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December, New Orleans, Louisiana

Marie Abelard was starving. A working lunch had turned into no lunch, only working and now that it was 5:30 she could tell that she had not eaten since that morning. Although she looked younger than her 44 years, she went out of her way to take care of herself to hold back the clock. This meant early morning swim sessions at the overpriced gym where she was a member, biweekly trips to the salon, and avoiding most of the foods she enjoyed. 

But she had waited so long between meals that her resolve was weakening, and she was still angry about her client’s case being continued, so on her way home she had stopped at her favorite seafood restaurant for fried catfish and hushpuppies to take home. She would be dining alone again anyway. It would give her time to think about how she would tell Cameron De La Valle that his copyright infringement suit was delayed. 

She placed the carrier bag of food on the passenger seat of her Lexus SUV and headed home to her house in the Garden District. She slowed down as she drove past the house where her client lived. Of course, he was not there now but had requested a meeting when he returned the following week. From the looks of the house, it would not be ready to receive him and Dr. Gerard Wright in a week. 

Paint cans, ladders, and tools littered the driveway and porch of the once stunning 1912 mansion. She did not know how the fire had started six months ago, but the article in the society column said that Wright was spending nearly a million dollars to restore it. The two-story house was historic after all, even though it had obviously been touched with modern conveniences. 

She glimpsed a pool in the back yard that was empty and the closed doors of the three -car garage. It would not be a part of the New Orleans holiday tour of homes, like her place would be again this year, but if they ever got it finished, she was certain it would be worthy of inclusion. She turned the corner and completed the five- minute drive to her home. She pushed the button on the rear -view mirror of her car to open her garage, anxious to get inside and enjoy her favorite meal. 

When she pulled into the driveway the bag shifted on the seat and she looked down for a moment to make sure it had not spilled, at the precise moment the man emerged from the shadows at the edge of the yard and stepped into the driveway. Marie did not look up completely, merely moving the car into the garage on rote memory from living there so many years. She came to a perfect stop at her usual spot and put the car in park and applied the emergency brake. 

When she looked in her mirror, she only noticed her lovely oval face and thick blond hair that she had cut into a short bob. She smiled because the cut had been a departure from the long hair she usually wore. Her hairdresser had said it would highlight her features and he had been right. As she opened the driver side door her attention was focused on the briefcase and dinner she was carrying. 

She did not look at the back of the garage where the dark figure hovered just out of her line of sight. He slipped in as she reached the door that led to her laundry room and pushed the button on the wall to close the automatic door. Marie only looked behind her when the familiar noisy clanging of the door closing stopped abruptly and saw the person blocking the door from closing.

“What are you doing here?” Was the only question she got out before she saw the knife.
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December, New Orleans

Night was just beginning to fall when Flight 812 from New York arrived at Louis Armstrong International Airport in New Orleans, barely allowing time for taking in the Christmas decorations of the Garden District homes on the way home.  Although Gerard could see Cameron’s excited face in profile as he looked out the car window at the lights, he decided to wait until tomorrow to take in the spectacle. 

Cameron was wearing a cable knit white turtleneck sweater that hid the scar on his neck, but he had quickly taken off the heavy leather jacket he had worn to the airport in New York where temperatures were in the 20s that morning. Here in New Orleans it was about 30 degrees warmer. He had pulled his dark brown wavy hair that fell below his shoulders into a smooth ponytail. He wore what Gerard had learned were called distressed jeans, a fashion concept that he could not understand, and white athletic shoes. He looked casual and relaxed and far removed from the turmoil in New York City that he had just survived. 

Gerard had considered the weather change and had dressed in layers, a lightweight black pullover sweater over a blue button-down shirt. He was six-feet tall and a long-time jogger as evidenced by his athletic build. His thick black hair was shiny and cut in a conservative style. He usually wore it combed back which showed off his chiseled features and black coffee colored eyes. His mother was Indian, and his father had been an English gentleman.  The family said the dark eyes had come from her.  

He still wore one of the earbuds in his ear and pulled up music on his phone. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back on the plush headrest of the Bentley automobile. A slight smile formed on his lips when he realized that Cameron’s childlike enthusiasm for all things Christmas had not dissipated a bit in all the years, he had known him. The thought of a December like this several years before invaded his memory.

“We’re going to record this one. Is he ready?” The producer looked worried. He was a young man in his twenties, but his face did not have a carefree expression since the morning had been spent trying to keep a seven-year-old recording artist on task. The kid gloves required were not easy for everyone to wear.

“Let me talk to him.” Gerard said and went into the booth of the recording studio. Cameron was watching him as he approached. 

“This is fun, Gerry. Is that the end?”

“No Cameron,” he could not stop the smile from forming on his lips. “We’re just now about to get started.” He sat down on the piano bench beside the seven-year old. “That time was for practice. This time when you play it, we’ll record it.”

“Do you want me to play it different?”

“Oh no, just the same. You sound great. I’ll be right out here the whole time.” He smiled as he reached out and tucked a lock of wavy hair behind the child’s ear. 

“Now?” Christopher, a Grammy winning record producer from New York rolled his blue eyes. 

Gerard nodded and went back to the booth. “Just keep smiling. We just don’t want him to get nervous.” 

Everyone over 21 in the recording studio were all on pins and needles with the hopes that the reason that they were there would stay calm. In the music business, working with children was just about the hardest thing to do. None of the things that could be said to adult musicians was suitable for saying to a second grader. They all just kept smiling, even when Cameron stopped in the middle of the piece to ask a question or request unneeded refreshments. Gerard knew that he was stalling because he liked being inside that recording booth, but all he could do was keep catering to his whims. He only hoped that this time Cameron was ready. He held his breath and waited to hear the opening notes of Haydn’s Piano Sonata No. 33. He was not disappointed.

“Are you awake Gerry?” Cameron looked over at him as he opened his eyes. “Not more Christmas music.” He unplugged the headphones from Gerard’s phone with a big smile. The sounds of his first album recording filled the car.

“Well, it’s not exactly Christmas music, but you did this right before Christmas.” Gerard looked at him and for a moment the small boy was still there, somewhere in the energy of his emerald green eyes. But the young man sitting beside him now had certainly changed.

“How old was I?” Gerard handed him the picture from the CD case. Cameron looked at the photo of himself sitting at the bench of the grand piano. 

“It was almost 15 years ago. You would have been about seven.” Gerard said his voice light. He did not want to worry Cameron about the memory lapses that he was having since starting a new medication for his post-traumatic stress disorder. The doctor said that Risperidone had been shown to help the psychiatric symptoms associated with survivors of the kind of abuse Cameron had been subjected to as a small child. 

Cameron shifted in his seat away from the window and looked towards Gerard. The evening sky was filled with light both natural and artificial. The houses in the Garden District were conservatively decorated with outdoor sparkling lights of various colors, mostly red, blue, and green. As Cameron turned towards him, Gerard looked over his shoulder at one house that had bucked the norm and gone all out with a display that encompassed several Christmas scenes and a massive light display. 

Gerard pushed the intercom button to ask the driver to wait for just a moment. The older man with gray hair and dark eyes, smiled at Gerard in the rearview mirror and adeptly pulled over to the curb so they could look at the house. They were driving by at just the right time, because no other onlookers were stopped in front of the two- story Victorian style house. 

The carefully manicured shrubs were covered with lights in the front. A few feet back, a five-foot inflated sleigh held Santa and his faithful reindeer were all aligned at the front. The figure even appeared to wave back and forth, and a recording blared “Ho Ho, Ho.”  Gerard’s focus travelled from the sleigh to the pile of beautifully wrapped boxes that spilled from Santa’s bag. There was a light display in the shrubs and trees which formed a pattern of giant snowflakes beside it. Closer to the house was a life size nativity scene, complete with replicas of a manger, Mary, Joseph, and the baby Jesus. Gerard whistled softly for a second.

“So, can we decorate like this?” Cameron sighed and then laughed.

Gerard knew that he was only half-pretending. He would like to decorate the house and every inch of yard space with the trappings of the season, but Gerard always insisted on more conservative displays. It was fine to tour the lights in the Garden District and look at them in the even more beautiful City Park, but he did not want to turn the house into a spectacle. 

“Think of their electric bill.” He signaled the driver to continue. “Let’s at least see what our house looks like before we start changing it.” He emphasized the word “our”. 

Maybe it was “enabling” and contradicted the behavioral therapy the doctor had prescribed, but Gerard wanted to be sure that Cameron understood that he would always consider him family, even though he was not a minor and he the guardian anymore. Gerard had been Cameron’s guardian since he was six-years old. He had taken him in when his mother, who was his housekeeper at the time, had gone to jail for killing Cameron’s abusive father. 

Gerard had invited Cameron and his mother, Magdalene, to come live with him. The same week, Gerard discovered Cameron was a musical prodigy. But their time together never happened because of the murder. 

Last year the doctor had informed him that Cameron might never fully recover from his traumatic childhood. The episodes would continue to manifest themselves when his PTSD took over. There did not even seem to be specific triggers that he could make sure Cameron avoided. Things could be going perfectly fine and then he might have to talk Cameron out of a high stress reaction. The last time had been disastrous because it happened in the middle of his concert tour. He had run away from the stage at curtain time and locked himself in the bathroom of the performance hall. 

There were rumors of drugs, but Gerard had dismissed them without consideration. When he finally got him to open the door and went in to find him crouched in the corner, he recognized the fear in his eyes. Cameron was convinced that there was someone in the audience who had hurt him before and who wanted to kill him now.

He could not describe the man and the police were no help. Once they understood his history of mental illness, the episode was chalked up to his neuroses again. 

Gerard tried to be supportive whether Cameron was in the heights of euphoria or in the depths of a breakdown. Besides, he had a right to be afraid. Someone really had tried to kill him and if it had not been for Gerard’s excellent marksmanship Cameron would not be alive. He had put Cameron’s name on the deed to the mansion so that he would know that it was his house too and he could always live there if he wanted. 

When the car pulled up to the curb in front of the mansion built in 1912, the house was dark. Cameron leapt out of the back seat without waiting for the driver to open the door. He rushed to the front door and disappeared inside leaving the door open. Gerard saw light come on in the front room, illuminating part of the soft yellow colored wrap-around porch. 

The stucco house and porch had been maintained in the same shade since Gerard bought the place twenty years before. The windows looked especially clear and Gerard was startled when he realized he was looking right into his living room. The drapery had been taken down. The fire was at the side of the house, there was no real reason anyone should have made changes to the front living room. A frown formed at his thick dark eyebrows. 

He walked slowly up to the porch as he surveyed the professionally manicured yard that was filled with thick dark green grass, elegant shrubs, a large magnolia tree with fragrant white flowers that faintly played in the air, and paint cans.  He hoped the sloppy cleanup was not a reflection of this contractor’s work. Cameron’s face told him that the paint cans were not the only thing out of place. 

“The kitchen’s a mess and my room is not finished.” Cameron said as he walked down the glistening oak wood staircase. The red print carpet runner was still in place down the middle and still looked clean and added an elegant touch to the front of the house. There were three drop cloths and paint cans strewn along the hallway that led to the kitchen. Gerard was silent as he walked through the rounded archway into the stark white kitchen. The stainless-steel double oven and microwave were in place, so was the refrigerator and dishwasher. Everything else in the kitchen was out of place. The table had been moved and there were tools and supplies laid carelessly around the room. It looked more like a staging area for a work crew than a warm inviting room where a small family had made some of their fondest memories. Gerard tried to hold back his annoyance when he looked at Cameron’s desperate expression. “Didn’t they say that they would be finished?”

“Yes, they did say that.” Gerard looked around for a place to sit but the room was so depressing. He ushered Cameron back towards the living room and the beige sofa.  He could not leave them on display and immediately went to the corner of the room where his expensive window treatment curtains had been strewn over the back of an antique chair. Much of the furniture had come with the house in the living areas. 

Dark wood and plush chairs in Victorian style along with a small desk had been in this room for more than a decade. He or Alma would sometimes change out other pieces, but these items always remained; those and the baby grand piano were fixtures. 

Gerard’s office and a larger music room with sound were two doors down the hallway. That was where Cameron spent most of his time. He usually housed his favorite grand piano in large music room, but when they had left for New York he’d insisted it be shipped there.  They had talked about building a separate recording studio near the guest house, but when the fire destroyed part of the main house, those plans did not seem to be as much of a priority. 

The front room was where Gerard welcomed guests and he sometimes enjoyed sitting by the fireplace. He glanced over at the grate and noticed that it looked like it had been recently swept and there was kindling for a fire inside. A sound that made him wince permeated the room.

“This is so out of tune.” Cameron stepped back from the piano where he had just played a C major chord. The C, E, and G were off key to his finely tuned ear. 

“Your piano should arrive tomorrow, but...I don’t know if this place will be ready. Come here and help me with this for a minute.” Gerard placed the curtains back on the ornate metallic curtain rod and was thankful that all he would have to do is set both ends of the rod in the brackets in the front window. Cameron grabbed one of the ends of the curtain rods just as the sound of angry shouting outside filtered into the living room. 

At first, Gerard thought someone might be walking down the sidewalk, but when he and Cameron reached in unison to hang the curtain, he could see there was no one out front. He turned on the porch light and soft outdoor light fell across the yard and small lights illuminated the path to the front steps. The beautifully landscaped property only needed cosmetic improvements like the contractors cleaning up their clutter. 

The voices were a little louder now and Gerard looked for where the sound was coming from. By the time he walked back to the kitchen he could see the two people standing near a small pickup truck that had not been there a few minutes before. They began to argue as one of the men, who looked to be in his early twenties with dark hair, picked up a paint can and tossed it towards the empty swimming pool. 

The other man who had been driving the truck got out, very animated as he began to say something to the man. Gerard watched for a moment before going outside to the back porch as the man who threw the paint can grabbed hold of the other man by the shirt. 

The driver pulled away and threw a right punch. It was blocked but his quick left made contact, sending the man stumbling backwards. Once he regained his balance, he began swinging and landed a couple of blows before Gerard could get to them. “Hey, cut it out!” He tried to break them apart by getting between them and almost got hit himself in the altercation. “What is going on?”

“Who are you?” The man who wore a name tag that read “Jim” and had a penchant for throwing things asked loudly, still breathing hard. 

“This is my house.” Gerard matched his volume and immediately saw the man lower his fists and change his posture.

The other man, in his 30s and without a name tag spoke up.  “We were here to lock up the site...”

“You were supposed to be finished today. I talked to Mr. Rousseau yesterday on the phone,” Gerard said.

“I wouldn’t know anything about that, sir.” He said quietly. “We were supposed to check the site before dark.” He glared at his coworker. “That’s what we were just... talking about. I’m Alan Rousseau, Jr.”

“This whole thing is unacceptable and...” He hesitated when he heard the door to the backyard close again and looked around to see Cameron approaching. “Just please tell your father that I want to talk to him first thing in the morning, here.” Gerard pointed at the half-neat yard with a frown.

“I will tell him.” Alan said quieter, like a child who had been reprimanded. Gerard and Cameron walked back towards the porch as the two men quickly picked up paint cans and stacked them in a corner of the driveway. Gerard could hear them still arguing even though they were using strained whispers. He overheard Alan say, “You idiot! I told you it was just a matter of time before you got caught,” and wondered what he was chastising him about. 

——-
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“IT IS TOO COLD FOR you to be out here.” Gerard stood in the doorway.

“Yeah, I guess so.” Cameron was looking up at the night sky when his eyes fell on a dark figure in the shadow and a flicker of something shiny at the side of the house across the street. The house was the second one from the corner on the street adjacent to theirs. “Did you see that Gerry?”

“What?”

Cameron shrugged, “I can’t tell if that’s stars or our neighbor’s Christmas lights.”
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“I am so sorry about this.” Gerard said when Cameron came into the house. They both stopped in the kitchen of the Beaux-Arts style 1912 mansion. The home was designed by a noted architect and had been featured on the annual city “Tour of Homes” before. This disarray was not the kind of homecoming either of them had planned on.

“It’s not your fault.” Cameron smiled.

“We could go stay in a hotel.”

“No, I have been talking about coming home for weeks. I think it will be okay here.” Cameron glanced around the cluttered room.

“We need food and a place to sleep Cameron.” He sighed. “Maybe I could go pick up something from the café. If I hurry, they may still be open.” Gerard glanced at his watch. 

“If I call them, they may stay open a few minutes late for you.” Cameron’s emerald green eyes sparkled. He was a humble and kind young man, but he was aware of the effect he had on people. The owner was a fan and Cameron’s picture with him was one of several that adorned the walls of the Creole food café on Claiborne Avenue. While he was not one to insist on the “star treatment” everywhere he went, when the situation called for it—like getting dinner from a café that was probably already shutting down the kitchen—he knew that dropping his own name could sometimes help out.

“You call in the order then and we will go pick it up.” Gerard said. His British accent had faded slightly over the years in America, but it was still detectable to Cameron’s ear. 

Every year they went to Wales where Gerard’s family had a country estate. Their trips usually coincided with the end of Cameron’s summer tours. One year they had even gone at Christmas time. Cameron could see how relaxed his guardian would become almost the minute they arrived, discarding the armor of a stern music conductor and becoming an English country gentleman. He looked forward to their summer trips there. Perhaps if he had gone on a vacation rather than extending his concert tour, he would not have had the breakdown in the first place, Cameron thought.

He placed an order for two of the shrimp creole dinners that he loved from the restaurant. He added banana pudding for the dessert and saw Gerard raise one eyebrow. His blood sugar had been well-maintained for weeks and he thought he deserved a small treat. The manager and chef were happy to stay over and prepare the meal. 

“It will be ready in about 45 minutes,” Cameron said when he disconnected the call.

“Fine, let’s see how close they are to completion,” Gerard smiled. The house featured fine oak millwork in hallways and French cherrywood in the two living rooms. The house had six bedrooms and five full bathrooms with a huge kitchen and a large dining room and had always provided more than enough space for he and Cameron and Alma. The front part of the house looked okay. 

The marble stairs and veranda made for a spectacular front entrance. The second floor of the house was where their three bedrooms were. Gerard had the largest room, with hardwood floors, blue walls and paintings that suited his taste. There was a Persian rug on the floor near the fireplace. The room looked like it had been waiting for him to come home. Gerard went over to the windows and pulled the blue floral accented curtains shut before they continued their exploration. 

Cameron’s room was across the landing and did not look like it was ready for him to come back to. The fire had started in his room near the fireplace as close as the investigators could tell. No one had been home at the time. If Cameron and Gerard had not decided to stay over an extra day in New York, they would have been home. Cameron was sorry that his things were damaged, but he was relieved that he and his family had not been home. 

They seemed to be almost finished in his room. The walls had been prepped an off-white shade but not painted and all the furniture had been moved to the center of the room. His polished cherrywood sleigh bed had been disassembled and the rest of his furniture pushed around its pieces in a jumble. He did not see his mattresses in the room at all
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