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“Sacre bleu! Stop squirming,” he ordered in a husky voice. “I told you not to try your flirtation with me. I am not interested.”

Lowering her lashes to hide the hurt, she dug her now ragged, fifty-dollar sculptured nails into her palms and forced back the urge to claw his face. A layer of protective mud now covered her skin from forehead to toes, at James’s insistence after she had been bitten mercilessly by mosquitos the size of mothballs. She pinched her arm, hard, hoping against hope that this time she would awaken from this horrific joke that God, or Damballa, or whoever had played on her.

“Now what? Is this some magic trick where you pinch yourself black and blue, then turn into a beautiful princess?”

Selene blinked against the tears that smarted her eyes. “I may not look like a raving beauty right now, but I’ll tell you one thing. I am in desperate need of a Prince Charming to save me from this nightmare. Because you, my friend, are more like a ... a frog.”

He made a low grunting sound of disgust that sounded an awful lot like a frog.

“Heck, at this point,” she went on, “a modern-day Rhett would look mighty good.” She leaned her head back and studied his glowering face. “You can’t even be my Rhett, can you?”

James chuckled softly as he set her on the ground. “I’ve been called a rat by a few of my enemies, but I’ve never had a woman ask me to be her rat.”
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Epigraph

Scarlett O’Hara was not beautiful but men seldom realized it when caught by her charm.

—MARGARET MITCHELL,

Gone With the Wind


Chapter One

NEW ORLEANS, 2012

The South shall rise again, baby ...

“Hot damn!” Selene stopped dead in the tracks of her designer shoes, slapped an expertly manicured hand over her heart, and gasped, staring straight ahead.

“Umph!” Her agent, Georgia Jones, slammed into her back. With a curse, the statuesque black woman picked up her Hermes handbag from the pavement where it had dropped, checking for scuff marks, and adjusted her white silk Donna Karan suit. “What? What is it?”

“Look, Georgia! Over there. Ooooh!” Selene sighed ecstatically.

Then, like a running back looking for a hole in the line, Selene wended her way doggedly through the Vieux Carre crowd, barely conscious of the cacophony of street vendors, steamboat whistles, soulful jazz music in the distance, and the chatter of the many dialects of the Crescent City. The delicious smells of steaming coffee and fresh baked goods mixed with those of newly cut flowers, in contrast to the pungent products offered by the vegetable and fruit vendors, fishmongers, and butchers.

Finally, Selene stood before a popular beignet stand. Closing her eyes in delight, she arched her neck and inhaled deeply.

“Lord, give me strength. The woman is having an orgasm. Smack dab in the middle of the French Quarter market. Over a sugar pastry, no less.” Georgia rolled her eyes heavenward. “Geez! I should’ve known.”

Selene lifted her chin haughtily and turned a deaf ear to her agent’s sardonic humor as she ogled the scrumptious baked goods. Licking her lips in anticipation, she opened her purse, preparing to pull out some money.

With a determined snarl, Georgia clasped Selene’s wrist in an iron grip and pulled her out of the market and up toward the levee. “What am I gonna do with you? Other women get turned on by drop-dead-gorgeous men,” she muttered. “You swoon over a donut.”

“Not a donut. It’s a New Orleans specialty, a baan-yah,” Selene said with careful pronunciation of the French word.

“Baan-yah?” Georgia repeated after her, then added quickly, “I don’t care if it’s a bloomin’ daffodil. It’s got two zillion calories, and you have to fit into a size five ballgown for today’s shoot. Besides, all that sugar is bound to bring out a zit. Come on, honey. You, of all people, know better.”

“You’re right,” Selene agreed dolefully and dropped down onto a bench at the top of the flat-topped levee overlooking the wide Mississippi. “But I’m so darned hungry. In fact, I’m always famished these days.”

“It’s all in your mind,” Georgia said, not unkindly, and squeezed her hand warmly. “You oughta talk to your shrink about it,” she added, laughing softly.

“Dr. Walters would probably say I wouldn’t know an orgasm if it hit me in the face, that there’s some deep psychological reason why I have this fascination with food.”

“Typical shrink! In fact, she’d probably give the disorder some fancy name like oral dysfunction obsessive mania. Maybe write a book about it. Get on the Today show.” Georgia cocked her head thoughtfully. “Hmmm ... do you think Dr. Walters has an agent?”

“Oh, Georgia!” Selene playfully elbow-nudged her cynical friend, whose opinionated, sometimes vulgar mouth hid a heart the size of Texas. “I don’t know what I would’ve done without Dr. Walters these past six months. Or you, for that matter.”

“Hah! Too late to suck up now, sweetie,” Georgia said with an affronted sniff, though obviously pleased at Selene’s affection. “Do you still miss the bum ... Devon, I mean?” Georgia smiled guilelessly when Selene glared disapprovingly at her choice of words to characterize her former lover.

“Sometimes,” Selene conceded with a sigh. “But not because I still love him. I probably never did. I miss the security, though.”

“Security! You are losin’ it, girl. Devon made you insecure. You did every blessed thing for the man, and it was never enough.”

Selene gave a resigned nod. “The last straw was his lack of sympathy for Tessa. I mean, dammit, my best friend died from anorexia, and his version of sympathy was, ‘Tessa was a dumb broad.’” Tears welled in Selene’s eyes and she blinked to keep them from overflowing. “Still, Devon and I lived together for three years. It’s hard to stop caring completely.”

“Humph! Seems to me that the woman voted The Most Beautiful Face in America by We magazine ought to have dozens of men lined up to help her forget a creep like that.”

Selene looked around dramatically. “I don’t see any.”

“You want me to help you find a man?”

“No way!”

Georgia fanned her face with a widespread hand. “I can’t believe I left my nice, air-conditioned Manhattan office for this.”

“It is hot, but I love Louisiana. I’m sick of the fast-track life in New York. Life is slower here.”

“Of course it’s slower. It’s too hot to move.”

“From the minute we arrived last week,” Selene continued, ignoring Georgia’s sarcasm, “I’ve felt a strange sense of belonging, as if fate ordained I be here. I can’t really explain it.”

Georgia snorted rudely. “Lord! You’re here, girl, because I got you a lucrative contract to do this shoot with Phillipe Dubois.” She studied Selene for a long moment. “So what’s this all about? You always did have this Gone With the Wind fixation. You planning a move to the South?”

“No,” she said, smiling. “And just because I’ve seen the movie a few times doesn’t mean I’m fixated.”

“A few times!” Georgia shook her head woefully.

“We’re getting off the subject, Georgia.” Selene inhaled deeply for nerve. Georgia had done so much for her. Selene owed her the courtesy of informing her first of a decision that would affect them both. She gave her agent a level look. “This is my last modeling assignment. I start classes at Columbia this fall.”

“What! Are you nuts? You’re twenty-eight years old!”

Selene bristled. “So? I won’t be the oldest student at Columbia.”

“Humph! I’ll bet you’re the only one commuting to classes from a half-million-dollar condo, though,” she commented cynically, then added, “What kind of classes?”

“Psychology.”

“Bull! That Dr. Walters really has worked a number on you, hasn’t she?”

“It has nothing to do with Dr. Walters.” Selene exhaled wearily. “For a long time I’ve been fed up with the modeling industry and its perpetuation of unrealistic expectations for the female form. We overemphasize physical appearance. Look what happened to Tessa.” Selene’s voice cracked with emotion. She was still overcome at the tragedy of her best friend’s death six months earlier.

“Selene, be practical. This profession has been very good to you. You’ve earned six million dollars in the past ten years. And even though you’re twenty-eight, I figure you’ve got at least five more years of making big bucks in high fashion. Then we can try other possibilities—books, videos, the older modeling market.”

“Oh, Georgia, you just don’t understand. Look at me.” She stood up in front of the bench and lifted her arms away from her body. “I’m five-foot-ten and I only weigh a hundred and fifteen pounds. I’m hungry all the time. This diet-for-life regimen is killing me. I should weight at least twenty pounds more.”

“Not under the camera, sweetheart.”

“I know. And have you seen some of the waifish younger models coming up, following in Kate Moss’s footsteps? Criminey! They look like anorexic pre-teens wearing their mothers’ clothes. And all these gimmicks you keep having me try!” She slanted Georgia a reproving look.

“Don’t start on the collagen injections in your lips again. I like the pouty look on you, and it was right for this assignment.”

“How about this big hair?” Selene flicked the ends of her long, permed, dark brunette hair that cascaded over her shoulders and down to the middle of her back.

“It’s sexy. Besides, the higher the hair, the closer to God.”

“Easy for you to say! It takes two hours to dry every day, and if I don’t use a diffuser, I frizz up into a god-awful bush.”

“No one ever said beauty comes easy,” Georgia muttered defensively.

“Then you talked me into getting a full-body tan for those revealing swimsuits last month. I’ll probably end up with skin cancer someday. And these dark contact lenses make me feel like I’m wearing sunglasses.”

“Well, you didn’t follow my advice on the breast reduction surgery.”

“And a good thing, too. Breasts are in again, you know.”

“Only in Playboy. Vogue still wants pancakes. You ready to do a centerfold?” she asked with a snicker.

“Hardly.”

Georgia pulled Selene back down to the bench and patted her hand. “Selene, there’s a downside to every occupation. You’ve been paid big bucks for your efforts.”

“I have been, I admit that. And I’m thankful, but the bottom line is that I’m getting out. This is my last assignment.” Selene felt no remorse over dropping her career, but she did regret having to disappoint Georgia.

“We’ll see,” Georgia said skeptically. “I’ll bet you’re bored silly in six months. You’ll be back. Don’t wait too long, though, babe. You know how the public forgets. And whatever you do, don’t balloon up on sugar donuts.” She gave Selene a friendly hug and looped her arm in hers. “Come on. We better get back to the hotel before Phillipe has a hissy fit.”

They passed through Jackson Square, once called the Place d’Armes, and its surrounding historic buildings known as the Cabildo. When the melodious bells of St. Louis Cathedral pealed out a call to Mass, Selene closed her eyes and fancied the chimes were a divine blessing for her new life.

As they moved on through the quaint streets of the French Quarter with its wonderfully preserved, two- and three-story Creole buildings and intricate, lace-like iron balconies, Selene brooded silently. Finally, she confided, “I have a problem.”

“Uh oh! Something besides chucking your whole career for a silly whim?”

Selene smiled at her friend’s tart reply. “Yes. Lilith has put a voodoo curse on me. She claims to be a descendant of Marie Laveau, some voodoo queen.”

Georgia’s mouth dropped open in surprise, and she stopped abruptly before the porte cochere entrance of one of the narrow shotgun houses. Over her shoulder, Selene could see the inner courtyard so prevalent in the Vieux Carre, teeming with lush tropical foliage and cool fountains.

Amazed, Georgia just stared at her, at first. Then she started to laugh ... and laugh ... and laugh. “Oh ... oh ... I don’t believe it ... a voodoo curse!” She laughed so hard she had to lean against a brick wall, holding her sides. “Lordy, girl, you’re gonna make me pee my pants.”

Selene ignored her agent’s ridicule and went on, “She’s carrying around a little doll that looks just like me.”

Georgia’s saucer-like eyes widened even more. “Why?”

“God knows! But one day she twisted its arm, and I swear I felt the pain myself.”

“Get real! This is the twenty-first century. People don’t practice voodoo anymore. Girl, I can’t believe you let Lilith worm her way under your skin.”

“Well, you’d get the willies, too, if someone said you wouldn’t be around much longer, and then smiled in a really wicked way.”

“Selene, stop it. Right now!” Georgia admonished, shaking a long finger in her face. “It’s all in your head. Besides, Lilith is known for her wicked smile.” Georgia burst out laughing again.

“It’s not funny.”

“Yes, it is,” Georgia choked out, wiping her eyes with a tissue. “Okay, okay. Tell me all about it. I can see you’re taking this curse business seriously.”

“Well, the day after Lilith told me about her curse, someone ransacked my hotel room. Nothing was missing except my silver hairbrush.”

“The one I gave you for Christmas? The one I bought at bloody damn expensive Tiffany’s?” Georgia asked indignantly.

Selene nodded. “Then the makeup technician discovered a snake in my cosmetic case the next day.”

“A snake! Holy hell!” Georgia shivered with distaste, her face turning somber. “This is serious, Selene. I’m sorry I laughed.”

“That’s all right. I’d probably laugh, too. In fact, I did ... after I screamed the whole hotel down.”

“Did you call the police?”

“No. It was nonpoisonous, and apparently snakes are common in these parts. I couldn’t bring myself to complain to the police about something as silly as a voodoo curse. But that’s not all. I found a disgusting ball of black wax on my pillow last night. The hotel maid was horrified, called it a voodoo gris-gris. And I just know that the strands of dark hair in it came from my stolen brush.”

“And you think Lilith is responsible for all this?”

“Yes. She’s been a problem for me ever since she joined the agency two years ago.”

“I thought she’d lightened up.”

Selene shook her head. “I knew she was upset after We did that cover story on me earlier this year, but her jealousy is totally out of control now. When Phillipe asked me to wear the premier gown in his collection for this shoot, she threw a tantrum like you wouldn’t believe.”

Georgia frowned, deep in thought.

“Also, someone told me that she’s seeing Devon.”

“Well, that explains it then. He’s probably feeding her jealousy.”

“Do you think he’d be so vindictive?”

Georgia shrugged. “You know how upset he was when you made him move out.”

“Well, I’ll be done here in a few days. I just needed to talk to someone ... a friend. I’m sure I can handle Lilith.”

Women did what they had to do, even back then ...

But Selene wasn’t so sure two days later when she awakened feeling exhausted and out-of-sorts. Thank goodness, today was the last day of the shoot.

An hour later, as Selene made her way down the wide staircase of the ballroom where they were shooting, she felt like a character from Gone With the Wind. She smiled in wardly at her romantic thoughts. Gee, maybe Georgia is right. I do keep thinking about that movie.

She carried her all-important makeup case, having learned long ago to go nowhere without her own cosmetics. Selene felt as utterly feminine as Scarlett as she glided toward the ballroom, wearing the showstopper—a marvelous white, off-the-shoulder gown Phillipe had designed especially for his Women of the Old South collection. Dozens of yards of silk and lace undulated on the wide skirt as she gracefully edged closer to Georgia. Even though Phillipe was showing his ballgowns with hoops, most modern women would probably wear them without.

She gasped with pleasure as she walked into the magnificent Orleans Ballroom, once the site of the famous Quadroon Balls. It was decorated for the occasion with period candelabra and chandeliers. Hundreds of tapers cast a natural, antique lighting for Phillipe’s creations. In fact, some of the magazine displays would be done in the old sepia tintype tones.

Dozens of photographers, fashion consultants, and set assistants worked feverishly on last-minute touches while a small orchestra tuned up in the corner, its members dressed appropriately in antebellum attire. Some of the shots called for a romantic waltz scene.

Selene inhaled deeply. The heady scent and vivid colors of thousands of flowers almost overpowered her—gardenias, bougainvillea, azaleas, magnolias. She caressed a luxuriant velvet drapery with a sigh. This was the Old South she’d always dreamed about, a land where all the senses seemed heightened. A perfect setting for Phillipe’s whimsical gowns.

Smiling, she headed toward Georgia. Her agent was talking to the world-famous designer near the French doors that opened onto a courtyard.

“Chérie!” Phillipe exclaimed, kissing Selene briefly on each cheek in the European fashion. “What do you think?” He waved his hand with a flourish to indicate the vast ballroom.

“It’s magnificent. You’ll sell hundreds of gowns from this collection. I just know it.”

“Certainement!” he agreed unabashedly.

“Honey, you look gorgeous,” Georgia said, surveying her gown from all angles.

“Thanks. It’s awfully low-cut, though, don’t you think?” Selene put both palms on her abdomen, under her breasts, and tried to edge the dress up higher, to no avail. The built-in boning of the bodice pushed her breasts up, and the spidery lace of the décolletage barely covered the tips. “I feel kind of exposed.”

“You’re the one who said breasts were in,” Georgia said with a smile. “You look great, sweetie—for an over-the-hill model, that is.”

Selene gave her a playful shove and tried again to shimmy the dress higher.

“Non, non, non!” Phillipe cautioned, pulling her hands away from the dress. “The gown is magnifique. Perfect.” He kissed his fingertips and threw out his hands dramatically. “The white color and delicate lace hint at a virginal quality, while the breasts ... Voila! ... the breasts tell another story.”

“I just wish I didn’t have to be such an open book,” Selene muttered, moving closer to the photographers. “Cleavage is one thing. Nudity is quite another.”

Phillipe looked pointedly at the Rolex watch on his wrist, then back to her. “Go! Put your face on so we can start.” His eyes narrowed suddenly as he scrutinized Selene. “Have you gained weight?”

“No!” Selene and Georgia both burst out together, then laughed at the shared affront.

A short time later, Selene watched as cameras clicked and lights flashed for a set in which Lilith and a number of models, male and female, waltzed around the room in period suits and pastel confections reminiscent of the Old South. The candlelight enhanced the mocha hue of Lilith’s skin. Her coal-black hair was pulled off to one side with a cascade of sweet-scented white roses.

There was nothing sweet about the look of pure hatred she flashed at Selene, though, as she and her partner danced by. “Soon,” Lilith mouthed silently in warning as she held Selene’s gaze. “Soon.”

With a shudder, Selene set her case at the edge of the dance floor, ready for any last minute touch-ups that the makeup consultant might require. Determined to put aside her fears, she turned to Georgia. “You can almost feel the history in this place, can’t you?”

“Yeah, and not a very pleasant history, either,” Georgia commented in a grim tone. “You know, one of my ancestors went to a Quadroon Ball once—maybe in this very room.”

“Really?” Selene raised her eyes questioningly at the curious bit of information Georgia threw out so lightly.

“Fleur was her name. A real beauty, supposedly, and so light-skinned she could have passed for white.”

“Georgia, I’m really surprised at you. Why didn’t you ever mention this before?”

“It’s not something I’m particularly proud of,” she said with a shrug. “You do know why they held the Quadroon Balls, don’t you?”

“I’ve heard a little.”

“The young—very young—quadroons went to the balls with their mothers, looking for protectors among the wealthy, white, Creole men. Plaçage, that’s what they called it. The men set the women up as mistresses in cottages over on Rampart Street and had children with them. In return, the women did everything at the men’s beck and call—like wives, but more so, with none of the privileges.”

Appalled, Selene stared at Georgia.

“And the system was considered honorable for the placées. Honorable! Hell, the mothers sold their daughters—pure and simple.”

Selene laid a hand on Georgia’s in compassion. “How awful for your ancestor. For all those helpless young girls.”

Georgia shook her head as if to clear it. “I usually don’t get so maudlin, but sometimes I think I have this genetic memory kind of thing. I feel the pain of my downtrodden ancestors. You can see why I don’t like to come South.”

“What happened to Fleur?”

“Murdered, supposedly. The slimy Creole man who set her up as his placée got tired of her eventually and wanted to rid himself of an unnecessary expense. Killed her and the unborn baby she was carrying. Although, oddly, Fleur’s name and that of an infant son appear out West about the same time.”

“Well, you know how inaccurate some genealogy records are. Did the man—her protector—ever get punished for murdering Fleur ... or trying to?”

“I doubt it. After all, Fleur was only a colored.”

Selene put an arm around her friend’s shoulder in comfort. “I’m beginning to think this shoot was a mistake for both of us.” Selene shivered apprehensively.

She danced her heart away ...

Hours later, Selene was almost done with her portion of the shoot. She put her left hand on the shoulder of Mark Hiatt, a model she’d worked with many times before, and her right hand in his upraised left one. At the call to “action,” the band began to play. They waltzed around the ballroom, the only dancers on the floor. Around and around they danced, dipping and swaying gracefully, as cameras flashed brilliantly and candles flickered in the slight breeze from the open doorway.

Exhausted from her hours under the lights and the back-straining poses, Selene grew dizzy. A tingling sensation at the base of her neck caused her to look over Mark’s shoulder. She saw Lilith standing in the shadows of an alcove, holding the voodoo doll in her hands. Smiling evilly, Lilith pulled out a long hat pin. With deliberate care, Lilith pressed the sharp point against the head of the wax figure dressed in a white gown identical to Selene’s. Then, with a sly grin, she pushed the pin in completely. At the same time, Mark began to spin her on the dance floor.

A sharp, excruciating pain pierced Selene’s skull. Like a spinning top, she felt herself twirling, round and round and round. Pain and dizziness enveloped her. At first she tried to fight it off. But then she surrendered to the agony.

Whirling, whirling, whirling. Selene marveled at her partner’s expertise in maneuvering the endless dance step. The photos would be fabulous ... if she didn’t pass out and ruin the shoot. Or worse.

Time flies ...

Groggily, Selene awakened to a dull ache in her head and the intoxicating scent of flowers. She was sitting on a window seat, leaning back against a bay wall in an alcove just off the ballroom floor. Dazed, she watched the beautifully gowned dancers in front of her smile up at the dark, foreign looking men who moved them through the intricate steps of a quadrille.

Foreign men? Quadrille?

Selene blinked and sat up straighter.

The ballroom setting remained the same. The music was the same. Even the heat and cloying odor of flowers were the same.

But the contingent of male models for Phillipe’s shoot had changed. They were all dark-complected men with a foreign look to them, maybe French or Spanish. No, Selene realized immediately. They looked like the portraits in the hotel lobby of famous antebellum Creoles, descendants of the early French and Spanish settlers in Louisiana.

Where had Phillipe come up with these models on such brief notice?

Although quite short, the men made up for their lack of stature with an arrogant hauteur and magnificent clothing—perfectly tailored dark suits with tapered trousers, waistcoats of brocaded satin, silk shirts with ruffled lace, highly polished leather boots, impeccable haircuts, shaves and manicures, even white gloves on some of them.

Geez!

Then Selene noticed something even more alarming. Phillipe’s statuesque models weren’t towering over these short men. In fact, all of the top-of-the-line female models had disappeared. The beautiful women who wore his delectable gowns now were light-skinned black women of a very young age, no more than seventeen—every color from café au lait to almost white.

A shiver of apprehension ran through Selene, and she stood abruptly. Feeling a sudden chill from the open windows, she looked down.

“Holy cow!” she muttered aloud, noticing that her low-cut gown had slipped even lower. She put her hands to her breasts and pushed the lacy fabric as high as it would go ... which wasn’t far enough.

“Why bother?” a deep voice asked behind her. She turned to see a tall man smoking a thin cheroot. He leaned against an open French door leading out to the balcony. He scrutinized her through narrowed eyes, which showed only a modicum of interest—not the usual reaction her beauty garnered from men.

“What did you say?”

He shrugged in a bored fashion. “Why bother to adjust your bodice, chérie? Once you select one of these fine dandies for a protector, he will want to examine the merchandise before he buys it.” His voice rang with contempt before he added, more kindly, “Alors, as far as I can see, your bosom is your best asset. At your age, you’d best capitalize on what you can.”

“Age? Age?” Selene seethed with anger. She was tired of being told she was over the hill, and she certainly wasn’t going to put up with a slam from a stand-in model for a photo shoot.

Then the rest of his words sunk in. He’d referred to selling herself. He was probably one of those extremists who considered the modeling industry an immoral form of flesh peddling.

And bosom? What an old-fashioned word to use. And offensive! “Why, you arrogant bastard,” she snapped finally. Undaunted by the light of anger that ignited in his pale blue eyes, she returned his insult by boldly scrutinizing his body, just as he had hers. From his jet black hair to the bitter lines bracketing his eyes and mouth, down his lean body, all the way to his worn leather boots, her eyes raked him. Then, hands on hips, she curled her lip with disgust as if to say, “Who are you to talk?”

He held her gaze with silent amusement.

Suddenly it occurred to her that this was probably just a new pickup line, and she shook her head ruefully at the poor guy’s lack of finesse. “Get lost, buster. If you’re looking for a quick lay, you’ve chosen the wrong place and the wrong woman. I’m not interested. Besides, since you’re so free with advice, let me give you a little, darlin’,” she offered in an exaggerated Southern drawl. “Drop the brooding look and the biting sarcasm. Dark and dangerous went out with the nineties.”

Surprise flashed briefly across his face, quickly masked by the return of his previous demeanor of jaded indifference. Then he flicked his cheroot out the open doorway to the courtyard below.

Looking closer, Selene had to admit that, if it weren’t for his somber face, the guy was pretty good-looking. A cross between Eric Bana and Joe Manganiello, he wore the same type suit as the other Creoles, but with more casual, less perfect attention to detail. With his hands in the pockets of his slim trousers, the jacket was pulled back over the blue brocade vest, displaying a well-developed chest and powerful thighs. Probably lifted weights or something. And he had a nerve remarking on her age. With those lines crinkling his eyes and lips, he had to be close to thirty-five.

Suddenly one of the stranger’s words struck a discordant nerve in Selene.

“Protector? Did you say something about protectors?”

“Oui. Why do you think these wealthy men come to the Quadroon Balls? For the glacés—those ridiculous fruit ices? Or the excellent music? Hah! And did you think all these doting mamas were going to allow their precious daughters to give their favors away?”

“Quad ... Quadroon Balls?” she choked out, and goose bumps erupted all over her body. To her chagrin, she saw the dark stranger staring boldly at a few of them. His darkening eyes and flared nostrils belied his earlier lack of interest.

A thought occurred to her then, which she immediately dismissed.

But it wouldn’t go away.

“What year is this?” she asked hesitantly, holding her breath.

At first the man’s eyes widened with surprise. Then he cocked his head and curved his lips into a mirthless smile. “Eighteen forty-five.”


Chapter Two

Virginity isn’t all it’s cracked up to be ... or is it? ...

Selene reeled dizzily for a moment and reached for a nearby column to steady her composure. The fine hairs all over her body raised an alarm of acknowledgment to what she’d already unconsciously surmised. “No, that’s impossible! It’s two thousand and twelve. It has to be. This must be a dream, or a nightmare.”

“Two thousand and twelve! Oh, really!” He looked at her as if she’d just escaped from an asylum. Then understanding seemed to dawn. “Ah, let me guess your game. You don’t really have any Negro blood, and you’re here at the Quadroon Ball by mistake. You’re actually a white woman who’s lost and needs someone to help her find her way home. Perhaps you had a blow to the head, or you suffer some illness that makes you forget your name or where you live.”

“No, you’re wrong. I am white, and I know exactly who I am. I’m Sandra Selente, but people call me Selene.”

“Selene! Hah! You even have a colored name.”

“What? You’re crazy. There’s no such thing as a ‘colored name.’ Anyhow, I live in New York City. I was visiting New Orleans for a photo shoot and—”

“Stop this nonsense right now, darlin’. Whether you try to pass matters not to me, but don’t ask for my help. And take my advice, my friend, no one will believe your pretty drama. Especially with this hair,” he said, leaning forward and rubbing the edges of her frizzed hair between his fingers with slow suggestiveness.

For one tantalizing, dizzying second, the man held her eyes, magnetically, and Selene felt a wonderful aura of heightened sensuality surround them, like a celestial cloud. He was so close, Selene felt his breath against her cheek. She had to fight the inclination to lean into his hand. “It’s a permanent wave my hairdresser insisted would go well with this gown,” Selene tried to explain in a wavering voice, disconcerted by her attraction to him.

“And those lips! Mon Dieu!” he added, grazing the pad of his thumb across their fullness with shocking familiarity.

She unthinkingly put her fingertips to her lips to savor the delicious tingling that lingered even after he removed his hand. “Collagen injections,” she muttered in explanation.

“And those dark eyes,” he whispered huskily, his eyes locking with hers in an intimate embrace.

“Contact lenses,” she said weakly.

He didn’t even bother to ask what she meant, his attention already moving to another part of her body. “Not to mention your dark skin,” he continued in a low, silky voice as he outrageously skimmed the tops of her breasts with the knuckles of one hand.

Her nipples peaked from his slight caress, and Selene was too stunned even to tell him that her suntan would eventually fade. Panic rippled through her at her uncharacteristic response to this man. Even in the beginning, Devon had never seared her with his touch, or a mere glance, as this handsome gentleman did.

Who was he? What was happening to her?

It was probably one of those erotic dreams some people had, which she’d never experienced herself. Rather wicked, she had to admit. And delightful.

Meanwhile, the man just continued talking. “So, with all those things, chérie, there’s no way you are going to pass,” he concluded huskily. “Not even if you’ve had some schooling, as your speech indicates.”

“Schooling? Well, I’ve only had one year of college, but—”

“Really? You attended college?” He looked at her with new interest, asking hesitantly, “Hmmm. Are you perchance qualified to teach young children?” Then he waved his hand in the air as if it didn’t matter and he regretted asking the question.

“No, I have no teaching credentials. I’m a fashion model.”

He looked slightly disappointed, then concluded, “Well, then, bonne chance! I wish you much success tonight. May you find a man willing to overlook your age ... and height ... and thin body.”

Selene stiffened.

“But, in truth, I think you may succeed,” he admitted with a grudging nod. “Your breasts are ... impressive.”

Selene made a choking sound of indignation. Even in the twenty-first century, men didn’t make such indecent comments to a perfect stranger. But the sharp words with which she was about to lash him died in her mouth as she saw he was about to depart.

“Where are you going? You can’t go now,” she asserted shrilly, putting a hand on the sleeve of his jacket to stop him.

He looked pointedly at her hand, and she dropped it immediately with embarrassment.

“Can I not? And who is to stop me?”

“Well ... well ...” Selene said, licking her lips nervously, unsure why the stranger’s presence was suddenly so important to her. “You can’t because ... by the way, what’s your name?”

He tilted his head questioningly, then responded impatiently, “James. James Baptiste.”

Selene nodded. Nice name. “Well, don’t you have to stay for the ball ... or something?”

“I was downstairs in the gambling rooms. I’m not in the market for a placée. In truth, I abhor the whole system of plaçage. Not that it’s any of your concern.” His blue eyes darkened into stormy pools of emotion.

“But ... but you can’t leave me here.”

“Really, mademoiselle ... your impertinence was amusing initially, but now you go too far. You are nothing to me.”

“Selene! There you are, chile. I been lookin’ for you mos’ ever’where. Someone special wants to meet up with you.”

Selene and James turned at the same time to see a heavyset black woman barreling toward them with a short Creole man in tow. She came to a halt and wagged a chubby finger in Selene’s face. “Girl, you gonna be the death of me. Where you been?”

“Who are you?” Selene asked.

“Raffine. Your patroness,” the woman said with exasperation. “What nonsense you spoutin’ now? Lordy! Such a trial you been ever since you became my charge!”

“My ... my patroness?”

“Hush yo’self, Selene,” she hissed under her breath. “You gonna make the men folks think you’re daft.” Then her huge brown eyes riveted on Selene’s head. With disbelief, she flicked the tips of Selene’s flowing hair with her fingertips. “Where is your tignon, missie?”

“Huh? What’s a tignon?”

Raffine put a hand to her turban. “You know the law. Femmes de couleur libre mus’ wear the tignon. Women of color cain’t be showin’ their purty hair in public.”

Selene scanned the room, and, sure enough, all the black women wore artfully knotted headdresses or scarves, similar to Raffine’s turban, except much more elaborate, even decorated with expensive jewels. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

Clucking with dismay, the black woman went on in an undertone, low enough so the Creole suitor in the background couldn’t overhear, “For weeks, I done my best to find a protector for my dead sister’s chile, but do you ’preciate my efforts? Nosirree! Over and over, you brung me misery. Now, no more foolishness, missie, or we never gonna find you a man.”

“But—”

“Dontcha sass me, girl. Bad enough you’re so old, and skinny, and tall,” she chastised with a clicking sound of distaste, “but your pert tongue puts the men off. Yesirree, it does.”

James snickered behind her in agreement.

“Now, Selene, I wants to interduce you to Henri Gaspar. Y’hear?” With a huge, ingratiating smile, Raffine motioned to the Creole who stood talking to an acquaintance.

Selene looked at the little, preening man, who had to be fifty if he was a day. What right did a man his age have ogling young girls? Humph! Actually, she had to admit, men were the same in her time ... always looking for youth, even when they were no longer young themselves.

She glared at Henri from her towering position. He was no more than five-foot-five to her five-foot-ten in bare feet, and she was wearing four-inch heels, besides. His eyes—his very appreciative eyes—came just about level with her breasts. He licked his thin lips, framed by a carefully clipped mustache and a goatee, and Selene knew he was thinking about licking something quite different.

James, who’d been about to leave moments before, planted his feet firmly in place and lit up another blasted cheroot, obviously intending to stay for the duration of her humiliation. She shot him a look of disgust, and he had the nerve to wink at her.

“M’sieur Gaspar, I’d be mighty pleased for you to make the ’quaintance of my niece, Mademoiselle Selene, from New York City.”

“Enchanté,” Henri said with a curt bow to Selene. But then he immediately turned with distress to Raffine. “Sacre bleu, the wench looks a bit ... old,” he whispered worriedly to her patroness. “Are you sure she’s still pure—a virgin?”

“Of course!”

His lips pursed skeptically. “How do I know she still has a maidenhead?”

The slimy lech was staring at that part of her lower anatomy as if he could see through her gown. And how dare he demand “purity” of a woman? Odds were that he wasn’t a virgin himself.

Raffine slapped a hand to her chest as if offended that Henri would even ask such a question.

“A virgin! A virgin!” Selene shrieked, finally fed up with the whole unbelievable scene. “I haven’t had a ... a maidenhead in ten years, not that it’s any of your business.”

James choked.

Selene darted him a look that she hoped told him how much she would love to whack him on the head.

Raffine gasped and started hyperventilating, as if in the throes of a heart attack. “Oh, Lordy! Now you done it, good and proper. I ain’t never gonna find you a protector.”

Henri’s prissy mouth dropped open. Then he spun on his tiny feet and stalked away, murmuring something about “soiled goods.” In moments, she saw more and more people staring her way as word passed of her damaged reputation.

“Tonight ... you ... leave ... my ... house,” Raffine ordered, spacing her words evenly in fury. “Go back to your stepdaddy, or to the devil. I don’t care. I don’t want nuthin’ to do with you no more.” With that, Raffine lifted all three of her chins haughtily and stomped away.

For a moment, Selene stood watching the angry woman depart and she questioned her own sanity. This was the craziest dream she’d ever had. But maybe it wasn’t a dream, after all. Maybe, with all the stress of Tessa’s death, and her breakup with Devon, and then her last modeling assignment in New Orleans, well, maybe she’d gone off the deep end.

Or had she died, and this was the other world? She didn’t feel dead. But then, how did one know for sure how death felt? No, she just knew this wasn’t heaven. Or even hell.

She fought the idea that Lilith’s curse had actually sent her back in time. And, yet, unbelievably, she suspected that was exactly what had happened.

Confused and disoriented, she wondered what she should do next. Her head began to throb with a killer migraine. Noticing her makeup case still sitting on the floor near the window seat, she went over and rummaged until she found a bottle of aspirin. Without any liquid, she popped two of the coated pills onto her tongue and scrunched up her mouth as she forced them down her throat.

Selene turned then to see James still standing in the doorway, smoking his thin cigar. He shook his head in amusement at the show she’d just put on. Eying him speculatively, she made a sudden decision.

“Well, it looks like I’ll have to go with you,” she announced glumly.

“Never!”

Selene ignored the stab of hurt at his quick rejection. “You asked me earlier about teaching young children. I can do that,” she declared more positively than she felt. “How many kids, anyway? And how old?”

“Five years old. And only one—Etienne.”

“One child? Piece of cake.”

“What?”

“Just an expression, James. Is it your child?”

He nodded, a closed expression on his brooding face.

“Shouldn’t your wife be doing the interviewing and hiring?”

“I have no wife.”

“Oh.” Selene felt a curious comfort in that knowledge. Then she thought of something else. “Hey, do you know anywhere we can get a few beignets?”

Selene decided then and there, if she was going to have the dream of a lifetime, she was not going to be on a diet.

That old Black Magic in her soul ...

James tipped his chair against the wall of the Restaurant d’Orleans, sipping from a glass of absinthe—his fourth of the evening, two more than his usual self-imposed limit. Feeling a slight buzz in his head, he twirled the crystal stem distractedly as he examined the potent, green liqueur, inhaling deeply of the intoxicating anise aroma.

And he wondered how he could rid himself of the troublesome wench who’d latched onto him at the Quadroon Ball. In a weak moment, he’d agreed to take her across the street from the Salle d’Orleans to Gabriel Julian’s fine eating establishment. Little did he know that she could consume enough food to fill a starving sailor—seafood gumbo, crayfish, black beans and rice, beignets ... oh, Lord, could she eat beignets!

James berated himself for wasting much-needed money and time on the stranger. Especially when his plantation was mortgaged to its crumbling eaves since the bank crash of ’37. Hell, he was lucky to have survived, unlike the more than 150 planters who were not so fortunate. Even more depressing, he faced a shortage of workers in his sugar fields, and that meant he would have to buy more slaves on this trip, at a time when he wished he could just free them all.

Most of all, he worried about his five-year-old son, Etienne, who’d become so unruly of late that even his cane-wielding cook Blossom couldn’t control him anymore. And his mère ... James’s poor demented mother, who had managed his household in the past ... had taken this past year to locking herself in her room for weeks on end to nurture her sad fantasies.

With a weary sigh, he pulled his gold watch from a vest pocket. Alors! It was past midnight, and he’d told Maureen to meet him at his room in the St. Louis Hotel a half hour from now.

“Ummm,” the woman who called herself Selene interrupted his thoughts as she murmured with a deep sigh of contentment. Leaning back in her chair, she patted her stomach. “That was so-o-o good.”

“Are you sure you don’t want another beignet? You’ve only had five.”

“No, and it’s impolite to remark on how much a person eats,” she chastised him with a smile that could charm the hair off a swamp hog, “but I’d love another café au lait.” Her pink tongue flicked out and she unabashedly licked the sugar off each of her ten slim fingers. Long, slow, lapping, savoring strokes.

James motioned to the waiter for refills but couldn’t take his eyes off her tongue and its innocently provocative strokes. Another part of his body took notice, as well, and he felt the fabric of his trousers tighten.

He almost laughed aloud when the wench surreptitiously ran a wet finger over the empty plate and scooped more sugar onto her tongue. She was like a greedy child with its first sweet, uncaring of the stomachache sure to follow.

But Selene was not a child. Despite all her separate features, which should be unattractive to him, James found his gaze continually drawn back to her. Actually, if her face weren’t so gaunt, she might be passable in appearance, with her wide eyes and enticingly full, blood-red lips. Looking lower, he groaned inwardly, feeling himself harden. The woman did have magnificent breasts, he would give her that, even though her ribs stood out like barrel staves and her arms looked like sticks.

“What? What are you looking at?”

He jolted to attention, feeling like an untried boy caught in some immodest act. He didn’t like the way she made him feel, not one bit, and his eyes narrowed with determination to put her in her proper place. “Do you know that when you eat you look like you’re in the throes of la petite mort?”

“I know what that means, you brute, and I do not,” Selene said, tossing her huge mane of hair over one shoulder.

“Oui, you do. You even moan like a woman about to climax in lovemaking. And the outrageous things you do with your tongue could awaken a corpse. Are you sure you’re not a fille de joie?”

Her face turned becomingly pink, and she slanted a shy look at him. “I don’t moan during lovemaking, nor do I do anything outrageous with my tongue,” she blurted out, then immediately slapped a hand over her mouth in regret at her hasty words.

“My condolences to you then,” he remarked dryly, trying hard not to smile.

“Really, I don’t like the direction of this conversation. I haven’t done anything of a sexual nature to lead you on.” She threw her shoulders back and shot him a look of sanctimonious disapproval.

If she only knew how her breasts jutted out when she straightened her shoulders, completely obliterating the outraged-spinster image she was trying to portray.

He found that he enjoyed shaking her composure. Perhaps he would amuse himself some more. “Hah! There’s nothing more sexual than the sight of your nipples barely restrained by that wispy gown, or that delightful tongue licking everything in sight. Every man in this restaurant is imagining how your flesh would feel and taste in his own mouth.” Well, let’s see what your quick retort will be to that, my sanctimonious lady. James took a long swallow of absinthe and waited.

It took several moments for his words to register. Then her cheeks went from pink to red. In fact, the blush crept down her neck and inched toward the twin mounds in question.

To his chagrin, James felt his own skin grow hot. But not from embarrassment.

He shook his head in disbelief at his reaction to the homely chit. Truly, he’d been too long at Bayou Noir, his remote plantation, if he could be so attracted to an over-tall, bold-mouthed, skinny, sorry excuse for a woman. And a quadroon, at that! He’d always avoided relationships with colored women, with good reason, refusing to take advantage of their lowly status. Merde, his own status hadn’t been much higher at certain times in his life.

Selene made a discreet coughing noise to alert him to the waiter, who’d finally arrived with their order.

“Lagniappe,” the waiter said with a smile, placing the extra coffee on the table.

“What’s lagniappe?” she asked.

“A little something extra a merchant gives a customer in appreciation. No doubt, M’sieur Julian is very appreciative of all the food we’ve consumed.”

His subtle criticism passed over her, or else she was just ignoring him. With graceful finesse, her delicate hands wielded the two small pots the waiter set in front of her—one with strong chicory coffee, the other with steaming milk. She poured the two liquids into her cup, then stirred the creamy mixture with a silver spoon.

When she added a heaping spoon of sugar for good measure, James’s upper lip curled with distaste.

“I like sugar,” she said defensively when she saw his reproving look. “Besides, I don’t have to diet now. Especially if I’m in a dream. In fact, I feel as if I’ve been emancipated. Geez! I can’t wait to eat all the forbidden foods that have been denied me these past ten years. Yummm. The possibilities are endless. Lobster with butter. Chocolate chip cookies. Homemade bread. Fettucine Alfredo.”

Oh, hell, not the dream business again. If I hear her prattle on about time-travel and voodoo curses one more time, I swear I’ll wring her scrawny neck. “Diet! You’re thin as a broom.”

“Models have to be pencil thin. And I don’t appreciate you continually making snide comments about how unattractive you think I am. I’ll have you know We magazine voted me the most beautiful face in America last year.”

He made a snorting sound of disbelief. “Enough of your bold lies! I don’t know what your game is, but ...” His words stopped cold when he saw his father and half brother enter the dining room with a group of laughing men and stop to greet the proprietor. No doubt they came from Madame Felice’s establishment down the street.

Too late, he started to turn away, hoping to evade their hated presence. They already approached.

“James, you have not come by to visit for some time. We have missed the pleasure of your company,” his father said in a cold, grating tone that belied his warm greeting. “And how is your mère?”

Liar! You care nothing for me—your bastard son. Or my mother. You only pretend affection in public places so your friends won’t know of your betrayal. How I hate you! I could easily kill you and that weak excuse for a man you honor as your true, and only, son.

These bitter thoughts roiled inside him, but he spoke none of them aloud. Instead, in a voice so calm it surprised even himself, James nodded his head and acknowledged, “Father. Victor.”

When he pointedly didn’t invite them to sit at the table, his father shifted uncomfortably. A red-faced Victor glared at him, then seemed to notice Selene for the first time. Rather, it was her breasts he noticed, gaping at them with rude insolence.

A rush of anger swept over James at his brother’s perusal. He felt strangely protective and possessive toward the wench, whom he’d only met a few hours ago. He signaled Selene with his eyes, and, surprisingly, she immediately understood, putting a napkin coyly to her chest.

“Are manners now lacking in your back-swamp country?” his father chastised him with brittle formality. Then he added with oily condescension, turning to Selene, “You have not introduced us to your companion.”

James was not fooled. He’d seen his father’s eyes sweep the quadroon’s body and dismiss her as of no importance. As easily as he’d dismissed James’s own mother at one time. Put aside as carelessly as soiled linen, or an unwanted toy.

“Selene,” he said tersely, “this is my father, Jean-Paul Baptiste, and my half brother, Victor.” She inclined her head graciously, but her eyes glittered dangerously. He wondered why, but then decided his father and brother brought out the worst in everyone. With a mental shrug, he continued with his introductions, “And this is ...” James’s words trailed off and he stiffened, seeing his father’s thin lips turn up in a smirk as he looked toward Selene.

And Victor! He should have killed him when he’d had the chance. He still suspected his brother of having been involved with Giselle before her death. If he ever found the proof ...

He’d show them both, dammit. The patronizing bastards! “... and this is my fiancée, Selene—Sandra Selente,” he finished with a flourish.

Everyone gasped audibly—his father, Victor, especially Selene. He didn’t know why he’d made such a ludicrous announcement. He certainly hadn’t planned it. But he didn’t regret it one bit. The trouble he would have later, extricating himself from the lie, would be worth having seen his hypocritical father sputtering at the prospect of his son marrying a quadroon.

“Non! You cannot be serious. Even you would not marry so far beneath yourself, not even to spite me.”

“Don’t place a wager on it.”

“Did you learn nothing from your disastrous marriage to that tradesman’s daughter?”

An odd look flashed over Victor’s face at his father’s reference to James’s deceased wife, which he immediately hid with a sneer.

“Ah, what did I expect?” his father continued, throwing up his hands. “You are always a disappointment to me, James.”

Outraged, Selene rose to her full height, towering over the short Creole men. Irrelevantly, she noted James’s far greater height and figured he must not be pure Creole.

She didn’t care that these bozos were related to James. She’d seen the hurt deep in his eyes, the pain he’d tried to hide as soon as he saw his family approaching, not to mention the way his fists clenched and unclenched the entire time they’d stood near the table.

Hey, she knew all about the wounds a parent could inflict on a child. Hadn’t her father abandoned her mother and her even before she was born, never to be seen again? Hadn’t her mother spent a lifetime, until she’d died of cancer six years ago, hammering away at Selene’s inadequacies?

Well, it was past time to put an end to such parental travesties.

“Sir,” she said with forced politeness, looking directly at Jean-Paul. “I would appreciate it if you would leave our table. I find there is a stench in the air which is giving me the ... the vapors.” Vapors? Criminey! Next I’ll be swooning.

“You impudent high yellow putain! How dare you speak to me so! Do you know who I am?” James’s father spat out.

“No, and I couldn’t care less. I’ll tell you something else, mister. I’m not a quadroon, but even if I were, you’re not good enough to share the same air as me, let alone a fine man like your son James.” Geez, what am I doing, defending a man I don’t even know? “So get lost before I ask the manager to kick you out. Better yet, you and Victor are such puny little specimens, maybe I’ll just pick you up and throw you out myself.” She started to advance on them, and the two men backed away a bit, probably more stunned than frightened by her threats.

“Slut!” Jean-Paul spat out before spinning on his heels. He left in a huff then, with Victor mouthing an obscenity over his shoulder and Jean-Paul warning James, “We will discuss this again, of that you can be sure.”

She sat back down in her chair, trying to ignore all the curious faces around them. She’d created quite a spectacle. Then she looked at James, whose head was tilted, studying her quizzically.

He smiled at her, the first time she’d seen him really smile since they’d met, the first time the brooding bitterness left his face, leaving him darkly handsome. Devastatingly attractive. And, holy cow, was that a dimple at the edge of his lips?

Her heart seemed to stop for a split second, then a sweet, tingling feeling rippled through her body, turning her warm and full and wonderfully alive.

She wanted to reach across the table and trace the sharp lines of his finely sculpted mouth. Were the chiseled marble planes cold, or hot as the passion they promised? If she kissed him ... oh, my, if she kissed him ... would his firm lips feel hard with demand, or soft with seduction?

He was studying her intently, too, the feathery lines bracketing his eyes and mouth momentarily smoothed out. Finally he said in a whisper-soft voice, “Thank you.”

“That’s okay. It’s the least I could do.” She could barely speak over her wildly beating pulse.

“Au contraire, it was unnecessary for you to defend me against my father, but it was charming nonetheless. I don’t think anyone has ever done so before.” He tapped his fingertips pensively on the tabletop as he studied her.

How about Etienne’s mother? Didn’t she care? “I can’t believe you told your father we’re engaged,” she said nervously, trying to fill the void of silence. “I thought he’d swallow his teeth. And Victor almost had a heart attack.”

“You have a most unusual manner of speaking. New York, you say?”

“Yes.”

“Well,” he said, seeming to come to some decision, “since your prospects with Raffine seem dead, perhaps you should take the next steamboat back to New York. Do you have enough money to buy a fare?”

“Yeah, I think so,” Selene said, opening her makeup case, which sat near her feet on the floor. She pulled out her wallet. “Three hundred dollars. Will that be enough?”

“What is this?” James asked, picking up one of the bills.

“What do you mean? It’s a twenty-dollar bill.”

“It most definitely is not.” He shook his head and reached into a pocket of his pants. He shoved several pieces of paper in front of her. They looked like old bank notes she’d seen once in a museum exhibit.

He was examining her money more carefully, then inhaled sharply. “Why is Andrew Jackson on your money? And why do I see the year 2012? Is this a joke someone is playing on me?”

“No, I’ve been trying to tell you—” Selene stopped abruptly when a bunch of crumbs flew in her face from a nearby table where a young black waiter was ineptly shaking out a tablecloth. “Ouch,” she cried when a hard crumb hit her eye. She tried to rub it out with a napkin, to no avail. It was the dumb contact lenses that were causing the problem. Reaching down, she grabbed a small compact from her case, opened it mirror side up on the table, and deftly removed the two dark lenses.

She blinked several times to test, then sighed with relief. “That’s better.”

“Who in the name of God are you?” James was staring at her in horror. “Mon Dieu! Your eyes are green, not black. How can that be?”

“Oh.” Now she understood. “These are just contact lenses. The designer of this gown wanted all the models in the photo shoot to have dark eyes. And my eyes are hazel, not green.”

“Hazel? Like the nut? Your eyes are hazelnuts?” he choked out, then shook his head in exasperation at the ridiculousness of his own statements. He pointed to the lenses on the table as if they were something repulsive. “Those ... those things ... are they or are they not pieces of your eyes?”

“Give me a break. How silly.”

“Of course, how silly of me,” he remarked dryly, then slapped several of his antique bills on the table. In the blink of an eye, he stood and walked out of the restaurant, leaving her behind.

Selene stared after James’s rigid back. Stunned, she tried to comprehend what had just happened. Bottom line, she concluded, “the most beautiful face in America” was being dumped by a man. Worse, she was being dumped in 1845 by an arrogant, brooding, infuriating man she probably wouldn’t look at twice in the twenty-first century.

But the thought of drifting alone, without James, in this nightmare or time-travel or voodoo curse or whatever the hell it was threw her into a sudden panic. She wasn’t sure why his presence was suddenly so important to her. It just was.

Seizing her makeup case, she hurried after him in her high heels. He was halfway down the street before she finally caught up.

“Wait. I’ve got a tic in my side.”

He said something rude under his breath about where he’d like to put her tic and continued with his long strides.

“Listen,” she called after him as she jogged to keep pace, “let’s make a deal here. You help me get out of this mess, and I’ll—”

“What? Pop out another body part? Spit frogs? Piss smoke?”

Her nostrils flared indignantly. “Don’t be so vulgar. I’ve done nothing to prompt such contempt.”

“No?” He grabbed her by the upper arms and shook her, then stopped immediately when he noticed her jiggling breasts. “Bloody hell!” he muttered, turning away. When he looked at her again, he spoke calmly and with forced patience. “Lady, I don’t know who you are, but they used to burn people at the stake for stunts like you performed back at the restaurant.”

“Oh, really, don’t exaggerate. Besides, I’m not a witch.”

“What, then? A voodoo priestess? If so, I might just light the flame myself. I’ve had all the Damballa nonsense I can stand for one lifetime.”

She started to speak, but he put up a hand to halt her words.

“Giselle ... my dead wife ... fancied herself a voodoo priestess,” he said angrily. “If I never hear another drumbeat in my life, it will be too soon. And I don’t ever want to see another dead chicken in my bed, or snake eggs in my soup, or eyeballs on my dinner table.” For emphasis on his last words, he jabbed her in the chest with a forefinger.

“Huh? Those were not eye parts.”

James threw his hands up in the air in disgust and started to walk away again.

“James, please, listen to me. I don’t understand what’s happening to me, but you seem to be the only one I can turn to for assistance. If you’ll just help me get back to my own time, I’m sure there’s some way I can repay you.”

Reflexively, his eyes shot to her breasts, then darted upward, as if burned, to lock with hers. “No, thank you. I’m not interested.”

“I didn’t mean that.”

“Oh? What, then? Will you offer me useless money? Teach me a voodoo spell? Show me how to pop an eyeball?”

“Your sarcasm is unwarranted, James. Just think about it, coming from the future, there must be lots of things I can tell you that would help you to make a fortune, or change history, or improve life for mankind. ... What’s your greatest dream? Maybe ... just maybe ... I can help make it come true.”

He looked at her warily. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

She nodded.

“You’re mad.”

“I don’t think I am.” Am I? A sane person doesn’t cartwheel through time. “Nope, I’m not insane.”

“Let’s start from the beginning,” he offered in a more sympathetic tone, as if he felt sorry for her—poor demented creature that he thought her to be. “Where are you staying?”

“The same place where the ball was being held—the Bourbon Creole Hotel.”

“The Creole Hotel,” he murmured, then took her by the hand and led her across the street and back in the direction from which they’d come. Without thought, he twined his fingers with hers, the calloused pads and the hard ridges of his palm at odds with the expected image of a Creole gentleman.

But Selene couldn’t dwell on that incongruity. The only thing she could concentrate on was the lightness of his warm palm pressed against hers.

Selene slanted a look at his scowling face through half-shuttered lids, wanting to reach up and smooth the frown that seemed to be perpetually imprinted on his forehead. She sensed a pain deep inside this proud man that she wanted to relieve, and marveled at her presumption in thinking herself capable of such
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