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      Raquel stood trembling in silence by the trunk of the giant cypress as the cries of the last young man echoed through the swamp’s unnatural quiet. The light from the full moon reflected bright on the now-silent pool of quicksand, the last grasping hand sinking from sight.

      She had followed the three young men from the cafe where she worked in St. Martinsville, Louisiana. She had been eavesdropping on their conversations over the past few weeks when they came in to make plans to search for the witch’s treasure that was supposed to be hidden somewhere in the swamp. They had caught Raquel’s attention when she heard one of them mention the legendary swamp witch, Angelique Clairvoux. It was a particularly touchy subject with Raquel, as her name was also Clairvoux, and the witch in question was a distant relative.

      The three had first come into Le Petit Paris Cafe about a month earlier. One of them, a large African American around twenty-two, carried a load of books, papers and maps, which he laid out on the table of the first booth by the window. The other two, white grunge types about the same age, piled into the seat across from him, and one of them yelled to Raquel, rude, for coffee all around. When she brought over the pot, she could see as she filled their cups that the maps were old and of the local swamp around Bayou Tesche. The nerdy one had marked up the map with red ink, and she noted the phrase ‘A. Clairvoux home’ scrawled to one side of the map. Further in were other big red X marks.

      Several local men advertised themselves as Angelique Clairvoux experts and took treasure hunters out into the swamp on supposed expeditions. Thus far, nobody had found any treasure, and several of the men who had gone out into the swamp had never returned. Raquel just rolled her eyes. More treasure hunters who had heard the legends about Angelique Clairvoux’s fabled treasure hidden out there in the swamp.

      It was almost a Parish industry. She knew of hunters who had gone out into the swamp and never come out again. There had been many search parties sent out over the years, and none of the bodies were ever recovered. Everyone who grew up around the swamp knows that it does not give up its dead that easily. Between the gators, wolves, coyotes and other scavengers out there, nothing is left to find except maybe a flashlight or phone if it happens to land on dry land, and there is not much of that out there. However, all those disappearances just added to the Angelique Clairvoux fire. There were stories of weird laughter in the woods and sightings of strange lights in the night. However, if a bunch of fools wanted to go out traipsing around the swamp in the dark, who was Raquel to stand in their way?

      According to the legends, Angelique sits guarding her treasure with a burning lamp at her side and lures would be thieves in with her sultry laughter. Raquel wrote all that nonsense off to swamp gas and night creatures. Nonetheless, the stories brought business into the town that sorely needed it, so she just shut her mouth and let the business that was Angelique Clairvoux be.

      It did bristle her somewhat that the pictures on the tourist brochures always showed Angelique as a milk-faced Reese Witherspoon type done up in Antebellum curls when Raquel knew that it should have been more of a Halle Barry type. Angelique Clairvoux was a mulatto woman, part white and part black.

      Raquel grabbed the group’s attention one night when the cook, Danny, yelled at her from the kitchen, “Hey, Clairvoux, your order’s up!” The next time she passed by their table, the nerdy one grabbed her wrist and asked, “You related to the Clairvoux witch?”

      “I am a Clairvoux witch!” she replied and moved on.

      Raquel had been hearing about the Clairvoux witch’s curse all her life. Kids at school were relentless in their teasing about it after the local paper had done a story about Angelique around Halloween when Raquel was ten. It was not long until enough was enough and she started throwing it right back at her tormenters.

      In about the seventh grade, she started reading books about voodoo and witchcraft and started dressing a bit goth. It was not long before she started hissing at her antagonists and making strange hand gestures in their directions. It scared the living shit out of them, and they left her alone for the most part. By the time Raquel graduated high school, she was considered by most of her peers to be the reincarnation of Angelique Clairvoux.

      She was also forced to do a genealogy project for a history class in high school and discovered her lineage was that of slaves. Her skin was white. Her eyes were blue. Her hair was as straight as a board. Her mother was blonde and her father a redhead, but his blood traced back to Lucian Clairvoux directly. He was the uncle of Angelique Clairvoux, and he had been born a free black in New Orleans in 1803. His father and his grandfather had been white, but his birth records listed him as a freeborn Negro. This had forced Raquel to look at herself in a very different way.

      One evening at the end of her shift, Raquel got a beer and joined ‘the guys,’ as she had taken to calling them, at their booth.

      “So what do y’all want to know about Angelique Clairvoux?” she asked, taking a long drink of her beer.

      Tony, the African American, jumped right in. “Everything. Where did she come from? How did she end up here in St Martinsville?”

      “Angelique’s grandmother, or Maman as she would have been called in French, Elzbiette Clairvoux, was born a slave on a sugar plantation on the island of Martinique,” Raquel informed them as she sipped her beer. She smiled, watching Tony jotting notes as fast as he could in his notebook as she spoke. “When Louis the Fourteenth freed all the slaves in France and her provinces, Elzbiette became a free woman but stayed on as a paid house servant at the plantation until she met a sugar buyer from New Orleans who brought her there and kept her as his mistress.”

      One of the other guys, Mike, added, “Yeah, back then white men kept black women more or less as concubines, didn’t they?”

      “Oh, yes,” Tony said as he jotted down more notes. “Those white boys loved their nigger on the side. Most of the big plantation owners had two separate households, one for their wives and kids at the big house and another one for their black booty and bastards in town someplace,” he said with disgust.

      “That’s how it was with Elzbiette,” Raquel said, trying to get the conversation back on track. “According to papers my dad has from Lucian Clairvoux, my great-great-grand something, Elzbiette took another white lover after the sugar buyer’s wife found out about his pretty black mistress and made him dump her. The next fellow was the son of a cotton plantation owner up in the north of the state and thought it was just fine for him to have a black mistress in New Orleans as long as he didn’t take her around to any of the white society haunts like the opera or the theatre.”

      “Sounds about right,” Tony said with a sneer. “Keep your black piece of ass hidden away in a hole somewhere. Don’t take her out where you might be seen with her.”

      Raquel could see him getting more and more agitated with the conversation. He kept staring at her when he did not think she was looking, and she could almost guess what he was dying to ask: If she was a direct descendant of Lucian Clairvoux, why was she white? Raquel had dealt with that all her life.

      “Elzbiette bore three children by the man: Augustine born in 1801, Angeline born in 1802, and Lucian born in 1803. Just after Lucian was born, the cotton plantation owner arranged a marriage for his son with a girl from France. Her father owned mills there and wanted to buy cotton from the plantation,” Raquel continued while the others listened and sipped their own beers.

      “His parents insisted he move Elzbiette and her children out of New Orleans so the new wife would not have to run into his black family in the streets. New Orleans wasn’t such a big city back then.” Raquel glanced at Tony to see if he was going to become angry again, but he seemed to be consumed by his note-taking now.

      “According to Lucian’s journals, this is what truly infuriated Elzbiette. They had a cottage somewhere in town, and the man was selling it and making her and the children move away from the city. Other than the Island, she did not know anything else. Somehow, she heard about St Martinsville. The town was one of the only places in the state where free people of color could live, own their own property, and have normal lives. It had been that way since the first French Acadians came down from Canada, I think.”

      “That was in 1712,” Bobby chimed in. He was Mike’s brother. Raquel later learned they were fraternal twins and that Bobby was a history major at the university in Shreveport. “It was an Indian outpost. Wasn’t it?”

      “Yes, the Attakapan Indians are the local tribe. During the Civil War, the Clairvoux brothers hid out with them. Augustine was married to an Indian woman,” Raquel replied.

      “What happened to the sister?” Tony asked. “Didn’t you say there was a sister?”

      “Yes, Angeline. That was Angelique’s mother. Angeline took a white lover here in St Martinsville, but she died in childbirth. Elzbiette raised Angelique.”

      “Where did all the witch stuff come into the story?” Mike asked, puzzled that there had been no mention of it up to this point.

      Raquel took the last drink of her beer and answered, “Elzbiette was raised with voodoo on Martinique and brought the practice back here with her. She told fortunes in Jefferson Square when she was in New Orleans and did the same when she came here. She taught Angelique voodoo, also.

      “Lucian says in his journal that Elzbiette put a curse on his father’s family and the new wife before leaving New Orleans. He says the plantation failed to thrive, and the parents went broke within a year. He said that his father had to move to France with his wife and died a clerk in one of the old man’s mills. Somehow, Elzbiette kept track over the years.”

      “Slave grapevine,” Tony said without looking up from his papers. “They didn’t even need the internet. Word would travel from plantation to plantation as slaves were sold and transported.”

      “I read about that somewhere,” Mike said as he dropped more beers in front of everyone. “You keep talking about this Lucian having journals. I didn’t think slaves were allowed to be educated.”

      “Elzbiette and her children were not slaves,” Raquel corrected. “She came to Louisiana a free woman. It was still a part of France, and they had freed their slaves. All of her children were born in New Orleans before the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, so they were born free citizens of France. Elzbiette had been educated on Martinique by Catholic monks, and she educated her children. They all read and spoke both English and French very well. She also educated Angelique, even though by the time she was born Louisiana was a part of the United States and it was illegal to educate blacks.” Raquel opened a packet of saltines from the basket on the table. “Elzbiette, it seems, was not much of one for the formalities of things like the law. Did I tell you that she cursed a priest and his church?”

      Tony looked up from his notes then with interest. “No, tell us everything.”

      “According to Lucian, when Angelique was born, Elzbiette took her to the local church to be baptized. The priest, a fat white bigot, refused to baptize the baby because she was a bastard. Her mother was dead, and the father would not claim her because he’d wanted a son.” Raquel popped a cracker into her mouth and chewed while Tony took his notes.

      “Because she and her granddaughter had been insulted, Elzbiette called down the Spirits and cursed the priest and his church. Within the week, the church was struck by lightning and burned to the ground. The fat priest was found burned up in the basement of the rectory.”

      “Serves the bastard right,” Tony growled. “What was he doing in a black town if he didn’t like blacks?”

      “I don’t know about that,” Raquel said, “but when the new St Martin du Tours Cathedral was built, the new priest invited Elzbiette to have Angelique be the first christened in the new font.”

      “How very forward-thinking of him,” Tony said with a mouth full of crackers. “There are lots of big plantation-type mansions around here. I don’t imagine those were built by free people of color, where they?”

      “No, those were built by rich white folks from New Orleans as summer houses. Summers in New Orleans back then were brutal. There were continuous Yellow Fever and Cholera outbreaks. Out here it was cooler, and the local healers like Elzbiette and Angelique knew how to make medicines to fight off the diseases.”

      “I guess a black witch doctor is fine if you’re burning up with fever and everyone else is dropping dead around you,” Tony said without looking up from his scribbling.

      “Augustine was a blacksmith, and most of the fancy ironwork you see on those old houses was done by him,” Raquel told them as she sipped her beer. “Lucian and his wife were brewers.” She tapped her bottle on the table with the label toward them. “Clairvoux Brewing Company was started by them. They made wine from the wild grapes here in the swamp, too.”

      “Is it true that this place was once pretty popular?” Bobby asked as he looked out the window at the hotel across the street, once a grand place but now rundown and empty.

      “Oh, yes,” Raquel replied, holding up one of the café’s menus. “Like the café, St Martinsville was called ‘Le Petit Paris,’ The Little Paris. There was the Opera House and The Grande Hotel.” She pointed to the old building across the street. “That was quite the place in its day. People from all over the country came here to see the operas. The best companies played here.” To Tony she added, “All the shops and businesses were owned by blacks, and the whites paid the asking prices, according to Lucian’s journals, anyway.”

      “So your family fared pretty well here? Blacksmithing, brewing, and fortunetelling were the family businesses?” Mike asked with a smile. “So what actually happened to Angelique? How did she end up with a treasure?”

      Raquel replied in a sadder tone, “After Elzbiette died, Angelique stayed in her cottage and continued her fortunetelling and medicine-making. Lucian says she was very good at it and had many regular clients. He says they all remembered what Elzbiette did to the old priest and the church. Memories are long in the swamp.”

      “But what really happened to her?” he persisted.

      “No one really knows what happened to her. The family thought she went north, but they never heard from her again. There were just stories and rumors. I suppose Angelique’s story is her own to keep.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Three years after the death of Maman, some slave-catchers came through St Martin Parish and happened upon Angelique’s Uncle Augustine walking home from his smithy and put him in chains. They beat him badly when he protested that he was a free man and tried to fight them. One of the neighbors saw what was happening and ran to tell Angelique. She immediately rummaged through her bureau until she found Augustine’s birth certificate stating that he was freeborn and rushed off to find the slave-catchers.

      When she confronted the men, they laughed at her and spit on her papers. There were three of them, and they were big, rough-looking men in shabby clothes that smelled as if they had never had a washing, rank with body odor, scraps of food, spilt liquor, and tobacco. One man’s hair was light blonde and thinning, and Angelique could see lice crawling on his scalp. Just the thought of it made her shudder. Maman had always been adamant about their cleanliness. Even after a day at his forge, her uncle, lying beaten and bloody on the ground, was cleaner than the whole lot.

      She went to the town constable, presented him with the papers, and explained the situation. After pleading with the man for over an hour, he finally agreed to go with her to speak with the men. She had never had any dealings with the constable before, but she recognized him from a tavern in town where she and her aunt would sometimes deliver the beer and wine that her other uncle, Lucian, and his wife, Callie Ann, made. He was the kind of man who liked to leer at a woman and make a rude comment just loud enough to be heard by her as she went by. Angelique did not trust him at all. She just did not see what choice she had. Perhaps I should have gone to the Parish priest, she thought as she walked out of town with the leering constable next to her.

      He had suggested to her that a girl like her might be grateful to a man if he could get her uncle out of this trouble. Angelique was no idiot and knew exactly how grateful the constable was expecting her to be. She just smiled at him with her sweetest smile, acknowledging his desire for gratitude.

      When they reached the spot where the three men had her uncle and seven other black men tied together around a tree, the constable went over to speak to the slave-catchers. Angelique went over to her uncle leaning against the tree, bleeding from his nose, and his eyes swelling shut from the pummeling the three thugs had given him. She leaned over him and inspected his wounds. Reaching under her printed cotton skirt, she ripped off a bit of the ruffle on her petticoat and dabbed at his bleeding nose. One of the thugs yelled for her to get away, but the constable quieted him with a sharp remark, and the blonde man with the lice grabbed his shoulder as he carried on his conversation with the constable.

      Angelique went over and retrieved a bucket that one of the men’s horses was drinking from and soaked her torn piece of petticoat in the cool water. She carried the sloshing bucket over and lifted it to her uncle’s swelling lips so he could drink then passed the bucket on to the next man in the line when he looked at her thirstily. Her hatred for these pigs of men was growing in her gut, and she did not know how she was going to contain it much longer.

      She gave a start and dropped her now blood-soaked cloth when she heard the constable clearing his throat behind her. She turned and stood, thinking that the constable looked nervous with the three burly slave-catchers standing behind him.

      He cleared his throat again before speaking. “Well, Miss Angelique, these fellas here,” and he jerked his head over his shoulder toward the three men, “well, they point out that those papers of yourn was made up and signed in New Orleans back when it was still with the French and don’t really hold no meanin’ now as Louisiana is part of the US.” He looked off to the east toward the city in question. “But they says that if you can pay the slave bounty of one hundred dollars they can let it pass, and I will sign off on him bein’ a free man and all.”

      One of the men pushed his shoulder a little, and the constable added, “And you’ll have to have a hundred for yourself and Lucian or you’ll all be taken into custody.”

      Angelique looked at the constable mouth agape. “And just where am I supposed to get three hundred dollars, Monsieur Constable?” She was furiously tallying in her head the savings in her strongbox. She was sure that she had that much and more, but the thought of handing her hard-earned money over to these beasts was infuriating.

      The constable did his best to look sympathetic to her cause, but Angelique was beginning to get the feeling that there was more going on here than met the eye. “I am sorry, Miss Angelique, but these men are in their rights as duly appointed magistrates of the States of Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama to round up all undocumented persons of color to be sold on the block unless those said individuals can pay the slave bounty and get someone like myself to sign off on their bein’ free folk.”

      The biggest of the brutes reached over the constable’s shoulder toward Angelique, grasping for her. “Man, why you talkin’ up for this little nigger bitch anyway?” He slapped the constable on the shoulder. “You getting’ a little of that honey-colored cunny?” The three slave-catchers laughed and ogled her with salacious intent.

      The constable shook off the man’s hand from his shoulder, looking both embarrassed and appalled. “Sir, I’ll have you know that Miss Angelique and her family are upstanding members of this community. They own their property, they pay their taxes, and they belong to the Parish church.”

      The blonde man spit tobacco juice at her feet, barely missing her shoes. “I sure don’t know how upstandin’ a community it can be if you let your niggers run free and take communion at the same church font where your decent and pure white babies get baptized. It all sounds purely heathen to me, man!” The others nodded and laughed in agreement.

      The big one leered at her and added, “But I’d sure like to split that one’s crack. What you think, Jacques, those titties gonna give honey if I suck on ‘em hard enough?” The three men behind the constable belly-laughed and pushed a little closer.

      The constable took Angelique’s hand and pulled her away from the men. “Come on with me, Miss Angelique, let’s us go talk to Lucian and see if maybe he can help with the money.” He tried to sound reassuring as he tugged her along the dirt path back toward St Martinsville. “Now, I know his wife Callie Ann is a free woman. I was at the sale where Lucian paid old Mr. Franklin for her. It’s my signature on the sales papers, and their youngins was born and baptized as free in our Parish here, so there’s no question there, but as you, Augustine, and Lucian was born in New Orleans or before the Purchase...” His voice trailed off into silence. She knew he was talking about the Louisiana Purchase, when the United States bought the Louisiana Territory from France, making it a sovereign part of the US, changing laws from those instituted by French governors to those held by neighboring States. It had all been very confusing for some time, and now that the States were becoming more and more dependent on slaves to keep their agricultural industries propped up, more and more people of color found them enslaved once more.

      Now she and her uncles, free born and raised, were threatened with this abomination! How could their freedom be denied? They owned property and paid taxes just like any free white individual in the Parish! They tithed to the church and prayed to the same man hanging on that cross. Well, she did not, but she knew that her uncles did, and Callie Ann, her aunt, was a fervent believer in the Crucified One and his Holy Mother. They never missed a Mass, and they supplied the Communion wine from their own cellars.

      “But Monsieur Constable, I was born right here and baptized at the Cathedral of St Martin du Tours a freeborn child. I have my birth and baptismal certificates right here,” she said, holding out the roll of papers that she carried.

      The constable cleared his throat as if trying to figure out what to say next. “I know that, Miss Angelique, but your mama was born before the Purchase, and that makes you just as much available to them as your uncles.” He added, “I’m sorry to say.”

      Angelique pulled the constable to a stop. “We don’t need to bring Lucian into this now, Monsieur Constable.” She started down the path toward her cottage. “I think Maman had some coin tucked away at the cottage for taxes. Perhaps there is enough there to take care of this. I will need to get my mother’s and Lucian’s papers there for you to sign anyway.” She led the way to the neat little two-bedroom cottage with its green slate shingles and dormered roof with its green French storm shutters on the windows. If Angelique had turned back to the constable, she would have seen a sly satisfied smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. As he watched her swaying behind, he was licking his lips.

      She unlatched the gate to the white picket fence that surrounded her backyard and kitchen garden. It kept the rabbits and deer out of the cabbages, but Angelique did not realize the true animal that she was letting into her little patch of tranquility and serenity. She led the constable through the green-painted back door with its six curtained panes of wavy French glass. The neat little kitchen was well appointed with butter-yellow cabinets and a wrought-iron pastry shelf like those from the French bakeries in New Orleans but made for Maman by Augustine in his smithy. There was a highly polished cypress-wood trestle table with six matching upholstered chairs. They were a few of the things Maman had brought with her to St Martinsville from New Orleans. Angelique motioned for him to sit, and when he did, she asked, “Can I get you some tea?”

      “Oh, no, Miss Angelique, but a sip of water would be greatly appreciated.”

      She went to a cabinet, took out a heavy greenish glass tumbler, and filled it with water from the bucket by the dry sink. She noticed how he admired the heavy glass in his hand before taking a drink. Angelique was certain that the man had not expected anything quite as lavish as real glass in the home of a lowly Negress swamp witch. Her house had real glass windows, while most of the whites in St Martinsville still used white parchment or nothing but louvered shutters at their windows. Outside she had full-length wooden storm shutters to save that glass from the relentless summer storms that could bring high winds, hail, and drenching rain. On the inside, her windows were covered with fine lace curtains that hung from the edge of the ceiling to the floor. It was almost too much for him to bear. He was regretting his dealings with the slave-catchers less and less.

      “I am going to get those papers now, Monsieur Constable, and check in Maman’s bureau for that bounty. Feel free to help yourself to more water if you’d like, and there is some orange marmalade cake there under the glass.” She pointed to a stemmed glass cake plate with clear glass covering a shining orangey cake. She watched him eying the sweet temptation hungrily. However, the constable was eying another sweet temptation even more hungrily as he watched Angelique pass into the hall off the kitchen and into the bedroom at the end of that short hall.

      “Thank you, Miss Angelique, I think I will.” He played at making plenty of noise taking the lid off the cake plate and getting more water from the bucket, but he was actually easing his way down the hall to see what he could see in the bedroom. He could see a fine iron four-poster bed with horse heads at the top of each black post. There was a thick, soft-looking featherbed on top of the ropes strung across the frame. The coverlet over the mattress was of fine cream-colored cotton and trimmed with the same lace that hung over the four-paned window on the wall across from it. There were plump feather pillows, as well, covered to match the coverlet.

      On the wall next to the window, the constable saw a low bureau probably made of oak and carved with horses on the top drawers. It was painted black to match the iron bed. Above the bureau hung a large, ornately carved mirror, the glass just a little wavy in places.

      This was fine furniture. It was better than his mother, the white wife of a small farmer from Georgia, could ever have dreamed of having. Yet, here it was in the house of a Negro bastard bitch that looked down on him. He was an honest, law-abiding, taxpaying white man with an honorable position in the community, and this little daughter of a whore looked down her black nose at him. He knew she’d brought him into her house to flaunt her fancy things in his face. No, he was not going to regret giving this little bitch to those nigger hunters at all.

      He was thinking now that he might even move in here. As constable, he would have the rights to any confiscated property of criminals in his Parish. Why, by rights of inheritance, this should all be his anyhow. The old witch had left this place to her granddaughter, and that granddaughter was his brother’s daughter.

      He thought back on how the shame of Justin’s taking up with that black bitch had just about killed their mother. Justin had been so smitten with the little whore that he had even told them he was going to marry her if she had a son. However, the woman had died in childbirth and saved them all the embarrassment of a mixed-race marriage in the family. Justin had gone off to Kentucky and gotten himself killed by Indians, but at least his mother had died without the shame of having a Negress for a daughter-in-law. As far as he knew, his mother had never laid eyes on the child, and that was just as well because he knew that she would have felt obligated to Angelique.

      He edged himself a little closer to see what the little bitch was up to under that bed. What the greedy constable saw astounded him. In that finely wrought mirror, he could see the little Negress bitch counting out coins from a strong box filled almost to the brim with gold and silver. His head was beginning to swim with the anticipation as he backed slowly toward the safety of the kitchen. He trembled as he eased himself into the comfortably upholstered French chair. He marveled at the comfort of it and relished the thought that he would call all of this his very soon. His mind flew back to what had shone up at him from that box under the bed. Yes, all of it would be his. All of it.
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      Angelique came back into the kitchen carrying a small leather pouch dangling heavily from a drawstring and holding the rolled parchments that were the birth certifications for herself, her mother, and her uncles.

      She lifted the pouch and said with feigned relief in her voice, “It seems Maman had enough squirreled away to cover our little problem.” She also held up the documents “I suppose these will have to be witnessed by someone. Should we get Pere Ambrose to go with us to do that? I do not think anyone would question him, our priest, as a witness to this transaction. Do you?”

      Shit, this little bitch thinks of everything. It must come from her white blood. No pureblood Negress would be this smart.

      “No, Miss Angelique,” he stammered. “We don’t need to bother the Father with this. My signature and the signatures of the Magistrates there will be enough.”

      Angelique gave a derisive snort. “You think any of those fools can even sign his name?”

      Constable Martine gave a little laugh as he took the roll of documents from her hand and put them into his coat pocket. You’re a high-minded little bitch, aren’t you? You think you can make fun of hard-working white men, but you’re gonna get yours. He followed her out the kitchen door into the bright sunlight over the garden. Yes, you are sure gonna to get yours, and I’m gonna get mine.

      They walked in silence back to the clearing where the slave catchers held their prey. The three men were slouched on the ground by another cypress passing around a small jug of what Angelique assumed was strong drink.

      When he saw them coming, the blonde ruffian, who seemed to be the leader of this little group, stood. “Well, Missy, you come up with what you need to buy your way out of this little situation, or is the constable bringin’ you back here to be our little prisoner?” He kicked at the big man’s booted foot and laughed.

      The constable cleared his throat and pulled the papers out of his pocket. “No, sir, Miss Angelique has everything she needs to comply with your demands.”

      The man looked puzzled. “She got the money? But I thought—” The constable cut him off in mid-sentence.

      “Yes, she’s got your bounty and the necessary papers.”

      “OK then,” the blonde leader continued, looking over to Angelique, “Let’s see the color of your money, missy.” He walked over to the constable, and they began speaking together in low whispers.

      Angelique handed the filthy blonde man the leather pouch. The man looked impressed with the weight of it and pulled the drawstrings open. He poured the contents onto the ground in front of him and his friends. She heard one of the other men gasp at the sight of the silver and gold coins.

      “Would you mind counting it please?” Angelique asked as politely as possible. “I don’t want there to be any question about whether the correct amount was delivered.” This seemed to take the blonde man by surprise, and Angelique wondered if the idiot could even count past his ten fingers.

      “The largest gold pieces are worth twenty dollars each, and the larger silver coins are ten-dollar pieces. The smaller gold ones are two-and-a-half-dollar pieces,” Angelique offered, assuming the man was ignorant of the value of the old coins that had been left to her by Maman.

      The man shuffled through the coins for a few minutes, separating them into individual matching piles. After a few minutes, he looked up at her and grunted, “Well, it all seems to be here.” He looked over to the constable. “Give me those papers and I’ll sign ‘em.”

      Constable Martine put the parchments into the man’s grimy hands. He unrolled the official documents, took the quill and ink from one of his partners, and scrawled his name at the bottom of the parchments where the constable indicated. When the three documents were signed, he handed them back to the constable and returned to the glittering coins on the ground in front of him. The other two men had moved closer, almost slobbering over the small piles of coins. The blonde lout scooped up the coins, returned them to their leather pouch, and tucked it into his ragged coat.

      When he had secured the pouch, he stood and pointed toward the men tied around the tree on the other side of the clearing. “LaRue, go get the young lady her uncle.” He kicked at the big man. “Be quick about it, man!”

      The big man got up with the other man, and they lumbered toward the men tied around the tree. Angelique moved to follow, but the constable stopped her. “They’ll bring him over. You should take him home to Lucian’s so Callie Ann can attend to his wounds.”

      When Augustine was pushed to her by the big man, Angelique took his hand, and they headed down the path toward town as quickly as Augustine could move. She was clutching the signed documents that the constable had returned to her in her free hand as they walked.

      Augustine saw them and grunted, “You might as well just throw those away, cherie, and they don’t mean shit to those men.”

      Angelique looked at him, confused. Her uncle continued, “They were speaking in French, although very bad French, but they didn’t think we’d understand it.” He coughed then continued, “Those men are here to pick up every black man, woman, and child in St Martinsville and take them back to Mississippi and Alabama to be sold on the block as runaways. The good constable there arranged the whole thing with the magistrates.”

      “But they can’t do that!” Angelique exclaimed indignantly. “We are all freeborn men and women!”

      “Makes no difference now, cherie, they can come into Louisiana and collect all of us and put us on the block like any other black in any of the States now. We all have to have masters if we are going to be in any of the slave States. They are planning to raid the town tonight and gather up everyone. They’ve got others coming in from the east.”

      A shiver of fear ran through her bones like ice. “We’ve got to warn the others and run!”

      Augustine just shook his head sadly. “Cherie, where would we run?”

      Angelique thought for a moment, then it came to her. “The Texas Territory! It is wild, yes, and there are Indians and such, but at least it is still free.” She pushed at her uncle. “Go get Lucian, Callie Ann, and the children into wagons and head for Texas. It is only a few days’ ride from here to the border, and you will all be free!”

      “Texas,” he snorted and winced with pain. “Texas is going to be full of whites soon enough, and where there are whites, the black man is nothing more than chattel to be bought and sold at will.”

      “Then go to the Ishak!” It was the name the Attakapan people called themselves. In the Choctaw language, it meant ‘the people.’ The Attakapans were a part of the Choctaw nation but made their homes in the swamps rather than the forests further north. “You can all live among the Ishak and be free. The whites won’t venture into their territory. They still think the Ishak are cannibals!”

      “Perhaps you are right, cherie,” her uncle admitted. “Augustine plans to marry into the tribe. We will be safer with the Ishak than any other place. What of you, cherie? We cannot leave you here! Ma Mere would haunt us ‘til our dying day if we left you to this rabble.”

      She looked at her uncle in desperation and resolution. “I’m going to head into New Orleans and get passage on a ship to France. Maman always said that I was light enough to pass for white and that I should go to Paris away from this slavery and bigotry.” She hugged her uncle and pushed him toward his house. “Go now, Augustine, get our family out of this place!”

      “No, cherie, you cannot go to France. That Napoleon Bonaparte has reinstated slavery in France and all her territories!” He looked at her and sighed. “This Napoleon and his empress from Martinique need the income from the sugar plantations on Martinique and the other islands to support his wars, and the plantations need slaves to work the fields as free labor to keep their profits high. You cannot go to Paris.”

      “Then I will get to New Orleans and take a boat north. I have my papers!” she exclaimed, holding up the roll of signed parchments. “I’m sure I can find a boat to take me north with these and a little gold.”

      Her uncle hugged her tightly. “I love you, ma cherie. I will get Lucian and the others, and we will go to the Ishak. I will warn as many as I can. Be safe, and go with God.” He let her go and limped toward town.

      Angelique ran as fast as she could to the cottage and flew into her bedroom, a plan already in her head. She pulled out her travel bag, a large bag made of green and gold carpet fabric with a tortoise-shell handle and a secure latch. She threw the bag onto the bed, opened it, and took a petticoat out of her bureau. She flattened the garment out on the mattress and pulled the strongbox from under her bed, pouring the remaining coins onto the flattened garment.

      Angelique slid the now empty box back under the bed and smoothed the coins out across the petticoat. Most of her large coins had gone to pay the bounty, but she still had plenty of smaller ones. She had been saving for years. If she guessed correctly, there were still about four hundred dollars in gold and silver here.

      She folded the garment over the coins and rolled it into a tight bundle. She fitted it into the carpetbag along with her silver combs and hairbrush, a gold locket and pearl earbobs that Maman had given her. Then she added an oval framed miniature portrait of the man who was the father of Maman’s children, her grandfather, along with several other items of clothing until the bag could hold little more. She latched it and lifted it off the bed to test it for weight. It was certainly heavy, but Angelique was sure she could carry it a good distance with ease.

      She took the bag out the back door and secreted it amid the cabbages to be retrieved in haste if need be and went back into the cottage to see if there was anything else that she might want to take with her on her journey.

      As Angelique Clairvoux peered sadly at the neat garden and the lovely little cottage where she’d been born and raised, with its whitewashed clapboard siding and full-length green storm shutters, memories of her childhood flooded back to her. Thoughts of Maman teaching her about growing things in the garden filled her mind, and she recalled the wonderful smells of the things that she’d taught Angelique to cook in the handsome little kitchen.

      Angelique remembered reading lessons sitting in front of the fireplace in the front parlor and how she would always get her English and French grammar mixed up and how that had made her sweet Maman laugh so. Angelique’s eyes spilled tears with the flood of memories.

      They were so full of tears that she didn’t even see the constable standing in front of her when she walked back into the kitchen until he grabbed her by her hair and started dragging her toward the bedroom.

      Her arms were flailing wildly as she tried to grab onto anything to halt their progress. “What is going on?” she managed to stammer as the man released her hair and pushed her toward the bed. It was then that she realized the three slave-catchers, somehow, were also in her house.

      “Well, I’ll tell you what is happening,” the big one laughed, “while I’m doin’ it to ya!” Then the others laughed, as well. “But the good constable here has asked for first dibs, so we’ll just wait while he gets ya all wetted up for us.” There was more laughter, and Angelique felt rough hands kneading her breasts through her clothes.

      “Oh, come on, man, let us see what’s under those clothes.” The big man grabbed at her sleeve. Soon Angelique struggled as her dress and camisole were ripped away, exposing her breasts to the leering men. The constable also yanked at her skirt and petticoat, and then all of her body stood naked before the slobbering brutes.

      She tried to cover herself with her small hands but realized that to be a futile waste of time and energy. The constable’s hands were all over her body, pinching, squeezing and probing. She squirmed and tried to twist away, scratching and biting at the man. He grabbed Angelique by the shoulders and turned her around to face him. The constable savagely backhanded the young woman across the face. She fell sprawling onto her bed, and he was soon on top of her, biting and clawing at her bosoms. He was quick to undo his pants and kick them off. The slave-catchers were in the background cheering him on.

      “Let’s see ya pin the bitch to that featherbed!” one of them jeered, and the constable rammed himself into her hard. He grunted, and his sweat fell off his brow into Angelique’s frightened eyes.

      He smiled down at her, and his lips started making words that only she could hear. “Now you’re gonna pay, sweet little niece.” His smile got even bigger when confusion registered on Angelique’s face. “You mean you didn’t know that my little brother was your daddy?” He laughed some more and then made a wild grunting sound before rolling off of her, still laughing. He lay there panting for a minute beside her then sat up, leaned over her and bit one of her breasts hard and stood up.

      Pulling on his pants, he looked over at her, curled up in a honey-colored ball of flesh on the bed, and said, “She’s all yours, boys, but try not to break the furniture. I’m movin’ in here tomorrow, and I’d like to try to keep it all intact.” Angelique could still hear him laughing as the three slave-catchers jumped on her at once.

      The men slapped her, and the big one punched her in the side and stomach until Angelique thought she would retch. They stood naked, and their stench filled Angelique’s nostrils. She wanted to retch again. The blonde laid down on his back in the middle of her bed with his head on her pillows, and all Angelique’s tortured mind could think was that now she needed to burn her pretty bedding because of the man’s lice.

      The blonde grabbed Angelique and pulled her over on top of his smelly body and down onto his waiting erection. “I like my woman on top.” The others laughed around her. A horrified Angelique felt one of the men crawling up behind her atop the grunting blonde’s legs as he ground her body atop his hard cock inside her.

      She recognized the hands of the big one, LaRue, as he leaned over, pinched her sore nipples and whispered into her ear, “And I like mine from behind.” Angelique screamed from the pain as he shoved himself into her anal opening, and she passed out. Later, she came to gagging and realized that they were all violating her at the same time in her every orifice. Her grandmother had told her about the many depravities of men, but she’d never thought she would experience them. Angelique passed out again from the horror of it.

      When Angelique came to again, the slave-catchers were not there, but the constable was on top of her abused body again, grunting and sweating. She waited for him to bellow with his release. Darkness now filled her room, and he’d lit the oil lamp by the bed. Angelique could see a lamp lit in the kitchen, as well.

      After the constable rolled off her body, Angelique tried to move, but a searing pain stabbed at her left side. She took a deep breath, but that caused a pain in her chest that made her cough. When she looked at the sheet, Angelique saw she’d just coughed a spray of blood onto it. One of the bastards had punched her so hard that it must have broken a rib and probably punctured her left lung. Angelique knew, with dread, she now bled into her lung. Without doubt, Angelique knew this would kill her, but she’d be damned if she was going to die in this bed of hell with this monster who’d told her he was her uncle.

      The girl remained still for a few more minutes until she heard him snoring contentedly beside her. Angelique steeled herself for the pain and, as quietly as she could, rolled off the bed. The pain in her side was excruciating, and she did her best to suppress another agonizing cough. Angelique eased her way into the kitchen and picked up the oil lamp sitting lit on the table and headed to the door, taking in the mess in Maman’s lovely kitchen.

      The cover to the cake plate lay in a hundred little pieces on the planked floor in front of the sink, and the cake that had been under it had been devoured, the crumbs left scattered over the top of the table and on the floor. The empty water bucket had been thrown onto the floor, as well. A ham that had been sugar-cured in the smokehouse sat on the table with big chunks torn away from it. Dirty, greasy fingerprints dotted the backs of the upholstered chairs around the table. Angelique gazed around the room sadly. Her immediate instinct was to start cleaning up the mess, but instead, she quietly took the lamp and eased out the back door to the garden and her hidden bag.

      Suddenly the injured girl thought of something and painfully crept back into the messy kitchen. Angelique smiled and picked up the partially devoured ham. She crept out with it in her hands back to the quiet garden. Relieved to find her bag still nestled in its hiding place amongst the cabbages, Angelique held her pained ribs as she bent to it. She opened the overstuffed bag and pushed the ham into it as best she could and then latched it back securely. Angelique must have inadvertently screamed with the pain as she lifted the bag. It woke the sleeping constable, and within seconds the naked man stood in the doorway with the lamp from the bedroom held up over his head searching for her.

      “What’s you doin’ out there in the garden, Angelique?” he asked, yawning as he leaned upon the door frame. “You get yourself back in here; we ain’t done with you by a long shot, girly. The others had to go back into town to make sure all of your darkie brethren got rounded up, but they’ll be back for another go at ya before daylight.” He laughed at her now, seeing her standing naked in the garden amongst the leafy cabbages.

      “They sure did make you squeal, didn’t they? I ain’t never seen three men on one woman before. That was surely a remarkable sight. They was pumpin’ you full from every direction.” He took a step down but still leaned lazily on the porch post.

      “They wanted me to join in, and I was real tempted to take the big man’s place in your tight little ass, but I figured I’d get mine that way when we was alone together.” He ran his hand down to his groin and gave his flaccid penis a little shake toward her, “Um, and I did, too. You are a sweet little piece. I guess I can understand now why my brother was so taken with your pretty mammy after all. She had a pretty ass, too.”

      Angelique felt herself tighten and winced at the pain in her throbbing anus. She could not believe that this man could actually be her blood uncle. She thought then of her other uncles, Augustine and Lucian. She hoped they had gotten away with the family before the slave-catchers and their men had descended upon the town. Those two men had always been loving and caring. She could never imagine either of them being so vicious to any woman, much less a blood niece.

      Maman would never talk to Angelique about the man who’d fathered her. She would never speak his name, only say that the man had loved her mother and had been brokenhearted when she’d died in the childbed. Her grandmother told her the man had gone off to Kentucky with some friends to hunt and been killed by Indians there. Maman had always hushed any of her questions by telling her that it was enough to know the man had loved her mother and had even wanted to marry her, although marriages between the races were against the law now that Louisiana was a part of the US.

      But the man who was her father was going to do it anyhow. Maman had said that he’d already talked to a priest who was going to perform the ceremony in secret and put it into the Parish Record. That had always made Angelique proud of the man, though she’d never known his name.

      “You know, Angelique, I could just buy you from those catchers, and you could be my bed slave. Then you could stay in my house here.” He motioned back toward the cottage. Then, as if remembering something forgotten, he suddenly turned and ran back into the house. Angelique heard him angrily scream her name along with a list of vulgar profanities, and then he was back in the doorway. With his face red with anger, the constable screamed, “Where’s all my money, you little thieving bitch?” He pointed to her bag. “You got it in there?”

      Angelique’s blood boiled with pent-up rage, and she dropped the carpetbag from her trembling hand. Wincing in pain, she picked up a heavy stone from the garden. “You want this house, Monsieur Constable; you want to have it for all eternity?” He looked out at her questioningly. “Well, then you just take it.” Angelique hurtled the rock toward the wide-eyed constable standing naked at her back door.

      The glass chamber holding the oil shattered and drenched the man in the viscous liquid and ignited immediately, turning the man into a writhing mass of burning flesh and hair. The constable fell back into the cottage screaming, igniting the lace curtains on the window of the back door. The blaze quickly spread throughout the little cottage as the burning man ran then rolled through the place. His screams filled Angelique’s ears until the only sound she heard was the popping and cracking of the fire in the blazing cottage. Angelique hoped he was burning in Hell, too! She closed her eyes and sent a prayer of thanks to the Spirits for exacting revenge upon the man who’d violated her and brought such misery into her town with the foul slavecatchers.

      Angelique knelt with pain and picked up her bag once more. In the distance, she could see the glow of fires in the town and knew what was happening there. She prayed again to the Spirits for the safety of her family. She prayed they had made it far away from the mess. Angelique Clairvoux, using the Voodoo taught to her by her Maman, drew all the power she could from the world around her and laid a curse on those beasts that had violated her and her town. If the Spirits heard her pleas, those men would pay dearly for their brutality.

      Angelique went through the garden gate and headed toward the swamplands around Bayou Tesche. She knew the swamp as well as she knew the roads around town and could pick her way through it even in the dark. Angelique would make her way to New Orleans. She coughed again and knew that she had sent out another spray of blood into the damp night air. She was still naked and barefoot, but she wanted to get out of the light from the burning cottage just in case the odious men came back.

      The injured young woman moved as quickly as she could into the shelter of the trees that grew beside her little home at the edge of the swamp and felt in her bag for the extra pair of slippers she’d packed, as well as her light cloak. She put her damp feet into the slippers and wrapped the linen cloak around her shoulders. She shivered, but not from cold. Angelique knew that she bled inside and that this caused her body to react with weakness and shivers. She had very carefully but painfully eased the broken rib away from her lung and back into its proper place. Later she would tear one of her dresses and bind herself tightly to keep the bones in place. Perhaps she could even find some Boneset, an herb that she could make a poultice of that would help to heal the broken rib more quickly.
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