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I dedicate this book to Billy, And all the boys who walked in their mother’s dresses and heels Down the streets of their neighborhoods if they wished, And all those who loved whoever they wished.


You know who you are.


Thank you.









“It would be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel’s heartbeat, And we should die of that road which lies on the other side of silence.”


George Eliot, Middlemarch
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PART I

















Chapter One Blue Hills

Bernadette







Women do as we are told in a world run by men.


I did what was expected of me. Managed the plantation, married young, and loved my husband as much as I was able.


Now I have a family of my own and, having attained a certain age, realize that perhaps my love for my brother was greater than acceptable. Maman doted upon him, and I might have been jealous except her attention on Adrien gave me more freedom than most young ladies of our place and time, and for this I am grateful. Adrien remained a staunch supporter of my most unusual endeavors, even though such often brought him trouble with Papa.


I believed I knew Adrien well; nevertheless, he kept a secret from us all, though not so dangerous a matter as Papa’s. Such deceptions run in my family, as convention and our survival demanded them.


No one knew the true me. No one but Adrien.













Chapter Two

Adrien







I am haunted by my past.


Even today, a grown man with battle scars, I am nearly as pretty as my sister, disgustingly so.


In torment of escalating secrets, I grew up alongside fine English- and German-made furniture, our slaves, and hypocrisy. Only later did I learn of deceptions from those with whom I lived.


Isaac, my dear friend, brother, and companion since babyhood, slept with me—played with the same top and toy soldiers. We listened to the same stories Maman told on endless, sultry afternoons on the green velvet sofa.


We shared fears and dreams.


“You little goose,” my brother Lucien said, “he’s a slave, not your brother.”


Papa had to say for me to accept it. To point out Isaac’s darker skin. Dark as Betta, my mammy and Isaac’s mama, and Esther, our cook. Papa said they were all our Negroes, all those I had thought were . . . I do not know what I had thought. “Our people,” he said, not “our slaves,” and we always said, “please” and “thank you” when they did for us.


How naïve to have to be told.


Walking across the carpet with his head and shoulders lowered, Papa made the floor creak: Slaves must be heavy to have. Not the same as horses and dogs and Maman’s silver.


I understood little regarding slaves, or Negroes, or coloreds, as most said, not wanting to admit to the more damning term. If I could keep the word silent, unspoken, then, in my mind, the belief was of no consequence. In any event, it was of no consequence to me.


I learned that keeping secrets was merely conforming to normal family behavior.





Texas, 1849


I was about to do murder. I had practiced for weeks. Measuring gunpowder, driving powder down with a ramrod, shooting old cans, chunks of wood, and, finally, vaporizing grasshoppers.


Isaac lay to my left and his papa, our overseer, Marcus, to my right. We had crept here in the dark to sprawl under the trees and thick brush behind the henhouse, whose pale, gray boards appeared to glow in the light of the moon that had just risen behind us. Deep blue shadows stretched across the yard and up the boards in contorted vines. The silence was peppered with soft peeps of tree frogs and the occasional call of a night bird. The hot July day had cooled into balmy night, and a capricious breeze reached us from the river a mile east and lifted my hair.


In case the breeze changed, we had rubbed ourselves with wild garlic that grew along nearby Oak Creek to mask our scent. Our own garlicky smell did not quite cover the powdery odor of the hens that had bedded down earlier. We might be lying here on our stomachs unmoving for hours; hence, I had chosen as comfortable a position as possible. But after what seemed hours, my legs ached. I wriggled my toes in my boots, turned my head to relieve a crick in my neck, and twitched my fingers, fearing numbness.


Suddenly, there he was, to the left of the henhouse, having somehow slipped inside and out again without waking the sleeping hens.


Having been given first shot by Marcus, I breathed in, out, and sighted along the barrel as the wary coyote hesitated, a hen hanging from its mouth, one forefoot raised in perfect profile. Moonlight showed the critter’s ribs protruding through its ragged fur. Starving, yet so clever and wild, belonging right here on our plantation before any person. Before any of us. His head swiveled and yellow eyes stared at me. Through me. Breathless, I could neither move nor blink, much less pull the trigger. When I did blink, the critter was gone.


Neither Marcus nor Isaac uttered a word.


I relaxed my trembling fingers, lowered the rifle—a fine Cub Dixie with a walnut stock—a gift from Papa on my eighth name day. An entire year later, and I had once again played the fool. I rose, pointed the barrel toward the ground as I had been taught, and slunk my way to the main house where I would empty the powder and clean the bore. Isaac followed, as always. I had again proven I was only good at shooting cans and grasshoppers.


And I would have to tell Papa.


You may wonder how a boy nearly nine years old and raised in Texas could consider killing a raiding coyote murder. Dear, sweet Maman. How I loved her, though I later grew to resent her, avoid her, and lug guilt upon my back for doing so.


She had been raised alongside her closest confidante, Betta, in Savannah, Georgia, to stories told by her family’s Negroes, stories of talking animals—in particular, the trickster Br’er Rabbit. She raised me and my younger sister on those same stories. Hence, my head contained many worthless thoughts for a young man on a Texas plantation.


I scrubbed the mud from my boots on the edge of the porch and stood on the thick Turkish carpet of the parlor, facing Papa. The light from the lamp on the corner table and the dying fire on the hearth left his face in half darkness. No matter, I knew well this particular look.


My heart raced from shame. I had again disappointed him. He would not yell as some did; Papa never found raising his voice necessary. Not with our people, and not with his family.


“Don’t forget to remove the shot from your gun,” was all he said as he turned away.


I crossed the hall and, chin down, headed up the stairs to my room, not noticing my older brother, Lucien, until I was nearly upon him at the top landing. He would not move aside, and I brushed his arm getting by.


“Failed again, did you?”


How my blood rushed as I grasped the Cub rifle tight and pictured swinging the weapon at his head, followed by my fist. But by the time I reached high enough, he could knock me across the hall. He had lingered here at the top of the stairs like a vulture, waiting for his chance to pounce.


“For once, can you cease goading me?”


“Why should I? You repeatedly give me reason.”


I should have walked away. Instead, I struck high with the rifle and, as he made to grab it, I lowered my head and butted him hard.


His oof and thump into the wall was highly satisfying. Maman’s voice calling my name was not.


Lucien’s bent legs and wheezing breath were well worth my sore head and dizziness. I caught Maman out of the corner of my right eye, hastily joined by Papa at the bottom of the stairs.


“Go to your room, Adrien.” Not the first time I had heard such a statement from Papa—in that same disapproving voice.


Two disappointments in one evening.


I slunk my way to my corner room above the library. Ignoring my heart about to jump out of my chest, I emptied and cleaned my rifle over a pile of newspapers, which gradually got my rapid breathing back to normal. The tail of my mind considered the welfare of the Aubusson rug beneath my feet. I kept my emotions in check long enough to wash my face and hands in the bowl on the dresser left earlier by some house slave. Likely Mintie. The water had cooled, but she had thought to bring this fresh bowl after removing the old one before supper. I must remember to thank her.


I dropped to my knees at the east-facing window, tucked aside the linen curtains, and pushed up the bottom casement to let in whatever slight breeze might find its way from the Brazos River a mile away, detecting mercurial odors of willows and fish. The moon rose high overhead and floated among the leaves of the pecan tree that grew higher than the house. More than once in the night, Isaac and I had climbed out onto its branches to sit and dream. Not tonight, though. I expected Papa.


When younger, I had thought my brother like Papa when he rode with him to the tobacco fields every morning. Though he paid me scant attention, I tried copying him. Until he began calling me a cussed nancy.


I clutched the windowsill.


Why? Because I was small? I liked nice things? I thought too much? At the wrong time? If I had shot that coyote without thinking—


A knock—the door swung open—my stomach lurched.


Papa was dressed in black but for his white linen shirt and satin brocade waistcoat. The glow from the kerosene lamp next to my bed made the ruby pin in his cravat wink, and my room shrank in his presence. I sprang to my feet.


He strode forward, laid a hand on my shoulder, and released an immense sigh.


“Do you recall once before when we talked about your temper? You were still in the nursery.”


That talk had changed a great deal about my home, my family, and nearly everyone I knew. I had learned my companion from babyhood, whom I slept with and loved as my brother, was a slave. Fancy that.


“When you explained about Isaac?”


“Exactly,” he said. That long-ago evening, Lucien had called Isaac a pickaninny and shoved him against the wall at the top of the stairs.


Papa sighed. “You must learn to control your temper, Adrien. Your temper will cause you trouble. I know, as I have the same temper.”


“You have a temper?” I had never seen any sign of it.


“I do. I regret the terrible things I have done by allowing my temper to get the best of me. Which is why I have had to learn control.”


“But Lucien—”


“Nothing Lucien does will be solved by losing your temper.” He took a step back, sat on the edge of my bed, and waited for me to do the same.


“Think,” he said. “All the times you have been angered by Lucien, has losing your temper solved anything? Even once? Did you feel better afterward?”


I peered down at my feet and picked at a thread in the quilt.


“No, not after.” I looked up and had to say, “It felt good during, though.”


I swear I saw a sparkle in his eyes, but his mouth tightened all severe-like. “Were those few moments worth what came after?”


“I suppose not.”


He stared at me, saying nothing.


“No.” They were not worth this—his and Maman’s disappointment.


He leaned forward and put a hand on mine. His calluses scraped my knuckles. “I have spoken to Lucien. This abusing of one another has got to stop. It is no way for brothers to behave. Tomorrow, you will remain in your room with no breakfast or lunch and consider how to control yourself.”


After Papa left, I changed into a bedgown and crawled under the covers. Would Lucien stop his taunting? I would likely give him too many opportunities to resist.





I was nearly nine years old that summer night, rather puny, with scant interest in knives, guns and scrambling in dirt with other boys. Though old enough to shoot coyotes, rabbits, and other defenseless critters, the idea repulsed me. Alas, Maman’s stories. Perhaps I should have considered the poor, helpless hens.


Isaac, my Negro “brother,” was supposed to sleep on a pallet at the foot of my bed, but I convinced him to join me in my German-made four-poster once cold, wet winter set in. No one knew but the girl who brought water, emptied the chamber pot, and laid the fire early every morning. Mintie would not tell. On punishment nights (mine, not Isaac’s) he bedded down with his folks in their cabin out back.


I had grown up with women. While my older brother, Lucien, hastened off with Papa to work in the fields, I was kept home with Maman, my sister, Bernadette, and our house people.


At night curled up with Isaac, thoughts hung around in my mind like moss on trees.


Our two-story house nestled among the trees lining Oak Creek on the west with a great old oak that shaded visitors’ horses in front. During hot days in summer, the double front and back doors to the porches were left open to let the southeast breeze from the Brazos River flow through the house.


When five after breakfast I often stood in the eight-paned double doors on the front porch and watched Papa and Lucien ride off with Isaac’s papa, Marcus, our overseer.


One morning, as Papa and Lucien rode off, I felt Maman’s palms on my shoulders.


“Where do they go?” My hand shading my eyes, I squinted at their silhouettes disappearing down the grassy road past the horse barn and into a pink-and-gold horizon.


“Our tobacco takes work,” she said. “All our people work the fields, care for the animals, the buildings, and the crops. Every living thing plays a part. And you must trust me and your papa to teach you to be a gentleman.” She sank to the floor, her skirts ballooning. “Do you trust me and your papa?”


“Yes, Maman.”


“Je t’aime, chéri.”


“Is Papa a gentleman?”


“He most certainly is.”


“Then I will be a gentleman too.”


I watched Papa. I watched him from the back door on evenings when he returned to the porch with dark circles under the arms and back of his shirt. He tossed his wide-brimmed hat on the wall hook and collapsed on a chair while our house man and butler, Simon, pulled off his muddy boots. Simon polished Papa’s boots every night. Lucien took the second chair and copied Papa.


Papa removed his shirt and leaned over a metal tub, scrubbing with soap, while Simon stood by with a towel. Papa sometimes turned his head, hair dripping, and winked at me. My heart would leap. Then Papa set off upstairs to change, trailed by Lucien.


At breakfast and supper, I watched Papa drink his coffee. I watched how he held his spoon and fork and knife. I watched him wipe his mouth with his napkin. I watched him hold Maman’s chair when she sat and when she rose from the table. Papa placed his hand ever so lightly against Maman’s back when they moved together. He opened doors for her as she entered a room.


Papa’s head nearly reached the tops of the doorways. Sometimes he carried me on his shoulders and would have to duck.


Our people smiled and nodded, curtsied and said, “Yes, sir.” Visitors listened when Papa spoke, they shook his hand, said, “Yes, Paien,” and women smiled, their eyes sparkling. Even Marcus, a tall man himself, and bigger, stood slightly behind and to Papa’s left.


The sound of Papa’s voice drew me, as did the tread of his footsteps. Mostly, he walked away.













Chapter Three

Paien







Paien Villere continued down the upstairs hall to his bedroom and tapped on the door to his wife’s room.


“Entré, mon amour.”


Dressed in her nightgown, Madeleine sat at her mirrored dressing table bathed in the golden light of the glassed candle. She turned to him, lips on the verge of a smile.


Betta tucked her chin with a pursed lip grin of her own, ceased brushing her mistress’s long, auburn hair, and curtsied before leaving by the hall door. Paien strode forward, lifted her hand from her lap, and placed a kiss on her palm. Her walls were painted in muted rosebuds and green leaves above cream wainscoting, nothing too frilly, including the rose quilt on the bed. Two open windows allowed a breeze to carry in the fragrance of climbing roses planted out front years ago. Full of contradictions and surprises, she wore lavender scent, had their people make lemon soap, and insisted on wildflower expeditions every spring, not allowing any to be picked as they too soon died.


“Is our son settled?”


“Quite,” he said, settling in the stuffed armchair opposite her. They often conversed before he retired to his room unless she invited him to stay—which she frequently did. He was a fitful sleeper, tormented by unruly dreams.


He looked forward to Sundays when he could spend the entire day with his family. As no Catholic churches existed in Washington County, he read from the Bible early Sunday morning for his family and his people. He read mostly from the New Testament for he preferred the love and forgiveness of Jesus Christ to the ruthless and unmerciful God of the Old. He wished in his every thought and by every deed that he might be forgiven.


On Sundays he gave passes to those who wanted to visit neighboring plantations. Other coloreds came visiting Blue Hills for his readings and the fine spread he provided at noon. Afterward, his people played music and sang with an enthusiastic spirit he and his family enjoyed. He often sang along under his breath.


He had struggled with his decision to cease having more children—but the danger to his wife had won out. Thank the Lord modern ingenuity afforded an alternative to abstinence. Those new French “safes” were purported to be more reliable than silk or skins. Madeleine was no prude and enjoyed their coming together every bit as much as he did. I am most fortunate in this regard.


“You appear rather too self-satisfied to be contemplating our son’s display of temper, my dear.” The intensity of her gaze was causing a familiar stir he could not ignore.


“I was thinking of the three children you have given me.”


She laid her hand on his. “They are rather special.”


“If only Adrien had not inherited my temper.”


“He is bright for his age, although a mite impulsive.” She relaxed, took a deep breath, and squeezed his hand. “It would help if his papa were more often home to guide him. He dotes on you so, Paien.”


“I wish I could be in more than one place at a time.”


“You have mentioned how Marcus knows as much about tobacco as you. Why can you not leave him to oversee the work and remain home with us.”


He kneeled next to her chair and gripped its back beneath her hair. “Tobacco is a demanding taskmaster, my love. I’ve turned over land for a fourth field. Each one requires constant care until summer’s end, then there’s curing. We’ve earned a reputation for the finest tobacco in the area, perhaps in the state. I dare not slacken now.”


Soon, soon he might take his ease.


His wife faced him and placed a palm on his cheek, her voice low with concern. “Lucien.”


“He has never given you cause—


“No. Of course not.” She rose from the chair and continued as he rose from the floor, “It is not his fault. Stepmothers can be challenging, and there is that, other.”


Good Lord, if that boy so much as . . . “What has he done?” He couldn’t bear to imagine anyone hurting her in any manner, not even Lucien who had become a relatively tall, top-heavy ox of a fellow.


“He has done nothing untoward of which I am aware. It is merely this notion I have that he has never gotten over the loss of that woman, the one you found necessary to sell. It was partly my fault she was sent away.”


“You were having your lying-down pains, about to bring Adrien into our lives. Rosanne brought what happened upon herself. And Lucien knew it.”


Sweat formed at the nape of his neck, trickled down his back. He must not reveal the truth of that affair. Madeleine would see a different man, one unworthy, and she would be correct; he might lose his entire family.


“Perhaps. But the heart does not always follow the mind’s logic. Lucien was a child.”


She had again taken his hand, and he must be careful not to squeeze hers too tightly. They caught one another’s eyes. Her trusting eyes. He ached to tell her everything. He could not.


“Adrien has neither an available father nor an older brother to show him the path to manhood.”


She had removed the pin at his throat and began loosening his cravat. Her mood called for one more thing he chose to discuss. He placed his hands tenderly at either side of her waist while she unbuttoned his waistcoat. She was ahead, in dressing gown only, and this was a game they often played, undressing one another.


“Adrien lacks a physical outlet, a focus for all that energy,” he said, looking past her at a painting by Claude Lorrain. It was a reminder of her parents. “That old horse is no longer enough. He needs a younger animal. I’m considering giving him that get of Maximillian’s. Miguel, our hostler, can geld and halter-train him by Adrien’s birthday in August, and the responsibility for the rest of his training will do Adrien good.”


“You truly believe ten is old enough to take on a young, half-trained animal?” She traced her finger down his chest, which never ceased to make him shiver.


“Most Texas boys are riding decent horses by his age.” He reached inside her gown to caress her back.


“Texas again. Are we not here to bring civilization to this place?”


He held her wandering hand and brushed his lips over her palm. “Of course, and we are. But such isn’t accomplished in a year or even one generation. We can’t make changes if we stand apart from those around us, my dear.”


“Such as our neighbor to the north?”


“Randolph Hart carries a great deal of influence in this county. Besides, aren’t you and Mrs. Hart friends?”


“She is a dear, but her husband.. . .” She fingered the top button of his trousers, pulling him close. “I suspect he abuses her, Paien. You need not look at me that way. You have not seen her as I have. Twice she has explained away bruises as falls, and once she sent a man here to cancel a visit, saying she had become ill. She was not ill at all, unless her illness was caused by that man.”


“He has not approached you—”


“Of course not. He is always the gentleman around me. Rest assured; I would never let a man treat me in such a manner.” At that, her hand was on his most private part, reminding how she treated him.


“I have never cared for the man, but we fought Santa Ana together. Though I despise the shameful way he treats his people.”


“Voilà,” she declared as he rose, stepped out of his trousers and underdrawers, her hands clasping his buttocks.


“He is one man, my love.” Dear God, she did like to control a conversation. He lifted her, carried her to the four-poster, straddled her lovely figure, and untied her gown slowly through the tiny eyelets, the silk ties dangling between his fingers. She often said how she loved his long, gentle fingers, the way he teased, until the teasing and gentleness were no longer necessary or wanted. She was not one to keep her needs to herself, thank God.


“One man too many of that sort,” she said, raising her arms above her head and meeting his eyes. “Adrien’s tutor must assure we have at least one son who shall be a true gentleman and attend a fine college. N’est-ce pas?”


“I walked into that, didn’t I?” She was also deft at rearranging the subject when it suited her purpose.


And she gave him such a lovely smile.


Drifting off to sleep afterward, his thoughts traveled over the earlier discussion with his son. He is so like Madeleine, yet too much like me in temperament. Dear Lord, don’t let his temper lead him where mine led me.


To this day, he couldn’t say what part of that cursed night years ago had been loss of control and what had been calculation—calculation in order to protect his family. He would do anything to protect his family.













Chapter Four

Isaac







On a warm August mornin when he was a young’un, Isaac learned his true place at Blue Hills. He sure nuff didn’t expect such a mornin to turn out the way it did.


Him and Adrien—Isaac talked more like Mama than he did Papa or Adrien cause he didn’t much care—was always sneakin off somewhere to see what they could find. They had to sneak cause Adrien’s mama kept him closer than a sow her piglets. They got good at slippin off. Not sayin the mistress was bad company or nothin, specially as mistresses go, she was right fine. But they was boys, and sittin listenin to stories left them with the wigglies after a while.


When they was small they dearly loved explorin the kitchen out back cause of what Esther fed them—biscuits and cake warm from the oven. Many a colored said Esther was the best cook fer miles about. White folks said it too.


Twarn’t long afore they had to go a more distant piece to escape gettin hauled back to the house. The kitchen garden was full of all manner of bugs and lizards and snakes. His papa showed him right quick how to tell a poisonous snake from a safe one like them garden snakes. He and Adrien liked to catch ’em and chase the gals in the quarters. You never heard such squawlin bout a little brown snake.


They got to playin with other boys too—those not yet old enough to work in the fields—runnin bout the cabins and into the trees and the creek when it got hot in the afternoon. Throwin stones and themselves into the water, clothes scattered on bushes, and them free as birds. Laws, was the missus wrathy the day they got home barefoot and muddy. They’d ditched their shoes when they got together, and Adrien forgot where he left his. That evenin Adrien got a switchin from his papa, and Isaac got a sermon from his, which was bout as bad as a switchin. Adrien said his switchin was nothin much as the marse held back, what with his mama cryin and takin on so the whole time. It was days and days afore they could sneak off after that.


Never did find those shoes. Adrien said he didn’t mind, as runnin together was worth any amount of switchin, even if it was worse next time. Though he was more careful of where he left his shoes after. Adrien said he didn’t want to upset his mama again, which Isaac spect was true. Many a time they’d bring their mamas a flower or a pretty stone found in the creek or somewheres. They’d find stuff for little sis Bernadette too.


It was their secret that they still slept together in Adrien’s new room cause they was still brothers, no matter what anyone said.


After Marse said he should sleep on the floor, Isaac huddled under a rough wool blanket on his pallet at the foot of Adrien’s bed. That ol hearth fire died down to nothin but a few glows.


“Isaac?” A whisper from the dark! No haint, but Adrien.


“I’s here,” he whispered back.


“Are you all right down there?”


“My feets is a bit chilly.”


“Do you think you might come up here and keep me company?”


“Marse, your papa said I should bed down here.”


Seconds passed. Isaac shivered, teeth chattering.


“I think it is wrong you should be cold down there while I am warm up here.”


Oh, Lord. Adrien was gonna do contrariwise from Marse, his papa. This was some scary, but darn if his bones warn’t shakin more from cold than fright.


“I order you up here, Isaac. So it will be my fault if anyone finds out.”


Order me, huh? Fast as Br’er Rabbit, he sprung from the floor and dove under the covers next to warm Adrien.


“Dang, you are freezing,” Adrien gasped, clutching him close.


“Some,” Isaac chuckled into his brother’s neck.


“I will sleep with you on the pallet when it gets warm,” Adrien said under his breath. “Then everything will come out even.”


That sounded right.


Which is how they got back to their old habit. When nights turned warm, Adrien came down to spread out on Isaac’s pallet where there was a good cross breeze from the two windows. Leastways, that was their reasoning.


Then came the spring mornin they overslept, and Mintie the house girl caught them.


She come right in the door. They was a little slow while she stood danglin a big pot of hot water. Adrien stood first, tryin to be straight and tall in his nightshirt; he was straight but no taller than Mintie. She was taller, really, and older.


“You must keep silent about this, Mintie,” Adrien said, narrowin his eyes and fixin them on her most intently. “If not, you will cause trouble, and Papa will wonder why you did not catch us sooner. Do not say a word and we will keep it our secret.” Marse had brought Mintie in from the fields the year before as she was clean and biddable. She was thirteen and would likely be swayed by such a “suggestion” from Adrien if he put it to her in the “right” way.


“Yes, sir, young Marse, I not say a word.” She bobbed a curtsy, hurried to light the fire, poured steaming water into the pitcher on the table, gave him another curtsy, and scurried from the room.


“Mintie, take that as an order,” Isaac said, gazin at the closed door. This was the first time he had seen Adrien tell anyone what to do: give a slave an order. His order that other time didn’t count. Did it?


“Papa said I am old enough to know my place just as our people must. And Mintie took that as an order.”


Isaac dangled his arms and bowed his head, attempting to hide a crooked grin. “Oh, yes, Marster, ah knows ah speak de bad Gullah, but ah tries to do betta, ah surely does.”


“And I nearly wet my drawers,” Adrien said, and jumped him. They wrestled and tumbled across the floor.


If Isaac counted happy days, these was the happiest.


Mistress Villere was teachin them the days and months and how to count, so Isaac knew this day was in August and early mornins was cooler than them hot afternoons. Adrien was learnin to ride that ol horse Betsy then too.


He and Adrien got all excited cause of goin visitin the neighbor Hart plantation. Hector would drive them alls over in the Rockaway right early after breakfast and spend the night. John, their blacksmith, had strengthened the wheels and undercarriage so it could handle East Texas roads. Marse couldn’t go for all the work, so it was just the missus and chillun. Dang if at the last, Isaac had to rush upstairs to say goodbye to Mama. He figured she was in the missus’s room clearin up after all the packin and such. Sure nuff, he found her there and ran over to hug her skirts, as high as he could reach.


“Bye, Mama,” and he spun for the door, runnin on out and downstairs hearin her callin his name. Didn’t dare stop as he was sure the carriage was bout to leave.


When he got back out the door, they was gone. They didn’t wait? Left without him? His insides dropped. Whole body felt like lightnin was gonna come out of it. All tight and burstin. Betrayed.


Mama came down behind and took his elbow, and he jerked his arm free.


“I didn’t know you thought to go along,” she said.


He felt ever more bad from the low-down tone of her voice. Couldn’t say nothin.


He fisted his hands so hard they hurt.


Mama came round and squatted in front. Sun risin over her right shoulder, wet eyes gleamin in her shadowed face. That took thunder outa him. She clasped his arms, raised his hands, and held them long side her own. They was brown-colored, browner than Adrien ever got.


“You and Adrien be milk brothers,” she said, “but that not the same as true brothers. I be mammy to both you babies, him on one tit and you on t’other, but his birth mam be Mistress Madeleine, mistress of this house, and his papa be our marse. You is better than a field colored, but you is a house colored like me, and you never be white, no matter Adrien call you brother.”


“Some in the quarters be white as Adrien.”


“They got white blood and colored blood too, like you and me and your papa. Plus, white folks dress better and speak better and read and write, so white folks always tell us apart, even if some look like they do.”


Missus Madeleine was dressin him bout as good as Adrien—leastways good as Adrien’s everyday getups. Right now, he wore a coat as fine—well, nearly as fine—as the one Adrien had on when they left. And Papa spoke better than those other coloreds; he spoke like Marse and the rest of the family. Was that why Papa was overseer? Plus, he was big. Bigger’n ever colored on the place but John, their blacksmith. Papa knew bout tobacco too.


Right then, Isaac figured he got to get smart, speak better, and learn to read and write.


A couple days later, Adrien came home and said he didn’t know Isaac was not to go, and Isaac forgave him.


“I decided somethin else while you was gone.” They sat facing one another on his pallet at the end of Adrien’s bed. He had on his serious face, so Adrien knew he was aimin to speak serious words. “I needs to get an edication. I needs to read and speak good as you. Papa will help, but he’s not round much, so I’m askin you to help me.”


“I was gone, but you were not.”


“Huh?”


Adrien grinned a second, then looked him in the eye. “I was. You were. If you want to learn to speak proper.”


Isaac rocked, “Yaaah. I was, you were.”


“There is more, if you are ready.”


“I sure nuff . . . am.”


Mostly, he had to pay attention to how Adrien and the white family spoke. And his papa. When Adrien got his tutor, he left his room door ajar so Isaac could sit in the hall and listen in on his lessons, lessons they later studied together in secret. No one knew, except Bernadette. She often studied with them, even if she was a girl.


Came the morning when six-year-old Adrien came rushing back from outside, past Isaac at the front door without a how-de-do, and upstairs to his room. Course Isaac had to rustle himself up after him only to find a surprised Bernadette already leaning at his bedside with Adrien face down on the counterpane and mumbling into it.


“I cannot hear a word with you speaking that way,” Bernadette said.


Adrien turned his head sideways. “Because you should not. I am cussing. I am cussing Lucien. He hates me.”


“Why?”


“I don’t know why. I followed him to the barn to help, and he pushed me into the wall and called me, he called me names, a name.”


“What cuss words you learn?” Isaac said.


“Oh, Isaac,” Bernadette said.


Adrien slowly turned over and sat up, dangling his legs over the bed and rubbing his head. “My head hurts.”


Bernadette gently touched the back of his hair. “There’s a little lump back there!”


“I told you he pushed me.”


“You didn’t say how hard. We should tell Betta, or Maman.”


“No. It would just cause trouble. I am always causing trouble. No matter what I do, I am always wrong.”


“Not to me.” Bernadette sat next to him and gave him a hug.


“Me too,” Isaac said, taking two firm steps closer.


Bernadette sat back and clapped her hands together. “I have an idea. Let us be blood brothers like that book.” She undid the broach at her bodice.


“But you are a girl,” Adrien said, watching her.


“I am a blood sister, then. Give me your finger.” She took his finger, the broach. “We swear to always support one another and always tell one another the truth of what is in our hearts.”


“Do you want to be part of this, Isaac, or not?”


“I surely do.”


“Then put your finger in here.













Chapter Five

Bernadette







My family was unusual, though I don’t know as anything explains their behavior entirely.


My papa never spoke of his relatives in Louisiana, and this was a matter of contention between him and Maman. Dear Maman never knew his reasons for silence, and it was many years before the rest of us learned, to our regret.


Maman named our plantation Blue Hills for the hillsides covered in bluebonnets every spring. Maman and Uncle Charles Fortier, who lived in Galveston and was Papa’s tobacco factor, referred to their mysterious early childhoods in France as full of Troubles. Troubles conjured frightening notions in my young head, dreams that haunted me and my brother when we were small. Maman believed she could bring civilization to Texas. All civility had been butchered in France, and she would see it restored in Texas. She insisted her children speak “properly,” never using contractions, and began teaching us to read, write, and behave like ladies and gentlemen before we were three years old.


Firstborn Adrien felt the brunt of her will and her love.


Everything came to my brother first, as he was nearly a year older than me, and boys were more important.


After Papa gave Adrien the old mare Betsy, he gave me Patches the pony. I learned to ride sidesaddle, and my skirts often tangled with my boots. Being led around and around in a circle by Ruth was dull. “Faster, Ruth, please.”


“I mustn’t, miss. You might fall off, and there’d be the devil to pay.”


Truly. Ruth never went faster than a slow walk.


I followed Adrien about like the wagging tail on one of Papa’s dogs. My brother petted me in rather the same way: “Do not stand so close to the stove when Esther is cooking; Bernadette likes the ginger ones best.”


Best was when Adrien, Isaac, and I cuddled with Maman on the green sofa in the parlor to listen to stories of Br’er Rabbit and fairies and princesses and knights.


Once I convinced Adrien to take me with him and Isaac to the kitchen garden. When Maman found out, that was my last excursion for several years. Perhaps the mud on my shoes, skirts, and hands compelled that decision.


“Young ladies do not play in the muck,” Maman declared as I accepted a clean dress from Betta. Betta had been with Maman since they were girls, as far back as Savannah, before they moved to Galveston.


“But I want to be like Adrien.” My lower lip extended in the smallest pout as Maman lifted a dress over my head.


“Adrien will be a young gentleman, but you will be a young lady.”


“I do not wish to.” Muffled by all the ruffles as they were lowered over me.


“You were born to be a young lady, chérie. You might have been born a poor field mouse or a rabbit to be chased down by one of your papa’s hounds.”


My head popped out from the neck of the dress; Maman’s expression was ever so serious. Too serious, surely. “Maman.”


Maman’s hands cupped my face. She placed the softest kiss on my forehead—the scent of lavender floated about me.


“You must consider how fortunate you are, mon amour. You have the most beautiful dresses and shoes. You will have a lady’s education. And one day you will marry a fine gentleman and have a family of your own.”


I was not sure I wanted those things, but one thing would be ever so nice. “Maman, might I have a girl of my own?”


“Betta birthed Isaac at just the right time, chérie. Ruth is your girl.”


“But Ruth is not a girl. Ruth is old. And I must share her with Jules and Abbey.”


“Perhaps, one day, you may have a girl of your own.”


Which meant never.





I was five when Mr. Archibald T. Clarence arrived from Connecticut—one of those horrid words that did not spell as it should. A state back East, in the North. Maman had searched for months to find Mr. Clarence—in secret. Which meant Papa had not been aware of such a search. She kept these sorts of secrets from him. About how women behaved with men in general, as men held all the power in this world. “A man is often run by ego and something else you will understand one day.”


What did Maman mean?


I had expected an old man with gray hair, but I was reminded of Ichabod Crane in the Washington Irving tale; he was so tall and thin. There the resemblance ended, for his features were even, he smiled often, and he had a lovely baritone voice, though words came out of his mouth rather strangled and short—a northeastern way of speaking, Maman said.


Too young to join my brother, I slipped into Adrien’s room nearly every evening after supper to review the day’s lessons with him and Isaac.


Adrien and I did not care for mathematics, whereas Isaac sailed happily through anything concerning numbers. “Did you notice nine is a magic number? When you multiply by nine and add them, they also make nine.”


“Interesting,” Adrien murmured and continued reading Peter Parley’s Winter Tales.





I must have a glass of milk. Counting sheep was dull but did not remove my thirst. I had had one small glass with cake for supper. Do not be piggish, Bernadette; only one piece and only one glass of milk. That had been hours ago. Here I was in bed, and my throat was dry as last week’s biscuits. Water would not do. I would surely have to get up and use the necessary under my bed. I may as well have milk.


I threw off the counterpane, slid off the bed, pushed my feet into slippers, and pulled on my dressing gown. Brrr. If I had a girl, I could send her down to get the milk and stay in bed.


The room was awfully dark. I turned to the table next to my bed, lit the candle, and placed the glass over it. Maman had warned us about carrying candles around without the glass. “Let us not burn the house down.”


No one in the hall. How quiet, but for a night wind soughing in the eaves. I felt my way down the stairs, my free hand sliding along the cool banister.


Would our butler, Simon, be in his chair in the hall this time of night? He must sleep, surely. My candle made a bobbing circle around my feet on the carpet, but the light it threw did not go far enough down the dim hallway to see much. Surely Simon would have said something by now if he were there. Goodness, the house seemed different in the dark.


There were no such things as ghosts. There were not. No one had died in this house.


Voices. I nearly turned to hurry back up the stairs. But they were coming from the indoor kitchen at the end of the hall, and one voice was Adrien’s. I took a deep, relieved breath. He must be hungry or thirsty too. Perhaps one of our people was there with him—Simon? The door was ajar as I approached. No sooner there than there came a clanking crash that made me jump.


Lucien: You stupid goose, now see what you’ve done.


Adrien: You . . . you bumped it—


Lucien: Don’t try blaming it on me, you little Miss Nancy. And clean that up. I’m going to bed—


That was all, for I turned, rushed upstairs down the hall and back to my room to blow out the candle and huddle under the covers, dressing gown and all.


What had happened? Lucien had sounded so awful and angry. And frightening. To tell the truth, I was never entirely comfortable around him. He usually ignored me. He ignored Adrien. Except tonight. And other times I had heard similar confrontations.


I should have helped Adrien. He would have helped me. I am a coward. I ran.


I grasped the quilt close and drew myself up tight, so tight I shook. I mashed the fist-enclosed quilt to my eyes. I will not cry, I will not. I will not be a coward. I will never run from what I fear again. Not ever.













Chapter Six Hartwood

Jacob







Jacob Hart had been anxious to return home to Hartwood and the colt he’d bred that would eventually sire a line of superb mounts. Mounts that would once and for all prove to the old rip that horse-breeding was as fine a way to make a living as growing cotton.


When Jacob was thrown out of Baylor University in Independence at fifteen, he recalled the old reprobate’s remark: “Managed to get yourself tossed out, did you?” Practical experience and advice from the young Tonk his father had hired as his companion gave Jacob all the knowledge he required. Having been a Comanche captive for half his childhood, few knew more about horses than Colt Alvaro.


Catchfire needed discipline and hard riding, and Colt was the only one who could approach him besides Jacob. But even Colt didn’t dare ride him.


Dew still slicked the grass when he returned from a satisfying ride on the young stallion. Jacob was reflecting on his escape from that dull school and what sort of distraction he might create for summer and fall. Mother expected Mrs. Villere and her brood over this morning. Not one for family gatherings, he avoided them at all costs. Hartwood provided plenty of room to avoid anyone, with its Greek Revival monument of a house, its numerous outbuildings, gardens, and cotton fields.


He had strolled up the stone path through his mother’s wildflower garden profuse with purple foxglove, asters, and yellow daisies, in the back door, ordered up a late breakfast of sausage, eggs, cornbread and coffee, and was on his way to the stables when she called from the front veranda. Damn, caught.


“Jacob! Thank God.”


He ambled over so she needn’t yell. A lady should not have to raise her voice like that. He squinted at her from under his wide-brimmed hat.


“Mrs. Villere’s son is missing. He is only seven and not in the house. Fetch a few slaves to search the grounds, will you?”


“Of course, Mother.” Good Lord, now he’d have to find some child. He spied a woman standing in the doorway behind Mother. That beauty is Mrs. Villere? He stepped to the right to see around his mother and get a proper look, nodded, and touched his hat. “I’ll find him, Mrs. Villere. Don’t worry.” Tarnation, how did I miss her?


He spun—older ladies ain’t so bad—and spied one of the slaves pushing a wheelbarrow across the grassy, dandelion-dotted yard. “Enos, round up some men to look for a young white boy who’s wandered off.”


Enos lowered the barrow. “I seed a white boy headin for the stables jus a while ago, Marse.”


“The stables?”


“Yes, suh.”


Shit. Just my luck, he’ll go near Catchfire’s stall. He set off at a trot.


His heart beat fast as he entered the barn, and not from exertion. Several curious heads peered over the tops of their stalls, and he heard a low murmuring—damn—coming from Catchfire’s stall. Blazes!


Stay calm. Don’t spook either of them. Heaven forbid that woman’s boy gets trampled by my horse. He crept to the stall and regarded the scene within. The child stood at the stallion’s head near the rear of the oversized stall, talking nonsense. Catchfire had his head down so the boy could caress his nose with one hand while stroking his neck with the other.


“His name is Catchfire,” Jacob said, his tone low and calm. Catchfire jerked his head up and eyed him, ears forward.


“It is?” The boy turned. Jacob saw the most engaging black eyes and classic face—Mrs. Villere’s son. Intriguing how a woman’s line ran as true as a fine horse’s.


“He is the finest horse I have ever met. Even finer than Papa’s Maximillian.”


“You think so, do you?” Such diction in one so young.


“Absolutely.”


Now to get him out of there without fuss. “How about you let him rest and join me? I’ll show you our other horses, and we can go for a ride after lunch.”


The boy came to the front of the stall, and Catchfire snorted and tossed his head. Jacob’s heart nearly stopped. The boy calmly turned. “It is all right, Catchfire. I will be back again soon and bring you another apple.”


Jacob held his breath until he had latched the door again. Jesus, the boy has no idea. Likely that’s what saved him, the little fool.


Mrs. Villere swept down the aisle, arms wide, followed by his mother. “Adrien, are you all right?” She bent low, skirts ballooning around her, and reached for him.


“Of course, Maman.”


“You must never wander off alone. I was so worried. Promise me you will never do so again.”


“But, Maman, nothing happened. I am fine.” The young fellow gave her reassuring pats on her back.


“Mrs. Villere, if I may,” Jacob said, stepping forward. “I’ll be glad to watch over the boy whenever you visit. I had planned on taking responsibility for Will’s education, anyway.”


“You had?” His mother said from alongside Mrs. Villere. Her head with its blond locks was cocked in the most charming manner.


“Of course. Will should learn to ride better, shoot, and any number of manly things. And I believe his reading is suffering. Our library is full of material of which he hasn’t begun to take advantage.”


“My goodness, I had no idea you had any such thoughts.” Her hands were folded stiffly at her waistline.


“Don’t you think I should consider his education? Beyond what he learns at that school in Washington? Father certainly hasn’t.”


“Your father is busy running this plantation,” she said, tucking her chin.


How quickly she turned the subject from Father’s laxness. He could not fathom why she defended the man, considering how he treated her.


“What do you think, Madeleine?” Mother had turned to Mrs. Villere. “Would you accept Jacob watching over Adrien whenever you are here?”


“Jacob is somewhat young, but Adrien might benefit from an older brother figure, as Lucien is always off working with Paien.” She turned to her son and said firmly, “Only if Adrien behaves like a proper young gentleman.”


“Please, Maman. I will be ever so good. Truly I will.”


How emphatically he speaks, practically raising on his toes.


“You will not find it necessary to teach my son reading, Jacob, as he studies with a tutor five mornings a week. And Adrien has ridden nothing but calm, well-trained animals. You must promise to never let him out of your sight.”


“Of course, madam. I will keep my eyes on him.” I certainly shall. He’s surrounded by too many skirts.





The year 1849 was good for cotton, corn, and tobacco. Three steamboats were tied to the wharves in Washington at once to load bales and hogsheads for the trip down the Brazos to Galveston. Plantations along the river settled in for a fine, fat fall and a satisfying winter.


An October wind rattled the leaves, and it smelled of rain the blustery evening Jacob heard a horse in the drive and hurried to the front door. He stepped onto the veranda, saw lather pouring down the mare’s sides, and his father sliding from the saddle and tossing the reins to the boy who had come running up. The old tyrant would ruin a good horse in order to get home a little faster.


“Fetch my saddlebags,” he said as he passed, trailing the scent of sweat and tobacco smoke. Jacob had expected no other greeting.


Thank God, their butler had also heard the horse and held the door open as the old reprobate strode in.


“Lucretia,” his father yelled, moving on through the marbled entry hall toward the carpeted stairs. “Where is that woman?”


Mother came hurrying down the hall.


“Welcome home, dear. Supper will be ready shortly, and I have Caesar preparing a hot bath.”


“Bring supper to my room. You bring it, not the girl. And wear that pink dressing gown.” He spun on his heels. “Don’t forget those bags, Jacob. I’ll want to look at those papers while I eat. And send up some of that brandy. I’ve had enough of that cheap whiskey Marshall Holman serves.” He turned and stomped up the stairs, fist gripping the walnut banister.


Jacob stood a moment watching him, the bags dangling from his fist. He wanted to throw them at the bottom of the stairs. Then he felt his mother’s uncertain fingers on his forearm and glanced down into her porcelain face.


“Do as he says. It does no good to defy him, as doing so only makes him worse.” She gently touched the scar at his hairline. “As you well know.”


He lowered his head, dropped the bags, and took her hands, kissing the back of one.


“My dear, gallant son.”


“Hardly, Mother.” He studied her, so pale, so guileless and accommodating. She still thought him the towheaded boy of six who had brought her all his secrets.


She lowered her arms, lightly clutching her waist. “You have become nearly as tall as your father. You are my rock, and William and Lily adore you.” Her right hand hovered at her graceful neck, and she cocked her head. A blond strand slightly struck with gray curled there. He recognized a typical flirting habit, in this case, one meant to make him agreeable—she likely had no idea she was doing it. “There are compensations.” She need not say for what.


“I’ll see that William and Lily have supper and are put to bed,” he said.


“He’ll want to see them after he eats.” That tucked chin again.


“I’ll have them ready for bed.”


“What would I do without you?” She was peering down at the carpet.


“You would manage.” He bent to pick up the bags and headed up the stairs.


I hate him. One day I’ll be older, and then we’ll see. The old reprobate. We’ll see then.





September a year later, seventeen-year-old Jacob was an inch taller, but little else in East Texas had changed. Cotton grew, and riverboats ran the Brazos which flooded with rains and receded with the change of seasons. His father replaced old candle and whale oil lights throughout the house with the new gaslights. Jacob missed the smell of beeswax but not the odorous whale oil.


He spent more time with young Adrien Villere, as planned since that morning over a year before. He reminded himself to treat the youth like any fine thoroughbred, as the boy was inclined to stand on his dignity, take the bit, and run if one wasn’t careful.


Adrien reined in, huffing from some hard riding after Jacob and Catchfire, who halted to let him catch up. “You sure like to push a fellow,” he said.


Jacob grinned. “More likely pulling from where I sit.” He patted the stallion on the neck as it pranced beneath him, not even winded. After a few months of riding double on Catchfire, Adrien had graduated to riding solo on full-grown horses, and by fall he was straddling half-wild broncs as though he’d been born on them. Like most Texans, the youth was a natural rider. Thank God, he’d gotten Adrien free from his mother’s skirts in time. Madeleine Villere was a beautiful woman, but she’d nearly turned this one into a popinjay.


Besides, he loved to watch the boy’s eyes grow bright and his chest rise with excitement.


If only he were older. But he will be one day.


“Look at that sky.” Adrien gazed off west, where clouds turned shades of azure, pink, and purple.


The boy had an eye for beauty. “That sky is telling us it’s time to head home.”


“Wait a minute longer, will you?”


Jacob leaned his forearm on the saddle horn. Catchfire could find his way home in the dark. Jacob was patient. Years patient. His chance would come.
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