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DEDICATION


For Peggy Derryberry Gould, with endless gratitude for the peace of mind you provide.

And for all those who struggle with Fragile X Syndrome, as well as the researchers who are working on treatments. Onward.
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PROLOGUE


SEVERAL DAYS FROM NOW . . .

PIPER WAS SIPPING a cocktail, but she couldn’t taste it. Her sights were set on the tattered cloth doll. It was dancing frantically, tangled in yellow police tape. The more the doll jerked, the more snarled up it became until, finally, the strangled doll collapsed motionless on the floor.

She watched the pool of blood seeping out slowly from beneath the doll, the wet redness growing, coloring everything in its path except for the knotted police tape. Eventually the tape began to unravel itself, and its snakelike yellow tendrils started slithering toward Piper.

She wanted to get away. Her mind willed her body to move. Nothing happened. She was paralyzed. There was no escaping.

Her fear soaring, Piper tried to call out, but no words came from her mouth. Only a desperate, whimpering sound emanated from deep inside her throat.

The yellow snakes slid closer.
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CHAPTER

1


MARIE ANTOINETTE WOULD have loved this place!”

Piper Donovan stood agape, her green eyes opened wide, as she took in the magical space. Crystal chandeliers, dripping with glittering prisms, hung from the mirrored ceiling. Gilded moldings crowned the pale pink walls. Gleaming glass cases displayed vibrant fruit tarts, puffy éclairs, and powdered beignets. Exquisitely decorated cakes of all flavors and sizes rested on pedestals alongside trays of pastel meringues and luscious napoleons. Cupcakes, cookies, croissants, and cream-filled pastries dusted with sugar or drizzled with chocolate beckoned from the shelves.

“It’s unbelievable,” she whispered. “I feel like I’ve walked into a jewel box—one made of confectioners’ sugar but a jewel box nonetheless.”

A slight and wiry man dressed in white stood beside her. Beneath his mustache a bright smile beamed. “Merci, Piper. I am so glad you are pleased.”

“Seriously, Bertrand,” said Piper. “It’s so crazy. I’ve read so much about Boulangerie Bertrand, and I’ve watched the episode that the Food Network did on you pretty much on loop since it aired. So I can’t believe I’m actually here in New Orleans and have the chance to work with you.” Piper did a full turn, trying to take it all in. “It’s not like me to get starstruck, but this is epic.”

“The pleasure is all mine,” said Bertrand Olivier, bowing slightly. Piper noticed a balding spot on the top of his head amid the bushy salt-and-pepper hair. “I hope this time together will be beneficial for both of us. Would you like to see what I am working on?”

“I’d love to,” said Piper.

She followed Bertrand from the display area down a long corridor that led to a large kitchen. Gleaming copper pots of varying sizes hung from pegs on one wall, while another wall was lined with larger stainless-steel ovens. There were two doors, one at the back opening to the outside and another on the far wall leading to an office. Piper caught a glimpse of the desk and shelves inside. Spread out on a long wooden table in the middle of the kitchen were rows and rows of what Piper first thought were large gingerbread men. Closer inspection revealed that the cookie men had been decorated with different clothing in vibrant shades of icing—blue, red, yellow, green, and purple. Their faces had been painted in various expressions: some wide-eyed, others with eyes closed; some tight-mouthed, others with jagged teeth. Each figure had an X marked on its left breast. And a long, thick needle made from chocolate protruded from that X.

“Are these voodoo dolls?” asked Piper with delight. “Amazing!”

Bertrand nodded, grinning at the praise.

“They did come out well, n’est-ce pas? These are our cookies-of-the-month.”

“I love that,” said Piper. “What did you do last month?”

“Nursery-rhyme characters,” said Bertrand. “And the month before that, jazz instruments. The cookies-of-the-month have proved to be big sellers for us.”

“I can see why,” said Piper as she scanned the table. “Who wouldn’t want to buy some of these? Wait till I tell my mother about them.”

“Feel free to flip through our bakery scrapbook and look at our designs,” said Bertrand. He gestured at the cookies on the table. “Try one, please.”

Piper could feel him observing her as she selected a yellow voodoo-doll cookie. As she lifted it to her mouth, she paused before biting off the chocolate needle. She laughed.

“I hope this isn’t going to cast some sort of evil spell on me.”





CHAPTER

2


CARRYING HIS CLARINET case and his straw bag of tricks, Cecil Gregson wended his way through the streets of the City of the Dead. The narrow alleyways were edged with rusty ironwork and rows and rows of tombs. Some of the tombs were modest, some were grand, and most were in advanced stages of deterioration. Marble crosses and statues jutted from their surfaces. Almost all of the final resting places were aboveground.

He squinted as he walked, blinded by the light reflected off the sun-bleached tombs. His heart beat faster as he neared his goal. He wanted to have some time alone beside the notorious tomb.

Cecil pushed the porkpie hat back on his head and groaned inwardly as he came to the bend and saw the people gathered around what was said to be the spot where Marie Laveau rested. Cecil was disappointed that he wasn’t alone—disappointed but not surprised. He had heard that more visitors came to the crumbling crypt of the voodoo queen of New Orleans each year than went to visit Elvis Presley’s grave. Cecil wondered if he counted as one visitor or one hundred, since that was approximately how many times he came annually to pay his respects.

He suspected that tourists must be disappointed when they came to St. Louis Cemetery No. 1 and saw the run-down Greek Revival tomb. Amassed at the bottom of the crypt were trinkets left by other visitors. Empty cigarette packages, lip-gloss wands, bottles, ribbons, sticks of gum, coins, beads, cards, rocks, and other items that would only look like trash to the uninitiated.

Beads of perspiration dotted Cecil’s brow as he found a spot at the edge of a group of tourists and laid his instrument case and straw bag on the ground. He watched and listened as a good-looking, jean-clad tour guide spoke.

“Because New Orleans has an unusually high water table, underground burial often isn’t practical. In times of heavy rains and flooding, there have been problems with coffins bursting up through the ground and floating away. Interring the dead in aboveground family crypts is the logical solution.”

A florid-faced man raised his hand. “Falkner, these crypts don’t seem big enough to hold whole families,” he said, gesturing around at the other tombs surrounding the voodoo queen’s. “Don’t they get filled up pretty fast?”

“They are really very efficient,” answered Falkner, the tour guide. “The crypts serve as reusable combustion chambers. The extreme heat of New Orleans bakes the stone, brick, and concrete vaults, quickly breaking down the human remains deposited inside. After a year or two, the tomb can be reopened, and whatever’s left is moved to a specially made burial bag and placed at the side, back, or bottom of the vault, leaving room for the next deceased family member to take up residence.”

“Eww! Creepy!” cried a teenage girl as she grabbed onto her boyfriend’s arm.

“And what about Marie Laveau?” asked another tourist, fanning himself with his baseball cap. “Why is a voodoo queen interred in a Catholic cemetery?”

“Voodoo is a religion, a form of worship brought to the Caribbean and American colonies from Africa through the slave trade,” explained Falkner. “But remember: Many slaves were owned by Catholic masters, and they were influenced by that. New Orleans voodoo is steeped in Catholicism. Marie Laveau was a devout Catholic who attended Mass nearly every day. She mixed holy water, incense, Catholic prayers, and saints into the African-based voodoo rites.”

“I’ve heard the term ‘hoodoo,’” said the same tourist. “Are hoodoo and voodoo the same thing?”

“Hoodoo is derived from voodoo,” answered Falkner. “But voodoo is considered a religion and hoodoo is not. Hoodoo is only concerned with the magical practices of voodoo.”

The tour guide walked around to the side of the tomb. “See these X’s?” he asked, pointing to the many marks scratched on the crypt wall. “These have been left largely by tourists who’ve heard that marking the tomb with three X’s or spinning around three times or knocking on it or rubbing a foot on it before leaving an offering of some kind will get them a wish granted. I can tell you that it’s considered a crime to mark up this tomb or any of the others. I can’t tell you if you’ll get your wish.”

Cecil watched as the tour group moved on. He wanted to yell after them and tell them that he could attest to the fact that Marie Laveau did answer when she was called upon. He knew it to be true.

Reaching into his bag of tricks—past the cigars, the leather cat-o’-nine-tails, and other voodoo goodies—Cecil pulled out a black candle and a pack of matches. Spinning around three times, he lit the candle, laid it at the base of the tomb, and made his wish.





CHAPTER

3


YOU MUST BE très fatiguée, Piper, from your long trip. Marguerite will show you upstairs to your apartment. I hope you will like it.”

Piper didn’t want to confirm Bertrand’s suspicion. It seemed ridiculous for a twenty-seven-year-old to be tired. It was only a few hours’ flight from Newark to New Orleans, yet she hadn’t slept well, had gotten up absurdly early, and had been too wired to nap on the plane. The reality was, she still hadn’t fully recovered her strength after her ordeal in Sarasota the month before. Piper was dying to lie down for a little while.

“Thank you, Bertrand. And how should we do this?” asked Piper. “When do you want to start in the kitchen?”

“Tomorrow will be soon enough,” said Bertrand, his eyes sweeping up and down her body. “Why don’t you take the rest of the day to get settled? Perhaps a walk around the French Quarter to get acclimated. Early this evening come with us to dinner. We are going to Bistro Sabrina, which is owned by Leo Yancy. We make desserts for his restaurant and will be providing the cake for his upcoming wedding.”

“Great,” said Piper. “What time?”

“We’ll pick you up at seven.” Bertrand glanced over Piper’s shoulder at customers gathered in front of the display cases. “Now I must get back to work.”

Bertrand beckoned to a sturdy woman with a short, stylish haircut and dark brown eyes who stood behind the counter. She wiped her hands on a towel and took off her apron before walking over to them.

“This is Marguerite, Piper. My wife and the love of my life.” Bertrand kissed his spouse on her smooth forehead. “I don’t know where I would be without her.”

“Probably baking for the president or some European head of state,” said Marguerite Olivier. “You’ve held yourself back, Bertrand, to make me happy. You see, Piper, I am the one who can’t imagine living anywhere other than New Orleans. I grew up here, and I’ll be buried here.”

“Well, Bertrand’s hardly been toiling away in anonymity,” Piper said with a laugh as she shook Marguerite’s hand and appreciated the firm grip. “I feel so lucky to have the opportunity to be your guest baker! I’m so glad my mother entered my name.”

“We are, too,” said Marguerite, fine lines crinkling at the corners of her eyes as she smiled. “Once we looked at the pictures of the cakes you’ve already done, we were sold on the idea of having you as our visiting artist. We also like the idea of having someone so young and full of ideas.”

Bertrand nodded. “Yes, you must show me how you made those sugar sand dollars for that beach-themed cake you did.”

“Well, I kinda stole that idea from you, Bertrand!” said Piper, smiling. “I saw the cake you did with the various sugar masks in your book—you know, the one that had all the different ideas for cakes and pastries to celebrate Mardi Gras? I just followed your recipe, shaped the round dollars, and very carefully outlined the little flower thing in the middle. It was making the five little slits that caused the problem. You can’t imagine how many of the sand dollars crumbled.”

“Oh, yes I can,” said Bertrand, grinning. “Because I know how many of those little Mardi Gras masks I broke along the way.”

“Ah, I wish I had gotten here a bit sooner,” said Piper. “I’m sorry that I missed Mardi Gras.”

“Quel dommage,” said Bertrand. “But you’ll be here for St. Patrick’s Day.”

Piper looked skeptical. “St. Patrick’s Day? Well, sure, but New York is the place to be for St. Patrick’s Day.”

“Oh, we celebrate St. Patrick’s Day in a big way here in New Orleans, Piper,” said Marguerite. “Prepare to be impressed.”





CHAPTER

4


ELLINORE DUCHAMPS PUFFED and wriggled her way into her restrictive undergarments, optimistic that the result would be worth the effort. Then she donned the full slip and hose. Ellinore was tempted to forgo the stockings, knowing that the day was going to be a sticky one. She couldn’t bring herself to do that, though. In her head Ellinore could hear her mama’s voice: A lady doesn’t ever go bare-legged.

She pivoted from side to side, studying her head-to-toe image in the gilded cheval mirror. The girdle could not disguise the steadily increasing thickness in her waist. She raised her arm and jiggled the flab on the underside.

Heaving a deep sigh, Ellinore went to the closet and pulled out a turquoise A-line dress. Its sleeves came just above her elbows and would cover her upper arms. The hem rested at the middle of her knees. At least her legs were still decent, thank the good Lord.

Ellinore stepped into the dress and reached around to find the zipper. That took more stretching and wriggling, which only reminded Ellinore how she wished she could call down to Nettie and ask her for help. After having a full-time maid all her married life, Ellinore had found it necessary to drastically alter things. She couldn’t really afford to keep Nettie on even part-time, but Ellinore knew that if she gave up her maid entirely, people would talk. More important, not having Nettie in her life was unimaginable. So now Nettie was paid for one day of work each week.

Nettie had been good about it, saying that she wanted to cut back her work and have more time to spend helping her daughter anyway. Though Ellinore had never said anything directly about the dissipation of the Duchamps fortune, she was almost positive that Nettie was aware of it. Her maid was nothing if not loyal and discreet.

With the zipper finally closed, Ellinore took one last look in the mirror and was glad that she had purchased this dress years ago. Even on sale it had been expensive, but she had worn it many, many times. If something was good, it lasted, and old-money people didn’t care about keeping up with trends. The women in her circle wore their clothes for years. That made it easier for Ellinore to cover up the fact that she wasn’t the wealthy dowager people imagined.

As the widow of Christophe Duchamps, Ellinore had inherited all his property. Before the Civil War, the Duchamps family had presided over a large sugar plantation along the Mississippi River, with a fifty-room Greek Revival house, gardens boasting trees imported from other continents, slave quarters, a small hospital, and a jail. Christophe’s great-great-great-grandfather had even owned his own steamboat. Later there had also been the classic Queen Anne masterpiece in the city, the mansion in the Garden District where Ellinore lived now.

Over the decades, however, the wealth had dwindled as elegantly mannered Duchamps scions took their turns running things into the ground, unable to bring themselves to actually work and doing a grand job of mismanaging funds. Christophe had pretty much finished the job, clocking in at the law firm of a family friend but spending most of his time at his lunch club, at the racetrack, or making visits to various French Quarter watering holes. Finally he stopped the pretense and didn’t even bother going in to the office.

Around that time Ellinore had begun to quietly sell off the family antiques. After a while, unhappy with what dealers had been offering her, she decided that she could make more money having a shop of her own. Christophe hated the idea of his wife as a shopkeeper and told everyone that Ellinore ran her little antique store on Royal Street solely because she needed something to keep her occupied. All their friends found it understandable that Ellinore would need to be out of the house and busy. They thought that the loss of her only child had precipitated the foray into the world of Royal Street commerce as a way back to sanity. Ellinore didn’t disabuse anyone of that notion.

The plantation and the solid-gold table service that had been used in the dining room while slaves fanned their owners had long ago been sold. Ellinore wondered what those knives, forks, and spoons would have fetched in today’s inflated gold market. Every time she combed the attic or wandered around the house looking for things to bring into the shop to sell, Ellinore hoped she would come across some stray gold serving piece that had somehow been missed and could be redeemed for the cold, hard cash she could so dearly use.

Ellinore straightened her shoulders and lifted her head as she turned away from the mirror. She was doing everything she could to keep up appearances. Nobody needed to know the economic straits she faced. It would be embarrassing and shameful for people to be clucking and worrying about her. She’d rather be dead than have everyone feeling sorry for her.

And though she knew that it wasn’t right, she pretended she had no idea that her maid was still spending most of her days and nights working and sleeping in the Duchamps mansion. By feigning ignorance of the situation, Ellinore got exactly what she wanted without looking as though she were taking advantage of Nettie. All the housework got done, and Ellinore wasn’t staying alone in the big old house at night. The only hitch was that she couldn’t call out for Nettie anytime she wanted something. Doing that would reveal her knowledge that Nettie was working unpaid and would give away her manipulation of her maid’s loyalty. As long as Nettie didn’t think Ellinore knew she was in the house, Ellinore was only too willing to let the situation continue.





CHAPTER

5


MARGUERITE LED THE way out of the bakery and onto the sidewalk. She stopped at a tall wrought-iron gate immediately next to the shop and pulled a key from her apron pocket. Unlocking the black screen, she turned to Piper.

“This is your key while you’re here, Piper. It opens this gate and the door to your apartment upstairs—not that we usually lock both. One or the other is fine.”

Piper smiled and nodded as she accepted the key from Marguerite. She was certain she’d be locking both. She was trying to be more careful about taking chances. Her father had been warning her about New Orleans crime, but Piper had written it off to the perpetual worrying of a former New York City cop. Still, she appreciated his concern for her safety. Since she’d lain paralyzed on her hotel-room floor in Florida last month after ingesting poison purposefully fed to her, Piper had been understandably feeling less invincible and more vulnerable. Anything she could do to protect herself was totally worth it.

They climbed up the long, narrow staircase. A single door stood on the landing. It was painted a deep burgundy.

“We lived here when we first opened the bakery,” said Marguerite as she opened the door. “Then, after we bought our house in the Garden District, we rented this out for a few years. Now we keep it for guests, or once in a while Bertrand will stay here if he has a special project that keeps him working late at night and again early in the morning.”

They entered a small living area, furnished with a love seat and an armchair slipcovered with the same cabbage-rose-patterned chintz. A bistro table and two antique ice-cream-parlor chairs were tucked into the corner next to a door that led to a tiny kitchen with a sink, an oven-stove combination, and a small refrigerator.

“The bedroom and bathroom are down here,” said Marguerite as Piper followed her along the short hallway. Marguerite stopped at two panels of fabric that hung from the hall ceiling.

“This is your closet,” she said, pulling back the material.

Piper looked in. “Plenty of room for my stuff,” she said. “What’s that door at the back?”

“Oh, that’s a dumbwaiter,” explained Marguerite. “We had it installed when we lived here. Before we expanded our kitchen downstairs, sometimes we’d have to use our oven up here when we were busy. It made it easy to send trays back and forth. We haven’t used it in a couple of years.”

They continued on the tour. In the bedroom an ornate iron double bed was covered with a pale blue matelassé spread and strewn with white pillows. An alabaster lamp sat on the nightstand, while a small Oriental rug in shades of blue and gold lay beside the bed on the wood-plank floor. The tiny bathroom was dominated by a vintage claw-and-ball-footed tub.

“I love that chandelier,” said Piper, admiring the miniature lighting fixture. “It makes this little bathroom look so elegant.”

Marguerite nodded. “That came from Ellinore Duchamps’s antique shop across the street. She has wonderful things, great old furniture and jewelry. She specializes in the most fabulous candelabra and chandeliers. I bought all those chandeliers downstairs in the bakery from Ellinore. And those candlesticks in your living room are also from her place.

“The fridge is stocked with milk, orange juice, and sparkling water,” continued Marguerite as they walked back to the living area. “And the pods for the coffeemaker and sugar are in the cabinet.” She nodded at a cardboard box on the bistro table. “The beignets in there are for you, and of course you can help yourself to anything you want from the bakery downstairs.”

“Oh, you’re going to regret that.” Piper laughed. “I don’t know if I’ll have any restraint when it comes to sampling Boulangerie Bertrand pastries whenever I want. Good thing I’m not going to be here that long.”

AS SOON AS MARGUERITE LEFT, Piper kicked off her ballet flats, poured herself a glass of orange juice, and selected a powdered beignet from the bakery box. She walked to the French doors at the street side of the living room and opened them. A blast of warm air washed over her.

She stepped out onto the balcony. Shiny necklaces of purple, green, and gold plastic beads still hung in the curlicues of the wrought-iron railings, vestiges of the recent Mardi Gras celebrations. Flower boxes filled with salmon, pink, and lavender salvia were affixed to the guardrails.

Piper took a picture with her iPhone and posted it on Facebook. She tapped in a caption: GORGEOUS HERE IN THE CRESCENT CITY!

She scanned the street, noting the signs for a café, a parfumerie, a bar, a voodoo shop, and a fortune-teller as well as the antique shop that Marguerite had mentioned. Piper was thinking that it would be fun to get her fortune told while she was in town, when she heard the man’s shout.

“Hey, you with the blond ponytail!”

Piper’s head shot up, and she looked around.

“Over here, cher. Across the street.”

A tall, handsome man dressed in a rumpled linen shirt and blue jeans stood on a balcony over the antique shop. His brown hair was tousled, and his eyes squinted against the sun. Piper suspected that he was about her age, maybe a couple of years older. Good-naturedly, she waved back at him.

“I haven’t seen you before,” he called.

“That’s because I haven’t been here before,” Piper called back.

“Where are you from?”

“New Jersey.”

“And what are you in town for?”

“I’m a guest baker for Boulangerie Bertrand.”

Why was she telling him any of this? She didn’t know this guy. If she were in New York City, she wouldn’t get into a conversation with just any stranger she met on the street. But here in New Orleans, it seemed like a natural thing to do.

“Is that a beignet I see in your hand?”

Piper smiled and nodded.

“That’s what I could use right now,” he said. “Want to meet me downstairs and we can go for a cup of coffee?”

“Uh, thanks, but I’m gonna have to pass,” Piper answered. The disappointed expression on the guy’s face made her add, “I’m going to take a little nap. I didn’t sleep enough last night.”

“All right, but at least tell me your name.”

“Piper Donovan.”

“Welcome to New Orleans, Piper Donovan. I’m Falkner—Falkner Duchamps. I give guided tours of the city. In fact, I just got back from a cemetery tour this morning. Maybe I can show you around while you’re here.”

Piper laughed. “Who could pass up an offer to frolic in a cemetery?”

As she waved good-bye and walked back inside, Piper thought of Jack. His quick thinking and fast actions in Sarasota the month before had saved her life. Their relationship was growing stronger and stronger, and Piper hoped it would only continue to deepen. She treasured Jack and had no desire to look elsewhere. The last thing she wanted or needed at this point was to get involved with another guy.

She pulled out her phone and began texting: I’M HERE, JACK. IT’S GR8 BUT I MISS U ALREADY.





CHAPTER

6


IN HILLWOOD, NEW Jersey, Vin Donovan finished clearing the snow off the sidewalk in front of The Icing on the Cupcake. He rested the shovel on the side of the building and scraped the bottoms of his boots back and forth across the cement before pulling open the front door. He inhaled the warm, sweet-smelling air that welcomed him inside the bakery.

“Thanks, honey,” called the blond, curly-haired, middle-aged woman from behind the counter as she slid a tray of sugar cookies onto a shelf. “How about a nice hot cup of coffee and a cheese Danish fresh out of the oven as your reward?”

“I’m going to spread some salt out there first,” said Vin. “We don’t want anybody slipping and breaking their neck.”

As her husband cut through the kitchen on his way to the small storage shed in the back alley, Terri waited on a customer who asked to have a simple chocolate layer cake inscribed with birthday wishes. The customer pointed to the cake she wanted. Terri took it from the display case and carried it into the kitchen.

“I hate having to ask you to stop what you’re doing, Cathy,” Terri said as she put the cake down on the worktable. “But can you please write ‘Happy Birthday, Frances,’ with an e, on this?”

“No problem,” said Cathy, immediately putting down the wooden spoon and wiping her hands on her apron. “That’s what I’m here for.”

Terri watched her assistant pick up a pastry bag full of pink icing and begin squeezing the message onto the top of the cake. Terri had to turn her head to the side and look from the corner of her eye in order to see the words take shape.

“Sometimes it’s just so frustrating not being able to do what I used to do,” she whispered, not wanting her husband to overhear if he came back through the kitchen.

“I know,” commiserated Cathy. “But I’m just so grateful that the doctor says your macular degeneration isn’t getting worse.”

Terri nodded. “That’s the truth. My peripheral vision is fine, and my reading machine is a big help. All in all, I know how lucky I am, but, still . . .” Terri’s voice trailed off as Vin came into the kitchen carrying the bag of salt.

“Still what?” he asked.

“Still nothing,” answered Terri. “Go ahead and spread the rock salt out front.”

“Really,” Vin insisted. “What were you saying?”

“Nothing worth repeating.”

Cathy picked up the cake from the counter. “I’ll go box this, ring it up, and leave you lovebirds to it,” she said.

“You know, Vin, I don’t have to tell you every single thing,” said Terri as soon as Cathy was out of the kitchen.

“True, you don’t, but it’s a helluva lot better if you do. For instance, it would have been nice if you’d talked it over with me before entering Piper’s name in that New Orleans thing.”

“And have you come up with every single reason why it was a bad idea?” asked Terri. “I knew better than that.”

He frowned, his brow furrowing with worry. “I hope we were right, letting her go to New Orleans like this.”

“Vin, let’s face it. We are way beyond the stage of letting Piper do anything. She’s twenty-seven years old, an adult.”

“But she still listens to us, Terri.”

“Sometimes.”

“About important things she does. If you hadn’t encouraged her, she wouldn’t have gone.”

“I think it’s good for her, Vin. I really do. Boulangerie Bertrand is a renowned bakery, and she’s getting the opportunity to work with a baking master. New Orleans is a magical city, and I think the total change of scene will be good for her. She’s been so down since we got back from Sarasota.”

“That can happen when somebody has tried to kill you,” said Vin.





CHAPTER

7


CROUCHED BEHIND A giant pink azalea in the Duchampses’ rear garden, Nettie Rivers waited and watched. The warm, sticky air was thick with humidity, and her knees were paining her. Nettie ached to stand up straight. She glanced impatiently at the Timex wristwatch with the purple band that her grandchildren had given her for Christmas and wondered what was keeping her employer. Miss Ellinore was taking her own sweet time today.

Nettie had a mental list of things she wanted to accomplish once she got inside the old house. She tried to do the big, noticeable tasks like scrubbing out the refrigerator or cleaning the oven or dusting and vacuuming on the day she was scheduled to come. Doing the laundry and slipping it back neatly folded into the mahogany dressers was something that could be done discreetly on her secret days. Polishing what was left of the silver or cleaning out the closets was each also a chore that Nettie accomplished on the days Miss Ellinore didn’t think anybody was in the house.

Nettie did her best to make sure Miss Ellinore didn’t know that she still stayed in the house more often than not. She liked her own bed downstairs, where she had slept so many nights of her adult life. Though the good Lord knew how much Nettie loved her grandkids, living with them all the time was too much to take. The house was noisy and chaotic. And Rhonda’s husband, Marvin, could get nasty when he had too much to drink. Nettie didn’t like being around that. Mostly, though, Nettie didn’t like Miss Ellinore staying all by herself every night.

Nettie’s daughter and son-in-law thought she was crazy for working and not getting paid. They didn’t understand. She’d been with Miss Ellinore for over thirty years. Nettie loved Miss Ellinore, and she was too old to start taking care of somebody else’s house now.

Nettie had watched Miss Ellinore raise her little daughter while that good-looking but lazy husband was hanging out at his club, betting on the horses, playing cards, or drinking with his uptown friends. Nettie had overheard countless arguments about money, arguments that usually ended with Mr. Christophe storming out of the house and Miss Ellinore silently retreating up to the bedroom. After a while Miss Ellinore would come downstairs again with her face all washed and shiny, acting like nothing bad had ever happened. It was clear to Nettie that her boss had been crying, but Nettie never let on she knew. Miss Ellinore had her pride, and Nettie wasn’t going to step on it.

Years ago, after yet another of those arguments, Nettie noticed that Miss Ellinore began going from room to room, critically inspecting the contents and complaining that there were just too many things in the house. The house looked like the Collyer brothers’ mansion, declared Miss Ellinore. She said that sometimes she felt like she couldn’t breathe, that all the clutter was suffocating her. Miss Ellinore was also sure that little Miss Ginnie’s asthma was made worse by all the dust the old furniture and knickknacks collected.

In the beginning Nettie had felt that Miss Ellinore was being critical of her housekeeping skills. So she had redoubled her efforts to keep the furniture polished, the silver gleaming, the crystal sparkling. She didn’t pay much mind when the moving men arrived to take out a marble statue, an antique harp, and a carved Victorian sideboard from the dining room. The room did look better, less overcrowded with generations of accumulation.

But after a while, as more furniture was hauled away, chandeliers taken down, and oil paintings removed, Nettie caught on to what was really happening. When movers carried out the piano that Miss Ellinore had learned to play on as a child, Nettie saw the tear roll down her employer’s cheek. It finally dawned on Nettie. The things weren’t being sold to lighten up the gracious old rooms. The things were being sold because the family needed the money.

Nettie watched now as the back door finally opened and a figure dressed in turquoise stepped into the daylight. She was carrying a pair of ornate silver candlesticks. Nettie knew from the experience of lifting and polishing them how heavy they were.

Her instinct was to spring up and rush to help Miss Ellinore, but Nettie held back. She observed the woman carefully make her way down the porch steps and across the pea-gravel path leading to the old stable that now served as a garage. It touched Nettie to see Miss Ellinore pause at the stunning magnolia tree, so much bigger and fuller now than it had been when Nettie helped her plant it just after Miss Ginnie died.





CHAPTER

8


THE DARKNESS OF the interior of the Gris-Gris Bar took some getting used to after the bright daylight out on the street. Falkner paused in the doorway to give his eyes time to adjust before sauntering over to the counter. He took the pack of cigarettes from his pocket, tossed them onto the bar, and seated himself on a stool. As he watched the bartender lumber toward him, Falkner recited the children’s verse:




“Fuzzy-Wuzzy was a bear.

Fuzzy-Wuzzy had no hair.

Fuzzy-Wuzzy wasn’t fuzzy,

Was he?”







A satisfied grin spread across Falkner’s face as the bald-headed bartender rolled his eyes.

“You never get tired of that, do you?”

“Nope. Never do.”

“It’s not like you came up with the nickname, Falkner.”

“Doesn’t matter. I like to remind you whence it came, big guy. Now that I’ve done my duty, I think I’ll reward myself with a New Orleans mint julep, Wuzzy, before I head out and give my second tour of the day.”

“Sounds good to me,” said the bartender, opening the refrigerator and extracting a chilled highball glass. “How goes it?”

“Agony, buddy.” Falkner ran his fingers through his hair as if pulling it out. “It’s just agony trying to get this doctoral thesis done. I was up most of the night working on it, then up early to give a cemetery tour. Three hours of sleep just isn’t enough, man.”

The bartender dropped a layer of mint leaves into the glass and tossed some shaved ice on top. “Make any progress on the dissertation?”

“Barely. You have no idea how hard it is.” Falkner put his elbows on the bar, leaned forward, and held up his head with his hands. He watched as Wuzzy added a spoon of powdered sugar to the glass and then repeated the layers of mint, ice, and sugar before pouring in a generous jigger of bourbon.

“You’re right. I don’t know, and I don’t want to know,” said Wuzzy as he reached for a sprig of mint to garnish the drink. “I barely made it through high school. The only book I’ve cracked since then is the bartender’s manual.”

Wuzzy stuck a straw in the glass, put the drink in front of his customer, and wiped his hands on his gold Saints T-shirt. “Let the good times roll, my friend.”

Falkner drew hard on the straw and swallowed. “Ah, the breakfast of champions,” he said, closing his eyes. “That’s one lesson you learned very well, Wuzzy. You make the best julep in town.”

“Thanks, man. You would know.”

“Do you know where the word ‘julep’ comes from, Wuzzy?”

“Haven’t a clue.”

“In the Middle Ages, a julep was something to cool the heat of passion.”

“You don’t say.”

“And, man, did I see something a little while ago to get passionate about.”

“Yeah?”

“There was an extraordinary blonde on the balcony across from mine.”

“You talk to her?”

“I tried, asked her if she wanted to get coffee.”

“And?”

“She blew me off. Some crap about needing to take a nap.”

“Maybe she was tired. If at first you don’t succeed . . .” The bartender’s voice trailed off as he picked up a towel and began wiping the counter.

“Oh, don’t worry, Wuzzy. I don’t intend to give up on her that easily.”

Another customer came in and sat at the bar. While Wuzzy took his order, Falkner looked up. Small leather pouches hung from the ceiling. Some of them had little cloth dolls attached. The pouches were called gris-gris, voodoo amulets believed to protect the wearer from evil or to bring love, health, and good luck. Each pouch contained a number of small objects, each with its own meaning. Falkner wasn’t much for the idea of a magic talisman, but he knew that others thought gris-gris could bring black magic and ill fortune to their victims.

After Wuzzy had finished pouring the other guy a beer, Falkner signaled him to come over.

“Do you ever worry?” asked Falkner, pointing at the ceiling.

“About what?” Wuzzy looked up. “The gris-gris?”

Falkner nodded.

“It’s good for business, Falkner. You know that. The tourists eat this voodoo crap up.” A shadow seemed to fall across Wuzzy’s face. “No, Falkner, I’ve got bigger things to worry about than gris-gris and voodoo.”

“More problems with your son?” asked Falkner.

The bartender bit at his lip to stop it from quivering. “Got the results of Connor’s MRI from the doctor this morning,” he said. “There’s a shadow on his basal ganglia, whatever the hell that is. Bottom line: Connor is never going to walk.”

Falkner put down his glass and stared at the bartender. “Never?”

“Nope. Never. His trunk can’t support him.” Wuzzy shrugged his broad shoulders, but his face betrayed his sadness. “It’s not like I should be surprised, I guess. It’s been obvious from the beginning that something was wrong. Connor’s been so slow to reach all those milestone things, so delayed with his motor skills. He sat up late, didn’t crawl until he was two. He’s three now, and he has yet to say a word that anybody can understand or feed himself. But it was tough, man, to hear the actual diagnosis.”

Falkner waited for Wuzzy to share the information.

“Connor has cerebral palsy.”

“Oh, Wuz. I’m so sorry, buddy.”

“Me, too.” Wuzzy sighed heavily. “Sometimes I just get so damned mad at Carla for dying. I’ve been busting my hump, trying to keep this place going while making sure things are covered at home. You can’t imagine how tough it is to find good child care and have it running pretty much round the clock. I never know when I’m going to be able to get out of here at night, and somebody’s got to be there
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