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Prologue

 


New Orleans, Spring,
1853

Barton D’Evereaux ran his fingers
through his silver hair. He poured two glasses of brandy and handed
one to the person sitting across the desk.

“Here. Drink up. One of us will
need it.” Barton sipped his drink, studying his companion over the
rim. How could he have misjudged his friend so badly? Had there
been no indication, or was he so blind that he had missed it?
Neither thought brought comfort.

Setting his glass down, the
banker issued a resigned sigh, pondering the choices life often
offered. “You know I’ll have to report this to the authorities.
There’s really no other way.” He watched closely for a reaction to
his words, but there was no discernible response.

His friend took a long sip of
brandy. “Reconsider, Barton. You lost more to that gambler than you
can afford. I’m offering you a solution to your financial troubles.
In fact, I’m offering you a great deal more. You can see you have
no choice. Accept my offer or—I promise—you’ll be sorry. Don’t
answer now. Just consider what I’ve said.”

Weariness, as tangible as a wool
cloak, settled on him. “There’s nothing to consider. You’re
mistaken about the gambler.” Barton picked up his glass and swirled
the fiery liquid around before taking a drink. “I can’t accept
either of your offers. We’ve been friends too long for that. I’m
truly sorry, but I have to report this first thing in the morning.
I’ll help you any way I can, but it has to be reported.” Sadness
overwhelmed him.

“You always were an honorable
man, Barton. Actually, that’s one of the things I most admire about
you. No, you have nothing to be sorry about. I’m the one who’s
sorry.”

There seemed to be nothing else
to say. They stared at each other across the great expanse of the
desk. Barton stood. In the hallway, the clock struck midnight.
Melodious chimes filled the air. As the last note faded, a single
shot rang out.

The banker clutched his chest.
Stunned, he stared at the blood oozing between his fingers.
Disbelief kept the pain at bay. Why? He tried to ask the question,
but no words came. A red haze surrounded him. Barton slowly
crumpled forward, scattering the ledger sheets on his desk. His
last thought before he died was of Delilah. Who would care for her
now?

 



Chapter
1

 


The gambler. Delilah watched him
from beneath half-closed eyelids as he lazed against the guardrail
of the steamboat. The afternoon sunlight profiled his high
cheekbones and glinted off his jet black hair. His stance was
proud, aloof.

He shifted positions and turned
toward her. A jolt surged through Delilah. She had the feeling the
gambler could read her thoughts—and they weren’t ones she would
want to share. Delilah dismissed him with a cool nod.

She stood on tiptoe, searching
the wharf. Spying her servant Lizzy, Delilah squealed in delight.
The black woman stood ramrod straight, wearing the ever-familiar
black silk dress. Delilah shaded her eyes and looked again for her
father. She couldn’t locate him in the milling throng of
people.

Delilah grabbed her satchel and
the numerous bundles she’d accumulated on the trip and headed
toward the stage to go ashore. A tug on her skirt brought Delilah
to an abrupt halt. As she slowly lifted her gaze, it traveled from
a shiny black boot up black trousers to an expensive topcoat—then
to the gambler’s languid eyes.

He raised his hands as though to
plead his innocence, but his ebony eyes sparkled with laughter. He
grinned. Twin grooves bracketed his smile, then faded along with
his grin. He knelt at Delilah’s feet and gathered her skirt in his
hands.

Relief gushed over her as she
realized he was only trying to free her entangled skirt from the
ironwork on the guardrail. Her face heated with embarrassment when
he raised her dress a few inches. As the material pulled free, the
gambler’s fingers brushed against her ankle. She gasped.

The gambler straightened,
towering over her. Delilah’s pulse quickened. She clutched her
satchel tight against her breasts.

A deep, rich laugh escaped. “I’m
only a riverboat gambler, ma’am, not a pirate. Let me help you.”
One by one, he relieved Delilah of her burdens.

“Thank you. I thought you were.
Thank you.” Dismayed at her childish rambling, Delilah collected
her thoughts. Just because the man was devastatingly handsome and
had just fondled her ankle was no reason to stammer. She smiled at
the stranger.

He hadn’t needed to tell her he
was a gambler. His looks gave him away. Strong hands with long,
slender fingers free of calluses, the rich cut of his knee-length
topcoat, the expensive silk shirt—they all said gambler.

What would Papa do if he caught
her conversing with a cardsharp? A riverboat gambler at that. The
thought excited her—and made her feel guilty. Her smile
vanished.

His eyes turned somber. “Don’t
worry, my dear. No one is watching us.”

Delilah’s face heated. Before she
could reply, he tucked her parcels beneath his arm and picked up
her satchel. With a tilt of his head, the gambler indicated she
should lead the way.

Grateful for the distraction,
Delilah pointed toward the wharf. “My father is here
somewhere.”

The stranger threaded his way
through the crowd of departing passengers. Before disembarking, he
paused. “Are you alone? I thought I saw another woman with you a
few times.”

“I do have a traveling companion.
Mrs. Fitzsimmons was sent to escort me home. But she’s so slow, I
couldn’t wait.”

He chuckled. “Now you’re in a
hurry to see your father? How long have you been away?”

“Forever and ever. I’ve been at
school in Boston for the past two years.” She emphasized the word
Boston enough to convey her disdain. She closed her eyes, absorbing
the tangy smells of the wharf and the hum of the crowd. She
imagined the marketplace brimming with the sweet smell of candles
and the boiling vats of gumbo. “I’m home now. No more
school.”

“A schoolgirl.” A thread of
regret laced through his words. “Nature, and noble mankind,
prohibit that which is not to be.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Never mind.”

Puzzled, Delilah continued,
“Anyway, I’m not a schoolgirl. It was a finishing school. I’m quite
grown up. I’ll be eighteen in a few days.” She glared up at him,
daring him to dispute her.

His gaze swept over her from head
to toe. Approval was evident. “Indeed you are. Quite grown up, that
is.”

Such frank appraisal from a man
shocked her, but not unpleasantly so.

“We’d better find your father
before he sends out a search party. I’m certain he’s as anxious to
see you as you are to see him.” Again, that slow smile and the
trace of regret. “If you were coming home to me, I’d certainly be
anxious.”

Further conversation was
prohibited as he helped her across the stage to the
wharf.

“Delilah!” Lizzy’s unmistakable
voice cut through the air.

Whirling, Delilah saw the black
woman pushing though the crowd. She waved, scanning the throng for
her father. With a quick glance up at the gambler, she said,
“There’s my family! Would you like me to introduce you to
them?”

“I don’t think so.” He stacked
her packages on the ground beside her.

Hoping she sounded nonchalant,
Delilah asked, “Is your family meeting you here in New
Orleans?”

“I don’t have any
family.”

“Oh, you aren’t married?” She
stole a glance at him.

The gambler’s expression remained
guarded. “What I mean is I have no family.”

“No family!” His tone had been
neutral and unrevealing, but the words jarred Delilah. Family was
all important. Her own deep feelings for her father surfaced. “It
must be terrible to have no one.”

“I’ve had a lifetime, twenty-five
years to be exact, to get used to being alone. Until now, I’ve
never regretted it.”

A warm glow spread from the
inside out until Delilah felt her face heat. Fighting an almost
irresistible urge to touch the gambler, to offer comfort, Delilah
silently cursed the dictates that placed such constraints on her.
But as his black gaze held her captive, the rules of etiquette
deserted her. She reached out to him. “I want—”

His voice dropped to a whisper.
“Goodbye, my sweet.”

Twice he’d used an endearment
with her. She should have been shocked. She wasn’t. Their gazes
locked, and the unspoken message was clear: he had to leave.
Regretfully, she watched him disappear into the crowd. He never
looked back. She realized she didn’t even know his name.

~

As he made what he hoped was a
graceful exit, the gambler attempted to dispel the gloom which had
suddenly descended on him. Beautiful women were no novelty to him,
but the young woman he had just met possessed something more than
beauty . . . innocence. He scoffed at his choice of words. Nothing
and no one in this world was innocent.

Even so, he found himself
dwelling on the sight of her lovely eyes. Beautiful and guileless.
A combination rarely seen, doubly so in the occupation he’d chosen.
He seldom regretted the choices he made. Still, there were times .
. . .

The memory of her soft words
poured over him like a balm. “It must be terrible to have no
one.”

~

With a sigh for things that
couldn’t be, Delilah turned her attention to Lizzy. She flung her
arms around her friend. Lizzy’s squeeze sent Delilah’s breath
rushing out of her.

“You be
beautiful, ma petite
ange. I sent a little girl to Boston, and
they send me back a woman, more beautiful than I could’ve thought.”
Lizzy’s dark eyes glistened.

Tears of joy threatened to spill
from Delilah’s eyes. “I missed you so much. I’m never going to
leave you or Papa again. Where is he?” Delilah tilted up on her
toes and scanned the crowd. Her father was nowhere to be seen, but
Mary Atchison, a family friend, scurried toward them as quickly as
her voluminous skirts allowed.

She gave Lizzy one final squeeze
before releasing her. “Where’s Papa? Don’t tell me he thought
business was more important than I.” Laughter coated her
voice.

A grim expression raced over
Lizzy’s face. Her fingers curled into fists. She looked
away.

Tendrils of dread wrapped around
Delilah. “What’s wrong? Where’s Papa? Is he ill?”

Mary Atchison puffed to a stop
beside the two women. “Your papa is dead.” She blurted the words
out as though afraid someone else might deliver the bad news before
she got the chance.

Time froze. Delilah rotated until
she faced Mary. “What did you say?”

“Your father is dead. Suicide.”
Mary fanned herself, as if delivering the devastating news left her
breathless.

The words were plain enough. Papa
was dead. That was what Mary said. Delilah could not accept the
meaning. Her mind screamed a thousand denials. Two years of
finishing school, two years of hated school, were over. Two years
of longing to be home with Papa. Now she was home. But Papa was
dead.

Her mind recoiled from the
horror. She tried to focus on Lizzy’s face, but the woman blurred
in and out of her vision. Delilah’s knees buckled. Comforting arms
encircled her, and she took solace in Lizzy’s embrace until Mary
pried her loose and hugged her awkwardly.

No. She would not faint. Not
here. Not now. She must know what happened. Delilah found the
strength to pull away. To her surprise, her legs supported her. She
willed the world to settle and quit its mad spinning. “Is it true,
Lizzy? Please tell me it’s not true.”

Her servant’s hooded eyes drooped
even lower. She glared at Mary before dropping her gaze to the
ground. She nodded.

“When?”

“About two weeks ago,” Mary
Atchison interjected as she stepped forward. With a firm grip, she
guided Delilah toward the waiting carriage. Mary called over her
shoulder, “Lizzy, make arrangements for Delilah’s trunks to be
delivered. Also, pay Mrs. Fitzsimmons and discharge her from her
duties.”

Waving her handkerchief like a
sword, Mary parted the crowd as she propelled Delilah onward. “Yes,
two weeks ago, but I refused to telegraph you. That’s why Lizzy is
upset with me. But you were on your way home, and the news would
only have ruined your trip.”

Her papa, precious Papa, had been
dead for weeks. Why hadn’t she felt it? Delilah peered around the
wharf. Roustabouts yelled, rowdy in their high spirits. Crew
members rushed off steamboats toward town for their long-desired
recreation. Dockhands loaded cargo: crates of chickens, barrels of
sugar, bags of letters. Passengers boarded; passengers disembarked.
Why didn’t the world stop and mourn with her?

She was being foolish. Those who
knew and loved her father had already grieved for him. She was the
last to mourn. Hot tears flowed unchecked down her face.

She wrapped herself in a cloak of
anguish. Her grief was private. She didn’t want the world to see
her cry. “Take me home. Please.”

Mary Atchison nudged Delilah
toward the carriage, but Delilah hung back waiting for Lizzy. She
needed the black woman now more than she’d ever needed her before.
The three women settled in the carriage: Delilah and Mary in front,
Lizzy in back as Mary instructed.

The driver clambered into his
seat and snapped the reins. No one spoke. Mingled sounds of the
wharf—the dull roar of the crowd, the high squeal of steam
engines—faded as the carriage wound its way through the narrow
stone streets of New Orleans.

Emotions welled to the surface.
Delilah choked back a sob. “I can’t believe it. What happened? I
don’t believe Papa would take his own life. He wasn’t like
that.”

“You’ve been gone a long time.”
Mary fluffed her skirts. “Your father changed.”

From the backseat, Lizzy gently
squeezed Delilah’s shoulder but remained silent.

Mary rambled on. “It was his
debts, you know. And the trouble at the bank.” She covered her
mouth with her hand, her blue eyes saucer round. “Oh, dear, I
wasn’t to mention that. Oran will be most upset with me. He’ll
explain it to you later.”

Primly, Mary smoothed the
wrinkles from her dress. Her blond curls bobbed with each jolt of
the carriage. “We’re all shocked, Delilah. I knew him long before
he married your mother. It was I who waited with him when you were
born. Oran and I were by his side when he buried your
mother.”

The words floated past Delilah.
She’d often been told this story. How Mary and her husband Oran—her
father’s business partner—had stood beside Papa when he nearly went
insane with grief after his beloved wife died in childbirth.
Delilah knew this and was fond of the Atchisons. She’d grown up
under their watchful eyes. But it was Lizzy who had reared Delilah,
and Lizzy whom she loved like a mother. Now she wanted her friend
by her side.

Mary patted Delilah’s arm. “He
shot himself. Oran said it was terrible. Blood was all over the
study. He must have died instantly. That’s a blessing, of
course.”

Delilah trembled. Her head fell
back against the leather seat. She squeezed her eyes shut. She
found it difficult to consider anything about her father’s death a
blessing.

Seemingly unaware of the
additional pain she inflicted, Mary chattered on. “I blame myself,
of course. I should have known something like this could
happen.”

A thousand needles in her heart
could not have hurt Delilah more. Her stomach heaved, and for a
moment she thought she would be sick. Delilah saw Mary’s face and
the familiar landscape through a blur of hot tears.

The carriage
rolled past the turnoff to her home. Wherever they were taking her
would have to wait. Her body and mind cried out for the comfort of
her own room. She leaned forward, tapping the driver on the
shoulder. “I need to go home to Les
Fleurs. Please take me
home.”

The driver threw a questioning
glance over his shoulder at Mary. The older woman inclined her
head, signaling him to continue.

“Now, now, dear.” She wrapped a
protective arm around Delilah. “Oran and I decided it would be
better if you stayed with us for a few days.” Almost as an
afterthought, she added, “Lizzy may stay, too, of
course.”

A wave of desolation rolled over
Delilah. She slumped back. She longed to go home and surround
herself with things that belonged to Papa, to draw strength from
his clothes, his pipes, his books. But she did not have the
strength to argue.

Delilah touched the tips of her
fingers to her face. Her skin felt numb. This was a nightmare and
soon she’d wake up.

The horse plodded on, his hooves
striking against the stones like the toll of a death bell. Delilah
pleaded to be taken home. “Mary, I love you and Oran, but I have to
be alone now.”

With a jolt, the carriage drew to
a halt in front of the Atchison mansion. Oran, massive and solid as
the granite pillars supporting his house, waited on the steps. His
expression was no softer than the cold stone.

Panic made Delilah’s voice
shrill. “Take me home!”

From the back
seat of the carriage, Lizzy spoke in her husky voice. “Hush,
ma petite. We got no
home. The bank took it.”

Delilah twisted
in her seat to stare at Lizzy. This couldn’t be happening. Papa
dead. Suicide. She grimaced as an unbidden image of her father
lying dead in his own blood flashed through her mind.
Les Fleurs lost.

Had she gone mad? Was she having
a terrible nightmare? Please, God, let it be a nightmare. And,
indeed, she thought it was one as she slipped into unconsciousness
and the merciful blackness engulfed her.

~

By the time Delilah roused, the
sun was sinking behind a bank of stormy clouds. Outside the window,
a dingy gray sky hung low. The branches of a twisted oak cast
grotesque shadows on the walls in a macabre dance as lacy curtains
fluttered in the evening air.

Delilah pushed herself to a
sitting position, curiously appraising her surroundings. She
frowned in puzzlement as she tried to orient herself. Memories
flooded her mind. She knew where she was. And why. A ragged sob
tore from her throat.

A shadow stirred from the corner
of the room, and Lizzy materialized. Delilah instinctively knew her
servant had kept a constant vigil over her while she
slept.

“Lizzy, how can it be true? Could
Papa have changed that much in the time I was gone? Tell me what
happened.”

The black woman’s silk dress
rustled in the twilight as she moved closer. She did not light the
lamps. Lizzy sat on the edge of the bed and stroked Delilah’s hair.
“She be a fool, that Mrs. Atchison, but much of what she told you
is true.”

Delilah silently agreed with
Lizzy’s assessment of Mary Atchison, but did not say so. “Mary
means well, but she couldn’t keep a secret or be subtle if her life
depended on it. I know there’s more to the story than I’ve heard so
far. Mary mentioned trouble at the bank and debts Papa owed. What
was she talking about?”

Lizzy shrugged. “They whisper
things when they think I not be listening. But I hear, and I see.”
In a voice as hard as granite, she said, “They took your house, but
I hid your mama’s jewelry. That belongs to you, and nobody else got
a right to it. I think Mrs. Atchison suspects something ‘cause she
been searching my room when she thinks I don’t know.”

The words, their meanings, were
hard to grasp. Delilah realized the jewels meant she wasn’t
destitute, but the reality of her situation hadn’t sunk in.
Consciously she could explain to herself what had happened, but
deep inside nothing made sense. Fresh tears scalded her swollen
eyes. No matter how bitter the brew, she had to know the
details.

“The truth is all I want. What
happened while I was away?”

In a voice low and husky, Lizzy
told Delilah about her father’s death. “After you left, your papa
was lonely. He gambled more than usual. You know how much he loved
the cards.”

Even in her grief, Delilah smiled
at the memory of her father playing poker. He truly loved a game of
chance. For sport, he even taught her how to play, teasing her that
if she were a man, she could make a fortune at the gaming
tables.

Lizzy paused.
Her expression revealed a suffering equal to Delilah’s. She’d also
suffered alone. The woman’s deep voice held a note of puzzlement.
“I didn’t see nothing at first. He drank some, like always. In the
past few months, though, worry got him down. He spent more time at
the bank and was always brooding. I didn’t know about any trouble
‘till afterwards when Mr. Atchison said Les Fleurs belonged to the bank.
Your Papa never mentioned it.”

Lizzy tensed, her words forced as
she continued. “One night after dinner, he was in better spirits.
Not happy, more like something in his mind was settled. Told me he
knew what had to be done.”

Delilah interrupted. “If things
were better for him, then why did he . . . why did he kill
himself?” Delilah almost strangled. The words tasted sour in her
mouth. She fought back another wave of sickness.

In the lingering twilight,
Lizzy’s expression changed. The hooded eyes were frightening—the
hate almost tangible. “It was the same night Mr. D’Evereaux was in
a better frame of mind that he met the gambler, but I didn’t know
that ‘til later when Mr. Atchison explained everything. All I knew
then was that he came home real late and shut himself in his
study.

“In a while, Mr. Atchison came to
the house. Him and Mr. D’Evereaux stayed in the study, but I heard
them shouting. In all the years they been partners at the bank, I
never heard them argue like that. For hours, they went at each
other.”

Thunder rumbled in the distance.
The air stilled, heavy with the promise of rain.

“Finally, Mr. Atchison left. Your
papa came out of the study long enough to get a glass and a bottle
of brandy.”

Lizzy’s voice dropped to a
whisper, and Delilah strained to hear the words. “That night was
bad. I could feel something was going to happen, but I didn’t know
what. It was the hottest night we’d had all year. I went to bed,
but couldn’t sleep. I blamed it on the heat, but I knowed
better.”

Grief tore at Delilah’s heart.
Lizzy didn’t have to finish. Papa was dead. Were the details
important?

Yes. Delilah had to know. Somehow
she needed to make sense of this madness. There must be a clue
somewhere that would bring understanding.

Ignoring the pain, she gouged
deeper. “Go on, Lizzy.”

Flashes of lighting illuminated
the sky. The two women clung to each other in the darkness as the
terrible story unfolded.

 



Chapter
2

 


The afternoon sun streamed
through the trees. Delilah basked in the warm rays as she savored
the peace and beauty of the Atchisons’ garden. For the past two
weeks, she’d sought solitude here. The sharp pain of loss had
dulled, but grief and emptiness remained. Yet decisions had to be
made. There was no money—only a few jewels, which wouldn’t last
forever. Lizzy had made that clear. Perhaps, Delilah thought, her
schooling qualified her as a governess. Maybe Oran could help her
with plans for the future.

The door to the house slammed
opened. Mary Atchison’s shrill voice shattered the afternoon calm.
“There you are, dear. You have a caller. Chester Simmons.” Mary
flashed a nervous smile. “He said he wished to express his
sympathy. I told him I didn’t know if you’d be able to see
him.”

Delilah
frowned, trying hard to remember Mr. Simmons. Ah, yes, a bank
customer who’d visited Les Fleurs
once or twice. If she recalled correctly, he was
a small man only slightly younger than her father. Odd that he, a
man she barely knew, should be the first to offer his condolences.
“I’ll see him, Mary. Where is he—in the parlor?”

Mary kept up a constant stream of
chatter as she ushered Delilah into the formal room. Mr. Simmons
perched on the edge of his chair, his back as straight and
unbending as his attitude. He jumped to his feet when the women
entered.

Several moments passed as Mary
settled her voluminous petticoats upon the settee. No sooner was
the task completed than a servant appeared in the doorway,
frantically motioning for her mistress to follow her.

“Please attend to whatever is so
urgent, Mary. Mr. Simmons and I will be fine.” With that, Delilah
indicated he should sit while she chose the chair opposite
him.

Mr. Simmons cleared his throat
and attempted to speak. A hoarse whisper escaped. He cleared his
throat again.

Hoping to end the awkward visit
as quickly as possible, Delilah said, “Thank you for stopping by. I
didn’t realize you and my father were close friends.”

Her words served to remind Mr.
Simmons of his purpose. “Yes, yes. I’m terribly sorry about your
father’s death. I never figured him for one to kill himself. Never.
Can’t tell about people. Fool you every time. Every
time.”

Goose bumps covered Delilah’s
arms. She still found it impossible to believe Papa had committed
suicide and suffered each time the thought was voiced.

Mr. Simmons stood and braced
himself against the mantle. His fist closed and opened, crushing
the brim of his hat. “Miss D’Evereaux, we do not know each other
well, so please forgive me for my forwardness. But unusual
circumstances call for unusual actions. I heard rumors of your
father’s death and the reason behind it. I made inquiries. A man of
my position has little trouble finding out details.”

His voice grew stronger. “Your
father was bankrupt at the time of his death. You no longer have a
home. Am I not correct?”

Generations of good breeding
prevented Delilah from walking out of the room. “I can’t see that
my circumstances concern you.”

“I apologize for my tactlessness
but, as I said earlier, the circumstances warrant drastic measures.
Did you know Mr. Atchison’s business has suffered since the death
of your father? People say he didn’t even know his partner well
enough to prevent him from embezzling thousands of dollars. Of
course, the fact the Atchisons have taken you into their home has
only served to make matters worse for them. I don’t mean to be
cruel, but how many of your friends have been to call?”

The bitter words stung. Delilah
wanted to deny what he said, but it was true. There’d been no
visitors. Why? She hadn’t really thought about it before. She’d
just assumed they were giving her time before they offered their
condolences. The answer was clear. She didn’t belong anymore. Her
father was a thief. She had no money, no home, no place in
society.

In a soft, sympathetic voice, Mr.
Simmons continued. “Miss D’Evereaux, I am of an age that I care not
one whit what people think. I am financially secure. If you marry
me, I can offer you the security you need. As my wife, you’ll be
returned to your rightful place in society. Forgive me for what
must seem conceit, but I am much too influential to be
ostracized.”

Mr. Simmons paused, squaring his
thin shoulders. “I realize I’m not handsome. Some even say I am
ugly. A great many years separate our ages, but your choices are
limited, my dear. If you will consent to be my wife, I will treat
you with kindness.” The final words were delivered in a rush. His
shoulders sagged as he groped his way back to his chair.

What could she say to such a
declaration? Her gaze darted about the room, refusing to linger on
the prim and not-so-proper Mr. Simmons. The seconds stretched into
minutes. She forced her gaze to meet his. “Why would you want to
marry me? You barely know me. I have nothing to bring to this
marriage. A man in your position could find a more suitable
wife.”

Mr. Simmons seemed ready for this
argument. “Yes, there are many women willing to marry me for my
money. Most of them are older. I want a wife young enough to bear
children. In exchange for your hand in marriage, I am offering my
name and my fortune.”

Heat suffused her face, but she
refused to look away. She studied the little man sitting across
from her. Disbelief pounded her. This stranger was proposing. She
didn’t know whether to laugh, cry, or go screaming from the room.
Good manners won out. Mr. Simmons had been honest if not discreet.
He deserved the same. “Your offer is generous, but I can’t accept.
I don’t love you, and I’m not sure that I ever could.”

The chair scraped across the
polished floor in protest as Mr. Simmons stood. He crammed on his
crumbled hat. “I won’t accept that as your final answer. In a few
days, you’ll see the wisdom of my proposal and accept. Yes, accept.
I didn’t offer you love, nor do I expect love in return. I shall
call again.” He gave a slight bow and showed himself
out.

Delilah paced the room. Were her
options so limited? Should she accept his offer? He had promised to
be kind to her. Under the circumstances, perhaps this was more than
she could hope for. Tears stung her eyes. Fate had robbed her of
her father and her home. Was she to be denied true love as well?
Delilah pressed her fingers against her throbbing temples. Her
first proposal. It certainly wasn’t as she’d imagined. The thought
of marrying Mr. Simmons repulsed her, but he had made one thing
clear. She couldn’t continue to live with the Atchisons. It was
unfair. They would suffer because of her, and Delilah couldn’t bear
that.

She’d discuss her situation with
Oran when he came home. Maybe he knew someone who would hire her as
a governess and take Lizzy on as a housekeeper. If not, perhaps
he’d help her think of some other plan. And once and for all, she
wanted details of the embezzlement.

That evening at dinner, Oran’s
sullen attitude melted Delilah’s resolve to talk to him. Tomorrow
might be a better time. She was in no hurry to face an uncertain
future.

Oran dropped his fork onto his
empty plate, startling Delilah. He wiped the grease from his chin
with a linen napkin. His low voice rumbled down the length of the
table. “I’d like to speak to you, Delilah, in my study
upstairs.”

Mary smiled sweetly at her
husband. “Perhaps your business could wait. Delilah is tired and
overwrought tonight. She had a caller. Mr. Simmons offered his
condolences, and the whole affair has dredged up unpleasant
memories.”

With a glare that froze Mary’s
prattle on her lips, Oran continued as though his wife had not
spoken. “Come to my study as soon as you’re finished, Delilah.” He
shoved away from the table and hefted his ponderous frame out of
the chair.

The contrast between Barton
D’Evereaux and Oran Atchison had always amazed Delilah, yet they
had worked well together as partners—which made their argument the
night of her father’s death even more inconceivable.

Delilah followed Oran upstairs.
He opened the door and stepped aside, allowing Delilah to enter
first. He lit two lamps which barely held the shadows at
bay.

After all the kindness he’d
shown, Delilah had no desire to hurt his feelings. She groped for
words that would explain why she needed to leave without seeming
ungrateful. “I appreciate your kindness, but I’ve imposed too long.
It’s been pointed out I’ve been the cause of misfortune for you and
Mary.”

Oran steepled his fingers and
leaned back. The leather chair squeaked in protest. “That’s
precisely what I wished to discuss. But first, what misfortune is
it you’ve caused?”

Drawing a shaky breath, Delilah
continued, “It’s come to my attention business is suffering at the
bank because of the false accusations against my father. Also, as
long as I remain here, neither you nor I will be accepted by
society.”

Something resembling a smile
tugged at his thick lips. “Unfortunately, my dear, the accusations
against your father are true. And you’re correct; he has hurt
business tremendously. Given time, though, I can rectify your
father’s misdeeds—even though he embezzled thousands from the bank
over a period of years.” Oran rummaged in his desk drawer and
extracted a ledger. He tossed it on the desk between them and
opened it.

With the sharp end of a silver
letter opener, Oran pointed to the revealed page. “Look at the
circled entries. They’re in Barton’s hand and prove he made false
entries in order to withdraw small sums of cash over the years. It
might have gone undetected for years if a clerk had not questioned
a transaction that took place last year.”

Her father’s bold script seemed
to leap off the page. She’d asked for proof, and here it was.
Nausea clawed its way up her throat. The room swirled as blood
pounded in her temples.

She ran her forefinger down the
ledger page, noting dates and amounts. The pain in her heart
erupted into a gnawing beast. Still, somewhere deep inside of her,
a voice cried out in denial.

“Why? Why did he do it? There
must have been a reason.”

Oran dismissed
her question with a shrug. “Who knows? At first I thought it was to
pay the gambler he had fallen in with, but the entries date too far
back for that. He must have used the mortgage money for
Les Fleurs to pay his
gambling debt, because he never paid the bank. Where this money
is,” Oran stabbed the ledger with the letter opener then tossed it
aside, “no one knows. Your father could have covered his gambling
losses eventually, but the gambler laughed when Barton asked for
more time to arrange payment. That’s probably why Barton lost your
home. I’m sure he planned to embezzle more money and clear his
debt. Of course, when I confronted Barton, he couldn’t take it. The
coward chose to blow his brains out.”

Stunned by Oran’s insensitivity,
Delilah fought her resentment. She chose to focus her anger on the
gambler. “Do you know who this man is?”

“I know him. Name’s Ross Farrell,
and a lower blackleg you’ll never find.” Pure hate emanated from
his eyes. “Mostly he works the river, but occasionally he shows up
in New Orleans. He’s the biggest cheat on the Mississippi—but
slick, I’ll give him that. They say he’s damned near impossible to
beat.” Ugly laughter rumbled deep in Oran’s chest.

The laughter died as quickly as
it started. “Don’t you find it amusing, my dear, that the honorable
Barton D’Evereaux was not only a thief but stupid, also? He thought
he was good enough to take on a professional gambler, someone whose
livelihood is deception and lies.”

This time anger overrode all
other emotions. “How dare you speak so of my father! I don’t care
what you say, he was the most honorable—”

“Yes, Barton was so honorable he
left you homeless and penniless. You were correct, my darling, when
you said you couldn’t stay here. Your presence is detrimental to
business and to Mary’s social life. Not that I give a damn about
Mary’s social life, but her parties and balls are good for my
business.”

He stood, dwarfing Delilah with
his bulk. He circled the desk. Without warning, he grabbed
her.

Shock, as much as Oran’s embrace,
held Delilah captive. Before she could speak, he forced a wet and
intimate kiss upon her. Repulsion shot through her. She shoved
against his chest. His grip tightened.

Her feeble attempts seemed only
to intensify Oran’s desire. He rammed his clammy hand down the neck
of her dress, ripping the material. His fingers clamped around her
breast, awkwardly fumbling for her nipple. He pinched the tender
flesh until she stopped fighting. Tears of pain and anger flowed
from her eyes. Despair threatened to engulf Delilah until a spark
of rage erupted into a full-blown fire. She freed one hand and
slapped Oran across the cheek. The palm of her hand stung. “You
despicable pig! Let me go at once, or I shall scream.”

He twisted Delilah’s arm behind
her. He rammed his thick tongue down her throat until she nearly
gagged. Breaking away, he growled, “Scream and I’ll break your arm.
There’s no reason for you to fight me. I can help you, Delilah.”
His arms slid down her back, cupping her buttocks. He rubbed
himself against her.

Delilah managed to turn her head
away, avoiding yet another wet kiss. “I don’t want your help. Let
me go, please. I won’t tell anyone. Just let me go.” She hated the
panic in her voice.

Oran shook her. “Be quiet and
listen. You have no money—nothing! You only have two assets—your
body and your education. Who would hire a thief’s daughter to teach
their children? On the other hand, lots of men would buy your body.
Probably even a few women. But why go to the trouble of peddling
your wares when I’m making you an offer now? I’ll set you up in a
house, give you all the money and servants you want. Perhaps if you
please me enough, I’ll find some way to clear your father’s
name.”

He released her so swiftly she
stumbled backward. Her torn dress hung limply, exposing her breast.
The moment of freedom was all she needed. She lunged for the desk
and her fingers curled around the letter opener. She waved it in
front of her, backing toward the door.

“If you touch me again, I’ll kill
you. How could you be so low? My father trusted you. I trusted you.
I’d rather die of starvation than be your mistress.”

The banker’s jowls trembled with
rage, but he made no move toward her. Delilah stepped back and felt
the cold wood of the closed door against her bare shoulder. She
twisted the knob with her free hand, opened the door and eased out
of the room.

As she fled down the hall, Oran’s
cold voice echoed after her. “You’ll be back, Delilah. You have
nowhere else to go.”

 



Chapter
3

 


Delilah’s heart raced as she ran
down the hallway. She slammed the door and, bracing her back
against it, sank to the floor.

Why was this
happening to her? What horrible thing had she done to deserve this?
Tears coursed down her face. Was there no end? Papa,
Les Fleurs, her . . .
friends. The D’Evereaux name of which she was so proud hung like an
albatross around her neck. Pain stabbed deep in her chest. She
welcomed the anguish, praying her heart was turning to
stone.

The walls closed in on her. There
was no point in crying. Decisions had to be made. She staggered to
her feet and crossed the room. Removing the globe from the bedside
lamp, she scratched a match against the flint and held it to the
wick.

She would leave this hated place.
Starvation was preferable to another night spent under Oran’s roof.
Delilah put on a black dress, then packed the few belongings she
could carry with her. The rest of her clothes would be abandoned
for expediency’s sake.

With her hand on the door handle,
she paused. What if Oran was watching for her? She drew a deep
breath and eased open the door. A yellow ribbon of light at the
bottom of the Atchisons’ bedroom door and the low murmur of voices
indicated the couple had retired to their chamber. Somewhere a
clock struck the hour. Nine chimes echoed through the house.
Delilah inched her way to freedom. She had to reach
Lizzy.

Moments later, she burst through
the door to her servant’s quarters. Lizzy jerked awake. “What
happened?”

“Oran attacked me.” Delilah flung
herself into Lizzy’s arms. Tremors racked her body. “I can’t bear
much more, Lizzy. This nightmare has no end.”

As she told her servant what
happened, Delilah felt herself growing calmer. Everything was
better when Lizzy was there.

“I should kill them both,” Lizzy
said.

“Think about what you’re saying!
If you kill them, then you’ll die, too. I couldn’t bear that. I
love you too much.”

“I ain’t gonna do it, but I
should.” Lizzy curled her fingers into fists. “Hurry. We’ve got to
get out of here.” She flung her possessions into a worn carpetbag.
Holding a small velvet pouch aloft, she said, “This is your
jewelry. There ain’t much, but it’ll help.”

She nudged Delilah out the door,
and the women escaped into the night. Cool dampness washed over
Delilah. She sucked in great gulps of the humid night air, thankful
to be free of the suffocating bonds of Oran Atchison. She wondered
what lies he would tell to explain her absence.

“I don’t know where to go,”
Delilah said.

“Follow me and
don’t talk, ma petite. What you’ve learned in school ain’t gonna serve you no good
now.”

They had precious little cash
between them, no roof over their heads, and very few prospects.
Everything they owned was in the bags they carried. A smile tugged
at Delilah’s lips. For the first time in weeks, she felt in charge
of her life.

~

Rusty bedsprings squeaked in
protest as Delilah tossed and turned. Sunlight tried valiantly to
stream through the dirt-smeared window. She wrenched open one eye
and surveyed her surroundings in the harsh reality of daylight. The
sun did nothing to dispel the gloominess of the dismal hotel.
Neither did the meager furnishings. One straight-backed wooden
chair stood in front of a scarred dresser. A chipped porcelain
chamber pot sat regally in the corner.

Hunger rumbled
in her stomach. Since her companion was nowhere to be found,
Delilah hoped she’d gone for food. She looked around the room again
and sighed. How she longed for the security and comfort of
Les Fleurs. She pictured
her room with its billowy, lace curtains and massive canopy bed.
She squeezed her eyes tighter and tried to conjure up the scent of
lilacs and roses beneath her bedroom window. Instead, she smelled
old grease and stale cigar smoke.

A pitcher of lukewarm water
served to wash away the dirt and grime. The cracked mirror
reflected a distorted image as Delilah tried to coax her hair into
some semblance of order. She had barely finished with her toilette
when Lizzy returned with bread and fruit.

Delilah bit into the croissant. A
puff of steam escaped. She closed her eyes and groaned. “This is
delicious.” When had things gone so wrong that a meager piece of
bread seemed like heaven?

“How spoiled I’ve been all my
life.” She rested a strawberry in the palm of her hand. Purchasing
food could become a problem. “How much money do we
have?”

“Very little. The only cash we
got is what I had left over from the household fund your papa gave
me before he died. It’s almost gone. We got enough for two or three
days. After that . . .” She shrugged.

Someone had always given her
everything she wanted or needed. She drew in a ragged breath. Well,
no more. From now on, it was up to her to find a way to provide for
her and Lizzy’s needs. “How much is my jewelry worth?”

“I don’t know.
A lot, I think. When you sell it, though, the merchants won’t give
you much. Ain’t no one sells jewels less they need the money.”
Lizzy looked closely at Delilah, her expression guarded. “What you
planning, ma petite?”

Delilah wasn’t sure herself. The
only thing she was certain about was that something had to be done.
When she spoke, her voice held a hardness that surprised her. “We
need money and plenty of it. If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll pay
Oran back every penny he says Papa owes. No matter how much proof
I’m shown, I know Papa’s innocent. Somehow I’ll clear his name. And
the gambler, Ross Farrell, will pay for his part in all of this,
too.”

“How you plan to do this? You got
no money, and your friends have turned their backs on you. We’ll
survive, little one, but them days of fancy living done gone. I can
find work. We’ll leave New Orleans. In another place, you can work
as a governess.”

With a wave of her hand, Delilah
dismissed the argument. “I could work forever as a governess and
never earn enough money for what I need. But there is one way. I’m
. . . I’m going to gamble. Papa taught me how. He always said I was
good.”

“Gamble! You’re
upset, ma petite.
Or else mad.”

Delilah was shaking from the
inside out. If she allowed Lizzy to continue, she’d lose her nerve.
“Oran will never let me work as a governess. By now, he’s spread
the word far and wide about Papa. No doubt he’s concocted a tale
about me, also. No, we’ll sell the jewelry, at least most of it.
That will give me enough cash to get started and for us to live on
until . . . well, until I win.”

The two women stared at each
other. Neither spoke. If she looked away, faltered in any way,
Lizzy would win. Too much was at stake for Delilah to fail her
first test. Lizzy’s gaze dropped. Their future, their lives, were
now in Delilah’s hands.

“We’ve no time to waste, Lizzy.”
The enormousness of what she was doing overwhelmed Delilah. She
lowered herself onto the wooden chair. “I don’t know where to
begin.”

“With the jewelry. If you’re
gonna do this, we gotta start at the beginning, and we need money.”
Lizzy rummaged in the dresser and pulled out ink, paper and a
pen.

Delilah penned a note of
authorization for Lizzy to sell the jewelry. She spilled the
necklaces and bracelets across the bed. Incongruous against the
worn bedspread, the gems twinkled like a pirate’s horde. She picked
up an emerald necklace and let the smooth stones slip between her
fingers. Remembering the elegant gambler she’d met aboard the
riverboat, Delilah decided to keep a few pieces. She had to look
the part of a successful gambler. She wondered if she’d ever see
the handsome stranger again.

She chose a diamond clasp for her
hair, a matching necklace, and a pearl ring. She put back a couple
of lesser pieces, just in case her plan failed. “I’ll keep these.
Sell the others for whatever you can.”

With Lizzy gone, the afternoon
stretched on forever. A burning need for revenge and the
possibility of starvation made Delilah restless. She paced the
narrow confines of the room.

She tried to rest on the hard
bed, but the noises of New Orleans kept her awake. The sound of
shrill laugher sounded from the stairwell. Moments later, a door
shut and bedsprings squeaked. Delilah ignored the sound. Who was
she to judge anyone? No one here knew who she was or cared. There
was nothing separating her from such a life as the young woman down
the hall lived . . . nothing but a handful of jewels which wouldn’t
last forever.

Hours later, Lizzy returned,
looking pleased with herself. “The first man I went to wanted to
cheat me, but I told him I could get better down the street. Them
pieces of jewelry was so fine, he couldn’t let them get away. He
didn’t give me what they’s worth, but I got more than I thought I
would.

“Delilah, you got enough money
here to get somewhere safe. Let’s leave New Orleans.”

Delilah knew
Lizzy was wrong. There was no safe place for her. Nowhere else to
go. The name D’Evereaux might be soiled now, but she was proud of
her heritage. “When everyone knows Papa is not a thief, and Ross
Farrell and Oran Atchison have paid dearly for their parts in all
of this, then I’ll return to Les
Fleurs. It’s my home.”

“You still plan to continue this
madness?” Lizzy’s voice cracked with emotion. “What if you are
successful in clearing your father’s name? What will you do then?”
Lizzy’s voice softened. “This path you choose leads only one way.
If someone should recognize you, your father’s name only gonna be
dragged further through the mud. Your friends ain’t never gonna
accept what you are doing.”

Disgrace and shame. The
accusations against her father would pale in comparison if she were
caught gambling. The naivete? of her plan brought tears to
Delilah’s eyes, but she refused to shed them. Crying was a luxury
she could no longer afford. Somehow she’d manage. “I need your
help, Lizzy. Please.”

“No one can
recognize you when you start gamblin’. You got to look like you
belong with the rest of ‘em. Leave it to me, ma petite.”

~

Delilah stood again at the
dirt-smeared hotel window. The day was hot and the air stifling.
She longed to open the window, but some long-forgotten tenant had
nailed it shut.

As soon as Lizzy returned from
booking passage on a steamer, they would leave New Orleans. It was
the safest way to protect her identity—that and the concealing veil
Lizzy had made her. Her servant had also altered a red satin dress.
Delilah’s flesh heated at the memory of how much skin the dress
exposed. But if that’s what it took to clear Papa’s name, then
that’s what she would do. She’d look like she belonged at a gaming
table. Nothing would stop her.

At the thought of someday soon
encountering Ross Farrell, Delilah’s stomach knotted. She wasn’t
ready yet, but she would be. What did the elusive gambler look
like? Old, with a bristly gray mustache, a bulbous nose, and a
complexion even more greasy than that of Mr. Simmons—at least
that’s how she pictured him. Revenge would taste so
sweet.

The door opened, and Lizzy
entered. Delilah swung around. “Were you able to book passage for
us?”

“Yes,
aboard The Golden Pearl. It leaves tomorrow, but we can board tonight and settle
in.”

“Let’s leave immediately. The
quicker I get out of this hotel, the better.” Delilah retrieved her
scattered possessions. “There’s usually a game every night. Perhaps
I’ll have a chance to play.”

Lizzy’s hooded eyes and
compressed lips conveyed her thoughts eloquently, but she said
nothing. She assisted in the packing, and within minutes they were
on their way.

They came to
the wharf at dusk. As the sun sank, it sprinkled gold dust across
the water, and a blood red sky outlined The Golden Pearl. The sight of the
towering, twin chimney stacks took Delilah’s breath away. The
boat’s insignia, a huge metal oyster shell with a golden ball
inside, stretched between the chimneys.

After boarding, Delilah quizzed a
steward for directions to their cabin. Each stateroom had two
doors—one leading onto the promenade and one opening into the main
saloon. Delilah chose the outside door. A crystal chandelier
flooded the room with warm light “This is perfect. I want you to
look around and see if there is anyone aboard who might recognize
me. Even with my veil, there’s no need to take chances.”

Hours later, after she was sure
all the ladies had retired for the evening, Delilah prepared to
make her debut as a lady gambler. The woman staring back at her
from the mirror bore no resemblance to anyone she knew. Her hair
spilled like black ink across her bare shoulders and brushed the
tops of her breasts with feather softness. She watched her eyes
disappear behind the silver netting of the veil Lizzy placed on her
head. With her hair loose and only her lips showing beneath,
Delilah would be hard to recognize. The diamond necklace nestled
against her throat. “Let’s go before I lose my nerve.” Her voice
wobbled like a sick songbird’s. “Do you have the money?”

Lizzy patted the black pouch.
“And I have my dagger here.” She tapped her leg. Opening the door,
Lizzy stepped aside. Delilah entered the main saloon.

The buzz of subdued conversation
sounded from the gaming area. Delilah’s gaze darted back and forth
so rapidly the room blurred. She drew a deep breath. Settle down.
Look closely to see who’s in the room. As she’d hoped, there were
no women present. Etiquette dictated that ladies retire either to
their staterooms or the ladies’ saloon at the end of the main
passage.

Anticipation filled her as she
embarked on her forbidden journey. Fate had dealt her a losing
hand, but Delilah sensed the wheel of fortune spinning in her head.
Her luck would change—she’d make it change.

Thick carpet muffled the sounds
of clinking glass as whiskey was poured. Cigar smoke hung heavy in
the air. Wisps of smoke curled lazily around Delilah.

With Lizzy close on her heels,
she progressed toward the bar area. Delilah caught herself biting
her lower lip and made a conscious effort to quit. If she was going
to parade around half naked in front of total strangers, she might
as well be bold enough to ask to join a game.

She saw a table with only three
men. With false bravado, she swaggered toward them. She placed her
hand on the back of the empty chair. “Gentlemen, with your
permission.” Her voice sounded so calm and confident that for a
second she wondered if it were really she who had
spoken.

All three men shot to their feet.
She wasn’t sure who was the more surprised—the men or her. The
shocked expression on the eldest gentleman’s face was almost
humorous. He quickly recovered his aplomb and hurried to hold the
chair for her. Delilah smiled sweetly. His chest swelled, and he
twirled his silver mustache.

In a honey-coated drawl Delilah
said, “Forgive me for interrupting your game, but I was wondering
if I might be so bold as to join you?”

Silver-mustache exchanged glances
with his companions. They seemed to reach some sort of accord. The
older gentleman answered, “Ma’am, we’d be honored. But I must warn
you, we take our gaming seriously. You will be cut no
slack.”

With a tilt of her head, she
nodded her understanding. For better or worse, she was in the game.
She pressed her hands against her knees to still their trembling.
With a glance over her shoulder, she signaled Lizzy. Her black
guardian laid an impressive stack of money on the table. All the
more impressive to Delilah because it was all she had.

Silver-mustache picked up the
deck, shuffled, then deftly flung each player five
cards.

She couldn’t force herself to
pick up her cards. When she played with Papa, it had been fun.
Nothing depended on the outcome of the game. Now everything
depended on what she did. If she lost tonight, she and Lizzy would
be out on the streets of New Orleans. The memory of the young woman
in the bedroom next to hers at the hotel made Delilah flinch. That
couldn’t happen. She had to win. Delilah picked up the cards. They
were good ones. The game began. A few short minutes later, she
raked in the pot. Ignoring her thudding heart, Delilah curled her
lips into a slow smile and tossed in her new ante.

Delilah lost the next round, but
won once more. She didn’t care either way. The stakes were small.
She was accomplishing what she wanted—to get the feel of the cards.
She knew her winning was only beginner’s luck. She’d be doing well
if she broke even. But it was a beginning.

Her turn to deal came too
quickly. Her fingers were unwieldy and seemed as thick as a
blacksmith’s. She fumbled the cards, scattering them across the
table. All the men stared at her. She slowed her motions, gathered
the cards, and shuffled without further mishap. Her full house won
the hand.

The man across from her flung
down his cards. He sloshed whiskey into a glass and drank it in one
long gulp. He had lost all evening—apparently before Delilah had
joined the game as well as after. He stood, reeling. “Damn woman.
Poker’s a man’s game. Women shouldn’t be allowed to play. What kind
of a boat is this?”

“The kind you’re free to
leave.”

Everyone looked at the man who’d
spoken. Delilah widened her eyes in surprise, grateful for the
veil. Towering above her stood the man she’d met on her arrival
from Boston.

Mumbling, the irate loser glared
first at Delilah, then at the other gamblers. When no one
championed his cause, he stormed away.

The gambler looked down at
Delilah. Her stomach turned a lazy somersault. Would he remember
her? She found herself hoping he would and praying he
wouldn’t.

“May I join you?” he asked in the
same seductive voice she remembered. He sat down without waiting
for a reply. His smoldering eyes held her captive. “You’ve never
gambled here before.” It was a statement, not a question. “Yet, you
seem familiar. Have we met?”

With her gaze riveted on the
gambler, Delilah shook her head. She’d never admit they’d met, for
how could she explain what she was doing? Not wanting to lie to the
man who’d been so kind to her, Delilah chose her words carefully.
“You were correct when you said I’d never gambled here before, so
how could we have met?”

The moment she spoke, Ross knew.
That voice had haunted him for weeks. If he lifted the veil, the
most beautiful gray eyes in the world would invite him to drown in
their depths. His schoolgirl. How often had she crossed his mind?
What in the hell was she doing here? And dressed like that! Long
ago he’d learned to accept life’s disappointments. If the innocence
of the schoolgirl had been an illusion, then how sweet to find the
reality wrapped in such a lusty package. Either he was the world’s
greatest fool, or she was the world’s greatest actress. Whichever,
he’d play along with her awhile until he could determine her
game.

“Of course, you’re right. We’ve
never met. I’m certain if we had, I’d remember. Allow me to
introduce myself. I’m—”

“Are you going to talk all night
or play?” Silver-mustache banged his fist against the table. “We’ve
had enough interruptions for one evening. Let’s get on with the
game.”

Chuckling, the gambler scooped up
the cards, shuffled them so quickly they purred, and
dealt.

~

He hadn’t recognized her. Delilah
didn’t try to identify the emotion raging through her. She would
have known him anywhere. Perhaps their meeting had meant more to
her than to him. How ridiculous to feel disappointment—she didn’t
want to be recognized.

His gaze flicked over her as he
dealt the cards. Warmth spiraled through her. If anything, he was
even more handsome than she remembered. The pure white of his silk
shirt contrasted with the tan of his skin. His black hair, longer
than was fashionable, brushed the top of his collar.

Everyone at the table was staring
at her. While she’d been ogling the gambler, the game had started.
Flustered, she placed a small bet.

A ruddy-faced bartender
approached the table. “Mr. Farrell, I sure hate to bother you, but
that man who was here earlier is demanding his money be
refunded.”

At the mention of the gambler’s
name, Delilah froze.

Placing his cards face up on the
table, the gambler replied, “Let me finish this hand, George, then
I’ll see what I can do to smooth his ruffled feathers.”

Laughter followed this remark. A
man at the next table jeered, “See, Ross, I said you were making a
mistake when you tied yourself down with this steamer. Next time,
you’ll listen to me.”

Ross Farrell. The gambler. Her
gambler? The cards fell from Delilah’s fingers. The nightmare kept
on and on. “No!”

A look of concern creased Ross’s
brow. He reached across the table to touch Delilah’s arm, but she
jerked back. He withdrew his hand. “Are you all right?” His voice
was soft, but his eyes were hard.

“No. I mean yes.” Pure and simple
panic tore through her. Oran’s suffocating kiss, Mary babbling
about Barton’s suicide, the gambler guiding her through the crowd
on the wharf—all these images chased themselves through her mind.
The room tilted. She had to get away. She wasn’t ready for
him.

Lizzy squeezed her shoulder.
Delilah knew she was dangerously close to making a scene. She
tossed her cards face down. “I lost. I’m unaccustomed to losing.
Now if you gentlemen will excuse me.” She stood, waiting for Lizzy
to gather the money. Without a backward glance, she turned and
walked away, leaving the stunned murmurs of the trio behind
her.

A fire burned in Delilah’s chest.
She needed air. She staggered and Lizzy steadied her with a firm
hand on the small of her back. Out on the promenade, Delilah
collapsed against the rail. Her stomach churned. “That’s him.
That’s Ross Farrell. I can’t believe it. I met him. I actually
talked to that . . . that creature on my way home.” Delilah wiped
her hands on her dress as though to wipe away her
betrayal.

Lizzy stepped
close, scrutinizing Delilah’s face. “You know this man,
ma petite?”

“I don’t know him. I met him,
that’s all. But I had no idea what his name was.” She clutched
Lizzy’s arms. “We have to leave this boat tonight! I’m not good
enough to challenge him yet, and I can’t stand being close to him.
I’ll get our bags while you find us a carriage. We’ll go back to
the hotel. Maybe you can get our passage money back tomorrow. If
not, I don’t care. We’re leaving.” She delivered her speech in a
breathless rush, her mind racing faster than her words.

A door opened, flooding the deck
with light. The women shrank into the shadows. No one, however,
appeared interested in them.

“Hurry, ma petit. Meet me by the
stage as quickly as you can.”

Delilah raced along the promenade
searching for her stateroom. In the dark, the doors all resembled
each other. If not for the cache of jewels, she’d abandon
everything rather than risk being seen again by Ross Farrell. After
what seemed hours, but could only have been a minute or two, she
located her room.

Once inside the tiny stateroom,
Delilah made a quick decision. She’d not take time to change
clothes. If she removed the veil and threw a cloak over her
shoulders, she shouldn’t draw too much attention. Stepping over to
the dressing table, she lifted her arms to remove the filmy net.
Ross Farrell’s gaze met hers in the mirror.

Delilah whirled around to face
him. He lounged in a chair, long legs stretched out in front of
him, as if he belonged there. Removing the cheroot from his mouth,
he blew a hazy cloud of blue smoke into the air.

To be this close to him, to know
who and what he was filled Delilah with frustration. She wanted to
kill him, make him pay for what he’d done. Not to her, but to
Barton D’Evereaux. She was no match for him, physically or at the
gaming table. Her chest hurt.

“What are you doing in my cabin?”
Her voice could have frozen the river.

The gambler unfurled his lanky
frame and stood. “Actually, if you want to be exact, it’s my cabin.
I own this boat.” He advanced toward her.

She retreated a step, then
berated herself for being a coward. Squaring her shoulders, she
flung her head up. The action thrust her breasts forward as they
strained against the thin satin. The gambler let his gaze wander
insolently over her from head to toe.

The air around her heated.
Breathing became difficult, but she refused to give an inch. “I
repeat, what are you doing in my cabin?”

Ross stepped closer until she
felt the warmth of his breath. He reached toward her.

“Don’t you dare touch me.” A
shrill squeak replaced her icy tone.

Amusement flickered in his eyes,
softening his expression. “Relax, my sweet, I just want to pour us
a drink.” He reached around her to the whiskey decanter sitting on
the dresser. He poured himself a generous portion of the amber
liquid then pointed the bottleneck toward the other glass. Delilah
shook her head. The gambler sipped his drink. He did not move
away.

An invisible band tightened
around her throat. She struggled for air. He had the same effect on
her now as he had at their first meeting—only now she knew he was
the enemy. His body heat warmed her. She could smell the whiskey
and smoke on his breath. She had to escape. She inched
sideways.

Her movement must have alerted
Ross. He set his glass down and leaned both hands against the
dresser, trapping her between his arms. “I’m curious. Usually, I’m
careful about who sits at my gaming tables, but when I saw you, I
thought you were a professional. But your behavior when you lost
was anything but professional.”

“I—I just couldn’t afford to
lose, that’s all.”

He brushed his lips against her
neck. “If it’s a question of money, then there’s no problem. I’ll
give you a chance to earn all you want. I guarantee it will be the
most pleasurable work you’ve ever done.” He trailed his fingers
across the top of her gown, barely touching her flesh.

He might as well have held a
burning ember to her skin. Coherent thought fled. She tilted her
head, inviting his kiss. His lips captured hers. The world spun out
of control.

Stunned by her reaction to the
kiss, Delilah stared up at the gambler. A thousand times over she
blessed Lizzy for the concealing veil. Her breath came in ragged
spasms.

Amusement danced in Ross’s eyes.
“What are you hiding behind that veil?” He started to lift the
silver net.

Delilah’s thoughts raced like a
runaway train. If he lifted the net and recognized her, she’d never
get another chance to play against him. Her father’s advice
ricocheted in her mind. Don’t be afraid to run a bluff.

“I dislike being rushed.” Her
voice dropped to a sultry whisper. “We have all night.” She guided
his fingers to her mouth and teased his fingertips with her
tongue.

All traces of amusement faded
from the gambler’s face. His eyes smoldered with suppressed
emotion. For all her innocence, Delilah recognized it for what it
was and realized the gambler barely restrained himself. She had to
get away.

Acting on instinct, Delilah slid
her hands across the gambler’s chest. One by one, she undid the
buttons on his shirt. With blood pulsing through her veins at a
dizzying rate, she spread his shirt apart and entwined her fingers
in the mat of black, curly hair covering his chest.

With a low moan, Ross pulled
Delilah tight against him. He cupped his hand behind her neck and
worked magic against her lips. The tender kiss increased in
urgency. His tongue flicked inside her mouth, and Delilah thought
her knees would buckle. For the briefest of seconds, she
responded.

When his hand cupped her breast,
Delilah returned to reality. Forcing a breathless laugh, she pushed
her hands against his chest. “I said I don’t like to be
rushed.”

He stepped back, his black gaze
burning into her. “Where’s your servant? I got the impression she
stayed close to you.”

“She does. Except when I dismiss
her. She won’t be back until morning. Lizzy understands my need for
privacy.” She took opportunity of the discussion to inch around
Ross. She considered the door but decided she’d be captured before
she got away.

Turning back to him, she smiled
in a way she hoped was seductive. The look in his eyes satisfied
her that it was. “Why don’t you get more comfortable? Sit down, and
I’ll help you take off your boots.”

Ross poured himself another shot
of whiskey, then relaxed into a chair. He stretched a booted foot
toward her.

Taking the boot by the heel,
Delilah worked his foot back and forth. The black leather boot
slipped off. Delilah studied the exquisite handwork on the
expensive leather before she set it in front of her. How much money
had he squandered on these? Money taken from innocent people.
Burning with resentment, Delilah lifted Ross’s other foot, but this
boot was stubborn.

The gambler chuckled. “Turn
around.”

Puzzled, she obeyed, turning her
back to him. When he lifted his foot, she tried again to work the
boot free. Ross placed his other foot on her behind and wiggled his
toes against her rump. Her flesh stung, and she feared he’d branded
a footprint on her backside. She bit her lip to keep from screaming
in rage.

“Just how much is this evening
going to cost me?” he asked as he rubbed his foot down her thigh
and back to her derriere.

Almost gagging on the words,
Delilah answered, “Plenty. But surely you can afford
me.”

The boot slipped free. Delilah
straightened, picking up both boots as she did so. She faced Ross.
Behind the veil, her gaze scanned the room. The remaining jewels
and money were in the leather pouch which Lizzy had tucked beneath
the pillow on the bed.

Delilah deposited the boots by
the door. When the gambler started to stand, she stalled him.
“Don’t get up yet. Let me turn the covers down, then I’ll undress
for you.”

She flipped the quilt back,
searching beneath the pillow for the pouch. Her fingers clenched
around the bag. When she straightened, she jutted one hip out,
hiding the jewels behind her.

Desire flared in the gambler’s
eyes. His gaze never faltered as Delilah took a tentative step
toward him. She had to distract him. “Pour me a drink,
please.”

Ross Farrell stood and turned his
back to her. Delilah darted out the door, grabbing the boots as she
went. The gambler’s enraged curses spurred her on. She felt the
vibrations on the deck as he charged after her.

“What the hell do you think
you’re doing?”

Hampered by the tight fitting
dress, Delilah was terrified he would catch her, but with any luck,
running barefoot would slow him down.

His footsteps thundered behind
her on the promenade. “Damn you! Stop!”

Lizzy stood by a carriage on the
wharf, a look of stunned disbelief on her face as the pair barreled
toward her.

Delilah reached the stage and
paused long enough to risk a glance behind her. Her heart hammered
against her chest. The gambler would catch her before she reached
safety.

Without thinking, she pulled back
her arm and sailed the boots through the air.

“No!”

Both the gambler and Delilah
froze. They watched the fancy leather boots turn lazy circles in
midair. One soft splash quickly followed another as the muddy
Mississippi swallowed the boots.

The gambler faced Delilah. His
eyes burned with rage.

 



Chapter
4

 


Summer,
1853

Gray clouds hung heavy in the
sky, releasing moisture in aggravating droplets.

“Why must it
always rain in New Orleans?” Ross growled as he stepped off the
stage of The Golden
Pearl. His foot landed squarely in a mud
puddle. Cursing beneath his breath, he retrieved a linen kerchief
from his pocket and wiped the mud off his boots. His new
boots.

The action brought back memories.
His jaws clenched. For three months, he’d searched for the lady
gambler, ferreting out every riverboat and saloon between New
Orleans and Natchez. She was easy to describe and easier to
remember. Many times he’d been close, only to have her elude him by
a few hours.

Ross checked his boots. The shine
was back, but the blasted things still pinched his toes. She’d
played him a fool. The lady owed him, and she’d damn well
pay.

He pushed his way through the
crowd on the wharf and struck out down a narrow street toward the
business district. There was someone else who owed him money. One
way or another, Oran Atchison was going to pay his gambling debt.
Four months was long enough for him to come up with the
money.

His mood darkened as he neared
his destination. Atchison’s imposing bank squatted importantly on
the corner like a giant toad. Everything about the man annoyed him.
He cursed his foul luck for having crossed paths with the
banker.

He remembered
vividly the night the two New Orleans’ bankers boarded
The Golden Pearl. The
other gentleman had had the good sense to quit after he lost a few
games, but not Atchison. He refused to stop until he had nothing
left—not even his pride. The fool had begged for another chance to
try his luck, and Ross had obliged him. He never encouraged anyone
to gamble, but a grown man was responsible for his own decisions
and had to live with the consequences. Now Ross wanted what was
his.

~

Delilah checked the money again.
She knew it wasn’t enough to satisfy Oran’s claims against her
father, but it was a beginning. The task of handing over the cash
to Atchison was as distasteful as eating tadpoles. She’d do it,
however, because no one was ever going to say the D’Evereauxes were
thieves.

She had an ulterior motive.
Delilah could think of no way to prove her father’s innocence
without access to the bank or the ledgers. If she could appease
Oran, perhaps he’d be reasonable enough to allow her to check them.
Only love for her father could entice her to go near his odious
partner.

Delilah inspected her appearance
and adjusted her bonnet. “How do I look, Lizzy?”

“Fine.” The word was forced out
in a deep gruff voice. The black woman had been under the weather
for several days and had a hoarse throat. “I should go with you. It
ain’t proper for you to wander around alone.”

“It has to be more proper for me
to wander the streets alone than for me dress like a harlot and
gamble in every saloon and riverboat I can find. Besides, I’m no
longer considered fit for polite company. The good people of New
Orleans turned their backs on me a long time ago.” She laid her
hand on Lizzy’s brow. The woman’s skin was hot. “You’re too sick to
go anywhere.”

Lizzy shoved Delilah’s hand away.
“I’m not sick. You just want to flaunt yourself.”

There was probably more truth to
that statement than not. She certainly didn’t intend to cower from
the good people of New Orleans. “I’ll be back soon. I promise.” She
left before her companion could offer another argument.

Descending the hardwood stairs to
the lobby, Delilah reflected on the way things had worked out. For
the past several months, she’d been gambling rather successfully.
Every day her skills improved.

This hotel compared favorably to
the first one she and Lizzy had scurried to in the middle of the
night. What the building lacked in elegance was more than
compensated for in cleanliness. The banister gleamed with polish,
and the attendant at the desk looked sharp in a freshly starched
shirt.

Double French doors opened onto
the sidewalk. Sunshine dappled the streets. Delilah wove her way
through the gaudily dressed mulattos as they haggled with street
merchants over the price of fresh cream and eggs. She skirted
around a group of Indians sitting placidly on the ground, their
wares of furs and herbs spread before them. A curious mixture of
French, Spanish, and English mingled with the guttural sounds of
the Indians. Delilah savored the day. Being a not-so-proper lady
had its rewards. Freedom was one of them.

Her good mood dissipated as she
neared the bank. Tension drew the muscles across her shoulders into
an aching mass.

~

A brass bell above the door made
a feeble attempt to announce Ross’s presence, but faded into
silence after one pitiful jingle. The sound suited the gloomy
interior of the bank. A sad-faced clerk with round spectacles
glanced up.

“Can I help you, sir?” he
squeaked.

“I’m here to see
Atchison.”

The clerk’s chin rested on the
stiffened collar of his shirt. He laid down his pen. “I see. Do you
have an appointment?” His scrawny chest swelled with his own
importance.

Leaning down until he was on eye
level with the clerk, Ross placed both hands on the desk. He
leveled his stare at the young man and allowed the silence to
deepen. “Tell him Ross Farrell is here. Do it now.”

Behind his spectacles, the
clerk’s eyes rounded. It was evident he felt he should argue, but
common sense won out. He scurried across the floor to a private
room. Seconds later, he reappeared and ushered Ross into Atchison’s
office.

Musky, smoke-scented air filled
the room even though all the frosted glass windows were opened.
Beads of perspiration dotted the banker’s forehead. The gambler did
not miss the fact that Atchison neither rose nor offered him a
handshake. Atchison’s irritation amused him. Ross flashed a
smile.

Ross angled a wooden chair in
front of Oran’s desk. With blatant disregard for his surroundings,
he propped his boots on the polished desk, but the sight of the new
shine dampened his spirits. The lady gambler and this pompous
banker both owed him, and they’d both pay—in different
ways.

Atchison was the first to look
away. Thumping his chair forward, he folded his arms. “What the
hell do you want? I’ve told you never to come to the
bank.”

“Good enough to gamble with but
not good enough to be seen at your bank, is that it?” Ross’s voice
rasped, barely above a whisper. He was angrier at himself than at
Atchison for allowing the banker to needle him. A lifetime of being
shunned by the “genteel folks” had left its mark. Too vividly he
remembered how the good and charitable people had looked down their
noses when they rode up to the orphanage in their fine carriages to
bequeath their hand-me-downs to the less fortunate.

A gleam of satisfaction shone in
the banker’s eyes, but his voice remained gruff. “Of course you’re
welcome. It’s just that it would be bad for business if people
thought their banker couldn’t meet his gambling debts.” He curled
his thick lips over his teeth. “Tell you what, why don’t we
discuss—”

“Excuse me.” The mousy clerk had
inched open the door.

Oran’s bushy eyebrows lowered
until his eyes almost disappeared beneath them. “You know not to
interrupt me when I’m doing business. This better be
good.”

After several bobs of his Adam’s
apple, the clerk finally managed to answer. “There’s a young lady
here to see you. Said her name’s D’Evereaux. Said you’d be anxious
to see her—that’s why I interrupted you like I did.”

“Quit your damn prattling and
tell Miss D’Evereaux she’ll have to have an appointment,” Oran
snarled. “Be sure she understands I have no openings for the next
six months.” He didn’t bother lowering his voice.

The door closed. Ross would have
felt sorry for the clerk, but knew he’d just take it out on the
next hapless victim wanting to see Oran. “D’Evereaux. Isn’t that
the name of your partner?”

The banker rolled a cold cigar
stub between his fingers. “My former partner. He’s dead now.
Suicide. His daughter has the mistaken belief I owe her something.
Forget her. I have.”

Loyalty was a word Oran Atchison
didn’t know. Ross’s opinion of the banker nosed downward, but the
situation had nothing to do with him. “Believe me, I have no
interest in anything concerning you or this bank except the money
you owe me. I’m tired of waiting, Atchison.”

Another knock, louder this time,
interrupted them. Oran crushed his unlit cigar stub in a chipped
dish. “Don’t bother me!” he bellowed. His jowls quivered. Turning
his attention back to his first unwelcome caller, he said, “We
can’t talk here. Come to my house tonight, and we’ll settle up.
Mary’s having another one of her damn balls, but our business won’t
take long.” Again his lips curled over his teeth. “Hell, you and I
got a lot in common. We’ll work something out.” He extended a beefy
paw.

Ross ignored the outstretched
hand. He stood, staring down into Atchison’s pale eyes. “I can’t
abide cheats, and I won’t tolerate someone who tries to weasel out
of his debts. I’ll be at your home tonight—for my
money.”

~

The bank was familiar yet
unfamiliar—like a dream. Darkness and gloom prevailed. The room
bore no resemblance to the place she’d visited so often with her
father. The furnishings hadn’t changed, just the atmosphere—and the
clerk who perched on a stool behind the brass bars of the teller’s
cage.

“May I help you?” the
clerk asked, his tone implying she was one interruption too
many.

“I’m here to see Mr.
Atchison.”

“Impossible without an
appointment. Besides, he’s occupied at the moment.”

Nothing less than her father’s
reputation could have enticed her to enter the bank. Nothing short
of the hounds of hell could chase her away. Certainly not the
insipid little man who stood between her and Oran
Atchison.

Months of facing every imaginable
class of human across a gaming table had given Delilah a backbone
of steel. Her chin jutted forward. “Tell him Delilah D’Evereaux is
here.”

The clerk’s spectacles slid down
his nose. “D’Evereaux? Isn’t that—”

“Now!” The single word propelled
the clerk off his stool and across the room. Oran’s enraged bellows
drowned out the teller’s garbled explanation.

His face flushed a bright pink
when he faced Delilah. “He said you’d have to—”

“I heard what he said.” Delilah
shoved past the clerk. She pounded her fists against the
door.

The clerk’s mouth fell open. He
grabbed Delilah’s arm and dragged her toward the exit.

“How dare you handle me in such a
manner! I demand you release me.” Delilah couldn’t decide whether
to kick free from her ridiculous captor or try to salvage some
crumb of pride and leave under her own power.

Her decision was made when Oran’s
loud voice carried clearly through the door. At the mention of the
ball, Delilah formed a new plan. She kicked the clerk’s shin
hard.

“Ouch! That hurt,” he squeaked,
releasing her.

“Good.” She swept past him in a
flurry of skirt and silk petticoats. She didn’t slow down until she
was back at the hotel.

Delilah crashed the door open.
Startled, Lizzy poked her finger with the needle she was using to
darn a pair of stockings. “Why you got to enter the room like a
wild hog?”

“Sorry.” Delilah flung her
reticule toward the bed, then slumped into a green-striped
chair.

Lizzy resumed her mending.
“Judging by your behavior, I’d guess things didn’t go well at the
bank.”

“Things didn’t go any way. He
refused to see me. And the insufferable little runt working for him
threw me out.” From between clenched teeth, she recounted the
events at the bank.

“This what I expected, but you
wouldn’t listen to me. So now, you gonna give up this crazy idea of
repaying Oran? Perhaps it would be better if we went back on the
river.”

How a few short months could
change things. All of Lizzy’s dire predictions of the future had
failed to materialize, and now she was suggesting they return to
the river to gamble.

Indeed, the money to be made on
the river wasn’t bad. She and Lizzy had lived well for the past few
months. Her reputation had grown, right along with the rumors of
why she hid behind a veil. Tales that included everything from
being the widow of a wealthy land owner to a lonely, disfigured
outcast.

“I’m not ready to give up yet.
Besides, I haven’t been to a party in a long time. I think I’ll
attend the Atchison ball.”

Lizzy shoved
her mending aside and jumped to her feet. She clasped her
turban-wrapped head with both hands. “Ma
petite, why do you want to go where you
ain’t welcome?”

A bitter taste formed in
Delilah’s mouth. The thought of going near Oran Atchison’s home
repulsed her. “For one reason only—a chance to clear the D’Evereaux
name. I want another look at the ledgers Oran showed me when he
tried to prove Papa guilty. I was too upset that night to even
think, but there’s something strange about those
entries.”

“What do you plan to do? Go in
and demand that Atchison show you them ledgers? He wouldn’t even
talk to you. He for sure ain’t gonna welcome you
tonight.”

“I’m not looking for a warm
welcome,” Delilah snapped. She knew her plan was faulty and full of
danger. She couldn’t bear to hear Lizzy speak these thoughts out
loud. Shouting at Lizzy wouldn’t help anything, though. “Neither
Oran nor Mary will know I’m there.”

She withdrew the pins from her
hair and shook the heavy locks free. “I’ll wear my veil. No one
will recognize me. Once inside, I’ll go to Oran’s study and see if
the ledgers are there. If anyone sees me going upstairs, they’ll
think I’m on my way to freshen up. You’ll wait outside in the
carriage.”

Lizzy didn’t want to let it drop.
“What if you’re recognized? What will you do then? All you worked
for gonna be for naught.”

“I’ve thought about that, Lizzy,
but all I’ve worked for has been the clearing of Papa’s name. If I
turn my back on any opportunity to do that, then I’ve
failed.”

Lizzy’s mouth puckered. Delilah
knew the woman was far from satisfied, and she tried to reassure
her. “Like any good gambler, I’ll hedge my bet. I won’t get
caught—but if I should, I’ll say I’m there to repay Oran some of
the money he says we owe him. Since I was at the bank for that very
purpose today, he’ll believe me.”

Delilah stood, closing the
argument. “Please arrange for a carriage. A nice one. Try not to
worry. Nothing will happen. I just want another look at those
ledgers.”

Today had been hard on her and a
reaction set in. The muscles across her shoulders stiffened.
Delilah pulled the bell rope, summoning a hotel domestic. A full
evening awaited her. Perhaps a hot bath would soothe away the
tension.

~

Steam rising
from the brass tub in the center of the room greeted Ross as he
opened the door to his cabin. His nightly ritual included a hot
bath, and any cabin boy who forgot to bring scalding water did not
remain aboard The Golden Pearl
for long.

As always, Ross paused long
enough to admire his cabin. Miniature crystal chandeliers created a
yellow glow against warm wood. It wasn’t the opulence of the
furnishings that satisfied the gambler. It was the fact the room
was his—it belonged to him. He’d have been just as happy with a
shanty, as long as he could lay claim to it. He’d spent too many
years in an orphanage scrambling for clothes, a bed,
food.

Only a person’s thoughts and his
soul, if he had one, could be kept private. Ross didn’t think he
had a soul. For that, one needed innocence and a heart—both of
which he’d sealed off long ago. That was why the schoolgirl had
taken his breath away. One look into her eyes and his cynicism had
evaporated. She reminded him of things he thought no longer
existed. Things beyond his reach.

He scoffed at his thoughts. He’d
been right the first time. Innocence was a myth, and something he
certainly couldn’t afford. And a heart? Hell, he’d been empty
inside too long to believe he still had a heart in
there.

He picked up a cut glass decanter
and poured himself a generous drink of whiskey—the only warmth that
ever reached him.

Ross glanced into the empty
bedroom adjoining his. The gaudy decor never failed to jar him.
“That’s the last time I let a woman have free rein to decorate any
way she wants.”

The beauty who’d been his most
recent mistress might have been unable to warm his heart, but she’d
set his body on fire. At the sight of the empty bed, Ross felt a
longing stir deep in his loins. Somewhere along the snaky path of
the Mississippi, she’d slipped away. He hadn’t cared enough to stop
her.

He finished his
drink, stripped off his clothes, and sank into the tub of soothing
water. All he wanted tonight was to collect the money Atchison owed
him. In a couple of days, The Golden
Pearl would steam upriver, allowing him to
continue his search for the lady gambler. When he found her, his
bed would no longer be empty.

~

Luxurious white silk slithered
against her skin as Delilah slipped on the dress. She smoothed her
hand across the bodice, marveling at the nubby feel of hundreds of
tiny seed pearls. The high neckline and long tapered sleeves gave
the illusion of a schoolgirl once again.

All of her new gowns came with
matching veils. She sat still as Lizzy arranged the net over her
hair. Her eyes, cheeks, and nose disappeared behind the silver
cloud. Only her mouth was visible. If the Atchisons were expecting
her, they might recognize her. But since no one knew she would be
there, Delilah felt securely concealed.

The purpose of tonight’s charade
marred her enjoyment. Thus far, all of her plans to prove her
father’s innocence had come to naught. Perhaps tonight she’d find
the clue that would unravel the mystery.

Her gaze met Lizzy’s in the
mirror. “Tell me about that night again.”

“Why dredge up
the past, ma petite? It don’t do no good.”

Was she torturing herself
needlessly out of some sense of guilt, forcing herself to relive
the horrid details over and over? “There has to be something we’re
overlooking.”

Resigned to the ordeal, the
servant again recited the events that had transpired the evening
Barton D’Evereaux died.

Delilah let the words glide over
her, absorbing them. Something was hidden . . . an incongruity she
should recognize. The words pierced her consciousness. Her breath
caught in the back of her throat. “What did you just
say?”

Lizzy continued to stroke
Delilah’s hair. “After I went for help, I came back and
straightened the room. The bottle of brandy was on the floor, but
there wasn’t much left to spill. I picked up the bottle and glasses
and carried . . .”

Gray eyes locked with black ones
as the two women stared at each other. Comprehension dawned on
Lizzy’s face.

“Glasses? Papa came out and got
his brandy after Oran left. Why would there be more than one glass
in his study?”

Lizzy’s eyelids drooped lower
over her eyes as she recalled her every move that night. “I picked
up the bottle, put the stopper in. There was two glasses, one on
each side of the desk. Both glasses had brandy in them.”

This revelation was nothing
Delilah could tell the authorities. A black woman’s word would
hardly be proof. Lizzy’s story would be twisted and poked at until
the truth was shredded, but it vindicated Delilah’s
feelings.

“Papa would never have killed
himself. That’s even more ludicrous than thinking him a thief.
Someone was in the room with him when he died. That someone
embezzled the money and murdered Papa.”

The pieces began to fit together.
“You said you went to bed, Lizzy, so Oran could have come back
after he saw you put out the lights. He would have known Papa was
alone in his study.”

Lizzy gripped Delilah’s
shoulders. “I think your Papa was murdered, but ain’t no proof
Atchison did it. He’s powerful. You got to be careful of
him.”

An icy shiver overtook Delilah.
“Proof is what I have to have. God willing, that’s what I’ll find
tonight.”

Neither spoke again until the
black-lacquered carriage thundered across the circular drive in
front of Oran’s home. A perfectly matched team of bays pranced,
crushing the oyster shells beneath their hooves. She had no
intention of getting caught, but if she should, Oran would see that
indeed she had not starved on the streets of New
Orleans.

With assistance from the driver,
she disembarked, her skirt billowing about her ankles like dancing
snow.

“Everything will be fine, Lizzy.
Wait here.”

It took a moment before she could
face the Atchison mansion. The breath squeezed out of her. The
warmth and comfort she’d once believed she could find here was as
remote as the moon. Mary had treated her like a daughter then. What
type of reception would she be given tonight if her presence became
known?

If all went well, that was one
question that would never be answered. Delilah rapped on the door.
Her pearl ring glowed luminously in the light reflected from the
oil lamps hanging on either side of the twin doors.

The door swung open. A servant
ushered her inside. Delilah dismissed the man. “You may leave. I’ll
announce myself.” When he hesitated, unsure of what to do at this
unexpected turn of events, Delilah repeated, “I said for you to
leave.”

The old man had spent his life
obeying orders, no matter how little sense they made. He shuffled
away.

She was alone in the foyer.
Entrance to the house had been gained more easily than she’d hoped.
Blood pulsed through Delilah’s veins fast enough to create a roar
which she was afraid would be heard over the laughter and
music.

Exhaling slowly, she eased up the
stairs, expecting someone to shout at her to stop. Tingles chased
up and down her spine like hairy spiders. When she reached the
sixth step without being grabbed, Delilah lifted her skirt and
raced to the top.

The dimly lit study was exactly
as she remembered. She kept her memories at bay and went
immediately to the desk. Easing the drawer open, she rummaged
through the papers. After a moment, she realized what a mess she
was creating. Panic would get her nowhere. She resumed her search
in a more methodical method. She explored every inch of the desk.
Nothing. The ledger sheets were nowhere to be found. Was her every
effort to be blocked? Tears stung her eyes, but she refused to let
them fall.

A memory nudged at her
consciousness. She ran her hand along the underside of the desk.
The one in her father’s study had been similar to Oran’s. There was
a secret compartment where Papa would hide treats, knowing she’d
find them.

Delilah slid open the middle
drawer and carefully removed the contents. With a letter opener,
she pried loose the false bottom. The wood pulled free. Yes! There,
in a neat stack and hidden from the casual eye, lay the ledger
sheets.

She scanned the entries. The
writing did resemble her father’s with the neat scroll and flowing
letters. Each entry recorded small cash withdrawals—spread over
several months. None of the amounts were large enough to draw
attention by themselves, but all of them added together were
impressive.

What was it about the ledger that
had seemed strange to her? The handwriting might or might not be
her father’s. She trailed her finger down the page. The dates.
Several of the entries were for days when Papa had been visiting
her in Boston. The entries before and after each withdrawal had
been recorded by other bank employees, so the dates could not have
been forged. Proof that Papa could not have embezzled the
money!

~

Ross jumped from the carriage
almost before it stopped.

Two columns stood guard on either
side of massive oak doors. The gambler bounded up the steps two at
time and hammered the brass door knocker. The sooner he concluded
his business, the quicker he could leave. Preparing for the
unpleasant task of dealing with Atchison, Ross flexed his
shoulders, straightening his white linen jacket. The door opened,
and a servant, resplendent in red and gold house livery, ushered
him into a gleaming foyer.

The gambler’s gaze flicked over
the crowded room. Little cliques of guests clustered together,
jealously guarding their ranks from outsiders—except the women,
whose bold stares openly invited him.

What the hell was he doing here?
A few thousand dollars weren’t worth suffering through an evening
with people who determined a person’s worth by his status in
society.

Before Ross could leave, Atchison
swooped down on him. “Well, well! Glad you could make it.” The
banker draped a heavy arm around the gambler’s shoulder.

Not bothering to reply, Ross
dropped his gaze to the arm resting on his shoulder. The banker
withdrew his arm and stepped backward a pace.

“Do you have the five thousand
dollars you owe me?”

“You don’t waste time, do you,
Farrell?” All joviality vanished from the banker’s face. “I told
you we’d work out a deal. Five thousand dollars is a lot of cash. I
don’t just carry it in my pocket. Besides,” he gave a thin smile,
“a sharp businessman like you needs to invest his money. The bank
has foreclosed on several pieces of property lately. Why don’t you
consider becoming a land owner? I’ll make you a fine
deal.”

“I’m a gambler, a riverboat
gambler. That means I gamble on the river.” He spoke slowly,
enunciating his words clearly. “I don’t need land. What I do need
is cash. To be exact, the five thousand dollars you owe
me.”

The banker’s teeth clamped down
on his unlit cigar. Heedless of the ladies present, he spit the tip
onto the polished maple floor. “I don’t have five thousand dollars,
but I can pay you most of it.”

“I don’t want most of my money. I
want all of it. You’ve got fifteen minutes.” Ross didn’t issue a
threat. He didn’t have to.
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