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ONE
The only time Benjamin January ever actually exchanged words with Hesione LeGros was when they were both hiding behind a piano in a New Orleans hotel hoping they wouldn't be massacred by pirates.

It wasn't a long conversation.

She said, “I'm gonna shoot that fuckin' man of mine for this.”

And January—who had just turned nineteen and was hoping to make twenty—replied, “What makes you think any of us will live to see you do that?”

As it happened, someone else shot her man a number of years later in the Yucatán, but at the time January hoped that the dark-eyed little African Venus beside him would have that honor, and fairly soon. The man certainly deserved it.

The whole debacle began, tamely enough, with the arrival in New Orleans of Major-General Jean Robert Marie Humbert, formerly of the Grand Army of Napoleon. Humbert, in that year of 1812, was avoiding Napoleon's various domains because of opinions he'd rashly expressed after the Little Emperor had relieved him of command. Some said this was because Humbert's army had ignominiously failed to re-conquer the island of Saint-Domingue from rebelling slaves. But January's mother—a clearinghouse for gossip concerning both the white and the free colored communities in New Orleans—was of the opinion that Humbert's affair with Napoleon's sister had something to do with it.

“Though I don't see why Napoleon should cut up stiff over Humbert,” Livia Janvier had added, pinning an aigrette of diamonds to the confection of rose-colored silk and plumes that covered her hair. She studied the result critically in the mirror. “The woman's slept with his entire general staff, most of his marshals, and is now working her way down through the colonels. I can't imagine how she keeps their names straight when she encounters them at military reviews.”

She propped an elbow on the dressing-table and held up her hand peremptorily for her maid, who'd been gently dusting talcum powder into the fingers of a pair of long white kid gloves. Livia Janvier didn't even glance at the maid as the young woman set to work easing and moulding the soft, close-fitting leather over her mistress' knuckles and palm. When January's mother was dressing to meet her protector—the man who had bought her and her two small children from slavery eleven years previously—she displayed a meticulous patience, a concentration like an artist's that January found fascinating to watch. “Don't you stay out late after you get done playing tonight, p'tit,” she added. “And make sure that M'sieu Davis pays you. Promises are cheap.”

It went without saying that January's mother, slender as a bronze lily at the age of thirty-six, would not give her son so much as a nod when they separately reached the Marine Hotel. January would be present at General Humbert's birthday dinner strictly as a hired musician, a profession he'd worked at since the age of sixteen concurrent with such medical studies as were available to a young free man of color in that time and place. St.-Denis Janvier, his mother's protector, was one of the guests, a select gang of the wealthier businessmen of the town assembled to honor the elderly war-horse. Most of them would be accompanied by their mistresses. It was not the sort of party to which one brought one's wife.

And Livia Janvier—she'd taken her protector's name, as many free colored plaçées did—wasn't the sort of woman who'd admit to being the mother of one of the musicians. This would have been true even if her son hadn't been all of nineteen years old, six feet three inches tall, and very obviously the offspring of an African rather than a white man. As the guests came into the hotel's dining-room that night, to the bright strains of a Mozart overture, it was St.-Denis Janvier, and not Livia, who caught January's eye and smiled.

January knew most of the other guests by sight. In 1812, New Orleans wasn't that big a town. The women present were mostly friends, or enemies, of his mother. These ladies of the free colored demimonde were by and large plaçées—placed—with a single protector, though one lady he recognized as a highly-paid courtesan. About half the men were businessmen and planters: he noted the tall, powerful form of Jean Blanque the banker, whose name graced nearly every financial transaction in the town and whose young and beautiful wife (not present) was the daughter of Barthelmy de McCarty, brother of the wealthiest planter in the district. De McCarty came in just behind Blanque, joking with his brother Jean Baptiste. Both of their mistresses, exquisitely-gowned women of color, wore silk tignons—headscarves—that were plumed and jeweled mockeries of the law that forbade women of African ancestry, slave or free, to go about in public with uncovered hair.

Bernard Marigny was there, a lively little French Creole planter notorious for his gambling and his duels. As he came in he was laughing over something with a tall, black-clad gentleman whom January recognized as Jean Lafitte.

If you wanted anything in New Orleans, duty-free or difficult to obtain, you could probably get it through Jean Lafitte. Four years previously, when it became illegal to import slaves into United States Territory, Lafitte had surfaced, lounging around the blacksmith shop he and his brother owned on Rue Bourbon or drinking with businessmen and planters in the Café Tremoulet. Somehow, the handsome young Gascon always had a slave or two to sell. Of course these slaves were always warranted born in American territory. Of course the sales were private, between gentlemen, nothing on the open market. Lafitte sold brandies, too, and fine French silks. . . . In fact, anything you might want.

And cheaply, as if United States customs duties did not exist.

Though Lafitte didn't have a mistress with him, he didn't arrive at the birthday dinner alone. In addition to Marigny—who was friends with everyone in town except his own wife—Lafitte entered with his usual coterie of “friends”: a planter named Huette, who had a place on Bayou St. John where boats could be landed that came off the lake; the fair-haired Pierre Lafitte, his newest mistress on his arm; a dark little man named Laporte who kept the books for the Lafitte brothers; and Jean Baptiste Sauvinet, one of the most prominent bankers of the town. Lafitte moved in the highest circles of French Creole society, among the men, at least.

There were others, less respectable, whom January had seen only at a distance in the cafés and the market. The fierce and jovial sea-captain Dominic Youx. Cut-Nose Chighizola, whose face was a mass of scars—at the moment he was explaining in voluminous Italian-accented French to a planter named St. Geme how he'd lost his nose in battle against the Spanish. The dark and sinister Captain Beluche, of the “Bolivian” privateer vessel Spy. Vincente Gambi, another Italian, strode along on the outskirts of the group, glancing at the silverware and the cut-crystal pitchers on the tables as if calculating their worth. He had, January noticed, what looked like a couple of fresh cuts on his face, superficial but adding to his appearance of coarse menace.

The plaçées of these “friends” drifted behind them, gowned in silks and chattering among themselves. They were less fashionable, more sumptuous, and far more heavily jeweled than their town counterparts. Down on Grand Terre, where Lafitte had his headquarters these days, the free colored ladies lived with their men openly, as wives, instead of keeping separate establishments as the town plaçées did. January noticed that his mother and her friends kept their distance from them, not in open enmity, but with a cool politeness that spoke volumes for what was going to be said about their dress, speech, and taste in ornamentation over chicory-laced coffee the following morning.

Hesione LeGros was one of these Grand Terre ladies.

January noticed her because she was one of the youngest, probably his own age, and also one of the darkest. Among the free colored community, as among the whites, dark skin and African features were not admired. January had grown up with the knowledge that his own huge size and African blackness were a reminder of the slave father whose name his mother never spoke, and this knowledge was ground in upon him every time any stranger, white or colored, heard the delicate strength of his piano-playing and looked astonished.

From the first time he'd played a recital, he'd been aware that they would not have looked so surprised if he were fair-skinned or white.

Most of the plaçées were quadroon or octoroon, complexions shaded anywhere from soft matte walnut to the hue of very old ivory. A few, like his mother, were mulatto, of African mothers and white fathers. The wealthiest businessmen of the town favored the lightest-skinned women: fairness itself was a commodity. Hesione—though January didn't learn her name until years later—was richly dark. Unlike most of the others she pointed up undeniably African features by wearing a gold silk gown so vibrant it bordered on rust, a color no white woman would have dared to put on. A necklace of topaz and citrine ringed her throat like a collar of fire, and plumes dyed gold and black blossomed above her tignon. As January played—Mozart rondos and snippets of Rossini, light-handed on the five-octave Erard in the corner of the Marine Hotel's dining-room—he looked out over the jostle of heads and backs and saw that nodding explosion of sable and flame, like the single oak on a little island in a marsh.

The tables were set out in the old-fashioned French manner, sparkling with the hotel's very fine silver and Limoges-ware dishes. Oysters in lemon, gumbo of shrimp, Italian pâtés and vol-au-vents; artichokes and turkey-poults and turtle roasted en croute. As the hotel servants went around with the wine—which the new owner, Mr. Davis, bought from Lafitte at a substantial discount—the conversation grew louder. The bankers speculated as to what full statehood in the United States was going to mean now to Louisiana and freely slandered the new Governor Claiborne and all his works. The planters cursed what the war between the Allies and France was doing to sugar prices. January heard for the first time about the sinking—by pirates—of the American brig Independence, a subject brought up by a pink-faced British planter named Trulove and hushed at once by Jean Blanque: “The less said of that,” the banker murmured with a glance toward the table of Lafitte and his cronies, “the better for all it will be.” News had reached New Orleans only that day of the Independence's destruction, brought by a man named Williams, the sole survivor of the massacre.

“What I want to know, is,” persisted Trulove, who like everyone else in the room was fairly drunk, “what was a dashed Massachusetts merchantman carrying from Africa to Cuba in the first place, eh? Dashed Americans complain about Lafitte and his men smuggling slaves in through the Barataria marshes, and what are they buying along the coast of Africa, eh? Bananas? Tell me that!”

“I shall tell you nothing of the kind,” replied Blanque gently, laying a restraining hand on the young Englishman's arm. He hadn't anything to worry about, really, for Lafitte and his men were roaring with laughter over Dominic Youx's tale of the Bishop of Cartagena and a shipload of whores from Port-au-Prince. January let his hands float from song to song, alternating popular overtures and opera-tunes with the quadrilles and cotillions that he'd play when hired by the wealthy for balls. Though he was studying medicine with a surgeon named Gomez, he had always loved music, and St.-Denis Janvier had paid for him to be taught by one of the best instructors in town. That instructor, an émigré Austrian named Kovald, was only lately dead. January played the antiquated airs of Pachelbel and Purcell that the grim old musician had loved, sadness in his heart that his teacher had not lived to return to Vienna. Had not lived to see Napoleon defeated and cast out, as he must, January believed, one day be.

With the after-dinner cognac came the cigars, the ribald laughter, the sly jests. In short order there would be trouble. For twenty-two years France had been torn by violence, Europe subjected to bloodletting and fire. There were men in the room whose fathers had been beheaded in the name of the French Republic, whose family fortunes were destroyed by the Revolution and by the Emperor who had climbed to power in the wake of chaos. Any minute now, he thought, someone was going to say regicide or Corsican upstart—or accuse someone of having the manners of an American. . . . January knew the signs.

“Now that Bolívar's in in the south, the whole Spanish empire's going to crumble,” prophesied Joffrey Duquille. He was a big, robust, saturnine planter, with the obligatory reputation as a womanizer and a duelist. “A man can get letters of marque in Cartagena, and go after anything flying the Spanish flag. . . .”

“Lafitte should have known better than to go after an American ship, slaver or no slaver. . . .”

The air condensed to a golden roux of wine and food and pomade; the candles in the wall-sconces burned low, and the crystal-hung chandeliers dripped wax onto the tablecloths. The great dining-room seemed stuffy and close. A servant opened the long windows that looked down onto Rue Chartres and January slid into “Childgrove,” a country-dance tune that could be endlessly embroidered. His mother, at Blanque's table with St.-Denis Janvier, flipped open her sandalwood fan and looked down her nose as Cut-Nose Chighizola's mistress took the scar-faced privateer's pipe from his mouth and blew a cloud of smoke herself. Chighizola gestured extravagantly, and shouted to Hesione LeGros how he'd lost his nose escaping from an Algerian dungeon. . . .

Talk pattered on all sides, like summer rain.

“Shut up, you fool, he'd never have done something that damn-fool stupid! Sink an American ship? He knows what side the bread's buttered on. . . .”

“It's all Spanish prizes of war, after all . . .”

“. . . a giant black, six, seven feet tall and as wide as a door, coming down upon me with a battle-ax . . .”

“. . . pegged the interest at ten percent, plus an additional two percent the first two years. . . .”

The voices were getting louder. The Italian captain, Gambi, announced into a momentary hush, “Privateer this and privateer that, bah! Like there was any disgrace in being a pirate! Pirate is what I am and I don't care who knows it! Nobody tells me who I'll sink and who I'll spare!”

“I hear there's a new cargo come in down at Big Temple. . . .” St. Geme's voice determinedly overrode Gambi's.

“Hardly pays to go down there anymore,” remarked de McCarty with a laugh, “now that Lafitte's got a shop on Royal Street as well.”

“Still, you get the best, going down there, or to Grand Terre. Used to be you'd have to deal with this smuggler or that smuggler, and run all over town trying to get the best deal. I will say for Lafitte, he organized them all under one leader. . . .”

“Like the American Washington?”

“A toast.” Blanque got to his feet, wineglass lifted so that the topaz liquid caught the molten hundredfold amber of the candlelight. January ruffled a little fanfare borrowed from Rossini, then stilled his hands on the keys. Just as well, he thought. The piano was going out of tune anyway. These little square ones did that in the damp of New Orleans. “To our guest of honor.”

In his big chair at the head table, General Humbert half-rose, creaking a little in his blue uniform, and inclined his graying head.

“A man whose victories in the field put such amateurs as this American Washington to shame. A man who truly knows the face of war; who has carried the war against England onto their own conquered soil in blood-soaked Ireland; whose boldness in the attack at Landau is legendary; whose courage and intrepidity were key elements in the pacification of uprisings in the Vendée. A true soldier, a true warrior, whose vocation has been the sword and whose duties he has always acquitted with honor and dignity. . . .”

Perhaps because he was taller than any man present—or maybe only because some of the banqueters had shifted their chairs a little—January could watch the General's face in the candlelight as Blanque spoke. And from a drunkard's fatuous smile, he watched the man's expression change.

He's drunk himself sad, January thought. Or drunk himself philosophical, which is worse. . . .

“. . . carried the banner of the Republic against all odds, caring nothing for his own safety; caring nothing for the politics and the quibblings of politicians. . . .”

Slowly, Humbert surveyed the room, and with a flash of insight January guessed what he saw. In New Orleans, this was the top level of society. Perhaps not the highest born, but the wealthiest, the men who moved events in the town. But even as young as he was, he'd seen how the Frenchmen of France regarded their Creole French cousins, when they came to balls. He was familiar with that polite expression that said, This is all very well for the New World, but in PARIS . . .

He could almost see General Humbert asking himself, Who are these people? Is this what I have come down to? In Paris, thought January, this graying old lion would have been entertained by his brothers of the regiment, most of whom, despite the Revolution, had some trickle of noble blood in their veins. Not by bankers who financed shady deals in Indian land and smuggled slaves. Certainly not by a raffish gang of privateers who ran in goods for illicit sale.

“Let those who wish to, speak of armies and of supply-lines!” Blanque, clearly a cognac or two beyond the frontier of careful thought, had fallen under the spell of his own oratory. “It is personal courage, personal command, which broke the rabble in the Vendée. It was the sheer bravery, the audacity, of the commander, which delivered victory to the Republic's banners at Landau—”

“Enough!” With a crash the armchair at the head table was flung back. Humbert stood swaying on his feet, face crimson, eyes blazing in the candles' liquid glow. “Enough of this praise! Your words remind me of what I was—of what I am. And I will not remain here as an associate of outlaws and pirates!”

Captain Beluche, also an alumnus of Napoleon's army, lurched to his feet. “Pirates, is it?”

“Pirates!” bellowed Humbert, who had never liked Beluche. “Call yourselves what you will, and fly what flag you find it convenient to buy, what are you but thieves who take the goods of other men and sell them as your own? You, who only yesterday sent an American ship to the bottom without a thought, without a blink—yes, and paraded yourselves the next day in full view of the town, like whores, like dogs!” His hand smote the table with a noise like a gunshot, making all the tableware jump. “I spit upon such men as you!”

This was the point at which January went behind the piano. Even Captain Gambi, who generally didn't care who called him a pirate, was on his feet with a table-knife in his hand, screaming “Pig of a Frenchman!” and Beluche started straight over the table that separated him from Humbert, cutlass drawn—God knew where he'd had it during dinner—and nearly foaming at the mouth with rage and alcohol. Men yelled something about the Independence; women screamed. Hesione LeGros, quicker-thinking than most, plunged behind the piano, all her black-and-gold plumes askew, cursing at whichever of the several captains was her protector at the moment, and pulling from her tignon a very long and very businesslike stiletto. Her face was calm, her rosebud mouth almost smiling—January noticed she had a small mole in one corner, like a beauty-patch. The other Grand Terre girls clumped like scared sheep in the corner and shrieked like parrots in a storm, and January's mother, a chunk of sugar halfway to her coffee-cup, regarded the whole eruption with an expression of disapproval and disgust and didn't stir from her chair.

As it happened, Livia was the only person in the room who had an accurate estimate of Jean Lafitte's presence of mind and power over his men. The smuggler-boss was on his feet—without toppling his chair—and across the dining-room in three long strides, outstripping even Captain Beluche, who had a few yards' lead on him. Reaching Humbert's side, Lafitte held up his hand—with no appearance of hurry, or of fear. It was how January remembered him best, in later years: a tall, black-haired man in a black long-tailed coat, hand upraised, the other hand resting gently on the furious old general's shoulder. As if to say to both Humbert and the enraged and thoroughly inebriated corsairs, Let's all be quiet and think for a moment before this goes too far.

Humbert turned to him and burst into tears, laying his head on Lafitte's shoulder.

And as gently as if he had been the old man's son, Jean Lafitte led General Humbert from the room.

Slightly more than two years later, when the British attempted to seize and hold New Orleans as part of their long struggle against Napoleon, Jean Lafitte—rather to everyone's surprise—turned down a cash offer from the British General Pakenham and volunteered his services to the American forces under General Jackson instead. Benjamin January, twenty-one by then and as well trained a surgeon as was possible for a young man of color to be in New Orleans, fought in the free colored militia in the ensuing battle. Though the Americans won—and the British ceased boarding and seizing the crews of American vessels—it was still several years before either he or St.-Denis Janvier deemed it safe for him to risk a sea journey to France to continue his medical studies.

He was in France for sixteen years. For the first six of those years he studied medicine, and worked as a junior surgeon, at the Hôtel Dieu. St.-Denis Janvier died in 1822, but the little money he left his plaçée's son would not stretch to cover the expenses of buying a practice. Moreover, it was quite clear to January by then that even in the land of Liberté, Egalité, and Fraternité, no white man was going to hire a black surgeon to cut him open if he could find a man of his own color to do it instead. January tried not to be troubled by this, accepting it as he'd accepted the fact that in his former home he'd had to step off the banquette to let white men pass. . . .

And then he'd met Ayasha. And understood that if he wanted to marry this very young and very competent Berber dressmaker—at eighteen she had her own shop, her own small clientele, and looked like a desert witch inexplicably trying to pass herself off as a Parisian artisan—he'd need money.

That was when, and why, he went back to music.

For ten years he played for the Opéra, for the balls and parties of the restored nobility who'd returned to Paris in the wake of Louis XVIII and of the wealthy who'd founded their fortunes on the wreck of Napoleon's empire. For ten years he and Ayasha lived in happiness in a little flat on the Rue de l'Aube near the river. In the newspapers he followed the careers of Lafitte, and Humbert, and those privateer captains who'd once had their fortified camp on Grand Terre. His account of General Humbert's birthday dinner became an after-dinner tale for his musician friends, when Humbert became Commodore of the Navy of Mexico, or when word got out concerning Dominic Youx's participation in the plot to rescue Napoleon from St. Helena and spirit him away to live out his days in a comfortable town house in New Orleans.

The American Navy ran Jean Lafitte out of his new headquarters on the Texas coast in 1821. Rumors swirled about what became of him, but no one knew for sure. René Beluche became the Commodore of the new nation of Venezuela. Vincente Gambi, and Antonino Angelo, and Lafitte's captains met their fates variously at the hands of the American Navy or the British campaign against pirates and slave-smugglers. Some simply encountered those deaths that awaited so many white men in Louisiana: yellow fever, malaria, typhus.

In 1832 the Indian cholera reached Paris.

Ayasha died.

January returned to New Orleans—to the town he had hoped never to live in again. To the only family he knew.

To a city he had left while it was still an outpost of France in the New World. But he found, on his return, that the city had been inundated in his absence with Americans intent on making a profit from slavery, from sugar, from cotton, and from everything else they could lay their hands on. Much of the city was now the province of upriver Kentuckians whose rapaciousness made Lafitte and his cronies look modest and whose manners made even such hard-bitten souls as Cut-Nose Chighizola appear refined.

For a few years January lived in the garçonnière behind his mother's house, the small separate chamber traditionally given to the growing son of the household. His mother had married a free carpenter of color upon St.-Denis Janvier's death, and was now a respectable widow. January made new friends, and renewed his ties with old. He played at quadroon balls and at the Opera, and at the parties of Americans, free colored, and Creole French alike; he found refuge in the familiar joys of music from the almost unbearable pain of loss in his heart.

He met a young schoolmistress named Rose Vitrac, Ayasha's opposite in nearly every way: erudite, gawky, bespectacled, and so heart-scarred and frightened of men that it was nearly a year before she could endure the touch of his hand without pulling away.

He learned, a little to his surprise, that it was possible to love passionately without lessening for a moment the ache of the love that had gone before.

And in all those years since 1812 he never so much as remembered Hesione LeGros' face, until one day in the summer of 1835, when he walked into a shack near the back of town and saw her dead body, with her head in a puddle of blood.

TWO
“When you a woman and black—not to mention dirt poor, God forbid”—the mocking sparkle in Olympe Corbier's dark eyes was like the flash of dragonflies over a bitter lake—“there ain't a man in this town'll smirch his boots crossin' the street to save your life. What makes you think anybody'd come out here after she's already dead?”

Kneeling on the floor beside the body, January looked up at his sister, who had knocked at the door of his lodgings an hour after sun-up, asking him to come with her here. He knew she was right.

Olympe was his full sister, by that African field-hand his mother never spoke about. When at sixteen she'd run away to join the voodoos, her mother hadn't even troubled to look for her. Her work as healer and midwife among the poorer artisans, laborers, and freedmen of the town had given her scant respect for the whites who made the city's laws.

Still it angered him that the City Guards hadn't troubled to send an officer out to this straggle of shanties, shelters, and one- and two-room cottages huddled on the fringe of the still-more-unsavory district of town universally known as the Swamp. It wasn't more than half a mile from the turning-basin of the canal that connected New Orleans with the lake, and probably less than a mile from the river itself. Although one of the liveliest and wealthiest cities in the United States lay so close, oaks and cypress still grew among the wretched dwellings here; reeds and marsh-grass stood thick just outside the door.

It wasn't nine in the morning and the heat was like a hammer. Flies crept thick over every splash and puddle of the blood-trail that started by the shack's upstream wall and ended under the body. The cloud of insects overhead, up under the shack's low roof, made a dull droning, inescapable as the stink of sewage or the sticky creep of sweat behind January's shirt-collar.

Heat, stink, flies. Summer in New Orleans.

“I heard how you not supposed to move somebody who been killed,” said one of the neighbors, peering in around Olympe's slim, tall form. A square young man, he wore the numbered tin badge of a slave whose master let him “sleep out”—find his own room and board in exchange for a percentage of what he could earn as a laborer. At this time of year, there was little work to be had, even on the levee or the docks. “How you supposed to not touch nuthin' till the Guards had a look.” His ungrammatical French was the fluidly sloppy get-along speech of an Anglophone who has made his home among French-speakers for a few months, not the half-African patois of the slave quarters. Born in the eastern states, January guessed automatically, and sold down the river . . .

“I sent Suzie right away downtown to the Cabildo.” The young man nodded back at a girl of sixteen or so who crowded up behind him. “I did look around, see if I could find some kerosene or pepper or somethin' to keep the ants from comin' in. But they's all over the place already. Hessy been dead awhile. Else I wouldn't a' left her just lay on the floor.”

“What'd they say at the Cabildo?” January tried to move the arm of the woman who lay sprawled in the gummy pool of drying gore a few feet from the front door of the shack. The muscles were hard as wood. Most of the blood had soaked into the dirt floor, and the smaller patches were already dry. The smell was indescribable, early decay mingling with the metallic sharpness of blood and the reek of piss and the spit tobacco with which the floor was liberally daubed. Ants streamed in inch-thick black ribbons from three or four directions, under the shack's ill-fitting board walls. Unlike the patient flies they went about their business, as ants do, unimpressed by humankind.

“That they send somebody by'n'by.” The girl spoke Creole French, slurred and sloppy, the kind January's mother and January's schoolmasters had beaten out of him by the time he was nine. She seemed in awe of him, maybe because he wore boots in the summertime and spoke with authority. Maybe because he was Olympia Snakebones' brother.

“They'll send along the Coroner.” Olympe's sweet, deep alto was like bronze and gravel. “He'll come an' he'll say, Yep, she dead all right. Takes a white man to figure that one out.”

There was a chuckle among the neighbors clustered around the front door or peering in the back, men and women who made this shabby corner of the town their home out of poverty or stubbornness or unwillingness to be too closely scrutinized by the minions of the country's various laws. January turned the corpse over, and it came all of a piece, like a plank. She must have been dead some hours before midnight. She'd been stabbed three or four times in the chest, and once in the side. Her throat had been cut, probably at the point of death or just afterward, when she'd quit fighting. There were cuts on her palms and fingers as well.

The whole front of her faded, twice-turned, ill-fitting charity-bag dress was sheeted with blood, and moving with ants.

The half of her face that had lain in the drying blood of the dirt floor was unrecognizable. The other half, with all its wrinkles smoothed away by death, touched his memory: the full pouting lips, the neat, small upturned nose. The tiny mole, like an old-fashioned beauty-patch, just below the corner of the mouth.

The mole touched a memory in his mind.

He'd seen her, January knew, around the levee. In almost three years back in New Orleans, he'd seen just about everyone in town at least once or twice, as he'd crossed beneath the shade of the plane-trees on the Place d'Armes, or walked along the boisterous chaos of the river-front among the cotton-bales and hogsheads of sugar and molasses. He'd noticed her because she wrapped her tignon like an island woman, not in the usual New Orleans style. The faded old Turkey red dress she wore was the same every time. Sometimes she'd be sitting under the plane-trees, braiding little animals of straw or folded tin, giving them to passers-by. Other times, drunk, she'd sit cross-legged on packing-boxes and call out to the deck-hands and stevedores in a sing-song rasp. Once January had walked past her and she'd said, in a perfectly conversational tone, “I let you fuck me in the ass if you buys me a bottle.”

“What was her name?” he asked now.

“Hessy,” answered Suzie. “Hessy LeGros—Hesione. An' she wasn't so bad, you know, 'cept when she was real drunk. She tore up Richie here pretty bad last month when she got the horrors. . . .” She nodded to her young man, who did indeed have a healing cut on his right hand. “Who'd a' done this?”

Who indeed?

“Could you good people leave us for a few minutes, Olympe and me?” He sat back on his heels and straightened his back, looked around at the neighbors. “I want to take a better look at her, see if the bastard did more than kill her.”

There was a murmur and they backed away, so that Olympe could close the rickety doors. Moving carefully—he could already see the dirt floor was scuffed all over with tracks around the body—January turned up the tattered skirts. It was difficult to tell because of the fluids and matter leaking out of the corpse, but he didn't think the woman had been raped, either before or after death. Her bodice waist hadn't been torn open, only ripped on one shoulder, as if she'd thrashed away from an attacker's grip.

Dribbles of tobacco-spittle, old and new, stained the front of her dress.

He got to his feet, and wiped his hands on a bandanna handkerchief from his pocket. “What do you know about her?” he asked his sister. Voodoos could generally be counted on to know whatever there was to be known.

Olympe shrugged. “That she was a drunkard; that she was poor; that she didn't deserve to live this way. Or to die this way.” In the morning heat, sweat already blotched his sister's faded calico bodice. “She was a free woman. No family that I know of. She claimed she used to be Jean Lafitte's mistress, but I don't think that was true.”

“No,” agreed January, suddenly realizing where he'd seen that neat little mole before. “But she was mistress to one of his captains.” And as he moved cautiously around the room examining the criss-crossed tracks, and the contents of the room's single shelf, he recounted the events of General Humbert's birthday dinner, twenty-three years ago.

“Here's her visitor, look,” he said, crouching to show Olympe the print of a wide, square-toed boot. A notch had been scored in the heel, as if the wearer had trodden on something sharp. The tracks led from the rear door—which looked out into the woods—to the chair beside the bed, near a packing-box on which a burning candle had been set. The candle stump remained, in a messy dribble of pale brown “winding-sheets,” themselves already sagging with the heat.

Scratches in the dirt floor marked where the chair had been knocked over and later set back on its legs. Deep heel-gouges showed where the visitor had sprung, strode, struggled among the vaguer scuffings of Hesione's bare feet, all covered and mucked over by the first great splash of blood. A yellow-and-green tignon lay trampled there, too.

Blood and tracks crossed the floor to the body.

The man's tracks continued. Beside the bed, which was planks on a frame nailed to two walls and a bedpost in the corner—the moss mattress was rucked a little, but hadn't been turned or had the lumps shaken out of it in months and it crawled with bedbugs and fleas. Along the wall, where a shelf held three dirty and louse-ridden tignons, an assortment of unwashed gourd dishes, four braided-straw cats and horses, a lot of whiskey-bottles and a nearly-empty sack of coffee-beans. Beans scattered the shelf and the table beneath it, which also bore a dirty cup and bowl, and a basket of strawberries creeping with flies. A small handful of beans scattered the floor immediately underneath. When January crouched beside them he observed that they were shiny, without dust.

In the dirt of the floor beside the beans, two small round blobs of white candle-wax gleamed, also dustless. Under the table, under the bed, around the scraped slots near the table that marked the chair's usual place and all throughout the weeds that poked in under the shed's walls, the unclean debris of a hundred frugal meals decayed: bread-crumbs, fruit-cores and pips, the knuckle-bones of sheep and pigs, picked clean by ants. These were mingled with wads and stains of chewed tobacco of varying ages, though a considerably larger number of these—fresh—splotched the dirt floor around where the murderer had sat in the chair by the back wall.

“He searched the place,” said January.

Olympe looked around at the jumbled bedding, the neglected dishes, the whiskey-bottles gleaming in the weeds, and gave a mirthless chuckle. “Like you can tell?”

“Oh, yes,” said January. “You can follow his tracks, for one thing. Look, he carried a candle, a wax one, not the tallow one on the box there, so he must have looked around after she was dead. Were the shutters open or closed when she was found?”

Olympe frowned, and glanced at the single window. “They was open when I got here.” They were open now, and between two cypresses another shack could be seen, a ramshackle cottage pieced together from bits of old flatboats, with chickens scratching around its rear door.

January looked back at Hesione LeGros' body. At her dirty dress and dirtier gray hair, and the bare feet whose toenails had grown out into curving horny claws. He recalled the parure of topazes she'd worn with that gaudy red-gold dress: that gorgeous necklace, earrings, bracelets the size of slave manacles. The glint of the stiletto in her hand, and the smile on her lips. I'm gonna shoot that man of mine for this. . . .

The ground here was low, close by the cypress swamp that lay all along the back edge of town. In the winter it would be freezing cold, and there was neither stove nor hearth. A ragged mosquito-bar hung over the bed, torn and looped carelessly back. By the number of bites on Hesione's face and neck it couldn't have done her much good. But then, she was probably drunk most nights, by the time she slept.

He let his breath go in a sigh. He hadn't recognized her when he'd seen her on the levee, inebriated and foul-mouthed and already grown old. Hadn't connected her with that bright-eyed girl in the defiantly gaudy dress.

Life battered the poor.

Olympe came back to his side. “What was he lookin' for? She didn't own but the clothes she wore.”

“Maybe some of her neighbors can tell us.”

He started to cross toward the door, but his sister stepped in front of him: “You ain't just gonna leave her lay?”

The flies had settled again. The body, which he'd returned to its original position face-down, looked as if it had been covered with a shroud of black lace, one that moved and glittered in the morning light.

“Whoever the Guards send to look at the place, he'll want to see it as it was when she was found.” Even as the words came out of his mouth he felt like a simpleton, and Olympe's eyes jeered at him, at his trust in the white man's laws. Two years his junior, she had known from earliest childhood, perhaps even before he had, that their mother had no great regard for her slave husband's African-featured children, lavishing her care instead on their lovely lace-trimmed half-sister by St.-Denis Janvier. Now she didn't even speak, only looked at him with that combination of incredulity and scorn.

“I'll go down to the Cabildo,” he said, “and see they send someone.”

“Oh, I'd go along to watch that, brother,” retorted Olympe. “Only I got the ironin' yet to do this morning.”

Still, she settled herself on the edge of the filthy bed to wait for him as he went out into the yard.

Summers, New Orleans slowed, like a stagnant river sinking in the heat. Sugar harvested in November, a desperate race against frost. In December, slaves dragged the long, coarse sacks through the cotton-fields before the bitter-cold first light dawned and picked the sharp, dry boles with chilblained fingers that bled. First frost brought the businessmen back to New Orleans from their country places in Milneburgh or Mandeville by the lake, brought the steam-boats downriver in droves with the winter rise. Flatboats came in from Ohio and Kentucky, loaded with pumpkins and pigs and corn and tobacco-spitting Kaintuck louts who gawked at everything they saw. Harvest and business and trade and sales, ships coming in from the Gulf, Christmas and Carnival and Mardi Gras . . . 

Summers, everything stopped. The wealthy families—the Destrehans and de McCartys, the Bringiers and Livaudaises—fled the gluey heat that settled on the town, fled the clouds of mosquitoes that hummed over every gutter and puddle and the riotous proliferation of gnats and fleas and immense brown palmetto-bugs. Fled the reek of the gutters and the swollen carcasses of dogs, rats, horses rotting for days in the mud. Many years, they fled worse things as well, yellow fever some years, sometimes cholera, too.

The only people left in town were the poor and the relatively poor. Little business was done. The markets were quiet, the teeming levees nearly still. Even the gambling-parlors were a little subdued.

So nobody in Hesione LeGros' neighborhood was in any tearing hurry to get anywhere.

They waited for January in the shade of the rickety gallery of the cottage visible from Hesione's window: Suzie and Richie sitting side by side on the steps, another couple a few years older—the woman with a baby at breast—and two or three single men lounging in the cypress-tree's shade. January guessed that some were runaways, picking up a few cents a day at whatever inconspicuous jobs they could find and sneaking out to the plantations from which they'd escaped to visit their friends and families when they could. There were many such, in New Orleans.

“Who found her?” he asked.

Richie raised his hand tentatively, a little uncertain if that was the question that had been asked, and January inquired in English, “When was that?”

“Just after sun-up, sir.” The young man seemed relieved to be able to reply in his native tongue. “I was on my way down to the levee to see could I get loadin' work, an' I saw five or six dogs, diggin' at the wall of the shack. Two of 'em was Doc Furness' dogs from the Swamp, but the rest was wild ones, that live in the woods. You don't usually see 'em around folks' houses by daylight. It didn't look right to me.”

No, thought January. And the dogs would smell carrion even above the general fetor of privies and garbage and back-yard pigs that hung over the neighborhood in the heat.

“Was the shutters open or closed?”

Richie looked a little startled at the question, but shut his eyes a moment to picture it, then answered, “Closed, sir. I opened 'em up, to see.”

“They's open when she come home last night,” added the other man on the porch, taller and stringier than Richie and without the tin slave-badge. He spoke French, but January had seen his eyes, knew he'd followed the discussion in English. “I remember thinkin' how the place would be just roarin' with mosquitoes inside.”

“But you didn't see a light burning?”

The tall man shook his head. “I walked back with Hessy from town, round about full-dark. She'd been down the market, pickin' up what she could from the market-women that was closin' up. She had a couple baskets of berries, just gone off a little an' mushy. She asked me if Titine here would like some.” And he patted the slim sloped shoulder of the woman with the baby on the gallery's single broken-down chair at his side. “She give 'em to me just there where the path splits.”

He pointed toward the weedy track that led from the end of Perdidio Street. The ramshackle saloons and whorehouses of the Swamp, which lay farther off in that direction, looked even dirtier and somehow more sinister under the brute glare of the late-July sun. Their stillness was deceptive, like a corpse teeming inside with foul activity.

“I hadn't made much on the levee—things is so slow—but I give her a couple bits for 'em. I know she didn't have nuthin', an' ol' Mulm that owns the Nantucket Saloon pays her for cleanin' up there with liquor instead of money. I had to just about twist her arm to take it.”

“It's funny,” said the woman Titine, with a shy gap-toothed grin. “Some days she'd come here beggin' an' cryin' to me an' Gali, 'cause she needed money for rum—that's when she was too drunk even to work for Mulm. An' last month, like Suzie said, she cut Richie up bad when she was off her head. Other days she'd give you whatever she had in her pockets.”

“And she went on into her house?”

The man Gali nodded.

“Did you see any light burning later? Any of you?” January looked around at the little group on the gallery.

“I had the shutters up already,” said Suzie, and nodded back into the cottage.

“Hot nights like these been,” explained Richie, reaching over to rub Suzie's knee, “Suzie shuts up the house the minute the sun goes down, 'cause of the mosquitoes. Seems like no matter what M'am Snakebones give her, lemon or camphor or juju oil, they still come after her like buzzards on a dead cow. She just so miserable these nights I want to weep for her, and they don't bite me at all.”

“But Suzie an' me, we was finishin' up the cookin' an' puttin' up the chickens for maybe an hour before that.” Titine hoisted her tiny daughter, naked and plump as a little loaf of brown bread, onto her shoulder, and stroked her back. Baskets dangled from every rafter-end along the cottage roof, the African way of cooping chickens away from the depredations of foxes and rats. “We'd a' seen if somebody came into Hessy's house 'fore then.”

“But not after you went in and put up the shutters?”

“No, sir.”

“Anyone else around?”

Suzie and Titine looked at each other for a moment, then shook their heads. “No, sir.”

Had Hesione let her killer in? Or had he come in and waited for her in the dark? In either case, a candle had been lit, and had been let burn for fifteen or twenty minutes. . . . January didn't even consciously think, It had to have been last night. No tallow drippings would have remained standing upright after a day as hot as yesterday had been. The same way he didn't consciously think, I'll bet the man was American, after seeing the extra tobacco around where the chair had been.

She hadn't dropped the berries on the floor in surprise, upon entering. Yet neither had she carried them over to the chair, or dropped stems or leaves in eating any.

“You hear anything later in the night?”

The two men looked at each other, self-conscious. Then tall, thin Gali gave an embarrassed chuckle. “This gonna sound stupid, an' I'm purely sorry for it, because if either of us had thought . . . See, we both heard a woman scream, Titine an' me. I thought it was Richie takin' out his mad for somethin' on Suzie, like every man does now an' then. An' he thought it was me hittin' Titine. Or maybe Titine hittin' me.”

Titine poked him hard in the ribs. “You'da screamed louder than that, an' more than once, my friend.”

He mouthed a kiss at her.

“She cried out only once?”

All four nodded. “Damn, I wish we'd a' gone to look.” Richie's bulldog face twisted with distress. “We might a' been able to stop him, or do somethin' to help her.”

January thought of the wax-drips of the search, and the deliberate final cut across Hesione's throat. No, you'd only have bought your own death by your helpfulness.

He said nothing.

By noon no one had yet come from the City Guards. The air cooled a little, as it does afternoon summers when the black clouds thicken for the daily thunderstorm, and the roar of the cicadas in the trees alters its note. January took the path that skirted the worst of the Swamp's taverns and boarding-houses, circled behind the new cemetery, and followed the unpaved track that became Rue St. Louis on the other side of Rue Rampart. The streets in the old French town were hushed, reeking heat lying like a dead thing between the pastel stucco walls of shuttered-up town houses, cottages, shops. As usual, the companies hired to clean the municipal gutters were behind on their work, and the stench of sewage and offal hung over everything, as if the town were sunk to the roof-line in a cesspool. Bloated with gases, a dog lay dead in the middle of Rue Rampart—swarms of gnats, mosquitoes, and fat black greasy flies hung over the brown standing water in gutters and streets, slashed through by the gunmetal wings of dragonflies.

Even the Place d'Armes before the Cathedral, usually alive with the traffic of the levee and the markets which bounded it, seemed to sleep. The few steamboats at the wharves lay lifeless, like stranded whales. The only animation was that of a man in the stocks before the Cabildo: he wept with frustration and pain as he tried to jerk his head away from a persistent horsefly as big as January's thumb.

The blue shadows of the prison's stone arcade held heat, not coolness, as January crossed through them to the open double doors. Voices echoed in the flagstoned watchroom inside, where the City Guards had their headquarters. A knot of well-dressed gentlemen clustered around the desk of the man January had come to see. All of them babbled and gesticulated in fury.

White men—January recognized one of them as Arnaud Tremouille, Captain of the City Guards, and resigned himself to wait.

“Bertrand Avocet claims he was out searching for a runaway slave at the time of the murder,” Tremouille was saying, presumably to Lieutenant Abishag Shaw, whom January could not see beyond the crowd of backs.

“He lies, then!” interrupted another man, tall and stout and sweating profusely in a blue coat and a high scarlet neck-cloth. “His shirt was found in the woods, entirely soaked with blood!”

“Do you say my client is a liar, M'sieu Diacre?” demanded another, whose old-fashioned pigtail was so tightly braided as to curl up over the back of his musty black coat.

“I say that your client had every reason to wish his brother dead and himself in charge of the plantation, M'sieu Rabot.”

A squirt of tobacco was spit from behind the desk, missing the sandbox a few feet away: the stone floor all around the box was squiggled with syrup-brown gouts and the whole watchroom smelled like a cuspidor. “Anybody ask where Guifford Avocet's wife was 'long about the time Guifford was kilt?”

The question, framed in Lieutenant Shaw's appalling French, acted upon the well-dressed French Creoles like a fox thrown into a henroost. Tremouille, the two lawyers, and the State Prosecutor Cire all burst into speech at once, while Shaw—visible now that everyone had drawn fastidiously aside from the path of further expectorations—calmly drew a notebook, a carpenter's lead-pencil, a measuring-tape, a small silver-backed mirror, and a pair of long-nosed tweezers from various drawers of his desk and secreted them in the pockets of his out-at-elbows coat. The lawyers and the Captain of the Guards, January noted, all shouted at one another, but none seemed willing to lower himself to shout at a greasy-haired American who looked like he'd come down from Kentucky on a flatboat. Shaw started to rise, bethought himself of something else, dug through another drawer, and pulled out a fresh twist of tobacco.

Then he stood, six feet two inches of stringy scarecrow homeliness, and said, “Maybe we better go have a look at the place? Maestro,” he added, surprised, seeing January for the first time. “'Scuse me just a moment, iff'n you would, sir,” he told Tremouille, and slouched over to January.

He smelled like his shirt hadn't been washed in weeks—January didn't know if he owned another besides that faded yellow calico—and his long hair straggled over his shoulders, ditchwater brown where his hat usually covered it, bleached to the color of tow-linen farther down. With his rather cold gray eyes, his linsey-woolsey trousers tucked into high-topped boots, and his skinning-knife sheathed at his belt, Shaw looked like any of the thousands of keelboat owl-hoots who populated the taverns of the Swamp or the whorehouses of Gallatin Street, looking for liquor to drink and trouble to make. January's mother wouldn't have had him in her house.

“What can I help you with, Maestro?”

“A murder.” January's voice was dry. “Out in the shanties, past the Swamp. According to the neighbors, it was reported just after sun-up. The victim's friends would like to get her body up off the floor and wash the ants off it so they can bury her. Sir.” He knew he was taking advantage of Shaw's tolerance in speaking this way: Shaw was, in fact, one of the few white men in New Orleans who wouldn't hit him a few licks with a cane for being uppity, and he guessed the delay in sending someone to Hesione's shack wasn't the Kentuckian's fault. But he was very angry, at Tremouille, at police in general, at Americans, and at the white French and Spanish Creoles who were becoming more like Americans every day: who looked at free men of color now as Americans did, as so much money loose on the hoof, money that could be going into their own pockets.

Angry that it was so.

And angry at Olympe, for being right.

“God bless it.” Shaw spit again, this time with no particular target. “I am sorry, Maestro. You talk to DeMezières about it. . . .”

The lieutenant caught the eye of the burly desk sergeant, pointed significantly to January, and signed that DeMezières should do as January asked.

“I should be back into town tonight,” Shaw said, and scratched under the breast of his sorry coat—January could only guess as to whether his concern was fleas or prickly heat. “You still boardin' with M'am Bontemps on Ursulines? I'll be to you then.”

As Shaw ambled from the watchroom in the center of the little troop of Creole gentlemen, the backwash of their rising voices swept over January: “. . . attempted to alienate twenty arpents of land . . . quarreled with his brother . . . account-books . . . had a favorite slave of M'sieu Bertrand's sold. . . .”

White men with money, thought January bitterly, returning to the cool ozone-smelling tension of the pre-storm air. He would have bet, had he had any money of his own, that Shaw wouldn't return until well into the following day. Avocet Plantation, if he remembered his mother's gossip correctly, was forty miles away in Plaquemines Parish. Not in the jurisdiction of the New Orleans City Guards at all.

But somebody wanted a policeman more expert than the sheriff of Plaquemines Parish, and that somebody was almost certainly related to somebody on the City Council to whom Tremouille owed a favor. . . .

And Hesione LeGros could lie in her own blood and rot, for all anyone cared.

Only when the white guests were done eating did the slaves get the leftovers, if any.

And with justice, thought January, as with food.

Lightning flickered above the trees in the direction of the lake; thunder distantly growled. In his years in Paris, this was one of the things January had never forgotten about the home he hoped he had left forever, that forerunning cool kiss of warning wind, and the smell of the lightning. His dear friend Rose, he thought, smiling, would check her barometer and make notes about the direction and strength of the wind. . . . He wondered if the man in the stocks breathed a prayer of thanks to the gods of the upper air.

Hesione LeGros, washed of blood and filth, lay on her bed beneath a clean sheet obviously borrowed from somewhere else. Flies clung to the mosquito-bar, swarmed around the bloodied dress where it lay wrapped in a newspaper outside the shack's rear door. The storm-shadowed interior of the little building reeked of the kerosene and pepper that had been sprinkled all around her to keep the ants away. Through the dirty scrim of the netting January saw that she still lay in the position in which he'd seen her on the floor, one arm flung above her head and the other tucked beneath her breast. Someone had combed out her hair. When the rigor wore off, he knew, her neighbors would dress her in a nightgown, probably not her own, and collect what money they could among themselves so that she would not be buried in Potter's Field.

Standing beside the bed—dripping on the scuffed and trampled floor, for the rain had caught him just the other side of the Swamp—January could feel his sister's eyes on him, waiting for him to say something, so that she could lie and tell him the Coroner had come after all. Thunder boomed and the damp wind flowed through the shed, bellying the mosquito-bar. The cypresses and oaks outside made a rushing noise, like water through a millrace. Around the front door, Gali and Titine and their neighbors were drinking ginger-water and trading stories about the dead woman on the bed, the woman who'd glowed with topaz and flame-colored silk and that tower of black-and-golden plumes, who'd died so poor, she'd spent the last evening of her life scrounging leftover vegetables from the market-women . . . and had insisted on dividing them with a neighbor who had a child.

I'm gonna shoot that man of mine for this. . . .

Twenty-three years, thought January, since she'd pressed beside him in the shelter of the piano, a stiletto in her hand and a smile on her lips. Twenty-three years during which he'd become a doctor, and played at the Paris Opéra; in which he'd loved and married, studied and traveled. . . .

“Michie Janvier?”

He opened his eyes, looked down to see the woman Suzie beside him. Her faded dress was soaked from the rain, which was pouring hard now. She must have just come across from her house. In her hands was the apron Hesione had worn, tattered and filthy where it wasn't brown with blood. “I was takin' her clothes to the trash-heap,” she explained, “when I found this. It was in her pocket.”

She held out her hand. In it were two cut pieces of a silver Spanish reale—bits, they were sometimes called, eighths of a reale sliced up to make change. Pieces of eight.

With them was a whole silver double-reale, a doubloon.

Enough for a poor woman to live on for months.
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