














Praise for The Cards Don’t Lie


“Vivid depiction of New Orleans’ most significant historical event, as Andrew Jackson gathers Creoles, pirates, and free people of color to oppose a massive British assault. With the military drama being played out against the full Jambalaya of America’s most intriguing city—settings range from Creole mansions and Ursuline convents to Quadroon Balls and Congo Square. It’s amazing to me how much social and historical information has been deftly folded into this compelling narrative. I couldn’t put it down!”


—DR. BRUCE ELLIOTT, professor of history
at Stanford, UC Berkeley, and Sonoma State


“Three strong female protagonists give fresh perspectives on a culture unique to New Orleans during the imminent British assault. Love, loss, and class anxieties mingle with war and triumphant resilience. A vibrant and engaging story!”


—TOM MITCHELL, PhD, author of the Winning Spirit series


“A dramatic story full of rich historical details. A free woman of color who acts as the local healer/midwife, a young white prostitute who yearns for a better life, and a Creole plantation mistress desperate to provide a son for her husband—these and other colorful characters navigate the tumultuous events surrounding the Battle of New Orleans. Race and class barriers fall in this tale of patriotism and war, love and loss.”


—BARBARA RIDLEY, author of When It’s Over


“As Sue Finan develops her characters, the reader is drawn in by the historic detail of New Orleans in the early 1800s. This is the setting for a story of strong women, from different walks of life, using their strengths to help Andrew Jackson win the Battle of New Orleans. A great read.”


—GABRIEL A. FRAIRE, Healdsburg, Ca.
Literary Laureate Emeritus


“Contrary to what many history books would have us believe, wars have never been fought by men alone. Set in the vibrant city of New Orleans during the War of 1812, Sue Ingalls Finan’s historical novel The Cards Don’t Lie braids the experiences of individuals from a wide range of cultures, classes, races, and genders to create a fuller picture of that conflict, and especially of the crucial roles that women played in it. Finan’s extensive research helps to bring both the setting and its characters to life for modern readers.”


—JEAN HEGLAND, author of Into the Forest,
Windfalls, and Still Time


“The best historical fiction enriches our understanding when the historical evidence is scarce—but can also give voice to those who are usually overlooked, such as women and people of color. Sue Finan’s The Cards Don’t Lie admirably accomplishes both of these objectives. An enjoyable journey through an underappreciated era in American history— the War of 1812 and, more specifically, the events surrounding the dramatic Battle of New Orleans—the author employs an innovative narrative structure, using cryptic yet revealing tarot cards, that propels the story forward at a dramatic pace.”


—CHRISTOPHER D. O’SULLIVAN, Professor of history
and international studies at University of San Francisco
author of Harry Hopkins: FDR’s Envoy to Churchill
and Stalin, Colin Powell: A Political Biography,
FDR and The End of Empire: The Origins of American Power
in the Middle East, and Sumner Welles: Postwar Planning
and the Quest for a New World Order, 1937-1943
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September 1780


“The most important battle of your life will take place where the trees have beards. Some men wear the skins of animals, and an outlaw will ensure your victory. And I see three plucky and extraordinary women. Quite mysterious,” says the gypsy, as she splays the cards out on the table. “Just who are you, boy?”


“My name is Andy. Andy Jackson.”





Tarot: THE HIGH PRIESTESS


Revelation: Hidden influences will be at work.
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August 1812


Her arms outspread, her eyes fixed on the ceiling, the priestess began speaking. Yet it was not her normal voice; this utterance was a much lower-pitched and distinctive sound. It was the loa who was giving emphatic instructions, and the client listened carefully.


“You will protect yourself by burying a small bag of ginger and mandrake roots in your backyard. Once you have buried them, you will sprinkle rainwater over them. Burn a white candle of peace and gratitude each night for nine nights.”


The energy then seemed to diminish, and moments later it was gone. The priestess, as if emerging from a trance, focused her eyes on the client and smiled. Now speaking in her customary way, she said, “Go in peace and abide in plenty.”


“Thank you, Catherine,” replied the patron.





Tarot: THE NINE OF SWORDS


Revelation: Desolation; failure; misery; suffering.
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Sheila gently wiped her exhausted daughter’s forehead with a damp cloth. “You’re doing well, Marguerite. It’ll be just a little bit longer, and then you and Jacques will be parents!”


The elderly doctor, summoned to the large manor house the day before, nodded his head. Holding his forceps like a conductor’s baton, he was prepared to aid the wife of the plantation owner in the final stage of delivery.


“Would you like some more water, dear?” asked Sheila.


Instead of answering her mother’s question, Marguerite’s face turned crimson as she grasped the bedsheets. Her body grew rigid as she screamed, “It’s ripping my insides out! I can’t take this much longer!”


“Yes, you can, Marguerite,” replied Sheila. “Remember how we talked about it? I think labor pains are similar to the most severe stomach cramps ever. And that’s what you’re experiencing. Why, your friend Claudia said it was as if you had to pass a cannonball inside you!” She laughed at the memory.


Marguerite, though, did not laugh. She roared again in pain.


Sheila responded, “My goodness! You sound like a bellowing bull, my darling! Now, you need to be brave.”


Patting her daughter’s hand, she continued, “Think of Jacques—how pleased he’ll be to be a papa! And I guarantee once the baby is here, your pain will be practically forgotten.”


Marguerite shrieked again. “It’s like a red-hot poker! Get it out of me!”


Sheila looked at the doctor questioningly.


“The tissues at the opening of her birth canal are rupturing,” he whispered.


“I heard that,” Marguerite cried. “I’m going to die!”


“Nonsense! Happens all the time! Bear down now, Madame de Trahan,” the doctor said cheerfully.


She gripped the sheets again and pushed down with all of her strength. Her baby crowned.


“Ahhh! Just one more big push, now, Madame de Trahan,” encouraged the doctor, as he encircled the baby’s head with his instrument.


Marguerite took a deep breath, held it while tightening her body, and then bore down again, shoving the child out into the doctor’s reach. She groaned, then grunted and sank back on her pillow.


“Congratulations, my darling! It’s all over, and now you’re a mother!” exclaimed Sheila, as she bent over to kiss Marguerite’s forehead.


Straightening up to address the doctor, she asked, “And do I have a grandson?”


Silence.


Made apprehensive by the doctor’s silence, Sheila moved to his side.


The doctor held the lifeless infant, the umbilical cord wrapped three times around his tiny neck, shook his head sadly, and whispered, “I’m afraid the boy did not make it, Sheila.”


Marguerite’s eyes grew wide as she saw the regret on her mother’s face and the motionless, diminutive body the doctor was holding and screamed once more.


“Noooooooo!”





Tarot: THE EIGHT OF CUPS


Revelation: The decline of an undertaking,
often accompanied by despondency.
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It was another of the Capitol’s hot, humid days in late summer. Dressed in his customary black suit, President James Madison was in his office in the new mansion, preparing for a meeting with his cabinet. His face was wizened with worry; this “second war of independence” against England was quickly aging him. He wiped his sweaty forehead with his handkerchief once again.


There was a hammering knock at the door, and Edward Coles, Madison’s personal secretary, charged in.


“Edward! You look distressed!”


“Bad news, Mr. President. Another of our merchant ships was seized on its way to France. All of its cargo was taken.”


“Damn those British!” Madison flung down his quill and stood up.


“Any casualties?” he asked the taller man.


“Not this time, sir. But they did take some of the crew.”


“First, Jefferson’s embargo didn’t work, and now we’re stuck in this war,” said the president, as he sat down.


“Yes, sir. Up and down the seaboard, the people are suffering massive hardships, and they are furious. No one prospers when commodities are rotting on the docks, waiting to be loaded on the few ships willing to risk sailing.”


“More hypocrites, Edward. The merchants up and down the northeast coastline, the richest men in the nation, crying over the embargo against England while refusing to give a ha’penny for support of our navy.”


His secretary agreed. “Even though you limited the trade sanctions of the Embargo Act to only England, the merchants blame you for the depression, their idle ships, and the unemployed seamen cluttering the ports.”


“Well, at least the English can’t seize the ships or impress the sailors while they are tied to the docks. They can call it the Dambargo all they want, but they are making plenty of money on the damn smuggling up the coast to Canada.”


He paused, thinking of the pro-war arguments of war hawks Henry Clay and John Calhoun. But without unified popular support from the country, the war effort was enfeebled. Besides the East Coast’s lack of assistance, many troops in the militias refused to fight outside their own states. Plus, the Commander-in-Chief suspected that a number of his generals were incompetent.


“Anything else, Edward?” he asked, rubbing his eyes. “I’m feeling the onset of another headache.”


“Unfortunately, yes, sir. Our defense of the northern territories is not going well.”


“Is this another Fort Michilimackinac, where we gave up—raised the white flag without firing a shot?” asked Madison.


“Worse, sir,” answered Edward. “The Potawatomi Indians have massacred the entire Fort Dearborn garrison and the civilians under their protection.”


“Another disaster, and another of our isolated frontier forts gone, thanks to the damn English supplying guns and powder to the Indians. Yet my miserly opponents in Congress are against increasing the army by more than a few thousand men, at the same time insisting the way to win this war is to conquer all of Canada—all of Canada. Do they have any idea the size of the army needed to take and hold all of Canada?”


Edward shook his head. “They’re not accountable. You are the Commander-in-Chief, sir.”


The President pinched his nose and massaged his sinuses. The headache was getting worse. He sat down again while his secretary waited.


“Any good news?”


“No. Brigadier General William Hull, at Fort Detroit, supposedly in order to avoid a massacre, surrendered his troops.”


“Supposedly?” repeated the President, raising an eyebrow.


“Sources say that we actually outnumbered the British, sir. Some say that it was a cowardly act on Hull’s part.”


“The entire garrison?”


“General Hull had over two thousand troops, sir; plus we lost twenty-five hundred muskets and thirty cannon.”


“Devastating, Edward. And Forts Niagara and Erie have been fiascos also. It’s been only two months, and already we have no army left in the West.”


Edward nodded in agreement. Mr. Madison’s War was not going well.





Tarot: THE KNIGHT OF PENTACLES


Revelation: The coming of an ordinary matter.
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There was a knock at the door.


“Madame Caresse, Madame Caresse, s’il vous plaît?” It was a child’s voice, at first hesitant with her request.


After a short pause, the knocking became a rapid pounding. And, no longer hesitant, the child was screaming. “Madame Caresse, it’s urgent! You must come right away!”


Mumbling, “I hear you, I hear you!” under her breath, Hortense shuffled her large-boned frame toward the front of her mistress’s cottage. Yawning, she opened the door; it was five o’clock in the morning, and she had awakened only fifteen minutes ago.


“Entre, mon petit chou,” she said, looking down at the neighbor girl, Antoinette. “My, my! For being only seven years old, you make an awfully big noise! So I guess ta mère is having her baby now?”


“Oui,” replied Antoinette, wringing her hands, “and Maman is moaning an awful lot!”


The maid nodded. “You sit down here in the salle by that fire Scamp just lit, and I’ll get Madame Catherine.”


“No need, Hortense,” said Catherine Caresse, coming into the parlor, her petite figure already clothed in a practical shift. Catherine’s hazel eyes sparkled as she greeted her young neighbor. “Salut, Antoinette! I had a feeling your maman would be delivering soon; we had a full moon last night!”


“Oui, she started having the pains yesterday before dinnertime, Madame Caresse, but she wanted to wait until they got really close before calling for you.”


“Your maman, she did not eat dinner, did she?”


“No, she was not hungry,” replied Antoinette.


“Très bien. Hortense, is the café ready?”


“Oui, madame. I put the water on to boil as soon as the fire was ready and the lanterns lit.”


“Excellent! A cup before we go, then.”


“But, madame, you must come now; my maman, her pains are close!” pleaded the girl, continuing to twist her hands.


“Now, Antoinette, to leave the house without sitting for coffee is bad luck, and this is a day when we must have the best of good fortune. Come, sit! Hortense, do we have any sweets for the café?”


“Oui, Madame,” replied Hortense, as she filled four cups with steaming coffee. “There are a few molasses biscuits in the tin on the buffet. I’ll put them on a plate.”


“Excellent,” said Catherine. “Scamp! Come on out and join us!”


A young boy of color, about three years older than Antoinette, slipped out from the back gallery. “Hello, Antoinette! Nice to see you. Awfully early, but nice!” he said with a shy smile.


“Hi, Scamp” was her bashful reply.


Hortense sat down after bringing the biscuits to the table. Scamp immediately helped himself to two of them. The two women sipped their coffee as Antoinette squirmed in her chair.


“Antoinette, do you have hot water available?”


“Oui, madame. And we have lots of clean cloths for Maman and le bébé.”


Catherine took a final sip of her drink. “As always, excellent café, Hortense! And the cookies are still fresh and delicious!”


“Thank you, madame.”


“I think it is time to get the street lantern, since it is still dark.” Smiling at Antoinette, she said, “It seems that our little cabbage here has no appetite for coffee or sweets.”


Jumping up from her chair, Antoinette cried, “So, we can go now?”


“Oui, we’ll be on our way. Hortense, is my valise ready?”


“Yes—as always, here by the door,” answered the dark-skinned maid, as she walked toward the entryway.


“Good! I believe Antoinette can help me with that.”


Handing Antoinette the medicine bag, Hortense gazed into the child’s eyes. “You are to carry this for Madame Catherine. Now, be careful, chou! There are medicine bottles and poultices inside. Can you do that?”


Antoinette slowly nodded.


“Scamp will carry the lantern. And don’t worry, Antoinette; Madame Catherine is the best midwife in La Nouvelle-Orléans. Ta mère is going to be fine!”


Antoinette looked solemnly at her and said, “Oui, Madame Hortense!”


“Thank you, Hortense,” said Catherine. “I believe we’re prepared. I put some candy and toys on the altar for Papa Legba, and I have his talisman in my pocket for Jeanette to hold.”


Catherine took her shawl off the peg by the doorway and wrapped it around her shoulders. After tucking her light brown, curly hair under her tignon, she held the door open for her young neighbor. “So, Antoinette”—she smiled—“do you think you will soon have a brother or a sister?”





Tarot: THE HIGH PRIESTESS


Revelation: Entry into a different world of confusion
and bewilderment will lead to a different destiny.
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Young Peter Sidney slowly regained painful consciousness. He stifled a moan and tried to hoist his six-foot frame from the floor into a cross-legged, seated position. Once he had achieved that goal, he noticed a puddle of smeared, viscous fluid directly under his right knee. However, the throbbing in his head took precedence. Peter felt the back of his cranium. He kneaded a massive, aching knob, its swelling bulge tender to his touch. Nausea, then, and he vomited. More sticky fluid. Some of it in his lap.


He felt an odd rocking motion but was not sure if it was he or his surroundings that were moving.


“Well, blow me down; you’re finally awake, then, Landsman!” The hearty voice came from about three feet away, and it sounded vaguely familiar.


“Come on, now—up you go. We have to get you presentable. Follow me.”


Peter tried to stand up and get his balance in order to walk behind the voice’s shadowy shape. The man leading him had a sturdy lantern, but it did not shed much light. Peter’s head was dizzy, and his legs were wobbly. He had to plod in a stooped position to avoid hitting the ceiling.


After his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he glanced to his left and right and realized that he was in the hold of a ship. Sea chests, sails, and supplies were packed into the hull’s overcrowded storage space. Continuing to keep his head low, he inadvertently kicked over some kind of container that sloshed water on him.


“Careful of the buckets, Landsman. They’re mighty handy when they’re full and we’re fighting a fire. Of course, we need them when we’re taking on water, too.”


They stopped by a trunk, and Peter noticed that the man had some sort of uniform on.


“This is the slops chest,” the older man announced.


Taking out a key, he opened the chest and selected some of its contents. Handing them to Peter, he said, “Put these on. You’ll find our clothes more suitable than the civilian garb you’re wearing. You’ll be paying me for these garments from your future wages. I am Nathan Scott, the purser.”


Still groggy, Peter sluggishly stripped off his soiled clothing and donned the leggings, shirt, coat, and trousers.


“I heard one of your friends at the pub say that you were the best carpenter in town. For your sake, I hope that’s true. We need a few more buckets with covers made for the men who become ill.”


His eyebrows raised, Peter looked at the smaller man. The purser realized Peter did not comprehend.


“You know, because the sick can’t make it to the head. Here’s your first rule to remember: always use the head. It’s a seat with an opening at the bow. Any unclean behavior on your part will get you severe punishment. Do you understand?”


The purser did not wait for an answer. “You are now in His Majesty’s Navy, and you will, of course, serve the king or be flogged.”


Nathan Scott smiled somewhat at his last announcement, his gums displaying several brown teeth remaining in his mouth. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a little pouch. He took out a small sheet of tobacco and bit off a chunk. He chewed on it a bit. Then, with his tongue, he adroitly moved the wad over to rest between his left cheek and gum. Looking back at Peter, he held out the block and said, “Care for a plug of tobacco, Landsman?”


Peter didn’t answer.


“No?” The purser chewed some more, then spat on the floor. “You’ll be getting a tobacco ration yourself soon; just remember that no open flames are allowed onboard. Obvious reasoning, you know. So you’re best off if you chew the stuff.”


Apparently, more of the tobacco plug had dissolved in his mouth, and the purser spat again. “Mmm. And did I mention that you also get a portion of rum every day? Now, I know you like your ale, but I suspect you’ll enjoy the rum, too. Just make sure to add some lime juice to it. Some of our new ‘recruits’ didn’t pay attention to my advice. First they lost their teeth; then their bones and brains deteriorated. Scurvy, you know. Nasty disease.” And, again, Nathan Scott expectorated.


How does the purser know that I like my ale? Peter abruptly recalled where and when he had first heard this man’s voice.


The night before, to mark his sixteenth birthday, he had been having a few ales with friends at the Spotted Dog Pub in Penshurst Village. A group of men entered the tavern and insisted upon “helping” him celebrate by plying him with more alcohol. The Good Fellow of the Hour, they called him, engaging him in conversation and lavishing attention upon him. He’d gone outside to relieve himself, and that was the last he could recollect.


The “generous” men, including Nathan Scott, Peter now realized, were a press gang, looking for able-bodied crew for their warship—the so-called recruits.


He gingerly felt the lump on his head again. They must have smacked him with something solid and dragged him off to the ship.


Still feeling stupefied and now somewhat in shock, Peter followed the purser to the upper deck. While gratefully gulping great lungsful of fresh air, he observed the seamen, intent upon their work, adjusting ropes, inspecting sails, and scouring the deck.


Then he heard spine-chilling howls of pain. They were coming from a man laid out on a mess table and held down by three other sailors. A tub was located nearby.


“Bite down on the musket ball, Charlie!” yelled one of the husky mates holding him down. “It will keep you from biting through your tongue!”


The screaming man was having his left leg amputated.


“Ah, a shame, you know. Charlie had a bad fall from the crow’s nest.”


Peter gave Nathan Scott a blank look.


“Up there!” The purser pointed to a basket lashed to the tallest mast. “Compound fracture. Everyone hoped for the best, and the doc tried to remove the loose bone splinters, but the leg just wouldn’t heal. Putrefied.”


A screw tourniquet had been applied a few inches above Charlie’s knee. While assistants held the outside of the leg in a steady, straight line, the surgeon, looking like a butcher in his long white apron, stood on the inside of the limb, sawing about four inches below the kneecap. The surgeon worked decisively and quickly, slashing through skin, fat, and tendons. Charlie’s agonizing wails continued.


Peter watched, horrified, as the surgeon cut the inside half, making sure to remove all the muscles to the bone. He applied a strip of leather to keep the area clear, before slicing and severing the lower limb. The assistant who had been holding the lower leg turned and tossed the detachment into the tub.


Charlie was now barely whimpering. With a crooked needle, the surgeon tied up the arteries and then removed the tourniquet.


Charlie had lost consciousness.


Peter smelled steaming tar and continued to watch in dismay as the surgeon used boiling pitch to stop the bleeding and seal off the wound.


“Poor Charlie,” said Nathan Scott, shaking his head. “I hope he makes it. He’s a good sailor.”





Tarot: THE FOUR OF SWORDS


Revelation: Stillness needed to assemble one’s
thoughts and organize one’s life.
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Marguerite’s baby was about to be added to Jacques’s family vault in St. Louis Cemetery. His tiny cypress casket was positioned next to the whitewashed-brick crypt.


Marguerite was sitting on top of one of the taller tombs nearby and looking down. A small number of friends had come to lend support to the family. She saw them all below, including her self. A servant held a parasol over her head, shielding her from the sun.


Bizarre, she thought. Why, there’s Mother down there, and Père Antoine, too. And there’s me! Yet here I am, up here. But there’s that person—she looks like me and acts like me—down there, with them.


She waved to the people; called to them, Yoo-hoo; look up here! I’m up here!


No response.


They don’t seem to see me up here. How odd. But I’m sure they would like to be up here with me, to see what it’s like!


Marguerite looked around with awe at her surroundings.


What a fantastic view! I can see the river from here, even though it’s eight blocks away! And I can see the carriages parked behind that wall on Basin Street!


She looked downward again. And all these vaults—so many tombs are shaped like small houses. Yes, yes, she chided herself. If the caskets were buried below the ground, the water, when it rises, would make them float to the surface.


She gave a little shrug. Not nice to see Aunt Jacqueline floating off! Plus, this way, with the little houses, we can have multiple burials in one home! Very clever; like a little city, really, with flowers and pretty iron fences and people coming to visit—like those down there!


Marguerite watched as the small group gathered around the de Trahans’ fashionable monument, one of the tallest aboveground tombs.


It’s lovely—for a sepulcher, she thought. Elegantly sculpted images of the poppies of sleep bordering the door. Our de Trahan name carved into stone. A graceful serpent underneath swallowing its tail, the symbol for eternity. Actually, that’s awfully gruesome. But that’s what it’s all about, isn’t it?


And there’s my baby down there, in that casket. So small. So cold. So dead.


She stared at the tomb’s hollow opening. They’re going to bury him—insert him through that opening, into that cavity. His grandparents are already in there. And he’ll be swallowed up. Just like them. Forever.


My beautiful baby boy. And I can’t stop them. If I could, I would make them stop.


So, is this what grief is? Being helpless?


She began to analyze the proceedings. Look at me. I look so very sad, she observed. Everyone does. All that black, she thought. Black shapes embracing one another, exchanging a few words, nodding. Everyone behaving just so in Death’s company.


She felt a chilling presence touch her neck and then crawl down her flesh.


Ahhhhh, Death, and here you are. I know it’s you. Are you watching them, too? There’s the doctor, and three couples from our neighboring plantations. Those two older women? They’re my mother’s friends from church. You already know who their husbands are . . . were—you snatched them several years ago.


Hmm. Père Antoine is starting to pray. But you and I both know that prayers don’t do any good. Silly Père Antoine.


She continued addressing her cold, clammy, clinging specter. Deciding who will be next to capture their last breath?


You can take me. Doesn’t matter. I don’t care. You’ll get no struggle. I’m already released. You can’t do any worse. I surrender. Go ahead!


She looked again at the group below. My self: I wonder, do you see me here? The others can’t—or won’t. I’m obviously already departed, perished, finished. Ha! I’m just not dead yet.


She gazed down at the little assembly again. Death, stare at them with me. Who is next to be cast into a chamber in your little community?


She saw her self step next to her mother, who was fingering a rosary. She saw Sheila reach for her hand and squeeze it. She noticed her self brush a fly away.


Ugh. Flies. I’ll bet they’re your pets, Death. They’re despicable. Their dull buzz. That tedious, irksome drone.


Which is getting louder . . .


Owwww! What’s happening? The buzzing noise—it’s getting worse, pushing down on my brain. Pounding. Stop it!


She saw her self below clenching the crown of her head with both hands. She was pressing her fingers through her black lace veil into her scalp, her palms compressing her temple, squishing her forehead.


This clamor—it’s getting heavier, the pressure. And it’s building, swelling out, bulging in my skull.


“I’m not going away, Marguerite.”


The voice was coarsely unpleasant; sounding mocking, snide.


Who are you? What do you want?


“I am your friend, Marguerite,” the repugnant voice assured her. “I want you to know the truth.”


The truth? The truth about what?


“Your life is useless, Marguerite. What kind of a woman are you? Not much of a wife, that’s for sure. No heir for Jacques. He’s depending on you. But you’ve let him down.”


But I’ve tried! I’ve tried so hard!


“You’ve tried; you’ve tried so hard,” he simpered, mocking her tone.


And then he roared, “You are a failure! Your husband deserves a wife who will give him children.”


Now cajoling, wheedling: “But since I’m your friend, I have a plan for you.”


What are you talking about?


“Why don’t you think about ending your life now? Then you can be with your baby. Down there. I can show you.”


No! Get out of here, you nasty ogre!


A different voice, lighter, even lyrical: “Marguerite, don’t listen to him! You’re grieving; you’re in a dark place. But you must be strong; you must pull through!”


“Huh!” The harsh voice again. “You are weak! Look at those women down there. Three of them are your age. They have children who survived infancy. They’re here to gloat. They’re not your friends. Ask yourself: Why them and not you? You should be envious.”


Marguerite could see her self below, shaking her head. Yes! I’m bitter! And angry, too. Why didn’t my baby live?


She squeezed her eyes shut.


“Because you are useless, Marguerite. And did that silly saint of fertility you prayed to help at all? Did he intervene on your baby’s behalf? He played a cruel joke on you, Marguerite. You should punish him!”


Opening her eyes again, she pursed her lips and clenched her fists. You’re right! How dare he! I will demand that Père Antoine put St. Anthony’s statue upside down in a corner of the church!


“That’s the spirit! Now you’re on the right track!”


And I said the rosary every day and made generous donations to the church’s poor box. What good did it do me? So unfair!


“Now, slow down here, Marguerite!” It was that second voice again. Gentle. Tender.


But Marguerite was livid.


What! Marguerite demanded. That first voice was right. She wanted to rage, destroy.


And the throbbing pressure in her head was becoming more severe.


“You know many women lose their babies—some in childbirth—and how many others die before their fifth birthday?” the second voice said soothingly. “Those women down there are your friends. They were your classmates at the Ursuline Convent School. You have known them for a long time. And they have lost children, too. They know your sorrow. They are here to comfort you, just as you were there for them. Remember!”


Yes, but . . .


“This sadness will never go away, but it will become less painful. And eventually you will want to ask for St. Anthony of Padua’s help again. You must have faith! You must think about the future! St. Anthony will help you conceive once more and ensure safe childbirth. Don’t listen to the evil one.”


“Nonsense! There is no future. Silly St. Anthony is never going to listen to you. You will never have another child. Because you are worthless, Marguerite.”


“Don’t listen to the Devil, Marguerite! Trust me!”


“Bah! You know I’m right! None of those people down there cares about you. And look at all that praying you did. God doesn’t even care about you! Forget about that silly saint; forget about those people down there. Just end it now!”


Marguerite took a deep breath.


“Destruction. Easy to do.”


“No, Marguerite, no!”


From her high perch, Marguerite looked down again upon the assembly. She saw her self grip the tip of an iron railing tightly. A jagged thorn from a climbing rosebush pierced her glove. She watched as a small red drop appeared.


Blood.


The voices were still. The heavy pounding throughout her head was subsiding. Also, she was becoming fully aware of her body’s senses down below, especially the stabbing pain in her finger. Yet here she was, still above the crowd. Feeling quite unsteady. In both places. Panic.


I’m frightened. What’s happening to me?


She saw her self inspect the blood from her finger and then turn to grip the iron fence again with both hands. Her awareness of her body below was growing more tangible.


More blood. And not from her finger. She knew she was still weak from childbirth, and now she perceived heavy bloody discharges accompanying her every move.


The fear became dismay. Damn! What if my rags are saturated? What if there’s blood on the ground below my skirt? Good thing I’m wearing black. But what if it shows? How appalling!


Although she knew that Père Antoine was conducting a very short ceremony, she was suddenly aware that her body couldn’t remain standing there. She saw her legs wobble. How humiliating if she were to faint. And with blood running down her legs. She tried to hold on to the railings to balance. I must brace myself; I can’t let myself go.


Death’s voice came back and laughed. “Of course you can, Marguerite! Do it! Hit the ground. Serves you right! Do it, Marguerite!”


“No! Stop it!” she yelled back at him. “I’m in control! Now leave me!”


Sheila looked at her daughter in surprise. “Are you all right, dear?” she whispered.


Marguerite’s eyes opened wide as she realized that she was grounded. And there seemed to be only one of her. Just to be sure, though, she raised her head and looked up at the taller tomb nearby. No one was sitting there, looking back at her.


Still weak, she tried to take a deep breath.


And gagged.


Despite the fragrance of the roses and flowers planted by the families who owned each tomb, she was becoming nauseated. The smell of the decomposing corpses in the burial chambers was overwhelming. She choked down the bile.


I must remain strong.


Sheila grabbed Marguerite’s arm and helped her stagger to the cemetery wall. She leaned upon it, still unsteady.


“You will survive, Marguerite; you will survive.” The message was softly reassuring.


And then absent. The voices, the pounding, and the aching in her head ceased. Marguerite looked up again at the top of the pediment tomb. Empty.


She closed her eyes once more.


Yet the mourners continued praying, the sun continued shining, and the flies continued buzzing.


Until Sheila lightly tapped her shoulder. The ceremony was complete, the small casket was no longer in sight, the mourners were slowly withdrawing.


Marguerite leaned heavily upon her mother and tottered over to the black-draped coach. The coachmen assisted her in mounting the steps. She sank into the seat and then laid her head in her mother’s lap.


On the return trip to their home, neither woman said a word; the only sounds came from the hoofbeats. Sheila gently massaged her daughter’s head. Marguerite wondered if she knew about the voices. Perhaps her mother was trying to eliminate them forever?


The two black Morgan horses pulling the carriage trotted through the avenue of trees leading up to the house and came to a halt in front of the home’s entrance. The young footman riding on the back platform jumped off and opened the carriage door. With Sheila’s help, Marguerite stepped down precariously and looked out to the meticulously landscaped green. The sturdy oaks and cedars bordered the grounds all the way to the Mississippi River, the nearby water lily pond glittered delicately in the sunlight, and the ornamental benches where she frequently fed the birds had been polished. All was as it should be. Except . . . Jacques was not there.


Marguerite pondered her husband’s whereabouts. She had not seen Jacques since her labor had begun. As per tradition, he had gone to a nearby plantation to await the baby’s arrival. A manservant had been sent to the neighbor’s place bearing the sad news, but the domestic had returned only with a note: “Marguerite, I’m sorry.”


And that was it. She had not seen or heard from him since. Where was he? Was he suffering from their baby’s loss, too? She certainly hoped so. She hoped he was miserable. How dare he not be here to comfort her!


“Do you need some time alone, dear?” They had reached the porch, when Sheila interrupted her daughter’s thoughts.


Alone? She felt totally isolated! Nevertheless, Marguerite quietly responded, “I just need to tidy up, Mother.” She told her maid to get a bowl of water, along with some more clean rags.


Now cognizant of Marguerite’s sticky problem, Sheila put her hands on her hips and scowled. “Mon Dieu! I knew this would happen! Didn’t I tell you not to go to the burial, Marguerite?”


Obviously agitated, Sheila spoke even more loudly, and her tone went up along with her indignation. “In your condition! Everyone would have understood that you were indisposed. But no—you had to go! And now see what you’ve done; I certainly hope you haven’t ruined that dress.”


Appalled, Marguerite stared at Sheila for a moment and then screamed, “Ferme ta bouche, Mother!”


Instead, Sheila’s mouth dropped open.


Marguerite turned away and, not wanting to argue further, slowly inched her way toward her bedroom.


Even as her maid gently removed the blood from her legs and assisted her in wrapping strips of cloth around her groin, Marguerite could still feel herself shaking with rage and frustration. Now exasperated at her mother and furious with her husband, she felt her brooding thoughts gnawing aggressively at her.


An hour later, although she had changed her dress, Marguerite still did not feel “refreshed.” She made her way into the quiet drawing room. She thought of her infant inside the soundless and still casket. Collapsing on the low sofa, she reflected that her fragile baby’s body, too, was cushioned in its coffin. One. Dead. And Jacques. Departed. Had she lost both her baby and now her husband, too? She felt herself becoming more and more depleted; her heart pitched around inside her emptiness.


She glimpsed herself in one of the gilded mirrors on the wall. Her usually creamy skin now looked pasty. Her face was gaunt, hollow, unoccupied, her ash-blond curls also drooping. A true reflection of her wretched self.


Sheila, still raw from her daughter’s rebuke, came in but said nothing. She motioned to a servant to bring a glass of orange-blossom water for Marguerite to sip.


“Why?” Marguerite finally broke the silence. “Mother, I’m miserable. And it’s not only because of my baby. Where is Jacques? Why isn’t he here, with me? I don’t understand!”


“Now, dear,” Sheila said soothingly, as she tried to think of an explanation for her son-in-law’s absence, “men are different. I’m sure Jacques is distraught and can barely handle the death of the baby himself. He’ll come to you when he feels he has the strength to support you.”


“But we should be consoling each other. I need him!”


“I believe he is avoiding you because he probably feels powerless to change anything. His hopes and dreams for the future were dashed, too.”


“But—”


“He needs time to deal with losing the baby in his own way. You know Jacques is a very private person, and has always had difficulty expressing his feelings, Marguerite. But that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have them. The child was his heir. I’m certain he is deeply grieving the loss of his son.”


Sheila thought a moment and then added, “In fact, darling, I did overhear one of the servants saying that Jacques has been working long hours, refusing to leave his office. That’s typical of some men, you know—immersing themselves in work in order to shut out their troubles. I’m sure that’s it. In fact, I gather that the only person allowed to enter the building is his manservant, Tobias. Knowing how delicate you are, Jacques must be protecting you from his suffering. I’m certain that he does not want to inflict even more pain on you.”


Marguerite, her eyes wide, looked at her mother in astonishment. “Oh! I didn’t know! I’ve been so selfish, thinking of my own needs. My poor husband. I must go to him!” she said, about to push her way up from the deep cushions of the sofa.


“No, no! Don’t be too hasty, dear; let him cope in his own way. Plus, you are obviously in no condition to see him now,” said Sheila. “You must use this time to heal yourself. Your bleeding has not stopped yet; I suspect you need more sleep. Are your breasts still painful?”


“They’re still a bit tender, but my milk is drying up.”


“Good. Now, let’s get you back to bed for more rest. My precious daughter, you are young, you are beautiful, and you can and will become pregnant again. We’ll put all this unpleasantness behind us. And next year, I’m confident that you’ll be presenting a precious little baby de Trahan to Jacques.”





Tarot: THE THREE OF CUPS


Revelation: A happy matter: the birth of a child.
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As soon as Catherine entered Jeanette’s cottage, she knew which room held Antoinette’s mother. The grunting phase had begun. The pushing would start soon.


Smiling when she encountered her laboring neighbor on her bed, Catherine said, “Hello, Jeanette. I see it’s time. Let me make you more comfortable.”


“Ah, Catherine. I’m so happy to see you! The pains! I don’t know how much longer I can do this. I’m so tired. And I need to go to the toilet!”


“Not really, Jeanette; Antoinette told me that you haven’t eaten in a while. You’re feeling pressure on your rectum from the baby descending, and that’s good news! Let’s get these linens changed, now!”


With Scamp’s help, Catherine removed the covering blanket and replaced the wet padding as Jeanette raised her hips.


After Jeanette settled again onto her back, Catherine said, “All right, now, put your legs on these pillows so that they’re above your hips. . . . Bien! Now, bend your knees a little.”


With sure and gentle hands, Catherine massaged the pregnant woman’s distended stomach with a salve of lard infused with a liquor of sumac leaves, sage, and swamp-lily root.


“Mmm. That feels so good!”


Catherine smiled. “I made lots of this liniment for you to use after the baby is born. It will reduce stretch marks.”


“I’m looking forward to that already,” said Jeanette.


The midwife got some of her necessities from the medicine case and placed them on the nightstand: a piece of valerian root, catnip leaves, olive oil, powdered snakeroot, and shavings of willow bark. She arranged her other essentials: scissors, a jar of rainwater, and a silver two-bit piece with a hole drilled in the middle.


After taking a bottle of red wine out of her bag, she said, “Scamp, will you put this on the dresser? And, Antoinette, please lean this picture of St. Anthony of Padua against it. Merci.”


Then Catherine placed the charm of Papa Legba in Jeanette’s hand.


“Here, squeeze Papa Legba and entreat St. Anthony for a safe childbirth,” she said.


“Ohhhhh,” the drained woman groaned. “I’ve been praying a long time now. I just wish it were over.”


“You’re going to be fine, Jeanette,” said Catherine. “You’ve done this before. You are strong, healthy, and at full term. Scamp and I are here to help you. And so is Antoinette.”


The young girl, eyes wide and extremely pale, was speechless.


“Antoinette, get a cup of hot water for your maman. Scamp, you go with Antoinette into the kitchen and keep the water boiling.” Turning to Jeanette, Catherine showed her the piece of valerian root. “This will take care of your nerves,” she said. “We’ll add this to your tea. And the willow bark in the tea will take away some of the pain.”


“Oh!” For the first time, Jeanette smiled. “Please make it a big cup—because right now I have lots of pain.”


As if to prove her point, she grabbed Catherine’s hand and screamed.


“Bear down, now, and push!” counseled Catherine, massaging the vaginal opening with the olive oil.


Another scream.


Antoinette returned with the cup of hot water. Catherine placed a pinch of willow bark into a tea infuser and steeped it in the water. Removing the infuser from the cup, she held it so Jeanette could sip.


“Ahhh. It’s warm. And . . .” Another scream.


“Push, Jeanette. Good, good.”


Jeanette’s nut-brown face reddened as she pushed down yet another time and let out an ear-piercing yell. Catherine put the cup of tea on the nightstand and moved toward the foot of the bed to monitor the baby’s progress. She smiled at the young mother.


“Reach down, Jeanette, with your hand. That’s right! Can you feel the head? Good! Another big push, now . . .”


Jeanette grimaced, clasped both hands on top of her stomach, gave a loud groan, and shoved down with all her might. The baby slipped into Catherine’s hands, giving a lusty cry.


“Bien, bien, Jeanette! Congratulations! You have a son,” said Catherine, as she held up the baby for the mother to see.


“Eww,” said Antoinette. “It’s messy!”


“‘It,’” said Catherine, raising an eyebrow warningly at Antoinette, “is your beautiful baby brother. And you’ll see something else somewhat bloody come out soon, Antoinette. That’s called the placenta, which nourished your baby brother before he was born. All normal, and yet marvelous! Now, I want you to get fresh sheets and blankets for your mother while I take care of your new brother.”


Catherine snipped off the umbilical cord with her scissors. To prevent the child from becoming a bed-wetter, she made sure that the stub was turned to the infant’s left side. Then she gently washed the baby. After swaddling the newborn in a soft cotton cloth, she put a wool cap on his head and presented him to his mother.


“He’s beautiful, Jeanette! And hungry!”


The new mother received her son, then sighed happily as he nuzzled and sucked at her breast.


Antoinette returned with the fresh bedding, which Catherine maneuvered under and around the tranquil mother and suckling child.


“What can I do now?” asked Antoinette, eager to appease and please Catherine.


“Take these wet and soiled bedclothes to the courtyard to be laundered. Scamp will show you what to do. I need to give your maman a sponge bath, and then she should have some soup.”


“I’ll get the bathwater, too,” said Antoinette, as she sped off to the kitchen.


“How are you feeling, Jeanette?” asked Catherine.


“Wonderful, mostly. Isn’t he exquisite? Look at all this hair! And his eyes—they’re almost a violet color! He looks very much like Antoinette when she was born.”


“And they both have your beautiful complexion, too. What will you name him?”


“Pierre, after his father. Oh, I can’t wait to show him to his daddy!”


“I have forgotten, Jeanette—does Pierre have any other sons?”


“No, just daughters. So my baby will be special. And Pierre has promised that he will send my son to France to be educated.”


“Oui? Our petit Pierre already has a grand future! Ah, here’s Antoinette!”


The young girl had returned with a large pail of hot water and poured it into the basin. “I’ll get the soup now,” she said. “It’s your favorite, Maman: crab-and-shrimp gumbo!” She hurried back outside to the kitchen.


Opening her medicine bag, Catherine got out her marble mortar and pestle. She took out a small sack of rosemary sprigs, parsley leaves, and rose petals.


“I expected you to deliver sometime soon,” Catherine said, smiling, “so I prepared these last night.”


Looking into the medicine bag again, she pulled out another small container of olive oil. Emptying the sack of flowers and herbs into her mortar, she crushed them with the pestle and then added a little bit of the oil. She poured in a cup of water from the pail, let the mixture steep for a few minutes, and slowly stirred the scented brew into the bathwater.
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