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Everyone in New Orleans agreed that it was not possible to get all the way through Lent without some break in one’s piety. God could not really have intended to chastise genuine Christians (said Anne Corbier, when she stopped by Rose Janvier’s house with the sewing) while all those uptown American Protestant animal heretics got off scot-free.
“But they don’t,” pointed out Rose, setting before the older woman – her sister-in-law Olympe’s mother-in-law – a cup of black coffee (cream was absent for Lent) and a small dish of strawberries. “Their ministers instruct them to be solemn and gloomy all year round, so I suppose it evens out.” A logical Deist after the school of Jefferson and Voltaire, Rose herself was perfectly willing to eat beef – could the slender finances of the Janvier household have supported such extravagance in this hard-pinched, bank-deficient year of 1838 – had she not known it would silently grieve her devout husband, and quite vocally grieve Anne, the grandmother of the niece and nephew currently living under the Janvier roof.
Benjamin had gone – as he was periodically obliged to do these days – to mend the family exchequer by taking a job in Washington City, but Gabriel and Zizi-Marie Corbier, in addition to being lively young people and excellent company, were of enormous help to Rose in the upkeep of the huge old Spanish house on the Rue Esplanade. It was ostensibly to return fifteen-year-old Gabriel’s neatly-mended shirt, and to present seventeen-year-old Zizi-Marie with a new shift, that Anne Corbier had come that chilly spring afternoon. In actuality it was with the double purpose of inviting Rose and her young companions to a ball (“Very quiet, very decent, hardly a festivity at all…”) at the small sugar-plantation of Belle Jour in celebration of the birthday of the wife of its owner, Arnaud Levesque (“Candide is such a good, pious woman God Himself must celebrate her birthday, and cannot possibly have any objections to us doing the same…”), and at the same time soliciting Rose and Gabriel to be a part, as it were, of her costume.
“Maître Corbier and I have been married so long,” twinkled Anne, “and the old ruffian is still so sweet to me, I thought we’d go as Abraham and Sarah, from the Bible. But since everybody in town knows he has a roving eye – at his age he should be ashamed of himself! – I thought we’d better have old Father Abraham’s fetching Egyptian concubine Hagar along, and her son Ishmael all dressed up in sheepskins…” She nodded at Gabriel with a smile as he came in from the gallery, quite properly through Benjamin’s room on the river-ward side of the house. “…and baby Isaac for good measure.”
Gabriel exclaimed, “Formidable, Granmere!” and in his wicker basket, five-month-old John January – whom no one ever dreamed of calling Johnny – made a single muted gurgle, as if to inquire whether he, too, would have to dress up in sheepskins. “You’ll do it, won’t you, Aunt Rose?”
Rose rolled her eyes, asked why Zizi-Marie couldn’t personate the Egyptian temptress (“T’cha! At her age? It wouldn’t be decent!” and, “No, Aunt Rose, she’s already going as Maid Marian with Antoine Mercelot…”) (“Does everybody already know about this ball except me?”), and agreed. As far as Rose was concerned, Granmere Anne was quite right in that nobody should be obliged to remain at home and contemplate Christ’s sufferings for forty days, particularly if one had doubts about what Christ had actually said (the accounts in the Gospels, which Rose had read in Greek, did not match up) and if he had existed at all. Picture-books in the library – accumulated in those days prior to the collapse of three-quarters of the banks in the United States when Rose and Benjamin had operated a school – were consulted as to what ancient Egyptian concubines would wear (“I am not going to go out of the house in that!”), and when Rose refused also to abandon her spectacles for the occasion it was agreed that it was perfectly proper for Hagar’s son Ishmael to conduct his “mother” about the gathering on his arm.
 

*
 

Belle Jour plantation lay some five miles down-river from New Orleans. It was small, as plantations went, only a few arpents of river-frontage, though it extended back from the river for several miles into the swamp. While it wasn’t common for a free man of color to own a plantation in these parts – most free colored planters could be found in the western parishes of the State, along the Cane River and in Natchitoches Parish – it wasn’t unheard-of. Arnaud Levesque’s neighbors on both sides were of old French Creole families who had no objections to his friends and relatives from the New Orleans gens du couleur librés descending now and then upon his house for a little mild revelry. It was technically illegal these days for that many people of color to “assemble” unsupervised by whites, but “what les animaux Americaines don’t know won’t harm them…” and in any case the point was moot. Candide Levesque happened to share her birthday – the fifteenth of March – with former President Andrew Jackson, and every white planter for twenty miles up and down the river had gone to New Orleans to participate in the glittering public subscription ball and display of fireworks scheduled to commemorate the war hero’s nativity.
From the deck of a small wood-boat, Rose watched the landings of the downriver plantations slip past in the cool spring twilight, and wondered if this fact had anything to do with Arnaud Levesque’s decision to celebrate his wife’s birthday with a mid-Lent ball.
“Only insofar as it gave him the chance to make everybody he knows choose between his invitation and the fireworks,” sniffed Rose’s mother-in-law, the beautiful – at age sixty-three – and formidable Livia Levesque. “Anything Christophe had planned, from a Sunday dinner to our wedding, Arnaud would devise a fish-fry or a picnic or a ball on the same day, just to see who’d come. Are you supposed to be Cleopatra?” She looked down her nose at Rose’s close-fitted ensemble of old bed-sheets, blue-and-gold Egyptian head-dress, serpent arm-band, and copious eye-paint. “Because you look more like a servant.”
“I am a servant,” agreed Rose cheerfully. “Hagar, concubine to old Father Abraham.” She indicated the rest of the Patriarch’s family with a nod. “And personally, I’d be very curious to see what the Americans can produce in the way of fireworks, since Mr. Davis has asked me again to do them for the Opera next winter.”
“I trust you turned him down,” said Livia, who had little opinion of her daughter-in-law’s fondness for chemical experimentation. She had sold her slaves (whom she’d fed cheap and rented out at a profit) at the first sign of bank closures, had re-invested in Bank of England bonds, and thus had no need to make pennies stretch. “And as for Hagar, the little hussy deserved what she got,” pronounced Livia, who had little opinion of her daughter-in-law’s fondness for chemical experimentation. “I only wonder that in the Bible Sarah didn’t turn Father Abraham out of doors as well, taking her maid into his bed the minute his wife got too old to please him, not that you could tell the pair of them from Jupiter and Juno – or Father Time and Mother Goose – in those horse-blankets and false whiskers. Did Louis Corbier shave off his own beard to glue that atrocity to his face? It looks like half the stuffing out of a mattress.”
There was no mistaking who Livia Levesque was supposed to be at any rate, reflected Rose admiringly. Where on EARTH did she acquire an Elizabethan court gown? The Mardi Gras costume of some wealthy planter’s wife, probably – it must have cost a fortune, even second-hand, and Rose wouldn’t have been entirely prepared to bet that some of the pearls that decorated the auburn wig’s snailshell curls weren’t genuine. The hairpiece itself was of a dark enough hue not to contrast unpleasantly with Livia’s complexion, though as the daughter of a full-blood African, the older woman was duskier than most white gentlemen liked their plaçées to be, even in her heyday. It didn’t matter. Embroidered, bejeweled, farthingaled and corseted to within an inch of her life and face framed in an explosion of lace, Livia Levesque looked every inch a queen.
The spring night was cool. Lanterns had been hung on the Belle Jour landing-stage, and in the trees on both sides of the drive that led to the house. Every window of the downstairs was illuminated, like an American Jack o’ Lantern, and candles burned on the long gallery that fronted the house as well. As the Corbier party – and those others, like Livia, who’d taken the same boat down from town – mounted the levee, Rose could hear the musicians striking up: Bonaparte’s Retreat, flute and fiddle embelishing the edges of the tune like ruffles. The mustiness of wet earth rose from the new-chopped cane-fields, and the green scent of the half-grown fields further back from the river, mingled with kitchen-smoke and the murky pong of the woods. Rose handed off Baby John – in his role as Baby Isaac – to his aged “mother” Sarah, removed her spectacles, and took her “son” Ishmael’s arm, with a certain amount of regret. She dearly loved the beauty of spring evenings and experienced mild annoyance that she’d have to forego it simply because the Egyptian concubines of Biblical patriarchs didn’t wear spectacles.
“Don’t worry about it, Aunt Rose,” Gabriel consoled her. “You know Granpère’s going to get rid of that beard in about half an hour and M’am Pellicot—” He named Livia’s deadliest rival from the two ladies’ mutual glory days, who had boarded the wood-boat with her daughters just before the craft left the wharves, “—isn’t going to wear those silly wings much longer than that.” Agnes Pellicot and three of her daughters had elected to come as Queen Titania and her Fairy Court, and looked like they were regretting it. They’d spent the half-hour voyage unsnagging their diaphanous veils from gunwales, turnbuckles, the swords of the Three Musketeers (perfumer Crowdie Passebon and his cousins Laurent and Damien), and each other, and the fragile gauze was laddered with caught thread-ends.
And in fact, reflected Rose as they walked up the drive toward the lights and the music, other than her mother-in-law and the Pellicot ladies, there were very few of New Orleans’ libré demimonde in evidence. Though there was no enmity between the “respectable” world of the city’s free colored artisans and the plaçées – as there would be in the white world – most of the plaçées wouldn’t be caught dead attending a ball given by such dowdy personages as artisans and clerks of color, or even a free colored planter. It was the whites who had the power and the money. And –declared most of the plaçées – the style as well.
No wonder the “uptown” blacks, the Protestant, American blacks, call us stuck-up.
Livia Levesque was putting in an appearance only out of courtesy to her brother- and sister-in-law – who had, Rose knew, objected strenuously when the late Christophe Levesque had fallen madly in love with a former plaçée… though probably the acquisition of a gown that would let her parade as the Virgin Queen had something to do with her acceptance of the invitation. Agnes Pellicot – as Livia had informed Rose the moment the Fairy Queen had stepped on-board the wood-boat with her court – despite having been left fairly well to pass when her last protector had paid her off was on the hunt for a husband. “I could have told her not to invest in that fool steamship company.” (Rose was fairly certain that in fact Livia HAD told her not to…) “And as for that hotel she put her money into in Milneburgh… Who did she think was going to stay on that side of the lake-front? Never trust an American, especially when he’s trying to talk you into going partners with him… Now she’s got to find some imbecile to marry her to pay her debts.”
Mostly the company assembled in the parlor at Belle Jour were those Rose knew from Benjamin’s work with the Faubourg Tremé Free Colored Militia and Burial Society. The amiable perfumer Crowdie Passebon (a.k.a. D’Artagnan, for the night) and his family. The undertaker Beauvais Quennell. Basile Nogent the stonecutter, Fortune Gerard who sold coffee-beans and teas at the Sign of the Velvet Mask on Rue St-Pierre… children and grandchildren of the French and Spanish who’d come to New Orleans to make their fortunes, as her own father and grandfather had: white men who’d had the decency to free the women of color on whom they’d fathered children, and make sure those children had the education to make their way in the world. Arnaud Levesque, indeed, had risen in wealth to the point that he could purchase a plantation on the main river and slaves of his own, while his two brothers had remained prosperous carpenters to the end of their days. He and his wife greeted Livia with polite effusiveness and very proper admiration of her costume – Rose noticed (when she got close enough to see it clearly) that Candide Levesque was gowned in a startlingly accurate imitation of Marie Antoinette (always supposing that the late queen of France had darkened six shades and put on forty pounds), complete with the obligatory two-foot powdered wig. “No wonder your grandmother felt she had to dress up as Queen Elizabeth,” Rose whispered to Gabriel. Up on the dais at one end of the parlor, the musicians flashed Rose a succession of welcoming smiles without missing a beat. Jules Cassat was a perfectly adequate pianist, but he was young and new and Rose – and most of the musicians as well, she guessed – missed her husband Benjamin’s light, skillful touch on the keys.
“I’ve had a letter from Benjamin,” said the fiddler Hannibal Sefton, two hours later at the first break in the program, when supper was announced. “Written from Baltimore, evidently the day they arrived.”
“I have, too.” Rose donned her spectacles again – across the long parlor Agnes Pellicot, as Gabriel had predicted, had moulted her wings like a queen ant, and various other guests, having made their costumed entrances, were surreptitiously discarding their less convenient accoutrements in every corner. Anne Corbier, a grandmother to her bone-marrow, kept “Baby Isaac” in her arms.
“He said he’d collected a vast amount of information about the man Madame Viellard has hired him to find, which he says is about as helpful as a description of the average needle when one is about to investigate a haystack – will you bring yours to dinner Sunday?”
“I kiss your hands and feet.” Hannibal bowed. Cadaverous in his shabby long-tailed coat, he was the only white man in the room, and was keeping, Rose observed, as far away from the champagne on the refreshment table as he could without being obvious about it. “Nerine Galatea, thymo mihi dulcior Hyblae. I don’t suppose we’ll get word of the results of his search much before he arrives on your doorstep with them, but I must admit I’m curious as to how—”
Out on the front gallery, a man shouted, “Fire!”
Hannibal caught Rose’s hands and drew back from the sudden surge toward the French-doors onto the gallery. Her first glance showed her that sensibly, Anne Corbier – with Baby John in her arms – had likewise retreated: every other guest in the parlor was shoving like water sloshing in a dish-pan – What a stupid thing to shout, fire WHERE? In the kitchen? In one wing of this house? Should we flee, or…? – and as if in response to Rose’s thought someone else – also on the front gallery – yelled, “Looks like Marais!”
The long room emptied: by the time Rose and Hannibal made their way onto the front gallery it was crammed with guests leaning over the rail. Like most plantations along the river, Belle Jour was built on seven-foot brick piers, and from its gallery the red-lit smoke was clearly visible beyond the trees to the immediate south.
“It’s the house!” Arnaud Levesque was already stripping himself of court coat and red-heeled shoes. Indeed, Rose could see the glare of the flames was approximately in a line with the Big House of Belle Jour, and not farther back toward the woods and swamps, where the quarters and the workshops of a plantation customarily lay. Arnaud’s valet came running with his boots; every man on the gallery, like their host, was divesting himself of every portion of his costume that could conceivably hamper his abilities as a fire-fighter. Isaak Jumon, Vachel Corcet, and several others were already running toward the river road in the white tunics they’d had on under various forms of Roman toga. Arnaud shouted for someone to get to the quarters and turn out the slaves.
Together Hannibal and Rose clattered down the gallery steps, and followed along with the crowd.
It was indeed the Big House at Marais Plantation that was in flames.
The Marais slaves had formed a bucket-line from the river, but there weren’t nearly enough to cover the distance. The men who’d come from town for an evening of dancing and chat with their friends filled in the gaps, shoulder to shoulder with Arnaud Levesque’s house-servants and field-hands alike. Back among the crowd of women, Rose observed that the fire seemed to be spreading from the front corner room of the main house’s downstream side. She automatically identified the room: in every French Creole house, that was the chamber occupied by the house’s mistress. Someone shouted, “Is your Master home?” and the man nearest in the line replied, “No sir. But M’am Leonie in there, I seen the light in her room!”
Men ran toward the burning house along the sweating, struggling line. Rose, running among them, knew – they all knew – how smoke could overcome a sleeper, or panic trap one newly-awakened. Shouted fragments of information jolted over the roar of the flame: “Neuville’s in New York – overseer left last week – half the crop lost when the fields got waterlogged—”
The house, like Belle Jour, was long and low in the Carribean style. Someone had broken out the French doors of the burning room, but backed away from the heat of the blaze; buckets of water were hurled around and past the would-be rescuer as Rose and the men pounded up the gallery steps. A young woman in a night-rail, black curls tumbled over her shoulders, sobbed, “I tried to get to her, when first I smelled the smoke. The fire’s in her room, sir, I couldn’t get near. I did try!” Tears ran down her face.
Mohammad LePas the blacksmith grabbed the next bucket to come down the line and dumped it over his own head. The flames within the room were already sinking. Rose seized another vessel and did the same, and more water was thrown through the French doors into the room: curious, she thought, how the common foe of fire will cause men to work together.
Even more curious – Rose watched the flame with narrowed eyes – how ferociously and how suddenly the fire had taken hold. “What will I say to Michie Jèrôme when he comes home?” wailed the night-gowned young maidservant. “My poor Madame—”
Arnaud Levesque kicked through the last remains of the door.
The room within was – as Rose had already glimpsed – surprisingly little damaged. That was Rose’s second impression, as the torchlight flared up behind her and the stench of burned wood, charred wool, and the horrible sickly odor of roasted flesh filled her nostrils like dirty water.
Her first impression, momentary but very strong, was of two other smells that she recognized at once from the simplest chemical experiments she had taught her students when she’d had the school.
One of them was the characteristic garlic smell of nitre.
The other was the rotten-egg stink of sulpher.
Long before she’d taught school she’d known them – from her work making fireworks for the New Orleans Opera.
The maidservant gave a cry of despair and staggered, covering her eyes. “Madame! Oh, Madame!” Arnaud began to lead her away, and from the ground below Rose heard the clatter of hooves, and someone shouting, “Lieutenant Parton, sir!”
White militia.
The slave-patrol, probably – whoever got the short straw on the night of Andrew Jackson’s birthday celebration…
Superheated air burning her cheeks like a bake-oven, Rose walked over to the charred horror of the bed.
A man behind her in shirtsleeves and the good wool trousers of a house-servant held his torch high. “That’s the dress she had on earlier this evenin’, m’am. Sir,” he added, since Fortune Gerard and Mohammed LePas had joined her.
Gerard gasped, “Dear God!” and crossed himself, but the blacksmith said,
“What was that mattress stuffed with?”
Rose had been wondering that herself.
The pillow, at least, had been stuffed with goose down, as the stench of burned feathers amply attested. It was just as well, she reflected, that Leonie Neuville had lain down still dressed on her bed, and that some of her long, red hair remained. Her face was a charred horror, and by the look of her hands she must have tried to strike out the flame once it had taken hold.
Yet in that case, why didn’t she try to flee the room?
And her hands weren’t anywhere near her face. Nor near the smouldering ashes of the pillow.
Arnaud Levesque came striding back in, instants ahead of a stockily-built white man in the coarse garb and an ill-fitting military jacket. A shade more emphatically than he’d have spoken to a man of his own class, Arnaud announced, “Lieutenant Parton, may I introduce you to some of my guests this evening. Madame Janvier, M’sieu Gerard, M’sieu LePas, all of New Orleans.”
Lieutenant Parton scowled, but replied, “Well, maybe you-all better tell your guests that the excitement’s all done here, Mr. Levesque. We’d be best served if they’d take themselves back to your place. Good Lord,” he added, turning toward the bed. “Jesus Christ, what a sorry business! Frank, bring up that torch—”
He winced, and drew back from the stench, and the ghastly thing that the better light revealed. Then he frowned sharply, and said, “An’ she just laid there while all this was goin’ on?” Indeed – as Rose herself had observed – neither the woman’s gray-and-lavender dress, nor the light blankets upon which she lay, were much disarrayed. Parton bent, and from beneath the bed took a tumbler of yellowish glass, which still contained a few drops of liquid. Beneath the small table at the bedside, protected from the water that had been hurled on the flames, was a covered pitcher of the same material, still half-full. The militia officer drew it out, sniffed at the contents and grimaced: “Frank?” he called to the man behind him. “What’s that smell like to you? And get Burgess in here, he’s an apothecary—”
The man Frank handed his torch to Rose – she was the only one of the guests still in the room – and took the pitcher between his hands to breathe its contents: “Faugh! It’s laudanum.”
“That’s what I thought.” Parton’s heavy face was grim. “Somebody dosed her good, then set the place afire. Damn sneakin’ niggers. They figured with all the white men in the district up in town tonight the place’d be burned to the ground before anybody knew what’d happened.” He stood, took the torch from Rose as another man, stringy and rat-gray, came in, presumably Burgess the apothecary.
“Round ‘em up, Frank,” grated Lieutenant Parton. “Get the men out onto the roads and into the woods. Sure as gun’s iron, some of ‘em’ll have run off. How many niggers did Neuville have on the place? Fifty-three? This place got a jail on it? Faugh,” he added, at the news that the Marais jail consisted of a single cell. “Mr. Levesque, we’d be obliged if you’d lend us yours for the night. And you better count your own boys over, to make sure none of Neuville’s is tryin’ to pass himself off among ‘em. Or among your guests.”
 

*
 

“Well, really!” exploded Helène Passebon, when Rose related this last remark to the re-assembled guests in the Belle Jour parlor an hour later. “The very idea!”
“Only an American,” fumed Odile Gignac the dressmaker, “would even think that field-hands – blacks! – could be mistaken by anybody for respectable colored—”
She was certainly correct, reflected Rose, particularly given the fact that the Neuville slaves would be covered with dirt and sweat from trying to put out the fire in their master’s house. But then, so were many of the men who’d come from town for the birthday celebrations, and she could also understand why some of the slaves might try to lose themselves in the general crowd, once Lieutenant Parton arrived.
While indignation frothed in the parlor and Arnaud Levesque’s butler and house-boy arranged the late supper into a buffet instead, Rose passed through the French door and out onto the back gallery. Her wet costume chilled her in the spring night, and she hugged closer the threadbare coat Hannibal had wrapped around her shoulders, with her blue-and-gold striped Egyptian head-dress drawn over it like a shawl.
Levesque had left Crowdie Passebon – President of the Faubourg Tremé Free Colored Militia and Burial Society, and well known to almost every wealthy white man in New Orleans – in charge at Belle Jour, with Hannibal the fiddler as his second-in-command. Adorned himself in somebody’s pink-and-turquoise Norwich silk shawl, the feckless musician was nobody’s idea of a leader, but as the only white man present, his was the only testimony that would be accepted in a court of law (“That it should come to this!” trumpeted Agnes Pellicot in fury). Passebon had had cressets set up in the long, narrow yard between the rear wings of the house, and had assembled there every one of Arnaud Levesque’s slaves, from Jojo the foreman to old Granmere Lomie to the tiniest baby, presumably because not all members of the St. Bernard Parish militia could be trusted not to take advantage of confusion and darkness, and kidnap a slave for re-sale elsewhere and later.
Levesque himself, Fortune Gerard, Vachel Corcet the attorney, and a handful of other men picked because they were attestably well-known to all members of the New Orleans City Council and business community, had remained at Marais – sticking to one another like seeds in a cotton-boll, Rose was certain – to make sure that no free colored guest who had inadvertantly strayed from the bucket-lines would wander back to the scene of the fire and find himself thrust into the plantation slave-jail. Militiamen swarmed the woods between the two houses.
She stood for a long time, looking out over the little community of the unfree, as they bedded down philosophically on their corn-shuck pallets on the ground.
She knew what happened, when a slave murdered the master. What the penalty was.
“Idiots.” Livia stepped out onto the gallery behind her. “Anybody in the parish can tell them who did it.” She was still attired as the Virgin Queen. Sensibly enough, Rose thought, considering that so clothed, nobody could possibly mistake her for anything but a guest at the Levesque masquerade. Muted reflections from the windows whispered in her galaxies of pearls. “For all the airs the girl gave herself, wailing about her poor Madame and how shocked Michie Jèrôme will be when he hears… hmpf!”
“You mean the maid?” Rose hadn’t even been aware Livia had followed the crowd – a startling lacuna, considering her outfit.
“Everyone from New Orleans to Jesuit’s Bend knows about Jèrôme Neuville buying Ariette for his wife’s maid and then taking her as his mistress. And Leonie had to sit still for it, that her hair was brushed and her wash-water fetched by the woman her husband was bulling. Not that Leonie Neuville deserves anyone’s pity, for a colder-hearted witch you’d go far to find. But what Neuville thought would be the end of it, if not this, I can’t imagine.”
Rose shivered, and rubbed her arms beneath the shabby coat. “I wonder the woman didn’t take the first chance when her husband was absent, and get rid of the poor girl.”
“You don’t know Jèrôme Neuville.”
“It doesn’t sound like I want to.” Rose tried to keep her voice light, but her mother-in-law gave her a sidelong look from those dark, brilliant eyes.
“No dealer with a mind to avoid a lawsuit is going to buy from a woman whose husband is away. Likely they know that situation all too well. I’m told Leonie had the little hussy whipped, the first time Neuville was from home, but when Neuville came home and heard of it, he whipped his wife for it himself, stroke for stroke, so there was nothing more heard of that. Since her land was all Mistress Leonie had to bring to the marriage, and it was her brother-in-law who sold this place to Arnaud before he took himself and the rest of the family off to Georgia – and why Pauline Giffleurs thought that marrying a jumped-up Irish American animal was a good idea in the first place I’ll never know! – Leonie has no one really to turn to. Their parents – hers and Pauline’s – were dead four years ago in the cholera, and neither of those girls would give a cup of water to the other or to anyone else to keep them from dying of thirst.”
Livia shrugged, and Rose inwardly marvelled at her mother-in-law’s comprehensive command of the slightest and most recherché threads of gossip, not only in New Orleans but evidently for a considerable distance up and down the river.
Still her mind returned to the charred-out oven of that bedroom, with the torchlight throwing her shadow before her. To the walls that were burned in some places and in others not, to the mattress that hadn’t taken fire – wool, probably – and the pillow that had, to the gray-and-lavender gown that lay so unrumpled over the dead woman’s legs, while her hands and face had been charred nearly to the bone. To the smell of sulfur, and of nitre.
Below the gallery, the murmur of the slaves’ voices lowered, but did not altogether cease. A child cried and was hushed; Rose caught drifts of cane-patch French, so thick with African words that she couldn’t distinguish what was being said. Benjamin probably could, she reflected. Even so, she could guess what was being said. Beyond doubt, there were those among the Belle Jour hands who wived or husbanded “abroad” to those enslaved on Marais. Knowing the law in such cases, and aware – through whispered extrapolation of things seen and heard at Marais when the militia rode up – that laudanum had been found in the room, that the fire had been deliberately set.
When a slave killed a master, the law was that all slaves of the household would die.
 

*
 

Candide Levesque was a little surprised at Rose’s request, but wrote out for her a “pass” for a slave to travel by night. “It is vital that word of the fire at Marais Plantation reach the proper authorities in New Orleans by morning.” Though she had never been a slave, for seven years she had lived on her white father’s tiny plantation on Grand Isle, and her best friend, Cora, had educated her in a wealth of detail about the things slaves had to put up with and watch out for.
Gabriel volunteered to go, mounted on one of the Belle Jour riding-mules and openly wearing a tin slave-badge borrowed from Fortune Gerard’s valet, since the patrols – who knew pretty much everyone in the parish – wouldn’t have believed him if he’d said he was one of the Levesque slaves. “I don’t know where Lieutenant Shaw will be—” Rose named the only member of the New Orleans City Guard whose intelligence and integrity she had learned to trust. “But take my message to the Cabildo, and tell them there that it’s important. That a woman has been murdered in strange circumstances here, and that we need his judgement.”
This was all, in fact, that her note to Shaw said, because she knew nothing further.
Not yet.
Her heart beat quickly at the thought of the militiamen who’d still be milling around Marais, guarding the slave-jail there as two of them were guarding the stout little brick building here, that lay just beyond the kitchen behind the Big House, into which the rest of the Marais slaves had been filed. But though Lieutenant Parton had impressed her as respectful – to a point – of the custom of the country regarding a free colored planter, she mistrusted the stubborn set of his mouth, and the surly resentment that glinted in his eyes.
So as Arnaud Levesque’s house-slaves laid down pallets in the attic for the male guests, and distributed the satchels and carpetbags of the women among the bed-chambers and store-rooms of the house’s two wings, Rose followed the soft plunking of a banjo out onto the front gallery, and as she had expected found Hannibal experimentally picking out the largo of Vivaldi’s Lute Concerto in D. There wasn’t an instrument invented that the fiddler wouldn’t try to get music out of.
“Athene swift descended from above,
Sent by the sister and the wife of Jove….”
He turned his head at the creak of the planking underfoot, and Rose smiled at his nickname for her. “I saw someone who looked suspiciously like Gabriel ride out of here a few minutes ago – I hope you have plans to explain to Benjamin how it will come that we’ll be obliged to buy him out of prison…”
“He has a pass,” said Rose. “Also a slave-badge.”
“Ad tristem partem strenua suspicio.” He made to set the banjo aside. “It isn’t my business, of course, but might he not be safer by daylight?”
“By daylight,” returned Rose, “that idiot militia lieutenant will have rummaged around in what’s left of Leonie Neuville’s bedroom and trampled to pieces whatever there is to be seen.”
In the shadow of the gallery Hannibal was little more than a blur, yet still she saw the lift of his mobile eyebrows. “And what is there to be seen?”
“I won’t know that ‘til I see it.”
 

*
 

Rose fed Baby John, and changed from her assortment of Biblical bedsheets into the striped skirt and stiffened canvas work-bodice – not to mention stouter shoes – that she’d brought in a carpet-bag for going home in. She lay for a time in the shuttered darkness of one of the spare bed-chambers beside Zizi-Marie, listening to the other women guests gossipping softly in the room next door:
“Well, of course it was the maid Ariette! And the way Leonie Neuville treated her it’s no wonder!”
“Served her right, for lying with Neuville, and in M’am Neuville’s own house, too!”
“She must have thought the poison in that pitcher would be destroyed in the fire…”
Rose remembered the girl’s face, streaming with tears in the firelight. Madame, oh, Madame…
And who knows if Hagar in the Bible had any enthusiasm for the job when Sarah “gave her to her husband” that the younger woman might provide the old man with sons?
When the voices fell silent she tucked the blankets more firmly around her son, then slipped from the bed, and, shoes in hand, padded out to the gallery again. The moon was just past full, the sky blotched with cloud. A pair of militiamen rode past on the river road, patrolling for runaway slaves. From the blackness of the gallery Hannibal’s light, scratchy voice murmured, “You come most carefully upon your hour,” and Rose smelled the acrid harshness of hot metal from a shaded dark-lantern.
“Did you notice anything odd at Marais this evening?” asked Rose softly, as they descended the gallery steps. “Anything about the fire?”
“Other than the fact that it took a woman’s life?” He shivered. “I wasn’t in the room. How the girl thought she’d get away with it, since apparently everyone in the parish knows her relations with the master—”
“Yes.” Rose twisted the night-time braid of her hair up onto the crown of her head, and fished in her pockets for a comb to hold it in place. After a moment Hannibal, who borrowed such articles from his lady-friends for his own use, disentangled one from his own long hair and held it out to her. “Thank you—If the girl Ariette had indeed poisoned her mistress, and set that fire, why would she have stayed?”
“To throw people off the scent? Parton’s got half an army of men on the roads and in the woods, I doubt anyone could get away from the house tonight.”
“Maybe,” said Rose. “But what I smelled when first I stepped into the room was nitre and sulpher – the ingredients of flash-paper. Where would a slave-girl have gotten that? And why would she use such a thing, when she could douse the room in lamp-oil to the same effect?”
“Who else would have wanted Madame Neuville out of the way? Her husband? I hear he left just after Mardi Gras for New York, but of course he could always have doubled back. But surely he wouldn’t deliberately choose a method that would throw the blame on Ariette—”
“Not to mention that would entail the state executing fifty thousand dollars’ worth of slaves for complicity in the murder,” added Rose. “That’s why I want to—”
The soft crunch of a footfall in the gravel drive made her spin. Freckled moonlight touched a slim, tall figure, silhouetted the points of a dark tignon stylishly tied.
“Don’t be silly, dear,” said Livia Levesque’s voice. “They won’t kill all of them. Just the house-niggers.”
“Madame.” Hannibal bowed.
Only her mother-in-law, Rose reflected, would have paused to arrange her headgear before slipping out for a midnight excursion. Livia, or her daughter Dominique… And only Livia (or Dominique, who for a variety of reasons had gone to Washington City with Benjamin) would have brought, as her alternative to the costume of the Virgin Queen, a lace-trimmed challis gown elegant enough to pass in any drawing-room in New Orleans.
They had reached the belt of woods that separated Belle Jour from Marais, and the smell of smoke – threaded with the more sinister stench of charred meat – hung gritty in the air.
“I’m still going to have a look at that bedroom,” said Rose. “I don’t think the girl did it, and I don’t—”
Livia straightened her lacy cuffs. “Good heavens, dear, I’m not trying to stop you. I’m perfectly well aware that no amount of talking is going to make you listen to reason. But I was being driven insane by Agnes Pellicot’s driveling – the woman will not shut up, and insisted on waking that poor daughter of hers to play picquet with her til she felt sleepy… And when she sleeps, she snores. I don’t wonder Jacques Pellicot paid her off the minute he decently could.”
And no amount of talking, Rose was aware in her turn, was going to send her mother-in-law back when she was on the track of the freshest information available about whatever scandal might be brewing. Not a woman to waste her breath, she only said, “I may ask you to stay out of sight when I go around to speak to the girl Ariette in the slave-jail. Hannibal, you won’t object to backing up my story about being Ariette’s cousin—”
“Not in the slightest, Owl-Eyed Athene.”
“I’ll do that last, I think.” Rose paused at the edge of the trees, surveying the dark bulk of the house in the spatch-cocked moonlight. A tiny spot of grimy yellow, half-hidden by the house itself, marked where the slave-jail stood, about a hundred feet behind it. As she watched, a shadow passed across that light, where a militiaman – probably more than one – stood guard. “There’s things I want to see in the house first.”
Livia inclined her head graciously, as if granting her permission. And, Rose had to admit, the older woman was quick and quiet-footed as a cat, slipping from tree-shadow to tree-shadow when they reached the double line of oaks that marked the drive from the Marais landing to the house. She had been, Rose recalled, a slave herself. There must have been times in that portion of her life – of which she never spoke – when she had needed that particular survival skill.
The way was sodden from the bucket-line that had passed along it earlier in the night, and littered with the jetsam of the party guests as they’d fallen into the ranks of the struggling slaves: a gaudy tabard trampled in the mud, that Rose had seen Crowdie Passebon wearing; an embroidered Turkish slipper; Father Abraham’s discarded beard.
A curtain had been hastily nailed over the broken-out French door of Leonie Neuville’s bedroom, to keep foxes or stray dogs from getting at the body. Hannibal cracked the slide on his dark-lantern enough to let Rose pick the lock on the shutters that covered the French doors on the husband’s side of the house. The rest of the shutters were bolted from within.
“When will Jèrôme Neuville be back?” murmured Rose, as they stepped into the absolute blackness of the house. The smell of smoke almost choked her, of burned wool and burned flesh. Hannibal raised the lantern-slide a little more, and flashed the beam around the room. The walls were slightly smoke-darkened, but showed no touch of burning. The single bed was covered with some dark fabric – American brocade, probably – but had not been made up, the mosquito-bar looped back and knotted to the tester. Still the room had the air of a place inhabited: newspapers on the bedside table, basin and ewer set on the shaving-stand. Benjamin’s room, in the big old house on Rue Esplanade, though it contained a bed as was considered proper in all Creole houses, was in fact a sort of study, equipped with a desk and shelves of books.
This looked like a bedroom.
“Whatever Neuville’s relations with his wife were,” said Hannibal softly. “It will be shock to the woman’s family—”
“The only shock anyone who knew Leonie likely to sustain is that she was home on the night of the biggest subscription ball between Mardi Gras and Easter,” retorted Livia. “She spent all her time at the town house. Or she did before Neuville got Tom Moberly as overseer.”
“The one who left last week?”
“Odd, isn’t it?” asked Rose. “That he went immediately after the owner departed?”
“After selling half the crop and two-thirds of the plantation stores of food, I’ll be bound.” The older woman’s voice was dry as they moved cautiously into the parlor. “Half the parish knows the place was in trouble, but it was only mismanagement – mismanagement and lies. That nonsense about the fields that got water-logged… that’s a lie that would only stand with a man who hasn’t been around on his own fields. And what else they expected from a good-looking young snake like Moberly I’d be hard put to tell. Every time Neuville would leave this place – he has cotton land up near Baton Rouge, and is buying up acres in Texas as well – hogsheads of sugar would start disappearing, and cord-wood from the sheds. And Moberly would sweet-talk Leonie into thinking it was all misfortune or her poor bookkeeping, belike… the man could talk anybody into anything, I’ve heard. Like most good-for-nothing men.”
“I stand chastised.” Hannibal bowed his head.
“Get along with you. You’re the worst of the lot.” But her voice softened as she spoke, in a way that made Rose smile.
But a thought came to her, as the lantern-beam flashed across the open door to the bedroom beyond. Smoke had blackened the ceiling on that whole side of the room, and smutted the furniture. Yet the door-frames weren’t charred, and when Rose stepped into the bedroom, her earlier impression was confirmed. The fire had raged across the outside wall that faced the gallery, had burned the floor on that side of the room, and had burned the bed.
When Rose – very gently – turned back the unsullied coverlet that someone had brought in from some other room of the house, she caught again, above the horror of roasted flesh, the faint whiff of nitre.
“It looks like she was planning to go to bed, when the girl – or whoever it was – brought her the poison,” the fiddler remarked after a time of silence. The lantern-light, fully uncovered now, shivered with the shaking of his hand. “She’s still dressed,” he added, his voice held steady with an effort, “but she hadn’t taken off her shoes. She’d let her hair down, though, and women often leave that for last. Odd,” he went on after a moment, “that it wasn’t burned.”
“But fortunate,” returned Rose drily. “Since it was only by her hair, and her dress, that we – and of course the good Lieutenant Parton – knew it was she, and not someone else.” She walked to the end of the bed, and carefully drew back the hem of that lavender gown, to better expose the woman’s black kid slippers, and stockings of white knitted silk. “Bring the lantern close, if you would…”
Hannibal edged forward, eyes averted.
Carefully, Rose felt at the woman’s toes through the soft leather. Her foot was a good inch shorter than the shoe that contained it, and even the dimness of the single candle didn’t conceal the fact that the pale spots worn by the joint of the big toe didn’t match the shape of the toe itself. When she removed the shoe and stocking, the tale was clearer still.
“That looks like the kind of blisters you get when you wear shoes that don’t fit you.” Hannibal bent closer, and no longer sounded sickened. His dark brows pinched down over the bridge of his nose. “When you’re getting your shoes second-hand… and no good Creole lady is going to let her toe-nails get into that condition!”
“Not while she has a maid to trim them,” commented Livia dispassionately.
“Who—?”
“I expect,” said Rose, “that Lieutenant Shaw will be able to find that out, once he knows to look for a missing red-haired girl along the docks and waterfront.” She slipped the shoe and stocking back on – Hannibal turned away queasily again, but Livia, who had certainly seen worse damage to human flesh in her years as a slave, held the stiffening ankle steady while Rose worked. “Look,” Rose added, and guided Hannibal’s lantern back to the burned ruin of the woman’s hand. “That’s not a wedding-ring that a poor woman would wear; I’m guessing it’s Leonie Neuville’s.”
“How did you know?” Hannibal slipped the lantern-slide half down, to shine the beam around the shambles of the room. “What does flash-paper have to do with this? And why would Leonie Neuville use it in the murder? How easy is it to obtain?”
Rose had turned away from the body, and began to gingerly work open the drawers of the small secretaire that stood beside the French doors out onto the gallery. The fire had seized them violently, but the cypress-wood was tough. The contents – household books, stationery, a box of pen-nibs – were mostly undamaged. “For a white woman, not difficult, if she knew what to ask for. And the advantage is that it localizes the burns.” She held the lantern close as she scanned the pages of the day-books, then replaced them with a grimace: Nothing.
“Meaning you can lay it over the face, and wrap the hands, but leave the dress and the hair untouched.”
“Particularly the hair.” Rose returned to the bed, Hannibal trailing her with lantern raised, like Diogenes hot on the scent of truth. “Hair is usually what catches first, you know. It’s actually fairly difficult to get flesh to burn up like that.”
Hannibal shivered. “I can only hope the poor girl was dead before Leonie set the place ablaze – What are you looking for?”
“You needn’t bother,” added Livia, coming up behind Hannibal to observe Rose’s search beneath the mattress. “She’ll have taken them with her.”
“Taken what?”
“The plantation financial records.” Livia nodded down at Rose. “The real ones, I mean, not those that she’ll have left in her husband’s desk. If the woman was going to fake her own death and flee – in such a way as to ensure that her rival would be blamed and her husband would suffer the loss of fifty thousand dollars’ worth of property, between the servants and the house itself, not counting the furniture, which I must say I wouldn’t pay twenty dollars for brand-new – she has to have planned for her own getaway by diverting profits from last year’s harvest. She doubtless colluded with that baby-faced weasel Moberly, which means she’d better have kept an accurate record, if she didn’t want him to skim the lot.”
“I’m afraid you’re right.” Rose straightened up, and dusted the filth and soot from her hands. Her whole arm was soiled, but in the darkness – and with her shawl wrapped over it – that wouldn’t be visible. At least she hoped not…
Hooves thudded on the turf outside, passing around the house toward the slave-jail in the rear. Dim voices rumbled: Find anythin’? Nuthin’ yet…
“And she’ll have made some arrangement to get away from the house—”
“She’ll have to have run pretty fast,” remarked Hannibal, as they passed again through the silent parlor, and into Jérôme Neuville’s chamber. “Once the blaze started every slave on the place would be working to put it out. She can’t have counted on your brother-in-law—” He inclined his head politely to Livia, “—and his guests lending a hand at quelling it so quickly, Madame.”
“Arnaud is always quick to do what his neighbors are likely to praise him for.”
She said it as if she herself hadn’t been putting on a display of gentility for everyone in the French Town for thirty-five years.
In the upstream bedchamber they listened at the door, then slipped out into the dark of the gallery, and hurried down the steps. Men’s voices carried faintly from the direction of the slave-jail. Only when they were clear of the house, and without the appearance of having searched it, did Hannibal unsheathe the light of his dark-lantern, and stride in the lead like a man secure in his own righteousness, with Rose following meekly behind. They passed the dark bulk of the sugar-mill, rising like a stone fortress a short distance from the house: Rose knew that the mills were invariably the most solidly-built structures on any plantation, and this one, with its shut doors and shuttered-up windows, was no exception. This one was larger than the mill on her white father’s plantation down on Grand Isle, and newer. As children, Rose and her white half-brothers had been strictly forbidden to play in the mill, which had been kept locked; she had, of course, managed to get inside anyway, risking a beating for the sake of examining the machinery.
A place of forbidden fascination. Of mysterious gears and levers and wheels.
It meant something different to Benjamin, who had been a slave.
And, she understood, to Livia as well, though her mother-in-law would never admit that she, too, had labored naked to the waist in heat and exhaustion during the long season of the roulaison, under threat of the whip.
To Rose, the roulaison had meant only the singing of her father’s slaves in the foggy darkness of December nights, the hell-mouth glow of every window seen across the yard from the gallery outside her room, the smell of burned sugar in the air and the taste of the low-hanging smoke when they’d burn over the harvested fields. The slaves’ celebration, when the harvest was done.
By the way Livia checked her stride, and stood for a moment looking at the mill’s double doors, Rose wondered what it was that she saw in her heart, and if she’d have told the truth, had Rose asked her.
“It’s probably best you stay back, Madame,” whispered Hannibal – a bit diffidently, because there was no telling how Livia would react at the prospect of being left out of things. “Alas,” he added with a bow, “you are dressed too fine to make anyone believe you a slave.”
“Nonsense,” Livia retorted. “The dresses Jérôme Neuville used to buy Ariette – according to Candide, anyway – would put yours to shame, Rose. Twice as fine as anything he’d put out money for, to clothe his wife, Candide says. But then Candide’s always been a jealous witch.”
For a moment Rose had a ghastly vision of her mother-in-law insisting on accompanying her and Hannibal up to the jail, and informing Lieutenant Parton and his militiamen exactly what she thought of out-at-elbows crackers gallopping around the countryside in the middle of the night…
But Livia stepped back without demur, and slipped like a shadow through the door of the mill.
“Who’s that there?” called out Lieutenant Parton, as Rose and Hannibal came around the corner of the mill and approached the jail.
“The name’s Sefton; I’m down from town visiting Mr. Levesque.” Hannibal bowed – slightly – and offered his card, which Parton looked at suspiciously and handed back, as if it were Hannibal’s fault that Parton couldn’t read. “My girl here is sister to poor Mrs. Neuville’s maid, and begged for the chance to at least speak to her. Swears she’d never have set the fire or poisoned her mistress—” He shrugged. “But I didn’t think there’d be any harm in letting them speak.”
He casually dipped his hand in his pocket, and the low glimmer of the lantern-light and the fire the guards had made before the slave-jail door caught a metallic glint in his hand when it came out again.
“No, no harm in it,” grunted Parton, and took the coin. “But who else would have done a thing like that, if not the girl? That’s what I want to know.”
He followed Rose to the door of the jail, and stood beside her, smelling of cheap whiskey and soiled body-linen. “You speak English, now, honey.”
She turned upon him him the wide, questioning gaze employed by the guiltiest of her schoolgirls when confronted with their crimes. “Pardon?” Her eyes went pleadingly to Hannibal.
“She has no English, I’m afraid,” apologized the fiddler. “I doubt Ariette does, either—”
While Parton scowled at this, Rose turned to the barred judas in the door, called through it, “Ariette? I’m Rose Vitrac, one of Arnaud Levesque’s guests, I’ve come to help you—”
“I did nothing!” In the reeking darkness within the jail, the reflection of the firelight showed little but the gleam of eyes. The face of the maidservant, brought close to the judas, was scarcely more than a pale blur, but the girl’s hands gripped the close-set bars on the tiny window. She spoke low and swiftly in French, as if aware that the guards would end the conversation within minutes. “I swear it, I never brought her anything to drink tonight! I didn’t even know she was home! She’d gone up to town three days ago, and left the house locked up: LeRoy walked all around it like he usually does, just after supper-time, and saw nothing—”
“That’s a fact, M’am,” affirmed a man’s deep voice from the darkness. “Michie Jérôme’s particular about locking things up, and so is – so was…” His voice hesitated over the change of tense, over the fiery tragedy that had taken place and the darker tragedy to come, “…so was Madame. I don’t sleep in the house, but it’s my job to make sure each night, everything’s locked up tight, not just the house but the kitchen and the store-rooms and every other building on the place. How she came to return without a soul knowin’ of it I can’t imagine, nor why, if she’d let herself in, she didn’t send at once for Ariette, and have Ellie draw her up a bath—”
“I thought you said you’s talkin’ to your sister,” growled Parton’s voice. “I didn’t say you could go passin’ the time of day with every damn murderin’ darky in the jail.”
“It’s nothing to be concerned about,” soothed Hannibal. “The butler knows the girls’ mother, and begged to be remembered to her, that’s all. I take it nobody was out between the house and the river after it grew dark?” he added, in French, and there was an infinitely soft whisper in the blackness, like the purl of distant water over stone.
“No one,” said Ariette’s voice. “Because so many are gone up to town tonight for the fireworks, you understand, the militia patrols are on their guard, for people who might take advantage of that fact.”
“So Madame could have returned in a chaise, for instance, or even walked in from the woods, and none would have seen her?” asked Rose.
“She must have done so. I saw the lamps lit in her room, and her shadow moving against the jalousie blinds,” said the younger woman. “But as to how she came, and why she didn’t call one of us to help her undress and make her some coffee—”
“And this overseer,” went on Rose, “whose name we shall not speak—” She threw a warning glance at Parton and the other guard, still glowering behind her by the fire. “Did he by any chance understand fireworks, or explosives, or chemicals, or anything of that sort?”
More murmuring in the darkness, this time several voices. Then Ariette said, “He did, Madame,” and there was a trace of wonderment in her voice. “Blaz – the foreman, you understand – says that Michie Moberly used to work in the mines in South Carolina, and later in a factory in the north somewhere, before coming to New Orleans. But he left, only a week after—” Her voice hesitated on the name, “—after Michie Jérôme…”
“And when was that?”
“Just after Mardi Gras, Madame,” said the young woman. “Ten days ago.”
“And was Madame grieved,” asked Rose softly, “when Michie Moberly left her so suddenly?”
There was a long stillness in the jail. A baby cried in the blackness – an infant a few months old, by the sound – and a woman crooned gentle words to it, but Rose could almost feel the glances that went from prisoner to prisoner.
At length Ariette whispered, “Not as much as we – all of us – thought she would be, Madame. They were… Well, there was talk…”
LeRoy muttered something, savagely, to her, and Ariette turned her face from the judas to murmur a reply. “LeRoy says—” She looked back, “—it was more than talk.” She stammered with discomfort at passing the tale along. “And it is true, Madame, that Madame would… would go riding with Michie Moberly in the twilight, and come home with… with stains on her dress, as if she had lain on the ground. But – Please, she said if I told anything of this she’d have my child sold—”
“But she’s gone,” said Rose quietly.
“I never did it!” repeated the girl. “None here knew she was coming back tonight! Please, please Madame, speak to those you know in New Orleans, to the white judges and the men who’ll be on the jury! Yes, I did wrong, I know I did wrong letting Michie Jérôme come into my bed! But—”
“You did no wrong,” said Rose firmly. “Any judge in the United States will tell you that to do other than what you did – what you let him do – was against the law.”
“Not against God’s law, M’am.” Ariette’s voice sank to a breath. “Not with his wife there beneath his roof. I knew God would punish me somehow, but not everyone! Not LeRoy and Ellie and all the others—They wouldn’t harm my child, would they? She’s only a baby, surely they wouldn’t—”
“Is she Michie Jérôme’s child?” It was difficult to see in the darkness, but Rose had the impression that this young maidservant was barely out of her teens.
“No, M’am.” The hushed voice sank til barely audible. “Her father was gone before Michie Jérôme ever saw me.”
Rose was generally not a vindictive woman, but she experienced a sudden, overwhelming desire to take a cane-stalk and thrash both Michie Jérôme and his scheming wife.
“I’ve sent for a white policeman from town,” she said after a moment. “He should be here tomorrow. His man name is Michie Shaw, an American, very tall and spitting tobacco all around him. But he’s an honest man, and a clever one. Tell him everything. You can trust him, trust him with anything. This I know of my own experience. He can keep you – all of you – from harm.”
“Only God can keep us from harm, Madame,” said LeRoy’s deep voice. “I pray you’re right, and that this man is his servant.”
 

*
 

Livia emerged from the shadows of the sugar-mill as Rose and Hannibal came past. “What did the girl have to say for herself?”
The avidity in her voice made Rose think about cane-stalks again, but she controlled herself and said, “Only that she’s terrified. And that the overseer Moberly almost certainly knew about flash-paper and where to get it. And that it sounds like Leonie Neuville could have brought her substitute victim here anytime after full-dark – stupefied with laudanum, I suspect, since she had to get her to walk up the steps and into the room—”
“God knows in my laudanum days I walked pretty much the length and breadth of Paris,” remarked Hannibal, “conversing with angels and under the impression that I was actually in London or Rome or Xanadu—”
Livia nudged him sharply. “And more’s the wonder someone didn’t murder you, sir.” Hooves crunched on the shell-path, and a man’s voice called out,
“Who’s that?”
“Hannibal Sefton, at your service, sir,” replied Hannibal, in his most lofty English. “I was just having a few words with Lieutenant Parton—”
Two militiamen drew rein, and held their lanterns down long enough to identify him as a white man, while Hannibal handed them his card and repeated the tale of Rose’s relationship to Ariette. The men grunted acquiescence, and one of them added, “Ain’t that the way of it? Man I knowed over to Mobile, took to meddlin’ with the maid in the nursery, and sure enough that girl smothered the baby in the cradle, first time her master had to hit her a couple of licks for talkin’ back. You just can’t trust ‘em.”
“That sound you hear,” commented Hannibal, when the two militiamen had ridden on toward the slave-jail, “is my mind boggling at the mental processes of any man who would rape a woman in his household, hit her a couple of licks, and then leave her in charge of his infant – if indeed any portion of that story is true.”
“I’m sure the true part,” said Rose, blowing on her spectacles and wiping the dust from the lenses, “is that people believed that the girl did it. Which does lead me to hope that once we inform Shaw of what we’ve found here – once he has a look at that poor girl’s body—” She turned, to glance back at the dark bulk of the house, now fading behind them in the river mists, “—he’ll be able to find evidence in town of a red-haired girl’s disappearance – the Second Municipality along Tchapitoulas Street has quite a colony of Irish, I understand. Otherwise, since we didn’t find any record of getaway money siphoned from the plantation, a jury may not believe a case that hangs on a pair of ill-fitting shoes.”
“All he really needs to do,” returned Hannibal, “is put up enough of a question for trial to be delayed. Once Neuville returns, I suspect he’ll work to have the punishment mitigated, or will claim to believe your reading of events… Or Shaw’s reading,” he added. “Since it will officially come from him. And come daylight, he’ll be able to search the house better than we could, for evidence of peculation.”
“I hope he finds it,” fretted Rose.
Curiously, Livia merely hugged her shawl closer around herself, and said nothing.
 

*
 

Looking not much at all like a servant of God, Lieutenant Abishag Shaw of the New Orleans City Guard ambled down the gangplank of the steamboat Vesuvius the following fore-noon at the Marais Plantation landing, trailed by Gabriel and decorated with a rapidly-blackening eye. This led Rose to deduce that the lanky Kaintuck had been assigned to keep peace among the celebrants of the former President’s birthday, with results only to be expected in New Orleans. Owing to the fact that the St. Bernard Parish coroner, the undertaker habitually used by the Neuville family, and Jérôme Neuville’s uncle and aunt – who had three other plantations along the river – had all been in New Orleans for the fireworks the previous night, Lieutenant Parton and his merry men had for the most part kept out of the house, which Rose had been watching surreptitiously through her spyglass since sunup. Coming off the boat, Lieutenant Shaw caught her eye, where she stood with Hannibal (and about half the militia patrol and most of Arnaud Levesque’s masquerade guests) to one side of the landing, but it was nearly an hour before he spoke to her. Lieutenant Parton intercepted him, volubly describe every event of the fire, and led him up to the house. Rose – and most of the crowd from the landing (many of whom had gone over at daylight to have a look at the house themselves) tagged along.
But Shaw had caught Rose’s eye, and she knew he would come around to her eventually.
Shortly after noon, the smokestacks of the Cincinnati were sighted, coming up-river from the Balize, and Arnaud Levesque put out flags on the Belle Jour landing. Wood-boats had passed, but nobody in their right mind would take a wood-boat upstream during a spring rise when a steam-boat was likely to be by. Standing at the foot of the front gallery steps of Marais, Rose and Hannibal watched the big side-wheeler maneuver its way to the landing: “I hope there’ll be room on the stern-deck for all the guests,” she remarked.
“It’s not the guests I wonder about,” said Hannibal, “but all those carpet-bags full of costumes. And how are Titania and the Fairy Court going to transport their wings home? Or Queen Elizabeth get that lace collar back in safety? The thing’s the size of a tabletop, she’ll need a box a yard square…”
Lieutenant Parton’s voice sounded from around the corner of the house, enumerating every case of poisoning, murder, arson, vandalism and machine-breaking by slaves in his experience…
“Which does remind me,” said Shaw mildly, as they came into view, “I would like to have a word with some of the servants… Sefton,” he exclaimed, as if surprised at the sight of the fiddler still lingering. “Might I enlist you as a translator? My French is a bit rocky.”
This was a complete lie – Livia claimed Lieutenant Shaw pronounced French words like a badly brought-up tomcat, but after nine years in New Orleans, the Kentuckian understood a great deal more of the language than most French Creoles suspected he did.
“Certes, centurion,” Hannibal replied promptly. “At your service. Come along, Rose.”
Parton showed every sign of coming with them – whether out of curiosity or simply because he distrusted anything a slave would say – but at that moment the coroner’s gig appeared on the river road, bearing not only that gentleman but Lothaire Alvarez the undertaker (“They’re like to find that poor lady’s wedding-ring in the pawnshop the day after the funeral,” had sniffed undertaker Beauvais Quennell, when he’d heard that his professional rival was preferred by the Neuvilles). As the militiaman bustled across the straggly lawn to meet them, Shaw led the way back toward the slave-jail.
“You been in the house?” he asked softly.
Rose nodded.
“Them’s damn queer burns.”
“If you want to see something even queerer,” returned Rose, “take that poor woman’s shoes off.” And she related her observations about flash-paper and fire, and her opinions of what had taken place. “It sounds to me as if Leonie Neuville conspired with the overseer Moberly to divert funds from the sugar-harvest while her husband was away in December, then faked her own death in such a way as to guarantee that her rival would be killed for it… along with any of the other house-servants who might have had suspicions about her behavior of the state of her laundry when she came back from riding with her overseer. I tried to find a duplicate set of financial books last night in Madame Neuville’s room, but I suspect she’s taken them with her. I certainly would. I can only hope you’ll find evidence of a red-haired girl or woman missing from town – her disappearance may not even be reported yet. She was only killed last night…”
“I’m guessin’,” murmured Shaw, “that M’am Neuville – if’fn she been up to what you think she been up to – would have advertised for a white maid, an’ there will be record of that. Whether I can make it stick in court’s another matter. Fact is, Neuville actually was meddlin’ with this maid of his wife’s. An’ there was damn little time between the minute that fire started an’ every slave in the quarters turnin’ out with the buckets. Then for the rest of the night, the militia was all over the woods like ants at a church picnic, an’ never saw a sign of her. Without hard proof – like them account-books – somebody on that jury’s sure to stick over askin’, Where’d she GO?”
Hannibal stopped, and turned, as if estimating times and distances between the smoke-fouled walls of the house, and the militiamen pissing into the ashes of last night’s fire by the slave-jail. He glanced at Rose, who shook her head. This was something which had bothered her, too.
“I’ll give the house a good goin’ over,” said Shaw after a time, “an’ the overseer’s cottage as well. There may be somethin’ there. An’ I’ll check the chandleries in town for who-all’s been buyin’ flash paper. It’ll be a tough case to make, restin’ as it does on just the smell of nitre – an’ the only witness for that a woman of color – an’ the blisters on a dead gal’s toes. But it’ll give us somethin’.”
“Thank you.”
The Kaintuck looked down at Rose with rain-gray eyes. “Thank you,” he replied. “There’s few things chap my ass worse’n folks who think they’re smart. That they’re so smart they can treat other folks like animals, without rights – without even the right to live, if they gets in their way. If I was as good a Christian as my mama brought me up to be, I’d do my duty out of the love of God an’ country, ‘th’out a unkind or selfish thought… but I ain’t. An’ I do like the look on their faces, when they find out somebody else is smart enough to catch ‘em an’ make ‘em account for what they done.”
“I will not tell a soul,” Rose said solemnly, “It is my pleasure.”
 

*
 

Shaw had (he told Rose) an invitation to spend the night at the house of the militia Captain, a man named Cole, but he put out flags on the Marais landing instead and took the Bunker Hill back up to town shortly before sunset. Gabriel returned to New Orleans on the Bunker Hill as well, but Candide Levesque had asked Rose that morning if she would have dinner (“A quiet meal, for a change!”) at Belle Jour and return to town the following day. Though Rose suspected that part of that invitation depended on her “singing for her supper” with an up-to-date account of events at Marais, she had bettered her acquaintance with Candide over the past twenty-four hours and liked the woman, who shared her interest in gardening. The steamboat Corsair, Arnaud estimated, was due past on the following morning, and flags were put on the landing yet again.
The dinner invitation extended to Hannibal – who had offered to remain as an escort, so that Rose would not travel back up to town with her baby alone – and, it turned out (Rose was willing to bet, to Candide’s dismay), to Livia as well. This worked out well, however, since Hannibal took it upon himself to charm Livia during dinner and throughout a quiet evening of playing with Baby John in the parlor (Livia disdained grandchildren, her own included), and the visit passed without further incident. (“And Heaven knows,” said Rose to the fiddler the following morning, “what further incident could top fire, mayhem, and murder…”)
The Corsair also carried the Marais slaves north, chained on the promenade deck under the guard of Captain Cole. They would spend up to a month in the parish prison before the case could be sorted out. Holding her child wrapped warmly in her shawl on the stern-deck with the other passengers of color, Rose could only hope that Shaw would find evidence of a missing red-haired girl among the Irish of Tchapitoulas Street.
“Oh, I think he will,” opined Livia. “Now that someone’s pointed out to him the direction in which to look, I doubt that even he could go astray.”
This was a total slur on the policeman’s character, but Rose refrained from saying so: as far as Livia was concerned, Shaw’s nationality alone rendered him beneath contempt. The deck-crew tossed ropes to the wharf below Rue St-Pierre and began hauling the Corsair into place. Late afternoon sunlight flashed on the water, and marchandes on the levee called out to passengers to buy oranges, pralines, strawberries. Well-dressed white passengers from Jefferson and Plaquemines Parishes made their leisurely way down from the upper decks, sparing only cursory glances to the two neatly-dressed “ladies of color” who stepped aside to let them pass. Along the wharves, crews of stevedores unloaded the boats already docked, or wrestled crates of dishes and boxes of agricultural tools, sacks of wheat and corn or bales of cheap “Negro cloth” from the mills of Boston, onto waiting wagons or up the shallow steps that led over the levee, looming against the bare lacework of the pride-of-India trees.
Hannibal went back to the rail, to fetch their carpet-bags and the enormous cardboard boxes containing Livia’s costume. Livia watched him go, then turned back to Rose and went on, “In case he doesn’t, you might give him this.”
From beneath her shawl she took a green-bound ledger.
Rose shifted Baby John to her hip, and opened the book. The first entry was for the preceding December, for sugar sold to Temoigne and Sons, with a note that five hundred dollars of the profits had gone to the purchase of bearer bonds from representatives of Hope and Company of Amsterdam. A few days later, three hundred acres of cypress swamp belonging to Marais Plantation had been mortgaged, with half the money going to the same destination; early in January, another sale of sugar had resulted in three hundred dollars diverted—
“This is the ledger,” said Rose unbelievingly. “Madame Neuville’s… Where did you find this?”
“In the sugar-mill,” replied Livia calmly. “When you went on to the slave-jail to speak to that servant-girl – who had no business letting her master come to her bed, and I don’t care what sort of sad tale she told you! – I noticed there was no lock on the door of the mill. I daresay it meant nothing to you, but such places are always kept locked, because if a slave is on the run that’s the first place he’ll hide, and do whatever damage he can to the machinery into the bargain… No master ever leaves the mill unlocked. I should imagine Leonie Neuville had a key to it.”
Rose swallowed back her retort that as a slave, Ariette had no more right to refuse herself to her master than Livia had had, forty years ago, and instead regarded her mother-in-law narrowly. “She could have gotten there from the house in moments,” she said. “And hid among the machinery, or under the cauldrons, for the rest of the night, while the woods were being searched… And you’re only telling me about it now?”
“I forgot,” said the older woman blandly.
Annoyance heated Rose’s neck and ears, but she let it slide away. The important thing, she reflected as she slipped the flat green book into her satchel, was that she had the ledger. That she had the case that would prove that Leonie Neuville had stolen getaway money, had engineered the fire, had murdered another woman to take her place, in order to destroy the servant-girl who, like the Biblical patriarch’s maid Hagar, had taken her mistress’ place in the master’s bed.
“I don’t suppose—” she tightened her shawl around herself and Baby John, “—that Leonie Neuville was there in the sugar-mill when you ‘found’ this, was she?”
“The very idea!” Livia’s brows went up almost to the edge of her tignon.
“And that you threatened to shout for the militiamen, unless she gave this to you?”
“Really, dear, you have the most extraordinary ideas.” The older woman smiled her serpentine, sidelong smile. “I’m sure that Leonie merely experienced a change of heart. She must have realized that it should be enough for her to steal her husband’s money and flee, without entangling herself in a charge of murder, in the hopes of getting revenge on a cheating lout and whatever pretty little hussy he’d put in her place. An unworthy endeavor.” She shrugged. “Foolish, too.”
“Murder is still murder.”
“Dearest, there was nothing I could do about that. I can’t bring that poor Irish girl back to life. And I daresay if Leonie Neuville has run off with a gilt-edged snake like Moberly she’ll have her punishment soon enough. One of them’s very likely to murder the other over the money long before they get to Charleston. If Charleston is where they’re going,” she added quickly, and shrugged again, graceful as one of Hannibal’s uncaring goddesses. “It could be anywhere, of course.”
The crowd around them thinned. The deck passengers – mostly free colored who, like themselves, had come up from the downriver parishes – began to file toward the gang-plank, baggage in hand, and the militiamen moved along the promenade decks with their keys, to unlock their human cargo. It was time to go ashore.
Rose tucked her shawl more firmly around her child. “Thank you.”
For a moment they stood looking at one another in the moist gleam of the river’s reflection. Then Livia sniffed. “You didn’t think Benjamin gets his brains from his father, did you?”
Rose said gently, “He never speaks of his father.”
“I daresay.” Livia turned toward the gangplank, while Hannibal set down the luggage on the wharf and signalled for a porter. Then she paused, and turned back to Rose. “He was a good man. Maybe the best I have ever known. Kind, and strong, with great capacity for gentleness and love.”
She put a hand out, and touched one of Baby John’s wooly curls.
“In that Benjamin is very like him – the more fool he. Had he been a free man, and I a free woman, we might well have been happy together.”
For a moment, her brilliant eyes grew soft.
“But a man who is not free has no power to protect his woman or his children. And a woman who is not free, is nothing: either some man’s victim, or every man’s whore. Few enough women are free. Don’t be late getting home,” she added briskly. “The American animals will be celebrating for two days yet in the streets, not that Andrew Jackson had a single thing to recommend him bar killing a couple of thousand British – any excuse will do for Americans to get drunk. Best to be off the street by dark. Get that ledger to your policeman, and we’ll have done with the whole business – and don’t let that porter charge you more than twenty-five cents to take your baggage back to your house.”
She walked down the gangplank and across the crowded levee as if she owned the city, a free woman, with the over-laden porter trailing meekly in her wake.
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The concept of “happily ever after” has always fascinated me.
Just exactly what happens after, “happily ever after”?
The hero/heroine gets the person of his/her dreams, and rides off into the sunset with their loved one perched on the back of the horse hanging onto saddlebags stuffed with gold. (It’s a very strong horse.)
So what happens then? Where do they live? Who does the cooking?
This was one of the reasons I started writing The Further Adventures.
The other was that so many of the people who loved the various fantasy series that I wrote for Del Rey in the 1980s and ‘90s, really liked the characters. I liked those characters too, and I missed writing about them.
Thus, in 2009 I opened a corner of my website and started selling stories about what happened to these characters after the closing credits rolled on the last novel of each series.
The Darwath series centers on the Keep of Dare, where the survivors of humankind attempt to re-build their world in the face of an ice age winter, after the destruction of civilization by the Dark Ones. Ingold the Wizard is assisted by two stray Southern Californians, Gil Patterson - a historian who is now part of the Keep Guards - and Rudy Solis, in training to be a mage.
The Unschooled Wizard stories involve the former mighty-thewed barbarian mercenary Sun Wolf, who finds himself unexpectedly endowed with wizardly powers. Because the evil Wizard King sought out and killed every trained wizard a hundred years ago, Sun Wolf has no teacher to instruct him in his powers. With his former second-in-command, the warrior woman Starhawk, he must seek one - and hope whatever wizard he finds isn’t evil, too.
In the Winterlands tales, scholarly dragonslayer John Aversin and his mageborn partner Jenny Waynest do their best to protect the people of their remote villages from whatever threats come along: dragons, bandits, fae spirits, and occasionally the misguided forces of the distant King.
Antryg Windrose is the archmage of the Council of Wizards in his own dimension, exiled for misbehavior - meddling in the affairs of the non-mageborn - to Los Angeles in the 1980s (that’s when the novels were written). He lives with a young computer programmer, Joanna Sheraton, and keeps a wary eye on the Void between Universes, to defend this world from whatever might come through.
Though out of print, all four of these series are available digitally on-line.
To these have been added short stories about the characters from the Benjamin January historical mystery series, set in New Orleans before the Civil War. As a free man of color, Benjamin has to solve crimes while constantly watching his own back lest he be kidnapped and sold as a slave. New Orleans in the 1830s was that kind of town. In the novels he is assisted by his schoolmistress wife Rose, and his good-for-nothing white buddy Hannibal; two of the four Further Adventures concerning January are in fact about what Rose does while Benjamin is out of town.
I have always been an enthusiastic fan of the Sherlock Holmes stories of Arthur Conan Doyle. Over the years I have been asked to contribute stories to various Sherlock Holmes anthologies, and when the character went into Public Domain, I added these four stories to my collection.
Quest For Glory is a stand-alone, a short piece I wrote for the program book at a science fiction convention at which I was Guest of Honor.
Sunrise on Running Water is tenuously connected to the Don Simon Ysidro vampire series, in that Don Simon makes a brief cameo appearance. After seeing the movie Titanic - and reflecting that the doomed ship departed from Ireland after sunset and sank just as dawn was breaking…and that vampires lose their powers over running water - I just had to write it. It’s the only story that’s more about the idea than about the characters.
The Further Adventures are follow-ons to the main novels of their respective series. They can be read on their own, but the Big Stuff got done in the novels: who these people are, how they met, what the major underlying problems are in their various worlds. I suppose they’re a tribute to the fact that for me - and, it seems, for a lot of fans - these characters are real, and I at least care about what happens to them, and what they do when they’re not saving the world. They’re smaller issues, not world-shakers: puzzle-stories and capers.
Life goes on.
Love goes on.
Everyone continues to have Further Adventures for the rest of their lives.
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Novels in the Benjamin January Series (some are available in print, earlier books are out of print but commercially available digitally)
 

A Free Man of Color
Fever Season
Graveyard Dust
Sold Down the River
Die Upon a Kiss
Wet Grave
Days of the Dead
Dead Water
Dead and Buried
The Shirt On His Back
Ran Away
Good Man Friday
Crimson Angel
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