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Prologue — "The Drowning Sermon

1855, Atchafalaya Basin, Louisiana

✦

The swamp remembered everything.

It remembered the shape of the first cypress tree that had ever split the black mud with its roots, ten thousand years before the first human tongue gave it a name. It remembered the slow, patient deaths of creatures that had sunk into its belly and been rendered down to oil and silence. It remembered the Choctaw, who had called this place Hacha Falaia—the Long River—and who had known, in that ancient and wordless way of knowing, that certain waters were not to be trusted after dark. The swamp remembered all of this, and it was patient, and it was hungry, and on this October evening in 1855, with the sun bleeding out behind the tupelo trees like a slaughtered hog, it was about to be fed.

Spanish moss hung from the canopy in long funeral shrouds, gray and motionless in the dead air. There was no wind. There had been no wind all day, as though the atmosphere itself had drawn a breath and held it. The water of the oxbow lake was black and still—not the black of depth or of shadow, but the black of something that had absorbed all light and refused to return it. The surface was a dark mirror, and in it the dying sky was rendered in colors that had no names: bruised purples, gangrenous yellows, the deep arterial red of a wound that would not clot. Mosquitoes hung in clouds so thick they seemed like smoke, their collective drone a single sustained note that vibrated in the bones of the jaw and the soft tissue behind the eyes.

The air smelled of silt and brine and the sweet, cloying rot of magnolia blossoms that had fallen into the water and begun to decompose. Beneath that, deeper, was the smell of the swamp itself—a smell that was not so much foul as primordial, the exhalation of a world that predated human judgment and would outlast human memory. It was the smell of creation and digestion occurring simultaneously, of matter being broken down and reassembled in endless, mindless repetition. It was the smell of a mouth that never closed.

At the water's edge, where the mud was soft and black and sucked at the ankles like something desperate, they had driven two cypress stakes into the ground and lashed the man between them.

Silas Croft hung there with his arms wrenched wide, his wrists bound with hemp rope that had already cut through the skin to the white meat beneath. His shirt—fine Egyptian cotton, imported from a haberdasher in New Orleans at considerable expense—was torn open, revealing a chest that was pale and hairless and heaving with the ragged breath of a man who had screamed himself nearly mute. His trousers were soaked to the knee with swamp water and his own urine. One of his boots was missing. His straw hat—a gentleman's hat, the hat of a man who owned eleven hundred acres and the souls who worked them—had been knocked from his head and lay in the mud at his feet, slowly sinking.

His face was the face of a man confronting, for the first time, the full weight of his own mortality—and finding it unbearable. His eyes, which were the pale, watery blue of a winter sky, rolled in their sockets like the eyes of a spooked horse. His mouth worked soundlessly, producing only a thin, wet clicking, as though his tongue had forgotten the architecture of language. Blood ran from a split in his lower lip where someone had struck him. It traced a line down his chin and dripped into the mud with a sound like a clock ticking.

"You know what you done," said a voice from the darkness.

They emerged from the tree line in a procession that was slow and deliberate and possessed of a gravity that made the air feel heavier. There were perhaps thirty of them—men and women whose bodies bore the topography of labor and suffering: the knotted shoulders of cane-cutters, the scarred backs of the whipped, the calloused hands of those who had picked cotton until their fingers bled and then picked more. They wore the rough osnaburg cloth of the enslaved, and their faces, in the gathering dark, were expressions of something that went beyond anger into a territory for which English had no adequate word. It was the look of people who had decided, collectively, that the world as it was could no longer be tolerated.

They carried torches made of pitch-soaked cypress bark, and the flames threw long, trembling shadows across the water. In the firelight, the swamp seemed to breathe—the moss swaying, the water rippling, the trees leaning in as though drawn by curiosity.

Silas found his voice. It came out cracked and reedy, stripped of the bourbon-smooth authority that had once made men flinch and women weep.

"You will hang for this," he said. "Every last one of you. I will see you hang."

No one answered. No one needed to. The words fell into the swamp like stones into deep water—a brief disturbance, then nothing.

The crowd parted, and Madeleine Elodie walked through.

She was tall—taller than most of the men—and she moved with the unhurried economy of someone who had long ago ceased to be impressed by the urgencies of the physical world. Her skin was the deep, luminous black of polished ironwood, and her face was a landscape of sharp angles and deep-set eyes that held, even in repose, the quality of burning. She wore a white dress—not the coarse cloth of the field, but something she had made herself from stolen linen, stitched with symbols that were not embroidery but language, a vocabulary of curves and crosses and concentric circles that predated the written word. Around her neck hung a necklace of alligator teeth and river stones and small bones that might have been bird or might have been human. Her hair was wrapped in a red tignon, the fabric so dark with age and sweat and ritual use that it was nearly black.

She was a Mambo. She was the daughter of a Mambo who had been the daughter of a Mambo who had walked the red roads of Saint-Domingue before the revolution had burned the cane fields and freed the enslaved and sent them scattering across the waters to this new hell. She carried in her blood and in her bones the accumulated knowledge of women who had spoken to the lwa since before the Middle Passage, who had kept the old ways alive in the holds of slave ships and in the shadow of the overseer's whip, who had understood that power was not a thing that could be owned but a current that could be channeled, and that the spirits of the dead were not gone but merely waiting.

She stopped before Silas Croft and regarded him with an expression that was not hatred. It was something worse.

It was assessment. She was looking at him the way a surgeon looks at a tumor—clinically, dispassionately, with a clear understanding of what must be cut away.

"Silas Croft," she said. Her voice was low and musical, carrying the cadences of Kreyòl beneath the English like a river beneath ice. "You know why you here."

"You are a slave," he hissed, and the word was a weapon he had used so many times that even now, bound and bleeding, he reached for it by instinct. "You are my property. You—"

"I am Madeleine Elodie," she said, and the name silenced him more effectively than a blow. "Daughter of Cécile. Daughter of Anacaona. Servant of Ezili Dantò and Baron Samdi. And you, Silas Croft—you are a man who has eaten his last meal."

She turned to the gathered people and spoke in Kreyòl—rapid, rhythmic, a language that was itself a form of music. The crowd responded in unison, their voices rising and falling in patterns that were older than Louisiana, older than Haiti, older than Dahomey. It was a call and response that reached back through centuries of suffering to a place where suffering had been transmuted into power.

Madeleine knelt at the water's edge. From a leather pouch at her hip, she withdrew the implements of the ritual: a clay bottle of rum, which she uncorked and poured into the water in a slow, deliberate arc; a handful of graveyard dirt, black and loamy, which she scattered on the mud; three white candles, which she lit and placed in a triangle at the waterline; and a small cloth bundle, which she unwrapped with careful, reverent hands.

Inside the bundle was a tooth.

It was enormous—the molar of a bull alligator, yellowed with age, the root still crusted with dried blood.

It was as long as a man's thumb and curved like a sickle, and in the firelight it seemed to glow with a dull, interior light, as though something inside it was warming.

Madeleine held the tooth up so that Silas could see it.

His eyes fixed on it, and something in his face changed—a crack in the mask of defiance, a fissure through which raw, animal terror began to seep.

"You took from these people," Madeleine said. "You took their labor. You took their bodies. You took their children and sold them down the river like hogs at market.

You took the breath from Josephine when you beat her 'til her lungs stopped workin'. You took the manhood from Old Thomas when you cut him for lookin' at your wife.

You took and you took and you took, and you never once thought the bill would come due."

She stepped closer. The tooth was in her right hand, held between thumb and forefinger like a communion wafer.

"But the water remembers, Silas. The water keeps accounts. And tonight, the water gonna take from you."

"No," he said. The word was barely audible, a child's protest against the dark. "No."

"Open his mouth," Madeleine said.

Two men stepped forward. They were brothers—Joseph and Matthieu, field hands whose backs bore the railroad-track scars of Silas's bullwhip. They gripped his jaw and forced it open with hands that were gentle in their strength, as though they were handling something fragile and dangerous. Silas thrashed against his bonds, a low, keening moan rising from his throat.

Madeleine placed the alligator's molar on his tongue.

The effect was immediate. Silas's eyes went wide—wider than anatomy should have allowed—and his body arched against the stakes with such force that the wood groaned. His moan rose to a scream, but the scream was swallowed, muffled, as though something was filling his mouth from the inside. His jaw clenched involuntarily around the tooth, and the sound of his own molars cracking against it was audible in the silence—a wet, mineral snapping, like river stones breaking underfoot.

Madeleine began to sing.

The melody was simple—deceptively so—a sequence of notes that rose and fell in intervals that did not correspond to any Western scale. It was a song that existed in the spaces between notes, in the silences between syllables, in the resonance that lingered after each phrase like smoke after a fire. The words were Kreyòl, but older than Kreyòl—fragments of Fon and Yoruba and something else, something that predated language itself and spoke directly to the part of the brain that controlled fear and memory and the awareness of death.

Dlo a sonje, dlo a manje Koulèv nan dlo ap tann ou Ou te pran sa ki pa pou ou Kounye a, dlo pral pran ou The water remembers, the water devours. The serpent in the water waits for you. You took what was not yours.

Now the water will take you.

The crowd joined the song, their voices weaving together in harmonies that were not beautiful but necessary—the sound of a collective will being forged into a single, terrible instrument. The torchlight flickered.

The candles at the waterline guttered and flared. And the water—the black, still water of the oxbow lake—began to move.

It did not ripple. It breathed. The surface rose and fell in a slow, rhythmic undulation, as though something enormous beneath it was inhaling and exhaling. The smell of the swamp intensified—mud and rot and the sharp, coppery tang of blood—and from somewhere out in the darkness, beyond the reach of the torchlight, came a sound: a low, resonant bellow, the territorial call of a bull alligator. Then another. Then a dozen. The bellows overlapped and merged until the air vibrated with a frequency that could be felt in the sternum, in the bowels, in the liquid chambers of the heart.

Madeleine's voice rose above it all, clear and merciless.

"Cut him loose," she said. "Give him to the water."

They cut the ropes. Silas fell to his knees in the mud, the tooth still clenched between his broken teeth, his hands scrabbling at the soft earth as though he could anchor himself to the world by sheer desperation. Two men took his arms. Two more took his legs. He was carried, writhing and screaming through the tooth, to the water's edge.

They did not throw him. They laid him down in the shallows, almost gently, and stepped back.

The water accepted him.

It rose around his body like a living thing, like a mouth closing. It filled his nostrils and his ears and the spaces between his fingers. It was warm—impossibly warm, blood-warm—and it smelled of everything the swamp had ever consumed. Silas thrashed, his hands breaking the surface in sprays of black water, his screams reduced to a chain of bubbles that rose and burst with small, obscene sounds.

And then, beneath the surface, the change began.

Madeleine watched it from the bank—watched the water churn and darken around him, watched his silhouette distort and elongate beneath the surface like a reflection in a funhouse mirror. She saw the moment his fingers fused and thickened, the webbing spreading between them like a sail unfurling. She saw the ridge of his spine press upward against his skin and then through it, the vertebrae reshaping themselves into the armored scutes of a reptile.

She heard the sound of his jaw dislocating—a wet, cartilaginous pop—and then the much worse sound of it extending, the mandible stretching forward to accommodate teeth that were no longer human. Teeth that were jagged and conical and far too many for any mouth.

Teeth that curved inward, designed not to chew but to grip, to hold, to drag beneath the surface and wait for the drowning to finish.

His eyes were the last to change. They surfaced briefly—two pale blue orbs staring up through the water with an expression of absolute, transcendent horror—and then the irises contracted to vertical slits and the blue leached away, replaced by a sulfurous, luminous yellow that glowed in the dark water like twin lanterns sinking into the deep.

The thrashing stopped.

The water went still.

Madeleine stood at the edge and spoke the final words of the binding—words that were not Kreyòl or Fon or any language that could be written, words that existed only in the oral tradition of women who had bargained with the dead and won. She spoke them softly, almost tenderly, and as she spoke, the candles extinguished themselves, one by one, in ascending order of some hierarchy that only she understood.

She took the leather journal from the pouch at her hip—a journal she had stitched herself from deerskin, its pages made from pressed papyrus and stolen parchment—and she recorded the song. Every note. Every syllable. Every rest and every silence. She drew the sigils of binding in ink made from pokeberry and iron gall, and she wrote, in her careful, self-taught hand, the warning: Pa janm chante chante sa a ankò. Si chanson an tande ankò, lyen an ap kase, e sa ki nan dlo a ap leve pou li manje jiskaske nanm lan plen.

Never sing this song again. If the song is heard again, the binding will break, and what is in the water will rise and eat until the soul is full.

She wrapped the journal in oilcloth. She wrapped the remaining teeth—three more molars she had pulled from the bull gator they had killed for the ritual—in scraps of red cloth, and she placed the largest one inside the journal's spine, pressed into a groove she had carved for it.

She sealed the bundle with candle wax and prayer and the sweat of her own palms.

"It is done," she said to the gathered people. "He will not trouble you no more. The water has him now. But hear me—the song must never be sung again. Not by you. Not by your children. Not by their children's children. The song is the lock, and it must stay turned."

The crowd murmured. The torches were already beginning to gutter. The night was pressing in from all sides, and the swamp, which had been unnervingly alive during the ritual, was now unnervingly silent. No frogs.

No insects. No night birds. The silence was the silence of a held breath—the silence of a predator waiting.

And then, just as they began to turn away, just as the first of them took a step back toward the distant glow of the plantation house and the uncertain future that awaited them there, the water rippled.

A single ripple. Concentric circles expanding outward from the center of the oxbow lake with the slow, deliberate precision of a stone dropped from a great height. The circles reached the bank and lapped against the mud and retreated, and in their wake, imprinted in the soft earth, was the shape of a handprint.

It was not a human handprint. The fingers were too long, the palm too wide, and where the fingertips had pressed into the mud, there were grooves—deep, curved grooves, like the marks of claws.

Madeleine looked at the handprint. She looked at the water. She pressed her own hand against the mud beside it—her hand, which had performed the ritual, which had placed the tooth, which had sung the song—and she whispered something that the others could not hear.

The swamp exhaled.

The insects returned, filling the darkness with their mindless, mechanical song. The frogs began their chorus.

A night heron called from somewhere in the canopy, its cry thin and mournful. The world resumed its business, as though nothing had happened. As though the water had not just swallowed a man whole and given back something else. As though the black surface of the oxbow lake was not, even now, faintly luminous in two small, round patches that might have been reflections of the stars—or might have been eyes, watching from just below the surface, patient and yellow and very, very old.

This is a story about old debts. About the things that live in the spaces between what we know and what we fear. About mouths that open and never close.

This is a story about what the water remembers.

✦  ✦  ✦
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Velvet and Smoke

✦

One hundred and seventy-one years later, in a city built on the bones of the drowned, Jazzmine Elodie Baptiste opened her mouth and made a room full of strangers remember things they had spent their whole lives trying to forget.

The Velvet Gator sat on Frenchmen Street like a bruise on a lover's neck—dark, intimate, and impossible to ignore. The building had been, at various points in its hundred-and-forty-year existence, a warehouse for indigo, a brothel, a speakeasy during Prohibition, and the short-lived headquarters of a Creole benevolent society that had dissolved in a dispute over funeral insurance premiums. Now it was a jazz club, which in New Orleans meant it was all of those things simultaneously. The exterior was unremarkable—weathered brick, a wrought-iron balcony listing slightly to starboard, a hand-painted sign depicting a grinning alligator in a top hat that had been retouched so many times it had achieved a kind of folk-art abstraction. But inside, the Velvet Gator was a world unto itself.

The room was narrow and deep, like the barrel of a gun. Exposed brick walls sweated in the humidity, the mortar between them dark with a century and a half of accumulated smoke and spilled liquor. The ceiling was pressed tin, oxidized to a green-black patina that caught the stage light and threw it back in soft, aqueous patterns, so that standing in the Velvet Gator felt, always, like standing at the bottom of a shallow river. The bar ran along the left wall—scarred mahogany, brass rail, a mirror behind it so fogged with age that it reflected the room in a permanent soft focus, turning every face into a Impressionist suggestion of itself. The bottles on the shelves were backlit with a warm amber glow that made the bourbon look like liquid fire and the absinthe look like something from a fairy tale. The air smelled of old wood and fresh sweat and the sweet, caramel char of good whiskey and the faint, persistent ghost of cigarette smoke that no amount of ventilation could fully exorcise, because the smoke was not in the air but in the walls, in the wood, in the memory of the building itself.

There were perhaps sixty people in the room, which meant there were perhaps twenty more than the fire marshal would have approved of. They sat at small round tables with candles in red glass votives, or stood three-deep at the bar, or leaned against the brick walls in attitudes of studied nonchalance that dissolved the moment the music started. Because when Jazzmine sang, nobody was nonchalant. Nobody was anything except present—violently, helplessly, irreversibly present.

She stood in a pool of blue light at the back of the room, on a stage that was really just a riser—three steps up, eight feet across, barely enough room for the upright bass and the drum kit and the ancient Steinway baby grand that Dex had won in a poker game from a funeral home director in Metairie. She wore a dress the color of old ivory, sleeveless, simple, the fabric clinging to her in the humidity like a second skin. Her hair was natural—a crown of tight, dark coils that framed her face like a halo rendered in charcoal. Her skin was the warm brown of river clay, and her eyes, which were large and dark and set beneath brows that arched with a permanent expression of amused skepticism, caught the stage light and held it.

She was not conventionally beautiful, and this was part of her power. Her face was too angular, her mouth too wide, her jaw too strong. She looked, in the right light, like a carving—something hewn from hardwood by an artist who valued character over symmetry. But when she sang, the question of beauty became irrelevant, because beauty was too small a word for what happened when Jazzmine Elodie Baptiste opened her mouth.

She was singing "Strange Fruit."

She sang it the way Billie Holiday might have sung it if Billie Holiday had been raised in the Tremé by a grandmother who whispered to the dead and a mother who sang lullabies in a language that was not quite French and not quite anything else—which is to say, she sang it like a prayer and a threat and a eulogy all at once. Her voice was a contralto, rich and dark, with a grain to it like old leather, and it had a quality that no vocal coach could teach and no recording could capture: it reached. It reached into the chest and closed a fist around the heart. It reached into the memory and found the thing you had buried deepest and dragged it into the light. It reached into the part of the brain that controlled tears and simply turned the faucet.

A man at the bar—middle-aged, white, wearing the khaki uniform of a tourist who had come to Frenchmen Street expecting Dixieland and a Hurricane in a plastic cup—put his face in his hands and wept. He did not know why. He would never know why. He would go back to his hotel on Canal Street and lie in the dark and feel, for the first time in years, the specific weight of every unkindness he had ever committed, and he would not sleep, and in the morning he would book an earlier flight home and call his daughter, with whom he had not spoken in three years, and when she answered he would say, "I'm sorry," and he would mean it, and he would not be able to explain what had changed.

A woman at a corner table—young, black, a graduate student in musicology at Tulane who had come to write a paper on contemporary jazz vocalists and was now sitting with her notebook open and her pen motionless on the page—felt the music enter her body through her sternum and settle in her pelvis like a warm stone. She felt, simultaneously, unbearably sad and unbearably alive, and she understood, in that moment, that these were the same thing.

At the table nearest the stage, a couple who had been arguing quietly all evening—the kind of argument conducted in whispers and significant glances that is really about something much larger and much older than whatever triggered it—fell silent. The woman reached across the table and took the man's hand, and he let her, and neither of them spoke, because the music had said everything that needed to be said, and anything they added would be redundant.

Jazzmine finished the song. The last note hung in the air like smoke, refusing to dissipate. The silence that followed was not the silence of an audience deciding whether to applaud but the silence of people returning to their bodies after an absence they had not consented to.

Then the applause came, and it was not the polite applause of appreciation but the desperate applause of relief—the sound of people clapping because they needed to do something with their hands, needed to make noise to prove they were still alive and still in a room and still in their own skins.

Jazzmine smiled—a small, private smile, the smile of someone who knew exactly what she had done and was not entirely comfortable with it—and said into the microphone, "Thank you. We're gonna take a short break.

Don't go anywhere—Corrine's got a bass solo in the next set that'll make you forget your mama's name."

From behind the upright bass, Corrine Thibodaux—six feet tall, dark-skinned, with arms like a longshoreman and a laugh like a tuba—grinned and said, "That's a promise, not a threat."

The crowd laughed, and the spell broke, and the Velvet Gator became, once again, a bar—a place where people drank and talked too loudly and pretended they had not, moments ago, been touched in places they did not know they had.

Jazzmine stepped off the stage and made her way through the crowd with the practiced ease of a woman who had learned, over years of performing in rooms like this, how to accept compliments and deflect intimacy with the same gesture. She smiled at the people who reached for her arm. She nodded at the ones who said, "That was incredible" or "You made me cry" or "Where can I buy your album?" She did not stop. She moved through the room like water through a net—present everywhere, held by nothing.

Dex was waiting for her at the end of the bar, where the mahogany curved like the prow of a ship and the light was dimmest. Dexter "Dex" Fontenot was the owner of the Velvet Gator, a compact, muscular man in his late fifties with skin the color of dark honey, a shaved head that gleamed like oiled wood, and a gold tooth that flashed when he smiled, which was often. He had been a session drummer in the '80s, a roadie for the Neville Brothers, and briefly, a person of interest in a federal investigation involving counterfeit Mardi Gras doubloons—a charge that was dropped when the prosecution's key witness was discovered to have fabricated his own identity and was, in fact, a retired orthodontist from Boca Raton. Dex had bought the Velvet Gator in 2005, three weeks before Katrina, and had rebuilt it with his own hands in the year after, which he considered either the bravest or the dumbest thing he had ever done, depending on the night and the bourbon.

"Girl," he said, sliding a glass of ice water across the bar to her, "you did it again. I got a man over there crying into his sazerac like his dog just died."

"His dog probably did die," Jazzmine said, taking the water. "Everybody's dog dies eventually. I just remind them."

"Uh huh. Well, you keep reminding them like that, I'm gonna have to put a warning sign on the door. 'Caution: May cause involuntary emotional honesty. Management not responsible for ruined marriages or sudden religious conversions.'"

Jazzmine laughed—a real laugh, unguarded, the laugh she saved for people she trusted, which was a very short list. "How's the register?"

"Fat. Best Tuesday in six months. You keep singing like that, I might even fix the air conditioning."

"Promises, promises."

Corrine appeared beside them, bass case slung over one shoulder like a weapon. She was drinking directly from a bottle of Abita Amber, which she held with the casual authority of a woman who had never once in her life worried about what anyone thought of her.

"Jazz, you were in it tonight," Corrine said. "I mean in-in. Like, possessed-in. I could feel it through the strings."

"I was just singing."

"Nah. You were doing that other thing. The thing where the room goes sideways and everybody forgets where they are. You know what I'm talking about."

Jazzmine did know. She had always known, the way a person knows the color of their own eyes—not because they can see it, but because everyone else tells them. She had been told, since she was a child singing in the choir at St. Augustine's, that her voice did something to people.

Her grandmother, Mamie Lucienne, had called it la voix qui touche—the voice that touches. Her mother, before the cancer took her, had simply called it "the gift," and had said it with an expression that was equal parts pride and fear.

Jazzmine did not call it anything. She sang, and things happened, and she tried not to think about it too hard, because thinking about it led to questions she did not want to answer.

"I'm heading out," she said, finishing her water. "Early morning tomorrow."

"Early morning?" Dex raised an eyebrow. "Since when do you have early mornings?"

"Since I started teaching voice lessons to twelve-year-olds who think Billie Eilish invented singing."

"Lord help us," Corrine muttered.

Jazzmine gathered her things—a canvas tote bag containing her phone, her keys, a dog-eared copy of Zora Neale Hurston's Their Eyes Were Watching God, and a tube of lip balm she had been carrying for three months and never used—and made her way to the door. She paused at the threshold, as she always did, to let the transition happen: the shift from the Velvet Gator's interior world, where she was Jazzmine the singer, the voice, the phenomenon, to the exterior world, where she was Jazzmine the woman walking home alone at midnight in a city that loved her and would eat her alive if she let it.

Frenchmen Street at midnight was a carnival of light and noise. Music poured from every doorway—jazz from the Spotted Cat, blues from d.b.a., something that might have been funk or might have been a religious experience from the Maison. Street performers worked the corners: a kid no older than sixteen playing a trumpet with a tone that would have made Louis Armstrong weep, a one-man band assembled from buckets and hubcaps and a piece of dryer vent, a woman in a wedding dress doing tarot readings at a card table lit by a battery-powered lantern. Tourists moved in herds, their faces flushed with alcohol and the particular euphoria that comes from being in a place that feels, however temporarily, more alive than anywhere else on earth. A man in a Saints jersey was dancing with a lamppost. A couple was making out against the wall of the Frenchmen Art Bazaar with an enthusiasm that suggested they had just met and were trying to compress an entire relationship into a single kiss.

Jazzmine walked through it all without stopping. She turned off Frenchmen onto Chartres, and the noise faded behind her like a tide going out. The French Quarter at this hour was a different animal—quieter, stranger, the streets slick with condensation and the faint, ever-present smell of the river, which was the smell of mud and diesel and time.

She passed the old Ursuline Convent, its white walls glowing in the streetlight like the hull of a ghost ship. She passed Jackson Square, where the fortune tellers had packed up their tables and the statue of Old Hickory on his rearing horse was silhouetted against a sky that was never truly dark—the ambient light of the city reflecting off the low clouds in a perpetual, amber twilight.

She crossed Esplanade into the Tremé, and the character of the city changed again. The tourists fell away.

The streets narrowed. The houses were shotgun doubles and Creole cottages and camelbacks, their paint peeling, their porches sagging, their shutters hanging at angles that spoke of decades of deferred maintenance and the quiet, stubborn pride of people who would rather live in a house that was falling down than leave the neighborhood where their grandmothers had been born. This was the oldest African American neighborhood in the United States, and it wore its history the way an old boxer wears his scars—not with shame, but with the grim satisfaction of a thing that has survived.

Jazzmine's house was on Ursulines Avenue, three blocks past the backstreet jazz museum that nobody ever visited and two doors down from a vacant lot where, in her childhood, there had been a grocery store run by a Vietnamese family who made the best poboys in the Tremé. The house was a shotgun single—one room wide, four rooms deep, the rooms opening onto each other like the chambers of a heart. It had been her grandmother's house, and her great-grandmother's before that, and before that it had been the property of a free woman of color named Celestine who had run a laundry service and, according to family legend, a modest but profitable side business in love potions. The exterior was painted a faded blue that had once been the color of a summer sky and was now the color of a bruise. The porch was listing. The front steps creaked. The jasmine vine that climbed the gallery railing was so overgrown that it had become structural—remove it, and the whole porch might come down.

She loved this house. She loved it the way you love a difficult relative—unconditionally, exhaustedly, with the full knowledge that it would outlast you and never once say thank you.

She climbed the steps, keys in hand, and stopped.

There was a box on the porch.

It was a cardboard shipping box, roughly the size of a milk crate, sealed with packing tape. There was no return address. No shipping label. No postmark. Just her name, written on the top in black marker in handwriting she did not recognize—blocky, deliberate, the letters pressed hard into the cardboard as though the writer had been angry, or afraid, or both.

JAZZMINE ELODIE BAPTISTE She looked up and down the street. The block was empty. A streetlight on the corner buzzed and flickered, casting long shadows that swayed like drunks. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked—three sharp barks, then silence. The air was heavy and still, the humidity a physical weight on her skin, her lungs, the back of her neck.

She picked up the box. It was heavier than she expected, and something inside shifted with a dry, papery sound, like dead leaves in a shoebox. She carried it inside, set it on the kitchen table under the bare bulb, and looked at it for a long moment.

Then she got a knife from the drawer, cut the tape, and opened it.

The smell hit her first. It was the smell of age—of paper and leather and dried flowers and dust, the concentrated essence of time passing in a closed space.

Beneath it was something else, something sharper: the faintly medicinal smell of camphor, and under that, barely perceptible, the green, vegetal scent of dried herbs she could not identify.

She reached in and lifted out the first item: a photograph, black and white, sepia-toned, mounted on stiff cardboard. It showed a woman standing on a porch—a porch that, Jazzmine realized with a small, cold shock, was this porch, this very porch, photographed at least a century ago. The woman was tall and dark-skinned and looked directly into the camera with an expression that was not a smile but contained a smile within it, the way a seed contains a tree. She wore a white dress and a red tignon, and around her neck—

Jazzmine set the photograph down. Her hands were trembling, and she did not know why.

She reached in again. More photographs. A rosary made of dark wooden beads, tangled with a string of smaller beads—red and white and black—that were not a rosary at all but something older, something that predated the Church and the Cross and the entire edifice of European Christianity. A bundle of dried herbs tied with red thread. A small glass bottle, stoppered with cork, containing a liquid that might have been rum or might have been something else. And at the bottom of the box, wrapped in a piece of white cotton that had yellowed with age to the color of old bone: A leather journal.

It was old. Not antique-store old, not vintage-chic old, but genuinely, profoundly old—the leather cracked and darkened, the spine reinforced with sinew or gut that had dried to the color and consistency of jerky. The cover was unmarked except for a single symbol stamped into the leather: a circle bisected by a vertical line, with three horizontal lines crossing it. It was a symbol Jazzmine had seen before—in her grandmother's house, drawn in chalk on the doorframe every All Saints' Day—but she had never asked what it meant, and no one had ever told her.

She held the journal in both hands. It was warm. Not warm from the box, not warm from the ambient temperature of a New Orleans night in which the thermometer had not dipped below eighty-two degrees since April. It was warm the way skin is warm—with an internal heat, a metabolic warmth, as though something inside it was alive.

Jazzmine Baptiste sat at her grandmother's kitchen table, in her grandmother's house, in the oldest Black neighborhood in America, and she held the journal, and she felt, for the first time since her mother had died, a door opening inside her—a door she had not known existed, leading to a room she had not known was there, filled with things she was not sure she wanted to see.

She opened the journal.

✦  ✦  ✦
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Chapter 3
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The Tooth and the Page

✦

The first page of the journal was a drawing.

It was rendered in ink that had faded from black to a deep, rusty brown—the color of dried blood, Jazzmine thought, and then tried not to think. The drawing depicted a tree—a cypress, she recognized, by the buttressed trunk and the feathery canopy of needles—but a tree that was also, unmistakably, something else. Its roots plunged into water that was represented by a series of tight, obsessive horizontal lines, and beneath the water, the roots became something organic and sinuous, splitting and reconverging in patterns that suggested not a root system but a circulatory system, a network of veins and arteries feeding a heart that was buried somewhere in the deep black of the page. Among the roots, drawn with meticulous, almost loving detail, were shapes that might have been fish or might have been faces—oval forms with dark spots for eyes and thin, curved lines for mouths that were either smiling or screaming, and in the flattened affect of the drawing it was impossible to tell which.

Jazzmine turned the page.

The journal was written in a hand that was elegant and deliberate, the letters formed with the care of someone for whom literacy was not a birthright but a conquest. The language was a braid of French Creole and English, the two tongues weaving in and out of each other in patterns that followed no grammatical logic Jazzmine could discern but that possessed, nonetheless, a rhythm—a cadence that was almost musical, as though the writer had been composing not sentences but measures.

She could read some of it. Her grandmother had spoken Creole—the Louisiana variety, seasoned with Haitian Kreyòl and salted with a profanity-rich English that she deployed with surgical precision—and Jazzmine had absorbed enough of it as a child to catch the drift, if not the detail. She read, haltingly, stopping to puzzle over unfamiliar words, turning the journal sideways to decipher notations that ran perpendicular to the main text in a smaller, more urgent hand.

The journal was, she realized, a kind of manual. A record of practices—spiritual practices, she supposed, though the word felt inadequate, like calling the ocean "some water." There were entries on the preparation of baths—bain de chance, bain de purification, bain de protection—listing ingredients with the specificity of a chemist: basil, hyssop, rue, Florida Water, a splash of rum, a pinch of gunpowder. There were instructions for the construction of altars, with diagrams showing the placement of candles and offerings and the orientation of the altar relative to the cardinal directions. There were recipes for what Jazzmine could only describe as spells, though even thinking the word made her feel ridiculous—formulas for attracting love, repelling enemies, healing sickness, communicating with the dead.

There were also drawings. Many drawings. Botanical illustrations of plants Jazzmine recognized—sassafras, Spanish moss, pokeweed, resurrection fern—and plants she did not. Diagrams of the human body with lines and symbols overlaid, suggesting energy pathways or spiritual meridians. And vèvès—elaborate symmetrical designs that Jazzmine knew, from a half-remembered lecture in an African American studies class at Xavier, were the sacred symbols of the lwa, the spirits of Haitian Vodou. She recognized Papa Legba's crossroads, Ezili Dantò's heart pierced with a dagger, and Baron Samedi's cross and top hat. Others she did not recognize—complex, spiraling designs that seemed to shift and rearrange themselves when she looked at them from the corner of her eye, as though they were not static images but instructions for a motion she could not quite perform.

She turned pages. The candle on the table—she had lit a candle at some point, she realized, without deciding to, the way you scratch an itch without thinking—guttered in a draft that came from nowhere. The house was still.

Outside, the Tremé was quiet, the deep-night quiet of a neighborhood where people who worked hard went to bed early and people who didn't work stayed out late, leaving the hours between two and four a.m. to the cats and the cockroaches and the ghosts.

Near the back of the journal, the tone changed.

The earlier entries had been instructional—calm, methodical, the voice of a teacher recording knowledge for future use. But the final third of the journal was different.

The handwriting was larger, more agitated, the letters pressing deeper into the pages as though the writer was bearing down with increased urgency. The content shifted from general spiritual practice to something specific—something that had the quality of a confession, or a warning.

Jazzmine read, slowly, her lips moving: Li te vin nan plantasyon an nan mwa dawout. Li te achte twa fanm ak de timoun nan mache Nouvelle-Orléans e li te mennen yo nan bayou a. Li te yon nonm ki te gen dan dous e kè di—a man with a sweet tooth and a stone heart. Li te rele...

She could not read the name. It had been scratched out—not erased but obliterated, the pen dragged back and forth across the letters with such force that the paper was nearly torn. Whatever the name was, the writer had wanted it gone. Had wanted it unsayable.

But Jazzmine could read what came after.

The writer described a man—a plantation owner, wealthy, powerful, cruel with the specific, inventive cruelty of someone who had never been told no. She described his offenses in language that was restrained but precise, each atrocity recorded with the flat, declarative quality of a legal deposition. The beatings. The brandings.

The assaults—on women, on children, on the bodies and spirits of people he regarded as livestock. And then, the final entry in this sequence, underlined three times: Li te tiye Josephine. Li te bat li jiskaske san an t'ap koule nan bouch li e lè li pa t' kapab bat ankò li te kite l' nan soley la pou li mouri. Se jou sa a mwen te deside. Se jou sa a mwen te kòmanse prepare.

He killed Josephine. He beat her until the blood ran from her mouth and when he could beat no more he left her in the sun to die. That is the day I decided. That is the day I began to prepare.

Jazzmine's throat was tight. The candle flame was steady now, the draft gone, and in the stillness of the kitchen she could hear her own heartbeat, thick and slow, and beneath it—beneath it, or behind it, or inside it—a sound that was not her heartbeat but something else. A vibration. A hum. Low and deep, felt more than heard, like the sub-bass frequency of a pipe organ in a cathedral, the note below the note below the note.

She turned to the next page and found the music.

It was written in standard notation—or nearly standard. The staff lines were hand-drawn, wavering slightly, and the notes were placed with care but without the mechanical precision of a trained composer. This was music transcribed by someone who had learned notation as a tool, not an art—someone who needed to record a melody with enough fidelity that it could be reproduced, but who thought of the notation as a translation, a reduction of something that existed in a dimension that paper could not fully capture.

The melody was in a minor key—or something adjacent to a minor key, something that sat in the cracks between the notes of a piano, in the quarter-tones and bent notes that Western music had never fully accommodated.

There were lyrics beneath the notes, written in the same Creole-English braid as the rest of the journal: Dlo a sonje, dlo a manje Koulèv nan dlo ap tann ou Ou te pran sa ki pa pou ou Kounye a, dlo pral pran ou Jazzmine did not need to translate this. The words were clear enough—water, remember, devour, serpent, wait, take. It was a song about the water and what lived in it. It was a song about debt and repayment. It was a song about a mouth.

Below the notation, in a hand that was trembling—the ink splotched, the letters uneven, as though the writer's hand had been shaking—was the warning: PA JANM CHANTE CHANTE SA A ANKÒ.

NEVER SING THIS SONG AGAIN.

Jazzmine stared at the warning. She traced the letters with her fingertip—the ridges of ink raised above the surface of the page like scar tissue—and she felt the vibration again, stronger now, resonating through the pad of her finger and into her hand and up her arm and into her chest, where it settled against her breastbone like a second heartbeat.

She set the journal down and reached for the last item in the box. It was the item she had felt through the cotton wrapping—hard, irregularly shaped, heavy for its size. She unwrapped it carefully, the cotton falling away in brittle folds.

It was a tooth.

An alligator's molar. Enormous—nearly three inches long, yellowed with age, the root dark and fibrous. It was wrapped in a scrap of red cloth that had faded to the color of a sunset, and the cloth was tied with a thin leather cord from which hung a small, rusted iron charm in the shape of a cross—not a Christian cross but a crossroads, the equal-armed cross of Papa Legba, the lwa who opens the gate between the worlds.

Jazzmine picked it up.

The tooth was warm. Warmer than the journal, warmer than the room, warmer than anything inanimate had a right to be. It pulsed in her palm—a rhythmic, organic throb, like the heartbeat of something very small and very much alive. She gasped and nearly dropped it, but her fingers tightened around it instead, involuntarily, the way a hand closes around a railing when the ground shifts.

Something moved in her peripheral vision. She turned sharply, her eyes sweeping the kitchen—the peeling wallpaper, the gas stove from the 1960s, the refrigerator with its gallery of magnets and takeout menus, the window above the sink through which, on clear nights, she could see the spire of St. Augustine's.

Nothing. There was nothing there.

But the water in the sink—the few inches of water she had left from washing dishes earlier—was moving.

Trembling. Tiny concentric ripples expanding outward from the center of the basin, as though someone had tapped the bottom of the sink with a fingertip. Or as though something beneath the water was vibrating at a frequency just below the threshold of hearing.

Jazzmine set the tooth down on the table beside the journal. She looked at the water in the sink. She looked at the tooth. She looked at the journal, open to the page with the music, the warning like a shout frozen in ink: PA JANM CHANTE CHANTE SA A ANKÒ.

She picked up her phone and called Aunt Solange.

The phone rang five times. Six. Seven. Jazzmine was about to hang up when the line clicked and a voice answered—a voice that was ancient and sharp, like a blade that had been honed so many times it was thin as paper but could still cut to the bone.

"Who dis callin' me at three in the mornin'?" Aunt Solange said. Her voice carried the accent of a woman who had been born in the Seventh Ward when Eisenhower was president and had never seen a reason to adjust her vowels for anyone.

"Auntie, it's Jazz."

A pause. Then, softer: "Jazzmine. Baby. What's wrong?"

"I got a box. On my porch. No return address. It has—it has old things in it. Photographs. Herbs. A rosary.

And a journal, Auntie. An old leather journal with drawings and writing in Creole. And a—a tooth. A big tooth, like an alligator's. Wrapped in red cloth."

The silence on the other end of the line was not the silence of confusion. It was the silence of recognition. It was the silence of a woman who had been waiting for this phone call for a very long time and had hoped, desperately, that it would never come.

"Auntie?"

"Burn it." Solange's voice was different now—tight, controlled, the voice of someone managing a very large fear in a very small space. "Burn all of it. Tonight. Right now. Take it outside and burn it and don't read nothin' else in that book and for the love of God, Jazzmine, do not sing what's written in there. Do you hear me? Do not sing it."

"Auntie, what is this? Whose journal is this?"

"It don't matter whose it is. It matters what it does.

That book is a lock, child, and that song is the key, and there are doors in this world that are closed for a reason.

You burn it. You burn it all. And then you go to Mass on Sunday and you light a candle for your grandmother and you forget this ever happened."

"I'm not going to burn my great-grandmother's things without even—"

"Your great-grandmother put that lock in place to protect you. To protect all of us. She gave her life to that protection—her life and more than her life—and if you go poking at it like a child poking at a wasp's nest, you gonna get stung in a way that don't no doctor know how to fix.

Burn it, Jazzmine. I ain't askin'."

"Auntie—"

"Burn it."

The line went dead.

Jazzmine sat in the kitchen, the phone warm against her ear, the tooth warm against the table, the journal open to the page of music that she had been told, in no uncertain terms, never to sing. She sat there for a long time. The candle burned down to a stub and guttered out, and she did not light another. The dark gathered around her like a shawl—warm, close, almost companionable—and in the dark, the vibration from the tooth was louder. Not a sound, exactly. More like a pressure. A presence. A patient, expectant attention, as though something was listening to the silence inside her and waiting for it to be filled.

She should burn it. She knew she should burn it. Aunt Solange was not a woman given to hysteria; she was the most practical, hard-headed, take-no-nonsense woman Jazzmine had ever known, and if she said burn it, there was a reason.

But Jazzmine was also her mother's daughter, and her grandmother's granddaughter, and her great-grandmother's great-granddaughter, and there was a part of her—the part that sang, the part that reached—that recognized the journal not as a threat but as an inheritance. A piece of herself that had been missing, that she had not known was missing until she held it in her hands and felt it pulse against
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