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For Jack Stocker


ONE

The rule was, you played them into the cemetery with sadness, but you left grief at the side of the grave.

You’d remember them – brother or son, or just a man whose flute could follow a chaine anglaise... But the pain would go into the tomb with the coffin, dead and buried. When the funeral procession emerged from the gates of the St Louis Cemetery and crossed Rue des Ramparts to make its way back to the dead man’s home, the music would be the strut of joy and pride, a gesture of happy defiance waved under Death’s pinched nose.

You might have snatched our friend from out of our midst, but all you got was dirt and bones. God’s got his soul, and we have the memory of his laugh.

Benjamin January had not been an intimate friend of Rameses Ramilles, but he had known the man, literally, all of Ramilles’s life. Rameses’s mother lived next door to the house that St-Denis Janvier had bought for Benjamin’s mother when he had purchased her – a beautiful mulatto house-slave of twenty-five – from a sugar-planter with whom he did business. One of January’s earliest memories in that pink-washed cottage had been his mother going to help Nannette Ramilles with the birth of her first child. She’d taken along January’s younger sister Olympe to help out, though the girl was only six, and when he himself had visited – remembering to go in by way of the back yard, and thence through the French door into Albert Ramilles’s bedroom, as his mother said was proper for gens du couleur libre now they lived in New Orleans – he hadn’t been allowed to hold the squirmy bundle that was his family’s newest neighbor. ‘You’ll just drop him,’ Olympe had said smugly, and Benjamin, delivering her the sharp kick in the shin that would have been perfectly acceptable a few months before when they were both just members of the hogmeat gang on Bellefleur Plantation, had been sent home with a slap.

Now, thirty-four years later, that tiny baby was dead.

The summer of 1836 had been a hard one. Though it was now the seventh of October, heat still lay heavy over New Orleans, and as the hearse with its four black horses drew up outside the gates of the old cemetery, the stench of the tombs made Rameses’s wife Liselle gag. Yesterday’s rains – they sailed in from the Gulf every afternoon with clockwork regularity – had left puddles among the whitewashed brick tombs, and where this morning’s shortening shadows lay, mosquitoes whined like ash whirled up in smoke.

‘It’s all very well for M’sieu Quennell to provide gloves and rings and armbands,’ murmured Hannibal Sefton, as Rameses’s professional colleagues held their instruments aside to let the pall-bearers pass. ‘Not to speak of plumes on the coffin as well as on the horses, which I’m sure is a great comfort to poor Liselle...’

‘To her mother, it is.’ January’s voice was dry as he adjusted the tuning of his Spanish guitar. He had never liked Rameses’s mother-in-law.

‘Maybe someone could suggest something extra for the musicians – Medico della Pesta masks, perhaps? Those long-nosed Venetian things? One can stuff an astonishing amount of vinegar-soaked cotton in the probosci—’

‘Would you really want to see what Liselle’s mother would come up with, trying to out-do Rameses’s mother in that department?’

Hannibal shuddered. ‘A palpable hit, amicus meus,’ he conceded. ‘The competition for Most Lugubrious Veil is already pretty frightening.’ He nodded in the direction of Nannette Ramilles and her lifetime rival Denise Glasson, each swathed in enough black tulle to suffocate an army. ‘Two bits says Madame Glasson faints first.’

‘And take her eyes off her son?’ January nodded back toward the hearse, where Felix Glasson was loudly objecting to the insistence of Beauvais Quennell, the undertaker, that he bear the center of the coffin rather than one of its forward corners. ‘Never.’

‘M’ bes’ frien’, damn you!’ the five-foot-two Glasson was crying, in an agony of inebriated grief. ‘Bes’ frien’ in th’ world! You jus’ want to hide me – put me where nobody can see me—!’

‘Would that we might.’ January glanced in the direction of Madame Glasson, who chose that moment to burst into ostentatious sobs on the shoulder of her latest husband.

Beauvais Quennell, who prided himself on the elegance of his funerals, looked about to do the same from sheer vexation. All the other pall-bearers were six-foot tall.

January played a gentle riff, huge hands that could span an octave on the piano fashioning the guitar’s softer voice into a wordless commentary of regret. Hannibal’s violin joined its music to the guitar’s, and they moved into the cemetery, the rest of the musicians taking up the sadness of Vivaldi’s concerto for the lute. The music was hardly perfect, but perfection was not the object at a funeral – unless, of course, you were Beauvais Quennell. Rather, that every man who had played with Rameses at countless Carnival balls, opera performances, subscription dances and private entertainments black and white – on fiddle, cornet, clarionette and guitar – should play one more time, their music bidding farewell to the light notes of his flute.

The Free Colored Militia and Burial Society of the Faubourg Tremé – the ‘back of town’ where the gens du couleur libres lived – gathered to see off its own.

As they paced along the cemetery wall toward the rear section where the tombs of the free colored were relegated, January glanced back along the line of mourners. They filed among the close-crowded tombs like a sable river: the Faubourg Tremé Free Colored Militia and Burial Society was one of the largest of the free colored burial societies in New Orleans. Its balls and parties were among the best attended by the town’s sang mêlées: though Rameses and his young wife had lived in a single rented room behind LaForge’s Grocery, everyone in the back of the French Town had known him. The lovely placées, whose cottages lined Rue des Ramparts and the streets nearby, had danced to his music a thousand times, first as girls in dancing classes and then at the Blue Ribbon Balls with their wealthy white protectors. The clerks and artisans, many of whom were the offspring of such left-handed matches a generation or two before, had grown up with him, either shaking their heads at his decision to disobey his tailor father and become a musician, or secretly wishing they shared his courage. Even those libres who, like January’s mother, had invested in property or slaves and grown wealthy, had had a smile for the young musician when they’d encountered him in the French Town’s narrow streets, and had grieved to hear of the fever that had struck him down.

This same community – as close-knit and snobbish as their white cousins and half-siblings among the pure-blooded Creole French – had welcomed January, when he had returned after sixteen years in Paris, though when he’d been an overgrown boy they’d mocked his African blackness and the fact that his father had been a slave. But he was a part of them, as Rameses had been a part.

Pere Eugenius waited for them beside the handsome brick FTFCMBS tomb: the only white face, other than Hannibal’s, to be seen. Family tombs crowded on all sides. In his years in France January had never quite gotten used to the sight of village churchyards, where the dead were let down into the earth itself. In New Orleans, three spade-strokes would hit water. It didn’t take much to wash a body out of a grave. Some of his eeriest childhood memories were of crouching on the gallery of the kitchen building behind his mother’s house during the Mississippi’s floods, watching long-decayed corpses bob past in the yellow water that flowed through the streets.

Madame Ramilles and Madame Glasson had practically run a race to be the first to stand next to the priest when the coffin arrived at the tomb. January was hard put not to grin when he saw how their knee-length black veils puffed in and out with their panting. Even in grief, people remained what they were... Maybe especially in grief. Felix Glasson, he observed, had had his way and carried the right front corner of the coffin, which was lurching like a dinghy in a gale with the mismatched heights and the rum that the young man had imbibed.

January picked out his wife from among the wives and sisters who clustered around the widow: his beautiful, bespectacled Rose. His sisters were there, too – the exquisite Dominique, daughter of his mother’s protector, St-Denis Janvier, and Olympe, his full sister by that African cane-hand of whom his mother never spoke. Their mother was further back in the procession among her own particular cronies of the free colored demi-monde, clothed in the elaborate mourning she’d worn for Janvier and for her subsequent husband, the briefly-tenured Christophe Levesque. As she came into view, Hannibal whispered, ‘Think she’ll manage to never be in the same room as Olympe at the wake? The place will be crammed.’

‘My mother is a mistress of the art of avoiding people she doesn’t wish to see.’

‘Two cents says she can’t.’

‘I wouldn’t embarrass you by making you borrow it from Rose.’

Hannibal seldom had a dime. Even his recent efforts to give up drinking and to reduce his intake of opium hadn’t improved his poverty much. The fiddler was currently playing for tips at the dockside taverns and the barrel-houses of the Swamp, the district around the turning-basin where American flatboatmen caroused. Many of the musicians who made up the funeral band weren’t even getting that much work.

Rose and January had more than once offered their friend a room in the attic of the old house they’d bought on Rue Esplanade, but Hannibal always refused. He tutored Latin and Greek at the school Rose had opened for free colored girls, but he recognized the school wouldn’t survive the rumor that he was living under its roof. The whites in town regarded Hannibal as slightly degenerate for playing as he did among the free colored musicians; though the free colored accepted him, he knew himself to be, at the end of the day, an outsider, a blankitte.

Today he did not, January reflected, look well. Always cadaverously thin, when they stopped playing and stood aside to let the coffin pass, his long, thin hands shook a little, and there was a faint wheeziness in the draw of his breath. For nearly a year, Hannibal had been free of the symptoms of the consumption that had stalked him like the shadow of death. But sixteen years as a surgeon in Paris had taught January that ‘cures’ of that disease were never reliable. At best it slept. Today was the first time January had seen his friend completely sober at the funeral of a fellow musician, but the graveyard stink, the muffled weeping, the black veils, and the nodding plumes on coffin and hearse could not have been comforting.

‘Non intres in judicio cum servo tuo, Dominie.’ Pere Eugenius’s voice rang clear and hard against the walls of the surrounding tombs.

‘Libera me, Dominie, de morte aeterna in die illa tremenda, quando caeli movendi sunt et terra...’ From the cracks of a tomb nearby, a crawfish nearly as big as January’s hand crept out and dropped into a puddle; in the dense shadows at the rear of the open slot in the FTFCMBS tomb, he could see furtive movement among the scraped tangle of a previous occupant’s hair and bones.

‘He was m’ only frien’!’ Felix Glasson’s voice raised in a self-pitying wail. ‘Only one who cared ’bout me!’

‘Remind me to give up liquor entirely,’ Hannibal whispered.

‘Lord have mercy on us... Christ have mercy on us... From the gate of hell, deliver his soul...’

Deliver Rameses’s soul, thought January, who had always had more imagination than was good for a man. After having his body pass through the obscene indignities of death by fever, his soul deserves deliverance. Nannette Ramilles buried her face in her hands and gave herself up to sobs; after a quick glance at her, Denise Glasson wailed, ‘Help me! I am faint!’ and sagged into Quennell the undertaker’s arms. On the other side of the coffin, Liselle pressed her hands to her veiled lips and turned to cling to her friends. Their sons were seven and two. After the death of Albert Ramilles, six years ago, Rameses’s mother, Nannette, had sold the cottage on Rue Burgundy and gone to live with her mother’s family down on Bayou LaFourche. Rather than put herself under obligation to her own mother, Liselle had chosen to have her husband’s body laid out for viewing in the back parlor of Beauvais Quennell’s coffin-shop on Rue Douane, where strangers and sojourners spent their final night.

‘Requiem aeternam dona eis, Dominie, et lux perpetua luceat eis. Amen.’

The pall-bearers bent, lifted the coffin to slide it into the tomb, and Felix – who had spent the interval alternately sobbing and reviving his spirits from a silver flask – staggered in the slicked mud, failed to catch his balance, and – to everyone’s horror – fell headlong, still clinging stubbornly to his corner of the coffin.

It struck the wall of the Delacroix family tomb with the force of a battering-ram. The polished cherrywood split from end to end and precipitated to the muddy ground not the body of Rameses Ramilles, but the corpse of a white man with close-cropped graying red curls, a ruffled white shirt, and a bright-green silk vest that was covered with dark, dried blood.

Liselle and several others – not all of them ladies – screamed. Madame Glasson, evidently forgetting that she’d been fainting with grief moments before, seized the undertaker by the arm, jabbed a finger at the corpse, and yelled at the top of her lungs, ‘Who the hell is that?’

Into the momentary silence that followed Hannibal said, quite quietly, ‘It’s Patrick Derryhick.’ He stood looking down at the face of the man in the mud and weeds at his feet, his own face chalk-white as if he were a corpse himself. ‘He was up at Oxford with me.’


TWO

‘Well!’ declared Madame Glasson, ‘I trust the Society isn’t going to pay for any of this, considering poor Rameses wasn’t even in that coffin!’

M’sieu Quennell – who was on the Board of Directors of the Faubourg Tremé Free Colored Militia and Burial Society – bowed. ‘The matter will be discussed at the next meeting, Madame. Now perhaps Madame would care to see to her son? He does not seem to be well.’ Felix Glasson, after a bout of drunken hysteria, had retreated behind the Metoyer family tomb to be sick.

January, meanwhile, helped Hannibal lift the stranger’s body on to the flat top of a nearby bench-tomb, then turned to intercept Nannette Ramilles – who looked ready to yank her long-time rival Glasson’s lavishly-feathered black turban off and pull her hair. M’sieu Glasson and Granpere Ramilles were arguing in the strained low voices of men who have disagreed all their lives and are about to start shouting at the top of their lungs. ‘The Watch should be here any minute,’ said January quietly. He’d sent his nephew Gabriel dashing for the Cabildo within minutes of Derryhick’s body hitting the mud. ‘We can’t all wait here. It shows no respect—’

‘Respect?’ hissed Nannette Ramilles. ‘It is she –’ her gesture at Denise Glasson was like hurling garbage – ‘who hasn’t the slightest respect for my son, for all her crocodile tears—’

‘How can you?’ Madame Glasson sagged into the arms of the nearest member of the Board of Directors as if she had been shot. ‘How can you, after all I have been through—?’

‘All you have been through?’

‘Mesdames, please...’ January’s wife Rose stepped between them, something January wasn’t sure he’d have had the courage to do. ‘Before all else, we need to consider Liselle.’ She took the young widow’s hand, put an arm around her shoulders. Tall, slim, and with a curious air of awkward gracefulness to her movements, Rose had begun to acquire a position of her own in the libre community when she’d opened her school. Though many of the wives of the free colored artisans – and many of the quadroon and octoroon demi-monde – regarded her determination to teach free girls of color the same curriculum available to boys as quixotic (‘There’s a recipe for a life of poverty,’ January’s mother had sneered), her good sense and dedication had won respect.

She went on, ‘As the wake was to be at my house – and all the food is there already – I’m sure poor Liselle would be much more comfortable out of this sun. If you, Madame –’ she nodded to Nannette Ramilles – ‘and you, Madame –’ to La Glasson – ‘would let it be known that is where you’re going, you know everyone will follow.’

She gave Liselle a gentle hug and said in a quieter voice – but not so quiet that the two mothers couldn’t hear, ‘You must be suffocating under that veil, darling. And there’s nothing you or I can accomplish here...’

Liselle whispered, ‘Rameses,’ but allowed herself to be led away among the tombs. They were joined by Olympe, whose husband had been left behind at the January residence to look after the children and greet returning guests. For a moment it was touch and go whether anyone would follow. Everybody present seemed determined to present their version of events to the Watch and to be in on the drama first-hand.

But in truth, the cemetery was blisteringly hot and smelled as only a New Orleans cemetery can smell on a blisteringly hot October day. The promise of shade, chairs, and lemonade won out. Uncle Bichet – tiny, bespectacled, and, like January, marching with a guitar instead of his usual bull fiddle – began to play a Rossini march with an odd little African twist to it, and the other musicians took it up. With luck, reflected January, they’d get all the people out of there before the Lieutenant of the City Guard appeared.

By the time he himself returned to his house – the largest of those owned by the members of the Board – the place would be, as Hannibal had predicted, crammed to the rafters, not only with those who had been to the funeral, but also with every other member of the free colored community as well.

And all of them talking at the top of their lungs, oh joy.

He moved through the crowd, picking out those he knew the Watch would want to speak to: Beauvais Quennell, the undertaker; Medard Regnier, who was the manager of the hotel that backed on to Quennell’s yard. He sent one of the older children after his sister; as a voodooienne, she knew secrets that even the insatiable gossip of the French Town couldn’t fathom, but he guessed she would be of more use at the house.

Then he went out to the hearse and fetched the sheet that Quennell used to cover the coffin, to keep the expensive velvet pall clean from funeral to funeral. This he carried back to the low bench-tomb where Hannibal sat beside the body of his friend.

‘Are you all right?’

The fiddler considered the question for a long moment, as if translating it from a language half-forgotten. ‘I’d thought...’ he began, then fell silent.

‘Help me with this.’ January spread out the sheet. Hannibal took two corners. Together they covered the corpse.

‘They’re going to want to know what you can tell them about him.’

Hannibal drew a deep breath, a hoarse wheeze in his scarred lungs, and let it out. ‘They can jolly well write to his family for the information.’ He glanced up at January, the pain in his eyes almost physical, like a man who has been beaten. ‘The address is Princeton Row in Dublin.’ He picked up his violin, tucked it under his arm, and followed the moving mass of mourners away toward the cemetery gate, the long crape veil on his hat floating behind him like Death’s shadow in the sickly light.

‘I seen folks squoze theirselves into weddins,’ drawled a voice from behind the nearest tomb. ‘An’ I won’t say I didn’t invite myself to the inauguration of Andrew Jackson and sleep that night on the floor of the White House – leastwise that’s where I woke up –’ Lieutenant Abishag Shaw of the New Orleans City Watch stepped into sight and spat a line of tobacco at a cockroach the size of a mouse, which was climbing up the broken remains of the casket – ‘but this’s the first time I seen a man stow away for a ride in somebody else’s coffin. This our friend?’

With surprising gentleness he turned back the sheet, stood looking down at the square face with its pug nose and round chin.

‘According to Hannibal, his name is Patrick Derryhick.’ January moved the sable linen further back, to let Shaw take the dead man’s wrist and try to move the folded arms. Having raised the body like a dropped plank from the ruined coffin to the low top of the bench-tomb, he knew already Shaw wouldn’t be able to do it. ‘There’s still a little flex in his ankles,’ he added, as Shaw reached down to feel the rigid thighs and calves.

The Lieutenant of the City Guard, an unshaven, straggly-haired back-hills Kentuckian, didn’t look capable of understanding the average newspaper, but he nodded and pushed back one of the dead man’s eyelids. ‘Can’t have been put to bed much after midnight, then. I’m assumin’ the feller who paid for the box was sleepin’ at the overcoat-maker’s last night, rather ’n in his own parlor?’

January nodded. ‘Rameses Ramilles and his wife had a single room in Marigny, behind LaForge’s Grocery on Rue Burgundy. His mother lives out of town. They have two sons. M’sieu Quennell—’ He bowed as the undertaker approached, and Shaw held out his hand.

‘M’sieu Shaw, is it not?’ The undertaker’s tinted spectacles glinted like demon eyes as he inclined his head. He spoke hesitant English; the Americans who dwelled on the other side of Canal Street generally took their dead to American undertakers, and in any case they wouldn’t have used the services of a black man, no matter how fair his complexion. ‘We have met, sir.’

‘Over that feller whose son claimed he’d been poisoned an’ wanted him resurrected an’ looked at, yeah.’ Shaw shook Quennell’s hand. ‘Can’t say it’s a pleasure, sir, but I will say it’s damn unexpected.’ He turned to consider the body. ‘As I recollect it, you got a little room at the back of your shop, fixed up for them as slings their hooks whilst away from home.’ His rather hard gray eyes narrowed. ‘Left side as you goes in through the shop—’

‘You are observant, sir. That’s quite true. Yes, in a port city it is often that a man will die away from his home. For that reason I keep a supply of coffins ready-made and have fitted up the room at the back with chairs and a bier draped in velvet. This I placed at the disposal of the young Madame Ramilles. There are doors behind the draperies which open into the yard, where the coffin might be put easily into the hearse.’

‘Any sign them doors was broke into?’

‘En effet, M’sieu, I did not check, though it is true that the latch is a simple one. Had I had the smallest idea—’

‘Oh, Lord, yes.’ Shaw spat at a crawdad that had emerged from a puddle, missing it by feet. The arthropod continued its investigatory way toward the corpse. January had already covered the body against what seemed like every fly in the state of Louisiana, but he knew it would be only minutes before ants discovered the place as well. ‘That your hearse out front? There a chance we can take the dear departed back to your establishment so’s the maestro here an’ I –’ he nodded at January – ‘can have a better look at him?’

‘We will not pay for it.’ One of the FTFCMBS Board of Directors – a stout little coffee-seller named Gérard – bustled over, like a man who fears he is about to be swindled. ‘Nor can Madame Glasson or the Ramilles family be asked to do so. I had no objection, none, when Madame Glasson insisted that poor Ramilles should have four horses, and the extra plumes, but at ten dollars—’

‘And I will not pay for the gloves,’ thrust in Madame Glasson, who had evidently doubled back on her tracks. ‘Nor the scarves for the mourners! They were for Rameses’s funeral, and now, if his body can be found –’ she glared at Shaw as if she suspected he had stuffed Rameses’s corpse into one of his pockets to spite her – ‘they will be all to purchase again. How can we make the gloves, and the scarves, and the plumes, and the mourning-rings given out for this... this interloper! – how can we make those do a second time? It is ridiculous! No more could a woman wear a white gown to her second wedding.’

‘If’n there’s a problem with the expense of four horses,’ said Shaw patiently – in English, but he’d clearly followed Madame Glasson’s Gallic tirade, ‘can we maybe unhitch two of ’em, to drag the poor feller back to the shop? We purely can’t leave him here.’

To judge by her expression, Madame Glasson saw no reason why not, but Medard Regnier – the manager of the Hotel d’Iberville – just then broke in with, ‘But I know this man.’

All heads turned. Regnier rather self-consciously lowered the sheet back into place.

‘He is at the Iberville, with a party of English travelers. It is he who came in late last night in so great a rage; who ascended the stair crying, I will kill him, the bastard. The servants all say that the shouting could be heard everywhere, coming from their suite.’

‘What suite?’ January asked.

‘The Blue Suite at the back, M’sieu, which overlooks M’sieu Quennell’s yard. The whole suite is rented by the young Irish Lordship, the Vicomte Foxford. But it is – was – M’sieu Derryhick –’ he nodded respectfully down to the covered form on the tomb – ‘who pays the bills.’

‘Will he keep?’ Shaw asked, when he and January followed Regnier out of the Quennell establishment on to Rue Douane some thirty minutes later.

January glanced at the glaring noon sky. ‘Long enough.’

Only minutes had served for the chairs, candlesticks, crucifix, and plume-bedecked corner-posts to be swept away from the plain trestle-table bier in the shop’s back room and for Patrick Derryhick’s body to be laid out and covered with clean sheets. In this task they were assisted by old Madame Quennell – the undertaker’s placée mother, who had taken her white protector’s name many years ago – and Young Madame, the undertaker’s stout, gentle wife. Even Martin Quennell, the young white clerk, had been called down from his tiny office upstairs to lend a grudging hand.

As the son of that long-dead white protector by, presumably, his legal wife, Martin had borne himself with an air of martyred noblesse oblige, and had vanished upstairs again the moment he could.

Understandable, reflected January, as he, Shaw, and Regnier turned the corner on to Rue Royale. Young Martin’s position was a complete reversal of the usual French Town pattern wherein the white protector used his connections to assist his second family ‘on the shady side of the street’. When the private bank of Quennell and Larouche had collapsed, it was Martin – who could have been expected to follow in his father’s footsteps – who’d had to become a clerk in some other man’s bank, while Beauvais, whom their father had apprenticed out to a trade, had a thriving business of his own.

If the young clerk was aware that January’s gaze followed him back up the stairs he didn’t show it, and January was careful to conceal his interest.

You don’t even recognize me, do you?

Now Shaw’s voice called January’s thoughts back from the ramifications of the Quennell family’s history. ‘You got a look at his hands...’

Two nails had been broken, as if the man had clawed futilely at something – a pillow, a cushion, a sleeved arm – in his last moments on earth.

January nodded. ‘He put up a fight, all right.’

Shaw left January and Regnier at the side door of the Iberville Hotel and went around to the main entrance on Canal Street. As he followed the manager into the Iberville’s service quarters, January tried to push from his heart the anger that always grated on him in situations like this. Push it away, or at least turn it into something smaller and less corrosive: vexation or bemusement. As a surgeon at the Hôtel Dieu in Paris – and later, as a musician who played for the Paris Opera and at innumerable balls in the days of the restored Bourbon kings – January had been able to walk in through the front door of any hotel in France. People might look at him twice – powerfully proportioned at six foot three, he was used to that – but certainly no one would go over to him and say, ‘This’s an establishment for white folks, boy.’

An establishment for white folks where all the servants were black.

‘Tell me about Foxford and Derryhick,’ he asked, as he and the manager wound past offices and linen-rooms toward the lobby.

‘Not a great deal to tell,’ replied Regnier. ‘There are four in the party: the young Lord Foxford, Germanicus Stuart; Foxford’s uncle, M’sieu Diogenes Stuart, who I understand is in the British Foreign Service in India; the late M’sieu Derryhick, a relation of the Stuarts, who held the purse strings; and M’sieu Droudge, the Stuart family’s business manager. He it was, who would have had the entire party lodged less expensively on the fourth floor, but M’sieu Derryhick insisted on the Blue Suite, the quietest and most handsome in the hotel.’

‘Servants?’

‘His Lordship’s valet, M’sieu Reeve, and M’sieu Diogenes Stuart’s foreign manservant.’ The distaste in the manager’s voice would have chilled wine at ten paces. The Regniers had owned a small sugar-plantation on San Domingue, from which they’d been driven by the great slave-revolt of ’91. Medard Regnier’s complexion might be the identical hue of a Hindu manservant’s, but the gulf between civilized and savage echoed in his voice.

They emerged into the lobby, an immense cavern decorated in the garish American style. A yellow-painted arch opened into the gambling room, which was operating full-cock even in the dead of a hot afternoon: January had yet to encounter a situation, including a double epidemic of yellow fever and cholera, that would slow down the gambling-rooms of New Orleans. An elderly clerk was extricating himself from an irate customer’s harangue about the quality of food in the dining room at one end of the counter while Shaw waited, chewing contentedly as an ox, at the other. Before the clerk could address him, however, the god Apollo entered from the street, strode to the counter, and said, ‘I’m frightfully sorry to keep on at you this way, Mr Klein – it is Mr Klein, isn’t it? – but has there yet been no word of Mr Derryhick?’

Not the god Apollo, January amended, regarding that straight, short nose, those beautifully shaped lips, and the shining mane of hair. A god is never that young.

‘My dear Gerry.’ An older man sidled in at his heels: tall, obese, grizzled. Deep lines gouged a face both sun-darkened and slightly yellow with the chronic jaundice of white men who have lived too long in the tropics. Sunk in puffy pillows of flesh, the black-coffee eyes had an expression both wicked and weary, a sinner grown bored of sin. ‘We’re in the Babylon of the Western Hemisphere, for Heaven’s sake. Let the man wallow a bit in its fleshpots and spend your Aunt Elodie’s money. It’s what he’s good at, God knows.’

His Dear Gerry opened his mouth to retort, but Lieutenant Shaw loafed over to them, spat at, and missed, the cuspidor, and pushed his sorry hat back on his straggly mane of greasy ditchwater hair. ‘Beggin’ your pardon, sir,’ he addressed the young man. ‘You wouldn’t be Viscount Foxford, now, would you?’

The fat man produced a quizzing-glass from the pocket of the outermost of his several stylish waistcoats and held it up, blinking at Shaw through it with feigned amazement. ‘Good Lord, it’s an actual keelboatman! A bona fide Salt River Roarer... You must permit me to shake your hand, sir. I have seen your spiritual brethren in a dozen saloons since our arrival in this astonishing town and I confess I have been far too fearful of violence to beg the favor—’

The young man stepped quickly forward. ‘Please, sir, don’t pay any heed to my uncle. He doesn’t mean to give offense.’

‘None taken.’ Shaw extended his hand. ‘’T’ain’t often a feller can gratify the honest wishes of a fellow-creature with so little trouble. Though I do doubt,’ he added, catching the older man’s dark eyes with his pale ones, ‘when it comes down to it, there’s much you’re too fearful of violence to go after. My name is Abishag Shaw, sir, of the New Orleans City Guard. I trust I have the pleasure of shakin’ the hand of Mr Diogenes Stuart, of His Majesty’s Foreign Service?’

Stuart widened his eyes in a comical double-take, but the young man Gerry said quickly, ‘The City Guard? Have you heard from our friend Mr Derryhick?’

‘I have,’ said Shaw. ‘Maybe we best go sit someplace less public? The news ain’t good.’


THREE

Every window in the Blue Suite had been thrown open in a vain – and ill-advised – attempt to mitigate the tropical heat. It was a mistake Europeans generally only made once. Lord Foxford said, ‘Faugh!’ as he opened the door of the parlor, closely followed by Diogenes Stuart, and strode across the room to close them; the lean man hunched over papers at the parlor’s desk warned peevishly, ‘You’ll find the heat beyond endurance if you do that, My Lord.’

‘I find the stench beyond endurance.’ Foxford tried to thrust aside the long, gauzy shams and became entangled in them; his struggles liberated a couple of enormous horseflies, which the lightweight veils had so far blocked from the parlor, and the insects roared in, banging noisily at the ceiling.

‘Now see what you’ve done!’ The man rose from the desk, long-limbed, stooped and elderly in a rusty black cutaway and a neck-cloth that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a portrait of America’s Founding Fathers. ‘I’ve spoken to the management and sent a note complaining to the owner of that pestilential establishment.’ He jerked a hand toward the window. ‘No wonder people die in this city... Well, don’t just stand there, boy,’ he added, catching sight of January. ‘Do something about those damnable flies! And you, Regnier –’ he pronounced the Assistant Manager’s name Reg-ner, as if the French invented their pronunciations out of a malicious desire to trip up English tongues – ‘did I not request that we weren’t to be troubled by employees of the hotel? As long as we’re paying first-class prices—’

‘Mr Droudge –’ the Viscount extricated himself from the curtain – ‘this is Lieutenant Shaw, of the New Orleans City Guard, and Mr January. They say they have news of Patrick.’

January remained in the parlor doorway when Shaw broke the news of Patrick Derryhick’s death. He kept his eyes on the elder Stuart’s face, and noted the flattening of the lips, the way the chin came forward and the eyes narrowed for one instant before the man put on a more appropriate expression of shock to match Lord Foxford’s anguished cry of ‘Good God!’. Foxford pressed a hand to his mouth.

Stuart tilted his head, asked, ‘Are you sure it’s he?’

‘Fairly.’ Shaw brought from the pockets of his frayed and greasy coat the things they’d removed from the body: silver card-case, hip flask, penknife. A duelling pistol – Manton’s, the best in England, and loaded. A woman’s pink silk garter. A memorandum-book bound in expensive Morocco-leather, and a handful of gambling vowels. These he laid on the gold-mounted black marble of the parlor tabletop, and with a repetitive deliberation very unlike him, he began to take all three men through discursive explanations and queries, while January and the hotel manager stepped very quietly back through the parlor door and into the hall.

‘Which room first?’ Regnier held out his keys. All four chambers communicated not only within the suite, but with the corridor alongside.

‘Stuart’s. Then Droudge’s.’

January knew Shaw capable of spinning out explanations and reiterations until doomsday, particularly with men who considered themselves smarter than he was. Had it not been for Hannibal’s silent grief at seeing the face of his old friend, the matter would have been of only academic interest to him: he could not demand of one of the trio of Englishmen what had been done with Rameses Ramilles’s body until he knew which to accuse of the greater crime. Beyond that, he really did not care.

But in the four years he had known the fiddler, he had never heard Hannibal speak of the friends he had left behind. He knew he had had them: for all his wastrel ways, Hannibal was a loyal friend and had saved January’s life more than once, at the risk of his own.

According to Rose, the fiddler had begun playing in the saloons and ballrooms of New Orleans some five years ago, while he – January – was still in Paris, still married to the beautiful Berber woman whose death of the cholera had driven him back to the city of his childhood – the city he had hoped never to live in again. Hannibal himself never mentioned home or family, or how he had arrived in New Orleans, though when he was drunk his speech would become very Irish. He played like an opium-soused angel, and January knew enough about music to recognize where his violin had come from and the probable cost of such an instrument. His boots, too, scarred and stained with the gutter-mud of God knew which cities, had been made by Hoby of St James.

And Patrick Derryhick had been his friend.

So he searched Diogenes Stuart’s room with efficient thoroughness, noting the ceremonial dagger and the large collection of pocket flasks wrought in the gold-work of India, Turkey, and Persia. Volumes of feverish pornography were tucked away beneath his shirts and drawers in the armoire; the garments gave off the characteristic spicy reek of the Orient, even after months of travel. On the desk, a locked silver box, shaken, gave off the dry rattle of papers inside.

The room of the business manager, Caius Droudge – separated from the rest of the suite by Diogenes Stuart’s trunk-crammed dressing-room – was even less communicative: the chamber of a man who prides himself on the smallness of his life. The shipping news lay folded on the bureau, along with a Bible and an almanac. Ink pot, seal, stationery, pens. A businesslike portable strongbox beneath the bed, iron and manufactured in London. A memorandum-book containing long columns of numbers in the back, lists in the front: the number of trunks and portmanteaux; the date of departure from Queenstown, of arrival – Monday, 3 October – in New Orleans. Furious calculations of the cost of the less expensive chambers upstairs covered pages, as did the relative rates of dollars to pounds from the different banks in the city, and of dollars to dollars between the various private banks. Comparison of dinner prices at the hotel, at the Verrandah Hotel nearby, and at several cafés along Rue Royale. A meticulous tallying-up of how many shirts comprised his own meagre luggage, and the difference in cost between the hotel’s laundress and Lucille Chabot, whom January knew did his mother’s laundry.

A half-written letter to Mayor Prieur demanded to know why an establishment where deceased and rotting bodies were stored was permitted to continue within fifty feet of a respectable hotel.

Nothing seemed out of place.

The first thing that caught January’s attention when he softly entered the Viscount Foxford’s room was that the rug was missing. In the former two chambers, finely-woven straw-mats had made ovals of pale yellow beside the beds, smooth to the feet in the mornings and bright against the scrubbed reddish cypress-wood of the floors. In this, the handsomest room of the four, one would expect accommodation at least as good, in keeping with the gilt on the mirror-frame and the size of the armoire...

Yet there was none. Turning back the counterpane, January noted that one of the bed pillows was fresh, the sham rigid with starch, the other nearly so. The sheets also bore the appearance of having been slept in only once, and that briefly, the folds in most places still bright. Yet – he had heard his mother lecture her servant on the subject – beneath the counterpane, the bed had been clumsily made, with nothing of the taut care with which the chambermaids had renewed those in the other rooms. The dressing table contained a set of sterling silver ‘gentlemen’s furnishings’ – brush, comb, toothbrush and powder, clothes brushes, and another bejewelled ceremonial dagger.

He tiptoed to the door that communicated with the parlor. Shaw was saying, ‘Now, are you tellin’ me this Aunt Elodie wa’n’t allowed to leave her money where she chose?’

‘My dear Abishag – may I call you Abishag? Such an American name! – when one reaches the more elevated levels of good society – in Britain, at least – the disposal of one’s own property, however acquired, becomes very much the business of The Family...’

They sounded settled for some time yet. Soft-footed for so large a man, January knelt to look beneath the bed. As he put his face close to the floor he smelled, in the still pocket of air trapped by the hanging counterpane, the whiff of blood, a smell unmistakable after years of working in the night clinic of Paris’s Hôtel Dieu. There was something under there that looked like a man’s watch, but he knew Shaw would find it. Knew, too, that the item’s position would communicate information to the policeman if left in situ. So, curious though he was, he lowered the counterpane again and crossed the bedroom to the door that opened into another dressing-room, and thence into the room of the murdered man.

As January passed between the neat shelves and piled luggage, he wondered how the travelers had come to the arrangement that they had. The two bedrooms adjoining the parlor were the handsome ones, clearly intended for the more important members of the party. Those on either end of the suite, though nearly as elegant in their appointments, were smaller and distinctly poky.

Had young Foxford requested Derryhick – who was, after all, paying for the suite – as a neighbor? Had Derryhick loathed – or mistrusted – both Droudge and Stuart to the extent that he’d choose to take a smaller room rather than lodge in one that either had access to?

Curious.

Derryhick’s room boasted the same oval of braided straw beside the bed that had graced Droudge’s and Stuart’s. His pillows and sheets, like theirs, though clearly smoothed and readjusted by expert chambermaids, had been slept on several nights. Along with the usual brushes and toiletries there was another Indian dagger on the bureau, and a third tucked in the handkerchief drawer, beside a box of bullets for a pistol.

A curiously well-armed company. On the other hand, when January had lived in France, every single one of his friends there had been convinced that America was a place where one had to fight Indians every morning just to get to the outhouse.

He crossed back through the dressing room and the Viscount’s room and out to where Regnier waited in the hall. ‘Servants?’

‘Separate chambers on the fourth floor,’ the manager replied. January guessed that ‘fourth floor’ was the polite way of saying ‘attic’. ‘M’sieu Reeve refused to share a room with “Jones”, as they call him, and who can blame the man? M’sieu Droudge,’ he added drily, ‘was all for dismissing Reeve for his refusal, which would cost the party an extra fifty cents per day, or alternately taking the extra room charge from his salary, but M’sieu Derryhick insisted on paying. M’sieu Reeve looked after him as well as His Lordship.’

‘Do you happen to know where they were last night?’

‘I’ll find out,’ said Regnier. ‘I expect they were in the day room up there, playing cards. It’s where the bells ring for the rooms.’

Up under the roof must be a jolly place to be stationed, at the end of a suffocating day. ‘Who heard the quarrel?’

‘Brun – the night-porter – and a woman named Liffard, a maid in one of the rooms above this one. Brun was on this floor but not close enough to hear more than the sound of shouting; the Liffard girl also heard only the raised voices. I myself was in the lobby when Mr Derryhick came through and went up the stairs two at a time. He was clearly beside himself with anger.’

‘Any idea where he’d been?’

Regnier shook his head. ‘He and M’sieu le Vicomte had been out together earlier that evening, at the gambling-halls along Rue Royale: Davis’s, Hoban’s, Lafrènniére’s. I understand that M’sieu Derryhick could also be found on occasion at Madame Cléopâtre’s on the Court of the Tritons –’ he named one of the most elegant whorehouses in the American section of town – ‘or the Countess Mazzini’s on Prytania Street.’

‘Could he indeed?’ January walked back into the Viscount’s room. From the parlor he heard the business-manager’s sharp, nasal tones, complaining about something, broken now and then by Shaw, expertly leading him on.

‘And was M’sieu le Vicomte in the hotel when M’sieu Derryhick returned in such a rage?’

‘Of a certainty. At least his key was gone from the board, as was that of M’sieu Droudge. The uncle was out, I believe...’

‘But the rooms connect,’ said January. ‘And the keys are all the same, are they not?’

‘Oh, quite. Any one of them could have borrowed another’s key. One can only guess, at a hotel.’

While at Quennell’s shop, January had ascertained the dimensions of the courtyard that lay behind the back parlor and the fact that all nine of the Blue Suite’s windows overlooked the roof of the stable where the undertaker’s four black carriage-horses were housed. Looking up from the undertaker’s yard – the gate of which bolted from the inside, but bore no lock – he had thought that there might have been an alley between the hotel’s rear wall and the wall of the stable, but looking down from the window he saw that this was not the case. The stable backed directly against the hotel. A body lowered from the window of any of the Blue Suite’s rooms via a sheet would come to rest directly on the sloping roof, and even the most casual glance through the windows would serve to show the location of the undertaker’s handcart at one side of the yard.

When January stepped unobtrusively back into the parlor, the vulturine Mr Droudge was still carping. ‘I can’t say I’m the slightest bit surprised. Since our arrival at the beginning of the week the man has been forever in and out of gaming parlors. Of a piece with his behavior all of his life, of course: pitched out of one college for God knows what excesses, and bringing ruin upon everything he touched. And drawing others into his way of life.’ He shook a skinny finger at Shaw, but his glance cut sidelong at the Viscount, standing again beside the windows, gazing out into the feverish sunlight.

Impatiently, Foxford said, ‘Sir, Patrick never—’

‘Are you saying your cousin couldn’t wait to turn libertine on his own?’ demanded Mr Stuart mournfully. ‘Thank you, dear boy, thank you very much.’

‘Uncle, you know I didn’t mean that—’

‘What happened to my son was Derryhick’s doing.’ The elderly diplomat’s eyes glittered dangerously. ‘Left to his own devices, Theo would never have come to the end that he did. Nor would—’

‘Is he over there now, Mr Shaw?’ Foxford broke in deliberately on his uncle’s words. ‘That is – you said he had been taken to an undertaker’s...’

‘He’s over there.’ Shaw glanced at January, then began to gather up the small impedimenta from the table with swift deftness that belied his earlier deliberation. ‘Mr Quennell lays ’em out right pretty, an’ for a fair price.’

‘That remains to be seen.’ Droudge sniffed and rose to fetch his extremely old-fashioned hat. ‘My understanding has been that everything in the French Town costs between ten and forty percent more than the identical goods and services available in the American sector – identical – simply for the “cach-et”, as they call it –’ he mispronounced ‘cachet’ – ‘of being French! And this Mr Quennell had better not believe that, just because you deposited his body there temporarily, I will not have Mr Derryhick’s remains moved to another establishment if I find one less exorbitant. If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen – though I suppose it’s too much to expect that Mr Derryhick will have left so much as twenty shillings in the desk...’

‘’Scuse me,’ said Shaw, intercepting the business manager on his way to the connecting door without the slightest appearance of hurry. ‘But ’fore we goes, the Maestro here –’ he nodded to January – ‘an’ I would like to have a look at Mr Derryhick’s room.’

‘Whatever for?’ Stuart made a move as if to place himself in the doorway that opened from the parlor into his chamber, then stopped himself. ‘It’s clear as daylight what happened. Poor Patrick returned to his room and encountered a thief there.’

‘Nonsense,’ snapped Droudge. ‘He quarreled with the man – I heard him. At least, I heard someone on the floor shouting—’

‘An’ you was here?’

‘I was in my room – trying to get some sleep.’ Droudge glared at the other two with weak, pale-blue eyes. ‘I sleep most poorly, Lieutenant, and I must admit that with cotton wool stuffed into my ears – an habitual precaution in places of public resort – it wasn’t easy to tell who was making such a ruckus, or where.’

‘Patrick would quarrel with any stranger he found in his room!’ added Stuart peevishly. ‘He was a damned shanty Irishman and would quarrel with anyone when in his cups.’

‘Uncle, that isn’t tr—’

‘Don’t you contradict me, Gerry, you know it is. And furthermore, you know it’s he who spoiled my poor son’s temper with drink and God knows what else, until he’d react to the smallest provocation in the same way.’

‘That’s as may be,’ remarked Shaw. ‘’Ceptin’ that wouldn’t explain why he went dashin’ up the stairs yelling “I’m gonna kill that bastard”.’

‘Good Lord, I assume he’d just learned about another of old Droudge’s damned “economies,” like his attempt to sell my poor valet—!’

‘Really, sir!’ protested the business manager. ‘A good Negro brings fifteen hundred dollars in this town, and I resent your implication that Mr Derryhick would use such language to me.’

‘So he comes up here half-drunk, in a deuce of a temper, finds old Droudge asleep and some total stranger in his room...’

‘Then if’n that stranger left his callin’ card on the floor, accidental like, now’s the time to find it.’

Droudge led Shaw to the connecting door of the Viscount’s room, glancing at him sidelong as if he fully expected him to scoop up any loose money or stray gold stickpins in the process. As they passed through into Derryhick’s room, January heard him say, ‘I trust you will give me a proper receipt...’

Behind him in the parlor, January heard the almost soundless rustle of Mr Stuart stepping back – light-moving for all his bulk – to catch the Viscount by the arm. Droudge’s exclamation, ‘Good Lord! What on earth—?’ covered whatever soft-voiced words passed between uncle and nephew, but the Viscount cried, ‘Stop it, for God’s sake! Is that all you can think about?’

‘It’s what you should be thinking about, my dear boy. And it’s no more than justice. He killed your father, and he killed my son, not to speak of robbing you into the bargain for all these years. So I think he owed us something.’

The young man said quietly, ‘You are despicable,’ and the next moment the corridor door slammed.


FOUR

Rose asked, ‘What are they doing in New Orleans in the first place?’

January handed her a cup of tafia – cheap rum cut with lemonade – and perched on the gallery railing of what had once been cook’s quarters above the kitchen. The two rooms that opened off the gallery behind them – one of them Rose’s chemical laboratory, the other scoured and fitted with makeshift chairs and school desks – were the only two in the house not currently crowded with neighbors, friends, and semi-strangers, talking quietly, uneasily, angrily.

Hannibal had been quite right to wonder if two women who detested each other as did January’s mother and sister Olympe could manage to avoid one another at the wake until morning.

At least the food was plentiful and good.

‘It’s a thought that’s crossed my mind as well, my nightingale. Why would anyone in their right mind come to New Orleans at this time of year?’

After the burial, under ordinary circumstances the procession would return – joyful, dancing, waving handkerchiefs and scarves like flags – to the home of the dead man’s family, or in this case to the home of the friend best able to host the night-long wake. Death was not invited to the party. January frequently suspected that his recent election as the newest member of the FTFCMBS board had as much to do with the size of the ramshackle Spanish house he and Rose had bought on the Rue Esplanade as with his willingness to be of service.

The house had sprung from Rose’s ambition – realized last winter – to re-establish her school, which had been destroyed a few years previously by a combination of the cholera epidemic and the enmity of a socially prominent French Creole matron.* But in this slack infernal tail-end of the hot season, before the heat broke and the wealthy returned to town, January was glad he could open his doors for those who lived in rooms, for those whose families had been destroyed in the cholera or had left the town for good... for friends who otherwise might have had no one to give, on their behalf, a final party whose guest of honor could not attend.

There had been a time – not long ago – when he had numbered himself among them. In those days it had been good to know that he could count on his friends to see him remembered and wept for, one last time.

His mother certainly wouldn’t have invited that many people into her house.

‘According to Shaw,’ January went on, his eyes on the crowded house gallery opposite, ‘Patrick Derryhick intended to invest in cotton plantations upriver, in partnership with the young Viscount Foxford. Derryhick was a second-cousin of the family, completely impoverished until the wealthy aunt, whose private fortune the Stuarts had been counting on to retrieve the family acres from mortgage, left her money not to Germanicus Stuart, the twelfth Viscount Foxford, but to Derryhick instead.’

‘Ouch.’

‘I’m sure that’s what the entire senior branch of the family said after the reading of Aunt Elodie’s will. The Foxford lands in County Mayo cannot be sold because of the entail, but for three generations there has been virtually nothing to support them with.’

In the yard below them, children chased each other wildly in sticky-handed excitement. Thunder grumbled, and wind pushed a breath of gray coolness down on them from sullenly gathering clouds.

‘And had Derryhick in fact murdered Foxford’s father? Not to mention Uncle Diogenes’s son?’

‘There are two schools of thought on that.’

Bernadette Metoyer – a handsome woman in her forties whose tignon flashed with a sable firestorm of jet fringe – interrupted them, climbing the stair halfway and demanding, ‘What have the City Guards found out about Rameses’s body? Not that they will inquire, of course, the corrupt, lazy, blankitte pigs.’

It was a question January had answered twenty times between the time he’d entered the house and the time he’d located Rose in the crowd, but he replied, again, that it looked to be one of three men, but the Guards needed more proof before they made an accusation, and he descended to take the handsome chocolatiere’s arm.

‘And what proof do they need, to start searching the swamp?’ Madame Metoyer sniffed. ‘That’s where they’ll have thrown him.’

‘Probably,’ January agreed. In a week, in this weather, the body of an unidentifiable black man would raise no great fuss, unlike that of a white man traveling with those who seemed to have good reason to wish him dead.

He guided her up the back steps, across the crowded gallery, and into the dimness of the house. Under ordinary circumstances, the wake for a member of the FTFCMBS – or indeed for anyone in the tight-knit community of the libres at the back of town – would have involved wailing grief in one room, and lively music, jokes, dancing, and great quantities of food and tafia in the other, as people came to pay their respects and offer the family their support. But the circumstances were not ordinary. So there was neither the gay music nor the howling lamentation that the blankittes – the whites – found so disconcerting at such events.

Men and women gathered in the long central dining-room and parlor, in bedrooms and dressing-rooms and cabinets, hashing over the unfinished, and consuming the food that everyone had brought for the wake. In the parlor, Mohammed LePas, the blacksmith, was quietly organizing where the men would meet in the morning, to search the swamps that lay at the back of town. In the swamp-side bedroom – as such things were reckoned in Creole houses – the buzz of gossip among the women was like the throb of a bee tree. January picked out his sisters in the group: Olympe in her best dark Sunday Church-dress, like a market-woman save for the shape of her tignon, which announced to anyone who didn’t already know it that she was one of the town’s voodoo-queens; and the lovely Dominique, in sober spinach-green silk with touches of black where they wouldn’t wash out her café-crème complexion. ‘Liselle is in the cabinet.’ Dominique nodded toward the smaller chamber, set up as Rose’s office. ‘Claire and Iphigènie are with her.’ She named the girl’s closest friends.

‘Good,’ said January. ‘Best she’s not alone right now.’ Half a dozen infants were laid down on the bed, tiny faces like a box of bonbons. Dominique’s year-old daughter Charmian slept among them, perfect as a furled rosebud. The French doors were open on to the front gallery that overlooked Rue Esplanade, and the older children dashed in and out, while mothers gauged the day’s clouded darkness against how quickly they could get home before rain began.

Rain was beginning to patter as January returned to Rose. ‘You were about to tell me how Patrick Derryhick had murdered the previous Viscount Foxford,’ she said.

‘Actually, the eleventh Viscount succumbed to perfectly natural causes at the age of threescore and two.’ January divided with her the piece of Hèlaine Passebon’s excellent peach tart that he’d picked up in the dining room and settled in the chair she’d brought out for him. ‘Patrick Derryhick, in addition to being extremely charming where wealthy old aunts were concerned, was apparently what the English call a complete bad hat. He drank and whored his way through Trinity College, Dublin, and then Oxford, gambled his modest patrimony to perdition, and – at least according to Uncle Diogenes – had the unpleasant trick of drawing others, less resilient than he, into his way of life. His “merry band”, as they called themselves, included the son of the eleventh Viscount Foxford, who drank himself to death on a bet in Paris at the age of thirty, leaving behind a much-relieved wife and a five-year-old son.’

‘The current twelfth Viscount.’

‘Germanicus Stuart.’

‘Who suddenly decides to go into the cotton-growing business with Derryhick and crosses the ocean in his company? A thing possible and yet improbable, as Aristotle says. How impossible would it have been for that young man to have murdered Derryhick and sneaked his body into someone else’s coffin?’

‘Not impossible at all.’ January edged his chair back from the gallery rail as the rain poured down in earnest. ‘Beauvais Quennell, his wife, and his mother all sleep in upstairs rooms looking over Rue Douane – not surprisingly, nobody wants to sleep over that back-parlor. With a large hotel behind them, they must be used to noises in the night. Any man of normal strength could have lowered Derryhick’s body on to the stable roof and thence to the ground, to be switched into the coffin, and from there it’s only a few hundred yards to the river, with poor Rameses in the handcart.’

‘The Swamp would be safer.’

‘If you were familiar with New Orleans you’d know that. I doubt a foreigner would even be sure exactly where it lies, though Uncle Diogenes at least appears to have heard of it. There’s a little more danger of being seen on the waterfront, but not a great deal at three in the morning at this time of year.’

‘Hmph.’ Her mouth took on the expression it did when one of her pupils was explaining that she hadn’t the slightest idea who might have taken another girl’s coral ring. ‘And where do Uncle Diogenes and M’sieu le Vicomte claim they were while all this was going on?’

‘Uncle Diogenes was gambling somewhere on Rue Royale – he says. You know how many gaming establishments there are within a two-minute walk of the Iberville. He returned to the hotel at three in the morning and found Droudge and Foxford both asleep. Foxford’s key was gone from the desk, as if he were in his room all evening, but one of the porters saw him come in through the side entrance at a little after two thirty. He claims he had gone out for a walk and forgot to turn it in.’

‘People do, of course.’

‘He claims he left the hotel at nine thirty – he had been out earlier with Derryhick – but no one saw him go. The man who cleans the patrons’ boots says that his were only barely splashed.’

‘And is M’sieu Quennell’s yard paved?’

January grinned. Rose never missed a trick. ‘Bricked.’

‘Hmm. Like the banquettes of the French Town between Rue Douane and the levee.’

‘As you say. The sheets on his bed had been changed for fresh – only slept on for part of one night, by the look of them – and there were marks on the roof of Quennell’s stable beneath the windows of the Viscount’s room. Derryhick’s watch, with blood smeared on its case, was found beneath his bed.’

Rose’s eyes narrowed behind her spectacle lenses; January could almost hear the clicking of her thoughts. ‘It would have been fobbed, surely? It’s not that easy for a watch to come out of a vest-pocket.’

‘He struggled with his killer.’

‘I suppose.’ She frowned into the distance, picturing it. ‘Was the chain broken? Or the buttonhole of his vest torn?’

January shook his head. It was an old game they played, inventing possibilities and impossibilities – sometimes purely for each other’s entertainment, the same way they would tell each other tales about strangers seen in the audience at the opera: that one looks as if she has a secret lover; that one surely must have a collection of fifty thousand waistcoats...

After a time, she asked, ‘Would either of the traveling companions – Uncle Diogenes or Mr Droudge – have a reason for wanting poor Mr Derryhick dead?’

‘Not to hear them tell it,’ said January. ‘I won’t know until I’ve talked to Hannibal.’ He got to his feet and stood for a moment, only breathing the cool benediction of the rain. On the back gallery of the house he could see his mother, still as slim and stylish as the young placées who made their appearance at the Blue Ribbon balls, deep in talk with her friends, most of them former placées like herself. Among them, Denise Glasson stood out like Mozart’s Queen of the Night, veiled to her heels and topped, like the hearse, with a funereal confection of black ostrich-plumes, an advertisement for the depth of her sorrow.

Hannibal will lose his two cents. Not once had he seen his mother and Olympe in the same room.

In time, Rose said, ‘I should go in. M’sieu Passebon –’ she named the President of the FTFCMBS – ‘has offered to see poor Liselle back to her room: I think Iphigènie is staying with her tonight, to look after the boys. What a – what a horror. And yet... how much worse it would have been for her, if when the coffin fell and split open, it had been Rameses inside. Someone should thrash that brother of hers.’

‘Good heavens!’ January widened his eyes in dazzled enlightenment. ‘I didn’t realize a drunkard’s ways could be mended by thrashing,’ and Rose thwacked him on the biceps with the back of her hand. But her sigh acknowledged his truth, and she stood.

‘In any case, I’ll need to be on hand when the crowd thins out, to keep Madame Glasson from murdering, or being murdered by, Madame Ramilles...’

‘Olympe promised me she’d keep them apart,’ said January. ‘On the subject of drunkards, I think I need to see Hannibal before I’m due at the Countess Mazzini’s tonight. I suspect Liselle isn’t the only one who shouldn’t be alone this afternoon.’

Five more people asked January, as he edged through the dining room and parlor, what progress he and ‘that American animal’ (as the free colored community universally referred to Shaw) had made that morning toward finding poor Rameses’s body. After he’d thanked Olympe’s husband Paul for acting as host for the remainder of the night, clasped hands with Crowdie Passebon and Mohammed LePas in promise to join the morrow’s search, and located his umbrella, he encountered two more queries as he stepped out through the French door of his study and descended to Rue Esplanade.

But as he paced the brick banquette under the steady torrent of the rain, his mind returned not to that squirming infant he’d held in his arms thirty-four years ago, but to the blunt-featured Irish face lying slack in the cemetery mud, and to Hannibal’s hoarse light whisper: ‘We were at Oxford together.’ Sitting on the tomb at the dead man’s side, he’d begun to say, ‘I’d thought—’ and had stopped himself.

Thought what?

Thought we’d all live forever, when we were young?

He knew what he’d find when he reached the Swamp.

Born a slave, raised first on a sugar plantation and then – free – in New Orleans, January had adapted himself to the almost-unthinking habit of making constant small adjustments in his behavior depending on where he was and who he was with: sniffing for danger, listening for sounds. Even the strongest black men took, perforce, their example from Compair Lapin, that wise and wily trickster rabbit of childhood tales, rather than from the defiant warrior heroes of the whites. For a slave, defiance was suicide, and suicide was the desertion of your friends and family to their unprotected fate.

You did what you must – paid whatever it cost – to survive. He’d learned early that there were places that were never safe to tread – like his former master’s bedroom at Bellefleur Plantation. That was good for a beating whatever the circumstances. Then there were places that were usually safe, and places that were likelier to be safer at certain times or under certain conditions.

The case in point today was the Swamp, that nebulous district that lay where Girod and Perdidio Streets petered out into muddy trails among the elephant-ear and stagnant pools upriver of the cemetery. Saloons patched together from tent canvas and broken-up flat-boats strung along unpaved hog-wallow streets, offering games of chance, inexpensive coition and forty-rod whiskey for the benefit of ruffians, filibusters, and river-rats of all descriptions. At three o’clock in the afternoon, January knew most of the Swamp’s inhabitants would be awake and stirring, but the rain would keep them indoors for awhile yet.

He also knew – although the knowledge operated at the wordless level of instinct – that he’d be safer approaching the Broadhorn Saloon across the wooded lots from behind, rather than by the more direct route up Perdidio Street itself, always provided he didn’t trip over some drunk Kaintuck sleeping it off under a snaggle of hackberry bushes. If encountered singly, the worst a man of color usually got was threats and petty humiliation: piss stains and cigar burns. In groups, the encounter could be fatal. January moved with care.

The Broadhorn was a wooden house, a story and a half tall, L-shaped, unpainted, leaky, and squalid. Four dilapidated sheds at the edge of the trees behind it housed a collection of the most hardbitten women January had ever encountered in his life. It was a mystery to him how these two-legged she-wolves ever got customers, but they did. Two men were waiting, in the thinning rain, outside these ‘cribs’ when he emerged cautiously from the woods, and he stood out of sight for the five minutes it took for Fat Mary and the Glutton to finish previous bookings and admit them.

Once the yard was clear of possible observers, January climbed the rickety outside stair to the attic above the short end of the L.

The door at the top hung open in the spongy heat. Hannibal Sefton lay on the floor a foot or so back from the threshold, a square, brown whiskey-bottle empty on its side near his hand. A tin pitcher – the usual transport receptacle for the contents of the liquor barrel under the bar downstairs – lay empty, likewise, in a reeking pool of spilled brownish alcohol.

January checked his friend’s breathing, more out of habit than anything else. He’d had plenty of experience over the past three and a half years of Hannibal’s sprees. He’d brought a little powdered lobelia-root wrapped in a twist of clean paper, and this he mixed with water from one of the dozen tin catch-pans that stood about the attic beneath the ceiling leaks. He dragged his friend to a sitting position by the door and poured the mixture down his throat. Then he held Hannibal by the back of his coat and by his long hair while he vomited, and when he was finished, carried him to the bed.

Hannibal didn’t open his eyes. ‘You had to do that?’ he whispered.

‘I need you.’ January walked back to the door – there was a sort of porch rail across the bottom half of the opening, but no actual porch – and looked out, in time to see one of the whores emerge from her shed and cross the yard toward the saloon proper, barefoot, scratching under her uncorseted breasts. ‘Miss Margaret.’ January called out her real name, though every man from Vicksburg to the mouths of the Mississippi knew her as Railspike. She stopped, stood in the faint final patters of occasional rain as he descended the ladder-like steps and crossed to her with the air of apologetic subservience that was the only thing that would lower the chances of his getting the tar beat out of him should any of the Broadhorn’s customers emerge just then.

The honor of white womanhood must be protected at all costs.

‘Miss Margaret, would you know if there’s coffee in the kitchen?’ He spoke English. This wasn’t the part of town where whites spoke French. ‘I’m afraid Hannibal’s poorly.’

‘What the hell happened?’ Genuine concern shone in Railspike’s usually hard eyes. January had seen her eviscerate a drunk sailor with a Bowie-knife and kick the dying man as she’d walked away, but she had a soft spot for Hannibal in whatever was left of her heart. ‘He ain’t got pukin’ drunk in the daytime since I known him. An’ he ain’t never got so drunk he’d ask for liquor outa the bar barrel.’

‘Friend of his died.’

‘Oh, Jesus, Ben, I am sorry,’ she said with complete sincerity and distress. ‘You go on up, stay with him. I’ll bring you up some coffee.’

‘Miss Margaret, you are an angel.’

Coming back into the slant-roofed chamber, January thought Hannibal had passed out again, but when he sat on the end of the cot, the fiddler murmured, ‘Wine is as good as life to a man... What life is then to a man that is without wine?’

‘But a walking shadow,’ replied January gravely. ‘A tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing. But I need you sober.’

‘God’s teeth and toenails, Benjamin—’ Hannibal pulled himself gingerly up so that his back might rest against the wall behind him, then suddenly turned a ghastly color and reached for the slop jar. After an agonizing time, his head and one long-fingered hand hanging over the edge of the bed, he whispered, ‘Heaven pity the man who needs me sober.’

January went to fetch the dirty tin pot of coffee that Railspike had left on the floor just inside the door. He found a cup on one of the goods boxes that served Hannibal for shelves, filled it and held it out. ‘Was he your friend?’

Hannibal nodded. It was as if the conversation begun that morning, sitting on the crumbling brick bench-tomb in St Louis Cemetery, continued uninterrupted.

‘I take it you were part of his “merry band”?’

At the mention of that name the fiddler looked up, first sickened shock, then wariness fleeting across the back of his black-coffee eyes.

‘He came to town with his relatives,’ January went on, ‘purportedly in quest of cotton plantations in which to invest the money that should have gone to them. By the look of the hotel rooms, and the evidence of the witnesses, he appears to have been knifed by the twelfth Viscount Foxford, but there’s something about the business that makes my neck prickle. I wondered if you could tell me what that might be.’
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