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Praise for On a Woman’s Madness



    Finalist for the National Book Award for Translated Literature


    Winner of the Dutch Literature Prize


    Winner of the P.C. Hooft Award


    “Astrid Roemer’s writing, in Lucy Scott’s new translation, is lush and sinuous, turning quiet domestic scenes into dreamscapes and cranking up the volume on the many love stories this novel contains. It has taken far too long for On a Woman’s Madness to make it into English – don’t miss it now that it’s here!”


    —Lily Meyer, NPR


    “Even as our protagonist Noenka worries she is incapable of truly loving others, she forges relationships of striking intensity – and on terms decidedly of her own choosing. Even as she’s weighed upon by ancestral and modern strictures Noenka boldly charts her path through mid-century Suriname…deliciously, sensuously dense.”


    —Vox


    “The poetic writing can occasionally feel as impenetrable as the lush vegetation that fills several sets – but as deliciously, sensuously dense too. Read this first-ever English translation of a queer classic if you want to feel both the suffering and the promise of a life that is one’s own.”


    —Caroline Houck, world politics senior deputy editor 


    “A stunning tale of love and survival anchored by Noenka’s unflagging honesty and Roemer’s embrace of the contradictions, ambiguity, and mystery that characterize real life…The miracle of Roemer’s novel is not only the beauty with which she narrates Noenka’s life but also the strength of spirit displayed by her characters. Finding beauty and love within any imprisonment is a glimpse of the divine in a person. Roemer’s novel glimmers with this holy light even in the darkest night.”


    —Elizabeth Gonzalez James, Southwest Review


    “Difficult, fragmentary, gorgeous, and at times unpredictable…The novel is saturated with pain, drama, pleasure, and violence, which may rightly invite comparison to classics by Gayl Jones, Toni Morrison, and Alice Walker, although Roemer’s writing style is remarkable in its own right…The world Noenka lived in didn’t have room for her kind of love or personhood, and she suffered for it. Yet somehow, by the end of the novel, Roemer’s heroine hasn’t abandoned the love she’s suffered for. This seems miraculous, and it is but one reason to be thankful for this long-overdue translation of one of her most important works.”


    —Harvard Review


    “In On a Woman’s Madness, freedom is not a place but an activity, a kind of restlessness that never settles into safety but still insists upon the necessity of its seeking…The appearance of Roemer’s second novel in English is a major hallmark for the study of contemporary Afrodiasporic literature, and Lucy Scott is to be commended for tackling Roemer’s unsettled and often unsettling prose.”


    —Nicholas Rinehart, Words Without Borders


    “Roemer makes her English-language debut with this classic of queer Black literature… As Roemer pushes at the boundaries of the senses, she melds biting postcolonial social commentary with a lush dreamscape. Scott’s translation is a gift to English-language readers.”


    —Publishers Weekly


    “On a Woman’s Madness, like its narrator, refuses to be one thing or another, but lives in the rich realm that lies between binaries, where awe and astonishment thrive. Here, memory and desire, like the serpents who dwell within Roemer’s pages, lurk and coil and crush and consume us. I don’t know if I’ve ever read a novel that so overwhelmed me with pulsing, coursing life.”


    —Kent Wascom, author of The New Inheritors


    “The legacy of colonialism and slavery affects both Noenka and her nation, Suriname, as she fights to escape her brutish husband and stay with the one she truly loves…The dialogue flows as if from another world: grand and old-fashioned. Noenka’s story unfolds in similar fashion, with dramatic twists and terrible revelations.”


    —Foreword Reviews


    “Astrid Roemer’s On a Woman’s Madness delights itself in emotional mayhem. Attempting to carve a path to freedom, Noenka is enveloped in crises, devastation, and desire. Refusing an easy reading of family and love and interrogating both physical and political space, Roemer pushes the reader to question form, heritage, and belonging. A story attuned and situated against patriarchal and colonial violence, On a Woman’s Madness reveals the brutality of a world against women.”


    —Kaitlynn Cassady, Seminary Co-op Bookstores (Chicago, IL)


    “Atmosphere drips off the page in the first English translation of this queer, Dutch classic. The prose is so carefully translated, effortlessly capturing the lush interior world of Noenka’s mind. Set among the cities and plantations of 1980s Suriname, On a Woman’s Madness is filled with snakes, orchids, and a tragic love that will haunt you.”


    —Laura Graveline, Brazos Bookstore (Houston, TX)


    “The atmosphere of a thriller, combined with the lyrical description of a woman’s inner world, makes On a Woman’s Madness a most exceptional book.”


    —Trouw


    “The whole book is a headlong search for identity, the identity of all women. Spellbinding prose, like rampant vegetation.”


    —Inge Meijer, Literair Nederland


    “Its wealth of sights, scents, and colors and its sensuality, exceptional in Dutch literature, make On a Woman’s Madness a great literary achievement, linked thematically to Louis Couperus…and stylistically to Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude.”


    —Judges’ report, P.C. Hooft Prize 2016


    “With her novels, plays and poems she occupies a unique position in the Dutch-language literature landscape. Her work is unconventional, poetic and experimental and succeeds in linking recent major history and its themes (corruption, tension, guilt, colonization and decolonization) to minor history.”


    —Dutch Literature Prize Jury


    “The Dutch Caribbean literature of the twenty-first century is dominated by female authors. Many of the new female prose writers modeled themselves on the woman who like no other set her seal on the last quarter of the twentieth century: Astrid Roemer.” 


    —Professor Michiel van Kempen in Women’s Writing from the Low Countries 1880–2010
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    “But the greatest Love remains misunderstood, and no one has ever dared to say that a piece of heaven began there: the loneliest piece…”


    (Albert Helman in South-Southwest)

  


  
    Nieuw Amsterdam, May 26th


    Blue Alkaid


    
      You breezed into my dream tonight


      stripped of all conditions


      sadly enough not of your clothes


      my face withers along with my hands


      I save my breasts and my thighs


      untouched for you


      even living I am not myself


      Noenka lives in me

    


    Your Gabrielle

  


  
    for


    Lam van Gisbergen


    and for


    Zamani, Safira, and my boys


    and those who gifted me with the Word…

  


  
    Lelydorp, August 29th


    Merak, Ursa Major


    It’s the start of a big year for us. Time has stepped out of its straight line and become a contracting orbit. Gabrielle and I follow opposing orbits, longing to meet at the zenith. Meanwhile, nature rejuvenates itself in orange harvests, colorful blossoms, molting birds, bright yellow chicks, and seasons – like the rains in May and sunflowers in August. Even the sun gives in unconditionally to the trade wind that pushes it westward, and meteor showers worry me.


    For as long as she slept alongside me, my Gabrielle, naked as the pounding of a heart and pure as the murmur of blood, I felt that I’d overcome my primal fear of the serpent. There’s more than animosity between his offspring and me. Wherever I encounter him, I’ll crush him under my heel, even if it costs me my leg. But the horny goat weed makes me impatient, for it harbors not a single snake.


    I miss you, Gabrielle.


    My love for you manifests itself in flowers. Amid the wild vegetation, your seeds give rise to enduring blooms, for in a garden of shade trees and swamp gas, I attend to the hermaphrodites, exuberant and devout, indescribably delicate and sensual.


    In clusters, panicles, and spikes, the orchids bloom with bizarre lips that try to kiss our earth. “Hole in the phallic sheath” is the name for the white one with pink lips. She smells like mountains and frost. She’s sourced from the Rocky Mountains. Her petals are folded like hands in prayer. I have a blue one with a red lip. Three petals and three sepals, deep blue, with a wayward offshoot. Seven in all. She shines like a star in this nebulous vale. I call her Ursa Major.


    My clients come from all over, Gabrielle. They say the whole valley smells of flowers. This makes me happy, and I continue snipping away – as butterflies honeybees unseen bugs and the wind transport pollinia to sticky stigmata – until the entire country calls out for orchids: our time gives birth to orchids, Gabrielle!


    Your Noenka


    P.S. The hedgerow is dripping with sunlight in bountiful golden rain trees to greet you.

  


  
    Postscript


    In 1875, the final death sentence was handed out in Suriname. The unfortunate convict was a Chinese man. Selected by a cast of the die, he had, along with two others, murdered the overseer of Resolutie Plantation, who had treated people of his race inhumanely.


    During the execution, the rope meant to cut off his airway broke twice. The onlookers were gripped by fear. The death penalty was commuted to twenty years’ hard labor in shackles. The convict served only part of the sentence before being granted parole on grounds of exemplary behavior.


    Nieuw Amsterdam, 19xx: Gabrielle takes care of the kitchen garden. She is losing her angelic hands to the coarse rope that she turns into remarkable macramé. She has submitted to her sentence.


    I’ve submitted another request for her parole. My ninth. For years, I’ve been waiting for a response.


    Tomorrow is Queen’s Day. Perhaps they’ll set her free then. I’ll wait by the Gate.


    Lelydorp, 19xx: The train is gone. The gold fields are stripped bare. Buses from the city always stop in front of the same faces inhaling deep breaths of wind. I too smell the orchids, which are trembling, longing for the cold.


    Weeks go by, and new ones come. Everywhere the same people. The same sun.


    A month ago, we buried Edith. Children and laborers now buy chilled oranges from me.


    I weep as I peel them.


    Noenka e kre, Noenka’s crying, they tease. 


    Today, they’re right: I’m crying, Astrid.


    I need to be with my Gabrielle on her fiftieth birthday.

  


  
    My marriage lasted exactly nine days, making waves in our tiny riverine country and setting me adrift for the rest of my life.


    It started with my extended family, when I knocked on my parents’ door that ninth night to wake them.


    It was raining, heavy and overbearing, and as the roof of our home was fairly flat, the sound of my knuckles rapping on the wood didn’t travel inside: it was, instead, immersed in the beat of the falling rainwater. Dead silence filled the house.


    My hands hurt, more than my head and my stomach, and I was soaked through. And scared, not only of the ominous graveyard nearby that the lightning transformed into an even more nightmarish setting, but also of the city’s overall bleakness when asleep – this city that let itself be vanquished by water. Scared of my mother and father’s house, which was refusing to let me inside on my flight to the odors of talcum powder and brass polish, tobacco and old newspapers, which would get rid of the smell of blood hanging around me.


    I didn’t merely knock again but pounded hard on the door and shouted. As if laughing at me, the water and the wind carried the sound of my pleas back to my ears.


    Pain! Pain!


    Behind me loomed The Other Side.


    Irritated but relieved, I stood, moments later, in the dimly lit kitchen, wondering how long it had been since I’d climbed inside through the swollen window that didn’t fully shut, but the memory faded suddenly against the urge to burrow into my mother, as quickly as I could, as deeply as I could. Warmed by this prospect, I hungrily sought my parents’ room. Solemnly, I laid my hand on the marble doorknob, turned, pushed.


    Years later, I’d understand: through that door I passed the threshold into pain.


    When I was young, they said I was a beautiful child. Moi misi, they’d exclaim, those women in their pleated skirts, hugging me so close that my head rested on their bellies. Some of them smelled of fresh fish, but sometimes a putrid smell of rot wafted up my nose. I’d groan and pry myself free.


    “Noenka, Noenka,” they’d say, trying to coax me out, but I’d stay under the bed until my mother came and enfolded me in her lap: clean, warm, and safe. There were some aunties I liked, simply because they didn’t spread their thighs to welcome me but sat down next to me on the sofa with their legs crossed.


    They spoke a soft sort of Dutch and wore skirts in solid colors with velvet bodices and skinny belts. Their legs shone like silk through their nylon stockings, and their dark shoes squeaked.


    Ma didn’t entertain these women in the kitchen, and she poured tea in dainty blue Delft cups and offered slender, golden-brown wafers.


    While they chatted about their virtuous daughters, their intelligent sons, their lazy housemaids, and the ladies’ charity circle, I caught the whiffs of perfume they released with every move. I listened to them chatting about a church bazaar to raise money for a new desk for the minister, a kind, friendly man with a darling blond wife, then asking whether Mrs. Novar, as usual, would supply all those delectable little snacks and that downright divine cake from last time.


    My mother blushed, I snuggled up against her with pride, and she said “yes-of course-gladly” and urged the ladies to take home a slice of pie, neatly wrapping the wedges in no time flat and then presenting them to her guests in a silver box. But as we waved goodbye to them, she loudly sucked her teeth: she beat the throw pillows back into shape and ate – with my help, one after the other – all the remaining wafers, those conventional offerings dictated by courtesy.


    “Are you angry?” I asked, tongue thick with cookie crumbs.


    “Not angry.” She smiled, squeezing me tightly against her.


    When the sun rode so high I was stepping on my own shadow and Ma was bringing in the bath towels, she came bobbing along. I ran to the gate, scratching myself on the rough wooden latch again, but joyfully I took her outstretched hand.


    Peetje smelled like overripe sapodilla and bananas, and she chewed indifferently on a bitter orange stem whose scent stung my nose and made me sneeze. She stood there, her outspread hand on my head, as I filled my mouth full of strange sweets from the colorful jars nestled in the wooden crate she carried on her head.


    As I jumped up and down amid the folds of her skirts, my shoulder bumped into her petticoat, its heavy pocket filled with coins, so many coins, to me a fortune that no one else’s could rival.


    On the back porch of our house, she groaned as she set down the crate and talked to my mother in a lilting language that meant little to me. They drank ginger ale with ice cubes and ate fried fish. Their abundant laughter came often: Ma’s piercing and full, Peetje’s low and ample.


    And I, hopping from one lap to the other, hoped that Peetje would never leave.


    She’d always grumble when she left, the crate on her head, the layered skirts of her traditional koto dress stiff and full around her wiry body. I saw her off, waving until the sunlight burned my eyes and a whirlwind of schoolchildren sent me running scared into the house.


    Apples. Nothing but apples, light pink with white bottoms that did no more than quench your thirst unless dipped in salt; deep red apples that brought to mind the angry pouts of old disgruntled aunties but tasted all the sweeter; and colorless ones so delicious that lines of black ants made an endless journey from their nests to the high branches, forcing their way into the cracks.


    The apples turned ripe all at once. Each morning, they lay in the dark backyard by the hundreds, and they kept falling, the whole day through.


    It was mid-May…


    The usual pale blue of the sky was marred daily by shapeless rainclouds that pushed in from the east. Then something in the greenery shook, the wind grew damp, and in no time, there was nothing but water. And apples. Among the shimmering leaves, they hung quivering in tight clusters, those that didn’t fall and burst like firecrackers.


    I was staying at Peetje’s, loaned out by my mother to help alleviate the apple crisis. All day I did nothing but collect apples, rinse away any ants and mud, and heap them in a fairy-tale pile. An impressive pastime for a six-year-old crazy about anything sweet and colorful.


    Emely, Peetje’s only child, stood in the kitchen stirring an assortment of pots with wooden spoons.


    After a couple of days, she had such a collection of filled jars that even the best-stocked Chinese shop couldn’t compare. I helped take the jars to Uncle Dolfi, who, under a metal lean-to, traded in practically everything ordinary people needed in small quantities. He built two extra shelves and stocked them full of apple jam, apple compote, apple cider vinegar…apple this, apple that.


    I got the greatest sense of satisfaction, however, from announcing the customers with their rusted pennies to Peetje, earning myself toys, candy, and colorful shards of broken glass from them for the work.


    Still, I never gave even one apple away in secret. Instead, I helped make Peetje’s purse heavier. Tired from collecting apples, I’d fall asleep in her arms before dusk.


    One night, I woke up when the rain stopped abruptly, leaving a gasping silence. I noticed I was lying on the floor and not in bed. Confused, I stood. Somewhere, a light was on. In the half-dark, I felt my way downstairs to the living room, the kitchen, Peetje’s bedroom. Digging my fingers into my pajamas, I was going to the bathroom to pee on the cold cement when the door flew open and Emely dashed in.


    It all happened so fast: no lights, me in her cold arms, the shiver of a hostile odor that stitched itself into me like an ugly scar.


    Ssshhh, quiet, hush now, I was tucked in. That night was the first time I wet the bed.


    Black vultures were circling around the house. On the roof, on the edge of the well, balancing on the fence. Their broad black wings plastered to their bodies, heads drawn back, eyes probing, ravenous. I was sitting on the steps by the back door, aiming yet another half-eaten apple at the garbage can. Although the sun had been giving off its warmth since early morning, the air around the houses was still damp and heavy. My cold feet made me long for home. It was wet all around me and cold. A vulture came toward me and, without much interest, pecked at an apple.


    “Shoo,” yelled Peetje, who’d just come back from the market and was surprised to see the strange visitors. “What are they doing?”


    “I don’t know,” I replied, staring as more birds gathered. Fascinated, Peetje scurried inside and followed the black invasion from behind the shutters of the bay window in the kitchen. I found the birds funny and frightening at the same time; I had never seen them before. It suddenly occurred to me that they were looking for something. But what?


    Peetje was looking too, sniffing and sniffing, deeply furrowing her brow and sighing.


    Hours seemed to go by. As if by instinct, the birds suddenly stirred. Cutthroat, they pounced, alighting among some wild malanga shrubs near the toilet and grabbing something with their talons. A bundle rolled out: tattered clothes, sheets. Peetje lost all self-control, ran into the yard, and swatted the beasts aside with a stick, away from the bundle laid out in front of her like an open secret. She bent down, prodded it with the stick. Close by, I watched along with the vultures. A hysterical cry, fluttering wings, a familiar odor, incoherent memories: two long, long arms picked up the bloody sheets and dashed into the house.


    “Go fetch Emely from Uncle Dolfi’s, hurry, go,” a mouth gasps, and windows slam shut. The black vultures stare at me ravenously from the malanga bushes. The bundle stinks. I yearn for my mother.


    It might have been the rain, the smell of blood, or something unknown that filled that night and carried me beyond the reach of fear and pain. I imagined Peetje, body laid out for her funeral, face like dried clay, riddled with cracks.


    “She’s gone,” they say cryptically whenever I pout and ask where she is, because May rains are flooding the earth, and there are apples to sell lying everywhere. “Gone!”


    “Where to?” I demand. My mother, sniffling, draws my face to hers: “Peetje won’t be coming over to our house anymore.”


    I wait in vain by the gate, getting one sunstroke after another. Nowhere that wide gray skirt in the wind, no vermillion tones of light captured in a wooden crate, nowhere the scent of citrus.


    Years pass.


    Lost, I’m ambling down our street. I raise my face to the sun, kick up sand, think about the approaching vacation when I’ll take singing lessons from the woman with the biggest breasts I’ve ever seen, whose eyes are like shattered green marbles. Impulsively, I toss my schoolbag over the fence, lower the latch, hurt myself: there’s Peetje.


    She doesn’t smile, doesn’t reach her arms out to me. Her hair, dim and gray, billows around her head, and her skirt’s full of dark wrinkles.


    “Peetje!” I scream in excitement, but she turns and hurries away past the elder tree into the yard. I run after her: on the balcony, my mother is sitting alone. She’s crying.


    I see her again at her funeral: the wizened visage, the abundant hair, the small fingers. I press my face against her hand, breathe in citrus near her nose. Emely and the Frenchman, with whom she’s shared her mother’s house and possessions, stare at me. I show no sign of recognition; the drama in the small kitchen has too often yanked me out of sleep. First the vultures, then the stinking bundle; Emely’s cries and Uncle Dolfi’s mauled face. The neighbors, the growing crowd, the police. The silence afterward.


    Outside the mortuary at the cemetery, the mourners whisper that she should have stayed away, that after all it was her fault.


    But I feel guilty too, if only because I had lured him out of his small shop with a lie (“Uncle Dolfi, Peetje needs a bag of charcoal right now!”). A quarter hour later it wasn’t the coals but Uncle Dolfi burning.


    Without meaning to, my eyes seek out Emely’s again. Bewildered, she’s staring elsewhere: among the pallbearers, a face is grinning at me.


    My father was lying naked on top of her when I opened the door to their bedroom. In the diaphanous darkness, I saw he had a fluorescent gauze bandage on his buttock. I heard panting, no, not the sigh of the rain but of my mother as she fought a losing battle.


    Burning anger had hardened me: I attacked him, supplementing my bodily strength with the heavy ottoman I knew was by their bed, until she grabbed the stool, murmuring my name, loosening my fists.


    “Girl,” she breathed, her voice resonating up through the soles of my feet.


    I held her face in my hands, wanting to pick her up, fly away with her to a world where it’s dry and always day. But she shook her head, sobbed, shoved me out the room, and closed the door between us.


    I don’t know how I made it back out to the street with the marble doorknob in my hand; I walked into the rain, through the streets, away from all the dark houses. My legs didn’t seem to belong to me. I was not the woman the rain was falling on; I was the rain itself weeping its way through the city.


    No people anywhere, no dogs, just lightning, vanishing. Everywhere the sad face of my mother, my father’s butt covered with white gauze bandages. Everywhere the smell of blood and the screams of my fear.


    A clock struck three as I stood motionless in the big yard with the groaning trees. A dog started barking in clipped bass notes, his chain striking some other metal. I moved on; my deathly fear of darkness, shadowy trees, and unfamiliar yards had advanced its threshold. I sat down by the well. I was soaking wet, tired, at the end of my rope. Then the rain stopped. Afraid, I stared into the first rays of daylight.


    “Your father’s family is a bunch of black heathens. The women are big and fat with loads of children – dirty little devils that run around the plantation naked. No one even thinks of sending them to school. They expect their gods to sort out their lives. The men are illiterate. Then on Good Friday, they go to church in white suits and beg forgiveness for their idolatry!”


    A pause.


    “They worship false gods, boa constrictors, to ensure their wealth and health.”


    She leans in closer to me. “His sister, the lady at the market, keeps a snake in her blouse to help her sell more potatoes, ginger, and fish. I never buy from her. When she sees me, her face gets even blacker with rage.” She cackles.


    A shudder runs down my back. She hands the apron to me.


    “What family? You’ve got me, don’t you? And your brothers, your sisters, and all the nice young ladies from the choir. I’ll ask them over when you turn fifteen.”


    I pull pieces off the sponge.


    “Why don’t you ever invite one of the church girls over to the house?”


    A pause.


    “You don’t like the girls from over there?”


    “When I’m fifteen, I want to go visit Para District, Mama…”


    Two dishes shatter on the floor.


    “You out there in Para! With those saltwater negroes? They’ll see you coming a mile away, you with your shoes and your stockings and your Dutch-speaking tongue. Just forget it!”


    The sponge is floating, torn into five pieces.


    “When you’re fifteen, we’ll go to Demerara. You’ll meet my sister and your English cousins. You and me, Noenka, will cross the sea someday together to visit family.”


    “I don’t know them. You never talk about them.”


    “Never?”


    “Maybe long ago when you told me about yourself as a kid. But that was a long time ago.”


    A pause.


    “I don’t even know your sister’s name.”


    Sighs. And more sighs.


    “I haven’t seen her in so long, and I never write.”


    They never send any postcards to you either, but every year from Para, Pa gets heaps of pineapples, even if he does just leave them to rot under the plantain tree. But instead of saying this out loud, I ask, ever so softly, “Do you want me to write to them for you?”


    No answer.


    The sponge floats in countless pieces before us.


    I always remember my father as a tall, lean man with big, wonderful eyes. The way he told it, he was born in Overtoom, the second son after six daughters, after the slaves were allowed to leave the plantations.


    His grandfather, a bold man from the Cormantin tribe, got not only part of his white master’s name, but also his house and a surprisingly large tract of forested land.


    Groot-Novar actually lived in Fort Zeelandia but spent many weeks each year fishing and prospecting on his plantation in Para. His household consisted of young black men, who always accompanied him, responding to his beck and call: the bath had to be drawn, the fish needed to be roasted, or Groot-Novar wanted a message sent. White cotton loincloths draped between their muscular thighs, skin gleaming with oil, the young men passed through the plastered hallways of the church-like house. One of them was my great-grandfather, the first Novar.


    With his erudition and exceptional height, he cut a distinguished figure, was admired and respected by other black people not only for his knowledge of his country of origin, but also for his relationship with the Jewish master.


    My father remembered Groot-Novar well. He was big, tall, and practically bald, with a long, narrow face noted for its unmistakable nose and steely blue eyes. He’d look on, captivated, as the two men prepared for a daylong trek by dugout canoe along the dark creeks, baskets full of lunch tins tied to their backs, clothed in identical light linen suits and wearing white helmets.


    Although my father much admired Groot-Novar, a feeling of unease came over him whenever Groot-Novar patted his head. My father felt disgust and fear toward the three boa constrictors, the daguwes that crawled around in Groot-Novar’s house, shared a bed with him – in short, were part of the whole elaborate household for the bakra.


    According to plantation gossip, there had been snakes in the house since long before my father was born. The vast sugar cane fields had once been menaced by a plague of rats. To protect the harvest, pythons were deployed. Although the snakes ousted the rats, they rattled the slaves, who refused to work in the fields anymore. The snakes were ultimately kept in the house and let out only at night. So it became a custom or even a fashion for bakras to keep daguwes as pets, further widening the gulf between Africans and Europeans.


    Weekslong forest fires coughed ash and smoke into the air, devastating the sugar crop. Most plantation owners left, but a few stubborn ones kept trying to squeeze some profit out of the burned earth or to carry on a simple life with the slaves.


    Groot-Novar’s father belonged to the last category. His parents were no longer living, and his twin brother was abroad. With my great-grandfather’s assistance, he changed the plantation into a botanical resort. Once or twice a year, he received guests there, showing off his enormous collection and taking them out on expeditions.


    Thus, life on Groot-Novar played itself out in complete tranquility.


    When slavery was definitively abolished, a handful of slaves stayed with their old master: six young men and three women who formed two households. He had one family registered as Groot and my great-grandfather’s as Novar.


    One afternoon, an officer came to the plantation house. Old Groot-Novar embraced his twin brother. Two days later, he passed away on the bamboo sofa, his face to the morning sun. The brother buried his other half by the river and left. Not long afterward, the first Novar was buried next to him.


    For months, the white house remained uninhabited. At night, you’d hear a strange panting, and, according to the stories, it was the daguwes. The Groot family headed inland, up the river. The Novars stayed. Months later, the Groot family joined the only maroon colony that lived near them.


    Perhaps my great-grandfather’s loyalty had made a deep impression on the officer because when he showed up again one day, he summoned my grandfather and handed over various documents: transfers, titles, and deeds. The Groot-Novar plantation, as far as the eye could see, was the property of the black Novar family.


    The white man left for good. He took the herbaria, scrolls covered in text, and the heavily framed portrait of one of his foremothers, plus a snake in a wicker basket. After weeks of deferred mourning, the Novar family stepped into the white house.


    In the beginning, my grandmother refused to live together with the animals, but my grandfather managed to persuade her, and eventually she’d even hold the reptiles in her lap without fear.


    It was a scandal, the talk of all Para. The black landowner didn’t pay the gossip any mind; on the contrary, he explained to his children that they owed their good life to the snakes.


    When my father was twelve, he was sent to the city for a better education because he was so good at the official language. His handwriting was also admired by all, but Abel, his older brother, had to go with him out of fairness, his mother said – so that both sons would have the same opportunities, his father explained.


    My father was in any case overjoyed that he could leave the house, which according to him had a strong fishy odor, and where he never quite grew used to the well-fed, undulating talismans. In Paramaribo, he stayed in a home for young students run by the Moravian Church, his first experience of religion as a heavenly elixir. Although his father insisted that he spend the long vacations at Groot-Novar, he always managed to come down with diarrhea, so only his brother visited the snake pit.


    At the age of eighteen, he joined the church without parental approval. Thanks to his exemplary behavior, striking figure, and blue-black skin, he found work as a police officer for the Army and Navy.


    At twenty-one, he got married, and from then on his wife’s piety guaranteed his loyalty to the authorities, who provided him with bread and circuses.


    Sitting on the chilly well after leaving my parents’ house, surrounded by noisy frogs, I couldn’t help thinking about Abel’s death.


    Rumor had it that Abel had another big argument with his brother, who usually kept his distance from the family. My father was on the receiving end of cruel, painful abuse. One day, he got so angry that he fetched his Bible and put a curse on his brother, who was out swimming at the time. Abel didn’t return home that afternoon. Days later, body parts drifted ashore.


    My father never spoke his dead brother’s name. My mother did so even more, to hurt him, I understood later. He never fought back, perhaps because I was curled up in his lap, looking into his watery eyes. When I was older, I would pick up a pair of scissors and a file to trim his toenails. We all felt sorry for him whenever she spoke that name, although the moral certainly didn’t escape us: never give Papa the opportunity to put a curse on you!


    Weighed down by these thoughts, I pressed the marble doorknob from my parents’ bedroom to my chest. Then I let it fall into the well. A doleful, hollow sound hit my ears.


    Emely’s husband, Emile, saw me there. He’d gotten up early to feed his birds. On top of that, he’d heard the dog growling strangely. He avoided looking at me, mumbled something. I followed him into the house. He woke up his wife and left us alone.


    “Peetje collapsed under the weight of all the hatred. Hate kept her going, drove her onward, consumed her. It was never entirely clear to me where all that hate came from. They say she was different when my father was still alive, warm-hearted, not such a misanthrope. Tuberculosis – it reduced her husband from a mighty tree to a wisp of grass. She must have suffered. The way he would cough! And the chamber pot full of blood. He died screaming with fear. Screaming! I don’t know where he found the strength to make such a noise.


    “After that, Peetje became suspicious of everyone, even her closest family members. She figured that someone had shattered her good luck. She even fell out with God. We could have had a different life, a comfortable life. My father had earned money in gold and had considerable shares in ongoing concessions. I didn’t see much of his money, just the pain he left behind in my mother.


    “Until I was eight, she kept me at home. I had zero contact with other people. Forgive me for saying this, but I was sometimes scared she’d kill the both of us. Don’t give me such an evil look, Noenka. I’m trying to explain something to you.”


    “Tell me more,” I pleaded.


    “When I had to go to school, she started selling candy, then later bread rolls, in the schoolyard, just so she wouldn’t lose sight of me. She took me out of school again as soon as she could, and I didn’t know how to fight back. I didn’t laugh, talk, or play when she was nearby.”


    “Did she notice?”


    “I don’t know. She did start to leave me alone much more.”


    “What did you do then?”


    “Play house with the neighborhood kids. Take care of the little ones. She screamed something awful when I had my first period. She loaded me up with jewelry. Not a word about the blood.”


    Something in her voice made me scared to look up at her. She wanted to say something I was afraid to know, changed her mind, and chose her words with greater care.


    “I only found out I was pregnant when I felt the baby move.”


    Her entire face trembled horribly.


    “Be honest, Noenka. Did my mother really not see that I’d gotten heavier? Didn’t she miss the smell of green soap in the bathroom, the cloth sanitary pads out on the line every month? Was I such a stranger to her that she couldn’t sympathize with me? God knows, Noenka, she ignored my very existence.”


    Emely cried in dry, quiet sobs out of bitterness toward her mother, the woman I treasured with all my heart for being so sweet, so gentle, so cheerful.


    “I am not here to mourn Peetje’s death,” I said, nearly spiteful.


    “My mother is dead!” she hissed. “And she left behind no one else for me. Do you know how I feel?”


    Desperate, I went over to a mirror I’d spotted next to a sewing machine. My dress was dry, my hair was curiously straight, my eyes star-bright.


    “And me, Emely? Who am I then? Why do you think I came to you?”


    My education is certainly no thanks to my father. Had it been up to him, none of his daughters would have gone beyond elementary school like his sons did, although he didn’t even do much to make sure of that. The household dramas that unfolded back then eventually became so complicated that I was always waiting on edge for the next one.


    When he was tired from playing cards and came cranking along on his bike, half drunk, we’d get out of his way. Sulking, my mother would burst into the room. She would set the table with style – white tablecloth and stiff napkins – and serve him his habitual three courses, of which two were tomato soup. We had usually already eaten, but as I was a curious child even then, I would watch my bickering begetters from under the mahogany table in the living room.


    He always left fish behind on his plate, never meat, not even when most of his teeth were false. If something was eating at my mother, then he got fish. He’d grumble inarticulately until she spat it out: “I can’t afford meat. You’ve gambled all our money away. We’re living on credit, and your children are at home all day long because there’s no tuition money!”


    “So what?” he’d say, in the big voice he reserved for occasions like this. “As long as you and the youngest kids are eating. The rest are old enough to go out and get a job. You know enough suitable ladies for your daughters, don’t you, and I can find strict bosses for the boys.”


    Did she feel it in her womb, which still connected her to the five children she’d delivered? She always burst into hysterical tears.


    “Never! Never! They’ll study, you hear? They’ll never become servants, you hear! Leave that to those backward, uneducated family members of yours. Slaves are what you all are. My free children will hate you!”


    She’d always abruptly stop talking, pull me from under the table, and hug me to her chest. How can I ever forget how her heart pounded!


    Why didn’t she just slap him in the face with the kitchen towel she used to dry her tears? Why didn’t she snatch the hot soup off the table? Why did she invent, the next day and every day after, sappy stories to tell the milkman, the grocer, the butcher? Why didn’t she just cut off his head?


    Because she would never do that, I wrapped my arms around her neck. My youngest brother usually waited until he heard the door slam before he’d come snuggle against our mother and tell his fairy tales.


    “When I start working, Ma, I’ll give you so much money you’ll never have to ask him for anything again. Then I’ll take you with me to my house. Then you’ll never have to cry again.”


    And he’d keep weaving stories until she stopped crying. This is how we pulled each other through it. From a young age, her sons studied to become certified accountants, her daughters teachers. She had the least trouble of all with me. I was crazy about children, and I wanted nothing more than to please her. But my oldest sister felt more drawn to nursing, and the other had wanted to be a civil servant.


    “Teaching!” Ma had decided. “And I’ll pay, so we’ll do it my way!”


    That Sunday after I left Louis was the first time I dreaded my job. I had spent the whole night and next day at Emile and Emely’s, without even looking outside, drunk on memories. Sleep hadn’t taken me. I wanted to watch over myself, keep myself in check. Who knew what irreparable damage could occur as I slept, what decisions could be made about me before I woke. I must have looked miserable, as Emely asked if I intended to go to school in such a mood the next day. I didn’t feel like it. (If only I could make myself vanish, become nobody, or no more than a housemaid who after a day’s absence is simply replaced.)


    “Life at school will go on the same as ever,” I said. The forty-six fresh-faced children, their chubby hands full of flowers, their angel eyes full of happy stories and small sorrows – I daydreamed that they all came to school just for me.


    “I wouldn’t let my students down,” I clarified, because Emely seemed to take my stubborn silence the wrong way.


    “Are you coming back here?”


    “Is that all right with you?”


    “I’ll straighten up Peetje’s room for you. All her things are still just where they were when they took her away, as if she were coming home any moment.”


    We sighed in unison.


    “One thing,” I said sharply. “My husband can never know that I’m here.”


    Emely coughed. I had roped her and her husband in to helping me make my wedding an unforgettable day. Just when the silence was becoming awkward and I felt obliged to make some remark, she started to laugh.


    “You remember, Noenka, when you were living with us, and I nagged you to sleep with me in my room?”


    “It was better upstairs, you said: you could look out over the houses, you could see the stars fall,” I reminisced with her, relieved.


    “The apples were ripe.”


    “The mangoes too,” Emile said with emphasis. “You’d hear them falling at night. Boom. Boom. And how scared you were!” Our laughter rang out.


    “You made me even more scared with all those ghost stories.”


    Emely stood under the lamp, her smooth skin glimmering. She mimicked me:


    “Emely, do ghosts have legs?


    “Emely, who’s that walking on the stairs at night?


    “Emely, do ghosts like people?”


    She made silly faces at me and laughed so hard she cried, just like in the old days.


    “Look, there’s the ghost from back then!”


    My throat tightened. Images became confused. Don’t be afraid, Noenka. Don’t look, Noenka. There’s your ghost. Go to sleep, Noenka.


    I looked at Emile, who had been listening to Emely’s little-girl voice. I stood up, offended.


    “I don’t believe in ghosts one bit. I knew someone came into your room. I saw legs, arms, backs in the dark. I heard voices.”


    I fell silent. Don’t talk, don’t say anything else, I commanded myself, letting the memories pass by: me helping her mother rake the leaves into piles in the mornings, Emely coming downstairs with stories that made me toss and turn at night, me dreaming out loud, her having to take me downstairs to pee so often.


    But then she had gone too far, practically forbidding Peetje to bring me to sleep in her bed. “You won’t be able to sleep the entire night,” she warned her. That day I told her mother that someone had been coming upstairs and crawling into Emely’s bed. I’d seen him coming through Uncle Dolfi’s yard when I was spying through the window one night. I could no longer imagine how Peetje reacted to that news because the memory had been blocked by the truth: the stench and the vultures?


    “Why are you two staring at me? The bundle, the vultures?”


    I struggled to voice it. He nodded and she stammered: “Our child.”


    “Oh-God-oh-God!” I screamed, holding my head. “Why didn’t you tell your mother?”


    “Emile was away. I hadn’t heard a thing from him.”


    “You let Uncle Dolfi take the blame!”


    “I never said who it was!” she said softly but firmly.


    “God-oh-God,” I whimpered. I was tempted to flee from their eyes. Even before this, I’d felt responsible for her absence and his hideous scars.


    “God-oh-God,” I wailed. “If I could only get away from all this.”


    “Stop it! Quit crying! Let’s not ever weep over poor dead Peetje. My mother hated life!” Emely said grimly.


    “God-oh-God, but she meant so much to me!” I cried.


    “She gave you what she owed me, Noenka. I often dreamed of tossing you into the toilet. Of leaving you to drown in shit. By day, you were the little sister I cherished. But in my dreams, I destroyed you. Because she gave you what was mine, Noenka.”


    Astonishment struck me dumb. Emile was staring at the floor; I could hear his wife breathing.


    “I’d better go,” I groaned.


    “You may as well stay. It’s just that I can’t stand all your contempt and regret,” she said.


    “I never knew any of that.”


    “I’m sorry. How could I forget how you ran off screaming when you saw me standing at the door of the orphanage when your mother came to visit me each month. She wanted me to come live with you after Peetje was taken away. But you were afraid of me.”


    “I don’t remember any of that. After that rotten afternoon, the next time I saw you was at the mortuary at her funeral.”


    “I’m glad she’s dead!”


    I was shocked, felt pain at the venom in her voice, wondered if it was intended for me or for the deceased.


    “You won’t find her in this house. She’s no longer living. The sum of all the stuff she’s ever owned has outlived her.”


    “I’m glad,” I said. “Otherwise, I’d have no place left where I’d feel safe.”


    Emile excused himself and left the room. I wandered over to a window but lacked the courage to look outside. Emely was still standing in the same place. I could tell her that I’d always considered her family. That she was closer to me than my own sisters. But love and trust would have to be established before those words could be spoken. She stood in the middle of the room: tall, slim, strong, her face ageless, her skin honey-colored. She saw me looking; she even smiled.


    “I have the feeling my mother has taken possession of her house again. Actually, I’d like to be happy about that.”


    “We bury our dead within ourselves. We can also keep them alive. Everything that holds a place in our feelings stays alive. Everything we think of comes to life,” I said firmly, thinking deeply of my own parents. I don’t know where I found the determination, but I ran to Emely and held her close.


    Still, it wasn’t easy for me to find rest in a room where Peetje’s citrus scent still hung over everything. Her roomy alcove bed with mosquito netting, curled up like a giant’s fist. The pictures full of children’s faces. A glass cupboard full of bottles and pots in various colors and forms. Peetje’s divan where I eventually fell asleep.


    It’s storming criminally. Rivers burst their banks, rising toward the rain. All around me fleeing people hold each other tight. I know no one. No one knows me. Everywhere falling water forming strong waves and turning into a ravenous sea. I can’t swim. I need help. I panic. Then a man scoops me up. He is young, ebony-skinned, and glaringly naked. He carries me over the water, away, away. He strides ahead until it’s dry and I see grass again. I want to thank him, but he turns away from me and leaves. Tall and slender, he disappears into the light.


    I’m startled by an alarm. My buttocks bear sleep marks from the divan. Workday noises jump down my throat. At that moment, I’d have liked to spend a few years dead.


    Two weeks had passed, and the news that I’d left my husband had also reached my colleagues. I saw it in faces that painstakingly hid or blandly revealed their thoughts. My shield against cutting glances and snide remarks wasn’t doing a good job. Even laughter and whispers stung me. I felt nervous, hoping that just one of them would come over and talk to me; no one came, and I feared this tale where virgin blood and virility became entwined in bizarre patterns.
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