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Acclaim for Susan Straight's
A MILLION NIGHTINGALES


“Heart-wrenching…. A powerful depiction of slavery that haunts the reader long after the book has been closed.”

—Daily Camera (Boulder)




“From the first beautiful sentence, I felt transported to a world as vivid as the one outside my window. Moinette is one of those rare characters who enlarges both our sense of history and our humanity.”

—Judith Freeman, author of Red Water




“A beautiful, masterful novel…. This may be the most insight ful book yet written from the point of view of a woman in slavery.”

—Deseret News (Salt Lake City)




“Poetic but fierce, this is Susan Straight's most ambitious—and successful—novel yet.”

—Vendela Vida, author of And Now You Can Go




“Ambitious…. A story about triumph over adversity, but it's also one that understands the distinction between magnanimous kindness and its far less showy cousin, basic human decency.”

—Los Angeles Times




“An extraordinary achievement, fascinating, horrifying, disturbing, a tribute to the power of the human spirit. It lingers in the mind, unfading, haunting.”

—Shirley Ann Grau, author of The Keepers of the House




“An amazing novel. No cultural historian has more accurately revealed the laws, customs, beliefs, and language of antebellum Louisiana. No other novelist has used cultural realities to motivate characters that seem more real, to tell a story that is more affecting. While Moinette's story could have happened only in that place and time, Straight has not only made it feel real there and then but has also made it connect with here and now.”

—David Bradley, author of The Chaneysville Incident




“Audacious…. The great strength of A Million Nightingales is Straight's unsentimental apprehension of the no-win system that was slavery, and the subtle ways it was designed—intelligently designed—to pervert every natural feeling, every impulse of generosity, of community, of familial loyalty.”

—Chicago Tribune




“In all of her novels, Susan Straight has given voice to characters whose struggles for dignity and love have been fought on the twentieth-century battleground of race; with A Million Night ingales she digs even deeper into our common ground. But it is love and humanity, not race, that ultimately gives such wrench ing power to A Million Nightingales—a beautiful, redemptive novel.”

—Kate Moses, author of Wintering
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I have a million nightingales on the branches of my heart singing freedom

—From a folk song adaptation of the poem
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One AZURE

In late summer, I collected the moss with the same long poles we used to knock down the pecans in fall. I waved the pole around in the gray tangles and pulled them down from the oaks on the land beside the house, not far from the clearing where we washed and sewed.

I couldn't take the moss from the two oaks in front of the house, where the windows faced the river, because Madame Bor-delon liked to look at that moss. It was a decoration. She watched me from the window of her bedroom. Everything on the front land at Azure was Madame's, for decoration. Everything in the backlands was Msieu Bordelon's, for money.

And me—she stared at me all the time now. She stared at my hair, though she couldn't see it. My hair was wrapped under the black tignon my mother had made last year for me, when I turned thirteen. I hated the weight on my skull. My hair was to be hidden, my mother said. That was the law.

The cloth at my forehead felt like a bandage. Like it was holding in my brain. A brain floated in Doctor Tom's jar, in the room where he always stayed when he came to treat Grandmère Borde-lon, for her fatness, and where he stayed now to treat Céphaline, for her face. The brain was like a huge, wrinkled, pale pecan. One that didn't break in half. Swimming in liquid.

When I came for his laundry, he sat at the desk and the brain sat on the shelf, with the other jars. He said, “You can hold it.”

The glass was heavy in my hands, and the brain shivered in the silvery water.

“I bought that brain in 1808, yes, I did, and it's been two years in the jar after spending several years inside a skull. You seem unafraid to hold it or examine it, Moinette,” he said in English. He was from London, and his words made his thin lips rise and twist differently from Creoles. “Your lack of fear would indicate that your own brain is working well.” Then he returned to his papers, and I took his dirty clothes away.

How could brains be different? I measured heads the same way Mamère had taught me to measure a handful of fat to throw in the pot for soap, cupping my palm; the heavy handful had to reach the second bend on my fingers. The other side of knuckles—the little pad of skin like oval seed pearls when a person held out a hand to get something. I stared at my palms so long, clenching and straightening them, that Mamère frowned and told me to stir the soap. At the edge of the canefield when the cutters were resting, I hid myself in the tall stalks and fit my bent fingers over their heads. The grown people's heads wore hats and tignons, but the skulls were nearly all the same size under my curved hand. It was not exact, though. I made a loop of wire from a scrap and measured Michel's head when he was in the cane. He was a grown man, same as Msieu Bordelon.

The cutters held very still when they rested. Their backs were against the wagon wheels and the trees.

When I took clean laundry to the house, I stood near the dining room and quickly measured those heads at the table. The same loop for Msieu's head, the only time he didn't wear his hat, while he was eating.

All our heads were the same size according to our age and sex: mine and Céphaline's, Mamère and Madame's, the men cutting cane and Msieu Bordelon's. Under their hair, all their skulls were the same, and so the pecan brains floating inside that bone would be the same size unless the head was wrong, like Eveline's baby who died. The baby's head was swollen like a gourd grows in summer when it's watered too much and then splits.

By September, I pulled down the last moss from the side-land oaks. They were the most beautiful to me. Their branches lay along the earth so that I could walk on the bark. The bark was almost black, damp under my bare feet.

I could hear the field people working in the cane near here, when someone shouted or laughed, the hoes hitting a rock now and then. They were weeding the rows. The cane was so tall, everyone was invisible. I piled the moss on the little wagon we used to take laundry back and forth from our clearing to the house. I pushed down the springy gray coils with my palms.

When the bell rang for lunch, I pulled down one more dangling clump, and then Christophe was behind me.

“Boil it and kill it and then it look like your hair. Then I sleep on it.”

He hated me now. He had always pulled my hair when we were small, but now that he was sixteen, he hated me. His hair was damp and separated into black pearls on his head, from the heat. His faded black shirt was white with salt around the neck. We wouldn't get new clothes until Christmas.

He held up his torn sleeve. “I got a girl on Petit Clair. She sew it. You useful for nothing.”

I shrugged. “We can't sew for you. Only Bordelons.”

He imitated me, shrugged much more dramatically. “Cadeau-fille,” he said. Gift girl. He always called me that, adding, “Yellow girl only good for one thing, for what under your dress. All you are. Don't work. Don't mean nothing till he give you away.”

“Your head looks small,” I said, moving back so I could hook my fingers into a circle, like the wire, and measure.

But he moved forward and pushed my hand down.

“Somebody come for you soon. Just like your mother.”

“Close your mouth.”

My mother had been a gift for one week, a nighttime present for a visiting sugar broker from New Orleans. I was what she received. But Cadeau-fille was not my name.

I pulled the wagon down the path from the side yard toward the clearing near my mother's house. The moss had to be boiled.

Christophe followed me. He spoke low and constant, like a swarm of bees hovering near my shoulder. He said he was a horse, at least pure in blood and a useful animal. He said I was a mule, half-breed, and even a mule worked hard. He said I was nothing more than a foolish peacock that les blancs liked to keep in the yard to show people something pretty. Then he said, “And the men, you are only there so they can think under your …”

At the clearing, fire burned low under the pots, but my mother was not there. I threw a bar of soap at him. I didn't want to hear it again.

He picked up the soap and threw it from the clearing. “Go in the cane and get it. Then cadeau-mère can't see you. You have to lift up your dress when Msieu pick someone for you. Lift it up now. Hurry.”

In the heat and my anger, my eyes felt underwater. He'd told some of the men I went in the cane with him. Just to let him look. The women had told Mamère.

“We're all animals,” I said. “Hair and skin are like fur.” I had nothing else to throw at him.

He shoved me against the pecan tree where we hung our wash-line, and then ran into the cane. The stalks shifted and then stayed still.

I found the soap. The bar was soft and wet from Mamère's using it all morning. I worked off the dust with my fingers, underwater.

My mother and I made the soap for Azure, and each bar was measuring and stirring, to me. Christophe was a man, so he didn't think about his clothes being clean or the soap washing the cane juice from his hands. He didn't think anything except cane was work, and he hated my face and especially my hair.

My hair fell to my waist, in the same tendrils as the moss from the branches, but black. But now no one ever saw it except my mother. On Sunday nights, she washed it with soap made from almond oil and boiled gourd, rinsed it in the washtub, and formed the curls around her fingers. We sat near the fire. When my hair was dry, she braided it so tightly my temples stung and covered it with the tignon.

Hair only protected my scalp. The thin cover protecting my skull. And my brain. My hair was only a covering. Céphaline Bordelon's hair, too, like every other human.

But hers was thin and brown, her braid only a mousetail down her back. Her eyes were bright and blue, and I knew inside her brain was perfect, because she learned everything each of her tutors taught her and even questioned the lessons. But her pale skin was speckled with crimson boutons.

Madame had to marry Céphaline to someone with money, and for weeks, she had cried until her own blue eyes were rimmed as with blood. None of the men who visited could see Céphaline's brain. Only her face, and her hair, and her mouth never closed or curved in a smile. Her mouth always talking, arguing, reading to people from her books.

The moss was soft in my hands, in the basket. I liked to look at each strand and feel the covering, like the velvet of Céphaline's brown dress. My mother would be angry if she saw me studying the moss. She wanted me to boil it and lay it out to dry. It was not a lesson. It was stuffing. Every fall, we made new bedding—this year, seventy-two pallets for slaves and five mattresses for the Bordelons.

We lived between. Le quartier was one long street, houses lining the dirt road to the canefields and sugarhouse, but a grove of pecan trees separated the street from the Bordelons’ house. Tretite, the cook, lived in the kitchen behind the house, and Nonc Pierre, the groom, lived in the barn.

But my mother's house was in a clearing near three pecan trees at the edge of the canefields. A path led from the main road to our yard. Madame Bordelon could see us from her second-floor gallery, could see what color clothes we hung, or whether we had washed the table linens, but she couldn't hear what we said.

Under the trees, my mother spoke to me every day, but only when she had something to teach me and only when we were alone.

When I was young, I asked her the same thing many times, until I understood.

“Mamère.”

“Oui.”

“Who do I belong to?”

“Me.” She never hesitated. “You are mine.”

“No one else?”

“No.”

“Not Msieu?”

“No.”

“Not God?”

Then she would pause. I watched her pour another dipper of water onto the wood ashes held in a wooden trough over the big pot. The gray sludge dripped into the boiling water.

“No,” she said then, stirring the lyewater. I knew to stay away. One flying drop could burn the skin. Brown to pink. Pink and shiny-raised as mother-of-pearl buttons on my mother's forearm. Like she had sewn them to her own skin, as if she had finished mending the Bordelons’ clothes and then decided to decorate herself.

“No!” My mother's voice rushed from her throat, harsh like she was chewing coffee beans. “Here on earth, you belong to me. If you died, then you would belong to God. Là-bas.” She lifted her chin to the sky above the pecan trees. “Eh bien, I would die, too, because I would need to be—gone with you.”

“Gone?”

“There. Not here. Là-bas—with you.”

I wouldn't look up. I didn't want to see that sky, là-bas. I looked down, at the fire under the pitted black iron of the wash-pot, until I could speak. “God would kill you, too? Because you let me die?” I whispered.

“No!” My mother's eyes were fierce and slitted under the tignon covering her hair and forehead. The cloth had slipped up, so a stripe of gleaming undusted skin showed above her brows. “God will not kill you, or me. No. My only work here is to keep you alive.” She spat into the boiling water and stirred; her arm disappeared in the steam so that I was frightened for a moment. “This is not my work. This is how I pass the time while I keep you.”

When I was small, and she said that, I would fling out my arms and spin under the fine muslin cloth hanging to dry in the low branches of the sweet olive. She had patched the torn mosquito netting from Madame's bed, sewing in newer, whiter muslin, and my mother's work floated like tiny clouds above me.

My mother's throat would calm again, and she poured more water over the ashes, her face a mask under the sweat and dust. She took a turkey feather from her apron pocket and dipped it into the bubbling lyewater. After a few seconds, she pulled out the quill, like a stripped white bone.

I watched the blue flame under the pot. “What is my work?” I used to ask, before I understood that my work would be every moment.

“You wash and sew and be cautious. You do what I say, exactement.”

“But I am a mule. I will carry things, no?” She turned with the feather like a toy sword. “What? A mule!” “Christophe says I am a mule. And he is a horse. He is better.” “He is orphée. He is angry that you have a mother.” Christophe was cutting cane already, living with three other men. I didn't understand the mule yet. I touched the clouds in the muslin and said idly, “How would you get there? Là-bas? With God? With me?”

My mother stepped away from the pot and wiped the gloss from her forehead. “The way I do everything else,” she said, angry, and I took my hands from the cloth and backed away. She spat lye steam from her mouth, fixed her eyes on me, and didn't smile. “Myself. I would do it myself.”

I believed her. I was all she cared about, except for the coffee she loved so much she hoarded the beans inside a special tin in our room. She counted the beans during the night, before she came to sleep, when she thought my eyes were closed.

But before she held them under her nose with her palm flat, her nostrils almost touching the dark beans, she prayed, and I listened. She lit two small candles, ones she kept hidden because we weren't supposed to have them. She made them for herself when we dipped all the others for the Bordelons. She poured a sip of the day's coffee into a tiny blue dish on the washstand and laid one bean on a piece of cloth so blue it was almost black. She put one gold piastre on the cloth, too, and a circle of my hair braided like a bracelet.

She glanced at me, and my eyes were closed.

She prayed in French, and African words crept in. Words I knew she had learned from her mother, but words she never said to me. She prayed to all the gods, of water and earth, and to God above, mon Dieu, that I would be healthy in the morning, alive all day, protected until the next night, when she would ask again.

When she was finished, she blew out the candles and laid them on their sides next to our wooden plates, and they looked cold and small. Then she put them with the cloth scrap, the bracelet of hair, and the piastre in a pouch inside the kitchen safe, where we kept our spoons and cups. If anyone ever came looking, they wouldn't think that collection of things was special to anyone. They might take the piastre, but they wouldn't know the rest was her church.

She slept in her chair for much of the night. I would wake to see her slumped against the rush backing, her right cheek propped on her bent hand. The night was far gone, the fire lessened to ruby chunks.

Toward morning, she would be beside me in the bed, her breathing rough like the file rasp the men used to sharpen their cane knives. She woke me before dawn, when she stirred the fire. She roasted her coffee beans in the black pan and then ground them in the metal grinder she clamped to the table's edge. She poured boiling water on the coffee, in the dented pot, which was one of the first things I ever remembered seeing as a baby. Then she reached into her basket of rags for the tin cigar box. From inside, nested in brown paper, she took out the hard cone of white sugar, which glittered in the firelight.

Green cane crushed and boiled and brown molasses drained out and then the sugar bleached white and formed into a cone hard as a cowhorn by some magic in some faraway place. Slaves had molasses, measured out in pails during the week. Tretite, the cook, had stolen the sugar for my mother weeks ago, in exchange for a white wedding dress. Only the Bordelons had sugar.

My mother cut two large pinches with the ancient sugar scissors. She stirred the hardness into her coffee and opened the wooden shutters. She stared out the window at the pink or gray of day, and her throat worked as she swallowed the black.

The smell rose like bitter strong dirt. I didn't understand how she could drink that liquid, how she could chew the beans during the day. And once when I said that, she told me her own mother used to chew something that made her teeth orange. A nut or seed.

“In Africa.”

“Did the nut taste good?”

She shrugged. “Never taste it.”

“You were in Africa?”

“I was little child on the boat. Only remember the boat.”

“But how did she die? Your mother?”

My mother lifted her chin at me, exactly as she did to Madame and everyone else, and for a moment, she didn't even see me before her. Her lips were pressed together so tight they disappeared, and her face was like something floating in Doctor Tom's room, like the air was a silvery sharp liquid.

But then her eyes dropped back down to me, and without a sound of breath, her bosom rose high and then fell.

“She die from the smell. Soldier blue. That indigo.”

Today when she turned from the shutter, the sky was still dark. She put her cup on the table and tightened her tignon. From the tin, she took out my peacock plate.

My mother had exchanged fine soap and cloth to a bayou trader for the small plate. I was seven. She told me if I ate my biscuit or cornmush, a whole world would appear underneath.

A tree with dangling branches. A gate, and past it a river with a small boat. And on the gate a peacock, his head crowned, his tail a dragged flourish.

Faint voices rose all the way from the street. The work bell would ring soon. She wrapped the cone of sugar in paper and closed the tin, against ants and rats. Just then, someone tapped at the shutter, and my mother whirled around with a look on her face as if she'd seen a snake.

Nobody came unannounced to visit my mother. She went to see women in le quartier, sometimes bringing favors for trade, but even Tretite the cook always let my mother know beforehand that she was coming.

“Marie-Thérèse,” an urgent voice whispered near the opened shutters. “C'est moi.”

Eveline. I propped myself on the bed. The sunrise was only a silver breath over the trees. Two women stood at the door.

Eveline came inside, but the other woman, a stranger with scars high on her cheeks, stayed in the doorway. “That monthly visitor come when I was out in the field by Petit Clair,” Eveline said. “So far to walk my whole dress gone.”

My mother opened the bundle, and I smelled the blood.

Eveline sighed and looked over at me braiding my hair. “I know Moinette get her monthly now, too. I know you have so much wash, Marie-Thérèse. I bring you something from Michel for thanks.”

She opened a cloth bag at her feet and showed the gleaming head of a duck, its bill yellow green. Bone? Was a bill made of bone?

Her husband, Michel, trapped on the weekends and traded the rabbits and birds. Eveline and Michel cut more cane than anyone else on Azure. Eveline straightened again. She was round in the arms and face and stomach, from all five children, she said, leaving behind their baby fat on her. But Eveline's neck was the most beautiful part of her, when she lifted her head. Her throat was long and perfect as a vase with three etched lines of decoration, three lines of paler brown skin from where she bent at the cane all day and at her cooking all night.

“We come in so late. Say maybe a freeze coming. Can't wash, and can't leave the dress in the house. That smell bring rats.”

My mother winced. “I do it today,” she said. Then she lifted her chin toward the doorway at the strange tall woman.

Eveline said, “She new. Buy for the grinding. Want to see you.”

When Eveline left, the new woman stepped inside and stopped politely. My mother lifted her chin again, like she did to everyone. Her jaw and chin were most of my mother's language, how she slanted her face to indicate anger or curiosity, how she raised that shelf of bone directly toward someone to show she was listening.

The new woman's face was narrow and dark, like Mamère's, but her eyes were surrounded by more lines. The two scars on each cheek were raised and shiny as oval inserts of satin. She leaned against the wall.

“Just get here,” she said in English. “Me and my children.” She held up four fingers.

My mother nodded. “Speak little English, me. But she speak some.” She moved her chin toward me.

“M'appelle Hera,” the woman said.

“Marie-Thérèse.”

Hera's eyes moved quickly from the bed to the chairs, from the washboards hanging on the wall to the three mattress tickings we had finished sewing last night, to me.

“Someone leave you a bright hardship.” She studied the hair I hadn't finished braiding.

Mamère didn't answer. She moved the mattresses toward the door. We had to take them to the house.

“Him up there?”

I bit my lips. Mamère hated this part, and so did I. When people saw us for the first time, traders or new slaves or visitors to Azure, they tried to establish who we were, where I had come from.

“Non.”

Hera was quiet, having heard the anger in Mamère's answer. She rubbed her arms and glanced at my sewing. A sleeve of Céphaline's.

Hera was staring at us. Seeing what we had. Measuring, the way humans measure one another all the time, every minute. She wanted to see what we looked like, what we owned, compare it to hers, think of how to get us to give some, or take some, or trade something for her own room, on the other side of Eveline's. She had nothing, maybe. Or more than we did. No. Look at her eyes. Like Madame Bordelon's when she evaluated the carriages and coats and china of other women.

Then Hera looked at me again. “Your only?”

My mother glanced up. “Take but one candle to light a room,” she said.

Hera nodded and rubbed her arms again. I could smell the blood from Eveline's clothes.

Mamère put down the washbasket with the black clothes and said, “Quoi besoin?” She frowned at me. She wanted the English words.

“What do you need?” I whispered, to both of them.

“Not me,” Hera said.

“What they need?” My mother meant Hera's children.

“Say you sew.”

My mother moved her chin up an inch.

“Say you trade.”

She lifted her brows.

Hera said, “My girl fifteen. She need a dress for the New Year. I hear he only give black dress. She need pretty dress, to find someone and set up.” She nodded toward me. “Mine ain't bright, like that one. How old?”

Her tribal scars shone—she was from Africa, I knew. How old had she been when someone cut her? Had her own mother done it? Cut open her daughter's skin?

“Just turn fourteen,” I said.

“Not long,” Hera said. “Bright one like that, someone come for her soon.”

“Long enough,” my mother said, her eyes slitting to nothing. She opened the door. The sky was silver now, and Hera shouldn't be walking outside the quartier unless she walked in a line toward the canefields. “That bell ring soon.”

But Hera paused. “You think on a trade?”

My mother inclined her head to the left, and I hoped Hera saw that meant possibility.

———

My mother put the duck in a basket hung from the ceiling. She put a piece of yesterday's cornbread on the plate. Inside the yellow, she had placed a sliver of sugar. It melted on my tongue.

When we got to the kitchen, Tretite would slip us meat and biscuits with the bundle of laundry. And coffee beans. Mamère never ate anything but meat and biscuits, and all day, she chewed coffee beans.

She stretched the blanket tightly over our mattress, though she had lain there only a few hours. The moss had sunk to fit my shape on one side, by the window.

“Why don't you come to sleep early?” I asked her when I was small.

“Because the bed is too soft.”

Today I said, “Will you sew for her?”

She shrugged.

“Aren't you tired? Why sleep in the chair? Not the bed?”

This time Mamère's face was different. She said, “Because then I would be comfortable. Lying down on the bed is like flying. I couldn't get up if I felt like that all night.”

I looked at the wool blanket over the empty place that was mine. “Comprends?” she whispered, staring at me. “It is frightening to be so rested.”

I nodded, but I didn't understand.

The wooden wheels of the small cart creaked. Mamère kept one more pinch of sugar in her apron pocket. But the sugar was all around us, canestalks that made a wall along our clearing. Nine feet high. I measured it with my palm up. Once Doctor Tom had said to Msieu, “Your biggest slave Michel must be an impressive six feet tall,” and I had backed away until my stiff hand was equal to Michel's height.

The cane was Michel plus half of his body.

“Stop,” Mamère whispered. “You look like you are waving.”

“To who?”

She pushed my hand down to my side.

“To anyone.”

———

We waited at the back gallery for Tretite to bring us the bundle. Her face was a fallen cake under her red tignon, her cheeks flat and wide and shiny with sweat, her eyes and nose and lips all gathered tightly in the center.

When I was six, she saw me staring and whispered, “I sleep on my face when I petite like you. I mash tout.” Then she put my fingers on her tiny chin, the glossy red brown of dripped molasses.

She nodded this morning and said, “Dorm bien?”

Mamère shook her head. It was what they said. Sleep well?

Behind Tretite in the pantry were large jars of olive oil lined against the wall, and candles to be trimmed.

“Tête bien?” Mamère held the bundle and looked up at Tretite, who shrugged. Tretite had headaches every day. She pointed a stubby finger toward the roll of dirty napkins.

“Merci,” my mother said. Inside the initialed squares would be our breakfast, and ten coffee beans. Tretite would steal for Mamère forever, because of the white muslin dress Mamère sewed for her from an old mosquito barre.

Tretite was forty, had no husband, but loved wedding dresses.

She had belonged to Madame Bordelon since she was twenty, she told me, and was never allowed to marry. “She don't want me distract by no man or no baby. Then I couldn't cook so perfect. I don't want the man, me—just the white dress. I had the man once when I was sixteen, and too much trouble. My house is my house. My fire is my fire.”

She witnessed Madame Bordelon's wedding to Msieu, and cooked the elaborate feast, and all these years, she had wanted a white dress. She wore it on Sundays to visit in le quartier. “A dove and you starlings,” she said, but the people only laughed because she laughed, too, and they could leave their black clothes behind on Sundays.

I picked up the laundry basket and turned back toward our place.

From the back gallery, you could see the stables and barns, Tretite's kitchen off to the side and her room attached. Then down the road, our three pecan trees, our clearing like a cave, almost, though Madame had the branches trimmed so she could see us.

They could see everything.

Farther down the road, the slave street lined with houses and catalpa trees. The chimneys each with smoke thin as threads now rising into the sky, like God pulled up the dark skeins for himself.

Now that I had turned fourteen, I had to stay in our one room or in the clearing. I couldn't even walk in the cane, or at the edge of the ciprière swamp, where the ancient cypress trees rested their roots in the black-glass water. I couldn't linger by the river because someone might steal me. Tretite said, “We too far south from New Orleans, and Lafitte men come up the river or the bayou. Look for someone to sell. They see you, they take you that fast.”

“Lafitte's men won't come in the cane,” I said, angry. “Privateers don't want grass.”

“Slave stealers take anyone. Took that little boy from Petit Clair while he fishing. His mother lost two now. She scream so loud, I hear from our yard. Lafitte men sell a girl like you for—”

My mother said, “You stay where I see you. All the time.”

“There's good moss in the ciprière,” I began, and my mother said, “Lafitte men know every bayou, every ciprière.”

“Lafitte men know under your dress,” Tretite said. “They keep girls look like you down there in Barataria, where they stay.” She pulled my tignon down tighter over my forehead.

My hair was hot under the tignon. Under my dress, and on top of my head. I was tired of hearing the words. What would they do with my hair? Pull it out of my head? Turn it into a rope to strangle me? Simply stare at it?

My hair was soft as the gray moss when it hung from the branches. But we boiled the moss in the washpots, then hung the dripping curtains of black along the fence palings and low bushes. After a time in the sun, the moss was black wire, tangled and stiff. Mamère and I pushed the dried moss into the new cotton tickings we had sewn for the Bordelons.

I took one new mattress at a time on the cart, and Félonise, the housemaid, helped me lift it upstairs to the bedrooms. She smiled dreamily at me.

Félonise rarely said anything, to anyone. She stared only at the thing just in front of her—the table she polished, the vase she dusted, the floor she washed.

One day when I was ten, she took me into Msieu Bordelon's room to clean the furniture. Félonise gave me a small rag sprinkled with lemon oil, and my hand followed hers circling steady on the armoire. She hummed above me, the hum vibrating in her throat, falling down to my scalp and entering my skull as a shivering. The lemon oil disappeared into the wood, leaving behind a sheen. It turned my cloth translucent, and when we were finished, Félonise had still not said a word, only hummed so long that my ears felt tender. She took my hand in hers, our fingers shells of glaze, Félonise's hand sealed to my own when we left the bedroom.

Now we carried a new mattress to Grandmère Bordelon's room, on the women's side of the house. Grandmère was very fat, and she sat in her chair before the doors that led to the gallery. She had a spyglass, and she watched the river. She turned to us and said, “You—don't forget to roll it well. Always roll a new bed.”

The rolling pin rested in notches atop the mahogany headboard. We put the mattress on the ropes and lifted down the rolling pin, polished and heavy. Back and forth, smoothing the stubborn lumps of moss, and while we worked, Félonise's eyes crossed until I knew she saw nothing, not the cotton ticking or my own fingers on the other side.

All day and night, Grandmère Bordelon spoke to her and moved her about the house to bring and take and hover. I was afraid of Grandmère Bordelon's huge trembling cheeks, which hung below her chin as if her face had melted; fat was under our skin, fat like the waxy white smudges under the rough skin of ham.

Grandmère was Msieu's mother. She had lived in the first small house, amid the oaks on the side land, and after her husband died, she could not be alone. Her slave Marie-Claire was told never to leave her side, even when she slept. But once Grandmère awakened alone. She screamed, but Marie-Claire was in le quartier with a fevered child.

Grandmère had Marie-Claire tied down. Two days she was staked in the side yard. Tretite said that from the gallery, Marie-Claire looked like a doll forgotten on the ground, and no one could go near her.

When she was released from the stakes, Tretite saw bleeding holes in her cheeks. “Rats,” Marie-Claire said, and didn't speak again for weeks. The rats came every night to Grandmère's house, where she kept a store of sweets and nuts.

That first old house burned down from a cooking fire, and now nothing was there amid the oaks.

I could smell Grandmère's breath. When we had made the bed with the white coverlet I had bleached so many times to take out the stains, Grandmère held my skirt with her finger and thumb.

“Sang mêlé,” she said, lifting my pale wrist—mixed blood— and letting it fall. “I forgot about you.”

Her black crepe dress smelled of sour wine and onions and smoke.

“And you are old enough now. In New Orleans, les mulâ-tresses are the best for dressing the hair.” How could mules be good with hair? She nodded decisively. “Today. Today you will learn about the hair. Whether she is forced or not, Céphaline needs a maid now to dress properly.” She peered up at my face, her eyes blue like Céphaline's but murky around the edges, as if someone had stirred cornstarch inside.

I went back to the kitchen. Mulâtresse. “You a mule, but mule don't breed,” Christophe said once. “You only work for pleasure.”

Babies. I couldn't have babies? Félonise stood near the table eating a fig. Her skin was the pale gray of washed-too-many-times shirts. Her eyes were the same. She took her fig and disappeared into the parlor, and Tretite came inside.

“Tretite,” I whispered, knowing that this was something my mother didn't want to teach me yet when we were alone in the clearing. Maybe my mother didn't know. “Tell me the name for Félonise.”

“Comprends pas,” she said, shrugging, sorting the purplish figs.

“Mulâtresse, c'est moi,” I said. “Me. And Félonise?”

Tretite looked up sharply, her tiny mouth pursed to disappearing under her draped-down cheeks. “Pourquoi?”

I lifted my chin and felt my mother inside my skull. Then I lifted my chin higher and said, “Grandmère Bordelon said mulâtresse must learn to do hair.”

Tretite put the figs in a blue bowl and then rested her fingers in a fan on the table's edge. “Oui. Mulâtresse. So. Félonise, c'est quadroon. The mother, like you, the father, c'est blanc. Eh là, Félonise had a girl, and the father blanc. In New Orleans. C'est octoroon, that baby. They take her away when she is two, and Félonise is sold down here. That baby—so white, like Céphaline, but black, black hair and black, black eye.”

Félonise's fingers were tight on mine, that day, the lemon oil glossing our palms.

Tretite said, “And other way—that is Eveline. Griffe. The mother mulâtresse, the father nègre. Eveline's enfants call sacatra—griffe mix with nègre. So.”

I heard Mamère with the cart, bringing up Céphaline's new mattress, and I stepped outside. My mother was African, Sin-galee, but her forehead shone not pure black under her tignon— brown and red, too. Her palms always wrinkled white from washing. Her tongue pink when she stirred. Her eyes nearly purple when she looked into mine. And a stripe of golden dust on her cheek, where she'd rubbed.

How could you do numbers as on Céphaline's lessons, but inside someone's blood? Félonise came behind me to help lift the next mattress into Céphaline's room.

Céphaline sat at her desk writing. Her hair was lank and tied with a dirty ribbon. She did not look up at me. The letters and numbers were so small and close together, the page seemed covered with black lace. I had been learning to read her words since I was small. I could make out only a few of these—coeur, cheval, écrire, ordinaire—when I walked past slowly, to get down the rolling pin from her headboard. Heart, horse, write, ordinary.

I wouldn't tell my mother yet that I would leave her for the house. It was still early. I shook the bottles of our cleaning solutions, to see if any had gone bad.

The tablecloth was stained with many colors, spread out on the worktable in our clearing. Wine spill like a red tongue. That must have come from Msieu Lemoyne, the very old man who lived alone next door at Petit Clair. His hands always shook at Sunday dinner.

The Bordelons had entertained two families from down the river yesterday. That meant Céphaline would have had to smile and speak to sons, and today she would be as bitter as the smell from this bottle for oil stains.

Mamère tied different colors of thread around the neck of each bottle to show what they were.

The grease from the ham made windows of clear in the linen, made the cloth shimmer so the table's wood was visible underneath, and I pressed my fingertip to the fat. How did the pig's fat enter the threads? The same fat we boiled for soap, how did the ashes change the grease to the—what did Céphaline call it, in her lessons with Mademoiselle, when the Auzenne girls were laughing at her concentration, the way her forehead wrinkled? The agent. The agent to erase the grease?

And how much fat and grease was under my own skin? I wondered, pinching my arm. Mamère caught my fingers.

“Get the grease out, you use green one.”

“I know.”

I shook the bottle gently. White soap shaved very fine, soft rainwater and salt, two yolks of fresh eggs, cabbage juice and bullock's gall, and salt of tartar from Tretite's kitchen.

I rubbed the liquid onto the golden spots.

“What?” She knew a question circled in me.

She saw me looking at her forearms and wrists, wider than the part above her elbow, and she said, “Wash toujours, every day, the arm so.”

“No. Not your arm.”

“What?”

I couldn't ask her. She hated the questions I brought from Céphaline's room with dirty clothes, when I'd heard her reading or arguing with her governess. How do you measure the grease in a person? I pushed in my own cheek. Was that fat under the cheek? Not muscle?

She never wanted to discuss the lessons about brains and bones and books, so she began her own teaching quickly with one word when we were alone.

“Blood.” She pushed Eveline's black clothes into a pot of water that did not steam. But then she handed me a white pillowcase with brown freckles. Céphaline's pillowcase. She had scratched her boutons again, the bumps on her cheeks.

“White thread.”

White soap shaved fine, a pound of alum, tartar, and rainwater. Mamère soaked a white flannel rag with the liquid and rubbed it onto the dried blood.

Since I was small, she had always begun with one word. “Blood. Cold water and be careful. Blood stay forever, like it grow in the cloth.”

“Gravy. Get it out, you use that bottle with the brown thread.”

“Mud. The bottle with the black thread.”

“Wine. Red thread.”

Soap for the perspiration stains under the arms of Madame's chemise and Céphaline's, which smelled of salt and worry, Msieu's white shirts, which smelled of smoke and grass, and the huge pantalettes Grandmère wore under her dresses—rancid meat and rosewater.

How did yellow egg yolks and sour cabbage juice take the fat from the threads? The bottles held their murky fluids. Blood and saliva and tears were inside us. What made the tears?

We boiled the white clothes and rinsed them in bluing. Before noon, I hung them on the lines strung from the pecan branches, with the wooden pins Eveline's husband, Michel, carved for Mamère long ago. Flared out at the ends like dancing ladies, I thought when I was small, only playing with the pins. Now they looked like faceless men straddling the clothes.

It was so warm, the white clothes dried quickly, and they seemed alive against me. The air was inside them. I took down Céphaline's first, the same size as me, and it was as if we were walking together down the line. Her chemise was full with the wind, leaning into me. And Msieu's shirt twisted away.

Madame Bordelon came out onto the back gallery and put her hand over her eyes, like she did all day. Her fingers a goose beak, her wrist and forearm a long curved goose neck. Like a secret signal to someone, even though she couldn't actually see any slaves except us. She could almost always see us.

“White?” she called loudly to Mamère. “You washed all that white and not Grandmère's dress yet?”

Mamère didn't look nervous. Madame came halfway down the gallery stairs that led to the yard. The kitchen and clearing were her charge—not the fields. Madame's eyes were a dark stripe of shade, but her mouth was a glittering stripe of teeth when she lifted her lip to help her squint. To see.

Mamère wasn't supposed to wash clothes for field people. They had to do their own laundry. We washed only for the Bor-delons and their guests and Tretite. Eveline's black skirt floated in the pot.

“Madame dress next.” Mamère raised her voice but not her face. She never seemed nervous that Madame might come down into the clearing.

But Madame didn't turn yet, as she usually did. “Moinette.”

“Madame?” I called back. My mother stopped rubbing clothes on the washboard, the sluff sluff ceasing.

“You'll come at noon bell, Moinette.” Then Madame turned on the stairs. “Marie-Thérèse,” she shouted. “Don't forget to take off the buttons …”

“They jet buttons from Paris,” Mamère finished softly.

Fig leaves boiled in water—what we used to take the stains from Grandmère's black crepe dresses. She had worn black for ten years, since her husband died and left Azure and all the land to her. Since that day, everyone else had worn black as well.

She liked to say, Easy to see black crows in the cane. See if they steal. See if they sleep.

Sleeping was stealing. Stealing time. I cut the button threads.

My mother looked up at me now. “Noon bell?” she asked. “Today?”

She held up the pile of cloth, black as charred paper, but the wash water ran dark red. Eveline's blood. Under her dress. “You going up there just for today?” she asked.

The jet buttons glittered on the table like bird eyes. I said, “Don't know.” My mother was afraid. She was afraid I was going to have to sleep inside the house, away from her.

Then horses’ hooves rasped on the shell road. Madame Auzenne was here with her daughters. They came every week for lessons, but today they brought their hairdresser from New Orleans to prepare Céphaline for winter season—dinners and dances and men.

Mamère listened to the carriage wheels. “Céphaline feel about her lesson for marry like you feel about sewing?” she asked.

She knew I hated making my stitches smaller and smaller, like they were supposed to be. I smelled the always-wet place at the edge of the cane where we poured off the dirty wash water, the mossy smell of bluing and damp, and suddenly our clearing felt crowded, like Tretite's armoire when I hid in it as a child. My head felt much too large under the black scarf. The Auzennes’ voices came through the leaves like tiny hammers on iron. Laughter high and chattering. My mother's face so small and dark under her tignon.

The clothes wrapped damp sleeves around me. I couldn't go into the cane and find a stalk to chew, couldn't wander along the riverbank looking for what the current brought. I had to stay here, so close to the washpots their heated iron breathed on my arm.

“Not her lessons,” I said. “Not the lessons you think about.”

I thought I knew what would happen, I wanted to say. I knew the cleaning liquids, the way clothes had to be ironed and sewn and folded, the places to get moss, the way the tallow smelled when we made soap. I thought I knew where I belonged. To Mamère.

But I wanted to see Céphaline's room again, to glimpse her words on the paper and the words in the books, to hear the words she spoke for her own lessons. Last year, when Madame argued with Céphaline over the corset and my fingers tightened the laces, my eyes kept moving over Céphaline's papers. Pages covered with fine writing, numbers, drawings, and poems. I learned to read some words from listening to her lessons and seeing her children's books. I knew my numbers because I loved them as a child, arranging pecans in circles and multiplying them the way Céphaline did her ink dots on the page.

“My lessons from you I understand,” I said now to Mamère, because Madame Bordelon came out onto the gallery and put her hand to her brows. She was looking for me. “Céphaline's lessons from books she understands. But her other lessons, to become wed to someone with money, she refuses to hear.”

Then I left Mamère amid the clothes, and she turned away without a word.

I waited in the yard. The carriage had been put away. The governess's voice was steady as a trail of ants while she read. Lines of words with no object to avoid.

Mademoiselle Lorcey was the second governess to live in the room beside Céphaline's. The first one lasted a long time, with her thick spectacles like tiny ponds of clean water over her eyes. Céphaline loved her. She taught Céphaline about the numbers and how they could be multiplied and divided forever.

I entered the house like a fly, back then, when I was eight and ten and twelve. I landed in each room long enough to deliver clothes, to clean shoes with blacking, to touch a few tables and the closets with my fingers while I put away linens.

I heard the lessons. That governess, Madame Lustgarten, was a widow from New Orleans who had never had children. “You are nearly like my own,” she said once to Céphaline. “Your mind is so quick. And girls—they never love numbers as you do. They are afraid of science. But not you. I have never had a pupil like you.”

I listened while lost to everyone's sight in the long hallway where the floor gleamed like a molasses river and the portraits on the wall stared at one another and not down at me.

“Rust. Iron oxide. Look at the elements.”

Mamère knew the mixture to take rust away from the white shirts of Msieu, if he'd been inspecting machinery from the sugar mill.

“Look at how the elements must react if we put this nail inside a jar with a few drops of water.”

Now, on the back stairs, I remembered listening to them both. Mamère and Madame Lustgarten. Varnish and lemon oil. Rust and metal. Soap made of tallow and ashes.

But Msieu sent that governess away after three years, because Céphaline spent all her time in her room, with her papers. She would not sew or play the piano or dance. She would not speak to Grandmère Bordelon at all, only stared—not even at a person or wall or window. When I saw her eyes focused on the very air in front of her, I knew she was doing sums and experiments inside her brain.

After Madame Lustgarten, no one came for a long time. We were thirty miles south of New Orleans, Madame Bordelon used to fret. “No one of any stature wants to live in Plaquemines Parish now.”

I remembered when Céphaline learned the names of the bones.

Under my dress was nothing but my ribs and skin and stomach. Céphaline had told me about the body while I hung up her clothes. Last year, in winter. It was as if she had to tell someone of the lessons, after Madame Lustgarten had been sent away.

She said we were bones and ligaments and tendons and fat and muscle and organs. She said to look at the pig's body when it was killed; we were the same except for measurement.

“Of what?” I asked, setting down her shoes.

“Of those things. Of brains, bones, stomachs. Mammals have almost everything in common. Look—” She was at her desk. “Mammals give birth to live young. Reptiles lay eggs. Fowl, too. Look at the classifications.” Her book had gold-edged pages.

She knew I couldn't read all those words. But from her child's picture books, I learned other words quickly. Chat, cheval, chien. Cat, horse, dog.

That day, she was putting animals into columns. Cow. Pig. Horse. Snake. Turkey. Chicken. “Where is mule?” I asked.

She frowned, and pushed her finger across the columns. “A mule is the offspring of a horse and a donkey. It's a hybrid.”

Madame called me now. I carried the pressed table linens, wrapped with red ribbon. Mamère always tied the clean clothes in square bundles with ribbons, at first so I knew whose were whose, but then because Madame liked it.

Madame and Msieu were leaving the table. The small splinter of wood between his teeth.

“That's why she is valuable,” Madame said, glancing at the linens in my arms. I was thinking of the words. Mammal. Hybrid.

“That one?” He stared at me.

Cold trickled across my back. Your shoulder blades, Cépha-line had told me. Not angel wings. That is foolish. They are bones. We are humans, not angels.

“No,” Madame said, taking the bundles. “The mother. Marie-Thérèse. She does the laundry perfectly and sends it back tied up beautifully like that.”

He looked not at me but at the ribbon. He said, “It is clean. How laundry is delivered is not important.”

Madame sounded impatient. “It is the presentation of beauty,” she said. “It is more important than you know.”

“For who?” His voice was louder now. “For you?”

Her voice was soft as steam. “For the women who come here and see tablecloths and napkins and judge us. The women who have sons. Unless we can spend weeks in New Orleans this winter, we have only the Desjardins and Auzennes to think about for husbands. Don't you see them looking at this house? At her?”

Her was Céphaline. I had to learn to make her beautiful.

“Moinette,” Madame Bordelon called from the dining room. “Take the gingercake and tell them I'll be in shortly. I don't know where Félonise has gone. She's getting so old she can't move.” Madame Auzenne, her curls like caterpillars along her cheeks, her dress maroon silk, studied something on the buffet.

I carried the platter into the parlor, where the girls had to play piano for an hour after lunch.

The Auzenne girls were on the settee. They were twelve and fourteen and sixteen. Their hair was black and curled at their temples, their cheeks white and smooth as the curve of eggshells. They sat like the dolls on Céphaline's shelf, heads erect, hands still during history lessons, and when Mademoiselle Lorcey asked them for the name of a governor in New Orleans or a king in France, they didn't move anything but their eyebrows and shoulders to say they didn't know and didn't care.

Céphaline took a piece of gingercake right away. “Ginger is a root, not a bean like vanilla,” she said, and the Auzenne girls smiled politely as if she'd stumbled on the grass.

Céphaline's boutons glowed on her cheeks and jaw like tiny berries inserted under her skin. I waited near the door, thinking of the cloves Tretite slid under the collar of the ham.

“Lessons are finished for today,” Mademoiselle Lorcey said, and the Auzenne girls smiled faintly. But they didn't reach for the gingercake until their mother came in and said, “Yes, petites.”

Mademoiselle Lorcey sighed. “At least the names of royalty would help you make conversation with someone at a dinner.”

The oldest Auzenne girl raised her brows again. “Must Céphaline play the piano today? Perhaps the hairdresser could help her now. With her—toilette. Then we wouldn't get home so late.”

Céphaline's mouth was set in a thin line like a nail scratch of blood. She had rubbed scarlet geranium petals on her lips, as her mother had told her. “You cannot be helped,” she hissed, and moved her skirts around me when she left.

Madame Bordelon watched, her own face unmoving. “Moi-nette, come upstairs,” she said. The hem of her dress collected cake morsels Céphaline had dropped.

Last winter, to prepare her for the winter season of dinners and dances in New Orleans, Madame showed me how to dress Céphaline and style her hair. Céphaline should have had a maid before, but she wouldn't let Félonise touch her. She refused to wear her corset and pulled her hair into a ball at the back of her head.

She was always hunched over her desk. Back then, I practiced putting on her corset and pulling the stays, and her curved back would lift. But her hair began to fall out—a bird nest of dull brown in the brush, strands on her pillowcase—and Doctor Tom came from New Orleans on his horse. He brought tonics and medicines, as he always had for Grandmère.

Msieu told Madame, “I don't trust him—an English doctor. No one wants the English here. Maybe we should take Céphaline to Paris.”

Msieu had looked anxiously into the bedroom where she lay. He loved Céphaline, even though he never smiled. His face was dry and chapped under his black hat, from riding the canerows.

I curled up on a pallet in the corner, but she wouldn't sleep, her head down in the dandelion-ball of light from her candle while she read. “I can't study while you breathe,” she said at last. I let my air in and out, only my own air, my cheeks pressed against the plaster where the walls met. But she had sent me to the kitchen for milk and then locked the door and refused to let me or anyone else in. No one could touch her anymore, she'd said. No poking and lacing.

Now she read at her desk, her back bent like a heavy shawl weighed on her shoulders. She turned when I came inside the bedroom.

Céphaline's eyes were glowing blue as the lowest flames, the cooking fire under Tretite's pine knots, and inside the blue were bars of black like wagon-wheel spokes. Her eyes were like nothing anyone had seen.

But the skin around her mouth and the edges of her hairline was red and swollen with boutons. Her hair was thin at the temples and dull brown as faded pecan shells. Not Creole black like the Auzenne girls, thick and lustrous down her spine so we could gather and pin and curl it—so that a man could unpin it.

The hairdresser from New Orleans was named Zerline. She carried two bottles, cut glass decanters as if for brandy and cognac, but smaller, with wider mouths.

She was paler than me. Which of Tretite's words fit her? Quadroon? Hair straight and shiny black as bootleather, pulled so tightly into a knot it was as if she had no hair at all.

“The smell goes into my brain,” Céphaline said without looking up. Then she lowered her head onto the pages, and when her mother lifted her, smudges of oil were left on the paper.

“The price of beauty,” her mother said softly. “In France, our hair was so heavy and high, we knelt in our carriage. Be grateful you have only the curls on the sides to arrange.”

The curling tongs sat next to the lamp, sharp as black scissors.

“This comes from New Orleans, madame,” Zerline said in her soft, pinched voice. “Made special for the ladies there, for the balls and parties. I will send it on the boat, if you approve.”

She dipped a silver comb into the bottle, and the black liquid clung to the teeth until she pulled the comb slowly through Céphaline's hair. The strands stood alone, tiny black canerows, until she smoothed her palms over the hair, pushing the color into a glossy helmet.

“So, là, wait some time. The skin is next.” From the other bottle, she poured liquid into a bowl and made a paste with alum from the kitchen. The smell of camphor rose from Céphaline's hair, and her cheeks and forehead were covered in the white mask.

She stared at me, her eyes fierce. I turned away. Someone was supposed to pull our hair from the pins, put his mouth on ours, and then reach to move our dresses.

What was supposed to happen then, I didn't want to know.

“Nothing Céphaline say help you. When you were nine, she say cane is a grass, and you cut the little grass near the house and mash up and boil. Then you throw up.”

My mother was angry. I had no words for her. I had said the word patella aloud to myself, while sewing.

Who first ate the grass, in India? Céphaline said the sugarcane had come from there. Who saw a tall, waving stalk and thought to grind it green in his own teeth, to find the juice sweet?

What if he had died?

“She say the names of the bones. How that help you?”

Clavicle. Femur. Cranium. The bone around the brain.

“I like to know the words.”

“You know nothing yet.” She moved the needle into the sleeve. Now that the mattresses were done, we had to sew new coats for the men, for Christmas. The coarse cottonade was already dyed black.

“Doctor Tom said fingernails and hair grow but they are dead. They are not living. That's why it doesn't hurt when you cut them or burn them. The curling tongs are hotter than your iron.” I had to make Céphaline's hair into black spiraled curls. Curls just larger than mine.

“You don't be in the room with that doctor,” she said. “Nobody trust Englishman with voice like that. Old and no house. Just a white horse and all them bottles. You don't listen to him.”

Doctor Tom had two eyes in a jar. When I hung his clothes in the armoire of the guest room, and he was gone to help old Msieu Lemoyne, whose breath was not working, I lingered to see the jars and books.

What made the disk of color on the edge of the white ball? I didn't touch the glass. Whose eye, this murky green? Whose brain? What was the pale fist in another jar?

In a dish lay teeth, their whitish roots like thorns, which he kept to show slaves who didn't believe teeth should be so hard to pull.

“You wouldn't believe those were from a child,” he said behind me, and I dropped the packet of white shirts.

“I'm sorry,” I said, but he laughed.

“I need a clean shirt,” he said, pulling salve-stained fabric away from his body. “It took me all night to calm Lemoyne's lungs.”

I untied Mamère's ribbon around the shirts. “Are the lungs white, like that?” I pointed to the jar with the pale fist, hoping he would say what that was.

Doctor Tom spread his hands on his own chest. “Lungs are large and grayish pink, guarded under the ribs,” he said. “Lemoyne is old-fashioned like all the French. He believes that when the grinding begins, the vapors from the sugarhouse will clear his lungs. A lovely Creole superstition—when the first cane is cut, all will be well.”

“Maybe if he believes it will cure him, he will be correct,” Madame Bordelon said coldly from the doorway, tilting her head to study me. My fingers raked up the dirty laundry from the floor.

Doctor Tom rode his white horse between New Orleans and the houses south along the river, the only doctor willing to come this far down the Mississippi. Msieu paid him to take care of Grandmère and Céphaline and any slaves who were sick or hurt, and as Azure was large, he stayed here while he worked. At the next place south, Bontemps, Msieu LeBrun raised hunting dogs: some for deer and fox, some for slaves. At LeBrun's hunting parties, men would get shot accidentally or fall off their horses and break a leg. “I am the stolid, dull repairer of drunken French-Creole carelessness,” Doctor Tom would say, showing me the blood on his pants leg from a hunter's bullet wound.

Mamère hated his balding head and dirty blond sideburns, his jars, and especially the things he told me. Every day now, I worked at the house, and at night, I tried to explain the body to my mother.

“Lungs?” She gripped the needle. “He show you a chest? I tell you the other words.” When I turned away from her rasping tone, so tired from the way I held myself at the house, the constant listening, she said, “No! My work is I tell you. Your work is be careful.

“Skin? He say the skin protect the body?” She slammed the heavy iron onto his shirts as rain swirled in the pecan branches outside. My fingers hurt from the pastes and the washing and the needle. My mother asked angrily, “Why the skin soft so? Why les blancs have boutons? And fur on the face and arms?”

I put my head down over the stitches in the coat. How could the red bumps only appear on Céphaline's face, not her feet or hands or her stomach? Not a pox.

Then, for the first time, I saw my mother not sure. “Hair,” I said. “You taught me how to hide my hair under the tignon. They teach me how to put Céphaline's hair into curls. All for nothing. Hair is dead. Like the wreath in Madame's room, the wreath with her mother's hair.”

“Moinette,” Mamère said, hard as if she spat out broken pecan shells.

“All the hair is dead. That is what Doctor Tom talks to me about. He says hair and fingernails are like fur and claws. We use them the wrong way. He doesn't look at me as—under my dress. He looks at me as—a body. A brain. Men or women. Animals.” The ants of my stitches walked around the sleeve. “Why should we try anything if we are just going to be like animals in the end?”

My mother said, “Don't ask me that. Don't ask.” She turned away and lifted the next coat, heavy and shapeless without arms.

The woman named Hera slid her voice through the closed shutters, and my mother let her in.

I had been asleep, my mother sewing in her chair. She had hung an old tablecloth from two nails to shield the bed from the fire, so the light wouldn't keep me awake. The grease spots were like islands of gold water in the light, and I could see Hera near the door.

My mother said softly, “Where you get that name? Don't hear that, jamais. Never before. Hera.”

I had never heard her ask questions of anyone.

“Name of a queen. He tell me something like that. Name us all from a book. My girl Phrodite.”

“Where?”

“South Carolina. Come here last year to grow sugar. Should stayed in the rice like before. He got fever. Die in one week.” She held her arms out for a moment, her neck bent while she studied them. “Sugar more dry than rice. But smoke and sharp. People get cut.”

My mother nodded. “Toujours. All the days.” She picked up her sewing again, dismissing the woman. Dismiss—that was the word Céphaline used on her mother, who hated it. You can go now. You are dismissed.

Hera slid down the wall, so slow it was as if she were drying a line of liquid with her back. She squatted on the floor, leaning her head back, and then her hands went to her cheeks, fingers spread out like a fan. Between her fingers, I imagined her sparkling scars.

“Him up there, he buy us at the death sale. Buy for the harvest. He sell fast?” she whispered.

“No,” Mamère said, gently now, to my surprise. “He keep.”

Hera dug her fingertips into her cheeks so hard she lifted the skin toward her eyes. “Phrodite. They tell her only black clothes on this place, but on Sunday wear what you want.” She nodded toward the black coat in Mamère's lap. “That all they give here. But she need a dress. Something pretty, so she can find her own man. A place. If I go, she can take care my three little ones.”

“Go?” Mamère said.

“What I see here—Louisiana—how easy to go.”

“Parti?” My mother was confused. “Leave?”

“Go die.”

Now my mother stood up and held out her hand so Hera would sit in my chair. This woman thought a dress could solve everything, that beauty and cloth could make her daughter safe.

“Them scar,” my mother said.

Hera put her feet apart and rested her hands on her knees. “Here they say them scar Singalee. My mama say Bambara. She pass when I was nine. You don't get the marks until you get the blood. When I was fourteen, an old woman do them.”

Then my mother said something in the same African words with which she prayed. I recognized a few words. Ni. Dya. Faro.

Hera drew in her breath.

My mother said, “Mine pass when I eight. But no one to do the mark on me. Like on her.”

Hera said, “I can't mark Phrodite. They don't like the Africans here. Want Creole nègre. Ask me always am I Creole nègre. Can't do nothing for Phrodite.” She breathed hard, close to crying, and her breasts fell and shook. “You can't mark your bright light.”

My mother said, “No. No mark for Moinette.”

My eyes were closed because I knew they would study my sleeping form and lower their voices. Hera said, “Not him up there?”

She was asking again about my father. But my mother wasn't angry. She said, “Sugar buyer come to see the crop. Tretite the cook say he see me in the field, he like my face. Call me petit visage when he come here.” My mother cupped her hands around her cheeks.

Small face. The man who was my father. But what he wanted—

“And her,” Hera said. “Small face, them eyes like honey. All that hair. And so bright—”

My mother shook her head. “No. Don't say it.”

“Who look?”

“Nobody,” she said. “Nobody see her. But now she up there.” My mother lifted her chin toward the house.

“Bright girl—” Hera began to speak again, but my mother interrupted her.

“Say you trade hair.”

Hera said, “Do her hair?”

“Mine.”

Neither of them moved. Then my mother said, “I make a dress. Blue. For Sunday nights.”

She was already outside when I woke in the morning.

She was cutting up one of Céphaline's old linen pillowcases. The rectangles of cloth were sleeve size. She was going to make a dress for a girl she didn't know, for a woman she had only met twice.

A woman with marks like my mother's mother. Their voices soft and braided as woven grass.

The blacking was a raincloud on Céphaline's pillowcase every morning. Madame had given me white linen to make seven new pillowcases, one for each day.

We soaked the black stains in the white solution. Then my mother said, “Go on to the house now. Madame call for you.”

I was dismissed.

I applied the white paste with the back of a spoon.

“My face is so cold,” Céphaline said. “And the iron is so hot.”

Zerline had shown me everything. I made the paste with egg whites and rosewater and alum, made the blacking with lead and camphor and a drop of almond oil. Zerline had told me if we ran out of lead to use lampblack, but lead was what they used in Paris.

I understood how Mamère felt when I sat in her chair. I didn't want to lie down. My arms ached from all the wash, from the combing and holding the irons over the fire, from keeping myself so careful not to hurt Céphaline that my shoulders burned.

Then Hera stood behind my mother's chair and took off her tignon. My mother's hair was newly washed. Hera took the comb and began to section off the long shoals of hair that sprang from around my mother's forehead.

She always washed her hair at night and combed it herself, after I was sleeping. She kept it in a rough bun under her cloth.

But Hera made it into patterns of braids that swirled away from my mother's face as if a strong wind blew her hair into rows.

“Because you don't know how,” she said. “You comb Céphaline hair. Not mine.”

“Why are you angry? Where are we going so late?” The night bell had rung.

“Angry?” My mother walked quickly. She carried a small bag with a knife and a rag. Her words were ragged. “I am nothing. Qu'est-ce—the word?” She looked down the street toward le quartier, where the shutters were closed and houses dark. “Useless. Like fingernail. Pas animal to kill with a claw.”

She had been crying while I had come back late from Cépha-line's room. The edges of black in her eyes were blurred into red.

We hurried down a path toward the side land. Franz the overseer would see us on his rounds. “Are we running?” I whispered, and when my mother didn't stop walking, I pulled at her arm, as I had when I was a child.

We were just near the edge of the canefields. The blackened outline of the small house, where Grandmère Bordelon used to live, was beneath our feet. Then Franz rode toward us on his horse, and a small figure appeared from the low fence surrounding the family gravestones.

Marie-Claire. Grandmère Bordelon's old slave—her cheeks marred with pink rosettes from the rats, the only thing I saw for a moment in the darkness. Like fistfuls of flowers approaching. Then the rest of her, mouth surrounded by wrinkles that danced when she smiled. “Marie-Thérèse,” she whispered to us. “And her girl.”

She held up a gourd. “I make my water every night, me, and carry over here. I pour little on his gravestone. Pee on his name. The rest where they bury her when she time. Old and fat. I make the ground soft for her. When she gone là-bas—” Marie-Claire flicked her fingers like sprinkling water on cloth for ironing. “Moi, I still here. Then I pee on her head every night.”

She turned as Franz rode up to us. She said, “I finish stretch my old bones, Msieu. Merci.”

She walked toward le quartier. Franz said to us, “You ain't old. Where you going?”

My mother, as always, didn't look nervous. “Gather herb for take out stain from Mademoiselle pillowcase. Her medicine.”

“Thirty minutes I be back,” he said. “Stand here and wait until I see you. Or I get the dogs.”

We slipped into the canerows. The rustling stalks were high above us, lit by the moon into silver ribbons. Ribbons for dresses. Mamère swung the cloth sack and said, “Thirty minutes. And I finish.”

Her narrow back and tignon were like black smoke ahead of me in the light. The canestalks brushed sharp against my face until I covered my cheeks with my sleeves. My new dress—an old dress from Céphaline's rag pile. Calico print of yellow and pink.

We came out at the headland road that separated Azure from Petit Clair, and my mother headed toward the ciprière, the swampy backland that was not cultivated. Somewhere deep in the ciprière was a bayou where the privateers and river traders met. Christophe said he'd watched them in secret. My peacock plate had come from that water.

I could smell the sharpness of coming frost deep inside my nose and throat. The cane cutters would have to start tomorrow or the next day, before ice ruined the sugar.

When we came to the ciprière, my mother panted while steam blew past her face. She turned and a single tear glittered down each cheek.

“Hera get this dress and give to her girl. Madame and Grand-mère buy dress for Céphaline, make her beautiful. And me—” She swept her hand along my skirt. “Nothing from me. Only words from me. Words you don't want. You get words from the doctor. He can take you with him when he go, and I never see you. Jamais! Never! I have nothing!”

I tried to embrace her, but she turned so that I was draped along her back like a cape. I held her tightly, and she shook under my arms. I knew she was forcing everything back inside her. Then she wiped at her eyes and said, “Thirty minutes until Franz look for us. The old plants in the trees.”

The black water stood like coffee around the cypress stumps in the swampy area, but we turned down a weed-choked trail into the forest itself. I had never been here before. The half-moon lit my mother's neck when she bent her head and pushed through the growth. This had once been a road wide enough for a wagon.

“You are not finished,” I said to her back. “I always listen.”

“Won't matter.”

“Just tell me. Or why did you bring me?”

We stumbled through bare vines like gray threads for a giant's shirt. My mother fell and the knife skittered into the leaves. She put her face into her knees and cried again, and I could only kneel beside her. “I never leave you alone,” she said. “I always sit in my chair, wait for who send for me. Or for you. But now I see no one come for you. You go to them.” She clutched the sack. “I make this dress for Hera girl, and she find someone. Maybe Christophe. She stay by Hera and have her baby. But Céphaline find someone and go. She take you with her, and I never see you again.”

She laced her fingers behind her neck and pulled so hard that her knuckles swelled for a moment. When she stood, she cleaned her face with her sleeve. Salt in the cloth, I thought, touching the wet.

“Nonc Pierre and the men cut this road,” she said, her voice lower. “Cut the cypress for Msieu house. Singalee men know the wood.”

“When?” I found her knife in the leaves, and a stumbling of tiny feet rushed away from us.

“Time pass. When they first come, Bordelon and Lemoyne. From France. Everyone from somewhere else. Except them Indian used to live here in the ciprière.”

We pushed through to an open space in the trees. Brick walls draped with vines—two large square vats. Four iron pipes pierced the wall of the higher vat; they must have let the liquid drain into the lower vat.

“Far from the house because that smell,” my mother said, her voice nearly dead. “When they make the indigo.”

She always said the word like poison. I breathed carefully but smelled only cold standing water and the musk of a fox den.

“Where the cane grow now, all indigo. They pick branches and pile them up in the first pool and soak with clear water. Then the leaves go rotten and make that smell. Drain the water into the second pool, and the women have to put up the dress and stand in the water and beat with a stick. Get the blue, have to beat the water. The blue settle on the bottom. But the smell go inside the skin. In the body.”

A vine hung like a necklace from one of the pipes. The second vat was filled with dried leaves and brackish mud. Nothing blue.

“Cane cut you,” my mother whispered, soft as soap foam on the wind. “But indigo go inside. Tout mort.”

“All die?” Brick crumbled under my fingers.

She nodded. “Nonc Pierre and the men build the house and barn, but the women make the crop. Four, five years. Then they bury.”

The back row of the slave cemetery was a line of wooden crosses with arms nearly touching. No names. But my mother left pieces of broken blue bottle there once a year. And she said the name Amina.

She bent to the ground. “Grow wild where all the seeds fell,” she murmured. Plants as high as her knees grew in patches, the small leaves shaped like fingernails. She covered her palm with the rag and pulled an entire plant from the dirt. I smelled nothing but damp earth and bitter green when she put it inside the sack.

“Franz wait there,” she said. “Walk fast.”

“Will it make us sick?”

My mother pushed air through her nose in disgust. “I ever let bad touch you? You think I let a maringouin land on your arm, I see it?”

Even a mosquito in our room couldn't escape her eyes and ears. She used to sit beside me in bed and wait for their warning.

The freezing air hurt my earlobes, the only part not covered by my tignon. “You aren't finished,” I said. “I do listen. I heard you talk about the ni with Hera. And dya. Faro.”

I thought that would stop her, but she shook her head. “What you listen, don't matter. You are not Bambara. You are patella. You believe the hair is dead.”

“How can it not be?” I shouted into the wind, but then we smelled the smoke.
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