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we are each other’s
magnitude and bond.


—GWENDOLYN BROOKS
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Love is contraband in Hell, cause love is an acid
that eats away bars.


—ASSATA SHAKUR
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Once you really know yourself, can’t nobody tell
you nothing about you.


—MEGAN THEE STALLION










PROLOGUE



RESEARCHER’S FILE 2169:


TRANSLATED FRAGMENT OF HISTORICAL DOCUMENT KNOWN AS ADY, OR THE CONFESSION OF A FREEDWOMAN


. . . in grasping my pen and putting my hand to page, I felt as though I existed for the first time. I was the property of no one save myself. Therefore, I could freely give of myself to those I loved, no? As my mother promised, I had once and for all time found a place for myself in the world. A place of complete freedom, the freedom of birds, flower petals, and the stars above . . .


RESEARCHER’S FILE 2152:


CONVERSATION TRANSCRIPT RE THE AMERICAN DAUGHTERS


. . . see people kept asking me if Ady’s was a true story. I never lied, now. I admitted the work I did to fill in the gaps and complete the narrative. By this time, the book had been reprinted twice. I played down my involvement because I never wanted the hoopla to be about me. It was her story, you feel me? That couldn’t last. I see that now. Try as I might to stay out of the way, I was involved in ways I didn’t understand. See, they were trying to tell me the story was just fiction from back in the day, but I knew in my heart Ady was real. Have you read Confession? Yes. I’m talking about Ady’s diary. No? That’s your loss. You ever do read it, you’ll see she practically glows from the page. Next thing I know, someone showed up saying they had some of her hair and wanted to test mine. I let them. It was a match! Now, ain’t that something? That changed everything. Everything!


—Jackson Milia-Signalman (1975–2019),
   March 26, 2017, at Petry House (Connecticut)










1.



OF ALL THE tiresome habits of men, what drove Ady, known here as Antoinette Marianne du Marche, to her wit’s end was their impulse to expand the pettiest of their lives’ moments to epic proportions. Such men exalted minor disagreements to the level of legend, delivering a coup de grâce to the jaw of a Yankee three times their size. Of course, none of these meager men had a good trade. They were all captains of industry, each of them, but the barons of Holland and New York would soon eclipse their fortunes. Such men never encountered a bird pecking for sustenance, no; the creature was always a wolf at the door, its teeth eager to rip the tendons from a man’s throat.


Of course, this was the basement into which Ady’s life had fallen. In the high-ceilinged dining room of her self-proclaimed father John du Marche’s Vieux Carré townhouse, she imagined how recollections of the night might be transformed in the retelling, if any of them survived. It was early still, but the men were already several sheets to the wind. A spittoon lay rolling on its side. There was a scattering of empty brown bottles, and a filthy apron was draped on the kitchen doorknob. Hers or Lenore’s or another’s, Ady wasn’t sure.


In this pulsing night, the men were occupied sharing drunken jokes about their exploits and their half-despised cronies, and so, of course, the bodies of the women present could become the only source material of the Massacre of March 1862. All the better to distract them.


The banner, procured by Lenore, hung beneath the crown molding and proclaimed QUADROON BALL. Ady stood below the cursed thing, wrestling in the mud of these men’s desires. Ady’s dark thin shoulders shone glorious—like blackberries in moonlight—above the peach fabric of her dress. “Quadroon Ball” evoked visions of grandeur, of wealthy, powerful, refined men engaging in light scandal out of view of their pale, dismissive wives back on their slave labor camps also called plantations. This was no ballroom, though it might countenance a schottische or Viennese waltz. She imagined that these facts wouldn’t matter; that there would be a false version of her in the retelling. By this reliance on mythology and nostalgia, she imagined, the men desired to burnish their self-regard.


After they won the war, this night was meant to become a part of their origin, proof of their mastery of the world. But now, these men—round-bellied, wall-eyed, and gasping—were too distraught for the fiction to hold true.


The redness of du Marche’s face stood out even at twenty paces. He wanted something, wine or bread and cheese, or her. She removed the wooden box from the sleeve of fabric at her waist. She ran her finger along the engraved ivory top—a cameo of Napoleon at battle. She opened it, pinched snuff into the plane between her thumb and forefinger, and inhaled the material into her nose. She watched on as du Marche contorted his face at her.


She, to most observers, was not down amongst the dregs of society. She was comely and tall with her thick hair wrapped in a tignon in the style of her mother. In public, she wore fine silk over crinoline and that night with the boy-men finer silk still, for it was required. Her governess, God rest her, Mrs. Orsone, had taught her penmanship and the appropriate placement of weighty silver utensils, the most grandiloquent French, the deepest curtsy. Ady had played Chopin blindfolded in that very parlor.


New Orleans was at that time at war with itself, as always. It was the core of the South: wealthiest, worldliest, and most in love with its own beauty. A wealth and beauty carried, of course, upon the haunches of people like Ady.


Du Marche glared at her. She withheld the disgust she felt from reaching her face and looked up at the grandfather clock, thinking, one more tick tock of the clock on the last night of her life. Soon she would join her mother.


Ten years earlier, she had been riding in the back of a long cart, lying against her mother’s breast. There were other people, too, whom she had never fully forgotten. A boy with large eyes who played with his toes and poked his tongue out at her. It had been a long trip, days from a place called Constancia that she would never fully remember. The woman next to her mother with skin like riverbank clay craned her head to look past others. Her neck had scars like vines.


“It won’t be long now,” Ady’s mother, Sanite, said.


“Woman, how you know?” a man said. “Not like you from here.” The women and children were tied to each other. But the men’s hands were tied together so tight that the flesh of the downside of the man’s palms was purple.


“Ain’t no stream wide as that,” she said. “I been here before. The last time someone sold me down the river. Before I escaped.”


“You ran away?” the man asked, his eyes wide.


“Can’t nobody hole me less I let ’em.”


He went from disbelief to smiling.


One of the white men on the seat at the front of the cart cracked his whip over their heads.


“You jigs better shut up,” he said. “I hear any plotting, and I’ll tie a stone to yer neck and turf you in.”


“For our mothers,” Sanite said.


“What’s that again?” he said.


“I say, ‘Yes, mister driver.’ ”


Lenore squeezed Ady’s hand roughly and smiled that awkward smile—her unguarded smile—she had worked so hard to own. Ady knew Lenore was trying to soften her mood, knew that Ady was swimming through a swamp lake of emotions. Around Lenore she often felt like a rabbit in a warren, waiting out the farmer above. But the present circumstances made her that much more anxious. Appropriately so.


Lenore cupped Ady’s hand and kissed the knuckles. Ady was disposed to turn and walk away, but as she stepped forward, Lenore spoke, their fingers still grazing.


“Let us do what we’ve come to do.”


Ady nodded. “Let us do it through and through.”


In the dining room, Ady approached her father, who sat at the long table with half a dozen men. After he gave them gifts of cigars, she performed a rendition of Mozart’s “Requiem” that the men politely clapped at. She could tell her father was displeased—she’d spent most of the evening down in the kitchen where Mrs. Beryl refused to allow her to assist instead of up there entertaining, as she was meant to do. You’ll get giblet gravy all over your fancy lace and then Master du Marche will hold it against me, no thank you very much. The men’s table was larded with grapes, soft cheeses, and sauces. She thought Mrs. Beryl had prepared something worthy of Dionysus, although the half-eaten dish of rarebit before her father played against the effect. She could see his teeth marks along the bread crust, the saliva that dotted his lips’ corners. Bile rose in the back of her throat.


“I’d like to make sure that you’re acquainted with my Antoinette,” he said.


“Is this the one?” said a man to their right. He was cleanshaven with the meticulously tailored clothes of a Virginian. Lenore had come around the table and was now sitting on his lap; the bows at the knees of his stockings grazed Lenore’s leg.


“Your own?” said another man, chewing on hazelnuts, a dish of shells at his wrist. Ady couldn’t see John du Marche’s face from behind, but she knew he was smiling.


“She’s a cherry, that one,” a man said from the far end of the table, slamming his wine goblet down. “A dark cherry if ever I saw one.”


John du Marche placed his hand against her lower back. It wasn’t an uncommon gesture from him.


“Enchantée,” she said with a curtsy and exited, closing the parlor door behind her. Ady felt coldness in her head and movement in her stomach. She turned, continued out onto the balcony, and vomited over the railing. A white child, likely a street urchin, was passing by. He stared at her for a moment and ran away, dropping his cap in a puddle.


John du Marche had purchased Ady’s mother and herself at the auction near the foot of Conti Street. Their seller had a servant, a Negro like them, scrub their faces, ears, and teeth with a rag. He then shoved them into a large room where they watched a naked man step off a block and join the four others he was sold with. A man in a white wig pointed at Ady, had the same Negro servant tear her apart from Sanite, who was forced to wait by a column.


Ady had never stood before so many people. Ringed around her were more than two dozen white men. Off to the side stood the unsold, as still others, recently purchased, were either being held near the walls or led away in chains by their buyers.


“As you can see, a likely girl,” the man in the wig said. “A babe. Aged about seven years, wouldn’t you say? Make for a right good scullery maid, don’t you think? And down the line, you get all the little piglets she produces.” Many of the buyers chuckled. Ady was older than five, but small at that time. Her mother would often place her on her shoulders and tell her that one day she would be tall and free. Though she was afraid, she never let her eyes fall from Sanite’s.


“Come on, gentlemen, bids up, let’s move it along. We’ve got another shipment just docked at Barracks. Cooper, I wager you need a little one, eh? She can fetch pails of water to your boys on the shore muck.”


“No thanks,” said a short man. “The last squink I bought only lasted a week. Turns out the alligators in Des Allemands are partial to chicks.” Laughter rose around him. “Quiet down, you rowdies. I spent a barrel of half dimes on that one!” The wigged man shook his head.


“I shall take her.”


“Representative du Marche, I hadn’t seen you in a moon. You’re a good sight.”


“Not so fast,” said du Marche. He wore a top hat and blue velvet morning coat. “I’ll take her at ten percent below your asking price.”


“Now, wait a minute. What’s this? You tryin’ to run me out?”


“Calm your passions, Birks. You know very well you robbed me on the five my man just purchased for my fields. I could easily cancel that sale and go down to Congo Square. Their stock doesn’t look like it spent a month at the bottom of a hold.”


Birks sputtered. “Fine,” he said, clearing his throat. “Because you’re an upstanding citizen and habitual buyer, but don’t the rest of you pirates start dreaming of fairy queens and markdowns.” The other men laughed again.


“And Birks,” du Marche said.


“Sir!”


“I’ll take that one over there at market price, if she is indeed the mother.”


Birks turned to Ady’s mother. “You spawned this one?” Sanite nodded.


On the balcony, Ady clutched the ornate cross at her neck, hard enough to break the skin of her palm. Lenore had given her the pewter cross. She did not see the speck of blood appear.


“Don’t you bother about her,” Mrs. Beryl’s voice said from the portal to the kitchen. “She just had too much sherry. And they say we Irish toss ’em back.”


Before Ady and her mother were sold to du Marche, they had been made to walk barefoot for days. Once her blindfold was removed at the city limits, she saw her small feet were blistered, swollen. It didn’t matter that most of their path had been along dirt and mud; both Ady’s and Sanite’s feet were ripped and blood-crusted.


Ady felt a cold lick from the night wind. She pushed the edge of her foot through the gap between the wrought-iron bars on the balcony. Had she and her mother really walked a hundred miles barefoot? How was that possible? How allowed? Ady felt a hand on her shoulder. It was Lenore. Ady wasn’t sure, but beneath the makeup she thought she saw the pink of upset on Lenore’s taupe skin.


“I don’t . . .” Ady said.


“What?” Lenore asked.


“I don’t want you to do this with me,” Ady said. Lenore lowered her face and smiled.


“What are you thinking?”


Lenore took Ady’s hand. “If this is to be your last night on earth, then it’s to be mine as well.”


After the sale, John du Marche moved Ady and her mother into the city townhouse far from the rural plantations. The journey from the prior owner’s plantation was long, endlessly so, and neither mother nor child had shoes. They were only allowed in the cart for short stints before the driver put them on leashes behind. He had a special pique for Sanite, who refused to be quiet at his insistence. She must have known she was too valuable to his profit margin to drown.


As they entered the courtyard, Ady felt the cold of the rounded cobblestones against the curves of her almost numb feet. Sanite, whose name was an aspect only of itself, had whispered to Ady to throw her last name away. Ady, an aspect of her given name, Adebimpe—didn’t have a last name, Sanite said; the plantation owner’s name was supposedly attached to them both.


Sanite moved her hand toward the bayou. Ady followed her hand’s path but saw nothing. Then she heard a plop in the water but understood it to be the sounds of free animals, frogs, snakes, or possibly a stray wolf.


When John du Marche collected them to begin their journey to his home in New Orleans, he seemed more animated, buoyant even, his voice more country. Stopping at a statue of a muse in his courtyard, he pointed and talked, as though they were guests on holiday, giddy, tripping over his words. A long knife hung in a scabbard at his waist.


“This is one of the oldest buildings in town, two score and five years ago they constructed it. When I left my father’s home, it was one of the first townhouses I saw, right between that old dress shop and the paper seller, knew that one day it would be mine, knew that I would bring servants here into my employ. I had a small pied-à-terre before this until last year, but God grants his blessings to those who are patient.” He stopped at the staircase, several emotions crossing his face, bemusement, curiosity.


“Do you speak?”


Sanite nodded. Ady knew that her mother wasn’t afraid of any man on earth. Some might have said, indeed some of the other enslaved people at the plantation did say, within and out of earshot, that they had never seen a woman so fearless or so foolish. Ady knew that it was Sanite’s fearlessness that led to their being sold off. Sanite had hexed the owner of the slave labor camp—also called a plantation. That owner didn’t believe in such spells until he did, and he decided to enact his revenge on her. But even after such revenges, Ady saw his eyes quiver—the way a man’s eyes quiver when he believes he is about to be struck from behind—as the cart left with her mother and her trailing behind, both bound by the neck with leashes to it.


Ady saw the back of Sanite’s neck there in the courtyard. Purple-red bruises sat on both sides from friction. John du Marche neared Sanite. He eyed her neck, then he sniffed it.


“I understand out there in the fields certain standards of conduct prevail. But here in the city, no such rules obtain. Well, my rule obtains, and I shall have you speak when spoken to.”


“What if I ain’t got nothing to say to the likes of you?” Sanite said.


“That’s better,” his face more serious. “And this one. Birks said that she was seven, but he’s wrong about most things.” He stooped down. “Tell me, little one. Your true age.”


The girl had been told by her mother never to reveal to a white person that she understood numbers and certainly not that she could read or that she had any understanding about any fact that wasn’t stated immediately before by an owner or overseer. At Constancia, the slave labor camp, also called a plantation, that they had been exiled from, Sanite left Ady in the shack of an old woman who cared for the children of enslaved people, the children who were not yet able to carry a bucket or fetch the lady of the house’s mother-of-pearl hair comb. The old woman taught the children in secret. Sanite wanted her daughter to know how to count and read, and perhaps even one day write.


“I’m ten,” she said, knowing if she did not answer, or was caught lying, there would be consequences.


“Ah,” he said. “I reckoned as much. You will eat better here. Might even grow to be tall like your mammy.” Addressing Sanite: “What’s this scar on her arm?”


Ady knew he was referring to the score mark a few inches above her wrist. It was a slash of raised skin that Ady couldn’t remember how she got. The score had just always been there.


“She fell against one of them soil tillers,” Sanite said.


“Hmmf. Well.” He reached into his pocket and produced a wrapper, which he opened, blossoming a tile of chocolate. “I wager you’ll like this. Imported from Holland, at great expense.”


The girl leaned into Sanite’s leg. She didn’t want to take anything from this man. The other man had ignored her and her mother. But this man paid an attention to them both that made Ady keep her distance even if she was drawn to the chocolate, for she was hungry, and it was food.


“What’s my work, mister?” Sanite asked.


“My, you’re all business.” He tossed the chocolate on the ground. “You’re on the lighter side, unlike your offspring, so I imagine they had you in the house. But you look worn, too, and not just from the journey. I’m guessing eventually they planted you in the patches, had you picking what? Cotton? Sugar cane?” Sanite nodded. “Speak, dammit!”


“Yeah. I spent a few seasons in the house. Then a few in the field working mostly cane. Then one more inside again.” Sanite kept her eyes cast toward his neck, not his feet, as most others would have. Ady thought her mother wanted to grab his neck.


He turned around, scanning the courtyard slowly, and then looked back at Sanite. “You are to do everything. I have my plantation up near St. Francisville, where I live and spend the Sabbath. Occasionally, my wife and children visit here.” Ady twisted into Sanite at the mention of his family. At Constancia, the overseer’s children, poor whites who lived at the edge of the property, had their fun at her expense: throwing rocks, pulling her hair, kicking her legs. Sanite had instructed her to never hit back or she would get herself killed. Du Marche stuck a hand in the gap created by his unbuttoned shirt.


“I’m an important man, if I haven’t made that clear. I sit in the wheelhouse of government alongside Governor Mouton. And I have business connections who visit from here to the District of Columbia.” He coughed.


“But usually I will be alone, for I run my trade from up there.” He gestured to the second story of the townhouse. “When I am not present, you are to clean, purchase goods, take deliveries, manage repairs, and tend to all affairs of this estate short of my central business. It does not matter that your kind cannot read or write. My vendors know my preferences and my man handles the menial business.”


“And when you present?”


“What’s that?”


“What’s my work when you here.”


“Every matter I just spoke on. Also, cook. Launder and mend my apparel. And other personal duties.” Du Marche walked over to a set of green stairs and climbed. When he reached the second-floor entrance, with his hand on the door to the townhouse, he stopped.


“Why are you two standing there like a pair of goats?”


“Where you want us?” Sanite asked.


“I suppose you do need somewhere to lie.” He pointed. “Those quarters. Second level at the back. The other quarters and the privy are for visitors.” He nodded at Ady. “I’m sure whatever her name is, it won’t do in my house. The wife thinks nigger names are heathen blasphemy. Call her Antoinette.”


Their quarters was a single room with a pallet and a chamber pot, nothing else. The pallet, which was a ragged pile of straw, took up most of the room. They’d had a cast-iron stove at the slave labor camp also called a plantation, and even a small plank table, and although Ady did not wish to return there, fearing for Sanite’s safety, she had questions, such as how they would feed themselves. Sanite was a good cook and could do more with a tin pot and a handful of grain than seemed possible. Still, that wasn’t what vexed her; she was unsure what to call herself even in the privacy of her own mind.


“I don’t want another name, Mama.”


“You a child and you ain’t really got no wants, but you right,” Sanite said. “I ain’t studying about him.” Sanite wrapped her arms around her daughter and stroked her hair. “Yeah. He’ll call you that. But I never will. Never let that name take a spot inside you. One day, you’ll be free, and you can’t be forgetting who you really is.”


He stayed for over a week that first time. Each morning, du Marche tested Ady or Antoinette by calling her by her new name, waiting to see if she’d slip up and not respond. She never once did. On some days, she was instructed to enter the townhouse and sweep the floors or empty his spittoon, which was heavy brass and awkward as a sack of grain, difficult for her small arms to wrap around. One evening, Sanite stood in the kitchen pounding meat on the counter. She glanced at Ady, who sang a quiet melody.


“I guess you can help here,” Sanite said. “Bring over that pan. The big one.” Ady laughed, but Sanite shook her head.


They prepared for him a meal of shank cooked just so, gruel, bread lightly toasted (and if too burnt, fed to the dogs), and two flagons of ale. He was particular in his demands. He gave them each two moth-eaten dresses and had them stand on opposite sides of the large dining room table while he ate.


When he finished, he dragged a cloth across his mouth and asked why their noses were always running. Ady had been sniffling since moving into their new quarters. “Don’t tell me that I shall have to sell you two off already. Just like Birks to market a pair of frails.”


His bringing forth the possibility of their sale pushed past Ady or Antoinette’s natural resistance to speak in his presence.


“It’s the sheets, mister,” Ady or Antoinette said.


“The sheets? What the devil are you talking about?” du Marche said. Sanite shot Ady or Antoinette a stern look, meant to still the flow of words from her mouth, but he insisted. “Go on. Say what you mean, Antoinette.” Ady looked from Sanite to du Marche but knew she had no choice but to answer.


“It’s right cold in them quarters.”


“How absent-minded of me,” he said. Du Marche smiled as if he were truly happy. It was the first time Ady or Antoinette had witnessed this act. He was missing several teeth on the left side of his mouth. “I have just the item.” He went outside onto the balcony and into one of the other quarters and reappeared with a thin sheet. “Little Antoinette, clean up the kitchen. I want it spotless. We will see to it that this is the proper sheet for your grand quarters.”


The kitchen was on the second floor, just off the balcony above the privy. From the kitchen, one could see straight across the courtyard and into their quarters. Ady or Antoinette went about clearing the table and mucking out the pots, and as she was folding the tablecloth for the wash, she heard noises. Across the courtyard, she saw du Marche on top of her mother, whose head was turned to face the wall, her palms flat on the pallet.


Later that night, Ady or Antoinette sat on the floor by the door watching Sanite on the pallet, her legs flat before her, stare at the bare wall. They had been sitting in their positions for some time.


“You should work roots on him, Mama,” Ady or Antoinette said in a loud whisper.


Sanite snorted.


“Turn him into a frog!” Ady or Antoinette said.


“Hush, girl, I ain’t no witch.”


“But I seen you do magic like what you did to old marse.”


“Pfft, you don’t know nothing,” Sanite said.


Ady or Antoinette looked from her mother to the green door slats where she looked over at the quarters across the courtyard, the moon’s glow descending on their faces. She imagined another them, a different them in those fine quarters feasting on yams and bread. Of drinking fresh milk. Of swallowing heaping spoonfuls of cake. Her stomach was sour, she turned back to her mother.


“I see you, daughter,” Sanite said. She patted the pallet next to her own leg, and Ady crawled next to her. Some of the pallet’s hay was drying out and it scratched her thighs as she settled next to her mother. Sanite brought Ady close to her body. “You don’t need to worry on me. I’ll guard you. That’s my work.”


.    .    .


On the next night, Sanite did not move when she was called from the townhouse. He called again, but Sanite squatted on the floor. She held in her right hand the cleaver that she had used to chop and mince a large, tough flank earlier that day.


“Mama,” Ady or Antoinette said. She heard du Marche set a booted foot onto the stiff wood outside of the second-story townhouse door, heard him trundle the woodway toward the corner of the balcony where a plank always squeaked unhappily on its nails. She heard his footfalls passing the two adjacent quarters. He would be there momentarily.


“Mama,” she said again.


“I hear you,” Sanite said. “I need you to be quiet, daughter.”


It was then that his steps stopped, his shadow visible in the night.


“I fought in Florida for the government,” he said. His voice was low and slow, the flourish he used gone from it. “I don’t suppose you’re familiar with those wars? Against the Seminoles? No? I didn’t think so.” He spat. “Those tribes lived on those lands for a long time, a very long time. They were stubborn. I gather I would have been stubborn too if that were my birthright. Every time settlers moved into the area there would be a brief period of peace. Then the Seminoles would come in with a raiding party of fifteen or twenty on horseback. Fierce warriors against limp older chaps and schoolmarms in bonnets.” He stepped away from the doors. Ady caught a glimpse of the upper half of his face flickering in the light of flame. He was leaning against the balcony railing, which mildly creaked with his weight.


“We fought them for years, pint-sized skirmishes here and there until eventually most of them were gone or retreated into the swamplands that no white man would want. But I fought with an old treasure hunter who fought in earlier battles, perhaps fifteen years before, back when the Seminoles far outnumbered the settlers and men like myself who would bring the land to heel. He said that was a far more enjoyable war, bloodier too. Back then, they would gather a large force of strapping men—no sticks or axes among them; every man had a rifle—a true well-maintained militia, one might say. And they’d wait for the warriors to make their move. If the Seminoles were in a standard raiding party, that made them easier to hunt. They would just follow them back to their land. Even the best twenty warriors of a village are nothing against a battalion, you understand? Two or three hundred men might as well be a prairie fire. That was the old-timer’s job and that’s the method he taught to me. To draw out the flesh so that they might seal their own fate.”


“Mama,” Ady or Antoinette said, under her breath. Sanite slowly shook her head and placed a finger over her own lip.


“Not now, my daughter,” she said through clenched teeth.


The green-slatted door swung open, and he stepped into their quarters. He held a heavy silver chamberstick in one hand. The glow from the candle flickered on the walls. In his other hand, he held a gun.


“Which me would you rather encounter tonight? The hired gun or the battalion?”


Sanite, who was seated at the edge of the pallet, had slipped the knife into the hay. She stood up and left the room with him.


Over the next days, the pattern repeated. Not the prelude, no more speeches were made, but the conclusion was the same. He hollered, and Sanite heeded. Until the fifth day, when Ady or Antoinette followed her mother to their door and grabbed her hand and squeezed.


“Stay out, my child.” Sanite gently disentangled their hands. Ady or Antoinette returned to their quarters, but as soon as she heard the door close, she ran across the balcony and banged on the door, the wood rattling under her fist.


“Mama!”


He opened the door. The stench of brandy flowed around him. “What is the meaning of this?”


Ady or Antoinette lowered her head. “Let my mama out or I’ll call something down on you.”


He cocked his head to the side, and a low burp escaped his lips. “Let my mama out.” He laughed as he leaned against the doorjamb. Suddenly he shot an arm out to push Ady or Antoinette back. His hand didn’t connect as roughly as Ady or Antoinette thought it would, but he closed the door as she fought for balance. She cursed herself for not anticipating his shove. She stood with her shoulders against the railing, breathing heavily. She stood and waited until the door again opened and Sanite stepped out. When Sanite saw her daughter, Sanite gaped in disbelief. She brought Ady before her body and walked her back to their quarters.


On the balcony of the townhouse, Lenore had gone back inside. Ady pressed her stomach against the cool balcony rail to relieve the ache. It didn’t help. Behind her, someone had started playing a fiddle in the parlor. A bit of vomit stained the front of her dress.
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LISTING ON A SLAVE AUCTION BILLBOARD: NEW ORLEANS


February 10, 1851


The Owner of the following named and valuable Slaves being on the eve of departure for Europe, will cause the same to be offered for sale on Saturday February 12, at Twelve o’Clock


1. COURTLAND, a mulatto, aged 45 years, a first rate cook and driver for a carriage is strictly honest, temperate, and a first rate subject.


2. SANITE, a mulatress, aged 24 years, a good cook and accustomed to housework in general, is an excellent and faithful nurse for sick persons, and in every respect a first rate character.


3. ADEBIMPE, her child, a creole aged 7 years, speaks French and English, is smart, active, and intelligent.


4. DANDRIDGE, a mulatto, aged 33 years, a first rate dining room servant, has but few equals for honesty and sobriety.


5. NARY, his wife, aged about 31 years, a confidential house servant.


6. MARY ANN, her daughter, a mulatress, aged 14 years, speaks French and English, is a superior hairdresser.
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SOON AFTER DU MARCHE brought Sanite and Ady to the townhouse, he left. In the months that followed, he would leave for days at a time, occasionally for a full week. His primary residence was his slave labor camp called a plantation, a half day’s ride out of town. That distance provided some silence, the succor of distance, a lamb’s peace as the lion sleeps. It was during these breaks that when Ady’s chin fell, Sanite could lift it.


Occasionally, du Marche leased them out to work for residents in nearby homes. Those residents in one form or another seemed like variations of du Marche. Ady had the feeling of moving from one room in the townhouse to a room in some other man of industry’s house without ever departing the original premises.


They worked a clerical office once where three attorneys scribbled on paper, snacking on cakes as the eldest nipped from a flask. “Hurry it along, you two,” the inebriated attorney had said. “I’m paying your master for thoroughness and speed. You are passing the bar of the former but not the latter.”


“What’s that face you making?” Sanite asked as they arrived back at the townhouse.


“He gets money off of us?” Ady asked.


“For each movement of our hands.”


“That don’t seem fair.”


“I don’t vision it is.”


At the corner of Good Children and Bienville there was a five-story home that Sanite and Ady spent three whole days cleaning. It had been the residence of a foreign minister, but he had died, and his government had bequeathed the minipalace to the City of New Orleans as a gift, someone said. The French Quarter was full of such grand houses, which sat hip to hip along the cobblestone arteries of the neighborhood. The world Ady had come from was now infinitely multiplied. And du Marche’s townhouse was not the grandest amongst them.


Sometimes Ady accompanied Sanite around town on errands of procurement. This was the only time she could really see the quarter. They bought house supplies from the dry grocer and the coffee carts. All of these activities, working in other townhouses and visiting sellers, was astonishing to Ady. She had grown up mostly in the house at Constancia, a very big house with a half dozen other enslaved Negroes pressed into service, not to mention those being tortured in the fields. Although Sanite had explained to her, without much detail, that there was a whole world beyond the low dipping fields and the river that bordered the land, Ady, through the processes of staying within those walls or in Ascension Parish with its trees and slave labor camps called plantations that stretched into the horizon, came to subconsciously believe the Constancia big house was, for better or worse, the better part of the world.


She wasn’t blind. She saw how the field-working Negroes were kept and treated. So while she clearly understood that there was a difference between her life in the house and the lives of the children of the owner of that plantation, the ones whose peach and crêpe skins echoed the flesh beneath an apple peel, she also understood that there was something about the townhouse that elevated all within it. Even her.


Yet as she took in the scalloped trims and pastel-colored houses, it wasn’t, she realized, the grandeur of these residences that captured her attention, it was the people who lived and worked in them. Each house was maintained by a person or group of people—butlers, maids, valets, and footmen might well have been blood. But Ady heard murmurings about these enslaved workers. Not all of the Negroes of New Orleans were enslaved.


New Orleans was a town of streets laid out on a grid that corresponded to the directions of a compass but skewed. No street ran true north or true west, but rather all was diagonal. They walked and walked, and Sanite made sure they took their time about it. She would gently touch the uppermost part of Ady’s arm and Ady, noting that Sanite’s feet were skidding across the pavement, would ease her stride. Often, Ady had no idea where they were even going and on what account. They roamed with no money; Sanite didn’t handle his money, or she only rarely did, and even then, just coins. Most of the purchases she made on his behalf were done on credit. Ady looked over as they passed a shoemaker standing at the door of his shop. He stepped inside, and through the window, she saw people handing over coins and bills, knew that anything could be exchanged for the correct quantity, even her very self. If Ady had dollars in the proper amount, she would purchase shoes. He had given them plain boots, previously worn. Ady’s were too big, so she stuffed them with hay from their pallet to secure the fit.


The Mississippi churned by, a rippling walnut-brown sheet, as Ady sang. She knew only a few songs but knew them well. They were songs she only barely remembered learning before they came to the city. The songs sat in the deepest part of her chest and emerged easily from her mouth. Sanite sometimes told Ady to stop talking, but she rarely bade her to stop singing. To the contrary, within a note or two, Sanite would grab Ady’s hand, and they would walk in rhythm, hand in hand, for the length of a song. It was during those certain moments, as Ady held a note that shook her body, that Sanite’s eyes pointed toward someplace beyond the sky.


Ady saw in her mother’s face a kind of obsession for this walking. She did not walk fast, but she only stopped when she had to—at a wall of people or when an omnibus blocked their path. All this air to roam where we please. This is just the start. It had never occurred to Ady that freedom meant precisely this: the ability to use one’s legs to carry oneself where one chose.


Sanite was required to carry a pass—a folded sheet of paper that she herself could not read. The pass allowed the enslaved Negroes of the city to travel within the limits without their masters. Failure to produce a pass most likely meant capture, confinement, and resale. Ady saw slavers and policemen and men in top hats demanding the production of these passes from others like herself and her mother.


There were other Negroes who when asked to produce a pass revealed a slip of paper that was not a pass, but something else altogether. Sanite, who was generally unbothered by the affairs of others, stopped to gaze upon them. The unbinding of a leather pouch carried at the hip. Or perhaps a hand dipped into a coat pocket. The deliberate—never hurried—unfolding of the slip. The handing of the paper over to the authority, who themselves though white of skin often clearly could not read, furrowing their brow and turning the slip this way and that. The return of the slip. And then that Negro man or woman, light-skinned or medium-skinned or dark-skinned, held their ground until the shaken authority figure huffed off. These Free Negroes came in more types than Ady could hope to classify. But one thing they held in common: Their chin never touched their neck.


“Free papers.” Sanite expressed awe and envy at those Free Negroes, often in the same breath as reverence. “Those Creoles think they everything under the sun. They might just be.”


The only thing that dazzled the innermost reaches of Ady’s (and for that matter Sanite’s) heart more than watching the Free Negroes act audaciously Free were the ships at port. Lined up right next to the open market, docked along the piers or skimming by on the wide, brown, churning waters of the Mississippi were skiffs, rafts, steamers, paddle-wheelers, pirogues, three-masters, and, once—Ady saw it, Sanite’s eyes couldn’t make it out at the distance—a pirate ship identified by its skull and bones on black fabric. Ady would not know for many years what a pirate ship was, but she saw a Negro woman in a red scarf wrapped tightly against her crown, the tail of the fabric whipping in the waters’ wake-breeze. She stood in the bow as the ship serenely floated away from the city and toward the unencumbered waters of the Gulf of Mexico, the promise of a whole Earth beyond.


That pirate spirit was also in the Free Colored women in their tignons and wide-waisted summer-colored dresses. Ady watched how they walked the streets, in groups, going about their affairs with their noses up and their chatty voices unencumbered. She never saw anyone ask them for their passes. It was as though their very nature was their pass.


And there was still one other thing that dazzled the spirit of both mother and daughter. Du Marche didn’t allow them to partake when he was present, indeed, he had forbidden them to walk to Congo Square under any circumstances on Sundays. Sanite ignored him, and on Sunday mornings, if he was away, she ensured that their plain gray dresses were clean. They wrapped white scarves around their hair, powdered their bodies with baking soda. Congo Square was in the back of town, beyond the northern border of the French Quarter but not past the cemetery. It was a short walk, and halfway to gathering they heard the rising of voices and the beating of drums and gourds.


Many people gathered in the open square, which included a market that rivaled the ones by the river and in the Second Municipality. Sanite and Ady would make their way through the crush of bodies so that Ady could see the men squatting behind their djembe, their hands patting a formidable beat, while others paced the edge of the circle with shekere, ekwe, ogene, tambourines, marimbas, bugles, and banjos. Dust rose from the ground in waves. Crows dipped into the trees. A woman burned sage. Ady most loved the dancers, the women who occasionally paired off in the sweltering sun, and the men who did the same. Ady wasn’t afraid to step into the circle herself while Sanite clapped from the sideline. Sanite was surprised that first time, seemed ready to forbid Ady’s participation, a handkerchief falling from her hand. But Sanite nodded at Ady, and Ady continued. The girl possessed the spirit of freedom. She threw her head back and added her voice to the swell of voices as her feet moved so quickly beneath her, it was as if she might fly.
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