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      I gained my freedom the same year that the Americans bought Louisiana from the French. Only fifteen at the time, seulement une fille, and nobody told me that freedom came with dark alleys and men with gnarled teeth and groping hands. Fourteen years later, I’d survived countless indignities to emerge with my own home—now that Old Toulouse wasn’t around to argue that it was his anymore. He still complained in my dreams, but I usually reminded him that I was the Traiteur now. I was the faith healer for the Isle Brevelle…and he was dead.

      The wind scraped the branches against the side of my tiny cabin, as though Old Toulouse had heard my thoughts and decided to remind me that he could still spook me sometimes. My sleepy-looking brown eyes, as my late mother would have said, shifted from where the sound of the scraping was loudest to the wall clock, which was just a pocket watch that someone had lent me before they died. The dull metal device hung from a chain on a cut nail sunk halfway into the wall. The pocket-watch face read nearly tea time, and my new patient should be approaching soon. I bolted over to the door, almost tripping on the little wooden table made from two planks of black birch wood.

      The wooden door latch lifted a little to the pressure of my ready fingers. I listened for an old man’s footsteps beyond. My fingers itched in anticipation as I filtered out sounds from the Cane River: white cattle egrets clucked along the bank probably seeking out crocodiles, and the sound of running water as the river wound through the trees. My breathing came hard and fast, and my heart kept pace. When I heard the shuffling of the man’s gout-stricken feet on the ground outside, I flipped the wooden latch up and pulled the door inward.

      “Monsieur LeComte,” I said as I greeted him. He looked as though he might bolt into the woods. As much as it would have helped maintain that air of mystery and have him tell others how I knew him before he knew me, he would have to survive to do so. Bolting into the woods towards the Cane would be a sure way to find death. I interjected before he could react. “It’s okay, Monsieur. You’re welcome and safe in my home. Come in.”

      As he passed, my eyes followed. They fell on my dingy, empty walls made with untreated wood marred with the cracks of time. When the wind blew, the house whistled. Beneath my clock rested rows and rows of bottles, each filled with a tincture or potion for some ailment or another. I turned my attention to him. His eyes touched every item of personal property that I had, growing wider with each. It may have been the frogs legs I kept drying by the rusted old sink, or the old glass bottles that lined the counter, each to its own purpose. Something set his lip to trembling, but he knew and I knew that to fix what ailed him, he’d have to swallow that fear.

      A bald spot graced the center of his head of gray poofy hair. That and gout could have meant he was an older man, or it could mean that he was a field hand, and had wasted his life away until the sun stole his youth. But I knew he was free. My vision had told me that much, but it didn’t tell me all the circumstances of his life.

      “What seems to be bothering you?” I asked, careful to leave the door unlatched. The last time I latched it, a young woman fainted from stress. The rumors never seemed to stop and I’d long since stopped fighting them. The crazy woman in the woods can heal you, but be careful or she’ll eat your soul. Marguerite told me that was one of the rumors—that I eat souls. I don’t.

      “Monsieur?”

      He had locked his vision to where I had the cot propped against the wall—the only seating space in my small cabin unless I decided to repurpose the table, as I sometimes did for guests..

      “Monsieur?”

      He turned to me slow. I could see the pain in his eyes. Monsieur LeComte crammed his hands into his armpits, taking on a protective stance. He’d definitely heard some good rumors, I was certain of it. But I could also tell from the sweat congealing between his eyes that he was in so much pain, even the rumors weren’t enough to stay him. That’s how I got customers, and there was always more pain to be had in Isle Brevelle.

      “My feet,” he muttered. I looked down.

      “No shoes?”

      “Can’t. It’s torture.”

      I guessed he would know about torture, as would anyone who wasn’t a planter in the Isle. The lines on his knuckles gave away his age. He must have been nearly sixty based on those hard, cracked fingers. I knew also that if I took his shirt off, I’d find rows of whip marks between his shoulder blades. There wasn’t much I didn’t know about my community and I was rapidly putting M. LeComte in his place. He shook on his feet, shifting his weight every few seconds, alternating pain from one foot to the other. I looked down at his deformed toes, warped and twisted and mud-caked. I realized why he’d been staring at the cot.

      “It must have killed you to make that journey. Sit down, Monsieur, and lift those feet. I can help you.”

      A dab of tincture on the tongue and some praying would fix most things. Old Toulouse, who I guess wasn’t that old—and wasn’t from Toulouse even though people used to say he was—taught me that and most of the other stuff I know about healing that didn’t come natural. He always said that faith was the most important word in faith healing. I was strong in both faith and talent. That’s what he bet on when he took a former slave girl under his wing.

      There was barely enough circulation, despite the creaky old wooden frame, to carry out the smell of the man’s sweat as I smeared ointment over his red, puffy ankles. Part of my vision had told me that this older man didn’t have but a couple of years left in him. It doesn’t make a difference to me. A Traiteur doesn’t have a choice in who they treat. They treat everyone who enters their cabin.

      As a cruel mockery of the universe, a young boy, emissary of the planter Metoyer, walked in through the unlatched door. He was the color of that giant piano that used to sit in the room off the entryway down in the Pecanier Plantation big house. I’d seen it when visiting Luc and Francois, mon frères, on the rare Sunday when they didn’t have to work. Then the boy talked, and his words stuck together like molasses.

      “Master Metoyer sent me to fetch you, Lizzy,” the boy said, dropping his eyes because he was probably afraid of me. Why could nobody seem to get my name right? Lysiane, not Lizzy. I used to be Lizzy when I was thirteen. Only Lysiane remained.

      “If he wants me, he can come himself,” I told the boy. I may have had to treat everyone who entered my cabin, but I didn’t have to do house calls. And I’ve never been in the habit of catering to the planter who broke up my family. Thank the Lord ma mère passed and didn’t get to see it. She’d saved every day of her life, and that sum  amounted to $1,265, about half in Mexican-milled silver, a third in colonial silver, and the rest paper. That’s the value of seventy years of living on God’s Earth. She’d been saving that money so she could free us all. That price wouldn’t do it, but it was enough for me. Some filles would have cost a lot more than what ma mère offered for my freedom. But I was barren, useless for babies, and too weak to work. Ma mère knew it, and M. Metoyer knew it too.

      The idea that Metoyer would hide behind this boy, or seek my help at all, grated on my nerves. I was getting more and more irritated, and the boy was getting more and more nervous. But he wouldn’t leave.

      He was probably afraid of what old Metoyer would do to him if he went back without the answer that his master sought. To be more afraid of a planter than me was to say something.

      “Never mind,” I told him, as more sweat gathered on his brow and tension tightened his tiny cheeks. “I’ll tell him. You just tell him that I’m treating someone right now and I’ll discuss things with him directly.”

      The old man seemed to get nervous and began to sit up. I held my hand up, telling him to stop. In my shack, all were equal, and the planter Metoyer would just have to wait until I finished with the freed man of color, M. LeComte.

      “It’s gone,” he told me, showing his foot and wiggling one little toe. His toes still looked like grapes on a twisted vine. There wasn’t much I could do about that part of it. The pain answered me though, every time.

      “The Lord wills,” I said, handing him a bottle of the tincture I’d used. “One drop, no more, when the pain comes back. If it gets so one drop won’t do it, you make your way down to New Orleans and find a real doctor.”

      No need to send a hurting man all the way to New Orleans now when he’s going to die in a year, according to my vision. I didn’t tell him that part.

      “Bless you, child,” the man said, and it seemed that he saw my home for the first time now that the pain had lifted the veil from his eyes. “What do I owe you, ma’am?”

      They were always real careful to call me ma’am. Sometimes I liked it, especially when it was the planters doing it. This man, though, something about him said that he had suffered enough. A man who had been through what he had shouldn’t have to call anyone ma’am, and definitely not with me. Ma’am was for planters’ wives.

      “Lysiane, not ma’am. And you don’t owe me a thing, sir. The Lord’s work is His, and I am only a vessel.”

      I held my breath. This was the trickiest part of the business of Traiteur. I can’t ask him for anything, being that the Lord did the actual work. But what I needed were some more bottles, and what I wanted was a good meal in the city. Or, Lord willing, another piece of eight to add to my anemic stash that I gathered in the vain hopes of buying my siblings free. I crossed my heart on impulse.

      “Here, Lysiane,” he told me as he reached out his hand to deposit something I couldn’t see from within his closed fist.

      “He sick,” the boy interrupted, finally answering my question. I extended my hand to catch the man’s gift while eyeing the child.

      “You’re still here. So? Everyone’s dying.”

      “Dying now, everyone thinks,” the child pushed the words at me as though the death of one more planter should bother me at all. I tried not to react when I felt the coinage land in my palm. A Traiteur can’t ask for money, but freely given, we can definitely take it.

      “You’re too generous,” I suggested, doing my best to ignore the boy.

      “It’s what I can give,” LeComte said to me, raising up to his feet to leave. “Thank you.”

      “Glory to the Lord.”

      “Glory.”

      The man pushed past the boy, bumping him in the process. The boy still didn’t leave. I rolled my eyes over to his.

      “What’s Metoyer dying of?” I asked the boy.

      “Don’t know. Consumption?”

      I eyed my potions.

      “Mal du roi?”

      The boy shook his head.

      “Ain’t seen it yet. But he got the cough.”

      I didn’t have anything to treat consumption. That one only the Lord and strength of faith could heal—or a real hospital. Nasty business, if that’s what he had. But not everyone with a cough had consumption. It served him right, though, breaking up my family the way he had.

      “He said he freed you and you owe him,” the boy persisted.

      I couldn’t help a thin smile at the audacity of the man who turned me out into the cold and sold my siblings to two different plantations.

      “He said that, did he?” Now I knew I would never treat the man. “I told you what to say. Why are you still here?”

      “He said he could pay you.”

      Even if I could negotiate payment, which I couldn’t because that’s too close to asking, it was far too late for that.

      “Go on then. Tell him what I told you to, that I’ll be along.”

      “But will you?”

      “Listen, boy,” I said, now losing my patience. “Whether I do or whether I don’t is up to me, isn’t it? You tell him what I told you and maybe you’ll avoid a beating.”

      “You gonna beat me?”

      I laughed.

      “Not at my hand, child. Go on.”

      His eyes furrowed up in confusion.

      “He’s gonna ask when,” the boy whispered. “When you gonna to come. He’s gonna ask that.”

      “Tell him next week.”

      “Why can’t you come now? He’ll ask that too. And when I tell him there ain’t nobody here…he’s liable to beat me.”

      “I have other things to do. Tell him that if he touches you, I’ll curse him.”

      This made the boy smile. He cocked his head.

      “You don’t like him, do you?”

      “No.”

      “But you can still take his money. He’ll pay whatever you ask. I seen him. He look like death. You can buy your brothers and sister free.”

      “It doesn't work that way, boy. I already told you.”

      “Cause of you being a Traiteur? I could ask for you. Their freedom could be a gift.”

      I shook my head.

      “Not just that. Go. Away,” I growled at him. My outburst stole away his smile, which dropped my heart into my stomach. After he moped his way out, I wondered then what I would do if Metoyer showed up himself on my doorstep. I’d have had to treat him, according to the rules. I growled at myself this time. No damn way. Traiteur or not, there were some things the Lord will just have to forgive.
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      I heard the water beating against the pirogue long before Marguerite Belliveau, my childhood friend, burden, and the firstling daughter of Mangrove Plantation, tramped up the riverbank. She never had been too subtle in her approach. I didn’t blame her for that, being that she was a proper French girl far more concerned about what dress she should wear rather than a correct technique for sneaking up on prey in the bayou. Back when he thought I could be a breeder, ma père—well, my parrain anyway—used to tell me to always wade quietly, without taking my feet out of the water. Marguerite, from the sound of it, had been spared that particular lesson. It was her splashing that gave her away even from my waiting spot on the porch.

      When she broke through the brush, I was ready with lemonade. Her eyes lit up like the lightning bugs over the water. She grabbed it from my hand and gulped it down like she hadn’t had anything to drink for a year.

      “I got mud on my stockings,” she said to me after she finished, and pointed to a splotch near the ankle of her knee-high boots where she’d hiked up her dress.

      “What’d you think would happen if you cross the Cane?”

      “I didn’t think I would get mud on me. I was very careful.”

      “If you say so,” I told her as I accepted back the empty glass. I didn’t look forward to the foraging I had to do that day, even less so with her there to slow me down. Couldn’t do anything about it though. I took the empty glass inside, came back out of my little hut to the porch where she stood, and pulled the door until it stopped shut. Then I walked past her toward a trail that leads up away from the river and toward a tiny grove of sassafras trees in the back. I was low and needed more roots for tincture. Winter, just weeks away, meant people indoors, and that meant mal francese would be roaring back. If I waited until then, it would be impossible to tell the right trees from the wrong trees without their leaves, and people would already be ankle-deep in dead loved ones. Today was the day.

      She didn’t follow me. I thought about stopping, but I knew she was curious, and I also knew she had something to tell me. Marguerite didn’t sneak away this early in the day just to pass time. If I wanted to ‘just spend time’ with her, and I never did, I would have had to go to her.

      “That Metoyer boy came by,” I said, dumping the morning’s frustrations on her as I walked. “He said the old man is sick. Is that true?”

      “True enough. He’s been coughing and nobody has seen him in a long time.”

      “He tried real hard to convince me to treat that bastard, after what he did to our family. And … and what he’s still doing to them. Luc, Genevieve, and Francois, all to the wind. And me pushed out like I was nothing just as soon as ma mère couldn’t spread her legs for him no more.”

      That wasn’t entirely true, but it was my venting session. Ma mère hadn’t been good for sex since the fever—that part was true. M. Metoyer was a mulatto like me, however he tried to hide it. And mulattos should have known better than to treat each other the way he treated me. He should have done more for me than he did, especially in Isle Brevelle.

      “Maybe you should think about treating him,” she said, her voice sounding more distant.

      “And why would that be? You were there. You know what I had to do to survive.”

      “You did survive, Lysiane. And you’re your own woman now, and don’t answer to nobody. Not like me, trapped in that damn plantation. I grew up with the same people you did, Lysiane. If you did help, I bet old Metoyer would give you enough to manumit one of yours out.”

      I knew he wouldn’t free them though, not the way those boys worked.

      “That’s what that boy said. Some things are too important to compromise on, Marguerite. Maybe someday you’ll see how right I am on that.”

      “Or how wrong?”

      “Just agree with me so we can move on.”

      I looked up to the trail ahead where a cypress tree sat, just beyond which the swamp lay in wait. The unfamiliar would walk right out into its open jaws, or the jaws of an alligator hidin' in the water. At least Marguerite knew where the hot spots were, as I had made sure she could read the signs since we were children. Didn’t matter to her, but we slaves had no choice but to know where the alligators hid, because we’re the ones who normally got sent to the water..

      By the bend in the trail, however, I realized that Marguerite no longer seemed to be moving. I turned back to see what she’d caught up on.

      My throat went dry. I’m not sure why I missed it the first time, but I saw it as clear as the stars on a cool summer night. A red glow had settled around her, pulsing outward with every breath she took, and she took them fast like she was running out of air. I squinted my eyes to see what else I could, but the source of the troubles was hidden from me. She had to share, and she didn’t seem to want to. I nudged her with a nod, but nothing.

      “Come along then,” I told her and turned back to the woods. The noon heat beat on me the same like it did everybody else. The heat reminded me that I wanted to be done collecting tree roots and get back to sipping on my lemonade. I locked my eyes on hers and gave her a second to give in. She knew I could see auras sometimes, so she had to know what my look was for.

      Marguerite sighed. “Maybe we should go back and go inside, Lysiane. Maybe sit you down first. This is a big one, and I think you’re gonna need a rest when I tell you.”

      I shrugged her suggestion off and held up my hands.

      “These hands spent most of my life workin’ the fields, Marguerite. I’ve seen grown men keel over in the heat and not get back up again. There’s nothing you can tell me that’s gonna knock me down.”

      The red haze thickened around her, but I could still see the whites of her eyes. I don’t think she quite believed me. If she wanted to tell me whatever it was she thought I needed to know, she’d have to do it walking, I decided. I turned and took one step back onto the animal trail when a snake broke past. Didn’t look like a poisonous one, so I paid it no mind and stepped over. Marguerite began to move, finally. Her footsteps echoed like a wild boar.

      “Jesus Christ, you do sound like a herd, don’t you.”

      “Stop, Lysiane. Not today. Don’t do that.”

      I stopped and turned.

      “Say what you came to say, Marguerite,” I lobbed my words at her, but gently this time, treating each one like a puff of smoke. “It’ll be okay.”

      “It won’t.”

      My patience wore out the hotter I got, and the sweat that poured through my clothes got into the all the scratches that followed spending a life in the woods the way I did. Stinging and irritated, I turned to face her and I couldn’t have looked too kind at that moment. If she hadn’t known me since I was knee-high to a toad, she would have been terrified of me. But she did know me and even so took a step backward just in case.

      “You know I’ll figure it out eventually.”

      “Fine. But I did warn you,” she said, throwing her head back. A sparkle of black obstinance trickled through her haze and disappeared.

      “Well?”

      “Luc.”

      Mon frère, Luc, was the youngest of us and the most ambitious. We had bonded the most of any two of the children in part because I had to nurse him when ma mère got sick with scarlet fever. He was trouble from the start. He had those blue eyes and skin that was almost white, and he had his grandpère’s face bones. Taking orders when you look like the person given them is hard to do. It was impossible for Luc. He was always in trouble.

      “What’d he do this time?”

      “He ran.”

      My heart stopped then, as I guessed the rest. But I had to hear her say it anyway, otherwise, I would dream it and I didn’t want to dream it.

      “And?” I said, in a voice that sounded more like a strangled chirp. I pushed on so she couldn’t see the pain in my eyes.

      “And? And he got caught, that’s ‘and’. He got caught, and they did what they do.”

      “What?”

      “You’re gonna make me say it, Lysiane?” Her voice cracked with the words like it took all of her energy to get out the question and she didn’t have no more to tell the rest. But I knew better of her. You can’t hide from a lifetime of friendship.

      “Tell me exactly, Marguerite. You know what it’ll mean for me if you don’t.”

      “First time. Code Noir says…”

      “I know what Code Noir says, Marguerite. I used to work right by his side. I know the rules. What I want to know is did they do what they were supposed to do? Or did they show mercy?”

      She sucked in her breath and opened her mouth while I waited for the sound. Nothing came out at first, and then when she did speak, all the words jumbled over each other like they were droplets in a waterfall.

      “His left ear,” she cried, and broke down sobbing. “They took it off of his beautiful head. I left as soon as I could get away this morning to tell you.”

      It was all I could do to stay on my feet. Her sobbing trickled to a stop and she eyed me as though she waited for my assessment.

      “He couldn’t have been gone for a month, could he? It takes a month to warrant an ear. Didn’t I just see him a few weeks back?” I asked.

      “New overseer, Lysiane, trying to make a name for hisself. One of those who runs things through fear and probably the reason Luc ran off in the first place.”

      It was kind of her to say, but Luc would have run eventually. He was like fire and couldn’t be contained. Mon autre frère, Francois, followed the rules, and we were all so sure he’d have bought his freedom by now. He would have too, except he couldn’t make the purchase. American’s don’t allow buying your freedom, no matter how much money you save. You have to have somebody else buy you out nowadays, not like when the French ruled.

      “What else, Marguerite? What are you not telling me?”

      “That’s what I know. He lost an ear for running. The field hands told me.”

      “The workers?”

      “No, over on the vacherie. The herders.”

      “Wait, so you heard a rumor that Luc got his ear cut off for trying to escape, and you never bothered to go see Luc?”

      The color drained from her face, if that was even possible. She looked as though she might cry again. I would have been okay with that. Who knows how much truth is in the gossip those ranchers pass around?

      “I couldn’t,” she said, pushing a whisper out. “I couldn’t see him again. I⁠—“

      And there it was, written across her face in the thin purple line of her lips.

      “You’re carrying.” It wasn’t a question. “You’re the reason he left?” That was.

      She nodded.

      “Don’t tell anybody,” she said. “I don’t want to get him in more trouble, Lysiane. You know how I feel about him.”

      I didn’t know that any of those fat, bouncing babies I’d seen in Marguerite’s future would be Luc’s. It never even occurred to me, even knowing how Marguerite had had eyes for him for our entire lives together, that she might act on it. Just goes to show, I guess, that things can still surprise you even if you dream of the future. I turned to continue on, chewing on the information that might or might not be true.

      “I’m out of Black Cohosh, Marguerite,” I told her, as gently as I could without looking at her. She maybe wasn’t as sure about whose baby it was, I hoped. A mixed baby and escaped Luc could spell a death sentence for him. I was hoping to see the whole thing in a dream. If it wasn’t his baby, then he probably wouldn’t be killed. And if it wasn’t his baby, then I didn’t have to hate her quite so much for her not being there for him now. “Come back tomorrow. I know where some is, but it’ll take all day to get out there and back.”

      And then I’d have to bathe very carefully and pick off ticks and leeches. Most people don’t know the half of what I do.

      “Morning?”

      “Better make it afternoon if you can. I’m going to need some rest after the not-sleeping I’ll probably be doing tonight because of you.”

      “I’m sorry Lysiane. I wish I knew more. I would tell you. I love Luc too. You know that, don’t you?”

      I knew he entertained her, but I wasn’t too sure about love. She was a planter, and he was a slave, and I didn’t see how she could, really. She’d never love him, any more than she loves me. To say, Marguerite thinks she loves, sure, but I’m not convinced that she knows what that word means. With planters, everything’s transactional.
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      Mid the next day, I looked over all the brown backs bent down at Pecanier Plantation,, picking cotton. Bushes and vines hid me, as did the gnarled pecan trees that stretched up overhead. These had been planted in segmented rows, just like the cotton. Cotton flowers were out now; by late fall, the cotton would be gone, and these people would gather pecan nuts, shelling some and selling others whole. It takes a whole mess of people to keep a plantation running, and somewhere in that mess, I had to find Luc.

      Half of the scars and missing limbs came from  injuries I’d seen in my nightmares. These were a testament to my impotence. I told ma mère about her sickness before she got it, and I told her that the old man was gonna split us up. She swore up and down that there was no way she would let any of it happen. She had his promise, hadn’t she? That’s what a planter’s promise is worth. But like I said—knowing the future and changing it are two different things. None of my visions ever changed anything.

      I thought I saw Luc twice but was mistaken. The skin in the sunlight and the jaw cut confused me somehow. One of the men I saw was far too young to be him. I latched on because I kept replaying a memory in my mind again, and the man looked just like a young Luc, so full of promise. The other was older, snaggletoothed, and worn out like an old banjo with broken strings. I prayed that that wasn't Luc. My prayers were answered when I saw a birthmark across the old man’s face.

      “Lysiane,” came a voice, thick and smooth, behind me. I turned slowly, ignorant at first. But when I saw mon frère Francois in his indoor-pressed white shirt and matching cotton pants, I couldn’t keep the smile from my face. He didn’t return it. Mine didn’t last long either.

      “Francois, is it true? Where is he?”

      “Not here. We ain’t seen him all day. An ear’s a hard thing to lose. They think he ran off again, sent folks after him already.”

      I swallowed down the saliva that had collected in the back of my throat.

      “So it’s true then.”

      He nodded.

      “And why would he try to escape in the first place?”

      Francois shook his head.

      “Wasn’t the escape that did it. I mean, it was that, partly…but that’s not what the ear was for. He was caught looking at that Marguerite. That’s what did it. No harm in lookin’, but they suspected by how he was lookin’ that he’d been doin’ more than lookin.’ You know how Luc can’t control himself.”

      I knew. I knew by the way that impetuous child took and took from me that he was one to get what he wanted or die trying. And now, I guess what he wanted now was Marguerite. If that child came, they’d see that they weren’t far off. It wasn’t a problem for a planter to get a negress pregnant, but it didn’t work the other way. If they’d had proof, Luc would no longer be alive. The choice of his living or dying fell to me. If it was his, I could have saved the nephew, or I could have saved Luc, but I couldn’t see a way to save both. When the baby arrived, Luc’s number would be up. Francois’ sleepless eyes went wide.

      “Anything you can do about it?”

      “The Lord don’t work that way.”

      “I don’t you mean rescue him. They’ll catch him sooner or later.  I mean his ear—can you get it to come back?”

      It was hard to keep my bearings just then. Luc may as well have been my child, and when Francois’ words fell on me, they were the same as what I longed for. But I don’t know of anything that’ll grow back an ear. Maybe Old Toulouse had a way—he didn’t teach me everything he knew. He’d meant too, just ran out of life. Whatever else he knew went to the grave with him…including talking to the dead.

      Besides, if it did grow back, they’d take it again. There wasn’t any escaping the Code Noir, not even in Isle Brevelle, once the Americans took over. Francois glanced at the sun and then toward the house, and I knew it was time for him to go. His time wasn’t his own, and he’d stolen away as much as he could.

      “Go on, then,” I told him. “I’ll see what I can do about Marguerite.”

      He didn’t budge.

      “Ain’t Marguerite I’m worried about.”

      I nodded.

      “One more thing, Lizzy.”

      He never calls me that anymore unless he’s upset, so I stood real still while he pulled himself together.

      “You know how I used to get those feelings sometimes? Like something bad was going to happen. I been getting that a lot lately.”

      “About Luc?”

      It seemed a little late for that.

      “No. Genevieve, sœur. I feel like something’s coming, but I don’t got your gift. Just that one feeling. Have you seen anything?”

      I shook my head because I hadn’t. Genevieve was at Mangrove, and she was house help. Given her demeanor, I couldn’t think of anything that might befall her there. She was more like Francois than Luc, destined to stay slaves unless I save them or if the planters suddenly feel generous, and I’ve never seen something like that happen.

      “Nothing. Rest yourself, Francois. You’re probably just worried about Luc.”

      Or at least I hoped he was. There’s enough trouble brewing with that one to keep all of us busy. Add in Marguerite, and I could have spent half of my Traiteur time on those two alone. If Genevieve was in it, too, it would be a problem just finding the time to think about it.

      “You’ll tell me if you find anything?”

      “I’ll tell you.”

      “Good. I do have to run now. They can’t serve themselves out in the garden. You know how hopeless planters are.”

      Leave it to Francois to find a way to turn his prescribed chore into an act of graciousness. I guess that’s how he dealt with his captivity so well. Ma mère had a lot of fire in her when she raised me. When she saw my trouble, she started teaching her other children to think like Francois, which took on him and Genevieve. Her taking sick put unfortunate Luc in my company for far too long.

      I was surprised when Francois scooped me into his huge, outstretched arms. I don’t like to be touched—at all. If you grew up a pretty little mulatto on a plantation full of men, white and black, slobbering at you with their eyes and then their hands since before your first menses, you’d find physical contact unpleasant too. Still, I returned the hug because he needed it. Francois was big enough to be out there in the fields, but he needed my strength just then, so I gave it. Neither of us cried. I ran out of tears years ago, and so did he. But I could feel his heart racing, and when I let go, I swear for just a second, he looked exactly like his little eight-year-old self from when he was sneaking around the bayou alone, thinking he wouldn’t get caught. Then he was Francois again, and I was me again, and Luc was still missing, and Genevieve was in trouble.

      And I was late getting back to meet Marguerite.
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      I ran across the field, heading back toward the animal trail that would take me down to the river. Here at the bend, I could make it most of the way. The road followed the river so I could have taken that, but people see you on the road. And whatever my presence hadn’t already done to spook the more superstitious, I didn’t want to take the chance of coming across any planters. They wouldn’t do nothing to me, of course, but they’d certainly suspect me and take out their suspicions on Luc.

      Who was missing again, ear or no ear.

      I stumbled through the underbrush and nearly tread on a water moccasin wandering too far up the bank. I held my foot up and let him pass as I held my breath—those snakes don’t need an excuse to bite as they hate you just for being taller than them. He looked at me once. I nodded, and he didn’t, and we parted ways. Maybe it wasn’t his bitin’ time.

      I broke through the thick bushes without thinking, forgetting how close I was to the bend. A root caught my foot and pitched me head-first down toward the molasses water below. I scrambled for what I could get my hands on. The bank was too steep for anything to grow, and before I knew it, I toppled over into the water. I popped up a second later to get my bearing, checking for the far bank. I wasn’t out to where the alligators lived…yet. The only real threat was probably the snake I’d just passed.

      And leeches, but they’re not so much a threat as a nuisance. I already imagined them finding juicy places to dig in, but I wouldn’t know which they chose til I got back out of the water. If any had decided to hitch a ride, finding all of them all would be a trick. The best I could do was bundle my hair up out of the water so they couldn’t find a hidin' place in there at least. I made my way up the shore following the bend toward my home when the water opened up again. The shore dropped down low and I pulled myself out. I didn’t even check for leeches since I didn’t have any way to remove them, but I definitely felt a couple squirming against my calf just above where my boot ended.

      I took the rest of the trip home like a bee to a flower, crashing through the brush and not caring who found me. Animals don’t like noise, and it don’t take much to scare them off. I wanted to get the leeches off. When I broke through the trees into the clearing near my cabin, Marguerite stood before me, chewing on her fingers as unladylike as it was.

      “Might as well come in,” I told her through the dripping wet hair that had escaped my improvised bun.

      “What happened to you?”

      “Nothing worth talking about. Check me for leeches?”

      She nodded. Wouldn’t be the first time. We had a childhood full of leech checking between us. I ducked in and back out again with a bottle of cognac I normally kept as my lighter way to sleep besides poppy. I brought three glasses out, all mottled and misshapen as they’d been offered as gifts, and the poor people didn’t have fine glassware. Even ugly bottles held cognac well enough. I poured some for me and some for Marguerite and then handed her the bottle. She knew what to do from there. I pulled my boots off first, and sure enough there were the ones I expected waiting for us, two along my boot tops. I stripped then, all the while recalling the times we’d snuck out to go swimming in the river late at night. She dabbed a bit of cognac on the leeches as she found and scraped them off with her fingernail.

      “Did you find what you needed?”

      “I guess. I think you were right about Luc, but he’s gone again. Any idea where?”

      Her face froze and I could tell from her expression that there was something new hiding in it. I don’t even know why she bothered trying to hide things from me anymore, but there it was again. This time I didn’t have the aid of the red cloud. That had cleared away, but her anxiety was just as obvious.

      “I…I meant the Black Cohosh, Lysiane. For the tea.”

      Of course, she did. I nodded as she got a leech off my back. Weird how you can’t feel them until after they’re gone.  I inhaled deep and then let my air out.

      “I got it,” I told her, lowering my voice. “Are you sure you want to, Marguerite? Your père, he could send you off somewhere. Don’t you have family in France still? You could have the child there and nobody here needs to know.”

      She stopped mid-scrape.

      “I thought you would understand. I don’t want children. I never did, and I never will. There’s too much to see in this world to be tied down like that.”

      Myself, by this time, I’d seen about as much of the world as I wanted. I guess it was different in a planter family. I pondered whether now was the time to tell her that her dreams didn’t matter, and the Lord was goin’ to give her some young ones, whether she willed it or not. Incidentally, I did skip the lecture about if she didn’t want kids, why’d she sleep with my brother in the first place? That lecture never worked, no matter how often that priest over at St. Francis had tried it on me when I went through my troubles.

      I looked down and saw a fat little gray worm wiggling against my belly. I took a sip from my cup and dabbed my finger in it, then touched it lightly to the back of the animal, stroking it once. Then I slid my fingernail under, slipping it under his mouth when he pulled to keep him from getting hold again. I dropped him down into the third glass, adding him to the others that Marguerite had already pulled.

      “I think that’s the last,” she said, lifting my arms to check my armpits. All was clear there, I could have told her. Nothing was worse than that feeling of slime against my underarms.

      “Okay, wait here.”

      I made my way back inside and slipped a cotton dress over my head. Over that I wore a thick apron that would eventually be too hot, but after my impromptu bath, I felt a chill creeping across my skin. Dressed again, I managed to dry my hair enough so that it didn’t drip anymore. Finally as she hadn’t changed her mind, I pulled my Black Cohosh down from where I kept it.

      “Bring in some wood,” I told her. “It’s there on the side of the house.”

      By the time she appeared with two short cords, I’d already dropped the root into the water and set it atop of the wood-burning stove. She’d helped me often enough to know to throw the cords into the oven and light them. She even smiled while she did it. I could almost believe that she would make a suitable Traiteur. Marguerite must have seen me looking because she taunted me just then.

      “You could teach me, Lysiane. I know how to do the basics already.”

      I shook my head. She knew better than to ask, but that never stopped her. The craft had to be passed down to someone of the opposite sex, and it wasn’t my decision who anyway. One day, a boy would show up and it would be obvious what he was there for. At least that’s what Old Toulouse had told me. Marguerite did make a good fire though, and in a few minutes the water boiled enough to take it off and let it steep. I pulled a couple of other tinctures down and dropped a few into the mix—some St. John’s Wort to take the edge off and just a touch of the poppy because she was going to need it once the pain kicked in. Sadness pushed through my gut, but it wasn’t my choice about the child any more than it was my choice about a successor.

      “How far along?”

      “A month, I think.”

      “And Luc knew?”

      She shrugged.

      “I’ve been careful to hide the sickness, especially around him. I don’t know if he knew or not, Lysiane.”

      “And how long until they miss you back home?”

      “You mean père? He’s traveled down to Fort Claiborne for business, meeting with the commandant. I’ve got until tomorrow night.”

      “You’ll need all of that time. It’s going to take probably two cups for a month’s growth. Drink.”

      I poured her a cup and handed it to her. She grabbed it and gulped it down so quickly she must have burned her throat in the process. That didn’t slow her on the other cup. I’ve seen abused slave girls drink the mixture down with less gusto. She started to say something then. Usually they do, because it takes about thirty seconds for the mixture to start working, and they all think it’s somehow not working if it takes longer than the time it took for them to sip it down. As soon as she opened her mouth, she doubled over. I was ready for that, and I grabbed her and helped her onto the cot, and then closed my door—a sure sign to passers that I am with a patient and they’ll just have to wait.
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