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      Nathaniel Dumon returns from the war to find his father had made some changes to their family’s landholdings.

      

      Nathaniel worries about his father’s sanity.

      

      But will he be pulled into his father’s web? And if so, to what end?

      

      A standalone historical romance story set in 1761.
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        Along the banks of the Mississippi

        Spring 1761

      

      

      “Father, please tell me you aren’t serious.”

      Colonel Nathaniel Dumon and his father, Jacques Dumon, stood on the bank of the Mississippi River, their keel-boat pulled ashore behind them. The wind whipped at Nathaniel’s burgundy cravat, and he tucked it impatiently inside his collar. The silk of his civilian shirt felt strange against his skin.

      “What’s that smell?” Nathaniel asked, wrinkling his nose and covering his mouth with the back of his hand. This river reeked of something nauseatingly foul. How could anyone even think of making camp here, much less living here?

      “Those are the indigo vats,” Jacques told him. “The smell is one of the reasons we’re all going to sugar cane.”

      We? His father was a land owner in New Orleans. He was not a farmer.

      The oak trees so proudly presented by his father were no more than four feet high with scraggly branches. Two rows of those saplings lined a wide path from the Mississippi bank to a wooden cabin two hundred yards inland.

      To call it a cabin was quite generous. It was more like a shack. A log shack with a whisper of smoke coming out the chimney.

      “I thought you said it was vacant,” Nathaniel said, trying to keep the annoyance out of his voice.

      “It is. I hired an overseer.”

      Nathaniel turned and stared at his father who was grinning like a loon. In the five years that Nathaniel had been in the colonies fighting against the French, his father had gone daft.

      There was no other explanation.

      He swept his gaze to the puny oak trees and the wooded area on either side, then back to his father. “Oversee what?”

      Jacques gazed over the same area that Nathaniel saw, but his expression was dreamy. “We’ll cut down the trees - not the oaks - and sell them. Not only will the land be cleared off, but it’ll buy material to build the house.” He twirled his cane, then inclined his head toward the pathway between the row of oaks. “Come on. Let’s walk down there. You’ll see.”

      Nathaniel followed his father down what might be a path, though perhaps for alligators more than a footpath for humans.

      Nathaniel had come home from his military duty in the colonies, most recently Fort Duquesne, after suffering a gunshot wound to his shoulder. He’d been welcomed back with open arms to his parents, one younger brother, and two younger sisters.

      He barely recognized fourteen-year-old Marguerite. She’d grown from a scrawny child to a young lady nearing marriage eligibility. Another surprise was that his sister, married before Nathaniel had left home, had given birth to two children.

      His brother had taken over much of the family business, leaving his father free to pursue pastimes of his choosing. His father’s favorite turning out to be gambling. And he’d proven quite good at it.

      Sometime recently – his father was rather vague on the dates as whiskey had become his second favorite pastime – his father had won a parcel of land.

      The land they were currently walking on. Jacques and his family owned quite a bit of property in New Orleans, so money had never been a concern of the family. They stayed within their social circle, so all their friends were of similar means. His older sister had married well and his father had chosen several suitable candidates for his younger sister. Nathaniel would be meeting them at the ball tonight.

      His brother was proving a bit more difficult, preferring to steep himself in the business rather than engage in seeking a mate.

      Nathaniel, being the oldest child, would be required to marry and produce offspring now that he had returned from the war. It was a prospect he was not looking forward to. He’d met a lovely British lady while in the colonies and another of French origin. If not for his responsibilities and expectation of family, he was certain he would have married one or the other of them.

      The British lady had already married someone else and he’d lost touch with the one from France.

      And now he’d not only given up the opportunity for personal happiness, he’d come home to a father who’d gone mad.

      “Look at these oaks,” his father said, admiring the first scraggly tree they came to.

      “Yes, Father.” Nathaniel needed time to process this new situation with his father. In the days he’d been home, none of his siblings, nor his mother had bothered to point out the declining state of his father’s mind. “What about your home in town Father? Your many properties?”

      Jacques waved his hand dismissively. “Your brother is taking care of all that.”

      “You still do some of the work, thought, right?”

      His father swept his hand toward the cabin. “We’ll tear down the cabin and build a grand mansion. All white. With columns. Lots of columns. And enough rooms for all the children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren.”

      Nathaniel slowed his steps and realized that the air was fresher here. Sweet, in fact. A wild honeysuckle bush bloomed along the path. Its yellow flowers hadn’t been visible from afar. The land here felt… sturdy.

      And unlike the bustling cobbled streets of New Orleans, it was quiet. So peaceful in fact, that it would take some time getting used to.

      There was so much land here. So much space.

      And no people.

      “How many acres are yours?” He asked.

      “As far as the eye can see,” Jacques said. “And that much more.” He rubbed his lapel. Swaggered a bit. “Several times more.”

      Nathaniel felt a little tendril of enthusiasm. “You have papers?”

      “Of course.”

      “Has our attorney reviewed them?”

      Jacques was grinning again. “Of course he has. Do you think I’ve gone daft?”

      Nathaniel shot him a sideways glance, but as they continued to walk toward down what he was now seeing as an entranceway, his mind was going in a hundred different directions.

      His brother was handling all the town estates, so neither Jacques nor himself were needed there. In fact, his brother would doubtless prefer to left to his own devices.

      That freed up a lot of time and energy for Jacques.

      And Nathaniel.

      Nathaniel wouldn’t be returning to the colonies. His home was here. It was time for him to take his place as first-born son.

      They stood, now, about a dozen yards from the cabin. It looked bigger than it had seemed from the river. It had perhaps a living and cooking area and a bedroom. It was hard to say how long it had been there.

      It didn’t matter.

      It wouldn’t be there long.

      “Tonight,” Father was saying. “You’ll be introduced to the men vying for your sister’s hand.”

      “Right.” He tried to ignore the reflexive cringe at the thought of picking out a man to sleep with his younger sister. It was part of his job as the oldest son to help out with such things and make sure she avoided unsavory characters.

      “You’ll also need to find yourself a wife.”
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      Nathaniel stood alone on the back rotunda of the Kingston’s ballroom and puffed his cigar. The tobacco was from Virginia – a rich, sweet scent that took him back to a time when life was simple. When the most important thing he had to do was figure out how to entertain himself for the evening. Such was the trial of youth.

      This evening the darkness was illuminated by oil lamps revealing pathways throughout the gardens and courtyards. And the people, mostly couples, walked about the stone pathways, some quietly, some laughing. Some just in conversation. Benches had been placed throughout, and many men, of course, would use the benches as an excuse to steal a kiss.

      It was spring and spring was mating season. This was only one many such balls that would take place over the next few weeks as marriages were arranged and engagements were made.

      The men wore their most formal attire – dashing waistcoats in light colors, but they paled in comparison to the women. Ah, the women were like beautiful birds flitting about here and there in their brightly colored hoop skirted gowns.

      Music from the orchestra drifted outside along with more laughter and conversation.

      Nathaniel hadn’t realized how much the war had changed him.

      There was a time, before he left for the colonies that he would have been one of the boisterous youths vying for a lady’s attention.

      Now, a mere five years later, he watched as though from the outside. D
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