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The Whip and the Worm
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Ben killed the worm, envisioning it was his Master’s face he was stomping on and not a defenseless invertebrate.

Each day since he arrived at this plantation, Ben worked on tobacco crops. Early June meant pests were crawling on the tobacco, and it was his job to ensure they didn’t kill the plants.

This was Ben’s least favorite responsibility, as he was forced to pay attention to what he was doing instead of going through the motions. If he did what his master, Thomas Clark, considered an insufficient job, he would get whipped.

The sun was particularly bright this day, and Ben’s swarthy skin was drenched in sweat. It didn’t help that nearly every plant Ben inspected was infected with worms, which further slowed him down.

After his midday break, Ben returned to the crop he left off at and realized he was much further behind than usual. He knew he wasn’t going to get through all of his crops before dawn, which meant Master Clark was surely going to punish him.

To erase his mind of the possible punishments awaiting him once the sun set, Ben began to daydream. He often did this when he wanted the time to go by quicker or if he was in a negative headspace, as he didn’t have much of another choice: Ben had been separated from his family for nearly two years now and he was his only friend on the plantation. He was too shy and usually too tired to converse with the other slaves, so he relied on his imagination.

He thought back to his life before arriving at Mr. Clark’s plantation. He lived with his brother Charles on a cotton plantation in Alabama. He was born there, and joined by his parents until he turned five. They were then shipped off to Georgia, so Ben had little knowledge of them. Most of what he did know about them was information given to him by Charles, as his own memory didn’t date very far back since he tried to erase any thoughts that pained him to think about. 

Relative to the other masters in Mooresville, theirs was quite nice: they were fed 3 meals a day, and even allowed to live in the house. The meals and stable shelter weren’t even the best things about his former home, however.

The real best part was he was taught to read and write. Even though it was illegal, every Sunday on their day off, Ben and Charles would sit with their master’s wife, Ada, for lessons.

From dusk to dawn, Ben and Charles would write down the sentences she spoke and practice reading aloud. On the last Sunday of every month, they would both be given a writing assignment. Whoever wrote the best piece would be allowed seconds at dinner.

Ada came to regret this kindness, however, as it was this education that taught Charles to escape.

“I have something to tell you,” Ben recalled Charles declaring after waking him up one night. 

“The sun hasn’t risen yet, Charles. Go back to sleep and tell me the morning,” Ben replied. He had not a clue what his brother was planning.

“I can’t tell you in the morning, Benny,” Charles said. “That’s kind of why I woke you.”

Ben sat up and looked over at Charles, who was standing near their bedroom door. “What do you mean you can’t tell me in the morning?”

“I’m leaving,” Charles announced. “Right now.”

He waited for Ben to answer, but Ben never did. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, Benny. I just knew you’d try and stop me, and I knew I’d probably give in,” he explained. “The truth is I don’t see the point in living a life I don’t want to live, and I don’t want to be a slave. If I get caught and they beat me to death... Well, I’m not scared of that. They’d be putting me out of my misery.”

Ben understood where Charles was coming from. They both knew they didn’t have it awful, but they were still slaves: they worked long hours, didn’t have any freedom, and knew a better life was possible in the North.

“What about me?” Ben asked him.

“You’ll find me one day,” Charles answered.

“How do you know?”

“Because I wouldn’t leave if I didn’t. Besides, you always beat me on those writing things because you’re way smarter than I am. If I can escape, you surely can too.”

Ben thought about it for a moment, and ultimately decided to trust his brother. “How will I find you?”

“I got myself a train ticket to Philadelphia. I’ll visit the train station there everyday at noon until you show up.”

Ben got up and hugged his brother goodbye. Although he wasn’t as convinced they’d meet again someday, he chose to believe it. It gave him something to live for.

The next morning, when their old master and Ada found Charles missing, they questioned Ben.

“I don’t know where he is, I swear!” 

Crack. Ben’s lie was met with his master’s hand to his face. “I’m not lying!” Another crack.

Ben stood his ground, and convinced them Charles must’ve slipped out when he was sleeping. This made sense because the heat was so strong the day before, so he slept extra heavily.

Although he managed to convince them he was telling the truth, they were never the same after that. He went from three meals a day that even included meats and fish, to being lucky to having two meals made up of starch. He went from beatings being few and far in between, to being lucky to scrape by a day without getting bruised. He never touched another book or pencil, and he no longer had holidays off.

Sometimes, Ben thought back to the days he and his brother would complain about their bodies aching or wanting a few days off, and realized they took what they had for granted.

Then he thought back to the days his old master would beat him, and realized he even took that for granted; those beatings never compared to the abuse of his current master.

At times, he blamed Charles for his situation; his old master feared the education given to Charles was the foundation of his escape. Since Ben received the same education, and often performed even better than Charles, they decided to ship him off before he had the chance to escape.

Lucky for them, a slave auction in the neighboring town had been scheduled for three weeks post-Charles’s escape. Ben guessed they thought treating him like dirt would instill too much fear in him, so he wouldn’t dare to attempt an escape.

They were right, so Ben ended up in Virginia with Master Clark, where he’d been for nearly three years.

Throughout these three years, Ben tried his hardest to be obedient to please Master Clark. This meant nothing, however, because he was beaten daily–sometimes multiple times a day.

Ben knew today would likely be one of those days where he received a beating; his daydreaming about his old life with Charles meant he hadn’t been paying attention to the worms. The worms ate away at the tobacco plants real quick, and whatever plant he missed a worm on would perish.

Once he was done daydreaming about his brother, he shifted his focus to the sun. He knew it was pointless, but looked at the sun hoping it would set faster anyway.

It didn’t, but once it finally did Ben wished it hadn’t.

“Don’t you know I watch you, buck?” Mr. Clark asked.

Ben knew it wasn’t a question meant to be answered, so he stayed silent.

Crack. Mr. Clark slapped Ben. “You couldn’t give a damn less about those crops, could you? Are you trying to make me poor?”

Ben knew it didn’t matter whether he answered or not, as he was going to get beat either way. 

He watched in agony as Mr. Clark walked over to get his belt. Ben imagined running away, as he always did when Mr. Clark was preparing to beat him. He knew he never would because he didn’t have anywhere to go, but he liked to think about it anyway.

Thwack. Thwack. Thwack. “I ought to whip you for every plant you messed up today,” Mr. Clark suggested to Ben, which caused him to wince. “You’re real lucky I’m tired, otherwise I would. You can just skip out on dinner today.”

“Is that supposed to be news to me? I skip dinner everyday,” Ben responded, but only in his head.

With that, Mr. Clark stepped out of Ben’s cabin and slammed the door shut.

Ben attempted to settle himself into bed–truly, it was a pallet made of hay and topped with a thin blanket–and ignore his hunger pangs.

He spent what felt like hours twisting and turning, trying to find a position where his bones weren’t digging into the floor. It was just before he managed to fall asleep that Ben heard the door open.

Startled, he jumped up and found himself face-to-face with Mr. Clark. His eyes immediately found the right hand of Mr. Clark, which was occupied by the same belt he was whipped with earlier.

“I decided I wasn’t that tired,” Mr. Clark said as he looked at Ben like a hungry hawk about to prey on a defenseless squirrel.

Mr. Clark looked at Ben’s pants, ordering him with his eyes to take them off. Ben knew better than to make him say it with his words, so he took them off. Although Ben’s bare body wasn’t a rare sight for Mr. Clark, he still felt exposed.
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