”

Her steps slowed. Was this such a good idea? Was a job worth the risk? What sort of people lived in this neighborhood? Suddenly the messy familiarity of Sherry’s run-down apartment in a more modern section of town seemed much more appealing than she had first thought. Adding to her disquiet, a stiff breeze from Charleston Bay came up, whipping through her hair and the branches above, which produced shifting patterns on the street and made her unsure of the terrain. Up ahead she heard the creak of an iron gate mournfully swinging on its hinges, lamenting the loss of happier days.

“Get a grip,” she muttered to herself. Her imagination was running away with her usual good sense.

Then she saw the house, a large two-story mansion of brick, closed shutters, and a double set of regal columns hidden behind a jungle of live oaks and red bud trees. High above the trembling canopy of the oaks, she could just make out the sharp white pediment of the second story, where a round window stared in silent resignation at the Cooper River. Slowly, she walked by a high iron fence, shrouded in vines. The gate she heard creaking was in the center of the fence and was spanned by arched grillwork ending in iron spikes. Ivy tendrils and forbidding briars climbed up the iron bars and twisted around the gas lamps on either side of the gate, blocking the view beyond. Neither lamp was lit, and no light filtered through the shutters of the house—hardly a welcoming sight. Perhaps no one was home to answer inquiries about the ad.

Still, she had come this far and wasn’t about to turn back until she made sure this was the Chaubere House. Where was the address? Had the numbers faded over the years? Was there no historical plaque like the ones she had seen fastened to the walls of the other historic homes? Perhaps because tour groups avoided the Chaubere House, the city fathers saw no reason to provide the name or history of the place, which left her unsure of the address. She’d have to get a closer look.

Carefully, Olivia pulled aside a briar and stepped through the gate. She sucked at the scratch from a thorn as she inspected the shrouded yard on either side of her, where mounds of what appeared to be azalea bushes battled for precious space with oleander shrubs. Far in the distance, at the end of a gravel walk, rose the house, its twin staircases curving upward on either side of the porch, leading to the main level of the house which was elevated half a story from the ground. 

With careful steps she made her way down the long path and ascended the stairs. Once on the porch, she discovered the dull metal numbers of the address to the left of the door: 17. So this was the Chaubere House. But was anyone home? She raised the tarnished brass knocker and let it fall. The sound seemed inordinately loud, even with the wind blowing in the trees. While she waited, she smoothed her hair with the palms of her hands, knowing the effort was useless, for her curls had a mind of their own, even when they hadn’t been buffeted by the wind.

When no one responded to her knock, she tried again and waited impatiently for the door to open. She glanced to the side. If the yard was any indication of the condition of the mansion’s interior, she wasn’t sure if it would be safe to enter the house, regardless of the mental condition of the owner.

After waiting a few minutes in the heavy silence, she retraced her steps down the wide stairs to the walk below. Just as she took a step toward the gate, she was startled by a loud clanking noise at the back of the house. Her heart roared in her ears. What was coming over her? She had never been this skittish in her entire life! She fought down her initial alarm and marshaled her thoughts. Could Mr. Chaubere be working in the back yard, out of range to hear visitors at his front door? If that was the case, she couldn’t pass up the chance to talk with him. Though her heart still raced, Olivia turned toward the back of the mansion and picked her way down a leaf-strewn walk, barely more than two feet wide. It curved around the side of the house.

“Hello?” she called. “Anyone home?”

No more noises issued from the back of the house. She walked along the side of the brick home, past six white-trimmed windows and a metal vent pipe that angled toward the roof. To her right she could just make out the faint track of a gravel driveway and some outbuildings, but most of the details were obstructed by unpruned and unrestrained vegetation. At the back corner of the house, she was surprised to come upon a rather vast rear garden and a labyrinth of walkways. A diamond shaped garden directly at the center of the house, and not far from the stairs, boasted a life-sized statue of a female nude. Though graceful and tastefully posed, the statue dominated the yard and captured one’s attention, drawing the eye away from the trees and flowers. The statue would have been better placed in a quiet garden, where one came upon it unexpectedly. There the viewer could experience pleasure and surprise at the lovely sculpture, instead of being hit over the head with it in full view, where the delicacy of the form was lost to its stark availability. Besides, from a purely female standpoint, she found herself wanting to throw a protective wrap around the Venus. The nymph deserved the dappled shadows of wisteria or philodendron, where her lines would be modestly shielded from the ogling stare of sun and moon.

Olivia drew her gaze from the marble woman and looked at the house. The property sloped down at the back of the mansion, which allowed the masonry walls of the first level to show their full height. The first level was comprised of great stone arches filled with more of the forbidding iron grillwork, but Olivia was heartened to see light glowing in the two arched openings near the high back stair. She ventured closer, crushing the newspaper ad in her fist.

“Hello?” she called again.

“Please enter your encryption password,” a loud mechanical voice instructed, startling her. She had heard such a sound on computers at school but was still startled at hearing it issue from the lower depths of an old southern mansion. Another clank rang out, louder this time, and she heard a deep male voice swear in French. “Sacre bleu!”

Full of misgivings, but still determined to talk with Alexandre Chaubere, she pressed on to the back stairs and behind them found a set of narrow stone steps leading to the cellar. A gust of cool dank air swept across her face and arms. Once again, she had a feeling of apprehension and wondered if she should turn tail and run.

But running wasn’t her usual way of doing things. Though she wasn’t the type to bluster and shout, she was strong in her own quiet way. She knew she could be as tenacious as kudzu, as stubborn as morning glory, forever working in the background to quietly meet her goals. People had often told her that still waters ran deep in regard to her character, and it was true. In fact, she took pride in her thoughtful self-control and didn’t admire people who lost hold of their passions and screamed and threw things at each other as her parents had done long ago. She had promised herself she would never succumb to such self-indulgent displays of emotion and violence. 

Slowly Olivia descended, one hand on the cool rough stones of the stairwell.

“Mr. Chaubere?” she called, hoping she wouldn’t alarm him by coming upon him unaware. A door on the right showed a rectangle of light. She poked her head around the opening.

Before her was a huge room full of computers and lab equipment. Nearly every shelf, table, and countertop was covered with either stacks of paper and books or bottles of chemicals. Wooden crates littered the floor and were stacked against the walls. Row upon row of glassware glittered in the light from the fixtures high above—glassware of all shapes and sizes, from delicate flasks to giant five-gallon chemical bottles. In the center of the room was a long counter covered with scientific equipment—Bunsen burners, scales, distillation coils, a sink, and more glassware. Beyond the counter she could see the shape of someone with dark hair and a white shirt moving on the other side of the room, his body distorted by viewing him through a huge bottle of pale green liquid. One minute he was a slender, wraithlike figure, the next a hulking shape with monstrous shoulders. She suddenly wondered if Mr. Chaubere was malformed and that was why he didn’t venture out among people. 

Overriding the inner voice that insisted she leave at once, Olivia stepped into the room.

“Mr. Chaubere?” Her voice cracked. Annoyed by her own temerity, she cleared her throat and tried again. “Excuse me, Mr. Chaubere?”

The shape turned. She could see the pale oval of a face through the glass, the long, shoulder-length hair, and the generous lines of a white shirt. For a long moment the man regarded her, as if trying to figure out why she was in his laboratory. Could he be an uninformed assistant, who knew nothing about the advertisement in the paper?

“What are you doing here?” he asked in a gruff voice. “This is private property.”

He had a strange accent, a mixture of the slow relaxed enunciation of the south urged along by the fluid lilt peculiar to the French language.

“I’ve come about the ad.”

“The ad?”

“Yes, the one for the landscaper.”

“Ah.” He stepped toward her, his shape shifting once more through the veil of glassware, strode along the counter that separated them, and came around the end, into plain view.

Olivia stared at him, thunderstruck.

Alexandre Chaubere was not malformed. He wasn’t a wraith or a monster either, but a tall handsome man with wide shoulders and very lean hips. In fact, he was the most exquisitely formed man she had ever seen. His dark brown hair shown with glints of gold and magenta as it fell in slight waves to his shoulders from a widow’s peak at the top of a wide and intelligent brow. His nose was prominent and determined, his lower lip a slash of vermillion above a distinctly square jaw line. His physical beauty was in a class far beyond the norm and belonged in the garden next to the statue she’d seen earlier. But something in his appearance easily surpassed the cool perfection of the sculpted marble. Perhaps it was the peculiar type of energy emanating from the man. He literally glowed with a vibrant life force, from the deep golden tones of his skin to the intense and almost black fire in his eyes. He reminded her of one of the iris flowers she had cultivated years ago—not as frilly and showy as the others, but so deeply crimson, so wonderfully velvet-like inside, that it seemed more beautiful than all the others combined. Such was this man, Alexandre Chaubere—dark, intense, and vibrant. She could feel his life force radiating out toward her, drawing her to him. 

He studied her as well and she looked up to see amusement sparkling at the corners of his amazingly dark eyes.

“I didn’t mean to disturb you, sir,” she stuttered, flustered by his startling, good looks and the obvious amusement he derived from looking at her. “But the ad said come at seven o’clock, and so I did.”

“And so you did.” He gazed at her, a smile lifting the corner of his wide and very masculine mouth.  He didn’t seem compelled to continue the conversation.

“Are you Alexandre Chaubere?” she asked.

“I am. And you?”

“Olivia Travanelle.” She had taken a different name after her divorce to distance herself in both the emotional and informational arena from her ex-husband.

“A French name.”

“My grandmother was French.”

“Ah.” He tilted his head a fraction and his gaze wandered over her hair and face, not in an intrusive fashion, but in a survey of interest and appreciation. She had never been inspected in quite this way. His gaze traveled down her arm to her left hand and the golden wedding band she wore. Her arm and hand felt aflame where his regard blazed a direct path to the lie wrapped around her finger.

“And as to gardening, madame?”

“I know plenty. I’ve studied landscape architecture for three years and have—”

“Modern methods.”

“Of course. Science has made many strides in the past few years in regard to—”

“Poisons. Chemicals.”

“Well, some—”

“Modern ways are not necessarily superior, madame.” He looked away, almost as if dismissing her. 

Olivia stared at him. What a strange man. He had dispensed with all formalities—hadn’t even shaken her hand—and the interview had been short and rapid-fire, as if neither of them required a complete sentence to know what the other one would say. She had never met anyone like him. She gazed at the line of his jaw where it angled up to his ear and knew by the sharp set of that jaw he would be a stubborn man, probably as stubborn as she. 

He reached down and picked up a crate, obviously wanting to resume his evening activities. She watched the movement while anger spiraled inside her.

Did Chaubere think the brief interview was enough to make a judgment about her? He had hardly scratched the surface and was quite mistaken if he thought she used harsh chemicals in her gardens. Of all the horticulturists she had come in contact with through the years, she was the least likely to resort to harmful sprays and harsh powders. And she wasn’t about to leave without informing Mr. Chaubere that he had jumped to conclusions about her.

When he turned to go back behind the counter, she stepped in his path. “Mr. Chaubere, you haven’t even given me a chance to tell you about myself.”

“I have seen enough.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Madame, you toy with me.” This time his eyes raked her up and down and she almost reached up to slap him. He seemed to read her mind and his eyes flashed in smoldering awareness. He didn’t, however, move out of her way, and he slowly lowered the crate to rest against his right leg.

“Look at you, madame. It is obvious that you do not possess the physical attributes necessary for the task.”

She felt color rising in her cheeks. “What physical attributes, exactly?”

“Women of your diminutive size and delicacy are born for drawing rooms and galleries, not for mucking about in my reflecting pond.”

“They are, are they?” Olivia sucked in a deep breath, trying to master her escalating rage. Her face flushed with anger, she leaned forward. “And just what century were you born in, mister? Women can do anything they put their minds to!”

“Really?” He raised a brow. “Can they piss standing up?”

“If they found it necessary,” she replied, knowing he was trying to shock her into abandoning the argument. “I, however, was thinking of more lofty achievements.”

“Such as?”

“Knowing the proper placement for that statue out there. A sad waste of a piece of fine sculpture, if you ask me.”

“And if I were asking, madame,” he said, putting a hand on his hip in a graceful gesture she had seen swordsmen make in old swashbuckler movies, “what would you tell me about that statue?”

“I would say it lacks proper presentation, which is a major flaw in the design of your garden.”

She thought she saw a muscle twitch at the corner of his mouth but went on with her analysis. “I must say, I’m surprised, for I recognize Dezallier’s hand in the design of your garden, however overgrown it may be. And I marvel that his plans could have called for a statue to be placed in such a poor location.”

“For your information, madame, the location was of my own choosing.” His eyes glittered at her in an unfathomable expression. 

“Then you must have had your reasons?”

“Yes. The female figure holds some appeal to me. I like to look at it.”

“And do you even notice it anymore, when it’s in plain sight all the time?”

He paused and his dark eyes studied her face. She couldn’t tell if he was amused or incensed. Would she ever be able to read people? Why couldn’t humans wilt or turn brown at the edges like a plant? Then she’d know how to handle them. But her judgment of people, her ability to read them, always seemed off the mark. Still, however, she did not regret voicing her frank appraisal of his garden. It was good for a man like Chaubere to hear a strong and differing opinion to his own.

Then quite suddenly, he threw back his head and broke into laughter, the rich deep sound echoing off the curved stone ceiling. Olivia blushed furiously. Did he find her that amusing, that preposterous? 

She turned on her heel and stomped to the door. She’d had quite enough of strange Alexandre Chaubere. He could keep his gardens and his creepy house. She didn’t want to work for such an insufferable man, no matter how much money was involved.  She knew she possessed the talent and determination to transform his yard into a southern paradise, but he wouldn’t even consider her solely on the basis of her gender, which made her all the more angry.

She fumed up the stairs, followed by his laughter.

“You’re right, madame,” he called after her with a chuckle hanging in his words. “You’re absolutely right!”

Olivia scowled and stormed up the stairs and past the diamond-shaped garden. She glared up at the statue’s eternally calm face. “Poor creature!” she muttered under her breath, feeling sorry for any female subjected to Alexandre Chaubere’s narrow views. She hurried around the side of the mansion, banged the iron gate after her, and strode down the sidewalk. For the first time in her life, she felt out of control. No matter how she tried to push back her anger, the more upset she felt. How could she let a man do this to her? 

She rushed back to the club, stubbing her toes on the cracked sidewalks and swearing under her breath.
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Chapter Two
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“Wow!” Sherry said with a wide smile as she came up alongside Olivia later that evening. They waited for the bartender to mix their customers’ orders. “Some night, ain’t it?”

“I’ll say.” 

“Must be the band. Lenny Hanfield and the Ambassadors. They always pack in a crowd.”

“Are they local?”

“Naw. They’re from Atlanta. And I could just die for that bass player.”

Olivia glanced at the man playing bass, his eyes shrouded by sunglasses and his figure concealed by an over-sized black suit. How could Sherry see enough of the man to find him attractive?

“Ain’t he just prime?” Sherry continued. “Look at those hands. You know what they say about the size of a man’s hands.”

She wiggled her eyebrows while Olivia shook her head and glanced at her watch. It was nearly one o’clock, almost time for the bar to close. She was tired and out of sorts after her unsuccessful interview with Alexandre Chaubere earlier in the evening. How was she ever going to make enough money for college? Until she found a second job, she didn’t want to look for an apartment for fear it would be too far from everything. And any day now she should enroll Richie in school, but couldn’t until she knew for sure which neighborhood they would be residing in.

“By the way,” Sherry leaned closer. “Did you notice the guy in the corner?”

“What guy?”

“The one with the dark hair over there. Drinking cognac. Check him out.”

While Sherry took off with her round of drinks, Olivia glanced at two of the corners until she spotted a man sitting near the band with a brandy snifter in his hand. Most of his body was lost to the darkness of that particular corner, but when he leaned forward, a light from above outlined his face and left hand. The man’s sharp profile looked familiar.

Olivia delivered her beers and cocktails and returned to the bar for more when Sherry came up beside her again and barked her orders to the bartender.

“That has to be Alexandre Chaubere,” Sherry declared, pushing her empty tray onto the bar.

Olivia regarded the man more carefully. The hair was right, but a lot of men wore their hair that length these days, and the tall spare body shape was similar. He wore a dark shirt, black jeans, and no jewelry. As she stared at him, he seemed to sense it and turned her way. Immediately, she averted her gaze and reached for her tray. “It could be Chaubere.”

“I thought so, after hearing you describe him. Though I can’t see him so good in the shadows.”

“Didn’t you say he comes here for the music sometimes?”

“Yeah. The man hardly drinks, though. Hope he leaves a decent tip to make up for it.” She winked and swept away to dole out the drinks perched precariously on her tray.

Olivia picked up her own tray and jostled her way through the crowd. Her tables were on the opposite side of the room and the joint was too busy for her to spend any more time gawking at a stranger in the corner. One of her customers was clearly drunk and seemed determined to make conversation and pull her into his lap, keeping her distracted and wary for the rest of the evening.

After they cleaned the bar, Olivia and Sherry walked down the stairs to the street together. As soon as they gained the sidewalk, a large overweight man on a Harley revved up his machine to catch their attention. Sherry laughed and slung her purse strap over her shoulder. “It’s Larry,” she exclaimed. “See you later, Liv!”

“Bye.” Olivia waved and tried not to imagine the type of night Sherry had in store with her tattooed and bearded companion. She watched Sherry jump on the back of the cycle and stretch her arms around Larry’s ample stomach. Then she walked another block and turned the corner, heading for the apartment a half-mile away.

“Hey, sugar pie!” a voice called behind her.

She glanced over her shoulder and in dismay saw her inebriated customer. He was a tall man, and though he couldn’t have been much older than she was, he had a beer belly just beginning to creep over his belt and dirty blond hair already thinning on top. Not wanting to engage him in the slightest conversation, she didn’t answer him and quickened her pace.

“Hey, what’s the rush, babe?” he yelled. His words were slurred.

Olivia heard the sound of unsteady footsteps behind her. Was he going to follow her if she didn’t turn around? Shouldn’t she run? If she did, would he consider it a challenge and chase her down? She couldn’t imagine being pursued by a man on the street in such a fashion. Even worse, if she kept walking, she’d lead him right to Sherry’s apartment. She didn’t want a man like him discovering where she lived and possibly jeopardizing the welfare of her son. 

A sheen of sweat broke out on her skin as she veered in the opposite direction of the apartment. Maybe she could duck into a courtyard garden of one of the houses, hide until he gave up, and then run home. She kept walking as fast as she could without breaking into a trot.

Before she knew it, she found herself on Myrtle Street, in complete darkness.

“Damn!” she swore under her breath. Wildly she glanced around. Just as before, no lights were on in any of the surrounding houses, and she had nowhere to turn if the drunk behind her got nasty.

“Wait up, sugar!” the man cried.

Appearances be damned. There was no one to see, no one to hear. She dashed up the cobblestone street, trying not to twist her ankles. The drunk ran after her, and by the time she had gone two blocks, she could hear his strident breathing close behind her.

A few seconds later, he grabbed her left arm. Olivia’s heart nearly pounded out of her chest as she was yanked backward against the man’s paunchy torso.

“You sure ain’t very friendly,” he drawled. His breath reeked of beer. “What’s the matter with you?”

Olivia struggled, but his grip was like iron.

“You’re a damn Yankee, aren’t you? Where you from?”

She refused to answer him.

“You’re cold as hell and that’s a fact,” he continued. “But I know just the thing to warm you up, you sexy little darlin’.”

He clamped a hand over her breast and leaned down to nuzzle her neck, just as a car turned the corner, blinding them both with the glare of headlights.

Olivia squirmed in his arms, trying to break free, or at least alert the driver that she was in trouble. The car screeched to a halt, and to her relief a man jumped out of the driver’s side.

“What’s going on here, Jimmy Dan?” a deep voice boomed.

Olivia felt her assailant freeze.

“Please!” Olivia cried in desperation. “Help me!”

Jimmy Dan tried to pull her back into the shadows of the sidewalk, but she dragged her feet, hoping the driver of the car would see that she was being taken against her will.

“Mind your own business!” the drunk yelled. He clamped his hand over Olivia’s mouth and dragged her to the side of the road. His hand was greasy, salty and rough, and she nearly gagged.

The driver of the car advanced, his long legs silhouetted by the headlights, his shoulders wide. The light in back of him plunged his features into darkness, but his voice held a familiar accent. “Let her go, Petersen,” he said quietly.

“The hell I will.”

“I said let her go.”

“She’s been teasing me all night,” Jimmy Dan declared. “Wiggling her tight little ass, pushing her tits in my face. What do you expect?”

“I expect you will let her go.”

Stiff with fright and outrage, Olivia stared at the driver of the car, praying he had the courage to stay and help her. She felt the drunk’s grip tighten. What if her assailant had a gun or a knife? 

“Leave us alone,” he growled. “This ain’t your business.”

“I’m making it my business.” The driver advanced close enough for Olivia to make out his face, and she wasn’t surprised to see it was Alexandre Chaubere. 

Sensing the oncoming altercation, Jimmy Dan threw Olivia to the side. She careened for a moment, teetering on one foot and struggling to regain her balance, and then toppled into a holly bush. Each barbed leaf brutally scratched her hands and forearms as she fell through the glossy foliage. But she choked back her tears and scrambled to her feet, just in time to see the drunk take a wide swing at Chaubere.

Alexandre responded with a kick that hit the man in his midsection with a sickening thud. Then before Jimmy Dan could recover, Alexandre whirled around and kicked him again in the side. It was apparent that Chaubere was proficient in a form of martial arts. Karate? Olivia wasn’t sure. All types of self-defense involved striking another human being, and she believed there were better ways of dealing with problems. However, in this case, she wasn’t certain if her assailant, because he was so drunk, would have responded to anything but physical intervention.

Jimmy Dan lunged for Alexandre in a blundering attempt to grab the man around his torso to drag him to the street, but Alexandre stepped aside and delivered a straight-armed blow to the man’s solar plexus. The drunk collapsed to his knees, holding his chest and gasping for breath. Alexandre stood above him, ready to continue the fight if the man got back to his feet. 

“Had enough?” Alexandre inquired briskly.

“Go to hell, you bastard,” the drunk replied in a muffled voice. He didn’t look up.

Alexandre raised a brow and glanced at Olivia. “Are you all right, Madame Travanelle?”

She nodded, angling away from the drunk and toward the idling car so that Alexandre stood between her and the gasping man, who had retched upon the sidewalk.

Alexandre returned his attention to the drunk. “Get out of here. You’re stinking up the neighborhood.”

The drunk hunched over and wiped his hand across his mouth. Then he slowly got up, but Olivia could see a metallic glint in the hand he held behind him, out of sight of Alexandre. A knife!

“Watch out!” Olivia screamed.

Alexandre glanced at her in surprise, giving the drunk just enough time to lunge forward. He stuck his weapon into Alexandre’s gut, and with a horrible wrenching motion, Jimmy Dan yanked the knife upward and pulled it out, while Alexandre fell back, both arms outstretched in disbelief at what had just transpired.

“You’ve killed him!” Olivia shrieked, running to Alexandre to try to catch him before he fell to the street, forgetting that she was too small to hold up such a large man. She grabbed Alexandre’s arm, wondering how he could still stand after receiving a serious injury, and wondering why his entrails weren’t spilling out of his shirt.

The drunk gaped at Alexandre, as if he, too, was shocked at what he had done. Then, ashen-faced and shaking, he dashed away, making a coward’s quick retreat. 

“Mr. Chaubere!” Olivia gasped, struggling to hold him while he staggered backward. She glanced at his abdomen, at his ripped, bloody shirt, but couldn’t see the wound in the darkness. He sank to his knees.

“I’ll be—” he began but couldn’t continue.

“Oh my God!” she cried, unable to keep him upright. He collapsed to a sitting position on the curb. “I’m going to call 911!”

“No!” he breathed, clutching her forearm. “Just give me a moment.”

“You’ve been stabbed!”

“Merely scratched.” His breathing was so uneven, she thought he was about to pass out. He was probably in shock and not even aware of the extent of his wound.

“He practically disemboweled you!” Olivia bent over to unbutton his shirt and assess the damage, but he stayed her hand with surprising strength.

“No!”

“But Mr. Chaubere!”

“I said I would be all right.” He wiped the hair out of his eyes and looked up at her for the first time. “He just surprised me, that’s all.”

“But the blood!”

Alexandre glanced down at himself. “From the scratch.” He passed his palm over his midriff to prove to her that he was not seriously injured. “See? It isn’t as bad as you think.”

She stood above him, incredulous. She had seen the knife plunge into Alexandre’s body. She had seen the drunk yank the weapon upward, slicing through his flesh. How could he possibly say he had suffered only a scratch? Then to her astonishment, Alexandre rose slowly to his feet and took a deep breath, as if he had just arisen from bed.

“There, you see? Nothing to worry about. Just a ripped shirt.”

“But I saw the knife go—”

“You were mistaken. It is dark, hard to see.”

“But—” She broke off, at a loss to explain what had just happened. 

Maybe her eyes had played tricks on her, for after all he was standing there in front of her, as good as new. In amazement she stared at him. The breeze lifted tendrils of his hair, infusing his hair with the same strange vibrancy emanating from the rest of his body. He seemed taller than before, but perhaps her mind was playing tricks on her, inducing her to view him in a heroic light. But that was one mistake she wouldn’t make, especially after his treatment of her earlier in the evening. 

“At least you are unharmed,” he observed. 

“Merely scratched.” She used his own words to make light of her injuries.

He glanced at her sharply and she knew her dark humor hadn’t been lost on him. “Let me have a look.” Without asking permission, lifted her right hand and raised it, palm up. She didn’t often let men touch her so casually, but given the circumstance, she resisted her natural inclination to pull away. 

“How did you get these?” he asked, staring at the crimson scratches.

“From falling in that holly bush.”

He shot a glare at the offending shrub and then inspected her bare arms, frowning in concern. “You suffered quite a few scrapes by the look of things.”

“I’ll be all right.” She withdrew her hand from his warm grasp, anxious to break contact with him. His touch unnerved her, and his nearness alarmed her, for an odd humming energy seemed to vibrate between their shoulders, drawing her into his personal space. She stepped back from Alexandre and smiled at him, knowing her smile was unsteady. “Thanks for coming to my rescue like that.”

“I am glad to have been of service.” He gave a slight, courtly bow, made more graceful by the sweep of his arm. She could almost imagine a floppy hat with an ostrich plume curling around the brim in his hand, nearly brushing the surface of the cobblestones as he bowed. She blinked away the image and moved even farther from him, coming up against the curb with the heel of her flats. There she stopped, still in disbelief at what had transpired.

“Are you certain you are all right, Mr. Chaubere?”

“Quite certain.”

“Well, thanks again. Goodnight.” She turned to leave but he reached out and lightly grasped her elbow.

“Madame Travanelle. Surely you can’t mean to continue your way unescorted.”

“That was my plan.”

“But what if Petersen accosts you again? What if someone else sees you walking alone?”

“I walk alone all the time.”

“But as you see, it is not safe.”

“I believe that drunk was the exception, not the rule.”

“Regardless,” he countered, “allow me to drive you to your home.”

Surprised by the offer, Olivia stepped up to the sidewalk to distance herself from him, forcing him to release her elbow. Though Alexandre Chaubere had rescued her from a sticky situation, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to get in his car or have him discover where she lived. She held up both hands, palms facing him. “Really, thanks, but it isn’t necessary.”

“Then I shall follow you, to make certain you get home safely. Otherwise, I will worry the rest of the evening.”

“You’re going to follow me in your car?”

“Yes.” He crossed his arms and gazed at her, his expression hovering between amusement and seriousness. Just as before, his eyes held a sparkle of humor in them, which she could see, even in the darkness.

Olivia hated being the source of his amusement, as if he viewed her as an inept child. And she couldn’t imagine the embarrassment of being followed by a car all the way home. Her anger raised another notch.

“I am not your responsibility,” she declared, crossing her own arms.

“Tonight, you are.”

“For your information, Mr. Chaubere, I have taken care of myself for twenty-eight years, thank you very much. And I haven’t had any trouble.”

“You don’t consider Jimmy Dan Petersen trouble?” he retorted, nodding his head in the direction her assailant had taken.

“He was just drunk.”

“He is drunk nearly every weekend, madame.” He tossed his mane of luxurious dark hair. “And he will try anything to make a sexual conquest of you. I’ve heard him boast to his friends about his conquests many times.”

Olivia tried to maintain unswerving eye contact with Alexandre, but his last statement flustered her so much she had to turn away. His frankness disarmed her.

“If you are interested,” he continued behind her, “I have developed a chemical substance that would render him harmless and give you enough time to get away.”

“I don’t like to hurt people.”

“I’m afraid Petersen doesn’t share your philosophy, madame. And besides, my spray will not really hurt him, it will just make him sneeze long enough for you to flee.”

She glared over her shoulder at him. “Why go to all this trouble for me?”

He shrugged. “I like to see my inventions put to good use.”

Olivia gazed at the tall lean man, confused by his unusual character—a mixture of the exasperating domineering male coupled with the mannerisms of a courtier. She didn’t know what to expect from such a man. Usually, she classified men in two general categories: the jock-type who got everything he wanted through guts, coercion, and plenty of dependence on the good-old-boy network, and the sensitive man, who was willing to let life buffet him around, too timid to make choices, let alone act upon them, and far too caught up in convention and correctness to entertain the slightest individual thought. Most men she had met fell into one or the other categories. Yet this man, Alexandre Chaubere, defied generalization because he was both kinds of men, yet at the same time neither of them. This rattled her cage as Sherry would say.

At her silence, Alexandre walked to his car and opened the passenger door near her. “Please, madame. It will make the night shorter for each of us if you will permit me to drive you home.”

Olivia took a deep breath, wondering why she should trust this man, but sensing nevertheless that he wouldn’t harm her, regardless of the physical strength he had displayed minutes ago. She surveyed his vehicle, a neat little black sports car, and a model and vintage she didn’t recognize from her son’s many car posters. It was most likely foreign. Though older, the car had been kept in immaculate condition and its engine purred smoothly beside her.

She sighed, hoping she wasn’t making the biggest mistake of her life, and answered tentatively, “Well, all right. Thanks.”

He stood to the side as she sank into the dark seat of his car, and when she was safely settled, he gently closed the door. Olivia couldn’t remember the last time a man had performed such an unnecessary but thoughtful gesture for her. Somewhat taken by his good manners, she breathed in the pleasantly pungent smell of the leather upholstery as Alexandre walked around the front bumper and got in. 

She had never been in a sports car before, and once the man beside her closed the door and filled up the space with his wide shoulders and long legs, she realized with a shock what a sequestered and intimate universe a car could be. He reached over in front of her, and she sat back to avoid being touched, taking notice of his fine wrist and long slender hand, both of which spoke of quiet intelligent strength, not the type of bone structure to be found on a brute. He pressed a button to open the glove compartment, revealing a CD player cleverly installed inside. He touched a couple of buttons on the CD player and then leaned back and shifted into first gear. The soft strains of a jazz piano piece drifted up to her and she felt herself relax enough to let her weight press against the back of the seat. 

Alexandre pulled away from the curb. “Where to, Miss?” he said, mimicking the manner of a New York cabbie. He glanced at her and smiled.

She almost smiled back before she caught herself. Alexandre might be charming, but she wasn’t about to let him think he was having any effect on her. “Anson and Elm,” she replied.

Undaunted by her serious reply, he continued with his cabbie impersonation. “Scenic route, ma’am, orya in a hurry?”

“Direct route,” she said. Then deciding to show him that she wasn’t a spiritless idiot, she added. “And I’m watching the meter, buddy.”

He chuckled and shifted into second. His moves were deft and sure, and not once did his driving make her reach for the door handle or brace herself against the dash. She appreciated his calm driving and didn’t expect such behavior from a man who owned a sports car and fought drunks in the street.

For a few minutes they drove without speaking as mellow jazz filled the comfortable silence. Sitting there in the dark with the soft music playing, watching the blocks of beautiful old homes passing by, Olivia almost forgot that seven hours ago she had stormed out of this man’s house, angrier than she had been in years. Lost in her thoughts, she was surprised when Alexandre announced they had arrived.

“Anson and Elm,” he declared. “Which house, ma’am?”

“The yellow one on the right.” She glanced at him, with the realization that she had enjoyed the drive with Alexandre Chaubere far too much for her own good.

He rolled to a stop behind a parked sedan. Olivia looked up to the second floor where Sherry’s apartment was located and noticed all the lights were still on. Either Sherry had brought home her Harley man or Richie was still up. She would have been happier had the windows been dark.
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