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A Bond Broken


I took my pencil and carefully traced the S. I glanced up from my paper and shot a look toward Mademoiselle Chaloux, who stood at the front of the room, scribbling arithmetic problems onto the chalkboard. While the rest of the students hurriedly copied down the problems, I started to trace the next letter, E, on my paper. I traced the third letter and then the next until I got to the last letter. Once I was done, I drew a heart around his name. I set my pencil down and carefully inspected my beautiful artwork.

I inched over to the right and saw the back of his head, his beautifully shaped head. It rather reminded me of a peanut, but it was still attractive nonetheless—to me anyway.

“Miss LaRoche?” Mademoiselle Chaloux called from the front of the room. “Is there something you’re looking for? If not, I suggest you look down at your own paper.”

The entire class spun around. Immediately, my face flushed red. “I wasn’t cheating, Mademoiselle Chaloux, I was just— ”

There was no possible way I could finish that sentence without embarrassing myself further. How could I tell Mademoiselle Chaloux and the entire class what I was doing? Lucinda, the girl who sat directly in front of me, looked down at my desk and at the paper with Sébastien’s name scribbled on it. Quickly, I maneuvered my elbow so she couldn’t catch a glimpse.

“Since you seem to be finished, Miss LaRoche,” Mademoiselle Chaloux said in a hard French accent, “won’t you please come forward to finish problem number one?”

I hated Mademoiselle Chaloux. It was a known fact that she didn’t like light-skinned Negro children in the class, instead showing favoritism to those with darker skin. I, of course, was her favorite to hate since I was the lightest student in class due to my mixed race.

With the entire class staring at me, I slowly stood up. Before I walked to the board, I made sure to turn over the piece of paper on my desk so nosy Lucinda couldn’t see my brilliant masterpiece.

As I headed toward the board, I tried to swallow my heart back down into my chest. I wasn’t afraid to do the problem on the board. I was a whiz at arithmetic. My pace was slow because I didn’t want Sébastien to take a good whiff when I walked by, smelling the fact that I hadn’t taken a bath yesterday evening, as Momma had instructed.

“Corinne, a girl of fourteen years of age should not go around smelling like a boy,” Momma had told me last night after supper. I had spent the rest of the afternoon tending to the horses on our farm and after that, I fed the pigs and helped Daddy shear Ruth and Cleoa, our two sheep. When Momma had called us in for supper, she requested that I bathe first. After engaging in an argument I was sure to lose, I stomped to the bathroom, locked the door and turned on the tub faucet. I took off my clothes and sat on the edge of the tub, every once in awhile splashing water around like I was bathing. For twenty minutes, I sat there and sloshed around water in the tub with my foot—something I now regretted.

I stood up at the board, staring up at the arithmetic problem scribbled in chalk. It wasn’t as if I didn’t know the answer. I was deciding whether or not to show the work since I already had the answer in my head.

Deciding to show all the work, as Mademoiselle Chaloux always instructed, I scribbled away. When I finished, I set the chalk down and headed back to my desk, again, walking as slowly as possible as I passed Sébastien.

“Perfect,” Mademoiselle Chaloux said. “Now if you could just spend more time concentrating on your schoolwork, Corinne, there’s nothing you, as a little Negro girl, couldn’t do.”

I smiled proudly, but inside, I knew Daddy would’ve been angry at Mademoiselle Chaloux’s “compliment.” Just the other night, I heard him tell Momma that he overheard a man at his job named JP Morgan say his work was great—for a colored man. That evening, Daddy came home so angry. I didn’t see the problem with what that white man had said. It was true, we were colored. I believed Daddy was just angry because he felt Momma, being of French and Caucasian descent, might see him as less than a man like Daddy felt Mr. Morgan did.

I took a seat at my desk. When I looked up, I saw Sébastien looking back at me. Quickly, my gaze fell downward onto my paper, but when I looked down, the piece of paper with Sébastien’s name on it was face up. I could’ve sworn I had turned the paper over.

I looked up at Lucinda. The corners of her lips turned upward as she cut her eyes from me back to Mademoiselle Chaloux, who stood at the front of the classroom scribbling out another arithmetic problem.

She knew!

Lucinda saw my wonderful masterpiece and was now probably going to tell the entire class. Even worse, she would tell Sébastien!

•   •   •

I could smell the fresh flowers in Fresca Fields all the way home. I reached down and dropped my schoolbooks onto a large rock. I untied my laces and slipped off my right shoe, and then my left. I loved the feeling of the prickly grass poking between my toes.

I looked up toward the bluish green sky. There wasn’t a cloud to be found.

Life was good!

I may have only been fourteen years old, but if this was how life was to be for the rest of my days on earth, I’d be happy. Of course there were a few things I would change, like maybe spending more time with my big sister, Astrid, or finding a way for Sébastien to think I was the prettiest girl at school. But other than that, life was pretty darn good.
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