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Preface


This is a work of fiction set primarily in colonial Louisiana. Certain historical figures appear in the story under their real names. While many of the events involving the characters are historical, the scenes and dialogue are invented. Any other usage of a real person’s name is coincidental. Any resemblance of the imaginary characters to actual persons, living or dead, is unintended and fortuitous. A central character in this novel, Julien de Lallande Poydras, was a remarkable and accomplished developer, poet, entrepreneur, philanthropist, and political leader of early Louisiana. The references in this story to his involvement with the cult of Voodoo are all fictional, and not intended to besmirch his reputation and accomplishments in any way.

There are many historical references in this novel to the institution of slavery and the complex systems of racial segregation and racial stratification that existed in the early history of Louisiana and the South. These racism references are used to give a complete historical context and setting for the characters and events that occurred, not to in any way dignify them. As historian David McCullough noted, “History is who we are and why we are the way we are.” And to paraphrase the philosopher George Santayana, if we ignore or forget our past, we do so at the peril of repeating its faults. So, if there are passages herein that make you feel uncomfortable or incensed, that’s as it should be. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For Debi and the Vieux Carre


Part I
Beginnings


A bad beginning makes a bad ending.

– Euripides

 




Prologue


Viet Cong anti-aircraft fire riddled the low-flying, olive-green helicopter, first striking a fuel tank and causing a cabin fire. The starboard door gunner was doused with burning jet fuel and began to scream. The next few hits got the engine and sliced off one blade of the main rotor.

The pilot pulled helplessly at the controls as smoke filled the chopper’s cockpit. As the jungle floor rushed toward him, Jim Noyan knew he was going to die.

The last thought that went through his mind, as his Huey impacted near Pleiku, was, “God! Why didn’t I bring the ring with me?” 

 

 




Chapter One


One of them was going to die this morning. There was no way to avoid it. Despite all his obvious advantages, Emile Poydras was nervous, limping on his bad leg as he paced the ground under “The Oaks.” The pink and yellow rays of dawn went unnoticed by Emile as he hobbled back and forth. These giant live oaks, cloaked in Spanish moss, were on the plantation of Louis Allard, located just outside New Orleans.

Emile wondered how many duels had been fought on the grounds of the Allard Plantation. Would Monsieur Allard care that more blood is about to be spilled on his land? While these thoughts raced through his head, Emile realized he was compulsively pulling at the corners of his slightly graying mustache, first one side and then the other.

Trying to shake off his jitters, Emile gazed at the double gold band on his left ring finger. With Uncle Julien’s ring, I cannot lose, he thought. Besides, as the challenged man, he had named the place, the weapons, and the firing distance. All the circumstances were of his choosing. No one doubted his skill as a marksman. So, he concluded, why should I be doubting myself? 

A spurt of bile rising from his stomach escalated Emile’s misgivings. He tried to distract himself by thinking unrelated, positive thoughts. Emile rubbed the gold ring on his finger and pondered, Uncle Julien, what an incredibly generous man he was. Thank God he is not alive to see how I’ve shamed the name of Poydras. It struck Emile that he was so anxious that he was having trouble remembering when his uncle had died. It was only three months ago, wasn’t it?

Emile ran his fingers through his sweaty, dark hair and paced back to his younger half-brother, Benjamin, who was acting as his second once again. Benjamin was leaning his stocky frame against one of the giant oaks, his arms folded across his half-opened shirt. His wide chin rested on his chest, and his eyes were closed.

Softly, Emile asked, “Benjamin, are you asleep?”

Benjamin opened his eyes and rolled his head to work the stiffness out of his neck. “Asleep, hah! Who could sleep in this heat? I shall never get accustomed to this damn humid climate.”

“Benjamin, when did Uncle Julien die?”

“That’s an odd question to ask just before a duel, dear brother.”

“Benjamin, please! I must — ”

“June 23rd. My God, Emile! How can you forget? He died in our very arms.”

“Yes. Yes. I remember that. It’s just that I couldn’t recall…”

“Emile, you must get ahold of yourself.”

Benjamin left the tree he was leaning against, walked over, and put his big hand gently on his brother’s neck. “It is not too late to call this off. Noyan really has no stomach for this fight. An adjustment may yet be reached.”

Pulling away from his brother’s grasp, Emile shook his head. “Oh, Benjamin, how can any adjustment be reached? His wife carries my child!”

“Are you certain it is your child, Emile?”

Emile’s blue eyes flashed with anger. “Benjamin, speak no more of Nicole, or I shall be compelled to call you out for such comments.”

“Hah! And who would be your second then?”

Sighing, Emile quickly apologized. “Forgive me, Benjamin. You know I didn’t mean that. It’s just… I just can’t seem to get command of myself.”

“And why is that?”

“I don’t know! If I knew, I would be able to control my feelings.”

“I think you know, Emile. I think that is why you are so troubled.”

“What are you talking about, Benjamin?”

“Guilt! Guilt, Emile. Before all your other duels, your heart was always filled with righteous indignation, or at least with the thrill of showing off your skill. It is not so today. Today, you feel guilty for shaming Nicole, for shaming yourself, and for goading poor Henri Noyan into a duel with pistols — a duel to the death.”

Emile dropped his head, unable to look Benjamin in the eyes. “You are right, Brother. I do feel guilty. I forced Noyan into issuing a challenge so… so I could kill him and have Nicole to myself. But, you see, pricking him with a sword would solve nothing. Nicole would still be his wife, and still be carrying my child. And Henri refuses to give her a divorce, so the only way to solve the problem is for one of us to die.”

“One of you could leave New Orleans! You could come back with me to Pointe Coupee. You could even leave Louisiana for a while.”

“I will not give her up, Benjamin. She loves me, not Henri. Henri is a cruel and boorish husband. Nicole cannot endure his mistreatment any longer.”

“As you wish. Just make certain Henri’s first duel with pistols is his last. I should not like to lose the only family I have left in this country.”

Emile smiled. “I shall not leave you yet, Brother.”

The sound of approaching carriages gained the attention of the two brothers. Two coaches pulled into the grove of oaks. Henri Noyan’s second, Frederick Maury, and his surgeon for the occasion, Dr. Valsin de Rivière, exited the first coach. One man remained in the coach. Emile couldn’t see the man clearly, but assumed it was Henri Noyan. The second coach contained Henri’s father, Paul, and three other men of the Noyan family whose names Emile could not recall.

The dapper Frederick Maury and Dr. de Rivière walked towards Emile and Benjamin. The bald-headed doctor was not carrying his black medical bag, but an armload of wooden stakes. Benjamin moved to meet the men at mid-field. It was a sullen Maury who spoke first, pulling on his coat lapels as he said, “It is my duty, Monsieur Poydras, to inquire one final time if an adjustment can be reached?”

“Are the terms unchanged, Maury?”

“Yes, your brother must leave New Orleans forever, and never attempt to contact Madam Noyan again.”

“Then no adjustment is possible,” Benjamin said firmly. 

“Very well.” Maury motioned for Dr. de Rivière to step forward. “Then we shall stake out the firing distances. I believe we have agreed on a range of twenty paces?”

“Yes. That is correct.”

Frederick Maury took one of the wooden stakes and shoved it into the damp soil. Then the men began walking toward Emile, taking giant, stiff-legged steps. When they had stepped off ten paces, a second stake was set. Ten more paces were walked, and a third stake was set. Then all three men returned to the first stake and repeated the process in the other direction.

Despite the oppressive heat and humidity, Paul Noyan and the other men standing outside Henri’s coach all wore coats or long capes. Surveying the men, Benjamin said, “Pardon me, Monsieur Maury, but I must request that you ask your party to open their cloaks.”

Maury seemed taken aback. “Whatever for?”

“So I may confirm that they are unarmed. You know the Code. Only the participants and their seconds may carry weapons on the field of honor.”

His face flushing, Maury replied, “How dare you! How dare you even insinuate that I would allow such a thing?”

Taken somewhat aback by Maury’s volatile response to his perfunctory request, Benjamin tried to pacify the man. “I mean no disrespect, Frederick. I know you would not condone a violation of the Code. But I have my duty to perform.”

Without releasing Benjamin’s eyes from his cold stare, Frederick spoke in a loud voice to the other men. “Gentlemen! Monsieur Poydras has requested that you remove your cloaks!”

None of the other men replied. They hesitated a moment, and then one by one removed their capes and coats and threw them inside the open coach. With that, a tall, thin man with ash-colored hair exited the coach. Henri Noyan’s face was pallid, and his eyes were red, as if from crying. He raised a shaking hand and finger, pointing at Benjamin.

“As you can see, Monsieur Poydras, my family is unarmed. I… I demand satisfaction for your insulting accusation.”

Benjamin bowed ever so slightly. “I did not mean to offend, monsieur. But I shall be happy to make myself available, should my brother’s aim be off today.”

The elder white-headed Noyan grabbed his son’s trembling arm and stepped between him and Benjamin, saying, “Enough! Bring your damn pistols.”

Benjamin turned on his heel and marched back to Emile, who was waiting for him with the leather-covered case containing his matched set of French dueling pistols.

Emile had overheard part of the vocal discussion at the other end of the field, and inquired, “Are the Noyans to be trusted today?”

“I could see no weapons.”

“They might be in the coaches.”

“Yes, but Henri’s father is a man of honor. I don’t believe he would allow such a violation of the Code.”

“Honor has its limits, Brother. And Henri is his only child.”

“Have you forgotten Paul’s brother?”

“Ah yes, the great hero, Jean Baptiste Noyan, who chose honorable death with his comrades before the Spanish firing squad.”

“Emile, Henri is barely able to control himself. His whole body trembles. Yet his father commands me to load the pistols. It’s like Jacob delivering Isaac to the altar.”

“Yes, I suppose you are right. If any man would sacrifice his only son to save family honor, it would be Paul Noyan. At any rate, I feel better now that I see Henri is far more nervous than I am. No doubt he’s been drinking as well. Well, let’s get on with it.”

Benjamin checked his two pistols stuck in his belt to verify they were both primed for firing. Then he took the small case containing the dueling pistols and returned to the center of the field. Frederick Maury was waiting for him by a small folding table, on which he had placed a jar of gunpowder, lead shot, wadding, and loading instruments. 

Everyone watched as the seconds measured out equal amounts of powder and as Benjamin loaded the first pistol, and Maury the second. The long-barreled pistols were then placed back in the case, and the seconds motioned for the duelists to come forward.

When Emile saw Henri Noyan up close, his first feeling was one of sympathy. The man was visibly shaken. Then Henri lashed out. “Tell me, Monsieur Poydras, where did you learn the art of seducing other men’s wives?”

“Monsieur, if you had not been such a brutal husband and incompetent lover, your wife would not have felt the need to leave your bed for mine.”

“Monsieur, you pride yourself upon an animal faculty, in respect of which the Negro is your equal, and the jackass infinitely your superior.”

Emile was thankful when Benjamin interrupted the verbal exchange, because he was having a hard time thinking of a good retort to Noyan’s derogatory salvo. It seemed Henri might yet find his courage. Benjamin raised a hand between the two antagonists.  “Gentlemen, let us proceed. I shall toss the coin, and Monsieur Maury shall call it in the air.”

Benjamin threw a silver dollar in the air, and Frederick Maury called out, “Heads!”

“Heads it is,” declared Benjamin. “Monsieur Maury, you shall have the honor of calling the fire. Emile, you may designate which side of the field you wish to take.”

Emile said, “As we stand now shall be fine.”

Maury held out the case containing the pistols. “Henri, you have the first selection, as the choice of weapons was by Monsieur Poydras.”

Emile watched as Henri took the bottom pistol from the case. Emile then removed the top one.

Benjamin then gave the men their final instructions. “Gentlemen, you shall now move to your firing positions, as marked by the far pegs on each side of the field. Remember, once you have reached your positions, you may not move, except upon the command of Monsieur Maury. If you move from your position, your opponent’s second is free to fire upon you. Do you each understand these instructions?”

Both duelists nodded in the affirmative, and each turned and marched off to his respective position. When the firing positions were reached, each man turned his body in profile toward his opponent, pointing his pistol barrel down at arm’s length.

Frederick Maury’s first command echoed across the field. “Gentlemen… men, cock your pistols… ols!”

Each duelist pulled back the hammer on his pistol, neither taking his eyes off his adversary.

“Gentlemen, aim your pistols! After I give the command to fire, I will count to three. You are free to fire as soon as I begin the count.” After a brief pause, Maury yelled, “Fire! One, two…”

Maury never got to the count of three. He was interrupted by the loud retort of Henri’s pistol. Benjamin immediately turned to his brother. Emile was just standing there, arm extended, his pistol aimed at Henri. Why didn’t he fire? thought Benjamin. Then Benjamin noticed the hammer on Emile’s pistol. It was down. Benjamin ran to his brother’s side.

“Emile, what happened? Are you hurt?”

“No, no. Henri was so off target, his shot must be in the next parish by now — my damn pistol misfired!”

Benjamin grabbed the gun from his brother’s hand and pulled back the hammer. 

“Emile! There’s no cap. The percussion cap is missing.”

“What?”

“Emile, this is the pistol Maury loaded. Henri took the one I loaded.”

Emile glared across the field at Maury. “Of course, Maury and Noyan knew he had first choice of weapons.”

“Emile, forgive me. I should have noticed. I — ”

“No, dear brother. It’s not your fault. It all comes to light now. The argument that Noyan started with me at the loading table, it was all meant to distract us, so Maury could tamper with my pistol.”

“Thank the Lord they did not succeed.”

“Yes,” agreed Emile. “But Noyan is such a terrible shot, he couldn’t hit me even knowing I would not be able to return his fire.”

“You chose your firing distance well, Brother.”

Emile meditated a moment before speaking again. “Benjamin, when you return to Maury, do not mention anything about the tampering with my pistol.”

“What?”

“Simply tell Maury I demand a second fire and tell them I wish to shorten the firing distance to ten paces. And Benjamin, this time, when the pistols are loaded — ”

Benjamin held up his hand in mock protest. “Say no more. If Maury so much as looks crossly at your pistol, I shall shoot him where he stands.”

When Benjamin returned to the loading table, Maury would not meet his eyes when he was addressed. “My brother demands a second fire, Monsieur Maury, and a firing distance of ten paces.”

“Sir, I must protest — ”

“There is nothing to protest, Maury. It is his choice, not yours. Both men must declare themselves satisfied, and my brother is far from satisfied. And Frederick, I shall load my brother’s weapon this time.”

Emile turned his attention from the loading table to his opponent. Henri had returned to his coach and was waving his hands as he spoke with his father and other family members. Emile could see the elder Noyan shaking his head at his son.

When the pistols were reloaded, Benjamin carried Emile’s to him. “Here you are, Brother. I promise you it will fire this time.”

The duelists resumed their positions at the far stakes. Then Maury made the announcement. “Gentlemen, a second fire has been demanded, and the challenger has requested that the firing distance be shortened to ten paces. Therefore, at my command, advance to your new firing positions. Ready? Advance!”

Benjamin put his right hand on one of the pistols in his belt and silently cocked the weapon, as Emile and Henri Noyan marched toward each other and halted at the first set of wooden stakes.

Maury continued with the commands. “Gentlemen, cock your weapons. Gentlemen, the firing count remains unchanged. Now, aim your weapons!”

As the men raised their pistols, Benjamin turned his attention to Paul Noyan and the other Noyan men, while Maury gave the commands. He saw no suspicious activity. He turned to look at Henri as Maury began the command to fire. Henri’s face was still ashen, but his aim appeared much steadier than during the first fire.

“Fire! One…”

Before Maury could count “two,” Henri fired his pistol. Benjamin saw Emile quickly cup his left ear in his hand. When Emile dropped his hand, Benjamin noticed blood trickling down his brother’s neck. Emile kept his pistol trained on the now trembling Henri. Then, he suddenly turned his pistol skyward and fired it. Henri looked shocked and relieved at the same time. But his relief was short-lived.

Emile yelled, “I demand another fire!”

Henri yelled back, “Monsieur, you shall have it with pleasure!”

Maury turned to Benjamin and said, “This is barbaric. It needs to end now.”

“Emile could have killed Henri where he stood,” replied Benjamin. “Tell Henri to give it up, before it is too late.”

“No! You tell your brother to withdraw his demand for another fire.”

“He will only do that if Henri agrees to leave New Orleans — without his wife.”

“He will never do that.”

“Then we reload the pistols.”

When Benjamin went to retrieve Emile’s pistol, he saw that his brother’s wound was very minor. The bullet had grazed his brother’s head, just above his left ear. Emile dabbed at the slight bleeding with his handkerchief.

“Emile, why didn’t you shoot him?”

“I don’t know. Henri looked so wretched and vulnerable. I just couldn’t… Besides, I can afford to wait for the proper time to — ”

“Damn it, man!” said Benjamin, interrupting his brother. “If Henri’s shot had been an inch closer you would be dead right now. I will not allow this duel to continue if you are just going to stand here for Noyan’s target practice.”

“I will fire this time, Benjamin. I know he will fire on the first count again, and so shall I.”

Benjamin studied his brother’s face for a moment, as if to ascertain whether Emile was ardent. He then took the pistol off for reloading without speaking another word.

When the two men faced each other the third time, Benjamin forgot about watching the Noyan family. Instead, he concentrated on his brother’s face, looking for the slightest sign of indecision.

For the third time, Maury gave his command. “Gentlemen, aim your pistols! Ready? Fire! One…”

This time, two shots rang out simultaneously. After Benjamin was certain his brother had escaped injury, he turned toward Henri, who had dropped his pistol and was clutching the center of his chest with both hands. As Henri sank to his knees, his father and Dr. de Rivière came running up to him. Benjamin could tell from the amount of blood spurting between Henri’s fingers that the wound was a mortal one.

Paul Noyan grasped his son’s hand and held it until Henri became motionless. Then Paul arose and started walking toward Emile. This aroused Benjamin’s suspicions. He followed Paul Noyan and eased his cocked pistol from his belt.

Paul Noyan spoke first. “Monsieur Poydras, my son is dead.”

Emile said, “I am truly sorry this had to happen, Monsieur Noyan.”

“You need not apologize, monsieur. Your conduct on the field today has convinced me you are a man of honor. You were more than fair with my son. So, as one man of honor to another, I have a request. Will you hear it?”

“But of course.”

“As you know, Henri was my only child. I have no other descendants, except for the child Nicole carries. If Nicole gives birth to a son, I beg you to give him the Noyan name, and I promise you that the child will inherit all that I have.”

Benjamin gasped, overcome with surprise. Amazingly, Emile did not seem shocked at all. However, Emile did take some time before responding to Paul Noyan’s stunning proposal.

“Monsieur Noyan, surely you know that the child Nicole carries is mine?”

“So you say, monsieur. But that is not important. What is important is that my family’s name lives on. On the blood of my dead son, I implore you to grant me this request.”

Emile handed his pistol to Benjamin and then held out his open right hand to Paul Noyan. “Very well, I promise you, monsieur, that the name of Noyan will not die.”

As Henri’s body was being loaded into his coach and Emile and Benjamin were preparing to leave the dueling field, a figure came out of the shadows of the oak trees. No one paid any attention to the tall, slender Negro woman in a worn purple dress as the duelists’ entourages and other spectators were focused on the loading of Henri’s body. But then, one of the Noyan Negro servants walked by the woman as he carried the folding table and other implements of the duel. As the servant walked past the young woman in the purple dress, he stopped, did a double take, dropped his burdens, and fell to his knees in front of her, head bowed.

Immediately, the woman spoke to the servant in sharp, hushed tones. “Get up, you fool! I don’t want them to know I’m here.”

 

 




Chapter Two


Celeste Noyan pressed her feet down hard on the floorboard and braced herself with both hands on the dash of her fiancé’s old Toyota Corolla. The car lurched to a stop, just inches from the bus in front of them.

“Jesus, Mark! I’d like to live long enough to get our marriage license.”

Mark Richards grinned as he started the car moving again and made the turn onto Eighth Street. “Sorry, babe, I didn’t mean to scare ya.”

“It’s okay. I just wish you wouldn’t follow so close. Have you ever had rear-enders driving like that?”

Mark shrugged his shoulders. “One or two.”

“Well, are you suffering from a learning disability, or what? Do I need to drive?”

Mark reached across the car with his right hand and squeezed Celeste’s arm. “Ah, come on, Celeste. Let’s not have an argument right now. I think this spring heat wave is getting to us. Is that the courthouse coming up on the right?”

Celeste turned her attention from her fiancé's blue eyes and blond hair to the brick building appearing outside her side window.

“Yeah, that’s it, the West Baton Rouge Parish Courthouse. There’s public parking on the other side,” said Celeste, pointing with her right hand.

“Parish courthouse?”

“Yeah, in Louisiana we have parishes instead of counties.”

“How come?” Mark inquired as he pulled into the public parking lot.

“I don’t know for sure. I think it goes back to the days when the French ruled the state.”

Mark parked his faded blue Toyota and hurried around to open Celeste’s door. Celeste was tugging and pushing on her seat belt buckle as Mark opened the door.

“Damn, Mark. Doesn’t anything work in this car?”

Mark reached in and released the buckle with two fingers. “I promise you, babe, as soon as I find a job, this car is history. No more student lifestyle for us.”

Celeste smiled as Mark helped her out of the car. “Aww, I guess it isn’t such a bad machine, Mark. We did have some good times in this car.”

“Yeah, especially in the back seat.”

“Come on, handsome. It’s time to make me an honest woman.”

Mark paused a moment as Celeste walked ahead. He loved to watch Celeste’s behind as she walked. Her pert ass twitched ever so slightly in her tight blue jeans, and her shoulder-length brown hair bounced rhythmically against her neck. Celeste stopped in her tracks and looked over her shoulder at Mark, catching him gawking.

“Come on, you letch. You’ve seen it all before.”

“Sorry, thought I had spotted Natalie Wood walking to the courthouse.”

“Natalie Wood’s dead. Now come on.”

Mark trotted up to Celeste and took her hand. “What office are we looking for?”

“Mom said we fill out the application at the Parish Clerk’s Office.”

When Celeste and Mark entered the Clerk’s Office, they walked up to a counter where a gray-headed black woman was writing in a large ledger. Celeste spoke first.

“Excuse me? Can someone please help us apply for a marriage license?”

The clerk looked up from the ledger. “I can help you.” As the clerk spoke, she reached below the counter and pulled out a printed form. “Are you gettin’ married in this parish?”

“No, ma’am, in Baton Rouge,” replied Celeste.

Looking at Mark, the clerk asked, “May I have your full name, sir?”

“Mark Clark Richards.”

Celeste looked at Mark with surprise. “Clark?”

Mark’s face flushed pink. “Yeah, my mom had this thing for Clark Gable.”

Both women smiled at Mark, and the clerk said, “Do tell. And your name, miss?”

“Celeste Nicole Noyan.”

“Noyan? Were you born in Louisiana?”

“Yes, ma’am, right here in Port Allen.”

The clerk laid her ballpoint pen on the counter. “I have not heard that name in a very long time. Do you know — are you a descendant of Jean Baptiste Noyan?”

“Who?”

“Jean Baptiste Noyan, the hero of the French colonial revolution against the Spanish.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know. I’ve never heard that name before, or of that revolution.”

Mark, feeling left out of the conversation, decided to ask a question of the clerk. “Say, I took American history in college, and I don’t recall studying about a French revolution in Louisiana. When was it?”

The clerk didn’t hesitate with her answer. “1768. France had ceded the Louisiana Territory to Spain a few years earlier, and the colonists finally rebelled after the Spanish took over the colonial government in New Orleans.”

Mark was impressed by the clerk’s power of historical recall. “You sure know your history, ma’am.”

The clerk picked up her pen again. “Excuse me, I’m takin’ up your time. It’s just that Louisiana history is my hobby.”

Celeste said, “No, please. You’re not keeping us from anything, and I’ve always wondered about my family history. My father died when I was very young. So, I’ve never learned much about his side of the family. Who was Jean Baptiste Noyan?”

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you all that much, dear. I just remember that he was one of the leaders of the rebellion and that the Spanish executed him and the other leaders by firing squad. Legend has it Noyan had a chance to save himself but chose to die with the other rebels.”

Before Celeste could inquire further, a phone rang on the desk behind the clerk. The woman turned the form towards Celeste.

“Would you all mind to finish fillin’ out this application? I’ll be right back. Please print.”

Celeste filled in the blanks on the application. As she wrote, “May 20, 1987” in the space for the date of the application, Mark removed his checkbook from the hip pocket of his jeans and wrote a check for the license fee. Then they both signed the bottom of the application, just as the clerk hung up her phone.

The clerk quickly read the completed application. “This looks just fine. I see, Ms. Noyan, that you are still a resident of this parish. Would you also like to apply for your dowry?”

With a puzzled look, Mark asked, “Dowry?”

“Yes, the Julien Poydras Dowry Endowment.” Looking to Celeste, the clerk inquired, “Have you not heard of it?”

“Well, I’ve been away to college the past four years, but I do recall reading about it in the paper some years back. I didn’t know it still existed.”

“Oh, yes. The principal is never touched.” The clerk reached under the counter again and handed Celeste another form. “Here, take an affidavit with you. Just make sure you return it before the end of the year, or you lose your eligibility.”

Mark leaned over and looked at the form in Celeste’s hand. “Dowry. Now that’s a tradition from by-gone days. How much does she get?”

The clerk said, “Actually, the payment notice will be mailed to you, sir.”

“Really? Of course, dowries were paid to the husband, weren’t they?”

“Yes. Now the amount paid varies from year to year. The Police Jury divides the interest earned each year by the number of eligible brides. Last year, each girl received a little under a hundred dollars. The year before that, I believe it was around a hundred and twenty dollars.”

Celeste caught a slight look of disappointment as it crossed Mark’s face. “Sorry, my dear. You’re still gonna have to work to support me.” They all chuckled at Celeste’s little joke.

Celeste asked, “When was the dowry fund set up?”

“Oh,” said the clerk, “around 1825 or 1826. Julien Poydras’s will left the parish thirty thousand dollars to establish the fund. His will instructed that the unfortunate girls of the parish, who had no dowries, be given preference. But now, the Police Jury awards the dowries to all brides who apply and who are residents of the parish.”

Celeste’s curiosity spurred her continued inquiries. “Why did Mr. Poydras’s will give a preference to poor girls?”

The clerk removed her glasses and studied Celeste’s face a moment before answering. “Honey, that’s a long story, and you have to remember that, in those days, women had to provide dowries if they wanted to marry into the upper class. Anyway, the legend is that before Julien Poydras left France, he was in love with a poor girl who couldn’t provide a dowry. So, his family prevented the marriage. Supposedly, Poydras never got over it because he never married.”

“How sad,” said Celeste.

Mark, becoming bored with all the talk about Louisiana history, began drumming his fingers on the counter. Celeste picked up his sign of impatience and gently laid her hand on top of his fingers. Then she began her farewell to the clerk, “You’ve been most kind and helpful, ma’am. May I ask your name?”

“Sure, honey,” said the clerk, extending her right hand. “It’s Reba, Reba Moore.”

“Well, thank you again, Reba. We’ve really enjoyed talking with you.” Celeste gently kicked Mark’s ankle.  

Mark took the hint. “Yes, Reba. Thank you and thank you for my dowry.”

“Don’t thank me, honey. Thank Julien Poydras.” 

 




Chapter Three


Julien Poydras groaned as his dream and sleep were interrupted by someone shaking the rope at the foot of his canvas hammock. It was one of the crewmen Julien had not yet met. The drowsy Julien started to pull himself up out of his hammock but let himself fall back, covering his eyes with his wrist. At age twenty-eight, Julien had an unusually long face with deep set eyes and pencil thin lips. No one would ever call him handsome.

“Please, remove your lantern from my eyes.”

The other crewman, a plump young Frenchman about Julien’s age, obliged the request and lowered the oil lantern to his waist.

“Come on, Poydras. You and I have the watch.”

Julien sat up, pressing back his matted brown hair. “What time is it?”

“Almost twelve-bells. Now come on. That first officer will have us punished if we are even a moment late.”

When the still groggy Julien dropped from his hammock, his clothes drooped on his bony frame. He looked at the sailor’s pudgy face. “Do I know you?” he asked.

“No. Come on. Grab your boots and let’s get on deck before we wake the other men.”

Julien nodded his assent, and the two men walked softly out of the crew’s quarters and up the wooden ladder to the forecastle of the Dutch brig Aries. The men reached the bridge just as the ship’s bell began to ring midnight. The ship’s first officer, an Englishman named Hawkins, met the two sailors at the top of the ladder.

“You men were almost late reporting. Don’t let it happen again.”

“But, sir — ,” Julien began.

“No buts, sailor! Next time you shall find yourself on report. Am I understood?”

Both seamen answered in unison, “Aye, aye, sir.”

“Very good. Now, assume your duties.”

When the first officer was out of earshot, Julien spoke. “I was about to say that no one informed me that I had this watch.”

Julien’s shipmate snorted and shook his head. “Humph! Hawkins wouldn’t care if your mother had just died. I hate all Englishmen.”

“So do I,” was Julien’s quick reply. “By the way, you seem to know my surname, but my Christian name is Julien, Julien Poydras.”

“Georges Mazureau,” said the sailor, as he shook Julien’s outstretched hand. “We Frenchmen must stick together among this crew of mongrels.”

As he pulled on a halyard to make certain the line was taut, Julien inquired, “What part of France are you from?”

“Marseille, and you?”

“From the other coast of our country, near Nantes — in the Parish of Rezé.”

“Ah, yes, Brittany. I have sailed by those bleak shores many times, and every crew I served with had a different tale about Norman pirates and the spirits of the murdered priests.”

“Well,” said Julien, “I lived there for the first seventeen years of my life and never saw a single ghost.”

“Hah, no ghosts, eh? Well, now we find ourselves headed for Nouvelle France — to Nouvelle Orléans. Have you been there before?”

“No, but I have read a great deal about the colony,” answered Julien.

“Read?” queried Georges. “I knew you must be an educated man when I heard you speaking all those languages, and interpreting orders for the crew. When I first saw you, I thought you were German or Dutch. Where did you learn to speak German — and English? You speak English nearly as well as one of those devils.”

Julien frowned. “In prison — in a damn English prison. My ship was captured during the war, in the fall of 1760, and I spent the next three years in a dirty English prison. There was nothing to do there except talk to the other prisoners, and many of them were German and Dutch.”

“So how did you end up in Santo Domingo, on a Dutch ship, bound for Nouvelle Orléans?”

“One day, I was on a work detail outside the prison, and I hid in the open hold of a merchant sloop. As fate would have it, the sloop was bound for Santo Domingo.”

“So, you had no idea where the ship was headed when you hid on board?” asked Georges, shaking his head.

“No, none at all. I just knew it was headed away from England. That was good enough for me.”

Georges motioned for Julien to follow him toward the ship’s bow. “Come on, we’d better go check the forward rigging… Now, Julien, how did you come to be a member of our crew? I was surprised the captain signed you on just before we sailed. We already had a full company.”

“I convinced the captain he needed an interpreter. I speak every language on board but Spanish. Don’t tell the captain. I told him I speak it as well.”

“Hah. No doubt you will learn Spanish before we reach port.”

“No doubt I must learn Spanish since our king has ceded the colony to Spain… Now,” continued Julien, “let me ask you a few questions.”

“But of course, mon ami. What do you wish to know?”

“Have you ever been to Nouvelle Orléans before?”

“Yes. I was there just this past winter, and a terrible winter it was. It was so cold the great river froze from bank to bank, and I’ll wager all the orange trees were killed as well.”

“Well,” said Julien, “if the trees survived, they should have borne fruit by now. What about the great river? I understand it flows all the way to the Canada colony, and that the Indians call it the father of all waters?”

“Yes, they call it ‘Mes-cha-ce-be.’ That is how the river got its name, Mississippi.”

“What about the fever? Before I left Santo Domingo, I heard that a plague had stricken the city.”

“Yellow fever,” answered Georges. “It had not occurred when I was there last. They say it only comes in the spring and summer. So, we should be safe since it is nearly the end of October. But yes, I have heard those stories too. One sailor told me hundreds have died. Another man told me half of the citizens had become diseased.”

“That’s over fifteen hundred people!” said a startled Julien.

“Correct. I see you have studied about the colony. Yet, knowing about the plagues, you still chose to come on this voyage?”

“Yes. I’ve heard there is much fertile land along the great river, and that the price is cheap.”

“Land? You plan on staying in the colony and becoming a farmer?”

“That is my dream. I don’t intend to stay in Nouvelle Orléans any longer than I have to.”

Georges grinned and laid his hand on Julien’s shoulder. “Speaking of dreams, when I woke you for our watch, you must have been having a fine dream. You had such a smile on your face.”

Julien pulled away from Georges, grabbing the railing of the ship’s bow, and stared out at the ocean. “Yes… It was a good dream.”

Georges knew intuitively what Julien’s dream was about. “Ah, mon ami. And who is this woman of your dreams?”

A few seconds passed before Julien answered. “A girl from Nantes. We were engaged to be married, but my father called it off.”

“But, why?”

“Her family could not provide a suitable dowry.”

“Dowry?” exclaimed Georges. “What, am I in the presence of nobility?”

Julien laughed. “Hah! Very poor nobility, I assure you. My full name is Julien de Lallande Poydras, but when I joined the French Navy, I left all that behind me.”

“And what of your fiancé? How could you just leave her behind?”

“I had to, Georges. I couldn’t be near her and not have her. If fortune is with me in Nouvelle France, I will send for her.”

Georges could see the pain in his new friend’s face, so he was kind enough not to spoil Julien’s dream any further. But Georges did think, Poor devil, he will never send for her. No woman will wait that long. It’s already been at least five years.

“Come, Julien. We’d best return to the bridge before that damn Englishman misses us.” 

 




Chapter Four


After applying for their marriage license and dowry, Celeste and Mark returned to Celeste’s mother’s house. This was Mark’s first overnight stay in Celeste’s home, and he found himself impressed with its character. The Noyan home was a huge, white Victorian frame house, located just west of Baton Rouge in one of Port Allen’s older, established neighborhoods. After spending the night alone in one of the spare bedrooms on the top floor, Mark kidded Celeste and her mother about all the strange creaks and wind noises he heard during the night. He told the women the house reminded him of the one in Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho.

As they drove up, Mark saw Celeste’s mother’s car was in the driveway, so he parked in the street to keep from blocking her in. When the couple entered the house, Mrs. Noyan was not to be found in the living room, kitchen, or any place downstairs.

Mark asked, “Where’s your mom? At a neighbor’s house?”

“I doubt it. I can smell the roast cooking in the oven. Mom never leaves the house when she’s cooking. Let’s look upstairs.”

Mark followed Celeste up the wide staircase as she called out, “Mom! We’re back!”

When they reached the top of the stairs, Celeste called again, “Mom! Where are you?”

A faint reply came from above. “Up here, darlin’. In the attic.”

Celeste started toward the stairs leading to the third floor of the house, but Mark grabbed her arm and gave her a very serious look.

“Wait. Don’t we need garlic or a cross or something before we go up there?”

Celeste pulled her arm free and shook her head. “Come on, will ya? And no more haunted house jokes in front of Mom, okay?”

Realizing he had milked his house humor for all it was worth, Mark meekly answered, “Okay.”

Two flights of stairs later, Celeste and Mark found Mrs. Amy Noyan on her knees in the dusty attic, rummaging through a trunk of old clothes. Amy Noyan was a youthful looking woman in her mid-fifties. She had her short, graying brown hair covered with a large red bandana, and she wore an old blue work shirt and jeans. This was the first time Mark had seen his future mother-in-law in pants, and he was impressed with her petite figure. That’s a good sign, thought Mark. No middle-age-spread. Maybe Celeste will take after her mom.

“What are you doing, Mom?” asked Celeste.

Amy looked up from the trunk and seemed a tad embarrassed that Mark was with Celeste. “Oh, dear. I thought I’d be finished before you two got back. I don’t want to frighten your future husband off.”

Celeste smiled. “You look fine, Mom. Now, what are you looking for?”

“My weddin’ dress. I thought you might like to use my veil, or some of the lace.”

“I get it,” said Mark. “Something borrowed?”

“That’s right,” replied Amy. “I know it’s old fashioned — you don’t have to use any of — ”

“I’d love to use your veil, Mom. Let me help you look.”

“Can I help?” Mark asked.

Amy looked up and thought a second. “Well, perhaps you can, Mark. I don’t recall which trunk I stored my dress in.” Amy pointed toward the opposite end of the attic. “Would you be a dear and pull that other trunk out from under all those boxes?”

“Sure,” said Mark as he walked over to the stack of cardboard boxes filled with miscellaneous dishes, old shoes, and pots and pans. Mark was very careful in picking up the boxes and restacking them, but as he lifted the last box of pots and pans, the bottom fell out, and the contents hit the floor. The sound it made was a combination of crashes, bangs, and rattles.

Amy and Celeste looked up from their trunk with startled expressions, but neither woman spoke.

“Sorry,” said Mark. “I guess the box was rotten.” He noticed Celeste was now giving him her standard dirty look.

Amy Noyan was quick to put Mark at ease. “Oh, don’t you worry about that junk, hon. You can’t hurt it. Just pull that trunk out from the wall so we can open it.”

Mark did as Amy requested and opened the lid on the ancient looking tinplated trunk. Inside was a stack of yellowed newspapers, several old books, and bundles of old letters tied with ribbon and string. The letters looked so brittle that Mark thought they would crumble if touched. Mark could also see the handle of a sword sticking out among the newspapers, and a glass jar containing some tarnished brass buttons. But what attracted Mark’s immediate attention was a military flight helmet, painted olive drab. Stenciled in black on the front of the helmet were captain’s bars and the name “J. NOYAN.” The helmet looked out of place among the other artifacts in the trunk — like it was from another century.

Mark hadn’t realized he had been staring at the contents of the trunk until Celeste finally asked, “Well, Mark, what have ya found?”

“Oh, just a bunch of old books and papers… No clothes unless you count this.” Mark held up the flight helmet.

From the look that flashed onto Amy Noyan’s face, Mark knew he had uncovered something that caused her distress. Mark realized his puzzlement must have shown because Celeste answered his unspoken question. “It’s my dad’s. It’s his old flight helmet. He was in Vietnam.”

Mark felt dense and helpless. He couldn’t think of anything appropriate to say, but the silence that fell in the attic compelled him to speak. “Oh, I’m sorry. Was your dad killed in the war?”

“MIA,” said Amy. “His helicopter was shot down in 1968… three years after Celeste was born.”

As Mark gently laid the helmet back in the trunk, Celeste got up and walked over to look at the trunk’s contents.

“Say, Mom, what is all this other stuff? It looks really ancient.”

Amy forced a smile. “That trunk belonged to Jim’s great-grandfather Noyan. Jim said it contained the family history. He was always going to compile it and translate it all, but he never got the chance to finish.”

Celeste asked, “Translate?”

“Yes. Most of those old letters and papers are in French. There’s even an old diary in there and a French Bible.”

Celeste and Mark could sense how uneasy Amy Noyan had become since Mark had discovered the trunk’s contents, so Celeste gave her mother an opening to escape the melancholy that had pervaded the attic.

“Say, Mom, why don’t you go down and check your roast? Mark and I can clean up this mess.”

“But… but we haven’t found the weddin’ dress.”

Celeste glanced around the attic and spotted a third trunk partially covered by an old rug. Pointing to it, she said, “Look, there’s another trunk. We’ll find your dress and veil and bring them down to you. Okay?”

Amy sighed softly. “Thanks, darlin’. I guess I had better go check the roast. I’d hate for it to dry out.” As Amy started down the steps, she turned back to Mark. “Thank you for your help, Mark. And don’t you fret about openin’ that trunk. I told you to do it.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Noyan.”

“Please, call me Amy — we’re practically family now.”

Mark dutifully replied, “Thanks, Amy.”

When Amy Noyan’s steps could no longer be heard, Mark asked, “How come you never mentioned your dad being in Vietnam?”

Celeste didn’t answer for a second or two. “I guess it’s just a defense mechanism. For years, when I was growing up, Mom kept the faith that Dad would be found alive in some prison camp. When I was little, I didn’t understand. I hardly remembered my dad. It… I just found it was easier to tell people he died when I was very young. That way I didn’t have to endure a bunch of painful questions I couldn’t answer.”

Mark gently put his arm around Celeste’s neck. “Look, babe. If you don’t want to talk about it now, that’s okay with me. I just want you to know that I’m ready to listen, if you ever feel the need.”

Celeste smiled and stroked Mark’s cheek. “Thanks.” Then Celeste knelt down and started sorting through the old books in the open trunk. “Hey, look at this. It’s an old family Bible.”

The old Bible’s binding had come apart in several places, and the back of its black leather cover was missing. As Celeste started thumbing through the first pages, Mark noticed it was indeed a French Bible, printed in a large Gothic style. Celeste stopped turning the pages when she came to an ornate illustration of a tree, on the limbs of which were handwritten names in faded gray ink.

“Look, Mark. It’s the Noyan family tree.”

Mark pointed his finger at one of the tree’s upper limbs, saying, “Jean Baptiste Noyan. Say, that’s that revolutionary guy the lady in the Clerk’s Office was talking about.”

“You’re right. I guess I am related.” As Celeste’s eyes read down the trunk of the tree, she noticed an entry beside the name Nicole Laure Noyan. One name had been crossed out and another written above it. “Isn’t this odd? Someone has drawn lines through this man’s name. Can you make it out?”

Mark studied the entry for a moment. “Looks like it was Henri-something-Noyan. I can’t make out the middle name.”

“What about the name written above it, Emile something? The last name looks like it starts with a P… Pay-dress?”

Mark replied, “Maybe that’s an O. Poy-something.”

“Poydras!” exclaimed Celeste. “It’s Poydras.”

“You mean like the man who set up the dowry fund?” joined Mark.

“Maybe a relative of his. I’ll bet back then there weren’t too many Poydras families in colonial Louisiana.”

“No,” agreed Mark. “There couldn’t have been. It’s a pretty unusual name.”

“I wonder what this means? Do you suppose this Nicole Noyan married a Poydras later in life?”

“That’s plausible,” agreed Mark. “But look underneath at the name of their child. Someone has also changed the child’s last name from Noyan to Poydras. Why do that?”

“I don’t know. I suppose that Emile Poydras could have adopted the boy. That is a boy’s name, isn’t it? Jean?”

“I guess it could be either,” said Mark. “But look. If you follow the lineage, the descendants of the Jean Noyan-Poydras are named Noyan. So, he had to be male, and his real name must have been Noyan.”

“Yes. You’re right. If Jean had been adopted, his descendants would have been named Poydras. How strange. It’s like someone tried to rewrite part of my family’s history.”

Mark glanced at his watch. “Say, babe, hadn’t we better find the wedding dress and go down and join your mom? I don’t think she needs to be alone right now.”

“You’re right. And thanks for being so considerate. I have one more favor to ask, after we find the wedding dress.”

Mark stood up and bowed before Celeste. “At your service, Mademoiselle Noyan. What is your desire?”

Celeste grinned and took Mark’s hand as she rose from the attic floor. “Later, would you help carry this trunk downstairs with me? My family curiosity has got me now. I want to see if any of those old letters or papers will explain why someone would alter my family tree.”

Mark shrugged his shoulders. “Sure, glad to. But I didn’t know you can read French.”

Celeste blushed. “Good point. Guess I’m gonna have to learn.”

“Speaking of language and family history, I’ve noticed you don’t have the Louisiana accent that your mom and people around here have. It only slips out once and awhile. How come?”

Celeste shrugged her shoulders. “I made a conscious decision to lose it when I went away to college. I even went to a speech coach my freshman year at Mizzou. I wasn’t ashamed of being from the South, but I just didn’t like being labeled as ‘Southern.’ I didn’t like people thinking they knew what kind of a person I was based on my southern accent. Paranoid, huh?”

Mark smiled at her and nodded. “No, I get it. Some college students can be pretty high-and-mighty and judgmental. They think every white person from the South is a racist. I’m impressed you were able to complete your… transition before we met our sophomore year. But, just between you and me, I think it’s sexy when you talk southern.” 

Blowing Mark a kiss, Celeste replied, “Thanks, babe. Now, I better go check on Mom. I’ll be back to get the wedding dress.”

As Mark moved to uncover the trunk containing the wedding dress, he suddenly felt overcome with a feeling of apprehension about the trunk containing Celeste’s family history. At first, he thought it was caused from stirring up Celeste’s painful memories of her dad. But, in the back of his mind, there was a nagging angst that the old trunk contained more than one painful memory, maybe a lot more.

 

 




Chapter Five


The Aries docked in New Orleans on October 25, 1769. From the wharf, Julien Poydras and Georges Mazureau could see that a large crowd had gathered opposite the levee in the city square, called the Place d’Armes. Since the men had no duties to perform while the ship was being unloaded, they decided to investigate all the commotion there.

Spanish soldiers had surrounded the square and were holding the crowd back from its center. Occasionally, a citizen would press too close to a soldier. He would be met with a threatening bayonet point or a clubbing from the butt of a musket.

As Julien and Georges walked up to the top of the levee, they could see five men mounted on mules being led into the Place d’Armes. Each of the five had his arms tied behind his back and his mule led by a Spanish soldier.

“My God!” said Georges. “It looks like some sort of public execution.”

A grisly looking old man standing next to Julien answered Georges. “Yes, that’s exactly what it is. The Bloody Irishman is standing them before a firing squad.”

“Them? Who are they?” asked Julien.

The old man didn’t answer at first. He rubbed the stubble on his chin and gave Julien and Georges a good looking over. “You men sailors?”

Georges answered, “Yes, we just came in on the — ”

“That explains it,” interrupted the old man. “But you men are French. Surely the news of the revolt has reached France?”

Julien said, “We didn’t come from France. We came on a Dutch ship from Santo Domingo.”

The old man looked a little stunned. “You mean you have not heard about the revolt of last October, when Noyan and the Acadians drove Governor Ulloa and the Spanish from the city?”

“No,” explained Julien. “I knew that the colony had been ceded to Spain, but I heard the local French government had been left in place.”

“That was true until about three years ago, when Spain sent Governor Ulloa and Spanish troops to set up a new government. We tolerated the tyrant for two years. Then, last October, Jean Baptiste Noyan, Attorney General Chauvin, and others led a revolution. On the night of October 28th, Noyan and his men took the Tchoupitoulas Gate and spiked the Spanish guns there. Ulloa and his troops retreated to his frigate anchored in the river.”

“What happened then?” asked Julien.

“Nothing, for a while anyway. The rebels cut the anchor cables to Ulloa’s ship, and he fled to Havana. Then, this August, Governor O’Reilly arrived with twenty-four warships, three thousand crack troops, and fifty pieces of artillery.”

“O’Reilly?” inquired Georges. “Spain sent an Irish governor?”

“Yes, Don Alexander O’Reilly. A bloody mercenary — the devious bastard! At first, he recognized our Superior Council and acted like all was forgiven. Then, he held a great reception and invited Noyan and all the other leaders of the revolution. During the dinner, O’Reilly arrested them all. After a farce of a trial, Noyan and five other leaders were sentenced to hang.”

“Hang? I thought you said the Spanish were forming a firing squad?” queried Julien.

The old man shook his head. “You see, when the death sentences were handed down, Louisiana was without a public executioner. No colonist would take the job, and the law forbids the conscription of anyone to serve as hangman.”

“So, the good governor changed the sentences to death by military firing squad?” replied Julien.

“Exactly,” replied the old man.

Georges pointed toward the Place d’Armes. “Look, the Spanish are building a fire in the square.”

All three men fell silent, as did the crowd encircling the Place d’Armes. They watched as the firing squad charged their muskets. To the left of the prisoners, a fire was kindled, into which a Negro threw several bundles of papers. As the fire blazed up, the governor’s official crier walked over to the fire. He was a little old man in a large, dusty black robe. 

The crier began walking in circles around the fire, shouting, “This, the memorial for the planters of Louisiana, is, by order of His Excellency Don Alexander O’Reilly, thus publicly burnt for containing the following rebellious and atrocious doctrines: ‘Liberty is the mother of commerce and population. Without liberty there are but a few virtues!’”

After the crier finished his announcement, he went over to a large, uniformed man with graying red hair. Julien surmised he must be Governor O’Reilly. O’Reilly nodded to the officer in command of the firing squad. The officer stepped forward and ordered the condemned men to line up before a row of cotton bales. The officer then went to the first prisoner and offered him a blindfold. The rebel refused, as did all the others. One prisoner even spat on the Spanish officer when the offer was made.

When the officer had returned to the firing squad, the old crier stepped forward again and faced one of the doomed prisoners, a young man with a clean-shaven face.

Speaking again in a loud voice, the crier proclaimed, “Jean Baptiste Noyan! Because of your prior service to this colony, and because you are the nephew of Jean Baptist Le Moyne Sieur de Bienville, the great founder of Nouvelle Orléans, His Excellency, Governor O’Reilly, has authorized a pardon of your life!”

Many in the crowd cheered and gasped with relief upon hearing the announcement. But, before the crowd could even begin to rejoice in the pardon of their hero, Jean Noyan pulled away from the two soldiers who had come forward to release him from his bonds.

Noyan turned and faced Governor O’Reilly, shouting, “With my comrades I fought! With them I die!”

The crowd fell silent again, except that a few women could be heard wailing. Julien could not see that Noyan’s defiant words had any effect on Governor O’Reilly. The governor didn’t speak or alter the blank, cold expression on his face, but with a wave of his hand, revoked his pardon.

The Spanish soldiers put Jean Noyan back in line with the other four prisoners and returned to the firing squad. The firing squad then lined up in front of the condemned men, with their backs to them. The officer in charge gave the command to order arms. Then there was a pause in the action. To Julien, it seemed like long minutes, but in actuality, it was only seconds. As the flames from the paper fire died down, the soldiers suddenly wheeled and fired on cue. Julien flinched as all five men recoiled from the simultaneous musket fire and fell back against the wall of cotton bales.

Even from where Julien stood on the levee, he could see the blood soaking the front of Jean Noyan’s white shirt.

The old man standing next to Julien put his face in his hands and began to weep unashamedly. Julien put his hand on the old man’s shoulder. “Monsieur, come with us. Perhaps a drink will calm you?”

Georges pointed up the levee. “Come on. I know a barrelhouse not far from here.”

As the men walked up the levee, Julien noticed that most of the houses were nothing more than crude cabins constructed of rough-hewn cypress planks and logs. He also saw that large areas of swamp remained within the city. Julien thought there was nothing about the city even remotely like its namesake in France.

A block north of the river, the men came to another log building with shuttered windows. As Julien opened the door, the foul odors that hit him made him stop in the entry. The room smelled of sweat, urine, and rotten meat. It was dark, except for the light of a few candles. The barrelhouse had a dirt floor and consisted of a single room. Three walls of the bar were lined with large barrels and casks of wine and rum. The patrons consisted of sailors, longshoremen, and just about any kind of derelict one could imagine.

“What is this place, Georges? It smells as if something has died here.”

Georges smiled. “Oh, I forgot that I was in the presence of royalty.” The old man squeezed past the two other men and left them standing in the doorway. “Come on, Julien. You’ll get used to the smell. The barrelhouse is the poor man’s tavern, but they give you a large measure for your money.”

Georges led Julien to the table at which their old companion had seated himself. Georges pulled up a bench so he and Julien could face the old man.

A filthy young man in leather breeches and a torn shirt came up to their table, asking in English, “What’ll it be, gents?”

Julien answered in English, “Rum. Three rums.”

When the young man left to get their order, Georges told Julien, “There’s your answer, Julien.”

“What?”

“The smell. It’s that bloody Englishman.”

They all chuckled at Georges’s joke, even the old man. When the men were served their wooden cups filled with dark rum, Julien asked the old man, “What is your name, monsieur?”

The old man took a gulp of rum before answering. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he spoke. “Paul, Paul Tremé, at your service.”

“Monsieur Tremé,” continued Julien, “I do not wish to upset you. But I must understand what has happened here. I have come to make New France my home.”

The old man shook his head. “You mean, New Spain, monsieur…?”

“Poydras, Julien Poydras, and this is my shipmate, Georges Mazureau. Now tell us. What has happened? I read such great things about the colony.”

“Hah! Well, Monsieur Poydras, I don’t know what you have read, but I have lived in New Orleans since the city was founded, and I can tell you that some of our French governors make Bloody O’Reilly seem like a feeble woman.”

“What?” exclaimed Georges.

“Yes, I was here in 1754 when the troops stationed at Cat Island mutinied. I was in the colonial militia. Our governor then, Governor Kerlerec, also held a public execution in the Place d’Armes. But a simple firing squad would not do for Kerlerec. He had two of the mutineers broken on the wheel. A sledgehammer was used to break their bones, one at a time. The third man was nailed alive in a coffin. Then they sawed him in half!”

“My God!” declared Georges.

Julien nodded his head. “A terrible punishment, I agree. But surely there was just cause for such retribution?”

“Cause!” scoffed the old man, slamming his cup down on the table. “Cause? The cause was that the commander of Cat Island — Duraux was his name — he sold his troops’ provisions for his own gain. He starved us, beat us, mutilated us, tied us naked to trees for the flies and mosquitoes… When some of us escaped and came to Kerlerec for justice, the governor sent us back to Duraux.”

“I’m sorry,” said Julien. “I had no idea such things happened. Please forgive me and let me buy you another drink.” Julien held up the old man’s empty cup to alert the waiter of their need.

Georges pressed the old man for more information. “I take it you served on Cat Island? How did you survive?”

“I got the plague — yellow fever.”

“What?”

“Duraux had me tied to a tree in the swamp, and I came down with the fever. A few days later, my comrades led the rebellion, and Duraux was killed. But I was too ill to participate.”

“And what of your comrades?” asked Julien.

“They fled to the Georgia territory, but Kerlerec sent the Choctaws after them. When the captives were brought back to the city, the governor held his grand execution. The public never knew the truth. So, the crowd was cheering and shouting for the blood of my comrades.”

The men fell silent as the waiter came to refill their cups.

“I see what you mean now,” said Julien. “Bloody O’Reilly is a humanitarian when compared to your Governor Kerlerec.”

The old man only nodded and continued to drink.

“But tell me. What do you make of young Noyan refusing his pardon?”

The old man grunted. “Huh! Noyan was a fool. He should have taken the pardon — no matter what the terms. Then he might have lived to raise a new army to fight the Spanish pigs.”

Julien replied, “Perhaps he felt his honor would not allow that?”

“Honor? Take my advice, Monsieur Poydras. If you are going to live here, forget about honor. The only thing honor will lead you to is an early grave. If you want to survive in this Godforsaken land, you’d best learn Voodoo. That will serve you here far better than honor.”
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