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Rose
Chapter One

 
Opelousas Poste, Louisiana Territory
1768
 
Hell could only be hotter than Louisiana, Rose Gallant thought as the pirogue glided along the bayou, its smooth surface interrupted by an occasional burst of wind. The sky swarmed with dark clouds and rain was eminent, but still the heat continued.

Rose leaned out of the cypress pirogue, hoping the closer proximity to the water might provide relief. She dropped a hand into the tepid bayou water and relished in its slight comfort.

“Better be careful mademoiselle,” said the hired guide and owner of the pirogue. “There’s lots of ’gators in these parts. Not to mention poisonous snakes.”

Rose quickly withdrew her hand, but not before an enormous insect popped her in the face.

“Best to sit still,” her older sister Emilie offered.

Emilie detested the water. She sat as stiff as a tree trunk in the middle of the dugout canoe, careful not to tip the pirogue in any direction, her head bowed to avoid flying insects.

“I wish something would dispel this unbearable heat,” Rose heard Gabrielle say to her rear in the other pirogue. Rose’s middle sister was three years her senior and loved the water, but even she couldn’t possibly be enjoying this miserable trek up the bayou.

Rose gazed around and tried to enjoy the magnificent oaks draping Spanish moss over the tranquil bayou and the flocks of snowy egrets presenting a magnificent contrast against the blackened sky. But her neck ached from gripping the sides of the pirogue in an effort to balance herself and every inch of her clothes were pasted to her flushed skin. The air hung so humid it might as well rain, Rose thought.

As if God was listening, the sky exploded, sending torrents of water upon them. Rose shut her eyes to ward off the pellets of rain beating at her face. The droplets fell so large they stung her cheeks.

“How much longer?” Rose heard her mother shout to the guide, but the pirogue was already heading toward shore. Bayou Courtableau was a long, narrow waterway and it took only a few strokes to beach the pirogue on to the left bank.

“There is a house over this ridge,” the guide shouted to them over the noise of thunder and rain. “We’ll take cover there.”

While cracks of lightening lit up the dark sky, Lorenz Dugas, Rose’s brother-in-law, helped pull the pirogues to safety, then assisted Rose’s mother, Marianne Gallant, out of the boat. Next came a cautious Emilie, Lorenz’s wife, and Gabrielle.

Being the youngest and lightest of the group, Rose had been placed at the bow of the lead boat. And like so many times before, she waited patiently for her family to lead the way.

They were traveling to the Opelousas Poste, a frontier stop in the southwestern prairies of Louisiana, in the hopes of reuniting their family separated during their exile from Nova Scotia thirteen years before. The English had occupied Nova Scotia since before her father’s birth, allowing the French inhabitants to remain on the Canadian peninsula as long as they supplied the English with food and vowed to remain neutral in wars between France and England.

But the Acadians were prosperous and multiplied, occupying the best lands. And they had steadfastly refused to renounce their Catholic faith and learn a new language, which remained a bone of contention with the English. Even though the Acadians complied with the English’s wishes and followed orders faithfully, the English continued to regard them as enemies.

One afternoon, the English called the men of Grand Pré to the village church to announce the “king’s wishes” in the occupied lands of Nova Scotia. They trapped them inside, while their wives and daughters were hauled to the shore, their houses burned and their livestock slaughtered. The men and women were reunited on the beaches, only to be boarded upon ships that scattered the peaceful Acadians throughout the English colonies, the Caribbean and Europe.

Rose was too young to remember that horrid fall of 1755. She barely remembered their father, only that he was a kind man who smelled of apples and pipe tobacco.

But she had heard the stories.

Joseph had arrived at the embarkation area, waved from his place on the hill and headed towards them. Maman had even spoken to him, shouting above the masses waiting to be shipped from their beloved Acadian home. Then Gabrielle had wandered off and Maman, holding Rose in her arms and grasping Emilie with one hand, had searched for her. Once they’d found Gabrielle and returned to their place on the beach, Papa had disappeared.

The English forced Maman and the three daughters on to a boat, despite her fervent pleas, and rowed them out into Minas Basin where they boarded a ship due to sail to Maryland. The soldiers assured her they would find Papa and bring him to the ship, but darkness came and he was nowhere to be found. The anchor rose and they sailed from their home, watching Nova Scotia disappear in the twilight and praying that Joseph Gallant would follow them, wherever they were headed.

Rose remembered that much. The huddled families crowded aboard the ship, the stench of dirty water and sickness, the cries of family members separated from their loved ones. Half of the ship’s inhabitants had died from smallpox and exposure. It was a wonder Rose survived, being so young. She remembered the fever as if it were yesterday.

The heat of a Louisiana August wasn’t that far removed. The humid air choked her, made her head dizzy like the annoying mosquitoes that circled her head. The sweat that continually poured from her skin left Rose lethargic and in a constant state of thirst. If felt as if the Louisiana swamp waters rose from the ground like a mist and plastered itself on her skin, turning her clothes into washrags.

It was nothing like the Maryland colony.

Thirteen years ago, they had been shipped to Port Tobacco, a small town lying inside a protected bay between the Chesapeake and the Potomac River. There were Catholics in Maryland, and rumor was that Rose and her family had been treated better than in other, less tolerant colonies of the Eastern Seaboard. Still, Maryland was hardly a Garden of Eden. They lived in poverty, depending on others for help. Gabrielle and Marianne stitched clothes for extra money while Emilie and Lorenz farmed a meager plot of land for food. When word came last year that their father had been sighted in the Louisiana territory, Rose was more than happy to be rid of Port Tobacco.

Only they arrived to find Joseph gone. And the Louisiana terrain was about to swallow her whole.

“Dépeche-toi Rose,” Emilie shouted from the bank.

Rose slid her petite frame over the side of the pirogue, finding herself to her chin in bayou water. Despite its bathwater temperature, the water felt refreshing against her skin and she longed to remain there. A long, dark object floated past and Rose remembered the guide’s warnings. Before she realized it was merely a twig, Rose jumped toward shore, dragging her small bag of belongings with her.

As she slung the bag over her shoulder and attempted to climb the slight incline, the movement threw her off balance and her feet slid backwards on the mud. She instantly headed back for the bayou’s waters, a plunge imminent. Quick as the lightening piercing the sky, Lorenz grabbed her shoulder and effortlessly pulled Rose to his side and helped her up the bank.

“Are you all right?” he shouted above the bolts of thunder.

Rose barely made out her tall brother-in-law through the sheets of rain, but she nodded and he caught her message. Lorenz was forever looking out for her, protective of the sister who barely saw past his shoulders. With one enormous arm draped about her, Lorenz could ward off all the evils of the world. She couldn’t of asked for a better brother.

Lorenz had lost his parents during the exile, or le grand dérangement as the elder Acadians called it. Maman had insisted he live with them in Maryland, glad to have a man about. Lorenz, only twelve at the time, was grateful not to be alone during those horrid times. He and Emilie had been fond friends since childhood and their relationship comforted them in exile. It was only a matter of time before Lorenz became an official member of the Gallant family, and it seemed appropriate that it happened in Louisiana, the land some were now calling the New Acadia.

As they trudged across the field toward a distant house, Rose thought of Lorenz and Emilie’s marriage in St. Gabriel, a town on the Mississippi River where father was supposed to have been. It warmed her heart knowing that part of the family was finally experiencing happiness, but the memory of the wedding also reminded her of what she would never have.

“You’re very quiet,” Lorenz said.

“It’s difficult to speak with all this noise,” Rose answered, knowing that is was the pain searing at her heart that stilled her lips more than the thunder bellowing above them.

When they reached the house, Lorenz took Rose’s bag and deposited it with the other belongings on to the gallery. They shook themselves in a futile attempt to dry off.

“The commandant’s home is up the road,” the guide announced. “But the DeClouets will give us shelter.”

“Do you think the owner’s at home?” Marianne asked.

“No one would be going anywhere at a time like this,” the guide said, gazing up at the clouds that had intensified, if that was possible. “Something’s coming. Maybe a hurricane.”

Before Rose could digest that thought, the gallery door swung open and a tall, well-dressed man with his sleeves rolled up appeared before them. The troubled look in his eyes mirrored Rose’s feelings.

“May I help you?” he asked impatiently.

“Monsieur DeClouet,” the guide said, bowing. “I’m taking this family to the commandant, but the weather turned on us. May we rest at your house until this storm blows over.”

The handsome man observed them quickly, glancing from their sparse belongings to their threadbare clothes. They most have looked a sight, Rose thought, forever living on the brink of survival, forever traveling in search of their father.

“It doesn’t look like it will blow over soon,” the man replied with a frown.

“We can help you prepare for the storm,” Lorenz suggested. Leave it to Lorenz to find a way around a situation, Rose thought with a smile.

“My name is André DeClouet.” The man brightened and held the door open wider and the family filed past him into the foyer. “We will have to save pleasantries for later.”

“What can we do?” Gabrielle asked.

André relayed orders to a mulatto woman standing in the hallway, cowering every time a thunder crack shook the house. “Go with Esther,” he said, turning back toward the family. To Lorenz, he barked, “Come with me.”

Rose followed the other women toward the parlor, turning back to catch Lorenz’s frown before he headed out the door into the storm. Lorenz despised the rich and those in authority, even when they were offering hospitality. It was a distrust he had learned from childhood.

“We need to bring the breakables away from the windows,” Esther said, her head bowed so as not to meet their eyes.

Rose had heard slaves were taught to speak and act as if they were less than human, and she felt a fire burn across her forehead. She didn’t imagine herself as defiant to authority as Lorenz, but slavery was an inhumane institution, one that Rose could not abide by. Rose touched Esther’s arm so the older woman would glance up. “Where should we start first?” she asked with a warm smile.

Esther responded with a smile of her own. “The crystal needs to be wrapped in cloth and placed in the hallways. No windows there.”

“Then let’s get started,” Marianne announced and they all began to remove the delicate bowls and vases, wrapping them in lengths of calico they would have been thrilled to use for clothing.

Rose heard Emilie sigh as she picked up a multi-faceted crystal bowl that sent waves of rainbows about the room when it passed the candle’s light. “I’ve never seen anything so magnificent.”

Gabrielle cleared her throat and motioned with her eyes toward the floor. Covering almost the entire parlor was an exquisite Oriental rug. All four women paused when they realized the enormity of both the finely crafted rug and the wealth of its owner.

Slowly, their eyes moved about the room to see what other items of wealth appeared before them. Tapestries, mahogany furniture, family portraits, a crystal chandelier and a marble mantle completed the room.

“Are they royalty?” Gabrielle asked no one in particular.

Esther laughed, then covered her mouth. “No ma’am. They be aristocrats though. Big family in France.”

When the three sisters continued to stare, Marianne placed her hands on her hips and sent them a reprimanding look. “Monsieur DeClouet is offering his hospitality, allowing us a dry place to wait out the storm. Don’t abuse it.”

They all returned to their jobs wrapping breakables and filling the long foyer. Before Rose could send the ungrateful sentiment away, she wondered how a hospitable man could allow four women to remain soaking wet and dripping in his parlor.

By nightfall, the house had been stripped of its objets d’art, including the massive chandelier and enormous paintings. Furniture had been pulled away from the windows and crowded into the centers of rooms and the curtains removed and stored on the second floor. Rose no longer shivered from the wet clothes wrapped about her like a mummy’s shroud, but she continued to sweat from the heat of the boarded-up house, her skin clammy and uncomfortable. Lorenz and the guide returned, looking as if they had fought the hurricane single-handedly. André DeClouet followed, equally wet but not nearly as dirty.

When they entered the house the wind howled through the foyer, blowing papers around and knocking over chairs. They quickly shut the door, but not before Emilie rushed to Lorenz’s side to make sure he was not hurt.

“I’m fine,” he said, but he held her tight.

That simple gesture sent a wave of fear through Rose. The wind and rain had intensified since their arrival. Would it get any worse? Did hurricanes blow homes — even fancy, expensive homes such as the DeClouets — off their foundations?

“Do not worry mademoiselle,” she heard a soft voice speak into her ear. When Rose looked up she found André standing close. He seemed to be examining her as if pondering some great question.

“Will it get worse than this?” she asked, hoping to ease the uncomfortable feeling.

“Perhaps. But I have seen worse. You will be safe in this house.”

The man stood so close she could make out the color of his eyes — sky blue, just like Coleman’s. She shook off the image as soon as it entered her head. She couldn’t think of him. Not now.

“The worst part of hurricanes is sitting inside a stuffy, hot house,” André continued, this time with a twinkle in his eye. “Too bad they don’t come in the winter, when we wouldn’t mind being stuck in a closed-up house.”

Rose thought to mention that being as wet as she was in the middle of winter would not be more comfortable, but she held her tongue for fear of being rude. Somehow, her host read her thoughts.

“You are wet. We must rectify that.”

André called upon Esther to fetch some dry clothes, although now that Rose thought about it, she doubted the man could accommodate four women of different shapes and sizes.

Emilie was by far the tallest, almost reaching Lorenz’s height, and the one who always turned heads with her shapely figure and cascading brown curls.

Gabrielle resembled their father, Rose was told, with dark complexion and silky black hair and deep-set eyes that routinely held a sadness. Even though Marianne insisted the opposite, Gabrielle blamed herself for the family’s separation on the beach that day.

Their mother stood somewhere in between, chestnut hair, of medium height and a lovely figure. The stress of living thirteen years in exile had produced a number of gray hairs but failed to diminish her beauty.

Rose didn’t favor anyone, except a great aunt who had moles and walked with a cane. She was tiny, for one thing, eye level with most people’s chests. She lacked curves, including ones at her equally petite breasts. Her brown hair fell straight about her shoulders when it wasn’t wrapped in its obligatory braid, and so fine that wisps of hair consistently poked out from its required twine.

She was, in essence, an ordinary girl. If it hadn’t been that everyone and her mother had insisted she owned a “delightful smile,” not to mention her easy-going, unpretentious nature, Rose would have labeled herself plain.

No man ever gave Rose a second glance. No man except one. And he might as well have been from the moon.

Esther returned from upstairs with blankets and an assortment of women’s clothing, some finely tailored.

“We can’t possibly wear these,” Marianne said gazing at the brocades and silks. “We will make due.”

André glanced at the clothes, unaware of her meaning. “They are my mother’s and my sister’s. They are in Pointe Coupee visiting relatives. They will not mind.”

Marianne passed an appreciative hand across one dress. “I believe they will, monsieur. We have been traveling for days and are in no state to wear such fine clothes.”

André shrugged. “Do as you please.”

They all stood in the stifling foyer wondering what to say next. They longed to change out of their clothes, take a bath perhaps, but didn’t know how to approach the subject with such a wealthy host. None of them had enjoyed the company of an aristocrat before, let alone stand in one’s foyer. Even Esther, her arms laden with clothes, was at a loss for words.

“Perhaps we can wait out the storm in a private room where we can remove our clothes and allow them to dry,” Gabrielle offered.

André shrugged again. “Fine, but we will need something to eat.”

Esther cringed at the sound of thunder exploding over the house. “How will we get to the kitchen?” she asked, clearly frightened at the prospect.

André appeared displeased. “Well, someone has to get the food. We can’t starve while this storm bellows around us.”

“Where is the kitchen?” Rose asked.

“Apart from the house,” André answered. “There’s a covered gallery between.”

Esther whimpered and Rose took her hand and squeezed. “I’ll go fetch us some food. I can assume it doesn’t need to be cooked.”

André frowned, clearly upset to have his routine disturbed, but he relented. “I suppose not.”

“You can’t possibly think to build a fire on a day like this?” Lorenz said, the censure evident in his voice.

Again, André shrugged, then headed up the stairs. “I shall change. Do what you wish.”

With their host gone and the wind roaring around the timbers, the Gallant family gazed at one another. They didn’t give their thoughts to words, but Rose knew what they were all thinking. André DeClouet, or perhaps rich aristocrats in general, were strange people and equally strange hosts.

Lorenz insisted on accompanying Rose to the kitchen, but Gabrielle intervened. As much as Lorenz helped with the duties of running a household, the women knew more about cooking and they feared making mistakes with such a discriminating host. Holding on to one another, the two women braved the wind and rain that beat at them despite the covered gallery.

When they entered the kitchen, the storage bins were packed with many different types of foods, but mostly ones needing to be cooked. Gabrielle grabbed two baskets off the wall and began filling them with bread, peaches, figs and a couple bottles of wine, foods they had not seen in a very long time.

“You’ve been thinking about him again, haven’t you?” Gabrielle asked, breaking the silence.

“Thinking about whom?” Rose knew well who her sister was referring to.

“You know who.”

Rose turned away to retrieve some pecans in a side bowl. Why did Gabrielle insist on speaking about Coleman Thorpe? He was a past acquaintance, one to be forgotten. Only Rose could not erase the man from her mind and her sister could not stop bringing him up.

“Why must you worry about me? Coleman went out west without so much as a good-bye so I hardly think he truly cares for me.” Rose grabbed something that looked like a potato but saw orange peeking out from where the skin had ruptured. “What do you think this is?”

Gabrielle gazed over but she ignored the strange tuber in Rose’s hand. “You know that’s not true.”

Rose added one last jar of preserves to her basket and turned. “Besides, we’re here, looking for father’s land grant where we will wait for Papa’s return. And we both know Coleman Thorpe’s an impossibility.”

“I know,” Gabrielle said with a sigh. “I see the way you look sometimes and I know you’re thinking of him.”

Rose understood. She saw the same look in her sister’s eyes. “And you, Gabrielle, do you not think of Jean Bouclaire?”

A sadness overtook her sister’s sublime face, but she shook it off, then laughed. “We are a pair, are we not? Falling for an Englishman and a pirate. What on earth were we thinking?”

There was something horribly humorous in their choice of men, Rose thought, and she turned and leaned against the sideboard, joining in the laughter.

“Do you think it might have been our circumstances?” Rose asked. “We thought father was in St. Gabriel and the Spanish had sent us to a different outpost and we were desperate to find Papa. Coleman and Jean came to our rescue, so it was natural we would fall under their charms.”

When word that Joseph Gallant was in the Louisiana territory, the family had charted a ship from Maryland hoping to find their patriarch at a Louisiana Acadian settlement called St. Gabriel. Only the Spanish government had other ideas. Longing to populate the frontier against English encroachment, the Spanish sent them upriver to a new settlement at the Natchez fort.

While there, Coleman Thorpe, a neighboring English plantation owner, had hired them to sew his shirts. It was clear he had feelings for Rose, even professing his love to her one afternoon in their cabin. Rose wasn’t sure of it, since the man spoke only English, but the emotions he exhibited that day crossed all language barriers.

Captain Jean Bouclaire was in Natchez on business, which was how Gabrielle had met the husky pirate. Or smuggler as he would have it. Jean assisted the family several times, even becoming friends with Coleman before returning to New Orleans where his ship and crew waited.

“Perhaps we found them attractive because they had been so gracious with us,” Gabrielle replied. “But then I have always been partial to ships and you have always had a difficult time saying no.”

Rose had heard this argument before from every member of her family. She was too kind, too forgiving, too accepting of people. Rose never understood how people could preach one thing in church based on the actions of Jesus, then warn her against such actions the following day. How was it possible to be too nice, too accepting, too forgiving?

“I don’t think my attraction to Coleman Thorpe has anything to do with my ability to say or not say no,” Rose insisted. “And I don’t think he was attracted to me because of that either.”

Gabrielle sighed and Rose hoped a lecture wasn’t forthcoming. She had heard it all too many times. Her family was afraid Rose could be talked into anything.

“We were women in a new territory without a man around,” Gabrielle said. “I was fearful that Englishman would have convinced you to run away with him.”

Whenever they spoke of Coleman, Rose felt her cheeks flush. Whether from embarrassment or anger, she could not tell, but it was never an easy conversation.

“It wasn’t like that at all. He helped our family and he enjoyed my company. Again, my feelings for him probably stemmed from our circumstances. And again, being that he is English, what does it matter?”

Gabrielle glanced down into her basket. “You’re right. What does it matter? We’re heading into Opelousas now, and leaving the memory of these two men behind.”

If only it were that easy, Rose thought.

“Come on,” Gabrielle said, with a renewed smile. “Our host awaits.”

The two women giggled at the image of André DeClouet, a man miles apart from them in education, upbringing, and money. Rose wondered what he would think of their meager supper that looked like heaven itself to Rose.

As was expected, André was not pleased with dinner, but he ate quietly, dressed in a dry set of well-tailored clothes. Rose savored the slices of bread and the tart sweetness of the pears, followed by sips of wine that warmed her. By the end of the meal, Rose could barely keep her eyes open. She glanced at her family and found them equally tired.

“It’s time we retired,” Marianne said.

André said nothing and continued eating. When all eyes fell on him, he nonchalantly wiped his mouth, then leaned back in his chair. “Esther,” he called and the slave quickly came to his side. “Show them to the guest room and to my sister’s room.”

The slave curtsied then picked up a candle from the table. Marianne rose and the rest of the family followed, all except Lorenz and the guide. Emilie glanced back to the table in alarm.

“Don’t worry about me,” Lorenz said with one of his charming smiles. “We’re going to wait out the storm in case anything happens.”

Emilie hesitated, unsure of whether to let her impulsive husband out of her sight; Lorenz had a habit of placing himself in harm’s way. Marianne snaked an arm through her elbow and led her away.

Again, Rose followed to the rear, which allowed her a chance to slip a pear into her pocket in case they got hungry in the night. As she passed André on the way to the stairs, he gave her another intense stare.

It didn’t take long for the women to fall asleep, despite the wind demanding entrance at the windows. Gabrielle and Rose took one bedroom, discarding their clothes across chairs, cleaning up with the pitcher of water Esther had lovingly left for them and slipping beneath soft cotton sheets of a four-poster bed. High above their heads was a canopy that allowed the mosquito netting to drape around them. Underneath was a moss-filled mattress. Gabrielle and Rose held their breaths as they entered the bed, fearful that the experience might only be a dream. Before they realized it, they were sound asleep.

If the wind and rain didn’t keep them awake, the silence finally did. Rose woke to find the wind and rain gone with not even a breeze to mention. At first she thought she was dreaming until she heard familiar voices on the outside gallery.

She threw on her damp clothes and headed down to the first floor. When she exited the back of the house, she saw Lorenz and their guide repairing the door to the barn. Surrounding the house and out buildings was an endless sea of broken branches and roof tiles underneath a crescent moon.

“You shouldn’t be out here,” André said. Rose turned and found her host standing on the gallery.

“The hurricane’s over?”

“It’s the center,” André said, taking a long drink from a glass. “It won’t last long.”

Rose had heard about the eyes of storms, but she never imagined they would be so peaceful. If it had been daytime, the sun would have shone. Rose leaned over the gallery railing and spied a sky full of stars.

André slid a hand about her waist and pulled her back toward him. He politely released her, but not before she felt the tight muscles of his large chest, the starched crispness of his shirt and the smell of sweet tonic.

“You mustn’t do that,” he said softly. “When the winds pick up again, they will come around that side of the house more forceful than before.”

Rose nodded, uncomfortable with their sudden contact, and moved to return to her room.

“Mademoiselle,” André called out.

Rose paused on the threshold. “Yes, monsieur.”

“I wish to speak to you on a matter.”

Rose released her hold on the door’s knob and returned to a spot on the gallery where she could make out André’s face. He was probably hungry again, wanting more food retrieved from the kitchen. Then she thought of her pear and wondered if he had seen her place it into her pocket. Would he be angry over a pear, she wondered, especially in the middle of a hurricane?

“I have a proposition for you.”

Now Rose was clearly confused. What on earth could he propose to her?

“I have inherited money from an uncle in France,” André began. “There is only one stipulation to me receiving that money. I must be married. It’s a great deal of money and one I would like to get my hands on as soon as possible. This hurricane will only make it more necessary, if you understand my meaning.”

Rose didn’t understand his meaning at all. How many crystal vases did one man need? If he was short on cash, that Oriental rug alone would probably obtain enough money to keep the family in pears for a year. Still, she nodded.

“You and your family appear to be in need of money. Lorenz has explained to me that while you were sailing for Louisiana to find your father, he sailed for Maryland when he heard of your whereabouts. Now you are here in Opelousas looking for his Louisiana land grant to wait for him to return.”

“Yes.” Rose hated the irony of it all. Thirteen years without word of their father and when it finally happened they had practically crossed each other in the Gulf of Mexico. Praying he would make it back to them, the family set out for his Spanish land grant that Joseph had obtained in Louisiana the year before. They had two places to search for his land — the Opelousas Poste and the Attakapas District to the south.

“His land grant’s not in Opelousas,” André said.

“I beg your pardon?” Rose’s heart stopped beating, she was sure of it.

“I know every land grant in this district. Joseph Gallant is not one of them.”

Rose felt the blood drain from her cheeks. She wished she had a chair to sit on. They had traveled so far, spent every last dollar. They knew there was a fifty percent chance the land grant would not be in Opelousas and that most of the Acadian settlers had chosen the Attakapas District instead, but the inclement weather had forced them north.

They would have to move on now. Head south, with little food supplies and no money to hire a wagon. Walking there didn’t seem a good option in August.

“Like I said, mademoiselle, I have a proposition.”

Rose looked up into the aristocrat’s face and found kinder eyes than he had exhibited earlier. Perhaps she was wrong about André DeClouet. Perhaps he wanted to help after all.

“It would only be a business arrangement,” he said. “You and I would marry, I would receive the inheritance and I would pay you handsomely for the transaction. You would have more than enough to travel to the Attakapas District where you could build a house and purchase cattle. And I would not require anything of you as my wife.”

Rose felt her jaw drop against her will. The man wanted to marry her! She had to be imagining things.

“You don’t have to answer now,” André said, before downing the remnants of his glass. “But would you agree to considering my proposal?”

Rose heard Lorenz approach to her rear and prayed he hadn’t heard the outrageous proposition. For some reason she felt embarrassed that she was having this conversation. André leaned in close and she could smell the brandy on his breath.

“Think of your family. This would solve all your problems.”

“And yours.”

She couldn’t believe she had uttered something so bold, but his question had shocked her senses.

“Yes, mademoiselle, and mine.”

Lorenz was saying something to their guide but Rose couldn’t make out the conversation. Oh God, what would Lorenz think? What did she think? The proposal seemed absurd, yet the prospect of money so tantalizing.

“Don’t say anything now,” André said. “Just promise me you will think about it.”

Common sense left her that moment, or perhaps it was the shock that numbed all logical reasoning, but Rose nodded her approval while the northwest winds of the hurricane returned full force.

Rose
Chapter Two

 
Coleman Thorpe gazed at the apocalyptic scene before him, wondering if God was having a good laugh at his expense. His first crops had been parched by a dry spring and he had spent nearly all of his money planting again in mid-summer. Now his fields were ruined, drowning in the remnants of the hurricane and being further destroyed by his cattle and pigs running free.

His barn, if one had the nerve to call it such an illustrious name, was leaning vicariously to the left waiting, it seemed, for a small breeze to finish off the hurricane’s work. Spying a rake head plunged into the ground, Coleman realized he should have brought the tools in from the shed. Or better yet, he should have built a tougher shed. The hastily constructed building was nowhere to be found.

If he had known anything about farming, he would have created stronger pens for the animals and a better drainage system for the fields. He should have done a lot of things differently, Coleman thought. But then he wasn’t a farmer.

When Coleman emerged on to the back porch to further assess the damage, the vibration of his steps caused part of the roof to collapse, sending a shower of water on to his head.

Yes, Coleman thought grimly, God was having a very good laugh.

He might be ignorant to farming, but Coleman knew one thing. He needed a drink. Now. And he knew where to find one.

Coleman entered his tiny cabin to change his clothes and couldn’t help thinking, as he did every time he crossed the threshold and viewed his surroundings, that he was ignorant of too many things. Raised on a plantation, most of his concerns centered around Latin studies, music lessons and riding. Farming and its weather-related problems concerned the overseer. Cooking, cleaning and mending concerned the house slaves. If he needed clothes, the tailor arrived from town. If he wanted for lessons, a tutor was hired.

As Coleman removed his wet shirt, three buttons missing, he was reminded again of his many shortcomings. Or how much money could buy.

If he had stayed on the plantation when he had come of age, Coleman would have learned everything the overseer knew. He would have accompanied Ben, the eldest slave, on his daily duties and picked his brain about weather patterns and soil composition. He would have watched the planting, knowing how far apart to sow corn and indigo seeds. He would have listened more to the slave superstitions, the ones that dealt with full moons and planting on Good Friday, ideas his father called ludicrous but which now made sense to Coleman.

But he hadn’t stayed. After his mother’s death, he had fled to Williamsburg for schooling, traveling as far from his father as possible without going to England. If he hadn’t hated his father’s profession as much as he did, England would have been the next stop.

Williamsburg had been a failure, one in a long line, but it had given Coleman distance, something he desperately needed. He had returned to his Natchez plantation when money ran out, and because his father had insisted upon it, but there was too much anger between the two men for a reconciliation. It was only a matter of time before he left again. When Coleman turned twenty-one and inherited his mother’s estate, he obtained a land grant in Opelousas from the Spanish, the colonial power that ruled Louisiana, and moved away.

Looking around the filthy cabin, its sink piled high with dirty dishes and scorched pots and pans, its chairs full of torn, dirty clothing, Coleman wondered if this would be another one of his failures. Not to mention that money was running out.

Yes, he definitely needed a drink.

He threw on his shoes, expensive, fine-tailored ones bought in New Orleans that were now caked in mud and splitting seams, and headed for the door. He grabbed his straw hat and left the depressing cabin. Only the sight from the front door rivaled the one from the back porch.

“A hurricane,” he shouted toward the heavens. “Why don’t you send a tornado and finish me off.”

Like always, there was no answer. No doubt God was too busy laughing.

Everyone else in town was probably laughing too. They all took sport at Coleman’s misfortunes. Being English, he was a good target. The outpost consisted primarily of aristocratic Creoles from New Orleans looking for a chance at fortune or displaced French from Mobile, evicted from their homes when the English gained control of West Florida. There were a few Acadians settled on the Louisiana prairies, families not as eager to become rich but more interested in starting a new life on their own land.

Acadians.

The word reverberated inside his head, catching his breath. Would there ever be a moment in his life when he didn’t think of her?

As he approached the outpost store, Henri LaLonde shouted, “Back so soon?”

Henri loved to taunt Coleman about his lack of farming knowledge, his poor carpentry and cooking skills and his recent passion for drink. Yet Coleman found it hard to dislike the chubby Frenchman. At least the man spoke English. That was more than the others were willing to do.

“My supplies were damaged in the storm.”

Henri laughed, then spit on the ground. “Don’t think you learned how to cook during that storm, supplies or no.”

When Coleman reached Henri and the threshold of the store, he noticed Henri had been partaking of his alcoholic stock. “Of course I didn’t,” Coleman returned. “So why did you ask?”

Henri grunted and staggered back inside the meager cabin where half of the store’s dry goods lay on the floor, ruined from a leaking roof. “What do you want this time, Englishman? Something to drink or something to eat?”

Now that Coleman thought about it, he hadn’t eaten since the day before when the weather had turned. “Both if you got it.”

“Marguerite?” Henri yelled out the back window toward the kitchen. A woman’s voice yelled back and the two began a long, hurried conversation in French. Coleman understood little, but he caught his name when mentioned, which was usually followed by laughter.

“She coming,” Henri said, turning back to Coleman, pointing his finger into Coleman’s chest. “But you, you got to stop coming here every time you hungry.”

Coleman removed his hat and brushed the masses of blond curls that repeatedly fell about his forehead. He loosened the tie at his nape and tried to harness the unruly hair that was in desperate need of a haircut. Henri stared as usual; most of the people in Opelousas seemed fascinated by his blond hair and blue eyes, features not usually found on the French. “Why must I stop coming? You don’t seem to mind taking my money.”

Henri straightened, as if reminded of some important fact. “You’re right. I don’t.” He then produced a bottle from underneath the counter and poured them both a drink.

This was strange, Coleman thought. Henri drank with many of his patrons, but never with him, but then they both had a common reason to drink that afternoon. They saluted their glasses, then downed the contents, the rum leaving a welcoming burn down Coleman’s throat. He exhaled, anticipating the numbness that
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