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Chapter One


The harsh squawk of a crow made Lily LeGrand look up. The long, wooden dye-paddle in her hands came to a stop for a few seconds as she scanned the top of the levee. Where were Augustin and Pierre? If the crows got into the corn now, a week from harvest, Maman would be furious.

Lily started nudging at the cloth again, moving the bolt of cottonade through the simmering liquid. The water reeked of salt and vinegar, the mordants Maman was using to set the dye this time. Staring down into the water, Lily noticed a fleck of onionskin that had somehow missed the strainer.

She bent to pick up a twig and fished out the onionskin, then straightened her back and looked at the sky, wishing she could slip away and paddle her pirogue into the deep reaches of the swamp. It worried Maman when she went, but the truth was, Lily was more comfortable on the water than anywhere else. In her pirogue she was as fleet and graceful as anyone, young or old, man or woman.

Lily sighed. It was going to be another hot morning. They had been having thunderstorms late in the afternoon, and the ground was steaming as the sun rose high enough to clear the line of towering cypress trees on the east side of the bayou.

“Lily!”

The sound of her mother’s voice made Lily turn quickly, and she lost her balance, her lame foot refusing to bear her weight. She braced herself against the dye-paddle and managed to avoid falling.

Maman appeared in the doorway as Lily was regaining her footing, then came to the edge of the gallerie. She blinked at the glare of the bright sunlight. “Lift the cloth and let me look. I want only a pale yellow for this one.”

Lily pushed the paddle deep into the water, winding the cloth around it, then lifted the dripping mass slowly, bracing the end of the paddle against her hip.

“A little longer,” Maman said, and Lily lowered the cloth back into the steaming dye bath.

“I heard crows,” Lily said.

Her mother pulled in a quick breath and frowned. “Have you seen your brothers?”

Lily shook her head. “But they were out behind the house earlier, fooling around the chickens. Pierre was digging along the back of the cage à poulet.”

“I asked him to,” Maman said. “I want to pour ashes into the ants’ nest there—maybe we can get rid of them. They have killed three chicks this year.” She spat into the dirt. “God must have some purpose for the cursed fourmi rouge. But I hate the big red ones.”

Lily nodded, feeling only a little ashamed that she had assumed her brothers were playing instead of working. Most often when she assumed this, she was right. Augustin was usually figuring out how to avoid work, and Pierre would just trail his older brother around.

“Non, non, Rose Eva,” Maman said, turning to swoop up Lily’s three-year-old sister. “Stay away from the dye kettle. You could scald yourself!”

“Brulant!” Rose Eva said gravely, her little mouth in a straight, serious line.

“Boiling hot!” Maman agreed. “And you could hurt yourself.” She kissed Rose Eva’s cheek and set her down again, keeping hold of her hand.

“I wonder if the boys followed your father. I will stir a moment, Lily, if you will go look.”

Lily nodded and waited until her mother nudged Rose Eva back inside, calling out for Marie to watch her. When Maman took the long handle, she made a shooing motion. “Go quickly. I think they would not dare leave without telling me, but that Augustin is beginning to consider himself a man.”

Lily nodded but didn’t say anything. Every time she complained to her mother about something Augustin did, Maman would scold him, and that only seemed to make things worse.

Lily started down the path toward the levee, walking as fast as she could. Placing her left foot carefully as she always did, she kept her crooked ankle from turning beneath her weight. She ran in an uneven rhythm that was hers alone.

Going up the steep slant of the levee, Lily turned sideways, taking a big step with her strong leg, then hitching her left foot alongside. Once she was at the top, she stopped and stood still, turning in a slow circle.

The pirogue was still there, and so was the little raft the boys had made earlier in the year. The bateau was gone, but that only meant her father was still out gathering moss.

“What do you see?” Maman called.

Lily gestured at her to wait a moment, then shaded her eyes, looking up the bayou. The sun was bright where she stood, but just a little farther south was a stand of live oak trees that cast dappled shadows over the dark water. Farther still, the tupelo gums and palmettos grew thickly along the banks. Every family had cleared enough ground to build a planked dock that jutted out over the warm, slow water.

The bayou was empty as far as Lily could see. Looking north, there was no sign of her brothers, either. The sun shone on ’Nonc Jean’s gardens. His place—and those of the rest of the LeGrands—were better kept than almost anyone else’s: hardly a shred of palmettos or tupelos growing behind the levees. Their fields went farther back, too. Only at the far end of their long, narrow farms did they permit the natural growth of the swamp.

“Lily!”

She turned to face her mother. “The pirogue is here, and their raft. I don’t see them or hear them.”

“Pas responsable!” Maman called.

Lily nodded. It was true. Augustin had become irresponsible lately. Lily started back toward the house.

“I will finish here,” Maman said as she got closer. “Keep looking for your brothers. They can’t be far.”

Lily nodded and went around the side of the house, knowing that if Rose Eva or Marie saw her, they would want to tag along. She would be glad when they were both old enough to help more. There were days when she and Maman were too tired to eat in the evenings.

The pigs were in the indigo patch, and she chased them out, relatching the gate they had pushed open. Milk and rice hulls were still in their trough, so they went back into their own pen happily enough, squealing and snorting. Lily glanced at the cage à poulet. The tall, black rooster was crowing from a fence post, his hens scratching at the dark, moist soil beneath. There was no sign of Augustin or Pierre.

Lily crossed the yard and walked around the back of the chicken coop. There were ashes piled six or seven inches deep, heaped into feathery mounds, all along the back wall. So the boys had finished that chore, at least. She could see the big red ants struggling to find their way through the suffocating powder. Straightening, her hands on her hips, Lily squinted to see through the shadows beneath the trees that marked the end of the yard and the beginning of the cornfield. She listened, hoping that her brothers had heard the crows too, and were out there, but she still couldn’t hear their voices.

Sighing, Lily walked across the yard, glancing into the cowshed as she passed. Earlier that morning, she had hung the bucket, clean and dry, ready for the evening’s milking. The stall was still wet and full of manure. So the boys had not even started their regular chores yet.

Lily made her way, careful not to twist her weak ankle where the ground was muddy. A little farther on, she scuffed her bare feet in the grass to clean them off, then tried to miss the worst places. Maman always hated it when Lily stained her hemlines, and now that Lily had begun helping with the weaving and sewing, she understood why.

“Augustin!” Lily shouted as she started down the slope toward the first rice field. There was no answer. Lily walked a little farther, then called her brother’s name again. She was a half mile or more from the house, almost to the wild swamp, before she got an answer.

Augustin and Pierre came running when they heard the impatience in her voice. They tumbled over each other in their eagerness to apologize. She knew they were sorry, but it was more than that. They didn’t want her to tell Maman that they had been playing.

“I heard crows,” she told them, and watched their faces become solemn. “And the cow’s stall is filthy.”

“That was Pierre’s job this morning,” Augustin defended himself.

Pierre was shaking his head. “I did it yesterday.”

“Go do it now!” Lily interrupted them. “Let Augustin throw stones at the crows. His aim is truer.”

Pierre looked insulted. He pulled himself up to his full height, the very image of eight-year-old dignity. “That is a lie.” He looked so stricken, so insulted, that Lily could not help but laugh. Augustin joined her, his mouth twitching at the corners. Pierre allowed his expression to dissolve into a grin.

“Just go, both of you!” Lily said. They shot her grateful looks, knowing now that they would not get into much trouble. Then they ran back toward the house.

Lily followed their footprints, stopping to step over puddles they had leaped, skirting bushes they had burst through. By the time she ducked out of the shade of the live oaks and went back around to the front of the house, her father had arrived home.

“Lily!” he called when he saw her. “Everyone is too busy to come with me. I need your help.”

“Of course, Papa,” she called back.

He smiled at her. “I just have to deliver the moss to Monsieur Courville, then we will come home. I—”

“Do I have to go?” Lily interrupted, her stomach tightening.

“It will be faster with two of us to paddle,” he said.

Lily started to plead, then pressed her lips together. Her father could not begin to understand why she hated going to the Courville plantation.

Lily had never told him why, and she never intended to. It would only make him start a fight he could not win. She blinked back tears and swallowed hard, turning so Papa could not see her face. “I will wash up,” she said over her shoulder. Then she forced herself to start for the house.



Chapter Two


Paul Courville was trying to keep his head down, trying to concentrate on the plate of biscuits and gravy that lay before him on the polished tabletop. His three older brothers were talking, all of them excited and happy this morning. John was going with Father to an auction in New Orleans to buy mules. That meant the twins would be able to get away with anything for a few days—William would lead and Mark would follow along like he always did. Mr. Thomas couldn’t control them. He would be busy supervising the planting and the harvest, riding back and forth all day long, shouting orders at the slaves.

“Don’t forget to bring me the whetstone,” William was saying.

Paul glanced up in time to see John nodding. “I won’t forget. And Mark’s gun flints. Do you want anything, Paul?”

“Hair ribbons,” William whispered, and John shot him a harsh look.

“I don’t need anything,” Paul said, meeting John’s eyes. Lately John had been telling him that he had to stand up for himself with the twins. But it wasn’t that easy.

“Are you sure?” Mark asked, forcing his voice to sound high and squeaky like Paul’s. Then he dropped it to a whisper again. “Blue ribbons would set off that jacket.”

William laughed approvingly. Paul acted like he hadn’t heard. He was praying every night that his voice would change soon and stop squeaking like a girl’s every time he opened his mouth. He glanced through the half doors into the parlor where Angeline wielded the feather duster. Mother was having the slaves clean the house thoroughly. She had houseguests coming in five days.

“Father said if he saw a good horse at the sale, he would buy it for me,” William said.

Paul glanced at him resentfully. William loved to ride and he was a good horseman, but he already owned a gelding that was sleek and fast. Paul’s own horse was an aging mare—calm, gentle, and slow-footed. It wasn’t fair. If anyone was going to get another horse, it should be he. But William had the nerve to ask, and that made all the difference with Father.

“You two stay out of trouble while I am gone,” John was saying sternly, his brow furrowed in an imitation of Father’s. Paul glanced up sharply, still angry over the idea of William getting a new horse. His irritation increased at the tone of his older brother’s warning. Had it always been like this? Had John always assumed the twins would have some adventure that could turn dangerous while he was safe at home with Mother? They weren’t that much older than he was—only a year and a half.

“And don’t cause problems with Mr. Thomas,” John added. When the twins didn’t answer him, John cleared his throat. “I mean it. You leave the hounds and the fighting cocks alone.”

“We only did that once and—” William began.

“And once was enough,” John said, interrupting him.

“Are you ready, son?”

Paul was startled by the sound of his father’s booming voice.

“Almost,” John answered.

Paul watched as Father came into the dining room. His lion’s mane of ginger-colored hair was silhouetted against the morning sun streaming through the glass-paned French doors.

Earlier, the doors had been opened wide to catch the coolest morning air. They would be closed until evening. In an hour or so, thick curtains would be drawn against the beginnings of the day’s heat. The gauzy mosquito netting would remain neatly gathered aside until midafternoon.

“I would like to make an early start, John,” Father said, coming around the table. He turned a chair around, then straddled it, his eyes on his oldest son.

Paul watched William and Mark shift uneasily. Father rarely addressed them, either. All his attention went to John—his heir. He wanted to make sure John knew everything there was to know about running Fair Oaks. What the rest of them did with their futures was of less concern to him as long as they didn’t embarrass the family or end up on the wrong side of the law.

John stood, wiped his mouth, then set the white linen napkin on the table. Esther appeared out of nowhere and took his plate and the soiled napkin away. She moved with quick grace and long practice and was gone before Paul’s father had noticed her. He rarely noticed any of the house slaves. Managing the domestic staff was his wife’s duty.

“We’ll be back in three days,” Father was saying as he stood up and turned the chair around to push it beneath the table.

“Look out for a good colt, please, Father,” William said. “I want to work with one and train it and—”

“I want to do that too,” Mark broke in, interrupting his brother. “Terrence Russel was telling me about a new breed of horse his father was—”

“A yearling would be perfect,” William said, talking loudly enough to drown out Mark’s words.

Paul watched his father’s face darken in annoyance. “You’re yapping like puppies. I can’t understand either one of you.”

“My mare is getting old,” Paul said in a low voice. His father glanced at him, but didn’t respond. Instead, he motioned at John, and together they walked to the wide door that led out onto the veranda.

Shoving back their chairs, the twins got up from the table, Mark flinging his napkin back over his shoulder. It landed on the floor, and Paul picked it up, earning a smile from Esther as she came forward to clear up the mess. Lagging a dozen steps behind, he followed his older brothers outside.

Father led the way past the gardens, glancing over at the sugarhouse, talking to John over his shoulder. Paul could only hear small bits of his father’s comments as he made his way between the sweet potato beds and the rows of okra that stood ready to be picked. On the far side of the garden, near the peach trees his grandfather had planted, Paul slowed a little.
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