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Synopsis

​ The Angels and Demons
Literary Weekend brings former New Orleans resident Winter Lovelace
back to town from her gig as writer-in-residence at a prestigious
women’s college in upstate New York. Winter desperately needs a
break from the book she is struggling to finish, and hopes that
this weekend will inspire her and trigger her creativity.

But while waiting for a friend in a hotel courtyard,
a body lands at her feet, and Winter is dragged into a baffling
mystery quite against her will. The victim is a notorious “m/m
romance” author who is also a homophobe, and the list of people who
wanted her dead is quite extensive. Winter herself is considered a
suspect!

To make matters worse, Winter’s ex shows up to cover
the story for a local news station…an ex Winter had hoped she’d
never see again.
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Chapter One

If there’s a worse way to start a writers’
conference than having a dead body practically land at your feet,
I’d really rather not know what it is,
thank you very much.

Despite my reputation—which in all fairness is
somewhat earned—I actually was minding my
own business when it happened. I had made dinner plans with one of
my oldest and dearest friends and had just taken a seat in the
inner courtyard of the Maison Maintenon, a boutique hotel in the
French Quarter, to wait for him. Jerry had texted me just as I
walked in the front door of the hotel to let me know he was running
a little late and to wait for him by the swimming pool. I’ve always
found tardiness to be more than a little irritating, and I despise
the term “fashionably late.” Since when has being rude been in
fashion? But in all the years I’ve known him, I don’t think Jerry
has ever once been on time to meet me.

Hope always springs eternal, however. I’m always
optimistic.

So, more than a little annoyed, I walked through the
front door of the hotel and down the long front hallway. It was
quite lovely, with a black-and-white parquet floor, high ceilings,
and some amazing oil paintings on the bright-yellow walls. A huge
chandelier’s crystal teardrops sparkled overhead, and there were
some large doors on the right wall. There was a small desk set up
just before another door at the back, which I could see opened into
a narrow room with a door opened to a courtyard filled with lush
plants. I nodded to the older woman sitting behind the desk as I
walked past. There was a sign nailed to an enormous live oak in the
courtyard reading Pool with an arrow
pointing off to the right. Once I went down the three cement steps,
I could see the building continued, making an L shape around the
courtyard. There was a tall brick fence to my left. I turned and
walked past the ice machine in the short passage to the swimming
pool.

The sparkling pool glittered in the late-afternoon
sun and almost filled this interior courtyard completely. There was
a cement walkway about two feet wide on the two long sides of the
pool, and there was another brick fence on the other side. When I
emerged from the dark passage, I could see there was a three-story
building opposite the main building with a couple of iron tables
and chairs set up in the shade cast by the second-floor gallery. A
gate through the brick fence led to another courtyard and what
appeared to be a one-story cottage back there. It was almost
obnoxiously humid, and I reached into my purse for a handkerchief
to blot beads of perspiration from my forehead as I walked
alongside the pool to get to the shade. I gratefully slid into one
of the chairs, glad to be out of the harsh early-June sun. I dug my
smartphone out of my cavernous quilted shoulder bag, answered some
pressing emails, and scrolled through Facebook, reading about what
various online “friends” were eating or doing at their gym, when I
realized Jerry was now about fifteen minutes late.

I swore under my breath. Maybe it’s all the years
spent teaching, but my tolerance for lateness is much lower than
most people’s. Okay, it’s nonexistent—I’m known for locking the
door when it’s time for class to start, and if you aren’t in your
seat, too bad so sad for you.

I was firing off a strongly worded text to Jerry
about his inconsideration when I heard a door open overhead,
followed by an odd sound. My mind registered it as a grunt—like
someone had lifted something particularly heavy. Curious, I looked
up. This was immediately followed by the groan of wood—anyone who
has lived in an old house knows that sound, and I’ve lived in
plenty. There was another grunt. My curiosity growing, I pushed my
chair back and started to stand up just as something large fell
into my line of sight and landed with a sickening crunching sound
on the cement just a few feet from where I was sitting.

I have always taken a great deal of pride in my
ability to rise to every occasion, no matter what that might be. I
am rarely, if ever, nonplussed, nor am I one of those people who
think of the proper rejoinder hours too late for it to do any good.
I am equally proud to say that over my many years I have gained a
well-earned reputation for having the remarkable ability to remain
calm under any circumstance and being able to think logically no
matter what chaos is erupting around me. Had there been a category
in my senior high school yearbook for “Most Likely to Stay Calm
During a Crisis”—well, my photograph would have most deservedly
been above that caption.

So, given that a body had just landed at my feet, I
didn’t even pause to think.

I opened my mouth and let out a bloodcurdling
scream.

Maybe not the most
feminist-woman-in-control reaction, I thought as it echoed
off the brick walls on every side of the courtyard and I began to
regain my composure, but I defy anyone
not to scream under these
circumstances.

I took a few deep breaths to finish clearing my head
and to help get my racing heartbeat back under control. I was
vaguely aware of doors opening and shutting all around me. As my
scream’s echo faded away and the darkness at the edge of my vision
began to clear, I also could hear anxious voices. I stood up and
gave the corpse a curious look.

I immediately recognized her. There was a spreading
pool of blood beneath her head, and her gray-streaked reddish
braids were floating in it. Given the glassy appearance of her
wide-open, staring eyes, she was clearly dead with no chance of
resuscitation. I’d apparently dropped my cell phone when I
screamed, so I reached for it on the table and noticed that my hand
was shaking. Get a grip, dear. A corpse just
landed at your feet—no one would expect you to be completely calm
under these circumstances, I said to myself as I deleted the
strongly worded text I’d been writing Jerry and pulled up the phone
keypad. I took a few deep breaths as I punched in 9-1-1. When a
bored-sounding woman answered, I patiently explained what had
happened and suggested she send an ambulance and the police. I
ended the call and sat back down heavily in the metal chair. People
started materializing in the various entryways to the courtyard and
the staircase landings in the main building, gasping when they
realized what they were looking at.

Jerry had told me that this massive building on
Toulouse Street had once been a single-family dwelling. The back
building and the wing dividing the two courtyards and connecting
the back building to the front had been slave quarters. The Maison
Maintenon had been converted sometime in the last thirty years or
so into a boutique hotel. It was actually kind of hard to fathom
that this enormous brick mansion had housed only one family. They
must have been rolling in cash when they built the place back in
the 1870s.The Maintenon family and their fortune were long gone—I
think they died out during the First World War. I didn’t know who
currently owned the place, but it was one of the few privately
owned hotels remaining in the French Quarter, as chains had taken
over the majority of them. The slave quarters were now deluxe
luxury suites with kitchenettes and large living rooms. Since there
was no gallery on the third floor of the slave quarters, I assumed
the second-floor suites were two-story lofts. What had been the
main house was four stories high, and I had no idea how many rooms
there were for rent. As with many old homes in southeastern
Louisiana, the staircase and hallways on the upper floors of the
main building were open air from this side, and even more people
were coming to the railings at the end of those halls to look down
at the grisly scene. The ice machine in the dark passage into the
jungle-like courtyard on the other side rumbled as it created
another load of ice, and I heard the cockatoo that lived in a
gigantic bamboo cage hanging from an ancient live oak branch over
there squawk rather loudly.

I shoved my phone back into my shoulder bag and
wished I had a glass of bourbon or wine or something—anything—alcoholic, and cursed myself for leaving my
flask back in my own room before heading over, thinking I wouldn’t
need it. I drummed my fingers on the tabletop, trying not to look
back at the corpse.

That resolve lasted about twenty seconds, and I
shook my head.

Because I recognized
her—but I barely knew her.

Yesterday I wouldn’t have known her from Adam.

I had met her earlier in the day at the airport in
Atlanta—a hellhole if there ever was one. As I made my way through
the crowds in the enormous concourses to the gate for my connecting
flight to New Orleans, I couldn’t help but wonder what Dante would
have made of it. He certainly would have made it
one of the outer circles of hell, I thought as I bought an
overpriced bottle of water from a bored cashier in a convenience
store and took a sip before venturing back out into the crowds.
What I really needed was coffee, but I’d had several cups of
airline coffee on the flight down and my stomach felt like sulfuric
acid was trying to eat through the lining despite the antacids I’d
been gulping down. I really needed to eat something, but the lines
at every place I’d seen were so long and the connection so tight I
was afraid to risk it.

I had to take one of those horrible underground
trains to another concourse, where I gratefully sat down in the
waiting area for Delta flight 3724. I quickly checked my phone for
emails—and finding none that couldn’t wait, retrieved the book I
was reading out of my bag. I was lost in Megan Abbott’s dark world
of high school cheerleading, sipping at my water bottle and
peacefully minding my own business when someone plopped down so
heavily in the seat next to me that I dropped my book, promptly
losing my place. I did manage to hang on to the bottle of water.
Irritated, I gave her a stern look.

“Oh, terribly sorry, did I make you drop that?” she
said in a squeaky high-pitched voice that seemed more appropriate
for a twelve-year-old than the rather large older woman squeezed
into the seat next to mine. She also didn’t sound in the least bit
sorry. She had a British accent, but from an area of the country I
couldn’t quite place. It definitely wasn’t London, and she didn’t
sound posh—she definitely hadn’t been to Oxford or Cambridge. If I
had to go out on a limb I would have said it was one of the
northern counties. When I’d been in London for a year in college
I’d dated a girl named Moira from Yorkshire, and there were
definite similarities in this woman’s accent to Moira’s.

The woman blinked her watery, bloodshot blue eyes at
me a few times, her enormous smile exposing yellowed, crooked
teeth, and I could smell her stale breath.

I leaned forward and picked up my book. Be polite. Remember, you don’t know this woman and she didn’t
make you do it on purpose. “No problem,” I replied, making
my voice neutral yet pleasant and forcing a smile. “No harm done,
really.” I started flipping through the pages to find my lost
place.

“This is my first time in the States, you know,” she
said, reaching into the huge canvas shoulder bag she’d plopped down
in the seat on the other side of her and pulling out a bag of
barbecue-flavored pork rinds. “I’m so bloody excited, I really am,
but all I’ve seen so far is the inside of this bloody airport and
of course the terribly rude people at your customs and I can’t say
I much care for it so far.” She used her grayish, crooked front
teeth to tear the bag open and grabbed a fistful of the pork rinds,
which she shoved into her mouth, dusting the front of her polyester
print blouse with crumbs.

Don’t engage, do not
engage, I told myself as I found my place and started
reading again, pointedly ignoring her.

I might have known she wasn’t the type to take the
hint.

She hadn’t even finished chewing the abominable pork
rinds before she started speaking again, crumbs flying out in every
direction with each syllable. “I suppose New Orleans’ll be more of
the same.” She sniffed disdainfully, rustling the bag as she dug
out another handful of fried pig skin. “Americans really like
having everything new and the same, don’t you? I simply don’t
understand it. In England we appreciate history and character, you
know. We don’t simply bulldoze over everything and try to make it
all the same.” She chortled. “Can you imagine?”

Okay, that’s it. I marked
the page with my bookmark and closed the book with a decisive snap.
“Actually, New Orleans is nothing like Atlanta, and even Atlanta
isn’t like its airport—after all, you can’t really judge London if
all you’ve seen is Heathrow, can you?” I said slowly, counting to
ten in my head as I turned my head to look at her, using my
patented I’m-your-teacher-don’t-fuck-with-me glare.

She goggled at me again with her small, watery blue
eyes as she shoved another handful of pork rinds into her mouth.
She had a moon face, with several extra chins hanging underneath.
Her skin was incredibly pale—the kind that can get a nasty sunburn
just by stepping out into direct sunlight. Her wispy, coppery hair
was shot through with gray and pulled back into a loose bun at the
base of her neck. Stray strands floated about in the air around her
head. Her nose was broad and flat, with a turned-up tip that
unfortunately gave it a rather snout-like look. The polyester
orange-and-brown geometric patterned blouse she was wearing had
flounces at the neck and all the way down the front. The blouse was
an unfortunate choice, as it made her look larger.

Her stomach was so large she was forced to sit with
her brown stretch-panted legs spread apart. The blouse was
short-sleeved, and her large, flabby upper arms jiggled every time
she moved. There was also a slightly sour smell underneath the
cloying lavender scent she’d drenched herself in, a combination of
sweat and body odor. On her right wrist she was wearing a gold
bracelet with what appeared to be Midnight
character charms hanging from the links.

Oh dear God, she’s one of
those, I thought with a slight recoil.

Midnight was a series of
books, extremely popular with teenage girls (and some older women),
that had sold millions upon millions of copies since the first one
was released around the turn of the century. It was about a pair of
twins—one boy, one girl—who find out, upon reaching puberty, that
they are actually descended from a long line of witches when a mage
shows up at the home of their (naturally quite abusive) foster
parents. They are whisked away from their horrible home life to a
training camp for supernatural teens, and of course, both become
involved in turgid romances with classmates. The girl, Megara,
apparently had the power to make every male who came into contact
with her fall madly in love with her, whether it was a ghost, a
vampire, a werewolf, a shifter, a faerie—pretty much if it had a
pulse and a penis, it fell madly in love with Megara. The young
girls who were fans of the books became completely devoted to them,
even choosing sides (or “teams,” as they preferred to be called)
about who Megara should spend all of eternity with.

Her unfortunate twin brother, Orion, didn’t quite
inspire the passion Megara did in the fans, at least not that I was
aware of—but I didn’t follow the phenomenon that closely. It was
hard to not get some knowledge by osmosis, though—the Midnight books and the films based on them were
everywhere. The fans called themselves “Twelvers” (as in “twelve
midnight”) and would line up at bookstores the night before the
latest edition was going to be released. The books, films, and
merchandise were a billion-dollar industry, and the
not-particularly-talented author was so filthy rich she annually
made the Forbes list of wealthiest
Americans.

I’d tried to read the first one but it was so poorly
written, the characters so derivative and cardboard that not only
did I throw it away unfinished, I buried it in the bottom of a
trash bag. I didn’t want anyone seeing it in my garbage and knowing
that I’d actually wasted fourteen dollars on that crap.

The woman sitting beside me tilted her head back and
emptied the debris left inside the bag into her mouth, then smiled
at me.

Pork rind dust covered her teeth.

“So, what brings you to New Orleans?” I asked,
knowing I’d hate myself in a moment for continuing the conversation
rather than getting up and moving to another seat, but I was
actually curious.

She beamed proudly at me before rummaging in her bag
again. She pulled out a book and shoved it at me. “I’m going to
Angels and Demons, the gay writers’ conference.”

Given no real choice, I took the book from her as my
heart sank. I was also going to Angels and Demons. Is she a lesbian? I wondered, turning my attention
from her to the book. It was an oversized trade paperback, with a
publisher’s logo I didn’t recognize. I looked at the front cover.
Two men—one with blond hair, the other with dark—were embracing,
their lips pursed as they were clearly about to kiss. Their ruffled
shirts were open, exposing broad, hairless, muscular chests with
enormous nipples. They were wearing tight breeches and knee-high
boots. In Gothic script across the top was the title: THE KING’S SWORD. At the bottom was a name in the same
script: ANTINOUS RENAULT.

Antinous Renault? Seriously?

“The King’s Sword,” I
replied slowly, trying to wrap my mind around it. “A gay
historical?”

“Yes, indeed, how clever you are! It’s indeed a gay
historical romance.” She bobbed her head up and down. “The market’s
really, really untapped,” she said seriously. “Since Mary Renault
died, there haven’t been many gay historicals, you know. And with
m / m becoming such a huge genre—it really is the big new thing in publishing—I’m very proud to
carry the banner for gay historicals.” She exhaled, giving me a
strong whiff of sour breath not completely masked by the smell of
pork rinds.

“Antinous,” I said, half to myself as I turned the
book over. On the back, directly in the center of the plot’s
description, was a thumbprint in crusted chocolate.

Well, I assumed it was
chocolate.

“Antinous was the Roman Emperor Hadrian’s lover,”
she went on breathlessly, an idyllic, almost orgasmic look on her
face. “He was the most beautiful man in the world—”

I cut her off, annoyed. “I’m well aware of who
Antinous was, thank you very much. I have a degree in classical
history. My specialty was the Roman Empire.” Nothing irritates me
more than someone assuming I’m stupid, which happens all the damned
time.

It’s the blond hair, blue eyes, and what used to be
called a peaches-and-cream complexion. If I had a dollar for every
time someone assumed I was a dumb blonde I’d never have to work
another day in my life.

Okay, my specialty had actually been the
Plantagenets, but I’d studied the Roman Empire and knew who
Antinous was.

I narrowed my eyes.

The woman was, however, completely oblivious to the
fact she’d given offense. Her smile never wavered even for a
moment. She tilted her head slightly to one side in a birdlike way
and went on, “And of course I took Renault to honor Mary Renault,
because she really was such a trailblazer and one of the biggest
inspirations for my work.” She sighed blissfully. “Reading
The Persian Boy literally changed my life.
I’d never thought about writing about yummy gay men before
that.”

Mary Renault is probably rolling
in her grave, I thought, and she really
did not just describe gay men as yummy, did she?

I hate when people use food terms to describe
people. I bit my tongue to keep from asking how many gay men she
had actually tasted.

“Have you read it? It’s so wonderful.”

“Yes.” I stopped myself from adding that I hardly
considered The Persian Boy, which opened
with a rather graphic castration scene, a “gay romance novel.” But
as I looked at her, my irritation started to fade and I began to
feel sorry for her. She really was rather unfortunate looking.

And clearly, the irony of her use of Antinous as a
pseudonym was apparently lost on her. No one ever would use the
words “the most beautiful creature on earth” to describe her, the
poor dear.

I turned my attention back to the book in my hand
and read the blurb on the back cover. It was set during the Scots
uprising in favor of Bonnie Prince Charlie in the eighteenth
century, when the overthrown Stuarts made their final attempt to
regain the British throne and oust the German House of Hanover. I
smiled to myself—there really was nothing
quite so romantic as a lost cause. According to the text, the
romantic conflict in the book came from the fact that one of the
lovers was in the royal army while the other supported Bonnie
Prince Charlie. A bit far-fetched, I
thought, but then again, aren’t all romance
novels kind of far-fetched?

God knows I’d written some pretty far-fetched
lesbian romances.

Farther down on the back cover there was an author
photo of an extraordinarily handsome young man next to the author
bio. I looked up at her and pointedly back down to the author
photo, then back again.

She chortled and rolled her eyes. “Yes, you’ve
noticed the author photo. No, that’s not me, obviously.” She threw
back her head and brayed loudly with laughter for a few moments.
She wiped at her eyes and sighed. “When I was first getting
started, you know, there was a mindset that gay men wouldn’t read
books by straight women, which of course is completely absurd on
its face—after all, they read Mary Renault and Patricia Nell
Warren, don’t they?”

I refrained from pointing out Renault and Warren
were both lesbians.

“But my publisher insisted
on using a male model for my author photos and insisted on
pretending I was a man.” She rolled her eyes theatrically. “Like
gay men are sexist! It really is completely absurd.”

I’ve known any number of sexist
gay men, I thought, but didn’t say it out loud. But there
was some truth to that—men have traditionally always ignored books by women and denigrated women
authors. It was an endless struggle for women authors, requiring
eternal vigilance, and I felt myself warming to her a little more.
She might be lacking in social graces, but like me, she was also a
woman author struggling against sexism in the publishing world.

I started to pass the book back to her with a slight
smile. “So, you write gay historical romances? That must be really
difficult to research, given the way queers have been
systematically erased from history.”

She chortled again, reaching into her bag and
pulling out a bottle of Mountain Dew. She took a big swig, recapped
it, and put it back in her bag. “Oh, it’s not that hard. I do it
all online. Everything’s on the Internet, you know. I don’t know
how people did research before!
Imagine having to spend all that time in a
library! Or sorting through books to find that one little nugget of
information you need!”

Oh my God.

I bit my lower lip to stop from saying something I
might regret. It’s been a problem ever since I was a child—I tend
to blurt things out that are probably best left unsaid. But the
very idea of writing historical novels while only doing research
over the web was so patently wrong and absurd that I wanted to
shake some sense into her.

The historian in me wanted to slap her stupid
face.

Somehow I managed to instead nod politely. “Yes,
libraries are horrible places, aren’t they? All that dust.”

I wasn’t surprised that my sarcasm was completely
lost on her. “Yes, that’s it exactly! Oh, it’s so lovely to meet
someone who understands!” She leaned in toward me, and I
involuntarily moved away from her. “I mean, why waste the petrol
and all that time when everything’s available online? You can find
out everything you need in the comfort of your own home!”

Oh, I understand all right. You’re
a hack. I kept my smile frozen in place as I replied, “Yes,
I’m certain Mary Renault would conduct her research online if she
were alive today.”

And again, she took my statement at face value. Her
head bobbed up and down theatrically. She elbowed me, chortling a
bit. “Yes, you’re absolutely right, of course! Imagine how much
more work she could have done had she not been limited by the
almost primitive technology she had to
work with! Imagine if she could have researched at home, or written
on a computer rather than a typewriter!” She took the book from me
and pulled out a grimy-looking Sharpie from her bag. “I’ll let you
keep this.” She beamed at me. “Just let me sign it for you.”

I’d rather have
cholera, I thought, deciding that
I’d be polite and take it—and throw it away at the first
opportunity.

She scribbled away on the title page. “It’s my fifth
novel, and critics have simply raved about
my work—five stars on Amazon and Goodreads, and all the important
gay romance blogs.”

All the important gay romance blogs?

“I’m writing another now—it’s more of a romantic
suspense novel, set in the nineteenth century, where a young man
comes to a gloomy manor to tutor the master’s son…”

As she rambled on in quite exhaustive detail, I let
my own mind wander a bit. I didn’t need to pay a lot of
attention—the plot she was telling me sounded like a rip-off of
both Victoria Holt’s The King of the
Castle and Jane Eyre, with a bit of The Castle of
Otranto added in for good measure. The primary difference
from those classics, of course, was that this woman’s version had
only gay male characters and, apparently, a lot of gay sex
scenes.

Besides, it was patently obvious that all she needed
from me was an occasional grunt or nod anyway.

And I was extremely tired. I’d had to get up at four
in the morning and drive two hours south to Albany to catch my
absurdly early flight to Atlanta, and my efforts to secure an
upgrade to first class on that flight had proven to be in vain. I’d
wound up stuck in the back of the plane, and I just can’t sleep in
the coach cabin. I’d drunk enough coffee to float an ocean liner,
but rather than waking me up it simply made me nauseous as well as
tired and sleepy. All I wanted to do was curl up somewhere and go
to sleep, and I stifled a yawn as she prattled on.

This was my last trip back to Louisiana before my
gig as writer-in-residence at Wilbourne College in upstate New York
finally wound down. It had been a great gig—the kind that were
becoming fewer and farther between these days with cutbacks
happening in education on every level. But Wilbourne College was an
old private women’s college, founded in the mid-nineteenth century
for proper young ladies from good families. The tuition was
ridiculous, but the school’s reputation for providing an excellent
education had only grown over time, and it had the kind of
endowment the University of Louisiana at Rouen, where I was
tenured, wouldn’t have the nerve to dream of having. I hadn’t even
had to think twice when the chancellor of Wilbourne had called with
the offer. The gig was too good to pass up—a ridiculous salary, I
only had to teach one graduate-level writing class, and it came
with a furnished one-bedroom cottage a short walk from the campus
that was absolutely adorable—cozy, warm, and comfortable in the
brutal winter. I flew back down to Louisiana every other weekend,
to check on my house and pay my bills. Unfortunately, I wouldn’t
have time on this trip to get over to my house in Rouen, the small
college town about an hour northwest of New Orleans where I lived,
but it didn’t matter—I’d be coming home for good soon enough. All I
had left to do at Wilbourne was return my students’ last short
stories to them, file my final grades, pack up my office and the
little house, and ship everything back down here. I already had my
plane ticket home purchased. It would, I reflected, be nice to be
back home. Even though I loved it at Wilbourne, Louisiana was
home.

Honestly, the timing of this trip to New Orleans was
bad for me. I’d been avoiding writers’ conferences, too, over the
last few years. If you’ve done one, you’ve done them all,
really.

But when my old friend Jerry asked me to teach a
master class and do some panels at the annual Angels and Demons
LGBT Literary Festival, being held in New Orleans for the first
time in its twelve-year history, I couldn’t say no, even though I’d
done a pretty good job of avoiding New Orleans as much as possible
in the last ten years.

You’ll be there for four days, and
she doesn’t know you as Winter Lovelace, I reminded myself.
Nobody in New Orleans knows
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