
[image: Cover: Ruby, by V.C. Andrews]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




[image: Image]



Prologue


During the first fifteen years of my life, my birth and the events surrounding it were a mystery; as much a mystery as the number of stars that shone in the night sky over the bayou or where the silvery catfish hid on days when Grandpere couldn’t catch one to save his life. I knew my mother only from the stories Grandmere Catherine and Grandpere Jack told me and from the few faded sepia photographs of her that we had in pewter frames. It seemed that for as long as I could remember, I always felt remorseful when I stood at her grave and gazed at the simple tombstone that read:

Gabrielle Landry
Born May 1, 1927
Died October 27, 1947

for my birth date and the date of her death were one and the same. Everyday and every night, I carried in my secret heart the ache of guilt when my birthday came around, despite the great effort Grandmere went through to make it a happy day. I knew it was as hard for her to be joyful as it was for me.

But over and above my mother’s sad, sad death when I was born, there were dark questions I could never ask, even if I knew how, because I’d be much too scared it would make my grandmother’s face, usually so loving, take on that closed, hooded look I dreaded. Some days she sat silently in her rocker and stared at me for what seemed like hours. Whatever the answers were, the truth had torn my grandparents to pieces; it had sent Grandpere Jack into the swamp to live alone in his shack. And from that day forward, Grandmere Catherine could not think of him without great anger flashing from her eyes and sorrow burning in her heart.

The unknown lingered over our house in the bayou; it hung in the spiderwebs that turned the swamps into a jeweled world on moonlit nights; it was draped over the cypress trees like the Spanish moss that dangled over their branches. I heard it in the whispering warm summer breezes and in the water lapping against the clay. I even felt it in the piercing glance of the marsh hawk, whose yellow-circled eyes followed my every move.

I hid from the answers just as much as I longed to know them. Words that carried enough weight and power to keep two people apart who should love and cherish each other could only fill me with fear.

I would sit by my window and stare into the darkness of the swamp on a warm, spring night, letting the breeze that swept in over the swamps from the Gulf of Mexico cool my face; and I would listen to the owl.

But instead of his unearthly cry of “Who, Who, Who,” I would hear him call “Why, Why, Why” and I would embrace myself more tightly to keep the trembling from reaching my pounding heart.
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Grandmere’s Powers

A loud and desperate rapping on our screen door echoed through the house and drew both my and Grandmere Catherine’s attention from our work. That night we were upstairs in the grenier, the loom room, weaving the cotton jaune into blankets we would sell at the stand in front of our house on weekends when the tourists came to the bayou. I held my breath. The knocking came again, louder and more frantic.

“Go down and see who’s there, Ruby,” Grandmere Catherine whispered loudly. “Quickly. And if it’s your Grandpere Jack soaked in that swamp whiskey again, shut the door as fast as you can,” she added, but something in the way her dark eyes widened said she knew this was someone else and something far more frightening and unpleasant.

A strong breeze had kicked up behind the thick layers of dark clouds that enclosed us like a shroud, hiding the quarter moon and stars in the April Louisiana sky. This year spring had been more like summer. The days and nights were so hot and humid I found mildew on my shoes in the morning. At noon the sun made the goldenrod glisten and drove the gnats and flies into a frenzy to find cool shade. On clear nights I could see where the swamp’s Golden Lady spiders had come out to erect their giant nets for their nightly catch of beetles and mosquitos. We had stretched fabric over our windows that kept out the insects but let in whatever cool breeze came up from the Gulf.

I hurried down the stairs and through the narrow hallway that ran straight from the rear of the house to the front. The sight of Theresa Rodrigues’s face with her nose against the screen stopped me in my tracks and turned my feet to lead. She looked as white as a water lily, her coffee black hair wild and her eyes full of terror.

“Where’s your grandmere?” she cried frantically.

I called out to my grandmother and then stepped up to the door. Theresa was a short, stout girl three years older than I. At eighteen, she was the oldest of five children. I knew her mother was about to have another. “What’s wrong, Theresa?” I asked, joining her on the galerie. “Is it your mother?”

Immediately, she burst into tears, her heavy bosom heaving and falling with the sobs, her face in her hands. I looked back into the house in time to see Grandmere Catherine come down the stairs, take one look at Theresa, and cross herself.

“Speak quickly, child,” Grandmere Catherine demanded, rushing up to the door.

“My mama . . . gave birth . . . to a dead baby,” Theresa wailed.

“Mon Dieu,” Grandmere Catherine said, and crossed herself once more. “I felt it,” she muttered, her eyes turned to me. I recalled the moments during our weaving when she had raised her gaze and had seemed to listen to the sounds of the night. The cry of a raccoon had sounded like the cry of a baby.

“My father sent me to fetch you,” Theresa moaned through her tears. Grandmere Catherine nodded and squeezed Theresa’s hand reassuringly.

“I’m coming right away.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Landry. Thank you,” Theresa said, and shot off the porch and into the night, leaving me confused and frightened. Grandmere Catherine was already gathering her things and filling a split-oak basket. Quickly, I went back inside.

“What does Mr. Rodrigues want, Grandmere? What can you do for them now?”

When Grandmere was summoned at night, it usually meant someone was very sick or in pain. No matter what it was, my stomach would tingle as if I had swallowed a dozen flies that buzzed around and around inside.

“Get the butane lantern,” she ordered instead of answering. I hurried to do so. Unlike the frantic Theresa Rodrigues whose terror had lit her way through the darkness, we would need the lantern to go from the front porch and over the marsh grass to the inky black gravel highway. To Grandmere the overcast night sky carried an ominous meaning, especially tonight. As soon as we stepped out and she looked up, she shook her head and muttered, “Not a good sign.”

Behind us and beside us, the swamp seemed to come alive with her dark words. Frogs croaked, night birds cawed, and gators slithered over the cool mud.

At fifteen I was already two inches taller than Grandmere Catherine who was barely five-feet-four in her moccasins. Diminutive in size, she was still the strongest woman I knew, for besides her wisdom and her grit, she carried the powers of a Traiteur, a treater; she was a spiritual healer, someone unafraid to do battle with evil, no matter how dark or insidious that evil was. Grandmere always seemed to have a solution, always seemed to reach back in her bag of cure-alls and rituals and manage to find the proper course of action. It was something unwritten, something handed down to her, and whatever was not handed down, she magically knew herself.

Grandmere was left-handed, which to all of us Cajuns meant she could have spiritual powers. But I thought her power came from her dark onyx eyes. She was never afraid of anything. Legend had it that one night in the swamp she had come face-to-face with the Grim Reaper himself and she’d stared down Death’s gaze until he realized she was no one to tangle with just yet.

People in the bayou came to her to cure their warts and their rheumatism. She had her secret medicines for colds and coughs and was said even to know a way to prevent aging, although she never used it because it would be against the natural order of things. Nature was sacred to Grandmere Catherine. She extracted all of her remedies from the plants and herbs, the trees and animals that lived near or in the swamps.

“Why are we going to the Rodrigues house, Grandmere? Isn’t it too late?”

“Couchemal,” she muttered, and mumbled a prayer under her breath. The way she prayed made my spine tingle and, despite the humidity, gave me a chill. I clenched my teeth together as hard as I could, hoping they wouldn’t chatter. I was determined to be as fearless as Grandmere, and most of the time I succeeded.

“I guess that you are old enough for me to tell you,” she said so quietly I had to strain to hear. “A couchemal is an evil spirit that lurks about when an unbaptized baby dies. If we don’t drive it away, it will haunt the family and bring them bad luck,” she said. “They should have called me as soon as Mrs. Rodrigues started her birthing. Especially on a night like this,” she added darkly.

In front of us, the glow of the butane lantern made the shadows dance and wiggle to what Grandpere Jack called “The Song of the Swamp,” a song not only made up of animal sounds, but also the peculiar low whistle that sometimes emerged from the twisted limbs and dangling Spanish moss we Cajuns called Spanish Beard when a breeze traveled through. I tried to stay as close to Grandmere as I could without knocking into her and my feet were moving as quickly as they could to keep up. Grandmere was so fixed on our destination, and on the astonishing task before us that she looked like she could walk through the pitch darkness.

In her split-oak basket, Grandmere carried a half-dozen small totems of the Virgin Mary, as well as a bottle of holy water and some assorted herbs and plants. The prayers and incantations she carried in her head.

“Grandmere,” I began. I needed to hear the sound of my own voice. “Qu’est-ce—”

“English,” she corrected quickly. “Speak only in English.” Grandmere always insisted we speak English, especially when we left the house, even though our Cajun language was French. “Someday you will leave this bayou,” she predicted, “and you will live in a world that maybe looks down on our Cajun language and ways.”

“Why would I leave the bayou, Grandmere?” I asked her. “And why would I stay with people who looked down on us?”

“You just will,” she replied in her usual cryptic manner. “You just will.”

“Grandmere,” I began again, “why would a spirit haunt the Rodrigueses anyway? What have they done?”

“They’ve done nothing. The baby was born dead. It came in the body of the infant, but the spirit was unbaptized and has no place to go, so it will haunt them and bring them bad luck.”

I looked back. Night fell like a leaden curtain behind us, pushing us forward. When we made the turn, I was happy to see the lighted windows of the Butes, our closest neighbor. The sight of it allowed me to pretend that everything was normal.

“Have you done this many times before, Grandmere?” I knew my grandmother was called to perform many rituals, from blessing a new house to bringing luck to a shrimp or oyster fisherman. Mothers of young brides unable to bear children called her to do whatever she could to make them fertile. More often than not, they became pregnant. I knew of all these things, but until tonight I had never heard of a couchemal.

“Unfortunately, many times,” she replied. “As did Traiteurs before me as far back as our days in the old country.”

“And did you always succeed in chasing away the evil spirit?”

“Always,” she replied with a tone of such confidence that I suddenly felt safe.

Grandmere Catherine and I lived alone in our toothpick-legged house with its tin roof and recessed galerie. We lived in Houma, Louisiana, which was in Terrebonne Parish. Folks said the parish was only two hours away from New Orleans by car, but I didn’t know if that was true since I had never been to New Orleans. I had never left the bayou.

Grandpere Jack had built our house himself more than thirty years ago when he and Grandmere Catherine had first been married. Like most Cajun homes, our house was set on posts to keep us above the crawling animals and give us some protection from the floods and dampness. Its walls were built out of cypress wood and its roof out of corrugated metal. Whenever it rained, the drops would tap our house like a drum. The rare stranger to come to our house was sometimes bothered by it, but we were as accustomed to the drumming as we were to the shrieks of the marsh hawks.

“Where does the spirit go when we drive it away?” I asked.

“Back to limbo where it can do good God-fearing folks no harm,” she replied.

We Cajuns, who were descendants of the Arcadians driven from Canada in the mid-1700s, believed in a spirituality that commingled Catholicism with pre-Christian folklore. We went to church and prayed to saints like Saint Medad, but we clung to our superstitions and age-old beliefs as firmly. Some, like Grandpere Jack, clung to them more. He was often involved in some activity to ward off bad luck and had an assortment of talismans like alligator teeth and dried deer ears to wear around his neck or carry on his belt at times. Grandmere said no man in the bayou needed them more than he did.

The gravel road stretched and turned ahead, but at the pace we were keeping, the Rodrigueses’ cypress wood house now bleached a gray-white patina, soon loomed before us. We heard the wailing coming from within and saw Mr. Rodrigues on the front galerie holding Theresa’s four-year-old brother in his arms. He sat in a split-oak rocking chair and stared into the night as though he had already seen the evil spirit. It chilled me even more, but I moved forward as quickly as Grandmere Catherine did. The moment he set eyes on her, his expression of sorrow and fear turned to one of hope. It felt good to see how much Grandmere was respected.

“Thanks for comin’ so fast, Mrs. Landry. Thanks for comin’,” he said, and rose quickly. “Theresa,” he cried, and Theresa emerged from the house to take her little brother from him. He opened the door for my grandmother, and after I set the lantern down, I followed her inside.

Grandmere Catherine had been to the Rodrigueses’ house before and went directly to Mrs. Rodrigues’s bedroom. She lay there, her eyes closed, her face ashen, her black hair spread out over the pillow. Grandmere took her hand and Mrs. Rodrigues looked up weakly. Grandmere Catherine fixed her gaze on Mrs. Rodrigues and stared hard as though searching for a sign. Mrs. Rodrigues struggled to raise herself.

“Rest, Delores,” Grandmere Catherine said. “I am here to help.”

“Yes,” Mrs. Rodrigues said in a loud whisper. She clutched Grandmere’s wrist. “I felt it, Catherine. I felt its heartbeat start and stop and then I felt the couchemal slip away. I felt it. . . .”

“Rest, Delores. I will do what has to be done,” Grandmere Catherine promised. She patted her hand and turned to me. She nodded slightly and I followed her out to the galerie, where Theresa and the other Rodrigues children waited wide-eyed.

Grandmere Catherine reached into her split-oak basket and plucked out one of her bottles of holy water. She opened it carefully and turned to me.

“Take the lantern and lead me around the house,” she said. “Every cistern, every pot with water in it, needs a drop or two of the holy water, Ruby. Make sure we don’t miss a one,” she warned. I nodded, my legs trembling, and we began our foray.

In the darkness, an owl hooted, but when we turned the corner of the house, I heard something slither through the grass. My heart was thumping so hard, I thought I’d drop the lantern. Would the evil spirit do something to try to stop us? As if to answer my question, something cool and wet slipped past me in the darkness and just grazed my left cheek. I gasped aloud. Grandmere Catherine turned to reassure me.

“The spirit is hiding in a cistern or a pot. It has to hide in water. Don’t be afraid,” she coached, and then stopped by a cistern used to gather rainwater from the roof of the Rodrigueses’ house. She opened her bottle and tipped it so as to spill only a drop or two into it and then closed her eyes and mumbled a prayer. We did the same thing at every barrel and every pot until we circled the house and returned to the front where Mr. Rodrigues, Theresa, and the other two children waited in anticipation.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Landry,” Mr. Rodrigues said, “but Theresa’s just told me the children have an old gumbo pot out back. It’s surely got some rainwater in it from the downpour late this afternoon.”

“Show me,” Grandmere ordered Theresa, who nodded and led the way. She was so nervous, she couldn’t find it at first

“We’ve got to find it,” Grandmere Catherine warned. Theresa began to cry.

“Take your time, Theresa,” I told her, and squeezed her arm gently to reassure her. She sucked in a deep breath and nodded. Then she bit down on her lower lip and concentrated until she remembered the exact location and took us to it. Grandmere knelt down and dropped the holy water in, whispering her prayer as she did so.

Perhaps it was my overworked imagination; perhaps not, but I thought I saw something pale gray, something that resembled a baby, fly up and away. I smothered a cry, afraid I would frighten Theresa even more. Grandmere Catherine stood up and we returned to the house to offer our final condolences. She set a totem of the Virgin Mary at the front door and told Mr. Rodrigues to be sure it remained there for forty days and forty nights. She gave him another one and told him to put it at the foot of his and his wife’s bed and leave it there just as long. Then we started back to our own home.

“Do you think you chased it off, Grandmere?” I asked when we were sufficiently away from the house and none of the Rodrigues family would hear.

“Yes,” she said. Then she turned to me and added, “I wish I had the power to chase away the evil spirit that dwells in your grandpere as easily. If I thought it would do any good, I’d bathe him in holy water. Goodness knows, he could use the washing anyway.”

I smiled, but my eyes soon filled with tears as well. For as long as I could remember, Grandpere Jack had lived apart from us, lived in his trapper’s shack in the swamp. Most of the time, Grandmere Catherine had only bad things to say about him and refused to set eyes on him whenever he did come around, but sometimes, her voice got softer, her eyes warmer, and she would wish he would do this or that to help himself or change his ways. She didn’t like me to go poling a pirogue through the swamps to visit him.

“God forbid you turn over that flimsy canoe or fall out. He’d probably be too soaked with whiskey to hear your cries for help and then there are the snakes and gators to contend with, Ruby. He ain’t worth the effort of the journey,” she’d mutter, but she never stopped me and even though she pretended not to care or want to know about him, I noticed she always managed to listen when I described one of my visits to Grandpere.

How many nights had I sat by my window and looked up at the moon peeking between two clouds and wished and prayed that somehow we could be a family. I had no mother and no father, but only Grandmere Catherine who had been and still was a mother to me. Grandmere always said Grandpere could barely care for himself, much less substitute as a father for me. Still, I dreamed. If they were together again . . . if we were all together in our house, we would be like a normal family. Perhaps then, Grandpere Jack wouldn’t drink and gamble. All of my friends at school had regular families, with brothers and sisters and two parents to come home to and love.

But my mother lay buried in the cemetery a half mile away and my father . . . my father was a blank face with no name, a stranger who had come passing through the bayou and met my mother at a fais dodo, a Cajun dance. According to Grandmere Catherine, the love they made so wildly and carefree that night resulted in my birth. What hurt me beside my mother’s tragic death was the realization that somewhere out there lived a man who never knew he had a daughter, had me. We would never set eyes on each other, never exchange a word. We wouldn’t even see each other’s shadows or silhouettes like two fishing boats passing in the night.

When I was a little girl I invented a game: the Daddy Game. I would study myself in the mirror and then try to imagine my facial characteristics on a man. I would sit at my drawing table and sketch his face. Conjuring the rest of him was harder. Sometimes I made him very tall, as tall as Grandpere Jack, and sometimes just an inch or so taller than I was. He was always a well-built, muscular man. I decided long ago that he must have been good-looking and very charming to have won my mother’s heart so quickly.

Some of the drawings became watercolor paintings. In one of them, I set my imaginary father in a fais dodo hall, leaning against a wall, smiling because he had first set eyes on my mother. He looked sexy and dangerous, just the way he must have looked to draw my beautiful mother to him. In another painting, I had him walking down a road, but turned to wave good-bye. I always thought there was a promise in his face in that picture, the promise of return.

Most of my paintings had a man in them that in my imagination was my father. He was either on a shrimp boat or poling a pirogue through one of the canals or across one of the ponds. Grandmere Catherine knew why the man was in my pictures. I saw how sad it made her, but I couldn’t help myself. Lately, she had urged me to paint swamp animals and birds more often than people.

On weekends, we would put some of my paintings out with our woven blankets, sheets, and towels, our split-oak baskets and palmetto hats. Grandmere would also put out her jars of herbal cures for headaches, insomnia, and coughs. Sometimes, we had a pickled snake or a large bullfrog in a jar because the tourists who drove by and stopped loved to buy them. Many loved to eat Grandmere’s gumbo or jambalaya. She would ladle out small bowls of it and they would sit at the benches and tables in front of our house and enjoy a real Cajun lunch.

All in all, I suppose my life in the bayou wasn’t as bad as the lives some motherless and fatherless children led. Grandmere Catherine and I didn’t have many worldly goods, but we had our small safe home and we were able to get by with our loom work and handicrafts. From time to time, although admittedly not often enough, Grandpere Jack would drop by to give us part of what he made trapping muskrats, which was the main way he earned a living these days. Grandmere Catherine was too proud or too angry at him to accept it gracefully. Either I would take it or Grandpere would just leave it on the kitchen table.

“I don’t expect no thanks from her,” he would mutter to me, “but at least she could acknowledge I’m here leaving her the damn money. It’s hard earned, it is,” he would declare in a loud voice on the galerie steps. Grandmere Catherine would say nothing in reply, but usually keep on doing whatever she was doing inside.

“Thank you, Grandpere,” I would tell him.

“Ah, I don’t want your thanks. It’s not your thanks I’m asking for, Ruby. I just want someone to know I ain’t dead and buried or swallowed by a gator. Someone to at least have the decency to look at me,” he often moaned, still loud enough for Grandmere to hear.

Sometimes, she appeared in the doorway if he said something that got to her.

“Decency,” she cried from behind the screen door. “Did I hear you, Jack Landry, talk of decency?”

“Ah . . .” Grandpere Jack waved his long arm in her direction and turned away to return to the swamp.

“Wait, Grandpere,” I cried, running after him.

“Wait? For what? You ain’t seen stubborn until you’ve seen a Cajun woman with her mind made up. There’s nothin’ to wait for,” he declared, and walked on, his hip boots sucking through the spongelike grass and earth. Usually, he wore his red coat which was a cross between a vest and a fireman’s raincoat, with huge sewn in pockets that circled around behind from two sides. They had slit openings and were called rat pockets, for that was where he put his muskrats.

Whenever he charged off in anger, his long, stark white hair would fly up and around his head and look like white flames. He was a dark-skinned man. The Landrys were said to have Indian blood. But he had emerald green eyes that twinkled with an impish charm when he was sober and in a good mood. Tall and lanky and strong enough to wrestle with a gator, Grandpere Jack was something of a legend in the bayou. Few men lived off the swamp as well as he did.

But Grandmere Catherine was down on the Landrys and often brought me to tears when she cursed the day she’d married Grandpere.

“Let it be a lesson to you, Ruby,” she told me one day. “A lesson as to how the heart can trick and confuse the mind. The heart wants what the heart wants. But before you give yourself to a man, be sure you have a good idea as to where he’s going to take you. Sometimes, the best way to see the future, is to look at the past,” Grandmere advised. “I should have listened to what everyone told me about the Landrys. They’re so full of bad blood . . . they’ve been bad since the first Landrys settled here. It wasn’t long before signs were posted in these parts saying, No Landrys Allowed. How’s that for bad and how’s that for listening to your young heart instead of older wisdom?”

“But surely, you must have loved Grandpere once. You must have seen something good in him,” I insisted.

“I saw what I wanted to see,” she replied. She was stubborn when it came to him, but for reasons I still didn’t understand. That day I must have felt a streak of contrariness or bravery, because I tried to probe at the past.

“Grandmere, why did he move away? Was it just because of his drinking, because I think he would stop if he lived with us again?”

Her eyes cut sharply toward me. “No, it’s not just because of his drinking.” She was quiet a moment. “Although that’s good enough a reason.”

“Is it because of the way he gambles away his money?”

“Gambling ain’t the worse of it,” she snapped in a voice that said I should let the matter drop. But for some reason I couldn’t.

“Then what is, Grandmere? What did he do that was so terrible?”

Her face darkened and then softened a bit. “It’s between him and me,” she said. “It ain’t for you to know. You’re too young to understand it all, Ruby. If Grandpere Jack was meant to live with us . . . things would have been different,” she insisted and left me as confused and frustrated as ever.

Grandmere Catherine had such wisdom and such power. Why couldn’t she do something to make us a family again? Why couldn’t she forgive Grandpere and use her power to change him so that he could live with us once more? Why couldn’t we be a real family?

No matter what Grandpere Jack told me and other people, no matter how much he swore, ranted, and raved, I knew he had to be a lonely man living by himself in the swamp. Few people visited him and his home was really no more than a shack. It sat six feet off the marsh on pilings. He had a cistern to collect rainwater and butane lanterns for lights. It had a wood heater for burning scrap lumber and driftwood. At night he would sit on his galerie and play mournful tunes on his accordion and drink his rotgut whiskey.

He wasn’t really happy and neither was Grandmere Catherine. Here we were returning from the Rodrigues home after chasing off an evil spirit and we couldn’t chase off the evil spirits that dwelt in the shadows of our own home. In my heart I thought Grandmere Catherine was like the shoemaker without any shoes. She can do so much good for others, but she seemed incapable of doing the same sort of things for herself.

Was that the destiny of a Traiteur? A price she had to pay to have the power?

Would it be my destiny as well: to help others but be unable to help myself?

The bayou was a world filled with many mysterious things. Every journey into it, revealed something surprising. A secret until that moment not discovered. But the secrets held in our own hearts were the secrets I longed to know the most.

•   •   •

Just before we reached home, Grandmere Catherine said, “There’s someone at the house.” With a definite note of disapproval, she added, “It’s that Tate boy again.”

Paul was sitting on the galerie steps playing his harmonica, his motor scooter set against the cypress stump. The moment he set eyes on our lantern, he stopped playing and stood up to greet us.

Paul was the seventeen-year-old son of Octavious Tate, one of the richest men in Houma. The Tates owned a shrimp cannery and lived in a big house. They had a pleasure boat and expensive cars. Paul had two younger sisters, Jeanne, who was in my class at school, and Toby, who was two years younger. Paul and I had known each other all our lives, but just recently had begun to spend more time together. I knew his parents weren’t happy about it. Paul’s father had more than one run-in with Grandpere Jack and disliked the Landrys.

“Everything all right, Ruby?” Paul asked quickly as we drew closer. He wore a light blue cotton polo shirt, khaki pants, and leather boots laced tightly beneath them. Tonight he looked taller and wider to me, and older, too.

“Grandmere and I went to see the Rodrigues family. Mrs. Rodrigues’s baby was born dead,” I told him.

“Oh, that’s horrible,” Paul said softly. Of all the boys I knew at school, Paul seemed the most sincere and the most mature, although, one of the shyest. He was certainly one of the handsomest with his cerulean blue eyes and thick, chatin hair, which was what the Cajuns called brown mixed with blond. “Good evening, Mrs. Landry,” he said to Grandmere Catherine.

She flashed her gaze on him with that look of suspicion she had ever since the first time Paul had walked me home from school. Now that he was coming around more often, she was scrutinizing him even more closely, which was something I found embarrassing. Paul seemed a little amused, but a little afraid of her as well. Most folks believed in Grandmere’s prophetic and mystical powers.

“Evening,” she said slowly. “Might be a downpour yet tonight,” she predicted. “You shouldn’t be motoring about with that flimsy thing.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Paul said.

Grandmere Catherine shifted her eyes to me. “We got to finish the weavin’ we started,” she reminded me.

“Yes, Grandmere. I’ll be right along.”

She looked at Paul again and then went inside.

“Is your grandmother very upset about losing the Rodrigues baby?” he asked.

“She wasn’t called to help deliver it,” I replied, and I told him why she had been summoned and what we had done. He listened with interest and then shook his head.

“My father doesn’t believe in any of that. He says superstitions and folklore are what keeps the Cajuns backward and makes other folks think we’re ignorant. But I don’t agree,” he added quickly.

“Grandmere Catherine is far from ignorant,” I added, not hiding my indignation. “It’s ignorant not to take precautions against evil spirits and bad luck.”

Paul nodded. “Did you . . . see anything?” he asked.

“I felt it fly by my face,” I said, placing my hand on my cheek. “It touched me here. And then I thought I saw it leave.”

Paul released a low whistle.

“You must have been very brave,” he said.

“Only because I was with Grandmere Catherine,” I confessed.

“I wish I had gotten here earlier and been with you . . . to make sure nothing bad happened to you,” he added. I felt myself blush at his desire to protect me.

“I’m all right, but I’m glad it’s over,” I admitted. Paul laughed.

In the dim illumination of our galerie light, his face looked softer, his eyes even warmer. We hadn’t done much more than hold hands and kiss a half-dozen times, only twice on the lips, but the memory of those kisses made my heart flutter now when I looked at him and stood so closely to him. The breeze gently brushed aside some strands of hair that had fallen over his forehead. Behind the house, the water from the swamps lapped against the shore and a night bird flapped its wings above us, invisible against the dark sky.

“I was disappointed when I came by and you weren’t home,” he said. “I was just about to leave when I saw the light of your lantern.”

“I’m glad you waited,” I replied, and his smile widened. “But I can’t invite you in because Grandmere wants us to finish the blankets we’ll put up for sale tomorrow. She thinks we’ll be busy this weekend and she’s usually right. She always remembers which weekends were busier than others the year before. No one has a better memory for those things,” I added.

“I got to work in the cannery all day tomorrow, but maybe I can come by tomorrow night after dinner and we can walk to town to get a cup of crushed ice,” Paul suggested.

“I’d like that,” I said. Paul stepped closer to me and fixed his gaze on my face. We drank each other in for a moment before he worked up enough courage to say what he really had come to say. “What I really want to do is take you to the fais dodo next Saturday night,” he declared quickly.

I had never been out on a real date before. Just the thought of it filled me with excitement. Most girls my age would be going to the fais dodo with their families and dance with boys they met there, but to be picked up and escorted and to dance only with Paul all night. . . that sent my mind reeling.

“I’ll have to ask Grandmere Catherine,” I said, quickly adding, “but I’d like that very much.”

“Good. Well,” he said, backing up toward his motor scooter, “I guess I better be going before that downpour comes/’ He didn’t take his eyes off me as he stepped away and he caught his heel on a root. It sat him down firmly.

“Are you all right?” I cried, rushing to him. He laughed, embarrassed.

“I’m fine, except for a wet rear end,” he added, and laughed. He reached up to take my hand and stand, and when he did, we were only inches apart. Slowly, a millimeter at a time, our lips drew closer and closer until they met. It was a short kiss, but a firmer and more confident one on both our parts. I had gone up on my toes to bring my lips to his and my breasts grazed his chest. The unexpected contact with the electricity of our kiss sent a wave of warm, pleasant excitement down my spine.

“Ruby,” he said, bursting with emotion now. “You’re the prettiest and nicest girl in the whole bayou.”

“Oh, no, I’m not, Paul. I can’t be. There are so many prettier girls, girls who have expensive clothes and expensive jewelry and—”

“I don’t care if they have the biggest diamonds and dresses from Paris. Nothing could make them prettier than you,” he blurted out. I knew he wouldn’t have had the courage to say these things if we weren’t standing in the shadows and I couldn’t see him as clearly. I was sure his face was crimson.

“Ruby!” my grandmother called from a window. “I don’t want to stay up all night finishing this.”

“I’m coming, Grandmere. Good night, Paul,” I said, and then I leaned forward to peck him on the lips once more before I turned and left him standing in the dark. I heard him start his motor scooter and drive off and then I hurried up to the grenier to help Grandmere Catherine.

For a long moment, she didn’t speak. She worked and kept her eyes fixed on the loom. Then she shifted her gaze to me and pursed her lips the way she often did when she was thinking deeply.

“The Tate boy’s been coming around to see you a great deal, lately, hasn’t he?”

“Yes, Grandmere.”

“And what do his parents think of that?” she asked, cutting right to the heart of things as always.

“I don’t know, Grandmere,” I said, looking down.

“I think you do, Ruby.”

“Paul likes me and I like him,” I said quickly. “What his parents think isn’t important.”

“He’s grown a great deal this year, he’s a man. And you’re no longer a little girl, Ruby. You’ve grown, too. I see the way you two look at each other. I know that look too well and what it can lead to,” she added.

“It won’t lead to anything bad. Paul’s the nicest boy in school,” I insisted. She nodded but kept her dark eyes on me. “Stop making me feel naughty, Grandmere. I haven’t done anything to make you ashamed of me.”

“Not yet,” she said, “but you got Landry in you and the blood has a way of corrupting. I seen it in your mother, I don’t want to see it in you.”

My chin began to quiver.

“I’m not saying these things to hurt you, child. I’m saying them to prevent your being hurt,” she said, reaching out to put her hand over mine.

“Can’t I love someone purely and nicely, Grandmere? Or am I cursed because of Grandpere Jack’s blood in my veins? What about your blood? Won’t it give me the wisdom I need to keep myself from getting in trouble?” I demanded. She shook her head and smiled.

“It didn’t prevent me from getting in trouble, I’m afraid. I married him and lived with him once,” she said, and then sighed. “But you might be right; you might be stronger and wiser in some ways. You’re certainly a lot brighter than I was when I was your age, and far more talented. Why your drawings and paintings—”

“Oh, no, Grandmere, I’m—”

“Yes, you are, Ruby. You’re talented. Someday someone will see that talent and offer you a lot of money for it,” she prophesied. “I just don’t want you to do anything to ruin your chance to get out of here, child, to rise above the swamp and the bayou.”

“Is it so bad here, Grandmere?”

“It is for you, child.”

“But why, Grandmere?”

“It just is,” she said, and began her weaving again, again leaving me stranded in a sea of mystery.

“Paul has asked me to go with him to the fais dodo a week from Saturday. I want to go with him very much, Grandmere,” I added.

“Will his parents let him do that?” she asked quickly.

“I don’t know. Paul thinks so, I guess. Can we invite him to dinner Sunday night, Grandmere? Can we?”

“I never turned anyone away from my dinner table,” Grandmere said, “but don’t plan on going to the dance. I know the Tate family and I don’t want to see you hurt.”

“Oh, I won’t be, Grandmere,” I said, nearly bouncing in my seat with excitement. “Then Paul can come to dinner?”

“I said I wouldn’t throw him out,” she replied.

“Oh, Grandmere, thank you. Thank you.” I threw my arms around her. She shook her head.

“If we go on like this, we’ll be working all night, Ruby,” she said, but kissed my cheek. “My little Ruby, my darling girl, growing into a woman so quickly I better not blink or I’ll miss it,” she said. We hugged again and then went back to work, my hands moving with a new energy, my heart filled with a new joy, despite Grandmere Catherine’s ominous warnings.
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No Landrys Allowed


A blend of wonderful aromas rose from the kitchen and seeped into my room to snap my eyes open and start my stomach churning in anticipation. I could smell the rich, black Cajun coffee percolating on the stove and the mixture of shrimp and chicken gumbo Grandmere Catherine was preparing in her black, cast iron cooking pots to sell at our roadside stall. I sat up and inhaled the delicious smells.

Sunlight wove its way through the leaves of the cypress and sycamores around the house and filtered through the cloth over my window to cast a warm, bright glow over my small bedroom which had just enough space for my white painted bed, a small stand for a lamp near the pillow, and a large chest for my clothing. A chorus of rice birds began their ritual symphony, chirping and singing, urging me to get up, get washed, and get dressed so I could join them in the celebration of a new day.

No matter how I tried, I never beat Grandmere Catherine out of bed and into the kitchen. Rarely did I have the opportunity to surprise her with a pot of freshly brewed coffee, hot biscuits, and eggs. She was usually up with the first rays of sunlight that began to push back the blanket of darkness, and she moved so quietly and so gracefully through the house that I didn’t hear her footsteps in the hallway or down the stairs, which usually creaked loudly when I descended. Weekend mornings Grandmere Catherine was up especially early so as to prepare everything for our roadside stall.

I hurried down to join her.

“Why didn’t you wake me?” I asked.

“I’d wake you when I needed you if you didn’t get yourself up, Ruby,” she said, answering me the same way she always did. But I knew she would rather take on extra work than shake me out of the arms of sleep.

“I’ll fold all the new blankets and get them ready to take out,” I said.

“First, you’ll have some breakfast. There’s time enough for us to get things out. You know the tourists don’t come riding by for a good while yet. The only ones who get up this early are the fishermen and they’re not interested in anything we have to sell. Go on now, sit down,” Grandmere Catherine commanded.

We had a simple table made from the same wide cypress planks from which our house walls were constructed, as were the chairs with their grooved posts. The one piece of furniture Grandmere was most proud of was her oak armoire. Her father had made it. Everything else we had was ordinary and no different from anything every other Cajun family living along the bayou possessed.

“Mr. Rodrigues brought over that basket of fresh eggs this morning,” Grandmere Catherine said, nodding toward the basket on the counter by the window. “Very nice of him to think of us during his troubled times.”

She never expected much more than a simple thank-you for any of the wonders she worked. She didn’t think of her gifts as being hers; she thought of them as belonging to the Cajun people. She believed she was put on this earth to serve and to help those less fortunate, and the joy of helping others was reward enough.

She began to fry me two eggs to go along with her biscuits.

“Don’t forget to put out your newest pictures today. I love the one with the heron coming out of the water,” she said, smiling.

“If you love it, Grandmere, I shouldn’t sell it. I should give it to you.”

“Nonsense, child. I want everyone to see your pictures, especially people in New Orleans,” she declared. She had said that many times before and just as firmly.

“Why? Why are those people so important?” I asked.

“There’s dozens and dozens of art galleries there and famous artists, too, who will see your work and spread your name so that all the rich Creoles will want one of your paintings in their homes,” she explained.

I shook my head. It wasn’t like her to want fame and notoriety brought to our simple bayou home. We put out our handicrafts and wares to sell on weekends because it brought us the necessary income to survive, but I knew Grandmere Catherine wasn’t comfortable with all these strangers coming around, even though some of them loved her food and piled compliments at her feet. There was something else, some other reason why Grandmere Catherine was pushing me to exhibit my artwork, some mysterious reason.

The picture of the heron was special to me, too. I had been standing on the shore by the pond behind our house at twilight one day when I saw this grosbeak, a night heron, lift itself from the water so suddenly and so unexpectedly, it did seem to come out of the water. It floated up on its wide, dark purple wings and soared over the cypress. I felt something poetic and beautiful in its movements and couldn’t wait to capture some of that in a painting. Later, when Grandmere Catherine set her eyes on the finished work, she was speechless for a moment. Her eyes glistened with tears and she confessed that my mother had favored the blue heron over all the other marsh birds.

“That’s more reason for us to keep it,” I said.

But Grandmere Catherine disagreed and said, “More reason for us to see it carried off to New Orleans.” It was almost as if she were sending some sort of cryptic message to someone in New Orleans through my artwork.

After I ate my breakfast, I began to take out the handicrafts and goods we would try to sell that day, while Grandmere Catherine finished making the roux. It was one of the first things a young Cajun girl learned to make. Roux was simply flour browned in butter, oil, or animal fat and cooked to a nutty brown shade without letting it turn so hot that it burned black. After it was prepared, seafood or chicken, sometimes duck, goose, or guinea hen, and sometimes wild game with sausage or oysters was mixed in to make the gumbo. During Lent Grandmere made a green gumbo that was roux mixed only with vegetables rather than meat.

Grandmere was right. We began to get customers much earlier than we usually did. Some of the people who dropped by were friends of hers or other Cajun folk who had learned about the couchemal and wanted to hear Grandmere tell the story. A few of her older friends sat around and recalled similar tales they had heard from their parents and grandparents.

Just before noon, we were surprised to see a silver gray limousine, fancy and long, going by. Suddenly, it came to an abrupt stop and was then backed up very quickly until it stopped again in front of our stall. The rear door was thrown open and a tall, lanky, olive-skinned man with gray-brown hair stepped out, the laughter of a woman lingering behind him within the limousine.

“Quiet down,” he said, then turned and smiled at me.

An attractive blond lady with heavily made-up eyes, thick rouge, and gobs of lipstick, poked her head out the open door. A long pearl necklace dangled from her neck. She wore a blouse of bright pink silk. The first several buttons were not done so I couldn’t help but notice that her breasts were quite exposed.

“Hurry up, Dominique. I expect to have dinner at Arnaud’s tonight,” she cried petulantly.

“Relax. We’ll have plenty of time,” he said without looking back at her. His attention was fixed on my paintings. “Who did these?” he demanded.

“I did, sir,” I said. He was dressed expensively in a white shirt of the snowiest, softest-looking cotton and a beautifully tailored suit in dark charcoal gray.

“Really?”

I nodded and he stepped closer to take the picture of the heron into his hands. He held it at arm’s length and nodded. “You have instinct,” he said. “Still primitive, but rather remarkable. Did you take any lessons?”

“Just a little at school and what I learned from reading some old art magazines,” I replied.

“Remarkable.”

“Dominique!”

“Hold your water, will you.” He smirked at me again as if to say, “Don’t mind her,” and then he looked at two more of my paintings. I had five out for sale. “How much are you asking for your paintings?” he asked.

I looked at Grandmere Catherine who was standing with Mrs. Thibodeau, their conversation on hold while the limousine remained. Grandmere Catherine had a strange look in her eyes. She was peering as though she were looking deeply into this handsome, well-to-do stranger, searching for something that would tell her he was more than a simple tourist amusing himself with local color.

“I’m asking five dollars apiece,” I said.

“Five dollars!” He laughed. “Firstly, you shouldn’t ask the same amount for each,” he lectured. “This one, the heron, obviously took more work. It’s five times the painting the others are,” he declared assuredly, turning to address Grandmere Catherine and Mrs. Thibodeau as if they were his students. He turned back to me. “Why, look at the detail. . . the way you’ve captured the water and the movement in the heron’s wings.” His eyes narrowed and he pursed his lips as he looked at the paintings and nodded to himself. “I’ll give you fifty dollars for the five of them as a down payment,” he announced.

“Fifty dollars, but—”

“What do you mean, as a down payment?” Grandmere Catherine asked, stepping toward us.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” the gentleman said. “I should have introduced myself properly. My name is Dominique LeGrand. I own an art gallery in the French Quarter, simply called Dominique’s. Here,” he said, reaching in and taking a business card from a pocket in his pants. Grandmere took the card and pinched it between her small fingers to look at it.

“And this . . . down payment?”

“I think I can get a good deal more for these paintings. Usually, I just take an artist’s work into the gallery without paying anything, but I want to do something to show my appreciation of this young girl’s work. Is she your granddaughter?” Dominique inquired.

“Yes,” Grandmere Catherine said. “Ruby Landry. Will you be sure her name is shown along with the paintings?” she asked, surprising me.

“Of course,” Dominique LeGrand said, smiling. “I see she has her initials on the corner,” he said, then turned to me. “But in the future, put your full name there,” he instructed. “And I do believe, there is a future for you, Mademoiselle Ruby.” He took a wad of money from his pocket and peeled off fifty dollars, more money than I had made selling all my paintings up until now. I looked at Grandmere Catherine who nodded and then I took the money.

“Dominique!” his woman cried again.

“Coming, coming. Philip,” he called, and the driver came around to put my paintings in the trunk of the limousine. “Careful,” he told him. Then he took down our address. “You will be hearing from me,” he said as he got into his limousine again. Grandmere Catherine and I stood beside each other and watched the long car go off until it disappeared around the bend.

“Fifty dollars, Grandmere!” I said, waving the money. Mrs. Thibodeau was quite impressed, but my grandmother looked more thoughtful than happy. I thought she even looked a little sad.

“It’s begun,” she said in a voice barely above a whisper, her eyes fixed in the direction the limousine had taken.

“What has, Grandmere?”

“The future, your future, Ruby. This fifty dollars is just the beginning. Be sure you say nothing about it if your Grandpere Jack should stumble by,” she instructed. Then she returned to Mrs. Thibodeau to continue their discussion about couchemals and other evil spirits that lurk about unsuspecting folks.

But I couldn’t contain my excitement. I was terribly impatient with the rest of the day, eager to see it hurry along until Paul was to come. I couldn’t wait to tell him, and I laughed to myself thinking I could buy him the crushed ice tonight, instead of him buying it for me. Only, I knew he wouldn’t let me pay. He was too proud.

The only thing that kept me from exploding with impatience was the business we did. We sold all our blankets, sheets, and towels and Grandmere sold a half-dozen jars of herbal cures. We even sold a pickled frog. All of Grandmere Catherine’s gumbo was eaten. In fact, she had to go in and start to make some more for our own dinner. Finally, the sun dropped below the trees and Grandmere declared our day at the roadside had ended. She was very pleased and sang as she worked on our dinner.

“I want you to have my money, Grandmere,” I told her.

“We made enough today. I don’t need to take your painting money, Ruby.” Then she narrowed her eyes on me. “But give it to me to hide. I know you’ll feel sorry for that swamp bum and give him some if not all of it one day. I’ll put it in my chest for safekeeping. He wouldn’t dare look in there,” she said.

Grandmere’s oak chest was the most sacred thing in the house. It didn’t need to be under lock and key. Grandpere Jack would never dare set his hands on it, no matter how drunk he was when he came here. Even I did not venture to open the lid and sift through the things within, for they were her most precious and personal keepsakes, including things that belonged to my mother when she was a little girl. Grandmere promised that everything in it would some day belong to me.

After we had eaten and had cleaned up, Grandmere sat in her rocking chair on the galerie, and I sat near her on the steps. It wasn’t as muggy and hot as the night before because there was a brisk breeze. The sky had only a few scattered clouds so the bayou was well lit by the yellowish white light of the moon. It made the limbs of the trees in the swamp look like bones and the still water glisten like glass. On a night like this, sounds traveled over the bayou quickly and easily. We could hear the happy tunes coming from Mr. Bute’s accordion and the laughter of his wife and children, all gathered on their front galerie. Somewhere, way in the distance down left toward town, a car horn blared, while behind us, the frogs croaked in the swamp. I had not told Grandmere Catherine that Paul was coming, but she sensed it.

“You look like you’re sitting on pins and needles tonight, Ruby. Waiting for something?”

Before I could reply, we heard the soft growl of Paul’s motor scooter.

“No need to answer,” Grandmere said. Moments later, we saw the small light on his motor scooter, and Paul rode into our front yard.

“Good evening, Mrs. Landry,” he said, walking up to us. “Hi, Ruby.”

“Hello,” Grandmere Catherine said, eying him cautiously.

“We have a little relief from the heat and humidity tonight,” he said, and she nodded. “How was your day?” he asked me.

“Wonderful! I sold all five of my paintings,” I declared quickly.

“All of them? That is wonderful. We’ll have to celebrate with two ice cream sodas instead of just crushed ice. If it’s all right with you, Mrs. Landry, I’d like to take Ruby to town,” he added, turning to Grandmere Catherine. I saw how his request troubled her. Her eyebrows rose and she leaned back in her rocker. Her hesitation made Paul add, “We won’t be long.”

“I don’t want you to take her on that flimsy motor thing,” Grandmere said, nodding toward the scooter. Paul laughed.

“I’d rather walk on a night like this anyway, wouldn’t you, Ruby?”

“Yes. All right, Grandmere?”

“I suppose. But don’t go anywhere but to town and back and don’t talk to any strangers,” she cautioned.

“Yes, Grandmere.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t let anything happen to her,” Paul assured Grandmere. Paul’s assurance didn’t make her look less anxious, but he and I started toward town, our way well lit by the moon. He didn’t take my hand until we were out of sight.

“Your grandmere worries so much about you,” Paul said.

“She’s seen a lot of sadness and hard times. But we had a good day at the stall.”

“And you sold all your paintings. That’s great.”

“I didn’t sell them so much as get them into a New Orleans gallery,” I said, and told him everything that had happened and what Dominique LeGrand had said.

Paul was silent for a long moment. Then he turned to me, his face strangely sad. “Someday, you’ll be a famous artist and move away from the bayou. You’ll live in a big house in New Orleans, I’m sure,” he predicted, “and forget all us Cajuns.”

“Oh, Paul, how could you say such a horrible thing? I’d like to be a famous artist, of course; but I would never turn my back on my people and . . . and never forget you. Never,” I insisted.

“You mean that, Ruby?”

I tossed my hair back over my shoulder and put my hand on my heart. Then, closing my eyes, I said, “I swear on Saint Medad. Besides,” I continued, snapping my eyes open, “it will probably be you who leaves the bayou to go to some fancy college and meet wealthy girls.”

“Oh, no,” he protested. “I don’t want to meet other girls. You’re the only girl I care about.”

“You say that now, Paul Marcus Tate, but time has a way of changing things. Look at my grandparents. They were once in love.”

“That’s different. My father says no one could live with your grandfather.”

“Once, Grandmere did,” I said. “And then things changed, things she never expected.”

“They won’t change with me,” Paul boasted. He paused and stepped closer to take my hand again. “Did you ask your grandmother about the fais dodo?”

“Yes,” I said. “Can you come to dinner tomorrow night? I think she should have a chance to get to know you better. Could you?”

He was quiet for a long moment.

“Your parents won’t let you,” I concluded.

“I’ll be there,” he said. “My parents are just going to have to get used to the idea of you and me,” he added, and smiled. Our eyes remained firmly on each other and then he leaned toward me and we kissed in the moonlight. The sound and sight of an automobile set us apart and made us walk faster toward the town and the soda shop.

The street looked busier than usual this evening. Many of the local shrimp fishermen had brought their families in to enjoy the feast at the Cajun Queen, a restaurant that advertised an all-you-can-eat platter of crawfish and potatoes with pitchers of draft beer. In fact, there was a real festive atmosphere with the Cajun Swamp Trio playing their accordion, fiddle, and washboard on the corner near the Cajun Queen. Peddlers were out and folks sat on cypress log benches watching the parade of people go by. Some were eating beignets and drinking from mugs of coffee and some were feasting on sea bob, which was dried shrimp, sometimes called Cajun Peanuts.

Paul and I went to the soda fountain and confectionery store and sat at the counter to have our ice cream sodas. When Paul told the owner, Mr. Clements, why we were celebrating, he put gobs of whip cream and cherries on top of our sodas. I couldn’t remember an ice cream soda that had ever tasted as good. We were having such a good time, we almost didn’t hear the commotion outside, but other people in the store rushed to the door to see what was happening and we soon followed.

My heart sunk when I saw what it was: Grandpere Jack being thrown out of the Cajun Queen. Even though he had been escorted out, he remained on the steps waving his fist and screaming about injustice.

“I’d better see if I can persuade him to go home and calm down,” I muttered, and hurried out. Paul followed. The crowd of onlookers had begun to break up, no longer much interested in a drunken man babbling to himself on the steps. I pulled on the sleeve of his jacket.

“Grandpere, Grandpere . . .”

“Wha . . . who . . .” He spun around, a trickle of whiskey running out of the corner of his mouth and down the grainy surface of his unshaven chin. For a moment he wobbled on his feet as he tried to focus on me. The strands of his dry, crusty looking hair stood out in every direction. His clothing was stained with mud and bits of food. He brought his eyes closer. “Gabrielle?” he said.

“No, Grandpere. It’s Ruby. Ruby. Come along, Grandpere. You have to go home. Come along,” I said. It wasn’t the first time I had found him in a drunken stupor and had to urge him to go home. And it wasn’t the first time he had looked at me with his eyes hazy and called me by my mother’s name.

“Wha . . .” He looked from me to Paul and then back at me again. “Ruby?”

“Yes, Grandpere. You must go home and sleep.”

“Sleep, sleep? Yeah,” he said, turning back toward the Cajun Queen. “Those no good . . . they take your money and then when you voice your opinion about somethin’. . . things ain’t what they was around here, that’s for sure, that’s for damn sure.”

“Come on, Grandpere.” I tugged his hand and he came off the steps, nearly tripping and falling on his face. Paul rushed to take hold of his other arm.

“My boat,” Grandpere muttered. “At the dock.” Then he turned and ripped his hand from mine to wave his fist at the Cajun Queen one more time. “You don’t know nothin’. None of you remember the swamp the way it was ’fore these damn oil people came. Hear?”

“They heard you, Grandpere. Now it’s time to go home.”

“Home. I can’t go home,” he muttered. “She won’t let me go home.”

I swung my gaze to Paul who looked very upset for me.

“Come along, Grandpere,” I urged again, and he stumbled forward as we guided him to the dock.

“He won’t be able to navigate this boat himself,” Paul declared. “Maybe I should just take him and you should go home, Ruby.”

“Oh, no. I’ll go along. I know my way through the canals better than you do, Paul,” I insisted.

We got Grandpere into his dingy and sat him down. Immediately, he fell over the bench. Paul helped him get comfortable and then he started the motor and we pulled away from the dock, some of the people still watching us and shaking their heads. Grandmere Catherine would hear about this quickly, I thought, and she would just nod and say she wasn’t surprised.

Minutes after we pulled away from the dock, Grandpere Jack was snoring. I tried to make him more comfortable by putting a rolled up sack under his head. He moaned and muttered something incoherently before falling asleep and snoring again. Then I joined Paul.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“For what?”

“I’m sure your parents will find out about this tomorrow and be angry.”

“It doesn’t matter,” he assured me, but I remembered how dark Grandmere Catherine’s eyes had become when she asked me what his parents thought of his seeing me. Surely they would use this incident to convince him to stay away from the Landrys. What if signs began to appear everywhere saying, “No Landrys Allowed,” just like Grandmere Catherine described from the past? Perhaps I really would have to flee from the bayou to find someone to love me and make me his wife. Perhaps this was what Grandmere Catherine meant.

The moon lit our way through the canals, but when we went deeper into the swamp, the sad veils of Spanish moss and the thick, intertwined leaves of the cypress blocked out the bright illumination making the waterway more difficult to navigate. We had to slow down to avoid the stumps. When the moonlight did break through an opening, it made the backs of the gators glitter. One whipped its tail, splashing water in our direction as if to say, you don’t belong here. Farther along, we saw the eyes of a marsh deer lit up by the moonbeams. We saw his silhouetted body turn to disappear in the darker shadows.

Finally, Grandpere’s shack came into view. His galerie was crowded with nets for oyster fishing, a pile of Spanish moss he had gathered to sell to the furniture manufacturers who used it for stuffing, his rocking chair with the accordion on it, empty beer bottles and a whiskey bottle beside the chair and a crusted gumbo bowl. Some of his muskrat traps dangled from the roof of the galerie and some hides were draped over the railing. His pirogue with the pole he used to gather the Spanish moss was tied to his small dock. Paul gracefully navigated us up beside it and shut off the motor of the dingy. Then we began the difficult task of getting Grandpere out of the boat. He offered little assistance and came close to spilling all three of us into the swamp.

Paul surprised me with his strength. He virtually carried Grandpere over the galerie and into the shack. When I turned on a butane lamp, I wished I hadn’t. Clothing was strewn all about and everywhere there were empty and partially empty bottles of cheap whiskey. His cot was unmade, the blanket hanging down with most of it on the floor. His dinner table was covered with dirty dishes and crusted bowls and glasses, as well as stained silverware. From the expression on his face, I saw that Paul was overwhelmed by the filth and the mess.

“He’d be better off sleeping right in the swamp,” he muttered. I fixed the cot so he could lower Grandpere Jack onto it. Then we both started to undo his hip boots. “I can do this,” Paul said. I nodded and went to the table first to clear it off and put the dishes and bowls into the sink, which I found to be full of other dirty dishes and bowls. While I washed and cleaned, Paul went around the shack and picked up the empty cans and bottles.

“He’s getting worse,” I moaned, and wiped the tears from my eyes. Paul squeezed my arm gently.

“I’ll get some fresh water from the cistern,” he said. While he was gone, Grandpere began to moan. I wiped my hands and went to him. His eyes were still closed, but he was muttering under his breath.

“It ain’t right to blame me . . . ain’t right. She was in love, wasn’t she? What’s the difference then? Tell me that. Go on,” he said.

“Who was in love, Grandpere?” I asked.

“Go on, tell me what’s the difference. You got somethin’ against money, do you? Huh? Go on.”

“Who was in love, Grandpere? What money?”

He moaned and turned over.

“What is it?” Paul said, returning with the water.

“He’s talking in his sleep, but he doesn’t make any sense,” I said.

“That’s easy to believe.”

“I think . . . it had something to do with why he and my Grandmere Catherine are so angry at each other all the time.”

“I don’t think there’s much of a mystery to that, Ruby. Look around; look at what he’s become. Why should she want to have him in the house?” Paul said.

“No, Paul. It has to be something more. I wish he would tell me,” I said, and knelt beside the cot. “Grandpere,” I said, shaking his shoulder.

“Damn oil companies,” he muttered. “Dredged the swamps and killed the three-cornered grass . . . killing the muskrats . . . nothin’ for them to eat.”

“Grandpere, who was in love? What money?” I demanded. He moaned and started to snore.

“No sense talking to him when he’s like that, Ruby,” Paul said.

I shook my head.

“It’s the only time he might tell me the truth, Paul.” I stood up, still looking down at him. “Neither he nor Grandmere Catherine will talk about it any other time.”

Paul came to my side.

“I picked up a bit outside, but it will take a few days to get this place in shape,” he commented.

“I know. We’d better start back. We’ll dock his boat near my house. He’ll pole the pirogue there tomorrow and find it.”

“He’ll find his head’s got a tin drum inside it,” Paul said. “That’s what he’ll find tomorrow.”

We left the shack and got into the dingy. Neither of us spoke much on the way back. I sat beside Paul. He put his arm around me and I cradled my head against his shoulder. Owls hooted at us, snakes and gators slithered through the mud and water, frogs croaked, but my mind was fixed on Grandpere Jack’s drunken words and I heard or saw nothing else until I felt Paul’s lips on my forehead. He had shut off the motor and we were drifting toward the shore.

“Ruby,” he whispered. “You feel so good in my arms. I wish I could hold you all the time, or at least have you in my arms whenever I wanted.”

“You can, Paul,” I replied softly, and turned my face to him so that he could bring his lips down to mine. Our kiss was soft, but long. We felt the boat hit the shore and stop, but neither of us made an attempt to rise. Instead, Paul wrapped his arms tighter around me and slipped down beside me, his lips now moving over my cheeks and gently caressing my closed eyes.

“I go to sleep every night with your kiss on my lips,” Paul said.

“So do I, Paul.”

His left arm pressed the side of my breast softly. I tingled and waited in excited anticipation. He brought his arm back slowly until his hand gently cupped my breast and his finger slipped over my throbbing, erected nipple beneath the thin cotton blouse and bra to undo the top buttons. I wanted him to touch me; I even longed for it, but the moment he did, my electric excitement was quickly followed by a stream of cold fear, for I felt how strongly I wanted him to do more, go further and kiss me in places so intimate, only I had touched or seen them. Despite his gentleness and his deep expressions of love, I could not get around Grandmere Catherine’s dark eyes of warning looming in my memory.

“Wait, Paul,” I said reluctantly. “We’re going too fast.”

“I’m sorry,” Paul said quickly, and pulled himself back. “I didn’t mean to. I just. . .”

“It’s all right. If I don’t stop you now, I won’t stop you in a few minutes and I don’t know what else we will do,” I explained. Paul nodded and stood up. He helped me up and I straightened my skirt and blouse, rebuttoning the top two buttons. He helped me out of the boat and then pulled it up so it wouldn’t be carried away when the tide from the Gulf raised the level of the water in the bayou. I took his hand and we made our way slowly back to the house. Grandmere Catherine was inside. We could hear her tinkering in the kitchen, finishing up the preparation of the biscuits she would bring to church in the morning.

“I’m sorry our celebration turned out this way,” I said, and wondered how many more times I would apologize for Grandpere Jack.

“I wouldn’t have missed a moment,” Paul said. “As long as I was with you, Ruby.”

“Is your family going to church in the morning?” He nodded. “Are you still coming to dinner tomorrow night?”

“Of course.”

I smiled and we kissed once more before I turned and climbed the steps to the front galerie. Paul waited until I walked in and then he went to his scooter and drove away. The moment Grandmere Catherine turned to greet me, I knew she had heard about Grandpere Jack. One of her good friends couldn’t wait to bring her the news first, I was sure.

“Why didn’t you just let the police cart him off to jail? That’s where he belongs, making a spectacle of himself in front of good folks with all those children in town, too,” she said, wagging her head. “What did you and Paul do with him?”

“We took him back to his shack, Grandmere, and if you saw how it was . . .”

“I don’t have to see it. I know what a pigsty looks like,” she said, returning to her biscuits.

“He called me Gabrielle when he first set eyes on me,” I said.

“Doesn’t surprise me none. He probably forgot his own name, too.”

“At the shack, he mumbled a lot.”

“Oh?” She turned back to me.

“He said something about someone being in love and what was the difference about the money. What does all that mean, Grandmere?”

She turned away again. I didn’t like the way her eyes skipped guiltily away when I tried to catch them. I knew in my heart she was hiding something.

“I wouldn’t know how to begin to untangle the mess of words that drunken mind produces. It would be easier to unravel a spiderweb without tearing it,” she said.

“Who was in love, Grandmere? Did he mean my mother?”

She was silent.

“Did he gamble away her money, your money?” I pursued.

“Stop trying to make sense out of something stupid, Ruby. It’s late. You should go to bed. We’re going to early Mass, and I must tell you, I’m not happy about you and Paul carting that man into the swamp. The swamp is no place for you. It’s beautiful from a distance, but it’s the devil’s lair, too, and wrought with dangers you can’t even begin to imagine. I’m disappointed in Paul for taking you there,” she concluded.

“Oh, no, Grandmere. Paul didn’t want me to go along. He wanted to do it himself, but I insisted.”

“Still, he shouldn’t have done it,” she said, and turned to me, her eyes dark. “You shouldn’t be spending all your time with one boy like this. You’re too young.”

“I’m fifteen, Grandmere. Some fifteen-year-old Cajun girls are already married, some with children.”

“Well, that’s not going to happen to you. You’re going to do better, be better,” she said angrily.

“Yes, Grandmere. I’m sorry. We didn’t mean . . .”

“All right,” she said. “It’s over and done with. Let’s not ruin an otherwise special day by talking about your Grandpere anymore. Go to sleep, Ruby. Go on,” she ordered. “After church, you’re going to help me prepare our Sunday dinner. We’ve got a guest, don’t we?” she asked, her eyes full of skepticism.

“Yes, Grandmere. He’s coming.”

I left her, my mind in a spin. The day had been filled with so many good things and so many bad. Maybe Grandmere Catherine was right; maybe it was better not to try to fathom the dark things. They had a way of polluting the clear waters, spoiling the fresh and the wonderful bright things. It was better to dwell on the happy events.

It was better to think about my paintings hanging in a New Orleans gallery . . . to remember the touch of Paul’s lips on mine and the way he made my body sing. . . to dream about a perfect future with me painting in my own art studio in our big house on the bayou. Surely the good things had a way of outweighing the bad, otherwise we would all be like Grandpere Jack, lost in a swamp of our own making, not only trying to forget the past, but trying to forget the future as well.
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I Wish We Were a Family


In the morning Grandmere Catherine and I put on our Sunday clothes. I brushed my hair and tied it up with a crimson ribbon and she and I set out for church, Grandmere carrying her gift for Father Rush, a box of her homemade biscuits. It was a bright morning with silky white clouds lazily making their way across the nearly turquoise sky. I took a deep breath, inhaling the warm air seasoned with the salt of the Gulf of Mexico. It was the kind of morning that made me feel bright and alive, and aware of every beautiful thing in the bayou.

The moment we walked down the steps of the galerie, I caught sight of the scarlet back of a cardinal as it flew to its safe, high nest. As we strolled down the road, I saw how the buttercups had blossomed in the ditches and how milk white were the small, delicate flowers of the Queen Anne’s lace.

Even the sight of a butcher bird’s stored food didn’t upset me. From early spring, through the summer and early fall, his fresh kills, lizards and tiny snakes, dried upon the thorns of a thorn tree. Grandpere Jack told me the butcher bird ate the cured flesh only during the winter months.

“Butcher birds are the only birds in the bayou that have no visible mates,” he told me. “No female naggin’ them to death. Smart,” he added before spitting out some tobacco juice and swigging a gulp of whiskey in his mouth. What made him so bitter? I wondered again. However, I didn’t dwell on it long, for ahead of us the church loomed, its shingled spire lifting a cross high above the congregation. Every stone, every brick, and every beam of the old building had been brought and affectionately placed there by the Cajuns who worshipped in the bayou nearly one hundred and fifty years before. It filled me with a sense of history, a sense of heritage.

But as soon as we rounded the turn and headed toward the church, Grandmere Catherine stiffened and straightened her spine. A group of well-to-do people were gathered in a small circle chatting in front of the church. They all stopped their conversation and looked our way as soon as we came into sight, a distinct expression of disapproval painted on all their faces. That only made Grandmere Catherine hoist her head higher, like a flag of pride.

“I’m sure they’re raking over what a fool your grandpere made of himself last night,” Grandmere Catherine muttered, “but I will not have my reputation blemished by that man’s foolish behavior.”

The way she stared back at the gathering told them as much. They looked happy to break up to go inside as the time to enter the church for services drew near. I saw Paul’s parents, Octavious and Gladys Tate, standing on the perimeter of the throng. Gladys Tate threw a glance in our direction, her hard as stone eyes on me. Paul, who had been talking with some of his school buddies, spotted me and smiled, but his mother made him join her and his father and sisters as they entered the church.

The Tates, as well as some other wealthy Cajun families, sat up front so Paul and I didn’t get a chance to talk to each other before the Mass began. Afterward, as the worshippers filed past Father Rush, Grandmere gave him her box of biscuits and he thanked her and smiled coyly.

“I hear you were at work again, Mrs. Landry,” the tall, lean priest said with a gently underlying note of criticism in his voice. “Chasing spirits into the night.”

“I do what I must do,” Grandmere replied firmly, her lips tight and her eyes fixed on his.

“As long as we don’t replace prayer and church with superstition,” he warned. Then he smiled. “But I never refuse assistance in the battle against the devil when that assistance comes from the pure at heart.”

“I’m glad of that, Father,” Grandmere said, and Father Rush laughed. His attention was then quickly drawn to the Tates and some other well-to-do congregants who made sizeable contributions to the church. While they spoke, Paul joined Grandmere and me. I thought he looked so handsome and very mature in his dark blue suit with his hair brushed back neatly. Even Grandmere Catherine seemed impressed.

“What time is supper, Mrs. Landry?” Paul asked. Grandmere Catherine shifted her eyes toward Paul’s parents before replying.

“Supper is at six,” Grandmere told him, and then went to join her friends for a chat. Paul waited until she was out of earshot.

“Everyone was talking about your grandfather this morning,” he told me.

“Grandmere and I sensed that when we arrived. Did your parents find out you helped me get him home?”

The look on his face gave me the answer.

“I’m sorry if I caused you trouble.”

“It’s all right,” he said quickly. “I explained everything.” He grinned cheerfully. He was the perpetual cockeyed optimist, never gloomy, doubtful, or moody, as I often was.

“Paul,” his mother called. With her face frozen in a look of disapproval, her mouth was like a crooked knife slash and her eyes were long and catlike. She held her body stiffly, looking as if she would suddenly shudder and march away.

“Coming,” Paul said.

His mother leaned over to whisper something to his father and his father turned to look my way.

Paul got most of his good looks from his father, a tall, distinguished looking man who was always elegantly dressed and well-groomed. He had a strong mouth and jaw with a straight nose, not too long or too narrow.

“We’re leaving right this minute,” his mother emphasized.

“I’ve got to go. We have some relatives coming for lunch. See you later,” Paul promised, and he darted off to join his parents.

I stepped beside Grandmere Catherine just as she invited Mrs. Livaudis and Mrs. Thibodeau to our house for coffee and blackberry pie. Knowing how slowly they would walk, I hurried ahead, promising to start the coffee. But when I got to our front yard, I saw my grandfather down at the dock, tying his pirogue to the back of the dingy.

“Good morning, Grandpere,” I called. He looked up slowly as I approached.

His eyes were half-closed, the lids heavy. His hair was wild, the strands in the back flowing in every direction over his collar. I imagined that the tin drum Paul predicted was banging away in Grandpere’s head. He looked grouchy and tired. He hadn’t changed out of the clothes he had slept in and the stale odor of last night’s rum whiskey lingered on him. Grandmere Catherine always said the best thing that could happen to him was for him to fall into the swamp. “That way, at least he’d get a bath.”

“You bring me back to my shack in the swamp last night?” he asked quickly.

“Yes, Grandpere. Me and Paul.”

“Paul? Who’s Paul?”

“Paul Tate, Grandpere.”

“Oh, a rich man’s son, eh? Them cannery people ain’t much better than the oil riggers, dredging the swamp to make it wider for their damn big boats. You got no business hanging around that sort. There’s only one thing they want from the likes of you,” he warned.
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