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“A man is an artist only at certain moments, by an effort of will.”


—EDGAR DEGAS





Chapter 1



September 1970


At ten o’clock on the first cool morning of late summer, Anne Gautier threw on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, laced her running shoes, and stepped into the street. She hummed as she jogged the few blocks along Esplanade Avenue under spreading oaks and magnolias until she arrived at the house with the rusting wrought iron gate. As she kicked empty beer cans from the pathway leading to the porch, she noticed that the front door stood ajar. A thread of anxiety twisted down her spine. Surely the contractors weren’t working on this day, a Saturday.


The raspy voice of the neighbor next door startled her.


“Mornin’, Miss Anne.” He smiled, showing his yellow teeth. “Makin’ progress in there, is they?”


“Yes. They finished repairing the roof last week. Now they’re working on the inside. They’ll treat the termites first.”


“Uh-huh. Nasty little critters. My place must be full of ’em. Them and the roaches make a nice pair.” He cackled with laughter.


“You’re right there, Mr. Jackson,” she said, waving to him as she pushed her front door farther open. She didn’t want to engage him in conversation about insects—or anything else, for that matter. He was old, and strange.


She stood for a few moments on the threshold and peered inside.


“Hello. Anyone there?” she yelled.


Only the rustle of palm fronds in the breeze responded. No need to panic, she scolded herself. The contractors just forgot to lock up. Treading with care, she crept in.


The interior of the house looked worse than it had the first time she’d seen it. Paper hung in strips from walls still standing, and grimy windows obscured the view of trees in the garden. Dust covered every horizontal surface. It had once been an elegant house on one of the finest streets in New Orleans, and the high ceilings, moldings, and decorative woodwork served as reminders, but in its present state she could hardly imagine the place as an habitable dwelling. It was her dearest wish to bring it back to its former state of grace and beauty, shining with fresh paint and spotless windows. She noticed nothing unusual on the first floor.


She mounted the stairs, taking care not to trip on any loose boards. When she reached the attic on the third floor, she turned her eyes to the ceiling. The roof appeared solid, and she could no longer see the sky. Progress at last. But dust motes dancing in the sunlight told her that months of work remained before she could entertain any sense of pride about the place or consider moving in. She caught an image of herself in a wall mirror. The reflection of her long brown hair, almost gray in the dull glass, relayed a ghostly impression of her pale face and dark eyes. She held her breath. This place feels creepy, sometimes.


On her way down from the attic, she glanced into the bedrooms on the second floor. No work completed there yet. The bathroom door swung idly on the hinges, its toe dragging on the floor. Stepping back, Anne almost lost her balance as she surveyed the scene. Utter chaos lay before her. She pressed her hand to her chest to calm her galloping heartbeat. The clawfoot bathtub and pedestal sink she had admired and wanted to preserve sat in fragments on the floor. The toilet kneeled before her, ripped from its foothold like a fallen idol. They would have to replace the fixtures, smashed almost beyond recognition. Then she noticed a note taped to the remnants of the sink. She moved closer.


The sign, scrawled in black letters said, Stop Fixing What Don’t Need Fixing. Remember Section C. Death to HANO.


She slumped against the wall. Who did this? Who wrote this note? Not the workers. What does it mean, and who is Hano? She felt sick. Someone had come into the house, someone who didn’t like what she was doing. Heart still racing, she dashed downstairs and out the front door, slamming it behind her. She needed to do something. She would report the vandalism to the police at once. On her way back to the boarding house where she rented a room, she almost tripped over the cracks in the sidewalk. “Stay calm,” she said aloud as she retreated up the stairs to her room to make the call. She collapsed on her bed and called the police.


The dispatcher took her statement. In a sleepy voice he said an officer would stop by to look at the damage within the next few hours. Anne groaned. That meant waiting until the police arrived. She wasn’t good at waiting. To pass the time, she’d talk to her friend Andrea, who rented room number six, next to hers. She knocked. Silence. Damn it all. Well, it would help to call Sam, her boyfriend. No answer. On weekends he’s often out and about, she remembered. More waiting—she’d have to wait until she saw him that evening. After pacing the room for several minutes her legs felt limp. She lay on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. She could use a drink but remembered she had finished the last of the wine. Her thoughts whirled as images of the shattered fixtures spun around, images now etched in her mind. Her enthusiasm for the renovation project at the house had taken a sinister turn for the worse. It was as she had feared all along: one long, hopeless hassle.


At noon, the front doorbell rang. Anne roused herself and clattered down the stairs. A burly policeman stood outside.


“Miss Gautier? Officer Hammond,” he said, showing his badge. “You reported a case of vandalism, right? What’s the location?”


“On Esplanade, number 2310, down the street,” she said.


“Okay. Get in the car and we’ll drive there.”


“Place is in bad shape,” he said as they entered. “This your house, miss?”


“Yes. I inherited it from my grandfather,” she said. “Work’s in progress,” she added.


She stood aside to let him into the bathroom. He swept his eyes around and strode over to the note on the sink.


“Have you talked to the construction guys to find out if they know anything about this?” he asked.


“No, but they would have told me. They’re working on the walls and they’ve finished the roofing. Anyway, they wouldn’t have written the note.”


“Any idea who did?” he asked. “Any people you know who aren’t friends, if you see what I mean?”


“No one. Some of my friends say I’m crazy to renovate the house, but no one would have left a message like this. I don’t know what section C is, or anyone called Hano.”


“Don’t you read the papers?”


She shook her head. “Afraid not,” she said.


“They’re full of the story. Section C is an area in town that’s planned for redevelopment. It’s a slum, not just rundown like Esplanade Avenue. The houses there, more like shacks really, are in terrible condition. HANO stands for Housing Authority of New Orleans. It’s the government agency that has responsibility for providing housing for low-income residents. They plan to demolish the buildings. My guess is someone who knows about that is trying to send you a warning. Question is, is this personal, or is it just an attempt to make a point?”


Anne blanched.


“If it’s making a point, they’ve got my attention. If it’s personal, I guess I should worry about my safety,” she said, her voice rising.


“I don’t want to scare you, but you might want to think about someone you know who bears a grudge. Could anyone have seen the perpetrator?”


“The workers, but that’s unlikely. They finished work yesterday evening, so whoever did this must have come into the house between then and this morning, when I found this mess.”


“How about neighbors?”


“Hm. Well, there’s Homer Jackson, next door. The house on the other side is empty. I guess I could talk to Mr. Jackson, but he’s a bit funny in the head, I think.”


“You do that. In the meantime, I want to find out how they got in. I take it you keep the house locked. Do the workers have a key?”


“Yes, but only to the front door. The back stays locked. It’s off the kitchen. Someone left the front door open, though.”


“So perhaps the vandals didn’t break in, then.”


Downstairs in the kitchen, the breeze floated through a jagged hole in the windowpane.


“Here’s how they got in,” he said. “They may have left the front door open when they left.”


She took a step back to avoid the broken glass on the floor.


“Damn. We’d better fix that,” she said. “What else should I do? Do you have any advice?”


“I’d advise you to install a burglar alarm as soon as possible. This isn’t a good part of town. We’ll have a report on file, and if you find any further problems or clues concerning the culprit, give us a call. I’ll dust the doorknobs for fingerprints, and if we come up with any suspects I’ll be in touch. Here’s my contact information.”


He handed her a card and finished his inspection. After he drove away, she stood for several minutes on the porch. The shock had left her weak-kneed, and she sat on the top step and tried to drive the ugly scene from her mind. She propped her elbows on her knees and rested her head on her hands to think. Better to talk to Homer now, while the incident is fresh, than wait until later. She held onto the railing and stumbled down the steps through the gate into Homer’s front garden.


His house looked like hers, but in slightly better condition. Sitting in a rickety chair on the porch, he rubbed his stubby beard.


“Someone dead in there?” he asked.


“No. Why would you think so?” she replied, blinking.


“Thought I heard gunshots. Middle o’ the night. Saw the police car.”


“That’s what I want to talk to you about. Did you see anyone at my house last night?”


“Didn’t see no one. Didn’t wanna. There’s bad things goin’ on around here, you know. Drugs and stuff. It’s not good to have empty houses. Squatters come in, maybe ghosts.”


“That’s probably true. Well, thank you anyway, Mr. Jackson. Oh, and do you think you could call the police next time you hear signs of intruders next door?”


Homer nodded and gave her a yellow-toothed smile. He really is a batty old man, she mused, useless as a good neighbor. She sauntered back to the rooming house wondering about the wisdom of living in a crime-ridden neighborhood and restoring the old home. Her grandfather had expected it, and her father had argued that they needed an urban renewal program to improve the street rather than allow it to fall into further decline. Whoever had vandalized the bathroom didn’t agree with that concept. But who?


It was only at that moment that she remembered Estelle: Stella, her half-sister.





Chapter 2



October 1872


The Musson family stood on the platform waiting for the midday arrival of the steam train. Six children, all cousins, ranged in age from one-year-old Odile, wriggling in Estelle’s arms, to ten-year-old Josephine, called Jo. The smaller children ran around the benches, chasing each other, jumping up and down, and squealing. Patriarch Michel Musson, wearing a top hat and glasses, and his adult daughters, Matilde and Estelle, stood craning their necks, peering down the railroad tracks that disappeared into the horizon.


“Here it comes, Maman, see the smoke!” two-year-old Pierre said to Estelle. “Is Papa on the train?”


“Yes, and Oncle Edgar, too,” she said.


Edgar Degas had arrived from France. Estelle looked forward with excitement to his first visit to New Orleans. The entire family turned up to greet him at the station, honoring him as a great celebrity, although in fact he was almost a stranger to them all.


The train, enveloped in clouds of smoke and steam, puffed its way closer to the platform. Straining with the weight, the platform shook, and the locomotive arrived at the station hissing and screeching as the brakes caught. The monstrous black engine came to a stop. Whistles sounded, and a man in a blue uniform descended from a carriage waving a flag.


“All of y’all for N’Orleans, step right down. This here’s the Pontchartrain Lake End station,” he said.


Pierre coughed as the wet steam clouds descended on the platform, and Estelle bent to pat his back and wipe the smut off his small face. After the engine’s rustling ceased and the air cleared, the Musson family moved with the crowd along the platform toward the passenger coaches at the back of the train. Travelers descended, many holding trunks that they passed down to porters with waiting arms. Achille De Gas, dressed formally in a frock coat and cravat, identified his brothers Edgar and René as they disembarked and strode quickly to meet them. He shook hands with the younger one.


“René, welcome home,” he said.


He wrapped his arms around his older brother. “Edgar, bienvenue à la Nouvelle-Orléans. You’re here at last! Let the porter take your luggage and come meet the family.”


René rushed over to his family and stooped to pick up Pierre. Estelle smiled as their son’s initial shyness vanished, and he put his arms around his father’s neck. It had been three months since René’s departure for France, and she saw that her husband looked well. He set Pierre on the ground, hugged Jo, and kissed baby Odile.


“It’s good to be home,” he said, placing both hands on Estelle’s shoulders.


“You’ve been away too long, dear, but I’m glad you brought Edgar back with you,” she said, smiling up at him.


Estelle, though eager to hug Edgar, her brother-in-law and cousin, had stayed behind when the other family members surged forward to meet him. She wanted first to observe, to find evidence of change, for it had been almost ten years since she had last seen him in Paris, and she had been fond of him then. Now twenty-nine, a mother of three, and in her second marriage, she still appeared youthful, and her walnut-colored hair showed no sign of gray. She had gained some weight, however, and moved with trepidation, as though she might fall.


Edgar Degas, at thirty-eight, was shorter than his younger siblings, and wore a long dark jacket, white shirt, black cravat, and a white peaked cap, which gave him a rakish appearance. He had a clipped, slightly graying beard, a mustache, and small brown eyes. He was slim, and if it were not for the cap, he would have had the air of a Parisian gentleman of refinement and taste. In fact, he was an artist, the only one in his family, but so far had achieved little recognition.


His face broke into a smile as he took in the large gathering of family members, and he greeted them in broken English, “I thank you. . . .” Then he continued in French, “. . . for coming. I’m thrilled to see you all . . . but I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting so many of you.” The adults stepped forward, and as he recognized each one, he shook hands or kissed them on both cheeks.


“Bonjour, oncle Michel, ma chère Estelle! Always lovely to see you. It’s marvelous that the whole family is here to welcome me!” Edgar said, smiling.


Michel grinned as he shook hands with his nephew. Estelle embraced Edgar warmly, with a rush of emotion. The children giggled and held their arms out, and Edgar bent and hugged each one. Then he recognized Jo.


“But how you have grown! When I met you in Paris, you were no bigger than this little one,” he said, pointing to Odile.


As he straightened and glanced around at the assembled family, a young woman, fashionably dressed in a purple silk dress with black trim around the waist and hem, rushed along the platform toward him.


“Mon cher Edgar!” she cried, giving him a kiss on each cheek.


“Désirée! Delighted to see you again!” he said, beaming.


She was his cousin, four years younger than he. They had met when she, Estelle, their mother, and Jo had visited Paris ten years earlier. Désirée took his arm, and they strolled together to the horse-drawn carriages that waited outside the station.


“I trust your journey was not too difficult,” she said.


“Long, but not difficult. We set out from Paris and crossed the channel to England to catch the steamer. I disliked the ocean voyage from Liverpool to New York on an English boat. That took ten days. The train from New York took four, and I liked it, especially the sleeping car, very comfortable.”


Estelle regarded the couple as they walked together, thinking they looked well matched. It would be delightful to see her older sister Désirée married at last. She had missed many opportunities, though not from a lack of attractiveness or attention from suitors, and Edgar had still not married.


“You will come to our house for lunch, then I suspect you’ll need a rest,” Estelle said to Edgar. “You’ll have plenty of time to paint tomorrow, and every day after that, if you wish.”


“Estelle, thank you, but I didn’t bring my paints and canvases. Without these, I am helpless.”


Estelle gazed at him, her eyebrows raised. Before she could speak, five-year-old Carrie pulled at her uncle’s sleeve and said, “You can use my paints. I have lots of colors, and paper, too.”


Edgar mussed the top of her head.


“Good. We can paint together, then,” he said.


“Come, children, let’s go home. It’s almost lunch time,” Estelle said.


As they left the station, she couldn’t help wondering why he hadn’t brought his paints. Had he given up his dream of becoming an artist? Surely not. She would find out soon enough.


The family members dispersed and climbed into the carriages. The route would take them through the old part of the city, and the drivers knew the way. René sat beside Estelle and their two children in one vehicle, and Edgar rode with Désirée and Achille in another. When they came to the Rue Royale, Désirée sat forward.


“Edgar, this is the Vieux Carré, the French Quarter. Look at the rows of houses built by the Spanish and the lacy ironwork balconies. Beautiful, yes? If you look into the courtyards, you can admire the fountains surrounded by orange and banana trees.”


Edgar nodded and smiled. “So exotic.”


“This house should have special meaning to you,” Désirée said, pointing to a large two-story house with an archway over a gated courtyard, “This is where your mother’s family lived, before they all moved to Paris.”


“A piece of my past! Could we stop the carriage for a minute?” Edgar asked, his eyes shining.


Achille tapped the driver on the shoulder, who brought the carriage to a halt. Edgar alighted and stood for a few minutes, seeming to absorb every detail of the house, then peeked through the wrought iron gates to gain a better view of the courtyard. He returned to his seat wearing a thoughtful expression. He exchanged glances with Désirée, his eyes moist.


“I am thrilled to visit this lovely home. I wonder how Maman felt when she went to Paris, never to return,” he said.


Achille answered, “I wondered about that too. I was nine when she died and never asked her about New Orleans, but you were older. Did she speak to you about her birthplace, Edgar?”


“I was thirteen when she passed away. I only remember that she missed this place and her brother, Uncle Michel. He moved back to New Orleans to establish the cotton business, and she married our father and stayed in France. She spoke often of the warm nights here, and how cold Paris was. I know she longed for the masked balls and lively Creole society.”


The horse pulling their carriage clip-clopped slowly through the streets and turned onto Esplanade Avenue. There the houses became individual grand dwellings. Carvings of classical figures and flowers adorned their facades, and long verandas stretched over front porches. A double row of live oaks, palm trees, and magnolias in the neutral ground in the middle of the street flung mottled shadows onto the grass, and a streetcar rumbled its way between the columns of tall trees.


“Most impressive,” Edgar said.


“This is our neighborhood, where all the best French Creole families live,” Désirée replied.


“What is that heavenly fragrance?” he asked.


“Magnolia; see the big white flowers on the trees?”


“Ah, yes. It reminds me of the south of France, all this lush vegetation—and the sun,” Edgar said, shielding his eyes from the glare. “Is it always so warm at this time of year?”


His face had turned red, and he loosened his necktie.


“No, it’s unusually warm for October,” she said.


The carriage stopped in front of the Musson residence.


“Mon Dieu, what a large house! Magnifique!” Edgar exclaimed.


A cast-iron fence surrounded it, and high gates for coaches stood to the right. The mansion towered above, white columns supporting a two-story veranda. Dark green shutters offset the sash windows, and large trees and shrubbery provided shade on all sides. At least one other building was visible from the street behind the main house. The coachmen pulled the reins to pause the horses, and the riders stepped down. Two manservants came out of the house and between them carried the trunks inside.


René, whose carriage had arrived first, ushered his brother up the front steps and through the grand door.


“I’ll show you to your room,” he said. “Normally Estelle would do that, but as you know, she’s expecting a child soon, and we don’t want her to go upstairs any more than necessary. Her eyesight is not good, and she doesn’t want to risk a fall.”


“Naturellement, and I look forward to being a godfather for the first time,” Edgar replied.


Désirée stepped forward. “Let me do the honor of taking him upstairs,” she said to René. “This is my father’s home, Edgar, but as you can observe, it’s big enough to accommodate all thirteen of us and the servants.”


“I’ve noticed that all of them are Negroes. Is that unusual? From the little that I know about the recent war, the Negroes are free now.”


“They are not slaves,” Désirée said. “They choose to work for us. But yes—many people who choose to work in the households of Creole families of means are former slaves.”


She led Edgar through the tall-ceilinged foyer and up the curving staircase to the second floor, opening the door to a bedroom. A four-poster bed and a wooden desk and chair comprised the furnishings, and sunlight poured through the windows. He squinted and held a hand to his forehead to shade his eyes.


“You will be comfortable here, we hope. You can step outside onto the balcony and enjoy the view and cool breezes. We’ve set aside the gallery next door for your use as a painting studio. I hope you like it.”


“Thank you for your kindness,” Edgar said, turning his back to the windows. “I know my brothers have sung the praises of your life here in New Orleans, but I didn’t expect it to be this grand. I’ll be happy here, I’m sure.”


“We all want you to stay for as long as you wish. Lunch will be ready momentarily. Please come down when you have freshened up a little.”
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As soon as Désirée had taken Edgar upstairs, Estelle sank into an embroidered chair in the large parlor on the first floor. The heavyset wet nurse, Flora, took the child from her arms.


“Madame, shall I feed her now?” she asked.


“Please do. Would you mind asking Clarice for a jug of water as well? It’s so hot today,” Estelle said, wiping her forehead with one hand and fanning herself with the other.


She felt cooler after her first glass of water, and René came into the room and sat down on a chair beside her. He grinned, displaying his gleaming white teeth.


“Well, our great artiste has arrived at last,” he said.


“I’m glad, but I wish you would stop making fun of his chosen profession,” Estelle said. “Edgar works hard to improve his skills, and I hope he finds an interesting subject to paint. It’ll be wonderful if he can achieve some success and recognition as an artist while he’s here.”


“I agree, but don’t expect too much of him. Edgar is hard to please. He pouts when things don’t suit him. He can be very abrupt in his manner and has quite a reputation for rudeness in Paris. But perhaps here, among family, he’ll make an effort to be agreeable.”


Estelle met his gaze in surprise.


“I’ve never seen that side of him. He has always treated me with nothing but kindness.”


Glancing at Désirée, who had come into the room, Estelle said, “Did he like the studio?”


“He didn’t look at it, but said he expects to be happy here. That’s a start, at least. I’ll make sure Clarice has set a place for him at the table,” Désirée said as she left.


Turning to René, Estelle said, “I’m pleased that all your persuasive letters and talks resulted in this visit, my dear. We’ll try to make him comfortable. New Orleans is an unusual town, and there’s much to admire, though it’s not Paris. It’s part of his heritage, even if he chooses not to live here. Your mother would have been gratified to find him settled in the city of her birth.”


“You’re right. We’re all French Creoles—Edgar, as much as the rest of us. As you are.”


He touched his wife’s arm and met her dark eyes. “How are you, my dear?” he asked.


“Just tired, probably from the heat. Lunch is almost ready.”


“All right. I hope the new cook does us proud.”


“Clarice seems very competent. She’s making shrimp remoulade, soft shell crab meunière, and bread pudding with cognac.”


“Very good. The menu should please him, especially after all the dishes they called food that we have been eating for weeks now,” René said, grimacing. “The meals on the ship were the worst—you know about the Anglais and their cooking . . . horrible!”


Estelle laughed. “I’ve missed you. I’m glad you’re home,” she said, reaching for his hand.


He went into the dining room, and she poured herself another glass of water. The baby was due before Christmas, and she felt as round as a pumpkin. She would have preferred more time between babies, three in as many years. Everything was fine, though. She loved children, there were plenty of cousins for hers to play with, and her daughter Jo, whose father had died before she was born, had proven herself a good older sister. She wanted Edgar to enjoy her new child and to take seriously his role as godfather. It would be even better if he decided to stay in New Orleans, she thought, as the image of him and her sister promenading together flashed through her mind. She wanted the best for him, for them both really. Why hadn’t he brought his paints? She blinked. If only her eyes didn’t hurt so much. . . . She turned away from the floor-to-ceiling windows so the light wouldn’t shine so intensely on her face.





Chapter 3



September 1970


How could I have forgotten about Stella? Anne asked herself. That was the only person who might hold a grudge against her. She had tried not to think about the whole complicated and uncomfortable situation. Anne knew Stella felt slighted, and deservedly so: as a grandchild of Etienne Fontenot, she wanted her share of his former house. As recently as last week, Stella had written Anne a letter asking her to discuss the matter. Anne had put the note aside. While not against it, she didn’t favor the idea of giving up part of her own share to a half-sister she barely knew. She considered calling the police officer to tell him about Stella as a person of interest in the vandalism case, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to arouse suspicion about someone whom she wanted to get to know and who, apart from her father, was her only living relative. In her heart, she couldn’t believe Stella capable of such an act of violence, and it would hardly be in her sister’s best interest to destroy the property that might someday be her home. She settled her mind. She would hold off on calling the police until she’d talked things over with Sam. After a shower, she chose a dress to wear for her date that evening.


Sam arrived at Anne’s promptly at seven, rang the bell for her room, and waited on the front step. Thirty-two, ten years older than she, he looked good: tall, dark, and broad-shouldered. He wore a gray suit. Anne greeted him with a quick hug, but he held her in a tight embrace.


“It’s great to see you. Are you hungry? I thought we’d go to the Court of the Two Sisters. We have a reservation for seven thirty.”


“That sounds nice,” she said, forcing a smile.


“Hey, what’s wrong?” he asked, holding her at arm’s distance and searching her face.


“I’ll tell you at dinner. Tried to call, but you weren’t home.


I’m calmer now, but I need some advice.”


“I’m all ears,” he said, pulling on hers and hugging her to his chest.


She relaxed into his arms, and he took her hand as they walked to his black Mercedes. They parked in the French Quarter, then strolled past old houses graced by shutters and iron latticework. Some had sagging balconies extending over the street, and laughter and the clink of glasses rang out from above. A spicy fragrance of jasmine infused the night air, and strains of jazz floated from open windows. The mismatched French Quarter houses always reminded Anne of charming but unruly children. She squeezed Sam’s hand and couldn’t help the smile playing across her face.


The restaurant, on Royal Street in a stucco building enclosed by a vine-covered courtyard, had once been a fine private residence. They headed straight for the bar, and Sam ordered two glasses of chardonnay.


“Okay, out with it. What’s biting you?” he asked.


Anne’s heart skipped a beat, and she took a sip of her wine before replying.


“Someone broke into the house and tore the place apart,” she said.


“What? Tore what apart?”


“Actually, just the bathroom. Destroyed the tub, sink, and toilet. Whoever did it left a note.”


She told him about the sign and the police officer’s suggestions.


“Well, I’ll be damned. You need to put in a burglar alarm. I’ll do that for you right away. You should have done it sooner—the neighborhood’s not the best. You must be scared out of your wits. Any idea who the vandal could be?”


As he put his arm around her, she raised her head, her throat taut.


“The policeman asked if I knew anyone who might bear me ill will, who might hold a grudge,” she said haltingly. “The only person I can think of, but I didn’t at the time, is my sister, Estelle Clark. Stella, as she prefers to be called.”


“You have a sister?” he asked.


“Half-sister, five years older. I’ve only recently met her. My mother told me about her during my freshman year of college. Turns out she had the baby out of wedlock at fifteen. The father claimed to be an artist. Her own father, our grandfather, threw her out of the house when he learned she was pregnant.”


“Not unusual in those days. What did your mother do then?” Sam asked.


Anne grimaced, then went on in her softly Southern-accented voice, “Well, the baby’s father didn’t stick around, and she put Stella up for adoption. About a year afterward she married my father. Dad was in graduate school at Tulane when they met. After finishing his doctorate, he got a job teaching at Ole Miss, and they moved to Oxford, Mississippi. I was born there. Mama never talked to us about her family in New Orleans, or about her childhood home—the house I now own—or about my sister, until shortly before she died.”


“Quite a story,” Sam said. “So you never got to know your grandfather while growing up?”


“Right. I wasn’t aware he knew about me, either. But he left me the house and lived there until he died last spring. My half-sister Stella has no part in the inheritance . . . you see, she’s of mixed race. He wanted nothing to do with her and didn’t recognize her as his heir.”


Sam nodded. “I understand a little about the law in that regard. If they adopted her, the parents had to sign away all rights to the child, and the child would have no legal claim to the property.”


“Yes. But that doesn’t make it right. Stella would like to claim what she considers her birthright. She wants me to sign over half of the house, or at least to have the right to live there.”


“I can understand that, too. But are you saying that she might be angry enough to commit a crime? That she might have broken into the house?”


“No, I don’t believe she would do that, but she’s the only one I can think of who might have a motive. What I’m not sure about is if I should mention this to the police.”


“Why not? If she’s innocent, she only has to say so. I’d think they can’t convict her without proof.”


“True, but I worry that she’ll be upset if she’s considered a suspect, particularly if she knows I’m the one who reported her. I don’t want to destroy my fragile relationship with her. I’m considering either giving her a share in the house, or allowing her to live there, rent free.”


“I applaud your good instincts,” Sam said, “but this is a difficult situation. You want my advice?”


She nodded.


“I’d say talk to her yourself. Tell her what happened and watch for her response. If she’s guilty, she may lash out at you and tell you that in her opinion the house is her true birthright, or some such thing. Then you can report her to the police. If she’s innocent, you may know by her choice of words, and you can say you want her to consider the dangerous neighborhood and reasons for the need to take time before making any decisions.”


“You’re right. I’ll talk to her myself first. Darn it all. Why did this have to happen? Owning a house is a big responsibility, and restoring one is even worse. I just want to get on with my life.”


He looked at her, suppressing a smile.


“Welcome to the world of adulthood. That’s a problem for many new college graduates. They spend so many years studying and partying that they have no idea how the real world works. It comes as a shock, doesn’t it?”


She puckered her lips.


“I resent that. I worked hard in school. Art majors spend many hours painting, trying to improve. But it’s true that I’m finding a degree in studio art doesn’t qualify me for much of anything, especially not for renovating houses.”


“Well, that’s your choice. You could always let the old place go.”


“Never. It’s my heritage. And, thanks to you, I have the money to pay for it.”


“Okay, okay. But you need to figure out who’s working against you here.”


“I agree. I’ll start with Stella.”


“To change the subject, how do you like it so far, interning at the museum?”


“Now come on, how am I supposed to answer honestly, when you have a vested interest in the response, Mister curator?”


“True.”


“Well, I’m grateful for the opportunity. I do want to earn a living and not rely on an MRS degree.”


“MRS? Oh. . . .” He broke into a grin. “You don’t want to resort to marriage.”


Anne’s dimples deepened as she smiled at him and slowly nodded her head.


“Most of my friends do, including Isabelle, whom I want you to meet. But paid work has to be meaningful. I’d much rather be an artist, but I realize that’s not an easy way to make a living.”


Her face resumed its worried expression, and he put his hand on hers.


“Look, these are big questions, but let’s not let them spoil our evening. You’re looking none the worse for wear,” he said, “and that green dress suits you.”


“Thanks,” Anne said, smoothing her brow. “It’s new. I decided I needed new clothes for dates with you.”


“Good decision. I’ve noticed that you don’t dress up for work, though.”


“That’s because I want to be comfortable. It’s the student in me, still. I can think better when I’m wearing blue jeans.”


She didn’t tell him the whole story. When she’d been overweight, the casual clothes had hidden her large abdomen and wide hips.


“What? You can think better?” he exclaimed. “I never heard that theory before.”


“Just teasing. Are you trying to say I should dress better at the museum?”


“Well, since I sponsored you for your internship, I guess that entitles me to give you some advice about how you present yourself professionally.”


“Oh. Well, I’ll give it some thought. I know how to dress. I learned that at Newcomb. We used to wear dresses to class, but things changed during my senior year. The women who went to Newcomb could afford to—and did—dress well, but the antiwar movement took hold in a big way. Demonstrators shut down classes and burned flags. Everyone began wearing blue jeans, including the debutantes, who wore bellbottoms under their fur coats to class that winter. I wore blue jeans, but not a fur coat, which I didn’t have.”


He smiled. “All right. But you’re not in college now. To change the subject, I’m concerned about you living in such a dangerous area. Where you’re living now is bad enough, but you’re renting, and it’s temporary. Are you sure it’s wise to move into your house? You could lease it or sell it. I don’t like the possibility of more vandalism, either.”


“It’s not so simple. You don’t understand the terms of the inheritance. My grandfather stipulated that if I don’t restore the property, ownership will revert to the city. They may tear it down.”


“I see. That does complicate things,” Sam said.


“We need to find out more about who might resent what I’m doing to improve the house,” Anne said. “Do you know anything about HANO?”


“A little. There’s been a lot of news in the papers about the redevelopment that’s going on in poor neighborhoods. They’re planning to raze whole areas and build a cultural center.”


“Well, I ought to learn more about that. You see, I’ve been so preoccupied, what with the house, the job, you. . . .”


“As you should be,” he said, “but you might talk to the people at the city to learn more.”


“I’ll do that, of course,” she replied. After a pause she continued, “I won’t give up easily on the house. I want to restore and live in the place that’s been my family’s home for five generations. It’s worth preserving. As a museum curator, you must understand that. And as for my rental, it’s convenient, within easy reach of the big house.”


“Okay, okay. I’ve said enough.”


A waiter alerted them that their table was ready, and they followed him into the dining area. They ordered Cajun food, crawfish and gumbo, and stopped talking while they enjoyed their meal. Then Anne put her fork down and looked up. Sam’s gray eyes met hers, and she felt the thrill up her spine that had become a familiar sensation lately. She reached for his hand.


“I didn’t see you at the museum yesterday. Were you there?” she asked.


“I had meetings downtown and only stopped by my office briefly. I went to the gym for a swim at lunch.”


“You went swimming? I’ve been meaning to ask you to tell me more about your athletic career in college,” she said.


“I wouldn’t call it a career exactly, but I trained for the biathlon, and I love running and skiing.”


“Doesn’t biathlon training involve target shooting?”


“Yes, using a rifle. And yes, target shooting is part of the course.”


“Maybe that’s why I feel so safe when I’m with you,” Anne said, grinning. “I’d be a terrible shot, myself.”


“You can never guess when you may need someone to protect you, especially in New Orleans. There’s a long history of duels here, fought about matters so trivial you can hardly imagine a person risking his life for them, but there it is. There were plenty of duals fought over women, you know, to preserve their honor.”


“Goodness. This is all news to me. Where?”


“Oddly enough, in City Park, near the museum,” Sam said with a twisted grin. “There’s a tree called the dueling oak. Seriously, safety is not a joking matter, Anne, but I guess you don’t want to talk about that again tonight.”


“True. Let’s have crème brȗlée.”


“You’re impossible!” Sam said, shaking his head and tucking a stray lock of her hair behind her ear. “It’s part of your charm, refusing to look at the practical realities of life, always wanting to make things beautiful, or in this case, tasty. All right. Crème brȗlée it is.”


They finished their dessert, and Sam drove Anne home. The rooming house stood cloaked in darkness except for a light on the porch. “This place is like a tomb,” he said as he escorted her to the door. “Does anyone else live here?”


“Sure. Hospital workers in four of the six rooms, but they work night shifts and sleep during the day. I rarely see them. Andrea, the woman in room six, next to mine, is studying architecture at Tulane. She’s becoming a friend, and we sometimes make dinners together in the shared kitchen. Do you want to stay over?”


“I wish I could, but not tonight. I’m running with a friend early tomorrow morning.”


He kissed her goodnight.


After he had gone, Anne sat for a while in her room in a chair by the window and gazed at the faint sliver of a pale moon. Her head felt light and woozy from the wine. Despite the incident at the house and the worry about Stella, her young life now seemed charmed, full of mystery and magic. She appreciated having Sam in her life, her first serious relationship, and she didn’t analyze her feelings for him. He made her sing inside. Although she wanted to be independent, she enjoyed soliciting his advice and talking to him about her choices. She reveled in the new sensation of being an heiress, having a job and her own money to spend as she wanted. If she couldn’t make a life for herself as an artist, at least she could make the historic house beautiful again.


In addition, she wanted to become familiar with the lives of ancestors who had lived in the old house, to preserve and honor her family’s past. The connection with Edgar Degas had turned out to be the spectacular icing on the cake—or gingerbread on the house, in this case. She had only scratched the surface by the exciting discovery in the attic of Degas’s notebook, old letters, and the painting by an unknown artist of her great-great-grandmother Sophie, and she anticipated unearthing much more history soon.


She had met Sam when she’d taken the notebook to the museum for authentication during her senior year of college. He had sold it to a library in Paris for a great deal of money, enough to pay for the renovations to the house. It amused her that Degas had indirectly paid for the work, making the association more vital. Shivering despite the warm night, she remembered that she resembled Sophie, her attractive ancestor in the painting. What secrets did that young woman hold in the steady gaze of those brown eyes? Had she known Degas? She was impatient to learn more about Sophie, and herself, along the way.


She stared again at the slender moon, now obscured by clouds. The troubling matter of the vandalism and decisions about Stella were hard to ignore. She needed time. Perhaps, if Sam proposed, it would be easier to marry and let him help navigate her future. He had an established career, and if they married, she could more easily paint and be an artist. She soon dismissed the idea. As she had told him that evening, marriage wasn’t her only goal in life. She wanted to work things out for herself and make her own way in the world.
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