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Synopsis

Heath Brandon’s mother died when he was barely three
years old. His father never spoke about her, or her family. So when
her family reaches out to him after his father’s death, Heath
decides to make the trip to Louisiana to get to know the only
family he has left.But he soon learns that there was a lot more to
his mother’s death than he ever knew…and the beautiful old mansion
on the Mississippi River has many secrets, secrets someone would
kill to protect.And the key to everything that happened when he was
a child just might be hidden in his own memory…


Reviewers Love Greg Herren’s Mysteries

“Herren, a loyal New Orleans resident, paints a
brilliant portrait of the recovering city, including insights into
its tight-knit gay community. This latest installment in a powerful
series is sure to delight old fans and attract new
ones.”—Publishers Weekly

“Fast-moving and entertaining, evoking the Quarter
and its gay scene in a sweet, funny, action-packed way.”—New
Orleans Times-Picayune

“Herren does a fine job of moving the story along,
deftly juggling the murder investigation and the intricate
relationships while maintaining several running
subjects.”—Echo Magazine

“An entertaining read.”—OutSmart Magazine

“A pleasant addition to your beach bag.”—Bay
Windows

“Greg Herren gives readers a tantalizing glimpse of
New Orleans.”—Midwest Book Review

“Herren’s characters, dialogue and setting make the
book seem absolutely real.”—The Houston Voice

“So much fun it should be thrown from Mardi Gras
floats!”—New Orleans Times-Picayune

“Greg Herren just keeps getting better.”—Lambda
Book Report

Sleeping Angel “will probably be put on the
young adult (YA) shelf, but the fact is that it’s a cracking good
mystery that general readers will enjoy as well. It just happens to
be about teens…A unique viewpoint, a solid mystery and good
characterization all conspire to make Sleeping Angel a
welcome addition to any shelf, no matter where the bookstores stock
it.”—Out in Print

“This fast-paced mystery is skillfully crafted. Red
herrings abound and will keep readers on their toes until the very
end. Before the accident, few readers would care about Eric, but
his loss of memory gives him a chance to experience dramatic
growth, and the end result is a sympathetic character embroiled in
a dangerous quest for truth.”—VOYA
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Chapter One

Taking this trip was probably a mistake I would
regret.

I finished my cup of coffee and glanced over at my
shiny black suitcases. They were new, bought specifically for this
trip. My old bags were ratty and worn and wouldn’t have made the
kind of impression I wanted to make. My cat was asleep on top of
the bigger bag, his body stretched and contorted in a way that
couldn’t possibly be comfortable. I’d put the bags down just inside
my front door. I’d closed and locked them securely. I’d made out
name tags and attached them to the handles. I’d taken pictures of
them with my phone in case they were lost or misdirected by the
airline. My flight wasn’t for another three and a half hours, and
even in heavy traffic it wouldn’t take more than fifteen minutes to
get to the airport. I had plenty of time; as always I’d gotten up
earlier than I needed to, and finished getting ready with far too
much time left to kill before leaving for the airport. I checked
once again to make sure I had my airline employee ID badge, my
driver’s license, my laptop, and the appropriate power cords in my
carry-on bag. I was flying standby, of course, but I’d checked the
flight before leaving work the previous night and there were at
least thirty seats open with a no-show factor of fifteen. The only
way I wouldn’t get on Transco flight 1537 nonstop from Bay City to
New Orleans was if another flight to New Orleans canceled, or this
one was canceled for mechanical problems. But should that happen, I
had my cousin’s cell phone number already loaded into my phone so I
could give her a call and let her know what was going on.

I got up and poured what was left in the pot into my
mug, making sure I turned the coffeemaker off.

The occupational hazard of flying standby was that
your plans were never carved in stone and were subject to change at
any moment.

They’d offered to buy me an actual ticket, of
course, but I’d said no.

I wasn’t really ready to take any money from the
family I didn’t know just yet.

I sipped my coffee. Has it really only been two
months? I thought again.

I’d known they’d existed, of course, since that day
when I accidentally found my birth certificate when rooting around
in my father’s desk drawer. I wasn’t supposed to be in there—his
office was off-limits to both me and the woman I’d always thought
was my mother, a place of solitude for him where he could get away
from us, from the pressures of his day job, and just have quiet
alone time. The office door was always kept locked. It was what was
originally called the maid’s apartment when our house had been
built back in the 1920s, in the heyday of Bay City’s Hyde Park
neighborhood. It was just a back bedroom, really, off the kitchen
with a small private bathroom. I had no memories of living anywhere
other than the house, and as long as I could remember that room had
been my father’s office.

I was home alone that day—they’d gone to some
function or another, promising they’d be home around two that
Saturday afternoon, and to bring me lunch home from McDonald’s.
McDonald’s was a rare treat around our house; both of my parents
thought fast food was garbage and a waste of money. I’d finished my
homework already and was bored. There was nothing on television to
watch, and I’d read the books I’d taken out from the library the
previous week. I wasn’t allowed on the Internet if they weren’t
home—they made sure of that by not allowing me to know the password
for the Wi-Fi. Whenever I wanted to use it one of them had to sign
me in, and they never allowed my laptop to store the password,
either. I’d gone into the kitchen for a glass of orange juice when
I noticed the door to the office wasn’t completely closed. That was
unusual: Dad’s privacy was paramount. He must have been in a hurry
and didn’t notice the door hadn’t shut. I knew I shouldn’t go in
there, that if he ever found out I’d be in serious trouble, but I
couldn’t resist. I’d seen inside before, even though I
wasn’t allowed to go inside, catching glimpses when my dad would go
in or out. The room was done in a dark faux-wood panel, with
hideous green shag carpeting that had been popular in the
1970s.

I took a deep breath and walked across the kitchen.
I pushed the door softly with my right hand, my heart beating
faster as the door swung farther open. Feeling brave, I swallowed
and stepped through the doorway. Going inside almost felt like
entering Narnia through a wardrobe. I was sweating from nerves in
spite of the air-conditioning. I glanced around the room. It was
bigger than I’d always imagined. There was a large desk nestled
into a corner, with work space branching out in an L shape. There
was a computer on one arm of the L, some files, envelopes, and
papers scattered over the other side. A reclining chair faced a
television stand, complete with a big television set, the cable
box, and a VCR blinking 12:00. There was an open white door to my
left leading into the bathroom. The sliding doors to the closet
were closed.

It was a little disappointing, to be honest. I don’t
know what I was expecting, but I thought there would be
something more than this.

Of course, with an imagination weaned on the Hardy
Boys and the Three Investigators, I’d always liked to believe there
was some dark secret hidden inside the room, some reason why Dad
didn’t want either Mom or me to ever go inside. But now I realized,
standing in the center of the room and looking around, that it was
nothing more than just private space he wanted, some place that was
solely his.

I was a mere couple of minutes from making the big
discovery that would change my life forever.

I walked over to look at the papers scattered on the
top of the desk. We were going on vacation to Cancun later that
summer, and on top of a stack of papers was my passport
application. I’d had to go down to Walgreens with my mother a few
days earlier to get the pictures taken. We hadn’t done a family
vacation in a couple of years, and when Dad told us he’d decided we
were going to the beach in Cancun this year, I’d started making
plans. Dad promised we could visit Chichen Itza and other Mayan
ruins I’d read about in some of the mysteries I was forever
checking out of the library.

I exhaled and decided to get out of there before
they got home when I noticed something strange on my birth
certificate, just to the side of the passport application.

I didn’t read that right, I thought, picking
up the certificate and staring at it in disbelief.

There had to be some mistake.

Mother: Genevieve Melissa Legendre Brandon

Only my mother’s name was Sandra—or so I had
thought.

My heart started beating really hard and fast.
According to my birth certificate, I’d also been born at a place
called Touro Infirmary in New Orleans, Louisiana—not Bay City,
Florida, which was where we’d always lived.

They’d lied to me.

My mother wasn’t really my mother.

I finished my coffee and rinsed the mug out in the
sink. Skittle, my enormous orange-and-white Maine Coon cat, hopped
up on the counter and rubbed his head against my forearm. He always
knew when I was going away—he knew from experience what suitcases
next to the front door meant. He was purring, wanting attention,
afraid he was being abandoned. Absently I scratched behind his
tufted ears. My stepmother would come by later to take him back to
the house where I’d grown up. She was going to keep him while I was
gone—for the whole two weeks, for a couple of days, who knew how
long I was going to be gone?

It depended on how things went once I got there.

It was hard to believe it had been a little less
than two months since I’d first noticed the bald man sitting in the
airport lobby.

Mondays were always busy days at the ticket counter,
and this particular Monday had been one of the worst I could
remember. My feet and calves were aching from being on my feet all
day, my lower back throbbing from lifting and carrying luggage back
to the TSA agents. The line of passengers checking their bags and
getting boarding passes hadn’t let up from the moment I’d signed in
to the computer at my assigned station at noon. I somehow managed
to keep a smile plastered on my face and my voice friendly. I tried
not to look at the clock on my computer screen too often. I’d
learned early in my airline career that watching the clock just
made it seem to move slower. It was a hot June day in Florida. The
airport was kept at what sometimes seemed like subzero temperatures
inside, but every time the electric doors opened to let in yet
another group of passengers dragging their luggage to the
stanchions marking the start of the lines, a wave of hot air blew
in behind them, making my scalp sweat and my skin sticky.

I only had about an hour left to go in my shift that
night. I knew I looked awful. My white dress shirt was sticking to
my back, and I knew there were damp half-moons at my underarms. I
didn’t have to look in a mirror to know my hair was a mess—the
combination of thinning bangs and sweating forehead just wasn’t an
attractive look on anyone.

I smiled at the harried-looking woman in front of me
who was keeping a wary eye on the three children under ten she was
traveling with, handed her a ticket jacket with her boarding passes
and baggage-claim tickets, and directed her to the gate. I picked
up her heavy suitcases from the scale and walked them back to where
the TSA agents were working, so they could be put through the X-ray
machine, and returned to my station. My feet were aching and my
calves were sore, but I plastered the required smile back on my
face that gave passengers the illusion I was actually glad to be
helping them. I took a deep breath and was just about to call the
next passenger in line to come down to the touchscreen check-in
station when I saw him.

He was sitting in one of the lobby chairs facing the
Transco Airlines ticket counter, his legs stretched out in front of
him and crossed at the ankles. He was bald, and his scalp gleamed
in the lights of the Bay City airport central terminal. He was
wearing a very tight black cotton T-shirt with a V-neck that
emphasized the thick muscles of his shoulders, chest, and arms. His
knee-length khaki shorts were looser, but his hairy calves were
also strongly developed. I figured him to be somewhere in his mid
to late forties. He was handsome, with a round, full face and
enormous brown eyes beneath thick black brows. His nose was wide
and almost a bit flat, but his lips were full and his chin strong.
There were creases beneath his cheekbones that probably signaled
deep dimples when he smiled. He was looking right at me, his right
eyebrow raised a bit, and I could feel my face starting to color
slightly.

Yeah, right, Heath—a hot-looking guy like that is
definitely checking you out. That’s why you have a
boyfriend, right?

When you work at an airport, part of the job is
watching people, paying attention, and noticing things out of the
ordinary. I kept watching, not calling the next passenger down, and
began to wonder if I should call airport security.

And tell them what? A hot guy in a tight T-shirt is
watching you? Or the ticket counter? He might just be waiting for
someone to arrive, or someone to get off work—you don’t know
anything about him, and it’s not like he fits the profile of
possibly dangerous passengers. Although I suppose he could be a
drug runner or something.

When he realized I’d noticed him watching, he looked
down quickly and started fiddling with the phone he was holding.
Maybe he was checking me out—and if he is, that would
make it even more embarrassing if I called security, I thought,
finally motioning for the next passenger. I glanced over at him
again but he was still playing with his phone. I smiled at the
elderly couple now standing in front of me and said, “Where are
y’all traveling today?” When I finished helping my passengers—they
had trouble using the automated system and I had to come out from
behind the counter to help—I looked back over again. He was gone. I
hadn’t seen him go or where he went.

Oh, well, probably just as well. He’s a little too
good-looking for me. And that would just mean heartbreak in the
long run. Just hope he’s not a criminal or something.

I waved at the next people in line and went back to
work, forgetting all about him.

Then he showed up during my shift on Tuesday.

While Mondays were always busy until later in the
day, Tuesdays and Wednesdays were the slowest travel days of the
week. The vast majority of leisure travelers booked their travel
around the weekends, so most weekday passengers were traveling on
business with carry-on luggage only so they could bypass the ticket
counter and head directly to the gates while yakking away nonstop
on their cell phones. Those were the days when airport employees
could catch our breaths a bit, in anticipation of the onslaught of
weekend travelers that would start kicking in on Thursday. Low
seniority had stuck me with Tuesdays and Wednesdays as my days off
ever since I was hired, almost right out of high school. But that
Tuesday I’d picked up a shift from a coworker who’d gone to the
West Coast for a few days to visit her sister. I didn’t mind having
what everyone else considered crappy days off, frankly. Tuesdays
and Wednesdays—unless there was a holiday—were painfully slow, and
an eight-hour shift on those days seemed to last longer than the
Middle Ages. This particular Tuesday was no exception. I started at
eleven and by three o’clock I was climbing the walls with boredom.
There’s nothing worse than standing on your feet all day with
nothing to do, and there’s only so many times you can check your
Facebook feed on your phone.

I was coming back from my lunch break when I saw
him. He was sitting in the same place he had been on Monday. He was
fiddling with his phone and hadn’t yet seen me. He was wearing
another black T-shirt, only this one had a crewneck, and he was
wearing blue and red madras shorts. “That’s odd,” I said as I
signed back in to my computer.

“What’s odd?” the woman working at the next station
asked without looking up from her computer screen. Brenda Steen was
a thirty-year veteran of what we jokingly called the ticket-counter
wars, a grandmother with gray streaks in her short red hair. Some
of the other agents didn’t like her, but I thought she was funny.
You always knew where you stood with Brenda, and she did not suffer
fools gladly. She spoke her mind, even if it made her sound like a
bitch. She always wore the knee-length uniform dress with low
heels—you’d never catch Brenda in the slacks—and navy-blue hose.
She was never late, never called in sick, and never took an extra
minute on her breaks than was allowed by the corporate handbook.
She was a stickler for the rules. I always imagined that her house
was regimented—everything had a place and everything in its
place—and she’d trained her husband and children accordingly. She
never broke the speed limit, never ignored a stop sign, and never
rolled through a red light while turning right. She never asked
anyone to cover a shift for her, only taking her allotted
vacations. She came to work, did her job, and went home. She never
gossiped about coworkers and was always politely friendly but
distant with the passengers. However, she did enforce the rules on
tickets. I’d seen her make passengers repack their suitcases to
avoid overweight charges any number of times. If there was a fee to
change your ticket, Brenda collected it. She had no problem arguing
a point with a passenger, and she never, ever backed down.

Another agent called her Brenda Steen the Queen of
Mean.

She thought it was funny, which made me like her all
the more.

“You see that bald guy sitting there in the black
T-shirt?” I said in a low voice, pointing with my hand below the
counter so he couldn’t see me if he was looking.

She looked up and pushed her glasses up her nose.
She glanced out into the middle of the lobby and looked back down
again. “The good-looking bald one? What about him?” she asked,
keeping her voice low, as though she was afraid he might hear
her.

“Nothing, I guess. He was there last night. It’s
just weird, is all.”

Brenda frowned, her eyes narrowing to slits. “That
is odd. Do you want me to call security? Is he acting
suspiciously?” She picked up the phone at her station.

Sorry I’d said anything, I was opening my mouth to
tell her not to when he stood up and walked over to the up
escalator, heading to the level where the trams to the gates were
located.

“If he comes back or you see him again,” Brenda
said, putting the phone down with a frown, “you need to let
security know. We probably should anyway. You know we’re supposed
to report suspicious behavior. Any suspicious behavior. Just
because he doesn’t look like a terrorist doesn’t mean he’s not a
drug smuggler or something.”

“I know,” I replied, “but I don’t think he’s up to
anything bad.”

“You never know,” she replied darkly, turning back
to her computer screen. “You can’t trust anyone these days.”
Without looking back at me, she added, “Even the hot bald ones in
tight T-shirts.” The corners of her mouth twitched as she struggled
not to smile.

I grinned to myself. Underneath that tough exterior
she really did have a soft caramel center.

By the time my shift finally ended, I was exhausted.
The evening had been even slower than the afternoon, and I didn’t
think it was ever going to be time to log off and clock out. I
closed out my drawer—I’d only run a few charges—and dropped the
report into the safe before grabbing my lunch box and punching out
on the time clock. Some of my coworkers were going out for drinks
the way they always did, unwinding from the day by telling horror
stories of stupid passengers and even stupider management
decisions. Sometimes I went, but I usually said no. Forty hours per
week was enough for me—the last thing I wanted to do when I was
finally off the clock was sit around and talk about work some more.
I said no this time because I only had about forty dollars left in
my checking account before payday on Friday, and the last thing I
needed was to blow what little was left of my money on alcohol.

Besides, if I wanted to drink there was a six-pack
of beer, already paid for, in my apartment refrigerator.

I took the elevator down to the baggage claim level,
where shuttle buses to the employee parking lot departed every ten
to fifteen minutes. As I headed for the electric doors I saw one
pull away from the curb. I swore softly under my breath and dug out
the paperback Alison Gaylin mystery novel I was reading from my
backpack as I passed through the door into the swampy Florida
night. There was at least a thirty-degree difference between the
inside and the outside. I started sweating as I walked over to one
of the cement benches to wait for the next shuttle. My feet ached
from standing for eight hours, and I just wanted to get home, crack
open a beer, and go to bed early. I sat down and opened the book to
where I’d left off reading during my lunch break. No one else was
around.

I was lost in the book but was vaguely aware the
electric doors had opened again with that weird hissing sound. I
didn’t bother to look, figuring it was either one of my coworkers
or someone who worked for one of the other airlines. I turned
another page when a deep masculine voice said from behind me, “Your
name is Heath Brandon, isn’t it?”

Startled, I spun around.

The bald man was standing just a few feet or so
behind me. He had looked good from a distance, but he looked even
better up close. His skin was tanned a dark reddish-golden brown,
and I could see the bulging veins tracking his forearms and large
biceps. There was a slight smile on his face—I’d been right about
the dimples. There was a slight bit of dark stubble on his shiny
head. His enormous and expressive brown eyes were crowned by thick
black eyebrows and framed with long lashes. There were creases in
his forehead, and his nose was broad and looked like it might have
been broken once. His lips were thick and red. A slight
five-o’clock shadow on his lower face actually made him look sexier
than he would have clean-shaven.

Up close, he looked familiar. I could swear I’d seen
him before, but I couldn’t place him. That happens a lot when you
work at the airport, though.

“Yes, it is. I’m Heath Brandon. Who wants to know?”
I asked, unsettled and feeling a lot more nervous than I should
have. I gave him a quick once-over. He didn’t appear to be armed,
though I slipped my hand into my backpack and put it on my phone,
just in case.

You can never be too sure—especially at the
airport.

He held up both of his hands with the palms out
toward me, the muscles in his arms flexing and the veins bulging
even more. “Sorry to startle you, but there’s no reason for you to
be concerned,” he said, his smile getting wider and the dimples
deepening. “I’m not crazy and I don’t want to rob or hurt you. I
just want to talk, if you have a few minutes.”

“You’ve been watching me now for at least two days,”
I replied, not bothering to keep the coldness out of my voice as I
pulled my phone out and touched the button to wake it up. “What am
I supposed to think? I’m not supposed to think that’s creepy and
weird?”

“I don’t blame you—I just needed to be sure you were
who I thought you were.” He took another step forward, his hands
still up in the air.

“Don’t come any closer or I’ll call airport
security—and believe me, you don’t want to mess with them.” I held
up my phone. “They’re speed dial 1.”

“Okay, okay, okay,” he replied. He slipped his right
hand into his shorts pocket and produced a card, holding it out to
me. “I just want to talk to you. My name is Jerry Channing. I’m a
writer.”

The name sounded familiar. He added, “I wrote a book
called Garden District Gothic?”

“I loved that book,” I replied, staring at him and
trying not to get too excited. I got up from the bench and took the
card. Now that I knew who he was, I recognized him from the author
photo on the back cover of the book. The book had been an account
of a murder case that still, twenty or so years later, occasionally
made headlines in the tabloids and got coverage on the cable news
networks.

A wealthy New Orleans blue blood had married a
beauty queen of much humbler origin, and the wife had been the
primary suspect when their youngest child, a beautiful
seven-year-old girl, was mysteriously murdered and her body found
in the carriage house on their property. Channing was a personal
trainer at the time, with most of his clients drawn from New
Orleans society, and as he wrote in the introduction, “personal
trainers are told as much gossip as hairdressers.” He had written
the book as a casual observer, managing to make the book more than
just a true-crime story, using the murder mystery and the way it
was covered in the news as a framework to give the reader an inside
look into New Orleans society, and how the class betrayal of the
marriage impacted the lives of the family and may have even led to
the daughter’s murder. It was extremely well written, and I’d read
it numerous times. It had never gone out of print since its first
publication and had been made into a really bad movie I’d streamed
on my computer and given up on halfway through.

“I’ve always wanted to be a writer,” I said as I
examined the card. It was thick cream vellum, with his name, phone
number, and email address written on it in raised, cursive black
letters. I fingered it for a moment before slipping it into my
shirt pocket. “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Channing. But what do you
want with me? I’m just a part-time college student who works at the
airport,” I said, very conscious that my socks were soaked through,
my shirt was clinging to my back, and I smelled…well, interesting
was a polite way to say it.

He was very good-looking, and his body was
amazing.

His right eyebrow arched as I spoke, and the corners
of his mouth went up. “You want to be a writer?” His voice was
smooth, warm, and friendly. “What I want from you is to talk to you
about your mother. Is there somewhere more private we could go?
Maybe have a drink or two?” He gestured toward the short-term
parking garage, just across the street from where we were standing.
“I have a car in the short-term lot.”

“My mother,” I replied, confused. Why would a writer
want to talk to me about my mother? Much as I loved her, my mother
was hardly interesting enough to merit interest from a writer.
She’d been a librarian, retired during my father’s final illness,
and was now just back from a trip to the Bahamas with her sister.
“Why?”

He sat down on the bench next to me. “I meant your
real mother.” He lowered his voice, even though there wasn’t
anyone else out there who could hear. “Genevieve? You do know about
Genevieve, don’t you?”

Unable to speak, I just nodded.

“I’ll make it worth your while,” he continued
smoothly, his silky voice almost purring. “If you’d like, I’d be
happy to read some of your writing, maybe give you some pointers?”
He held out his hands again, palms up. “I like helping aspiring
writers.”

I didn’t answer him because I couldn’t. I just stood
there, staring at him in shock. My heart was pounding in my ears,
my head spinning.

How does he know about my real mother?

After I’d found the birth certificate, I debated
whether I should mention it to my parents. I went back to my room
and tried to read a Hardy Boys mystery I’d bought with my
allowance, but the words had just swum on the page in front of my
eyes. I couldn’t focus on Frank and Joe’s adventures in Alaska.

I couldn’t forget, or get past, the fact that they’d
never told me.

But I didn’t know how to bring it up without
admitting I’d gone into my father’s office.

“You’re awfully quiet today,” the woman I’d always
thought was my mother said as we sat at the kitchen table eating
our McDonald’s lunch later that afternoon. I just shrugged and
didn’t reply. I didn’t know what to say to them, or how to even
talk to them anymore. We’d always been close—they were good
parents, never missing one of my school functions, always
supportive and helpful—but now I felt a distance opening up between
us.

If they’d lied about this, what else had they lied
to me about?

I looked for information on my real mother—this
Genevieve Legendre—online, but there was practically nothing to
find. A death notice, listing my father and me as survivors, in a
small newspaper called the Avignon News and another in the
New Orleans Times-Picayune, both of which listed her
occupation as painter. There were other family members listed in
the obituaries: her parents, Geoffrey and Nina; a sister named
Olivia; a brother Henri and his wife Denise and their daughter
Virginia—all of them relatives of mine, relatives I didn’t know
existed. More searches turned up the information that my uncle
Henri and aunt Denise were dead, drowned in a yachting
accident.

But the most important information of all was that
the Legendres owned a famous plantation in Louisiana, about seventy
miles north of New Orleans along the Mississippi River, a place
named Chambord.

Images of Chambord were everywhere online, and as
soon as I saw it, I recognized it. One of my favorite movies, a
grim black-and-white film starring two actresses in the twilight of
their careers, had been filmed there. I would often sit at my
computer, staring at the pictures of the magnificent brick house,
with its rows of gleaming columns, wondering what my mother had
been like, wondering what those relatives I didn’t know were like,
and how different my life would be had my mother not died when I
was so very young. I looked up information on Chambord at
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