

		

			

				[image: Evelyn Klebert. The Alchemist’s Bride.]

			


		




		

			

				[image: The Alchemist’s Bride. By Evelyn Klebert.]

			


		




		

			

				[image: For Vivian, as A Love Letter, to Her Birthplace]

			


		




		Chapter 1


		

			[image: Elegant Flourish.]

		


		The Letter


		There were things about Em­me­line Lescale that no one would ev­er know. These were things she kept hid­den in a se­cret vault deep with­in her mind. Now she was not one to de­lude her­self. It cer­tain­ly wasn’t knowl­edge any­one else in par­tic­u­lar would con­sid­er of val­ue or even a pass­ing in­ter­est. But there were things that she pur­pose­ful­ly kept pri­vate be­cause so­ci­ety dic­tat­ed she ap­pear a cer­tain way on the out­side — placid, not over­ly con­spic­u­ous giv­en the un­steady state of her af­fairs, not over­ly in­tel­li­gent, but gen­er­al­ly ca­pa­ble.


		This was the role that she played on the out­side. Ev­ery bit of it was a fa­cade that she had adopt­ed fair­ly ear­ly on, liv­ing off the good­will of her aunt and late un­cle, who had tak­en her in at a young age. These events oc­curred some­time af­ter her moth­er had died, and her fa­ther con­spic­u­ous­ly showed no in­ter­est in her. As it was, these were on­ly a few of the mis­for­tunes that had shaped the per­son she’d be­come.


		Aunt Adeleine lived up the Mis­sis­sip­pi Riv­er in a fine, old es­tate in Vacherie and had been more than benev­o­lent in treat­ing Em­me­line as one of her girls, well, near­ly one of them. All of the La Maire girls, three to be ex­act, had mar­ried ex­ceed­ing­ly well. And Em­me­line, well, Em­me­line had not mar­ried and in­stead some­what du­ti­ful­ly had re­mained with her aunt, and her cousin Jeanne Marie, the el­dest daugh­ter, and her hus­band Bernard Aldige, to be of what help she could in man­ag­ing the prop­er­ty. That was un­of­fi­cial, of course. Of­fi­cial­ly, she was pre­par­ing for some sort of ca­reer as a gov­erness when­ev­er the time was right.


		That par­tic­u­lar time, how­ev­er, nev­er did seem to be quite right.


		Dur­ing the course of her time in her aunt’s house­hold, there had ac­tu­al­ly been a few ran­dom of­fers of mar­riage, one from a lo­cal con­sta­ble and an­oth­er from a busi­ness­man who lived in a near­by parish. Both the gen­tle­men were much old­er than she, and her aunt had ac­tive­ly dis­cour­aged the match­es. And the truth was that this suit­ed Em­me­line very well. This was one of those se­cret, hid­den things about her. She didn’t want to mar­ry, not at all. The year was 1883, and wom­en who mar­ried sim­ply lost most of their in­de­pen­dence, what lit­tle it was that they pos­sessed. In her es­ti­ma­tion, wid­ows seemed the on­ly gen­uine­ly in­de­pen­dent fe­males who could af­fect their own des­tinies. And, of course, if Em­me­line could find a way to by­pass the mar­ried state and move straight in­to the role of a wid­ow, well. But un­for­tu­nate­ly, that would in­volve the cum­ber­some mat­ter of dis­patch­ing a hus­band with all its moral am­bi­gu­i­ties, not to men­tion crim­i­nal cul­pa­bil­i­ties.


		Em­me­line, she in­dul­gent­ly liked to think, was at heart a kind per­son but un­de­ni­ably al­so a rest­less one. She was far too in­tel­li­gent to be a placid wom­an or to be caught up in a re­pres­sive union. So, with lit­tle re­sis­tance, she al­lowed her Aunt Adeleine to squash the few prospects she’d had. Af­ter all, maybe one day she would be a gov­erness to the chil­dren of the La Maire girls. Per­haps that wouldn’t be so dread­ful an ex­is­tence. And rather grate­ful­ly, or so she at­tempt­ed to be, she’d set­tled in­to her pre­dictable ex­is­tence in the Vacherie es­tate, Belle Coeur, as the lo­cals called it — Beau­ti­ful Heart, be­cause all the homes with any acreage must have some kind of sig­nif­i­cant des­ig­na­tion.


		As it was, all seemed rel­a­tive­ly fixed in terms of Em­me­line’s fu­ture and des­tiny, and she strug­gled with dili­gence to sup­press her rest­less na­ture and ac­cept that re­al­i­ty un­til, of course, it wasn’t. When she had just crossed the thresh­old of her twen­ty-fifth year, then ev­ery­thing rather abrupt­ly changed.


		“Oh, my dear!” How she did re­call that day.


		Aunt Adeleine’s face was blanched, even more so than it usu­al­ly was, a pale, drained, sick­ly-look­ing col­or. She’d sum­moned Em­me­line in­to the west par­lor, where her aunt would spend the dawn hours an­swer­ing and, most of­ten, cre­at­ing cor­re­spon­dence as well as leisure­ly sip­ping her morn­ing tea.


		“My good­ness, Aunt Adeleine, what’s hap­pened?” There was no deny­ing it. The old­er wom­an looked pos­i­tive­ly strick­en, pos­si­bly ill in some re­spect, she sus­pect­ed. “Do you need a sur­geon, Aunt?”


		She shook her head a tad bit fran­ti­cal­ly. “No, no, my dear, but you must sit. Some­thing has tran­spired, and I’m afraid it will be a bit of a shock.”


		She strug­gled to ap­pear com­fort­ing. Em­me­line wasn’t fond of sur­pris­es, and she was al­ready feel­ing an un­com­fort­able cold, fore­bod­ing spot in the pit of her stom­ach. She set­tled in the small pink vel­vet slip­per chair on the oth­er side of her aunt’s rose­wood morn­ing desk. There was a sud­den chill charg­ing up through her. Un­de­ni­ably, she was ex­tra sen­si­tive in this re­gard, hav­ing a pre­cog­ni­tive sense of im­pend­ing trou­ble. She’d al­ways felt it was a de­fen­sive scar left over from child­hood, nev­er quite feel­ing se­cure and sol­id wher­ev­er she might be.


		“My dear,” again her aunt re­peat­ed as she snif­fled a bit, cer­tain­ly ap­pear­ing on the sur­face to be quite over­wrought. “I have re­ceived a let­ter from your fa­ther.” Aunt Adeleine was well in­to her fifties, and the signs of ag­ing al­ready marked her del­i­cate, French aris­to­crat­ic fea­tures. But framed by her still pri­mar­i­ly black, al­though some­what streaked with gray, hair were her eyes — enor­mous dark brown eyes that Em­me­line felt, at the mo­ment, might just pop right out of her tiny head.


		“What did it say?” Em­me­line asked qui­et­ly. Now, this was an­noy­ing and per­plex­ing. Her fa­ther nev­er wrote, nev­er. Nev­er to check up on her, nev­er had in all the days she could re­mem­ber, in­stead just seemed con­tent to pre­tend that there had in­deed been no child pro­duced in his brief mar­riage with her moth­er.


		“Well, my dear, shock­ing as it may seem at the mo­ment, Nathaniel wants you back.”


		Em­me­line sank down fur­ther in­to the less-than-com­fort­able vel­vet chair. Aunt Adeleine had sel­dom used the name, Nathaniel. In fact, in ret­ro­spect, Em­me­line ac­tu­al­ly couldn’t re­call her ev­er us­ing it in ref­er­ence to her fa­ther. In­stead, it had al­ways been more of­ten than not, Mr. Lescale, and oc­ca­sion­al­ly, that man. She didn’t seem even in­clined to give him the priv­i­leged ti­tle of Doc­tor, al­though that was, cu­ri­ous­ly enough, how he and her moth­er had met.


		From what she’d been told, the Char­bon­net fam­i­ly had once owned a quite stylish res­i­dence in New Or­leans’ French Quar­ter, and Lizette Marie, her moth­er, while there, was strick­en with a rather dire and abrupt case of scar­let fever. A sur­geon was sum­moned, the well-re­spect­ed Dr. Lescale, and from there, the li­ai­son had tak­en root. Nat­u­ral­ly, ac­cord­ing to Aunt Adeleine, the match was frowned up­on by the fam­i­ly, and sub­se­quent­ly, a scan­dalous elope­ment took place, and so on.


		This was the rather flim­sy sto­ry as she re­called, and be­yond that, there were sparse ref­er­ences that her aunt would make con­cern­ing Em­me­line’s fa­ther, which al­ways seemed to be fol­lowed up with “Doc­tor in­deed, he couldn’t even man­age to save his own wife.” But, of course, Em­me­line had gleaned from a young age that in the year fol­low­ing her birth, Lis­sette Marie Char­bon­net, or rather Lis­sette Marie Lescale as it was, had been strick­en with a rather chron­ic and quick-mov­ing case of con­sump­tion. “What a beast not to move the poor girl out of the city and back in­to a more ru­ral cli­mate.” With that ref­er­ence, Em­me­line as­sumed Aunt Adeleine was re­fer­ring to their child­hood home of Belle Coeur in Vacherie, where they now resid­ed. “But you know Lescale was al­ways a self­ish man. Cer­tain­ly, he took no in­ter­est in you, my dear, his own daugh­ter.”


		Em­me­line re­al­ly had no idea how she tru­ly felt about the sub­ject. She had nev­er known Dr. Nathaniel Lescale, nor had she ev­er known the beau­ti­ful Lis­sette Marie Char­bon­net, who had mar­ried the cel­e­brat­ed physi­cian, mov­ing to a sprawl­ing French Quar­ter man­sion, then trag­i­cal­ly dy­ing, leav­ing her young child when she was on­ly one. Of course, there was the por­trait in the up­stairs gallery, paint­ed a year be­fore she’d left. Nine­teen was her age when she’d mar­ried Lescale. Em­me­line was twen­ty-five and had al­ready out­lived her moth­er by sev­er­al years. She looked at her aunt’s pale, strick­en face and won­dered with dis­trac­tion what non­sense this was that she was sput­ter­ing.


		“What does that mean, Aunt, that he wants me back?”


		Her spindly aunt pressed her hand to the ruf­fles on her for­est green satin bodice to ac­cen­tu­ate dra­mat­ic dis­tress. “He writes that he is ex­pe­ri­enc­ing some med­i­cal com­pli­ca­tions and de­sires that you come to live with him to help man­age the house.”


		Em­me­line felt a quick dart of fury streak through her head, but she sup­pressed it, as was her man­ner. “What does that mean? He wants me to be his maid?”


		“No, no, my dear, I’m sure he wants you to help over­see things. Al­though it is my un­der­stand­ing that he does not live in so grand a house as he once oc­cu­pied when he and Lis­sette were first mar­ried. That is part of the rea­son he al­lowed the fam­i­ly to raise you, my dear.”


		As much as she tried to con­trol it, her heart was thump­ing wild­ly. Sure­ly, this would not be. This man, this stranger, would not ig­nore her for the bal­ance of her life and then de­mand her ser­vices when he had need of her. “Aunt, is there noth­ing to be done?”


		She nod­ded em­phat­i­cal­ly, fan­ning her­self wild­ly with a piece of sta­tionery she’d picked up from her well-stocked desk. “Oh yes, my dear, we will con­sult Charles. I am cer­tain he will help us find a way around this busi­ness.”




		Chapter 2
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		The Journey


		Charles Du­four was a so­lic­i­tor, the son-in-law of Aunt Adeleine, hav­ing re­cent­ly mar­ried her youngest daugh­ter, Pauline. Al­ready, he was as­cend­ing the lad­der of suc­cess in his fam­i­ly’s law firm in the parish of Plaque­m­ine, not so very far from Belle Coeur.


		Rather stout in stature and dark-haired, Charles was a small man. And in truth, Em­me­line found him want­ing. He had an air of self-im­por­tance that made her skin prick­le with ir­ri­ta­tion when­ev­er she was in his com­pa­ny.


		“So, what do you say, Charles? Sure­ly, we can avoid this calami­ty?”


		Her Aunt Adeleine’s voice had risen to that stri­dent, pan­icked pitch that Em­me­line was more than fa­mil­iar with. It was the same ex­act tone she used when her tea was too weak, her cor­re­spon­dence was not dis­patched on time, or when Pauline’s ball gown was not fit­ted to per­fec­tion. All these vex­a­tions seemed to fall in­to that sim­i­lar cat­e­go­ry of catas­tro­phe.


		Of course, Em­me­line would have liked to be­lieve that her aunt tru­ly loved her and that she would be heart­bro­ken at Em­me­line’s ab­sence from Belle Coeur. But her re­al­is­tic mind told her in­stead that her aunt would be high­ly in­con­ve­nienced by her de­par­ture, as Em­me­line had man­aged to make her­self some­what in­dis­pens­able in the old­er la­dy’s ex­is­tence.


		“Well, hmm,” Charles grum­bled by the west par­lor’s long win­dow, care­ful­ly pe­rus­ing Dr. Lescale’s let­ter. “It is a dif­fi­cult mat­ter. And there were no pa­pers signed, no for­mal le­gal pa­pers con­cern­ing Em­mie’s cus­tody.” Em­mie was one of her nick­names in the house. With her aunt, it was al­ways Em­me­line. With Pauline and, sub­se­quent­ly, Charles, it was Em­mie, and more of­ten than not, it was sim­ply Em.


		“Well,” her aunt be­gan ten­ta­tive­ly, “not re­al­ly, you see, the fam­i­ly just took the child af­ter Lis­sette died.”


		“So, Dr. Lescale asked you to take her?”


		An­oth­er hes­i­ta­tion, as though Aunt Adeleine were se­lect­ing her words with great care. “Well, not pre­cise­ly, my fa­ther, he ar­ranged it,” she ex­plained halt­ing­ly.


		“Ar­ranged it?” Charles prod­ded gruffly.


		“Yes, he went to the city and spoke to Nathaniel, and con­vinced him that Em­me­line would be bet­ter off with us.”


		“And then Lescale aban­doned her, didn’t try to see her.”


		Again, there was a pause that caused her to eye her aunt crit­i­cal­ly, “Well, he tried, I un­der­stand, at first, but it was dis­cour­aged.”


		Charles was ac­tive­ly frown­ing at her aunt now, “Was there cor­re­spon­dence?” He asked more than a bit im­pa­tient­ly.


		Her aunt stared at Charles with those small brown eyes so wide, un­de­ni­ably look­ing quite un­com­fort­able, nev­er once glanc­ing to meet Em­me­line’s steady gaze. “Well, yes, there was.”


		“He wrote?” The words flew out of Em­me­line’s mouth en­tire­ly un­cen­sored, quite un­ex­pect­ed­ly even for her, an in­vol­un­tary re­flex that she was in­ca­pable of con­trol­ling.


		Her aunt looked at her, her mouth odd­ly pinched, clear­ly in sur­prise. “Why yes, he did write.”


		Now, this was some­thing she’d nev­er sus­pect­ed. “Why did I nev­er see such let­ters?”


		“Well,” she replied sheep­ish­ly, “we thought it was best. They were read, of course, as was this one.”


		Charles cleared his throat in­tru­sive­ly from across the room. “And where are these let­ters, Adeleine?”


		Her aunt bris­tled. Clear­ly, she didn’t like him us­ing her giv­en name so cav­a­lier­ly. “My fa­ther at the time thought it best they be de­stroyed.”


		Em­me­line felt the pit of cold­ness that she had been liv­ing with since the mat­ter of her fa­ther’s let­ter was first broached deep­en and ex­pand some­what. She won­dered for a fleet­ing, in­sub­stan­tial mo­ment if that would have changed things, hav­ing this lit­tle scrap of con­tact with Nathaniel Lescale, one that was ar­bi­trar­i­ly de­nied her. But then just as quick­ly as it had ar­rived, she dis­missed the thought as an in­dul­gence, as it was her cul­ti­vat­ed na­ture to be a re­al­ist.


		“And be­fore this one, when was the last cor­re­spon­dence re­ceived?”


		“Oh,” her aunt be­gan, her voice a bit shaki­er now. “Per­haps a month ago.”


		There was si­lence in the room ex­cept for the sound of Charles Du­four sigh­ing with ex­ag­ger­a­tion. “Well, well, that is un­for­tu­nate,” he grum­bled with ir­ri­ta­tion. “A clear case of aban­don­ment will not hold up in court, and un­til Em­me­line is mar­ried, she is un­der the guardian­ship of her fa­ther. I don’t sup­pose she has any prospects of mar­riage.”


		Mar­riage, the word hung there sus­pend­ed in the room like a con­demned man hang­ing in the gal­lows. “No,” Em­me­line re­spond­ed rather ici­ly. “I do not.”


		W


		Charles Du­four and his wife, her young cousin Pauline, were her es­corts the fol­low­ing month. At first, the mat­ter seemed to be left un­re­solved, more so com­plete­ly un­spo­ken of, but Em­me­line could read­i­ly read the signs. More let­ters from Nathaniel Lescale ar­rived. Some, she was privy to pieces of, and some she was not. It seemed there was a case to be made for her re­main­ing in Vacherie, but oth­er means, un­spo­ken, se­cret pres­sures were be­ing ap­plied that made Aunt Adeleine re­think her po­si­tion. What was un­de­ni­able was that, on the whole, the plan­ta­tion, Belle Coeur, was in a de­cline. In­cre­men­tal­ly, af­ter the War and fol­low­ing her un­cle’s un­time­ly death, pieces of prop­er­ty were sold off, and work­ers were let go, just a small bit at a time. It was a se­cret, not well kept, that the once some­what lav­ish life­style of the La Maire ladies was slow­ly be­ing scaled back. And this re­al­i­ty, more than any oth­er, Em­me­line felt acute­ly, was at the heart of her de­par­ture from Belle Coeur. Giv­en their in­creas­ing fi­nan­cial dis­tress, Em­me­line was not an as­set her rel­a­tives felt was worth fight­ing for. Cer­tain­ly, her aunt didn’t de­sire to be dragged in­to some scan­dalous court bat­tle. Af­ter all, with her dear hus­band Hen­ry de­ceased, she was on­ly a wom­an and too old for such anx­i­eties. At least, that was the po­si­tion that Em­me­line con­strued Aunt Adeleine was tak­ing, giv­en her wealth of ex­pe­ri­ence con­cern­ing Adeleine La Maire’s char­ac­ter.


		It would be rea­son­ably ex­pect­ed, or so Em­me­line thought, to per­haps have felt the pain of some kind at this be­tray­al. But as it was, she didn’t re­al­ly. She prid­ed her­self on be­ing too much of a prag­ma­tist for such emo­tions. Since she was a small child, she had felt that her ten­ure with her de­ceased moth­er’s rel­a­tives was some­what del­i­cate, un­sta­ble, and thus un­re­li­able.


		The sad truth was that she had nev­er re­al­ly made a home with them. De­lib­er­ate­ly, she had closed her­self off, per­haps pro­tec­tive­ly, not al­low­ing her emo­tions to con­nect ful­ly with the place or, re­al­ly, the peo­ple in any per­ma­nent fash­ion. Em­me­line had al­ways been a vis­i­tor, nev­er let­ting her heart or mind for­get it.


		“I can’t be­lieve Ma­ma is tru­ly let­ting you leave.”


		Pauline, the youngest and most fair-mind­ed of the La Maire girls, was del­i­cate and nowhere near as de­mand­ing or ob­tuse as Aunt Adeleine. Out of the three sis­ters, she had al­ways found her the most ami­able. She was a bit small­er in stature than Em­me­line, with long chest­nut-col­ored hair and her own very wide brown eyes, not un­like her moth­er.


		She and Charles had tak­en Em­me­line and the trunk filled with her be­long­ings to the dock at Vacherie. From there, she would take the steam­boat down the Mis­sis­sip­pi Riv­er in­to the city of New Or­leans, where, al­leged­ly, Nathaniel Lescale, her fa­ther, would col­lect her. It was a chilly night, one of the last days in Oc­to­ber. She re­as­sur­ing­ly pat­ted one of Pauline’s small, gloved hands. What could she say to her? Mar­ried or not, Pauline was still such a child.


		“It’s no mat­ter, lit­tle one, just a new ad­ven­ture for me.” Her tone was light and care­free. No rea­son to fur­ther ag­i­tate her clos­est al­ly in the La Maire house­hold.


		Re­gard­less, the fright­ened eyes on­ly widened fur­ther. “But how can you leave your home, your loved ones, Em­mie?”


		She drew a deep, re­strain­ing breath. Her home? Her loved ones? Tru­ly, her young cousin didn’t un­der­stand any­thing. But then, in that del­i­cate mo­ment, Charles in­ter­rupt­ed them brusque­ly with her board­ing pa­pers in hand. “Your things are be­ing tak­en on­to the ship, Em­mie.”


		In a sud­den, fi­nal, dra­mat­ic ges­ture, Pauline threw her arms around her in a tight em­brace. “Please write Em­mie, and Charles and I will come to vis­it as soon as we can. Won’t we, Charles?”


		“Well, of course, my dear.” Em­me­line de­tect­ed the slight­est mark of dis­plea­sure on his pud­dy-like fea­tures at the com­ment. She wouldn’t be an­tic­i­pat­ing that par­tic­u­lar vis­it any time soon.


		“Don’t be anx­ious, Pauline,” she re­as­sured. “It all will turn out well.” This she said with as much cheer as she could man­age, tru­ly as much for her­self as for her cousin.


		W


		There seemed to be a fog sur­round­ing ev­ery­thing as the Natchez steam­boat trav­eled leisure­ly down the Mis­sis­sip­pi Riv­er. There was a warm, com­fort­able room in­side the ship where pas­sen­gers con­versed and par­took of hot bev­er­ages. No doubt, it was more pleas­ant than out here on the deck. But Em­me­line didn’t feel in the least so­cia­ble and pre­ferred to wait out­side. She was in a cu­ri­ous state, some­what re­moved, numb per­haps — as if not on­ly her skin be­neath her dark muslin dress had been af­fect­ed by the chilled damp­ness of the air.


		It was true that she had not tak­en much time in her twen­ty-five years of life to tru­ly ex­am­ine her heart. A case could be made that she’d ac­tive­ly avoid­ed it. In­stead, she had cul­ti­vat­ed a dis­tance, de­tach­ment with­in and with­out, a sort of co­coon of in­su­la­tion. But in this pe­cu­liar mo­ment, be­neath a dark, cloudy sky of mys­tery and still­ness, Em­me­line did ask her­self qui­et­ly.


		

			What did she re­al­ly want?

		


		What a daunt­ing ques­tion, as there might ac­tu­al­ly be op­tions now open­ing for her. Op­tions rather than peo­ple around her in­ces­sant­ly say­ing that there were none, ver­bal­ly, but more of­ten with no words, in­stead in their ac­tions. Per­haps now there might be more than the ex­pect­ed in­fer­ences of “Take what you de­serve,” or “Take what you can get,”and even more defini­tive­ly, “Take what’s left for you.”


		It was a cu­rios­i­ty, this numb­ness — not ac­tu­al­ly pain at the con­sid­er­a­tions but rather a dis­tant, re­moved sort of re­flec­tion.


		Choic­es were at hand now, pos­si­bil­i­ties. Just be­cause her fa­ther had sent for her, she didn’t need to do his bid­ding. She could take an­oth­er course, per­haps melt in­to the city and find em­ploy­ment some­where, al­though she was du­bi­ous as to what kind she could achieve.


		With­out ques­tion, she was well-read and well-ed­u­cat­ed by in­struc­tors hired to tu­tor the La Maire girls. She had al­ways had a thirst for knowl­edge, de­vour­ing vol­umes in her un­cle’s li­brary while her cousins were en­meshed in their school­ing on how to be a la­dy of the manor. Well, Em­me­line had nev­er ex­pect­ed to be a la­dy of any manor, so she’d fo­cused her mind on oth­er ar­eas. She was more than qual­i­fied to be a gov­erness, or per­haps a teach­er at some pri­vate girl’s school, or per­haps she could work in a shop some­where. There were re­al pos­si­bil­i­ties and not just the hor­ror sto­ries of young wom­en forced to sell them­selves on the streets in a fore­bod­ing, un­known city. Of course, these were fears her Aunt Adeleine had worked dili­gent­ly to place in her mind over the years. And in ret­ro­spect, giv­en the re­cent turn of events, she imag­ined her aunt had al­ways been work­ing against any la­tent in­cli­na­tion that she might have to pur­sue a re­la­tion­ship with her fa­ther.


		“Well, he will not sup­port you, my dear. I un­der­stand that he has fall­en on dif­fi­cult times, had to en­tire­ly give up the house he had bought for my dear sis­ter Lis­sette when they were first mar­ried.” These had been Aunt Adeleine’s words, but now Em­me­line’s heart felt cu­ri­ous­ly un­touched at the re­al­iza­tion of how very lit­tle her aunt had fought for her once her fa­ther had de­cid­ed that he had need of her.


		Her eyes took in the calm black wa­ter of the riv­er as the steam­boat trav­eled on through the qui­et evening. Per­haps, it was her sur­round­ings, per­haps her up­bring­ing, but the numb­ness per­sist­ed. She nei­ther looked for­ward to any­thing nor did not. With very lit­tle mus­ter­ing of emo­tion, she won­dered how much of an in­con­ve­nience to ev­ery­one it would be if she sim­ply threw her­self in­to these dark placid wa­ters. Would they re­ceive her with em­pa­thy for the lost soul that she was or with the in­dif­fer­ence that seemed to be the hall­mark of her ex­is­tence? It was a ques­tion that seemed, in this par­tic­u­lar mo­ment, would re­main unan­swered.


		By the time the steam­boat docked at its des­ig­nat­ed port, Em­me­line had scarce­ly spo­ken a word to any of the pas­sen­gers aboard, so heav­i­ly was she caught up in this day’s blan­ket of rec­ol­lec­tions that had en­veloped her. Dis­mal­ly, she won­dered if she was ex­pe­ri­enc­ing some sort of psy­cho­log­i­cal de­pres­sion of sorts. Of course, Aunt Adeleine had con­sis­tent­ly feigned such mal­adies, al­ways hav­ing a healthy sup­ply of lau­danum at her bed­side ta­ble for such oc­ca­sions.


		But then again, Em­me­line had al­ways prid­ed her­self on hav­ing a prag­mat­ic mind. One who was a re­al­ist couldn’t pos­si­bly en­ter­tain any de­pres­sion. A re­al­ist had no un­re­al­is­tic ex­pec­ta­tions and no dis­ap­point­ments. Life was sim­ply what it was — no more ex­pect­ed, no less.


		Though still feel­ing marked­ly out of sorts, Em­me­line dal­lied be­hind the dis­em­bark­ing pas­sen­gers. Pulling her woolen dark blue shawl more tight­ly around her neck, it was ac­knowl­edged that she should have worn her coat in­stead of pack­ing it in her trunk. It was on­ly sev­en in the evening, but night had de­scend­ed ful­ly on the city. In her prepa­ra­tions, she hadn’t con­sid­ered that win­ter was ap­proach­ing. Odd, the tru­ly al­tered mind­set she seemed to be in. She, who con­sid­ered ev­ery­thing, had not con­sid­ered that her first steps in­to a new life would take place be­neath the cov­er of dark­ness.


		Then again, it was not whol­ly dark. She not­ed as she stepped on­to the ex­it ramp.




		Chapter 3
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		Dr. Fallon


		Even be­fore she took her first steps on­to the long wood­en plat­form ex­it­ing the Natchez steam­boat, Em­me­line could see well past the docks to the brick build­ings lin­ing the city street. Much of the area was il­lu­mi­nat­ed by lamps, in fact, so very many street­lamps. In Vacherie, the grounds of Belle Coeur with the ex­cep­tion of some scat­tered oil lamps, would be in to­tal black­ness at this time of the evening, the dense shad­ows en­croach­ing on ev­ery­thing. But here in New Or­leans, clear­ly, night af­ford­ed more ac­tiv­i­ty than she’d ex­pect­ed.


		When she fi­nal­ly fin­ished me­an­der­ing be­hind the flow of pas­sen­gers off the ramp, Em­me­line re­al­ized she had no idea who she was look­ing for. Ev­ery­thing, her de­par­ture, the trip down the riv­er on the steam­boat, had such an un­re­al qual­i­ty that she was on­ly now tru­ly ab­sorb­ing the re­al­i­ty of her sit­u­a­tion. Per­haps she would not melt in­to the shad­ows of the city just yet to pur­sue her own vo­ca­tion, not yet un­til she had a firmer grasp of what her life might be­come here.


		She glanced about du­bi­ous­ly, won­der­ing if, in­deed, any­one would be meet­ing her. Ev­ery­one around her wore a coat, a coat, and a hat. And she on­ly had her long shawl — not very warm and no hat — over her dark gray muslin dress.


		Her wardrobe had not been well thought-out. The cold air was seep­ing in­to her skin. Deep down, she sure­ly would nev­er ad­mit that per­haps up­set over the re­cent events had led her to be ne­glect­ful of plan­ning. That would be an un­set­tling ad­mis­sion that she’d lost con­trol over her­self, over her own emo­tions. And on the heels of this, ac­com­pa­ny­ing the chilly weath­er was the re­al­iza­tion that she gen­uine­ly had no idea how long she would be wait­ing.


		There were quite a num­ber of peo­ple milling about as she shiv­ered. Em­me­line wasn’t used to so many in the same place at once. It struck her odd­ly, or per­haps for the first time, how iso­lat­ed and re­mote her ex­is­tence had in­deed been. Glanc­ing back at the boat, she not­ed they were be­gin­ning to un­load the lug­gage, plac­ing the trav­el­ing trunks and suit­cas­es on a horse-drawn cart that would be rolled down the ramp. For­tu­nate­ly, Pauline had sug­gest­ed they tie a bright red satin rib­bon on the han­dle of her trunk. Oth­er­wise, it might just van­ish in the grow­ing heap of oth­er sim­i­lar bag­gage.


		She turned her eyes back to­ward the city. There were car­riages in the streets — all sorts: cur­ri­cles, phaetons, vic­to­rias, broughams, and sim­ple wag­ons — some grandiose, some quite akin to just an open cart.


		Again, it all felt so for­eign, all of it, as though a part of some strange, dis­con­nect­ed dream. She had nev­er been to a city of this size be­fore. But here she was, in 1883 New Or­leans, a great yawn­ing precipice, and she ac­cept­ed, though sure­ly not whole­heart­ed­ly, that she was not in­dif­fer­ent, not re­moved at all. And yes, un­de­ni­ably, she was not re­al­ly numb. In fact, in stark con­trast, she was quite over­whelmed. Quite clear­ly, she must ad­mit, at least to some cor­ner of her soul, that it all some­what ter­ri­fied her.


		“Miss Lescale.”


		Some­what hu­mil­i­at­ing, she had al­most phys­i­cal­ly jumped from be­ing so lost in thought and star­tled at some­one us­ing her name. Her heart pound­ed wild­ly as she saw a man stand­ing just next to her, whom she had not even no­ticed had ap­proached.


		“Yes,” mur­mur­ing in a voice that could on­ly qual­i­fy as a loud, breathy whis­per.


		The man be­side her was tall and wore a heavy dark coat and hat — en­tire­ly sen­si­ble.


		“Your fa­ther, Dr. Lescale, sent me to col­lect you.” He held out a gloved hand, pre­sum­ably for her to shake — gloves, al­so de­cid­ed­ly sen­si­ble. “I am James Fal­lon.”


		Look­ing up more di­rect­ly, she could see his face clear­ly. At least as clear­ly as she could, giv­en her eye­sight was a bit blur­ry from the night air. James Fal­lon, she as­sessed, was beard­ed, sort of blonde, skin tone that she might de­scribe as some­where di­rect­ly sit­u­at­ed be­tween tanned and pale.


		Briefly shak­ing the hand that was of­fered, “Plea­sure to meet you,” she mum­bled, still feel­ing awk­ward­ly em­bar­rassed, well, for a va­ri­ety of things.


		“I have a car­riage,” he mo­tioned to­ward the street. “If you’ll point it out to me, I’ll have some­one col­lect your lug­gage.” And then he eyed her odd­ly for a mo­ment and rather abrupt­ly pulled off his long, dark over­coat, be­neath which was an equal­ly dark suit. With­out a word, he dropped it over her shoul­ders. “It’s been in­creas­ing­ly cold this evening. Shall we?” he ges­tured to the wag­on in the dis­tance, filled with lug­gage.


		Em­me­line did not re­ply be­cause she was sur­prised at the un­ex­pect­ed ges­ture. She should have thanked him, and didn’t re­al­ly un­der­stand why she hadn’t, ex­cept that she was pro­found­ly out of sorts. So in­stead, she just be­gan to move for­ward through the cold night air.


		W


		Jack Fal­lon found Em­me­line Lescale to be some­what tall for a la­dy, at least tall for the ladies of his ac­quain­tance, per­haps ap­proach­ing five and a half feet, he sur­mised. She had a rather abun­dant head of thick blonde hair and eyes whose shade bor­dered some­where in that in­scrutable val­ley be­tween brown and green. Out­side of their dis­tinc­tive col­or, he found them guard­ed and pen­sive, not some­thing en­tire­ly un­ex­pect­ed giv­en her pe­cu­liar cir­cum­stances.


		His good friend Nathaniel had in­tend­ed to send his manser­vant Ben­jamin to col­lect Miss Lescale. Of course, on hear­ing this, Jack in­ter­ced­ed. It would be such an im­per­son­al home­com­ing to be greet­ed on­ly by a ser­vant up­on ar­riv­ing at a new home. Nathaniel Lescale, while al­ways hav­ing been a god­send for him, an at­ten­tive men­tor, and in some re­spects a sub­sti­tute fa­ther, was not a man who was al­ways sen­si­tive to the needs of his fel­low hu­man be­ings, and in this case, par­tic­u­lar­ly wom­en.


		Once he had her trunk brought to the car­riage, he helped Miss Lescale as­cend. She wore no gloves, but he could feel she had a sub­stan­tial­ly firm grip for a la­dy. That was good. He sus­pect­ed keen­ly that she would need for­ti­tude to em­brace this par­tic­u­lar life ad­just­ment. As he set­tled in next to her in the front seat and took up the reins, she spoke hes­i­tant­ly. “Do you want your coat back now?”


		“No, keep it un­til we get to the house. I don’t want you to take a chill.”


		W


		They did not speak to each oth­er a great deal. And it was most like­ly her fault, but she was quite ex­haust­ed, sim­ply drained from the voy­age and the pre­ced­ing events.


		“My dear, please do stay in touch and know you will al­ways have a home here at Belle Coeur.”Her aunt’s eyes had been brim­ming with tears at her de­par­ture, but Em­me­line gave no cred­it to that. Her ex­pe­ri­ence of Aunt Adeleine was that she could sum­mon such emo­tion at will, which could quick­ly dis­si­pate just as eas­i­ly.


		As she and James Fal­lon slow­ly trav­eled through the streets of this strange new city, her eyes scarce­ly took in the sights around her. She was so weighed down with pro­cess­ing the tur­moil of her in­ner rec­ol­lec­tions.


		“You are so qui­et, Miss Lescale. Are you well?”


		“I am tired, Mr. Fal­lon. It has been a try­ing day.”


		There was a pause and then, “I com­plete­ly un­der­stand, but if you feel it may be more than that, I might be able to help. I am a physi­cian.”


		She glanced with sur­prise at the man seat­ed next to her, his pro­file for­ward, in­tent on guid­ing the chest­nut-col­ored horse pulling their gig. “I see,” she replied soft­ly. “So, it is Dr. Fal­lon.”


		A slight smile flick­ered across his lips, and she looked away. She cer­tain­ly didn’t want to be caught star­ing. “Yes, and if you de­sire, I can tend to you, Miss Lescale.” Now this com­ment made her feel rather strange. The words were in­nocu­ous, even at­ten­tive, but there seemed an odd sort of im­bal­ance some­where, as though there were some hid­den, buried in­tent that sure­ly would not be ap­par­ent to any ra­tio­nal mind. Then again, she was so ter­ri­bly ex­haust­ed and no doubt mak­ing in­fer­ences where there were none to be made.


		“Do you know Nathaniel Lescale well, Dr. Fal­lon?” she asked with pur­pose.


		“Yes, I would say so,” he an­swered.


		“May I ask you some­thing?” It was im­pul­sive, and she was un­sure if she should broach any­thing with this vir­tu­al stranger.


		“Of course.”


		“Why, why do you think af­ter so many years of in­dif­fer­ence, in fact vir­tu­al ne­glect, clear­ly for so many years for­get­ting my very ex­is­tence, does this man now feel such a pro­found need for my pres­ence?”


		He was silent, and then she heard him sigh a bit in re­sponse to the rough tum­ble of words she’d ex­pelled. Odd­ly, she could al­most feel an un­ease pass through his frame, which was easy to do as he was seat­ed so near her that their cloth­ing was touch­ing. “I see you are bit­ter,” he mur­mured.


		“Be­ing bit­ter would im­ply some in­vest­ment of emo­tion. Nathaniel Lescale is a stranger to me, Dr. Fal­lon. All I can in­vest to­ward him is a judg­ment of his ac­tions. I have been cast out from an ex­is­tence that I was fa­mil­iar with and thrust in­to one that I am con­vinced will be quite un­nat­u­ral for me.” She took in a sharp breath. Of course, she’d lied, and it would not be hard to see the lev­el of vit­ri­ol that seemed to be un­con­trol­lably pour­ing out of her. Usu­al­ly, she pos­sessed more self-con­trol, but per­haps the fa­tigue and the ug­ly, swift turn of events had proved too much for even her usu­al even­ly mea­sured na­ture.


		But some­what gal­lant­ly, she sup­posed, he showed no re­flec­tion of her sharp­ness in his an­swer. “Per­haps you should not pre­judge things so harsh­ly, Miss Lescale. I have al­ways found it is bet­ter to al­low life to un­fold with­out forc­ing it to con­form to ex­pec­ta­tions. Be­sides, sure­ly you could have stayed with your aunt if that is what you tru­ly wished.”


		“No, no, that is just the point, I couldn’t. Some­thing hap­pened, some un­known pres­sure was ap­plied, and then ev­ery­thing changed. My aunt and her son-in-law, Mr. Du­four, en­cour­aged me to leave at the end. It be­came more than clear that I could no longer con­sid­er Belle Coeur my home.” She’d an­swered em­phat­i­cal­ly, stren­u­ous­ly dis­miss­ing the vi­sion of her aunt’s teary face in her mind. Af­ter all, what Adeleine Le Maire said and what she meant had al­ways been very dis­tinct­ly sep­a­rate.


		“I see,” he re­spond­ed rather mea­sured­ly, “and you are un­hap­py about it.”


		She could feel the icy fire ris­ing in her face. How she wished that she were as de­tached as she claimed to be. But ac­knowl­edged or not, there was a fury in­side her try­ing to claw its way out. “I don’t un­der­stand why that would be sur­pris­ing. I don’t en­joy be­ing moved around and used like a pawn in some­one else’s chess game,” she near­ly snapped out. The doc­tor be­side her smiled at the com­ment, which on­ly served to fur­ther in­cense her. “I am so grate­ful, Dr. Fal­lon, that you find my present predica­ment amus­ing.”


		And then, quick­ly, he re­spond­ed, “Please for­give me, Miss Lescale if I gave that im­pres­sion. I was just en­joy­ing your men­tal acu­ity. I rather ap­pre­ci­ate the way your mind works. And in an­swer to your ques­tions, I can­not claim to be privy to all of Dr. Lescale’s pri­vate mat­ters, nor would I wish to sug­gest that I am in any way sup­port­ive of his ac­tions. It is my un­der­stand­ing that he felt con­vinced leav­ing you in the care of your rel­a­tives was in your best in­ter­est when you were young, and now, as cir­cum­stances are shift­ing, he feels it is in your best in­ter­est that you are here now.”


		She turned away, de­ter­mined to hide her emo­tion. “As I ex­pressed be­fore, Dr. Fal­lon, a pawn in some­one else’s chess game.”


		“Well, it is my sin­cere hope that your opin­ion shifts over time.”


		“Can it re­al­ly be of any con­se­quence to you, Dr. Fal­lon?”


		And cu­ri­ous­ly, there was no hes­i­ta­tion in his re­sponse. “Yes, ac­tu­al­ly, Miss Lescale, in many ways, it tru­ly is.”




		Chapter 4


		

			[image: Elegant Flourish.]

		


		Nathaniel


		Her eyes were wide open in the semi­dark­ness of the room as she stared some­what blind­ly at the low arch­ing ceil­ing over her bed. The room it­self was pleas­ant enough, not near­ly as large as the one she had oc­cu­pied at Belle Coeur, but then again, that had been an at­tic room, some­what re­moved from the heart of the house. But here she was on­ly sev­er­al doors away from Nathaniel Lescale’s mas­ter suite.


		The bed she lay in had a head­board and foot­board that were of an iron­work con­struc­tion but del­i­cate, capped with pale ivory ce­ram­ic or­na­men­ta­tion.


		And the col­ors around her were light, ecru, fem­i­nine laces in­cor­po­rat­ed in­to the bed­spread, as were the flow­ery ce­ram­ic bowls and vas­es placed strate­gi­cal­ly on the heavy, dark dress­er and ar­moire.


		Clear­ly, this room had been fur­nished with a fe­male in mind. She shift­ed rest­less­ly. Her trunk lay open at the foot of the bed. The maid — what was her name again — Mat­tie? That was it. Mat­tie Hart, a young red-haired girl of Irish de­scent, had promised to help her un­pack in the morn­ing. Mat­tie was mar­ried to the manser­vant, who seemed at first glance to be per­haps a decade or more her se­nior. Ben­jamin, that was it, Ben­jamin and Mat­tie Hart.


		She had gleaned from them that there was no ac­tu­al house­keep­er. Her heart felt heavy. Per­haps that was the role her dear fa­ther had in mind for her. Noth­ing, none of it was clear. She and Dr. Fal­lon had ar­rived at the Es­planade Street house ear­li­er in the evening. Dr. Fal­lon’s gig was tend­ed to by Ben­jamin as they walked on­to a long wood­en porch and then in­to the front en­trance­way.


		It was all so for­eign to her. Here, in the city, the hous­es were con­struct­ed so close to­geth­er, not all the spa­cious land that sur­round­ed Belle Coeur. “Is this where he lives?” she’d mur­mured to Dr. Fal­lon.


		“Yes,” he re­spond­ed light­ly as they were be­ing greet­ed warm­ly by Mat­tie, who led them buoy­ant­ly in­to a small foy­er.


		As she fol­lowed Mat­tie Hart with Dr. Fal­lon close­ly be­hind in­to some sort of spa­cious par­lor, Em­me­line scarce­ly had a mo­ment to ab­sorb her sur­round­ings when a tall, dark-haired man, though hair streaked gen­er­ous­ly with gray, en­tered from an­oth­er door­way. He was small­er than Dr. Fal­lon, thin­ner, yet beard­ed as well.


		He al­so wore a dark suit but with his tie un­done and the suit it­self, she not­ed, a bit wrin­kled. But then, in her for­mer cir­cum­stances, Em­me­line had been taught to have an eye for such do­mes­tic de­tails. He moved quick­ly and was stand­ing in front of them be­fore she even had a mo­ment to draw breath.


		“You are so fair, my dear, frag­ile like your moth­er,” he said with a fa­mil­iar­i­ty that prick­led her im­mense­ly.


		“Sir, sure­ly you know noth­ing about me,” she an­swered a bit too stern­ly, per­haps. “Fragili­ty is the fur­thest thing from my na­ture.”


		How­ev­er, it was im­me­di­ate­ly ap­par­ent that her cold pro­nounce­ment did not achieve the de­sired ef­fect. The man, whom she had as­sumed was her ne­glect­ful fa­ther, smiled as though quite pleased. “Very good. That spir­it will serve you well, Em­ma.” She frowned at the strange aber­ra­tion of her name that he’d used.
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