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Delphine
Prologue

 
New Orleans, Louisiana Territory,
January 6, 1778
 
Gaiety knew no bounds in the portside city of New Orleans. Surrounded by dangerous swamps, sometimes hostile natives and the ever-encroaching British, the French and Spanish residents took every opportunity to satisfy their joie de vie. Rich Creoles born in the colony of French and Spanish parentage offset their daily toil with nights of lavish parties. French and American sailors and privateers spent their profits on gambling and loose women inhabiting dens along the riverfront, while Spanish military men fresh from Havana joined them despite the language barrier.

Some called it decadence. Pious religious leaders pointed fingers, denouncing the relaxed morals of the New World citizens. To Philibert Bertrand, it was a natural defense. Every summer disease overtook the town, decimating the population. Storms raged in from the Gulf of Mexico with enough fury to destroy homes and flood fields. One heavy spring rain could ruin a crop. A harsh winter upriver could cause the Mississippi to flood New Orleans.

Jubilant times was the musket New Orleanians held high against the ongoing assault of tragedy. Celebrate now, the citizens seemed to say, for tomorrow you may be lying in the cemetery tombs at the back of town.

Today marked the Epiphany, otherwise known as Twelfth Night and the beginning of Carnival, the highest season of revelry in New Orleans. From now until Mardi Gras, the day before Ash Wednesday, the Catholic citizens would eat and drink to their heart’s content before the long stretch of Lent and sacrifice. From now until Mardi Gras, New Orleans residents would relish every moment.

Today also marked Gabrielle Bouclaire’s birthday, the Acadian wife of Phil’s partner, Jean Bouclaire. He had promised to attend the party of his best friend and business associate as soon as he unloaded his cargo and registered the profits in the ship’s log. But that was before the parchment arrived. Now, Phil had to return upriver.

Despite the laughter and shouting emanating from the docks, Phil heard the unmistakable sound of petticoats on the ladderway. It could be only one person. Only one woman dared to risk gossip by visiting La Belle Amie at the onset of dusk. And no doubt she was alone.

“What are you doing here, Phiney?”

He didn’t have to look up from his work to know that Delphine Delaronde stood on the threshold to his cabin. Having watched his partner’s daughter grow from a child, Phil could sense Delphine’s presence anywhere.

“You promised to come to the party.”

Phil removed his reading spectacles and glanced up at the woman now almost as tall as her privateering father. Even in the darkness of the oncoming twilight, Delphine’s beauty was astonishing. Her brown curls lightened by days at sea were tied elegantly atop her head, cascading down upon her shoulders in streams of soft rivulets. Yards of bright yellow silk billowed from her hip, while a snug bodice accented her abundant curves and a long, graceful neck. Had it not been for the tanned hue of her skin and the sweet dimple gracing one cheek, Delphine Delaronde could have easily passed as one of society’s best. One glance at her tonight and no one would be the wiser that those long, slender legs braced a deck like a seasoned sailor or that her aim was as keen as a pirate’s.

“You look beautiful,” Phil said, leaning back in his chair to get a better view. The comment was grossly understating.

Delphine turned around to give him the full benefit of her new gown, bought, no doubt, for the occasion. “Do you like it? The seamstress said that a woman of my color shouldn’t wear yellow, but I think the brightness works well with my dark features, don’t you?”

Fishing for compliments. She was doing that a lot lately. But then Delphine was just shy of twenty, more than likely anxious to test the marriage waters and wanting his approval. Phil pushed the uncomfortable thought aside. He couldn’t imagine another man touching his Phiney. “You look lovely. The color suits you.”

Her smile remained, but a look of apprehension glistened in her eyes. “I am wearing it for someone special, someone I was hoping would ask me to dance tonight.”

A spark of jealousy ignited in his belly, burning up his spine like a fuse on a cannon. He had to get used to the idea that she was no longer a child, but Phil had seen too much of the world, knew too well the evils of men. His own past was proof of the deadly passions men carried. Despite his better judgment and his efforts to remain calm when talk turned to Delphine’s prospects of marriage, Phil wanted to pummel every man who dared kiss her hand.

“Who is this man?” He tried to keep his voice level, but his emotions betrayed him. ‘Twas a good thing he had no sisters.

Delphine’s long fingers, rough from her work aboard ship, rearranged the objects on his desk while she stared at the parchment. “Is this what kept you from the party?”

Phil took the paper and stuffed it into his inner waistcoat pocket. “I must go back upriver, pet. I’m afraid it’s important business I cannot deny.”

“From the governor?”

The woman was too keen for her own good, another reason Phil remained too protective of his partner’s hard-headed daughter. She craved excitement, loved a dare, adored the thrill of a fight and the glory of victory. She needed a man to watch over her, not so much to defend herself against an enemy — she was quite capable with a knife and gun — but to protect her from her over-inquisitive nature.

“It’s none of your concern,” Phil said, rising and putting on his coat. “This is a trip that I cannot speak of.”

“Does my father know?”

“Yes, your father knows.”

“Then, why can’t I...?”

Phil placed his hands on her arms, amazed that they stood almost eye to eye. New Orleans residents loved to point fingers at La Belle Amie and joke that seawater and salt air caused residents of the New World to grow taller. Little did it matter that Jean and Phil had both been born in France, sons of equally tall men.

But Delphine. Phil wondered what world she would eventually fit into. She adored the sea, but would she find a man capable of satisfying her seafaring appetite? She would be safer on shore, securing a profitable marriage with one of the noble families of New Orleans, but would she be content to attend the endless streams of societal functions? Would a woman too tall and too tanned for proper etiquette be welcomed into society’s fold?

For an instant, before he pushed the dangerous thought away, Phil wanted to stick her in his pocket with the parchment and carry her away with him.

“It’s a dangerous mission. I cannot speak of it. But when I return, I’ll explain everything.”

What apprehension lurked before disappeared and she warmed to his touch. “Promise?”
Phil smiled, encouraged by the dimple. “Promise.”

Delphine lowered her eyes and lightly touched the brass button gracing his waistcoat. The gesture was too intimate for friends and Phil felt his breath shorten. They were too close for polite company — he could smell the lilac water used in her bath — but damned if he could move away.

“I shouldn’t believe you. After all, you promised me a dance.”

For an instant, he imagined she had bought that dress for him. But that was ridiculous. He was ten years her senior.

“Who is this man you were waiting for, this man blind to the most interesting girl in New Orleans?” he asked with a smile.

Delphine glanced up, bending forward at the waist, her lips a breath away from his. She flattened her palm against his chest and Phil grabbed it, more to halt her advances than to feel its warmth, he told himself. They were dangerously close.

“Don’t you know?” Delphine whispered. “I was waiting for you.”

So many times Phil had dreamed of kissing those lips, chastising himself for the impure thoughts of the girl he had vowed to protect. So many times he had wished she desired him as well. Dear God, she was but a child and the daughter of his partner. He had no business thinking...

He wasn’t sure who had moved first, but suddenly his lips met hers and the hand held so delicately in his own slipped away, circling his neck and drawing them closer. He moved his hands to her waist and pulled her gently against his chest, savoring the feeling of her long, silky back. They felt so right together, like pieces of a puzzle finally united. All logic disappeared and all Phil could fathom was the delicious lips he savored and his darling in his arms.

Someone moaned in pleasure — it must have been him for her fingers laced through his hair and tightened and her chest rose and fell seductively against his. Her tall form filled his embrace, her generous curves so warm and welcomed beneath his touch. Phil pulled away briefly to savor the feel of her cheek against his lips, the delicious scent below her earlobe.

“Oh Phiney,” Phil whispered as he tilted his head, returned to her lips and deepened the kiss. Passion roared between them and the world and all its complications vanished.

When they finally came up for air, Delphine whispered, “Take me with you.”

So many times they shared voyages together, traveling to the Caribbean and upriver to the English outposts. This time, they would share a bed.

Awareness shot through Phil like a lightening bolt. He pulled away abruptly, causing Delphine to lose her balance. He grabbed her shoulders to steady her, but held her at an arm’s distance.

“What has just happened?”

Delphine gazed at him in shock, his lips swollen from his heated kisses, her dress wrinkled from his rough touch. Guilt raked his being.

“Dear God, Delphine, I never meant to...”

She slipped from his grip, then moved closer. “Please Phil, don’t.”

Phil pressed his hand against his mouth and tried to resume a steady breath. God in heaven, he had just ravished his partner’s daughter!

“Don’t regret this,” Delphine pleaded, touching his arm. “If you must blame someone, blame me.”

Gazing into her enormous black eyes, Phil knew the blame was his to bear. Standing there in her cloud of yellow, he wanted nothing but to kiss her again. “I should never have touched you like that.”

A tear slid down one cheek but Delphine let it go. “I love you,” she whispered. “I always have.”

Phil shook his head. When had this youthful crush begun? “I’m twice your age.”

Delphine straightened and wiped the tear away. “You’re thirty to my twenty, hardly twice my age.”

“I’m still too old for you.”

“Says who?” Delphine pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve. “I have lots of acquaintances who have married men your age. It’s done all the time.”

Marriage? She expected marriage? Phil moved to the porthole and leaned an arm against the wall. Marriage was for people who lived on land, who farmed or owned shops and had bedrooms for children, people who lived in houses that didn’t rock from leeward to starboard.

And love? He had loved once. Swore to never love again. That very love affair would tarnish the name of Bertrand forever.

There were so many other reasons.

“I’m a commoner,” he said, stating the most obvious.

Phil turned and found her sitting in his chair, wiping the remaining tears from her eyes. “What does that matter?”

He kneeled before her and took her hands in his. “Your father is a nobleman.”

Delphine rolled her eyes, reminding him of her younger days. “My father married a commoner.”

“Your father doesn’t have a scandal on his head.”

She stared at him with a woman’s eyes, her fingers gently stroking his cheek. “I love you. I don’t care what you have done.”

Phil took those fingers and kissed them, but he returned them to her lap. “You are young, Delphine. You have yet to see the world. It’s understandable that you would fall in love with me, considering the voyages we have spent together. But in time, you may realize your mistake. In time, you may see this as nothing more than a youthful passion.”

Her eyes darkened. “Have you?”

He knew she spoke of Marie and the passion of his own youth, and the memory of that love still burned his heart as if the duel was yesterday.

Tears gathered in Delphine’s eyes and she looked away, biting her lower lip. “That’s it, isn’t it? You’re still in love with her.”

Did he still love Marie, after twelve years? Was that why he never accepted the affections of women or kept a mistress? He honestly didn’t know. But for Delphine’s sake, it gave him an exit.

“Yes, Delphine,” he lied. “I’m still in love with her.”

She closed her eyes as if the action helped brace her against the painful words. Then her lids parted, tears lingering on the lashes, and she attempted a feeble smile. “Well, that’s that then.”

Phil couldn’t bear looking at her, couldn’t bear thinking he had crushed the one person he had pledged to defend, the one person he adored more than life itself. He took her hand again. “Delphine...”

She quickly withdrew her fingers and rose, reaching the doorway before he could follow. “I should return to the party. My father will worry.”

Her father will murder him, he thought. “Does he know you’re here?”

“Yes, but my instructions were to retrieve you.”

“Please give Gabrielle my regrets, let your father know our request from the governor has arrived.”

She turned at the news, for a moment appearing as if nothing had transpired between them, as if she might start an inquiry, but the moment instantly vanished and the sadness returned.

“You said in time I might regret my mistake, might see you as a youthful passion.” She paused and straightened her skirt. All traces of sadness disappeared and a proud, determined woman stood before him. “I will always love you, Phil. Always. Nothing will change that.”

Her declaration sliced his heart like a knife, making him regret every word he had spoken that had caused her pain. Before logic could intercede, he started to retract his love for Marie, but in a breath, Delphine was gone. Phil rushed up the ladderway in time to help her across the gangplank, but, as was so typical of Delphine, she brushed his assistance away.

“Let me see you home,” he insisted.

As soon as her feet touched mud, she turned and shook her head. “I have my carriage. You have work to do.”

Standing at the ship’s railing, watching Delphine enter the carriage, chin held high, Phil felt the wind leave his sails. As the carriage headed back toward town, Phil witnessed the rudder of his life’s voyage roll out of sight.

An intense pain splintered his heart, an anguish he knew only too well. He knew his life would never be the same again.

Delphine
Chapter One

 
“Let me get this straight,” Phil asked Bernardo de Galvez, the newly installed Spanish governor of Louisiana. “You are bringing in residents from the Canary Islands to form militias upriver?”

“The English have fortresses at Manchac and Baton Rouge,” the young leader said. “I intend to populate the frontier opposite these posts with Spanish and French citizens to keep the English from migrating into Louisiana.”

The Spaniard paused, sending Phil a steady gaze, one that made Phil realize he was dealing with a formidable man. “I don’t trust the English. I will be more confident when the territory is filled with Catholic citizens sympathetic to our countries. But this is nothing new to you, no? Have not you and your partner done the same?”

Phil grinned, staring down into the wine the Spaniard had graciously offered. Galvez had spent little time gathering information on their smuggling enterprise.

“My partner, Jean Bouclaire, is married to an Acadian woman whose family was splintered when the English exiled them from Nova Scotia in 1755,” Phil explained. “Since these French neutrals were scattered throughout the American colonies, the Caribbean and France, he has made it his mission in life to help bring them to Louisiana and recreate their Acadia, their homeland here.”

“Precisely,” Galvez replied, leaning forward in his chair, eyes blazing. “And we have welcomed them into this colony, given them land grants and tools to start anew.”

“Which we have been thankful for, your excellency.”

“But you will not help me in this endeavor?”

Phil tossed back the remnants of the fine Spanish wine. “Sir, there is no money to be made in bringing exiles into this territory. I am of one mind with my partner, but I am the money-making arm of our operation. Which hasn’t been easy since the Spanish forbade trade with other nations when they took over Louisiana from the French a few years ago.”

“I have changed positions on that point,” the governor quickly stated. “We have opened trade with France, Cuba and the Yucatan.”

“Yes, sir, and we are grateful for it. Now, we are in a position to lessen the impact of English smuggling and make a nice profit for ourselves.”

“Precisely the reason I reversed our stand,” the governor said with a nod. “I will not have the citizens of this territory filling the English purses with coin to satisfy their appetite for European goods.”

Phil leaned back in his chair, allowing the governor’s servant to refill his glass. “I am more than happy to satisfy their appetites through trade with France and Spain, filling our own country’s purses...”

“And your own,” the governor added with a knowing smile.

“And my own,” Phil acknowledged. “But there is the problem of duties.”

Galvez grinned and waved the servant away. “You match your reputation, Monsieur Bertrand.”

Phil bowed slightly and mirrored his smile. “A man must survive in the frontier, your excellency. Knowing how to bargain well may mean the difference between a hungry winter and a comfortable one.”

The governor rose and moved toward his desk, then hastily put pen to paper. “This should take care of the duties,” he said, but he didn’t hand Phil the parchment. “Now, will you help us?”

The request didn’t ring true to Phil; something larger was at stake here. “You want me to transport the Canary Islanders upriver? As I informed you, sir, I’m not the exile hero. You should be speaking to my partner.”

Galvez dropped wax from his desk’s candle on to the parchment, then sealed it with the insignia of his ring. “I have spoken to your partner and he’s willing to transport them.”

Phil frowned. “Then what do you wish of me?”

Galvez resumed his seat before Phil, the parchment worth hundreds of piastres still clutched between his fingers. “The Islenos are one piece of a very large puzzle used to keep the English at bay. You, Monsieur Bertrand, I wish to be another.”

Phil couldn’t help smirking. “I’m a smuggler intent on keeping my belly full. Nothing more. If you’re speaking of the Americans and their fruitless attempt at sovereignty, I have no use for causes.”

Galvez leaned forward, his arms upon his knees and his dark eyes sparkling in the candlelight. “The English have increased their numbers at Pensacola. They are patrolling the lake behind this city in a ship called the West Florida. At Baton Rouge, their numbers increase inside a fort that could cut this territory in two should they decide to blockade the Mississippi.”

“Over my dead body.” Phil couldn’t help himself. He wasn’t a patriot, but he’d die first before relinquishing control of his river.

The edges of the governor’s lips turned upward in a grim smile, but Phil knew he wasn’t convinced. “I believe they are planning an attack on New Orleans.”

If Galvez wanted to incite Phil into action, his last sentence hit its target. “How? When?”

“When the time is right. They know we are unprepared for an assault, that Spain is neutral in the war between the English and the Americans. They know we will not attack them first. At present, they respect our boundaries and we theirs. However, if France allies with the Americans, Spain is likely to follow, and then we will be at war as well. We are at the mercy of our English neighbors should they happen to attack and lay claim to this territory.”

Phil thought of the consequences of such an action. The hundreds of Acadian refugees in Louisiana, forced from their homes in Nova Scotia years before by a merciless English governor, would now be at the benevolence of their former tormentors. The Spanish would lose the Mississippi and trade with the Illinois territory and New France. The American colonists would have their enemy firmly planted at their backs. They had enough to worry about with the English arriving in droves upon their shores.

But Delphine’s image was the first to come to mind.

Phil rose and stared out the window on to the peaceful streets of New Orleans. The city had been a precarious spot for a settlement, strategically placed in the bend of the mighty river but well upriver from the Gulf and almost completely surrounded by water with a massive lake at its back and swamps all around. Unless the Spanish proposed beefing up its fortifications at New Orleans and the surrounding areas, the English could easily capture the city. Placing the Canary Islanders upriver and arming the Acadian settlements was a good plan. But would it hold off the world’s greatest army?

Would it keep his Phiney safe?

Thoughts of her defeated and crushed in his cabin returned and Phil closed his eyes to the pain pressing at his heart. Three weeks had not lessened the fact that he had destroyed the one person he had sworn to defend.

A young girl skipped by on the street below, curls teeming beneath a wide bonnet, oblivious to the politics at hand. She so reminded Phil of their first meeting when Delphine was just a child, when her sweet voice was the only thing Phil could adequately decipher as she stood on the same threshold she had graced three weeks before.

“What’s the matter with him,” Phil remembered Delphine asking her father, as she gazed into his cabin. “Why is he so bruised?”

“Some mean men hurt him,” Jean had whispered back. “They threw him in the harbor at St. Malo and left him for dead but I fished him out and brought him here.”

“Oh Papa,” Delphine exclaimed, the tears evident in her voice. “He will live, won’t he?”

“I don’t know,” Jean replied. “He has been scarcely holding on to life during the voyage across the Atlantic.”

Phil recalled those words as if they were spoken yesterday, remembering how little he cared for living at that moment. He had prayed for death, prayed for the end of his suffering, but then a tiny angel had placed a cool palm against his forehead.

“Don’t die,” Delphine whispered to him that morning. “I will take care of you. I will nurse you back to health. Please don’t die.”

A tear had fallen upon his cheek and Phil attempted to open his eyes. Through the darkness of the cabin, he made out the outline of a soft head of curls. When the tiny fingers stroked his cheek, he realized God had given him a second chance, that forgiveness was at hand for the sins he had foolishly committed.

As Delphine gently brushed his hair from the cuts on his face, applying fresh water in its place, he swore at that moment he would forever protect his angel.

“Monsieur Bertrand?”

Phil wiped back around, wondering how long he had been lost in memories. He wondered, too, when he had forgotten his promises. He sat back down in front of the Spanish governor, the soldier who had made his name against the Sioux in Texas, a nobleman willing to risk his life in the name of the Spanish king and to protect the city composed mostly of French citizens.

Phil toasted Galvez in a salute.

“What do you wish for me to do?”

 
“Havana?” Jean stared at his partner in disbelief. Phil wasn’t one for causes. “You’re running guns and money from Havana to the American colonists?”

Phil paced the parlor of Jean’s home, wondering why the house appeared so empty. Where was Delphine?

“Phil?”

It was one thing having to explain his reversal regarding politics, quite another asking his partner for his daughter’s hand. When he looked into Jean’s eyes, his courage faltered. Would there be words between them, accusations regarding his intentions. Had Delphine confessed all when she returned to the party that night?

It didn’t matter. Phil was determined to do the right thing, to dedicate his life to making Delphine happy, to keeping her safe. Marriage wasn’t something he had anticipated, but he owed her as much after his disgraceful actions on the ship that night. He had to admit, marrying Delphine wasn’t a disagreeable notion. If only he could see her first, talk to her.

“Phil?” Jean placed a steadying hand on his shoulder. “Stop your pacing and tell me what happened.”

Phil sighed and fell into a nearby chair, his long legs stretched before him, savoring the warmth emanating from the blazing fire. He longed for summer, longed for the warm Gulf winds to carry him away from this cold, damp climate. This time he would take Delphine with him to the Caribbean. This time, with Jean’s blessing, they would share a cabin. No, marriage wasn’t a disagreeable notion at all.

“I must speak with you,” Phil finally said.

To his surprise, Jean laughed, then poured him a drink. “Of course you must. You have to explain what the devil got into you to accept such a mission from the governor.”

Phil emptied his glass, the dark rum burning a trail down his throat. Between the Spanish wine and the rum, he should have been relaxed, but his muscles tensed as if preparing for battle and his head remained clear. “He believes the English are planning an attack on New Orleans.”

Jean nodded. “The Spanish have been wary ever since the English took over Spanish West Florida. This is nothing new.”

“But it will be if France allies with the Americans.”

Jean sat down with his own drink and rubbed his chin. “I had heard of this. Since France and Spain have a ‘family compact,’ Spain will follow France into the American’s war.” Turning to Phil, his skeptical gaze returned. “But what has this to do with you? The man who always said, ‘Profits first, country second?’ ”

Phil wanted to smile at the comment, but his vow to protect Delphine preceded his selfishness now. Still, he offered Jean what Galvez had offered him. “I’m allowed to transport any goods into Havana and return with what I please, duty free. A third of the hold will be reserved for the ammunition, carefully concealed with whatever merchandise I bring back. In fact, my goods will be a decoy.”

“And the money from Havana?”

This time, Phil did smile. La Belle Amie offered many secret compartments. Despite Louisiana’s past embargo against trade with any nation but Spain, Jean and Phil had managed to smuggle many French items into the territory. “Hidden in its usual places.”

Jean still wasn’t convinced. “A third of the hole will eat into our profits, even minus the duty charge. It’s not like you to give up cash for the sake of a cause, especially one with such an unlikely outcome.”

Phil had many reasons for helping the Spanish, Delphine at the top of the list, but somewhere in his long conversation with Galvez he had changed his opinion about the Americans.

“I’m not so sure the Americans are doomed to failure.” Phil pulled his toes from before the fire now that they were quite toasty. He leaned forward to share his views with Jean, as they had for years as partners and the best of friends. For a moment, all memory of him ruining his daughter disappeared. “If France allies with the Americans, and Galvez helps fund the American efforts from the western frontier, the colonists stand a good chance. If Spain joins France in the war, the Americans will have two nations behind them.”

“Against the world’s finest army,” Jean reminded him. “And only years after England defeated both the French and the Spanish in a lengthy war. Louisiana stands as an example of that defeat. France ceded this territory to Spain to compensate for Spain’s loss of West Florida in that war.”

Both men paused, then laughed. “Poor Spain,” Jean finally said. “If only they knew what a bankrupt, wild colony they would inherit. Not much of a trade.”

Jean poured them both another round and Phil began to feel at ease, grateful that their camaraderie was still intact.

“There is an American upriver who is using his own fortune to run guns into Illinois,” Phil continued.

“Oliver Pollock.”

When Phil sent Jean a questioning look, the same dimple that graced Delphine’s cheek emerged. “I met with our astute governor this morning.”
“Then you know that between Galvez and Pollock, the Americans are gaining quite an ally at New Orleans. And that Galvez has spies at Pensacola so he has the English at a disadvantage on the Gulf.”

The dimple grew deeper. “He really convinced you, didn’t he?”

Reminded again of Delphine and why he had come, Phil stood and began pacing again. Where was she? “Why is the house so quiet?” he asked.

Jean’s face turned solemn or maybe it was Phil’s fears getting the best of him. “It’s past ten, Phil, the children are asleep. Gabrielle is finishing the wash.”

Phil swallowed, realizing it was now or never. “And Delphine?”

A darkness clouded Jean’s features and Phil knew Delphine had explained everything that had transpired between them.

“Jean,” Phil said softly, “I can explain.”

Jean appeared not to hear him. Instead, he gazed up at Phil and smiled grimly. “Delphine has sailed for France.”

Nothing prepared Phil for the blow those words caused. “France?”

His partner studied him hard at the outburst, but continued. “Her grandmother is ill. She has sent for her.”

“I thought your parents were deceased.”

“They are,” Jean replied. “I am speaking of the Comte Delaronde’s mother.”

If news of her departure weren’t startling enough, the fact that Jean sent his daughter into the Delaronde household nearly undid him. “You did what?” he practically yelled.

Jean’s countenance hardened. “She is my daughter, Phil, but she is legally bound to that family.”

“Hardly. What has the Delaronde family ever done for her.”

Now it was Jean’s turn to pace, and it was then Phil realized how upsetting Delphine’s departure had been for him. Jean poured himself another drink and leaned an elbow on the mantle, staring down into the dying embers. Phil immediately regretted his outburst.

Delphine was Jean’s daughter by birthright, but she was bound by legalities to the Delarondes and the King. She had been the product of a wild garden party, when Jean and Louise Herpin imbued too much wine and sought the comfort of each other’s arms. When Jean learned Louise was with child, he offered marriage, but Louise refused since Jean was a second son with little inheritance and forced to smuggling for his livelihood. Instead, Louise trapped the rich and influential Comte Delaronde into her bed, posing their child as his.

Only the blind and the feeble-minded would not have recognized Delphine as Jean’s child. Sporting dark curly hair as a babe and the trademark Bouclaire dimple, the Count quickly realized he had been duped. He collected Louise’s dowry and returned to France, never to speak to Delphine or Louise again. Even when Jean traveled to St. Malo in the hopes of securing a French education for Delphine, the Count had refused him admittance into the Delaronde castle.

In all that time, Jean supported the two women in New Orleans, sneaking in back doors to visit his daughter without placing scandal on her head. Ironically, it was her mother who caused the most gossip, traipsing with rich men to feed her appetite for fine gowns and social functions. When she died eight years before, Delphine came to live with Jean and Gabrielle. She was only too happy to oblige. The two adored one another, were inseparable. The Atlantic ocean was too large for the likes of father and daughter.

“It will be good for her to see France,” Jean finally said. “She needs to know what the world has to offer.”

Phil poured himself a drink and drank it all down. His Phiney was heading for St. Malo, the city that had taught him a cruel lesson or two. “The world can be a horrid place. She needs to be here, safe with us.”

Jean turned and studied Phil again. For the second time that night, Phil wondered if he knew of their indiscretion. “The Delarondes are an influential family. They possess an enormous fortune.”

Was he hinting at something, Phil wondered. He couldn’t possibly mean what he thought Jean meant.

“She is the last descendant,” Jean continued. “Now that her father is gone, she will be next in line to inherit everything.”

Phil slammed his glass on to the table. “You can’t be serious. You’re insinuating that Delphine denounce the name of Bouclaire for the sake of a fortune?”

“I’m saying nothing of the sort.”

“She’s happy here. With us.”

Was it his voice that had been raised in anger? Dear God, what was happening to him? Phil closed his eyes and took a deep breath, trying to tame his wildly beating heart. He couldn’t fathom that his Phiney was halfway across the Atlantic.

“I never asked her to change her name,” Jean said in a steadier voice. “She is a Delaronde by legal birth and by baptism. Unless the grandmother wishes to denounce her, she will inherit the fortune and land and become the next Countess Delaronde by order of the king.”

The knowledge of that title hit Phil with hurricane force. He fell into the chair, the rum now beating furiously at his temples. It was one thing that she was the daughter of Jean, a nobleman, but to possess a title? To be an heiress to an estate?

“She must marry a nobleman now,” Phil said softly. “If she marries a commoner, she will lose her land and title.”

He felt Jean’s hand on his shoulder, but he refused to meet his eyes. He didn’t know whom he ached for more, Delphine and the aristocrat she must now marry or his own pitiful heart. For a blessed afternoon, Phil had felt hope. And it had been snatched from his grip as fast as he had envisioned it.

Phil heard the door to the study open and Gabrielle’s welcoming words. He felt her gentle hand on his arm, but he hadn’t the strength for conversation. Instead, he bid them both adieu, retrieved his hat and headed for the comfort of a bottle of rum. And the air of the open sea.

 
Jean watched his young partner, shoulders slumped and hat askew, disappear into the fog enveloping Saint Anne Street. Fighting back a shiver, he wrapped a loving arm about his wife. Never before had he seen two people more in pain.

“I won, didn’t I?” Gabrielle asked. “I won the bet.”

Jean pulled a gold coin from his pocket and handed it to his wife, but Gabrielle was not gloating over her winnings as was usual. She, too, felt the anguish of unrequited love and snuggled deeper into Jean’s embrace for comfort.

“I must say, I had no idea of his feelings until tonight,” Jean said.

Gabrielle leaned her head against his shoulder and sighed. “I don’t think he realized his feelings either.”

“He was very sad to hear Delphine had gone.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t have let her go.”

Jean would have fought a nation to have kept Delphine at home close to his side, but she had insisted. Once Delphine made up her mind, there was no moving her. The dimple wasn’t the only thing she had inherited from him.

“Perhaps it’s for the best,” Gabrielle added. “The separation might do them good, make their reunion all the more special. Then, in a few month’s time, they can resolve whatever spat they had and we can prepare a big wedding.”

Jean turned to his beloved wife and kissed her soundly. Things like matters of the heart were so simple to Gabrielle, which was what he adored about her. It was also what he cherished about the Acadians. Braving a winter, celebrating the birth of a healthy pig, these were the things that mattered to a people who carved a wilderness out of Nova Scotia. Not the title that followed a person’s name.

But now, that title would matter to his daughter. And very likely it would prevent her happiness.

“They can’t marry,” he said softly. “She will be a titled noblewoman soon.”

Gabrielle most have understood for she said nothing and in that silence a sadness passed between them more powerful than the agony they had witnessed on Phil and Delphine’s faces.

Yet, all was not lost.

“There is a way,” Jean said.

Delphine
Chapter Two

 
The walled city of St. Malo slowly came into view as the sailors labored the dingy closer to the ramparts. With the massive tides out and the pink rocks of the rugged promontory exposed, it had been a long row to shore.

The sky turned gray before landfall, mirroring the dark stones of the town’s buildings and massive fortifications. Delphine gazed up at the imposing city, a town within a fortress, wishing for not the first time since leaving New Orleans that she was back in her native colony.

The dingy landed upon the beach and two men offered Delphine their hands. Charles Armand stepped in between and gently took Delphine’s elbow and the satchel clutched in her frigid fingers. “Thank you gentlemen, but I’ll see Mademoiselle Delaronde to her home.”

The New Orleans landowner had been a blessing on the torturous voyage, forever providing Delphine with humorous stories and tales of his adventures between the colony and France. As much as Delphine wanted to retreat to her cabin and wallow in her misery, Charles consistently knocked on her door, drawing her out to deck. If her instincts served her well, the man was in love with her. But then, she was about to become one of the most eligible women in France, with a title and a hefty inheritance to offer a nobleman. Perhaps it was the money he coveted.

Delphine followed Charles along the beach to the long stairs leading up the ramparts, while above she heard carts moving down cobblestone streets and the lone cries of a cathedral bell. The smell of baking bread and rotting meat floated down to welcome them.

She remembered her father’s description of European cities: crowded, smelly and filthy. Watch your personal possessions and never walk the streets alone, he had warned her. New Orleans was hardly an improvement to this picture, but still the image of St. Malo with its hoards of people and winding streets with granite houses pressed together convinced Delphine that Jean was right.

Charles hailed a carriage and Delphine preferred watching the impressive city from the inside of a safe cabriolet. Other smells of decay assaulted her nose so she drew away from the carriage window, leaning back into the leather interior that, too, smelled musty and old.

“You will love France,” Charles said, taking her hand. “When the sun emerges, you will see that Brittany is the most beautiful place on earth.”

Delphine wanted to say that the most beautiful place on earth was full sails above the West Indies, when the sunsets cast fairies upon the water, their feet lightly dancing upon the waves. But she held her tongue. Only two men and Gabrielle understood her love for the sea and the beauty that it entailed.

“I hope you like it here,” Charles said, rubbing his thumb across her fingers.

So, it was money after all, Delphine thought. Of course he would want her to remain in France, so they would live on the massive Delaronde estate. Regardless of what she may inherit, Delphine had no intention of staying in France. Or marrying Charles Armand for that matter. She had no intention of marrying anyone or becoming the next Countess Delaronde. She withdrew her fingers and gazed out the window.

The carriage halted suddenly, only a few moments from the water’s edge.

“Is this the house?” Delphine asked, amazed at the large structure before her.

“This is just the family townhouse,” Charles explained. “The malouinière, the estate, is many miles from here. If your grandmother is not present, the servants here will take care of you until a journey is arranged to Chateau de la Ronde.”

Delphine swallowed, wondering how large the Delaronde estate was compared to this monstrosity. When she descended the carriage and entered the mansion’s foyer, her astonishment doubled. Standing in a long line were a number of servants in various states of dress. When Charles announced Delphine, the long line curtsied and bowed.

“Welcome home, mademoiselle,” the formal servant to her right said. “Your grandmother anxiously awaits you in her bedchamber.”

Charles turned and kissed her hand, sending her an encouraging wink before leaving her alone with the army of attendants. A man to her left retrieved her satchel while the formal servant barked instructions for the rest of her things. An elderly lady with a Romanesque nose began to remove her wrap, but Delphine clutched the familiar material to her breast.

“If you please, mademoiselle,” the woman said, attempting the action again, “you are damp from the journey.”

Delphine clung to the cotonnade shawl Gabrielle’s mother had lovingly woven and Gabrielle had sewn. It was her cherished reminder of home and she would not relinquish it, especially since the house appeared damper than her cloth. “If it’s all the same to you, madame, I’d prefer to keep it about me.”

Something she said sent the woman aback and several servants whispered and giggled. Delphine wondered if she had insulted the matriarch of the house. “I beg your pardon, madame, I did not mean to...”

The woman huffed, took her elbow and led her toward the stairs. “You are a Delaronde,” she whispered for Delphine’s ears alone. “You must not consider my feelings.”

Delphine was thoroughly confused but she let the Romanesque woman lead her up the massive stairtower with walls lined with family portraits. So many men in different styles of dress. She wondered if the Count and his disapproving stare looked down upon her now.

It seemed an eternity before they reached her grandmother’s threshold, crossing three flights of stairs and two dark, cold hallways. The thick stone walls appeared as damp as the light rain outside, the air as humid as the swamps back home. Delphine pulled her shawl tighter and bit down on her lower lip to keep from shaking.

When she entered her grandmother’s bedroom, a lone candle illuminated her
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