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  “Garnet”


  is dedicated to the spirit, heart and wisdom of all women and to all those that love her.


  


  


  


  ~The spirit of a woman~


  


  Is softer than the morning breeze,


  Tough as nails and strong as steel,


  But flexible as the willow tree.


  


  The heart of a woman


  Is the foundation of humanity,


  Grander than the mountains high,


  But deep as the ocean blue.


  


  The wisdom of a woman


  Spans across all lands,


  Withstands all tests of time,


  And is never ending.


  


  Nancy B. Brewer


  


  


  


  The Cover Story


  


  The painting featured on the cover of Garnet was originally owned by the author’s great-great-grandmother. It supposedly was done by a traveling artist seeking lodging. The painting was placed in the back of an old clock. Although it survived a house fire, a portion of the image was destroyed by water damage and age. Ms. Brewer touched up the painting and designed the cover as a tribute to this unknown artist.


  


  


  


  


  Garnet is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to any persons living or dead is purely coincidental.


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter I


  The Thorn That Stole His Rose


  


  13 October, 1889


  I will begin by briefing you of myself. I have been reared for the whole of my life in the region of France overlooking the Loire River. My mother figure and guardian was my Auntie Vandra.


  There were more stately chateau in the valley; ours being not a fortress, but more on the human scale. Nevertheless, ours was far from humble and a fitting dwelling for our social class.


  I am not French; I am Romanian. Forgive that fact, for I speak fluent French as well as Romanian, Spanish, Italian and English.


  My father, a wealthy nobleman, left his homeland of Moldavia with the decline of the Ottoman Empire. When he was settled, he sent for his child bride, Rose. She set sail at once, accompanied by my father’s youngest sister.


  After years of marriage my parents had resolved that theirs would be a childless marriage. Then at last, she conceived. My father employed the finest physicians in the land; but sadly, my mother died shortly thereafter.


  My father refused me. I cannot blame him for detesting me. I was the thorn that stole his Rose. After my mother’s death, he returned to Moldavia, leaving me nameless. Before he left he entrusted Auntie with a magnificent gold necklace inlayed with garnets. He instructed her to present it to me on my 16th birthday. With the necklace in her hand, Auntie looked upon my face and named me Garnet.


  For years, I prayed that one day my father would return. I mastered my studies and refined my social graces. I vowed to make him proud of his only daughter and to beg his forgiveness. But, Auntie offered no encouragement, reminding me that my father was an old man and grieving old men do not live long. As the years passed I lost sight of the joyous reunion.


  As a child I never questioned who paid the servants or satisfied my every need. It was the way of things and as far as I knew, it would be that way forever. Once I reached the age of one and twenty, I began to ponder the origin of our seemingly relentless wealth. Little did I know that all was soon to change.


  I shall never forget the night of my awakening from my seamless world. Auntie and I had hosted a small dinner party. It was late when the last guest left and I took to my room to prepare for bed. As my dress fell to the floor, I was tantalized by my naked reflection in the mirror.


  I did not consider myself guilty of vanity as I gazed upon the image projected on my mirror. The flickering light of the lamp was not too dim to see the girl that had developed into a beautiful woman. I undid my dark hair, shook it loose and watched it slowly fall across my breasts.


  Suddenly the curtains blew open. Their long lacy arms reached out to me as if to say “come.” As I turned, the mirror revealed the curve of my backside. I imagined a lover watching my slender body walk across the room. The old wood floors still held the warmth from the autumn sun, but the wind foretold the coming of winter.


  It had begun to rain. My thoughts were only to close the window, but I was seduced by the beauty of the valley and the sensations of the cool mist against my bare flesh.


  For an undetermined length of time, I stood there pondering over the elements of my life, until at last sleep wooed me.


  I neglected my nightgown and lay upon the bed undraped. An unknown passion stirred inside of me. I desired something I had not received.


  The rain peppering down upon the roof served as a lullaby and I soon fell into a deep sleep. There is an old saying that a rainy night opens the gate to dreamland. Such was certainly the case that night.


  I dreamt I saw Auntie standing at the mouth of a long windy tunnel. There was a desperate look on her face. She was trying to tell me something important, but the wind swept her away. I tried to call out to her, but everything went black.


  I was awakened by a scratching sound at my bedroom door. I arose, slipped on my dressing robe, slowly opened the door and discovered Bella, my Auntie’s little dog. Assuming she was frightened by the storm, I lifted her up and tucked her into bed next to me.


  I was troubled no more with dreams and slept soundly. Just after dawn I was awakened by a sharp knock on the door. The intruder did not wait for me to answer before entering. I sat up quickly to see Auntie’s maid, Harriet, standing at the foot of the bed. She looked as pale as a ghost and her voice was stern, “Get dressed Garnet, you are needed downstairs.”


  I was slow to move and she clapped her hands. “Hurry, they are waiting for you in the main kitchen.” She turned quickly and disappeared out the door.


  I took no pains with my appearance, tucked Bella under my arm and stepped out in the hall. As I passed by Auntie’s bedroom, the door was closed. It was not unusual; she was a late sleeper.


  When I walked into the kitchen, the entire staff was there. I looked at their faces but their eyes were downcast. When Auntie’s advisor, Charles, stood up to speak, I knew. Auntie was dead. I felt my knees go weak and I fell to the floor.


  


  


  


  


  Chapter II


  False Friends


  


  Sometime later, I opened my eyes. My head was pounding. I panicked. I did not know where I was. I tried to sit up, but I felt a firm hand on my shoulder. “Lay still dear,” came the familiar voice of Harriet.


  When the cobwebs cleared out of my eyes, I realized I was lying on the sofa in the hall. Harriet raised her hand in the air and quickly Charles was standing by her side.


  “What happened?” I asked him, trying to read his mind.


  “The doctor will be down shortly to speak with you. Perhaps we should wait until then before we discuss the details.” He turned quickly. I could hear his heels clicking down the hall.


  I insisted on sitting up, even against Harriet’s wishes. It was then that I saw the entire staff hovered at the end of the hall, watching me. Their noses were red and their eyes misted with tears. I stood up and started walking toward them.


  As I neared, they drew up as if they were frightened of me. Harriet saw the inquisitive look on my face and took hold of my arm. “Garnet, this has been a great shock to us all,” she whispered. “Let’s go to the library and wait for Dr. Lowers.”


  When we walked by the servants, they darted through the kitchen door, like rats running from a cat.


  Harriet opened the door to the library and left to prepare a pot of coffee. She closed the door behind her and locked it. It was a most uncomfortable feeling, for I was not sure if she was trying to protect me or trap me.


  I paced the room, ran my fingers over the dusty shelves and opened a book or two. Then after what seemed like an inordinate length of time, I sat down. I laid my head back against the sofa and closed my eyes. For many years this room had remained the same. Even with my eyes closed, I would recognize it by its odor, a combination of musty old books and leather.


  The mind is peculiar. It will travel back across your past and settle on events without your consent. There in the dim light I recalled a trip Auntie and I took to Paris. We rode the French Rail from Orleans to the city. On the train were two women wearing black crepe garb and veils to hide their faces. Auntie seemed annoyed by my questions. While we were in Paris she bought me a so-called “mourning doll kit.” The doll was dressed like the women on the train and came with a small wooden coffin. That was her way of answering my questions.


  Auntie and I talked about many things, but we never discussed death or finances. At first, I was saddened by Auntie’s death, but my emotions soon turned to rage. Auntie should have prepared me for this! I knew nothing of funeral rituals or the duties of being mistress of the household. No wonder the servants looked upon me in fear. For all they knew, they might be kicked out on the streets. And for all I knew, I might find myself there beside them.


  My thoughts were interrupted when I heard voices in the hall. Seconds later, there was a sharp knock at the door and three persons entered: Harriet, Charles and Dr. Lowers.


  Harriet set a tray down upon the table. She poured coffee in the first two cups, but Dr. Lowers put his hand over the third cup, “Scotch if you please,” he said, even though it was only eight o’clock in the morning.


  Harriet drew back the silver coffee pot and rested it softly on the table. As if in a trance, she walked across the room, opened the liquor cabinet and poured a glass of Scotch. She handed the doctor the glass and sat down next to me. She said not a word, but I detected her hands trembling. When he had consumed it, he turned to look at me.


  “It was a good death,” he said, trying to smile. “She suffered not. She died in her sleep. It was most likely a stroke that claimed her life and as far as death goes, we should all hope for as much.”


  “Yes indeed,” Charles said, crossing his legs and leaning back against the arm of the chair.


  The doctor offered me medication to help me rest, but I refused. I would have liked nothing more than to take his medicine and let sleep offer me an escape. That was not an option, with so many uncertainties. I felt like a baby bird that had just fallen from the nest. I had to learn quickly and beware of my predators.


  “Very well,” said Dr. Lowers. “I have prepared the body and Harriet has dressed her hair. She is ready for you to view, Miss Dragos.”


  “We have left the selection of her burial attire to you, Garnet,” Harriet added. I realized it was expected of me and I nodded my head in thanksgiving.


  Dr. Lowers walked to the door, placed his hand on the doorknob and hesitated. “Charles, I trust you will be stepping up as Miss Dragos’ financial advisor.”


  Charles turned and faced me. “It is my desire, if that be to Miss Dragos’ liking.” Again, I nodded.


  “Charles, I assume Father Andrew will be appropriator of the funeral arrangements,” Dr. Lowers said.


  Charles looked at me and replied, “Yes, I think your aunt would approve.


  “Shall I stop by the monastery on my way into town to notify him?” he asked.


  “That would be most kind of you,” Charles returned.


  “Then I must be on my way. I will address my bill to your attention, Charles. Miss Dragos, my sympathies to you. Harriet, before I leave, may I see you in the hall?”


  Harriet quickly leaped from her seat and closed the large glass doors behind her. I strained to hear what they were saying, but Dr. Lowers’ words were still ringing in my ears. The doctor gave Harriet a small bottle. She slipped it in her apron pocket and proceeded down the hall.


  An hour or so later the priest arrived, followed by a visit from the undertaker. Father Andrew discussed the formality of the funeral. His kind manner was comforting.


  However, the undertaker’s visit was unnerving. It seemed he was more concerned with the “presentation,” as he called it, rather than the necessity of disposing of my dear Auntie’s body. He highly recommended that a host of professional mourners be hired. A wooden coffin would not do; it must be iron, adorned with brass and silver.


  With his departure, all the layers of the dead had been arranged. A hearse would be ordered, floral arrangements, a photographer and an artist to create a death mask. Lastly, it was determined the body would be laid out in the library for friends to pay their final respects.


  By that eve, I was sick with exhaustion. I refused dinner and went to my room to retire. Harriet came into my room quietly, prepared a toilet for me and combed my hair.


  Even without my permission, she had assumed the role of my maid. She left a tray with a glass of warm milk and a sweet roll. I was not hungry, but I was empty. It was filling and I slept.


  The next morning when I awoke the sun was high in the sky. My mind was in a fog and I could hardly arise without falling back against the pillow. I tried to stand, but I felt dizzy. At last, I managed to attend myself, but nearly fell off the chamber pot. I had slept an unnatural sleep, as if I had been drugged.


  Harriet must have been sitting right outside my door to have so quickly heard me stir. Her normal crisp white apron was replaced with a black one. She set a tray of food on the table. It was an expected breakfast along with coffee and a glass of milk. My eyes fixed upon the glass. Drinking the warm milk was the last thing I remembered the night before. Did Dr. Lowers give Harriet a sleeping tonic she infused in my milk? I decided to be careful with my trust in her.


  I watched her closely as she prepared my attire for the day. When I was a child, she performed this task. When I reached my teens, I was granted the privacy to dress myself. Now, it appeared that privilege had been taken from me.


  “Eat my dear,” she said, as she walked across the room to open the curtains. I ate the plate of food, but left the milk.


  “Garnet, shall I help you dress?” Harriet said, holding up a dark brown wool dress.


  “No thank you,” I answered. “That dress is too warm for the day; I will make my own selection.”


  She rested her hands on her hips and looked at me before she spoke. “Suit yourself, it is only temporary. Madame Louise will be up shortly for your fitting.


  “Fitting?” I asked.


  “Garnet, your mourning wardrobe. Madame Louise has been here since dawn. She has already dressed most of the servants. Well, all but Ellen’s— she is a big one,” Harriet said, smiling. “Hers will have to be a special order. It is going to cost a pretty penny to get enough fabric to wrap around that bun. “


  “Harriet, who is to pay for all of this?” I asked.


  “Charles will as always,” she replied, looking irritated.


  This time I walked in front of her to look her directly in the eye. “And where does Charles get the money?” I demanded.


  “Garnet, you will have to ask Charles that question. I am only the maid here and I have no business in the financial affairs of this estate!”


  I would have asked more, but the knock on the door halted the conversation. Harriet started to the door, but stopped and looked back at me. “Garnet, your aunt’s death was most unexpected. I am aware this is difficult, but there are certain things that will be expected of you. Trusting me will serve you well.”


  She opened the door and Madame Louise walked in, along with two young French girls. I could barely see their faces over the mountain of black garments they carried in their arms. Harriet motioned toward the bed and the girls unloaded their burden with a sigh.


  Madame Louise looked me over and then rummaged through the heap of dresses. She held up a black satin dress adorned with black beading. “Let’s start with this one, shall we?”


  I looked at Harriet and she nodded her head. Immediately, the two girls hovered over me and in a matter of seconds, they had unbuttoned, unpinned and disrobed me down to my chemise. Then as if I was only a mannequin, they hoisted the heavy black dress over my head. A hook was caught in a strand of my hair. They paid no mind to the pain it caused. When the hair broke and released the dress, they poked my arms through the sleeves and smoothed out the skirt. Then came the struggle to lace it. Anyone could have seen the dress was obviously too small.


  Madame Louise took over their position, “Take a deep breath darling,” she said, as she pulled tightly against the laces. She secured the dress and stepped back to take a look. “See, it is a perfect fit.”


  I was to spend that evening perched on the edge of a chair next to the coffin. It may have been the proper form of mourning for the rest of the world. Yet, I had not been spared a moment to myself nor allowed to shed a tear.


  One by one they came, dressed in their fine attire, dabbing their dry eyes with their dainty little handkerchiefs. What a mockery it was. Most that came could care less if she was dead or alive. They saw it as a chance to socialize and stuff themselves at the buffet. They knew not my name and many did not know hers.


  It was not surprising to see the numbers less at the church. “We must not think of this as a funeral mass, but the celebration of Christian burial,” the priest reminded me.


  I was bone cold with fear and loneliness and my teeth were chattering as the priest delivered his final words. “Dear Lord, may we all receive your spiritual nourishment as we pray in thanksgiving that our dear loved one has now entered the kingdom of heaven.”


  The coffin was closed and draped in a dark linen pall. The men lifted it up and carried it down the aisle. I followed behind the priest.


  In France, many things are done as of old. The funeral attendants were mostly women and children. The men waited outside to follow behind the funeral procession.


  Charles offered me his hand and I stepped up into the hearse. The sky was murky. My colorful world had turned gray.


  The driver cracked his whip and the horses started down their familiar road to the cemetery. I turned to view the paid mourners. They were nothing more than paupers dressed in black rags. I could hear their wailing and phony crying. They were a disgrace to themselves and to my poor Auntie’s body.


  By the time we arrived at the cemetery it was raining. I was thankful that God had provided a backdrop fitting for the day. An attendant holding a large black umbrella escorted me to the gravesite. Once the rain began, the false friends slowly melted away, leaving behind only the servants and one honest friend.


  My thoughts were so far removed that I had not heard Father Andrew’s final words. Charles tugged on my arm. “Garnet, Garnet, it is over. It is time to go home,” he said softly. My heels mired up in the mud and the hem of my dress was heavy with rain. I stumbled as Harriet and Charles guided me to the carriage.


  Next to a tree, I saw a man. He was hatless and his gray hair was wet and plastered to his head. Although I was certain he was a stranger, something about him seemed familiar. Our eyes met and he watched intensely as I climbed into the carriage. As the carriage rode away, he was still standing in the rain.


  


  


  


  


  Chapter III


  Aurochs


  


  Following the funeral, I had informed Charles that I wished to schedule a meeting with him. For three days, he avoided me. At last, I cornered him and insisted that he speak to me.


  He happily discussed the affairs of the servants and what grew in the garden. However, when I questioned him about the state of my financial affairs, he gave me flimsy answers and changed the subject. “Garnet, there is enough money for us, I mean you, to live comfortably for a very long time. That is, if it is handled properly. Take a look around you. That is exactly what I have been doing for the past 25 years. I don’t know why you insist on cluttering your pretty head with such matters. I would suggest you enjoy life and find yourself a suitable husband. Master Shelley has had eyes for you for quite some time. Surely you remember him?” The tone of his voice was flirtatious and his eyes wandered over my body.


  “Yes, I remember Robert Shelley. I don’t care for Englishmen,” I answered, and crossed my arms over my breasts. I found the conversation uncomfortable and I was angry that he would not address the issues I wished to discuss. I had little intention to humor him with foolish talk.


  “Garnet!” he called out, as I began to leave the room. “May I remind you that rich, handsome young men do not remain single long? What you may not fancy, I assure you others do. Shall I send him a dinner invitation?”


  “No thank you, Charles,” I said and left him standing in the hall.


  That morning, I took the carriage and went into town alone. I thought of shopping, but I realized I had no money. Auntie always had the money and we always came to town together.


  After a bit, I decided to park the carriage and walk down by the river. Auntie and I used to come to town often. Sometimes we visited the shops, but sometimes we would just sit and watch the fishing boats come in. It excited her to see what the catch of the day would be.


  Afterwards, we would go to our favorite cafe with the view overlooking the river. Auntie would order a bottle of wine and drink most of it herself. On those days, it meant I was to drive the carriage home while she napped.


  She was my only real friend. I never thought of her dying, leaving me alone with an inherited house full of servants.


  As I strolled the streets, the mixed aromas of food cooking made their way to my nose and my stomach had begun to growl.


  Auntie conducted business with Lawyer Bastille on First Street. My thoughts were to knock on his door and ask him for advice. I hurried toward his office, but a note on the door read “closed.”


  In despair, I made my way back to the carriage and stopped once more to gaze across the river. The Loire River is the longest river in France and I had yet to see where it ended. People called this valley, “The Garden of France.” Everywhere the eye looked there was beauty, from the olive green forests to the ancient castles sitting high upon the limestone cliffs.


  Indeed, it was beautiful. I could not help but wonder, was it more beautiful beyond? On the other hand, would I find it like the river that flowed before me—unpredictable and dangerous?


  On the way home, I was appreciative of my time alone. It had given me time to reflect over the last days. I decided my first step was to speak with Charles and demand access to all of my Auntie’s records. If he were not agreeable, I would come back to see Lawyer Bastille. Then I could determine the path before me.


  It was always peaceful in the country. The melody of birds singing and the horse hooves clicking was soothing. With the autumn sun draping over my back, I must have momentarily drifted off to sleep. I was brought back to consciousness when an image of my Auntie’s face flashed before me.


  Suddenly, I am reminded of the dream I had the night she died. It was not just a nightmare. Auntie was trying to speak to me from the grave. Somehow, someway I knew I must find a way to reach her.


  I parked the carriage and entered the house through the servants’ door. My heart was pounding, but I calmly walked into the kitchen. Ellen, the cook, looked up at me. “You have missed the noon meal,” she said, eyeing me for evidence of where I had been.


  “Yes, I know. Is there something for me now?” I asked.


  “Of course,” she said, and stopped her work. She opened the cupboard and in a matter of minutes, she set a plate of food in front of me. I tore open the bread and stuffed the block of cheese and the piece of dried venison inside. Sara watched but said nothing.


  I excused myself and started up to my room, hoping to recapture a vision of Auntie. In the hall I saw Charles approaching. I dropped my head intending to pass by without incidence. Charles called out to me, “Garnet, it is not wise to go out alone. I understand that I do not have control over you, but I cannot support your actions.”


  I thanked him for his concerns and started for the stairs. He took hold of my arm bringing me to a halt. “I have held off giving you this letter until after the funeral. It has been in my keeping for many years. It was your aunt’s desire that you receive it upon her death.” He handed me the letter, turned and walked away.


  Once in my room, I sat down at my desk to eat. I opened the envelope and took out the letter. I had expected it to be her final words of endearment and hoped it would offer financial advice. I would have considered the letter false had it not clearly been in her handwriting.


  


  Garnet,


  “Listen carefully to my words, child of the seventh generation. You shall find the secret chronicles of the Dragos beneath the seventh step leading to the west chamber. Protect it with your life; arm yourself with its words.”


  


  I stuffed the letter in a box under my bed, opened the door and stepped out into the hall. I was relieved there was no one watching me as I headed for the west chamber. It was not forbidden to me, but I rarely went there anymore. It was once my parents’ domain.


  I used to go there as a little girl and pretend that they were just away on holiday. I would talk to my mother’s painting hanging over the mantel and try on her dresses.


  When I came to the door leading into the west chamber I pulled on the door, but I could not open it. I feared it had been locked. I pulled harder and the door swung open, nearly knocking me to the floor. I assumed it was stuck from the years of being closed up. The steps were covered with cobwebs. I counted one, two, three, four, five, six and then froze before the seventh step. Slowly I pulled on the seventh step and it easily lifted up like a lid on a box. Before my eyes was a large book. My hands were trembling as I lifted it. It was heavy. The cover was worn leather and the gilded pages were sewn together.


  With the book in my hand, I climbed the balance of the stairs and opened the door to the west chamber. Strangely, there was a light burning in what was once my parents’ bedroom. I walked into the bedroom and before me was the bed where I was born and my dear mother had died. There was not a sign of life, but the room was clean and the curtains were open.


  I walked into the sitting room and there was a cup of cold coffee on the table and the remains of a recent fire in the fireplace. I knew someone had been there, but who? I wondered if this was where Charles kept Auntie’s records and her money.


  By the window was a desk. I pulled the curtains back and sat down. When I opened the book, I felt a chill run down my spine. On the first page was written, “The Chronicles of the Dragos Family.”


  I don’t know how much time may have passed as I turned each fragile page. There were records of births, marriages and deaths spanning back over 200 years. I felt my heart flutter when my eyes fell upon these words:


  


  The Curse of Aurochs


  The first of the Dragos by the name of Voltak came from the Hungarian country. He traveled many days and nights before he stopped to rest by the river Moldova. Voltak looked upon the hill and saw seven wild oxen. He picked up his bow and with the sure accuracy of just seven arrows, the oxen lay slain upon the hill.


  Much to his dismay, he discovered not oxen, but the bodies of seven men dressed in the hide and horns of oxen. An army of soldiers rode up and became witness to the seven men’s bodies lying in a pool of dark garnet blood upon the golden hill. Voltak took up his sword and prepared to battle for his life. Unbeknownst to him, he had killed the seven sons of a witch called Aurochs, who practiced dark magic. Voltak was taken to the city where he feasted with the noblemen and was rewarded with riches and a large tract of fertile land.


  The people rejoiced, but not the King’s prophet. He warned Voltak that Aurochs was a master of disguise and she would surely come to avenge the death of her sons. He gave Voltak for his protection a gold dagger studded with seven dark red garnets. Voltak was to wear this dagger on his girdle always. The dagger would remind Aurochs of her fallen sons and her powers would be temporarily weakened. Voltak was told he must act quickly and thrust the dagger through her heart.


  In the new land, Voltak became a rich man and sent for his brother to share his good fortune. Voltak desired nothing, except for a wife. Then one day into the village came a beautiful maiden and before a fortnight, Voltak had made her his bride. On the wedding night, he set aside the dagger to lay with his love. Once he fell asleep, she arose, drew up the dagger and thrust it through her lover’s heart. Alongside of Voltak’s body these words were written in blood:


  I, Aurochs, curse seven times seven the veins of those that flow the blood of Dragos. Now in my belly is your brother’s seed. Unto me, a son shall be born more powerful than I, and his seed shall be more powerful yet, until the seventh generation be most powerful of all. He shall seek and destroy the last of the Dragos blood forever.


  


  I could not control my trembling as I turned the next page. The balance of the book was a journal of disasters that had fallen upon the Dragos family over the last 200 years. All of these dates were in intervals of seven.


  My breath left me when I saw in my Auntie’s handwriting: Rose Beason Dragos, the seven-year bride of Victor Dragos, dies seven days after giving birth to baby girl. God be with the seventh generation and to all of us.


  It was the last entry in the book. I had just closed the cover when I felt a cold hand on my shoulder. I attempted to scream, when next the attacker cupped his hand over my mouth. I struggled to free myself, but he held me tight. “Garnet, I am not here to harm you. I will let you go, but you must promise not to scream,” he whispered.


  Slowly he released me and I turned quickly to look at him. Even in the dim light, I recognized his face as the man I had seen standing at the cemetery.


  I turned to run and he caught hold of my arm and held me by force. “Who are you and what are you doing here?” I demanded.


  “Quiet,” he said, putting his finger to his lips. “No one must know I am here!” he said firmly.


  Fearing for my life, I stood still as he commanded, even though I was looking for the first opportunity to escape. As he slowly released me these words left his lips, “I am Victor Dragos, your father.”


  I drew back and rubbed my arm where his grip had been. “My father is dead!” I said sharply.


  He smiled at me tenderly. “If that be so, then standing before you is a ghost.”


  “What can you say to prove yourself?” I asked him. He reached in his pocket and took out a small gold locket. Engraved was the name Victor Dragos.


  “So,” I said, “anyone can have a locket engraved however they please.”


  “Oh you are a true Dragos. We are not easily led astray,” he said, as he popped open the locket revealing a tiny picture of Auntie and on the other side a woman that looked like the painting of my mother.


  “How do I know you did not steal the locket from my father?” I asked.


  “I am a lot of things Garnet, but I am not a thief,” he replied.


  “No, Garnet, he is not a thief. He is your father and my brother,” came a voice from behind me. I turned quickly to see Charles standing in the hall.


  “Why don’t we all go in and have a seat,” Charles said calmly. “It is time you know the truth, Garnet.”


  I was to learn that my father had been hiding in the west chamber since my Auntie died. Slowly the pieces of the puzzle were revealed.


  My father’s family were believers of the curse of Aurochs, but my father thought it only nonsense. My Auntie and Uncle Charles never married to avoid parenting the seventh-generation child. My father married freely and was happy when he learned he was to be a father. The old superstition never crossed his mind until the curse raised its ugly head.


  Convinced now that the Chronicles of the Dragos were true, my brokenhearted father went back to Moldavia. He was a rich man and many things could be bought with riches, including those of the supernatural. He offered a large prize to any man, woman, priest, prophet, witch or sorcerer who could break Aurochs’ curse of the seventh generation. For 21 long years he had searched, but he had yet to find the answer.


  My father had denied my existence to all. Charles assumed a new name and came to France to protect me and manage the estate. If they could hide me long enough perhaps Aurochs’ curse would die. With Auntie’s sudden death, they could only pray that it was God, not the will of Aurochs.


  I had accepted that my father was dead. Finding out he was alive should have been a joyous discovery. The joy was overshadowed by the knowledge that the very blood in my veins was cursed from the day of my birth. I was overwhelmed with fear and disbelief.


  I looked at the two men sitting across from me. Yes, it was plain to see they were brothers. At that very moment I felt like my whole life had been a lie. I shuddered to think what secrets were still left untold.


  “Father,” I spoke up. Hearing the word “father” sounded odd to my ears. “What is expected of me?” I asked, bravely.


  He rubbed his eyes as if he was thinking deeply. He had just begun to speak when we heard a scream. Charles jumped from his seat and took off for the main house. I followed him.


  As soon as we stepped into the main house, we saw the cook lying motionless at the foot of the steps. Charles bent down by her side to check her pulse. He shook his head. “She is dead.”


  I heard screaming again. It was loud and mournful. It was coming against my will from my own throat. I collapsed to the floor weeping. I wept for Ellen, for Auntie and for myself. All of this was a terrible nightmare and I wanted to wake up.


  My screams brought my father out of hiding. When he saw Ellen lying dead, he knew the reason for my screaming. He stooped down, lifted me off the hard marble floor and helped me to a chair. By that time, all the servants were standing by watching.


  Charles tried to lift Ellen off the floor, but she was too heavy. He looked around the room. “Will someone please help me carry her to the sofa in the front room?” he asked. The servants stood frozen, so my father did the duty.


  Once the body was out of sight, Harriet helped me up the stairs to my room. “Her fatness is the very reason she is dead!” Harriet said angrily. “I told her yesterday, she best be careful running up and down those steps. With a fat belly like hers, she could not even see her feet.”


  Harriet opened my bedroom door and I walked in and sat down at the desk. She began to turn back my bed. I heard her mumble, “Things like this come in threes.”


  “What do you mean by that?” I asked, but she did not answer.


  “So, I see your father has returned,” she said, speaking in a fake cheery voice.


  “Yes,” I said, trying to study her face. “Did you know him before?”


  “Of course, he is my cousin, just like Ellen was my cousin.”


  “Cousin!” I said alarmed.


  Yes, I think it is two times removed or something of the sort,” she said, looking puzzled by my response. “My mother was a Dragos and she and Ellen’s mother were step sisters. It is not so strange dear. There are oodles of Dragos scattered here and there. That is, if they have not already all died out,” she ended, making a joke.


  “Let me help you get ready for bed,” she said, holding up my nightgown.


  “No thank you. I am not ready to go to bed as of yet,” I replied.


  “Well, I will be back up shortly to bring you a glass of warm milk,” she said, and opened the door.


  “Harriet!” I called out to her.


  “Yes, dear,” she said, looking back at me with raised eyebrows.


  “Be careful,” I said softly.


  “Don’t you worry about me,” she said, closing the door behind her.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter IV


  A Dark Reality


  


  Harriet closed the door softly behind her. Another death. First Auntie died of a supposed stroke and then Ellen falls to her death. It was all so unnerving.


  I sat down at the desk with my eyes fixed on the floor. My soul was cold and my mind ruminated over the events of the day. I had waited all my life for my father to return, only to discover his return would unveil a terrifying curse.


  It was as if someone had stolen my good life and replaced it with a dark reality. My mind searched for an escape, but every avenue I could possibly consider was blocked. Before my father showed up, my plans were to employ Lawyer Bastille to settle the affairs of my aunt. As her only living relative, her estate would obviously be awarded to me. The tides had changed. My father had returned and I discovered a houseful of relatives.


  Even if I had a purse full of money, I had no knowledge of travel. Auntie had always made all the arrangements. I walked over to the window and looked out across the garden. Once this chateau had been my haven, but over the last seven days it had become my prison.


  I thought of jumping from the balcony to my death, but according to the church that would mean I would spend eternity in hell. I had but one choice—to face the unknown.


  It was well beyond the hour of midnight and I needed sleep. I began to ready for bed, but I felt uneasiness as if someone was watching me. I put out the lamp and began to undress in the dark. Just as I slipped off my dress, I heard a crash and the sound of breaking glass. I was half-naked and petrified with fear. I tried to listen for the predator’s approach, but my pounding heart was deafening. I said a prayer and waited for my doom.


  “Garnet,” I heard a voice call out. “Are you alright?”


  By then my eyes adjusted to the dark. I realized that I had knocked over a vase. “Yes, Harriet. I am fine. I broke a vase,” I called back.


  “Do you want me to help you clean it up?” she asked.


  “No, I will take care of it,” I said, reaching in the drawer for a box of matches to light the lamp. When the room lit up, the pieces of broken glass were shining like diamonds scattered over the floor.


  In my bare feet, I carefully scooped up the glass. When I was satisfied my path was clear, I picked up the lamp and started for the bed. I had taken only a few steps when I felt a sharp pain in my foot. I hobbled over to the bed and plucked out a large sliver of glass. Blood began to pour from the incision. I sat motionless watching my blood leaking onto the wooden floor. It was the blood of the seventh generation. It was red, like dark red garnets.


  My mind exploded with irrational fear. “This was the curse,” I told myself. “This small wound was sure to become poison and spread its evil throughout my veins, until I weakened and died a horrific death.”


  My stomach started to quiver. I began to cry complicated tears. I was lost in my sorrows and fearful of the things recently revealed to me. With my arms wrapped tightly across my chest, I rocked back and forth and wailing poured from my lips. I had seen the mentally insane on the streets do the same. Now I understood the power of despair.


  I might have been lost in that state forever had Harriet not come running back into the room. She saw my bleeding foot and dipped a rag in the water basin. She knelt before me and cared for the wound. “See, Garnet, it is only a small wound,” she said, in a soft motherly voice.


  “No, no, it is the curse,” I replied, before I collected myself.


  “So they have told you about that old curse?” she asked. I nodded and she laughed at me. “Foolish girl,” she said.


  I looked at her through my tears. I wondered what she meant. Was I a fool or was the curse just foolish talk?


  “Sit still, I will be right back,” she said, after wrapping my foot in a towel.


  She hurried out of the room, leaving me mopping my tears. I felt a draft and noticed she had left the bedroom door open. I glanced back at my foot and lifted the towel. It had stopped bleeding. I took a deep breath, thinking I had indeed been a fool.


  I thought I saw a dark shadow. The lamp flickered, and I turned quickly. I expected to see Harriet, but there was no one. I could have easily screamed, but I heard Harriet’s voice outside. “No, no, she is fine, nothing serious,” she said speaking to some unknown person. I heard footsteps in the hall and a woman’s deep voice. The voice was muffled, but it almost sounded like Ellen.


  The hall fell silent and seconds later she entered. “Here we go,” she said and began to wrap up my foot. It was unnecessary, but I was grateful for her attention.


  “Harriet, who were you speaking with?” I asked.


  She paused and then replied, “Mary, she brought me the bandage.”


  “But, I thought I heard...,” I stopped, at the risk of being called foolish again.


  She jumped to her feet without regaining eye contact. “Garnet, by the morning you should be as good as new.”


  “Thank you,” I said, and slipped into bed, signaling I wished her to leave.


  She picked up the lamp and walked toward the door. “Would you like a dose of my sleeping tonic? Dr. Lowers assures me it is safe.”


  I politely refused it, but it was confirmation she had drugged me the night of my aunt’s death.


  I laid in bed and closed my eyes tightly and tried to concentrate on my Auntie’s face. I tried to hear her voice in the creaking of the floor or the scratching sound of a wind beaten tree limb against the window.


  I am not sure the hour that sleep claimed me. I did not rest peacefully, but dreamed for most of the night. It was not visions of my Auntie, but of a huge man-like oxen. The beast chased me down the streets, often coming close enough for his great horns to pierce my back.


  I was relieved when I awoke just at the breaking of day. I walked over to the door and peeked down the hall. It was quiet, not a soul was stirring. I feared I might find the whole household dead.


  I dressed myself, sat down at the desk and took out a sheet of stationery. I needed to reach out to someone. I recalled Charles’ words, “Robert Shelley has had eyes for you.”


  It was not in my character to solicit men. However, even at the risk of being considered inappropriate, I forgot etiquette and composed a brief letter.


  


  Dear Mr. Shelley,


  I am sure you have heard of my Aunt’s most unexpected death. As if her death was not shock enough, the father I assumed dead has at last returned home. I was soon to learn that Charles is my father’s blood brother. Charles (or Uncle as I now address him) spoke highly of you. With concern for my well-being, he suggested that we might pair as likely friends. If you find this thought favorable, I will be happy to receive you for tea.


  Sincerely,


  Garnet Dragos


  


  With the letter in my hand, I stepped out into the vacant hall and made my way downstairs. I was relieved to see Mary coming from the kitchen. She had not been with us long, but I considered her trustworthy. “Mary, make sure this letter is delivered to Mr. Shelley today.”


  “Yes Madame,” she replied, and slipped the letter into her apron pocket.


  “Have you seen Harriet this morning?” I asked.


  She answered, “no Madame.” I stood looking at her for a moment, not because I needed something, but I wondered what to do with myself. She looked at me confused, gave a slight curtsey and left to continue her morning duties.


  I directed myself toward the kitchen, but I halted when I heard footsteps behind me. “Garnet!” called out my father. “I need to see you at once in the library.”


  His face was stern and he expected me to follow. Even though he was my father, there was an air about him I had begun to dislike. I decided to disobey. I would not be ordered around in my own home. If he wished to speak to me, he could wait until after I had breakfast. And then he would have to ask nicely.


  In disregard of his request, I went directly to the kitchen, where I expected to find Harriet. The kitchen was cold and there were no servants to prepare food. I saw a pot of coffee on the stove, poured myself a cup and began rummaging through the cupboards.


  “Garnet!” came a sharp voice. It startled me. The cup flew out of my hand and landed on the floor breaking into pieces.


  “What is it, Charles,” I replied, curtly.


  “Your father asked to speak to you and you will not keep him waiting.” Before I could respond, he took hold of my arm and led me to the library. When we entered the room, his demeanor changed. “Have a seat dear,” he said politely.


  I looked at him and he smiled. I did not like this new show of power. I sat down quietly, with thoughts in my head of seeing Lawyer Bastille to discuss my rights. As to not show my hand, I smiled sweetly at both men. “What is the problem, do tell?”


  Charles closed the door. “Garnet, Harriet is dead,” he said softly.


  “That is impossible. I just saw her last night!” I said, raising my voice.


  “Please keep your voice down. We do not want the servants to hear about this,” Father spoke up. “For all outside appearances it looks as if she has overdosed on her sleeping tonic. But, for the Dragos family, we know differently.”


  “Do we?” I asked, showing my distrust.


  “I am not going to debate this issue with you at this time, Garnet,” Father said, standing to his feet. “Your safety is my main concern. I have made arrangements for you somewhere that you will be safe.”


  “Where?” I demanded.


  “Do you not understand that even these walls have ears?” he said sharply. “You will find out in due time.”


  He then turned to Charles. “See that she is packed and ready to go in a half hour. I will have the carriage waiting.” Without another word, he left the room.


  I started to leave on my own accord, but Charles caught hold of my arm. “I will walk you upstairs,” he said, pinching my arm until tears filled my eyes.


  I became his hostage. We walked side by side up the stairs. We passed Mary on the stairway and she looked at us suspiciously. “Is something wrong, Madame?” she asked, looking down at me. Before I could speak Charles answered, “Her father is taking her on a little holiday. Nothing like a change of pace to perk up the spirits.”


  “Yes, indeed,” she agreed, still looking directly at me. “Where is Madame going?” she asked.


  “Oh, it is all going to be a big surprise,” Charles joked. “Hurry on, Garnet, let’s not keep your father waiting.”


  We walked down the hall and Charles opened the bedroom door. He took out his watch. “I will be waiting outside for you.”


  I looked out the window and I saw the carriage out front. My father was a stranger to me and I felt as if I was being kidnapped. Quickly I packed a bag. Before leaving, I looked back over the room where I had grown up. I wondered if I would ever return. Charles knocked on the door. “Garnet, are you ready to go?”


  “One moment please,” I called back. I dropped down to my knees and reached under the bed for a velvet box.


  “Garnet, it is time to go!” demanded Charles again.


  “Coming,” I called back. I opened the box and fastened the garnet and gold necklace around my neck.


  I walked down the stairs slowly, considering going into a rage for all the servants to see, but then I thought of the curse. Harriet had said these things come in threes. Was she number three? Would I be number four?


  I stepped up into the carriage. Father looked at me and his eyes fell upon the necklace. “Beautiful,” he said, as if he had never seen it before.


  As the carriage pulled away, I looked over the gardens, trying to imprint the vision in my mind. I wished more than ever I could reach my Auntie.


  


  


  


  


  Chapter V


  Destination Unknown


  


  Father stared straight ahead. If the horses slowed down, he would crack his whip and force the poor beasts onward. I knew this ragged road well. It was the road to the village. A driver had to make graceful turns or else he might find his rig tumbling down the side of the cliff.


  I held onto my seat and cried silent tears. I feared for my life, contemplated the uncertainty of my future and mourned the loss of my freedom.


  It was only by the grace of God that we reached the valley below. On the outskirts of town, I had begun to smell the savory smell of sausages cooking. I was reminded that I had not eaten since yesterday. Father stopped the carriage abruptly, “We should stop here and get a bite to eat before we head north.”


  “North?” I asked.


  “Shh,” he scolded me. “You never know who or what might be listening. We shall not speak of our destination until it is safe to do so. Do you understand me, Garnet?” he asked, looking at me with piercing eyes.


  “I suppose,” I replied respectfully. Still, I refused to take his arm as we walked up the street. We stopped at the first cafe and my father ordered for both of us. The food was appealing, but I found it hard to swallow for the lump of tears in my throat.


  He tried to engage me in conversation about the weather and how much the city had changed. He was polite to the wait staff and smiled at the people passing. I am sure for all outside purposes, we appeared to be enjoying a normal day’s outing. There was nothing to enjoy and the day was anything but normal. Normal days do not enfold death, curses and the supernatural.


  When we had finished our meal, Father was anxious to leave. To my right I noticed a man staring at me. I lowered my eyes as we walked by, but he called my name. I then realized it was Mr. Bastille, Auntie’s lawyer. He stood up to address me. “Miss Dragos, I am sorry to hear about your aunt’s death. I was quite fond of her.”


  My mouth was ready to speak and my lips parted, but Father stepped out in front of me, “Yes, things like this are hard for all concerned,” he said coldly.


  Mr. Bastille looked confused. He tilted his head to look around my father. When his eyes met mine, I nodded slightly.


  “Good day, sir.” Father said. He then took hold of my arm and quickly directed me out the door. “Who is that man?” he asked, looking at me as if I was guilty of a crime.


  “He was Auntie’s attorney. Am I not even allowed to speak on my own behalf?” I raised my voice, which caused two women passing by to look at us suspiciously.


  “Garnet,” he whispered. “I think you know what is at stake here. The last thing we need is some nosey lawyer snooping around. You must control yourself.”


  He attempted to take hold of my arm, but I jerked quickly away. A man walking into the cafe stopped. “Something wrong, Madame?” he asked.


  Father was quick-witted with his reply. “She is just like her mother, God rest her soul. This one is just as independent, with a mind of her own.”


  The man shook his head and laughed. “Got a daughter like that of my own.”


  Smiling, Father took hold of my arm. “Shall we go, dear?”


  He kept a tight grip on me as we walked quickly back to the carriage. I reluctantly stepped up on the first step, wishing I could break loose, run back and ask Mr. Bastille to help me. He must have recognized the look of flight in my eyes and gave me a light push. “Hurry,” he said, and closed the door behind me.


  Then as before, he drove hard and fast for what seemed like hours. We traveled through village after village. Slowly everything that was once familiar began to fade, replaced by rough roads and hillsides sparsely decorated with thatch-roof houses.


  It was late in the month of October and as the sun went down, I started to tremble. I took out my watch, but between the bouncing and my nervous anticipation, I was unable to read the dial.


  After hours of rough travel and a full bladder, I screamed out as we approached the last village. “We have just got to stop or I will go mad!”


  “Relax darling,” Father said, looking at me almost mockingly. “This is where we will catch the ferry.”


  “Ferry?” I asked.


  “Yes, soon I will tell you the entire plan. Garnet, I know all of this has left you piqued. I appreciate you not getting testy with me. I have gone to great length and expense to protect you from Aurochs’ curse. This is all for you.”


  He said nothing more and turned down a road leading to a small dock. He parked the carriage. “Over there,” he said, and pointed to one of the weather-beaten buildings. “Ask for Nell and tell her your name is Margo. She will take you to freshen up and then you may order us something to eat. I will be in after I make our arrangements.”


  He seemed unconcerned of my welfare and left me sitting alone in the carriage. I sat there until he disappeared inside one of the adjacent buildings. I had little choice but to follow his orders. I climbed out of the carriage on my own, which reminded me of his increasing ill manners. I gathered my skirt up around my knees and treaded across the wet, sandy road.


  I cautiously stepped up on the porch wondering who or what might be inside. I stopped for a moment taking notice of a mother dog lying on a dirty blanket nursing a litter of pups. The flies swarming over the feed bowl of cut-up meat scraps turned my stomach. The sight made me think of Auntie’s poor little dog. I hoped someone was taking care of her at home. If I thought I could have found my way home, I would have run back to the carriage and taken off.


  I felt it was hopeless and turned back to the fingerprinted door. It was heavy and it took all my strength to open. When I stepped inside, the door slammed behind me and nearly knocked me down.


  The unexpected bang caused every head to turn my way. The place reeked of fishermen and sin. In the dim light, I saw a few women with dresses drooping down, exposing the better part of their breasts.


  I had never been in a place like that and it took a moment for me to regain my composure. Slowly I walked up to the bar and asked for Nell. The man behind the bar shouted out, “Nell, you expecting a new girl?”


  Around the corner came a middle-aged woman. She was tall, broad-shouldered with gray hair bobbed off midways of her ears. I could have easily mistaken her for a man.


  “You must be Margo?” she asked, eyeing me up and down.


  I hesitated, but as directed, I said, “yes.”


  “I bet you need to piss and wash the road grime off before you commence to eat.” Her comment was vulgar, but she was right. “Follow me,” she said. The men went back to their eating and drinking. Only a few looked up as we crossed the room.


  A man sitting by the door spat a wad of tobacco out on the floor in front of us. “Dammit Hugo!” she said, and kicked the wad under the table with her bare foot. “We have a lady here tonight and she does not want to walk through your filthy spit.”


  Nell held back a black curtain for me to enter into an unknown darkness. She came in behind me and touched my shoulder. “Wait, I will turn on the light.” In a split second, the hall lit up by a single light bulb hanging from the ceiling. It was unusual for such an establishment to have electricity. She saw the look on my face and laughed. “Straight out back is the washhouse,” she said, pointing to the open door at the end of the hall. “Take your time.” Before I could answer, she was gone.


  I slowly walked down the brick. As soon as I stepped outside, I could hear the ocean. I thought it must be the North Sea. Yet for all I knew, we could have traveled south and now faced the Mediterranean. How I wished I had a better sense of geography.


  It was not clean, but still I was relieved to find a toilet and a pump for water. I took out my handkerchief and washed over my face. There was a foggy mirror hanging on the wall and I stopped for a glimpse of my reflection. My face was worn and my eyes dull. The only thing reflecting light was the garnet and gold necklace around my neck. Thinking of the clientele inside, I slipped it off my neck and dropped it in my purse. It was my only valuable; heaven forbid it be stolen.


  When I returned I saw my father seated at a table with a bottle of wine. He motioned for me to join him and a young woman came out and set a plate of fish and potatoes down in front of us.


  We ate the food and once the wine was drunk, he ordered another bottle. “Now Garnet, I shall explain the plan. Nell has a nice estate home just over the waterway. She has agreed to take you in for awhile.”


  “For how long?” I asked, biting back the tears. It was hard to imagine this harsh woman having a home fit to take in guests.


  “Oh, only for a couple of weeks, maybe less,” he said, pouring himself a glass of wine. “I am on my way to Paris to meet with a cousin. He is confident he has discovered the secret to break the curse forever. As soon as the curse is broken, I will come back for you.”


  “Does Nell know of the curse?” I asked.


  “Oh no. She must know nothing, not even your real name. If your name is so much as mentioned, the wind will carry your location to Aurochs’ keen ears. Make no mistakes, she is angered by your disappearance. She does not like to be tricked and she will seek a revenge greater than this family has ever seen.”


  He leaned across the table and held the wine bottle over my glass, but I shook my head. I did not know what the balance of this day would reveal and I needed a keen wit.


  “What if she asks questions?” I asked.


  “I am leaving you here on the pretense of exiling you from an undesirable suitor. Your name is Margo Delancy. She needn’t know anything more.”


  The conversation came to a halt when Nell came over to the table. “Well, if you travelers have had your fill of my food and wine, it is time to leave.”


  “By all means. It is getting late,” Father said. “Margo, go with Nell and I’ll get your things out of the carriage.”


  Nell smiled at me and I stood up. “Good-looking girl,” she said, winking at my father. “I find girls like her are mostly trouble,” she said in a serious tone, looking back at my father.


  “Not this one. You’ll have no worries with her. Right Margo?” he asked, encouraging an answer from me.


  “I am told I have an agreeable disposition,” I replied.


  “Well, see that you stay that way,” Nell said, reaching over and giving my bottom a pat.


  Father left for the carriage and I followed Nell out to the waterfront. As we approached, I could see a faint figure of a girl standing on the dock.


  “Did you get all those pots scrubbed?” Nell asked sharply.


  “Yes Ma’am,” she replied.


  Nell moved closer and towered over the girl. “Did you clean up the kitchen and mop the floor?”


  “Yes Ma’am, everything is in order,” she spoke up, this time in a louder voice.


  Nell backed up a bit. “Good. Then I will not be in raw sorts in the morning when I come back to this hell hole, right?”


  “Yes Ma’am, I mean no Ma’am; you will not be in raw sorts.”


  Nell turned to me, “This is Arlene. She’ll get you settled in when we get home.”


  “Arlene is your daughter?” I asked.


  Nell let out a laugh, but it was not filled with joy. “I ain’t got no children. I ain’t ever been close enough to a man to get the job done. The only thing I want to see coming out of a man’s pants is his money.”


  She reached in her pocket and took out a cigar. She lit it and turned to face the water. It was awkward standing there with the two of them. Were they to be my new family? If so, for how long? I feared that the time would not pass quickly at Nell’s house. I was already homesick.


  Seconds later Father came walking up with the ferryman. We were the only four souls that boarded that night. In the count was my father, who was a soul on a mission. Then there was Nell, the angry soul. Lastly, Arlene and myself were just two lost souls.


  


  Across the moonlit channel we sailed.


  The sea is the earth’s ever-changing jewel,


  By day it is gaily dressed in shades of sapphire,


  And rolls onto the shore like a child laughing at play.


  By night, it is sadly dressed in onyx and amethyst.


  It is mysterious and its depth of loneliness unknown.


  Yet, softly it calls and woos us,


  Just like a lover’s song.


  


  


  


  


  Chapter VI


  Margo


  


  When I awoke the next morning, I looked around the room. What I was hoping had been only a horrible dream was real.


  Arlene had led me to the room by the light of a candle, which had burned down to a waxy lump on top of the dresser. With the glory of the morning light, I was alarmed to see my surroundings.


  The last thing I remembered about the night before was stretching out on the shabby iron bed to rest for a bit. I would have preferred a chair, but there was not one. I laid there in the dark, with my eyes wide open, straining to listen to the muffled voices of my father and Nell downstairs. I had full intentions to stay awake all night, but sleep overcame me.


  The dreadful room did not even offer its guest the hospitality of a simple washbasin or chamber pot. I stood up and smoothed out the wrinkles in my skirt. My insides were as cold and hollow as the sparsely furnished room. With my arms wrapped around my chest, I walked across the floor to peer out the only window.


  From my bird’s eye view, my eyes spanned across the estate. It was not a surprise that I discovered the grounds were in the same unkempt state as my room. The climbing rose bushes with scattered late bloomers proved that beauty once lived here. However, the long witch-like arms of intertwining vines strangled their splendor.


  This place reeked of death with outbuildings collapsing inward and farm equipment rusting in the sea air. Yet, there was life here and I could hear it stirring downstairs. I took a quick look in the dresser mirror. My face was hanging as if someone had stolen the flower of my youth in my sleep. Since Auntie’s death, it seemed like everything was slowly sucking the life out of the body that hauled my soul. Perhaps, Garnet Dragos was dead. Would she be forever lost to the world as Margo Delancy?


  I looked around for my bag and found it sitting on top of a bale of hay behind the door. When I reached for it, I jumped back as a mouse ran across the floor.


  Quickly I brushed and pinned up my hair. I had made up my mind. I would insist that my father take me home. I would have just soon as faced the curse than spend another night in that place.


  I hurried downstairs and followed the direction of voices, which delivered me to the kitchen. Arlene was standing over the stove preparing food and Nell sat at the table with her head down. “Nell, I would like to speak to my father at once. Please direct me to him,” I demanded.


  “I’ll be happy to. Go out to the edge of the water and jump in. He has been on the ferry now for about half an hour. If you are a good swimmer you might catch up with him, if you don’t drown first,” she answered, in a profane tone.


  I cleared my throat. “Well, when did he say he would be returning?” I asked.


  “He didn’t say. He left me money for your room and board for a month. If he ain’t back by then, you can trade out your keep, like Arlene. If that does not suit you, you can jump into the ocean for all I care.”


  Arlene was standing behind her and stopped what she was doing. She looked like she wanted to say something, but instead she looked up at me. Her eyes were teary like that of a mistreated child.


  “I see. Well if my father has paid for my room and board, then I will have to demand better accommodations. At the very least, clean bed linens and toilet accessories,” I said, standing my ground.


  “Arlene, seems like things ain’t fancy enough here for our lady. After breakfast, see if you can move one of the old cows out of its stall and give it to little Miss High and Mighty here,” Nell said, letting out a cackling laugh. She pulled out the chair next to her and motioned for me to sit down. “Why don’t you just make the best of things, like the rest of us here? Life ain’t no bowl of cherries.” I thought for a brief moment I detected a slight hint of compassion.


  Arlene set a plate of food in front of me. I ate the apples and fried bread, but left the Boudin Noir. Nell looked at me. “Do you have something against the cooking here?”


  she asked.


  “No,” I replied. “I am sorry, but I do not care for blood pudding.” Nell reached over, took my plate and set it down on top of her empty one. Without saying a word, she polished off the remainder of my food.


  When Nell finished her gluttonous display, she walked over and stood close to Arlene; so close that her lips nearly touched the back of her neck. “I am going out to tend to the animals. I’ll see you in your room in about an hour,” she whispered.


  “Are we not going to work today?” Arlene asked, as if she was hopeful of such.


  Nell looked at her angrily, then slapped her across the back, “Stupid girl, today is Sunday. How many times do I have to tell you, there ain’t no fishermen in the village on Sundays?” Arlene moved away from Nell nervously and occupied herself with clearing the table. “An hour Arlene, don’t keep me waiting,” Nell said, as she walked out of the room.


  For a few minutes, nothing was said between us. I got up to leave, but Arlene called out to me, “Margo, I can bring you some clean bed linens and some other things for your comfort, but it will be after lunch before I can find the time.”


  “Thank you,” I replied. I had a feeling she needed a friend as badly as I did.


  Arlene smiled at me and took off her apron. “The washroom is across the hall from my room. If you like, you may borrow my bathing dress. It is hanging on a hanger behind the door. This time of year you might find a dip in the ocean most refreshing.” Before I could reply, she darted out the kitchen door.


  I sat there for a moment longer, before I went in search of the washroom. Much to my surprise, I found the room to be pleasantly clean. On the windowsill was a vase of lavender and next to the bathing tub was a rack of freshly laundered towels. I was happy to see running water was available.


  The ocean breeze coming through the window was inviting and I decided to take her offer of the bathing dress. The fit was fine, but it was heavy wool and the style was unflattering.


  In the back of the house, I found a well-beaten path. I followed the smells and sounds of the ocean to the edge of the cliff. From my vantage, it was as though I was standing on the edge of the earth. The salt air tossed my hair angrily across my face. I took a great breath and closed my eyes, allowing the sea vapors to fill my head. Yes, Father had chosen a worthy place to hide me; a place hidden from mankind and a place where not even the curse of Aurochs or her son could find me.


  I felt that if I stood there for a period longer I would vanish into the landscape. I took the flight of steps embedded into the hillside down to the beach. Walking down them was not an easy task. They were steep and slippery and the handrails were rickety. When I reached the last step, I sat down and removed my shoes, so that my feet could sink into the soft warm sand.


  For several hours, I walked the shore, seeing in the distance only a few cottages and an occasional boat bobbing up and down in the ocean. It was easy to find my way back, for my footprints were the only ones in the sand.


  There was a chill in the air, but as Arlene had said, I found the ocean was refreshing. If it were not for the sad state of my domestic dwelling, I could have found peace in that solitude until my father returned.


  The bathing dress was dry by the time I arrived back at the house. With soft steps, I crept back in the house and returned it to its hook in the washroom. It was a delight to bathe and wash the salt out of my hair. With my wet hair hanging loose, I stepped out in the hall.


  There was a warm smell of something cooking in the kitchen. My small breakfast was long gone and I was hungry. Feeling hopeful, I opened the kitchen door. On the stove was a pot of unattended beans boiling over. I grabbed a cloth and set the pot aside. If this was lunch, I felt entitled to it, since my father had paid for my room and board. I looked in the cupboard, took out a bowl and dipped out a reasonable-size serving.


  After eating, I investigated the first floor of the house. The fine dining room led into the parlor, which consisted of an upholstered settee and two matching armchairs. The dark velvet curtains allowed only a small slice of sunlight to sparkle through the dust particles. When my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I saw a painting of a beautiful woman hanging over the mantel. She was dressed in the old-world style with an expression of nobility on her face. For some time I stood below her staring into her glazed eyes.


  Across the hall was an impressive library with shelves of fine literature. In the center of the room was a grand piano, which convinced me that this house was once home to an elegant family. I contemplated who the family could have been and if Nell was a remnant of that past.


  The clock struck two, which reminded me of Arlene’s promise to visit my room. Any bit of comfort she might offer I was eager to accept. Hoping I had not missed her, I hurried down the hall. Just as I passed Arlene’s room, the door opened and Nell stepped out, causing me to gasp.


  I held my head down and tried to pass by her without eye contact, but she put her thick arm up against the wall to block my passage. “What’s the matter, Margo?” she asked, knowing I was embarrassed seeing her standing before me naked from the waist up.


  It was not only her hanging massive bosoms that I found shocking, but also, the engraved ink drawings covering the majority of her torso.


  “Have you never seen a woman with tattoos?” she asked.


  “No Ma’am, I have not,” I replied. In fact, until that moment I had never seen anyone with tattoos. My only knowledge of such was from books.


  She spun around quickly to show me her back. Every inch of skin was engraved with drawings, strange symbols and a figure of a naked woman as the focal point. The site made me nauseous and I closed my eyes.


  “Beautiful ain’t it,” she said, taunting me.


  I responded the best way I could without lying, “An artist has to have a steady hand to do that sort of work.”


  “You are right to recognize it as an art form. I learned the art of tattooing when I was in the Polynesian Islands. Without warning, she reached up and stroked the side of my face with her rough hand. “I can just imagine how nice a red rose would look tattooed on this velvet skin,” she said, as her eyes wandered over my body.


  I had been victim of street men looking at my person in such a matter, but this was even more vulgar. It was not easy to hide my fear and it seemed to delight her. “For you I will lay a nice tattoo for free, if you let me pick the spot,” she said, fumigating the air with her whisky breath.


  “No thank you,” I replied, and ducked under her arm to escape. I cringed as one of her large jiggling breasts tapped me on the head.


  “No?” she questioned, turning around to face me. She folded her arms over her engorged breasts and glared at me with a puzzled look on her face. Then with a flirtatious smile, she started to approach me again. “You know tattoos have become a mark of wealth for all the crowned heads of Europe. The sailors pay me good money for their tattoos and to you I am offering my service free.”


  “I am sure it is a service of value. I am sorry; it is against my religion,” I responded, hoping to put an end to her query.


  “The natives on the island say they are magical and protect their wearers from evil spirits and curses,” Nell called out to me as I hurried down the hall. I did not respond, but her comment worried me and gave me reason to fear she might know something about the curse that haunts me.


  Once upstairs in the room assigned to me, I sat down on the bed and started to cry. Everything about this place was repulsive to me. It was damp, dirty and I was afraid of Nell. Still exhausted from my journey, I laid back on the bed and drifted off to sleep.


  When I awoke, the sun had gone down. I found myself trembling. I had a dream that Nell tied me up and tattooed a rose on my face. I jumped to my feet and ran to the mirror. I was relieved to see my face was clear.


  Tapping came at the door and I jumped. “Margo, it is me, Arlene,” came the voice from the other side. I opened the door and found her standing there with a large basket and a broom. She came in and set the basket down on the floor. “Now, let’s see if we can clean this place up a bit,” she said smiling.


  Her first effort was to open the window and throw out the bales of hay. She laughed as they tumbled down the side of the house. Once the cleaning was done, we slipped downstairs and stole a chair, a small table, a rug and lamp. Within an hour the loft was transformed into tolerable living quarters.


  In spite of her circumstances, Arlene was a cheery sort. She invited me to her room to play cards. I quickly agreed, which seemed to delight her. By the light of a single candle, we tiptoed down the stairs. Her dainty little feet had memorized every step; she never looked down once.


  “Shh wait here,” she said, stopping at the kitchen door. Seconds later she reappeared giggling with something tucked under her arm. She took my hand and led me down the hall. I took note of how rough her little hand felt as she pulled me inside her room. After she lit the lamp, she held up a jug of whisky. With a gleam in her eye, she poured us both a cup.


  She saw me hesitate. “Go ahead; you’ll get use to the bite. The effects dull the senses and help to make the nights a little less lonely. So, here’s to you my new friend. Cheers!” she said, and lifted the cup to her lips and emptied its contents.


  I followed her lead. The fiery liquid burned a path down my throat to the pit of my stomach. Still, I set my cup down for her to refill.


  As we drank the whisky, she talked and I listened. Eight years ago her father died and her stepmother had indentured her to Nell. She was only 14 when she came to live with Nell. She confided in me, telling me she had a secret lover who lived on the mainland. She talked freely about their lovemaking in the back of the store when Nell thought she was cleaning fish.


  I learned the portrait hanging in the parlor was Nell’s mother. Nell’s father was a wealthy ship’s captain and she had spent most of her youth aboard a ship. When her father died, Nell opened up the cafe and began catering to sailors.


  However, she clammed up when I asked what Nell was doing in her room bare chested. “I hope you don’t have to find out,” she whispered. “Two more years and my time is up. I am going as far away from here as I can, even if I have to swim. Maybe if I am lucky, I might die and get away sooner,” she said, faking a laugh. However, something told me it was not a joke. Her voice was hollow, like someone who was already dead.


  With the whisky gone, her conversation grew sleepy. I returned to my mostly clean room. I fell asleep as Garnet, the girl known in this isolated world as “Margo.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter VII


  It Was Only Monday


  


  I was quick to learn that living that close to the sea makes everything feel thick and damp. My dress felt like it weighed a ton as I slipped it over my head the next morning.


  When my father forced this trip on me, I had only time to shove a few garments in a bag: an extra dress, a nightgown and a few undergarments. I had expected to be gone a few days. As each day went by, it was becoming clear that I had no idea what to expect. I was thankful I had packed warm stockings and a wool cape. God forbid, I would be there until winter.


  The house was deathly quiet. Nell and Arlene had already left for work. Not only was the house damp, it was cold and drafty. The wind blowing through the cracks in the walls was fitting for this isolated and lonely place.


  I ventured downstairs to the kitchen. On the stove was a cold pot of some sort of mush. It did not look appealing and I began opening the cupboards. My search revealed a can of lard and a bag of flour. With reluctance, I turned back to the pot on the stove. Thinking it might be more palatable heated, I lit the burner.


  It was a struggle to choke down the last bit of the bitter coffee and a bowl of the tasteless, glue-like mush. There was nothing to do but stare at the four walls and ponder what was to happen to me. Why had my father not checked out this place better before leaving me here? It must have been the best he could do on such short notice.


  Then in my mind, as if I were two people, a conversation began. How could it be short notice? After all, he has had 21 years to think about what to do with me. The curse was centuries old. I was his daughter, the 7th generation of Dragos. I was the one doomed to receive Aurochs’ final blow!


  Then the other half of my mind entered into the debate. What if my father was a fool, traveling the world aimlessly looking for someone to break a curse that never existed? I was sure to rot there, waiting for him to return.


  Back and forth, my mind flipped. The curse was real. I had seen the book and Auntie’s letter. Charles and my father were smart men. There was the death trail, Auntie, Harriet and the cook, Ellen. My father was exposed to the world and the curse of Aurochs would find him too. I paced the halls. The curse was closing in on me. It was my own insanity.


  It was only Monday, I told myself repeatedly. If I found something to occupy my time, fear would lose its hold on me. It was only Monday.


  Even though it was misting rain, I went for a long walk on the beach. An old woman walking her dog stopped to engage in conversation. She said she lived just over the hill. When she asked my name, I froze, and then quickly said, “Margo.”


  “Will I see you again?” she asked.


  “I am only here for a few days,” I responded. She smiled and gave me a curious look. I turned quickly and headed back to the house. She seemed gentle, but what if she was Aurochs? It was best not to risk talking to anyone.


  When I returned, the door was stuck. I pulled on the handle with great force. At last, the door flew open and knocked me off my feet. My breath left me as I hit the ground. Before I could regain my footing, the wind lifted my wet sandy skirt causing it to slap me in the face.


  It was well into the afternoon and I was cold and hungry. I went to my room, changed my dress and hung the wet one up to dry. I tried to nap, but my nagging stomach would not give me peace. Restless and cold, I recalled the stack of wood by the fireplace in the library.


  I had success in lighting the fire and stood there for some time watching it. For a moment, I thought I saw Auntie’s face in the flames. She looked sad and worried. I knew it was only my mind playing tricks on me. Yet, if Auntie was watching over me, she would be worried.


  Nothing about this dreadful house was inviting, but as the room warmed up it began to feel more comfortable. I eyed the shelves and selected a book to read, Le avventure di Pinocchio. I recognized the language as Italian and felt reading it would be an exercise of the mind.


  I settled down in a chair by the fire, covered my legs with a woolen throw and opened the book. It was there that I spent the balance of the afternoon. Oddly enough, the story was a near reflection of my own life. A charmed little wooden boy cursed by his own existence. He lies about his identity and is separated from his father.


  I closed the book and laid my head back. A fear rose in my chest as I contemplated the last line: “I don’t know where we are, but we’ll soon find our way home!” Listening to the wind pounding against the window I drifted off to sleep.


  Hours later, I awoke to the sound of voices in the hall. Nell and Arlene had returned from work. Nell did not acknowledge me as she passed by the library, but Arlene came in and sat down next to me. “Have you had any supper?” she whispered.


  “And what would it have been?” I asked her angrily. The realization of my own words caused me to weep.


  “Shh,” she warned. “Nell does not like crying. You don’t want to make Nell mad before she has had her whisky,” she laughed, but I knew she was serious. “I brought you some fish and bread from the cafe. Let’s go warm it up.”


  Like a little lost lamb, I followed her into the kitchen. Arlene was kind, she trusted and confided in me, but I could not even tell her my real name. I felt dishonest and not worthy of her affection.


  The fish was delicious. Arlene opened up her bag and stocked the shelves with items she had stolen from the cafe: a bag of rice, a sack of potatoes and a jar of pickles. “Here, this will do you for a day or two. You can count on me to bring you some supper from the cafe.” I felt like a pauper. I sat there in a daze and did not respond. “Margo,” she called out. “I am sorry, but this is the best I can do!”


  “Oh no, it is fine. Really it will do,” I said, trying to convince myself as well.


  The evening went much the same as the night before. We played cards and Arlene talked. She told me in a matter-of-fact manner that her lover had left the village. “If that hairy monkey thinks I will miss him, he has another thing coming,” she said, laughing. “I only let that bastard have a go with me because he promised to take me away from here. Liars! That’s what all men are. Sometimes I think we would all be better off if we all were like Nell,” she said, stopping and taking a drink of whisky.


  “Like Nell?” I asked.


  Arlene looked at me for a moment before she spoke. “Oh you know, Nell, she is selfish and doesn’t give a damn about anyone else. And if the truth be known, she doesn’t give a damn about herself either.”


  “I see,” I answered, but I felt there was something else she was implying.


  “Well, tell me about him,” she said, with a big fake smile on her face.


  “Him?” I asked.


  “Don’t play dumb to me. Nell told me all about it. Did your father walk in and catch the two of you shagging?”


  Suddenly, I realized she was speaking of the great lie that Father had told Nell. I, too, was now forced to be part of the lie. “It was nothing like that. Father just feels he is not right for me,” I said, reaching up and rubbing my nose, thinking of Pinocchio.


  “Well, if you ask me, nobody’s got a right to interfere in matters of love. If I ever find someone that loves me, ain’t nobody going to stop me from loving him back. Not even Nell!” she said in a loud voice.


  “Quiet, Arlene. Nell is going to hear you,” I scolded.


  “I don’t care if she does. I have had enough of her and if she comes in that door right now, I will tell her so!” Arlene said, and flopped back on the bed laughing.


  Arlene’s drunkenness was my excuse to cut off the conversation. “You better get some sleep or you will not be fit for work tomorrow. Goodnight Arlene.”


  It was not normal for mid-October to have turned off so cold, but again not much about this place was proving to be normal.


  Self-pity is not a formula for survival, I told myself. There was a woodshed out back and a fireplace in my room. A healthy young woman like myself was more than capable of carrying wood up the stairs. In a trancelike state, I stepped out in the night air and walked directly to the woodshed. In short order, I had gathered up an armful of firewood and turned toward the house.


  Just before I reached the back door, a man stepped out of the shadows. I screamed and dropped the wood. “I have something for you,” he called out.


  Even in the moonlight, his beastly looking face was frightening. He was stooped over with low-hanging arms that swung from side to side as he walked. I wanted to run, but my feet were frozen.


  Nell must have heard me scream and the back door flew open. “Get inside, you stupid girl, before old Ox gets you,” she shouted.


  I did not look back and ran to the house. Nell left the door open and walked out to meet the man. Seconds later, I heard them laughing. I stood behind the door and watched them walk around the house together.


  The armful of firewood lay just feet away from the door, but I did not dare step outside to collect it. A thousand thoughts were racing through my head as I climbed the steps to my room. On the top step, I cringed as I felt something brush against my leg. It was a relief to see that it was not a rat, but a small tabby kitten that had followed me into the house.


  As soon as I opened the door, the kitten darted into the room. It nearly tripped me as I made my way across the room to light the lamp. I undressed, slipped into bed and pulled the shabby blanket up around my neck. The kitten joined me. It felt good to have a friend of any sort.


  Since my arrival, I had left the lamp burning all night. There were too many uncertainties in the dark: shadows, noises and the fear of the supernatural. That night I added to my fears this man-thing called “Ox.” A face and form that I could imagine as the son of Aurochs. I closed my eyes and prayed for God to protect me.


  My prayers were interrupted by a loud thump outside the door. The kitten jumped off the bed and ran wildly around the room. Slowly I went to the door and dropped to my knees to peep out the keyhole. In the dim light, I saw a clumsy figure going down the stairs. On the floor was my pile of firewood. The deliverer did not look like Nell. It could only be the man I had seen in the garden.


  I sat down on the floor by the door and waited until the house was still. I collected the wood and started a fire for myself. It was a great comfort and I reminded myself that Father would be back soon. It was only Monday.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter VIII


  Nell’s Secret World


  


  I was thankful that the next day the sun was shining. Unfortunately, its luminous light lit up the room and exposed all the dirt and grime that surrounded me. If I was going to be there for the balance of the week, I could at least do some housekeeping.


  I spent the morning in my room with the kitten I named Millie, watching me work. After I finished, I continued the good work downstairs. Perhaps if this place was a little less gloomy, Nell might find herself in a better mood.


  It was a frightening thought of what I might find as I moved the furniture around to dust underneath. I considered it years of dust that I shook out of the rugs and curtains.


  I finished the main rooms and then for the first time I opened the door to Nell’s room. The curtains were drawn tight. After my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I was amazed at the clutter. There were books and newspapers piled nearly to the ceiling, clothes scattered everywhere and containers with leftover food.


  The heavy smell of incense gave me an uneasy feeling as if I had walked into a tomb. Cautiously, I entered the room, leaving the door open behind me. On the walls were a series of tribal-looking paintings depicting various taboo sexual acts. Many showed groups of female or male figures partnered together in unnatural ways. It was as if I had stepped into a forbidden world. The secret world of Nell.


  I was shaking as I walked over to the stack of books to determine their titles. I discovered countless books on Japanese and tribal rituals, magic and mythology. One whole stack consisted of books by Dr. Sigmund Freud.


  There was a large sleeping cushion on the floor, instead of a traditional bed. Next to it was an open book. I bent down, flipped the book over and read the title, “The Third Gender.”


  My intuition cautioned me. Yet nothing could have prepared me for the drawings and photographs I saw of humans appearing to be a blend of man and woman. I closed the book in horror. I asked myself just who was this woman named Nell?


  With the book still in my hand, I heard the back door open. My heart jumped to my throat. I quickly replaced the book, stepped out in the hall and closed the door softly behind me. With my back flattened against the wall, I held my breath and waited to see who or what was approaching. If need be, I could slip out the front door.


  Heavy footsteps fell against the wooden floors and then I saw him—Ox. Across his shoulder were two dead rabbits. He went in the kitchen and flopped them down on the table. I stood still, braced to run.


  When he came back out, he gave me a sideward glance. “Nell said stew them up for supper.” Then he lumbered out the back door.


  After I was sure he was gone, I ran to lock the door. I discovered there were no locks on the back or front door. I had no way of protecting myself. I was just as defenseless as the dead rabbits that were lying on the table.


  Nothing in my past had included handling dead animals. I had no clue how to skin or dress the meat. I would have left them, but driven by my fear of Nell and my own hunger, I obeyed.


  It was not an expert job, but I accomplished the chore. I looked for something to season the meat. I found no salt, but remembered seeing an herb garden alongside one of the old shacks. I laid the meat out next to the stove and went out to see what I could find.


  It was peculiar to see smoke rising from the chimney of the shack. I looked in every direction, saw no one and proceeded to pick a handful of rosemary, garlic and parsley. I gathered up my skirt to form a basket. I had just straightened up my back when I felt a heavy hand on my shoulder. I turned and found myself face to face with Ox. He was smiling, with his head tilted to one side like a child. “Here’s,” he said, holding out a bunch of carrots.


  Slowly I reached out and took them from him. He began to laugh. It was then I realized he was a simpleton, not a monster. “Pretty lady, pretty lady, took my carrots, took my carrots,” he said, as he jumped up and down.


  “Thank you,” I said, looking into his distorted face.


  “Ox live here,” he said, and extended his hand toward the shack.


  “Bye-bye,” I replied, and hurried back toward the house. My guess was he was not dangerous, but another one of Nell’s tenants that no one came back for.


  In the distance, I could hear him chanting, “Pretty lady, pretty lady, took my carrots, and took my carrots.” I prayed to myself, “Please dear Lord, let my father come for me soon.”


  When I entered the kitchen, I was alarmed to see the kitten standing on the rabbits, eating the raw flesh. I quickly lifted her off without scolding her. She was hungry too. I cut off a hunk of the meat for her, then washed the rest and dropped it into the pot with the herbs and carrots.


  In a short time the house was fragrant with the smell of the stew cooking, which gave the house a more homey feeling. I was feeling more at ease there, but Nell’s dark room was haunting. I was determined not to think of it and went into the library.


  I stopped first at the piano. I did not play too loudly, for fear I would not hear if someone approached. I played a few tunes I knew by heart. When I got bored, I turned to the shelves to look for sheet music. I saw one piece of music which almost seemed to be on display. All the other shelves were wedged with books and papers, but this one hosted only the single sheet of music, a photo album and a small silver box.


  It was a piece by Julia Ward Howe. I had read about her in the newspapers. Her name was associated with the feminist movement and many social issues in America. The piece was written in 1870 and entitled “Mother’s Day Proclamation.”


  I opened it up and scanned over the words:


  Arise, then, women of this day!


  “Arise, all women who have hearts, whether our baptism be of water or of tears!”


  Say firmly: “We will not have great questions decided by irrelevant agencies, our husbands will not come to us, reeking with carnage, for caresses and applause.”


  


  The words did not offer much appeal and the score seemed difficult. I was not up for the challenge. I started to return it to the shelf when a letter fell out on the floor. I picked it up and saw it was not sealed. It was addressed to a Captain Julius LaBranch.


  I knew it was dishonest to read a letter that was not intended for my eyes. Yet, feeling its content might offer some clues or provide me with needed ammunition, I took it out of the sleeve and read:


  My dearest Julius,


  By the time you read this letter, I will be on my way back to England. I know my words will sound unjust, but you must hear me out.


  Since our wedding day, I have brought nothing but curses upon you. First, two days after our union, your father dies. Shortly thereafter tragedy strikes again, two of your ships are lost a sea. I prayed that I could bless the man I loved with a child, but three of our children died in my womb.


  Desperate to be a mother, I secretly sought advice from a known mystic medicine woman in the village. I was at first reluctant that the treatments she performed on me were not all-together Godly. However, once I was with child, I laid aside my fears. With her help, I carried the child to term.


  Then my horrible sin was birthed. I delivered not one, but two children. One was deformed and the other a fraud of nature. The doctor said it was his humane responsibility to destroy the babies. If I had given my consent, your only knowledge would have been the babies were born dead. However, I was too weak and I shared the burden with you.


  The doctor tells me the babies will not survive. I have hired a kind woman to administer care for the infants until the end.


  You must not try to find me darling, for our union is unclean and unblessed. If I were to stay and more children were brought in this world, I would only bring more suffering to you and your good name.


  I leave you with a good-bye filled with love and hope that you find happiness. I ask that you not fret for me, for I know in my heart that what I do is best. God be with you and may he give you the peace of understanding to forgive me.


  Your loving wife, Nellena


  


  “They lived!” I found myself saying aloud.


  Ox is Nell’s brother. Their mother deserted them. I was stunned and sat down at the piano stool and cried. I knew what it felt like not having the protection of a father or the loving arms of a mother.


  At least I had Auntie. Nell and Ox had nothing but the cruel world pointing a finger at their differences. I felt the pain of their mother and the burden of their father fall upon my shoulders. I vowed to keep this knowledge to myself and to be a little kinder to Nell and Ox.


  Carefully, I returned the letter and thumbed through the photo album. It was the wedding album of Captain Julius Labranch and his beautiful bride Nellena. In the little silver box was a pair of wedding bands. If the Captain was dead, I wondered if Nellena was still living in some faraway land.


  I went into the kitchen, ate my portion of the stew and set the pot aside for Arlene and Nell. The hour grew late and they did not come home. The house was frightening in the daytime, but alone at night it became a nightmare.


  It was a dark night, with not a star in the sky and the moon was overcast. Looking out the window all I could see was thick darkness. I was beside myself with fear. Around 11 o’clock I knew it was hopeless; the ferry certainly did not run that late. I was doomed to be here all night by myself.


  By midnight, I began to think I could hear voices, or was it only the wind? I looked out the back door once with a fleeting thought to go find Ox. After hours of pacing the floor, I barred the outside doors with a chair. I got a butcher knife from the kitchen, gathered up the kitten and took up hiding in the library. With the knife and the lamp on, I felt I might have a fair chance against an intruder.


  I laid down on the sofa, covered up with the wool throw and closed my eyes. They quickly flew open, as the thought crossed my mind. What if the intruder was already in the house? What if Aurochs’ son has found me? In a panic, I tried to remember all the book had said about the curse.


  As the story went, the first of the Dragos had killed seven wild oxen, but later discovered they were the seven sons of Aurochs. Was it just a coincidence that Nell had called her brother Ox? Was it possible that he was Aurochs’ son and Nell was Aurochs herself? Had this all been an evil plot to bring me here, right to their very door—first, to torture me out of my mind, then at last go in for the final kill?


  It all began to fall into place. I was certain this would be my last night on earth. I did not care so much about dying. I had no one or nothing to live for. It was just the way it might happen that was terrifying.


  I rocked back and forth crying and waiting. Suddenly, I thought I heard Auntie’s voice. “Put on the gold and garnet necklace. It will protect you.”


  It was the only thing I had of value. I had hidden it upstairs in my bag. Foolish me, Father had given me that necklace to protect me against Aurochs. It was better to risk it being stolen than deal with the curse of Aurochs.


  There was no choice but to venture out of the library, down the hall, up the stairs and to my room. With the lamp in my hand, I opened the door. The moment I stepped out in the hall I was petrified by a loud noise that shook the house.


  The cat ran up the stairs and again I heard the noise. It was thunder. Taking a deep breath, I made my way upstairs, located the necklace and latched it around my neck.


  Once back inside the library I was feeling a little less vulnerable. By then it was breaking dawn and the faint light of day was filling the room. I laid down and went to sleep.


  The sun was shining when I awoke to the sound of someone trying to open the front door. I jumped to my feet and looked out the window. It was Nell and she was alone.


  I removed the chair and she came charging in. Her eyes flashed in my direction and I retreated to the library. She stomped down the hall into the kitchen. She was looking for the stew. After she had eaten, she came to the library door. “Get ready, you will have to go with me today. Arlene has run off,” she said, in a demanding tone.


  “Arlene has run off?” I asked.


  “Damn little harlot. I missed the ferry last night trying to find her skinny ass. This morning, one of the fellows said he saw her ride off with some dick.”


  “Oh, no. You don’t think she was kidnapped, do you?” I asked.


  “She ain’t here to go to work. That’s all I care about. So, it looks like now it is just you and me sweetie.”


  “I am not your indentured servant! My father has paid a month’s room and board and I have only been here a week,” I replied, standing up to face her.


  “Well, the rates just went up and you are out of money! So you best get done in the toilet, the ferry leaves in 30 minutes!”


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter IX


  Am I in Heaven?


  


  Nell lived by her own set of rules and I had no defense against her tactics. That morning I became Arlene’s replacement. The following days found me on the ferry before dawn and returning with Nell after dark.


  Working at the cafe was a miserable job. I waited tables and served beer to the great unwashed. Sadly, I had become one of them. My clothes stunk of fish and my hair hung heavy from cooking oils. My reflection in the mirror had become this Margo. She possessed a gaunt face with dark circles rimming her eyes. Her clothes dropped off her, causing her to trip on the tattered hem of her skirt. If my father did not come soon, there would be nothing left of Garnet, body or soul.


  On Sunday morning, Nell told me to move into Arlene’s room and make use of her belongings. I agreed the room was more comfortable, but taking her things was degrading. I would have refused, but it would have been foolish not to claim them. Her heavy broadcloth skirt was more suited for work than my silk one. She had left behind a sturdy pair of shoes and a wool jumper.


  It was after dark when I finished the laundry and boxed up the last of Arlene’s personal belongings. I set the box in the corner of the room with thoughts that she might come back someday to claim them. In reality, I might as well have burned them. This place offered nothing but bad memories.


  I made up the bed and stretched out on the clean linens to read a book. Shortly, I heard Nell fumbling around in the hall. She knocked on my door, but I remained silent. “Margo, I know you are in there. Open up this door!” she sputtered.


  I knew she was drinking and I called out, “I am resting.”


  “Open this damn door!” she said, rattling the handle.


  I rose and cracked the door, braced to close it after I found out what she wanted. She barged into the room, took off her shirt and spread out on the bed. “My back is killing me. On Sundays I get a back rub.” she said, and turned to look at me.


  “With all that whisky in you, it is hard to imagine you are feeling too much pain,” I replied, as I started backing out of the room.


  “You don’t know nothing about me,” she spat out. “You should be grateful I am giving you a nice place to live and willing to do whatever I tell you. Now get over here and rub my back,” she said, rolling over on her stomach.


  It was the final straw and before I could control myself I began to lash out at her. “Nice place to live. Is this what you call nice? I might clean your fish, put up with your filthy customers, but I will NOT stoop so low as to give you a back massage. No, never!”


  At first, she looked angry and then her expression changed to more of a smirk. “Well, is that so?” she asked, walking across the room standing bare-chested before me.


  “I said what I meant!” I replied and turned with intent to go to the library.


  Nell reached out, grabbed hold of my hair and pulled me halfway to the floor. I screamed out in pain and she laughed. “Don’t turn your back on me, you little wench.”


  In defense, I began kicking her until she let go of my hair, removing a handful in the process. Once I was free, she slapped me across the face. I tasted blood. Then as if it was a hellish nightmare, she began beating me. I was nearly unconscious when she slung me on the bed, climbed on top of me and clasped her hands around my throat.


  I was sure that this fiend was Aurochs. There was no escape from the curse. In the midst of my tears, I saw Auntie’s face smiling down at me. I prayed for the Lord to forgive my sins and closed my eyes. It was then that my soul left my body. From above, I watched Nell choking my lifeless body, but there was no longer any pain.


  Suddenly, I saw Ox burst into the room. In a rage, he seized hold of Nell and with a mighty thrust propelled her across the room. I heard the sound of the dresser mirror breaking and saw Nell lying on top of the broken piece of furniture. She was not moving.


  Next came a high-piercing noise, and I felt as though I was flying at a great speed. As my body recalled my soul, I began to quiver with pain and gasp for air. Ox scooped me up in his massive arms and carried me out the door. I felt a gust of cold air and then all went black.


  I had no idea how much time had passed when my eyes opened to an unfamiliar setting. I was lying on a bed with white linen sheets and my head was resting upon a feather pillow.


  The walls were painted blue and the sun was shining through the lace curtains. I sat up in the bed and lowered my feet on the soft carpet. I had never seen the delicate pink nightdress I was wearing. “Am I in heaven?” I asked aloud.


  When I stood up my knees felt weak and I found it hard to swallow. It was several minutes before the bad memory began to come back. Out the window, I could see the sea, so I suspected I was still on the island. “Maybe my father heard about Nell’s attack and transferred me to this haven,” I whispered to myself.


  In my bare feet, I walked across the polished wood floors and opened the door. My view opened up to a lovely cottage and I smelled food cooking. Again I asked myself, “Am I in heaven?”


  When I heard footsteps, I knew I was not alone. The past weeks had taught me to be cautious of everything. I drew back behind the door to see who was approaching. “Are you awake darling?” came an angelic voice.


  Seconds later, she came in the room. She looked at the empty bed and then turned to see me hovered behind the door. I recognized her as the woman I had seen many times on the beach walking her dog. “Oh my dear, you have nothing to be afraid of here. You are safe now,” she said, reaching out and taking hold of my arm. Somehow I knew I could trust her.


  “Come, let’s get you something to eat,” she said, and guided me toward the kitchen.


  She sat before me a bowl of noodles and a cup of coffee.


  “What day is it?” I asked, shocked at the sound of my raspy voice.


  “It is Tuesday,” she replied, looking at me sweetly.


  She patted my hand. “Garnet, I know you have plenty of questions. Save your voice. I will explain it all to you.”


  I managed to squeeze from my damaged vocal chords, “How do you know my name?”


  “Your name was engraved inside your bag, Garnet Dragos. Martin brought it to me, along with the little kitten that was trapped in the house.”


  She saw my eyes widen and cautioned me not to speak. “Martin is who Nell called Ox. His given name is Julius Martin LaBranch. Eat,” she said, pointing to the bowl of noodles.


  I was to learn her name was Maria Lanier. When Captain LaBranch’s wife first approached her with a plea to administer care to her sickly newborn twins, she refused. At the time Maria was a recent widow, grieving the loss of her husband, a Protestant minister.


  However, she reconsidered, feeling it was her Christian duty. She was amazed at how strong and quickly the babies grew. By the time they were a year old the doctor had declared them medical miracles.


  The Captain paid Maria generously to care for his children. Martin was a good-natured boy, but he was a challenge to teach. Nell, on the other hand, was extremely bright, but stubborn and prone to fits of rage. The captain would visit with his children several times a year and shower them with expensive gifts.


  When Nell came into puberty, she became more difficult to manage. On one of the captain’s visits, Maria informed him that she could no longer be responsible for his daughter. He took Nell with him and left Martin.


  At every port, the captain took Nell to a different doctor. They treated her with experimental drugs, medications and even spells and potions. Finally, an American doctor insisted that surgery was the only answer. Whether she had the surgery or not Maria did not know. It was around that time she suspected the captain had died. There were no more visits and the money stopped.


  About 10 years later Nell came back to the island. By the looks of her, it was clear her father had not been able to control her either. She was dressed in men’s clothing and her body was covered with tattoos. In addition to her unsightly appearance, she drank, smoked and cursed at the children. The village people were afraid of her and that fueled her bad disposition.


  Shortly after that she claimed Martin as her brother and they moved back in the old home place. Nell called him Ox, because she worked him like one. She soon became frustrated when she realized his strength was regulated by his weak mind. Her plans to restore the place cooled.


  Maria suspected that Nell mistreated her servant girl and Ox. She tried on several occasions to convince Nell to let the girl go and put Ox in a proper institution. The captain had left them an inheritance and they could have lived comfortably had Nell not been so greedy.


  I listened carefully. I understood why Ox brought me there. He thinks of Maria as his mother. Maria was a good talker, but when I asked where Nell was, she grew silent.


  “I’ll have to go back,” I said, standing to my feet.


  “You won’t be able to do that,” Maria said.


  “I have to. My father left me there and he will be back for me any day now,” I clarified.


  “Garnet, the house has burned to the ground with Nell inside,” she said, sympathetically.


  “Nell is dead?” I questioned.


  “Yes. The fire department believes she was most likely in one of her drunken stupors and knocked over a lamp. By the time they got there, there was nothing left but Ox and his shack. The police came this morning and took Ox to the department for questioning. They explained it was just a matter of routine. I am sure they will see he is simple and bring him back in a couple of hours.”


  She had just finished her words when someone knocked at the door. She looked out the window and saw the police wagon. “See,” she said. “They are already returning him.” She opened the front door, but the police officer was alone. “Where is Martin?” she asked.


  “The chief is holding him for further investigation,” the police officer answered.


  “Why? He is a man of shallow mind. What can be accomplished by further questioning?” Maria said, laughing nervously.


  “We found an empty kerosene can and a used box of matches behind his shack. When we questioned him, he got frustrated and angry. He said something about a big fight and a pretty lady. Do you know anything about this, Mrs. Lanier?


  “No, of course not,” Maria lied. “Poor Martin gets confused. It is part of the illness, you know,” she whispered.


  At that point, she must have stepped outside and closed the door. I heard nothing more, until I heard the wagon go down the drive.


  It was several minutes before she came back inside. “I need to go down to the department and sign some sort of papers. Will you be alright dear?” she asked.


  “Yes, I believe so,” I replied.


  “Well make yourself at home. Try to get some rest and I will be back shortly,” she said, as she reached for her hat and scarf. “Oh, if anyone comes around asking questions, best not mention your association with Nell. Tell them you are my niece visiting from abroad,” she coached.


  “But...,” I said, thinking someone might show up with a message from my father.


  “Just don’t go to the door; that will be best,” she instructed, and hurried out the door. I went to the window and watched her trot down the drive.


  After Maria left, I felt compelled to wander over her house. What a contrast it was to Nell’s. Everything was orderly and clean. Paintings hung on the wall and the cupboards were filled with perishables. On the stove was a freshly baked cake. Since she had said make yourself at home, I felt having a piece would be excused.


  Most of the books on the shelves in the main room were religious reading. I was taught to believe that the Holy Church is the sole interpreter of God’s word. It is through the church’s guidance that we are taught the scriptures and how we must use them in our daily worship and lives.


  On the table in the keeping room, a large Bible laid opened with its words visible to the unclean world. Its pages glistened like gold. I sat down on the chair in front of the book. I knew it to contain the greatest wisdom of all time. It was the source of all that was good and holy.


  With a trembling hand, I reached out and touched the Bible. I felt an odd sensation flow over me, but I was not afraid. I drew back my hand when the door opened.


  Maria came in and sat down beside me. Without restraint, she reached out and took up the Bible in her own hands. “Garnet, I don’t know what you have been through, but I want you to know that this book will set you free.”


  Maria and I had a wonderful evening together. She never asked me questions about my past or tried to pry why I was there. We were just two souls enjoying the warmth of each other’s company.


  When the time for sleep came, I thanked her for taking me in. I promised I would pay her back for her kindness. She smiled, “You already have dear.” In her eyes I saw a light that could only come from the heart.


  Shortly after I had tucked myself in bed I heard Maria’s voice. I was hoping that Ox had been released. I cracked the bedroom door and saw Maria on her knees in prayer. I held my breath as I listened to her words:


  “Dear Almighty God. You alone are wise and I am your most humble servant. I ask that you forgive Nell of her sins. She was born a lonely outcast and doomed to be shunned by this cruel world. Please forgive me if I failed her and aided in her suffering. I pray you will accept her into your Holy Kingdom where she will no longer be different, but a beautiful angel in your sight. I ask that you be with my gentle giant, Martin. I pray that you will comfort him and protect him. Lastly, Lord, I thank you for the gift of Garnet. For I know it was by your hand that she was delivered to me. Please give me the wisdom, the understanding and the courage to lead her to the path which is most pleasing to you. A path that is closer to thee.


  


  I ask these things in Jesus’ name, Amen.”


  


  I slipped back in bed. For the first time in many weeks, I felt safe. Maria was a holy force and surely, no evil curse could penetrate these walls. I said my own prayers and made a decision that I would open the pages of her Bible and read the Holy words with my own eyes.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter X


  The Eiffel Tower


  


  I slept soundly that night, but Maria’s dog barking early the next morning awakened me. After my ears adjusted, I could hear voices coming from the hall. One I recognized as Maria and the other as the police officer from the day before. I had not located my clothing, so I cracked the bedroom door to listen.


  “Mrs. Lanier, the evidence seems to point to foul play. Your Martin was there at the time of the fire, yet he will tell us nothing. The only thing he will say is that he had to save the “pretty lady.”


  We sent for Dr. Moses to evaluate Martin to determine if he would be capable of the crime of arson. And in this case, since Nell was trapped in the house, murder is a factor too.”


  “Sir, I assure you, Martin is no murderer,” Maria insisted.


  “Well, the doctor differs with you. He, in fact, thinks that Martin has psychotic tendencies. He feels he is dangerous and therefore a menace to society. In short, Martin Julius LaBranch has been charged with arson and the murder of his sister Nell.”


  “This is an outrage!” Maria cried out. “That man does not even understand his sister is dead.”


  “I personally never knew Ox to be dangerous, but insane people do irrational things,” the police officer said, standing to his feet. “Unless some ‘pretty lady’ floats down from heaven, your Martin will go on trial for the crimes charged as stated. It will be up to the judge to determine what is to be done with him.”


  I had stood in the shadows too long. I was the very reason all this had come to pass. I had to make my presence known. I wrapped a sheet around my shoulders and stepped out in the open. “Sir, I am that lady. I was there.”


  He looked up in shock, “Well I be damned,” he said, scanning his eyes over my scantily clothed body. “Miss, if you have any insight to this crime, you might be just the angel to save old Ox.”


  Mrs. Lanier looked up at me intensely, but said nothing. The police officer stood up to leave. “Miss, you will need to come down to the station as soon as possible to testify. Ask for me, Lieutenant Raymond.”


  I looked briefly at Mrs. Lanier and she shook her head, “We will be there shortly.”


  “We will be waiting,” Lieutenant Raymond said, tipping his hat.


  When the door closed behind him, Mrs. Lanier patted the seat beside her. “Garnet, have a seat and tell me just what you remember about that night,” she said.


  “First, Mrs. Lanier, I must ask that you no longer call me Garnet. For reasons that I am unable to explain, from this point on you must refer to me as Margo Delancy.”


  Her eyes widened and she stood up and towered over me. “Are you in some sort of trouble?” she asked.


  I realized I would have to offer her some explanation. “My father left me here under an alias to protect me from a... scandal. Yes, it was a scandal, and you know how gossip can ruin a woman’s reputation. He will come back for me once the rumors have cooled,” I said, hoping that she bought my lie.


  “Your father must be wealthy. Those kinds of things are not so important here. Was it a lover’s triangle or a married man?” she asked, with a little twinkle in her eyes.


  “It is all so painful. You must agree with me that talk is cheap,” I replied, and turned my head to avoid her eye contact.


  “Oh indeed it is,” she said firmly. “I shall ask no more questions. ‘Margo’ it is.”


  “Thank you,” I replied, in a theatrical tone. Then I told her about the beating and how Ox charged in and saved my life. “The best I could determine, I must have fainted when Ox carried me out of the house. I recalled nothing about a fire.”


  “Good,” she said, looking pleased. “Just tell them only what you have told me. Now go and get dressed and we will leave shortly.”


  “Sorry, Mrs. Lanier. I have no clothes. I am afraid I cannot go out in this nightgown,” I said, and pulled the sheet off my shoulders.


  “Silly me. One of these days I am going to forget my mind,” she laughed. “Wait here.” In a few moments, she came back with my bag and my clothes draped over her arm. “I hope you do not mind. I took the liberty to do some repairs on your nice things. I had to wash them three times to get the fish odors out of them. Nell should have never expected you to work in that cafe of hers. I myself have never stepped foot in it, but my late husband called her place the devil’s watering hole.”


  “Well, that is behind me,” I said, relieved to see my bag. My first order of business was to look in the side pocket where I had hidden my garnet and gold necklace. When my fingers found the necklace, I took a deep breath. I hooked it around my neck and slipped on the clean clothes. Mrs. Lanier was a good, honest woman and she reminded me of Auntie.


  When we arrived at the station, Lieutenant Raymond took us directly to a conference room. There were several other officers there and they began to interrogate me. At first, the questions were simple and direct. However, once they were finished questioning me, the doctor and a heavy-built man joined them. The questions began all over again and it seemed that they were in disbelief of my story.


  “Miss, we have no proof that this alleged attack even took place,” said the large man that I had learned was the judge.


  “You have my word!” I said, feeling as if I was now on trial.


  “I am sorry, Miss Delancy,” said the judge. “We cannot dismiss the crime of murder on the whimsical testimony of some unknown woman.”


  The doctor leaned in closer to me. He slipped his glasses down to the tip of his nose and peered into my face, “Miss Delancy, perhaps you should tell us a little more about yourself.”


  My heart skipped a beat. If they investigated me, they would have found out that Margo Delancy did not exist. I would have been forced to reveal my identity or be arrested for fraud. Even then, I had no way of proving that I was Garnet Dragos.


  There was only one thing for me to do. I stood up and unbuttoned my dress. Mrs. Lanier gasped as I bared the upper portion of my décolletage. When I unhooked the garnet necklace, the doctor stood up and touched the marks on my neck. “Forgive me Miss,” he said, and turned to the others as I buttoned up my dress. “The marks on this young woman’s neck are indicative of a brutal strangling. The person that inflicted these wounds had every intent to end her life,” the doctor explained, and took his seat.


  The judge looked around at the others at the table before he spoke. “Thank you very much, Miss Delancy, for so bravely presenting the bare evidences.” Several of the men snickered at the judge’s little play on words.


  The judge stood up, walked over to the window and turned his back to the room.


  For a few minutes we all sat in silence, then all at once he whirled around to face me. “I have but one more question for you, Miss Delancy. Why have you not mentioned the fire!” he said, pointing his finger at me.


  I felt my face grow warm and I thought I might cry. “I explained to you already. I do not have any recollection after Ox carried me outside.”


  “I heard you. But no recollection is a flimsy answer when a man’s life is on the line,” the judge said, and sat down at the table again.


  Mrs. Lanier stood up. “May I address the room?” she asked. She did not wait for an answer and presented her case. “It is clear that this young lady was in shock after being brutally beaten and nearly strangled to death. When Martin delivered her to my house, she was unconscious for nearly two days. As for the fire, have any of you been in that house in recent years? It was nothing but kindling. It is reasonable to assume that a lamp was turned over in the brawl and the place went up like a torch. Of course, I am just a preacher’s wife and certainly not an expert like you gentlemen,” she said, smiling sweetly. She smoothed out the back of her skirt and sat down politely and folded her hands in her lap.


  The judge looked at the others. “I move that we close this case, with the condition that Martin LaBranch is placed in the custody of Mrs. Lanier until suitable arrangements can be made for his permanent care. That is, if Mrs. Lanier is willing to take on the responsibility.”


  Mrs. Lanier nodded her head and the judge said that he would see that Martin was delivered to her home that afternoon.


  The doctor followed us out to the carriage. He told me to contact him should I have any complications. He called Mrs. Lanier to the side and wrote down a name of an institution that might be a possible home for Martin.


  Mrs. Lanier suggested that we have lunch at the cafe. I declined for reason that I was already in debt to her for lodging. She just laughed. “It is not often I have someone willing to spend time with me. If you insisted, I would pay you. So let’s just call it even, shall we?”


  I understood what it meant to be alone. “Very well, I will try to be good company to you, Maria,” I said, smiling back at her. “If you would be so kind as to assist me with sending a telegram to my home today, I would be most grateful. If my father can be reached, I am sure he will come right away for me. Once he has returned, I will repay you, even if it is against your will.”


  “We shall see, dear, we shall see,” she chuckled.


  Before that day, I had never been to the village on the island. In fact, I thought all that existed there was Nell’s place, the beach and Maria’s home. On the main road I saw several small houses, a dry good store, a bait and tackle shop and a few people walking. Since it was the most life I had seen since I left home, it seemed like a city to me.


  Maria pulled up in front of a little shop with a hand-painted sign, Mrs. Tuller’s Bakery. She eased out of the carriage and turned to address me. “Let’s go inside. Most days, you can count on Mrs. Tuller serving up a pot of something for lunch.”


  Together we walked inside and at once we were met by a smiling Mrs. Tuller. “Hello Maria. It is nice to see you. I see you have brought me a guest.”


  “Yes, this is my niece, Gar... Margo from Paris,” Maria replied, turning and nodding at me.


  “From Paris, is that right?” Mrs. Tuller asked. “Well, that explains why she is so charming. The people there are so fashionable. At least that is what I am told,” she laughed, patting Maria on the back. “If you ladies are hungry I have a chicken pot pie that has just come out of the oven.”


  “That sounds wonderful. We are delighted,” Maria replied, taking hold of my arm and escorting me to the back. We took a seat at one of the three bistro tables. The table behind us was empty, but at the other was a man reading a newspaper. Shortly, Mrs. Tuller brought us a cup of tea and then disappeared in the back.


  Maria leaned over and began speaking to me in a low voice. “I think things have worked out for the best for Martin. Nell never took care of him. She left him to fend for himself. He is not capable of much reason. As time goes by his mind is likely to get worse. I would keep him, but he is surely to outlive me. Then what? I will start right away trying to find him a home. Margo, will you help me with this chore?” she asked.


  “Yes, Maria, I will do whatever I can. However, I am afraid I cannot offer much suggestion in such matters. I do know that it is quite expensive to house someone in an institution. I have heard the public homes are more like prisons than care facilities.”


  “Money is not much of a concern. You would have not known it by the looks of things, but Nell’s father had left her a great deal of money. She could have had that place in proper repair, plus hired servants to care for Martin. Nell possessed a mean spirit as a child and sadly that spirit followed her to the end. Why, when I walked into that house the next morning, ...” Maria cut her words off and took a sip of her tea.


  “Maria, you said the house was destroyed by fire the night Ox carried me out!” I said, hearing my voice raise.


  Maria turned quickly and cautiously looked at the man at the table next to us. Her movement caught his eye. “Forgive me ladies,” he said. “I am sorry I have hoarded the newspaper. Here you go. I am on my way out anyway.” He stood up and laid the paper on our table.


  “Thank you,” Maria said graciously. Without replying to me, she picked up the newspaper and started reading. She had turned several pages before her expression changed. Then with curiosity she looked up at me and then down at the newspaper several times.


  “Take a look at this, my Margo. It looks like both of us might have something to hide.”


  Before I could open the paper, Mrs. Tuller came back and cheerfully served our food.


  “I can only hope it tastes as good as it smells,” Maria said teasing.


  “I assure you it will. If not, the meal’s on me,” Mrs. Tuller said, wiping her hands on her apron. She started to sit down next to us when a woman came in the door. “May I help you?” she called out and took off for the bakery counter.


  I took a mouthful of the pot pie and slowly opened the newspaper. I looked up at Maria who was watching my reaction intensely. I nearly choked as I read the bold headline:


  Wealthy heiress Garnet Dragos


  has fallen to her death from


  the Eiffel Tower!


  When I regained my composure, I continued reading:


  Much to the delight of all of France’s socialites, the beautiful heiress had finally come out of hiding. She and her distinguish father, Victor Dragos, who had recently returned from Moldavia, had became large on the social scene. They and their large entourage of family and friends were welcomed guests at the finest restaurants and hotels all over France. Now it has all come to a tragic end.


  On the final night of the “Universelle Paris Exposition” Miss Dragos and her party dined at the restaurant. A reliable source says that cocktails and modern music were flowing. Afterwards, the group was invited on a private tour of the grand tower. The guide cautioned them that parts of the tower were still under construction and were not part of the tour.


  Although there were no witnesses to Miss Dragos’ fall, it was reported that she was last seen strolling along the wrought-iron fence smoking a cigarette. It is expected intoxication led to the accident and no charges have been filed.


  


  I was frozen as I looked at the photograph with the name underlined— Miss Garnet Dragos. It was Arlene!


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter XI


  A Very Bad Day


  


  After I closed the newspaper, Maria patted my hand. “Now is not a good time. We shall talk later.”


  She went on with idle conversation and Mrs. Tuller joined us. I was thankful that Maria was quiet on the ride back home. I spent the time trying to sort things through. Perhaps Maria was guilty of the same.


  When we arrived home, Lieutenant Raymond and Ox were waiting for us. When Ox saw Maria, he jumped out of the wagon, causing it to tilt nearly to the ground. “Mama, Ox was good. He say nothing at alls ‘bout the big fire.” He called out, shaking and laughing like a big wind-up toy.


  Maria walked up to him and gave him a little push toward the house. “Yes Martin, you are a very good boy. Now go on in the house while I talk to the nice officer.”


  Ox did not move, but squinted his eyes and looked back and forth between the two of them. “Go on now. Mama will be there in a minute. I brought you some cookies from Mrs. Tuller’s bakery. Go on, be a good boy.”


  Ox turned to me, “Cookies, Ox likes cookies. Pretty Lady like cookies?” he asked. When I nodded my head, it seemed to please him. He marched in the house, chanting one of his tunes, “Pretty Lady like cookies, Pretty Lady like cookies.”


  Maria turned her head to the side and waited until she heard the door slam. “Thank you, Lieutenant Raymond, for delivering Martin. Do I owe you anything for your time?” she asked.


  “No, Mrs. Lanier, but I would like to ask you a few more questions about that fire,” he said, moving closer to us.


  “The judge said the case was closed and there is nothing left to talk about. No use rekindling an old fire. Don’t you agree, Margo?” she said, looking at me.


  “Nothing can be gained,” I agreed. I could tell the lieutenant thought Maria knew more about the fire, but he was baffled.


  Lieutenant Raymond took his cap off and brushed back his hair. He placed it back on his head and started to speak again. Maria distracted him, “Oh officer, would you like a cookie? Here you go,” she said, reaching in her bag and presenting him with a large oatmeal cookie.


  She smiled sweetly and pulled her shawl up around her shoulders. “My, it is getting cold, we better get inside. Good day, sir.” With those words, she turned around quickly and started toward the house. “Come along Margo, you don’t want to catch cold,” she called out over her shoulder.


  Maria spent the balance of the afternoon helping Ox, or Martin, as she preferred to call him, bathe and groom himself. He complained for the whole of the ordeal, but she was committed to making him presentable. “Cleanliness is next to godliness,” she said sharply. A time or two she resorted to popping him on the head with a wooden spoon. If anyone could control Ox, it was Maria.


  With the focus off me, it gave me time to collect my thoughts. There were so many unanswered questions running through my mind. Given what facts I knew, it seemed that Arlene had assumed my identity. Was it a setup to divert the curse of Aurochs to her, thus sacrificing her life for mine? She was not much in the eyes of society, but she was the same as me in the eyes of God. Who could say that God did not even favor her over me? It was my lot in life to suffer the curse, not an innocent young girl.


  If my father and Charles had done such a thing, it was murder! If they were capable of murder, what else might they do? At the risk of exposing myself, I felt I should go to the authorities. However, first I would have to prove that I was Garnet Dragos. But how would I do that? To the world, I was no one now, not even Margo Dalancy.


  Even if I were able to convince them that I was Garnet Dragos, they would never believe a murder motive based on an ancient curse. They would have me committed next to Ox in one of those institutions.


  The wheels turned in my head all night and I was plagued by restless dreams. The recurring dream of my auntie caused me to sit up in bed in a cold sweat.


  When I awoke the next morning, I was freezing. I opened my eyes and found the covers at the foot of the bed and my nightgown pulled up over my breasts. Thinking it was my night struggles that had left me in disarray, I began tugging to pull down the nightgown.


  Suddenly, I heard a noise and turned quickly to see Ox on his knees beside the bed. I gasped and pulled the covers up quickly. “Get out,” I shouted.


  Ox stood to his feet. “Get out of this room!” I demanded again.


  He looked at me blankly as if he could not hear my words. His massive hand reached down and stroked my face. I jerked away quickly and sat up in bed.


  “Ox like,” he said, blocking the side of the bed. He was now towering over me and I could plainly see his bulging trousers. I felt a panic sweep over me.


  With one side of the bed blocked by the wall and the other by Ox, I began to scoot to the foot of the bed. Ox laughed and ran around to block my escape. I whirled around to the side and he caught me. “Pretty Lady, lay down,” he said, forcing me down on the bed again. “Ox like,” he said. I fought him as he tried to pull up my nightgown again.


  Each time I tried to rise, he would flat-hand me back down on the bed and laugh as my head bounced back on the pillow. “Pretty Lady, like rabbit. Ox good trapper,” he said, getting excited.


  It was then I realized this had become a game to him. I was afraid that in his frenzy he might kill me or worse. The thought ran through my head to call for Maria, until I remembered she had told me she would be leaving early. She had an appointment to sign the papers as the executor of Ox’s estate. We were alone.


  I stopped trying to resist. I studied his face and spoke softy like Maria, “Yes, Ox is very good trapper. Now be a good boy and go to your room.” He backed off and I slowly rose to my feet. I was hoping to ease by him and run out of the house.


  “Good boy,” I said, as if I was speaking to calm down a dog. Ox looked confused as he watched me approach the door. I cautiously reached for the doorknob, but just as the door cracked open he kicked it closed.


  “No! Ox not like,” he said. This time the tone of his voice was not playful. He was angry. He grabbed me up in his arms and threw me down on the bed. I felt my breath leave me.


  If I tried to get away, the game would be on again. He knelt down on the floor beside the bed and watched me. Soon I felt him lift my nightgown again, exposing my bare breasts.


  I felt the side of the bed vigorously begin to shake and I heard Ox groan. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ox groping himself. I was petrified and closed my eyes. I prayed that when his deed was done he would leave. I knew I was wrong when the bed stopped shaking and Ox stood up with his trousers drooping down exposing himself. It was clear by the look on his face he had no idea what to do. He was like a child trapped in a man’s body.


  If I lay there longer, his curiosity might be overcome by nature’s instinct and I would be his victim. “Ox, it is time for you to go to your room. Mama is home and she will be very angry if she catches you in here!” I shouted.


  “Mama love Ox. She be angry,” he replied.


  “Yes, and she will not give you any cookies,” I said, carefully watching his face. He looked worriedly back at the door. While his back was turned, I sat up and pulled the nightgown down.


  “Mama!” Ox called out, stopping to listen for a reply. “Mama,” he called louder. There was no reply. “Mama not back,” he said, looking pleased.


  By that time I was standing. I had taken up a brass candlestick and held it behind my back. He began to close in on me. “Ox, let’s go in the kitchen and find the cookies,” I said, trying to remain calm.


  “No!” he said, reaching for me again.


  I dodged him, ran to the other side of the room and started to circle around to the door. He predicted my move, met me at the door and grabbed hold of me. His grip was painful. I raised the candlestick and struck him on the shoulder. He cried out in pain and began shaking me, causing my teeth to rattle.


  By then I was screaming. I wanted to stop, but my fear had taken control. I struggled to free myself, but he clutched me tighter against him. I could smell his breath and feel his massive body pressing me against the door.


  Without warning, the door jerked open and both of us stumbled to the floor in the hall. I heard Maria shout, “Ox!”


  Ox jumped to his feet, still with his trousers hanging open. “Mama bring Ox cookies?” he asked innocently.


  “Are you alright, Margo!” she said, helping me to my feet. I was too shaken to speak, but I shook my head.


  Then with an unbelievable mighty force, she slapped Ox across the face. “Get out of here, you—you—beast!” she shouted, unmercifully.


  Ox lowered his head. His face was reddened with the print of Maria’s hand and smeared with tears. “Ox bad, Ox bad,” he muttered, as he ran out the door.


  Maria gathered me up and helped me to the sofa. “He didn’t, did he?” she asked.


  “No,” I replied.


  “Let me put on a pot of tea,” she said, and left for the kitchen.


  The sun was shining through the large plate window warming the room, but I could not stop shaking. Shortly, Maria returned and handed me the tea and covered me with a blanket. “When you are ready, tell me what happened,” she whispered, patting me on the leg.


  I finished the tea and returned it to the saucer and she filled it again. After the second cup, my nerves were calmer and I told her what happened.


  “I should not be surprised,” she said, shaking her head. “My husband warned me this could happen. Although he was a man of the cloth, he was also a student of science. After we adopted Martin, my husband began to study mental illness and its effects on the human mind. It was my husband’s belief that once Martin reached adolescence he would have no control over his sexual conduct. The urges of a normal man would drive him wild, making him capable of violence. He begged me to have him committed. Martin was always a gentle soul and I refused. I considered Nell the mean one, but my husband insisted her problems were more of the physical nature. After my husband died and Nell left, Ox was all I had,” she said, struggling not to cry. “My fear of loneliness has proven to be a great sin.”


  “No, no, Maria. You did what you thought was right. Maybe he can be treated,” I said, trying to comfort her.


  “Yes, my husband spoke of medications or even surgery to suppress the sexual appetite of the mentally ill. I rejected that idea too. It is still experimental and there are great risks involved. I suppose I was just hoping for a miracle that one day Martin would wake up and be as normal as you and me,” she said.


  “It is ironic that just today I signed the papers to have him committed to ‘La Vallee’ home for the mentally ill. I always said I would just as soon see him dead than in one of those places. I fear he will grieve himself to death within the first month. However, for now I have a greater fear. Lord forbid he attacks another woman. I must go at once and find him,” she said, standing to her feet.


  “Wait, I will get dressed and go with you,” I said bravely.


  “After what you have been through?” she questioned.


  “Maria, he is a sick man, not a criminal. Who knows what you might encounter. You might need my help,” I insisted.


  Maria and I spent the rest of the morning looking for Ox. We talked little as we rode from place to place, hoping to find him. Our first thought was he would be back at his old shack at Nell’s place. When we drove up to the property, it seemed like years since I had been there. What was left standing of the house were only a few blackened timbers.


  We searched the grounds, the sheds and outbuildings before giving up. Our walk back to the carriage forced us to walk by the ruins of the house. Circling the frame of the house was a charred line. I was not an expert, but it looked as if someone had poured kerosene all around the house and torched it.


  Maria saw the questions in my eyes. She took my hand in hers and looked me in the eye. “Margo, or is it Garnet? The Bible says: For nothing is hidden that will not be made manifest, nor is anything secret that will not be known and come to light.”


  I turned my head, but she gently reached up and turned my face back toward her. “Do you wish to know about the fire?” I said nothing, but she continued. “If you recall, you and I had met before on the beach. I gathered that you were staying with Nell, but by your speech and carriage, I knew you were not just a servant girl. I thought of going to Nell and offering to take you in myself. My reserve in getting involved in Nell’s affairs kept me from it. However, the night Martin came carrying you in, not only did I feel guilty, I was furious with Nell. As soon as day broke the next morning, Martin and I went over to see Nell. First, I was going to make it clear she was never to see you again. Second, I was going to demand that she turn Martin over to me and give him his half of the inheritance. If she refused, I planned to have her arrested on charges of assault and battery. When we arrived, I walked in uninvited. I expected to find her in bed, so I pushed open her bedroom door.” Maria paused and her voiced dropped off to a whisper, “To my horror I saw her lying in the middle of the floor. A quick evaluation told me she was dead.”


  “So, this is when you got my bag and the kitten?” I asked, putting the puzzle together in my head.


  “Yes, then Martin and I loaded the carriage with the valuables and important documents. They are stored in my attic now. My plan was just to ride away, but I feared some cruel person would find Nell’s body and expose it to the world. It was bad enough that she suffered from her disfigurement in life, but it seemed unholy that it should haunt her in her death. I looked around at all the years of evil in that house and it occurred to me that the only thing to do was burn it to the ground with Nell inside.”


  “Maria, if you had not, Ox may have been charged with Nell’s murder. You should not feel guilty. You did what had to be done,” I said sincerely.


  “Let me be weighed in an even balance that God may know mine integrity. Book of Job 31:6,” she said softly and climbed up in the carriage.


  I felt my knees trembling as I sat down beside her. “This is all my fault,” I said. “I wish my father had never brought me here. I am cursed and now it has spread to all of you.”


  “Don’t be so vain,” Maria laughed. “If you think you caused what has happened you are greatly mistaken. God is in charge, not us. Besides, if you had not come here, I would have missed the blessing of your acquaintance.”


  “Maria, you are wise, but there are things you do not know about my family. I am the child of Victor Dragos and for that I must pay the price,” I started to explain.


  “Darling, children do not pay for their father’s sins. We are only held accountable for what we do, not for the sins of others. Have you done some great wrong, or caused harm to anyone or anything?” she asked.


  “No, I know of nothing,” I returned.


  “Then find peace in knowing that God will deal with you according to your deeds,” she said sweetly.


  We traveled along in silence with plans to stop at Mrs. Tuller’s for lunch. Then we would search over the village for Ox. Maria was at peace that we would find him soon.


  I, too, had a new peace. It was Maria. When this was all over, I vowed I would share with her everything about the curse and my real identity. She knew God. In her Bible could be the answer to end the curse. Maybe she could help me sort out the mystery of my staged death and help me find my father.


  When we pulled up in front of Mrs. Tuller’s cafe, she was standing on the porch. As soon as she recognized Maria’s rig she came running out to meet us, “Maria, where have you been? My husband has been trying to find you. Ox is on the loose and he has gone mad,” she said, wringing her hands and crying.


  Maria jumped out of the carriage so quickly that she turned her ankle. I hopped out and helped her up the steps inside the cafe. I knew she was in pain, but she was more concerned about Ox. One look at the cafe and we knew something terrible had happened.


  “Maria, just look at this place,” Mrs. Tuller said. “Ox came in here and said he wanted some cookies. I thought it odd that he was not with you, but I wrapped up what he wanted anyway. When I asked him for the money, he said he did not have any. So, I told him to come back later with his mother. He then went into a rage, slamming his fist through the glass cabinet. He cut his hand badly, see the blood,” she said, pointing to the white cloth.


  “Do you know where he is now?” Maria asked, steadying herself against the broken cabinet.


  “I sure do! When he left here, he went all over the village busting up things. He threw rocks through the windows and even stomped down flower gardens. Maria what in the world has happened to Ox? He was never like this before,” Mrs. Tuller said.


  Maria had a pained look on her face, “I know, I know, but where is he now?” she asked again.


  “The people were scared to deal with Ox, so they sent for Lieutenant Raymond. When the lieutenant showed up, he tried to stop Ox. He shot his gun up in the air and Ox took off running. Right now, he is hiding in the old warehouse at the end of the street. Half the people in the village are gathered around down there to see what is going to happen.”


  “Thank you, Mrs. Tuller,” Maria said, walking toward the door. “Total up the damages and I will take care of it. Come Margo, let’s get down there and see what we can do.”


  When we arrived at the scene, we fought our way through the crowd looking for Lieutenant Raymond. There were a dozen or so other officers circling the building and some men carrying makeshift weapons. They were talking about smoking Ox out of the building.


  Lieutenant Raymond pulled Maria to the side to speak to her. A few minutes later, I saw Maria hobbling toward the warehouse alone. I ran out to join her, but she told me it was best she go in alone.


  I stood at the front of the crowd with Lieutenant Raymond for what seemed like forever, but it was only a few minutes before we saw Maria coming back out. She stopped midway of the walk and called out, “Martin has agreed to let Lieutenant Raymond take him into custody, if everyone will PLEASE just go home!”


  The people ignored Maria and I could hear a buzz of comments behind me. “I ain’t leaving until I see that animal locked up!” shouted one man. His remark was joined by other shouts and slanders. I turned around to see the faces of angry men, mothers with children on their hips and little boys pushing to the front to get a look at Ox. The scene made me feel sick, knowing that poor Ox was really a victim of his own mind.


  Lieutenant Raymond glanced my way and then he stepped out in front of the crowd. “You heard the lady; it is over. Go home folks, we have this under control!”


  “How are we going to rest with a dangerous man like this running loose?” a woman called out. “Yeah, and what about my roses?” shouted an old man.


  “Mrs. Lanier has agreed to be responsible for the damage. Now go on, get out of here before I have you all arrested!” Lieutenant Raymond called back. Some of the folks started to leave, but others stood their ground. Lieutenant Raymond fired his pistol in the air. “I am warning you, I will lock up every damn last one of you and throw away the key!” After a few minutes the streets were cleared.


  Maria walked over to Lieutenant Raymond and me. “Margo, here are the keys to the house. Take the carriage and go on home. I think it is best that Martin not see you.” I hesitated, but she was right.


  Lieutenant Raymond looked at Maria. “I expect it is not a good idea to take him to the jail tonight. The village is pretty stirred up over this. If they decide to take the law in their own hands, anything can happen. Let’s take him over to Dr. Jones for the night.”


  “Yes, Dr. Jones knows Martin,” Maria said. “Martin is going to need stitches in his hand and the doctor can give him a sedative. First thing in the morning, I will have Martin on the ferry to La Vallee Institution. And that will be the end of this.”


  Maria took me aside. “Margo, will you be alright tonight alone? I think it is best that I stay with Martin tonight. I will not be home until I get him settled in at La Vallee tomorrow afternoon.”


  I shook my head. Lieutenant Raymond and I watched Maria go inside and deliver Ox. He was cowered down like a whipped little puppy. I turned my back to them as they approached. I could hear Ox saying, “Ox bad boy, Ox bad boy.”


  “No, no, Ox is a good boy. It has just been a bad day, just a very bad day,” Maria said in her special tone.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter XII


  I Will Fear No Evil


  


  Maria’s rig was old and rickety, but her horse was finely tuned to his reigns. I had not driven a carriage in many months and it felt good to have a little freedom. My first thoughts were to seize the opportunity and ride over the island, but it was getting late.


  Maria had warned me it would be late tomorrow afternoon before she would return home. With that in mind, I hurried back to Maria’s house and planned to take a ride the next day.


  So much had happened over the last two days and I had not had time to write the letter I intended to Charles. I would inform him I was coming home. In addition, I expected a full account of what happened. I will demand to know why Arlene was masquerading as me. While I was stabling the horse, I had already started composing the letter in my head.


  The barn was just back of the cottage, but the walk was dark and shadowy. Just as I stepped onto the porch, I heard movement in the nearby shrubbery. I turned and caught a glimpse of something strange. I should have gone straight inside, but I was romanced by my fear. My head turned when I heard footsteps to the left of me. I saw a dim light and a fur-covered man creature disappearing into the woods.


  With the key in my shaking hand, I unlocked the door and quickly locked it behind me. Seconds later, I heard scratching on the window. I slid down to the floor and listened. The sound traveled from window to window and was accompanied by a high-pitched noise. My heart was beating loudly, but I soon recognized it was the voice of the cat.


  I crawled over to the window and lifted it just high enough to grab hold of the kitten. With her in my arms, I secured the window and sank back down to the floor. A thousand thoughts were running through my head. I wanted to see what was outside, but what if it was so awful that my eyes could not bear it?


  Except for the last drip of daylight, the house was dark. Cats are curious creatures and she soon scampered off my lap. Shortly, she returned rubbing up against my legs. I understood her feline ways.


  We were safe, at least for the moment. I could not help wondering who or what I had seen on the way in the house. My logical mind tried to reason with me. It was likely a huntsman, a medicine man gathering herbs or just a shadow.


  It had been hours since a fire had been lit and the kitchen was cold. Alone in the cottage I was surrounded by the sounds and smells of the ocean. The ocean had a peculiar effect on me: both haunting and comforting at the same time.


  With the success of lighting a fire and finding something to eat, I went to my room. It was a struggle to compose the letter to Charles. After several rewrites, I omitted knowing about Arlene and decided to make it short and direct. It might be best to confront him face to face. Besides, I should be careful what I put in the post.


  


  Dear Charles,


  I have come to the end of my patience waiting for my father to return. I must demand that you send me money to return home. Please do not try to bargain with me the reason for my original exile. It no longer holds a threat, in view of the many things that have happened here. Garnet


  


  Even though it was early, it had been a weary day. I undressed and slipped into bed without blowing out the lamp. It had become my custom to leave the lamp burning at night.


  Only seconds after I had closed my eyes, I heard noises outside my bedroom window. In my carelessness, I had neglected to pull the curtains. My actions had been a glowing display for whoever was lurking outside.


  Keeping low to the floor, I blew out the light. I recalled seeing a butcher knife on the kitchen cabinet. If I were attacked, I should at least be prepared. Slowly I crept down the hall. In the moonlight, ghostly shadows bounced off the wall, seemingly to mock my every step.


  At last, I held the knife in my hand. The cold steel gave me courage to look out the window. In the moonlight, I saw movement near the porch and heard a strange howling noise. As my eyes focused I saw two wild dogs mating and quickly closed the curtains. If it were not for Maria, I would condemn the entire island as a den of illicit wickedness.


  The ordeal had left me wide awake and I decided to retire to the sofa. On the table in front of me was Maria’s Bible. My eyes fell on it as if it was calling me.


  This time, without hesitation I picked it up in my hands, closed my eyes and prayed:


  


  “Dear Almighty Lord, have you forsaken me? I am lost and bewildered and I have nowhere else to turn, but to you. Please look upon me with mercy and cleanse me of the evil that holds me hostage. I ask that you not let the poison from the curse that infects me spread to others. Forgive me, for I am fearful and untrusting. Show me your road and I will follow. Amen.”


  


  I had read many books, studied philosophy and even science, but not one page in the Bible. I, Garnet Dragos, was certainly not priestly. I felt unworthy to read God’s word for my own interpretation. However, there in the midnight hour, there was no priest, minister or holy man to read for me. I needed God and I needed his word.


  I asked aloud: “Dear Lord, answer my plea. What of the curse that has been cast upon me? Why was I chosen to be impure?” Then I closed my eyes and allowed the Bible to open up on its own. When I opened my eyes, I saw the Bible had parted to Proverbs. My eyes settled on this verse: Like a sparrow in its flitting, like a swallow in its flying, a curse that is causeless does not alight.


  “A curse that is causeless does not alight?” I asked. With eager eyes I read the passages of God’s truth, mercy and wisdom. I felt my fears fading as I read from Psalm 23: Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.


  Sometime just before dawn, I closed the Bible, went to bed and slept soundly. It was nearly noon when I awoke. With the chore ahead of me to mail the letter to Charles, I dressed quickly and prepared the carriage. However, on the way to the village, something inside held me back in reserve. It was as if a voice was saying clearly, “Wait, until you have discussed all with Maria.” In view of my newly found knowledge of God, I had full belief that he spoke to me that day.


  When Maria came home, she found me cheerfully preparing supper. She hung up her coat and sat down on the sofa to rest. When I came in to greet her she looked up at me. “Aye, you have read the book?” she asked with a serious look on her face.


  I felt my face flush, fearing she was angry with me. “How did you know?” I asked.


  “My child, I see the peace in your eyes. Your eyes are not shadowed with fear.”


  That evening I told Maria everything, from the death of my Auntie—the return of my estranged father, the curse, the discovery of my Uncle Charles and the unexplainable deaths. She sat still with her hands folded in her lap, stopping me on occasion to ask me to clarify the details. When my story was finished, she stood up, walked to the window and turned her back on me. Then with all the drama of an actress, she turned quickly to face me. “Garnet, someone has planted this so-called curse in your head!”


  “No, No. I saw it all in the family book. It is real,” I replied.


  “Yes, it is real and it is called fear. Someone has masterminded this plot, calculating that your own fears would rip you apart like a wild animal. Indeed, the hold of fear is great; narrow is the escape and treacherous the road. Oh, but your plotter’s calculations did not include me. By the grace of God, he has led you here to me, to intercept their great plan.”


  “If there is no curse, then why did my father bring me here?” I asked.


  “For the love of money is the root of all evil,” she quoted. “Garnet, do you know for sure that the man you speak of is really your father and that Charles is your uncle?”


  “Yes, of course,” I replied, feeling suddenly uneasy about my statement.


  “And you can prove this how?” she asked.


  I held my head down for a moment feeling like a fool. “I have no proof of either. Charles confirmed him to be my father and I trusted it to be the truth.”


  “I see,” said Maria. “It is a humble heart that is trusting, but is also the heart of the young and innocent.” Maria then asked, “Do you trust me?”


  “Yes,” I responded.


  “On what do you base your trust? she asked.


  I thought for a moment before I answered. “Insomuch as I have observed your actions and the way you have been open and truthful with me.”


  “That is a good observation,” she said. “Now, think of your father and this Charles. How have they treated you? Have their actions been straightforward and truthful?”


  My mind began to race back over the last couple of weeks. “Well, straightforward, I have to say no, but truthful I cannot swear against.”


  “Garnet, a man with honest intentions has nothing to hide from man or God.”


  Maria and I were discussing sending Charles a letter when we were interrupted by a knock at the door. Before she answered, she shushed me into the bedroom.


  Moments later I heard a man’s voice. “Good evening. I was told that this is the Lanier residence. Are you Mrs. Lanier?”


  “That would be correct,” Maria answered in a questioning tone.


  “I am looking for an attractive young woman in her 20’s, dark hair, dark eyes. Have you seen her?” he asked.


  “Well son, there used to be a young girl like that who lived in this house, but that was 40 years ago. Now she has gone and left me in her place,” Maria laughed nervously. I knew she was being clever to avoid answering his question. I heard him laugh. His voice sounded familiar, but I could not place it.


  “I was told there was a girl matching that description with you in the village a few days ago,” he continued.


  Oh, that was my niece. Sorry sir, you are a day late. She is on her way back to Paris,” Maria lied.


  “Her name would not happen to be Garnet Dragos?” he asked.


  “No, sorry. But the name Dragos sounds familiar. Did I read that name in the paper a few days ago?”


  There was no answer for a few seconds before the man responded. “Here’s my card. If she shows up ask her to get in touch with me. Tell her it is important.”


  “Will do, Mr. Shelley,” Maria said, and closed the door.


  I ran to the window and peeked out through the curtain. I saw a man walking toward his horse. When he stopped and glared around at the house, I quickly identified him as the Robert Shelley I knew from home.


  Maria showed me the card. On the back was written the address where he would be staying for the night. “What do you make of this?” Maria asked.


  “This is very peculiar. I don’t have a clue why Mr. Shelley would be here looking for me.” I turned the card over several times before I handed it back to her. “If I am assumed dead, why would anyone be looking for me?”


  Maria looked at me strangely. “Garnet, I have a sense of people. I think this man was here to help you. However, what concerns me, if he was able to find you, who else might be looking for...,” she said, stopping in midsentence.


  I knew what she was thinking. My father had not tucked me away so securely after all. Somehow, he had left a trail that led right to this door. When I looked in Maria’s eyes, she turned her head quickly.


  “I think it is time you go home,” she said lightly.


  “Yes, I have overstayed my welcome,” I replied, feeling hurt. “I have brought enough sorrow to this island. Do you know a reliable jeweler?” I asked. My fingers subconsciously fondled the garnet and gold necklace around my neck. If there was no curse, it would serve me better in dollars than gold.


  Maria laughed. “Don’t be silly dear. You are not getting rid of me that easy. We are going on this mission together. We will be like Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson out to solve a mystery. My bet is someone will wind up behind bars before this is all over.”


  “But traveling is expensive,” I reminded her. I took off the necklace and handed it to her.


  “You need not worry, Garnet. My husband left me fairly well off. Besides, we don’t need to take the train when I can drive the carriage. Sixty-two might sound old to you, but I am hardly feeble.” She stood up and touched her toes to prove her point. Then she laid the necklace down on the table in front of me. “Keep this. Your father meant for you to have it.”


  As we engaged in conversation, I neglected to put the necklace back on. We plotted to leave first thing in the morning. First, we would deliver a box of cookies to Ox, and then Maria would visit with Mr. Shelley. She would take the newspaper to him, show him the photo of Arlene and ask was this the Garnet Dragos he was looking for. Perhaps he could give us some clues. From there we would have to play it by ear.


  I stood up to go pack my things when something smacked up against the window and flopped down on the ground outside the house. “What was that?” I asked, alarmed.


  “Maybe an owl crashed into the glass,” Maria answered in an uneasy tone.


  “We should go see,” I said. As soon as I walked over to the window, I realized the woods were on fire. Before I could alarm Maria, a huge rock burst through the window within inches of my head.


  “Get down, Maria,” I called back. “The woods are on fire and something awful is happening outside.”


  “If the fire spreads, we will be trapped inside,” Maria cautioned. “We are going to have to go for help. Stay low to the floor and let’s try to escape out the back door.”


  I reached up on the table, grabbed the necklace and stuffed it in my pocket. It had been off my neck only minutes before disaster struck. Still crunched down, we stepped out in the night air. I gasped when I saw what had hit the window. It was the kitten—she was dead.


  Quickly we hooked up the horse and climbed in the carriage. The fire was being held back only by a small creek on the other side of the drive. The horse reared up and Maria reached for her whip. Before she could right him, we saw what had spooked him. There in the full glow of the light was the specter I had seen the night before. This wild man was running alongside the carriage carrying a burning torch. He was dressed in fur but his feet were bare. Just before he could grab hold of the carriage, Maria raised the whip and lashed him severely. After his failed attempt to climb onto the carriage we left him behind in a cloud of smoke.


  Sweat was dripping down Maria’s face by the time we arrived at the police station. Maria was clearly in a panic. I jumped out and banged on the door. When no one came to the door, I called out, “Please help us! Is anyone there?”


  After a few minutes, Lieutenant Raymond came stumbling to the door. “What on earth is wrong, young lady?” he asked.


  For a man that was half asleep, he quickly took charge of the situation. He set off the emergency alarm and in a matter of minutes the street was filled with able-bodied men. Lt. Raymond insisted that we wait there until they returned.


  The station consisted of four rooms: a waiting room, small office and two jail cells. In the office we found a warm stove and a pot of coffee.


  It was after midnight when Lt. Raymond returned. Maria was relieved to learn that the fire was under control and her house was not harmed. Even though they had not seen any sign of the man we described, the lieutenant felt it was best that we stay at his home for the balance of the night.


  Mrs. Raymond was sociable and took us to a small room, where Maria and I shared a bed. When we blew out the light, Maria whispered, “Garnet, in all my years I have never seen such a sight. I cannot get the look in his eyes out of mind.”


  “Do you think what we saw was of the supernatural? Aurochs or the curse? I asked.


  “After what we saw tonight Garnet, I just don’t know what to think.”


  “Maria, I should have never taken off the necklace.” There was a long silence and soon I realized she was asleep. I stroked the garnet necklace around my neck and prayed silently: Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter XIII


  Robert Shelley


  


  The next morning Mrs. Raymond tapped on the door. Maria was still asleep. The moment I opened the door, I was intoxicated by the smell of chicory coffee brewing. “Darling, I have fruit and beignets waiting for you,” she said softly.


  “Wonderful,” I replied. “We will be there shortly.”


  I woke Maria and we dressed quickly and made our way to the kitchen. Seated at the table was Lt. Raymond reading his newspaper. Mrs. Raymond pulled out a chair for us and set our plates down. It was a cozy kitchen with pine paneling and a large stone hearth. The room opened up into a den featuring two sunny window seats with worn cushions.


  After the Lieutenant finished his paper, he turned to Maria. “I will follow you ladies home when you are ready. If you don’t mind I want to take a look around while I am there.”


  “We are ready now,” Maria said, setting down her empty coffee cup.


  “Fine, I will pull your carriage around front.” He slowly stood to his feet and arched his back. His groan gained the attention of his wife, who patted him on the shoulder.


  We thanked her for her hospitality, gathered our things and were waiting for the carriage when it arrived. We headed out of the village with the lieutenant following behind on his horse.


  When we arrived home, it was clearly a miracle that the fire had not engulfed the house. A large section of the trees was charred and the smell of the simmering ashes filled the air. We walked around the outside of the house in silence while Lt. Raymond looked over the grounds for evidence.


  The sight of the little kitten’s body lying stiff and cold below the window brought tears to my eyes. I knelt down and stroked her sweet little head. “Who would harm an innocent animal like this?” I asked, looking back at the two of them. “I named her Millie,” I added.


  “I will bury her for you,” Lt. Raymond said, helping me back to my feet. “I don’t know for sure, but my guess it is one of Nell’s old drunken customers. Since her place closed, we have seen a number of fools wandering around the village at night.”


  “But this man did not look like your typical drunken sailor,” Maria explained. “He looked like a wild man, a hermit of some sort.”


  “You’ve never seen him before?” Lt. Raymond asked.


  “No, never,” Maria said, shaking her head vigorously.


  “I have!” I spoke up. “I caught a glimpse of him the other night.”


  Lt. Raymond asked to speak to Maria alone. As they walked off, I felt a chill run down my spine and pulled my wrap up around my neck. Even though Lt. Raymond thought he was whispering, I could hear him clearly. “I have a feeling this man might be after the girl. Could be he saw her at Nell’s or maybe in the village. If he is stalking her, he will be back. Cases like this scare me. Have you heard of Jack the Ripper?”


  “Hopefully Lt. Raymond, we are dealing with a prankster, not a serial killer,” Maria said, shaking her head. “Nevertheless, the girl and I had plans to take a little holiday, but this makes it even more urgent. Do you think you can watch over my house?”


  “That is an excellent idea. I doubt that he will follow you, but keep your eyes and ears open. By the time you return, I hope to have this matter solved. Be safe and don’t worry about your house,” the officer said.


  With his pistol in hand, Lt. Raymond entered the house and signaled to us it was safe. While Maria and I packed our bags, he nailed a board over the broken windowpane and buried the cat.


  Just before noon we loaded the carriage onto the ferry. When we arrived on the mainland, we drove first to the institution to see Ox. I walked through the gardens while Maria visited. She returned shortly reporting that Ox had a cold.


  Robert Shelley’s card said that he was staying at a boarding house on Third Street. Maria and I had lunch at a nearby cafe, where I waited while she went to speak to Mr. Shelley.


  More than two hours had passed and I had ordered all the coffee I could drink. The waitress passed by and gave me a sideward glance. “We will be serving supper soon. Shall I bring you a menu?” she asked, in a sarcastic tone.


  I was just before feeling pressured to order more coffee when Maria’s head bobbed through the door. She looked at me oddly, turned around and went back out the door again. I stood up and collected my things to follow her, but I saw her coming back in the door again. This time Robert Shelley was with her.


  I sat back down and lowered my head. Something significant must have transpired from their meeting for her to risk exposing my identity. Maria walked directly to my table. “May we join you?” Both she and Mr. Shelley sat down quickly without waiting for my response. “I believe you two have met,” she said, speaking mainly to Mr. Shelley.


  I raised my head. “Yes, I believe so,” I said.


  “Most definitely,” he confirmed.


  There was silence for a moment and then Maria spoke up cheerfully. “Mr. Shelley, you must feel like you are looking at a ghost.”


  “I can hardly say this lovely aberration before me is a ghost,” he joked nervously.


  “Good, then we have solved a piece of the puzzle already. The deceased girl pictured in the newspaper is an impostor and the real one is living.”


  The waitress came back and handed us the evening menu. Robert did not hesitate to order and we followed suit. During the course of the meal, Robert told us his side of the story.


  I had forgotten that the very morning my father took me away; I had given Mary a note to deliver to Robert. Mary told him I would only be gone a few days, but the next week when he came to visit, Charles told him that I was on an extended holiday.


  Several times he returned, and each time Charles gave him a different story. At last, he was able to speak to Mary, who told him what had happened the day I left. She gave him a letter that she had found in my father’s pocket. It was from Nell agreeing to the terms of my room and board.


  Robert found the whole thing disturbing, but when he began to read in the papers about all my grand social touring, he decided not to interfere. He was sickened when he found out about my supposed death. When the newspapers came out he saw the photo and knew at once it was not me.


  At first, Robert thought of going to the authorities, but he had no proof of fraud. After much consideration, he decided to consult with his attorney and good friend, Aaron Bastille. He found out Aaron had been my aunt’s attorney. In addition, Aaron told Robert about our chance meeting at the cafe, the day I disappeared. He recalled it as


  terribly uncomfortable and the man I was with was overbearing and rude.


  Once Aaron saw the newspaper photo, he, too, knew it was not me. Together they decided to find me. As we spoke, Aaron was in Paris looking for clues and Robert had traced me to the island.


  With the hour late, we followed Robert to the boarding house for the night. It was decided that Maria and I would take up lodging at Robert’s home. We would consult with Aaron and come up with a plan to regain my home and my life.


  Robert thought he knew the facts, but Maria and I knew there was something more. That night I prayed I would never have to tell him about the curse.


  


  


  


  


  Chapter XIV


  The Golden Ones


  


  The next morning when we awoke, Maria was suffering from a migraine with accompanying dizziness. She felt unfit to drive the carriage and my only travel knowledge was to follow the Loire River. We welcomed Robert’s offer to hook his horse to the carriage and drive us. He said it would be a pleasure to have conversation and assured us we would arrive at his chateau before dark.


  Robert was a handsome man with ivory complexion and auburn hair. His facial features were of even proportion and he possessed a fine athletic build. Listening to him talk about his childhood and his family’s winery was fascinating. Often he stopped and pointed out attractions along the way to me—a deer or tree or flowering shrubbery. I was impressed with his knowledge of the countryside and was seduced by his soft sensual voice. Sitting next to Robert was a welcomed distraction from my troubles until he began to talk about his lineage.


  I was to learn that he was a descendant of the noble French family Auro, otherwise known as the golden ones. He was also the 7th generation to live at Chateau-du-Loir. His grandfather inherited the estate when the last of the Auros died. However, there were some that contested the inheritance, since his grandfather descended through the illegitimate son of Count Auro and his mistress. To complicate matters, the grandfather received a mysterious letter warning him a curse would be bestowed upon him and his family the moment he took ownership.


  “Was there a curse?” I asked, alarmed at how his story was paralleling my own.


  “Garnet, don’t be silly,” he said, patting my hand gently. “Whoever sent that letter must have known that my grandfather was a superstitious man. Thank goodness my grandmother was not or someone else would have wound up with the family fortune.”


  “Are your grandparents still living?” I asked.


  “Oh no, they are all gone. For now, I am the last of the bloodline. I suppose it was grandfather’s fears that drove him crazy. When I was a little boy, I remember him talking to himself and wandering around the halls at night. Even though I was only nine years old when he died, I recall it clearly. Grandfather woke up the whole household that night screaming. His bedroom door was locked and my father had to knock it down. By the time they found him, he was as dead as a doornail. The doctor said his heart just stopped beating.”


  “Then there must have been a curse?” I asked, before I could catch myself.


  “Not hardly. He was 90 years old,” he said. “Nevertheless, some of the servants high-tailed it out the very next day. For the longest time we had trouble finding servants, with all the rumors that Chateau-du-Loir was haunted.”


  He laughed and I joined him, which disturbed Maria in the back. She opened her eyes and looked around, but then closed them again.


  For a while, we rode in silence. Robert seemed to be enjoying the ride, but I was deep in thought. It was very odd that Robert was the 7th generation and even stranger that he mentioned a curse. Yet, I found the most frightening the similarity between the name Auro and Aurochs. I questioned in my mind, could Auro once have been spelled Aurochs?


  I turned to see if Maria was asleep and mustered up my nerve to ask Robert about the name. “Robert, the name Auro is a strange one. Do you know where your ancestors originated?”


  “I am not altogether sure. My grandfather said there was mention of the family all over Europe. It appeared the Auro’s were a wandering stock. In the old days, the name was spelled a number of different ways. One thing for sure, if my father had not had the good sense to make sound investments, the family fortune would have been long gone. Soon you will see the winery just over the bend.”


  “And why did they call them the golden ones?” I asked.


  “There are a number of theories, the most likely being the direct translation of the name itself, meaning gold or golden. My grandfather did some extensive research on the family, but when he died, no one ever bothered with it again. Why do you ask?”


  For a moment, his blue eyes tantalized me. At last I spoke, but my voice sounded distant, unlike my own. “I don’t know; I am just curious,” I lied.


  “Well, I like a curious woman, and I am very curious about you Garnet.” He picked up my hand and gently kissed it. His lips were soft as velvet and I felt a strange quivering sensation deep inside of me.


  If it had not been for Maria sleeping in the back, I am sure he would have kissed me on the lips. He cleared his throat and pointed to the road in front of him. “Here is where the property begins.”


  When my eyes left his face, I saw before me the vast orchards. On the distant hill, basking in the last of the evening sun was Chateau-du-Loir. “Magnificent,” I muttered.


  “Yes, it is,” he said proudly.


  Maria sat up straight in the seat. “It is like a golden castle on a hill.”


  Robert winked and whispered, “the golden ones.”


  Maria waking up and my sudden excitement flushed away my fears. I determined that a curse could not exist here nor on the golden ones that lived inside.


  The grand entry door opened as soon as we parked the carriage. Seconds later a dark-complected man ran out to greet us. Robert spoke to him in Spanish; the man nodded and began unloading our bags.


  “Is this all?” Robert asked, with a perplexed look on his face.


  “Yes,” I replied, feeling embarrassed by my lack of possessions. “I will have to ask your pardon for my lack of proper attire. There was just so little time and I never dreamed I would be gone this long.”


  “Fret not, my fair maiden. Prince Charming is here,” Robert teased. “As my guest of Chateau-du-Loir, you shall want for nothing.”


  “Mr. Shelley, that is a most gracious offer, but I could not possibly impose on you.”


  “It is my pleasure,” he said, taking my hand to lead me toward the door.


  “But I ...,” I started to say.


  “Just say thank you to the gentleman,” Maria encouraged.


  “Very well, thank you kindly Robert,” I said, ending the conversation.


  Once inside the home, the miscellany of the family dynasty was a delight for our eyes. The grand entrance hall with a glass roof served as a conservatory for a variety of exotic plants and statues. The plaster walls were lined with paintings and tapestries lit by sparkling crystal and gilded brass candelabras.


  Auntie always said it was a sign of poor breeding to allow oneself to appear overly impressed by things of wealth. But I was like a child unable to control my emotions and wandering eyes. When I looked at Robert his expression was not boastful, but more of that of amusement.


  Maria was fumbling with an arrangement of words to form a proper complement to our host when we heard fast-approaching footsteps. Robert turned to face a dark-haired woman trotting toward us. He cleared his throat, “Buenos tardes, Rosa.”


  Her dark eyes flashed in our direction and then turned to Robert. “Buenos tardes, Senor Shelley,” she echoed back and dipped her knees slightly.


  Robert raised his finger to us, signaling for us to wait. He walked down the hall and Rosa followed. Maria and I stood silently listening to the fading sound of their heels clicking down the hall.


  Once we were alone we peered into the sitting room. Maria pointed to the black heating grates, indicating that the house had been refurbished with the most modern heating service. The dark red velvet sofas and walnut tables were perfectly arranged. On the back wall were two large windows revealing a view of the grounds. By one sat a grand piano and by the other a game table for cards or an intimate chat. I imagined walking across the silk Persian rugs in my bare feet.


  “Garnet,” Maria whispered. “Look in here. Someone certainly has a great passion for reading.” I tiptoed across the hall and feasted my eyes upon more books than I had ever seen in my life. This room had a masculine flare with rich leather chairs and hunting trophies mounted on the wall.


  The glaring eyes of a large moose head held me enchanted until I heard Maria speak. “Not a speck of dust anywhere.” I looked up and saw her running her finger along the chair railing.


  “Very impressive. Simply perfect,” I agreed. The words had just left my lips when we saw a cat with a mouse run out of the room at the end of the hall. Moments later a large-framed woman rushed after the cat with a broom.


  “Well, almost perfect,” Maria joked. We were still snickering when we saw Robert approaching. On his heels were two servant girls, who stopped before us, curtsied and ran up the stairs giggling. Robert shook his head offering his apology for the girls and directed us into the sitting room. We had barely taken a seat when Rosa entered the room with a tray of refreshments.


  During the course of our eating, I witnessed several servants rushing up and down the stairs. All of them appeared to be of Spanish descent.


  When Rosa appeared at the door and quietly nodded her head, Robert jumped to his feet. “Well ladies, it is late and I am sure you are ready to retire for the night. May we escort you to your rooms?”


  We followed them up the marble stairs to the second floor living hall. Robert paused when we entered a cozy oak sitting room. “This was my mother’s favorite room. It joins the family bedrooms. After my father died, she never came down to the dining room again. She ate the balance of her meals over there by the window. She said it was a comfort to her to dine overlooking the rose garden he planted for her.”


  “I can understand her feelings exactly,” Maria said, acknowledging a little of her own feelings of widowhood.


  “Garnet, I have taken the liberty to give you my mother’s room. I hope you do not mind the close proximity to my quarters. If you like I could post a servant by your door.” He looked at me sincerely for a moment, then laughed, making light of his remark.


  He opened the door. Rosa rushed in, turned on the lamp and closed the velvet curtains. “Please enter, ladies,” Robert said, extending his arm to me.


  From the moment we stepped into the large oval room, we found ourselves immersed in the perfect feminine retreat. The ceiling was draped with yards of silk and the French-style bed was dressed in purple and gold.


  “Is the room to your liking, Garnet?” Robert asked, even though he knew from my expression the answer.


  “It could not be more perfect. I shall feel like a princess in this room,” I responded.


  “The room is pale in comparison to its new dweller,” Robert replied, in an obvious flirtatious tone. “We have a lovely room for you too, Mrs. Lanier. Please allow me to escort you to your quarters.” In Spanish, he tells Rosa to take care of me, gives me a wink and leads Maria out of the room.


  Rosa opens the closet to show me she has unpacked my things. Slowly she approaches me. “Please,” she said, taking out a notepad and tape measure from her pocket. I understood and stood still, allowing her to take my measurements.


  When she completed her calculations, she walked across the room, opened a door and revealed a private bath. Then with the ease of the twist of a knob, she soon filled the tub with hot water. When the bath was ready, she poured aromatic oils into the water, filling the air with an intoxicating smell.


  The luxury of the bath was most alluring. I stood in the middle of the room waiting for her to leave, but instead she began to undress me. I was not a stranger to a handmaid, but I found this undraping embarrassing, due mostly to the shabby condition of my underpinnings.


  When she had stripped off my clothes, she assisted me into the tub. She gathered my underthings beneath her arm and soon I heard the door close. Alone at last, I slowly sank down into the porcelain oasis she had prepared.


  I had nearly drifted off to sleep when I heard the main door open. I sat up and covered my breast. “Rosa?” I asked.


  “Si, it is Rosa,“ she answered. I sank back down in the bath and through squinted eyes I watched her turning back the bed. With a towel over her arm, she lifted me out of the tub. With uncomfortable pressure and speed, she began to buff my body dry.


  I caught her hand. “I can dry myself. Thank you Rosa,” I said to her in Spanish.


  She looked up and cocked her head to the side. I was not certain if she was surprised that I had objected or that I had spoken to her in Spanish. She nodded and handed the towel to me.


  I assumed she had left and I wrapped the towel around me to search for my nightgown. But when I stepped out, I found her waiting for me.


  “Please,” she said, holding up a rose-colored gown.


  I raised my arms and the sensual feel of silk enveloped my body. Then as if I was a child, she walked over to the bed and patted the side. I did not argue with her request. I was ready for a good night sleep.


  She saw me in bed, dimmed the light and quietly started for the door. Speaking in her native tongue, I thanked her and told her she had been most kind. “Buenos noches,” she said, and softly closed the door.


  Lying there in the moonlight, I understood what it felt like to be one of the golden ones. The room was warm, but the crisp linen sheets were cool against my freshly bathed skin. My thoughts floated to Robert somewhere in a room nearby. I considered only briefly the coincidence of our entwined family stories. At last, I drifted off to sleep, imagining him lying next to me, touching me tenderly with his lips upon mine.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter XV


  The Fig Pecker


  


  It was a seamless night for me and I awoke feeling refreshed. From the moment I opened my eyes, I felt an excitement stirring inside me. Everything about the room I liked. In fact, I was beginning to like everything about Chateau-du-Loir, including one very handsome Robert Shelley.


  The house was quiet, almost like a sanctuary. I walked to the window and pulled back the curtain. The morning sky was overcast and a soft silvery mist covered the grounds. I could hear birds singing and distant voices of the workers.


  With appreciation for my own private bath, I took care of my morning rituals with ease. As I looked in the mirror, I was pleased to see that the dark circles under my eyes had faded and my skin had regained its youthful glow. My mind drifted back to the weeks past and I softly prayed: “Dear Lord, thank you for delivering me here. May those bitter days be erased from my memory, never to come again. Amen.”


  I sat by the window admiring the view until my stomach began to growl. Thinking of Maria, I ventured down the hall and peeked around the corner into the oak room. I was rewarded to see her sipping coffee by the window. “Psst,” I called out.


  She lifted her eyes and smiled, “Well, good morning sleepy head.”


  I delayed stepping out in the open when I saw Robert coming to join her. He looked up to see only my head and a quarter of my night-gowned body. “Oops!” I said, and playfully ran back down the hall, feeling my long dark hair bouncing against my bare shoulders. I could hear him laughing and I expected he liked what he saw.


  When I returned, I opened the door to see Rosa and two servant girls hustling around the room. Draped across Rosa’s arm was a green velvet dress. “Please,” she said, holding the dress up to me.


  I understood that she wished to fit the dress to me. I cooperated and was delighted to find it a perfect fit. Rosa and the girls stood back to analyze their work. The girls were smiling, but Rosa had a stern look on her face. She stooped to the floor and removed a few pins from the hem. She stood up with a grunt and tilted her head. “Muy bien (very well),” she said.


  The girls looked relieved and began filling the drawers with stockings, petticoats and underthings. I was amazed. If these items had all been ready-made for me, it must have taken a small army working all through the night. Why had they done all this for a temporary resident?


  I was even more astonished to see two more completed dresses hanging in the closet. A pair of boots and a pair of velvet slippers were on the shelf. Seeing the look on my face, Rosa smiled proudly. I knew this had not been just a job for them; it was an act of kindness. I also knew from experience that devoted servants like these were earned by respect and kindness.


  When the girls had finished their work, they stopped and watched Rosa arrange my hair. Their young faces were healthy and bright. One of the girls mockingly pulled her hair up on top of her head. Rosa scolded them and they ran out of the room whispering and giggling.


  Rosa finished her work, put the extra pins in a dish and laid down the brush. She stood still as if she was waiting for something.


  “Gracias, Rosa,” I said.


  Judging from her previous behavior I expected her to slip out of the room quietly, but she began talking with me in Spanish. “Breakfast will be served in the oak room. Senor Shelley will be pleased if you will join him.” She stood back with her eyebrows raised. The look was stern, but I saw a little humor in her action. She was testing my language skills.


  “It shall be my pleasure, Rosa,” I returned. She said nothing, turned for the closet and returned with the slippers. She dropped them to the floor and I put them on. However, when I started for the door, I walked right out of them.


  I shoved my foot back into them, pressing a little firmer, but the same thing happened again. Rosa started laughing and picked up the shoes. She went to the drawer, stuffed a pair of stockings in the toes and we both laughed.


  “I guessed the size according to my daughter’s size. You have small feet, Senorita Garnet. Go for breakfast and we will make adjustments later.”


  She held the door for me and I shuffled down the hall as gracefully as the shoes would allow. Rosa followed behind snickering. Being able to communicate with Rosa was a tribute to Auntie, who said it was important to speak as many languages as the brain would absorb. She was right. That morning I had learned Rosa had a sense of humor and the two giggling girls were her own.


  As we approached the table where Robert and Maria sat, Robert jumped up and pulled out a chair for me. It was all I could do to sit down without kicking the shoes across the floor.


  When the seating struggle was over, Rosa looked at me and winked. She turned to Robert and asked him to ask me if I would like coffee. Understanding it was her game, I waited for Robert to interpret before I shook my head. Rosa noted my response and disappeared down the stairs.


  “Well, Miss Garnet. You look stunning this morning,” Robert said.


  “Yes, and the dress fits so nicely,” Maria added.


  “You have a most capable staff and I am appreciative of their handiwork,” I replied. “I feel guilty in robbing you of their valuable time. I will repay you once my ordeal has been resolved.”


  “Garnet,” Maria said. “Allow the man the pleasure of enjoying his gift. From where I sit, I think Mr. Shelley is the receiver.”


  “My sentiments exactly,” laughed Robert.


  As soon as breakfast was over, Robert explained that he would be leaving shortly.


  His plans were to deliver the news of my whereabouts and circumstances to our mutual friend and attorney, Aaron Bastill. He was in hopes that Aaron would accept his dinner invitation for that evening.


  “With a little luck the four of us will be able to architect a plan of action,” Robert said, on his way out of the room.


  Maria had a pleasant look on her face, until Robert was out of sight. “Garnet, did you sleep well?” she asked, lowering her voice.


  “Yes, I did. Was it not so for you?” I asked.


  “One of the most dreadful nights of my life. Did you not hear all the awful clanging and banging?” she said, tossing her head back and taking a deep breath.


  “I heard nothing at all. It was deathly quiet in my room,” I answered. By the look on her face, I knew I had used the wrong choice of words. “It was most peaceful,” I restated.


  “Well, in the room I was in, it was anything but peaceful. The people in this house either never sleep or this house is full of ghosts. I am telling you there is something eerie about that room.”


  “Maria, I am surprised at you. You are starting to sound like me. Take me to your room and let me see for myself. But first let me take off these slippers,” I said, holding up my dress to show her the size of my shoes.


  We walked down the hall laughing and I did my best to convince her it was just a series of bad dreams. As soon as she opened the door to the room, I detected a slight foul odor, but I said nothing. The room was nicely decorated, but the walls and fabrics were done up in dark, solemn hues. The furnishings were impressive in size, but most likely overpowering for Maria’s delicate taste. It was obviously a man’s room and the odor perhaps left over from stale pipe tobacco. I could see she was terribly uneasy and I suggested that she share my room.


  “No, no, I am being childish. I’ll just open the window and let in some light and fresh air. Tonight all will be fine.” She walked over to the window, but oddly the curtains were sewn shut. Our curiosity arose and together we caught hold of the heavy velvet fabric and swung it to one side.


  “What is that?” she asked, looking down at a mass of pipes and structures below us. Here, help me open this window,” she said.


  We were heaving on the window when we heard a voice call out, “No, No tuberías de aguas residuales.” One of Rosa’s daughters ran and wedged herself in front of the window. “Stinky.“


  Maria looked confused, but I understood. “Sewage pipes, Maria,” I explained. Maria’s eyes widened. I turned back to the girl, “Bang, Bang, fantasma.”


  “No Fantasma. Stinky,” she laughed. The girl liked my joke about the banging pipes sounding like a ghost. She agreed to move Maria across the hall to the blue room.


  Maria insisted I ask if this was once the grandfather’s room.


  “Si,” the girl answered.


  “No wonder the old man lost his mind,” Maria said, as we walked across the hall.


  The girl pulled back the drapes in the blue room and opened the window. “Ver no fantasma,” she said.


  “See, no ghost,” I interpreted for Maria’s benefit.


  She looked a bit embarrassed, but I agreed the blue room was much more relaxing. We spent the morning walking through the gardens and took afternoon tea in the library. When Maria went to the blue room to take a nap, I ventured off to explore the house alone.


  In a small parlor, I discovered shelves of porcelain dolls dressed in elaborate costumes. Toward the back entrance was a gun room with overstuffed chairs, smoking paraphernalia and a billiard table.


  I found each room a treasure on its own. Lastly, my wandering led me to the kitchen. I happily stood at the open door watching the bustling activity from the hall. It was loud and exciting with a harmony of voices, chopping and pots and pans banging together. The smells and sights of fresh-baked bread and meat roasting were a delight to my senses. I counted at least eight workers weaving in and out of the room.


  I spied Rosa standing in front of a cage of little birds. She reached inside and grabbed one, but it escaped. Soon the scene turned into a comical chaos. When the bird flew out the kitchen door, she saw me.


  “Aye, Senorita Garnet,” she said, wiping her hands on her apron. “Welcome to my world. Do you need something?” she asked, with her hair dangling across her forehead.


  “Nada,” I replied.


  She held her hand up signaling for me to wait for her. I watched her hobble out the back kitchen door. Soon she returned with a smile on her face. “Dora and Nita will meet you in your room shortly.” She then handed me a freshly baked cookie. “Go now, ready yourself for dinner,” she said, and returned to her work.


  I was halfway up the stairs when I heard the entrance door open. It was Robert and Aaron Bastill returning. They had not seen me, so I sat down on the step to eavesdrop. I watched as a manservant took away Mr. Bastill’s overnight bag and promised to bring the men a brandy. They then made themselves comfortable in the huge rattan chairs in the entrance hall. When their drinks arrived, soon they started laughing and talking. I was delighted to discover that their voices were amplified by the glass roof and I could hear their every word. I felt like a mischievous little child. I ate my cookie, watched and listened from my hiding spot.


  “I am willing to bet that man is not even Garnet’s father,” said Robert.


  “No, it just does not make sense for him to come back after all these years,” Aaron agreed. “Yet when there is money involved, wolves come out of hiding.”


  “Aaron, you were the aunt’s attorney. Was there really a sizeable estate to claim? I never heard of any business associated with the Dragos and surely the old woman went through the better part of an inheritance.”


  “Sounds like you are interested in the girl’s money too?” Aaron teased.


  “Not in the least. My only interest is the girl. What man would not be?” Robert clarified.


  “Yes, she is a beauty,” Aaron responded.


  A great feeling of anticipation began to churn in my throat. I scrunched down and held my breath to hear what they might say next. When I heard footsteps coming up the stairs I tried to jump to my feet, but my dress was caught in the railing. I was working nervously to free myself when I saw shoes standing next to me. It was a relief to see only the two girls had caught me in that predicament. “I tripped and fell and my dress got caught in the railing,” I said to them in Spanish.


  They looked back and forth at each other in disbelief. I regained my stance, straightened out my dress and, as if nothing had happened, I made my way to my room. They did not follow at first, but stood there whispering to each other. I laughed, knowing they were trying to figure out what I was doing on the floor.


  I had no sooner closed the door when I heard a soft tap. Knowing it was the girls, I slung myself across the bed and called out, “Entrar.”


  They entered the room smiling. The taller girl unfolded a lace gown that she had tucked under her arm. “You like?” she asked.


  I jumped off the bed to examine the dress. It was a stunning creation of milky white satin covered with black lace and adorned with silk pink roses. I was flabbergasted by the craftsmanship and asked if they had made the dress.


  They did not readily answer. Thinking that my Spanish was not clear, I rephrased the question and asked again.


  Nita, who was the older of the two, confessed that the dress had belonged to Robert’s mother. Using my measurements, she and sister Dora had tailored the dress.


  They were relieved when I took the dress and held it up to me. Dora began making gestures, showing me how much she had cut down the dress. Nita did not find her sister’s action as amusing as I did. I understood that Robert’s mother was very large.


  The girls informed me that aperitifs would be served in the sitting room at seven and dinner at eight in the main dining room. Even though the girls were eager to stay to help me dress, I dismissed them. It was a true luxury to have my own time.


  At a quarter to the hour, I was dressed and tapped on Maria’s door, but she did not answer. Quietly I walked down the steps and made my entrance into the sitting room alone. Aaron and Robert were talking by the mantel. Maria was seated on the sofa as a servant prepared a glass of pastis for her. “No lime please, just spring water,” she said, taking the glass of French liqueur in her hand.


  Although Aaron was still talking, Robert watched me intensely as I took a seat next to Maria. “Care for a glass of pastis?” she asked, raising her hand to halt the server.


  “No thank you. I never cared for the flavor of anise,” I returned to her.


  “Champagne for the lady!” Robert called out from across the room. He left Aaron standing and stopped the server. “Uncork our very best.”


  “Si, Senor Shelley,” he replied with a smile.


  When he returned, Rosa was on his heels with a tray of nuts, olives and crackers. The server started to pour the champagne, but Robert took the bottle from him. He held the bottle up in the air, “Tonight we have with us two of the most beautiful creations in all of France: a rare bottle of Chateau-du-Loir’s finest champagne and Miss Garnet Dragos!”


  “Bravo to that!” Aaron chimed in.


  I felt my face redden as Robert poured the champagne for me. Maria tipped her glass to me and the party began. The champagne was light as well as the conversation. The heavy conversation was saved for later.


  When Rosa announced that the entrees were ready, Aaron took Maria’s arm, allowing Robert to escort me into the dining room. There were massive twin fireplaces and above them hung an impressive tapestry. With much for the eye to see, I made a quick observation of my surroundings before I sat down.


  Maria looked disappointed with the tiny morsels of food that were presented. I wanted to whisper to her that this was not the main course. I kept silent, knowing she would experience the meal soon enough.


  The entree course began with a delicious Roquefort flan and followed by a nice rabbit pate’. When the servers filled our glasses with a fragrant rosé wine, I anticipated the next selection to be heavy and bolder. However, nothing could prepare me for what was to come.


  The servers all left the room and I noticed a gleam in Robert’s eye. Soon four servers appeared, each carrying an elegant dish with a white dinner napkin covering its content.


  Robert stood up and the servers lifted the napkins. “Ortolans!” for your dining pleasure.


  I gasped and Maria looked at me questioning what was being served. I tried to hide my distaste and smiled as Robert and Aaron clapped their hands. I knew the dish, but it was not something that my Auntie would have ever served at our dinner table. When the dish was set before me, I was afraid my stomach would turn.


  “Aye, the little ortolan, a flower to the tongue!” Robert said, boasting his culinary knowledge. “Shall we?” he says, lifting the white cloth and placing it on top of his head.


  His actions caused Maria to laugh. It was certain she had no idea what Ortolans were or how they should be eaten. When Robert laid down his napkin, I was afraid he was insulted, but he started laughing too.


  “My dear Maria, please accept my apologies for assuming that all is the same all over France. Allow me to explain my strange behavior. You see, Ortolans are little birds whom many affectionately call ‘Fig Peckers.’ They are one of the finest delicacies known to man.”


  Maria looked at the small bird on her plate. “Does it taste like chicken?” she asked, giving it a little poke with her fork.


  Robert laughed and continued, “Not hardly. The taste is like nothing you have ever put in your mouth. I imagine the birds may be tasty in any form, but to prepare them correctly takes a great deal of special preparation. First, let us consider the nature of these tiny birds. They are night feeders. Once they are captured, they are kept in the dark so they will eat continuously. All the while they are pecking on grains and figs, the chef is anxiously waiting. When they reach four times their size, they are drowned in a snifter of Armagnac. Their tiny lungs take on the flavor of the sweet liqueur. He then pops them in the oven and minutes later they are served.”


  “These birds were alive just moments ago?” Maria asked, in a trembling voice.


  “I suppose it sounds tragic, but once you eat them you will quickly forget the details,” Robert said. He looked at me as if I approved.


  “It is all in the eating,” Aaron offered. “First you cover your head with a napkin and then put the bird whole in your mouth.”


  Maria looked at me and I shook my head to confirm. “Why do you cover your head for God’s sake?” Maria asked alarmed.


  “Well,” laughed Aaron. “In fact, many people think it is for God’s sake to hide your face while you eat the bird. I personally feel it is to prevent other dinner guests from seeing you bite off the bird’s head.”


  “I am just not sure about this,” Maria says, turning to look at me.


  “Oh, it is simple,” Robert says, covering his head. “Cover your head and I will give you instruction.”


  “Is everyone ready?” Robert asked.


  There were several moans and Robert began, “Be careful now; birds are very hot. Place the bird on your tongue, letting the head dangle out between your lips. Go ahead now, bite off the head and let it drop on the plate. Take a deep breath to allow the fragrance and juices to drip down your throat. Take your time and allow the bird to cool before you begin to chew. We have all night.”


  Robert said nothing more. Soon I heard the sound of crackling bones coming from the opposite side of the table, but nothing from Maria. With my head covered, I could faintly see when Robert removed his cloth, sat up and took a sip of wine. We all followed and covered our plate. I was relieved when the servers removed the evidence.


  Le Menu


  *wine: Pinot Noir


  *French onion soup


  


  *wine: Bordeaux


  *beef bourguignon and


  *French garden peas


  


  *wine: Merlot


  *Le Fromage: fresh goat cheese and fruit


  


  *wine: Cabernet Sauvignon


  *Le dessert: chocolate profiteroles


  


  As the meal progressed, Robert and Aaron began to discuss my case. With the servants coming in and out, it made me uncomfortable talking openly in front of them.


  At the risk of being bold, I expressed my concerns. “Auntie and I had some sour experiences with servants overhearing our personal affairs. Should we not take this conversation up in private?” I asked.


  Robert laughed and called a young woman over to the table. “Ah, Emma, would you please strip all your clothes off for Master Aaron?” he asked in French. The woman looked at Robert puzzled, until he lifted his water glass for her to fill. She smiled and went on about her business.


  Aaron bent over double laughing, “Good show, my friend. I for one was hoping she would obey that command.” The woman looked back briefly, assuming we were enjoying a private joke.


  “It was Mother’s idea,” Robert began. “After my grandfather died, we were victims of vicious gossip spread by some ex-servants. Since my mother spoke fluent Spanish, she adopted the practice of hiring servants that spoke only Spanish. The problem was solved.


  “Interesting, but careful what you say, Robert,” I said, smiling flirtatiously. I must warn you I speak Spanish fluently as well.”


  Robert leaned across the table to look me directly in the eyes. His blue eyes were sparkling. “Señorita Garnet, por favor quítese la ropa para mí,” he said seductively.


  As soon as I translated his words in my head, “Miss Garnet, please take off your clothes for me.” I could feel the blood run to my face and I dropped my head. He knew I understood.


  Robert tipped his wine glass to me, but made no apology. When the conversation resumed, I could not get his fresh remark out of my mind. I had never been in the company of a man like Robert before. Everything about him intrigued and seduced me. Since Robert had come into my life, my troubles seemed less important. I was becoming a woman with passions and desires.


  I must have been momentarily lost in my thoughts, for the next thing I recalled was Maria shaking my shoulder. “Garnet, are you alright?” she asked. “Did you hear what Aaron said about your father?


  I turned my attention to Aaron, discovering that my aunt had hired him to investigate the whereabouts of my father years ago. According to Aaron, the last record of Victor Dragos was a boarding pass for a privately owned ship bound for Scotland.


  “Scotland,” I exclaimed. “My aunt said he went home to Moldavia.”


  “It could have been a connector, but the ship your father left on was headed to Scotland.”


  “Did the ship reach its destination?” Robert asked.


  Aaron stumbled for words for a moment. “You know, Robert, that is a very good question. I am afraid I may have dropped the ball on that one. I will see what I can find out tomorrow.”


  “It seems odd that after 21 years he suddenly has reappeared,” Robert said.


  “Yes, and just in time to claim the family fortune,” Maria added. “I am sorry Garnet. After all I have learned, I just don’t think this man is really your father.”


  “Maria, I understand your reasoning,” I spoke up. “However, it was Charles that endorsed the man as his brother and my father.”


  Aaron stood up and walked across the room, “Garnet, why would your aunt keep it a secret that Charles was your uncle? I drew up her will and she listed you as the sole heiress of the estate. If I recall correctly, she did leave provision for a list of household staff. Charles was on that list, not as her brother.”


  “If there was just someone we could trust to get into that house and find out what is going on,” Robert said, scratching his head.


  “I know someone,” Maria chirped up.


  “Who?” I asked.


  “Me!” Maria said, pointing to herself. “I could offer myself for hire as a housekeeper. If I get the job, I would be a spy from within.”


  “No! It could be dangerous,” I said, hoping to nip the plan in the bud.


  “Not very likely. They will never suspect a thing. I’ll tell them I moved here to be near my son in the institution.”


  “Maria, if you are willing, I think it is our best option,” Robert confirmed.


  “Fine, it is settled,” Maria said, standing to her feet. Tomorrow morning I will go to the Dragos estate and ask for employment. Now, the wine and the hour have determined it is way past my bedtime. Good night all.”


  With Maria gone, I was left awkwardly alone with the two men. Aaron promised his due diligence in finding out what happened to my father’s ship. He then looked at his watch and declared it was his bedtime too.


  “Well, it looks like the party is breaking up,” Robert said, moving over to sit in the chair next to me. With his knee touching mine, he pointed to the tapestry above the fireplaces. “That is the Auro’s family crest. It depicts the seven sons as great warriors and hunters.”


  “Seven sons? I asked, feeling the fear of the curse coming back to haunt me.


  “Yes, or that is what we were told. The tapestry was hanging here when we acquired the house. It is amazing how vivid the shades of red and gold have remained after all these years.”


  I went into a trance state staring at the tapestry. There on a golden hill were the seven hunters with jewel-studded swords. Under their feet was their slaughter—a huge horned beast.


  “Fascinating isn’t it,” Robert said, slipping his arm over my shoulder. “In fact, this house has almost everything a man could desire, except a wife to domesticate him.”


  I did not move or turn toward him. He lifted my hair and slowly began to softly kiss my neck. My flesh quivered with every touch of his lips and a moan of passion emerged from deep within me. He lifted me to my feet and pulled my body close to his. “Estoy ardiendo por ti,” he whispered in my ear.


  Spanish is a romantic language, but there was no need for words. I too, burned for him. Seeing my will was his, he lowered his lips to mine and kissed me. The world stopped turning, the floor was no longer under my feet nor did the room have walls. There was only Robert.


  We are brought back to reality by the sound of glass breaking. We turned to see that a very embarrassed servant had dropped a glass. Robert laughed and patted me on the back tenderly. “It is getting late darling. Allow me to escort you to your room.”


  Robert was silent as we walked up the stairs. When we reached my room, he opened the door. “Good night my beauty. Best lock your door or someone might come in the night and ravish you.” He kissed my hand and left me standing in the open doorway.


  I knew he was teasing me, but his words had a frightening effect on me. I locked the door behind me. Once in bed, I turned off the light and allowed the moonlight to fill the room. The food, the wine, the kiss, it had been the most remarkable night of my life. I would not allow it to be spoiled by fear of an imaginary curse. Robert was not imaginary; he was real.


  I fell asleep with ease, but sometime in the haze of the night, I heard a knock. I was not sure whether it was real or a dream. I felt my body rise and open the door. There stood Robert, dressed in full formal wear. He extended his hand to me and together we glided down the stairs without once touching the steps.


  Into the garden we floated until we reached a beautiful gazebo. There was music and the sweet smell of honeysuckle filled the air. We danced until we collapsed upon a garden swing. We ate stuffed figs and drank sweet wine until we could hold no more. He began kissing me passionately, but suddenly he disappeared. I called out his name wildly. “Robert! Robert!” I shouted.


  He did not answer. It was then I realized that the gazebo had turned into a cage. More and more figs appeared and I could not resist eating them. I ate and ate until my body began to swell to gross proportions. The cage was getting smaller and smaller and I was forced to lie down, all the while eating and eating. It was then I saw Robert’s face. He was like a giant staring down at me. He opened the door to the cage, lifted me high in the air and opened his mouth wide to swallow me whole. “Let me go,” I screamed. “Someone help me!”


  As I struggled and fought, a loud pounding noise filled my ears. I could hear voices, but I could not answer. I felt my body shaking and the room spinning.


  “Garnet! Garnet! Wake up. You are having a nightmare,” were the first words I understood. I opened my eyes and saw Robert and Rosa standing over me. I felt over my body to see if I was of normal size and sat up in bed.


  “Too much wine!” Rosa said, sitting on the side of the bed next to me. “Robert, shame on you. You should have been more mindful of the girl,” Rosa said, speaking to Robert as if he were a child.


  “Are you alright, darling?” Robert said, leaning over to touch my forehead for fever.


  “Yes, I suppose it was too much wine,” I agreed.


  “She is soaking wet. Robert, go downstairs and get her some warm milk. I will help her get changed.” Robert nodded and reluctantly left the room. “Don’t worry my pet; Rosa will take care of you.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter XVI


  The End


  


  Thunder, lightning and the sound of heavy rain awoke me. I opened my eyes just in time to see a branch slap against the window like the wing of a big blackbird. It was so dreary and gray that I could not determine the time of day.


  The nightmare was a foggy memory. I assumed it was triggered by the Ortolans at dinner. Still, something about it had left me feeling uneasy about Robert.


  I sat up in bed and looked across the room at the giltwood chaise. It was empty, but tossed to the side was Rosa’s blanket and ruffled pillow. She had slipped out of the room without waking me.


  As soon as I was dressed, I walked across the hall and knocked on Maria’s door. There was no answer and my thoughts drifted back to the morning that Auntie did not answer her door. I opened the door, but she was gone. At first I panicked, until I saw her things neatly arranged in the closet.


  I walked down the hall hoping to find someone, but the oak room was empty. Before I started down the steps, I stopped to watch the rain gushing against the glass ceiling. As I stood admiring the architectural miracle, a large drop of rain pecked me on the head. I reached up and wiped the water off my forehead.


  “Nothing man creates is ever perfect,” came a voice from below. I looked down and saw Robert. “Feeling better?” he asked. “I expect you are famished. Will you join me for my midday meal? If it is not to your early rising taste, I will have the cook prepare you something lighter.”


  “No, I am sure it will be fine,” I said, realizing it was afternoon. I walked with Robert to a small dining room just off the kitchen.


  Just as I took my seat across from him, Rosa popped in the door. “There you are,” she said, now speaking openly in Spanish to me. “I was afraid that you would have the headache this morning.”


  “No, I am remarkably well,” I replied, even though it was somewhat of a lie.


  The meal commenced to be served. Although Robert accepted the wine, I requested spring water.


  


  Le Menu


  


  wine: Riesling


  *Salade Verte


  


  wine: Pinot Noir


  *Poutine (French-fried potatoes and gravy)


  *Carottes braisées


  *Maiale al Latte (pork roast braised with milk and fresh herbs)


  


  wine: Champagne


  *Le Fromage: Blue cheese and cheddar board, sliced apples, pears and walnuts


  


  *Cafe au Lait


  Presented with shavings of chocolate and brown sugar


  


  During the meal, I am reminded that Maria left early to ask Charles for a housekeeping job. Robert expected Aaron to return by tomorrow with information about my father’s ship.


  Robert said he had planned to take me horseback riding, but due to the weather and my restless night he had reconsidered. He suggested two options: a game of dominos or a tour of the stables.


  “Why not both?” I asked, offering up my best smile.


  “Excellent,” he replied, and walked over to the window. “Looks like the rain has let up. Get your wrap and I will meet you downstairs in a half hour.”


  He left the room, but I remained to finish my coffee. I wanted to see that tapestry in the daylight. I walked across the hall to the dining room. In contrast to last night, the room was cold and empty. The only evidence of last night’s meal was a single forgotten fork on the floor.


  I paused for a moment, then walked with quick steps to stand directly under the tapestry. It was a massive piece of work covering the better part of the back wall.


  I studied the details carefully. In the background were mountains, a flowing river and a faint image of a woman sitting on the bank. My eyes focused on each of the seven warriors. The center man was bareheaded and smiling. In his hand was a gold dagger studded with red stones. A frightening thought ran through my head. If those stones were garnets, this had to be more than coincidence. Somehow, this tapestry had to be linked to the curse.


  When I heard voices in the hall, I was afraid I had lost track of time. I cracked the door and saw Aaron and Robert standing in the hall talking. I froze and listened.


  “Well, that is interesting,” Robert said. “That might just explain that garnet necklace.”


  “Would you like me to give her the news?” Aaron asked.


  “No, I think we should wait and see what Maria has found out. She should be back shortly,” Robert said.


  I waited until they were out of sight before I slipped up to my room. I thought of hiding out and waiting for Maria, but it would look suspicious. I grabbed my wrap and sped down the stairs.


  I expected Robert to be waiting, but it was I that was kept waiting. When Robert showed up, Aaron was with him. “Aaron, I am glad to see you back so soon. I hope you have good news for me,” I said, trying to look surprised to see him.


  He glanced over at Robert and cleared his throat, “My investigation is incomplete at this time Miss Garnet.”


  “Nothing at all?” I asked, tilting my head to one side. Aaron gave me an awkward smile, but said nothing. He was older than Robert, but just as handsome in his own right.


  “Come on, let’s make a run for the stables while the rain has stopped,” Robert spoke up, breaking the silence. “I have something to show you both.”


  Robert took my arm and we stepped outside. A misty cool breeze caught my hair and flipped it across my face. I lifted up the hook on my cape and tucked the strands underneath. The brisk walk and the fresh air had a calming effect on my nerves. By the time we reached the stable, I felt a little more at ease.


  Robert stopped to speak to the stableman, “Como esta mi pequeno chico?”


  The stableman gave Robert a big smile and pointed to the stall behind him. Robert leaned over the side of the stall. “Come see my little boy,” he called over to us.


  Robert stepped aside so that Aaron and I could see in the stall. “How old is he?” I asked, admiring the little pinto.


  “He is five days old today. I thought I would never get a foal out of that mare, but she sure showed me. This little fellow is a real champion,” Robert said proudly.


  Robert showed us the balance of his horses and carriages. I thought the tour was over, until he said he had saved the best for last. In suspense, we followed until we came to a large door. “Help me with the door,” Robert said to Aaron.


  When the door was slid open there it sat, a motorcar. “The horseless carriage!” Robert announced. “Garnet, I had plans to take you for a ride today, but I don’t dare take this beauty out in the rain.”


  “Good Lord,” Aaron said, running over to take a close look. “How in the world did you get your hands on this?” he asked.


  “It is a prototype designed by my friend Gottlieb Daimler. Since I helped Daimler Motor Company acquire licenses to build this thing in France, he let me buy the first one. ” Robert explained.


  Once we had all sat inside and studied the marvel of the engine, we walked back to the house. Maria’s rig was sitting out front and Rosa informed us she had gone upstairs to change her clothes.


  “Perhaps I should go check on her,” I said, hoping to speak to Maria alone first. I excused myself, but I turn to see Maria coming down to meet us.


  “What a day,” she announced. “We have much to talk about.”


  “Come, let’s go into the sitting room,” Robert said. He motioned for Rosa. “Bring a pot of tea,” he called out to her.


  We sat down and Maria pulled a chair to the center of the room to address us. “It was perfect timing,” she began, in a low voice. “When I neared the Dragos estate I saw a woman walking alongside the road. It was of curiosity to me why anyone would be out for a stroll in the pouring rain. I pulled over and asked if she needed help. She said no, and kept on walking. I could tell she was distressed, so I got out of the carriage and ran after her. She agreed to allow me to drive her home. It was then that I found out she had been a housekeeper at the Dragos estate. Her name was Mary. She said that morning Charles’ wife went into a rage and fired her.


  “Charles’ wife?” I asked. “He does not have a wife!”


  “Yes he does and her name is Harriet,” Maria replied.


  “Harriet!” I said, jumping to my feet. “Harriet is dead!”


  “Well, this Harriet is very much alive. Mary said that she and Victor’s wife, Ellen, were holy terrors to work for. She called Harriet a skinny witch and Ellen a big fat heifer.”


  “That just cannot be,” I protested. “My father said nothing about a wife and Ellen is dead too! I saw them carry her away after she fell down the stairs.”


  Robert walked across the room and put his arm around me to comfort me. “Garnet, did you actually see this woman fall down the stairs?” he asked.


  I thought for a moment and replayed the scene in my head. “No, now that you mention it, I did not.”


  “Were there any witnesses?” Aaron asked.


  “Charles and I were the first to see her body. When the servants heard me scream, they ran out just in time to see Charles and my father carrying the body away,” I replied, as thoughts of their possible trickery ran through my head.


  “Did a coroner come?” Aaron continued.


  “I have no idea,” I said. “The morning after Ellen fell to her death was maddening. As soon as I awoke, I was informed that Harriet was dead too. Minutes later my father and Charles escorted me out of my own home.”


  “What happened to Harriet? Did you see her body?” Aaron interrogated.


  I began to feel dizzy, sat down and covered my face with my hands. It was a struggle to keep from breaking down, but after a few seconds, I answered. “They said Harriet overdosed on medication. She was always taking sleeping tonics. No, I never saw either one of the bodies.”


  Aaron stood up as if he was presenting a case in the courtroom. “Garnet, I have some startling news too. Captain Julius LaBranch owned the ship that your father left on some 21 years ago. Does that name sound familiar?”


  Before I could answer, Maria shouted out, “Nell’s father.”


  “Correct,” Aaron replied. “Now it is my unpleasant duty to present the facts. Neither Captain LaBranch nor Victor Dragos earned their fortunes; they stole them. The two were business partners. Together they owned a fleet of pirate ships that terrorized all of the Mediterranean. Furthermore, the ship your father sailed on was sunk by cannon fire.”


  “My father is dead?” I asked calmly.


  “Yes, all records indicate that Victor Dragos was aboard,” Aaron said in a passive voice. “Now, we must examine the information before us. We are dealing with four proposed deaths. The aunt’s death is clearly of natural causes. However, death two and three are highly questionable. If Harriet and Ellen are dead, there should be a bill of sale of their caskets. Before going to the authorities, we must also have evidence that death number four was not Garnet Dragos, but a girl named Arlene. Lastly, in order to redeem Garnet’s estate we must prove that the man masquerading as her father is illegitimate.”


  “Aye,” said Maria with a smile. “I think the rest of my story might prove enlightening. When I delivered Mary to her home, I returned to the Dragos household to ask for her job. I felt confident, but did not expect to go to work immediately. A man I learned was Charles answered the door and I pleaded my case with him on the steps. He invited me in and asked me to have a seat in the front hall. He then disappeared down the hall.


  Shortly I see a woman approaching. At first glance, I am mistaken of her age, judging by her small frame and youthful dress. It was my guess that the dress belonged to Garnet. She extended her hand to me and introduced herself as Mistress Harriet. There was a bit of dialog exchanged before she asked me to begin that day. They were hosting a party and they were short staffed. She and Lady Ellen needed a handmaid to assist them with their evening attire.”


  “Mistress Harriet and Lady Ellen?” I asked, trying to make some sense of this hellish nightmare.


  “Yes, that is correct,” Maria confirmed. “Allow me to give you a visual of the two women. Harriet is about this high with dark frizzy hair. Her eyes are the sort that folds of skin cover the eyelashes making her appear sleepy. Oh, and she has a mole on her chin. Is this the Harriet you know, Garnet?”


  “You have described her perfectly,” I replied.


  Maria smiled, “I think you might recognize Ellen as well. This woman is not only broad-framed, but also a fatty. Her reddish hair is fine and thin. It is balled up in the back, but chopped off short in the front. Her bosoms are flat, but her rump is like a giant bowl of jelly.”


  “That is Ellen,” I assured her.


  “There is just one more thing I think might be of importance,” Maria said. “While I was helping dress Ellen, a man burst into the room without knocking. He was a reasonably handsome man, but his face reflected anger. He began digging through the dresser drawers and pulling things out on the floor. “Where are my glasses?” he asked Ellen. She responded with, “I do not know, Paul.”


  “Paul!” Robert said, jumping to his feet. “Are you sure she said Paul?”


  “I am certain she called the man Paul,” Maria restated.


  Robert all of a sudden was beside himself, pacing the floor back and forth and slamming his fist in his hand. “Garnet, does this man sound like the man that claims to be your father?” he asked me.


  “Yes, sadly the description matches,” I said.


  “I think I know exactly who our villains are,” Robert declared. “They are Paul and Ellen Gagne. They worked here, but my mother fired them for stealing.”


  “Are you sure?” Aaron asked.


  “I will bet money on it!” Robert said.


  Maria looked around at me, “Garnet dear, by the grace of God you are free of the curse.”


  “Curse?” Robert asked looking at Maria wildly.


  “Go on, Garnet, tell them the treacherous road you have traveled. The great fear that this awful man unleashed upon you,” Maria said, with tears in her eyes.


  Slowly I began to tell them the whole story. They listened patiently as I explained how my father claimed he had to hide me from the curse of Aurochs. If he could not find a way to break the curse, it would destroy the Dragos bloodline ending with my death.


  “My logical mind tried to deny the curse, but in time I was consumed by my fear,” I explained, biting back my tears. “Everywhere I turned something new gave birth to more horror. Those lonely days at Nell’s nearly drove me to the cliff. I was afraid to sleep for fear the beast would attack me in my sleep.”


  “This Victor or Paul is a lunatic,” Aaron said angrily. “I promise you, justice will be done. All of them are guilty.”


  “Oh, he is no lunatic!” Robert shouted. “Sadly it was a brilliant plan. He is doing the devil’s finest work by using one of the greatest powers on earth to destroy her. The power of fear. If it had not been for the divine intervention of Maria, I hate to think what may have happened.”


  Robert walked over to the shelf and poured me a glass of brandy. “Here Garnet,” he said. “Please keep talking. It is time to release the burden you have been carrying.”


  I took up the glass and drank it all and then I continued. “At first I thought the curse was Nell, then later Ox. I feared it would toy with me, changing its shape with the wind, bringing death and destruction to all around me. The night the wild man came and set fire to the woods, I prayed that the curse would take me and spare Maria.”


  Maria reached up and took my hand. “God looked after us both and delivered us here.”


  “Yes,” I said, looking at Robert. “But you spoke of the golden ones and the curse on the Auro family. There were things here which forced me to reflect back to my fears. What about the tapestry, the seven warriors with their golden daggers and garnet stones? See this garnet necklace my father left to protect me against the curse of Aurochs!” I proclaimed.


  Robert reached in his pocket and pulled out a pair of garnet and gold earrings. “Here dear, I was going to give these to you tonight. I think you will find they are a match to your necklace.”


  I compared the workmanship. It was a perfect match. “How can this be?” I asked.


  “Garnet, forgive me for being frank. My mother once owned the necklace and the earrings. When Paul and Ellen worked here, the necklace disappeared. My guess is Paul sold the necklace to your father.”


  “Oh, then I must return it,” I said, extending the necklace and the earrings to him.


  “Garnet, I shall appreciate them more on you than storing them in a chest,” he said, handing them back to me. “As for the curse, Paul and Ellen knew my grandfather was haunted by an imaginary curse. In fact, Ellen sat with him as his nurse. They had seen the tapestry and knew its story. Don’t you see they weaved it all together to trap you like a spider in a web?”


  Aaron laughed. “What a story has unfolded tonight. Sometimes the truth is stranger than fiction.”


  Robert lifted me to my feet. My knees were trembling, but my body felt airy and light. “Come,” he said. It is getting late and dinner is growing cold. Tomorrow we will begin our plan to bring this battle to its great end. But, tonight let’s celebrate the end to a curse!”


  


  Dinner Menu


  


  Aperitifs-


  Light alcoholic drinks and a toast—“Tchin Tchin!” (Cheers!)


  *Champagne or Pastis (an anise-flavored liqueur)


  *A tray of nuts, olives and crackers


  


  Le Entrees-


  (Delectate choices of appetizers to enhance the upcoming meal.)


  *Wine: Chardonnay, Sauvignon Blanc, Chablis or Champagne


  


  *Roquefort flan


  4 ounces of Roquefort cheese-(or goat cheese)-1 cup of milk-4 eggs-1 cup of flour


  


  Preheat oven to 375°F. Bring cup of milk to a boil, remove from heat and add crushed cheese, flour and one egg at a time until fairly smooth. Bake for 35 minutes.


  Serve warm with crackers.


  *Liver Pate’ Recipe


  4 oz of chicken livers or livers of your choice-3 minced green onion-minced garlic- capers-butter-salt and pepper


  


  Brown livers in saucepan in butter and lastly add ingredients. When cool, place in food processor and blend until creamy. Refrigerate until ready to serve.


  


  *Ortolans


  The practice of serving the little songbirds, Ortolans, is ancient history or outlawed in most of France. However, for your dinner party I suggest you have a little fun with your guest and go through the ritual. Traditionally the bird’s sweet flavor came from its fig- eating and being soaked in a rich liqueur. Here is my recipe for mock Ortolans.


  


  1 large dinner napkin for each guest to cover his or her heads-can whole pears (each person will need a half of a pear)-fig preserves-sweet liqueur and granola (for crunch)


  


  On a fancy little plate, slice a half of pear, spread with fig preserves, a tablespoon of


  l liqueur and refrigerate. When ready to serve heat in microwave and top with the granola, cover with napkin to present your Ortolans to your guest.


  


  *French Onion Soup


  Beef broth- spring onions-white onions-garlic-sugar-Swiss cheese-croutons-butter-and white wine.


  


  I use prepared beef broth, but you may make your own. In a large saucepan, begin browning thin slices of the white onion. Add a couple of tablespoons of sugar, garlic and a bit of white wine. Simmer for about 30 minutes, until the onions are nice and brown. Add the beef broth and simmer for additional 10 minutes. Pour into oven safe individual bowls, drop in several croutons, top with slices of cheese and bake at 400°F


  until the cheese is bubbling. (you may microwave) Garnish with chopped spring onions.


  


  


  Le Main Course


  Wine: Bordeaux


  


  *Beef Bourguignon


  Beef tenderloin roast-salt-cracked black pepper


  Sauce: beef broth- butter-chopped shallots-dry red wine-beef flavored and black pepper


  


  Pre-heat oven to 400°F. Trim fat from beef. Place in shallow roasting pan standing on end, (uncovered) sprinkle with salt and cracked black pepper. Cooking time will vary depending on your preference. When done, cover loosely with foil; let stand 15 minutes before slicing.


  


  While meat is roasting, prepare sauce. Sauté 2 tablespoons of butter, add minced shallots, red wine and stir in beef broth. Slowly add 4 tablespoons of butter and pepper to taste. Serve sauce over beef.


  


  *French Garden Sweet Peas


  Frozen green peas (or fresh)-minced spring onions-butter-sugar-salt and pepper


  In saucepan cook peas, slowly adding all ingredients. Serve along side of beef.


  Le Fromage


  Fresh goat cheese and fruit.


  Wine: Merlot


  


  Le Dessert


  *Chocolate Profiteroles


  These may take a little experimentation. If you don’t want to go to the trouble, I suggest buying them from a good bakery. If you would like to give it a try, here is a good recipe.


  


  Pastry: 1 cup-confectioner sugar-2 cups flour-2 tablespoons butter-4 eggs and salt


  Pre-heat oven to 400°F


  With stove burner on medium, heat 1/4 cup of water, add sugar and drop in butter. Once melted increase heat, add flour and a dash of salt. Remove from stove, stir in one egg at a time until you have formed the dough.


  


  On lightly greased cookie sheet drop walnut-sized spoonfuls of the dough. Next, dip a teaspoon into warm water and smooth the top of each pastry. Bake for 10 minutes, turn the tray and bake for 5-10 minutes more or until dark golden, place small hole in the pastries and cool.


  


  Cream filling: 4 ounces heavy cream and 1/4 cup of confectioner sugar


  Place the cream in bowl, whip until soft peaks form and add sugar, transfer to piping bag and refrigerate until the chocolate sauce is ready.


  


  Chocolate sauce: 8 ounces semi-sweet chocolate, 1/4 cup of confectioner sugar


  Melt chocolate on low heat in microwave, meanwhile dissolve sugar and bring to boil, cream in melted chocolate into sugar and set aside.


  


  To finish, pipe the cream into the pastries


  and drizzle with chocolate sauce


  


  L’ Digestif


  The end of the French dinner.


  Strong alcohol beverages, such as cognac,


  brandy or whisky


  A good cigar may be enjoyed by the men


  and lively women


  Luncheon Menu


  


  Salade Verte


  Wine: Riesling


  


  Select fresh greens such as watercress, chicory, young dandelion leaves, and curly endive.


  Wash salad leaves, dry and tossed in oil and


  vinegar and a hint of lemon juice.


  Serve with French Bread.


  


  Le Main Course


  Wine: Pinot Noir


  


  *Poutine (French fried potatoes and gravy)


  8 large potatoes peeled-vegetable oil-1 jar of commercial prepared chicken gravy (or use your favorite gravy recipe)-2 cups cheddar cheese curds.


  


  Slice Potatoes lengthwise, about 1/4 inch thick. Place in a large bowl filled with cold water and let sit at least 1 hour for extra-crispy fries. Drain well. Fry the potatoes in oil in small batches until whitish yellow, about 8 minutes. Drain, salt and cover warmed gravy and top with cheese curds.


  *Carottes Braisées Au Beurre (French braised carrots with butter)


  1 1/2 pounds carrots, peeled and cut into 1/2-inch rounds- 2 teaspoons of sugar-


  2 tablespoons of butter- salt and pepper.


  


  In saucepan, add water and cook carrots on low heat until tender, add sugar, salt and pepper. Toss with butter before serving.


  


  *Maiale al Latte (pork roast braised with milk and fresh herbs)


  1 boneless pork shoulder roast-1/4 cup extra-virgin olive oil-2 large rosemary sprigs- 2 large sage sprigs-1 sprig fresh bay leaves-1 minced garlic clove-1 teaspoon fine sea salt - 1/2 cup dry white wine and 3 cups whole milk.


  


  In deep roasting pan, place roast, blended ingredients. Cooking time varies with size of roast.


  


  


  Le Fromage


  Wine: Champagne


  Blue cheese and cheddar board, sliced apples,


  pears and walnuts


  


  Café au lait


  (French coffee with steamed milk)


  Presented with shavings of chocolate and brown sugar
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