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CHAPTER 1
Paris, France
July 20, 1875

My dear Sedalia,
You have no idea how I am mentally savoring your reaction to this letter.
Knowing you all too well, dear sister, it gives me immense pleasure to imagine the
discomfort with which you are now reading these words. Having swiftly determined
that it does not contain my usual monthly receipt for the stipend from Ashmore, you
are now mentally assessing all of the other nefarious possibilities which might
occasion my writing to you. Now that your habitual grim look has settled firmly over
your features and you are sufficiently uneasy, let me satisfy your curiosity.
Put your niggardly heart at rest, Sedalia, for it is not more money that I seek. In
fact, for your information, I have not flung all my gold to the goats, but rather, I am
indeed quite comfortably fixed. At the present I am in no need of further revenue
from the Louisiana estate. But, do not be quick to jump to the conclusion that I am
about to hand you a fortune, my sweet. Misfortune is more like it, if you will pardon
the facetious pun. I am handing you Janelle.
If I could only see the range of bitter emotions playing across your features at
this moment! How you loathe her. I remember your scathing hatred of her even
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when she was a child. Your hatred was equaled only by my own for that squalling
Matthew of yours.
Janelle has a tongue and a mind of her own, dear Sedalia, and her claws are
nearly as sharp as yours. It is a great source of amusement to me as I think of you
two felines meeting while I am safely tucked away here in Paris.

Best watch

yourself, dear sister, for although she will enhance the beauty of Ashmore, God
knows, she will certainly not contribute to its peace. That fact is one of the reasons
for her impending descent upon Ashmore and all of its unsuspecting inhabitants
I have no worries about your handling of the less than pleasant situation. From
the time of our childhood you were always a vicious, self-centered vixen, more than
able to take care of yourself. And, I think that you will agree that I was every bit as
hateful and impossible as you were. How we must have appalled our illustrious
family!

And how we delighted in one another’s malicious streak, unruly and

unprincipled brats that we were. I do believe that the understanding which grew
between us based on our mutual satisfaction in the outrages that we visited on our
absurd family members brought us to a closeness that neither of us ever experienced
with another human being again. And yet, I felt no sense of loss in leaving you and,
indeed, the rest of the family when I gathered Janelle, my only offspring, to my
disinterested breast and sailed away for France, never to return to Ashmore again.
There has been frequent conjecture on my part as to why you have remained at
Ashmore all these years. Dear Sedalia, you must never forget for one moment that it
will always be MY Ashmore. Although it constitutes an easy living for you, the bitter
tea must be the fact that neither you nor that renegade son of yours will ever possess
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it. Nor will the tea be sweetened by the imminent arrival of my cherished child. I
literally weep flagons of tears for you when I think that not only will you have that
good-for-nothing Matthew of yours to contend with but my equally wretched Janelle
as well. I’m not sure for whom I’m more concerned, you or they. But, after all, I
really don’t give a damn, and the devil take the lot of you.
But let us get back to the issue at hand. Quite frankly, I am sending Janelle to
her rightful heritage at Ashmore because she has gotten in my way. Imagine the
effrontery of a young chit of a girl lecturing a man of my tastes and temperament! I
must admit that my manner of life and its sometimes questionable pleasures do brink
on the extreme at times. However, I’ll not have a 20 year old virago lecturing me on
behavior with overtones of middle class morality.

She has simply become an

encumbrance in my life at the moment and must be removed from the Paris milieu at
once.
Threats of exposure of her private doings were of no avail in facilitating her
immediate removal.

Strangely enough, I was unable to produce proof of any

enterprising activities on her part which strikes me as very strange because she is,
after all, an Ashmore as are you and I. Need I say more. She stonily balked at being
persuaded to join a foreign mission or enter a cloister. Her ultimate capitulation to
the idea of returning to Ashmore was a rather unexpected streak of family
chauvinism. She does have a degree of pride in the name and a sense of family that
has probably been encouraged by some of the influential friends she has acquired
here in Paris
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In our last encounter she made it quite clear that she was ashamed of her father
and his “gallantries”.

I, in turn, made it quite clear to her that I was weary of her

post-pubescent platitudes; that she had become too rich for my racing blood; and that,
in effect, I had disowned her.
Since Janelle is equipped with a trump card (which I will not divulge) to defeat
any challenge from you, it is only fair that I supply you with an ace-in-the-hole. It is
anyone’s guess as to where the joker is hidden. I wish that I were destined to play it,
but I realize that my fortune is in being here in Paris, happily far, far from dear
Ashmore.
The post between France and America is not too predictable. Neither is Janelle.
Possibly she may have arrived even before this letter. I wish that I could witness that
first meeting! But spare me the report!
I do not apologize for shipping Janelle off to you, Sedalia. I reiterate that
Ashmore is mine; you are merely my agent there. You’ve lived well enough, I am
sure; you need no other thanks
Your loving brother,
L.

Tensha hitched up her laundry faded rose cotton skirt to prevent the hem from
dragging in the overflow water from the laundry tub. The movement resulted in a flash
of shapely tan legs and slim feet which were thrust into Vestor’s old carpet slippers.
Absently, she stirred the steaming vat of laundry with a long handled wooden spoon. Her
thoughts were tangled around the words that Vestor had spoken a scant half hour ago, “
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Miss Janelle’s comin’……to stay here at Ashmore.” The words had assumed mystifying
dimensions. “Miss Janelle’s comin’……to stay here at Ashmore. Terrill gone after her.”
Tensha poised the wooden spoon in mid air and leaned against the rough damp bark
of the live oak tree and resumed her musing, trying to grasp the full impact of Vestor’s
works.

Carelessly pulling the shapeless faded pink cotton blouse back over

her

shoulders she was unaware that the artless unstructured garment did more to reveal than
conceal the ripening fullness of her young figure. The steam from the laundry water had
caused her tan cheeks to flush, making her green eyes greener as they gazed thoughtfully
through spiky black lashes. The cap of tightly curled auburn ringlets framed her face and
accentuated the high cheekbones which angled down to full sensuous lips dimpling up at
either side. A bemused smile played around her lips as she tried to imagine what this
new “Young Miss” would really be like. Tensha gave an involuntary shudder as the
thought struck her that the girl would be a youthful version of Sedalia Ashmore.
“Tensha,” the high pitched voice of the cook brought her out of her reverie.
“Tensha, are ya’ll finished with that La’ndry yet? I need ya to he’p me with them
beans and tatas.
Sensing the agitation in the cook’s voice, Tensah called back, “I’ll be finished in just
a little bit. Now don’t you go frettin’. We’ll have that food ready in plenty a time.”
Smiling to herself, she bent to the laundry tub again. She spilt the wash water out of
the wooden tub, dodging the eddying rivulets as they turned into a muddy ooze under her
feet.

In a few minutes the laundry was soaking in clear rainwater which she had

painstakingly carried from the wooden barrel reserved for that purpose. Soon the laundry
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dangled in bright festoons amidst the misty spring afternoon from a twine line anchored
on two of the live oak trees.
She reluctantly left the warm moist brightness of the back lawn to enter the cool dark
stillness of the porch. She felt the squishing wetness of Vestor’s slippers on her feet,
reveling in the lovely sensuous feeling around her toes. But, oh! how angry Vestor
would be that she had gotten his slippers all wet and out of shape again! Airily she tossed
her auburn curls and thought, “Well, I can make it up to him again.” Smiling a knowing
private smile of her own, the girl continued from the cool porch into the hot kitchen. The
kitchen seemed to shimmer in heat and chaos as the cook, her round dark face glistening
in perspiration and agitation turned to Tensha; her snowy white turban quivering,
indignation made the cook reckless.
“Tensha,” she shrilled, “what have ya’ll been doin’ all this time?. Ya’ll know that
Miss Janelle is sked’led to ‘rive bout six o’clock and here it’s ‘most four and I ain’t got
nothin’ ready. Bet you’ve been moonin’ ‘bout someone out there.”
Tensha threw her arms around the cook and gave her a quick hug.
“Now don’t worry, honey. Tensha’s here and she’s gonna make sure that ever’thin’
will be superfine for Miss Janelle. Now, where’re those beans?”
The cook, reassured by the presence of another helping body, set about getting the
beans for Tensha to snap, and gradually began to organize what was to be a memorable
meal at Ashmore.

The carriage swung dangerously from side to side as the driver skillfully turned the
vehicle out of the congestion of travelers and greeters thronging the throughway along
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side the train depot. For a moment Janelle fought a wave of dizziness. As it blessedly
passed, she sank back exhausted against the deep blue horsehair cushions of the carriage.
As the conveyance lurched and swayed over the rutted, dusty country road the squalor of
the bustling railroad station was soon left far behind.

Somewhat alarmed at the

precarious speed at which they were traveling Janelle leaned forward and looked
questioningly at the impassive profile presented by the driver. As though he read the
alarming question in her mind, he brought the two spirited horses to a calmer more
conventional gait. With a sigh her body relaxed again into the deep comfort of the
carriage seat. The smell of wood burning fires before the shanties edging the dusty road
gradually gave way to the sweet fresh smell of the river and its accompanying over hang
of fragrant greens. Images assaulted all of her senses. She tried to register them and at
the same time give them some sort of order in her numb and tired brain. Compulsively
she smoothed the dove grey silk of her stylish French traveling costume. She adjusted
the chic velour bonnet with its quivering egret tips. Retying the wide satin chin bow for
the third time, she leaned forward towards the driver again. Her conscious attention was
drawn again to the broad straight back. There was a direct and sensuous compulsion in
the set of his body. Janelle’s thoughts drifted back to the moment when she had alighted
from the train carriage. She had apprehensively scanned the bustling crowd for some
sign of welcome from Ashmore. In doing so, she had become tacitly aware of an electric
pair of eyes which inexorably drew her own to them. The owner of the compelling gaze
in the person of a towering figure began making his way through the crowd towards
Janelle. Their eyes held one another until soon the huge figure stood beside her. Swiftly
yet persuasively he removed her band box from her tight g rasp. A strange feeling of deja
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vu came over Janelle. With it came an even stranger sense of relief. In unquestioningly
releasing her hand baggage to this stranger her sense of well being came an almost
tangible thing—until, regaining her composure, she mentally shook herself and queried,
“You are from Ashmore?”

“I am Terrill,” he said simply.

He turned and Janelle followed him through the throngs of people swarming about
the platform. They walked along the row of carriages waiting at the edge of the platform.
The huge figure paused before a smartly appointed black phaeton, before which two
spirited black horses waited impatiently.

He stowed the bandbox in the baggage

compartment at the rear and turned again to Janelle. Once again she was compelled to
look into those searching amber eyes. With some haste, but with infinite gentleness, he
assisted her into the carriage and comfortingly drew the lap robe about her. With a signal
to her that she wait, he disappeared into the crowd to see to her heavier baggage. As he
approached the smart little carriage again, Janelle was compelled by the presence of the
man. He negotiated the crowds of people with a spareness of motion and with not a
wasted movement he stowed her trunk and portmanteau into the back of the carriage. His
lithe form swung easily into the driver’s seat and with a modicum of effort they were
threading their way through the throngs of pedestrians and vehicles towards the broad
country road which would take them to Ashmore.
Janelle passed her grey gloved hand over her eyes and tried to shake herself from the
disquieting experience. There was something mystifying in the instantaneous affinity,
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empathy she had felt with this stranger. “I am overtired and exhausted,” she thought.
But, a long forgotten conversation suddenly edged its way into her brain.

The occult had been a topic of much interest among her friends in Paris. An
intellectual and sophisticated group, they had derided Janelle for clinging to her Yankee
pragmatism and for scoffing at some of the new found theories in parapsychology which
had taken Europe by storm. One evening when a respected member of the London
Dialectical Society had given a lecture at one of Madame Theophault’s fashionable
soirees, Janelle, with her habitual practicality had scoffed good naturedly at the
proceedings.
“Come, Janelle,” had chided Andre Theophault. “You must admit that there are
certain compelling attractions between people that can only be defined in terms of
mysticism or which go beyond reality as we know it.”
Janelle had responded with an amusing but deprecating remark much to the
entertainment and laughter of the friends in attendance at the soiree. But, Andre, who
had hoped that Janelle’s exposure to theories of the esoteric and the supernatural would
help him in his heretofore unsuccessful campaign in the seduction of her, stopped the
laughter with his ominous words.
“Janelle, it is so-called pragmatists and non-believers such as you who are
unutterably shattered when they find themselves in a situation which is unexplained by
anything we know according to reality. When you find yourself in an inexplicable
situation, and I know that it will happen, you may find your beliefs altered.” He had
stalked angrily away as Janelle had laughed at the idea.
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Janelle returned to the present and once more grew intensely aware of the man sitting
before her. She tried to shake the sensation from her, but the sheer maleness of the
attitude of his shoulders, the fine cloth of his shirt stretching tautly over the firm muscles
of his back as he effortlessly guided the two spirited horses remained a disturbing catalyst
to her thoughts.

With a determined mental effort, she forced her attention to the

exhilaration of the ride and the pearlescent moistness of the afternoon shade afforded by
the vaulted ceiling of the intertwined branches of the live oak trees. Soon this sensation
gave way to the sweet sight and smell of honeysuckle and dogwood which heralded the
beginning of the driveway to Ashmore.
With paradoxical grandeur, the carriage drew up before the huge house, and Janelle
had a momentary impression that the driver, too, seemed visibly moved and was valiantly
trying to appear serene and dignified. Then her attention was focused upon the house
with its monolithic grey pillars, rising in striated blurs towards an unseen heaven, and its
enormous porch, four broad steps above the soil of Ashmore.
She breathed deeply, relieved that the wild ride was done. The driver opened the
carriage door and placed a small stool for her to descend, and Janelle was suddenly aware
of a figure standing on the shadowed porch before her.
Aunt Sedalia.
Janelle stepped from the carriage, raising her skirts to ascend the steps. The older
woman did not advance to meet her, and she hesitated at the top to glance back as she
heard the carriage drive away, catching a final glimpse of the broad shoulders of the
giant.
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“Welcome to Ashmore. I am your Aunt Sedalia.”
Janelle looked closely at the woman. Welcome, welcome, welcome.. There was no
welcome in those cold, glittering eyes. Nor in the voice. That voice! It was deeply
pitched and resonant, but really seemed to be vocalized in little more than a whisper.
Janelle found herself leaning forward so as not to miss a word that the voice might utter.
“I trust that the carriage ride was pleasant. Terrill is such a dependable driver.”
The small, dark eyes seemed to flame and burn with a sudden malicious humor. But
there was no change around the taut, unsmiling mouth in the masklike face. Sedalia
Ashmore was a forbidding woman. Tall, angular, grim and erect, she spelled anything
but welcome.
“The carriage ride was quite relaxing after the crossing thank you, Aunt Sedalia,”
she lied.
Sedalia’s eyes never left the face of the young woman standing before her, and she
kept her hands clasped tightly in front of her.
“Tensha! Find Vestor. Have him take Miss Janelle’s things to her room.
“Yes’m.”
There was laughter in Tensha’s eyes and a merry curve to her honey-colored cheeks.
“Tensha will look after you while you are here.”
“Thank you.”
“Dinner is at seven. Now, if you will excuse me, I have things to attend to.”
As she curtly turned from the girl, Sedalia’s back seemed straighter and stiffer than
before, if it were possible. Yet, there was a grace and dignity about her which Janelle
could not help but admire. But oh! what a forbidding, foreboding woman!
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Janelle turned from this less than comforting welcome to face the little maid whom
Aunt Sedalia had called Tensha. She was immediately drawn to the dancing green eyes
and the bobbing auburn curls as Tensha dipped deferentially to the new “young miss”.
Tensha regarded Janelle frankly, taking in her exquisitely clad form and obvious good
breeding. With unerring insight Tensha sensed the white girl’s unaffected manner and
her feeling of disorientation. Janelle was rewarded with an unstinted welcome in the
genuine smile that immediately played across Tensha’s features. After her aunt’s studied
coldness, Janelle could not help but be warmed by the genuine brightness of Tensha’s
broad smile. For the first time since her arrival in Louisiana, Janelle felt herself relax into
a sensation of homecoming.
“I’ll show you your room ‘fore I call Vestor, Miss Janelle. Won’t you come along?”
We fixed the room upstairs in the southwest wing, all pink and green and prettylike,
almost pretty as you.”

With an exaggerated yet graceful gesture the young maid

indicated that Janelle was to follow her. As they passed through the doorway and into the
hall, glimpses of the room below indicated that it was a beautiful house. But there was an
air about it that made her uncomfortable. The carpeted stairs murmured faintly as they
ascended, and Janelle fancied that she heard a dull, painful groan each time that a board
creaked.
“Here ‘tis,” said Tensha, and scurried away on her errand.
It was a lovely room. A huge bed canopied in pink ruffled muslin was centered on
one wall, with an exquisitely carved rosewood chest at its foot. Opposite the door a pair
of French windows opened out upon a balcony which overlooked a broad, well tended
garden. At one end of the room a fireplace, its intricately worked pink marble glistening
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in shafts of late afternoon sunlight, was flanked by large wing-backed chairs upholstered
in a subtly patterned pink and green oriental silk. Between them stood an oriental tea
table. A mirror covered the wll space above the mantel, and this reflected the great
crystal chandelier which was suspended from the ceiling. The late afternoon sunlight
splintered through the prisms into a thousand tiny sprinkles of light which danced on the
moss green carpeting. Several candlesticks stood about the room and a few of the
candles had grown soft and bent in the heat and there was a dullness about the wax that
suggested that they had stood in the fixtures for a long, long time.
Janelle sat on the edge of the bed wondering how soon Tensha would be back. She
felt breathless and uneasy, uncomfortable in these surroundings which she did not know.
Allowing her gaze to pass about the room again she studied the massive secretary with a
ridiculously tiny pink moiré chair before it which stood beside the door. The many glass
enclosed shelves at the top were empty and forlorn. Everything was empty. The round
table near the window was coverless and unadorned; the mantelpiece, though ornately
carved, carried no figurines or pictures to relieve it; the carpet, though a rich color was
surprisingly plain; a bowl for flowers was empty; a water pitcher on a nightstand was
empty; the bed was empty. . .
There was a tap on the door, and Tensha was back. Somehow the room seemed to
glow once more. It was pink and green and pretty again, not empty at all. Behind her
hovered a huge black man, hunched over the steamer-trunk, which he held patiently and
easily.
“Vestor, put that trunk right there by there door, and hurry down and hustle up them
other things. Mind you, leave ‘em right outside here where I can git at ‘em easy.”
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The man grinned, showing perfect white teeth in an expansive mouth.
“Now, Miss Janelle, as Miss Sedalia said, I’ll do for you. Where do you want me to
begin?”
“Thank you, Tensha. I think that we’d better begin by unpacking. I’m to be here for
some time, I fear.”
“Oh, no fear, miss! You’ll like it here – most of the time.”
“Most of the time?”
“You’ll see. But most of the time it’s all right.”
“But when isn’t it all right?”
“You’ll see.”
“Does it have something to do with my aunt?”
“You’ll see.”
“She certainly didn’t seem very glad to see me.”
“I guess she don’t like much of nobody, except….” Said Tensha with a giggle.
“Except?”
“You’ll see!”
You’ll see, you’ll see, you’ll see! You’ll see what? What?
“Things are so strange here, it will take me awhile to get acquainted. Everyone
seems to have such strange names! Terrill, Vestor, even Aunt Sedalia. And Tensha!
I’ve never heard of Tensha before.”
“My momma gave me it. When she was a girl she used to go down where the
soldiers were marching and see them all line up in their uniforms and guns and things,
and one of ‘em with a long silver sword would step out in front of all of ‘em an’ shout
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‘Tensha’ and all down the rows other soldiers would shout ‘Tensha” after him and you
could hear it start with him and be carried on and on by the soldiers’ voices farther away
till you couldn’t hear it anymore. But my momma always heard it as somethin’ very
proud an’ wonderful , like something a man wanted more than anything else he could
think of but didn’t know what it was. She used to say that some day when I get married
she wants to know that my man will stand up just like he had a silver sword and look at
me and say ‘Tensha’ to me like the soldiers said it to no one at all and stood so straight,
so she named me Tensha to make it easier. My pap was a soldier, but she never seen him
more than once. But she had his sword until she gave it to me just before she died from
coughin’ too much. I’ll show it to you sometime if you want to see it. It’s got fancy
writin’ on it nobody can read.”
“Not even Aunt Sedalia?”
“She might, but I wouldn’t show it to her. She sees too much without my showin’
her nothin’.”
“Sees too much? What do you mean?”
“Just you watch out for her. Lots of my folks think that she is a witch-woman.
She’s never witched nothing’ that we know of, but she sees and knows things about all of
us and some day she might start witchin’, so you just watch out for her.”
“I don’t think that she is a witch-woman. She is probably just lonely and a bit too
proud. I’m sure that she’ll be very kind and thoughtful when I get to know her.”
“You’ll see.” Tensha shook her head emphatically, but grinned cheerfully.
“Well, let’s forget her. Tell me about Terrill. Does he always drive so wildly as he
did bringing me here?”
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“No, Terrill is most careful. He had to hurry today.”
“Had to?”
“Yes’m.”
“But why, Tensha”? I thought he would upset the carriage he drove so madly. He
wouldn’t slow down, and I was so jostled and shaken. I’ve never been so frightened.
What an odd man!” In questioning Tensha Janelle hoped to gain some insight into her
own strange reaction to the driver.
“Oh, no, ma’am! Terrill is good. Everybody likes Terrill. It was just that he had to
hurry today. He’ll be sorry that he shook you up any.”
“But I don’t understand what has happened! I was expected; my father made all of
the arrangements. After all, this is my home. But no one met me at the station. Then
Terrill came flying up, literally threw my trunks and boxes on the back, practically
shoved me through the door to the floor, and we were off on this wild race to Ashmore.
And when I arrived here, there is Aunt Sedalia, acting as if she hated my soul, waiting
only long enough to see me alight before she was off to “attend to things”, as if she
couldn’t have been attending to things for weeks and week and week and weeks on end.
Everyone seems to be trying to get away from me, to get me off their hands. Everyone is
occupied with something else. Oh! I know that I’m tired and nervous and that I’m
making more of this than I should, but what is it, Tensha what is it that is happening
here?”
“He comes back today, Miss Janelle.”
“He comes back?”
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“Yes’m. Today he comes back. It’s always exciting’ around here when he comes
back.”
“Comes back? Comes back? Who comes back, Tensha? Who?”
“Mister Matthew, Miss. Matt comes back today.”

Buy the Kindle version at:http://www.amazon.com/A-WARNING-THUNDER-ebook/dp/B004
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