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Prologue

Patience. There is no story without history.

Ante 1678

BEFORE THE SPREAD OF SMALLPOX AND INFLUENZA, before the land was claimed in the name of a French king, before the land and its abundant rivers passed from French to Spanish to French hands, the land, the boot of the territory, thrived with Native peoples as diverse as its soil, trees, vegetation, waterways, and creatures. The people who populated the land thrived! The Caddo to the west, the Tunica-Biloxi to the northeast, the Natchez at its heart, the Atakapa and the Chitimacha to the south, and the Muskogee, the Choctaw, and the Houma to the east. And throughout the land, the Alibamu, the Apalachee, the Bayogoula, the Chickasaw, the Coushatta, the Ouachita, the Quapaw, the Quinipissa, the Yatasi, the Yazoo, and many more. This fertile land, with its wide southern mouth, surging rivers, still lagoons, bayous, swamps, and marshes couldn’t be kept to itself, for to follow the great river called Messipi by the Anishinabe people was to find the land and its wealth. So the French, the Acadians, then the Spaniards came by the hundreds, and then thousands. Like the river that carried them, they couldn’t be stopped. They learned the land from its diverse people, exchanged gifts, and negotiated the ownership. Yes. Some native to the land remained and brought their cultures into a rapid mixing of French, Spanish, African, and Caribbean people. But many were pushed into the shadows, the marshes, and the piney woods, and many were ultimately removed from the land.

While the land changed hands, finally, from Napoleon Bonaparte to Thomas Jefferson, one Bayard Guilbert, who had fled the Haitian Revolution with his wife, had secured a narrow tract of land to begin his life yet again. Although the land was granted to him, it didn’t hurt that he offered a bit of gold to the governor’s clerk for his administrative trouble. The land grant was about twelve hundred acres, wedged between wealthier planters. Those acres were not as much as he had owned in the former Saint-Domingue, but they were enough to grow and rotate sugarcane, a decent plot of cotton, some timber, and tobacco near the river’s banks. Here, he gave himself and his generations the greatest gift he could afford: he made himself anew in this country, la Louisiane. Like a pig rooting in the dirt for turnips, he could sniff his fortune in the soil without having to till or clear the fields. Before enslaved people, mules, horses, cattle, wagons, plows, and cast iron kettles were purchased, or a house facing the river was erected, “Vié Pè,” as the Black Creoles called him, or “Ol’ Pap,” as the Africans called him, tasted the promise of cane juice, hogsheads of molasses, and golden-brown crystal in his clay-rich soil. Although he might have been no more than a yeoman farmer in France, his birthplace, Bayard Guilbert would make himself a lord on this moist earth, as he had done in Saint-Domingue—the land his former slaves and now the emancipated Black men and women call “Ayiti.” Long after Bayard Guilbert was gone, the grandchildren of the Africans, Caribbeans, and coloreds on the Louisiana plantation called their children inside after darkness fell, saying the old planter still walked barefoot, stepping on the little things in the way of his big feet. “Run quick! Run quick! Ol’ Pap walk de earth!” or “Galopé, piti! Galopé! Vié Pè apé maché la tè! Vié Pè apé maché la tè! Be ware!”

As a young man in France, he couldn’t marry his love, the daughter of a vineyard owner, for he was a nobody, young and hardworking. But through time in Saint-Domingue, his brown crystals by the hogshead gained him substantial prosperity.

Bayard Guilbert had plans to return triumphantly to France and claim the object of his affection. Through associates, he learned that the daughter of the vineyard owner had married, given birth to a girl, and then, eight years later, had died. Bayard Guilbert wouldn’t be stopped by death. If he couldn’t have the woman, he would have her daughter. Kidnap the girl, if necessary. Time. Distance. Impossibility. These things didn’t matter to Bayard. He worked each day with the daughter of his love in mind. He bided his time. The girl was now thirteen. He braved seafaring pirates and returned to France to take his prize. Through careful inquiries he learned that in the wake of the French Revolution, the girl had become a discarded remnant of the queen’s court. She was within his grasp! He went about finding her.

At that time Bayard was but thirty-five. His suntanned face made him stand out among French men on the streets of Paris, but where he was not fair and handsome, he was virile and formidable.

He found an inn, a bath, and suitable clothing. Not attire so grand he’d look like a mongrel in a poodle’s collar.

Bayard wisely dispatched a person who could inquire further among social circles he was not comfortable in. It was still dangerous. The blood of King Louis XVI hadn’t satisfied the people. The Terror and revolutionary thirst were in the air. Blood. Blood. Blood.

But what of the girl? Thirteen. Perhaps an improvement upon her mother? It didn’t matter. Bayard Guilbert was fixed on his new object. This girl. She would compensate him for what he had been denied in his youth. Second, her French blood, her association with the very thing he despised, the aristocracy, would erase his humble background, and his children’s children would never be denied entry into society or looked down upon. Yes. He would have her.

1793

Bayard paid a poor farmer handsomely for a perfect head of cabbage. Perfect in color, size, and shape. He then cut the head from its neck in one clean blow and sharpened the hardened neck’s rim with his knife. He hired a broker of sorts and gave the man instructions on how to present the gift. She is a child; she would like a gift and a game. He had his broker purchase a satin box from a fancy milliner. His broker asked no questions and placed the cabbage in the box with its neck facing up and tied it neatly with a wide satin ribbon. A note, dictated by Bayard, and improved upon and handwritten by the broker, was to be given to the girl. Bayard Guilbert possessed neither persuasive charm nor social grace and couldn’t risk frightening the girl with his illiterate scrawl and his gruff manner; he relied solely on the broker to obtain his life’s object.

A brief meeting at the convent where the girl had been deposited was arranged between her and the broker. The sneer the girl gave the broker said this meeting wouldn’t be long or an easy one. The broker smiled anyway, introduced himself, and asked if she was Sylvie Bernardin de Maret Dacier of the Bernardin de Maret vineyard.

“I am,” she snapped. She looked down at the box in his hands. “Is this from the Family?” she asked of the box. He noted she wasn’t demure or hopeful, like a poor child, but that she had asked assuredly, if not accusingly, with the scrutiny of a grand inquisitor.

“No, mademoiselle,” he said. “I am here for Monsieur Bayard Guilbert, who sends you this gift.” If it was Bayard’s design to enchant this Sylvie Bernardin with the box, he had miscalculated. The broker extended the box to her and then laid it on the table, since she wouldn’t take it from his hands.

“Hmph,” was all Sylvie said. She untied the ribbon, lifted the satin-covered lid, and peered down her small but pointed beak of a nose at the cabbage, still green and perfect. She looked at the broker and placed the lid back on the box, dismissing him with dispassion. “Good day, monsieur.”

“Mademoiselle,” the broker said. “You are too hasty.”

“Hasty? I’ve given you more than you or your master can repay. Even now, I overspend my courtesy.”

She turned to leave, but he rushed ahead to block her exit. He had counted on the money Guilbert promised, and this snit of a girl was not enough to keep him from it.

He bowed before her, clasping his hands. “Humblest of all pardons, Mademoiselle Bernardin de Maret Dacier. My master asks that you closely examine the contents in hand. I beg you, mademoiselle. It will be the worst for me if you refuse.”

She was miffed, but it was also true that she was bored, having been confined for nearly two years in the convent for her safety and separated from her dearest friend, Marie-Thérèse Charlotte.

Sylvie huffed through her nostrils, a sign she had relented; removed the lid from the box; and took the cabbage head. Her expression of impertinence and boredom hadn’t changed.

The broker read her face and spoke quickly. “My master only asks that you run your finger swiftly along the cut stem.” He demonstrated the gesture in the air.

Sylvie huffed again, fluttering her eyelashes before doing as the broker had demonstrated. She ran her finger swiftly around the hardened edge. She drew blood, dropped the cabbage, then sucked her bloody finger.

The broker said, “My master commanded me to say, ‘Better to stick your finger than lose your head.’” Clearly, he had her. At the least, he had succeeded in wiping away her impertinence.

“Mademoiselle Sylvie Bernardin de Maret Dacier, you are an orphan, no longer under the protection of the Royal Family. Monsieur Bayard Guilbert is the lord of profitable sugar plantations in the New World and he sends me to make his offer of protection and marriage. Do you accept?”

At thirteen, she knew it was improper for a girl to decide her own fate, especially in affairs of marriage, even with the smell of spilled blood in the streets. In good times she had expected a proper negotiation for her dowry—a prosperous vineyard and manor house with so many cottages, a fair annual income, and her mother’s jewelry. While she didn’t expect the same royal situation due Marie-Thérèse Charlotte, her imprisoned friend, she was certain to receive an advantageous negotiation on her behalf. But hastily she must decide: convent, guillotine, or plantation lord’s wife? For the moment, she was safe, hidden in the convent in a novice’s habit. But even she had heard the shouts for blood in the streets. And for how long would she be safe?

The broker smiled. He had her answer. Without intending to, Sylvie touched her neck.

He held out his hand. “You must come now.”

She stood firm and crossed her arms. “No,” she said. “First, he must register me as his wife. The vineyard must stay with my family. And I must see the contract.”

He couldn’t believe her demands. Her mouth. “Are you blind to the thirst for blood? There is no time for a contract.”

“Then there is no bride.”

He didn’t know which he feared more, this thirteen-year-old girl or his master. He wanted to slap her, but he dared not touch her.

The broker changed his tone. “I will do as you ask, mademoiselle, but what you ask will take time. Please be ready to leave when I call tomorrow, or the next day.”

“Come with the marriage contract in hand. You tell your master I can read and will read it carefully. And for the marriage contract I am Sylvie Bernardin de Maret Dacier.” She recited her date of birth, the name of the convent, the names of her parents and grandparents, the name of the vineyard and its region. She made him repeat everything back, her arms crossed, her brow lifted in complete insolence. Then she sent him on his way.

Sylvie’s heart remained proud, and she even congratulated herself on delivering her demands. That wave of triumph, however, dissolved swiftly. The nun who served her bread, potatoes, and green vegetables that evening relayed to Sylvie a horrific sight that left her shaken. A young girl, believed to be a friend of the court, had been dragged away screaming for her life.

Although hungry, Sylvie could not eat.

Two days later the broker returned with a sheet of rolled-up paper and a plain dress. One fit for the scullery maid’s daughter in the queen’s country home. It was not the gown of a nobleman’s daughter. Sylvie was put off by the look of it—a heavy linen dress, too big for a girl with buds for breasts and barely hips.

The broker anticipated her expression and said, “It isn’t safe to walk the streets in high fashion.”

Yes, she thought. The young girl seized by the mob was likely dressed as a young lady and not a peasant. Still, Sylvie couldn’t help herself. Even when she took the garment, she gave the dress the look she had given the cabbage, the broker, and anyone for that matter she deemed beneath her notice. “Where does it come from?”

All he could think of was how he wanted to be outside the bed chamber on her wedding night to enjoy her screams. This thought made him patient with her. “Mademoiselle, the master offers you protection and you care where the dress comes from. Change and leave all behind. As you can see, I have your contract,” he said, holding up the rolled paper.

Sylvie appeared before the broker wearing the scullery maid’s dress and carrying a small, plain bag. The convent doors closed swiftly behind them, a reminder or omen. Once again, young Sylvie Bernardin de Maret Dacier had left one place of protection for another.

She looked at her soon-to-be husband, who had not been waiting in a carriage but on foot. He was a man surely the age of the queen. Thirty-eight. Forty? Big. Tall. Sun-brown skin. Dressed well, but not what she expected in a lord. He didn’t try to make himself or the circumstance appealing. Though he had recently bathed, his hair clung to his face. His teeth jutted from his lips.

“May I present Mademoiselle Sylvie Bernardin de Maret Dacier.” The broker turned to her. “Mademoiselle, Monsieur Bayard Guilbert.”

She waited to hear more. Perhaps a title. Where he was born, or some sort of succession. The realization of it, that she would be absorbed into this giant of a man—and the smallness of his circumstance—made her both woozy and then sober.

He bowed.

With the doors closed behind her, she had no choice but to follow the man and the broker to the office of the registry. Once there, she asked the attending clerk to see the registry. It was all she could think of, the most pressing evidence of her existence. Who she was. Granddaughter of the baron of Bernardin de Maret vineyard; her father, Captain Dacier, a military nobleman with the favor of the court.

“The vineyard. It must stay in the Bernardin de Maret Dacier line and pass to my issue. But you, my lord, cannot own it.”

The broker’s eyes shone as he waited for the master to smack her down. This he would enjoy as much as if he had laid the blow himself.

The master said, “Write it in the contract.” He neither smiled nor flinched.

The young clerk, unlike the girl, feared the master. He wrote quickly while the girl peered over the proceedings, making sure her words were represented as she dictated them. “Monsieur clerk,” she said. “The vineyard is to be looked after by and profited to the convent until the heir appears.”

Sylvie, acting on her own behalf, had played her card. Besides a printed contract filed with the registry and a secret token stashed on her person, she was out of luck and options. She was still a girl, and in her girlish heart she nursed a hope that members of the Royal Family would learn who she was attached to and obtain her release.

The ink hadn’t dried on the writ of marriage contract when Bayard took the thick parchment paper and herded the girl to the church. He presented the paper. The priest said the words. She gave her pledge. He grunted his. The broker witnessed the ceremony, received his gold pieces, and was on his way.

In the dark of night, the former Sylvie Bernardin de Maret Dacier followed Bayard Guilbert to the stinking part of town where the ship they would set sail in had been docked.

On the ship, he said, “You have a bag. You were told to bring nothing.”

“I’m to have nothing? Nothing of myself?”

He didn’t reply. He had done his whoring during the day and settled his business and waited for the girl to be delivered to him. With her in his possession he had no reason to linger. Not even for a meal at an inn. When they were aboard the ship and she was queasy from its motion, he said, “There is no need for these old things from that old place. You are coming with me to Saint-Domingue. For you, a new place. A new life.”

At first opportunity for privacy the new bride had stashed the signet ring bearing the seal of the Bernardin de Maret vineyard in the hem of the frock that served as her wedding dress, and now, her only dress. She stole a glance at a locket portrait of her mother and also inserted it in the hem of her frock. She intended to place the signet ring in the hands of her firstborn child when he or she came of age. Her instinct hadn’t failed her: this husband, this Bayard Guilbert, took her bag, didn’t bother to look inside or empty its contents to discover her treasures. He threw the bag overboard into the murk.

She screamed.

“Go,” he said dispassionately. “Go, then. Get your dead old things.”

His dispassion stopped her cold. She didn’t want the guillotine or whatever torture was saved for friends of the royals. She also wasn’t brave enough to jump into the indigo abyss after her mother’s jewelry, a hairpin the queen had given her, lace gloves, and cloths she would need to attend to herself. Sylvie had no choice but to follow the man, her husband, to their cabin, on a ship bound to Saint-Domingue.
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I

Patience. Even as time leaps three score and seven years, all that lies between that time and now will be made known. Patience.

July 1860

“THISBE,” MADAME SAID TO THE DARK-SKINNED GIRL standing to her right. “Go out to the gallery. Tell me what he is doing.” Her French was clipped, but notes of wicked humor peppered the command. Madame Sylvie didn’t speak the more relaxed Louisiana French or French Creole. Having lived nearly sixty of her eighty years in St. James, Louisiana, she still only spoke the French of her childhood spent in her family vineyard and in Queen Marie Antoinette’s Petit Trianon and in her country hamlet. Madame did not consider herself Creole, and this was true—Madame and her husband were French born. Her son, Lucien, however, like white Catholics born to French or Spanish parents on Louisiana soil, proclaimed himself a proud Creole, much to Madame’s objections and disdain. For how could her son be what Black Creoles also called themselves?

“Yes, Madame,” the girl answered. She left Madame’s salon through the opened shutter doors and stepped outside onto the wood-planked gallery. The gallery faced the river but didn’t wrap around the two-story house. She couldn’t see her family’s cabin in the quarter, or the rows of green cane stalks stretching without end behind the house. Her clearest views were front-facing, of the river, the live oaks that lined the path and served as a walkway, the garden, the far-off man-made pond, and the garçonnière where Madame’s grandson, Byron, stayed. To see the cement monument to Bayard Guilbert, the site that Madame’s son, Lucien Guilbert, had last night threatened to take action, Thisbe went to the upriver end of the gallery and leaned, holding on to the railing with one hand. The wide-hipped roof gave her plenty of shade, but she cupped her other hand above her brow to tamp down the sheer might of the July sun that cursed and blessed the small plantation. She saw enough to report to Madame: Monsieur Lucien sitting on his white horse, overseeing the work at hand. Four Black men, men he had earlier claimed he couldn’t spare from the cane fields, digging at the obelisk that bore his father’s name. Thisbe hoped one of the four men was her father, but she could see he wasn’t among them. It had been months since she had visited with her family, although they were housed in the quarter, not more than five hundred feet behind the big house, or Le Petit Cottage. Still, it was a comforting thought to imagine her father being close enough to wave to her, although she dared not wave back while she served Madame Sylvie.

Twenty seconds hadn’t yet passed, but Thisbe, aware her Madame wasn’t a patient woman, returned to the salon to report back.

“And?”

“Monsieur Lucien watches the men dig Monsieur Bayard’s stone, Madame Sylvie.” These words, eleven in total, were the longest utterance the girl would speak in Madame’s presence that day. That being the case, she purposely extended each sound before she returned to a vault of relative silence. Still, she hoped for more opportunities to speak. French, Louisiana French Creole, English, pidgin English. It didn’t matter. Perhaps Madame would ask which men and if they found anything.

“Digging!” Madame Sylvie threw her head back and laughed, each cackle catching in her throat and mouth, a sound like dishes breaking. “So close, my son. So close!”

Thisbe bent to aid Madame, but the much older woman waved her off and lifted herself up under her own power, gripping the arm of her favorite perch, a faded rose brocade throne with a curved mahogany frame and legs. The little throne was a gift from her husband. A joke and reminder of her former surroundings at Le Petit Trianon. After her years of service as plantation mistress, Sylvie wanted nothing more than to sit on this little chair and to be served. Madame Sylvie, the maîtresse, was petite at eighty, but not frail. Still, in spite of being waved away, Thisbe remained close and helped her mistress out onto the gallery.

“And Beee-rohn?” Madame’s tongue turned her grandson’s name, Byron, after the English poet, into a French confection. “Do you see him? Does he stand at the big tree and wait?”

Thisbe peered toward the grand live oak, the centerpiece of Le Petit Cottage. She and Madame knew the grandson’s routine since he had returned home from West Point. Lately, it was to close the commissary at noon, walk to the live oak, and then stand like a guardsman with his hands behind his back for as long as an hour. Sometimes ninety minutes. There were so few customers to buy goods at the commissary. Who had cash? After his hour or so of standing, Byron would then walk back to the commissary in no hurry.

“My fan!” Madame said.

Thisbe was light on her feet in her shiny black leather ankle boots. Her skirt barely rustled when she pirouetted and disappeared into the salon. She was quick about retrieving the ivory-handled fan and rushed to the gallery to give the fan to Madame.

Was he guarding the plantation? This didn’t seem likely. But why stand there? Madame and servant looked toward the big tree and waited for something about the routine to change.

Byron’s first two years at West Point straightened his spine and opened his chest. He knew his grandmother sat out on the gallery watching, which was precisely why he kept his back to the house, even though she couldn’t see his expression. These were private, pleasurable moments for him. Who would want to be spied upon from afar and then picked apart later in the dining room? With his back turned, he was to himself. With his face lifted, eyes closed, the kiss of a breeze rising off the Mississippi swirled around his nape and ears and was gone. A memory. A smile. And now longing. Indescribable longing. And waiting.

For all practical purposes, Byron was an engaged man. The negotiations had been made between his father and Colonel Duhon, the father of Eugénie Duhon. The wedding would take place two years from this past June—five days following Byron’s graduation from West Point. He and Eugénie had met three times, but mainly wrote letters. There were no mothers—both having died shortly after childbirth—to press for a shorter and more involved engagement. The two young people, however—Byron, soon to be twenty, and Eugénie, seventeen—were agreeable to the discreet and extended family arrangement, with a proper announcement forthcoming at the right time.

In every way, Byron was a dutiful son. Most important, he was the Guilbert legal heir. (Rosalie, his quadroon half sister, and any other half siblings that had been farmed to other plantations or sold to settle debt had no legal claim to the plantation.) It was Byron Guilbert whose steps in life mattered. In spite of his innermost conflicts, Byron would do what was expected of him. He would marry Eugénie Duhon and assume the management of Le Petit Cottage so his father could drink bourbon, gamble at racetracks, and read the old poets. Byron would produce heirs, preferably two, as neither his father nor grandfather had much luck in producing white heirs. In time, he would hand off the plantation to the next legal son, or daughter’s husband if it came to that. He found the idea of producing legal heirs amusing. A legal heir, maybe two, would be all that he could muster, as he didn’t share his father’s or grandfather’s lust for Black women, or for women of any color, for that matter.

To refuse or escape his life didn’t occur to him. Neither of these choices was an option. But this moment, this reverie of stirred air and memory, made the impossibility he harbored within that much sweeter.

Lucien Guilbert climbed off Zuk, his pet name for Sucre, or Sugar. His maneuver from saddle to both feet on ground, inelegant. He had had nearly as many white horses named Sucre as he had had wives. He patted Zuk’s butt and released her to the stable boy, a grandson of his own half brother Henri and the boy led the white horse off to graze. Henri. The only brother he had known. If Lucien stopped to consider the loss that Henri’s wife and children felt after their husband and father ran away, it was only for a flicker in time. Thirty years later, the only injured person betrayed and bereft by the thoughtless act of the runaway, according to Lucien, was Lucien.

“Bonjou, monsieur.” The house servants, Marie and Louise, dipped in unison and greeted Lucien as he entered through the front doors and strolled into the main room. Marie and Louise, twin sisters, owed their being to Lucien Guilbert. Nearly twenty years ago his business associate from France visited Le Petit Cottage and took their mother by force as she slept in the dormer set aside for house servants. (This incident and more pushed Madame to make certain the house servants lived in the quarter.) The monsieur, the father of Marie and Louise, made a point to visit his daughters when he returned to the parish of St. James.

Lucien grunted and walked past the twins, leaving clumps of dirt on the floor and rugs. He stomped heavily up the stairs.

Madame Sylvie and Thisbe returned to the salon, expecting the visit, Madame on her throne, Thisbe at her side. The sound of Lucien’s boots irritated Madame. She despised the dirt he brought into the house.

He entered the room of feminine decor, plastered in fading wallpaper.

“How goes the harvest, son?” Madame Sylvie asked.

Lucien didn’t answer. His tan face seemed to darken.

“Not well?” she answered herself. “If things went well, you would dance for me. Then bathe, put on your good suit, and make plans for the racetrack or Madame Suzette’s for tea,” she continued matter-of-factly. “Whoring and gambling always put your father in a good mood. Sometimes not so good.” She sought to make him laugh. She failed. “Son, my son. Why don’t you believe me when I tell you it’s not buried under the monuments?”

He walked over, mainly to track in more dirt, and he kissed her on the cheek. “I got off old Zuk and helped to heave that stone myself. I had to try,” he answered. “On the chance . . .”

“On the chance I lied? Lucien! You should believe me. I have no time for lies.”

His laugh was muffled and angry. “I doubt if there’s gold at all.”

She clapped and laughed. “Don’t give up! Not when the game is now fun!” Sylvie was in her glory. Color rose in her face. She felt young.

Lucien felt the opposite. A weary calm of resignation. “I’ve pulled hands away from the cane and wasted a day.”

“You’ll make up what you lost. You always do.”

This was far from true. Lucien expected this willful ignorance of reality from his mother.

Sylvie changed her tone. “When the time is right, I will take you to your father’s gold. All sixty-three thousand dollars’ worth.”

“Why wait, when your mind is sharp as the knife at my throat? You know every inch of these grounds. Tell me where it’s buried and be done.”

“And I will! I will,” she sang.

Thisbe took in their exchange. She had a way of fixing her head, a slight downward tilt, so as not to favor either speaker or make eye contact. She had become skilled at taking in each word regardless of what was said, while not giving the appearance of listening. As always, she absorbed all that was given, with no plan of how to expend her store of knowledge. Her practiced perfection at invisibility was an art. Her posture, her stillness, and her blankness were as dear and urgent to her as breath itself. These simple arts became her tools for surviving one day, and then the next.





II

THE MASTER, OR MAÎTRE (IN NAME ONLY), HAD NOT been able to win these skirmishes with his mother. He didn’t like to give her the satisfaction of his anger or frustration—a trait he learned from her! Defeated, he wished her a pleasant day and left the house to take refuge in his office, a small cottage close to the privy and the commissary. When he left, Marie and Louise rolled up the rug in the main room and brought it out on the lower porch to beat with their brooms.

Lucien removed his jacket, sat at his desk. He didn’t open last week’s letter from the Sisters of Mercy School for Girls, or the one that arrived before that. Somehow, he would find money for the good sisters to board and educate Rosalie, his only daughter. The good sisters did not hold Rosalie’s mixed blood against her—unlike the girl’s grandmother—but the Sisters of Mercy expected payment, and soon.

Instead of acknowledging his debt to the school, Lucien spread out his newspapers—the Sugar Planter, the Louisiana Democrat, and Le Mésachébé —which he perused in that order before they were used for kindling or taken outside to the privy.

He didn’t know which took the worse toll on him: watching his men dig only to come up empty or waging the age-old battle with his mother, and also walking away with nothing. The newspapers gave him much-needed diversion. He scanned up and down the inky columns of print for announcements and legal pleadings. He searched for the family name among those listed on the “do not extend credit” list. He found the “Huberts” and the “Gilberts,” but not the Guilberts. Safe, for now!

In his momentary relief, Lucien turned his mind to restocking the commissary and obtaining a line of credit. There was a time his plantation-owning neighbors, as spread out as they were, along with struggling piney woods farmers, some Choctaw Indians, some Irish and Germans encamped on riverbanks, and his enslaved laborers, would frequent the commissary to buy goods and rent tools and equipment. He still had rolls of gingham, wool, linen, and a bit of bombazine fabric, hoping wives of Irish ditch and levee workers would buy a few yards. It seemed a string of bad luck hit every other family just as hard as a wave of yellow fever had swept through the parish. No one seemed to have cash, only promissory notes and pride.

He combed through the barkers in print. Even at these good prices, he had to choose between shoes for some of his field hands to get through winter hoeing and replanting, and clothing for all. At least his field hands ate well enough, between their vegetable gardens and time off to fish. Could he afford to give his enslaved laborers that hour to cultivate vegetable gardens and muck up holes for crawdaddies? He needed his slaves fit and robust for work, but no one, particularly Lucien Guilbert, liked to see an idle Black body when their rest cost him so much.

Lucien moved on to the Louisiana Democrat. He studied the legal notices, foreclosures, and sales of once prosperous, enviable plantations. He followed the accounts of poor harvests, disrepair, and plantation mismanagement. Ah! Better the planter precedes the plantation in death than the reverse, he thought. For the jaws and lips would jerk and flap to gossip and mourn over the unthinkable: the sale of field hands, house servants, good china, French tea and coffee services, sugarhouse equipment, horses, mules, cattle, pigs. The principal house. The land. Then there were the firsthand accounts of how the planter and mistress stole away in buggy and wagon. The good laughs to be had over those accounts were always mingled with the remembrances of the communion parties, waltzes, weddings, and funeral gatherings at the now foreclosed upon plantations.

Lucien hadn’t opened the ledger since Byron had returned to St. James. This task of making entries and recording sales from the commissary now fell to Byron when he was home, and not a moment too soon. Lucien could barely stand the dismal reality of the commissary’s income: a cycle of pennies that went from him to his slaves and back to him. The commissary. Yet another business investment that failed to yield a real profit. Some of his slaves were savers, hard to part with a penny. He found this more so with the women, who wore their same dress in the field day in and day out, giving it a washing until threadbare, pushing its wear through another year.

In hard times he was forced to sell his more profitable slaves rather than hire them out. These included a dressmaker who’d made herself profitable by mimicking Parisian styles, and a wood-carving craftsman and son responsible for ornate bedposts, armoires, cabinets, and caskets. The father and son carvers, having learned their craft from their African ancestor, were relatives of his mother’s servant, Thisbe, and were meant to be freed when Vié Pè passed on. (Patience is not required, as that is yet another story.)

This year’s crop promised to rescue Lucien Guilbert from his debts; but these days, Lucien Guilbert, now master for the past thirty-five years, went to bed with worry, and always a flask of bourbon or whiskey.

Things were not yet dire, but everything was tied to a fraught little string. The banks nipped hungrily, and there were property taxes owed. The Guilberts could maintain for another year, but the harvest! The stalks rose and swelled under the sun, their juice threatening to rot if the cutting season was attacked too slowly. And then there was the risk of early frost. He preferred the assurances of his father’s gold, buried decades ago, to the long list of hopes he relied upon: He hoped the newspapers would continue to omit from or misspell his name among the list of those denied credit. He hoped his mother would relinquish her hold on the plantation. He hoped she didn’t suddenly expire—not until after relinquishing her hold on the plantation and telling him where the gold was located. He hoped to bring his quadroon daughter, Rosalie, home to Le Petit Cottage from the convent where she lived, and to cobble an engagement between her and Laurent Tournier. He further hoped Laurent Tournier would favor him with the use of his planting innovations to ensure an efficient harvest. He hoped women from smaller plantations would flock to the commissary to purchase his fabrics. He hoped to not sell more of the northern field. He hoped Colonel Duhon, under the influence of his sister-in-law, the countess, didn’t find a more advantageous engagement for the Duhon girl when all had been arranged with Byron.

He was lucky to engage the boy to a decent family, let alone a well-connected one. As fine a boy as he was, Byron had been a failure in all the ways that would encourage back-slapping closeness between father and son. Lucien believed every man looks for himself in his son, just as every man is excited to also see what great things his son can accomplish. Unlike his own father, Lucien was literate and could navigate the social circles of Louisiana planter society, thanks to his mother. But like Vié Pè, he took to bourbon, cigars, racetracks, and creeping down to the cabins of his favorite Black females. But now, himself a father, Lucien lamented that he wouldn’t have fatherly advice for Byron on which Black females to use and which to avoid. Unlike himself, Byron stopped short at one drink and couldn’t be persuaded or shamed to drink more. As for taking a lantern to creep down to the quarter, Byron would rather read histories of famous battles. Good son that he was, Byron had pledged to save himself for his wedding night.

Lucien did not dwell on the disaster of the whorehouse in New Orleans some seven years ago. Perhaps the boy was too young—although he himself went about sexing Black females as early as he was able. He had completely put the incident of Byron’s child’s play with the cook’s son near the bayou out of his mind.

Meanwhile, Lily, the cook, who ground corn, baked bread and cobblers, and hacked off antlers with a saw and butchered venison for deer sausage, hadn’t forgotten. Even as she peeled, chopped, fried, baked, boiled, and roasted in the hellishly hot cookhouse, Lily hadn’t forgotten a damn thing.





III

MADAME SYLVIE FELL ASLEEP IN HER CHAIR AFTER amusing herself with many games of solitaire. The kings, queens, and jacks were her faithful company. The stories the face cards told of their predicaments, their aspirations for foolish love, their greed, betrayals, and, in more cases than not, their downfalls, never failed to entertain her. Madame’s daily visit with her royal courtiers was as important a routine to her as her nightly prayer to the Holy Mother.

Every morning after breakfast was served in Madame’s salon, Thisbe would open the drawer where the cards were kept. She’d untie the pink satin ribbon, gently pull the bow loose, and make certain all the cards were accounted for. There was hell to pay if a card, no matter how lowly in rank, was missing from the deck. The task of counting the cards was enormous when Thisbe was six, but she taught herself to compare the cards by their likeness and to always remove the joker from the deck. Over time, Thisbe learned in her own way to count, multiply, subtract, and even to predict probable outcomes by paying close attention while Madame played. Once, the four of spades had gone missing and Thisbe was beaten for it. The card had been found in Madame’s drawstring purse. For this reason, Thisbe learned to count the cards before setting them before her mistress, and to always watch Madame Sylvie closely.

Madame now snoring, Thisbe used this time to see to her own needs. She counted the cards and put them away, then tiptoed out of the salon, down the stairs, through the main room and the dining room, then through the pantry and out of the house.

The cookhouse was some forty feet from the back of the house. When Thisbe let herself in, she found the interior of the brick enclosure unbearable as always, its heat from pots boiling in the hearth and sparks crackling beneath a rabbit on a spit. Steam and smoke were everywhere. She had gone from the damnable heat under the sun into hell. Still, there was no other place she’d rather be, besides her family’s cabin. Her family, all field hands, ate in the field when they were allowed their break. Eating with her family was out of the question. Thisbe had to remain close to, if not attached to, Madame. Lily, the cook, was forty feet away. Lily became her family.

Lily presided over the boiling and roasting, poker in one hand, ladle in the other. The sun streamed inside from the door opening and closing, but she didn’t bother to turn and acknowledge her visitor. She let the sweat from beneath the tignon scarf wrapped around her head drip down her face, neck, and arms as she stirred and poked.

“Miss Lily,” Thisbe said, although, at sixteen, she was old enough to speak Lily’s name without a title. “I could eat half a hog.”

“Dis Be,” the cook said, always in that flat way of speaking. “Be glad to get this bacon fat.”

To this, or to whatever Lily had to offer, Thisbe said, “Lawd knows I gives him de thanks. Lawd knows I gives it to you too, Miss Lily.”

“Hush ’n eat if you hungry, Dis Be.”

“Dis Be” ate but couldn’t hush. She told Lily about Mass’ Loos’yn vexing Miss Sivee’s nerves, digging up Ol’ Pap’s stone fo’ dat gold and Mass’ Byr’n as lackadaisical as a lub-sick dawg idling his time underneath that tree.

“Don’t care nothing ’bout no Mass’ no Miss, no Byr’n,” Lily said. She always said this, but she’d always look to Thisbe for a little more.

Thisbe knew her place with Lily, who was closer to her own mother’s age. Thisbe talked her fill, but didn’t put any questions to Lily, for the older woman wasn’t the talking type. Thisbe, whose life was built around observing, could see there was something between Lily and Lucien Guilbert. But not the business that went on between master and females in the quarter. This was something more. Lily’s face, large and seemingly unmovable, changed when Lucien was mentioned.

Thisbe rattled on, partly to exercise her mouth and thoughts in this safe enclosure, and partly to give Lily something different to focus on.

Miss Lily didn’t try to be or speak Creole. Thisbe knew not to speak to Miss Lily in Black French Creole, Louisiana French Creole, French, or in white people’s proper English. To speak to Miss Lily in those tongues would get her a stone face and a small plate. Le Petit Cottage held bond to many dark-skinned Creoles, but Miss Lily was not among them. Miss Lily was like Thisbe’s mother and father and grandparents. Her people had been brought in chains from West Africa to Virginia, and then marched down to Louisiana. She was a Negro, when a polite term was called for. If Miss Lily’s blood was mixed, it happened on the continent of her origin, among tribes whose names, enemies, and neighbors were no longer known.

Lily showed Thisbe what love she could. She made a healthy plate of food for the girl. And when Thisbe had to serve herself, Lily showed her which pots to eat out of and which to leave alone. After a while, Thisbe caught on that their food was tastier than the food prepared for the Guilberts.

Lily never said much. Never smiled. It wasn’t her way to involve anyone in her thinking. Only Lily knew that, for Thisbe’s sake, it was best to eat from the pots and skillets she had been told to eat from and to ask no questions.

Thisbe ate quickly, hugged Miss Lily, and ran back to the salon.

Thisbe, in service to Madame since the age of six, had been taught well how to serve her mistress. Most important, she knew her place—not in the given way between an enslaved person and master, but her peculiar place as Madame’s personal servant. She was to stand at Madame’s right-hand side, a half step behind wherever her mistress stood or sat so Madame didn’t have to see her, but knew she was there. Thisbe, having no room or closet of her own, slept inside Madame’s salon, her two dresses, nightgown, knit socks, and sundries in a small chest beneath the low trundle bed with African carvings for legs. She got Madame on and off the chamber pot and wiped her behind in the salon since Madame no longer made the two-hundred-foot walk to the privy. She bathed Madame with a basin and pitcher and dressed Madame. Before Madame slept and when she awoke, Thisbe brushed her hair with the same silver-plated brush Madame used to punish her with. In the mornings she parted Madame’s thinning hair down the middle, brushed the hair down the sides of her face and swept it back, knotted, pinned, and netted the hair in the back in the style that Madame had worn for the past ten years. On holidays and for balls, Thisbe fastened hairpieces to make her hair grand. These days she applied white powder to Madame’s face and neck and rouge to Madame’s cheeks. If visitors were expected, she used a fine brush to paint coal over Madame’s gray, thinning brows.





IV

MEANWHILE, THREE MILES UP THE RIVER ROAD, AT the Lavender Plantation, so named for its rows of French lavender, the postman slouched over his mule with cause to worry. He carried letters from law offices and banks for Madame Chatham. Letters that required an X, although Juliette Chatham always signed her name in a full curvaceous script. Much to his dread, he spied the Chatham girl astride her British charger.

Three hundred feet away, she had him in her sights. The old man was a slow-moving target but a target nonetheless for Jane and her warhorse, Virginia Wilder.

Jane Chatham, clad in her dead father’s military jacket and britches, crouched low on her charger. She began with a trot and jumped the marble lovers bench flanked by wisteria. The trot was now a breaking gallop. Girl and horse did as much damage to the grounds as they could, kicking up lavender, crabgrass, and dirt in pursuit of the target. Jane didn’t mind the dirt hitting her in the face. She gritted her teeth and gave a yell.

What could he do? He on a mule, she on a hard-charging horse? His mule, frightened and licked, backed up and made an unintelligible sound, a half bray, half choking whinny of a complaint and surrender.

“Now listen here, missy,” the man yelled at Jane. The postman meant to stand up to her, but she and her horse corralled him, circling man and mule in a lasso of dust that caused the mule to kick, and the postman to pitch forward and fall to the ground, along with the canvas sack of small parcels and envelopes.

Jane, a self-taught trick rider, jumped off her Virginia Wilder, scooped up the satchel, remounted, and rode back toward the house, ignoring the postman’s demands that she and her accomplice return the “dadgummit Post Office Department satchel!”

He wasn’t about to stand for disrespect from any planter’s daughter. He had had enough. This wasn’t the first time she, and barely a she in his opinion, had ridden up on him and his mule. Something must be done. The major offense, the theft of the Post Office Department mail, was serious, punishable by imprisonment. However, it was the act of a female wearing britches and a man’s war jacket, and that she straddled the horse, as opposed to riding sidesaddle as a lady would, that outraged him. The very picture of her, down to that strange haircut, was both masculine and indecent. He didn’t care that she was a high-toned white Creole planter’s daughter. The postman would lodge his complaint with the authorities.

Jane, on the other hand, was satisfied by her morning exercise. She rode Virginia Wilder to the shade of a red gum tree, took the satchel, and sat down. It would be awhile before the postman and his mule caught up to her. And awhile before Madame Chatham would be made aware of Jane’s latest episode. Madame Chatham was busy with her morning toilette, a routine Jane couldn’t be persuaded to adopt. Pluck. Brush. Apply hair clips, powders, perfumes, and rouges. Jane was concerned with other things. She fished through the canvas bag and removed the envelopes addressed to her mother from the bank, attorneys, and from her sisters, one postmarked from France, the others from South Carolina and Houma. If tearing up the envelopes from the bank and attorneys and letting the wind, scant as it was, carry the pieces to the fields and the river would stop the sale of the Lavender Plantation, Jane would have torn the envelopes. Time wasn’t on Jane’s side. Nothing could be done about the sale.

She climbed back on her horse, trotted out to the postman, who hadn’t moved much beyond the spot where she had left him, and tossed the satchel at the mule’s hooves.

The postman cursed and threatened to bring action against her and to have the horse put down. Jane said nothing to the ranting postman. Virginia Wilder, however, gave a few teeth-baring whinnies.

Madame Chatham would learn of her daughter’s charge at the postman soon enough.





V

BYRON KEPT THE DOOR TO THE COMMISSARY OPEN. His idea of his summer break from West Point, or furlough, didn’t include standing behind the counter of his father’s store walled in by sacks of goods, equipment for rent or purchase, fabrics, and sundries. What could he do? There was no one else to manage the cashbook and accounts, and lately there was little to manage. He would welcome a customer. Any customer. Even those with promises to pay. For this reason, he was seldom without his books of chemistry, astronomy, and tactics of infantry. He began with astronomy, a science less romantic than he had imagined. He reached a sentence that was too complex to sweep over when he looked away for perspective and caught sight of the postman on his mule, riding slowly toward the small building.

The postman! Byron’s spirits rose. He cursed himself for getting his hopes up, yet uttered “Dear God” in spite of himself. Hope created misery, followed by disappointment. He knew he would kick himself for hoping, and then resume hoping the next week, kick himself, and hope again. Still, Byron managed to smile at the sour-faced man when he came into view and slid off the mule.

“Afternoon!” Byron said.

“Let me tell you,” the man began without returning a greeting. “Done fought the British. The Seminoles. With the Choctaws. Side by side with and against the Creek Indians. Side by side with some free niggers, even. Yessuh. But it’s that dadblamed Chatham gal to drain the life from me.”

Byron didn’t bother with astonishment. “What has she done now?”

The postman handed him a newspaper and a few envelopes, the topmost envelope addressed to Lucien Guilbert and marked “Urgent Attention.” In a quick fanning of the envelopes, Byron saw what he had hoped to see. An Ohio postmark. A particular penmanship.

The postman had been rambling. “I’m not ashamed to admit I’m a lonesome feller. Never met a woman who’d have me. But I wouldn’t marry that Chatham gal if she came with a plantation and fifty niggers.”

“Nor would I,” Byron agreed. “Nor would I, sir.”

“You bet you wouldn’t,” he said. “No man would.”

“Had yourself a hard morning over at the Lavender?” Byron asked. “Tell you what. Ride on back to the cookhouse. See what Cook has for you. Tell her Byron says to treat you right.”

The postman tipped his hat. “Grateful, Mr. Gilbert. Sure am grateful.”

“Byron,” the young man insisted, knowing the older man wouldn’t overstep. “And take that mule to the stable. Let our boy take care of that old girl.”

“Yessuh. Much appreciated, Mr. Gilbert.” The postman tipped his hat again and was on his way to the stable.

With the postman sent off for refreshment, Byron beheld his envelope bearing the Ohio postmark. Ohio wasn’t the permanent residence of Robinson Pearce, his friend and fellow third-year cadet. Ohio was where Robinson Pearce lodged at the time of the writing. Somewhere upland along the river. He took out his pocketknife, slid the sharp edge into the corner of the envelope, and carefully tore it open to preserve the paper sheath.


B.

Much to share of past and current travels, all dulled by your absence. Will arrive in Baton Rouge by steamer, Monday July 16th. Impatiently.

P.



A handful of words and Byron pushed aside astronomy, chemistry, and tactics of infantry to read and reread the note, giving attention to each phrase.

Lily didn’t hide her displeasure when the stringy-haired white man showed up at the door demanding to be fed. In every way she wasn’t suited for housework or servitude. But then, the cookhouse was its own place, both hell and sanctuary. Even in the performance of obedience in doing her work, she couldn’t feign a docile appearance. Hers was a face that didn’t change or animate. If a weary traveler was in need of a cook who fussed, cajoled, and overwhelmed with love, that traveler was better off tapping doors of other plantations along the river road. Lily couldn’t be made to smile. She was this way when Lucien accepted her as payment in a card game, and she had little cause to change over twenty years at Le Petit Cottage. She was but ten when her master swore to Lucien, “She’ll be a top breeder soon’s she gets to bleeding. I solemnly swear on the book of Genesis, God made such a beast to breed mighty giants!” Lucien put her on his wagon and brought her to the plantation, where Hannah, an older woman, took charge of her. Hannah, who had come to the Louisiana shores in chains and leg irons, recognized something in the girl. Hannah, with memory of her original people and their ways intact, recognized what the large, unmoving girl was: Most Desired One. As in, any Akan son’s mother would bring the most extravagant gifts with her to knock on the door of the sought-after girl’s parents. Bride or queen. Hannah recognized the girl as one who didn’t move, but from her throne moved everyone around her. The girl might never have set foot on West African soil, or known about her origins, but Hannah knew. Hannah, childless Hannah, took the girl, not to mother her, but to serve her.

The postman, now in the presence of a “nigger,” no matter how big, stood ready to reclaim his trod-upon dignity. His paw-paw had owned a few Black field hands during good times, although he himself wasn’t to know those good times as a man. The postman’s belly ached, and his pride was in need of uplifting. He might not have owned any Blacks, but he was a white man. That counted for something.

“My refreshments,” he told her. “And a cool drink.”

She pointed to the outside. “Set out on the step.”

He gathered his mouth to object to her tone. Her words. Her audacity.

She did not seem to care. “Go’n. Set out there.”

“When I tells Master Byron and Master Lucien, that’ll be yore hide.”

She remained unmoved. “Go’n. Set.”

He turned, kicked the door, went outside, and dropped on the steps. He’d tell, all right. Might even get the first crack at her big Black self. And he’d whip her from the front where skin was soft and she might could even die. He’d tell.

At thirteen Lily’s shoulders were broader than any man’s on the plantation. Her legs thick as trunks from thigh to ankle, her arms to match. She had a big face the shape of a three-pound sack of coffee beans. She ate no more than any other field hand, and Hannah defended Lily against anyone who claimed otherwise.

Men in their teens and older wanted Lily, but it was a gentle, older field hand who brought her meat wrapped in cabbage and roughly made cakes he had thrown into a hearth fire himself. He laid her down in the field and entered her as tenderly as he could restrain himself to do. Hannah knew right away Lily was pregnant and rejoiced for this chance to cradle a child.

Typically, a girl around thirteen, fourteen, wondered when Master Lucien would get around to spoiling their chances of saving themselves for their future husbands. But Lucien had plans for Lily, such grand plans that even he wouldn’t ruin her product. Imagine, a gal such as she, who could grow big, not by filling her belly with his fish, pork, rice, and vegetables, but because it was as God had intended; she was meant to breed Negroes as large as giants, able to work like machines, impervious to human need and frailty. That’s what her former master had promised; that’s what Lucien had accepted. Yes! He had shared his plan with Arne Pierpont, across the river on the east side, and they struck a gentleman’s agreement. Lucien would get the first offspring and Pierpont would get the next. If twins, which in their thinking was possible, they would each have one. Guilbert and Pierpont often traveled by barge and traded machinery, and rented each other’s bulls, stallions, and hogs for stud purposes. They could also conduct a profitable husbandry between their two-legged livestock.

Lily wasn’t privy to their gentlemen’s agreement, but the master had planned some entertainment and a long-term capital investment for himself and Arne Pierpont, master of the Pierpont Plantation. When he had the overseer gather Lily up one Saturday night, Hannah feared it was to deliver her to a new home, a new plantation. She thought she had seen her queen, her adopted granddaughter, for the last time. Hannah didn’t know Lily would be going down the road and on a barge across the river to Pierpont’s plantation.

Lily got up on the wagon and hugged her belly.

Lucien had brought two bottles of his best bourbon from his reserve to share with Pierpont. He was excited to deliver the big girl.

Arne Pierpont was astounded when he saw the girl. Astounded that, for a change, Lucien Guilbert hadn’t exaggerated the girl’s magnificence. Why, she could be rented to a traveling show or circus and make good money, as gawkers wouldn’t be able to look away from her unusually large parts. Pierpont turned and patted the backside of his chosen man, impressively tall and broad, of about twenty, and gave him a few words of encouragement. Master Guilbert was immediately taken by the young Black man’s size. Both men congratulated each other on the size and overall health of the couple. They further congratulated each other on their anticipated profits and agreed to meet ten months from the date to pair the two for the next litter. The gentlemen smoked their cigars, drank bourbon, and shouted instructions, mainly at the young man to “Go at her again.”

When the husbandry was finished, Lily was told to stay on her back with her legs up to keep the investors’ seed intact. There was much drunken jubilation between the two planters. They marveled, cackled, poked, and slapped at her as she lay on her back, legs up. When they decided that their investment had been firmly planted in ground, the drunken men, with the help of Pierpont’s man, pushed the girl up and onto the wagon. The gentlemen tipped their hats to each other, and then Lucien and the girl, Lily, were on their way.

“Yuh did fine, boy,” Master Pierpont told the young man. “Just fine. We’ll get some strong négrillon out of her for certain.”

“I done the bes I can for you, Master,” he said. “But she already big.”

“Now, now,” Master Pierpont said, feeling jovial. “That’s no way to talk ’bout the woman done give you your way.”

“She give me my way,” he said. “But she give someone else their way too. The little feller in her kicked me fierce every time I done my work in her.”

Master Pierpont cursed in every ungentlemanly way he could summon. Early, before morning broke, Pierpont arrived at Le Petit Cottage, where he found Lucien among the row of small cabins, and laid his accusations on Lucien. “What are you trying to pull? That cow is already seeded.”

Lucien could barely comprehend his ranting but matched him in his ungentlemanly cursing.

Hannah heard the commotion and appeared from the cabin she shared with Lily. Knowing the girl barely spoke, Hannah spoke up for her. “Master,” Hannah said. “I’da told you she big. Hannah never lied to you. Never! You knows better, Master. But hain’t no one asked if Lily big. Hain’t no one said what you want with her.” She purposely spoke like a know-nothing nigger, eyes wide.

It worked.

The two almost fell over each other, laughing. They took turns mocking Hannah, bucking their eyes. “Hain’t no one asked,” one said. “Hain’t no one said what you want with her,” the other said. And they’d start it up again. Better the cussing and accusing gave way to laughter than to have gloves slapping faces and pistols drawn at dawn. Lucien said, “What do we gentlemen look like, dueling over a dumb cow? Your man wasn’t injured by the loss of an offspring.”

“He wasn’t injured at all, from the looks of things,” Pierpont said. “And the big wench seemed to be agreeable.” They went on, congratulating each other in spite of the disappointment.

Hannah had stopped the two planters from killing each other, but she couldn’t save Lily from the whip. Hannah had no choice but to take down Lily’s top and help her to her knees, while Lily bared her back to the men.

Guilbert extended to Pierpont the courtesy of cracking the whip. Mr. Pierpont was a good aim and lashed his big target six times, good enough to splay open the skin and stream blood down her back and legs, but not so devastating that she couldn’t return to the cane field. This made things right between the two men.

Hannah got a mixture of clay and herbs for the gashes on Lily’s back, and water and rags to prepare for what must be done for a woman who would soon lose her unborn baby. She would tend to the cleaning, the care of the mother, the gashes the whip left on the mother, and then later, begin the brief funeral song for the spirit of the unnamed baby, and tend to the burial of the baby’s body.

It took a gang of women to get Lily up and to her pallet on her side. Her back was split open, so she had to stay on her side. As soon as the baby was expelled and Hannah was done cleaning and tending to her, she would let Lily lie on her empty belly. But when Hannah examined her, touching her belly and checking her thighs for blood, she said, “Lily. Lily. Got to stay on your side. If the child don’t slip out come sundown, the child’s here to stay.”

Lily opened the door with plate and cup in hand. Not the plate and cup that she or Dis Be ate and drank from, but the tin plate and cup used for anyone not welcome to sit and eat inside the house.

Hunger got the best of the postman. He was grateful to get the fish, biscuits and gravy, and the sweetened mint iced tea to wash it down. He didn’t go so far as to thank Lily, but he asked for another plate and wolfed it down as fast as he had eaten the first one.
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