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Prologue

Death, with all its cruel beauty, lived in the bayou. Its shadows ran deep. Cloaked by them, a whisper in the marsh grass or rushes, in the tangled trap of the kudzu, meant life, or fresh death. Its breath was thick and green, and its eyes gleamed yellow in the dark.

Silent as a snake, its river swam a sinuous line - black water under a fat white moon where the cypress knees broke the surface like bones piercing skin.

Through the dark, moon-dappled water, the long, knobby length of an alligator carved with barely a ripple. Like a secret, its threat was silent. When it struck, its tail whipping a triumphant slice through the water, when it clamped the unwary muskrat in its killing jaws, the bayou echoed with a single short scream.

And the gator sank deep to the muddy bottom with its prey.

Others had known the cruel, silent depths of that river. Knew, even in the vicious summer heat, it was cold, cold.

Vast with secrets, the bayou was never quite still. In the night, under a high hunter’s moon, death was busy. Mosquitoes, voracious vampires of the swamp, whined in a jubilant cloud of greed. Players of the marsh music, they blended with the buzzes, hums and drips that were punctuated by the shocked squeals of the hunted.

In the high limbs of a live oak, shadowed by moss and leaves, an owl hooted its two mournful notes. Alerted, a marsh rabbit ran for his life.

A breeze stirred the air, then was gone, like the single sigh of a ghost.

The owl swooped from its perch with a swift spread of wings.

Near the river, while the owl dived and the rabbit died, an old gray house with a swaying dock slept in shadows. Beyond, rising over a long, lush spread of grass, a great white manor stood watchful in the moonlight.

Between them, teeming with life, vigorous with death, the bayou laid its line.




Chapter One




Manet Hall, Louisiana 


December 30, 1899

 



The baby was crying. Abigail heard it in dreams, the soft, unsettled whimper, the stirring of tiny limbs under soft blankets. She felt the first pangs of hunger, a yearning in the belly, almost as if the child were still inside her. Her milk came down before she was fully awake.

She rose quickly and without fuss. It gave her such pleasure - that overfull sensation in her breasts, the tenderness of them. The purpose of them. Her baby needed and she would provide.

She crossed to the recamier, lifted the white robe draped over its back. She drew in the scent of the hothouse lilies - her favorite - spearing out of a crystal vase that had been a wedding present.

Before Lucian, she’d been content to tuck wildflowers into bottles.

If Lucian had been home, he would have woken as  well. Though she would have smiled, have stroked a hand over his silky blond hair as she told him to stay, to sleep, he would have wandered up to the nursery before she’d finished Marie Rose’s midnight feeding.

She missed him - another ache in the belly. But as she slipped into her night wrapper, she remembered he would be back the next day. She would start watching for him in the morning, waiting to see him come galloping down the allée of oaks.

No matter what anyone thought or said, she would run out to meet him. Her heart would leap, oh, it always leaped, when he sprang down from his horse and lifted her off her feet into his arms.

And at the New Year’s ball, they would dance.

She hummed to herself as she lit a candle, shielding it with her hand as she moved to the bedroom door, out into the corridor of the great house where she had once been servant and was now, well, if not daughter of the house at least the wife of its son.

The nursery was on the third floor of the family wing. That was a battle she’d fought with Lucian’s mother, and lost. Josephine Manet had definite rules about behavior, domestic arrangements, traditions. Madame Josephine, Abigail thought as she moved quickly and quietly past the other bedroom doors, had definite ideas on everything. Certainly that a three-month-old baby belonged in the nursery, under the care of a nursemaid, and not in a cradle tucked into the corner of her parents’ bedroom.

Candlelight flickered and flew against the walls as Abigail climbed the narrowing stairs. At least she’d managed to keep Marie Rose with her for six weeks. And had used the cradle that was part of her own family’s traditions. It had been carved by her grand-père. Her own mother had slept in it, then had tucked Abigail in it seventeen years later.

Marie Rose had spent her first nights in that old cradle, a tiny angel with her doting and nervous parents close at hand.

Her daughter would respect her father’s family and their ways. But Abigail was determined that her child would also respect her mother’s family, and learn their ways.

Josephine had complained about the baby, about the homemade cradle, so constantly that she and Lucian had given in. It was, Lucian said, the way water wears at rock. It never ceases, so the rock gives way or wears down.

The baby spent her nights in the nursery now, in the crib made in France, where Manet babies had slept for a century.

It was a proper if not cozy arrangement, Abby comforted herself. Her petite Rose was a Manet. She would be a lady.

And as Madame Josephine had pointed out, again and again, other members of the household were not to have their sleep disturbed by fretful cries. However such matters were done in the bayou, here in Manet Hall, children were tended in the nursery.

How her lips curled when she said it. Bayou - as if it were a word to be spoken only in brothels and bars.

It didn’t matter that Madame Josephine hated her, that Monsieur Henri ignored her. It didn’t matter that Julian looked at her the way no man should look at his brother’s wife.

Lucian loved her.

Nor did it matter that Marie Rose slept in the nursery. Whether they were separated by a floor or a continent, she felt Marie Rose’s needs as she felt her own. The bond was so strong, so true, it could never be broken.

Madame Josephine may win battles, but Abigail knew she herself had won the war. She had Lucian and Marie Rose.

There were candles glowing in the nursery. Claudine, the nursemaid, didn’t trust the gaslight. She already held Marie Rose and was trying to quiet her with a sugar tit, but the baby’s fists were shaking, little balls of rage.

‘Such a temper she has.’ Abigail set the candle down and was laughing as she crossed the room, her arms already outstretched.

‘Knows what she wants, and when she wants it.’ Claudine, a pretty Cajun with sleepy dark eyes, gave the baby a quick cuddle, then passed her off. ‘She hardly made a fuss yet. Don’t know how you hear her way off downstairs.’

‘I hear her in my heart. There now, bébé. Maman’s  here.’

‘Diaper’s wet.’

‘I’ll change her.’ Abigail rubbed her cheek on the baby’s and smiled. Claudine was a friend - a battle won. Having her established in the nursery, in the household, gave Abigail comfort and the companionship none of Lucian’s family would offer her.

‘Go on back to bed. Once she’s nursed, she’ll sleep till morning.’

‘Good as gold, she is.’ Claudine brushed fingertips over Marie Rose’s curly hair. ‘If you don’t need me, maybe I’ll take a walk down to the river. Jasper, he’s gonna be there.’ Her dark eyes lit. ‘I told him maybe, if I can get away, I come down around midnight.’

‘You oughta make that boy marry you, chère.’

‘Oh, I’m gonna. Maybe I run down for an hour or two, if you don’t mind, Abby.’

‘I don’t mind, but you be careful you don’t catch nothing more than some crawfish. Anything more,’ she corrected as she prepared to change Marie Rose’s soiled linen.

‘Don’t you worry. I’ll be back before two.’ She started out through the connecting door and glanced back. ‘Abby? You ever think, when we were kids, that you’d be mistress of this house one day?’

‘I’m not mistress here.’ She tickled the baby’s toes and had Marie Rose gurgling. ‘And the one who is’ll probably live to a hundred and ten off of spite just to make sure I never am.’

‘If anybody could, it’d be that one. But you will be, one day. You fell into the luck, Abby, and it looks real fine on you.’

Alone with the baby, Abby tickled and cooed. She powdered and smoothed, then tidily fastened the fresh diaper. When Marie Rose was tucked into a fresh gown and swaddled, Abby settled in the rocker, bared her breast for that tiny, hungry mouth. Those first greedy tugs, the answering pull in her womb, made her sigh. Yes, she’d fallen into the luck. Because Lucian Manet, the heir of Manet Hall, the shining knight of every fairy tale, had looked at her. And loved.

She bent her head to watch the baby nurse. Marie Rose’s eyes were wide open, fixed on her mother’s face. A tiny crease of concentration formed between her eyebrows.

Oh, she had such hope those eyes would stay blue, like Lucian’s. The baby’s hair was dark like her own. Dark and curling, but her skin was milk white - again like her papa’s rather than the deeper tone, the dusky gold of her Cajun mama’s.

She would have the best of both of them, Abby thought. She would have the best of everything.

It wasn’t only the money, the grand house, the social position, though she wanted that for her children now that she had tasted it herself. It was the acceptance, the learning, the knowing you belonged in such a place. Her  daughter, and all the children who came after, would read and write, would speak proper English, proper French, in fine voices.

No one would ever look down on them.

‘You’ll be a lady,’ Abigail murmured, stroking the baby’s cheek as Marie Rose’s hand kneaded her breast as if to hurry the milk along. ‘An educated lady with your papa’s sweet heart and your mama’s good sense. Papa’ll be home tomorrow. It’s the very last day of a whole century, and you have your whole life to live in it.’

Her voice was quiet, a singsong rhythm to lull both of them.

‘It’s so exciting, Rosie, my Rosie. We’re going to have a grand ball tomorrow night. I have a new gown. It’s blue, like your eyes. Like your papa’s eyes. Did I tell you I fell in love with his eyes first? So beautiful. So kind. When he came back to Manet Hall from the university, he looked like a prince coming home to his castle. Oh, my heart just pounded so.’

She leaned back, rocking in the fluttering light of the candles.

She thought of the New Year’s celebration the next evening, and how she would dance with Lucian, how her gown would sweep and swirl as they waltzed.

How she would make him proud.

And she remembered the first time they had waltzed.

In the spring, with the air heavy with perfume from the flowers, and the house alight like a palace. She’d sneaked into the garden, away from her duties, because she’d wanted to see it so much. The way the gleaming white hall with its balusters like black lace stood against the starry sky, the way the windows flamed. Music had spilled out of those windows, out of the gallery doors where guests had stepped out for air.

She’d imagined herself inside the ballroom, whirling, whirling, to the music. And so had whirled in the shadows of the garden. And, whirling, had seen Lucian watching her on the path.

Her own fairy tale, Abby thought. The prince taking Cinderella’s hand and drawing her into a dance moments before midnight struck. She’d had no glass slipper, no pumpkin coach, but the night had turned into magic.

She could still hear the way the music had floated out through the balcony doors, over the air, into the garden.

‘After the ball is over, after the break of morn ...’

She sang the refrain quietly, shifting the baby to her other breast.

‘After the dancers leaving, after the stars are gone ...’


They had danced, to that lovely, sad song in the moon-lit garden with the house a regal white and gold shadow behind them. Her in her simple cotton dress, and Lucian in his handsome evening clothes. And as such things were possible in fairy tales, they fell in love during that lovely sad song.

Oh, she knew it had started before that night. For her it had begun with her first glimpse of him, astride the chestnut mare he’d ridden from New Orleans to the plantation. The way the sun had beamed through the leaves and the moss on the live oaks along the allée, surrounding him like angel wings. His twin had ridden beside him - Julian - but she’d seen only Lucian.

She’d been in the house only a few weeks then, taken on as an undermaid and doing her best to please Monsieur and Madame Manet so she might keep her position and the wages earned.

He’d spoken to her - kindly, correctly - if they passed each other in the house. But she’d sensed him watching her. Not the way Julian watched, not with hot eyes and a  smirk twisting his lips. But, she liked to think now, with a kind of longing.

In the weeks that went by she would come upon him often. He’d sought her out. She knew that now, prized that now, as he’d confessed it to her on their wedding night.

But it had really begun the evening of the ball. After the song had ended, he’d held her, just a moment longer. Then he bowed, as a gentleman bows to a lady. He kissed her hand.

Then, just as she thought it was over, that the music would dim, he tucked the hand he’d kissed into the crook of his arm. Began to walk with her, to talk with her. The weather, the flowers, the gossip of the household.

As if they were friends, Abby thought now with a smile. As if it were the most natural thing in the world for Lucian Manet to take a turn in the garden with Abigail Rouse.

They’d walked in the garden many nights after that. Inside the house, where others could see, they remained master and servant. But all through that heady spring they walked the garden paths as young lovers, telling each other of hopes, of dreams, of sorrows and joys.

On her seventeenth birthday he brought her a gift, wrapped in silver paper with a bright blue bow. The enameled watch was a pretty circle dangling from the golden wings of a brooch. Time flew, he told her as he pinned the watch to the faded cotton of her dress, when they were together. And he would rather have his life wing by than spend it apart from her.

He’d gotten down on one knee and asked her to be his wife.

It could never be. Oh, she’d tried to tell him through the tears. He was beyond her reach, and he could have anyone.

She remembered now how he’d laughed, how the joy had burst over his beautiful face. How could he be beyond her reach when she had his hand in hers even now? And if he could have anyone, then he would have her.

‘So now we have each other, and you,’ Abby whispered and shifted the drowsing baby to her shoulder. ‘And if his family hates me for it, what does it matter? I make him happy.’

She turned her face into the soft curve of the baby’s neck. ‘I’m learning to speak as they speak, to dress as they dress. I will never think as they think, but for Lucian, I behave as they behave, at least when it shows.’

Content, she rubbed the baby’s back and continued to rock. But when she heard the heavy footsteps on the stairs, the stumbling climb, she rose quickly. Her arms tightened in a circle of protection around the baby as she turned toward the crib.

She heard Julian come through the door and knew without seeing he would be drunk. He was nearly always drunk or on his way to becoming so.

Abby didn’t speak. She lay the baby in the crib, and when Marie Rose whimpered restlessly, stroked her quiet again.

‘Where’s the nursemaid?’ he demanded.

Still, Abby didn’t turn. ‘I don’t want you in here when you’ve been drinking.’

‘Giving orders now?’ His voice was slurred, his balance impaired. But he was thinking clearly enough. Liquor, he’d always believed, helped clarify the mind.

And his was clarified when it came to his brother’s wife. If Lucian had a thing - and what was a woman but a thing? - Julian wanted it.

She was small, almost delicate of build. But she had good strong legs. He could see the shape of them where  the firelight in the nursery grate shimmered through her thin nightclothes. Those legs would wrap around him as easily as they did his brother.

Her breasts were high and full, fuller now since she’d had the whelp. He’d gotten his hands on them once, and she’d slapped him for it. As if she had a say in who touched her.

He closed the door at his back. The whore he’d bought that night had only whetted his appetite. It was time to sate it.

‘Where’s the other bayou slut?’

Abby’s hand fisted at her side. She turned now, guarding the crib with her body. He looked so like Lucian, but there was a hardness in him Lucian lacked. A darkness.

She wondered if it was true, what her grand-mère said. That with twins, sometimes traits get divvied up in the womb. One gets the good, the other the bad.

She didn’t know if Julian had come into the world already spoiled. But she knew he was dangerous when drunk. It was time he learned she was dangerous as well.

‘Claudine is my friend, and you have no right to speak of her that way. Get out. You have no right to come in here and insult me. This time Lucian will hear of it.’

She saw his gaze slide down from her face, watched lust come into his eyes. Quickly, she tugged her wrapper over the breast still partially exposed from nursing. ‘You’re disgusting. Cochon! To come in a child’s room with your wicked thoughts for your brother’s wife.’

‘Brother’s whore.’ He thought he could smell her anger and her fear now. A heady perfume. ‘You’d have spread your legs for me if I’d been born fifteen minutes sooner. But you wouldn’t have stolen my name the way you stole his.’

Her chin came up. ‘I don’t even see you. No one does.  You’re nothing beside him. A shadow, and one that stinks of whiskey and the brothel.’

She wanted to run. He frightened her, had always frightened her on a deep, primal level. But she wouldn’t risk leaving him with the baby. ‘When I tell Lucian of this, he’ll send you away.’

‘He has no power here, and we all know it.’ He came closer, easing his way like a hunter through the woods. ‘My mother holds the power in this house. I’m her favorite. Timing at birth doesn’t change that.’

‘He will send you away.’ Tears stung the back of her throat because she knew Julian was right. It was Josephine who reigned in Manet Hall.

‘Lucian did me a favor marrying you.’ His voice was a lazy drawl now, almost conversational. He knew she had nowhere to run. ‘She’s already cut him out of her will. Oh, he’ll get the house, she can’t change that, but I’ll get her money. And it’s her money that runs this place.’

‘Take the money, take the house.’ She flung out her hands, dismissing them, and him. ‘Take it all. And go to hell with it.’

‘He’s weak. My sainted brother. Saints always are, under all the piety.’

‘He’s a man, so much more a man than you.’

She’d hoped to make him angry, angry enough to strike her and storm out. Instead he laughed, low and quiet, and edged closer.

When she saw the intent in his eyes, she opened her mouth to scream. His hand whipped out, gripped a hank of the dark hair that curled to her waist. And yanking had her scream gurgling into a gasp. His free hand circled her throat, squeezed.

‘I always take what’s Lucian’s. Even his whores.’

She beat at him, slapped, bit. And when she could draw  in air, screamed. He tore at her wrapper, pawed at her breasts. In the crib, the baby began to wail.

Fueled by the sound of her child’s distress, Abby clawed her way free. She spun, stumbled over the torn hem of her nightgown. Her hand closed over the fireplace poker. She swung wildly, ramming it hard against Julian’s shoulder.

Howling in pain, he fell back against the hearth, and she flew toward the crib.

She had to get the baby. To get the baby and run.

He caught her sleeve, and she screamed again as the material ripped. Even as she reached down to snatch her daughter from the crib, he dragged her back. He struck her, slicing the back of his hand over her cheek and knocking her back into a table. A candle fell to the floor and guttered out in its own wax.

‘Bitch! Whore!’

He was mad. She could see it now in the feral gleam in his eyes, the drunken flush on his cheeks. In that instant fear turned to terror.

‘He’ll kill you for this. My Lucian will kill you.’ She tried to gain her feet, but he hit her again, using his fist this time so the pain radiated from her face, through her body. Dazed, she began to crawl toward the crib. There was blood in her mouth, sweet and warm.


My baby. Sweet God, don’t let him hurt my baby.

His weight was on her - and the stench of him. She bucked, called for help. The sound of the baby’s furious screams merged with hers.

‘Don’t! Don’t! You damn yourself.’

But as he yanked up the skirt of her nightgown, she knew no amount of pleading, no amount of struggle, would stop him. He would debase her, soil her, because of who she was. Because she was Lucian’s.

‘This is what you want.’ He drove himself into her, and  the thrill of power spurted through him like black wine. Her face was white with fear and shock, and raw from the blows of his hands. Helpless, he thought, as he pounded out his raging envy. ‘This is what all of you want. Cajun whores.’

Thrust after violent thrust, he raped her. The thrill of forcing himself into her spumed through him until his breathing turned to short bursts grunted between clenched teeth.

She was weeping now, huge choking sobs. But screaming, too. Somehow screaming as he hammered his fury, his jealousy, his disgust into her.

As the great clock began to chime midnight, he closed his hands around her throat. ‘Shut up. Damn you.’ He rammed her head against the floor, squeezed harder. And still the screaming pierced his brain.

Abby heard it, too. Dimly. The baby’s frantic cries pealed through her head along with the slow, formal bongs of the midnight hour. She slapped, weak protests against the hands that cut off her air, tried to shut her body off from the unspeakable invasion.


Help me. Mother of Jesus. Help me. Help my baby.

Her vision dimmed. Her heels drummed wildly on the floor as she convulsed.

The last thing she heard was her crying daughter. The last thing she thought was, Lucian.

The door of the nursery burst open. Josephine Manet stood just inside the nursery. She summed up the scene quickly. Coldly.

‘Julian.’

His hands still vised around Abby’s throat, he looked up. If his mother saw madness in his eyes, she chose to ignore it. With her gilt hair neatly braided for the night, her robe sternly buttoned to the neck, she stepped over, stared down.

Abby’s eyes were wide and staring. There was a trickle of blood at the corner of her mouth, and bruises blooming along her cheeks.

Dispassionately, she leaned down, laid her fingers against Abby’s throat.

‘She’s dead,’ Josephine announced and moved quickly to the connecting door. She opened it, glanced into the maid’s room. Then closed it, locked it.

She stood for a moment, her back against it, her hand at her own throat as she thought of what could come. Disgrace, ruin, scandal.

‘It was ... an accident.’ His hands began to shake as they slid away from Abby’s throat. The whiskey was whirling in his head now, clouding it. It churned in his belly, sickening it.

He could see the marks on her skin, dark and deep and damning. ‘She ... tried to seduce me, then, she attacked ...’

She crossed the room again, her slippers clicking on wood. Crouching down, Josephine slapped him, one hard crack of flesh on flesh. ‘Quiet. Be quiet and do exactly as I say. I won’t lose another son to this creature. Take her down to her bedroom. Go out through the gallery and stay there until I come.’

‘It was her fault.’

‘Yes. Now she’s paid for it. Take her down, Julian. And be quick.’

‘They’ll ...’ A single tear gathered in the corner of his eye and spilled over. ‘They’ll hang me. I have to get away.’

‘No. No, they won’t hang you.’ She brought his head to her shoulder, stroking his hair over the body of her daughter-in-law. ‘No, my sweet, they won’t hang you. Do what Mama says now. Carry her to the bedroom and wait for me. Everything’s going to be all right. Everything’s going to be as it should be. I promise.’

‘I don’t want to touch her.’

‘Julian!’ The crooning tone snapped into icy command. ‘Do as I say. Immediately.’

She rose, walked over to the crib, where the baby’s wails had turned to miserable whimpers. In the heat of the moment, she considered simply laying her hand over the child’s mouth and nose. Hardly different than drowning a bag of kittens.

And yet ...

The child had her son’s blood in her, and therefore her own. She could despise it, but she couldn’t destroy it. ‘Go to sleep,’ she said. ‘We’ll decide what to do about you later.’

As her son carried the girl he’d raped and murdered from the room, Josephine began to set the nursery to rights again. She picked up the candle, scrubbed at the cooling wax until she could see no trace.

She replaced the fireplace poker and, using the ruin of Abby’s robe, wiped up the splatters of blood. She did it all efficiently, turning her mind away from what had caused the damage to the room, keeping it firmly fixed on what needed to be done to save her son.

When she was certain all was as it should be, she unlocked the door again, left her now-sleeping grandchild alone.

In the morning, she would fire the nursemaid for dereliction of duty. She would have her out of Manet Hall before Lucian returned to find his wife missing.

The girl had brought it on herself, Josephine thought. No good ever came from trying to rise above your station in life. There was an order of things, and a reason for that order. If the girl hadn’t bewitched Lucian - for surely there was some local witchery involved - she would still be alive.

The family had suffered enough scandal. The elopement. Oh, the embarrassment of it! Of having to hold your head high when your firstborn son ran off with a penniless, barefoot female who’d grown up in a shack in the swamp.

Then the sour taste of the pretense that followed. It was essential to save face, even after such a blow. And hadn’t she done all that could be done to see that creature was dressed as befitted the family Manet?

Silk purses, sow’s ears, she thought. What good were Paris fashions when the girl had only to open her mouth and sound of the swamp? For pity’s sake, she’d been a servant.

Josephine stepped into the bedroom, shut the door at her back, and stared at the bed where her son’s dead wife lay staring up at the blue silk canopy.

Now, she thought, Abigail Rouse was simply a problem to be solved.

Julian huddled in a chair, his head in his hands. ‘Stop screaming,’ he muttered. ‘Stop the screaming.’

Josephine marched to him, clamped her hands on his shoulders. ‘Do you want them to come for you?’ she demanded. ‘Do you want to drag the family through disgrace? To be hanged like a common thief?’

‘It wasn’t my fault. She enticed me. Then she attacked me. Look. Look.’ He turned his head. ‘See how she clawed my face?’

‘Yes.’ For a moment, just for a moment, Josephine wavered. The heart inside the symbol she’d become reared up in protest against the horror of the act all women fear.

Whatever she was, she’d loved Lucian. Whatever she was, she’d been raped and murdered within feet of her own child’s crib.

Julian forced her, struck her, defiled her. Killed her.

Drunk and mad, he’d killed his brother’s wife. God’s pity.

Then she shoved it viciously aside.

The girl was dead. Her son was not.

‘You bought a prostitute tonight. Don’t turn away from me,’ she snapped. ‘I’m not ignorant of the things men do. Did you buy a woman?’

‘Yes, Mama.’

She nodded briskly. ‘Then it was the whore who scratched you, should anyone have the temerity to ask. You were never in the nursery tonight.’ She cupped his face in her hands to keep his eyes level with hers. And her fingers dug into his cheeks as she spoke in low, clear tones. ‘What reason would you have to go there? You went out, for drink and women, and having your fill of both, came home and went to bed. Is that clear?’

‘But, how will we explain - ’

‘We’ll have nothing to explain. I’ve told you what you did tonight. Repeat it.’

‘I - I went into town.’ He licked his lips. Swallowed. ‘I drank, then I went to a brothel. I came home and went to bed.’

‘That’s right. That’s right.’ She stroked his scored cheek. ‘Now we’re going to pack some of her things - some clothes, some jewelry. We’ll do it quickly, as she did it quickly when she decided to run off with a man she’d been seeing in secret. A man who might very well be the father of that child upstairs.’

‘What man?’

Josephine let out a long sigh. He was the child of her heart, but she often despaired of his brain. ‘Never mind, Julian. You know nothing of it. Here.’ She went to the chifforobe, chose a long black velvet cloak. ‘Wrap her in  this. Hurry. Do it!’ she said in a tone that had him getting to his feet.

His stomach pitched, and his hands trembled, but he wrapped the body in velvet as best he could while his mother stuffed things in a hatbox and a train case.

In her rush she dropped a brooch of gold wings with a small enameled watch dangling from it. The toe of her slipper struck it so that it skittered into a corner.

‘We’ll take her into the swamp. We’ll have to go on foot, and quickly. There are some old paving bricks in the garden shed. We can weigh her down with them.’

And the gators, she thought, the gators and fish would do the rest.

‘Even if she’s found, it’s away from here. The man she ran away with killed her.’ She dabbed her face with the handkerchief in the pocket of her robe, smoothed a hand over her long, gilded braid. ‘That’s what people will believe if she’s found. We need to get her away from here, away from Manet Hall. Quickly.’

She was beginning to feel a little mad herself.

There was moonlight. She told herself there was moonlight because fate understood what she was doing, and why. She could hear her son’s rapid breathing, and the sounds of the night. The frogs, the insects, the night birds all merging together into one thick note.

It was the end of a century, the beginning of the new. She would rid herself of this aberration to her world and start this new century, this new era, clean and strong.

There was a chill in the air, made raw with wet. But she felt hot, almost burning hot as she trudged away from the house, laden with the bags she’d packed and weighed down. The muscles of her arms, of her legs, protested, but she marched like a soldier.

Once, just once, she thought she felt a brush against  her cheek, like the breath of a ghost. The spirit of a dead girl who trailed beside her, accusing, damning, cursing her for eternity.

Fear only made her stronger.

‘Here.’ She stopped and peered out over the water. ‘Lay her down.’

Julian obeyed, then rose quickly, turned his back, covered his face with his hands. ‘I can’t do this. Mama, I can’t. I’m sick. Sick.’

He tumbled towards the water, retching, weeping.

Useless boy, she thought, mildly annoyed. Men could never handle a crisis. It took a woman, the cold blood and clear mind of a female.

Josephine opened the cloak, laid bricks over the body. Sweat began to pour down her face, but she approached the grisly task as she would any other. With ruthless efficiency. She took the rope out of the hatbox, carefully tied hanks around the cloaked body, top, bottom, middle. Using another, she looped the line through the handles of the luggage, knotted it tight.

She glanced over now to see Julian watching her, his face white as bone. ‘You’ll have to help. I can’t get her into the water alone. She’s too heavy now.’

‘I was drunk.’

‘That’s correct, Julian. You were drunk. Now, you’re sober enough to deal with the consequences. Help me get her into the water.’

He felt his legs buckle and give with each step, like a puppet’s. The body slid into the water almost soundlessly. There was a quiet plop, a kind of gurgle, then it was gone. Ripples spread on the surface, shimmered in the moonlight, then smoothed away again.

‘She’s out of our lives,’ Josephine stated calmly. ‘Soon she’ll be like those ripples. Like she never was. See that  you clean your boots thoroughly, Julian. Don’t give them to a servant.’

She slid her arm through his, smiled, though her smile was just a little wild. ‘We need to get back, get some rest. Tomorrow’s a very busy day.’
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His mother was right - as always. Declan Fitzgerald stared through the mud-splattered windshield into the driving winter rain and was glad she wasn’t there to gloat.

Not that Colleen Sullivan Fitzgerald ever stooped to a gloat. She merely raised one perfect eyebrow into one perfect arch and let her silence do the gloating for her.

She’d told him, very succinctly, when he’d stopped by before driving out of Boston, that he’d lost his mind. And would rue the day. Yes, he was pretty sure she’d said ‘rue the day.’

He hadn’t sunk as low as ruing - yet - but studying the jungle of weeds, the sagging galleries, the peeling paint and broken gutters of the old plantation house, he was no longer confident of his mental health.

What had made him think he could restore this rambling old derelict into its former splendor? Or, more to  the point, that he should? For God’s sake, he was a lawyer, a Fitzgerald of the Boston Fitzgeralds, and more tuned to swinging a nine-iron than a hammer.

Rehabbing a town house in his spare time over a two-year period was a far cry from relocating to New Orleans and pretending he was a contractor.

Had the place looked this bad the last time he’d been down here? Could it have? Of course that was five, no, six years before. Certainly it couldn’t have looked this bad the first time he’d seen it. He’d been twenty and spending a crazed Mardi Gras interlude with his college roommate. Eleven years, he thought, dragging his fingers through his dark blond hair.

The old Manet Hall had been a niggling germ in his brain for eleven years. As obsessions went, it was longer than most relationships. Certainly longer than any of his own.

Now the house was his, for better or for worse. He already had a feeling there was going to be plenty of worse.

His eyes, as gray, and at the moment as bleak, as the rain, scanned the structure. The graceful twin arches of the double stairs leading to the second-floor gallery had charmed him on that long-ago February. And all those tall arched windows, the whimsy of the belvedere on the roof, the elegance of the white columns and strangely ornate iron balusters. The fanciful mix of Italianate and Greek Revival had all seemed so incredibly lush and Old World and southern.

Even then he’d felt displaced, in a way he’d never been able to explain, in New England.

The house had pulled him, in some deep chamber. Like a hook through memory, he thought now. He’d been able to visualize the interior even before he and Remy had broken in to ramble through it.

Or the gallon or two of beer they’d sucked down had caused him to think he could.

A drunk boy barely out of his teens couldn’t be trusted. And neither, Declan admitted ruefully, could a stone-sober thirty-one-year-old man.

The minute Remy had mentioned that Manet Hall was on the block again, he’d put in a bid. Sight unseen, or unseen for more than half a decade. He’d had to have it. As if he’d been waiting all his life to call it his own.

He could deem the price reasonable if he didn’t consider what he’d have to pour into it to make it habitable. So he wouldn’t consider it - just now.

It was his, whether he was crazy or whether he was right. No matter what, he’d turned in his briefcase for a tool belt. That alone lightened his mood.

He pulled out his cell phone - you could take the lawyer out of Boston, but . . . Still studying the house, he put in a call to Remy Payne.

He went through a secretary, and imagined Remy sitting at a desk cluttered with files and briefs. It made him smile, a quick, crooked grin that shifted the planes and angles of his face, hollowed the cheeks, softened the sometimes-grim line of his mouth.

Yes, he thought, life could be worse. He could be the one at the desk.

‘Well, hey, Dec.’ Remy’s lazy drawl streamed into the packed Mercedes SUV like a mist over a slow-moving river. ‘Where are you, boy?’

‘I’m sitting in my car looking at this white elephant I was crazy enough to buy. Why the hell didn’t you talk me out of it or have me committed?’

‘You’re here? Son of a bitch! I didn’t think you’d make it until tomorrow.’

‘Got antsy.’ He rubbed his chin; heard the scratch of stubble. ‘Drove through most of last night and got an early start again this morning. Remy? What was I thinking?’

‘Damned if I know. Listen, you give me a couple of hours to clear some business, and I’ll drive out. Bring us some libation. We’ll toast that rattrap and catch up.’

‘Good. That’d be good.’

‘You been inside yet?’

‘No. I’m working up to it.’

‘Jesus, Dec, go on in out of the rain.’

‘Yeah, all right.’ Declan passed a hand over his face. ‘See you in a couple hours.’

‘I’ll bring food. For Christ’s sake, don’t try to cook anything. No point burning the place down before you’ve spent a night in it.’

‘Fuck you.’ He heard Remy laugh before he hung up.

He started the engine again, drove all the way to the base of what was left of those double stairs that framed the entranceway. He popped the glove compartment, took out the keys that had been mailed to him after settlement.

He climbed out and was immediately drenched. Deciding he’d leave the boxes for later, he jogged to the shelter of the entrance gallery, felt a few of the bricks that formed the floor give ominously under his weight, and shook himself like a dog.

There should be vines climbing up the corner columns, he thought. Something with cool blue blossoms. He could see it if he concentrated hard enough. Something open, almost like a cup, with leaves shaped like hearts.

Must’ve seen that somewhere, he mused, and turned to the door. It was a double, with carvings and long arched panels of glass on either side and a half-moon glass topper. And tracing his fingers over the doors, he felt some of the thrill sneak into him.

‘Welcome home, Dec,’ he said aloud and unlocked the door.

The foyer was as he remembered it. The wide loblolly pine floor, the soaring ceiling. The plaster medallion overhead was a double ring of some sort of flowers. It had probably boasted a fabulous crystal chandelier in its heyday. The best it could offer now was a single bare bulb dangling from a long wire. But when he hit the wall switch, it blinked on. That was something.

In any event, the staircase was the focal point. It rose up, wide and straight to the second level, where it curved right and left to lead to each wing.

What a single man with no current prospects or intentions of being otherwise needed with two wings was a question he didn’t want to ask himself at the moment.

The banister was coated with gray dust, but when he rubbed a finger over it, he felt the smooth wood beneath.  How many hands had gripped there? How many fingers had trailed along it? he wondered. These were the sort of questions that fascinated him, that drew him in.

The kind of questions that had him climbing the stairs with the door open to the rain behind him, and his possessions still waiting in the car.

The stairs might have been carpeted once. There probably had been runners in the long center hallway. Some rich pattern on deep red. Floors, woodwork, table-tops would have been polished religiously with beeswax until they gleamed like the crystal in the chandeliers.

At parties, women in spectacular dresses would glide up and down the stairs - confident, stylish. Some of the men would gather in the billiard room, using the game as an excuse to puff on cigars and pontificate about politics and finance.

And servants would scurry along, efficiently invisible, stoking fires, clearing glasses, answering demands.

On the landing, he opened a panel. The hidden door was skillfully worked into the wall, the faded wallpaper, the dulled wainscoting. He wasn’t certain how he’d known it was there. Someone must have mentioned it.

He peered into the dim, dank corridor. Part of the rabbit warren of servants’ quarters and accesses, he believed. Family and guests didn’t care to have underfoot those who served. A good servant left no trace of his work, but saw to his duties discreetly, silently and well.

Frowning, Declan strained his eyes to see. Where had that come from? His mother? As tight-assed as she could be from time to time, she’d never say something that pompous.

With a shrug, he closed the door again. He’d explore that area another time, when he had a flashlight and a bag of bread crumbs.

He walked along the corridor, glancing in doorways. Empty rooms, full of dust and the smell of damp, gray light from the rain. Some walls were papered, some were down to the skeletal studs.

Sitting room, study, bath and surely the billiard room he’d imagined, as its old mahogany bar was still in place.

He walked in to circle around it, to touch the wood, to crouch down and examine the workmanship.

He’d started a love affair with wood in high school. To date, it was his most lasting relationship. He’d taken a summer job as a laborer even though his family had objected. He’d objected to the idea of spending those long summer days cooped up in a law office as a clerk, and had wanted to work outdoors. To polish his tan and his build.

It had been one of the rare times his father had overruled his mother and sided with him.

He’d gotten sunburn, splinters, blisters, calluses, an aching back. And had fallen in love with building.

Not building so much, Declan thought now. Rebuilding. The taking of something already formed and enhancing, repairing, restoring.

Nothing had given him as big a kick, or half as much satisfaction.

He’d had a knack for it. A natural, the Irish pug of a foreman had told him. Good hands, good eyes, good brain. Declan had never forgotten that summer high. And had never matched it since.

Maybe now, he thought. Maybe he would now. There had to be more for him than just getting from one day to the next doing what was expected and acceptable.

With pleasure and anticipation growing, he went back to exploring his house.

At the door to the ballroom he stopped, and grinned. ‘Wow. Cool!’

His voice echoed and all but bounced back to slap him in the face. Delighted, he walked in. The floors were scarred and stained and spotted. There were sections damaged where it appeared someone had put up partitions to bisect the room, then someone else had knocked them out again.

But he could fix that. Some moron had thrown up drywall and yellow paint over the original plaster walls. He’d fix that, too.

At least they’d left the ceiling alone. The plasterwork was gorgeous, complicated wreaths of flowers and fruit. It would need repairing, and a master to do it. He’d find one.

He threw open the gallery doors to the rain. The neglected, tumbled jungle of gardens spread out, snaked through with overgrown and broken bricked paths. There was likely a treasure of plantings out there. He’d need a landscaper, but he hoped to do some of it himself.

Most of the outbuildings were only ruins now. He could see a portion of a chimney stack, part of a vine-smothered wall of a derelict worker’s cabin, the pocked bricks and rusted roof of an old pigeonnier - Creole planters had often raised pigeons.

He’d only gotten three acres with the house, so it was likely other structures that had belonged to the plantation were now tumbling down on someone else’s land.

But he had trees, he thought. Amazing trees. The ancient live oaks that formed the allée dripped with water and moss, and the thick limbs of a sycamore spread and twisted like some prehistoric beast.

A wash of color caught his attention, had him stepping out into the rain. Something was blooming, a tall, fat bush with dark red flowers. What the hell bloomed in January? he wondered, and made a mental note to ask Remy.

Closing his eyes a moment, he listened. He could hear nothing but rain, the whoosh and splash of it on roof, on ground, on tree.

He’d done the right thing, he told himself. He wasn’t crazy after all. He’d found his place. It felt like his, and if it wasn’t, what did it matter? He’d find another. At least, finally, he’d stirred up the energy to look.

He stepped back in and, humming, walked back across the ballroom toward the family wing, to check out each of the five bedrooms.

He caught himself singing under his breath as he wandered through the first of them.

‘After the ball is over, after the break of morn; After the dancers leaving, after the stars are gone ...’

He stopped examining baseboard and looked over his shoulder as if expecting to see someone standing behind him. Where had that come from? he wondered. The tune, the lyrics. With a shake of his head, he straightened.

‘From the ballroom, idiot,’ he mumbled. ‘Ballroom on the mind, so you start singing about a ball. Weird, but not crazy. Talking to yourself isn’t crazy, either. Lots of people do it.’

The door to the room across the hall was closed. Though he expected the creak of hinges, the sound still danced a chill up his spine.

That sensation was immediately followed by bafflement. He could have sworn he smelled perfume. Flowers. Lilies. Weddings and funerals. And for an instant he imagined them, pure and white and somehow feral in a tall crystal vase.

His next feeling was irritation. He’d only sent a few pieces ahead, including his bedroom furniture. The movers had dumped it in the wrong room, and he’d been very specific. His room would be the master at the corner, overlooking the garden and pond at the rear, and the avenue of oaks from the side.

Now he’d have to settle for this room, or haul the damn stuff himself.

The scent of lilies was overpowering when he shoved the door all the way open. Almost dizzying. Confused, he realized it wasn’t even his furniture. The bed was a full tester draped in deep blue silk. There was a carved chifforobe, a tall chest of drawers, all gleaming. He caught the scent of beeswax under the floral. Saw the lilies in that tall, crystal vase on a woman’s vanity table, its legs curved like the necks of swans. The chair was delicate, its seat an intricate needlepoint pattern of blue and rose.

Silver-backed brushes, a brooch of gold wings with an enameled watch. Long blue draperies, ornate gaslight sconces set on a low, shimmering light. A woman’s white robe tossed over the back of a blue chaise.

Candlesticks on the mantel, and a picture in a silver frame.

He saw it all, snapshot clear. Before his brain could process the how of it, he was staring into an empty room where rain streamed outside uncurtained windows.

‘Jesus Christ.’ He gripped the doorjamb for balance. ‘What the hell?’

He drew in a breath. There was nothing in the air but must and dust.

Projecting, he told himself. Just projecting what the room might have looked like. He hadn’t seen anything, or smelled anything. He’d just gotten caught up in the charm of the place, in the spirit of it.

But he couldn’t make himself step over the threshold. He closed the door again, walked directly down to the corner room. His furniture was there, as ordered, and the sight of it both relieved and steadied him.

The good, solid Chippendale bed with its headboard and footboard unadorned. The one point of agreement he’d had, always, with his mother was a love of antiques, the respect for the workmanship, the history.

He’d bought the bed after he and Jessica had called off the wedding. Okay, after he’d called it off, he admitted with the usual tug of guilt. He’d wanted to start fresh, and had searched out and purchased the pieces for his bedroom.

He’d chosen the bachelor’s chest not only because it appeared he was going to remain one, but also because he’d liked the style of it, the double herringbone inlay, the secret compartments, the short, turned legs. He’d selected the armoire to conceal his television and stereo, and the sleek Deco lamps because he’d liked the mix of styles.

Seeing his things here in the spacious room with its handsome granite fireplace in dark green, the arched gallery doors, the gently faded wallpaper, the pitifully scarred floors, clicked him back into place again.

The adjoining dressing area made him smile. All he needed was a valet, and white tie and tails. The connecting bath, modernized from the look of it sometime in the woeful seventies, had him wincing at the avocado-green decor and yearning for a hot shower.

He’d take a quick walk through the third floor, he decided, do the same on the main level, then take the ugly green tub for a spin.

He headed up. The tune was playing in his head again. Around and around, like a waltz. He let it come. It was company of sorts until Remy showed up.


Many the hopes that have vanished, after the ball.

The staircase was narrower here. This level was for children and staff, neither of whom required fancy touches.
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