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To Kate Larimore— 

 Thank you, my dear Kate, for being who you are!

There are some dark things in this old world, but you have cheered my journey with your lovely light!
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The Creole Heritage 

In the early nineteenth century, the culture of New Orleans was as rich and wildly varied as the citizens’ complexions. Pure Spanish families, descended from the haughty dons, still dwelt in the city, and some pure French families resided there, but many were already mingled with both Spanish and Africans. Acadians—or “Cajuns” as they came to be called—lived outside of the city. This small pocket of Frenchmen had wandered far from their homes, but like many groups in the city, they stubbornly kept much of their eighteenth-century heritage intact and ingrained.

Of course there were many slaves, but there were also the gen de coulur libres, or free men and women of color. Some of these were pure Africans, but most of them were the mulattoes, griffes, quadroons, and octoroons who were the result of French and Spanish blending with slaves. There were Americans, too, though they were strictly confined to the “American district.” And there were Creoles, people of French and Spanish blood who were born outside of their native countries. Creoles born in New Orleans were Louisianians, but they were not considered to be Americans.

All well-born Creole families sent their children to receive a classical education at the Ursuline Convent or the Jesuit schools, and both institutions accepted charity children.

This series of novels traces the history of four young women who were fellow students at the Ursuline Convent School:

• The Exiles: Chantel

• The Immortelles: Damita

• The Alchemy: Simone

• The Tapestry: Leonie



PART ONE 
1810-1813 

Aimee 



Chapter one

HAVANA, CUBA, JULY 3, 1810

Aimee Fontaine looked out of the open carriage and immediately shut her eyes. She turned and threw her arms around her husband and cried, “Cretien, we’ll all be killed!”

He held her tightly and said, “We won’t be killed, darling. It’s not far to the docks, and once we get on board the ship we’ll be safe.”

Opening her eyes, Aimee moved her head back far enough to get a good view of Cretien’s face, and the very sight of it encouraged her. Faults her husband might have, but if Cretien Fontaine was a coward, no one had ever found out about it. His chestnut hair escaped the tall black top hat, and his brown eyes glowed as they always did when he was excited. He showed no fear whatsoever.

“They’ve gone crazy,” she whispered, holding on to Cretien’s arm.

“Revolutionaries are always crazy,” Cretien said. He turned to the driver, saying, “Get in the back with Elise, Robert. I’ll drive.”

“But, sir—”

“Mind what I say!” Cretien’s eyes flashed, and Robert got up awkwardly and fell into the back, where Elise Debon was crouched down, her large eyes frightened. Cretien took the lines and slapped them on the backs of the pair of bays, holding the horses firmly. “They’re crazy fools! They don’t even know what they’re fighting for.”

Others besides Cretien had made that remark concerning the uproar that had shaken Cuba to its very foundation. The countryside was alive with flames where men, apparently driven mad by the revolutionary fervor, had set fire to the homes of innocent people. The government had tottered and collapsed, and now Havana was packed with a mindless mass of humanity.

Darkness had fallen, but men carrying torches held them high, and the flickering red flames cast shadows over cruel faces loose with drink. The air was filled with drunken cries and screams of women who were being attacked regardless of their politics. Gunfire rattled, sounding a deadly punctuation.

“We’ll never be able to get through this crowd, Cretien,” Aimee whispered.

Indeed, it did look impossible, for the street that led to the docks was filled with milling people. Many of them were armed men, but some were the helpless victims of the revolutionaries.

Cretien pulled his hat down firmly, reached low, and pulled the whip from the socket. “Hold on, everybody!” he cried. He slashed the rumps of the horses furiously, and the bays lunged forward against their collars. “Get out of the way! Clear the way!” Cretien yelled. He stood to his feet and whipped at men who reached out to pull him from the carriage.

Once Aimee saw the whip strike a man right across the cheek and leave a bleeding cut. The man fell back with a scream and was seen no more.

Aimee hid her eyes, for the horses ran over anyone in their way, and the wheels bumped over the bodies that had fallen. The carriage careened wildly, and the shouts grew louder. A gunshot sounded clearly close to the carriage. Aimee’s heart seemed to stop, but the marksman had missed.

“We’ll be all right,” Cretien said. He sat back down but kept the horses at a fast clip. “There’s the ship, down there.” A few moments later he pulled the horses up short, and they stood trembling and snorting under the light of the lanterns that hung from posts on the dock. The Empress, one of the new breed of steamships, loomed large and black against the ebony sky. “Robert, you see to the luggage. I’ll take care of the women.”

“Yes, sir!”

Aimee stood, and Cretien lifted her into his arms and set her down firmly on the dock. She clung to him for a moment, but he gave her a quick hug and said, “We’re all right now. Don’t worry. I’ll get you and Elise on board, and then I’ll come back to help Robert with the luggage.”

Aimee gratefully leaned against her husband, but they had not gone three steps toward the gangplank when their way was blocked by a roughly dressed group of men. All had a wolfish look, and their eyes were wild with drink.

“Hold it there!” one of them said. “We’ll take your money.”

“That’s right. He’s an aristocrat.” The speaker, who wore a crimson rag around his forehead, pulled a knife from his belt and laughed drunkenly. “His kind’s gone forever. Give us what you’ve got, and maybe we’ll let you go.”

In one smooth motion, Cretien pulled a pistol from under his coat and aimed at the man bearing the knife. The shot struck the ruffian in the upper arm. The wounded man shouted, “That’s the only shot he’s got! Get him!”

The men moved forward, eyes glittering. Suddenly another shot rang out, and a short, stocky man staggered and grabbed his thigh.

“He got me!” he cried.

Robert, Cretien’s manservant, stepped out and said, “The rest of you had better leave.”

But the three were so drunk they could not think. They all drew knives and, screaming, surged ahead. Cretien reached into the carriage and produced a cane. He pulled a sword from the hollow container, and when one of the men came close he swung the blade in a circular motion. The tip of the sword cut a gash in the chest of the man.

“I’d advise you to leave before you are all dead,” Cretien said tightly.

“Come on, let’s get out of here!” the leader cried. Since three of the four had been wounded, his words were convincing. They all turned and made their way, cursing and holding their wounds.

“Come along, Aimee,” Cretien said at once. His face was pale, and the violence had shaken him, for he was not a man of action. “And you, Elise, I’ll get you on board. Robert, start loading the luggage. I’ll be back to help you.”

Ten minutes later Cretien was greeted by a barrel-shaped man with a clipped white beard and mustache. “I’m Captain Smith. You had trouble on the dock. It’s a good thing you made it. The roughs are out in force.”

“So I noticed.” Cretien glanced at the milling crowd, then turned to face the captain. “Is there any chance they will attack the ship?”

“Not likely! They tried that once, but my men are all armed and fine shots. They won’t try that again!”

“Good! We need to get my wife and her maid to our cabin. It’s been quite an experience.”

“Certainly. I’ll take you myself.” Captain Smith led Cretien and the two women to a steep stairway, and when they reached the lower deck, he led them down a narrow corridor to a door. “This will be yours and your wife’s room, sir. And your servants—we have separate accommodations for them.”

“Thank you, Captain. When will we be in New Orleans?”

“Two days at the most, barring engine trouble. When you get the ladies settled, we’ll have something for you to eat.”

“That would be kind of you, Captain Smith.”

Aimee stepped through the door and took a look around the cabin, lit by a single lantern. It was a small room with two beds, a chest, a portable toilet, and a vanity with a washstand.

“Take care of your mistress, Elise. I’ll go help Robert with the luggage.”

“Come back quickly, will you, Cretien?” Aimee whispered.

“Of course. You rest yourself. I won’t be long.”

As soon as Cretien left, Elise fluttered over Aimee, helping her take off her coat and bonnet. “We’d all have been murdered if it hadn’t been for the master.”

“Yes, Elise, I think we would.” She hesitated, then sat down on the bunk. “He’s a strong man, and I thank God that he is here to take care of us.”

Cretien leaned back in his chair, studied his hand, then pushed some chips forward. “I’ll meet your bet and raise you ten.” He felt good, for he had slept well the previous night, after a good supper provided by Captain Smith. His wife had slept little enough, but there was nothing he could do for that.

Cretien smiled at the uncertainty in his opponent, a slender man with a razor-thin mustache and hooded green eyes. “Well, Monsieur Sedan, what do you say? Would you like a chance to win some of your money back?”

Sedan threw his cards down. “I never play a man when he’s riding on his luck.” He pulled a cheroot from his inner pocket, bit the end off, and lit it. When the tip was glowing he said, “Perhaps tomorrow.”

“We’ll be in New Orleans tomorrow. This may be your last chance.”

But Sedan was not interested. He was obviously a professional gambler, and he got up now and left the table. As Cretien collected his chips, a voice at his side caught his attention.

“You’re a lucky man with cards.”

He turned around to see an attractive woman in a low-cut, pale blue dress. Her hair was yellow and her eyes a deep blue. She had the assurance of a woman who knew the world at least as well as he did, and he stood up at once and nodded. “Lucky in cards, at least. My name is Cretien Fontaine.”

“I’m happy to know you, sir. I’m Nan Strickland.” She looked expectantly at him, and when he showed no recognition she laughed at herself. “I’m an actress, you see, and I always expect to be recognized.”

“May I buy you a drink, Miss Strickland?”

“Certainly.” She sat down and studied him boldly.

The waiter brought them drinks, and Cretien began telling her about his last few days.

“You were caught in the revolution?” she asked, sipping her drink.

“Yes. Things have gone badly in Cuba.”

“You probably lost all your property. I hear that’s what happened to many.”

Cretien smiled. He knew he made a handsome picture as he sat there, with his perfect teeth, thin and aristocratic face, and patrician features. He was graceful and cultured in a French manner, and totally confident in a way that told Nan Strickland he was at ease with women. “Not at all. As a matter of fact, I made a profit. I saw this coming months ago.” He lifted his drink and smiled at her. “Never stay in the middle of a revolution.”

“You are fortunate.”

“Yes, I am.”

“Where will you go?”

“I’ve bought a sugar plantation outside of New Orleans. I’ll be in town a great deal, of course.”

Nan gave him a brilliant smile. She reached into her reticule and brought forth a small card. “My company will be at the Majestic for some time, depending on how well we are received. Give this to the doorman. He’ll give you a good seat.”

She rose and held out her hand, and Cretien stood as well. He bent over to kiss her hand and smelled her perfume. Then he rose to his full height and looked down at her. “I’ll look forward to that.”

Nan Strickland smiled. “Give your wife my best wishes.”

“I’ll certainly do that.”

He watched as the actress walked away. She disappeared through the portal, and he sighed, cashed in his chips, and took his money. Leaving the saloon, he went right to the stateroom. It was later than he had thought, and he would have to make excuses.

When he stepped in, he found Aimee already in the lower bunk and said, “Elise, that’ll be all tonight.”

“Good night, sir. Good night, madame.”

“Good night, Elise. I hope you don’t get seasick again.”

When the door closed, Cretien spoke at once. “I’m sorry to be late.” He began to remove his clothes and noted that she was watching him cautiously. “I didn’t drink too much, my dear. Don’t worry about that.”

For a moment Aimee looked sober, and then she smiled. “Come here and kiss me good night,” she said. She held up her arms, and when he came to her and kissed her, she held him fiercely. “I’ll be glad when we’re off this boat and in our own place.”

Cretien held her tightly. In other circumstances he would have made love to her, but she had been drained by the events of the past two days. And to his shame, the image of Nan Strickland came to his mind. He ignored it and said, “We’ll be in New Orleans tomorrow. We’ll find a good hotel and look the city over. It’s going to be a good life there, my dear.”

For a moment she held him, and then she whispered, “I wish we had a child. I know you’re disappointed that I haven’t been able to give you a son.”

Cretien held her. He knew that this was something that was never far from her heart, and he said quickly, “No, it will be all right. I have you and that’s enough.”

His words brought balm to her spirit, and she whispered, “Good night.”

He settled himself in his own bed and very quickly his breathing became regular. Aimee lay awake for some time, still shaken over the violence of the revolution, but thinking of New Orleans. O God, she prayed, give us a good life there. She finally went to sleep, and her last thought was, It’s not too late. I’m still young enough to have a child if the good God pleases.



Chapter two 

The Empress eased up to the dock, meeting it with such a slight bump that Cretien hardly felt it. He turned to Aimee, who was standing beside him, put his arm around her, and said, “Well, my dear, we are here. Our new home.”

Aimee stared out at the busy port and exclaimed, “There are so many ships! I never saw such a busy place!”

The port of New Orleans was indeed busy—one might almost say frantic. Ships and boats and crafts of every kind plied the river, some skimming over the water under full sail, others easing in slowly. The sound of steamboats with their shrill whistles rent the air. The river made a large S-curve, and it seemed that the lengths of the banks were made of nothing but docks.

The masts of the ships, their sails furled, lined the docks. “It looks like a forest of bare trees,” Cretien remarked. Then his eye caught a sight that pleased him. “Look, they’re loading sugar onto that ship, Aimee! Soon it will be our sugar. We’re going to do well here. I feel it in my bones.”

Aimee leaned against him, and when his arm tightened about her, she felt a surge of desire for a life of peace and contentment. Life in Cuba had been difficult, for the scent of revolution had been strong for the past few years. Both she and Cretien had known they would have to leave sooner or later, and she was grateful that they had sold their land and gotten away without losing everything.

The burly first mate was shouting orders to the crew, and as the gangplank was lowered, Cretien said, “Let’s find Robert and Elise and go ashore. I’ll be glad to get off of this boat and get my feet on firm land again.”

Together they turned to go below. Just before they reached the stairs, they encountered an attractive woman with blond hair and blue eyes. She gave Cretien a bold smile of recognition, and he bowed slightly. Aimee said nothing. She was accustomed to women being attracted to her husband; what would be the point of creating a scene?

In their cabin they found that Robert and Elise had collected their things, and in a short time they were leaving the ship.

As they walked down the gangplank into the hubbub of the port, all seemed to be confusion. Passengers were lined up to board the ship. Peddlers were everywhere, calling in a polyglot of languages. Aimee heard English and French, of course, plus Spanish and others that she could not distinguish.

Cretien took charge and engaged a carriage driven by a muscular young man with inky black hair and white teeth stark against his golden tan. He spoke a mixture of French and English that the newcomers found difficult to understand.

“Ah, monsieur, my name is Jacques. Me, I weel take you anywhere to which you go.”

“We want to go to a very good hotel, Jacques,” Cretien said as he offered a hand to aid Aimee into the carriage.

“That would be the St. Charles. I theenk you weel like it there, but it is ver’ expensive.”

“I think I can afford it, Jacques,” Cretien said with a slight smile.

Jacques helped Robert load the trunks, then stepped back up into the carriage. He spoke to the horses, a fine matched set of grays, and at once began talking to the group. He was a curious fellow, wanting to know everything about the new arrivals. “There are many come from Cuba because of the revolution. I hear,” he said, “over three t’ousand. More than two t’ousand of them black people have come already the last two months. Was it bad over there?”

“Yes, very bad.”

“Well, you weel like it here in New Orleans. While you are here I hope you weel avail yourselves of my services.”

“We won’t be here long. I have a sugar plantation to the west.”

That sent Jacques into a lengthy dissertation on the advantages of raising sugar over cotton, but as they moved into the downtown section, the visitors expressed interest in the city. When Cretien mentioned that they had never been there before, Jacques said, “Oh, it is a great city. Plenty to do. Your people, the Creoles, have brought good things to the city. Every one of you people love to go to the theater, no?”

“Yes, that is true. You have a good theater here?”

“Many of them. The best.”

“What street is this?” Aimee asked.

“St. Charles Avenue. You see, this is the Vieux Carré—the good part of town. The other part is where the Kaintocks stay. Very bad.”

“Kaintocks? Who are they?” Cretien asked.

“The men who bring the flat boats with their goods down the river. They are rough men, these Americans. Stay away from them, sir, I would advise you.”

St. Charles Avenue was paved with cobblestones. Most of the other streets had banquettes, or sidewalks, which were simply planks or sometimes a single log pegged into the ground. Wooden drains served as gutters, and in some instances there were open ditches containing garbage and refuse of every description.

“It smells bad,” Robert whispered to Elise.

“Yes, it is terrible. I hope our plantation will not smell this awful.”

Robert, a tall, saturnine man of forty, patted Elise on the shoulder. “The town was made by men. The country was made by God.”

Elise laughed. “You say such funny things.”

Aimee spoke to Jacques. “The streets must be very bad when it rains, those that are not paved.”

“Oh, you would not believe! It is so bad you cannot get anywhere, no!”

They passed a large party, over two hundred people, some carrying lanterns and many disguised with masks. They were a noisy group, banging old kettles and shovels and tongs with clanging metal.

“What is that, Jacques?” Cretien asked.

“Oh, that is a charivari. A wedding. That is a big one.”

Then a cart passed by, bearing a rather strange sight. Aimee asked, “What is that, Jacques?”

“Oh, that is a widow, and that is an effigy of her husband in the coffin and her present husband is there by her side.”

“Is that common?” Cretien asked, staring at the cart. “It seems rather—crude.”

“Me, I don’t know why they do it,” Jacques shrugged. “Maybe the bride wants her new husband to see he can be replaced if he doesn’t behave himself. You’ll see t’ings stranger than that in this place.”

Finally Jacques drew up the carriage and waved his whip. “The St. Charles. The rates are high, two dollars and a half a day, but there is a table for gentlemen that provides dinner from three to five.”

“What about the ladies?”

“Oh, the ladies, too, of course.”

The St. Charles was an enormous building, seeming to stretch for a full block. The lobby had a high ceiling, glowing chandeliers, and paintings on every wall, adding color to the scene.

Cretien moved to the desk, where a small man with a pair of sharp gray eyes said, “Yes, sir. May I serve you?” He spoke in French, and Cretien responded, “I need a room for myself and my wife, and two for my servants.”

“Yes, sir. Will you be staying long?”

“I think not. Just a few days.”

“You will like our hotel, sir. First time in New Orleans?”

“First time in the United States.”

“Ah, I trust you will have a good stay. Are you traveling far?”

“I bought a sugar plantation a few miles west of New Orleans.”

“Then you would be interested in our auction.”

“What sort of auction?”

“Slaves, of course. You will find them under the rotunda. I think it is going on now.”

Curious, Cretien resolved to look into the matter, but he knew that Aimee was tired. “Thank you,” he replied. “I must get my wife settled first.”

Cretien and Aimee followed a hulking servant upstairs, and after he put their luggage inside the room and left, Aimee looked around with pleasure. She was tired but she loved the room.

“It’s so beautiful, Cretien! I’ve never seen such gorgeous wallpaper— and look at the woodwork!”

“I’m glad you like it. Well, suppose we go out and buy ourselves a fine meal to celebrate our first night in Louisiana.”

“That sounds wonderful. I am hungry.”

The two went downstairs and learned that the Bienville, one of the best restaurants in New Orleans, was right down the street. They soon found themselves seated in an ornate dining room, swarmed by a waiter who rapidly gave them a verbal menu of the offerings.

They dined well that night on lobster and a delicious salad. After they had eaten, they returned to the hotel, and just before they went to sleep Aimee put her arms around her husband and drew him close. “We are going to be very happy here, dear.”

Cretien returned her caress. “Yes, we are. We will make a new life for ourselves in this place!”

Cretien arrived at the offices of Oliver Harcourt, where he was greeted by the lawyer whom he had never met in person. The two had done business through the mail, and it was Harcourt who had recommended buying a sugar plantation instead of cotton and had negotiated the purchase.

Harcourt was a tall, dignified man with an aristocratic air. He had silver hair and wore a dark brown suit with a spotless white shirt and a black string tie.

“I think you will find that I got a good buy for you in your plantation, Monsieur Fontaine.”

“I was somewhat hesitant. There are many sugar plantations in Cuba, but I have never engaged in that sort of trade.”

“With the right workers you should have no trouble. You must have a good overseer, and I checked carefully into the man who is there now. His name is Simon Bientot. He knows all about the work and is an amiable sort. I interviewed him myself. And his wife, Marie, would be a good housekeeper, but of course that is up to your wife.”

“I’m very grateful to you for your help, Mr. Harcourt.”

“We’re anxious to see good people coming to our part of the world.” He frowned slightly and shook his head. “Of course, the revolution brought a great deal of the other sort.” Then he smiled and nodded. “But I can see that you are a man of the world who knows good living.”

“I’m glad you think so.”

“There is one matter that I should mention. I assure you I looked at a dozen plantations, and this one was the best. However, it has no house that would be suitable for you and Mrs. Fontaine.”

“What sort of house is there?”

“It is no more than a cottage. I think, sir, you will have to think about building your own house.”

“I would like that very much. I have looked forward to building my own home for some time, and my wife has a box full of ideas about it.”

“Well, when it’s time to begin I can recommend builders. And of course many of the slaves are expert craftsmen. It might pay you to invest in a few of those. Plenty of them are available at fair prices.”

At that moment a knock sounded at the door. Harcourt looked up and said, “Come in.”

A woman entered, carrying a small child. Harcourt looked irritated. “Yes, Mrs. Wells, what is it?”

“I don’t think Neville is well, sir. Shall I take him to the doctor?”

“Yes—yes, take him, Mrs. Wells! You don’t need to ask me everything.”

The woman flushed, then turned and left.

“Your son?”

“Yes, his mother died at his birth. His name is Neville.”

“He looks like a fine boy.”

For a moment Harcourt hesitated, and then he said, “He’s like his mother.” Somehow he made the words sound like an accusation.

Uncomfortable, Cretien quickly said, “I must go now. My wife will be wondering about me. We’ll be leaving to see the plantation early in the morning.”

Cretien left the office and walked the streets for a while. New Orleans was a colorful city with no tall buildings, for the sands of Louisiana would not permit such things. His mind leaped ahead, and, as always, he was excited at the thought of a new project.

He took a turn through the old town where the Americans, the Kaintocks, stayed. He was surprised to see the large number of brothels, saloons, and gambling houses. The streets were crowded with rough looking men, and he thought, I wouldn’t like to be here at night without a pistol. He turned and went back to the hotel, looking forward to seeing the plantation in the morning.

Jacques had made himself available to take the Fontaine party to the plantation. He was ready and waiting early, and after a good breakfast Cretien and Aimee found themselves passing through the wilds of Louisiana. After leaving the city of New Orleans, “wilds” was the proper way to describe the countryside. The land was flat, of course, much as it was in New Orleans, but the pale earth seemed to grow darker and wetter as they rode farther away from the city. The large trees that they did not know were called sugarberries by Jacques, and the Louisiana birds flocked to them for their sweet, reddish fruit. Live oaks were the most spectacular trees. They towered some seventy or eighty feet, and some of the lower limbs spread out to enormous distances, adorned with Spanish moss, which looked like huge birds’ nests. The streams they passed were the color of milk chocolate, almost as if the earth had melted; and once, as they passed by a wide stream, an alligator raised his snout.

Aimee shivered. “What a horrible beast!”

“The Cajuns, they like to hunt the alligator. They use their hides and even eat their meat,” Jacques offered.

“I wouldn’t eat one of those things if I were starving!” Aimee exclaimed.

“Well, I don’t know about that. We’ve eaten snails,” Cretien teased her.

“A snail is better than that thing!”

They stopped once to water the horses at a small stream, and Aimee was pleased by the white birds she saw.

“They are called egrets,” Jacques said. “And look. There is a blue heron. He is a serious-looking fellow, no?”

They watched the heron as he moved slowly, his long legs seeming inadequate for such a large body. Once his head flashed down as quickly as a thought, and he came up with a small fish. He tossed it into the air, caught it expertly, and swallowed it whole. The party watched the bulge as it went downward, and Cretien laughed. “He doesn’t bother chewing, does he?”

The air grew hotter as they made their way, and the humidity was much worse than in Cuba. Aimee fanned herself and pulled her dress away from her neck to let the air circulate. “Is it always this humid?”

“No, the winter here is nice—not as humid. You will like it then.” Jacques turned, his white teeth flashing at her. “Sometimes you don’t know whether you’re in the ocean or on dry land, it is so wet. But you will get used to it.”

As they drew nearer, Jacques pulled up at a shack to ask directions, and an old woman came out. She spoke French, and when Cretien asked her if she knew the way to the plantation, she grinned toothlessly and pointed. Then she came closer and said, “You will live there, sir?”

“Yes, it will be our home.”

“Ah, if you want a juju or a love potion, you come to me. If you have an enemy, I can put a curse on him that he will die screaming.”

“I don’t think we will require that,” Cretien laughed.

“Then perhaps a love potion. You come and see me. I can make any spell you want. You come and see Ma Tante.”

“I don’t need a love potion. I’ve got all the love I need right here.” Cretien smiled and put his arm around Aimee.

Thirty minutes later they pulled off the main road and went down a much narrower lane until Jacques said, “That must be it.”

They had been passing through cane fields, but now they had come out into an open space. A cottage occupied the center of a small ridge overlooking the fields, and several smaller shacks, obviously slave quarters, were off behind it.

“Don’t be disappointed, darling,” Cretien said quickly. “We will build a fine house. Even today we’ll find a location, and I’ll get started at once.”

As the carriage pulled up to the house, a woman came out. She was in her forties, a solid woman with a pleasant face and black hair covered by a kerchief. She smiled and curtsied. “May I help you? My name is Marie Bientot.”

Cretien introduced himself and said, “Is your husband here?”

“No, he is out at the far field, but I will send someone for him.” She turned around and called, “Brutus!”

A huge black man, who was carrying wood from a pile, dropped it and came over. He was an enormous man, muscular, with a rather sullen look.

“Brutus, go fetch my husband at once. Tell him the master’s here.”

Without a word the black man turned and plodded away.

“What a massive fellow. He looks rather villainous,” Cretien murmured.

“He’s not the best of the slaves, but he is strong. Will you come inside the house, sir, and you, madame?”

They got out of the carriage and went inside. “My husband and I live over there.” She waved her hand toward the window. “But I wanted to fix the house up.”

“It’s very nice, Marie,” Aimee said.

“You look around, and I will fix you a lunch. We will have a fine dinner tonight.”

Cretien and Aimee wandered around the house. It was a very modest place, but it was clean and large enough and seemed to be well kept. Then they stepped outside.

“It’s not much, is it?” Cretien frowned. “I thought it would be better than this.”

Aimee turned to him, reached up, and touched his cheek. “It will be very nice when we fix it up. And we’ll be here every day while the house is going up.”

Cretien smiled at her. “You’re a patient woman. Most women would rather stay in town at a fine hotel.”

“No, this will be our home until we build the big house. We will call it Fontaine Maison, for your name will be on it.”

Cretien reached out and took her in his arms. He kissed her and said, “Our name will be on it. We will have a good life here, mon chère!”



Chapter three

A sense of pride came to Aimee Fontaine as she walked out of the house to greet her visitors. She thought of the almost two years that had passed as Fontaine Maison was rising, and she was filled with a strong sense of possession. The house had become her life, for although Cretien was drawn often to the city, where he enjoyed the theater and dining and excitement of cosmopolitan life, Aimee loved the plantation.

She paused for a moment as the carriage pulled up and turned to look at the exterior of the house. The French influence on the structure was strong. She had wanted to make it a miniature Versailles, but not quite that formal.

Fontaine Maison was a raised structure with large columns in the lower story and colonnettes in the upper. It had a typical French roof slanting upward to a peak, and she had designed it with many, many windows so that every room would be bathed in light. The house was surrounded by a white fence that also protected a large garden. In years to come it would be more attractive, but at least the seeds were sown.

Aimee felt a strong love for the place, and at the same time a guilt of sorts. She had prayed that she would not make the house an idol, but it had become a haven for her, and she loved it with all of her heart.

A tall man stepped out of the carriage and turned to help a woman. Aimee at once advanced, saying, “Monsieur Despain, Madame Despain, I welcome you to Fontaine Maison.”

Charles Despain was the mayor of New Orleans, and his wife, Margaret, was one of the social leaders in the city. The Fontaines had visited many times with the Despains in their home.

Despain removed his hat and bent over Aimee’s hand to kiss it. “We are an imposition, I fear.”

“Not at all. Come inside. My husband is not here, and I’m afraid he won’t be back until tomorrow.”

She turned to Margaret, who kissed her. Margaret Despain, an attractive woman in her late forties, had a real affection for Aimee. Hers was one of the true friendships that Aimee had formed since her arrival in Louisiana.

Now Aimee said, “Are you hungry? There is food ready.”

“No, first you must show us the grounds,” Margaret insisted.

When they had seen the outside, Aimee urged them to come in. “It is a little cold for March. Come inside to the fire.”

They entered the house, where they were served cafe au lait and pastries. “Our cook is a Cajun,” said Aimee, “and fixes the most fiery dishes you can imagine. She makes the best gumbo in the world.”

“‘In the world’ means New Orleans. I don’t think gumbo is enjoyed anywhere but Louisiana,” Despain said.

Aimee took them on a tour of the house, and the pair exclaimed many times over the exquisite furnishings.

“It feels so much like a home!” Margaret exclaimed. “Many grand houses seem more like museums, but this house has a comfortable feel about it.”

“I must confess I love it, Margaret. Too much, perhaps. It’s easy to learn to love things instead of God.”

Margaret laughed and put her hand on her husband’s arm. “I think you should preach a little of that doctrine to my husband. He’s stocking up with houses and land and money as if he were going to live forever.”

Despain laughed shortly. He was, indeed, a man who loved things, but he did not like to be reminded of it. “Well, I know I won’t be on this earth forever, but I intend to enjoy the time I have here. Now, show us some more of the house.”

The three ended their tour in the drawing room. It was a large room with deep burgundy rugs on the polished hardwood floors and velvet curtains of the same color pulled to one side at each of the floor-to-ceiling windows. The walls were papered with a flocked gold-and-burgundy paper and were decorated with numerous paintings of landscapes, all with gilded frames.

A large stone fireplace took up almost the whole wall at the far end; the grate and accessories were made of ornate wrought iron, and a large mantel above held tiny porcelain boxes and vases of all shapes and sizes. There were four high-backed chairs of red-and-ivory damask flanking the fireplace, and a large couch of ivory damask took its place among these. More of the same chairs were placed along the walls of the room, with highly polished mahogany tables and glass lanterns at the sides of some. A beautiful piano stood open with an array of music on its stand.

Despain said, “It’s a bit of a shame, isn’t it? I suppose you’ll be spending less time here when you go to your new town house.”

A silence came over the room, and the Despains saw distress in Aimee Fontaine’s eyes.

“A house in New Orleans?” Aimee said, a thickness coming to her throat. Suddenly the room was uncomfortable.

“My dear, you should not have said that!” Mrs. Despain said.

Mr. Despain flushed and stammered an apology. They had lunch and then quickly made their departure. No one spoke again of the house in town. As soon as they were in their carriage, however, and pulling away from Fontaine Maison, Margaret turned to her husband.

“You are a fool, Charles! Why did you have to mention the house?”

“I’m afraid you’re right, but I didn’t know it was a secret.”

“Well, it obviously was! Sometimes I wonder how you ever managed to get elected to any office. You’re the most tactless man who ever lived!”

Despain slumped down in his seat and pulled his hat down over his eyes while his wife continued to rebuke him. Finally he threw his hands up in a gesture of despair. “Well, how am I to know what to say and what not to say? I supposed that Cretien had told her about the house.”

“Well, he obviously hadn’t. He was planning a surprise.” Margaret shook her head. “I’m glad you didn’t mention seeing Cretien having dinner with that actress. What’s her name?”

“Nan Strickland.”

“She’s nothing but a harlot. If I ever hear of you running around with harlots, I’ll see to it that you’re sorry!”

“I’ve got no intention of running around with harlots, and you know it!” Charles protested. “And besides, you don’t know that Fontaine is guilty of anything—except indiscretion. He should know better than to be seen in public with a woman like that.”

“Oh, you mean it’s all right in private?”

“I give up. Have your own way.”

“I’m worried about the Fontaines, Charles. Cretien is gambling a lot, and sometimes he doesn’t go home for days.”

“It never pays to meddle in other people’s marriages. They have to take care of themselves. Let’s talk about something else.”

Cretien came back excited, full of plans for buying the property next door to their plantation. Aimee, on the other hand, was quiet. She ate practically nothing of the excellent dinner, and when they moved into the drawing room, where Robert served them coffee and small cakes, she sat before the fire without saying a word.

Cretien finally sat down and gave her an odd look. “What’s wrong, dear? You’ve hardly said a word.”

“The Despains came by today.”

“Yes, so you told me. I’m sorry I missed them.”

Aimee turned to face him. “Charles told me that you bought a house in New Orleans.” She saw something like guilt sweep across her husband’s face, but he quickly recovered.

“Blast the man! It was meant to be a surprise. A Christmas present for you.”

“A Christmas present? You’re buying me a house for Christmas?”

“Well, yes, and I’ve been dickering for months on the place.”

“But why do we want a house in New Orleans when we have Fontaine Maison?”

Cretien put his arms around his wife and drew her close. “For variety, sweet. I love this place as you do, but there’s so little to do here, especially in the winter. When we go to town we have to live in hotels, but now we can have the best of all worlds. It’s a small house, but so beautiful! Not like this place, of course, but comfortable. We can have guests there. We can go to the theater and then come home. You’ll love it.”

Aimee listened as Cretien spoke. While his plan pleased him, it only made her anxious. She knew that her husband was not suited to the life of the city. He had weaknesses that he would have been shocked to know that she had discerned.

But since the deed was done and impossible to avoid, Aimee made herself smile. “I’m sure I’ll love it, dear.”

Cretien was pleased. He kissed her and waltzed her around the room. “We’ll go tomorrow, Aimee. I can’t wait to show it to you! We’ll be able to move next month.”

Cretien’s eyes danced with excitement. Aimee knew he loved her, but she also knew that he was a selfish man. In her private moments, she had wondered many times if he had married her for her money.

Aimee again forced a smile and said, “I can’t wait to see it, Cretien. I’m sure it will be very beautiful.”



Chapter four

Aimee twisted so much in her chair that Elise exclaimed, “Madame, you are so jumpy! I cannot fix your hair.”

Aimee looked into the mirror and gave a smile of pure joy. “I’m sorry, Elise. I just can’t seem to keep still today.”

“You are very happy, madame. I am glad to see it.”

Indeed, Elise was glad to see her mistress in such good spirits. Thinking back over the past few months, when they had first taken up residence in the town house on Chartres Street in the French Quarter, the maid had noticed that Aimee was not happy. This had been a puzzle to Elise, for to her the city was exciting—not nearly so boring as the Fontaine Plantation had been. She had found many suitors here, but she was aware that her mistress longed for the life in the country. Now she continued to brush Aimee’s hair and said, “Why are you so happy, madame?”

“I just am,” Aimee said. She turned suddenly and said, “Oh, you may pick up my new dress at Monsieur Benet’s shop today, Elise. I don’t have the money for it. Just tell him to put it on our account.”

“Shall I go now?”

“Yes, but it’s cold and wet. Take the carriage.”

“I will not be long.”

As soon as Elise left her bedroom, Aimee rose and walked around the room. She seemed to be overflowing with energy, which was unusual enough, but there was a joy within her this day that she could not contain. Despite the dreary weather, she wanted to sing or run.

She opened a drawer and pulled out her journal from beneath some clothing. She had begun the journal when they had first come to the town house the previous August. Now she looked at the first entry:

August 18, 1812 

The house is very nice. It has a fine courtyard and is close to the theater. Right down the street is the Ursuline Convent, and we are very close to Place d’Armes. We can go to the cathedral with no problem each Sunday. I wish I liked it more. Cretien is so excited, but I am already lonesome for the plantation.

She turned the page and saw the entry she had made a week later:

August 25, 1812 

I wish I were back at Fontaine Maison!

Their lives had become a series of fashionable balls and masquerades. Almost every night there was a visit to some theatrical performance, where Aimee would join Cretien in one of the boxes with the Creole belles and their chaperones. Below the boxes were rows of seats for ladies. Many evenings they went to the dances, where the young men wore bright colors and boots with fancy stitching. Each carried a colichemarde, a sword cane wide near the hilt and tapering suddenly to a rapierlike blade.

The colichemarde was a popular weapon, and many duels were fought over little or nothing. One of Cretien’s young friends had prepared for a duel at St. Anthony’s Square, just behind the cathedral. There he fought with another young man and fortunately escaped with only a minor wound.

With true Gallic passion, New Orleans incited the pleasure- loving Creoles to entertainment, food, wine, luxury, and display. Page after page of the journal recorded Aimee’s visits to the Theatre d’Orleans with Cretien, and she smiled when she read her opinions.

October 2, 1812 

The play was stupid and not well acted, but no one seemed to notice but me. I think the acting here is terrible, perhaps because the municipal council controls almost everything in the theatre. No one can put on a play without submitting a script of it to the mayor, and if he likes it, he fixes the day and the hour for the performance. If he doesn’t, it will not be put on. There’s even a fine for any actor or actress who fails to appear upon the stage at the exact time called for in his or her part. And they passed another act just recently that time between acts must not exceed fifteen minutes. It’s really a foolish sort of life. I enjoy the opera, but it is not something one wants to attend every night. Cretien, however, could go every night and never tire of it.

She turned another page, and this sentence caught her eye:

October 14, 1812 

This life is not good for Cretien. It tempts him, and he cannot overcome his weakness.

Aimee stared at the entry, remembering how she had seen Cretien on the street in the company of an attractive woman. He had not seen her, and she had never rebuked him for it. But she had begged him to go back with her to the plantation, and he did—but only for a few days. He then left her there alone and went back to the city for two weeks. When he did come back, grieved and repentant, she had forgiven him. She always did.

Reading the record of the past months dimmed the glow in Aimee’s eyes. But suddenly she laughed with pure joy and began to write:

November 12, 1812 

God has given us a miracle. I am with child! I am certain now that God has given us a miracle. We will have a child in May. I will tell Cretien this evening, and God willing, he will be as happy as I.

“You seem upset tonight, darling,” Cretien said later that very day. He was dressing to go out and turned to her when she did not speak at once. When he saw tears in her eyes, he rushed to her side. “What is it? Is something wrong? Have the servants displeased you?”

“No, I am only crying because I’m so happy.”

Cretien was puzzled. “Well, that’s wonderful. I know you’d rather be at the plantation, but I think you would be very lonely there now.”

“I don’t think I am ever going to be lonely again.” Aimee smiled suddenly and reached out. She pulled his head down and kissed him. “We are going to have a child, Cretien.”

Cretien Fontaine stared at his wife. During the first years of their marriage he had been anxious. But as the years had gone by and no child had come, he had concluded that Aimee was barren. Now he tried to assemble his thoughts. “Why, I can’t believe it! Are you certain?”

“Yes, I waited until I was sure before I told you. Now our lives will be so different. We will have a little one to think of.”

Cretien laughed. “That is true. Our lives will be better. We will have a son.”

“Perhaps it may be a girl.”

“No, it will be a boy. I feel it.” He put his arms around Aimee and held her gently, as if holding something very precious. “I am a selfish man,” he whispered, “but I will be a good father. You will see.”

Cretien paced the floor. He had kept a tight reign on himself during Aimee’s pregnancy, spending more time with her than ever before. The idea of having a son had grown more and more pleasing to him. He planned the boy’s childhood, the games he would play with him, his education. They would go to Europe together. They would be friends. He fixed the date in his mind—May 20, 1813—the day his firstborn son came into the world!

Six hours ago the doctor had come, and for most of that time Cretien had paced the floor. Now he heard the door open, and Doctor Franklin stepped out. “Well, your waiting is over. You may come in and see your wife and child.”

Cretien brushed by the doctor. When he saw Aimee lying with her face worn and haggard, he swallowed hard and then rushed to her side. Falling on his knees, he took her free hand and said, “My dear, are you all right?”

“Yes, I am fine.” Her voice was weak, but there was pride in her eyes.

“Here, let me hold my son,” Cretien said.

Doctor Franklin had come in behind him. “Oh, but you have a beautiful daughter, sir.”

Aimee was dazed with the pain of the ordeal, but at the doctor’s words she saw something change in Cretien’s expression. His eyes had been filled with joy, but he suddenly dropped his head as if to cover his emotion. Recovering quickly, he looked up and said, “Here, then. Let me hold my daughter.”

“I know you wanted a son, Cretien, but now God may give us one. He has given us this child.”

“What will you name her?” he said, holding the bundled child rather awkwardly.

“I have been singing in my heart ever since I knew she was coming. We will call her Chantel. She will be our song. Chantel Renee Fontaine.”

“It is a beautiful name, and she is a beautiful child.” Cretien handed the baby back, and now his disappointment was plain on his face. He had never been a man, Aimee knew, who could hide his emotions. She promised herself, We will have a son if God wills it. She held the child closely to her breast and, reaching out, took Cretien’s hand. “She will bring joy into our life.”

“I’m sure she will,” Cretien said. He got to his feet and released her hand. “You will soon feel better. I will take you back to Fontaine Maison.”

“Yes, Cretien. Please take me home.”



PART TWO
 1822-1827 

Chantel 



Chapter five

In November 1822, fall had come to the coast of Louisiana. The trees had shed their leaves and now held their naked arms to the sky, but at the end of the year, it seemed that heaven had decided to bless the land with a mild, springlike warmth. The creek that wound around the western edge of Fontaine Plantation was as rich and brown as the chocolate that nine-year-old Chantel loved to have in the evenings.

As she sat beside the creek attaching a piece of meat to the end of a thin string, a warming breeze came from the east and blew her carroty red hair back from her forehead. Once she looked up and grew very still, as a mother raccoon with five masked cubs came out of the woods and dabbled in the water no more than fifty feet away. She watched as the cubs played like puppies, splashing in the stream while their mother felt carefully for mussels or crawdads. When she captured one she would share it with the cubs, who fell over themselves to reach the delicacy.

For Chantel this was the best that life had to offer. She loved the out-of-doors, the animals, the birds, even the snakes and bugs that abounded in her homeland. Time spent in the house studying dull books was a torment to her, but once outside, the bayou, the streams, and the woods of pine that teemed with life of all sorts became her world.

Eventually the coons moved upstream around a bend, and Chantel lost sight of them. With a sigh she tossed the baited string out into the water. It sank slowly, and she wound the free end of the string around her forefinger, waiting for a bite.

As she sat there her mind was busily engaged and her eyes moved constantly, taking in the snowy white egrets that had lit in the field beyond the stream following the slow-moving cows. One of them suddenly flew up and perched on the neck of one of the larger cows. What is he doing up there? Chantel wondered. He must be picking bugs or something off of her back. She watched carefully and filed the scene in her memory, determined to ask Brutus why the egrets and the cattle got along so well.

Overhead the skies were a dark gray, and a rolling mass of dirty off-white clouds made their way along the western horizon. They looked like huge cotton bolls, and she entertained herself by deciding what they looked like. One, she decided, was a horse, another was like an elephant, and yet another, she decided, like the dragon in one of the picture books she had treasured since she was a small child.

The smells that came to her were no less interesting than the sights. The thick smell of the stream and the fresh scent of pines loaded with turpentine came on the breeze. There was also an odor of burning wood that made her look, but she saw no sign of smoke. The brown stream purled at her feet, making a soft, sibilant sound where it broke over the banks, and she sat there, content.

Suddenly the string in her hand moved slightly, and Chantel reached out with her free hand and gave it a tug. Finding some resistance, she pulled the string in slowly and carefully. Finally, when she saw a large crawdad at the end, she said, “Got you!” She caught the crawdad with two fingers. He wiggled as she pulled him free, but she held him high, laughing.

“You can kick all you want to, Mr. Crawdad, but you’re going to be supper for me! Now, you get in there with your brothers and sisters.” She dropped it into a bucket and glanced in at her catch. The bucket was almost a quarter full, and she could hear the scrapings of tiny feet and faint clickings of claws as they frantically tried to escape. “Sorry, but that’s what God made you for, to be our supper.”

Chantel stood up and stretched. She was wearing a faded dark-blue dress that came to her knees, and an old coat that she had a fondness for. It was two years old, and she had grown so rapidly that the cuffs struck her six inches above her wrists. She wore black stockings, and her black leather shoes were worn and muddy. Beside her on the bank lay a straw hat with a frayed brim.

As she stretched higher, her body seemed no thicker than one of the reeds that grew along the banks of the river. Her feet and hands were very thin and delicate. No one had ever called Chantel Fontaine beautiful, for her mouth was very wide and her prominent cheekbones seemed to give her face a fullness that did not match her body. She had good teeth, but her best feature was her perfect complexion: smooth and very fair.

Baiting her string again, Chantel tossed it out into the water, then tied the free end around the bail of the bucket. She moved up and down the banks looking for signs of turtles and was delighted when a large fish came up, struck at something, and then disappeared about ten feet out from the bank. “I’ll catch you, Mrs. Fish! You wait and see if I don’t. Brutus and I will come back and catch you on a trotline.”

She began to sing a song as she moved up and down the bank. Chantel sang a great deal, giving her name credence, and her voice, though thin, was clear and true.

Chantel saw a long, thin stick on the ground and picked it up. She held it for a moment, then grasped the thicker end and held it out as if it were a sword. She began moving back and forth as if parrying the blows of an opponent, muttering under her breath, “Take that, you villain! Oh, you would, would you? Don’t think you’re going to get away!”

She darted back and forth, turning and wheeling and crying out to her imaginary villainous opponent. Then she suddenly dropped the sword and fell down in a heap. She looked up piteously and held her hand out. “Oh, kind sir, spare me! I am a poor, helpless girl and have no friends!”

Then Chantel was on her feet and became the man, speaking in as deep a voice as possible. She bowed and said, “Do not fear, mademoiselle, I am Captain Fontaine, and I will save you from the villain that would harm you. Here, let me carry you to safety.” She bent over and pretended to pick up a form and moved away.

Her game went on for some time as she played many roles in the drama that was birthed in her head. Chantel spent so much time alone that making up games had become her chief entertainment. There were other children in the area, to be sure, but most of those who lived close enough to her home to visit were either older or younger. So she had become a solitary child, creating imaginary worlds.

Forgotten were the crawdads and the string, which began to pull from one side to another as Chantel moved, speaking lines, peopling the open space beside the stream with unseen companions. She had just finished a speech when a voice from behind startled her.

“What are you doing here, girl?”

Chantel whirled, and her face reddened, for her father stood there watching her. As always, he was finely dressed; today he wore a pair of gray trousers strapped under his feet and a gray cloth coat with a black fur collar. A fur cap on his head covered his chestnut hair. There was censure in his eyes, and he shook his head. “Your mama has been worried about you. Why do you run away without telling us where you’ve gone?”

“I’m—I’m sorry, Papa.” Chantel dropped her head, unable to meet his eyes. She drew a figure in the dirt with the toe of her shoe, then managed to look up. She hated to displease her father, but she saw that his lips were turned down and his brow knit with a frown. “I will not do it again.”

“If you would study your schoolbooks as hard as you play, it would be well.”

Chantel had no answer for that, and he had warned her before about her laziness in the classroom. Desperately she tried to find something to say, but this was not unusual when she tried to speak to her father. At times he was happy and showered her with affection, but this would be followed by long periods when he seemed to forget that he had a daughter. Chantel lived for those times when he would come and pick her up and throw her in the air, and then give her a hug and a kiss, or when he would play games with her in the parlor or read to her the stories from a book.

 “Come along. It’s late. You’ll have to tell your mother you’re sorry.”

“Yes, Papa.”

Chantel scrambled to get her crawdads, not forgetting to pull in the one that was on the end of her line. As she tossed it into the bucket, Cretien shook his head, his face cloudy. “You are absolutely filthy, girl! And you’re dressed like the daughter of a slave.”

“I didn’t want to get good clothes dirty when I came for the crawdads, Papa.”

“Fishing for crawdads indeed! You should be learning to draw or do embroidery like a lady.”

Chantel picked up the bucket, her face red. Silently she trudged beside her father, who said not another word to her all the way to the house. Finally he spoke. “Get rid of those things and get cleaned up.”

“Yes, Papa.”

Running around the house with the crawdads thumping in the bucket, Chantel flew into the kitchen and slammed the door behind her. She ran up at once to Clarice Debeau, the cook. “I’ve caught lots of crawdads, Clarice.”

“Look at you!” Clarice said. She was a thickset woman of thirty-five, short and strong, and had a real affection for the daughter of the house. “You’re so dirty!”

“I’m going to wash right now. Could we have étouffée tonight?”

“It’s too late for that. Maybe tomorrow.”

“All right, Clarice.” Chantel spun about and left the kitchen. She ran upstairs to her own room, breaking in like a whirlwind. Chantel loved her room, and for one moment she stood still and let her eyes run over the mahogany canopy bed, with its pink and white lace coverings, the brilliant white curtains held back with pink lace ties, the delicately carved rocking chair holding porcelain dolls in frilly dresses, and the dark burgundy rug in the center of the room. On the other side of the room she took in the small desk with bookcases on both sides filled with colorful leather-bound books that she had not yet read, the shelves with delicate figurines of dancers in all poses, and the pictures of beautiful faraway places on the walls.

She took off her jacket and the worn dress, and going to the washstand she poured water from a flowered pitcher into an enamel basin. She splashed her face quickly and washed her hands, then dried off on a thick towel.

Wheeling, she ran to the large walnut armoire, pulled it open, and yanked out a dress. Quickly she pulled it over her head and then went to the mirror and began trying to do something with her hair. Because it was red, she endured much teasing from other children. Adults always remarked on it, too, and seemed compelled to pat her on the head. More than once she’d had to restrain an impulse to keep from doing something shocking—like spitting on them or slapping their hands away. Determinedly she picked up a brush and comb and tried to get some of the tangles out of it. Her eyes watered as she yanked at it, pulling at her scalp.

The door opened, and Elise came flying in. “You’re late!” she exclaimed. “Here, let me do your hair.”

Willingly Chantel surrendered the brush and comb to the maid and sat there while her hair was put into some sort of shape. “I caught enough crawdads to make étouffée, Elise. You can have some tomorrow.”

“And your father had to go looking for you. He was upset.” Elise took a few more swipes at the hair, tied it up efficiently with a ribbon from the table, and said, “Now, go quickly.”

“Yes, Elise.”

Chantel left her room at a run and dashed down the stairs. Then she slowed to a stop and managed to walk in with some appearance of grace.

 The dining room she entered was beautiful indeed. It was a very large room with embossed wallpaper in gold. Each wall, it seemed, had innumerable pictures and mirrors with carved, gilded frames. The ceiling was very high, with heavily carved cornices, and was painted a brilliant white, and there was a beautiful marble fireplace with its mantle holding porcelain figurines of all sorts. A brass and crystal chandelier with etched glass globes hung over the highly polished table, set now with the best of china, crystal, and silver. The delicately carved chairs had seats upholstered in a white fabric with bold red- and pink-colored roses. The floor was covered with a deep crimson carpet, red silk draperies fell over lace curtains at the floor-length windows, and the oversized sideboard displayed crystal and china of different sizes and shapes.

Aimee smiled and said, “Come in and sit down. Clarice has made us a very good dinner.”

“Yes, Mama.” Chantel took her seat and waited until Robert and Clarice came in with the food. It was one of her favorite dishes: chicken creole, with its spicy red gravy, rice, corn bread, and stewed okra with tomatoes.

Aimee said, “My, you’re getting sunburned.”

“Yes, and that’s not good,” Cretien said. He paused with his fork halfway to his mouth and shook his head with disfavor. “A lady should have a nice white complexion. You’re going to be as black as Brutus if you don’t stay out of that sun, child.”

“Oh, I don’t think it’s going to ruin her complexion,” Aimee said quickly.

Cretien argued the point and then, as he saw Chantel eating rapidly, he said sharply, “Don’t gobble your food down! You’re eating like a pig.”

Again Aimee interposed. “She has such a good appetite. Being outside gives it to her, I suppose, and that’s a good thing.”

“Well, she eats enough. I don’t see why she can’t gain weight. She looks like a stick.”

Chantel’s face turned pale at her father’s thoughtless words. Her mirror told her that she was not beautiful, and children called her “bird legs” and other cruel names.

“What did you do all afternoon, dear?” Aimee asked.

“I just went out in the woods. I caught some crawdads. Clarice said we could have étouffée tomorrow.”

“That’s nice. It’s one of my favorite dishes.”

The conversation moved in a more pleasant direction, and eventually Cretien’s mood softened. With a smile he said, “I think our daughter is going to be an actress when she grows up.”

Aimee was surprised. “Why do you say that, dear?”

“Because when I found her, she was acting out a play. Quite well, too. She was doing all the parts. Had a sword fight and a love scene and a dying scene. It was like being at the theater in New Orleans.” He laughed and shook his head. “It was a very good performance, Chantel. I enjoyed it.”

As always, Chantel flushed at her father’s praise. She beamed at him and said, “It was from the play you took us to last month.”

“I’ll have to be careful what kind of plays I take you to see,” Cretien said with a smile. “Some of them are not wholesome. But it was a good sword fight. Maybe I’ll teach you how to use the foils when you get a little older.”

“I’m old enough now, Papa!”

“Well, maybe you are. We’ll see.”

Aimee smiled then and said, “Why don’t you tell her our surprise, dear?”

Cretien gave his wife a swift glance and nodded. He studied Chantel for a moment, then said, “We’re going to have company, Chantel.”

“Who is it?”

“Let me give you a hint. Our visitor will be very small. No bigger than this.” He held up his hands, holding them about eighteen inches apart.

 “I know. It’s the puppy I’ve wanted!”

“No, it’s even better than a puppy. Come here.”

At once Chantel was out of her seat and around the heavy table. When Cretien picked her up in his arms, she felt a security and a delight in being noticed. Her father put his lips close to her ear and whispered, “We’re going to have a baby.”

“Oh, Papa, how nice!” She reached up and put her arms around her father’s neck and hugged him. He laughed and unwound her arms, saying, “Go embrace your mother. She’s the one that will be bringing the baby to us.”

Chantel slipped from his lap and ran over to receive her mother’s hug. “When will it come, Mama?”

“Very close to your birthday. Maybe on the same day. Wouldn’t that be something, if we had two birthdays on the same day!”

“We could save money.” Cretien smiled, his eyes sparkling. “I’m hoping you’ll have a little brother. Then we can all three raise him to be a good, strong man.” Echoing his wife’s thought, he added, “It will be close to your birthday when the baby is born. What do you want for your birthday?”

“A horse.”

“Well, you don’t mind asking for the moon!”

“Can I have one, Papa? Please!”

“Yes, you may have a horse.”

“Dear, do you think she’s old enough?”

“Of course she is. She needs to learn to be a horsewoman. Then she can go riding with her father.”

“Papa, will you really get me a horse?”

“Yes. I’ll bring it to your party.”

“Does anyone else know about the baby?”

“No one.”

“Can I go tell Clarice and Elise?”

“Yes, you may.”

As Chantel shot out of the dining room, Aimee said, “That child adores you, Cretien. She just glows when you pay attention to her. Don’t you see it?”

Cretien was well aware of his failings as a father. He looked down at the table and fumbled with his napkin, then looked up and caught her eye. “I know. I’ll try to be more affectionate with her.”

Aimee knew that part of the reason for Cretien’s lack of affection for their daughter was that Chantel was not a beautiful girl. “She’s not pretty now, but she will be someday.”

“Oh, that doesn’t matter,” Cretien protested.

But Aimee bit her tongue, for she had almost said, Yes, it does to you. You like beautiful things. Instead she said, “When will you get the pony?”

“There’s no hurry. I’ll look around for a good one.”

“She’ll love it, Cretien. She treasures anything you give her.” A smile turned the corners of Aimee’s lips upward. “Do you remember the doll you bought for her when she was four? She’s almost worn that thing out. It’s all Marie and I can do to keep it sewn together. She sleeps with it every night.”

Cretien smiled. He was mellow with the thought of having a son to raise and said, “Chantel is a good child. Just not what I expected. She’s so—so boyish.”

“She will outgrow that. Don’t worry.”

“I hope so. I’d hate to see a woman of eighteen running around in a ragged dress catching crawdads.”



Chapter six

The day was dying, and now the sun sent the last few pale rays through the window of Chantel’s room. It illuminated the carpet and touched the mirror on her vanity briefly with its pale light. She looked up from the book before her and caught a glimpse of her own face. As always, her features displeased her, and she looked down quickly and began writing again.

She had begun her journal at her mother’s suggestion, on the same day that her parents had told her of the baby to come.

Her father agreed, saying, “It might help her penmanship a little.”

“Oh, no,” Aimee had protested. “No one sees a young lady’s journal except the young lady herself.”

Strangely enough, as much as she had once disliked some studies, Chantel had found a pleasure in keeping her journal. Perhaps it was because no one ever checked it for spelling or punctuation. She wrote rapidly as her thoughts flowed through her, and never paused to correct anything.

May 2, 1823 

Today is the day the baby will be born! I hope it’s a boy because Papa wants one so much. I don’t care whether it’s a boy or a girl. I’d love to have either a baby brother or a baby sister. Whichever it is, I’ll be happy with it!!!

The doctor came early this morning, and Mama is having a bad time. I don’t like to hear it—the cries that come from her room. The doctor is worried, too, although he tries not to show it. I tried to talk to Papa, but he’s too worried to listen to me, so I just stay quiet as a mouse and pray that Mama and the baby will be all right.

It’s been a wonderful time for me, waiting for the baby—until today. Papa has been so happy, and he’s taken me to the theater several times! I love to go with him, but I know he’s ashamed of me because I’m not pretty like other girls. Mama says I will be prettier when I get older, but I don’t think so.

I was hoping the baby would be born on my birthday, but it’s all right that it’s a few days early. My birthday is only eighteen days away, and think what I will have! I will have a new brother or sister, and I’ll have my new horse, which Papa promised me. If it’s a mare, I’ll call her Lady. If it’s a gelding, I’ll call him Pegasus. I’ll never be lonesome again with my new baby brother or sister and my new horse!

Hearing footsteps coming down the hall, Chantel quickly closed the book and ran to the chest against the wall. Opening the drawer, she shoved the journal beneath her clothes, rose, and turned just as her father came in. He stood looking at her, and for one terrible moment Chantel was afraid that her mother had died. She knew that women did die sometimes from having babies, and it had been a fear on her heart almost constantly. “Is— Is Mama all right?”

“Yes, she’s fine—and you have a new baby sister.” Her father’s voice changed when he said “baby sister,” and instantly Chantel knew that he was very disappointed. She wanted to tell him how sorry she was that it wasn’t a boy, but that didn’t seem very fair to the girl who had just been born. She said breathlessly, “Can I see Mama?”

“Yes. Come along.”

Chantel accompanied her father down the hall, and when she stepped into the large master bedroom, she saw her mother in bed with a bundle in her arms. Doctor South was putting something in a black bag, and Marie was cleaning up.

“Come here, dear.”

Chantel went over to stand beside the bed. Her mother’s face was pale and drawn, and her lips looked very thin and white. “Here’s your new baby sister.”

Chantel leaned forward and looked at the little face that peered out of the blanket. She had never seen a newborn baby, and for a moment she felt disappointed. “She’s so red, Mama!”

“All babies are red. You were too. She’s going to be beautiful.”

“I hope so,” Chantel said. She reached out and touched the fine blonde hair on the baby’s head. “What color are her eyes?”

“All babies have blue eyes.”

“Really!”

“Yes, indeed. I’m hoping she’ll have brown eyes like your father.”

“What’s her name, Mama?”

“Veronique.”

Cretien had come to stand on the other side of the bed. He said nothing while Chantel asked questions. Finally Aimee turned to him, and he made himself smile. “She’s a fine child,” he said quietly.

Aimee felt a pang of disappointment. She had prayed so hard for a boy! Now her heart was heavy, because Doctor South had told her that it would be dangerous for her to have other children. She knew that he had informed Cretien of this, and she saw a heaviness and a sadness in his face, despite his attempts to hide it.

“Can I hold her, Mama?” asked Chantel.

“Yes, but be very careful.”

Chantel was very careful indeed as she took the baby, holding her as if she were a very fragile piece of fine glass. She looked down into the face. “We’re going to be the best of friends always and always,” she whispered.

After several minutes Doctor South said, “I think you’d better give your sister back to your mother now, and you scoot on along.”

Chantel carefully placed the baby in her mother’s arms, then leaned over and kissed them both. “I’ll be back when Doctor South says I can.”

As soon as she left the room, Doctor South gave the parents a few instructions, then added, “That’s one of the healthiest babies I’ve ever seen. She’s a fine girl. Congratulations, monsieur.”

“Thank you, doctor, for everything.”

As soon as Doctor South left, Aimee held her hand out, and Cretien took it. “I’m so sorry it’s not a boy.”

Cretien tried to smile, but she saw that he was unhappy. She squeezed his hand and said, “We must adopt a boy.”

His face grew tense. “No,” he said firmly. “Blood is everything! I wouldn’t want a child that wasn’t mine by blood.”

Bending over, he kissed his wife, then reached over and, almost with reluctance, touched the child’s head. “She’s a fine child,” he repeated quietly, then turned and left the room.

In the silence of the room, holding the baby close to her heart, Aimee Fontaine felt one of the most intense moments of sadness she had ever known. She should have been crying out for joy with a new baby healthy in every way, but she knew how Cretien had longed for a son. And now she had failed him. Tears ran down her face, and she made no attempt to wipe them away.

The days seemed to fly by after the birth of Veronique—at least for Chantel. She spent every moment possible with the baby, helping with her all she could. She watched with amazement as her sister nursed and asked her mother a thousand questions concerning babies.

Aimee laughed and waved her hand in the air. “You want to know everything about babies.”

“But they’re so wonderful, Mama!”

“Yes, they are wonderful, indeed, and I’m glad that you love her so much.”

“We’re going to be best friends.”

When she was not holding the baby or watching her being cared for, Chantel was singing to her. She had learned many nursery songs already and could rock the baby and sing for hours without growing tired. This pleased Aimee and astonished Cretien.

“I never thought she would be such a good little mother,” he whispered, watching Chantel as she rocked Veronique. “She’s much older than her years in this way at least.”

Yet time also seemed to move slowly because Chantel was counting the hours until her birthday. Papa had promised her a horse! The delight of her life was when her father would put her on the saddle in front of him and take her for a ride on his big stallion, Caesar. Chantel was constantly at the barn, and whenever a foal was born she could hardly be dragged into the house for the joy of watching the spindly legged but beautiful creatures as they learned to walk.

Finally, as it always must, time went around, and the morning of May 20 arrived. Cretien had left two days earlier on a business trip to New Orleans. Chantel was giving Veronique her bath, at which she had become very good indeed. Carefully she washed the silkened skin, marveling at the tiny wrinkles in the hands and the small fingernails. She sang a song as Aimee sat watching.

Chantel said, “Papa will be back for my birthday, won’t he?”

“I’m sure he will, dear. He wouldn’t forget your birthday.” Aimee smiled and said, “How does it feel to be ten years old?”

Chantel thought for a moment and said, “Just like it did to be nine years old. I thought I would feel older.”

She soaked the baby’s hair, rinsed it carefully, and then tickled her. The baby chortled, which pleased her. Looking up, she said, “When will I be grown, Mama?”

“Not for a long time.”

“I want to be grown up.”

“Don’t wish your life away, my dear.”

“Didn’t you want to be grown up when you were nine years old?” “My goodness! I can’t remember that far back. Here, let me help you get this child dressed.” The two of them dressed the baby and then Chantel said, “I’m going down to help Clarice make the cake. She said I could.”

“All right. Don’t be a bother, though. Remember, the guests will be coming at one o’clock, and you want to be all dressed and ready.”

 “I will, Mama. I’ll do my hair just right, and maybe Elise will help me.”

“Just a moment,” Aimee said. A smile touched the corners of her lips as she brought a small package out of her pocket. “I want to give you your present now—a special present just from me.”

Chantel took the small package and unwrapped it quickly. Opening the box within, she pulled out a locket on a gold chain. “Mama, it’s beautiful.”

“It belonged to my mother.” Aimee smiled. “Look inside.”

Chantel opened the locket and stared at the miniature painting. “It’s a picture of you!”

“Yes, and someday you’ll put a picture of yourself in it and give it to your daughter. Do you want to wear it?”

“Oh, yes, Mama!” Chantel could barely stand still, and when the locket was fastened, she threw her arms around her mother. “Thank you so much, Mama! I’ll always love it. May I go show it to Clarice?”

“Yes, run along.”

Running downstairs, Chantel went at once to the kitchen and found the cook in the midst of making the birthday pastry. “Clarice, look at my new locket!”

The locket was duly admired, and Chantel said, “I came to help you make the cake. Hello, Miss Marie.” She talked like a magpie, informing them of the progress of Veronique and her excitement about the horse. “I hope it’s a gray horse. I’ve always liked gray horses,” she said.

Clarice and Marie were amused. “What makes you think you’re going to get a horse to ride?” Marie asked.

“Oh, Marie, you know Papa promised! That’s why he went to New Orleans. I just know.”

“You will break your neck,” Clarice warned. “I do not think it is a good thing.”

“I will not!”

“That’s what horses are good for. To fall off of and break your neck.”

“Oh, Clarice, why do you talk so foolish!”

When Chantel left to get ready for her party, the two women stared after her. Marie said, “She loves her Papa so much.”

“And he cares so little for her!” Clarice snorted.

“Hush! It is not for us to talk about the family.”

“I’ve heard you say it, so I suppose I can too.”

“The master is a strange man. He wanted a boy so much. Perhaps he will have a son next time.”

“And then he will pay all the attention to the son,” Clarice replied, “and our little Chantel will get none. Poor child! She just soaks up his love when he gives any—which isn’t often.”

Marie Bientot was an astute woman. She knew as well as Chantel and everyone else who was intimate with the family that Chantel was a lonely child who loved her father with every fiber of her being. She also knew how self-consumed Cretien Fontaine could be. He was good enough to his wife and not abusive to anyone, but his first consideration was his own comfort.

Marie sighed and shook her head. “I’m glad the baby was a girl and not a boy. Chantel would no longer get any notice at all!”

Chantel found Brutus shoeing a horse and stood watching with fascination. “Doesn’t it hurt the horses when you put those nails in their feet?”

“These ain’t feet, missy. These is hooves. And no, they ain’t got no feelin’ unless you go too deep and hit a nerve—which I ain’t never done.”

Chantel and the large slave were good friends. Brutus was amused by her interest in the workings of the farm, and it was not unusual to see the small girl sitting astride his massive shoulders as they walked through the fields of sugar cane. He taught her how to catch crawdads, took her fishing, and taught her the names of the animals and birds and trees in the countryside.

He listened as she told him about the horse she was to get, and promised to shoe it for her whenever it was time. When she left singing, as usual, Brutus shook his head. “That child is a sight in this world! She purely is,” he muttered. “She sho do love hosses. I hope her papa gets her a good ’un.”

There was no other way to put it: the party was a failure.

Eight children from the surrounding plantations came, but only one, Claude Dumair, was anywhere close to Chantel’s age. The others were either several years younger or several years older. Aimee and Marie had planned the games, and the food was delicious. Chantel opened her presents, forcing herself to smile and politely thank each child who gave her a gift.

Aimee saw that Chantel could not stop looking toward the road, at every moment expecting her father to come riding up on his stallion, leading the horse he had promised her.

As time went on and Cretien did not come, Chantel’s heart began to grow cold. She was glad when the last child left. She turned to her mother. “Papa didn’t come to my party.”

“I’m sure something held him up, dear.”

“He promised to come, and he promised to give me a horse.” The words were spoken in a whisper, and Aimee saw the eyes of her daughter fill up.

“He didn’t come,” she said, turning and running out of the house.

“Chantel!” Aimee called out. “Chantel! Come back!” But the child kept on running.

Aimee Fontaine was a calm and generous and loving woman, but now someone had hurt her child. An anger began to grow in her, and soon it was white hot. She stood there trembling, so angry that she wanted to strike out and beat her fists against something. Instead she took a deep breath, walked stiffly to the rosewood secretary, and sat down. Getting a sheet of paper, she dipped her pen in ink and wrote in large letters without any heading:

Come home at once and bring a horse for your daughter—the one you promised her!

She formed an exclamation point, then blotted the letter, folded it, put it into an envelope, and sealed it with wax. She strode into the kitchen, where she found Robert polishing the silver. “Robert,” she said, holding out the envelope, “take this at once to your master.”

“Why, yes, madame. Shall I wait for an answer?”

“I expect he will be coming back with you.” Polar ice was never colder than Aimee’s tone, and as she turned and left the room, Robert stared after her.

“Never seen her like that before! I can imagine what’s in here,” he said to Elise.

“I hope she told him what a sorry excuse for a father he is,” Elise said. Tears came to her eyes. “I hope she did.”

“Well, I’ll find him. I know all of his spots,” Robert said grimly. He put the envelope into his pocket, put on his coat, and left the house. A few moments later Elise heard the sound of hoofbeats and looked out the window to see Robert driving a large bay gelding at full speed down the road.

Cretien was winning and, as always, this made him feel good. The stakes had gotten high, and as he pulled in the pot, he shook his head. “You gentlemen are not lucky tonight.”

“No, I believe you have all the luck, Cretien.” The speaker was a tall, swarthy man with a sharp-pointed mustache. He looked up suddenly and said, “Isn’t that your man Robert?”

Cretien turned and saw Robert striding across the room. “Why, so it is!” he said.

“Madame Fontaine asked me to give you this, sir,” Robert said to him.

Cretien took the envelope, but his eyes were on Robert’s face. Robert had been with him for a long time, and the two got along well. Now, however, there was a fixed hardness on the face of his manservant.

“Is someone sick?” he asked quickly. “One of the children?”

“No, sir.”

The answer gave no information, and Cretien opened the envelope. He pulled out the single sheet of paper and read the stark message. Licking his lips, he put the letter back into the envelope and carefully put it into his pocket. “I’m cashing in,” he said. “I have to go.”

 “Is there some sort of problem, Cretien?”

“I’m afraid so. I’ll give you a chance to get even next time I’m in town.” Robert stood, silently waiting until his employer had collected his winnings, then followed him outside the gambling room.

As soon as they were outside, Cretien turned and said, “Go to the house and pack my things, then meet me in front of the hotel. We’ll be leaving in an hour.”

Robert nodded and left, saying not a word. Cretien watched him go, then turned and broke into a half run. He did not stop until he got to a stable and called out, “I need some help.”

Chantel cried herself to sleep, then slept fitfully. She awoke to the sound of a voice calling her name, and at first she thought it was just another dream. The voice called her name again.

“Chantel, wake up. It’s Papa.”

She came out of sleep and found her father kneeling beside her bed, holding a candle with his right hand.

“Papa, what is it?” she said, groggily struggling to sit up.

“Are you awake?”

“Yes, I’m awake.” Chantel saw her father’s tense face, and fear came to her. “Is something wrong with Mama?”

“No, not at all.”

“Is Veronique all right?”

“She’s fine. Come with me. I have something to show you.”

Chantel stood up barefooted, but suddenly her father blew the candle out and set it down. He picked her up in his arms and went out the door. Chantel blinked against the lights that were burning and saw her mother standing at the foot of the stairs. Again she felt a wash of fear, but her father’s arms held her tight. She reached up and put her arms around his neck and her face against his chest. When they went outside it was dark, but a lantern threw some light on the scene. She saw Robert standing there holding the lantern high.

“Happy birthday, daughter.”

The events of the day rushed back to Chantel, but when Cretien turned around she saw a small horse standing next to Robert.

“Happy birthday,” her father whispered. “She’s all yours. A fine mare.”

In all her life Chantel had never felt as she did at that moment. Gone were the tears and the heartache that had crushed her. She stared at the horse and whispered, “For me, Papa?”

“All yours, little one. Why don’t you go get acquainted with her?”

Chantel felt herself being lowered, and she ran barefooted toward Robert, who was holding the mare with his other hand. She stopped, reached up, and the mare whickered at her and lowered her head carefully. Chantel felt the velvet nose, and tears came into her eyes. She began to cry and could not stop.

“I love you, Lady,” she whispered, and then she turned and ran back up the steps to her father. “I knew you wouldn’t forget, Papa. I knew you wouldn’t!”

Cretien Fontaine felt shame such as he had rarely known. Turning slightly, he saw Aimee standing in the open door. Their eyes met, and as Chantel said again, “I knew you wouldn’t forget!” he looked down. He held the child close, then he kissed her cheek and said hoarsely, “I’ll never be late for your birthday party again, daughter.

I swear it!”



Chapter seven

Grasping the reins of her mare firmly, Chantel sat straight in the saddle, filled with joy. She glanced at her father, who was riding Caesar, and thought, He is the handsomest man in the world.

Cretien turned and smiled at her. “A good morning for a ride, eh?” He saw that her eyes were dancing bright, but now there was the air of a little girl’s eagerness about her that he had learned to recognize. “I wish everyone in the world could get out and ride like this with a fine rider like you.”

Chantel’s face revealed the pleasure that welled up inside. She turned away so that he could not see how happy he had made her. Ahead she saw a tree across the path and said, “Let’s jump it, Papa.”

“Do you think you can do it?”

“You just watch. Come on, Lady.” Chantel leaned forward and spoke encouragingly to the mare, who broke into a swift gallop. When she came to the log, Chantel cried out, and the mare jumped it easily.

Chantel looked back, crying, “I did it, Papa!” She watched as her father took the jump and pulled up beside her.

“That was fine! You’ve become a good rider.” He studied her for a moment and then shook his head. “But you’re going to have to learn to ride sidesaddle sometime.”

“Oh, Papa, that’s no fun! Riding with your leg crooked around an old saddle horn!”

“That may be, but it’s the way ladies ride.”

“I think it’s silly!” Chantel turned to face her father, her brow kneaded. “I want to ride just like you do.”

“Well, we’ll worry about that when you get all grown up. In the meanwhile you’ve gotten to be a fine rider.”

Chantel flashed a smile. “You know, Papa, the last six months have been the best time of my whole life.”

“Is that right? Well, I’m glad to hear it. I hope the rest of your life will be just as good.”

“Papa, do you think I’ll ever be pretty like Mama?”

Cretien hesitated. In truth he was disappointed that his daughter had not inherited Aimee’s beauty. She was entirely different, and he sought words carefully so that he would not hurt her feelings.

“Let me tell you something about beauty, daughter. You have one thing that I admire very much.” He saw her eyes brighten and he smiled. “You have a fine carriage. You’re a tall young lady, and you’re going to be even taller when you grow up. A fine carriage and good bone structure, which you have—nothing can take the place of those.” He turned to look at a small bird pouring out a symphony of song.

He gazed at the bird for a moment and then turned back and said, “I knew a lady once in France. She had the same sort of bone structure that you have, Chantel. And when you studied her face alone she didn’t seem exceptionally attractive. But she carried herself well, and somehow other people began to think she was attractive.”

He thought for a moment about the days that he had spent in Paris, and there was a queer twist in him—a stray current of something out of his far past, half regret and half a pale sentimentality. Shaking himself, he said, “Now, you’re going to be just like that woman. You’re going to think yourself beautiful.”

“But how can I do that?”

“That’s what you must find out for yourself. We, all of us, have to find out things about ourselves, Chantel.”

Chantel thought about his words and then said, “You know, I want to do so many things. Last night when I saw Veronique looking out the window she saw the moon, and she reached out for it. But she didn’t know she could never get it.”

“Reach for the moon, Chantel,” Cretien said strongly. “You may not get it, but you must never give up trying. Some poet or other, I forget who it was, said, ‘Always reach for the stars. Some day you might get one.’ Something like that.”

The two talked as their horses walked side by side, until Cretien said, “I think we’d better get back now. It’s getting a little bit late.”

“Just a little ways further, Papa.”

“No, I have things to do.”

Reluctantly Chantel reined Lady around, and when they started back, she said, “When will you have to leave, Papa?”

“Next week, I think.” He turned and smiled. “I’ll bring you back something from the city. What would you like?”

Instantly Chantel said, “I would like a pistol.”

Her answer brought a burst of laughter from Cretien. He was fascinated by the mind of this daughter of his. “A pistol! What in the world would you do with a pistol?”

“I would protect myself. And if a burglar came in the house, I would shoot him.”

“I think eleven is a little young to be shooting burglars. Wherever do you get such ideas?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I just think of them.”

“I believe you’ve been reading too many romances.”

“But I love the stories, Papa. Don’t you?”

“They’re all right. But you have to remember, Chantel, they’re just stories. Not real life.” He did not speak for a time, and then he said, “I’ll bring you back something from town, but it will be much nicer than a pistol. Maybe a new dress or some shoes.”

“I’ll like whatever you bring, Papa—but someday when I grow up I’ll get myself a pistol and carry it in my reticule. Then I won’t have to be afraid of anyone.”

Cretien turned to study his daughter. He did not understand her in the least, but he shrugged and thought, Maybe a man never understands a child. Especially a female one.

A cold breeze from the north bit at Chantel’s face, but she ignored it. She was wrapped up in heavy clothes and wore gloves that were really intended for more sedate pastimes than trot lining in the river. She sat in the back of the flat-bottom boat, watching as Brutus propelled them along by tugging at a heavy line. Every ten feet or so he would stop and examine a shorter line that was tied to the long one that stretched along the banks. One end was tied at the bank and another to a cypress tree that pushed its way upward out of the murky waters of the river.

“Let me put some bait on, Brutus.”

“No, missy, you’d better let me do dat,” he replied. He turned to smile at her, and the late afternoon sun caught his ebony features. His weight pushed the front of the johnboat down into the water. He reached into the bucket at his feet, pulled out a crawdad, and skillfully hooked the wiggling creature just beneath the top of its shell. He examined it critically, then lowered it into the water, still holding onto the main line.

“You cotch us a good catfish, Mr. Crawdad,” he said.

He was humming a tune, and as he moved along to the next set line, Chantel said, “What’s that song, Brutus?”

“Just a song I know.”

Chantel asked him to sing it again, and the second time she sang it with him.

“You sho is got a good singin’ voice, missy,” Brutus said. He started to speak, then suddenly he halted and turned quickly. “We got somethin’ on the line up ahead there! Feels like a big ’un!”

“Can I help pull it in?”

“No, indeed! These catfish can be mean critters. They got horns on ’em with pizen in ’em. But you kin watch. And then later on you kin have some good, fresh, fried catfish. Hold still now!”

Chantel watched with excitement as Brutus propelled the boat. She saw the line dipping and straining, and, as always, wished she could help.

Brutus kept a tight hold, and once he turned and said, “He shore is a big ’un. Must be big as Jonah’s whale.” He turned back and soon he said, “Gonna have to pull hard to get dis ’un in. You watch now. Don’t let him git close to you when he get in de boat.”

After what seemed like a long struggle, Brutus gave a tug, and a huge catfish came dripping and flopping into the bottom of the boat. He was the biggest catfish Chantel had ever seen, and she saw him swing his head around.

“Watch out for dem horns now! Lemme get ’em off.” Brutus approached the fish carefully, for the dorsal fin and the two side fins both had spikes that could hurt fiercely. He waited his chance, ran his huge hand in the fish’s lip, and gripped down. Chantel saw the mighty mouth close, but Brutus was not paying attention. With a pair of pliers he reached down and snapped off the dorsal fin, the horn, and then the two side fins. “There, dat’ll hold you, I reckon.”

“He’s so big!”

“Biggest one I ever cotched,” he said. “Now, I reckon as how we might as well go home. We got enough fish for one night, and mo’ than I expect. Everybody will have fish at Fontaine Maison tonight.” The fish flopped and thrashed around the bottom of the boat as Brutus dropped the line down. It sank immediately because of the weights he had tied to it. Picking up a paddle, he sent the small craft over the water with powerful strokes.

As always, Chantel chattered like a magpie, speaking about the things she was going to do when she grew up. “You know,” she said, “I think I might be a doctor.”

Brutus broke his strokes for a moment and stared at her. “But dey ain’t no lady doctors dat I knows of.”

“Well, there will be when I get to be one.”

“Don’t see why fo’ you want to be a doctor. It’s a pretty messy job, and you allus havin’ to be around folks in trouble. Why don’t you just be a lady like yo’ mama.”

“I can be that, too.”

Brutus laughed deep in his chest. “You sho got a mess of things you gonna do when you grow up. Looks like it’d take two or three lifetimes to get ’em all in.”

They were almost to the landing when suddenly two large black birds dropped out of the sky and lit on the limb of a cypress.

Brutus stared at them. “Dat’s bad luck right there.”

“What is?”

“Why, dem black birds! Every time dey come you can figure on somethin’ mighty bad happenin’. Maybe I’ll break a leg or somethin’ like that.”

“Oh, don’t be silly, Brutus! They’re just old blackbirds.”

“You think what you want, missy, but last time I seed two birds like dat come down and light, the next day I lost my good knife.”

“Well, it didn’t have anything to do with the blackbirds,” Chantel said defiantly. “Now, I want to watch you clean the fish.”

“Shucks, dat’s a messy job. I don’t know why you want to see dat.” He smiled suddenly at her, his teeth white against his ebony skin. “You more interested in things than any girl I ever seed—or any man either, for that matter.”

He paddled the boat so that the prow drove in on a bank, then stepped out and held it, saying, “You watch out for dat fish. He might bite yo’ foot clean off.”

Chantel laughed, but all the same she carefully avoided the huge catfish. She watched as Brutus tied the boat, then reached out and got the fish by the lip.

“Dis here fish must weigh thirty pounds! We’re gonna have good eatin’ tonight. Come on. I’ll let you watch me clean ’im.” They had started for the house when Brutus paused to look upward. “Dat sky looks mighty bad.”

“It does look like rain,” Chantel agreed.

“It done been rainin’ so much. That river ain’t gonna take much more.” He shrugged and said, “Well, come on. Let’s get dis here fish cleaned.” He cast his eyes up at the rolling black clouds and shook his head sadly.

The rain came down in solid sheets, slanting as though driven by a powerful east wind. Simon Bientot was soaked to the skin. The water dripped off his hat in a miniature waterfall as he trudged along, the ground squishy with each step. As he came up on the front porch and stood under the overhang, he looked back in the direction of the river, lines of worry creasing his forehead. He took off his hat, wiped his face as best he could with a sodden handkerchief, and knocked on the door. It opened almost at once, and Aimee Fontaine stood there. She stepped outside and said, “What is it, Simon?”

“Miz Fontaine, I’m worried about that river. It’s plum out of its banks already.”

“But it’s never flooded here.”

“Yes, ma’am, it did, a long time ago. The old-timers told me that. This whole area was under water. That was before the house was built, of course, just a few shacks here. But it took ’em all away.”

Aimee looked out at what seemed like a world submerged. Already the low places had become small lakes, and the water fell from the sky like a deluge. She was silent for a moment, then said, “I think it will be all right.”

“I reckon we’d better leave, Miz Fontaine.”

“No, we’re not going to do that. It may get up to the house, but we’re on a rise here. It won’t get to us.”

Simon argued. “What about folks in the lower lands? They are almost sure to get water in their houses.”

“You can bring them all here. We’ll take care of them until it stops raining and the water goes down.”

Simon was not satisfied, but he realized that Aimee’s mind was made up. “All right, ma’am, but I’m worried. And I think you should be, too.”

Aimee turned and went back into the house, where she found Chantel rocking Veronique in the nursery.

“I never saw it rain so hard, Mama,” Chantel said.

“I don’t believe I ever have either. And I expect New Orleans will be flooded. It’s so low there.”

“But the water won’t come in here, will it, Mama?”

With all the confidence she could muster Aimee replied, “Of course not. It’ll stop raining, and the water will go down. It goes down very quickly. Now, let’s give Veronique her bath.”

After the bathing was done, Chantel went out and stood on the porch. The sound of water cascading off the house and striking the ground was louder than she had ever heard it. Thunder rolled almost constantly, and the sky was lit up with blinding white flashes. She was frightened by the power of the elements and quickly turned around and went back inside. She closed the door, muting the sound, but still the storm was like a beast prowling around. Chantel went to the nursery to sit beside her mama, who was rocking Veronique.

Simon nodded with relief. “You made the right decision, Miz Fontaine. We’ve got to get out of this place. The water’s almost up to the level of the house.”

“It’s going to ruin our beautiful home.”

“We can work on it after the water goes down, but now let’s get out of here. Everybody else is all ready.”

Aimee had finally acknowledged the inevitable. Ever since Simon’s first warning, the rains had fallen steadily, though for a time they seemed to have stopped. Now the rain was slowing, but all around the big house a sheet of water continued to rise. The slave quarters were already flooded, and there was no other choice.

“Come along, Chantel.”

“Where are we going, Mama?”

“We’re going over to the Bascom Plantation. Mrs. Bascom sent word that we could stay there until the waters go down. Hurry now.”

Chantel gathered her treasures together, including her journal and the doll that her father had given her, and placed them in a canvas sack. She went outside to the barn. Brutus had already saddled Lady, and Chantel stepped into the saddle and tied her sack around the saddle horn.

Brutus held the lines and said, “I tole you bad luck was comin’ when dem two birds came down.” He handed the reins to Chantel and said, “You be keerful now.” Then he turned and hurried back to three wagons that had been loaded with the slaves and their possessions.

Simon Bientot came to greet Aimee as she came out of the house holding Veronique. “You ride with Tallboy. He’s a good, steady driver, ma’am.”

“Is everybody ready?”

“Yes, ma’am. Come along.” Bientot walked with her to the wagon where a tall, thin young man pulled his hat off and nodded. “How do, Miz Fontaine.”

“Hello, Tallboy.” Aimee got into the wagon and settled back with Veronique in her arms, as Tallboy put on his hat and looked to the overseer.

Bientot nodded and climbed into the wagon, saying, “All right, let’s find some dry ground.”

The wagons moved through the floodwaters in a small procession. Chantel touched Lady with her heels, and the mare obediently moved forward. She guided the mare until she was even with her mother and said, “Do you want me to ride with you and help with Veronique?”

“No, I can take care of her. You be careful though.”

“I’m afraid, Mama!”

“It’s all right,” Aimee said and smiled. She extended her hand, and Chantel reached down and took it. “We’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

At that moment something touched Chantel. She held on to her mother’s hand until the wagon dropped into a pothole, and they were separated. Chantel steadied Lady and moved on ahead to ride along with Bientot.

“It’ll be all right, Miss Chantel. You sure you don’t want to ride in the wagon with me?”

“No, I want to ride Lady. The rain has stopped, so I’ll be fine.”

“All right. You stick close to the wagon though.”

The journey was slow, for Bientot was cautious. They followed the line of the road until finally they came clear of the water. Mud was everywhere. “The river’s right up there,” he said to Chantel. “Do you hear it?”

Chantel had already heard the distant rumbling that sounded like far-off thunder.

“It’s out of its banks. I hope the bridge is still in place. If it ain’t, I don’t know what we’ll do.”

Chantel rose in her stirrups from time to time and finally, when they made a turn around a group of cypress trees, she saw the bridge. “It’s still there, Simon!”

“Well, that’s good!” Simon said with relief. He guided the horses until they came to the roaring river. The original banks were completely underwater, and the crest of the flood was striking the top of the bridge itself so that water flowed over it.

“We can’t cross that bridge, Simon, can we?” Chantel stared at the raging torrent with fear.

“We’ve got to,” Bientot said grimly. “Come on. I’ll go across first.” He stood up in the wagon and said, “All right. Come along, everyone. It’ll be fine. You come with me, Chantel.”

“All right.” Chantel guided Lady across the bridge. The water seemed to grab at the mare’s feet as it flowed over the bridge. The muddy torrent was beyond anything she had ever seen, and when she reached the other side she gave a sigh of relief. Simon drove the wagon thirty yards away, then halted and got out. The others were coming, and he said, “It looks like your mama and Tallboy’s waiting till everyone else is across.”

Chantel stood there and could not control the trembling in her limbs. She had climbed down from the mare and was holding the lines, but everything in her strained toward the figure of her mother and sister. “I wish they’d hurry!” she whispered.

The last of the wagons rolled across, and then Chantel saw Tallboy slap the lines on the horses. They started up skittishly and got to the edge of the bridge. They did not want to go, and she heard Tallboy calling to them, “Get on there! You get on there, you hear me, hosses! Cross that bridge!”

Her eyes were fixed on her mother and sister, and she waved at their wagon. “Come on, Mama!” she cried.

Her voice could not reach across, but she saw her mother, who was sitting on the front seat, smile and wave her free hand while holding Veronique with the other. Finally Tallboy forced the horses onto the bridge, but the team fought him all the way.

“Those fool horses! I wish they’d come on,” she heard Bientot say under his breath.

She wished the same thing and watched as Tallboy finally got out of the wagon and went to the head of the team. “He’s going to lead them across, Simon.”

“I wish I’d gone with your mother,” Bientot muttered. “Come on, Tallboy, get those horses moving!”

The bays behaved somewhat better, but not much. Tallboy pulled at them, and finally they started forward. They had reached the center of the bridge when suddenly there was a loud cracking sound, and she saw Tallboy suddenly go to his knees.

“The bridge! It’s breaking!” Bientot shouted. He started for the bridge, but halted abruptly at the edge.

Chantel stared, horrified, as the bridge, with a creaking, groaning noise, suddenly parted in the middle. The force of the water caught it and pushed the center of it out.

“Mama!” Dropping Lady’s reins, she ran forward. Even as she ran, she saw Tallboy swept away by the water—and then she saw the wagon caught by the force of the stream. Her eyes were on her mother, who was holding Veronique tightly. The bridge was swinging parallel with the stream, and suddenly the horses, screaming almost like women, dashed forward. As the wagon hit the water, the current caught it and turned it around. It floated, but was swung from side to side.

The animals tried to swim, but the current rolled them over. There were loud cries from the servants and slaves, and Chantel heard the sound of her own voice screaming. Just a fragment of the bridge was left standing, and as she rushed toward the river, the wagon suddenly rolled over and disappeared.

Chantel would have gone right into the raging water, but she felt arms around her and heard a voice saying, “Nothing we can do, missy. Come on back.”

Chantel fought against Brutus’s strong arms, but Simon Bientot’s voice repeated, “Nothing you can do, Miss Chantel.”

And then Marie was there, and she fell against the woman’s breast crying and calling out her mother’s and sister’s names.

Chantel clung to her father’s hand as they stood in the cemetery. To her it was a natural enough thing that the bodies of the dead would be interred above ground. In this low country, water was sometimes only as much as two feet below the surface; when a grave was dug it would fill up with water faster than the diggers could work.

They stood beside a structure of white marble to which was attached a bronze plate, bright and shiny, with the names of her mother and sister and the date: November 19, 1824.

The priest’s voice came to her in a barely audible hum, but she could make no sense of the words. Ever since the tragedy, she had eaten so little that she had become much too thin. She had bad dreams every night, and even as she stood there she relived the horror, seeing the wagon go down in the muddy waters and take her sister and mother out of her life.

The priest’s voice droned on. Chantel remembered how her father had come home the day after the deaths shouting and striking at the slaves for not saving them. He had cursed Bientot and acted like a wild man. He had refused to believe that they were dead and had organized search parties on both sides of the river. After two days her mother’s body was found—but the body of Veronique was never recovered.

It seemed wrong, somehow, that Veronique’s name was on the mausoleum when her little body was not there. Chantel’s grief rose to a pitch, and she felt suddenly unable to stand. Her father caught her as she slipped, and she buried her face against his chest, her arms around his neck, until the funeral was over.

When they reached the house, she stepped inside. Everything in it spoke of her mother and of her baby sister, too. Chantel turned to her father, whose face was pale and had lines drawn in it she had not seen before. “What will we do without them, Papa?”

“We have to do the best we can, dear.”

“I don’t believe Veronique is dead.”

“You must accept it. We must both accept it and move on.”

The weeks that followed were terrible for both father and daughter. The floodwaters receded, and the river shrank back into its original banks. The cold weather came with December, but when Christmas came there was no attempt by either of them to make any ceremony.

The house was full of memories, and Chantel had nightmares that came tearing at her, bringing her awake, sobbing and almost screaming.

She stayed away from the house a great deal, riding her horse or just walking through the woods.

One day Simon Bientot said to Cretien, “The child is not doing well, is she?”

“No, she’s not. Neither am I, Simon. I didn’t know how much I loved them until I lost them.”

One cold day in January Chantel could not be found. It was not unusual for her to take long walks or rides, but when she and Lady were not back by late afternoon, Cretien grew worried.

Marie said, “Sir, we must start looking for her. Something could have happened.”

Cretien thought a moment. “I believe I know where she is.” He mounted his stallion and rode to the cemetery. As he approached, he saw Lady tied to a tree at the edge. He tied his own horse, then walked to the mausoleum where he found Chantel lying on the cold ground, shivering. Her head was pressed against the cold marble. Cretien’s heart went out to her, and he knelt down by her side. “Come, dear. We must go home.”

Chantel turned, and her face looked even thinner than usual. Her eyes seemed abnormally large, and her face was pale. She reached up and put her arms around his neck.

“We must go on, Chantel, no matter how hard it is.”

Cretien felt her arms tighten, and her face was muffled against his chest. But he heard her whisper, “You’re all I have, Papa.”

Cretien Fontaine could not speak, for his throat was tight. He picked the child up, took her to the horses, and held her on his saddle, leading her pony by the lines back toward the house. As she clung to him, he said, “You’ll always have me, Chantel.”



Chapter eight 

Chantel compressed her lips as she wrote steadily in her journal. The hot sun flooded in through the window of her room, revealing millions of tiny motes dancing in the pale light. From far off came the sound of the field hands singing as they did their work, but the sound made no impact on her.

July 14, 1826 

Papa finally came home late last night. I heard him and got up, and he looked very tired. I’m glad he’s home. He stays away so much now that I get lonesome.

Leaning back in her chair, Chantel considered the next entry. She had confided secrets to her journal that she would not want anyone to see. It had become a substitute, in a way, for her mother, with whom she always had been able to share.

After Mama and Veronique left us, Papa stayed at home most of the time. But after six months he began going to New Orleans. He didn’t stay long at first, but as time went on he spent more and more time there instead of here at the plantation. I wish he would take me with him! I get so lonesome!

I’ve just finished a geography lesson with Mrs. Pettis. She is so boring! That woman even makes geography dull. We were studying Hawaii, and she told me all about the annual rainfall but not a word about the beautiful dancers and the sea and the natives in their canoes. Why does she always want to talk about the boring things and never about the exciting and beautiful things? Why, I learn more from Brutus than I do from her!

The sound of a barking dog interrupted her, and she got up and went to the window. She had grown, and at the age of thirteen was the tallest of all the girls in her rather small society. Her frame was as slender as ever. She had grown up like a weed, and while other girls of her age were developing womanly features, she thought herself to be as skinny as a rake handle. The thought troubled her, and she went to the mirror and stared. Her face was no more beautiful than it had been when she was ten. Her eyes looked enormous, but they were such an odd color. True, her hair had darkened somewhat and was no longer carroty red, but it was still so thick that she could hardly drag a comb through it. Most of the time it was full of tangles, except when Elise insisted on combing it out.

Going back to the table, Chantel sat down and continued to write. The words came slowly, and for a moment she did not want to put them down. But she had vowed she would tell all in her journal:

I dream about Veronique so often. I dream about Mama, too, and they’re such awful dreams! People don’t like it when I go to their grave so often, so I have to sneak off when no one knows where I’ve gone. It’s strange how I feel about Veronique. I just can’t believe that she’s dead. I know she’s alive—I don’t care what they say!

It did help to say things in her journal, to write down the things that she would not say to anyone else.

Suddenly she heard her father’s voice calling her, and she quickly concealed the diary in the armoire.

“Aren’t you dressed yet?”

“I was just getting ready to dress, Papa.”

She stood there feeling very much alone, for since her father had started going to New Orleans she had felt the sense of distance between them grow. Even when he was home, he did not spend as much time with her as she would like. It had been over two months since he had gone out riding with her.

Cretien broke the silence. “I’ve got something to tell you.”

“Is it bad?”

“No, it’s good. At least I think it is. We’re going to live for a time in New Orleans in the town house.”

“You mean I must leave Fontaine Maison?”

“You’ve always enjoyed going to the town house and seeing the city,” Cretien said. “You like to see new things.”

“But I always knew I was coming back here. I love this place, Papa.”

“Well, you’ll love that place, too. We’ll come back here on visits. I promise.”

Chantel thought quickly, If I’m there, I’ll get to see more of Papa, and that will be so good. “All right, Papa,” she said, brightening. “When will we go?”

“Probably tomorrow. We’ll have to pack a lot of your things. Do you need me to help you?”

“No, I can do it myself. I’m thirteen years old now.”

Cretien smiled. “All right, then. We’ll try to get away by Wednesday. That will give you plenty of time to get packed. Now get dressed. Breakfast is on the table.”

The move to town was a great change for Chantel. She had said good-bye almost tearfully to Brutus and Marie and Clarice. Elise would be coming with them to be her own maid, and she was glad of that.

The first week was exciting, for Papa took her out every night but one, usually to the theater. The Creole life included a great love of drama, and it was possible to go to a different production every night of the week.

Only at night, when she was alone in her room and trying to sleep, did she feel her loss. She not only ached for her mama and Veronique, but she missed her horse and the servants and the outof-doors as well.

She continued to have bad dreams of the death of her mother, but they were not as vivid as they had been.

One day she was in the courtyard playing with the neighbor’s cat when her father stuck his head out the window. “Come and get ready, Chantel. I want you to do an errand with me.”

“All right, Papa.”

Running inside, she climbed the stairs and quickly put on a fresh dress, a coat, and a bonnet. “Where are we going, Papa?” she said.

“I’ve got to see my lawyer. His name is Mr. Harcourt.”

“Can we go to Place d’Armes?”

“Yes, we can. As a matter of fact, his office is just off the square.”

“Do I look all right?”

Cretien gave her a quick glance and nodded. “You look fine. Come along.”

They walked to Place d’Armes, which was close to their house and not worth getting the carriage out for. The streets were crowded and, as always, the plaza was full of activity. Artists had set up their easels and were painting pictures of the cathedral. Others were selling their wares and calling out as the two passed. A juggler was juggling six balls, and Chantel was fascinated. “Give him some money, Papa.”

Cretien laughed, reached into his pocket for a coin, and put it in the box on the ground.

“Could I learn to do that?” Chantel asked.

“I expect you could if you wanted to, but who would want to? There are better things for young ladies to learn.” He looked down at her and studied her for a moment. She was growing every day, it seemed. She’s taller than Aimee right now, but skinny as a rail! I would think at her age she would begin filling out a little bit. Other girls do.

Cretien said none of this aloud but listened as she chattered on about the activities on the square. He turned in at a door and led her up a pair of stairs. To the left were two doors, both of them marked with the sign Harcourt and Son, Attorneys-at-Law.

Opening the door, Cretien waited until Chantel was inside and then closed it behind him. A clerk was sitting behind a desk, and he rose at once. “Well, good afternoon, Mr. Fontaine. I suppose you need to see Mr. Harcourt.”

“Yes. Is he in?”

“He’s not busy at the moment.” The clerk moved over and knocked on the door. When a voice answered, he opened the door and said, “Mr. Fontaine to see you, sir.”

Chantel heard a voice say a rather gruff “Come in,” and she entered with her father. A tall, heavyset man was sitting behind a desk. He rose at once and came over to shake her father’s hand.

“Good to see you, sir. And who is this young lady?”

“My daughter, Chantel.”

“I’m very happy to know you, Miss Chantel.” The big man turned to a young man who was working at a high desk over by a window. “This is my son, Neville.”

Chantel looked at the young man as he came over and shook hands with her father. When he reached out and took her own hand, she saw that he had a nice smile. He was not nearly as tall as his father nor as handsome as hers; still, she liked it when he bent over in a bow and said, “I’m delighted to meet you, Miss Chantel.”

“I have met you before, Neville,” Cretien said.

“I’m afraid I don’t recall, sir.”

“You were only two years old. It was the first time I was ever here.” Cretien turned and said, “So, you’ve taken your boy into the business.”

“Yes, and I must say he’s going to be a fine attorney.” Oliver Harcourt glanced quickly at Chantel and shook his head. “This is going to be a rather dreary business for a young lady.” He turned to his son, saying, “Neville, take Miss Chantel somewhere for something to drink. Perhaps even a bite to eat.”

“That will be my pleasure,” Neville said. He turned and pulled a coat from a rack, put it on, then put on a top hat. “If you’ll come with me, Miss Chantel,” he said, “we’ll see what we can find.”

Chantel was intrigued when he put his arm out just as if she were a grown lady, and she took it at once. They left the offices and were soon on the street. Neville chatted, asking questions and listening carefully as she spoke. Chantel liked this, for many grown people would ask a question and then wouldn’t listen when she answered. She wished he were taller and more handsome, but he couldn’t help what he looked like.

“Would you like some ice cream?”

“It’s a little cold, but I always like ice cream.”

“Well, perhaps something warmer. How about some gumbo?”

“Oh, yes . . . but it won’t be as good as our cook makes at home.”

“Probably not, but I know one place that has very good gumbo. It will be a close second.”

Neville led the young girl to a small cafe where he was greeted by name by a large woman wearing a white apron. She had silver hair and merry brown eyes and remarked, “Ah, you have a lady with you.”

“Yes, this is my very special friend, Miss Chantel Fontaine. Miss Fontaine, may I introduce Madame Charmain.”

“I am happy to know you,” the woman said, beaming. “Come now and sit down.” She winked at Chantel, saying, “You must be careful. This handsome young fellow will get away from you. All the ladies are after him.”

Chantel giggled at that, for Neville Harcourt was not at all handsome. She liked it, though, when he seated her and sat down and let her order for herself. The gumbo was accompanied by a basket of rolls that smelled so good that she bit into one at once.

As they ate, Neville asked her about herself, and she found herself talking far more than she usually did to strangers. She liked this young man very much.

“Are you married, Mr. Neville?”

“No, I’m not.”

“How old are you?”

Neville laughed. “I’m eighteen. And let’s see, I would guess that you’re about sixteen. Is that right?”

Pleased at being taken for older than she was, Chantel said, “No, I’m just thirteen, but I’m going on fourteen.”

“Well, that’s a surprise. Tell me, do you like New Orleans?”

“I like it all right, but I miss my horse.”

“Oh, you have a horse!”

“Papa’s having her brought to New Orleans, and he’s going to keep her in a stable. Then I can go riding. Do you have a horse?”

“As a matter of fact, I do. Perhaps we could go riding together sometime.”

“Oh, that would be nice!”

The two ate the spicy gumbo and the rolls and then drank hot chocolate. They sat for a while talking, sipping the tasty drinks, and finally Chantel grew silent.

“What are you thinking about, Miss Chantel?”

“I was just wondering about my mother and my sister.” The memory came sweeping back through Chantel, and she forgot for the moment where she was. She could almost hear her mother’s laughter and see her face. Without thinking she said impulsively, “Where do you think people go when they die, Mr. Neville?”

“You mean good people?”

“Oh, yes, good people like my mother.”

“I think people who love God go straight to heaven.”

The words warmed Chantel. “I asked our priest, and he said that they go to purgatory, and they have to suffer there for a long time until they can get out. But I don’t believe that.”

“Well, I’m afraid I don’t believe it, either. As a matter of fact I was reading in the Bible last night about a man who died and went to heaven that same day.”

Chantel looked up. She had a line of chocolate across her lips and dabbed at it with her handkerchief. “Really! That’s in the Bible?”

“Yes, it is.”

“I’d like to read it, but we don’t have a Bible.”

“Don’t have a Bible? Well, come along.”

Neville paid for the food and waited for her. Once again he put his arm out, and she took it, feeling very grown up as she walked along the streets of Place d’Armes.

Neville led her to a bookstore and went inside. He was evidently a frequent guest, for he was greeted by name by the proprietor, a short, swarthy man with bushy black hair and a ferocious beard to match.

“We’re looking for a Bible.”

“Well, you know where they are, Mr. Harcourt,” the proprietor said. “Let me know if I can help you.”

Harcourt led Chantel to a shelf and studied the books for a moment. “This looks like it might be very nice.” He pulled out a book and opened it. “Can you read this print all right?”

Chantel took it and studied it. The cover was black and rather thick, but when she opened it, she saw that the print was large and plain. “Yes, it’s very easy to read.”

“Very well then. This will do.”

He took the book to the proprietor, paid for it, and the two left. “Let’s sit down on that bench over there. We can watch the people, and I’ll let you read the story that I mentioned.”

They sat down on the bench, and Neville said, “Let me see. Yes, here it is. It happened at the time Jesus died. You know about that, don’t you?”

“Oh, yes, He died on a cross. I have a silver cross that I wear sometimes, but I’m not wearing it today.”

“I’m sure it’s very pretty. Now, read right here.” He handed her the book, put his finger on a line, and nodded.

Chantel read aloud about Jesus being crucified.

And when they were come to the place, which is called Calvary, there they crucified him, and the malefactors, one on the right hand, and the other on the left.

Then said Jesus, Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.

Then when she got to verse thirty-nine Neville interrupted her. “This is what you really need to pay attention to,” he said.

She read:

And one of the malefactors which were hanged railed on him, saying, If thou be Christ, save thyself and us.

But the other answering rebuked him, saying, Dost not thou fear God, seeing thou art in the same condemnation?

And we indeed justly; for we receive the due reward of our deeds: but this man hath done nothing amiss.

And he said unto Jesus, Lord, remember me when thou comest into thy kingdom.

And Jesus said unto him, Verily I say unto thee, To day shalt thou be with me in paradise.

Chantel could not take her eyes off the page for a time. She turned and said, “And the thief went to heaven that day?”

“That’s what Jesus said. He went to paradise, and that is heaven, isn’t it?”

Suddenly Chantel saw that the young man’s eyes were misty. “Why are you crying?” she said.

Neville pulled a handkerchief out and wiped his eyes. “Oh, sometimes I get moved when I think about Jesus dying for me.”

Chantel stared at him. She had never seen a grown man cry. Women cried, but not men, and it troubled her. “I’m sorry it made you feel bad,” she said.

“It didn’t make me feel bad, Chantel. It made me feel good. Come along. We’ll go back to the store. I’ll get a pen, and I’ll put your name and the date in the front of this Bible. It’ll be something to remember the first time we met.”

When they returned to the office, Chantel found her father ready to go. He smiled and said, “Was she a great deal of trouble, Mr. Harcourt?”

“No trouble at all. We had a fine time, didn’t we, Miss Chantel?”

“Yes, we did. Mr. Neville has a horse, and when we get Lady here he’s going to ride with me.”

“That is most kind of you, sir,” Fontaine said.

As Chantel and her father left the office, she almost told him of the gift, but something stopped her. Unsure of how her father would react, she decided to keep it a secret.

Two weeks after her meeting with Neville, Chantel was riding Lady in the park. Robert had brought the mare from the plantation, and Chantel enjoyed a ride several days a week. Now she put Lady into a gallop, pulling her up to where Robert was waiting.

“Did you have a good ride?” he asked.

“Oh, yes.”

She turned the mare over to a groom, patted her, and said, “I’ll be back soon, Lady.”

On the way home in the carriage Chantel saw three beautiful young ladies in the back of an open carriage.

“They’re so pretty. Who are they?”

Robert had been watching the women also. His tone was neutral. “They’re quadroons.”

“What are quadroons?”

Robert cleared his throat and said, “I don’t think I can discuss it with you, Miss Chantel.”

Later, when she was alone with Elise, Chantel asked her maid about the quadroons.

“Oh, you don’t know about them! Well, they’re young women with some Negro blood in them.”

“Really? But they were white as I am!”

“Well, some of them are, and they’re very beautiful. They have a quadroon ball here, where the young men go to look them over. If they like them, they sometimes take them into their houses as mistresses.”

Chantel listened breathlessly. She could not believe that such beautiful young women would become mistresses, but Elise insisted it was true.

That night her father was out, and Chantel stayed awake reading. She had planned to read a new novel, but instead she took out the Bible that Neville Harcourt had given her. She was fascinated by the Gospels—mostly by the figure of Jesus. Before this time Chantel had thought of Him only as a statue with a painted face that she saw in church, but the words of the Scripture leaped out at her. She had not dreamed that anything true could be so exciting. It was better than one of her romances.

As she finally closed the Bible and hid it along with her journal, she wondered why she felt guilty about it. She had asked her father once if he had ever read the Bible, and he said, “No, that’s for the priest. Ordinary folks can’t understand it.”

She thought about this one night a couple of weeks later as she drifted off to sleep. Her father’s statement puzzled her, for while it was true that much of the Bible seemed difficult, she could understand the stories about Jesus. She had found also that reading the Bible just before she went to sleep seemed to give her a more restful night. She could not understand this, but as she lay there thinking about Jesus healing the lepers, healing the blind, or talking to a woman at a well, He seemed very real to her.



Chapter nine

Chantel found that living in the French Quarter had its advantages. It was true enough that she missed many things about her home at Fontaine Maison, but she only dwelt on these thoughts in bed at night, unable to sleep. She was still troubled from time to time with nightmares of her mother’s death, and more than once her father, awakened by her cries, came in to soothe her.

Living here, she saw much more of her father, and Elise had become a close companion. There were few young people for her to associate with, but on the whole she had adjusted very well.

As she looked out the window to the street below on a fine August morning, Chantel felt happy. She waved at Robert, who was working in the flower bed, and called to him, “Good morning, Robert!”

“Good morning, Miss Chantel. A fine day.”

Chantel drew back and started across the room to her desk. Her room was beautifully done, but she sometimes felt uncomfortable in it. Everything was so new and fragile. On the light blue walls hung pictures in delicately carved wood frames. The dark blue carpet on the floor repeated a pattern of lighter blue and white flowers, and the mantel of a small marble fireplace held white china figurines of ballet dancers in various poses. There were roses and vines carved into the bed’s headboard, and the armoire, desk, bureau, and washstand all matched. A thick comforter and fluffy pillows of white with light blue trim covered the bed, and light, airy curtains of the same material covered the windows.

Chantel stood before the full-length oval mirror and studied herself critically. She was still growing like a stalk of sugarcane! She had grown even since coming to New Orleans, and more than once Elise had rebuked her for stooping over. “You’re going to be a fine, tall woman. Be proud of it. Why would you want to be a short, dumpy thing? No, you will stand tall and be proud!”

But looking in the mirror, Chantel was unhappy. She was wearing only a pair of drawers and a vest and could not see any signs of the womanly curves that other girls her age had begun to manifest. Her hair continued to grow darker, which pleased her, but she wished for the thousandth time that she had inherited her mother’s good looks.

Now she held up her hand with her fingers outspread and frowned. “I’ve got fingers like a gorilla.” Then suddenly she laughed. “You’ve never even seen a gorilla, you foolish thing!” She turned from the mirror and began dressing. She put on a light green dress that matched her eyes and a pair of white stockings, then slipped her feet into new black shoes that still pinched a little bit. She gave her hair a few quick swipes, tied it with a ribbon, and left her bedroom.

As she entered the dining room, she found her father sitting there sipping his coffee. He looked up and said, “Good morning, sleepyhead.”

“Good morning, Papa.”

“I trust you slept well?”

In truth Chantel had not, for she had been troubled with dreams, but she knew her father did not like to hear this. “Very well, Papa. And you?” She sat down and began to eat.

“It’s almost time for you to begin school,” her father remarked casually.

“Papa, do I have to go to that convent?”

Cretien had told her earlier that she would be attending the Ursuline Convent a few blocks from their house. Chantel had begged to simply have a tutor, but her father had been firm. “You must learn the things that a lady has to know,” he had said in a tone that brooked no argument.

“I’m sure you’ll like it there. There will be girls your own age, and you need to be with young people.”

“Yes, Papa.”

A moment later Cretien said, “Would you like to go to the theater tonight?”

“Oh, yes!”

“I thought you might. We will go to The Majestic. They’re doing a musical that has a great deal of good singing and playing.”

“Oh, that will be wonderful!”

For a moment Cretien hesitated, then he said, “We will not be alone. I have asked a lady to accompany us.”

“A lady, Papa?”

“Yes. Her name is Emmeline Collette Culver. I think you will like her very much.”

Something stirred within Chantel, but she said only, “Is she an old lady, Papa?”

“Oh, no. She’s not at all old. She’s very pretty. You will like her.”

All day long Chantel was in a state of excitement, and she almost drove Elise crazy deciding what to wear. When she was alone Chantel cared little for dress, but when she was going out with her father she let Elise dress her in the very finest fashion and fix her hair carefully.

For this event Elise selected a high-waisted dress of white silk with delicate garlands of flowers in light pink, yellow, and blue. The gown had long, narrow sleeves that ended in white lace at the cuffs. The high neckline and the long skirt were edged with white lace, and she had a spencer jacket of dark blue velvet to wear over the dress.

Chantel stood in her underwear waiting for Elise to put on the dress. She turned to her with a worried expression. “Elise, why aren’t I filling out like other girls do?”

“That’s the way it is sometimes,” Elise said, looking critically at the dress. “Yes, this one will do. You look very nice in it.”

“Am I going to look like a stick all my life?”

Elise heard the troubled tone and at once put her arm around the girl. “Of course not, mon chère. You are going to be a beautiful woman—tall and well-shaped, and very pretty indeed.”

“No, I’m not. I’m going to be an old stick with an ugly face!”

“Do not be ridiculous. When I was your age I was the same way.” She smiled, remembering. “I did not start becoming a woman until I was nearly fourteen, and I cried myself to sleep every night.” Seeing that Chantel wasn’t convinced, she said, “You just wait. A year from now it will be all different.”

The words comforted Chantel. Elise had become her confidante and told her of the changes that would come in her body as she passed into womanhood. Her mother had hinted about such things, but it all seemed to be very mysterious. She returned Elise’s hug and said, “Thank you for being so nice.”

“There, there. Of course I’m nice. I get paid for that.”

“No, you don’t. You get paid for doing my hair and helping me with my dress. You’re nice just because you’re nice.”

Elise laughed, and a light danced in her eyes. “I am glad you think so. Now, let us ready you for your engagement with your father.”

“A lady is going with us tonight. Her name is Miss Culver.”

“Ah, yes, I know.”

“You do?” Chantel demanded.

“Why—yes, I have met her. She is a very nice lady.”

“How did you meet her?”

“Oh, I don’t remember. I think at a dinner your father gave while you were still at the plantation.”

Chantel sensed the evasiveness in Elise’s reply—unusual in this straightforward woman who had few unspoken thoughts. It troubled her, but she asked no more. “When I come back,” she said, “I will tell you all about the play.”

Downstairs Chantel found her father ready to go. She wanted him to praise her appearance, but he merely said, “Come, we’re late.” Then he added as an afterthought, “You look very nice. Elise does a fine job.”

“Thank you, Papa.”

Robert drove them in the larger closed carriage to a section of the city that Chantel had not seen. Her father left her in the carriage, where she waited impatiently. Then he came out with a lady.

He helped her in, then got in and sat down beside her. “Chantel, I would like for you to meet Miss Emmeline Collette Culver. Miss Culver, this is my daughter, Chantel.”

“I’m so happy to meet you, Chantel.”

Chantel had not known what to expect, but she was surprised by the beauty of the woman who smiled at her. Miss Culver was a small woman, but she was exquisitely formed, and her face was attractive indeed. She had dark hair and dark eyes and seemed genuinely glad to meet her.

“I was so glad I could go with you and your father. Do you like the theater?”

“Oh, yes, Miss Culver!”

The conversation went well, and she could tell that her father was pleased at her behavior toward the woman.

The rest of the evening was fun for Chantel. She loved the play and laughed and actually sang along with some of the choruses under her breath. Miss Culver, who was sitting across from her father, said, “She is named right, Cretien. She is a real songbird.”

“Oh, yes, she sings constantly. I believe she’s going to grow up and be an opera star.”

“That would be wonderful,” Miss Culver said with a smile.

After the performance Chantel talked excitedly. She had been rather shy at first, but Miss Culver drew her out. When the carriage stopped, she leaned forward and said, “We must do this many times, Chantel.”

“Yes, please. I enjoyed meeting you, Miss Culver.”

Chantel sat there until her father returned, and when he got into the carriage and settled back, he asked, “How did you like our guest?”

“She’s very pretty.”

“Yes, she is.”

“Have you known her a long time, Papa?”

Cretien hesitated briefly, then said, “Why, yes, for quite some time.” He changed the subject. “Well, you begin school next Monday. I will be expecting fine reports.”

“I will do the very best I can, Papa.”

“I’m sure you will, my dear.”

When they got inside their house, Cretien bent over and kissed her cheek. “Go to bed now. It’s late for you.”

“Good night, Papa. I had such a good time, but I always have a good time with you.”

Chantel went quickly to her room and at once withdrew her journal. She sat down and wrote of the evening at great length.

Miss Culver is very pretty, and I like her. Papa has known her a long time, and I hope she liked me.

For a time she stared at the entry and then was aware of a strange sensation. She had liked Miss Culver well enough, but deep inside she also resented her being there. She added:

She’s very nice, but I would rather have Papa all to myself.

Closing the journal, she put it into its hiding place and then went to bed. She did not dream of her mother that night, but of being an opera singer on a stage.

“So this is your daughter, Monsieur Fontaine.”

“Yes, Sister Martha, and I hope she will prove to be a fine student.”

Sister Martha was a tall, angular woman with a pair of sharp gray eyes. She wore the black habit of a nun and examined Chantel closely. “I’m sure you’ll do your best to please your father and me and your other instructors, won’t you, Chantel?”

“Oh, yes, Sister Martha.”

“Fine! You will be living in with us for a time. I suppose your father has told you.”

The words struck Chantel hard, and she twisted her head quickly to look at her father.

“Sister Martha and I decided it would be better for you to stay at the convent for a time. Later on you may come back home.”

“But, Papa—”

“I meant to tell you about this, but it slipped my mind.”

Chantel instantly knew that this was not true. Her father often put off things that were unpleasant. She had come to the convent hopeful and excited. Now a heaviness settled upon her, and she dropped her head.

Sister Martha saw the girl’s reaction and said quickly, “I’m sure you will enjoy it here. You will have plenty of companions, and though the studies are hard, we will find entertainment for you. And you will see your father very often. Is it not so, monsieur?”

“Why, certainly!” Cretien reached over and put his arm around Chantel. “I will come and get you, and we will go riding in the park. And I will take you out often to the theater.”

Chantel blinked back her tears and tried to smile, for she knew her father did not like to see her sad. “All right, Papa,” she said. “Please come often.”

“Now then. Say good-bye to your father, and I will introduce you to your instructors. Then you will meet some of your fellow students.”

Sister Agnes was a short woman with a round, reddish face and brown eyes. Chantel knew at once that she would be a hard woman to please.

“All right, girls. This is our new scholar, Chantel Renee Fontaine. I will let you introduce yourselves to her. Then we will begin our class.”

Sister Martha had brought Chantel to a classroom where Sister Agnes was teaching a group of fifteen girls. Chantel saw at a glance that some of them were very young, no more than nine or ten. Others seemed older, as much as fifteen, perhaps sixteen.

Sister Agnes examined Chantel with a steely glance, assigned her a seat, and said, “We will now proceed with the lesson. Chantel, you will have to study hard to catch up, for you are beginning late.”

“Yes, Sister Agnes.”

“I permit no laziness in here. You will work hard and do extra work until you are up with the rest of the class. You understand?”

“Yes, I will do my very best.”

“I expect it.” Sister Agnes turned to the board and wrote out an algebraic formula. She turned and began to call out names. “Angelique, you will solve this problem.”

A tall girl of about fifteen, rather pretty but with a sullen expression, went to the board. Her lower lip was stuck out in a pout, and for a time she struggled with the problem. Finally Sister Agnes said, “You are a sluggard, Angelique. Come here.”

Angelique looked frightened, but she came over to stand before the stubby nun. “Put out your hand.” Sister Agnes took out a footlong ruler, and when Angelique held out a trembling hand she struck it sharply twice. Angelique winced and went to her seat with a sharp reprimand.

Several other girls tried the formula, and none of them could solve it. Each received the same punishment. Finally Sister Agnes said, “All right, Laurel, you are our star student in algebra. Come and work the problem.”

A short girl with a round face and rather heavy figure came forward. She did better than the rest, but when she turned, Sister Agnes snorted, “I am disappointed in you, Laurel! Take your seat. You will do twenty extra problems for tomorrow.”

“Yes, Sister Agnes.”

Sister Agnes glared at the group, and finally her eyes lit on Chantel. “Well, have you had any training in algebra?”

“Yes, a little.”

“Come and work this problem then.”

A snicker went around the room as Chantel got up, and she heard the girl named Angelique whisper, “What a beanpole! She’s skinny as a snake.”

Chantel’s face reddened, but she went to the board. Her instructor in mathematics had been one of the priest’s assistants. He was an amiable young man and had quickly discovered that whatever brain cells make a person adept at algebra, Chantel had. He had been delighted with her progress and had gone through advanced problems with her.

Chantel took the chalk and worked the problem rapidly. When she put down the answer, she said, “I think this is right, Sister Agnes.”

Sister Agnes’s eyes grew round. “Well,” she said with surprise, “it is correct! Very good! Very good indeed, Chantel!” Then she turned to the class and for five minutes shamed them for letting a new student show them all up. She said, “Some of you need help. I will expect you, Chantel, to help the slower students—which seems to be everyone.”

“I’ll be glad to do anything I can to help, Sister Agnes.”

Chantel took her seat, and the lessons went on. After the algebra class several of the younger students came up and introduced themselves. A slender, doe-eyed girl named Helen begged for help. “I just can’t get this into my head, Chantel.”

“It’s easy. I’ll help you,” Chantel assured her.

And then they were interrupted by a voice that said, “Well, Stick Legs, are you happy that you’ve embarrassed the rest of us?”

Chantel turned to find Angelique and Laurel standing there. The other girls had drawn back, and Sister Agnes had left the room. Laurel suddenly reached out and struck Chantel in the chest with her fist. “You think you’re so smart! Well, you’d better not be too smart, or you’ll be sorry!”

Angelique reached out and pulled Chantel’s hair. “Don’t be thinking too well of yourself. We’re the oldest students here, and you’ll do exactly as we say. You’ll polish my shoes tonight. You understand me?”

“I will if Sister Agnes tells me to.”

“You’ll do it if I tell you to!” Angelique snapped, her eyes gleaming.

“Why don’t you shut up, Angelique!” Chantel turned to see a girl with hair as black as a raven and eyes to match. Those black eyes were glinting now with anger, and she stepped in front of Angelique and pushed her backward. “You’re not the pope, so stop acting like you’re somebody important!”

Angelique’s face turned red and she shouted, “Get out of my face, Damita!” When Angelique tried to shove the dark-haired girl aside, she instantly received a resounding slap on the cheek. Grabbing her face, she screamed, “I’ll tell Sister Agnes on you!”

“Go on and tell, you little squealer.” Damita turned to Chantel and laughed, her eyes dancing. “You don’t have to do anything Elephant Nose tells you. If she tries to make you polish her shoes, just shove them down her throat. I’ll help you if you like.”

“You stop calling me names!” Angelique shouted.

Damita laughed and suddenly reached out and pulled Angelique’s nose. “I’ll just pull it a little longer!” Angelique let out a scream and struck out at Damita, who dodged the blow easily and struck Angelique in the face. Laurel at once threw herself at Damita, and the smaller girl was knocked backward. Chantel leaped at Laurel and, grabbing a double handful of hair, began to drag her away.

Four more girls joined the battle while the others stood watching, most of them shouting as the fight raged.

Suddenly the door opened and Sister Agnes dashed into the room, shouting, “Stop this! What’s going on?” Her face was flushed and she pulled Chantel away from Laurel, demanding, “We don’t do such things here.”

“She started it, Sister!” Angelique cried. “She just starting hitting us!”

“You are a liar, Angelique!” Damita’s black eyes glowed, and she turned to face the nun, saying, “Angelique and Laurel were the ones who started it.”

“I can’t believe that!”

Damita faced the nun fearlessly. “You never believe the truth about them. They cause all the trouble here, and you’re so afraid of their parents because they’re rich and give lots of money to the school, that you let them get by with it!”

Sister Agnes’ face turned red, then pale. She started to shout at Damita, but then changed her mind. “You are insolent, Damita Madariaga! Your parents will hear of this!”

Damita laughed suddenly. “They will hear of it, because I will tell them. And we both know that my father gives more to this convent than anyone else!”

“That’s enough!” Sister Agnes said, but Damita’s words had a strong effect, for she said with an effort, “Take your seats, all of you.” She stared at Chantel and said, “There was no trouble here until you came. You will be punished—and I will tell the Mother Superior of your doings!”

Chantel waited all day to be called before the Mother Superior, but to her relief, nothing came of it. She went to her classes, and that night before dinner, Damita came to her. She was smiling as she said, “I’ll bet you were scared you’d be called for punishment, weren’t you?”

“Yes, I was.”

“I knew you wouldn’t be,” Damita grinned. “That old Agnes knew she’d get in trouble if I told my father about her.”

“It was nice of you to stand up to Angelique and the others for me.”

“It was fun!” Damita turned and motioned to two girls who were standing off to her right. When they came close, she said, “This is Simone d’Or.”

Simone was a tall, strongly built girl with long blond hair and dark blue eyes. She had a squarish face and a determined chin, an easygoing girl, but with a trace of rebelliousness.

“It was nice of you to come to my defense in class.”

“I’ve been waiting to punch those girls!” Simone said. “Don’t you knuckle under to them!”

“None of us are going to do that,” Damita said. Turning to the fourth girl, she said, “This is Leonie Dousett.” She put her arm around the small girl and laughed. “You’re so meek I was surprised to see you tackle that girl. You’ve got a tiger in you, Leonie!”

Leonie smiled shyly. “I was surprised at myself. It’s the first fight I ever had.” Like Chantel, she had auburn hair. She was small, almost frail, with a timid air about her. She had the sweetest spirit of any of the four. “I never hit anyone in my whole life.”

Damita’s dark eyes were glowing, and she had a way of speaking that underscored her fiery spirit. “Listen, we’re going to cut down Angelique and those crows who hang out with her!”

“Good!” Simone nodded. “I’m sick of them all.”

“Everyone is, but everyone’s scared of them,” Damita said. “Now, I’ve been thinking ever since the fight. We four are going to put a stop to their bullying, and here’s the way we’ll do it—if one of them picks on any girl in this school, the four of us will make her sorry!”

“How will we do that?” Leonie asked.

“I can think of lots of ways,” Damita nodded. “We’ll gang up on her after lights out!”

“But she’ll tell on us!” Leonie protested.

“Good! Then we’ll catch her alone and get her twice as much and cut all her hair off!”

Simone giggled, “I like it! We’ll be sort of a secret club.”

Chantel said, “We’ll be the Four Musketeers—just like in the book! One for all, and all for one!”

The girls began to giggle, and suddenly Chantel was happy. She had felt so alone, but now she had three friends. She put her arm around Damita, saying, “I don’t feel so bad now, Damita.”

“All for one—and one for all, Chantel!” said Assumpta Damita de Salvedo y Madariaga. She did a dance as they moved toward the dining hall. “I hope Angelique tries something pretty soon! I can’t wait for the Four Musketeers to show their might!”

Angelique Fortier had been a tyrant too long to give up her power. She had been humiliated by Damita, but it was the new girl that aroused her hatred. She waited no longer than Chantel’s first night to seek her revenge. She made a plan with Laurel Dutretre, and late that night, she struck.

The two girls crept into the room that Chantel shared with five other girls and fell on Chantel while she was asleep.

Chantel cried as hands dragged her out of her bed.

“Now you’re going to get it!” Laurel declared.

Angelique had a belt and struck Chantel across the legs with it.

Chantel was of a rather placid temperament, but the blow enraged her. She threw herself onto Angelique and grabbed two handfuls of hair. Angelique screamed at the top of her lungs while Laurel began to pummel Chantel.

Suddenly the room filled, and Chantel was freed from the grasp of the two girls. She came to her feet to see Damita, Simone, and Leonie—all in their nightgowns. Damita was carrying a belt, and she said, “I thought you’d try something like this! Hold them down, Musketeers!” The Musketeers surrounded Laurel and Angelique and held them down.

The cries quickly brought Sister Martha into the room, and she snatched the belt from Damita’s grasp. “What in the world are you doing?” she demanded.

Angelique was crying in great blubbery sobs. “They got us in here with lies, Sister!” She clung to the nun, inventing lies at a rapid rate.

“She’s a liar!” Damita said. “She and Laurel came in here to whip Chantel, and we gave them a taste of the their own medicine!”

Sister Martha held up her hand. “I’m going to get to the bottom of this.” She turned to a shorter, younger girl whose face already showed fear. “Who started this, Mary Ann?”

The young girl took one frightened glance at Angelique, who gave her a vicious stare and held up a fist behind Sister Martha’s back.

“It—it was her. The new girl.”

At that moment Chantel knew that her fate was set. She listened as several girls—all frightened of what would happen to them if they implicated Angelique and Laurel—lied boldly to Sister Martha.

The nun turned to Chantel. “I’m disappointed in you, Chantel. Your first night and already in trouble. I’m going to have to punish you severely. You will report to me tomorrow morning before classes. Now, all of you go to bed. If I hear one more word out of any of you, you will all be very sorry.”

Sister Martha left, and the girls all went to bed, but not before Laurel hissed one more comment. “You’re not going to like it here, Stick Legs! We’ll make you wish you had never been born!”

Chantel tried valiantly, but it was useless. Sister Martha believed the testimony of the other girls and said, “You must learn to control your temper, Chantel. I’m restricting you for the next week from all recreational activities. You will have extra work in class. I will not use the rod on you this time since you are new, but the next time you will receive a beating. Do you understand?”

Chantel lifted her head high. “They lied about me. I don’t tell lies, Sister Martha.”

Sister Martha hesitated. There was such fearlessness in the girl that she could not feel easy about her decision. She well knew that some of the older girls bullied the others, but they were sly, and she had been unable to catch them in it. While she could not relent, for discipline must be upheld, inwardly she resolved to keep a closer eye on what was happening inside the dormitory.

Chantel was punished for what took place in her room, but she didn’t care. Damita, Simone, and Leonie encouraged her—and Damita threatened Angelique so fiercely that she and all her clique were intimidated.

After this rather rough introduction to her new life, Chantel found the school bearable. She had been hungry for friends, and now she had three of them! Everyone in the school, including the nuns, recognized that these four were knitted together in some sort of mystic bond.

Sister Martha remarked to Sister Agnes, “I think those four are going to be all right. I’ve been worried for some time about Angelique. She’s a cruel girl—but those four seem to have found a way to deal with her.”

“Yes, they have,” Sister Agnes agreed. “With a belt! I was shocked at first, but the ‘Four Musketeers’—as they call themselves—have actually brought a good thing to the other girls.”

“They’re very strong willed, aren’t they? Except for Leonie, of course.”

 “Yes, they are. But it took something like this to stop Angelique and her crowd from persecuting the others.”

Chantel’s life fell into a pattern. She did well in her studies, for she was by far the most advanced student of all the girls. She did especially well in mathematics and in languages, but she did not do as well in the other areas, such as sewing and the domestic sciences.

Many weeks later, Chantel went home for a visit with her father. He had received a recent report from the school about Chantel. “Sister Martha sent me a report of misbehavior. What were you thinking?”

Chantel looked at her father and told the whole story about Damita and Laurel—and about the Four Musketeers. “I’m telling the truth, Papa. All the others are afraid of Angelique and Laurel. They’re horrible girls. They steal from the younger ones and anyone who is weak.” She held her head high. “It is the truth. I swear it.”

Cretien stared at his daughter. He knew that she was an exceedingly truthful girl. Only once that he knew of had she told him a lie, when she was no more than seven or eight. She had come to him the next day in tears confessing her fault, for she had been unable to live with it. Since that time he had never found her to be untruthful in any way.

Now he said, “I am sorry it is that way.”

“May I come home and live with you, Papa?”

Cretien nodded. “Yes, I think that might be best. You will still attend classes, but you will not be subject to those awful girls.”

“Oh, Papa, I’m so happy!”

Cretien held Chantel. He saw the joy in his daughter’s eyes and felt shame. “It will be all right, mon chère. Don’t trouble yourself any more.”

Life became bearable for Chantel once she came home. She knew Sister Martha had been surprised by her father’s decision, but there was nothing the nun could do about it. Every day Chantel had breakfast with her father. Robert or Elise walked with her to the convent, where she stayed until four o’clock. The weekends, of course, were free, and she often rode Lady in the park.

The riding pathways were not crowded one fine day in August when she and Lady were out enjoying the bright weather. When Chantel saw a man riding a bay horse ahead, she determined to pass him. She kicked Lady’s flanks and spoke to her, and the mare broke into a run. As they passed the man, Chantel heard the bay pick up his pace and a voice call her name. Soon the rider pulled up even with her, and she saw with surprise the smiling face of Neville Harcourt.

“Mr. Neville!” she cried and pulled Lady down to a walk. “I’ve looked for you many times, but I’ve never seen you here.”

“I’ve been a little busy lately. It’s so good to see you. You look fine, Chantel. How are things going with your schooling?”

Chantel hesitated, then she remembered with warmth how Neville had taken her out of his father’s office and treated her like an adult. Words tumbled from her lips as she began to tell him all about her experiences at the convent. Finally she stopped and blinked. “I’m talking too much.”

“Not at all. I’m very interested. And I’m very glad you’re living at home again. Tell me all your other problems.”

Chantel giggled. “You don’t want to hear them all.”

“Yes, I do. I’ve thought about you a lot.”

“I hated to disappoint my father. That was the worst thing about all that trouble at school. He really wanted a son, Mr. Neville.”

“I think you can leave the Mister off, Chantel. We’re good friends, aren’t we?”

Chantel smiled warmly and nodded. “Yes, I suppose we are. Anyway, my father always wanted a son, but he only got girls.”

“Well, I can understand his disappointment. But he did get a fine young lady out of it. He ought to be proud of you.”

“I don’t think he is, really.”

“Of course he is.” Neville assured her, and tried to bolster her confidence. “But you’re not the only one who has problems.”

“You have problems? I didn’t think adults had problems like young people.”

Neville laughed. “This is the happiest time of your life. Everything’s downhill from now on, Chantel.” He saw her expression, reached over, and tweaked her hair. “I’m just teasing you. You’ll have a beautiful life.”

“What are your problems, Neville?”

Neville Harcourt was silent for a moment. He studied Chantel’s eager face. “Well, my father is unhappy with me.”

Chantel was amazed. “But why?”

“I’m not really interested in the law. I do the best I can, but I don’t think I’ll ever please him. And he doesn’t like my appearance.”

Immediately Chantel turned her face on him. “Why, you look fine!” she said. She ducked her head and said, “My father’s disappointed in my appearance, too. I’m not beautiful like my mother.”

“But you’re not grown yet. In another year or two you’ll have men following you around the streets of New Orleans begging you to marry them.”

Chantel laughed. “That’s silly!”

“It is not! It’s true.”

“That’s what Elise says. I don’t believe either one of you. They call me ‘Stick Legs’ at school.”

“Don’t pay any attention to them.”

“What’s wrong with the way you look?” Chantel asked. “I think you look very nice.” Actually she had not thought he was handsome at all when she first met him, but she had since changed her mind.

“Well, I’m not a large man, as you can see. As a matter of fact, I expect when you’re grown, you and I will be about the same height. My father wants men to be big like he is.”

“Don’t you pay any attention to him! You look very nice,” she said again.

Indeed, Neville had a pleasant face. He was always neatly dressed, and although he was not as large as her own father or as Mr. Oliver Harcourt, he was well-knit and cut a handsome figure in his riding clothes.

“Well, I suppose we’ve told each other all of our problems.”

As they rode on, Chantel found herself able to talk to Neville quite freely. “I’ve been reading the Bible you gave me a lot.”

“Do you like it?”

“Yes, I do. It’s so exciting. I’ve read all of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.”

“What did you think, Chantel?”

Chantel was silent. The Catholic church taught that only priests were qualified to read and interpret the Bible. She did not want to be disloyal to her own beliefs, but, indeed, the New Testament had become one of her favorite pieces of reading. “I love Jesus,” she said softly. “He was so kind, and He helped everybody.”

“I’m glad you see that. I feel the same way.”

“And they were so mean to kill Him. Why did they have to do that, Neville?”

“Well, it’s a little bit complicated.”

“I’m very intelligent. You can explain it to me,” Chantel said firmly.

“You’re not overly modest though. Well, it’s like this, Chantel. All you have to do is look around to see that something’s wrong with the world. There’s evil everywhere, injustice, and people getting hurt. That’s because of sin. When sin came into the world, it didn’t stop with Adam. All of us, his descendants, are affected by it.”

“I know. I confess my sins every week to one of the priests.”

“We all need to confess our sins. Do you remember John the Baptist?”

“Oh, yes, I liked him. Herod killed him. He was a mean king.”

“He certainly was. Do you remember the first thing John the Baptist said when he saw Jesus?”

Chantel thought hard. “He said, ‘Behold the Lamb of God that taketh away the sin of the world.’”

“Exactly right! You have a fine memory. Well, what did he mean by that?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t understand it.”

“As you read the Old Testament you’ll find out that the Jews always sacrificed a lamb, the most perfect lamb they could find. They confessed their sins to the priest, and the priest killed the lamb, and symbolically the sins of the people were on that lamb. The lamb couldn’t really take away sin, although God could, of course. But when Jesus came John said, ‘Here is the real Lamb of God!’ So, when Jesus died, Chantel, all the sins of the world were on Him.”

“I get scared when I read about Him dying.”

“So do I. Perhaps because God had forsaken Him.”

“How could that be?”

“Because the sins of the world were on Him—my sins and yours. All people sin. But now all sinners can be forgiven because Jesus died for our sins.”

Chantel was silent. She was an introspective child with an ability to reason far beyond her years. Finally she said, “Catholics have to do penance. You’re not a Catholic, are you, Neville?”

“No, I’m what you would call a Protestant.”

“Do you have to do penance?”

“Not as you would think of it.”

“When I tell the priest I did something wrong, he makes me say twenty Hail Marys or do without something good that I like.”

“It probably does you good to fast, and prayer is always a good thing. But actually when I sin, I do things quite differently.”

Chantel was fascinated. “What do you do? You don’t go to a priest?”

“As a matter of fact, I do—but not to one that you can see.”

Chantel’s eyes were huge. “You can’t see him? Is he invisible?”

“In a way. The Bible says that Jesus is our High Priest, and that we can go directly to Him and confess our sins. When you go home, look in First John. Not the gospel of John, but the first letter in the back written by the same man who wrote the gospel. Look at the first chapter, verse nine. It says this: ‘If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.’”

Chantel listened carefully and then said, “So, you just pray and ask God, and He forgives you?”

“That’s right. When I was sixteen, I asked Jesus to come into my heart, and He did. And He’s been there ever since. I hope you’ll ask Him into your heart, Chantel.”

All this was strange to her. She looked at him and said, “I don’t understand it, Neville. It’s too complicated.”

“You have a good heart, Chantel. God won’t let you go wrong. I pray for you every day. Did you know that?”

Chantel was shocked. “Do you really?”

“I really do.”

Chantel felt warm. “Thank you, Neville,” she said. “That makes me feel very good.”

The two finished their ride, and Chantel went home. She wanted to tell someone what had happened, but somehow she knew that what she had heard would not sit well with her father, who was a staunch Catholic—in doctrine at least. She did not even tell Elise, who was also a Catholic. Everyone she knew was a Catholic, but Chantel knew she would think long and hard about what Neville had said.

Chantel usually said formal prayers before she got into bed, but this night was different. “God,” she said, “Neville prays for me every night, and I’m praying for him. Make his father like him better.” She hesitated, then said, “And I need to be forgiven. I was so angry with Angelique and Laurel. I really hated them. That was wrong. Jesus never hated anybody, so I ask you to forgive me.” She waited for a moment, expecting perhaps to hear a voice. But hearing none she said, “Amen,” and got into bed.

 “I have something to tell you that may be a little difficult for you to understand, Chantel.”

Chantel was sitting at the breakfast table with her father. She had mentioned her ride with Neville but did not reveal the details of their conversation. She looked at her father curiously. “I’m going to have to go back and live at the school?”

“No, indeed, you’re not. This, I think, is very good news if you’ll have it so.”

Chantel could not understand his meaning. “What is it, Papa?”

“Well, you’re going to have a new mother.”

Instantly Chantel seemed to grow cold. She stared at her father, speechless, and finally she said, “Is it Miss Culver?”

“Yes, I have learned to care very much for the lady, and I want to marry her. She could never take the place of your mama, of course, but I hope you will accept her.”

Chantel could not speak, and Cretien saw that she was deeply shocked. He tried to calm her fears, but his words did not seem to register. Finally he said, “I hope you will come to accept Collette. We will never forget your mama or your sister, but life goes on.” He leaned over and kissed her, but when she did not respond, he shrugged and left the room.

For a time Chantel sat there, then she got up and went out in the courtyard. She grasped the black iron bars that fenced the house off from the street. People passed by, but she did not see them. Finally she grew angry.

“Why does Papa have to get married? We don’t need her!” She could not think of anything else to say. She could not even think clearly. She stared up at the sky and said, “God, You’re not fair! I don’t need a mother! Nobody can take my mama’s place. Why would You let this happen?”

She knew she was being foolish, but she couldn’t help it. She stood there gripping the cold iron bars, tears running down her face, and she feared for what would happen in the days to come.



Chapter ten

Chantel squinted at the book before her, holding it so tightly that her fingertips grew white. Her mouth twisted to one side in an angry grimace—and suddenly she lifted the book in one hand and flung it as hard as she could. “I hate poetry!” she shouted.

The book sailed across the room, pages fluttering, and struck a delicate porcelain vase of fresh flowers. The blow sent the vase off the table, and it smashed on the floor, scattering broken glass and white blossoms everywhere.

Chantel stared at the wreckage. Before she could move, the door opened and Elise hurried in, her eyes wide. “Are you all right?” She looked over at the fragments of the vase and the scattered petals. “How in the world?”

For one moment Chantel tried desperately to think of some excuse. Then she sighed. “I threw my book.” She went over and began to pick up pieces of glass. “I didn’t mean to break the vase. I just threw the book before I thought.”

“Here, you’ll cut yourself. Let me clean this up,” Elise said quickly.

The two cleaned up the mess together, carefully looking to be sure there were no shards of glass scattered on the carpet that could cut Chantel’s bare feet.

Then Elise said, “Here, sit down and let me fix your hair.”

Chantel marched over to the chair in front of the dresser and sat glumly staring at her features while Elise began to brush her hair.

Elise spoke lightly enough, but it was obvious that her young mistress was not in a good mood. “What’s the matter? You’re out of sorts this morning.”

“Did Papa come back yet?”

“No, as a matter of fact, I was coming up to give you this. Robert came back this morning and brought it.”

Quickly Chantel took the small envelope, extracted the note, and read her father’s message:

Dear, your mama and I are going to stay with her family in Baton Rouge until Monday. I know you will be a good girl. Be sure and go to Mass Sunday morning with Elise.

Chantel stared at the words, then crumpled the note into a small ball and threw it across the room.

“That’s no way to treat your papa’s note!”

“I don’t care! He’s never home.”

Elise ran the brush through the thick, lustrous hair and tried to speak soothingly. “You must remember he has only been married three months. It’s only to be expected that he and his bride would want to spend a great deal of time together.”

Chantel suddenly rose and said, “I don’t want my hair brushed any more!”

“Well, what do you want? I can never please you these days.”

“I want to go somewhere and get out of this house.”

“All right. Get dressed, and we’ll go shopping over at the square. After all, it’s almost Christmastime. Do you have any money?”

“Yes! I’ve been saving it, and I’m going to spend it all.”

Despite her bad mood, Chantel enjoyed her walk around the plaza. It was a fine morning, warmer than usual for December. She was wearing a fine wool coat that her father had bought her. She remembered how the two of them had shopped all over New Orleans for it and had finally found what she wanted at Holmes Department Store. That had been a good day! But the feel of the coat only reminded her that her father was not with her now.

They passed a store with a sign in the window that Chantel found intriguing: Indian Doctor. She turned to Elise. “Does that mean he’s an Indian—or that his patients are Indians?”

“Oh, who knows? There are so many charlatans in this city I can’t keep them straight.”

Chantel read the advertisement. “Doctor W. K. Lowe, by long intercourse with many different tribes of savages, and much practice, is able to give relief in desperate cases. Can cure scurvy, bilious complaints, fits, fevers, agues, diabetes, ulcers, cancers, and bedsores.”

“I’ll just bet he can,” Elise scoffed. “Come on, Chantel. Don’t ever let yourself fall into the hands of someone like that.”

The plaza was crowded for such an early hour, swarming with colorfully dressed blacks. Many of the women wore tignons, a madras head kerchief. Indians were a common sight, many of them having emigrated from Santo Domingo, and several negro nursemaids pushed perambulators along the streets. An enormous African woman bellowed out at the top of her powerful lungs, “Blackberries— berries very fine!” Another was selling pralines out of a basket, some brown, some pink, some white coconut.

They passed by the Place d’Armes hotel with its low-pitched high roof and arcaded side. All around them snatches of English, French, German, and Spanish made a perfect babble on the air. The market was so crowded with sellers and buyers that it was almost impossible to move about.

“This is a bad time to come,” said Elise.

“I like it,” Chantel said. She led the way down the street, threading her way between the people. Once she passed by a bald-headed gentleman sitting in a rocking chair at the door of the Pharmacie, reading the Abeille de la Nouvelle Orleans. Beside him his grave spouse was sitting reading the Propagateur Catholique. Peering into the dim recesses of the store, Chantel could see rows of shelves laden with bottles of drugs. A strong scent emanated from the shop.

Suddenly Chantel paused in front of a shop and said, “Let’s go in here.” Before Elise could protest, she had stepped inside a shop that advertised guns and knives.

There were several customers inside, all male. One of them was staring down the long barrel of a rifle, and he took his eye off to gawk at the two who entered. He grinned and said to his friend, who was twirling a heavy pistol, “Watch out, Jake, the females are comin’ in.”

A short, balding man with alert gray eyes came over. He was wearing a black suit and a rather colorful neckerchief. “May I help you ladies?”

“I want to look at your pistols.”

The shopkeeper hid a smile, or tried to, and said, “Certainly, miss. What sort did you have in mind?”

“A small one. One that I can hold.”

The shopkeeper motioned to a counter with a glass top. “Here is our collection of smaller guns.” He opened the lid and took out a sample. “How does this one feel?”

Chantel took the small gun, which was like none she had ever seen. “It’s so little,” she said. “It just fits.”

“This one fires only two shots, you see. One over and one under.”

“Who you plannin’ on shootin’, missy?” the man named Jake inquired.

Chantel turned to look at him and said frostily, “I haven’t decided yet.” She turned back to the shopkeeper. “How much is it?”

“That one is fifteen dollars.”

Chantel shook her head. “I don’t have quite that much. I’ll have to get some more from my papa.”

“Your papa will never let you have a gun, Chantel! Now come out of here!”

Chantel ignored Elise, saying, “I’ll be back when I get the rest of the money. I only need six more dollars. You save it for me, you hear?”

“Oui, mademoiselle! I will certainly save it. And what might your name be?”

“I am Chantel Renee Fontaine.”

The shopkeeper glanced toward the men, who were taking all this in, and said, “I will write it down and await your return.”

Chantel waited until they were outside and walking again in the milling crowd. “He was making fun of me, but I’m going to buy that gun.”

“What do you want a gun for?” Elise demanded.

“When I get older I’ll need to protect myself.”

“You will have a husband or your father to do that. Let’s go home now.”

“No, I’m hungry. I want some gumbo.”

The two made their way down the street, and just as they reached a cafe where Chantel had eaten with her father several times, she saw Neville coming down the street.

“Neville!” she said, and ran to meet him. “I’m glad to see you.”

“Why, I’m glad to see you, too. You’re out shopping?”

“Yes. This is Elise.”

“Oh, yes, I remember you,” Elise said. “You came to the house once with your father, Mr. Oliver, did you not?”

“Yes, I did. I’m glad to see you again.”

“We’re going to eat,” Chantel said eagerly. “Do you want to join us?”

“Why, as a matter of fact,” Neville said with a smile, “I was on my way to get a bite myself. This is a fine cafe.” He followed them inside. It was a small shop with only eight tables, all of them filled but two. The proprietor came over and greeted Neville. “Ah, Mr. Harcourt. It’s good to see you again.”

“I have guests today, Nicholas.”

Nicholas beamed and bowed at the waist. “Come this way.” He seated them and said, “What will it be today?”

“I want some gumbo,” said Chantel.

“I think I’ll have shrimp. What about you, Elise?”

But Elise was looking across the room at a young man who was smiling broadly at her. He arose and came over and said, “Good morning, Elise.”

“I’m glad to see you, Charles.”

“I don’t want to interrupt your party, but perhaps you’d care to join me.”

Elise looked flustered, and Chantel came to her rescue. “You may go if you want to. Neville and I will stay here.”

“I suppose that will be all right,” Elise said.

As soon as the two had left and seated themselves across the room, Neville said, “I’ve missed you. I haven’t seen you riding lately.”

“Papa’s been out of town a lot, and I can’t go unless Robert takes me—and Robert usually goes with Papa.”

“So, what have you been doing, besides going to school?”

Chantel stared rebelliously across the table. “I’ve been very bad. This morning I threw a book across the room and broke a very valuable vase.”

Neville pursed his lips, turned his head to one side, and asked, “What made you angry enough to do that?”

“It’s my schoolwork. They’re making me do stupid things.”

“I had the same problem in school. I suppose everyone feels the same way at times. What was it in particular that upset you?”

“My literature class. Sister Jane is making us read poetry, and next Monday morning I’ve got to recite a foolish poem and tell everybody in the class what it means.”

“Well, that doesn’t sound too bad,” Neville remarked.

Chantel continued her lament while they ate.

“What is the poem? Have you memorized it yet?”

“Yes, I have,” Chantel said, enjoying the gumbo. It was delicious, hot and spicy the way she liked it, and she quoted her poem rapidly around mouthfuls of food.

Nuns fret not at their convent’s narrow room:
And hermits are contented with their cells; 
And students with their pensive citadels; 
Maids at the wheel, the weaver at his loom, 
Sit blithe and happy; bees that soar for bloom, 
High as the highest peak of Furness-fells,
 Will murmur by the hour in foxglove bells:
In truth the prison, into which we doom
 Ourselves, no prison is: and hence for me,
 In sundry moods, ’twas pastime to be bound 
Within the Sonnet’s scanty plot of ground; 
Pleased if some Souls “for such their needs must be”
Who have felt the weight of too much liberty,
 Should find brief solace there, as I have found.

Chantel scraped the bottom of her bowl and looked up with disgust. “Isn’t that a silly poem?”

“Why did she give you that particular poem to work on?”

“I think because it’s about nuns.”

Neville was looking neat as usual. He had on a dark gray suit, and his shirt was gleaming white. His hair was brushed, and his eyes were warm as he studied the girl. “I don’t think it’s really about nuns,” he remarked.

“Why, what is it about then?”

“You know, Chantel, poems usually say one thing and mean something else.”

Chantel stared at him and then snorted with disgust. “Why don’t they just say what they mean?”

“Because we don’t want things always to mean what they say, and sometimes you can’t say what a thing means.”

“Why can’t I? If you ask me how many apples there are in a barrel, I’d just say ‘six.’ I don’t start making rhymes and talking about them as if they were something else.”

Neville smiled. “Yes, but you can remember other things that you couldn’t find words for. For example, a time that you were so happy that you couldn’t possibly tell anybody so that they’d understand— or perhaps so sad that you couldn’t express it.”

Instantly Chantel’s head dropped. She thought of the time after her mother and her sister died. She had not been able to say to anyone how she felt. “I guess that’s true. But this old poem talks about nuns.”

“Take it a line at a time. ‘Nuns fret not at their convent’s narrow room, and hermits are contented with their cells.’”

Chantel stared at him, astonished. “You know that poem? Do you have it memorized?”

“As a matter of fact, I like it. Now, what do those things have in common?”

“Well, it’s about nuns who are in a room.”

“What kind of a room?”

“A narrow room.”

“Right. And where are hermits?”

“They’re in cells.”

“And what’s a cell like?”

“Well, it’s small.”

“Right. So, we’re talking about small, narrow rooms and small, narrow cells. And the next line talks about students. They also are usually in a confined space.”

“Well, what about maids at the wheel, and the weaver at his loom?”

“Well, when maids work they are confined. They have to sit for hours at their spinning wheels. And the weaver, he’s tied to that loom. He may have to sit there as much as twelve hours a day. But notice the next line. These maids, and these weavers and students and nuns and hermits, how are they sitting there?”

Chantel thought for a moment. “They sit blithe and happy.”

“That’s right. So, even though all of these individuals are in rather confined and sometimes hard circumstances, they’re happy. Now, think about the rest of the poem and tell me what that sort of thing has to do with the rest of the details.”

“Well, let’s see. It says that bees will soar, but they’ll murmur by the hour in foxglove bells.”

“A foxglove is a small flower, Chantel. And a bee will get inside of one. It’ll be not much larger than the bee itself, but the poet Wordsworth says that the bee will murmur by the hour there. So, that’s where the poet is leading us. Now look at the next line: ‘In truth, the prison into which we doom ourselves, no prison is.’”

Chantel listened as Neville talked about the poem, his face glowing. She was fascinated that he found so much pleasure in it, and she found herself caught up in it.

“Actually, although there is a nun in the poem and there is a hermit, it’s really about the sonnet. That’s what this poem is.”

“Sister Jane told us that. It has only fourteen lines.”

“And what does the poet say about the sonnet?”

Chantel thought and then replied, “Why, he says the sonnet’s scanty plot of ground is a pastime.”

“That’s right. He found pleasure in working in a very small area. So, I think the poem talks about being happy and content even though we don’t have the whole world. Maybe we have a very small job or a very small circle of acquaintances. But being big doesn’t mean a thing is good. Can’t you remember some whole weeks, Chantel, that were not nearly as good as one hour?”

“Yes, I can,” Chantel said. “Lots of them. Like when Papa would take me riding. I lived for that. I’d wait for weeks, and then finally he would come. And that was good.”

“Well, life is like that. Perhaps you could point this out to the other students. And at the end of the poem there is a strange expression. Wordsworth speaks of people ‘who have felt the weight of too much liberty.’”

“I don’t understand that. I don’t have enough liberty.”

“I think all of us need some sort of bounds. For example, you are getting to be a grown-up young lady. When a young lady is not married, she can see any number of men. But after she’s married her attentions have to be concentrated on her husband. And that’s a good thing.”

“I should think it would be.” Chantel suddenly laughed. “Why, this was fun, Neville!”

“I think so too.”

“You’ll have to help me with more poems. I don’t have the vaguest idea of what some of them mean.”

“Maybe so. Ask your papa if I can come by some evening and go over some of your work with you.”

“I will. I really will.” She looked over suddenly at Elise and laughed. “Elise tells me about the men who come calling on her. She’s thirty now, but is still so pretty lots of them come. I think she enjoys teasing them.”

“I hope you never do that, Chantel.”

“Me? They’ll never come chasing after me the way they do Elise. I’m not pretty.”

Neville suddenly reached over and took Chantel’s hand. “You’re growing up. You’re going to be a lovely woman some day, and I think you’re pretty right now.”

A warmth suddenly seemed to grow inside of Chantel, and her face grew red. She murmured, “Thank you,” and when he released her hand, she knew that his compliment would stay with her for a long time.

The door opened, and Chantel, who was sitting in a chair, jumped up and ran to her father. She dropped a book on the floor as she went, and when he had kissed her and released her, she bent to pick it up.

“What book is that?” Cretien asked curiously.

“This is a present that Neville gave to me. Papa, listen. He helped me with the poem that Sister Jane assigned me to memorize and teach to the class.” She told him how Neville had explained the poem to her. “He’s so smart about poetry and I’m so dumb,” she concluded. “Can he come by some time and help me some more?”

“I don’t see why not.” Cretien looked at the book and said, “But what book is that?”

“It’s a Bible. Look, he signed it for me. It was the first day, when we went to his father’s office. You remember? And he took me out to buy me something to eat. We went to a bookshop, and he bought it and gave it to me.”

Cretien Fontaine was not overly religious, but what religion he had was tied up completely with the Catholic faith. He shook his head, saying, “If you want to know anything, you should ask the priest. He is qualified to interpret Scripture.”

“Oh, yes, Papa, but it was a present, and Neville signed it.”

“Well, I suppose you may keep it, but I would rather you did not read it.”

It was not a direct command, so Chantel did not argue. She said instead, “Papa, I saw what I wanted for Christmas.”

“Good. What is it?”

“It’s a pistol. I found it in a shop while Elise and I were out at the square.”

Cretien stared at this daughter of his. She was growing up so fast that he could hardly keep up with her. Now he suddenly laughed and said, “No, you may not have a pistol. Certainly not! Now, you pick something else.”

“All right,” Chantel said. But inwardly she thought, When I’m a grown woman I will buy a pistol for myself. “Can we go riding today, Papa? We haven’t been in a long time.”

“No, I have to take Collette to the doctor.”

Chantel looked up quickly. “Is she sick?”

“No, she’s not sick.” Cretien came closer and let his hand drop on the girl’s shoulder. When she turned and looked up at him, he was struck, for the moment, at how much her eyes brought back the memory of his first wife. He could not speak for a moment, then he came around and said quickly, “No, she’s not sick, but she’s going to have a baby.”

He watched the girl’s face and saw doubts flicker in her eyes. “Aren’t you happy about having a brother?” he demanded.

“Yes—but, Papa, it may be a girl.”

“No,” Cretien Fontaine said firmly, “it will be a boy! You will have a brother—and I will have a son.”
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