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Prologue



The cold bleakness of winter had a firm and icy grasp on Tennessee that December morning of 1864.

Pockets of old snow lingered in the shadows of gently rolling hills and backwood hollows, as did the occasional body of a dead horse or an unfortunate soldier who had been overlooked rather than buried with those who had fallen alongside him. Rich bottomland and pasture that had once boasted a variety of crops and herds of beef cattle now lay barren. Fine whiskers of frost coated the brown grass, and underneath that silvery blanket, the ground was frozen solid, nearly as unyielding as stone. Everywhere upon that rural countryside the earth was scored by the telltale wounds of battle. The hard mud held a multitude of scars and indentations; the footprints of thousands of marching soldiers and the deep ruts left behind by supply wagons and cannon alike.

Colonel Braxton Heller sat on his coal-black roan atop a wooded ridge, engulfed by the harsh weather and the even harsher surroundings of the violated region. He pulled the folds of his greatcoat closer around him and attempted to ignore the winter’s bite, instead focusing all his attention on the devastation that sprawled across the valley below. The man could scarcely believe that this was, indeed, his beloved Magnolia. The plantation no longer resembled the idyllic memories he had taken with him when he endorsed the secession of Tennessee from the Union nearly four years ago and, trading in the fine duds of a planter for the gray uniform of the Confederacy, joined his brethren in the War Between the States.

Magnolia had once been paradise on earth: lush and green, and plentiful with cotton and tobacco, fruit orchards, and the leather-leaved trees that provided its name. But now it was utterly desolate; a lifeless landscape of raw earth and jagged stumps. Even the main house, standing two and a half stories tall and constructed of whitewashed brick and chiseled limestone, no longer resembled the proud structure he had once known. Most of the roofing had been burned away, and the once immaculate walls and columns were now scorched and stained with black soot. Braxton felt a painful hitch in his chest at the sight of his boyhood home. It looked like the bones of some exotic animal that had been cruelly slaughtered and then set afire.

The colonel found that he could remain on the ridge no longer. He spurred the flanks of his mount, urging the horse down the embankment toward the valley. As he rode, Braxton recalled the letter he had received several weeks earlier from a neighboring planter named John Herbert Ashworth. Ashworth had told him of General Hood’s attempt to wrestle Nashville away from the Union and General Thomas’s strategy to prevent the Confederates’ march to the state capital, a strategy that had turned Braxton’s own township of Franklin into a bloody battleground. He had also informed him that the Heller plantation had been forcefully taken by a Yankee colonel named Bates. Magnolia had been turned into one of several command posts for the duration of the battle, then was looted and set on fire after the skirmish had ended.

The last paragraph of Ashworth’s letter had been the catalyst that caused Braxton to ask for an emergency furlough from Lee’s army and travel home by horseback. It had read, “When I thought it safe enough to venture out, I rode to Magnolia and found the place in blackened ruins. I searched the entire property, but could find no sign of Miss Jessica there. The few slaves that remained on the premises could tell me little about her whereabouts or what had become of her.”

For the past fourteen days, Braxton Heller had made his way cautiously through the battle-torrid states of Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee, the maddening mystery of his beloved Jessica’s fate foremost in his mind. He had ridden through snowstorms and forded icy rivers to reach the valley three miles south of Franklin, and the strain of the traveling had taken its toll on him. As he reached the dirt road that led to the Heller plantation, Braxton was gripped by a fit of coughing that nearly rocked him from his saddle. The wet rattle of consumption sounded deep down in his lungs and an ache like a cannonball pressing against his chest threatened to double him over. Press on, damn it! he cursed inwardly, forcing himself to sit tall. Press on, if only for Jessica’s sake!

Braxton slowed the roan to a trot and moved down the center drive of hard-packed earth. Once the lane had been lined on either side by dense groves of tall magnolias, but both the severity of winter and the destructive flames of Yankee torches had utterly destroyed them. Now there were only dozens of blackened trunks bearing but a scattering of ashen limbs and burnt leaves. The acrid stench of smoke still tinged the air, even though it had been nearly a month since the attack on Magnolia, according to Ashworth’s account.

“The godless heathens!” declared Braxton in anguish. He reined his horse onward to the plantation house.

The structure looked no better up close than it had from a distance. The central walls and high Roman columns were intact, but the stone and mortar were dyed a dusty black. Slowly Braxton swung down from the roan and tied it to an iron hitching post. The horse snorted nervously, the strong scent of ashes causing its nostrils to flare in protest.

Braxton unfastened the flap of his side holster and withdrew a Colt Navy .36 that he had taken from the body of a Union cavalryman at Antietam. He thumbed back the hammer and then ascended the cluttered steps of the main entrance.

The double doors of heavy oak were splintered and hung loosely on their iron hinges. He stepped inside and saw that the house had been virtually gutted. All that was left of the regal architecture and furnishings of the dwelling were charred timbers and heaps of gray ash. He stared overhead, toward the upper story, and saw the pale light of early morning filtering down through the naked rafters of the pitched roof.

A fear like none he had ever experienced, even in battle, suddenly welled up within him. “Jessica!” he shouted. His customarily robust baritone no longer came as easily as it once had. It now seemed weak and past defeat, heavy and thick with the phlegmy congestion that occupied his lungs.

Like a lunatic, Braxton Heller stumbled through the dark belly of the mansion, calling for his absent wife and angrily swinging his pistol at anything that obstructed his progress. Timbers that had once stood sturdy and strong now crumbled and flaked apart. Several times, fragments of the floor above rained down, missing the Confederate officer by mere inches.

He reached the parlor where his beloved Jessica had spent many an afternoon, drinking spiced tea and reading her books. It no longer resembled the elegant chamber of crushed velvet and imported French wallpaper. Now it was only a smoky black hole choked by darkness. The smothering pall of stirred ashes sent Braxton into a renewed fit of hacking. He leaned over, hands on knees, attempting to force the thick liquid from his lungs, but without success. As he stared down at the debris of the floor with tearful eyes, he spotted something lying half-buried in the ashes.

Braxton reached down and picked up the object. It was a silk fan that he had bought for Jessica during a purchasing trip to Memphis. The gay colors of the Oriental fan had been turned black by flame, and even as he held the treasure, it withered away and dissolved, claimed by a cold draft that swept through the shattered windows. The wind moaned mournfully, matching the same pitiful tone that issued from Braxton’s throat.

Abruptly, he heard a rustling behind him. Light footsteps on cinders. “Jessica?” he whispered hopefully and turned.

He was disappointed to find not his beloved wife, but a mangy skeleton of a dog picking through the ruins of the house. Enraged, Braxton lifted his revolver and fired. His aim was faulty, though, and the bullet only kicked up ashes a foot or so from the dog. With a yelp, the frightened animal turned tail and ran. Braxton set out in pursuit, screaming hoarsely and snapping off shot after shot at the half-starved mutt.

A moment later, Braxton was back outside and chasing the dog through the flower garden, toward the stock barn and the outbuildings beyond. Even after the dog had eluded him, the man continued to fire his revolver, allowing the hammer to impotently strike the spent caps of the chambers. Braxton was stumbling past the barn when he heard a low groan echo from the vicinity of the slave quarters. He returned his gun to its holster and drew his cavalry saber from its scabbard. Sword in hand, Braxton made his way through the gathering of single-room cabins until he located the source of the noise.

“Who’s there?” he demanded, standing outside the partially closed door of a shanty. “Tell me, or as God is my witness, I shall run you through with my blade!”

“It’s only me, Mister Braxton,” answered a feeble voice that was familiar to the colonel. “Just ol’ Sassy, and no one else.”

Braxton opened the door of the cabin and stepped inside. The room was dimly lit by a coal oil lamp which was nearly down to its last drop of fuel. He walked over to the old Negro woman and stared down at her. Sassy had been the Hellers’ resident cook for the past forty years and had been a fixture of the household a decade or so before Braxton had even been born. She had once been a large, sturdy woman, but now she looked ancient and shriveled, scarcely anything but flesh and bones. Her dark face was coated with the sweat of fever, and her eyes were dull and yellow.

The young colonel returned the saber to his belt and knelt beside the corn-husk bed upon which the old woman lay. “What ails you, Sassy?

Sassy shuddered, her breathing labored. “My leg. Them no-account Yankees, they done maimed me. Took a sword and hacked my leg clean in half.”

Braxton moved his hand to the cloth poultice plastered across her left thigh. He grimaced at both the sight and the odor of the wound. Sassy’s leg had been cleaved in two by a cavalry saber just below the knee. The horrid injury had been cauterized in an attempt at preventing infection, but despite the treatment, gangrene had set in. Greenish-yellow pus seeped from cracks in the charcoaled flesh, and the thigh was swollen to three times its normal size. Braxton studied it for only a moment before covering it once again.

“What happened here, Sassy?” he asked her. “Where are the other slaves?”

“Dey done up an’ gone,” she told him. “Reckoned it were too risky for them to stay around hereabouts. Just upped and left ol’ Sassy to die, but I ain’t done so yet. Reckon I’m just too dadblamed ornery to give up the ghost.”

“And Miss Jessica?” asked Braxton reluctantly. “What became of her?”

“’Twas them thieving bluebellies, Mister Braxton,” she moaned. “They came in the dead of night, they did, and took the place over. Big ol’ mean Yankee named Bates, he cast me and the others outta the house. I tried to fight him, I surely did, but Bates took his blade to my leg and crippled me. My boy, Samuel, he carried me here to this shack, then went back to save Miss Jessica. She was still in the house with that devil and his men.”

Braxton knew who she was talking about. Samuel had been one of the Hellers’ most loyal and trustworthy field hands, a strapping young man heavy with muscle and well over six and a half feet tall. “What happened then?” he urged. “After Samuel returned to the house?”

“Can’t say that I rightly know,” she told him truthfully. “I’s heard da most godawful screaming I ever did hear in all my born days. Sounded like poor Miss Jessica running from the house, screaming to the high heavens and dat bastard Bates laughing like Ol’ Scratch himself. Through the doorway yonder I saw Samuel pull that big ol’ ax from that  choppin’ stump and run to the house. After that, I can only guess at what happened. I heard Samuel yell out, angry-like, and that Yankee’s laughter, it stopped cold. Then I heard them soldiers yelling out to get the nigger.’ That’s when I passed out from the pain of this here sword wound. I reckon I never will know what them bluebellies done to my poor Samuel.”

“But what became of Jessica?” he asked once again.

Panic shown in the woman’s feverish eyes. “They went and killed her. They killed her and buried her somewhere hereabouts.”

Dread nestled in the center of Braxton’s chest, cold and heavy, like a well stone. “But where, Sassy? Where did the sons of bitches bury the body of my beloved?”

“Lawd, Mister Braxton, I don’t know,” she said. Grievous tears bloomed in her jaundiced eyes and rolled down her dark cheeks. “Could be pert near anywhere, I suppose. I was in too much of a hurting to leave this here bed, and none of the others would go near enough to the house to see. All I know is that them Yankees buried her and set the whole blamed place afire. Burnt down the house and every one of them beautiful ’nolia trees. Then they rode away.”

Braxton questioned Sassy for a few minutes more but found that further interrogation was pointless. She was out of her head and near death. He was about to cover the frail woman with a woolen blanket when her claw of a hand dug into his arm. “Ain’t no use in trying to comfort me. Naw, I’m done past comforting. You can’t do nary a thang for ol’ Sassy but put her out of her misery.”

The man was appalled by her request. “I can’t bring myself to do that, Sassy. I simply can’t.”

Sassy’s eyes pleaded with him. “Sure you can, Mister Braxton. You and your pappy was always real kind and thoughtful to all of us. Please, just do this one thing for me. Send ol’ Sassy down that golden path to glory. You’d do as much for that fine black hoss of yours, now, wouldn’t you?”

“Yes,” agreed Braxton sullenly. He drew his empty pistol from its holster, then took a hand-rolled cartridge from his belt. Braxton tore the paper open with his teeth and loaded a single chamber of the .36 with powder, ball, and firing cap. He lowered the blued octagon barrel toward her temple, then paused. “Close your eyes,” he told her softly.

The Negro woman smiled and did as he asked. “Remember, ol’ Sassy, she’s always loved you, ever since you was just a little tadpole.”

“I love you, too, Sassy,” he said, his voice heavy with sorrow. Then he cocked the hammer and fired.

Braxton extinguished the lamp and left the drafty shack. He breathed in deeply, but despite the bracing winter air, could not drive the pervading stench of gun smoke and death from his nostrils. He recalled Sassy’s words, knowing well that the dying have no cause for lies. He cast his eyes around the vast acreage of Magnolia, half of it blackened by flames, the other trampled and trodden by men, horses, and wagons. Somewhere out there, Braxton knew that his beloved Jessica was buried beneath the frozen ground. The very thought maddened him, for he had no earthly idea where to look first. There was no need to search for a grave; most of the plantation looked like a raw mound of recently turned earth.

He knew, however, that he must not let such a barrier prevent him from finding her. Suddenly, all that consumed him was the need to gaze upon Jessica’s face once again, whether it was livid with life or pallid with death. He wanted to hold her in his arms again and run his hands through the coppery spill of her auburn hair, even if those simple acts brought him nothing more than fistfuls of cold earth and decay.

Braxton Heller walked to a narrow shed next to the stock barn and opened it. Much of its contents had been looted by the Union brigade, but he did find a rusty shovel and a broken pickax in the far corner. He took the tools and walked a few yards toward the mansion. The possibilities were enough to boggle the mind, but he was determined not to let that sway him from his self-appointed task.

He picked a spot and then forcefully brought the pickax down against the cold ground. The point scarcely bit into the icy surface, but that failed to deter Braxton. Frantically, he struck again and again until, slowly, the earth finally began to yield.


[image: ]



The third day after Braxton Heiler had returned to Magnolia, John Herbert Ashworth decided to ride to the neighboring plantation and check on the young man.

The elderly planter had refrained from visiting Braxton, simply out of respect for his grieving. In his heart, Ashworth knew that Jessica Heller was dead; that those marauding Yankees had murdered her, after performing only God knew what other atrocities. For the past two nights, Ashworth had watched from the windows of his home and spied the distant light of a lantern moving hither and yonder across the length and breadth of the Heller plantation.

Ashworth had no idea what the man was doing out there, and at first figured that it was really none of his business. But on the third day, after a night of bitter cold and steady snowfall, he figured that it was his Christian duty to ride his dapple grey to Magnolia and see if the young colonel was well.

Upon arriving at the plantation, Ashworth knew that Braxton Heller was not in a stable frame of mind. When he rode through the encompassing grove of torched magnolias, he found dozens of holes chiseled into the winter earth. It looked as if a battalion of grave-diggers had invaded the property and performed the haphazard excavation. But secretly, John Herbert Ashworth knew that one man and one alone had been responsible for those holes. At first, the old man could hardly fathom an obsession of such magnitude. However, after a moment’s consideration, he began to understand how the death of a loved one could drive someone to such an extreme. Had not he himself experienced a similar fit of madness when he and his wife had discovered their only son, Alexander, mortally wounded only a stone’s throw from the Ashworth homestead? He had endured watching their courageous Alex die in their parlor a mere day after the Battle of Franklin had ended. Had not insanity touched Ashworth’s own mind that moment when his son had coughed violently and breathed his very last?

Ashworth’s mare skirted the profusion of open pits, carrying its rider to the fire-ravaged mansion. The elderly man climbed from the saddle and, taking a twelve-gauge muzzleloader with him, carefully mounted the icy steps of the Heller house.

It did not take long to locate the one he was searching for. An explosion of feeble coughing drew Ashworth’s attention and he picked his way through the blackened debris to the rear parlor. He found young Braxton lying on a scorched sofa, deathly pale and burning with fever. The sweat of his sickness had frozen in the low temperature, and his raven-black hair and moustache were matted with ice. Ashworth laid his scattergun aside and removed his coat. He draped the garment over Braxton’s shivering form, although it was clear to see that such an action was fruitless now. Braxton coughed violently again. Ashworth could hear a wet rattling in the young man’s lungs and knew that he was in the final, suffocating throes of pneumonia.

Ashworth knelt next to the divan and took Braxton’s bloody, dirt-caked hand. Weakly it grasped the old man’s fingers. Braxton’s eyelids opened, the slate-gray eyes of his heritage staring at Ashworth until recognition registered there. “Thank you, Mister Ashworth,” he rasped hoarsely. “Thank you for waking me.” He attempted to sit up as if intending to rise from his makeshift deathbed.

It took little effort on Ashworth’s part to restrain the ailing man. “Lie still,” the old man told him. “You’ve done enough work for twenty men in the past couple of days. Now it is time for you to rest. You deserve that much.”

“But I am not deserving!” protested Braxton Heller. “I’ve failed miserably … failed to locate the remains of my lovely Jessica. I must rise and continue the search. I simply must!”

“No, son,” said Ashworth firmly. He pressed Braxton back onto the burnt cushions of the sofa and held him there. “To search for her in such a way is pure insanity. Rest, and soon you will be with her again. Believe me, the Lord Almighty will see to that.”

“Of course,” muttered Braxton. “You are right. I will meet her again … on the far side of that heavenly realm.”

Ashworth could sense that the time of Heller’s passing was near. “Surrender, young Braxton,” he urged softly. “Surrender and claim your reward.”

Then, abruptly, Braxton’s glassy eyes brightened with a clarity that Ashworth could only describe as celestial. For a brief moment, the colonel’s face was full of rapture, as if he were staring at the supreme wonder of Paradise. Then that expression of boundless joy faded, turning instead into horror. “Oh, dear God in heaven … no!”

“What is it?” Ashworth asked. “What is wrong?”

“She is not there!” cried the young man. “My beloved Jessica … she is lost!”

John Herbert Ashworth never knew precisely what sort of vision Braxton Heller had been subjected to during his final moment of dying, for an instant later he was gone. A long, shuddering gasp escaped his blue lips and he settled slowly back to the blackened cushions of the velvet divan. Shaken, Ashworth stared at Braxton’s expression of torment. It held none of the peace that had possessed his own son’s features during the time of his passing, Braxton’s face was forever frozen into a rictus of anguish and mortification. Somewhere beyond the realm of the living, the young colonel had glimpsed something that had horrified him to the very depths of his immortal soul.

The elderly man sighed and stood. At the foot of the sofa he spotted the shovel and pickax that had been Braxton Heller’s only companions for the past two days. He picked them up, knowing that one final act of compassion was required of him before he returned home. With some effort, he slung Braxton’s body over his shoulder and made his way carefully through the blackened ruins of that once proud and regal mansion.

As John Herbert Ashworth stepped out into the gently drifting snowfall and headed toward the fenced plot of the Heller family cemetery, a cold wind swept through the shattered windows of the dwelling he had just left. The breeze moaned around the charred timbers and scorched columns, seeming almost to separate, to multiply and intensify.

A chill ran through the old man, for that simple intermingling of winter gale and hollow desolation conjured an extremely discomforting illusion—the illusion of several voices in union, each one equally tormented, but somehow different; ghostly voices that either cried longingly for one another or clashed bitterly, as if screaming out for some heinous sin to be set right.


PART ONE

BURNT MAGNOLIA


Chapter One

Laura Locke had feared Magnolia before she had desired it.

She had been a child then; perhaps ten, maybe even twelve years of age. Like the other children who lived on the rural farms south of Franklin, Laura had seen the old Heller mansion for exactly what it appeared to be: a desolate and forgotten dwelling that stood forlornly amid a dense grove of wild magnolia trees. Surely to such youthful eyes it appeared to be the perfect example of the classic haunted house. The plantation known as Magnolia had lost the magic of its history. It lacked the regal beauty of its mysterious past, yet was abundant with dark shadows, cobwebs, and the foreboding atmosphere of a place that life and laughter had not occupied for nearly a century and a half.

When Laura looked at the place that Magnolia now was, she could not believe that she could ever have regarded it as being ugly or evil, although she had certainly held such an opinion at one time. Of course, Laura had been a totally different person then: a skinny, freckle-faced girl with honey-blonde hair tied into pigtails, and dressed in threadbare secondhand clothing that always seemed to be a size or two too small for her lanky frame. She had been considered to be from the wrong side of the tracks back then; one of a dozen children in her school born of poor, tobacco-farming families who lived outside the circle of Franklin’s immediate community. True, Laura had been special even then—a young girl brimming with imagination and academic potential—but that had been overshadowed by her classmates’ cruel catcalls of “barefoot hick” and “white trash.” Her gawky looks, the slang of her speech, her social awkwardness … all had been sore spots at that tender age, causing her to withdraw from the popular crowd and spend her time with those who, like herself, had been chastised and ridiculed simply because they had not been raised in precisely the same way as the children in town.

Laura remembered the Halloween night when she, Bobby Perkins, and the Shaffer twins had, upon a mutual dare, gathered the nerve to approach the Heller house after dark. After an evening of trick-or-treating, they had crossed the two-lane blacktop of Highway 31 and approached the dense undergrowth of the magnolia grove and the sturdy but skeletal structure of the plantation house that stood beyond. The four children had still been dressed in their homemade costumes—Laura recalled that she had been a scarecrow that year—and two had sported flashlights that they had secretly taken from the glove compartments of their fathers’ pickup trucks.

The thicket that surrounded them had seemed ominously dark and claustrophobic outside the scope of those battery-powered lights. Everywhere they turned, another shadow reared before them, potentially threatening and perhaps even supernatural in nature. The old tales of Civil War ghosts that their grandparents had told them preyed on their young imaginations, turning leafless mulberry bushes into skeletal specters and swathes of moonlit honeysuckle into shrouded lovers; long-dead Confederate colonels and Southern belles who had been tragically separated, yet continued to search for one another, their passion for one another crossing even those boundaries that death had erected between them.

Laura remembered reaching the two-and-a-half-story house with its empty windows and towering columns of stone, all four overgrown with vine, yet still stained a dull grayish-black from the fire that had engulfed the building in that bitter November of 1864. She recalled how she and her friends had stood on the verge of entering the shadowy doorway, only to be driven—half-screaming and half-laughing—toward home by the hooting of a white-faced owl and the distant howling of a Bluetick hound on the trail of a coon a good mile or so away. The sounds had certainly been recognizable, but at that moment, they had not held such innocent resonance. No, in their frightened minds, Laura and her pals had given the noises much more sinister origins. Instead, they had heard the moaning of the dead resurrected and the ghoulish wails of souls in eternal torment. So complete was their terror that Bobby had nearly twisted his ankle sprinting over the uneven ground of the magnolia grove and the Shaffer twins—who had portrayed the Siamese twins, Chang and Eng, that All Hallows’ Eve—had ripped their shared costume completely in half in their haste to escape the horrors of the Heller house.

But those unexpected sounds had not been the only frightening occurrence … at least, not in Laura’s case. Laura had seen—or thought she had seen—something strange as she glanced back at the ruins of the old mansion. Laura was certain that she had seen a woman standing on the second-floor balcony … a balcony whose floorboards had burned away long ago.

She had glimpsed the woman for only an instant, but the image had been forever seared into Laura’s mind by a mixture of fear and fascination. The lady was dressed in a silken nightgown of delicate pink. The sheer garment appeared to be torn and soiled. The woman herself was quite lovely. She was young, perhaps in her early twenties, and was slim and petite in build. Her skin was unblemished and as pale as alabaster, its light pallor heightened further by the dark copper of her auburn hair, which spilled luxuriantly across her bare shoulders and down upon her small breasts.

The expression that gripped the woman’s face was one of severe pain and distress. At the sight of that disturbing expression Laura felt utter loss. The woman’s eyes, full of panic and despair, stared across the dark expanse of Magnolia as if desperately searching for something … or someone.

Laura had turned back toward the magnolia grove and called out to her friends, but they had refused to listen, continuing their mad dash through the thicket toward the safety of the highway. When Laura turned around again, the apparition was gone. No woman clutched frantically at the ornate banister like a drowning sailor grasping the rail of a sinking ship. There was no one up there … nothing but motionless shadows and the strands of creeping ivy that grew rampant along the weathered columns and the sagging framework of the balcony.

When Laura finally reached the main road and joined her friends, who giggled as they attempted to catch their breath, she almost told them about what she had seen. Almost. Before she could, she thought better of it. They would have laughed at her if she had told them of the ghostly woman on the balcony and undoubtedly razzed her mercilessly for days afterward. Laura decided to keep the strange sighting her own personal secret.

As she lay in her bed later that night, she thought of the woman again, of her disheveled appearance and tormented demeanor, and wondered if perhaps she had been the ghost of Jessica Heller, the Southern belle who the old folktales said had been brutally murdered one snowy November night and thoughtlessly buried somewhere on the grounds of the plantation. Despite her initial fright, Laura thought of the wandering spirit and found her plight to be appealingly romantic, even if tragically so.

Laura had visited the Heller house many times after that night, unaccompanied by her childish friends and always in the light of day. She no longer feared the place. Instead, it was a site of interest and exploration. As she crossed from adolescence into young adulthood, Laura began to become increasingly taken with that distant era of love and hatred known as the War Between the States. She frequented the town library and read everything she could find on the subject, hoping to discover anything at all concerning Magnolia and its former inhabitants. Laura uncovered little about Jessica Heller or her chivalrous husband, Braxton, but the books she read on the Civil War did stimulate her imagination. She began to dream up her own scenarios of tragic love in the face of bitter conflict, and eventually committed them to paper. By the time she had graduated high school and won a scholarship to the University of Tennessee, Laura knew that she wanted to be a writer.

Like most that pursue that often maddening and unrewarding profession, Laura Locke spent many fruitless years behind the typewriter, refining her talent and perfecting her literary style, learning her trade through hard work and constant rejection. During her junior year in college, she submitted her first novel—a historical romance—to a New York literary agency, hoping for the best. Success did not come instantly. It took nearly three years of sending the manuscript from one publishing house to another, but finally the word came, congratulating her on the acceptance of Embittered Passion by a major paperback firm. The advance she netted for the novel was a modest one, but to Laura it seemed like a small fortune. All the years of heartache and patience had paid off. Soon she joined the ranks of published authors.

Laura spent the next four years working as a feature editor at a Knoxville newspaper and writing romance novels in her spare time. It was after the publication of her fifth book, Fallen Desire, in hardcover that she decided to devote all her time to her writing career. She found herself enjoying a degree of critical praise and financial success that was bewildering, yet more than welcome. Soon Fallen Desire had reached the seventh spot on the New York Times bestseller list and she was sent on a thirty-city tour, signing copies of her books at shopping mall bookstores. She attended writers’ workshops and literary conventions whenever she found the time, and it was at one such Southern conference that she met her future husband.

As she had confined her social contacts mainly to the genre in which she had specialized, Laura had previously not known Rick Gardner from the Man in the Moon. She was soon enlightened as to his reputation and availability by a friend and fellow writer of gothic romance, Peg Winters. Rick was a popular artist in both paperback and hardback circles, specializing mainly in the fantasy, science fiction, and horror genres. After a ten-year career that had included stints as a draftsman and comic book artist, Rick had done wraparound covers and inside illustrations for editions by some of the leading authors of science fiction and horror.

Upon first meeting him, Laura had not been all that impressed. Rick was a shy, introverted person who was modest about his accomplishments and painfully embarrassed when praise was directed his way. However, after a single meal and a leisurely conversation, Laura and Rick connected. A whirlwind romance followed, and three months later, the two were married. Laura decided to keep her maiden name to avoid confusion in her writing career, and Rick had been considerate and understanding enough to respect that simple request.

During the next five years, their careers reached new heights of success, providing them with creative freedom and financial security. Rick’s art grew more popular as he slowly moved into the mainstream, while Laura continued to turn out lusty novels of historical romance and gradually made her way toward the top of the bestseller list.

And during it all, a dream that Laura had possessed since she was twelve finally approached a chance of becoming a reality. As her fame increased and her bank account grew healthier, she saw that her secret desire since adolescence and the catalyst that had forged her into a popular author was, indeed, attainable.
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Magnolia.

Laura had always dreamed of owning the five-hundred-acre plantation and its weathered shell of a house. Following her bizarre encounter on Halloween night, Laura had spent countless hours imagining how she would re-create the mansion; how she would restore the sturdy floors, walls, and ceilings of the ancient structure and return it to the regal palace it had been during those years before North and South had battled each other for all the right and wrong reasons. She used to imagine the remodeling down to the very last detail; the color and texture of the wallpaper and draperies, as well as the quality and styling of the furnishings. Back then it had been only the fancy of a poor country girl whose sole claim to fortune lay within her vivid imagination. But now the fortune was well within her grasp and ready to be put to good use.

The process of acquiring Magnolia had not been nearly as difficult as she had first suspected. Braxton and Jessica had been the last surviving members of the Heller family, so the federal government had claimed the property during that vengeful process known as Reconstruction. The land had lain in disuse for decades before a farmer named Matthews had purchased most of the plantation’s acreage to raise tobacco and corn around the turn of the century. Matthews had lost the property to the Williamson County Trust and Loan during the Great Depression. For the next sixty years, Magnolia was in the possession of that financial institution. Gradually, eighty percent of the acreage was divided and sold to local landowners. Due to its high price tag, all that remained on the market were twenty-five acres and the dilapidated plantation house that was located in their midst.

After consulting with her attorney, who assured her that the lien holder was ready to sell and that she could acquire the place for half the asking price, Laura went to Rick and discussed the possibility of purchasing Magnolia and moving to her hometown of Franklin. Her husband was aware of her desire for the property and its antebellum mansion, and was all for turning her dream into a reality. Besides, it really made no difference where they lived. The flexibility of their careers gave them the option of setting up shop wherever they wished. So, with that typical good-natured grin of his, Rick gave Laura his blessing on the project, and together, they set to the task of making Magnolia their permanent home.

A year had passed since the deal had been made and the deed was signed over to Laura Locke. In the next few months, the overgrown acreage and the neglected house that stood on it were the subject of an amazing transformation. The plantation grounds had been cleared considerably. The burnt stumps that had been left behind by the destructive Union troops a hundred and thirty years before were pried from the earth and disposed of. The fruit orchard and the encompassing grove of tall magnolias were once again restored to the stately manner they had once possessed. The rutted dirt road that connected the plantation to the state highway was paved and branched into a circular drive in front of the main house. The walkways of the rear garden were re-cobbled with new brick and the ground tilled. The freshly turned earth of the flowerbeds awaited Laura’s green thumb when spring rolled around. It now lay beneath colorful blankets of autumn leaves, shed by the maples and poplars that flourished on the property, as well as the huge and ancient oak that grew in the very center of the garden.

The house itself had undergone a wondrous revitalization. A crew of master carpenters, plumbers, and electricians had worked eight solid months to restore the Heller house to its former beauty, as well as provide it with a functional comfort that could never have been dreamt of during the 1850s and ’60s. Of course, some of the house’s former luxuries were sacrificed in favor of practicality. The money that could have been spent on expensive marble floors and delicately carved woodwork was put to better use. Copper pipes, state-of-the-art insulation, and central heat and air conditioning were installed. However, those modern additions were not conspicuous enough to overshadow the authenticity and charm of the antebellum.

It had taken much planning and many man-hours to transform a scrubby and useless piece of real estate into a showplace that was destined to grace the pages of Better Homes & Gardens and Southern Living. It had also taken a lot of effort on the part of Laura Locke, but she had performed the task and performed it more than admirably, with the same labor of love and imagination that she breathed into each and every one of her novels.


Chapter Two

When the movers had carried the last of the furniture and labeled boxes through the front doorway of the big house, the driver, a husky fellow named Andy Jones, held out the service invoice for Laura to sign. “Right there on the bottom line, Ms. Locke.”

Laura accepted the clipboard and pen from the man and signed her name. “I really appreciate the way you and your men handled our move from Knoxville,” she told him sincerely. “This is Rick’s and my first full-scale move, and we’d both heard horror stories about getting things lost and damaged.”

“I’ve heard those kinds of stories, too,” said Andy. He carefully tore off a carbon copy from beneath the original and handed it to her. “But I’ve been in this business for nearly twenty-five years now, and take it from me; they’re pretty much the exception to the rule.” The middle-aged man smiled at her. “Besides, I told these guys a couple days ago that they’d be standing in the unemployment line if they got butter-fingered around your stuff, Ms. Locke. Can’t have a famous writer like you PO’d at us. It wouldn’t be good for business.”

Laura was a little surprised. “But I didn’t think anyone—”

“Oh, we know who you are, Ms. Locke. My superior recognized your name right off.” Andy returned the pen to the pocket of his gray shirt and reddened slightly in embarrassment. “Uh, now that our business is all squared away, I was wondering if maybe you could do me a favor.”

Laura recognized that flustered look. She had grown accustomed to it over the years. “You want me to sign something for you, right?”

“Just a few books for my wife,” said Andy. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to, but I’ll likely end up sleeping on the couch tonight if I don’t come home with at least a couple of them autographed.”

Laura laughed warmly. “I’ll be happy to, Andy.”

After she had personally signed half-a-dozen books for Andy’s wife, Laura watched as the driver and his three helpers climbed into the roomy cab of the big semi. “Are you sure you guys can’t stick around for some coffee?” she asked. “Rick’s plugging in the coffeemaker right now.”

“No thanks, Ms. Locke,” replied Andy. He peered through the windshield at the fading light of the autumn sunset. “We’ve got a long drive back to Knoxville, so I reckon we’d better be going. I wish you much happiness in your new home.” He cranked the bright yellow diesel into life. “Oh, thanks again for signing those books for me.”

“It was my pleasure,” Laura assured him. “And please, give my best to your wife.”

Andy waved and shifted the truck into gear. He made a slow, graceful turn around the circular driveway and then headed through the long shadows of the magnolia grove toward Highway 31 and the interstate beyond.

Laura turned and regarded the towering front of the old plantation house. It looked much different than it had that Halloween night so many years ago. The brick walls had been repainted an immaculate white, the trim of the eaves and overhangs had been restored with new wood, and the great limestone columns had been completely reconditioned, the sooty stain of that long-ago fire having been meticulously scrubbed away by sandblasting. Tall, multi-paned windows had been securely set in sills that had gaped empty for decades and twin doors of polished oak with shiny brass knockers were installed in the broad front doorframe. Ornate banisters and a new floor replaced the rotted boards of the second-story balcony that had overlooked the plantation grounds during the years before civil war had thrown the state of Tennessee into the heat of conflict.

She crossed the downstairs porch with its old-fashioned cane-backed rocking chairs and entered the open doorway. The shadows of evening gathered like a dark congregation in the large entrance hall. Laura reached over and snapped on the wall switch. A huge chandelier of cut crystal blazed brightly overhead, driving all gloom from the chamber. Laura had been hesitant about hanging the fixture there at first, wondering if it might seem a little too extravagant, even in such an antebellum setting. But after several months of searching for just the right touch, Laura found that a house like hers demanded such an extreme form of lighting. It complimented the molded floral pattern of the plaster ceiling, the walls of eggshell white, and the staircase that swept in a graceful half-loop from the ground floor to the story above.

Laura shut the double doors behind her and then turned back to the main foyer. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. The odor of fresh paint and new wood was thick, almost cloying, but she savored it all the same. Laura had never lived in a house she could truly call her own. The drafty farmhouse where she had grown up had been passed down by generations of Lockes, and even when she had attended college and worked for the newspaper in Knoxville, she had always rented places where faceless others had dwelled before her. Even the house that she and Rick had leased in Knoxville had been a rental property for nearly ten years before they had moved in.

But those times were past. Magnolia and its mansion was theirs now, hers and Rick’s, and it always would be. Before undertaking the lengthy process of turning Magnolia into a livable domicile, Laura had made up her mind that she would spend the rest of her life within the shelter of the house she now stood in. Her children would, she hoped, be conceived and raised there, and after they had grown and pursued lives of their own, she and Rick would grow old there together, holding hands and rocking contentedly in the chairs out front.

Smiling at the idyllic thought, Laura crossed the foyer to the doorway that led into the kitchen. As she entered the long room with its oak wood cabinets, butcher-block counters, and authentic stone hearth, she detected the strong odor of coffee. Laura expected to find Rick standing amid cardboard boxes of kitchen appliances and utensils, waiting for the Mr. Coffee to finish brewing its pot. Instead, she found that Rick had already performed the task and left the kitchen. The coffeemaker’s glass pot was nowhere to be seen, and neither was her husband.

Playfully, she checked the walk-in pantry, thinking that he might be hiding there. But it was unoccupied. “Rick?” she called out. “Rick, where are you?”

“I’m upstairs.” His voice echoed faintly from the narrow staircase that connected the kitchen to the upper floor. “Come on up and join me.”

Laura climbed the steps. She soon stood in the upstairs hallway. The long corridor with its tastefully papered walls and varnished hardwood floor stretched the entire length of the second floor, giving access to the house’s eight bedrooms, four facing the front of the house and four facing the rear.

“Where?” Laura called out again. The aroma of coffee grew stronger the further she walked down the hall.

“The master bedroom, of course,” teased Rick. “I’m sure not sitting in the toilet with a steaming pot of Maxwell House.”

Laura stopped halfway down the hall and entered the master bedroom. Her cherry wood bedroom suite—highboy, dresser, nightstands, and the unassembled pieces of her canopy bed—stood around the large room, waiting to be put in their proper places. She also noticed that one object was not where the movers had left it. The box springs leaned against a far wall, but its king-sized mattress was gone.

A gentle but cool autumn breeze ruffled her blonde hair and she turned toward the twin French doors that led onto the front balcony. Both doors were open and beyond the doorway was the mattress … with Rick lying comfortably on top of it.

Sitting next to him was the pot of coffee and two mugs he had liberated from a cardboard box downstairs. Laura eyed the empty space on the mattress’s left side and assumed that the spot had been reserved for her.

“So, that’s where my coffee went to,” said Laura with a smile. She stood in the doorway for a moment and stared down at her husband. Rick was a handsome man, but not strikingly so. He was of medium height and carried a slight paunch that was characteristic of a thirty-five-year-old male who spent more time sitting at his art table than working out in the gym. He had the pale complexion of someone who spent the majority of his time indoors than out. His coal-black hair was shaggy in the back, but thinning in the front and his clean-shaven face was a little soft around the jawline. His eyes were blue, but of a peculiar washed-out shade that seemed always to give him an expression of bland disinterest. True, he did not possess the bronzed physique and sharply chiseled features of the shirtless heroes who graced the covers of Laura’s books, but then, such killer good looks were much more common in fiction than in real life.

“You didn’t mind if I changed into something more comfortable, did you?” Rick asked with a wink.

Laura studied his choice of apparel. Rick wore faded jeans, scuffed Reeboks, and that ugly flannel shirt that he always worked in, the one with about ten years’ worth of accumulated acrylic and oil paint on it. “Oooh, baby,” she whispered in a husky voice as she sank down on the mattress next-to him. “You know how hot and horny that shirt makes me.”

Rick detected a hint of sarcasm in her voice, and frowning, glanced down at the front of his shirt. “What’s the matter with it?” he asked, taking a sip from his coffee mug.

“Nothing, except that it’s older than dirt and has more shades of paint on it than Sherwin-Williams carries in its entire inventory. When are you going to throw it away and buy yourself a new one?”

Rick looked shocked. “Get rid of my lucky shirt? Never! I was still a starving artist when I started wearing this, and look where I am now. Believe me, someday the Smithsonian will be begging for this humble Kmart special with a career’s worth of history on it.”

“Dream on, sweetheart,” said Laura. Laughing, she leaned over and kissed him, then poured herself a fresh cup from the pot. “They’ll want that eyesore about as much as they’ll want my writing outfit.”

“You mean that old pink sweatshirt with the peeling decal of Scarlett O’Hara and Rhett Butler on the front?”

“The one and only,” she said. “Speaking of which, I think I’ll slip into it and make myself comfortable, too.” Laura glanced back through the doorway at the stack of clothing boxes that stood in the center of the bedroom floor. “That is, if I can ever find it.”

Before she could get up, Rick reached out and lazily took her hand. “Forget that blasted sweatshirt. What I had in mind was that slinky negligee of yours. You know, the silky peach one with all the revealing lace down the front.”

Laura giggled and sat back down on the mattress. “I wouldn’t have thought you’d be in such an amorous mood tonight. We did get up at four o’clock this morning to finish packing before the movers arrived.”

Rick shrugged. “Why do you think I brewed this pot of coffee?” With a sly grin he reached out and ran a hand along the curve of her thigh. “Besides, isn’t it a longstanding tradition for a couple to make love the first night in their new house?”

“It seems like I’ve heard something like that before,” said Laura. A sudden breeze snaked through the openings of the balcony railing, causing her to shiver. “But don’t you think we ought to do it right and have our fun inside? It is sort of nippy out here this evening, wouldn’t you say?”

Rick smiled and shook his head. “And you’re the one who’s always getting on my case for being a party-pooper. Anyway, I thought this would appeal to your romantic side. Don’t you think the couple who lived here before the Civil War did the wild thing out here on the balcony at least once, during some torrid night of unbridled passion?”

Laura thought of the people Rick referred to. Lying there with the darkness of night fast approaching and the massive pillars of the limestone columns standing around them, Laura used her imagination. Yes, she could almost picture Jessica and Braxton Heller making love where they now lay. Although she had no idea how either one looked, she could easily conjure up their images in her mind, softly beautiful and ruggedly handsome, entwined nakedly, moving rhythmically, flesh against flesh. In the darkness of some distant Southern night they might very well have abandoned the prim and proper restrictions of a bygone age and coupled passionately, the scent of magnolia blossoms serving as a heady aphrodisiac, spurring them toward the heights of ecstasy.

“Uh-oh. Do I sense those creative wheels turning in that pretty head of yours?” asked Rick. He recognized the dreamy look that appeared in Laura’s eyes when she sat at her computer, working on a particularly naughty sex scene.

Laura leaned over and tenderly gave him a kiss. “Does that answer your question?”

“I guess so,” said Rick. He stifled a yawn and took another sip of black coffee as he watched her stand up and start toward the bedroom.

“You’re not going to fall asleep on me, are you?” she asked. “We have had a long day, you know.”

“Don’t worry,” Rick assured her. “I’ll be here when you get back.”

Laura left the balcony and entered the master bedroom. She read the scribbled writing on each clothing box until she found one labeled “lingerie.” She opened the carton and rummaged through the dozen or so nightgowns until she found the one she was looking for. She went into the adjoining bathroom and turned on the light. It was fairly modest compared to the extravagance of the rest of the house. No marble Jacuzzi or European bidet; just his-and-hers vanities, a combination bathtub and shower, and a commode.

She undressed, folding her dingy clothes and laying them on the counter next to the sink, along with her bra and panties. She stood there for a long moment, appraising herself in the full-length mirror affixed to the door of the bathroom closet.

Laura was thirty-two, but fortunately most people, friends and fans alike, mistook her for someone several years younger. Her face was clear and devoid of lines, her shoulder-length hair was a warm hue of honey-blonde, and her eyes were deep azure blue in color. Unlike most women her age, Laura was satisfied with her body, as far as both weight and shape were concerned. She was a devout believer in proper diet and exercise, and worked out diligently four days a week. She was lean and firm from head to toe. Her figure showed none of the sagging around the breasts and butt that prematurely afflicted a lot of women over thirty.

Laura slipped on the flimsy peach negligee and mussed up her hair a little, producing that wild look that turned Rick on. She spotted her makeup caboodle where she had placed it on the vanity earlier that afternoon. Laura searched through the jumble of lipsticks, liners, and eye shadow cards until she found a small bottle of her favorite perfume. She sprayed on just enough in just the right places to tease her husband, hoping that it would have the intended effect on him.

To tell the truth, Laura had been a little surprised by Rick’s sudden flare of desire that night. During the past year or so, something had changed between the two. There certainly was no loss of love between them; they were as committed to each other now as they had been the day of their wedding. But sexually speaking, their attention toward each other had waned considerably. During the first few years of their marriage, Laura and Rick had made love almost every night, like clockwork. But lately, the time and inclination for intimacy had decreased. Laura tried to remember exactly when they had last made love and decided that it had been the middle of the previous week. And even then, there had been little foreplay. The entire act had lasted no more than fifteen minutes, and afterward, Laura had returned from the bathroom to find Rick sound asleep.

Laura attributed most of it to the increasing volume of their professional commitments, and the stress and intense focusing that their individual careers sometimes required. But on second thought, Laura could not help but wonder if something else was to blame—namely, their desire to have children and their frustrating inability to produce any. They had been trying for three years now, but to no avail. Maybe it was the numerous visits to fertility doctors, as well as the confusing confliction of diagnosis and advice they had received, that had taken the edge off their love life. Laura recalled the months of desperation that had followed those visits, the constant monitoring of her ovulation cycles and the almost clinical way they had been forced to regard the act of making love. Perhaps it was the constant pressure of having to perform on command that had dampened Rick’s desire for sexual contact. Or maybe it was the fear of failing again that had cut their passionate rendezvous down to once a week, or even less often.

“Well, let’s hope that the spark isn’t gone entirely,” she told herself.

Laura walked back into the bedroom and turned off the lights. Then, in the soft glow of the twilight’s half-moon, Laura made her way to the open French doors, moving as provocatively as she could.

But when she reached the balcony, she found that her sultry performance had been in vain. Rick was stretched out, flat on his back, his eyes closed and his mouth wide open.

“I should have known,” she said aloud. A mixture of disappointment and annoyance drove away her mounting arousal as she sat down on the mattress next to him. Rick answered with a long, deep snore that sounded like a rusty chainsaw.

Her irritation lasted for only a brief moment. Then she eased the coffee mug out of his hand, set it aside with the steaming pot, and smiled wearily at the expression of exhausted peace on his face. “So much for tradition,” she said softly, then kissed him on the forehead.

She rose, and with some effort, dragged the king-sized mattress—snoozing husband and all—through the French doors and into the bedroom. But before joining him, Laura returned to the balcony. She crossed the landing to the banister and stared out into the deepening nightfall.

A stiff breeze, somewhat cooler than before, swept through the magnolia grove, ruffling the thick, brown-edged leaves and whistling sharply around the vast limestone columns and the upper eaves of the plantation house. Goose bumps prickled her bare arms and cleavage, reminding her that October was already underway and that winter would soon be upon them. She stared down at the circular drive and cobbled walkways that extended around either side of the mansion and into the flower garden out back. They intended to install floodlights around the plantation house, for both atmosphere and security, but had not gotten around to it yet. That night only patches of moonlight illuminated the grounds below.

Laura closed her eyes and breathed deeply, drinking in the crisp country air. The excitement and anxiety of that day’s sojourn finally left her body, and in its place settled a gentle peace. She truly felt as if she was home now. After years of renting apartments and other people’s houses, Laura finally knew how it felt to stand in the shelter of a structure that she could honestly call her own.

She left the chilly night air, and returning to the bedroom, closed the French doors behind her. She looked down at her sleeping husband and suddenly felt a tremendous weariness overcome her. She had hoped that maybe they could have done some unpacking that night, perhaps set up the furnishings of the bedroom if nothing else, but she no longer felt the need to exert herself any more that day. All she felt like doing now was curling up next to Rick and getting a good night’s sleep.

Again she searched the cardboard cartons. This time, she found the one that held bed linens and blankets. She dug through the contents until she found an old patchwork quilt that her Grandmother Locke had sewn for her nearly twenty years ago. She took a moment to pry Rick’s grungy sneakers off his feet; then, lying down next to him, she draped the heavy cover over both of them. An instant later, she was as sound asleep as her exhausted husband.
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