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Gabrielle
Chapter One

 
New Orleans
December, 1768
 
Nothing surpassed the sight of a ship primed and ready for sail, thought Delphine Delaronde as she gazed at her father’s schooner. La Belle Amie’s decks had been scrubbed, her ropes hauled tight and the anchor cleansed of its rust and barnacles. The ship’s copper glistened in the afternoon sun while a slight winter breeze teased at her sails, newly washed and laid to dry on the New Orleans docks.

Delphine sighed thinking of the possibilities the two-masted schooner held. One step across the gangplank and her troubles would be over.

“No, you can’t come with me.”

Delphine turned at the sound of her father’s voice, his tall, dark figure casting a shadow over her petite frame, still childlike despite her advanced years of thirteen. She instinctively placed her hands at her hips, preparing for an argument. Her father, one of the finest sea captains in the Louisiana Territory, was a constant challenge.

“My studies will be finished by Christmas. You said you would take me one day when I was old enough.”

A smile began in the creases of Jean Bouclaire’s lips, accented by the deep dimple in his right cheek, just left of a thick, dark moustache. Delphine doubted he would relent and agree to take her onboard, but he seemed to admire her tenacity and spunk. It was, after all, a family trait.

Then a carriage passed and his smile disappeared.

“You shouldn’t be here.” Jean grabbed her elbow and moved her out of sight. “Your mother and I agreed you and I would not meet in public.”

The familiar anger and frustration rose in Delphine’s chest until she felt her cheeks flush. Her mother had agreed to many things, but lately kept none of her promises. Jean gently pushed her across the gangplank onto the ship.

“Tell your mother you were aboard and I will give the presents I brought back from the West Indies to Carmeline.”

“Nonsense.” Delphine lifted her chin defiantly to match her triumphant smile at being brought aboard. “You purchased presents for Carmeline, too.”

“That doesn’t mean she can’t have more,” Jean said grinning, as he helped her on to the ship.

The minute Delphine’s feet hit the deck her spirits lifted. She could feel the currents of the mighty Mississippi churn beneath the ship, feel the promise of exotic shores whispered on the wind. “I am thirteen now. It’s time you took me with you.”

Jean shook his head in frustration, weary of the endless arguments Delphine presented. Yet, the tiny lines breaking at the sides of his dark eyes told her he was glad to see her.

“Should I worry for my job, Captain? Perhaps Delphine wishes to be made first mate?”

Delphine sensed Philibert Bertrand’s presence before he came into view. An enormous man who rivaled her father in height, Phil joined Jean in casting a heavy shadow over her. The two men crossed their arms and scrutinized her, trying their best to keep their laughter at bay.

“We could put her to scrubbing the decks,” Jean offered.

“Better yet, the top of the mast needs painting,” Phil injected.

Delphine lifted her chin as high as she could manage to match the tall men’s gazes. “I will do anything that’s commanded of me.”

“Great,” Jean said, leaning close. “Then go home and go back to your studies.”

Despite her best intentions on acting the adult, Delphine felt tears burn at the back of her eyes. Jean glanced at the docks and, finding no one present, pulled her into his arms and held her tight.

“Soon, mon petite,” he whispered to the top of her head. “Soon.”

Her head barely met his shoulder so she laid her cheek upon his chest and breathed in the briny scent that lingered on his clothes. His warm embrace felt so incredibly good, like a long drink at the well after weeks of traveling. How long had it been since someone held her close? How long had it been since someone cared?

“Let us go below before someone sees us,” Jean said, releasing her.

Delphine abandoned her brief safe harbor and followed her father down the steps to the main cabin. As she passed Phil, Jean’s business partner and best friend, he also planted a kiss on her forehead.

“Good to see you, Phiney,” he said, calling her by the nickname he had given her since a babe.

“And you too, Noncle Phil.”

They entered the small cabin at the back of the schooner with its wide expanse of glass at the stern. The windows on each side of the room had been opened and a chilling breeze disturbed the maps lying across a four-poster bed. A bowl of fruit planted in its center was the only thing keeping the papers from blowing out the window into the river.

“You bought a bed?” Delphine exclaimed, staring at the mahogany woodwork.

“Never mind the bed,” Jean said, frowning. “What are you doing here? I thought we had an agreement.”

“I wanted to see you,” she said, her mind studying the intricate pattern of the silk coverlet before her. “Carmeline spotted your ship this morning on the way to market.”

“I was planning on visiting tonight. Have I ever come to New Orleans and not come to see you?”

Delphine slid the soft fabric between her fingers. Silk? On her father’s bed? The fact that he had a bed was startling enough, but the delicate material was a puzzle. Her father usually preferred a hammock, both on ship and off, with cotton blankets to keep him warm.

“No,” she said focusing on his question. “But the whole thing is preposterous. You’re my father. The whole world knows it. Why must we keep it a secret?”

Jean wrapped his arms about her shoulders and pulled her into his chest and she felt her troubles disappear. He was such a commanding man. His hands alone were the size of melons, his arms like tight coils of rope. The world with all its social demands disappeared the moment he enveloped her into his broad, strong chest.

“I love you,” Delphine whispered, feeling the tears return. “And I want to be with you. I don’t give a hoot about society or anything else. Please take me with you.”

Jean released her and cupped her chin with one hand. “I have no right to you, Phiney.”

“You have a right as any father.”

Clouds passed over his sea-black eyes and his voice grew solemn. “In the eyes of the world I am not your father.”

Pushing away, Delphine walked the length of the bed, tracing the intricate lines of the wood with her forefinger. “In the eyes of my mother, you mean.”

She heard her father sigh behind her. “Your mother made a choice,” he said gravely. “And we all must live with the consequences.”

Her mother made a bad choice, Delphine wanted to scream. One that was destroying her life.

“Why didn’t she marry you when she found herself with your child?” Delphine asked. “You asked her. Why didn’t she choose you?”

It was fruitless, she knew, questions always followed by the same answers. Yet, Delphine couldn’t help wondering how her mother, an educated woman of Creole society, could have made such a grave error in judgment.

“You know why.” Jean placed his hands on her shoulders and brushed back the curls from her cheeks. “Why marry a smuggler with no social standing and no wealth when there are richer, more prominent men about the streets of New Orleans? Your mother got what she wanted: money and a title. And Count Delaronde thought he was getting an heir. Your mother saw to that.”

The sound of her “father’s” name caused a bad taste in her mouth. She had never met the Compte Delaronde, nor ever wished to do so. After Delphine’s birth, the man had collected all of their funds, including her mother’s dowry, and returned to France without a word hence. Her mother was still married to the man, but he would never acknowledge them.

“If he thought I was his child, why did he abandon us?”

Again, she knew the answer, wondered why she continued to broach the subject. Yet, how could she not? It all seemed so unfair. The man who should have been her father, the man who loved her and provided for the household, had to visit at night, unseen for fear of scandal, while her titled father played at court in France, never offering a piastre of support.

Jean turned her around gently so she faced the mirror, another feminine addition to the stark, masculine cabin. When Delphine glanced into the glass, she saw what Count Delaronde must have seen the day of her birth.

She sported thick, black curls the color of midnight, the kind of crimped hair found only on a few. It cascaded down her back, tied with a ribbon at her nape, and framed her face in natural rivulets. Although Jean’s hair reached only his collar and fell partly in waves, the resemblance was unmistakable.

Delphine’s eyes, too, mirrored her father’s in their color and intensity. And gracing her right cheek was a dimple to match his. The only feature setting them apart was her father’s domineering height.

As Carmeline always said, only fools and the blind would doubt her parentage.

“But Count Delaronde’s gone,” Delphine whispered. “And you’re here.”

Jean enveloped her once more from behind, pulling his arms around her and leaning his unshaven cheek against the side of her head.

“And I always will be,” he said to her reflection. “But people will talk and there is no sense in feeding a fire. You must be schooled and reared like a proper young lady, without the scandal my liaison would bring.”

Delphine rolled her eyes. She knew her father hated when she did so, but her schooling and etiquette instruction was laughable. Most of the money Jean had given her mother for such services was used to supplement her mother’s wardrobe and decadent lifestyle. A tutor had been hired, a half-educated man fresh off the docks from French Haiti who preferred sampling the Delaronde wine to teaching languages and reading. Her etiquette instruction consisted of Delphine offering charity work to the Ursuline nuns who continually insisted that pious behavior and supreme sacrifices, to their benefit of course, would save her soul, a soul created by a night of sin between a fortune-hunting woman and a drunken privateer. Her father must have been very drunk that night to have made the mistake of bedding her mother.

As if he read her mind, Jean turned her so she faced him.

“You were never a mistake,” he said firmly. “No matter what has come of this, I never regret what happened. Never.”

Delphine wished she hadn’t brought up the painful subject for the hundredth time. It was a delicate matter, after all, one a young girl shouldn’t discuss with her father who couldn’t be seen in public with her. Still, it warmed her heart to hear him speak such rare words of affection. Captain Jean Bouclaire was not a man of passionate declarations. Actions, maybe, but rarely words of love.

It didn’t matter. One look into his eyes and Delphine realized the depths of his adoration. And that was all she needed.

The flag flying across the stern whipped in the breeze, tapping on the windows with its tip. The movement brought Delphine’s attention back to the marvelous bed and its elegant coverlet. Glancing up and over her father’s shoulder, realization hit.

“It’s a woman,” Delphine announced. “There’s a woman in your life.”

How was it that Jean feared no man, yet his daughter could render him helpless in an instant? One minute his heart ached for her pain, worried for her happiness. The next minute she had seen right through him.

“What are you talking about?” he asked her, although he knew she had guessed his secret. The girl was incorrigibly perceptive.

“The bed,” Delphine said with a satisfied grin. “Silk bedding and a mirror. Why else would you have purchased such things?”

“How about comfort? Don’t you think your father deserves some of the finer things in life?”

Delphine took his large hand in hers and squeezed, a simple gesture that nearly undid him. Nothing in his life matched the love of his precious daughter. He would conquer oceans if it meant keeping her safe.

“I think you deserve to be happy,” Delphine answered softly. “I hope this means you will marry that woman.”

The bed and other furnishings were indeed purchased in the West Indies with the idea of proposing marriage to Gabrielle Gallant, but Jean refused to admit to such a plan, even to himself. He still wasn’t convinced that what he had to offer Gabrielle was worthy of her.

“What woman?” he asked, fearing Delphine would give her a name.

“The Acadian woman you talked about so much on your last trip. The one who lives on the frontier with her family. The one with the angelic name.”

Now, Jean knew he was sunk. If he spoke her name, his actions would have meaning, Delphine would expect results. But who was he fooling? Inside his breast pocket was an emerald ring the perfect color to accent Gabrielle’s long, ivory fingers.

“Gabrielle Gallant,” Jean said, his heart quickening at the sound of her name. He had met her at the Spanish fort at Natchez, immediately entranced by her haunting eyes, silky raven hair and unpretentious airs. When her family had moved on in search of her father, Jean had followed, each time managing to steal a kiss or two of her luscious lips. Now, she was in the Attakapas region to the west of New Orleans, waiting on her father’s frontier land grant in the hopes of his return. Jean hoped she waited for his return as well.

“She’s the one,” Delphine said, casually sitting on the bed as if it were her own. “She was separated from her father when the English exiled her people from Nova Scotia and now she’s in Louisiana searching for him.”

The Gallants were Acadians, expelled from their Canadian homes by the English thirteen years before. During their grand dérangement, when thousands of Acadians were shipped throughout the English colonies, the three daughters and mother had been separated from their father and sent to the colony of Maryland. When the Gallant family heard that Joseph Gallant was in the Louisiana Territory, they had traveled to New Orleans in the hopes of reunion. Only Joseph had also heard of their existence and boarded a ship bound for Maryland. The family literally passed each other en route like two ships passing in the night, as the saying goes. Now, Gabrielle and her family waited for Joseph Gallant’s return to Louisiana, living on his land grant, hoping he would safely cross the southeastern region to their eager arms.

Gabrielle Gallant. Her image haunted Jean’s dreams, filled his every waking moment and left him with a scalding desire. He literally ached for his Acadian woman — or “Cajun,” as Gabrielle’s English brother-in-law called her. As soon as he visited with Delphine and saw to her needs, he would depart for the Attakapas Poste and ask Gabrielle Gallant for her hand.

“That is her, right?” Delphine asked.

“That is she,” Jean corrected her. “What kind of schooling are you receiving?”

Delphine picked up a pear from the bowl and smirked. “Pierre Lamont is a drunk. I’ve learned a lot about the different types of wine by following his empty bottles around the house. He’s useless. He made me clean his boots yesterday. And I don’t like the way he looks at me. It’s kinda like the way he stares at a fine piece of meat.”

The blood rose in Jean’s neck until he thought a vein might burst.

“Why is your mother spending my money on a half-wit and a miscreant?”

Delphine’s eyes widened as she took a tentative bite of her pear. Jean knew she feared divulging too much about her mother and he hated putting her in the middle of such unpleasantries. But he had to know.

“She spends it on clothes instead,” Delphine whispered. “We had nothing to eat last week because she spent the remainder of our market money on a new hat, some new man she’s trying to impress. Said he was the answer to our prayers. Carmeline sold some of the silver, but Maman doesn’t know about it. She wouldn’t anyway. We never entertain anymore.”

Jean had heard enough. He buttoned his waistcoat and pulled on his coat. Grabbing the papers on the bed and Delphine’s hand, they headed for deck.

“I’m taking Phiney home,” he barked to Phil.

“Shouldn’t you let me do that?” Phil asked. “At least, wait until dark. You might be seen.”

His blood still pounding in his head, Jean would not be satisfied until Louise Delaronde explained herself, and he didn’t give a damn who saw him escort his daughter home. He handed Phil the transport papers and helped Delphine cross the gangplank to the docks.

“Finish unloading the goods for me,” he said over his shoulder. “And give the men shore leave until tomorrow.”

When they hailed a carriage and were seated inside, Delphine burst into tears.

“Don’t yell at Maman,” she pleaded. “She blames me enough as it is.”

Jean framed her face with his hands and slid his thumbs underneath her eyes to catch the tears. “You are not to blame for anything. You are not to blame because two people had too much wine one night at a garden party. You are not to blame because your fool mother can never be thankful for what she has, cannot see the riches before her.”

“But it will only make it worse,” Delphine said between sobs.

“How can it be worse?” Jean almost shouted. “I give your mother a handsome income. She has no right to rob you of an education.”

“I don’t want an education.” Delphine wiped her nose with her sleeve. “I want to go with you. I hate it here.”

Jean tilted her chin up so their eyes met. “You won’t after I get finished talking to your mother. You will be happier getting a formal education, meeting young men and going to dances and balls.”

Delphine jerked her head from his hand and stared out the carriage window. Her tears had stopped, replaced by repressed anger. Jean could feel her condemnation.

“What kind of life could I possibly offer you?” he insisted. “A ship of smelly, rugged men is no place for a young lady.”

“It’s a place for Gabrielle.”

Hardly, Jean thought. God knew he was plagued with doubts over inviting Gabrielle into his life.

“I haven’t asked her yet,” he said. “And I may never.”

The carriage stopped at the same moment Delphine’s eyes turned back toward his, and the pain reflected there pierced him to his core.

“Papa,” she said softly. “Gabrielle and I love you. Why won’t you let us into your life?”

Jean leaned forward so he could touch her delicate cheek. He wanted to tell her he wanted nothing better than to carry her away with him, to spend his days surrounded by the women he loved. But it was because of this love that he kept them on shore. He knew what dangers existed at sea. How could he risk his precious daughter and Gabrielle for his selfish desires?

Like so many times before, Delphine saw right through him.

“We love you,” she whispered. “Don’t sacrifice our happiness because we’re women.”

The carriage doors opened before a house in dire need of repairs. The footman offered his hand to Delphine, but Jean bounded from the carriage and helped his daughter on to the banquette. He slipped the footman the fare and entered the house without knocking, his leather boots pounding on the cypress planks beneath his feet.

“Captain Bouclaire,” Carmeline uttered, nearly dropping the vase of flowers in her hands. “The Countess isn’t expecting you.”

Still holding tightly to Delphine’s hand, Jean paused in the hallway and examined the light-skinned slave who was ten years Delphine’s senior.

“Where is she?” He tried to keep his voice from exhibiting his anger, but years of Louise’s games and mistreatment of Delphine burned in his temple.

“She’s, uh...” Carmeline glanced quickly at the parlor doors, then hung her head. “I don’t know.”

Jean had a good idea what was happening behind the parlor doors, so he released Delphine, entered the parlor and quickly closed the doors behind him. Louise, dressed in her finest with plenty of bosom exposed, was seated on the chaise while a young man in uniform kneeled before her planting kisses on her forearm. They both jumped to their feet upon his entry.

“What on earth are you doing?” Jean shouted.

Louise’s mouth fell open in shock while the man straightened his jacket. But it didn’t take the Countess long to recover.

“Jean, how dare you march in here...”

“How dare I?” Jean returned. “How dare you spend my hard-earned money on frivolities while subjecting Delphine to a life of hardship? And who the hell is this drunkard Pierre Lamont staring at my daughter like she’s his property?”

“You have no right to accuse me or make demands,” Louise insisted. “No right at all.”

Jean leaned so close to her he nearly gagged on her copious amount of perfume. Startled by his large presence, Louise retreated a few steps.

“I have every right. I am her father.”

“How dare you, monsieur!”

Turning to acknowledge the voice of the uniformed man, Jean found almost a boy before him.

“Who’s this? Your new footman?”

The man’s eyes grew bright with fury and Jean heard Louise gasp behind him. So this was the answer to her prayers, a boy too ignorant to understand the plotting of a woman starved for constant adoration and funds to feed her insatiable appetite for parties and fancy dresses.

“Stay out of this,” Jean warned the man.

“I will not,” the man said, stepping forward. “The lady wishes for you to leave.”

“The lady?” Jean laughed. “If you had any sense, young man, you would bolt this instant. Before you have a chance to mature, this ‘lady’ will bleed you dry.”

To his credit, the man stood his ground. “I will say it once more, monsieur, the lady wishes for you to leave.”

Jean crossed his arms about his chest, truly captivated at the nerve of such a young adversary. But courage was one thing, sense quite another.

“My name is Captain Bouclaire,” he said, hoping the man would get the hint and leave.

“I know who you are.”

The hairs on Jean’s neck began to tingle. He was tiring of the fool. “Then you know better than to tell me what to do in this house.”

“Marcel,” Louise said with a catch in her voice. “I will summon you later. Jean and I will discuss this in private.”

“You will not discuss it at all,” Marcel continued. “You have asked him to leave and I will see that he shall.”

The anger that had consumed Jean earlier returned in a startling force. Another word from the idiot’s mouth and Jean feared he would punch the boy senseless.

“Marcel,” Louise whispered. “Please.”

“Yes, Marcel,” Jean added firmly. “You need to leave.”

To his greater astonishment, Marcel stepped forward. “You have insulted this household with your presence. Your acknowledgment of Delphine places scandal on this fine lady’s head. I will not allow it.”

A fire began in Jean’s chest, as if his fury begged to be released in a blow to the obstinate man’s face.

“Louise,” Jean said as calmly as he could manage. “Tell this child to leave my sight before I rip every limb from his body.”

“Marcel,” Louise began, but the man would hear nothing of it.

“I demand at your hands immediate personal satisfaction.” He removed his gloves from his epaulette.

“And you shall it,” Jean agreed, stepping so close to the boy all thought of his striking Jean disappeared. Marcel moved backwards a step, his confidence failing.

“Tomorrow then,” he said in a less cocky tone. “Behind the Faed house on the outskirts of town. At dawn.”

Before Jean could answer, the boy turned and quickly bowed to Louise, then exited the parlor.

“What have you done?” Louise exclaimed as the front door opened and closed.

“What have I done?” Jean glanced at the well-rounded woman who turned heads wherever she ventured. He knew why he had sought her out that night at the party, but all he felt for her now was contempt. “What have you done? You have robbed my daughter of an education and a decent upbringing, you’re wasting away food money on useless trinkets. And now you’ve reduced yourself to robbing the cradle for affection.”

“Don’t you dare hurt Marcel,” Louise said, thrusting her chin forward. “He wants to take care of us, which is more than you have been able to do with your putrid income.”

Jean grabbed Louise by the shoulders and wished it were she facing him the next morning in a duel. He was tired of her endless demands, her resentments and accusations. More than anything, he was tired of being blamed for her husband’s abandonment. He wanted to shake sense into the woman, but knew it to be fruitless. She would always despise him. Resent his freedom. Resent the fact that Delphine loved him so.

“Your boy will not die tomorrow.” Jean released her, pushing her back on to her chaise. “But when I come back from the Attakapas Poste, I’m taking Delphine with me. I can stomach this situation no longer.”
Louise surprised him by not refusing his request. Or maybe he had fooled himself into believing she had cared for her daughter all these years. Now that a young, handsome provider had entered the picture, Delphine was no longer needed.

“I pity you, Louise,” Jean said. “You’re throwing away your only chance at happiness.”

A wild look of apprehension crossed her features before she conquered them and resumed her usual, haughty countenance. “You’re mistaken, Jean. I gave away my chance at happiness the night I lay with you.”

Jean heard the words the same moment he saw them register on his daughter’s face in the hall. For that moment his courageous Delphine appeared as breakable as the vase still held tightly in Carmeline’s hands.

“Funny,” Jean said, staring into Delphine’s eyes. “That’s the only part of our relationship I don’t regret.”

Delphine attempted a smile, but Jean knew her heart had shattered. No kind words could ever replace the fact that her mother did not care.

As he passed her in the hall, he tilted her chin upwards with his finger. “Three weeks Phiney,” he said, then planted a kiss on her forehead. “Be ready to leave in three weeks.”
Gabrielle
Chapter Two

 
Attakapas Poste
January, 1769
 
Gabrielle stared at herself in the mirror, wondering how she had managed to constrict her bosom into such a small amount of fabric. She attempted a sigh, only to be reminded of the stays pressing against her ribs.

“How do women wear such clothes every day?” she asked her mother. “I feel as if I will either faint or my seams will rip.”

“Madame Vincent said this was the latest style for young women,” Marianne Gallant said. “She knows about such things.”

“Yes, she does,” Gabrielle said wistfully. Juliette Vincent, a wealthy Creole in her own right, married the richest man in the southwestern Louisiana district. Although the Attakapas Poste was considered frontier, one would hardly realize it standing in the elegant Vincent household.

“It was very nice of her to honor your twenty-first birthday at her Twelfth Night celebration,” Marianne reminded her. “And lend you one of her finest gowns for the occasion.”

Gabrielle examined her reflection in the glass and had to admit the emerald silk gown was exquisite. Even the offending stays beneath her bodice flattened her abdomen and emphasized her bosom nicely.

“You look magnificent,” Marianne said. “Such a picture for your twenty-first birthday.”

Gabrielle winced. “That’s the second time you said that.”

“Said what, my dear?”

Gabrielle turned toward her mother, a graceful beauty even though years of living in exile and being separated from her husband had lined her ebony hair with gray. Marianne had suffered several horrors since being forced from their Nova Scotia home thirteen years before: separation from family, intense poverty, fevers. But the last four months had been the hardest by far.

When they had reached Louisiana almost a year before, they had learned that Joseph had left the territory for Maryland in search of them. They had also be informed that he had left behind a land grant in the western part of the territory and decided to wait there for his return. They had traveled west to the Opelousas Poste first, then south to La Poste in the Attakapas. But, in the meantime, Gabrielle’s youngest sister Rose had married an American named Coleman Thorpe and found herself with child. She and their oldest sister, Emilie, and her husband Lorenz, remained in Opelousas until the birth.

Staring into the face who had been her strength for years, Gabrielle knew what her mother was trying to do. The same thing she had done for her two sisters, who were now living in matrimonial bliss. She wanted Gabrielle wed and happy, anything to relieve the pain of their splintered family.

“You said twenty-first twice,” Gabrielle explained. “Are you trying to tell me something?”

Marianne shrugged and shook the lint off Gabrielle’s skirt. “I want you to enjoy yourself tonight, being your birthday and all.”

“There it is again.” Gabrielle laughed, turning back toward the mirror to fix her hair. “If I didn’t know better, Maman, I’d think you were trying to tell me I’ve become an old maid.”

As she pulled her long tresses of black hair off her face, Gabrielle caught her mother’s eyes in the mirror and her heart stilled. “Is that what you’re saying?”

Marianne rested her hands on her daughter’s shoulders and squeezed while placing her cheek against hers. It was the standard Gallant maternal gesture that preceded a lecture.

“You’re not an old maid. You’re a young, vibrant, beautiful woman.”

“But...?” Gabrielle offered.

“But, you will not be young forever.”

Suddenly, Gabrielle understood her meaning. If anyone comprehended the agony of waiting for a man, it was her mother. Since they had arrived in the Attakapas Poste and began living on her father’s land grant, Marianne religiously waited by the banks of Bayou Teche hoping to see Joseph Gallant appear around the bend. Every day, she ventured out waiting for Joseph’s arrival. Every day she returned home alone.

They had received word he was in Georgia heading toward the Louisiana Territory, but months had passed and still he had not arrived. For the first time since Gabrielle and her family had been shipped from their home thirteen years before, she had doubts she would see her father again. Too much time had passed and so much wilderness lay between Georgia and New Orleans.

But Joseph wasn’t the only man Gabrielle waited for in the Attakapas Poste.

“Jean said he would be back,” Gabrielle whispered to their reflection.

Marianne led Gabrielle to a chair and began fixing her hair for the ball. The joy of Gabrielle’s first formal dance had disintegrated now that Jean’s name had been mentioned.

“What if he does come back?” Marianne said. “Gabrielle, you know I care for Jean very much and I approve of you marrying him, but the truth is, he’s not the marrying type. Not to mention that it’s been months since you last saw him.”

Her mother spoke the truth, but Gabrielle refused to listen. There had to be a way for them to be together. She loved him and knew he loved her as well. His words never admitted to such but his eyes betrayed him every time.

“He’s a sailor,” Marianne continued. “I know how much you love the sea, but you can’t raise a family aboard a ship. What kind of life can he offer you?”

An exciting one, Gabrielle thought, her heart leaping at the prospects of returning to the sea. God, how she missed the ocean.

Then she remembered the reason for her family’s separation and guilt consumed her. She couldn’t let her selfish desires rule her head this time. And she couldn’t leave her mother alone, even if Jean returned.

“What do you want me to do?” Gabrielle asked, her heart breaking.

Marianne walked in front of her daughter to meet her eyes. “I want you to pass a good time tonight,” she commanded in the Acadian accent that set her apart from other French residents of Louisiana. “I want you to meet some nice men. Dance. Be happy.”

Gabrielle stared at her hands in her lap. Happiness was not something she was used to, except when Jean was around.

“Gabrielle.”

Her mother’s stern tone demanded her attention. Gabrielle looked up to find her mother’s arms crossed against her chest, the same gesture she used when Gabrielle got into trouble as a child. And she got into trouble endlessly.

“He may never return,” Marianne said sternly. “If he does, he may not wish for marriage. Don’t waste your young life waiting for something that might not happen. For someone who might not appear.”

Gabrielle swallowed hard at the words. She prayed her mother wasn’t speaking her own thoughts. “You haven’t wasted yours,” Gabrielle said softly.

It was more of a question than a statement, and Gabrielle wished with all her soul her mother was not speaking doubts after thirteen long, tormenting years. If her mother doubted Joseph’s return, all was lost.

Marianne slipped her fingers through Gabrielle’s hair, still unpinned and hanging loose. She cupped her daughter’s face and smiled. “No, ’tit monde. I haven’t wasted one minute of my life. And I will wait until my dying day for your father’s return.”

Gabrielle released a breath; she hadn’t realized she had stopped breathing while waiting for her mother’s answer. She rose and slipped herself into her mother’s arms, placing her cheek on Marianne’s shoulders while tears streamed forth.

“Oh, my dear, I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

Still holding each other they began to sway, the way they had done since Gabrielle was a baby. Emilie used to laugh at the way they embraced, but Gabrielle always found it comforting.

“If you don’t regret waiting for Papa,” Gabrielle whispered over her mother’s shoulder, “why do you wish for me...?”

Releasing her, Marianne wiped the tears from her face. “Because I have known passion. I have known the joys of waking up next to your father. I have children to comfort me in my old age. What will you have, Gabrielle, if you give up your chance at happiness for a man who may never materialize?”

Gabrielle couldn’t imagine a life without Jean. She dreamed of him at night, ached for the touch of his arms about her, his lips hot upon hers. But her mother had a valid point. If only she could convince her heart to forget.

“Promise me you will enjoy the attention of men tonight,” her mother demanded. “Promise me that if they call on you tomorrow, you will not discourage them like you have in the past.”

As she contemplated her mother’s words, images of Jean appeared before her eyes.

“Promise me,” her mother urged.

Gabrielle nodded. It was the sixth of January, Twelfth Night, the Epiphany, the beginning of the Carnival season. It was also her twenty-first birthday. It was time to enjoy life, to find happiness.

If only she could escape the pain gripping her heart.

 
Jean followed the house servant into the foyer of the Vincent home, realizing his surprise visit to his friend was an inopportune one. The Vincent house was abuzz with activity and music could be heard from the dining room mixed with the soft hum of conversations.

“If this is a bad time, I can call on Monsieur Vincent tomorrow,” Jean offered the servant.

“Don’t be ridiculous, you old fool.”

Jean turned and found Antoine Vincent, dressed in his finest suit, strolling down the hallway. “I will take care of my good friend,” he said to the servant, then opened an adjoining door to his study and motioned for them to enter.

The Vincent house hardly matched the sophistication of New Orleans society, yet the rugged raised cottage held an aspect of elegance rarely seen among the city’s elite. There were only three rooms to the house: one for dining, one for Antoine’s study and the other as a bedroom. Yet all three were spacious and opened onto galleries, providing a nice breeze even on the hottest of afternoons. Surrounding the house were a courtyard and a series of gardens leading down to the bayou. If Jean had to live on land, the Vincent house at La Pointe in the Attakapas Poste would be his first choice.

“What brings you here, my friend?” Antoine asked, pouring Jean a glass of brandy. “What precious cargo have you acquired this time that you wish for me to buy? I’m surprised you made it up the bayou with the drought we’ve been experiencing. Water levels have been dangerously low.”

Jean gratefully accepted the glass and downed the contents in one swallow. The liquor left a satisfying burn down the back of his throat, a dulling sensation he had gotten used to in the past two weeks. Jean had managed to drink all of his stashes in the sail from New Orleans. Anything to deaden the pain.

“What is it?”

Jean felt Antoine’s hand on his shoulder. Although he despised speaking of his pain, he had to confide in someone. He had to know of Gabrielle.

“I’m in a bit of trouble.”

To his credit, Antoine said nothing and refilled both their glasses. Jean tossed back the contents, then walked toward the fireplace and placed an elbow on the mantle.

“I killed a man,” Jean explained. “There’s a price on my head.”

Shock registered on Antoine’s face, more from the latter piece of information than the first. “How?”

Jean leaned his head back and shut his eyes, letting the brandy work its magic. After two weeks, he still couldn’t believe what had transpired that ill-fated morning.

“It was a duel,” Jean began. “Louise had taken a lover, practically a boy. I barged in one day barking orders and he challenged me to protect her honor.” Jean smirked. “As if that woman had any honor.”

“Duels don’t make men criminals.” Antoine refilled his glass. “You said you have a price on your head.”

“The boy’s father is a top-ranked Spanish official with connections to the new governor.” Jean’s blood boiled remembering how Edouard Prevost had called him a murderer while his fool son had died in his arms. If anyone was the cause of the boy’s death, it was his idiot father.

“I gave him several chances to back out of the duel,” Jean explained. “I never meant to go through with it. The boy must have heard of my prowess with the foils for he was ready to retract the challenge. Only his bastard of a father wouldn’t hear of it, kept insisting he had to finish the duel.”

“What happened?”

Jean sat down in the chair opposite his friend. “We crossed swords. I injured him, giving him an excuse to stop the fight. But his father wouldn’t let him back down, kept telling him he would be humiliated if he didn’t finish the fight.” Jean tossed back the brandy. “What father would rather see his son dead than reasonably end a duel?”

“The world is full of fools,” Antoine offered.

“I gave up then,” Jean continued. “I wasn’t going to kill the boy. He didn’t have a chance against me. I turned to leave, his father yelled something to the boy and he lunged at me.”

“From behind?”

Jean nodded, still amazed that a soldier would do such a dishonest action in a duel between gentlemen, but fathers had that power over sons.

“I raised my sword to meet his, the grass was wet from the early morning fog, he slipped and fell against my blade. He died almost instantly.”

Antoine slapped his hands against his knees. “It was an accident. Surely you had witnesses.”

“Philibert was my second,” Jean said softly.

Antoine ran his fingers through his sandy hair and Jean knew what he was thinking. Philibert was the finest swordsman and sailor Jean knew. He was also the finest of men. But there had been a scandal back in France. And scandals of that nature were a hard thing to overcome. In a court of law, Philibert’s character would always come into question, especially against a man close to the governor.

“And the boy’s father claims this to be murder?”

“The bastard would rather blame me as a pirate than admit he sent his son to his death. I’m an easy target, Antoine. It only took hours before New Orleans was covered with posters asking for my capture.”

Antoine rose and scratched his head while he paced. “I will write letters. I will see what influence I have in this matter.”

“I appreciate your help. In the meantime I must leave the territory. Before I do, I want to ask a
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Her heart could
not forget him.






