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I dedicate this book to All those men and women who fight for their country, regardless of “sexual” orientation.




The only thing that makes life possible is permanent, intolerable uncertainty: not knowing what comes next.

Ursula K. Le Guin, The Left Hand of Darkness
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Chapter One
1861, Houston
Ethan



If a fellow asked Ethan Childs how a man from Louisiana ended up in Terry’s Texas Rangers, he said it was because he lost his Houston enterprise in a card game. Truth: his partner caught him in an indiscretion that meant he must sell his partnership in the saloon and leave town. “Indiscretion” my great-aunt’s fanny—he mentally kicked himself in the behind. He had let desire overcome caution.

He would put a decent piece between himself and Houston, and his mouth watered for the taste of a fresh beignet.

In Galveston, he discovered there weren’t any ships bound for New Orleans, as Galveston ports were under Union blockade. The long-faced man at the ticket counter winked and spit three feet into a brass pot. “Come back next week and maybe I can get you on a ship to Nassau. You can prob’ly get a ship to New Orleans from there. No guarantees, though.” The fellow laughed like a pig squealed, coughed, slapped his knee, and turned red in the face. Ethan walked away to the sound of fading coughing. What the hell. He wasn’t the sort to let a little war ruin his life, not with his pockets full of silver.

Back in Houston, he treated himself to a good meal of expensive blockade-run shrimp, oyster stew, and a couple drinks. Got in a game, got out of it, had a few more drinks. Maybe more than a few.

When he crawled out of bed the next evening, an entire day was gone. He barely recalled signing up with Benjamin Terry’s cavalry. The girl with him (he was being circumspect this time)—Ginny, or Jenny—thought he was a hero. He recalled drinking with a hell of a bunch of jolly fellows.

He later discovered some of the rowdy Texas recruits couldn’t read, but there were plenty of educated clerks, lawyers, and other such, who proved they could sit a horse better than average, and shoot. Many fellows from surrounding counties were turned away before the remaining thousand or so were split into companies of a little over one hundred men each. They were to be sent in two groups, one after the other, to join the army in Virginia by way of New Orleans, which must have been why he joined. He could not recall. That was the trouble with mixing bourbon and beer. Even what happened before he started drinking faded into oblivion.

He became part of the first half of recruits to be sent overland from Houston. The rest would follow a few days later.

Ethan’s group, along with their horses and gear, rode in boxcars to Beaumont, Texas, where they boarded a steamboat up the Sabine River to Niblett’s Bluff. In Beaumont, there was no room for horses on the boat, and they were told every animal must be left behind.

“But we’re cavalry,” a fellow said.

An older bearded recruit to Ethan’s right squinted from under his dusty flop hat. “You’re in the army. Get used to such goings-on.”

Upon arrival in Niblett’s Bluff, they were crammed into two-wheeled ox carts, standing room only. Ethan leaned his elbows on the side of the cart and ruminated on Texas cavalry being treated in such a manner.

“I’d rather be on my own two feet than jounced along by a pair of dumb cows,” the grizzled individual next to him said, and held out his hand. “Name’s Crane Forbes.”

“Ethan Childs.” Forbes, who was older than most of them, conversed some on the surrounding territory, but not too much, so turned out easy to be alongside. His knowledge of birds and plants they passed was nothing short of astounding. “Been through Louisiana a couple times afore,” he said. Ethan was too embarrassed to admit he’d passed his childhood in Louisiana and didn’t know half what Forbes did of the flora and fauna. Ethan was born in New Iberia, wandered her streets and levies, then finished his growing in New Orleans, never exploring much beyond the houses. He turned fifteen before mounting a horse, and that occasion caused him to learn to ride right fast.

Forty miles later Forbes got his wish about walking on his own two feet when the ox carts and their Cajun drivers abandoned the recruits. If the men weren’t so miserable, they might have laughed at the idea of cavalry trudging one hundred miles across Louisiana on foot in the rain.

This was what a person ought to get used to in the army—things not being logical. When his father went off to fight Mexico, he said that’s how it was, and having someone you trusted at your back was essential. A professional gambler, Ethan must be careful who he called friend. A man rarely remained a friend after you took his money. Ethan would watch the goings-on, test the waters before he decided who he would trust at his back in this coming fight. Test the waters, he smirked as he splashed his way through another muddy creek, or hole, or damn whatever. Fast and accurate judgment remained a prerequisite of his calling.

As they trudged past miles of cane sugar through Louisiana mud, he noticed a well-dressed young fellow. His smooth-combed canvas trousers were double-seamed. The fawn-colored deer hide jacket, though worn at the edges, covered a finely tailored cotton shirt. Silent beneath his wide-brimmed hat, the boy rebuffed no one’s friendly advances, but was stingy as a banker with his responses. He was soon limping along like the rest. Hand-tooled leather riding boots were not made for walking mile after mile; neither were riders.

Perhaps this mark, how quickly they became marks, might be interested in some sort of diversion from this daily murk and toil.

That evening after supper, Ethan joined seven others huddled around a campfire. A few of the recruits had brought a slave along to help tend their horses and persons, but no colored accompanied the men at this fire, including the young gent he had noticed earlier. The soaking rain slowed to a drizzle, then stopped. The young man’s hat projected low over his face as he sat on a stump cleaning a .36-caliber Colt revolver.

“That’s a fine piece,” Ethan said.

“My papa presented it to me.”

“Appears you’ve taken good care of it. Used it much?”

“Enough to hit that at which I aim.” The oil rag stilled. Poking from beneath the hat was a straight, refined nose above a sparsely whiskered chin. “Tin cans, mostly.” The rag was off again, no less busy for the interruption.

Ethan was too tired for a game, anyway. Everyone soon collapsed on their bedrolls, complaining of the usual—they joined the cavalry for this? He tossed a coin and won a somewhat dry spot beneath one wagon.

As tired as he was, he had never been one of those gents who could nod off soon as he closed his eyes. Had he heard right? He had lived in New Orleans with his mother until sixteen, and knew French Creole, even if mangled by Texas drawl. Did a kindred soul present itself this way? Old Mamsy Dee would tell him so. He recalled her dark, wrinkled face, her bright red tignon with the crow feather stuck in its folds. The other boys had feared her piercing black eyes and gravelly voice. He’d spent his favorite Sunday afternoons visiting her and her raucous parrot in their cottage near the wharf, though he quit believing in her spells and pronouncements when he left other childhood fancies behind.

Two days later, he saw the same youth again, much changed.

They had arrived late the night before at Spanish Lake on Bayou Teche, a glorious encampment of cropped grass, spreading oaks, gum, and cypress trees. Palmettos rattled in the soft breeze. Their company being near last in line for washup, Ethan slept well until after the sun rose. They washed by finding a partner, soaping up, and pouring buckets of cold water over one another. Not everyone took such care, which soon determined who slept near whom. This was followed by a breakfast of ham, spicy Cajun sausage, cornbread with butter, scrambled eggs and coffee—rich, black coffee, coffee he remembered.

He spied a big log near the water in warm, morning sun, unoccupied, no less. The perfect place to eat what looked like the best breakfast in weeks. How happy he felt among all the familiar smells and sounds—the nattering of so many birds, the soft breeze redolent with the smell of flowers. He’d left home to get away from anything that reminded him of his childhood. Yet here he was, looking forward to being home and seeing it all again, even his mother.

A young fellow was heading the same direction. Ethan would know those boots anywhere. It was the same fellow who’d been cleaning his pistol that night. Cleaned up and without the hat and scruffy semblance of a beard to hide behind, he appeared younger than Ethan first believed.

He ambled forward with his biggest grin.

The boy turned, a look of hesitant anticipation in his eyes—deep-set black eyes that met his, slightly slanted and set above prominent cheekbones. Ethan was reminded of Louie, a boy he’d known years ago in the Quarter—the son of a French cotton broker and his beautiful quadroon mistress.

Ethan offered his hand. “Never introduced myself. Ethan Childs, Houston. Before that, New Orleans.”

“Adrien Villere, Washington, Texas.” Something melancholic hovered about his face, then he smiled with a hopeful look and a curious twist to the corner of his mouth. A fine mouth it was, too, made sensual by a full lower lip. And that delightful inflection again. It had become a habit, the way Ethan’s speech adjusted to that of the other person. A good habit to acquire when you wanted someone to relax, to trust you more than he ought before a game.

Ethan nodded toward what appeared to be their same destination. “Will you join me at this fine log?”

They dug into their cooling eggs and spoke between mouthfuls.

“Are you glad to be going home to New Orleans?” the youth said.

“I’ll surprise my mother, a few old friends.”

“I have never been, but I hope to find family there.”

“I thought I recognized your accent.”

“Maman was French, though she grew up in Savannah. She loved the way Papa spoke, which was familiar and different from Texas cow hands. He came to Texas through Virginia, but was originally French Creole from Louisiana. She insisted all of us converse with what she declared proper diction.” His spoon hung suspended above his plate for a moment of silence, as though his mind hovered somewhere beyond where they sat at present. He continued eating.

“I don’t recognize the name Villere,” Ethan said. “But I have heard the name Villeré, with the accent at the end. You might ask for that name if the other doesn’t work.”

“I have an address where Papa wrote her.”

“It’s a woman you’re looking for, then.”

“Yes, my papa’s sister.”

They talked off and on into the afternoon. He learned the youth had an older brother and a younger sister and somewhat of a life on a Brazos tobacco plantation. Adrien made nothing of it, but Ethan was familiar with those Texas families who colonized the Brazos River. They came from Louisiana, Tennessee, other southern states, and nearly all from wealthy plantation families. What the devil brought one of their sons to join up as a lowly roughneck horse handler instead of using family influence to gain a commission? I better discover the fellow’s inclinations up front.

“You may as well know my father was a gambler and my mother runs a fancy brothel on Rampart Street. I grew up in the place. It’s where I learned to read and play a little piano. If my breeding doesn’t suit you, say so now.”

“You suit me fine, Ethan. Maman played piano. She taught me, yet I could never play as well as my sister.”

He lost years from his face when he smiled like that. He also looked . . . innocent. So many of these country boys were. How many will be alive six months from now? Is this a mistake, getting so friendly? But I can’t go into this thing without pals. His father had been damn frank about his own experiences fighting under Commander Scott in the war with Mexico. Never volunteer, son, he said. So why had he? Hell if he knew. Being full as a tick at the time didn’t seem a good enough answer. But if you’re in, find someone to watch your back. He’d said that too.

Maybe he’d figure it out before this thing was over, and it being over in a month or two wasn’t likely. He knew too much about the North to be so fanciful.

He chanced a glance at Adrien as the boy took a gulp of coffee. Fellow was from a first-class family and was educated, which would keep him from being bored in the weeks ahead. Kept himself clean and didn’t smell like dog roll. Maybe I won’t displace him of everything he’s got, after all.







Chapter Two
One of Them
Adrien



Since joining up in Houston I had met a number of congenial fellows, most as educated as myself and all friendly, but none too friendly. No one looked askance at me as though I were unfit for the task ahead, or as though he might devour me. It appeared that once you were accepted by Terry’s 8th Texas Cavalry, there were no further questions concerning your manhood. Perhaps later I would think about home and why I was here, but meantime I wanted to relax in the camaraderie of men who accepted me for what I appeared to be—one of them.

After all, I had been born on a tobacco plantation in Washington County, East Texas, like them, and learned to ride at an early age, like them, and shoot, like them. I sounded pretty much like them too, but for that bit of accent and precise diction from my French mother, which I would abandon—the diction I was sick of being teased about. The rest, well, the rest was a sign of decent education and in her memory; something I’d keep, or attempt to. She deserved that much. She had been good to me, for the most part, if a little too good. My sister thought so, and Berni was generally correct about most everything.

And there was Ethan. Something about how he radiated understated confidence made me want to be his companion. Ethan was easy to talk with and appeared to be a gentleman of the first water, as Papa would have said. I liked listening to the timbre of his voice and what he had to say. His smile turned his eyes the warmest brown.

It would be quite fine to have him as a friend for whatever was to come, as long as he never got too curious.

As long as no one learned of the one way I was not like them at all.







Chapter Three
New Orleans



The first group of 8th Texas Cavalry arrived at temporary quarters in a cotton press building on the west side of New Orleans. The nearly forty-foot-tall steam compressor rose at the far end of the enormous room like some iron giant out of a new age. Small, square windows near the rafters bathed the men in beams of late afternoon sunlight.

No evidence of horses or uniforms presented itself.

Ethan doubted most of these fellows had ever slept so far from home. Everyone provided their own gear and weapons which they dropped onto the plank floor, throwing clouds of cotton dust into the hot air. The vast space muted sneezes that joined thuds, scraping of boots, and men’s voices.

Chattering of what sort of food they could expect, of when they would get mounts and if the mounts would be any good, one eager young man said, “Sure hope we have time in the city before we move on.” As did Ethan. He expected plenty others would like to experience the delights of New Orleans.

They had no sooner settled than Benjamin Franklin Terry strode in and heaved his six-foot frame up onto an elevated section of the cotton press with the alacrity of a much younger and smaller man. A neat goatee matched dark brown hair combed back from a wide brow, and his steady eyes, calm face, and attitude bespoke confidence and authority. The recruits already thought of him as their commander. Terry, along with John Wharton and Tom Lubbock, was responsible for the Confederate States War Department’s authorization of their cavalry regiment.

Terry congratulated every man for volunteering to fight for their home state, which prompted cheering and flinging of slouch hats, coonskin caps, and sombreros. “We’ll be headquartered in this building until the next group arrives and we get orders to depart. Y’all will have plenty of time to visit the city. You are now members of the cavalry of the Confederate States of America and representatives of the great state of Texas. I expect you to act accordingly.” Another tremendous cheer rose to the rafters. “Regarding passes, anyone not back to quarters by midnight will be considered absent without leave. Anyone found drunk and disorderly will lose subsequent passes to town. No exceptions.” He left them to ponder the last, which quieted them down a mite.

Eventually nearly every man wandered over to the compressor to take a closer look, but only a minority were comfortable around the contraption. Ethan watched Adrien prowl about, his head moving up and down as he surveyed its ins and outs as though he might figure how it was put together and did its job. I suppose it’s useful in that it mashes cotton into bales half its original size. But it’s ugly. He’d read about the industrial age that began in England and was considerable in the northern states. Everything about the industrial age was ugly—made ugly cities, made rich people richer and poor people slaves, white and Negro. He didn’t want that here in the South, thank you very much.

After a much-appreciated supper of fried chicken, wheat biscuits, chicken gravy, greens, potatoes, and berry pie, the companies drew lots for passes the following day.

Next morning Ethan and Adrien stood in line for a hearty breakfast of ham, beef, scrambled eggs, cornbread, biscuits, and ham gravy, which most ate sitting on their bedrolls or perched wherever they could find a moderately comfortable spot. The biscuits disappeared first as most fellows had been brought up on cornbread, and wheat flour was a luxury. Square windows near the rafters let in light, and now and then little bits of cotton fluff escaped from high overhead, drifted down in the early sunbeams, and landed in someone’s coffee.

“I have always liked Louisiana,” Adrien said, while digging into a juicy piece of well-smoked ham. “The folks here appreciate the importance of a good breakfast.”

Ethan barely heard him over the clash of tin plates, metal utensils, and voices of so many hungry men. “You’ve been to Louisiana before?” Adrien had given him the impression he’d never been in the state. The boy didn’t appear the sort who would appreciate good food, or lots of it—not an ounce of fat on him.

“I went to Centenary College in Jackson for a couple years, but Papa made me promise to never set foot in New Orleans. I surely wanted to and nearly did come down the river with a friend from school. I could not break a promise to Papa, though. He thought New Orleans was an evil place, but now I wonder if he was concerned I would discover relatives he didn’t want me to meet.”

“I take it they didn’t get along.”

“He would not discuss them, even led us to believe they had all passed on. But I overheard him and Maman discussing his sister once, and I found letters from her hidden in his desk.”

“You never asked him about it?”

“You would have to know my papa.” He placed the fork carefully alongside his plate. “I was afraid of what he would say. Now I am here, and I must learn why he would not speak of her.”

Adrien picked up the fork and pushed at the last piece of ham. “I feel torn. Is it really my place to go digging around in Papa’s past? Except she is my family, and there are few of us left.” He looked down at his plate, opened his mouth as if to say more, closed it. Began a tentative smile as if at himself and took a deep breath.

“What’s the address? Maybe I know the area,” Ethan said.

“857 Rue Toulouse.”

Ethan remained silent—farther down the table he heard laughing and someone dropped a metal plate. The address was a curious one for a plantation owner’s family, unless—no—that would be a few blocks east. “Are you sure?”

“I have had it memorized for years.”

The address didn’t seem right considering the location, but how would he know? He had been gone for over ten years. Situations changed. Unless, being New Orleans, not so impossible. Some things never changed.

He and Adrien had become at ease with one another in only a few days. Maybe their camaraderie had something to do with sitting together at night listening to frogs sing, neither finding it necessary to speak. People who filled every moment with meaningless talk were tedious.

“Listen,” Ethan said, and leaned forward, forearms on knees. “I can show you where the place is if you want.”

“I’d like that, Ethan.” Adrien gave him a curiously vulnerable smile.

Ethan flashed a return smile, then looked down at his plate and saw he’d eaten everything. “I’ll get these,” he said, grabbed Adrien’s empty plate and headed for the wash tubs. His chest had clutched back there and, damn, he wasn’t going to take care of some puppy. What mad notion’d got into him, anyway? He was after one thing and one thing only—distraction from what might be a bit of a slog. He rolled up his sleeves and dunked dishes and utensils in the soapy water, scrubbing with vengeance.



Neither Ethan nor Adrien received a pass the first few days, and they spent hours cleaning gear and themselves of travel dirt. After a couple enterprising fellows returned to camp with fine shirts of deep red, red shirts became part of their unofficial uniform.

The third morning, Ethan, Adrien, and a couple other fellow rangers strolled into the French Quarter as far as Conti Street, where the other two went off to Gallatin Street.

“I figured you’d want a decent meal, see the museum and other sites rather than head straight off for trouble like those other two,” Ethan said.

“You are right. First, I want coffee and beignets, and I will leave the rest up to you, though I wouldn’t mind some good music later. I have never heard opera.”

“I hope you brought dress clothes. I’ll get us tickets before we leave.” The day after they’d arrived, Ethan had sent a note to inform his mother he was in New Orleans. “We can clean up and change at my mother’s place,” he said, steering Adrien clear of a filthy gutter as they hurried along the banquette that kept pedestrians above water and muck. Built over a swamp, the city had a problem with rising water. “She’ll be offended if I don’t call on her by tomorrow afternoon. I’ll show you where your aunt’s house is afterward.” How would Adrien react to the reality of his mother’s bordello? Likely the youth did not frequent such establishments.

Fortunately, they had three-day passes, and the next sweltering afternoon presented themselves outside his mother’s two-story Spanish-style house.

The door and outside trim were freshly painted white, otherwise the same red brick facade Ethan remembered glowed in the early afternoon sun. Tall, etched glass windows on either side of the door sent beams of sunlight streaming across the cypress-floored foyer. Between the beams stood Jackson, seemingly not a day older but for curly gray hair. The huge mulatto bowed, a big grin on his face. At sight of that welcoming grin, Ethan’s anxiety at arriving home settled.

“She been on pins and needles waiting for you suh. I spect you know the way.”

“It’s good to see you again, Jackson. Is she alone?”

“Only Nancy be with her at present.”

“Thank you.” He headed up the carpeted stairs, running his hand along the familiar polished walnut banister, glancing at Adrien, who followed. The first door on the left was ajar, and after rapping once he entered.

Nancy stood in front of a small table to his right, but she hardly mattered. No other woman mattered in any room which contained Annette Porcher-Childs. Memories flooded Ethan along with her lilac scent.

She smiled from the silk damask chair at the opposite end of the Oriental carpet. “Ethan,” she said and raised her lace-draped arms. She was prepared for the evening in embroidered satin and heavier powder and paint than he recalled.

He went to her and dropped to one knee. Their embrace was brief, a surface touch only. Her touch had never been more than superficial. Maybe she saved emotion for her clients. Her eyes and mouth bore new lines, and her moderately round face displayed hints of puffiness, though her hair appeared deep brown as ever, her eyes lively emerald. He stood back. She yet radiated beauty and accomplishment.

“It has taken you overly long to visit,” she said. “I should have borne a girl who would remain with me.”

“You have ever preferred men, Mother.”

“Yes, I have. Handsome and entertaining ones, at any rate.” Her pupils enlarged as she peered past him.

“This is Adrien Villere, from Texas.”

She beamed like a schoolgirl at her first ball, and languidly raised a hand to be kissed. “I adore Texians. Texas men are so magnificently masculine, yet gentlemen to the core.”

Adrien bent, took her hand and brushed its surface with his lips. “I do not know about that, ma’am, but I always hope to behave as a gentleman should.”

So, he did know how to thrill the ladies, a side Ethan hadn’t seen.

“He looks like Louie Menard, doesn’t he, Ethan. Louie was too beautiful for his own good. He and Ethan were exceedingly devoted as boys. Then Louie’s maman discovered he could earn more money than she.”

Though she had begun speaking to him and ended speaking to Adrien, she never drew her gaze from Adrien’s face.

“I don’t believe Adrien is interested in hearing of Louie, Mother.” Surely, she knew not to speak of such things to a gentleman, not a real one. What was she up to? Able to find underhanded means to penalize him for the slightest transgression, she had been deft at keeping them secret. Despite the passing years, she yet aroused an angry coil in his gut. He knew what it meant if he let it strike. Sweat dampened his brow.

She was still speaking to his guest and conversing in French, no less. Good Lord, she was flirting—with a man younger than her son. She could never desist from playing the coquette, not even with his friends. He had found more than one slipping from her room at odd hours.

“Adrien is too much the gentleman to say, but he has an early evening appointment and we must clean up beforehand. Is the cottage available?” Ethan managed to keep his tone amiable. After ten years, he had hoped, but Mother would never change.

“You mean the garconniére? I made sure it wasn’t let when I learned you were coming. See how dear is your maman?”

She still played her French card and reserved a special place in her heart for Creole gentry. Though most of her clientele were “Americain.”

“I can’t stay,” Ethan said. “I have responsibilities to the army. I am forever in your debt.” He bowed, one tight fist against the small of his back, placating her as ever.

“I hope your debt is to me only,” she said. “Not to half of Louisiana as was that of your dear departed father.”

He motioned Adrien toward the door. More like half Louisiana was in debt to Father. Ethan pressed his lips together to keep from speaking the words, which would start a screaming argument that would end with her throwing bottles and whatever else she could get her hands on as he ducked out the door. I am too old for that, and with Adrien present. Mother never cared for Father’s gambling, though his successes bought her a fancy house and most of what it contained. She ignores my following the same profession until we argue, then blames my “vile habit” on Father, as well. Yet she accepted my friendship with Louie and runs a brothel. Mother’s moral compass is beyond my understanding.

Nothing remained in the cypress-wood cottage to show he had lived there, save for the locked trunk at the end of the bed. The trunk contained everything important he had left behind, and he would leave more inside before continuing to Virginia. He couldn’t help but consider the bed for a moment or two, recalling partners with whom he had shared its cozy boundaries, both male and female. He had a preference, but that preference was perilous.

One of the pretty dark-skinned girls brought them soap and filled two copper tubs placed on the little porch beneath the flaming wisteria. Adrien wouldn’t remove his trousers until she left.

“She has seen more unclothed men than you have, I expect,” Ethan said as he slid into the steaming water.

“She has not seen me.” Adrien sank into the tub quickly enough to make water splash over the side. “Ahhh.” He dropped his head against its high back and closed his eyes.

Adrien could be strange. He behaved as a disfigured man might, but there was nothing to be ashamed of. Quite the opposite. “Don’t get used to this—”

“I know,” Adrien said, “I have had a taste of the military. The very fact this bath will soon be rare is why I am enjoying it to the utmost. Look up there. Here we are in glorious, perfumed hot water surrounded by flowers. And honeybees. Hear them? And there is a butterfly.”

Ethan watched it flutter by. He had never paid much attention to such things and glanced at Adrien, eyes tightly closed and lower lip in his teeth.

He’s embarrassed for speaking of flowers and butterflies.

“This is glorious,” Ethan said. “I always loved this little cottage, but never considered why.” As a boy, he had been sometimes lonely here, even with the company of girls and his young friends.

He wanted to ask Adrien what he thought of his mother. Why did he care?

“Your mother is a lovely woman, Ethan. You never said she was French.”

“Father married her in France when she was sixteen and brought her here to his home. She pushes the French accent a bit to impress her clients.”

“She put my accent to shame.”

“I happen to like your accent.” He grabbed a bar of soap and sank beneath the water.







Chapter Four
The Yellow House



Blue, humid twilight settled upon the city. Ethan and Adrien found the graceful yellow stucco house nearly hidden behind banana trees, palmettos, and gardenias. The scrollwork house number was partially obscured by morning glory blooms, their livid petals having recently closed, and more lacy scrollwork decorated two second-floor balconies. Lace-covered windows glowed warmly on both sides of an arched and lacquered door that beckoned from the end of a brick walk.

“I’ll go now,” Ethan said. He didn’t want to interfere in a private matter, and suspected a mistake, either with the address, or some secret he wanted no part of.

“Please. I mean . . . no need. If you don’t mind.” Adrien touched Ethan’s sleeve, drew his fingers away to a button on his own coat, then dropped the hand to his side.

“Of course, I don’t mind.” Gratifying that his new friend wanted him present at such a moment. He shouldn’t be gratified, wouldn’t be if Adrien were anyone else, if—Face it, if he didn’t remind you of Louie. You are going to make a fool of yourself again if you’re not careful.

They passed through a wrought-iron entrance gate and Adrien lifted a brass fox-head knocker. Ethan remained two feet behind, not entirely comfortable considering this part of town.

A blue-black Negro in white gloves, black frock coat and frilled shirt starched to a fare-thee-well opened the door. “May I help you, sirs?” He spoke slowly and as meticulously as Adrien.

“I am looking for a lady by the name of Madeleine Yvonne Villere. My name is Adrien Villere.”

His palm on the doorknob, the man’s eyes went from Adrien to Ethan and back again. “Would you wait here a moment please?”

“Of course.”

He left the door ajar, but did not invite them in. Strange. Male voices wafted from within. Adrien glanced back at Ethan. The door opened wide.

A different man stood there: gray eyes, clean-shaven face with thick, curly gray hair, wearing a silk cravat and dark blue velvet coat with gold buttons and gold studs in his sleeves. He might be any distinguished gentleman except for his toast-brown skin.

“I am sorry. There is no one by that name here. You have come to the wrong house.” His words were clipped, his face compressed with determination.

“My papa wrote to this address. Possibly you moved here recently?”

“We have lived in this house for three generations. You have the wrong address.” The man closed the door.

“I didn’t think this was the right place,” Ethan said, “but I hesitated to say until we checked.” But why was the fellow rude? Perhaps he had had a bad experience with some other white man from out of town. Such a thing had been known to happen with whites with little or no contact with free Negroes, particularly with a Negro as prosperous as this man appeared to be. Ethan hoped he hadn’t made his relief obvious.

“I do not understand. I was sure I had the right number,” Adrien said.

“Can’t be, Adrien. This whole area is where the Creole gens de couleur live.”

“Free people of color?”

“Yeah. They are well-off, as you can see, and many own businesses. Some own their own slaves.”

“It seems I have a lot to learn about New Orleans.”

“I’m sorry you didn’t find your aunt. But I know of a place that will take your mind off your disappointment.”

Ethan didn’t care for the beaten-pup look on Adrien’s face, though he didn’t appear shocked by the idea of moneyed free Negroes. To tell the truth, Ethan was keen for a decent game, and the place he was considering would make his new friend happy at the same time. Generally, it took only one thing to lift a young fellow out of despondency. He might enjoy a little canoodling himself before the night was over. With such a tempting companion, it was best to keep his own appetites on the straight and narrow.

A mockingbird sang from a pomegranate tree in the center of the yard as they left.

Maison Coquet was similar to his mother’s house with the addition of card tables and a roulette wheel, and the games and girls were clean. Pretty mulatto boys in tight satin trousers and embroidered top coats served champagne and chilled oysters. Ethan added to his finances playing faro while Lysette, a sweet, frisky bundle of auburn curls, led a hesitant Adrien upstairs.

Several hours later, as they headed west on Rue Royale, Adrien had obviously drunk too much champagne. He declared, “She is an angel, Ethan.”

Ethan grabbed an arm as Adrien swayed dangerously close to a cast-iron picket fence.

“You don’t know what she has done.”

“I have a pretty good idea.” Ethan grinned. Thank God, Adrien wasn’t a morose or violent drunk.

“She made me laugh; we laughed so hard. I could even love her. I do, tonight, love her.” His voice drifted into a murmur. He drifted as well, and Ethan grasped the back collar of his top coat to set him in the right direction again. Adrien laughed, a hiccough, “If there was such a thing as love, if I deserved it.. . .”

That’s what his mumbling sounded like, but Ethan wasn’t certain.

“We’d better catch a cab, or we’ll be late.” Besides, he didn’t wish to carry Adrien so many blocks back to headquarters, and it had begun to appear he might.

“Like champagne . . . how it makes me feel. Pleasant and numb.” More mumbling. Then, clearer, “Not all that important, is it?”

“What isn’t?”

“Anything.”

Ethan caught the boy under a shoulder as his legs folded, then whistled up a cab.



“I thought I would wander around town on my own today and see where it takes me.”

Adrien was blocking Ethan’s sunlight. Ethan didn’t look up, but continued with his needle. He sat cross-legged on the ground against a sunny outside wall, the shirt across his lap. On his own, huh?

For once Adrien hadn’t been up before Ethan, and it was obvious why, from the way he had crawled out from under his blanket like a whipped dog. So many had come in late last night that the cooks had obligingly produced breakfast until nine o’clock. The local ladies frequently presented them with baskets of hot buttered biscuits and spicy Creole sausage. Late evenings and late breakfasts had become a habit with most of them in New Orleans, and few were anxious to move on to Virginia.

Adrien’s announcement sent an unwelcome swell of annoyance through him.

“Watch your pockets, don’t go above Canal Street, and stay away from Gallatin—”

“I am grown, in case you did not notice.”

Ethan poked his needle into the fabric and squinted up. The sun glared white over Adrien’s left shoulder. Ethan had seen him dump a pail of cold water over his head shortly after rising—only marginally improving his bleary-eyed appearance. His hair looked like a bird’s nest drenched by a rainstorm, making him even younger and appealing as hell.

“See you later,” Ethan said, and returned to his needle. Good. He hadn’t been alone since they arrived. He would reacquaint himself with some people he knew. Damn! He sucked on his needle-stabbed finger.



Wandering old haunts throughout the afternoon
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