


    Toggle navigation


ThomasStone
	Home
	Download Pdf Books





    
                
    
    
        Read Midnight Flame Online

                Authors: Lynette Vinet

                        Tags: #Romance

            

    
    Midnight Flame

    
    
    
        
            	«
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	...
	31
	...
	51
	»

        

                
            


This is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents, and dialogues are products of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system — except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews — without the written permission of publisher or author, except where permitted by law.

Cover Art by Amanda Kelsey of
Razzle Dazzle Design
.

Copyright ©
1988 and 2013
by
Lynette Vinet

First Kensington Zebra (Heartfire) Edition: 1993

First Steel Magnolia Press Publication: 2013

CHAPTER ONE

New Orleans, January 1858

“Miss Laurel, now you stop peepin’ out of that window all evenin’ long. If your cousin said she’d be here by six, you can count on her to be here at seven. That girl just ain’t got the sense the Lord gave to her when she was born. Take old Gincie’s word on that.”

Laurel Delaney took one last look down Chestnut Street, her view partially blocked by the large, white Corinthian columns that were connected by an iron-lacework railing on the lower gallery. Turning from the window of the Garden District mansion, she allowed the edge of the white lace curtain to fall gently from her fingertips. She gave a small smile to Gincie, the old black woman who now dusted the mahogany tabletop in the parlor, and sighed.

“I wish just once I could rely on Lavinia to be punctual. Why I bother to finish dressing so early for the opera is a mystery to me. She is always late.”

Gincie shook her head, her gray hair hidden by a green turban. “That’s because you is a lady, Miss Laurel, and not like your cousin who ain’t got no regard for folks’ feelin’s. Ever since she arrived from San Antonio, she ain’t said more than two words to you. Always off gallivantin’ somewhere and comin’ home loaded down with boxes. Where do you think she gets all that money from anyway?”

“Now don’t start picking on Lavinia again,” Laurel gently chided Gincie, though not sure why she felt protective of Lavinia. Gincie was right about Lavinia. She didn’t seem to have much regard for people’s feelings, especially not for her younger cousin’s. Laurel smoothed down her high-necked peach satin gown. “I suppose Uncle Arthur is doing very well on his cattle ranch. Lavinia has been keeping the New Orleans shopkeepers busy since her arrival, hasn’t she?”

Gincie stopped polishing the Queen Anne table and gave her full attention to the young dark-haired woman who was framed by the gold-edged mirror behind her. “That Miss Lavinia don’t fool old Gincie. I saw her shoes that first day she pranced in here. The soles were all worn out. You can always tell a lady by her shoes; I always say that.”

Laurel sat down on the Louis Quinze sofa and lightly fingered the gold-and-green brocade material. “You’re being much too harsh on her, Gincie. Lavinia is high-strung, I think.”

“Hmph!” Gincie turned away in a huff. “That fancy Yankee school Mr. Anderson sent you to after your parents died didn’t teach you nothin’ about people. Miss Lavinia is usin’ you, and you’re just too good-hearted to know it. That Miss Lavinia is up to no good. Just you wait and see.”

Laurel didn’t suppress the smile that rose to her strawberry-tinted lips when Gincie departed the parlor. She wished she could be more like Gincie, either hating or loving passionately … even like Lavinia who had a flair for the dramatic,
a joie de vivre.
Laurel doubted that she had any passion within her; the fire that coursed through Lavinia’s veins was lacking in her own.

At twenty-one years old, she was still unwed, still a virgin, and likely to remain both until her dying day. She had been told by various gentlemen that she was comely, almost regal in appearance when she entered a room. “Coolly regal” was how her best friend’s brother had described her once. She still didn’t know if he had meant that as a compliment or a criticism. Laurel was in no hurry to wed, having found that the few kisses she had received from her friend’s brother, and other over-amorous suitors, had left her cold.

She felt herself to be a proper young woman, perhaps staid. Sometimes Laurel did wish to be more like Lavinia, who was uninhibited and could charm a man with the arch of a finely made brow or the tilt of her auburn head. Laurel hated to admit to herself that she envied Lavinia’s wild, untamed beauty and felt overshadowed by her cousin’s physical brilliance.

Laurel’s thoughts drifted back to the time, some eight years earlier, when she had been thirteen and Lavinia fifteen. Uncle Arthur had paid a surprise but brief visit to her father. Lavinia had sat in the carriage with the curtains drawn the whole time. Laurel’s mother had forbidden her to speak to her cousin, and Laurel had had only a quick glimpse of her cousin’s pale face when Uncle Arthur entered the carriage. Then they had driven away, and for the next six months Laurel’s family hadn’t visited their upriver plantation.

The only explanation offered to Laurel had been that Lavinia was ill, and even then Lavinia’s name had been mentioned in hushed tones as if she had died or when Laurel’s parents thought Laurel wasn’t within hearing distance. She remembered her father saying that Lavinia was wanton and spoiled. Her mother had whispered that Arthur had taken a shotgun to a boy who disappeared from the ranch, never to be found, that it was a tragic situation. Laurel had had no idea whom or what situation they meant.

A year later the yellow fever epidemic had hit, and Laurel’s parents had died. Laurel, herself, had become very ill and would have succumbed to the fever if not for Gincie’s ministrations and prayers. She had survived, and shortly afterward, John Anderson, her parents’ lawyer and Laurel’s acting guardian, had made arrangements for her to be sent to school in Boston. Laurel had remained at the prestigious girls’ school until her graduation.

Now she was home again and making the round of boring parties, escorted by a fawning Philbert Anderson, John’s son, whom Laurel assumed was more interested in her fortune than in her herself. Other young men were kind to her, considerate, but Laurel guessed her money caused them to gravitate toward her. This assumption was always driven home with a vengeance whenever Lavinia arrived, unescorted. Their attentions turned upon her, and Laurel found herself sitting alone in a corner or in conversation with a boring matron.

No matter how much she wished to dislike Lavinia, she couldn’t. A waif-like quality surrounded her. Laurel thought this strange since Lavinia had been raised by an indulgent father and stepmother whereas Laurel had grown up virtually alone. However, Laurel decided that Gincie was correct about Lavinia. Ever since her arrival some two months ago, she had expected Gincie and the servants to wait upon her and treat her like a princess.

If Emily and Sylvester Delaney were alive, Laurel had no doubt that Lavinia wouldn’t have been invited to the house, much less have been able to order around the servants. Laurel knew she should set down stern rules for her cousin to follow, but she couldn’t begrudge Lavinia her hospitality and didn’t have the heart to turn her out.

Though Lavinia didn’t rise until noon and then left the house after a large lunch, only to appear near dark loaded down with packages, Laurel never inquired into her personal affairs. She had recently heard that her uncle had suffered a financial setback, but evidently the situation had reversed itself. Lavinia wore expensive gowns and each day arrived home with more. The daughter of a man in financial trouble couldn’t spend money like water.

As dusk descended and the carriage rolled onto the circular drive for the trip to the opera, Lavinia still hadn’t returned. A cool breeze whistled through the treetops as Laurel stood up and peered into the encroaching darkness.

The street was empty and quiet except for the unending cacophony of locusts.

“Where are you, Lavinia?” she grumbled aloud.

~ ~ ~

“Auguste, do you hear me?”

Lavinia Delaney’s long hair cascaded onto the pillow in auburn strands. Her deep-set blue eyes widened as she gazed at the man beside her on the bed. Auguste was so still, so pale, whiter than the sheet atop his imposing frame.

“Answer me,” she pleaded, rising terror in her voice.

Touching the arm of Auguste St. Julian, one of the wealthiest planters along Bayou Teche, Lavinia drew instantly away. His skin felt so cold, and she knew he was dead. A harsh ragged sob rose in her throat as she attempted to gather her wits. She scrambled from the bed and reached for her dress.

“God, help me,” she said, almost choking on the words, praying for the first time since her childhood. Only half an hour earlier Auguste had been strong and healthy, an insatiable lover for a man well past fifty. What had happened to him after she fell asleep? Had his heart failed?

Lavinia trembled so much that she could barely button her gown. Her breathing sounded ragged to her own ears, and her heart felt about to burst.

Should she summon help? She dismissed the thought immediately since Auguste was past saving now, but mostly since she dreaded becoming the object of wagging tongues in such a sordid scandal. For years to come she would be unable to live down the stigma of having been with St. Julian when he died. Lavinia possessed few scruples, but she knew that if she informed the authorities, other wealthy New Orleans men might shy away from her if the truth were known. Auguste was a married man and had taken an apartment in New Orleans two weeks after meeting Lavinia. Not even the landlord was aware of Lavinia’s existence or the secret afternoon trysts.

Now Auguste was dead.

As he lay there before her, Lavinia felt her dreams die, too. Not that she had been in love with Auguste. He had been very much in love with her, but she had been only fond of him. Perhaps fonder of his money still, of the many presents he bought for her. However, she wasn’t so cold-hearted as not to feel anything for the man. She wondered why nothing ever worked out for her, why she seemed to have been born under a black cloud. Her first love had been destroyed by her father, and now poor Auguste had been taken from her by death.

A bitter sob escaped her as she finished dressing. She foresaw a bleak future for herself and her father’s ranch, the Little L. The ranch was in dire need of money to survive the coming year, her father having lost quite a few head of cattle during a drought last year. She would do anything to save the ranch, anything. Ever practical, a plan formed in her mind, offering her a ray of hope. Though her father would dislike the plan, Lavinia decided that whatever must be done would be done.
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