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 Dedicated to the memory of Creole fiddler

Canray Fontenot,

who made his first fiddle from a cigar box,

and to

Michael,

my fiddle man
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 A Note from the Author

The late Creole fiddler Canray Fontenot, to whom this book is dedicated, once told me how he started playing music. The son of a popular accordion player, Canray wasn't interested in learning to play an instrument until, at the age of nine, he heard an old fiddler play one particular song that went straight to his heart. That day, Canray said, "Lord, that's what I want to do."

Canray's family had no money to buy him a fiddle, so he set about making one from a wooden cigar box. He used sewing thread instead of horsehair on the bow and screen wire for the strings. He learned to play his fiddle so well that his uncle finally gave him a real fiddle. Canray went on to play his French Creole music all over North America and Europe, winning numerous awards and even performing at concerts in New York's prestigious Carnegie Hall.

Canray's ingenuity and determination inspired me to write about Félix (pronounced fay-LEEX), the character in this book.

Félix and his family and friends all speak French because they are descendants of the French settlers who made their homes in Acadie, now the part of Canada known as Nova Scotia and New Brunswick. The Acadians, as they came to be called, lived there in peace and prosperity from 1604 until 1755. By then the French had ceded Acadia to the British, who tried to force the Acadians to swear allegiance to England. When they refused, their homes were burned, their lands were seized, and the people were loaded onto ships for deportation. Families were separated, and as many as one quarter of them died of hunger, disease, or shipwreck on their way to England, the American colonies, or the Caribbean.

 After countless hardships, many of the remaining Acadians began arriving in Louisiana in the 1760s. The then-Spanish government gave them land grants along the bayous and prairies of southern Louisiana, and there the Acadians created new communities. The word Acadian was eventually shortened to Cajun, which is commonly used today To this day, the Cajuns have stubbornly maintained their Catholic religion, their French language, and their love of family and music.

French music has kept its place as the heart and soul of the Cajun culture. Its been said that every Cajun is either a musician or a frustrated one, and dance floors in south Louisiana are important social centers. The music, loved by young and old alike, expresses the history of hardship, and the hope of the Cajun people. Today many young people are forming Cajun and zydeco bands, still finding modern voices in the time-honored words and melodies of their ancestors.


 "Jacky, come and give me thy fiddle,

If ever thou mean to thrive."

"Nay, I'll not give my fiddle

To any man alive.


"If I should give my fiddle,

They'll think that I've gone mad;

For many a joyous day

My fiddle and I have had."

—from The Real Mother Goose



 Chapter One

'Nonc Adolphe


When you get right down to it, a fiddle's nothing but a fancy wooden box wired up with strings. All by itself it cant do a darned thing but sit there in hollow silence. Then somebody comes along and draws a bow across those waiting strings and they start to quiver. The wood of the box takes in the strings' vibration and adds its own.

And in the right hands, out comes music.

Its by making music that the fiddle lets itself out, a self that lives in all that restless air inside it, and in the grain of the wood, and in the guts of its strings.

At the end of 1914, my life out on our Louisiana farm was as quiet as an empty box, and as flat as the vast prairie that stretched out to sundown beyond my bedroom window. But, like silent music in a neglected fiddle, I knew there was something sleeping inside of me, something at the heart of who I, Félix Octave LeBlanc, really was.

On a warm December night, two weeks before Christmas, my life broke out of its sleepy rut. And nothing was ever the same after that.


***

 It was the night of the big house dance at my best friend Chance Guidry's. Chance and I had been talking about nothing else for days. For the first time Chance's daddy, Monsieur Guidry, had said we were old enough to stay up with the grownups instead of going to bed early with the little kids. And Papa had agreed.

I couldn't wait.

It was a three-mile wagon trek from our farm to Chance's. The night air was warm and muggy, meaning we'd soon get blasted by a winter storm from the north. We jostled down the road, our faces lit by the last of the pale winter sun.

Up on the wagon seat Papa smiled as if he'd just told himself a funny joke. Beside him sat Maman, her mouth set in a straight line, as usual, as if she'd just tasted something she didn't like. My little brother, Paulo, who was seven, hung over the side, catching at swirls of dust coming off the wheels. Every once in a while he'd get off a shot from the elderberry peashooter I'd made him, stinging my shoulder. "Too bad you'll have to go to bed with all the other babies tonight," I said in retaliation. "You'll miss all the fun." He stuck out his tongue, and I knew I had him.

But my pleasure in my triumph was forgotten the moment I spied lights up ahead. There, lit up like a Mississippi steamboat on the dark Louisiana prairie, sat the Guidrys' big white house. As we pulled into their yard, I saw Chance waving frantically from the gallery. My head buzzing with excitement, I hopped over the side of the wagon.

 "Just a minute, Félix," said Maman from the buckboard. "Let me look at you."

"Aw, Maman," I said, but she proceeded to smooth my hair and rub my cheek with her thumb. She never stopped fussing over me, and since I'd turned fourteen, it had begun to drive me crazy.

Just then Chance lumbered up, looking like he was going to trip over his man-size feet. His dark eyes glinted with excitement. "You ain't never gonna guess who's here!" he said.

"Who—the governor?" I joked. He shook his head.

"The pope?" asked Papa.

"No, sir. Better than that." He stared at me a minute to let the suspense build. Finally, he pronounced, "Its your uncle!"

Behind me Maman gasped. "You mean Adolphe?" she said.

"The one and only," crowed Chance. "The best fiddler in the whole darn state of Louisiana. My daddy said he rode up bold as you please, still full of road dust, acting like he'd never even gone off and left. He's got his fiddle with him, too, and he's fixing to start playing any minute!"

As my mind tried to wrap itself around this news, I looked up at Maman. The color had drained out of her cheeks, and she heaved a deep sigh as Papa put his arm around her. "Well, Marie," he said, "we better go see what that rascal's up to. Give me your hand."

 Maman let him help her down, then reached for the black iron pot of her famous sausage jambalaya she'd brought for the supper. Her jaw was clenched so tight I saw the muscle jump under her cheek.

"Who are y'all talking about?" said Paulo, tumbling out of the wagon.

"Don't you know nothing?" I said. "It's 'Nonc Adolphe, back from wherever he went."

'Nonc Adolphe was Maman's brother. He had run off four years back, when I was only ten. It was the year of Hailey's comet, when lots of people went a little crazy. Folks said 'Nonc Adolphe had gotten the comet fever. We hadn't heard from him since except for an occasional postcard from New Orleans or Houston, once even from St. Louis. And he'd left my parents in a pretty big fix.

When my grandfather died, Maman and 'Nonc Adolphe had split up the Olivier family farm, where they and two generations of Oliviers before them had been born. 'Nonc got the big old house and the high land around it, with good stands of oak and pecan trees and a clear, cool spring. Maman got the low land along the bayou, which washed away in the spring floods and bred world-class mosquitoes year-round.


 On the LeBlanc side, Papa was the youngest of seven LeBlanc brothers and had gotten last choice of plots when their farm was divided up. So the farm where he'd built our house was a rough parcel of hardpan clay. Papa spent his life struggling to make a living off of two raw deals.

So when 'Nonc Adolphe disappeared without a word four years back, leaving all that good land to grow up in weeds and the old house neglected, Maman and Papa didn't look too kindly on it. Papa wouldn't dream of farming another man's land without his permission, plus we never knew when 'Nonc might come back. So we just kept working away, with 'Nonc's high acreage grinning at us like a carrot on a stick.

Now we were climbing up on the gallery steps to exchange comment ça va's with our hosts. Monsieur Guidry wore an embroidered vest and a finely woven store-bought shirt, and Madame Guidry's bright green beaded dress made Maman look like a drab little sparrow in comparison.

Monsieur Guidry hadn't always been the richest man in the parish. Chance's daddy had made a lot of money in something called "speculation" on the New Orleans Cotton Exchange. Papa said when you had money, it wasn't hard to make more. But I didn't figure that would ever happen to our family.

Maman smiled at the Guidrys, but I knew she disapproved of the big new house they'd built, and of all Monsieur Guidry's trips to New Orleans. She didn't like anything that threatened the way things had been for us French Acadians for the past hundred and fifty years, ever since the British had run our ancestors out of Canada and they'd had to carve out new homes in Louisiana. But I was so ready for something to change I could almost taste it in my dreams.

 Just then the wail of a fiddle soared out over the muggy air. The sound caught at something in my chest, like when you've held your breath too long underwater. Chance and I looked at each other for a frozen moment before we turned and dashed inside.

Aunts and uncles, cousins and parrains, and everybody else from miles around congregated inside the big parlor, where the furniture and rugs had been removed to make room for dancing. With Chance close behind, I edged along the wall toward the raised musicians' platform in the corner where the sound was coming from.

And there he was: my uncle, 'Nonc Adolphe Olivier. He was still tall and lean and handsome, but older and more weather-beaten than I remembered. His dust-colored hair was short and curly, his mustache a trim line across his upper lip. Beside him sat Monsieur Joseph Hébert, with an accordion on his knee, and behind them was old Jean Boutté, who always beat the time on his 'ti fer, or triangle, no matter who was playing.

As they finished a song, the last high, drawn-out fiddie notes made my scalp tingle. 'Nonc flashed a wide grin and tucked his rust-colored fiddle under his arm. The crowd, made up of just about everybody we knew, clapped and hooted wildly.

 I was a little confused by all this hurrah over him. I'd been hearing nothing but Maman's gripes for so long that he'd practically turned into the boogeyman in my mind. And now everyone was treating him like Napoleon returned from exile.

'Nonc Adolphe bowed his head as the crowd kept on clapping. I was just about to call out his name when he lifted his bow again. It hovered in the air for a second, then dropped onto the strings and began to saw back and forth as if it would cut that fiddle in half.

As the rich tangle of sounds poured out into the air, the crowd quickly broke up into pairs, and the pairs began to move together in a wide circle. As if under a magic spell, everyone there seemed caught up in a whirlwind of sound. 'Nonc closed his eyes and tilted his head to the side like he was in a trance.

It was an old French song that I'd heard a million times before. But this time I heard it with more than my ears—I heard it with my whole self. The music latched onto something inside of me, as if each note was plucking a string that I hadn't even known was there. When the fiddle soared up to the high notes, I felt a quiver in my throat, and the low notes rumbled down into my belly. And when 'Nonc opened his mouth and let out the French words in his high, mournful voice, I felt my heart flip over like a catfish on a line.

 From that moment until this, that sound has never, not for one single second, let go of me. It was as if I was waking up for the first time, and I knew I could never go back to sleep.

 


I wished the song would never end, but at last it wound down and dropped us all to earth again. The room exploded in applause. The same breathless look shone on everybody elses face that I knew was on mine. Chance stuck his elbow in my ribs and raised his eyebrows at me.

'Nonc Adolphe's eyes swung across the crowd, stopping before they got to me. He blew a kiss to someone, and when I turned to see who it was, there stood Maman and Papa in the middle of the crowd. Maman's face was flushed, her blue eyes flashing. She gave a little nod and looked away. Papa raised his hand and waved.

The thing is, going against family is a cardinal sin among us Louisiana Cajuns. Even though they tell us we're Americans, we still speak the French of our ancestors and stick together like goslings in the nest.

"One more," said 'Nonc, "and then I got me some fences to mend." He said something to Monsieur Hébert, tucked his fiddle under his chin, and let out the first sweet notes of Maman's favorite song, "La Valse du Bayou." Papa held out his hand for Maman to dance, but she shook her head, turned, and made her way out to the hall. The music cast another spell over the rest of us as the room spun in a colorful blur and my insides hummed again.

 Of course, no one wanted him to quit playing, but 'Nonc grinned sheepishly. "Naw, naw, you've got yourself a fiddler for the night—Moïse Thibodeaux. Come on, Moïse, I done stole your place long enough."

Moïse hurried up to the platform. He wasn't that bad a fiddler, he just wasn't that good, and hearing him next to 'Nonc Adolphe was like trying to swallow a pickle after a bowl of peach ice cream. The crowd grumbled good-naturedly as 'Nonc Adolphe put away his fiddle and stepped off the platform, practically landing on my toes.

 


At first 'Nonc didn't recognize me. But then he jumped back in surprise and set his fiddle case down.

"Is this—ah, no, this can't be that scrawny little fellow I used to know!" He pumped my hand and took me by the shoulders, looking me up and down. "Doggone it, Félix, you done some stretching since I saw you last. You gonna be tall like me. How old are you now?"

"You remember, 'Nonc Adolphe—I was born the same year as the twentieth century."

"Durned if you're not right. That would make you fourteen."

I nodded.


 "So what you got to say for yourself, 'ti boy?" That's what he'd always called me, "little boy." "I guess I can't call you that anymore, eh? I'll have to call you 'Stretch.'"

I was suddenly struck dumb. Nothing would come out of my mouth. Then, without even landing on the thought, I heard myself say, "Where you
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