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Rose Janvier was the first neighbor across
Rue Esplanade that morning at the sound of Agathe Truande’s
screams: this turned out to be an extremely unfortunate
circumstance for a number of the people concerned.

It was early June and suffocatingly hot in
New Orleans. Though by nature a scholar rather than a housewife,
Rose had enough sense to begin her day’s chores as soon as it was
light enough to see. As a result, she had the worst of them – ashes
shoveled out of the kitchen hearth and the chamber-pot scoured with
turpentine – finished by seven, and had just filled the tea-pot
from the hearth-kettle and taken up the butter from the cold-jar
buried in the coolest corner of the yard, when she heard the
scream.

Rose caught up her long skirts and dashed
from the pantry through the long, dim parlor, stopped on the
gallery for the instant it took her to identify where the second
scream originated – on the opposite side of the Rue Esplanade –
then fleeted across and through the French door of the little green
cottage, to find Joseph Truande sprawled dead beside the
breakfast-table in a pool of his blood.

Joseph’s sister Agathe, crumpled on her knees
in the doorway that led from the dining-room into the yard, pressed
her hands to her face, her thin body racked with weeping. Rose
demanded immediately, “Are you hurt?” and when the woman only
sobbed louder, jerked her around to face her, and scanned her
swiftly for blood. Seeing none she went to the table, where there
definitely was blood.

And confirmed that yes, Joseph Truande was
dead.

His silk dressing-gown gave his body the look
of a slaughtered pheasant. He’d been stabbed in the side, and
brought down his chair in his fall. Flies roared around the wound.
A few had already drowned in the darkly sticky blood-pool. The
first thread of what was swiftly going to become a ribbon of ants,
the bane of New Orleans kitchens, already snaked its way from the
baseboard across to the young man’s face.

As a little girl on the Gulf islands, Rose
had helped lay out various members of her own family and had little
squeamishness about the dead – in fact she shared her surgeon
husband’s fascination for the intricate machinery of the human
body. She knelt and pressed her fingers to Truande’s neck in search
of a pulse and found none, and hadn’t even straightened up again
when the Metoyer sisters, who lived next door, swept into the room
in an enormous frou-frou of taffeta, lace, and hysterics.

“Oh, dear God!” gasped Virginie. Pretty
Babette screamed, and Bernadette took one look at the deceased and
snapped, “Well, about damn time,” and went to Agathe.

“As far as I can tell she’s not hurt.” Rose
got to her feet, and helped Babette to the nearest chair, where she
gasped and sobbed and clutched at Virginie’s comforting hands. Rose
poured water from the pitcher on the sideboard, and handed it to
the plump little courtesan, though her personal inclination was to
dash it into Babette’s face.

“What happened?” asked Bernadette, still
trying to get some sense out of the howling Agathe.

Rose joined the tall, elegant Bernadette at
Agathe’s side and asked,“Who was here?” The breakfast-table was set
for two, and Rose knew well – everyone in the neighborhood did –
that Joseph ate in the dining-room, as if he’d been a white
gentleman, while his sister was relegated to the kitchen.

Babette raised her face from her handkerchief
long enough to answer for Agathe, in a perfectly calm voice:
“Cerise Hoban.” Then she went back to her vapors.

Rose’s eyebrows quirked up. What surprised
her wasn’t the assignation with the wife of one’s business partner
- with Joseph Truande it was always somebody – but the fact that it
had been a breakfast rendezvous.

“It’s true,” said kind Virginie, dipping a
clean napkin from the sideboard into the water-glass and pressing
it to Babette’s plump face. “We saw her go in, Babette and Agathe
and I.” The wet napkin came away pink with rouge.

“What happened?” Lettice Becque – whose pink
stucco cottage stood on the other side of the Truande house –
pelted in through the French doors from Rue Esplanade, half a dozen
neighbors boiling in her wake. One result of the wave of bank
closures that had rolled across the United States that spring of
1837 was that it was very easy these days to find any one of Rose’s
neighbors at home. Shops all over town (and all over the twenty-six
states for that matter) were closed, and there was no work to be
had on the levee, on the canal, and certainly not in any of the
closed-down cotton warehouses, banks, and import offices that had
made New Orleans Queen of the Gulf. Even the slave-dealers on
Baronne Street, usually proof against almost any economic
fluctuation, were in despair (And may they all cut their throats
with grief, reflected Rose grimly). The only reason her own
husband Ben wasn’t home was because he’d had the offer of work up
the river. Henri Becque, Aristide Gouvert, and Louis Mercier – all
of whom would have been at their respective counters and
counting-houses at this hour of the morning –crowded into the
little dining-room on the heels of their wives, agog with
speculation.

“He was bankrupt—”

“That greedy woman was the ruin of both
partners—”

“Petrus Hoban came back to town last night I
hear—”

“Was it that new little cher amie of
his, from Madame Rosalie’s?”

“He was gambling last night at at the Quatre
Voleurs on Girod Street like the devil was in him—”

Crouched beside the French doors that opened
from the dining-room into the yard, Agathe could only wail, “What
will I do now? How will I live?” and cling to Bernadette’s gauzy
sleeves. “He cared for me—”

Bernadette snapped, “Huh! Turned you into a
servant, more like—”

Rose crossed to the sideboard, found another
coffee-cup – there were two on the table, each half-empty and the
steam still rising gently from the one nearer her. The pot was
pink-sprigged Limoges ware, and by its smell, the steaming coffee
of the highest quality. Of a piece with the silk dressing-gown,
reflected Rose automatically, and the heavy silver forks and spoons
that lay crossed on the dirtied plates. Of a piece, too, with the
half-finished bits of pork-chop and egg, with the white biscuits,
with the cream sauce and the extravagant block of butter with a
pattern of flowers pressed into it: Rose’s own small store of that
commodity was being nursed carefully along to last the week. Which
reminded her, she thought distractedly as she bore the cup to
Agathe, she’d better get back to her own kitchen and get it safe
back into the cold-jar in the yard, before the cat made free with
it or—

“What’s this, then?” boomed a voice from the
parlor. Everyone in the crowded dining-room turned, as the City
Guard made their entrance through the parlor: two constables and a
sergeant, white men, one of the constables an American. “I’m
Sergeant Rochier – and you are all of you, under arrest.”

 


*

 


“This is ridiculous!” Bernadette Metoyer
jerked her elbow away from the escorting constable’s hand, as the
women were piloted across the courtyard of the Cabildo and up a
flight of stone stairs to the long cell alotted to members of their
sex. “None of us had any more to do with Joseph Truande’s death
than did your wife, m’sieu, if any woman will have you—”

“Please be patient, Madame.” The constable –
a very large young man named Tallien – held the cell door open for
them. “There was a fight last night in the Swamp – in the First
Municipality,” he corrected himself – the town having but lately
culminated its long feud between the French and Americans by
dividing itself bodily into several separate governing bodies.
“There is a dispute as to jurisdiction…”

“And when is there not a dispute as to
jurisdiction?” demanded Bernadette. “American animals!”

“It is necessary that we hold all the
witnesses until such time as statements can be taken…”

“I can give you a statement now,
cochon!” The tall woman turned in the barred doorway of the
narrow, oven-hot room. “Truande was stabbed by Madame Hoban, of the
Rue Burgundy, who is probably even at this moment on her way to the
wharves to make her escape…”

“What happened?” Rose led Agathe to one of
the cots that lined the two long walls of the cell. Summer was the
slow season in New Orleans, and the women’s cell was empty except
for two prostitutes and a woman known all about the town as La
Calentura, who was sleeping it off after having vomited
comprehensively all around the far end of the cell near its single
window. To judge by the state of the straw-ticks on the cots, La
Calentura was far from the only person to have been taken unwell in
the cell in the past decade or so, and the bedding was moreover
alive with insectile livestock.

Babette was in hysterics again –
understandably, Rose thought, mopping her face with her
handkerchief – and Lettice Becque gagged on the stench of the place
and showed signs of making her own contribution to it. Not one of
the women, Rose guessed, had the slightest experience with such
conditions as these. Despite the fact that they were all, at one
remove or another, descended from slaves – Rose included - all had
been raised in the hard-won decencies of the community of the
gens du couleur libré.

She herself, she guessed – and Agathe – were
the only ones who had probably ever cleaned their own out-houses.
That was, after all, what slaves were for.

Marie-Euphémie Ouvard began to wail that she
was due at her mother’s house, that she must meet her… Rose had
been on the receiving end of old Madame Brun’s self-pitying
monologues and couldn’t imagine what the daughter’s hurry was.
Having had a certain amount of contact with the City Guards since
her union with Benjamin, Rose guessed this visit wasn’t going to
happen. She herself had hoped to spend at least a part of the
morning in her laboratory drawing up experiments to demonstrate the
use of catalysts – always supposing that she ever acquired students
again – but guessed that wasn’t going to happen either.

She readjusted her spectacles, wiped her face
again. Captain Tremouille of the City Guards was far more concerned
with the discipline of American roughnecks, which would earn him
praise from the officials of the French Powers That Were, than with
taking the statements of a pack of libré women whose
husbands, if they had such, couldn’t vote.

Agathe wiped her face with both hands,
shakily adjusted her tignon – the headscarf mandated by Louisiana
law that all women of color, slave or free, must wear. “I’m sorry,”
she whispered. “Finding him like that…”

She was, Rose guessed, her own age –
twenty-eight - and had the misfortune of extreme homeliness in a
city where feminine beauty was not only highly prized, but
constituted one of a woman’s few marketable assets. Agathe Truande
was as fair-skinned as the most refined of the plaçées – the
mixed-race courtesans of whom her mother had been one, as Rose’s
had been – but that fairness was the only legacy she’d had from
that mother and her white father… her fairness and her half of the
little green cottage. Agathe’s features were strongly African –
despised as a mark of slave ancestry by whites and gens du
couleur alike. And a heavy chin, close-set small eyes, and a
complexion coarsened by childhood acne would have guaranteed her a
lifetime of unmarriageable drudgery even had she been blessed with
the most European of noses.

It probably hadn’t helped, Rose reflected,
that Joseph Truande – likewise fair and likewise of strongly
African features – had been handsome as an angel. But then, the
rules were always different for men.

“I warned him,” said Agathe at last, and
wiped her eyes. “When he started seeing that little
pichouette from some house down by the river, I warned him
that Cerise wouldn’t stand for it. Men worship Cerise Hoban and
think that because she’s dainty and beautiful that her heart
matches her pretty eyes.”

“She came to breakfast with him?”

“He sent me with a note to her yesterday.”
Agathe sniffed. “Just as if Petrus Hoban weren’t there, as if she
were a plaçee without a husband. As if I were his servant.”
Her mouth bunched into a knot of resentment. “And he had me
serve them – serve her. Pour out her coffee and fetch
biscuits and butter from the sideboard, while she sat there glaring
at him so you could almost see the smoke coming out her her
eyes—”

“Because of the pichouette?”

“I don’t know.” Agathe wiped her eyes again
with her handkerchief, then mopped her face in the oppressive heat.
“He kept calling me back, do this and do that, until finally Cerise
said – Cerise, even though it’s my house as much as it is
his! – She said, We’re done with you here, Agathe…”

She turned her face away, and with sudden
anger rolled a fold of her skirt around her hand to pound into
oblivion an enormous but unoffending roach who had at that moment
been so unwise as to emerge from the straw mattress to crawl up the
wall.

“Jealous as a cat.” Virginie Metoyer picked
her way over the crawling straw to stand – her petticoats gathered
carefully in hand – beside the cot. “She jealous! After what
the pair of them put poor Petrus Hoban through, this past year!
Aphrodite LaJeunesse, I understand the girl’s called – though her
real name’s probably Bessie Jones, for a more American slut I’ve
never seen.” She glanced at the plastered wall as if she longed to
lean against it, but seemed to think better of the idea. “Only the
good Lord and his saints know why Petrus Hoban hasn’t ordered
Cerise from his house—”

“The good Lord and the President of the Bank
of Pennsylvania.” Bernadette joined them, her own mull-muslin skirt
and voluminous petticoats tucked up into her belt like a
washerwoman’s. “That’s where Cerise’s father has his money
invested.” The tall woman – a former plaçee and at forty, still
strikingly handsome – wiped her face with a square of white gauze
that was already soaked with sweat and stained with rouge. Rose
wondered academically whether the ‘dispute as to jurisdiction’ that
occupied the attention of the City Guards would prevent anyone from
removing Joseph Truande’s body from the dining-room, and how long
it would be before it occurred to anyone that the man’s only
next-of-kin was in the Cabildo cells.

Her mind automatically formulated a graph of
her unfortunate neighbor’s decay-rate in the crushing heat, even as
Virginie protested, “It isn’t only that, chere. Petrus Hoban
loves her to distraction—”

“Petrus Hoban knows what wines people will
buy, but about that wife of his he isn’t any smarter than— M’sieu!”
Bernadette darted to the barred end of the cell as an officer of
the City Guards walked past. She snaked her arm through the bars to
catch at him. “M’sieu Rochier, I demand to be permitted to contact
my attorney—”

“M’sieu, think of my children!” Serafine
Gouvert flung herself at the bars and clutched Rochier’s sleeve
like a drowning woman. “They’re home alone – Antoine and Souline
and Constant, and baby Emile…”

“M’sieu,” wailed Marie-Euphémie Ouvard, “you
must let us out of here before I go insane—!”

“Imbeciles!” Bernadette turned on the other
women as the sergeant wrenched himself free and fled. “Let me
handle this—”

“Oh, and who are you, then? The Queen
of France?”

“Just because your lover was a banker—”

“Who’s fled town now that his bank has
failed—”

“And carried off all the silver in its
vaults—”

“How dare you—?”

Rose pushed up her spectacles and mopped her
face again. “Was he expecting other visitors that morning?”

Agathe shook her head. “He never made plans,
when that – that zinc-plated cow would come of a morning! I went
across to the kitchen and got the fire started for his dinner – he
always would have a hot dinner, even in weather like this. When I
came out into the yard to fetch water I heard her shouting at him,
calling him all manner of things. The woman has a temper like the
devil and a mouth like a barrel of sewage! Next time I went into
the yard I heard nothing, and I thought… Well, I knew how often
they had made up after they fought. So I thought, I can clear
away the breakfast things while they’re busy in his room. I
knew Joseph would be angry, if he came out and found food left on
the table. Even one ant would drive him to rage…”

Her face puckered for a moment and she added,
“He was not always like that. When he was little, he was kind. It
was she who made him that way.”

This was not what Rose had heard from various
residents of that block of Rue Esplanade, who had known the Truande
siblings from childhood. But she only said, “So you heard
nothing?”

“Nothing.” Agathe’s face twisted again, and
she pressed her fist to her lips. “I thought, if I was very quiet,
not to disturb him. But I came into the dining-room—” Her body
shuddered, and she looked away. “Joseph—”

“How long—?” Rose began, and at that moment
the cell door opened, and Constable Tallien pushed Cerise Hoban
among them.

Men think that because she’s dainty and
beautiful that her heart matches her pretty eyes. Dainty and
beautiful she certainly was, in a gown of sage-green and amber
chintz exquisitely suited to her bird-of-paradise coloring. She
clung to the constable’s arm, then to the bars, weeping into a
creamy lace handkerchief that matched her lace-trimmed tignon and
begging not to be left in the cell—

And the moment the man had turned the key and
gone, she rounded on the group of women, identified Agathe like a
hawk spotting a chicken at three hundred feet, and strode across
the cell with her lace-mitted hands spread to claw. “You greasy
whore, this is your doing!”

Agathe screamed and buried her face in her
hands.

Rose, who at five-foot-ten was a full head
taller than the enraged Cerise, caught the young woman’s wrists and
barely had time to turn her hip into the vicious knee Cerise drove
at her belly. Four months into pregnancy, Rose had just begun to
show and guessed there was no way the other woman wouldn’t know
this. Anger blazed up in her and she jerked Cerise back from Agathe
and, instead of slapping her, punched her as she’d punched her
brother as a child. Cerise shrieked and both Virginie and one of
the whores – who’d been taking a lively interest in the proceedings
– caught her before she could launch herself on Rose. Agathe, who
hadn’t been touched, though her tignon had been pulled off, clung
to Rose and howled.

“You killed him!” she screamed, looking out
from around Rose’s shoulder and almost spitting the words at
Cerise. “You wicked witch, you killed him—”

“That’s a lie, you ugly sow! You always hated
me—!”

“Who wouldn’t hate you, you—”

Bernadette waded into the fray and slapped
Cerise – with considerably more force than Rose had mustered for a
punch – and Rose retreated, to examine her knuckles, which were
liberally smeared with a concoction of wax and rouge from Cerise’s
cheek.

I don’t suppose she’d take it well if I ask
her what the formula is. I wonder what temperature it melts at?

Rose suspected they’d find that out in
another hour or so. She shook a roach off her foot – they were
everywhere in the trampled straw – and backed further toward the
bars that looked onto the corridor, partly to get clear of the
melee, and partly in the hope that some fresh air might insinuate
itself along the corridor, always supposing that the door at the
bottom of the stairs had been opened and that any degree of shade
remained on that side of the Cabildo courtyard.

She deduced it had not. The air was moving,
but felt as if it were coming across a dry skillet on a brisk fire.
Yet at that moment she heard the rustle of petticoats in the
corridor, heard a familiar sweet voice exclaim, “Oh, thank
you, M’sieu! God bless you!” as if M’sieu in question had just
rescued the speaker from being devoured by a dragon at the very
least, and the next moment Rose’s exquisite sister-in-law Dominique
was outside the bars, reaching through to clasp her hand. “Oh, my
dearest—!”

“I’m quite all right.” Rose put her face to
the grimy bars; the two women exchanged a kiss.

“Oh, but Benjamin will kill me, for not
taking better care of you!”

“Nonsense.”

“And in your condition! Are you quite
sure—?”

“Perfe—”

“Darling, I came as soon as Antoine Gouvert
brought me the news that those idiotic police had arrested
everyone – though personally, I shouldn’t be at all
surprised to hear that Bernadette Metoyer had murdered Joseph,
after the way he talked her into investing in that
ridiculous shipping company of his and M’sieu Hoban’s, that
closed down last week… not to speak of his positively
persecuting Babette because she won’t go to bed with him,
though of course she’s hardly alone in that – Babette, I mean… The
man evidently spoke to poor Lettice Becque in a most shocking way.
Her husband was just outraged… Well, anyone would be… I came
straight here as soon as I’d finished wrapping my tignon – Do you
like these feathers? I got them because I thought they matched this
gown, but when I saw them in daylight…”

“They’re lovely,” said Rose reassuringly.

“Truly, chere? I thought they were a bit
yellow for the color of the—”

“Would you do something for me, Minou?” On
the first occasion of their meeting, Benjamin had warned her that
the only way to have a conversation with his youngest sister was to
interrupt ruthlessly. In truth, Dominique never appeared to mind.
Possibly she’d gone all her life thinking this was how
conversations were conducted.

“Anything! How can you ask? I’ve already sent
word to M’sieu Corcet – that young attorney friend of Benjamin’s –
and to Olympe, to look after the house—”

“Thank you,” said Rose. “I’m sure no one here
is going to need an attorney, except for Madame Hoban. All the rest
of us are going to need is a bath. But the chief thing I need right
now is for you to go to my house and put the butter back down the
cold-jar. It’s in the pantry, if there’s anything left of it by
this time,” she added.

“Darling, of course! And if it’s all
gone to a puddle – and it surely hasn’t, not all of it! –
I’ll send Thérèse over with some, though that dreadful
Bourget woman who sells it at the market was asking
twenty-five cents a pound yesterday morning! I
wouldn’t buy it, except old M’am Carpeaux cuts hers with lard, and
you can’t tell except that doesn’t melt the same way – and until
you taste it, of course. Heaven only knows what else is in it! And
I’m certain that’s what Agnes Pellicot makes her tarts with.
It’s five cents cheaper than La Bourget’s, and Agens is such a
screw! I had tea with her yesterday evening and the pralines
tasted positively grimy! Henri said he’d send us over some—”
Henri Viellard was Dominique’s protector, “—but he’s already gone
out to Mandeville for the summer, and in fact I’m only in town
myself for the rest of this week… Don’t worry about a thing,
darling…”

She caught Rose’s hands through the bars,
kissed her cheek again, and tripped away down the corridor in a
fluttering of sprigged-muslin ruffles, leaving Rose to calculate
bemusedly the degree to which the almost-certainly-liquefied butter
in her pantry had further advanced its dissolution during her
lovely sister-in-law’s discourse…

And frowned, as another thought crossed her
mind.

 


*

 


Not quite an hour later, Petrus Hoban arrived
to see his wife.

This might not have meant any more than the
arrival of the other husbands of Rose’s cell-mates – the more
respectable ones, anyway, and the ones whose husbands hadn’t been
so unfortunate as to have accompanied their wives’ investigation of
Agathe’s screams in the first place. Jean-Luc Ouvard stood in the
Cabildo’s central courtyard looking up at the single barred window
of the women’s cell for several minutes, while Marie-Euphémie clung
to the bars and screamed his name, with no more result than the
arrival of Constable Tallien with threats of confinement in a
still-less-salubrious room elsewhere in the building.

But evidently Cerise Hoban had made an
impression on the susceptible desk-sergeant on her way through the
watch-room. For no sooner had Fleurette Lesage – the only woman
with sufficient resolution to stand on La Calentura’s cot for any
length of time in order to watch the courtyard through the window –
exclaimed, “Oh, there’s M’sieu Hoban!” than Constable Tallien came
to the cell-door with his keys.

“Madame Hoban?”

Marie-Euphémie burst into copious tears but
at least didn’t throw herself at him, which was probably fortunate,
reflected Rose. Cerise – who seconds before had been cursing at
Agathe Truande like a fishwife – turned melting eyes upon Tallien
and stumbled toward him like a woman on the verge of a swoon.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “You are too
kind—”

Tallien gave her his arm, to help her down
the stairs.

Rose, rather gingerly, stood on the end of La
Calentura’s cot to look down into the courtyard and observe the
reunion of the Magdalene with her husband.

Petrus Hoban – waiting for her in the arched
doorway that led into the Cabildo’s stone-flagged watch-room – was
some twenty years older than his lovely wife, perhaps ten older
than his deceased partner. (Is he still lying on the dining-room
floor?) He was a stout, respectable-looking man, like the
Truandes of a complexion almost as fair as a white man’s, but of
African features: honey-colored hair, and the turquoise-gray eyes
so often found among the librés. At a guess, Rose surmised,
his white father had had him educated and lent or given him the
money to set him up in business. To judge by his bottle-green
frock-coat and starched cravat he had prospered, though in these
times appearances were no guarantee of anything.

Of Bernadette – who climbed up onto the
cot-frame at her side – Rose asked, “Am I to understand that his
business has failed?”

“What business hasn’t?” returned the older
woman, as Hoban tenderly held out his arm to receive Cerise’s
trusting little hand. The way Cerise gazed up into his face put
Rose in mind of Euripedes’ Helen, sweet-talking Menelaus amid the
smoking ruins of Troy: The madness caused by gods, let me not
pay for it with death: forgive… “He was doing well, until
Truande talked him into expanding into Mexico. The man was forever
organizing expeditions to the end of the rainbow, financed by other
peoples’ money.”

“Including yours?”

Bernadette shrugged. “A little. I doubt Hoban
will starve. They may have sold up the contents of his warehouses,
but old Grandpere Hoban won’t let him be thrown out on the street.
Personally, I wonder whether Joseph set out to seduce Cerise for
pleasure, or because of her father’s investments – though I can’t
imagine M’sieu Bellay countenancing a divorce for Cerise in order
for her to marry the likes of Joseph Truande.”

“Would she seek a divorce?”

Cerise leaned against her husband’s shoulder
as they vanished under the Cabildo’s archway. Chastise the
goddess… I deserve to be excused…

“Given that Truande was bankrupt and Hoban
isn’t?”

“If she knew Truande was penniless.”
Bernadette shrugged. “He was such a liar, it’s hard to tell. I
expect,” she added grimly, “she’ll charm her way out of hanging.
I’ve a good mind to go to the trial just to see how many times she
faints on the witness stand.”

“What time did she come this morning?” Rose
hopped down from the end of the cot, and followed Bernadette to the
front of the cell again. The women clustered by the bars, in the
hopes of getting some of the fresher air from the corridor, moved
aside to make room for them: Rose was well-liked among her
neighbors.

“Just at six.” Babette tried to fan herself
with her skirt. “Will they never bring us water?”

“I daresay she has a dozen constables
falling over themselves to offer her cups.” Lettice jerked her head
in the direction of the Cabildo across the court.

“Agathe knocked as we were having breakfast,
Virginie and I,” explained Babette. “You know how it is in summer.
If one doesn’t get the mending done early, it won’t get done
later…”

“It was just that Joseph asked for a béchamel
sauce on his pork-chops,” explained Agathe. “And I hadn’t the cream
for it, and the market isn’t until tomorrow.”

“Béchamel in honor of his petite
amie,” sniffed Virginie. “The three of us stood in the doorway
and talked while Elise fetched the cream. It was already
insufferable in the house. How poor Elise stands it in the kitchen
I can’t imagine…”

“Poor Elise stands it because poor Elise
makes a good living selling the leftover candies from my shop,”
returned Bernadette, whose former lover had set her up in a
chocolate-shop when he had moved on to her sister. “And half the
fruit we buy that ‘went bad in the heat, Miss Bernadette…’”
She imitated her cook’s thick American accent.

“We saw Cerise knock at the door,” said
Agathe, “and I knew then I must go. We heard the clock strike six
in the Cathedral.”

“And neither of you saw her leave?” Rose
turned to the sisters, who shook their heads.

“The mending…”

“The coolest place to do that is in the
courtyard.”

“Oh!” wailed Marie-Euphémie, sagging – rather
carefully – against the filthy wall. “Will they never let us
out?”

 


 

*

 


The women moved aside in silent hostility as
Constable Tallien returned, with the shrinking and trembling Cerise
Hoban. As he opened the barred door, the young woman grasped his
hands in fright, stared up at him with tear-filled eyes. Tallien
frowned at the assembled women in the cell. “Now, if I hear a
single word that you’ve offered this woman so much as an insult,”
he said, “you’ll have me to deal with, d’you understand?”

Lettice Becque replied coldly, “Never fear,
sir. Not one of us would dream of such a thing.”

As one, they turned their backs on her, with
the exceptions of Rose and Bernadette Metoyer. And Bernadette, only
because she stepped forward as the constable locked the door again,
and asked, “Sir, have you any word about this ‘dispute’ among the
police and when it might be resolved?”

“I fear not, m’am.” Tallien shook his head.
He was a young man, his fair hair and pink face showing as much
German blood in him as French. “We’ll be sending water up, and some
food. I’ve told your menfolks, when they’ve come in, that you’re
all well.”

“Well?” wailed Serafine Gouvert, with an edge
of hysteria in her voice. “We are dying—!”

“Well, m’am,” said Tallien cheerfully, “we’ll
see what we can do.”

When the water came – lukewarm, brownish, and
smelly – Rose took a drink as the tin cup was passed from hand to
hand. Then, when everyone had drunk, without a word she dipped it
full again and carried it to the corner near the window where
Cerise Hoban sat in haughty silence.

The young woman glared at her with poisonous
eyes, but after a long silence, took the water. “Thank you.”

“Did you breakfast with him?” asked Rose.

“No!” Cerise almost spit the word at her.
“It’s a lie! It’s all lies!”

Heads turned. The women in the cell regarded
her with a flat calm tinged with hate and scorn, then gathered
around Agathe again.

“I was not there five minutes—”

“Why did he want to see you?”

“He didn’t!” The small face drew tight with
anger. “He was angry that I came! That pig Agathe wrote that note!
She must have hoped I’d walk in on him and that little whore of
his. I didn’t kill him!” Her voice flawed as she added, “Nor did
Petrus.”

Rose sat on the edge of the cot at her side.
“But you were his mistress.”

“That isn’t your business or anyone’s.” Tears
filled the young woman’s eyes and she flicked them aside as if her
anger extended even to the ducts that made them. After a silence,
she went on, “A woman can want someone who makes her feel alive
inside, and not be a murderess.”

She turned her face away. Her mouth settled
in a line of cold pride, like a child who is beaten but will not
cry out. And indeed, observed Rose, she was barely more than a
child, eighteen or nineteen at the most. “Now they say that if it
wasn’t me, it must have been Petrus. That he must have followed me,
and done it when I left. And he did not. He would not. I swear
it.”

“Did Petrus know?”

For a time Cerise held her stubborn silence.
Then she nodded. “But he would not have killed Joseph.” Her glance
slid back to Rose. “They arrested him, you know.”

“It doesn’t surprise me.”

And Petrus Hoban, thought Rose, would not
have the option of getting himself free by making sheeps’ eyes at
the judge, or fainting on the witness stand.

“He is a good man,” said Cerise softly. “A
good, kind man.”

He just didn’t make you feel alive
inside. Having been dead inside herself for many years, Rose
understood.

Cerise glanced back at her again, then turned
to face her. “I’m sorry I tried to kick you.” Rose’s punch had left
a little blue bruise on her chin.

Rose rubbed her knuckles. “Just don’t do it
again.”

The sweet babble of Dominique’s voice echoed
in the bottom of the stair, with the clank of keys. Cerise leaped
to her feet, her whole body transforming, chameleon-like, from a
hard, angry child to a fragile doe. She fleeted in a rustle of
skirts to the bars as Constable Tallien and Dominique appeared in
the corridor. “Oh, M’sieu, is there news?” she pleaded sweetly. “Is
there news of my husband?”

There was something, Rose reflected,
curiously bird-like in this girl’s behavior. The sweetness, the
defenselessness, reminded her of those behaviors that creatures
undertook by instinct, as their only means of protection. Perhaps
at one time it had been so. Serafine Gouvert glared at Dominique
and sniffed, “I see the pretty ones get to come and go as
they please.”

Tallien unlocked the door of the cell.
“Agathe Truande? Would you come down to answer a few
questions?”

Amid cries of “At last!” and “Have they
finished with this little ‘dispute,’ then?” Rose drew Dominique to
the corner of the barred wall.

“Is Henri in town?”

“No, poor lamb. He’s at Mandeville with
Chloë—” That was Henri’s wife, “—and that frightful mother
of his. They’re trying to marry off his eldest sister – Sophonisba,
the one who looks so like a sheep – well, they all do, poor
things – they’re trying yet again to find her a husband,
this it’s a Virginia gentleman who’s—”

“Or Augustus Mayerling?”

“Oh, no, dearest, the Mayerlings have bought
the old Coulmiers place, along the lake shore. It turns out M’sieu
Coulmiers invested everything he owned in the Bank of
Louisiana, and when it failed he had to sell even the house here in
town. And he didn’t even have the decency to let his poor
aunts know what he’d done until it was all settled, even though it
was their house as well, so now they’re going to have to go
live with that third aunt out in St. John Parish -
Phytogynéantrope, her name is, of all things - the one who feeds
the rats in the kitchens, so that the entire house is—”

“Or John Davis?”

“Oh, M’sieu Davis is… Why are you looking for
a white man, dearest?” Dominique’s butterfly-wing brows
pinched slightly. “Surely you know they’ll let you go the moment
they finish with this silly dispute of theirs with the Americans.
You don’t need anyone to speak for you, or—”

“No,” said Rose. “But I want you to search
the Truande house – now, at once – and you’ll need to have some
white man with you, as witness to what you find.”

“Oh!” The lovely plaçee’s face cleared. “Oh,
there’s no trouble about that, dearest, I’ll just get that nice
Constable Tallien to accompany me. I’ll tell him I had the most
frightful dream—” She pressed her lace-mitted hands
dramatically to her brow. “And in it I saw…” Her eyes, shut in
reverie, popped open again. “What exactly am I looking for?”

“A dress,” said Rose. “And hurry. You have to
find it before any of us are released from this cell.”

 


*

 


Rose surmised that her lovely sister-in-law
did, indeed, succeed in convincing the hapless Constable Tallien
into accompanying her to the Truande cottage (Have they EVEN YET
moved Joseph’s body from the dining-room floor? ). At least
when Agathe Truande was returned to the cell, she was escorted by a
bearded little Spanish Creole, who listened impassively to the
torrents of accusations, pleas, and hysterics from Rose’s neighbors
without remark. “The matter is being arranged,” was all he said,
and vanished down the steps again. Lettice Becque fainted in the
heat. La Calentura woke up, threw up again, and then rather
surprisingly contributed her share of the communal water-bucket to
wetting down a bandanna to press on Lettice’s face and neck.

Food was brought up, but most of the
prisoners chose to forego it. “It can’t be that long until they
question us, and let us go,” Virginie argued, after a queasy glance
at the contents of the tin pail. The two prostitutes and La
Calentura made short work of this windfall.

Cerise, Rose noted, was another who ate her
share of the revolting mix of beans, rice, and grease. Clearly, she
did not expect to be released in time for supper.

Two o’clock had struck on the Cathedral when
Constable Tallien returned. He waved aside the torrent of protests
and complaints, unlocked the door, and stepped into the cell,
memorandum-book in hand. “Babette Metoyer?”

Rose held her breath. The young man had more
the look of a friendly and half-witted farmer than of a man capable
of logical extrapolation, but looks, she knew, could deceive.

Babette came forward, shaking out her
petticoats which she still carried clutched up almost around her
knees. There was a great deal of insectile coming and going in the
straw underfoot and the whole afternoon had been punctuated with
screams and the furious shaking and slapping of petticoats to
dislodge whatever had crawled up among their ruffles. “M’sieu?”

He checked his notes again. “Did you see
Madame Hoban enter the house of Joseph and Agathe Truande this
morning?”

“I did, M’sieu. It was six o’clock. I was
standing in the door of our dining-room, speaking to Agathe – she’d
come to borrow a cup of cream, you understand, to make béchamel for
the pork chops for her brother’s breakfast. Agathe—”

“And what was Mademoiselle Truande wearing
when you spoke to her? Don’t turn around,” he added quickly, when
Babette started to. Rose closed her eyes in a brief prayer of
thanks that the man had that much sense. “Tell me what she was
wearing.”

“A melon-pink calico dress with blue and
yellow flowers on it and a border of blue and yellow on the skirt,”
replied Babette promptly. “And shockingly faded. I passed that
dress along to her myself at least ten years ago, and that
dreadful brother of hers has never given her so much as a
silver dime to get anything new.”

“It’s true,” corroborated Virginie. “And that
pink dress wasn’t new when you gave it to her, either. As indeed,”
she went on, looking back at Agathe, “I gave you the one you’re
wearing now, didn’t I, chere?”

“I changed my dress,” said Agathe quickly.
She brushed the skirt of her much-faded green-and-white striped
chintz. “When I was making the pork chops for my brother’s
breakfast with that whore—” She flashed a venomous glare at Cerise,
“—I upset the skillet, and spilled grease down it. Joseph never
could abide anything to be untidy—”

“And so you changed your dress,” agreed
Tallien. He folded up his memorandum book. “But just now,
Mademoiselle, when I searched your house and found that pink dress
with the blue-and-yellow flowers, what was spilled on the skirt –
and on the bodice too, and the sleeves – was not grease, but
blood.”

 


*

 


“So tell me, darling,” urged Dominique, as
Rose emerged – clean and with her washed hair wrapped in a towel –
from the cabinet at the back of her house that evening, to
find supper on the dining-room table and a waiting jug of cool mint
lemonade. Dominique was responsible for the lemonade. The rest of
the amenities that had been waiting for Rose when she had finally
and wearily climbed the gallery steps to her own door in the sticky
gloom of evening were the work of Dominique’s maid Thérèse: hot
water steaming ready in the kitchen, the bath set up in the cabinet
with clean bath-sheets draped in the zinc tub, the table set.
Minou’s older sister, the practical Olympe, had come in while Rose
was bathing to scrub her back and, more practically, to fine-comb
through Rose’s long, silky brown hair by the light of a holocaust
of candles, to make sure that none of the lice with which the
Cabildo cell had been so amply populated had accompanied her
home.

Rose reflected that she was likely to dream
about cockroaches for weeks. I’ll have to make a note of how
many weeks. Benjamin is sure to ask, when he gets home.

“How did you know?”

“Where was it?” asked Olympe, carrying in
dishes from the pantry: Creole rice, stuffed tomatoes, and the big
Queensware tureen overflowing with boiled shrimp. “Agathe’s
dress.”

“Oh, just stuffed under her bed, darling.”
Dominique caught Rose firmly and made her sit down. “You are
not to be hostess tonight. After the frightful day
you’ve had…”

“Not frightful at all.” Rose removed her
spectacles, adjusted one of the steel ear-pieces which had become
slightly bent in the cell. “An interesting demonstration of the
personalities of my neighbors – not to speak of the habits of
cockroaches when disturbed. I take it you had no trouble finding
the dress?”

“Not the slightest, darling. Not only the
dress, but the petticoats and even her corset. The blood had soaked
right through. But why would Agathe have stabbed him? She
worshipped Joseph—”

“As a child I think she did.” Rose sipped her
lemonade. “After their mother died, and he sold her mother’s
servants and started treating Agathe like a slave—”

“Nonsense,” said Olympe in her smoky
contralto. “Joseph was selling the house. I presume, getting set to
leave town after his business failed.”

Rose raised her eyebrows and Dominique looked
startled, but neither of them questioned Olympe’s information. She
was a voodooienne, and most gossip and rumor in New Orleans
came to her. It was her business.

Olympe went on, “He might have meant to
invest the money in some other scheme, but with no family behind
him – their daddy’s been dead for years – I doubt he could have
found a backer. And of course with no family, Agathe had nowhere to
go.”

“I would have stabbed him,” declared
Minou, secure in her angelic beauty and in Henri Viellard’s six
sugar plantations.

“I hated to do it,” said Rose softly.
“Because yes, I’d have stabbed a man who did that to me. As to how
I knew—”

She bit the head off a shrimp, daubed the
remainder of the corpse in butter, and consummated the fate of all
good shrimp in one ecstatic gulp.

“It was the butter that made me realize it, I
think,” she said. It was easier to speak of method, than of the
results of her conclusions. “When I came into the dining-room, I
remember that the butter on the sideboard was still cold and fresh.
The pattern of flowers stamped on it was crisp, the edges sharp.
Moisture was only starting to bead on its sides. At the time I only
thought about the cost of butter, but looking back, I realized that
the melting-rate of butter did not tally with the way the blood on
the floor looked – shiny and gelatinous, and starting to turn dark
– nor with the number of ants and flies around the body.”

Minou said, “Good heavens!” her lovely eyes
wide, and Olympe’s sarcastic brows tilted.

“There is a time for every purpose under
Heaven,” she quoted.

“Well, Heaven has ordained that its purposes
take different amounts of time,” replied Rose. “That’s what science
is about: the time it takes for processes to occur under different
conditions. And those times didn’t add up. The food on the plates –
and the coffee in one of the cups – was still steaming-hot. The
flies wouldn’t land on it. And I saw that no flies had yet been
caught in the fly-jar on the end of the table, which meant it had
only been there for a few minutes, not the length of the breakfast
that was supposed to have taken place.”

“And the only way the food could be that hot,
or the butter still that cold,” finished Olympe, “was if someone
had set the table with Joseph’s corpse lying there already
dead.”

“I’m afraid so,” said Rose. “Yes.” She
thought of Agathe, weeping beside the door into the yard.

“So it would have been a good bet that if
Agathe had stabbed him, she’d have got blood on her dress.”

“And her dress would have to be changed. My
guess is that that’s why she didn’t bring the food out at once.
Because she had to change her dress.”

“So if she hadn’t tried to make it look as if
Cerise had done the murder,” said Dominique sadly, “she’d have
gotten away.”

“She had to make it look as if
someone had done it,” pointed out her sister. “Because if
anyone knew about the house being sold, that would be an arrow
pointing straight at her. And Cerise was just there begging for
it.”

Dominique poked unhappily at the exquisite
amalgam of chopped ham and bread-crumbs overflowing from the tomato
on her plate. Late, quick summer dusk had fallen and the stuffiness
of the house – closed up to thwart the humming clouds of mosquitoes
just outside – seemed multiplied by the waxy golden light of the
candles on the table. With one accord, the three women collected
their after-supper coffee and pralines, and as many smudges of
lemon-grass and tobacco-leaves as they could carry, and ventured
onto the gallery.

The air was just as hot, and just as still,
outside as in. Across the street, Rose saw candle-light behind the
shut jalousies of the pale-yellow Metoyer cottage, and the pink
house of the Becques. The smell of tobacco and lemon-grass on the
air, from other smudges in every courtyard in the old French Town,
couldn’t defeat the city-stink of brimming gutters and summertime
privies and horses that had perished in the heat. But, Rose
reflected, it was like a meadow in Switzerland compared with the
women’s cell in the Cabildo.

“I’d still have stabbed him,” said Dominique
after a time. “What he meant to do to Agathe was monstrous.
And he’d have gotten away with it, too,” she added, with a wisdom
at variance with the frivolous lace of her gown, the nodding
feathers of her tignon. “He knew all the businessmen in the city.
Even if Agathe had been able to get a lawyer, she’d have lost the
case… and she’d have had to sell the house to pay the lawyer. It
isn’t fair.”

“No.” Rose folded her hands around her cup.
Far down Rue Esplanade, a much-belated strawberry-lady cried her
wares with a long, melismatic African wailing.

Agathe, at least, would be sleeping in the
Cabildo cell, with whoever the City Guards hauled in that night.
And would face her trial without the fragile beauty that would move
the hearts of the jurors – white men, half of whom had libré
mistresses as fair and as lovely as Cerise Hoban. And without the
backing of a husband and a white father who, if less wealthy than
they had been, at least knew everyone in town.

Whether or not they thought she’d stabbed
Joseph Truande, nobody was really going to hang Petrus
Hoban’s wife, Evard Bellay’s daughter. Not if they ever wanted to
do business with either of those men again. Or with anyone they
knew.

It wasn’t fair.

“But how fair is it to hang Cerise Hoban in
her place?” asked Olympe in her deep voice. “That’s what Agathe
planned to do. She made damn sure she knocked on Babette’s door,
and kept her talking so that others would see Cerise arrive.”

She settled back in one of the battered
wooden chairs, little more than a silhouette against the glow of
the mosquito-smudges, the multiple points of her tignon that marked
her as a voodoo like a weird, spiky crown above her head.

“Cerise Hoban’s a twisty little witch, but
there’s no crime in that. And no harm, ‘cept by the free choices
people make. Nor is there any saying but that the jury would decide
it wasn’t she that killed Joseph, but Petrus… and if he thought it
was a choice between himself or her, he might well have let them
hang him. You follow the road as it’s laid down, Minou. You head
off it into the bushes, you got no idea where you’ll end up, or
what grief’ll come to others by your choice.”

“I know.” Minou let out a little sigh. “It
still isn’t fair.”

Between the glowing windows of the Becque
cottage and the stucco bulk of the Metoyers’, the little green
cottage that Andromaque Truande had left her two children stood
dark. According to Olympe, the City Guards had finally arranged to
have Joseph Truande’s body picked up by the morgue at about one in
the afternoon. No one yet knew who was making the funeral
arrangements. Brother and sister had been all the family that each
other had.

When Benjamin’s sisters had helped wash the
dishes in a basin at the table, and lock up all the shutters, and
took their departure with kisses, Rose stood for a time on the
gallery before bolting the last jalousie, looking across at that
lightless house.

You follow the road as it’s laid down.
As a scientist, Rose knew the necessity of that course. Or as her
friend Hannibal would say, Fiat justitia ruat caelum.

Let justice be done, though the heavens
fall.

Still, when she went indoors and picked up
her candle to light the way to her solitary bed, she hoped that she
would indeed dream about cockroaches, and not of the desperate and
angry little neighbor whose feet she’d set that afternoon on the
steps of the scaffold.
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 The Further
Adventures

by Barbara Hambly

 


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)
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