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To Toby Thompson,
a musician, singer, poet, and a stand-up journalist of
the old school whose work has not only captured the heart
of the New West but of America itself.
Stay on that old-time rock and roll, partner.
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WADE LUFKIN


Morning on the Lady of the Lake Plantation can be a grand experience, particularly in the late fall when the sky is a clear blue and the wind is blowing in the swamp, Spanish moss lifting in the trees, and thousands of ducks quacking as they end their long journey to the South. However, in this era of trouble and woe it is difficult to hold on to these poignant moments, as was the case last evening when our Christian invaders from the North lit up the sky with airbursts that disintegrated into curds of yellow smoke and descended on the grass and swamp in configurations that resembled spider legs.


A twisted piece of hot metal landed no more than ten feet from the chair in which I sat and the artist’s easel on which I painted, but I did not go inside the house. I would like to tell you that I am brave and inured to the damage cannon fire can wreak on the bodies of both human beings and animals. But that is not the case. There’s a Minie still parked in my left leg, and I need no convincing about the damage Billy Yank can do when he gets up his quills. The truth is I both fear the wrath of our enemies, as I fear the wrath of God, and at the same time wish that I could burn inside its flame and be cleansed of the guilt that I never thought would be mine.


I went to Virginia in ’61, with the Eighth Louisiana Infantry and a promise from our officers that I would serve as a surgeon’s assistant and never shed the blood of my fellow man.


Oh yes, in my innocence I was certain I would never bear the mark of Cain. Even if my superiors broke their pledge and ordered me to arm myself and fire into the ranks of boys against whom I bore no animus. I sawed limbs and stacked them in piles at First and Second Manassas and especially at Sharpsburg, where the Eighth Louisiana was mowed down in a cornfield near Dunker Church. Through a window I saw these poor fellows fall, and I went into the fray and dragged them inside, North and South, the living and the dead, and prayed for all of us.


Sharpsburg told us you do not have to die in order to go to Hell.


Then winter came and we began to tire of the mud and the cold and the gray shortness of the days and the fact that the Yanks were not going to give it up and go home, as our leaders had told us. Unfortunately, an army that is not marching or fighting becomes restless and troublesome. I took a stroll along a stream in a snow-covered forest of bare trees, and saw a fellow my age sitting on top of a boulder, reading a book, a black felt hat tied down on his head, a gray blanket stiff with frost on his shoulders. A few feet away a rifle was propped against a tree, a bayonet mounted on the tip of its barrel.


The soldier on the rock was glued to his book, a collection of Robert Browning’s poems. I had coffee beans in a tobacco pouch in my shirt pocket and two tin cups and a half loaf of bread and a chunk of ham in my haversack. I also carried my Bible there. It was one week from Christmas. In the dreariness of this particular day I thought how fine it would be to share my food and my Scripture with a fellow solider, one who loved the same poems as I, one probably aching to see his family, just as I was.


“If you want to gather some twigs and get a fire started, I have the makings of a holiday treat,” I said.


He didn’t reply. His book was opened in front of his face, hiding his features, as though he were masked. “I hope I didn’t disturb you,” I said.


He lowered his book slowly. Then my gaze drifted to his rifle. It was a Springfield. In ’62 Springfields were seldom seen among the boys in butternut.


“I’m unarmed, sir,” I said.


He closed his book without putting a marker between the pages, and set it beside him on the boulder, his face shadowed under the brim of his hat. He let the blanket slide from his shoulders and reached inside his coat. It was navy blue, with gold epaulets sewn on the shoulders. He pulled a small revolver from his waist and leveled it at me.


“I mean you no harm,” I said.


He cocked the hammer with his thumb.


“Please, sir,” I said, my voice breaking.


There was no anger in his eyes. But there was no mercy, either. Or anything, for that matter.


“Sir, I’ll leave. I’m a surgeon’s assistant. I’m not a combatant.”


I don’t know if his hand was shaking or if the revolver slipped, but it fired nonetheless, and I felt the ball rip through the side of my coat. The Yankee officer seemed as startled as I, but that did not stop him from continuing the accidental or wanton choice that would change both our lives forever. He aimed with both hands and pulled the trigger. The hammer snapped dryly on a dead cap.


He looked dumbfounded, or frightened, and I wondered if he had ever fired a shot in anger. I had no time, however, for analytical thoughts. My heart was thundering so loud I thought my head would come off.


Then a creature inside me I didn’t recognize took hold of both my body and my mind. “You bloody bastard,” I said, running for the rifle. “You’ll pay for that.”


He tried to cock the revolver with both thumbs. But I had his Springfield now, and I drove the bayonet into his chest, working it upward through bone and muscle and into a lung. I felt his weight curl over the blade, even as he tried to push himself off the blood groove with his bare hands, even as he slid to his knees, his eyes bulging as big and brown as polished acorns, his hands trying to clasp the rifle’s barrel.


But I wasn’t finished. I pulled the bayonet from the initial wound and aimed at his heart and plunged it into him a second time and leaned hard on the stock until the tip of the bayonet exited his back and pinned him to the snow. His mouth opened slowly and formed a cone, as though he were resting, then his arms flopped away from his body, like a crucified Christ. In his dying he never uttered a word.


I try not to revisit my war experiences and to pretend that the fighting will stay in the East and eventually go away. But I know better. And so do the Africans. In all the parishes, they have been told not to sing in the fields, because singing is the Africans’ telegraph, and often their hymns are not what they seem. But how ironic. We claim to be the superior race, yet we fear people who cannot sign their names or count past ten.


In June of 1861 the citizens of St. Martin Parish hanged six slaves and one white man who were charged with planning an insurrection. Others were “corrected.” That was the word the local paper used. The article did not use the word “slave,” either. We have manufactured a lexicon of hypocrisy that allows us to call slaves “servants.” I feel shame when I shake hands with men who I’m sure participated in the hangings and flee their presence when I see them at my church.


I get no peace, though. I voted for Mr. Lincoln, but I do not agree with his policies. After the occupation of New Orleans, the American flag was immediately hung from the Mint, and a mob immediately ripped it down. A riverboat gambler was caught wearing a tiny piece of the flag as a boutonniere, and General Butler, a malignant pile of whale sperm if there ever was one, was allowed to hang this poor fellow from the Mint’s flagstaff.


I’m afraid changing my geography will not alleviate my problem, though. I think the real enemy is the simian that still lives inside our skin. Voltaire had no answer for mankind other than the suggestion that we tend our own gardens and let the lunatics go about their way. The same with Charles Dickens. Remember Mr. Dick? He says to David Copperfield, “It’s a mad world. Mad as Bedlam, boy!” Mr. Dick had been in Bedlam and wore ink quills stuck in his hair in case he needed to write down a thought or two. Read what he has to say about the mobs who attend public executions. I have the feeling Mr. Dickens was a lonely man.


Enough of this. I am a man with no country and no cause, a sojourner at my uncle’s plantation, a painter of birds. But I have become intrigued by a young Creole woman named Hannah Laveau. She was purchased by my uncle one year ago at the slave market in New Orleans, just before the city surrendered, then rented out as what is called a wage slave to an acquaintance on Spanish Lake.


The rental lasted less than a month. My uncle drove his own carriage to Spanish Lake and fetched her to his home in St. Martin Parish and would say nothing about the matter. There were many rumors about his friend, all of them bad. But my uncle would not discuss them, and he gave the young woman a cabin to herself on the edge of the swamp. My uncle is a somber, silent man I have never understood, although he has been very kind to me.


Until last evening I had only a few encounters with the young slave woman, all in passing. Supposedly she spoke Spanish and French and had been a slave in the West Indies, where every kind of cruelty and hardship seemed to have been visited upon the Africans who were brought there. Some of my uncle’s Africans say she has magical powers. However, they tend to witness magical events with regularity in order to survive the world the Middle Passage has fashioned for them. Yesterday evening, when the Yankees started bursting cannonballs above our heads, I learned that she was of a strange mix, the kind an authoritarian society does not countenance for very long.


When the first shell exploded, my uncle and his family went into the cellar, and the Africans huddled in their cabins by the swamp’s edge. The sun was red, the shadows of the slash pines as sharp as razor cuts. But one shadow that fell across me and my easel was certainly not that of a tree.


“Ain’t Master afraid of cannon?” a voice with a French accent said.


I twisted my head around and looked up at her face. She had a shawl over her head, like a cowl. But I could see her features. Her skin was a dark, golden color, her eyes the greenish blue you see in coral pools in the Caribbean.


“I am not a ‘master,’” I said.


“Then what are you?”


A slave, or a “servant,” in our culture does not speak in the second person to white people. A shell burst above the swamp, and a second later shrapnel struck the water and made a sound like a child throwing gravel. “I’m an unemployed soldier,” I said. “Can you read?”


“Yes, suh.”


“I’ve misplaced my eyeglasses and my leg hurts. Can you fetch Mr. Audubon’s book Birds of America from the table behind the front door? Please bring a chair for yourself.”


“I need to start the fires in the hearths, suh. That’s part of my job.”


“We don’t need to notify the Yankees of our presence, Miss Hannah.”


“You should not call me ‘Miss,’ suh.”


“I can call people what I wish.”


The light was drawing down in the sky, but I could see her eyes inside the cowl she had made of her shawl. They were looking straight into mine.


“Your uncle can sometimes be strict,” she said.


“Do I have to yell at you, Miss Hannah?” I replied. But I smiled when I said it. “Bring a lamp with the book and the chair. Make two trips if you have to.”


“No, suh, I cain’t do that.”


She began to walk away. Her dress was to her ankles, her dark overcoat belted tightly around her waist, her leather shoes old and probably as hard as iron. The sun had set the western sky aflame. I thought I heard the ripple of small-arms fire, like the popping of Chinese firecrackers. She stopped and turned around, as though finally aware that the weapons of liberators kill the innocent as well as those who serve the Prince of Darkness. But I was wrong.


“Your uncle took me away from the bad man on Spanish Lake,” she said. “I was a cook with Southern soldiers at Shiloh Church. My li’l boy was with me there.” Her voice was cracking.


“Pardon?”


“I lost him in the smoke and the shooting and the tents burning.” Her eyes were wet. The booming of cannon and the explosion of shells had increased, and someone was moaning in one of the cabins. “I don’t know where my li’l Samuel is, suh.”


“I’m sorry, Hannah.”


She walked toward me, as though I were the source of her unhappiness, the redness in the sky mirrored in her eyes. “I’ll get him back. My life is not important. I’m not afraid of Yankees or Rebels. I’ll die for my li’l Samuel.”


“Don’t say these things to others. You understand me?”


“I’ll get your book, suh.”


“Please answer me, Hannah. I’m your friend.”


She walked away. The cannon had stopped, and the mallards resumed their quacking in the shelter of the swamp. The sun was an ember on the horizon, the air damp and as dark as a bruise. I blinked and rubbed my eyes. She seemed to have vanished into the gloom.
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PIERRE CAUCHON


Imposing the law on both the paddy rollers and the darkies in three parishes isn’t easy. The former sometimes get carried away and the latter just don’t seem to learn, unless—


Don’t know what “unless” means? It’s better you don’t.


It’s not quite sunrise, the fog rolling out of the swamp, glistening like a rainbow, but up ahead I can hear the darkies already in the cane at Lady of the Lake Plantation, chopping and stacking, with no singing in the background, which means Mr. Lufkin’s darkies have got the word and will not be confusing themselves with jackrabbits itching to get a lot of gone between here and the Atchafalaya Basin.


Last week three of them in New Iberia stole a jug of syrup and a bag of corn and a cane knife and took off, but the dogs and paddy rollers pulled them down from a tree deep in the swamp and subjugated them to a correctional understanding or two. I don’t like working through the right words on this subject. The kind that are acceptable. Put it this way. The correctional understanding changed the runaways’ perspective.


I’m here about only one darky. Hannah Laveau is her name. I had trouble with her two or three times, particularly when she got rented out for wages to Mr. Minos Suarez on Spanish Lake outside New Iberia. He told me she was crazy and stirring up the other darkies and would I have a talk with her. The truth be known, Old Man Suarez can’t keep his member buttoned up and everybody knows it. I was just about to hint that to him and probably get myself in trouble, when he told me she was an insurrectionist. If you want to light a fire around here, that word will do it. Ask the ones who got dropped from a rope in St. Martinville two years back.


It pains me to be used like this. Truth be known, I’m fond of her. She cooked for our boys at Shiloh. That’s right. Louisiana units took colored servants with them when they got blown apart at Owl Creek. She’s pretty, too. No question about that.


I get off my horse and lead it into the cane. Not one darky looks up from his work. The overseer, known as Biscuits-and-Gravy Comeaux, is a man who never missed a meal. He always has tobacco in his mouth and spits a stream every sixty seconds. I’ve timed it. Scattered on the ground with the cane leaves are half-moon slivers of iron that look like the parings from a horse’s hoof. They are the remnants of exploded cannonballs.


“Good morning, Biscuits,” I say.


“Good morning to you, sir,” he answers.


I glance at the slivers of metal on the ground. “It looks like the blue-bellies kept y’all occupied last night.”


Biscuits beams. “I ain’t sure they’re blue-bellies. I hear Jayhawkers or Red Legs or whatever they call themselves captured a cannon or two. What brings you out?”


“Is Mr. Lufkin up?”


“Better question is did he ever go to bed,” he says, then laughs at his own joke.


Mr. Lufkin is known for his long work hours. Both for him and everybody on his plantation. Supposedly, at age nineteen he came to Louisiana from Pennsylvania and fought at the side of Andrew Jackson at the Battle of New Orleans. He also started buying everything he could get his hands on, particularly slaves, no matter the gender or the age, as long as they were capable of reproduction. As an investment, they’re a sure bet, unless they get themselves killed or commit suicide. An adult sells for anywhere between eight hundred and twelve hundred dollars. That’s in gold.


“Know a darky named Hannah Laveau?”


“Oh, yes,” Biscuits says.


“Has she been any trouble to you?”


“No, not with me,” he replies, then lets his eyes wander. There are rings of fat on his neck; his skin is pink, his whiskers white under his chin.


“But the story is a little larger?” I say.


He spits a stream of tobacco juice on the ground. “She’s a gris-gris woman.”


“So?”


“The other niggers listen to her.”


A wind begins blowing out of the swamp, and I can see the moss straightening on hundreds of tupelo trees all the way to the Gulf and the southern horizon.


“It looks like it might be whipping up a storm, huh?” Biscuits says.


“Could be,” I reply.


He spits again, this time hitting the ankle of a big-breasted black woman hefting a bundle of cane onto the wagon. Her face turns to stone; her eyes are already dead. I wouldn’t try to guess what’s in her head.


I swing up on my mare and ride up the lane to the main house of Lady of the Lake Plantation. My horse is a Missouri Fox Trotter; they were bred for planters that spend long days in the saddle and need a horse that knows how to step through the rows without wearing out the planter’s butt. Mine is a sorrel, fifteen hands high, and a mighty handsome horse who I admit I dearly love. I named her Varina. That’s the name of Jefferson Davis’s wife.


The main house is on a knoll, with a fine view of the wetlands and the electric storms over the Gulf. The house is exceptional in another way, too. It’s the kind you see in the West Indies, with a wrap-around verandah and ceiling-high windows and ventilated shutters on the second story and chimneys on each side, smoke stringing from both of them. It’s a house that was made to breathe.


I get down and tether my horse to an iron hitching post and go to the front door and knock. The porch and the columns that support the verandah are brick, not concrete, and in deep shadow, even though the sun is above the trees now. No one comes to the door. I take out my watch and wait one minute, then knock again.


Mr. Lufkin opens the door slowly, as though it’s an unpleasant task. He’s dressed in a black suit and a gray vest and slippers without socks and a gold watch that hangs from his neck. His face could have been carved from balsa wood; his hair is uncut and dirty blond, the color of rope, and hangs in his face; the irritability in his eyes is daunting. “What is it?” he says.


I remove my hat. “I’m Constable Pierre Cauchon, Mr. Lufkin. I have a report from Mr. Suarez of New Iberia. He owns a plantation on Spanish Lake.”


“I know who Mr. Suarez is and where he lives. What do you want?”


“To discuss any knowledge you may have about a servant named Hannah Laveau. The issue is talk about insurrection.”


“I see. Go around to the back.”


“Sir?”


“Are you deaf?”


He closes the door in my face. I put on my hat and walk around the side of the house. Two black women are washing clothes in a tub. They’re both giggling. I give them one look and their faces drain. Mr. Lufkin opens the back door. I want him to explain what has just happened, to say, You’ll have to pardon me, Mr. Cauchon, we’re cleaning the house right now, or We’re repairing some damage done by Yankee cannon, or Mrs. Lufkin is ill and not dressed now, anything that would undo the insult that he has just delivered me.


“Are you going to come in or not?” he says from the open door.


“Thank you,” I say as I remove my hat again and step into the kitchen. I pull the door shut behind me.


“What’s this about insurrection?” he asks.


“It’s simply a charge that has been made, Mr. Lufkin. Maybe it’s not valid. I know the servant involved. She seems like a good—”


I don’t get to finish my sentence. “Come in here, Hannah,” he calls out, his eyes on me.


Hannah appears in the doorway, holding a broom, a yellow kerchief with red dots on it tied around her head.


“Have you been talking about rebellion and such?” Mr. Lufkin says.


“No, suh, I ain’t.”


“You’ve got your answer,” Mr. Lufkin says. “Now be on your way.”


My face is hot, my mouth dry. I grew up in a shack with a dirt floor by a turpentine mill, and we ate greens and fatback when we could get them. My daddy died of yellow fever and my mother was blind, but she taught me how to read, by God. I know if I leave this room without making this old man take back his contempt, I’ll never be the same, like an arm or leg was sawed off me and I was left to flop around on the side of the road.


Here goes, I tell myself. “Mr. Suarez gave me information I am quoting to you. I would hate to return to his home and call him a liar.”


“I said no such thing.”


“He’s either telling the truth or he’s not.”


“You listen. Mr. Suarez is a business acquaintance, not a friend. Regardless, I do not discuss acquaintances or friends with strangers. This discussion is over.”


“I am giving you my word, sir,” I say. “I don’t like to see it treated in such a casual way.”


“Sir, you do not have a word. You are white trash. Please leave.”


Hannah Laveau’s eyes are lowered, her shoulders rounded, her hands resting on the staff of the broom. Then, for just a few seconds, she looks at me. I do not know what she’s thinking. Does she want me to sass him? Or is she enjoying my humiliation? Why are her hands curved tight on the broom? Why do the light in her greenish-blue eyes and the shine on the tops of her breasts make me ashamed and aching inside in a way I have never experienced? Why should I care about a darky?


I stare at Mr. Lufkin. It’s obvious I disgust him. For no reason. Just because I am who I am.


“I didn’t mean to offend you, Mr. Lufkin,” I say.


He opens the door for me, breathing through his mouth, a cloth in his hand, protecting himself from the place where I touched the door.


I feel small and my head is dizzy, as though I’m walking on the deck of a boat, as I descend the back steps, even though I am six feet one in height. I would prefer to be disemboweled and have my entrails set afire, as was done to felons in ancient times, rather than re-live the last ten minutes of my life. Fool that I am, I still hope Old Man Lufkin will call me back and say he was in a bad mood and smile and wave goodbye. But when I turn around he looks straight at me, his eyes as hard as marbles, then pulls the curtain across the glass, like a headsman done for the day.


I mount Varina and jerk the bit in her mouth, and needlessly hit her with the quirt, shameful and cruel man that I am.
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HANNAH LAVEAU


Master Lufkin wasn’t fair to Mr. Cauchon, no, but that’s because he cain’t forgive himself for renting me out to Master Suarez. On my second night on his plantation, Master Suarez gave me the best cabin in the quarters and said I could have anything else I wanted if maybe in a couple of days he could visit with me after the field workers were done and the sun was down on the lake and the wind had blown away the mosquitoes and the workers had washed themselves and eaten their supper and gone to bed, the way the servants do, and then him and me would talk about the West Indies. Then maybe I could see my way to lie with him, and after we were done he would give me any job I wanted and buy me nice things, and if I was afraid I would have a child, I should remember it would be sired by him and always cared for.


I told him I already have a husband. His name is Elkanah. We were bound by a preacher, but Elkanah jumped the broomstick with other slave women and then was sold away, and I was left barren and alone, and then I prayed and prayed, and the Lord give me Li’l Samuel, and I loved him more than anyone could know and then lost him at Shiloh Church when the Yankees were firing their cannon down the hillside into the tents.


Master Suarez got mad and went back to his house and put me in the cane field for three days. Then at night he came to the cabin with a jug of whiskey and wanted me to drink with him, and I told him I don’t drink liquor and I don’t chew tobacco, either, and he gave me a cake and said he was a lonely man and his wife was in dementia and man was not meant to be alone. He said all that information was in the Bible, and Eve was made to comfort and console man, so we wouldn’t be doing anything wrong if he could lie with me, and I told him no and then no again, and he took off my underthings and hurt me bad and kept on hurting me, and when I told him how much he was hurting me he did it ever harder, his mouth all over my face so I couldn’t breathe, until I was weak and crying and knew I was going to die.


Then I did something I have never done. I made pictures in my mind about things that would happen to Master Suarez. Things that would make sure he never attacks a black woman again. Right after I saw those pictures behind my eyes, I didn’t feel anything at all, like my insides had been emptied, leaving nothing but a cavity full of light. In my mind I saw my li’l boy Samuel, and I knew that one day he would find me, and we would go where coconut trees and pineapple plants grow and the rain falls when the sun is out and the fish fly over the waves, a place where evil men will never find us again.


I have a lamp at my cabin in the quarters. I also have a stylus and sheets of paper, which slaves are forbidden to own. On a Sunday morning two weeks after Mr. Cauchon visited Lady of the Lake and was shamed by Master Lufkin, I see Mr. Wade walking down the slope to the quarters. I believe he is a good white man, but he makes me afraid. He’s got a haint. It’s in his eyes. He has done something he cain’t get rid of, that twists and turns in him wherever he goes. So he has appointed himself the savior of other people. Mr. Wade is also the kind who doesn’t listen and will burn down the house because he thinks there is a hole in the roof.


He’s dressed in his Sunday clothes and takes off his hat when I open the door. “How are you this morning, Miss Hannah?”


“Just fine, suh,” I reply. “Do you need me for something?”


“I’m beginning a book of paintings. Also a journal. I understand you’re writing one yourself.”


I stare past him at a place in the middle of the swamp. There is a cut on his chin from shaving. He makes me think of a boy who doesn’t know how to turn into a man. He follows my eyes to the swamp. “Is there something out there I don’t see?” he asks.


“Suh, I don’t know what to say.”


“I’m not going to report you because you can read and write. Neither would my uncle. May I come in?”


“Yes, suh.”


I have a floor and a table and two chairs and a bed against one wall, and dried food on a shelf and a wood bucket of rain­water I get from the cistern that’s for the quarters. My journal and my stylus are on a table, my li’l bottle of ink beside my paper. Punishment for slaves who break plantation rules comes in all kinds of ways, mostly with the whip. I know of a cruel white lady in New Iberia who branded and blinded a slave girl over nothing, just because she felt like doing it.


“Would you like to sit down, suh?”


“Thank you,” he says. “Would you object to my painting you? I don’t want to impose.”


“I don’t think that’s going to look good, Mr. Wade.”


“I understand,” he says. He looks at my table. “You use a bone for a stylus?”


“Yes, suh.”


“I’ll give you a decent one.”


“Thank you, but I use animal bones to give them back their life. That’s in the Old Testament. We ain’t supposed to hurt the animals.”


He smiles at me. “You’re an unusual lady, Miss Hannah.”


“Suh, I ain’t supposed to be called a lady.”


“I know that, and I know the bind you are in. I carry a Minie ball that I acquired in the service of an odious cause. Would you grant me a degree of respect, please?”


I drop my eyes and say nothing back to him.


“Would you sit down?” he says.


“Yes, suh.”


“I came here for another reason. It’s about Mr. Suarez. A couple of constables want to question you.”


I feel like a cold hand has reached inside my chest and squeezed my heart. I have to breathe heavily to keep air in my lungs. “Something happen to Master Suarez, Mr. Wade?”


“Two nights ago someone cut his throat. And his eyes and other places. With x’s. That’s the sign of the hex, isn’t it?”


“Yes, suh. The gris-gris. I don’t have anything to do with the gris-gris.”


“I’ve already told these constables you were here two nights ago and nowhere near Spanish Lake.”


I make him look me straight in the face. “How come they think I did it?”


“Because they know Mr. Suarez’s history with his slaves.”


“Is one of the constables Pierre Cauchon, Mr. Wade?”


He takes a deep breath. “Yes,” he says.


“And he’s coming back here? After Master Lufkin threw him out?”


“Miss Hannah, get rid of any red cloth or graveyard dirt or pieces of bone in your cabin. That includes your stylus.”


“I ain’t cast spells on people, Mr. Wade.”


“I know,” he says. He takes a breath again. But he’s white and he doesn’t know. Not at all. Not at any time in his life. He folds his arms, then puts his hands in his lap, then hits his fists on his knees.


“What else got done to Master Suarez?” I ask.


“He was mutilated on another part of his body. Probably when he was still alive.”


“I’m glad.”


“Don’t say that, Hannah.”


“I hope it hurt. Like he did me.”


He gets up, his hat in his hand, his back straight. He’s handsome in the light shining through the window. “Don’t talk to the constables unless I’m there.”


“What’s going to happen to me, Mr. Wade?”


“I don’t know, Hannah. I really don’t.”


Then he leaves and doesn’t put on his hat until he is outside. I want Li’l Samuel in my arms. I want to hold him against my chest and bury my face in his li’l-boy smell and feel his arms around my neck, and I want the two of us to go outside and dance in the sunshine and the wind and see God’s glory spread all over the world. But in my world that will not happen. Bad people are going to get me. For some reason it seems that’s supposed to happen, like good people don’t have a chance. And I don’t understand why.
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PIERRE CAUCHON


You may wonder why I am not in uniform. Well, I was. Past tense. In ’62, at Shiloh and later at Corinth, where I was accused of shooting my own toes off. No such thing happened. I was sleeping in my tent and this clod from Mississippi started splitting wood right next to my tent and couldn’t tell the difference between my naked foot and a chunk of pine.


This is probably why we will lose the war. What do I mean by that? Three-fourths of our army is made up of troops who don’t own slaves, yet they are dumb enough, like me, to get themselves blown into sausage links in order to enrich men who are already rich. How did they get so dumb, you ask? The answer is simple. Most of them are illiterate. There are no newspapers or telegraphs where they live; some of them don’t even know a war is taking place. Then they wake up one morning and look out the window and see a regiment of blue-bellies burning their barn, shooting their livestock, and taking a shit in their yard. These kinds of experiences tend to make people resentful.


Look, this is how plantation society works. They create identities for themselves and put on airs and screw down and marry up. The little people do the work; it doesn’t matter if you are white or black. We all pick the white man’s cotton. Maybe it is not like that in the North. I have never been there, although I have read the Irish in New York broke the water mains and drowned three hundred darkies in their basements. Herman Melville wrote about this.


It’s Sunday, and I’m between New Iberia and St. Martinville, and on my way to Lady of the Lake. The road is winding because it follows Bayou Teche. “Teche” is an Indian word for snake. Live oaks grow on each side of the road and form a canopy that makes me think of a church when the sun shines through the leaves. But the fields are not cultivated here and the grass is five feet high and the woods are thick in the distance and often hide an enemy more dangerous than the blue-bellies.


Just as I have these thoughts, my mare’s nostrils swell and her skin twitches, as though bottle flies have settled on her rump. At the edge of a clearing I can see sunlight shining on metal, moving through the trees, the wind revealing a mounted column of bearded men seeking purpose or destination or whatever murderous intention pleases them at the moment.


Oh, Lord, were men such as these ever your children? I have never been able to settle this question.


There’s nine of them, slouched in their saddles, heads on their chests—the marks, I suspect, of late-night Saturday activities or of burning down a settlement. They are dressed in a mixture of sun-faded blue-belly and Reb uniforms and red-and-white checkered shirts and gray britches with a red stripe down the leg, in the same fashion as the irregulars prowling Kansas and Missouri.


The leader in the column is a man I’ve heard a lot about but have never seen up close. He wears a deep-red beard that is as fat as a pillow and stained with tobacco juice, and a permanent grin that looks like rictus; he’s also cross-eyed. Because there cannot be two like him in five hundred miles, I assume him to be Colonel Carleton Hayes, who has hanged every abolitionist he could find and forbidden the families to cut them down lest the elements and the birds be denied God’s purpose. Those were his exact words in a newspaper interview.


With a flick of his reins he turns his column so it will intersect my path, unless I want to see if I can outrun a Spencer repeater they stole off a blue-belly’s corpse. They are about forty yards away now and one volley would probably leave Varina and me flopping in the grass.


Right now she’s seizing up on me, her ears pinned back, tossing against the reins, probably mad at me for getting us into another mess.


“Howdy do, pilgrim?” the colonel says, tipping his hat. He’s wearing boots that look like swashbucklers. His face is blighted with either a pox or a disease that has its origins in the lower regions. His eyes are lit up like lanterns, crossed as they are. “Who might you be?” he asks, his mouth twisted into a corkscrew.


“I am the Reverend Pierre Cauchon, on my way to Lady of the Lake Plantation,” I reply, hoping the Creator will not blast me out of the saddle with a lightning bolt.


“That is indeed a grand vocation, sir,” he says. “I notice you have two navy revolvers slung from your pommel, but I see no signs of a Bible or saddle bags in which one could reside.”


“I carry the Bible in my heart, sir.”


“I declare. You are obviously divinely gifted. Tell me, why is it you have not asked my name?”


“Your reputation precedes you, Colonel Hayes. You are well known as a friend of the working man and woman of Christian conscience.”


“Thank you for your laudatory comment, Reverend. We were just fixing to eat. I would like for you to join us for some victuals.”


“I am honored, sir, but Mr. Lufkin is waiting on me. Mrs. Lufkin is ailing and cannot go into town, so I am bringing our church service to their house.”


The sun is hot and white directly overhead, and insects are coming out of the grass and settling on Varina’s legs and belly. The colonel leans sideways and spits a mean mouthful. “Before you leave, I’d like a favor from you. For my horse, actually. I want you to get down and lift his tail and kiss his colon.”


In the distance a team of mules is struggling to pull a wheeled cannon out of the woods. The cannon is probably a six-pounder. One wheel is stuck to the hub. Two darkies stripped to the waist are pulling on the mules.


“I didn’t hear you,” the colonel says.


“That’s because I didn’t say anything.”


His men are all grinning now. He wipes at his cheek with a handkerchief. It leaves a white, dry place inside the infection on his skin. “Let me ask you another question,” he says. “Have you always been a yellow-belly and a liar, or are you just getting the hang of it during these contentious times?”


I hear someone in the column cock a weapon, and I thud my heels into Varina’s sides and we’re off and running, with me as low in the saddle as I can get and Varina flying, barely touching the ground, quail bursting out of the grass.


The colonel and his men are all popping at once, their horses swirling on one another, which is probably the only thing that saves my life and Varina’s. Minie and Spencer balls are making thropping sounds and toppling and whirring past our ears. But I’m not afraid anymore. Instead I feel like I’m drunk, back on the line at Corinth, the Cross of St. Andrew flapping, running at the Yankee line, yelling Woo! Woo! Woo! which is what we call the Rebel yell.


I free one of my Colts from its holster and cock and point it backwards without aiming and fire two or maybe even three rounds at the Red Legs, then gallop across a narrow wood bridge on the Teche and get inside the shadows of the trees on the far bank and swing down, both hands filled, and pour it on Colonel Hayes and his boys, who have got themselves into a bottleneck at the bridge and do not seem anxious to ingest a chunk of lead to go along with their hangovers.


I get back on Varina and go out of the trees in a trot, feeling a whole lot better about myself. I even think about being an ordinary man, heeled with his weapons, loyal to his conscience and his own concept of the Creator, not a Lilliputian working for the planters and other rich people who wouldn’t take the time to piss on me if I was burning to death.


In fact, the whole day seems to be opening up to me; the sky is blue, the wind cool, the herons pecking on themselves along the bayou, and hundreds of robins clattering in the live oaks. There are even people going into a church house at a shady crossroads, which means Hayes and his bunch won’t be dogging me, at least for now.


Then I start thinking about Hannah Laveau again. And the way Mr. Lufkin debased me in front of her. I can’t get it out of my head. The same with her. She’s a voodoo woman, a darky white men can’t get their eyes off of, maybe an insurrectionist. I know better than to mess with that kind; they’re looking for a tree and they usually find it. The lynching in St. Martinville in ’61 included a white man. That could have been me. Many a white man hates me because I enforce the law to his detriment.


But I don’t care about that. What tangles my mind most is the image of Hannah Laveau holding the staff of the broom when Mr. Lufkin was insulting me, like she wanted to give me power, like we were on the same side.


Another thing bothers me, too. When I took the pose of a preacher, I thought it was to outsmart a murderous man, Colonel Hayes. That was not the real reason. I have never figured out why the stars are in the sky or what’s on the other side of eternity or why good people suffer. I have yet to meet a preacher who could answer those questions. Was I wanting to be the one?


I have five more miles to go before I arrive at Lady of the Lake, and my head is fixing to fall off. Frankly I would like to shoot Old Man Lufkin and be done with it. But that’s not going to happen. There is only one way I can bring him down for treating me like a bag of garbage. I have found out that Mr. Lufkin owed a sizable amount of money to Mr. Suarez. If I can prove that Hannah Laveau was sent to kill Mr. Suarez, I can hang that old man on a meat hook.


These are not healthy thoughts.
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WADE LUFKIN


My uncle Charles has been very kind to me because I am an only child whose parents died of yellow fever with no warning, leaving an estate drowning in lawsuits and fraudulent claims, while I was in Virginia, where I caught a Minie ball that came through the surgeon’s tent on the banks of the Rappahannock. So perhaps I seem hypocritical when I say that my uncle is strict with his slaves and his animals and the poor whites who come to his door and work for wages, such as Biscuits-and-Gravy Comeaux. But unfortunately it’s the truth. My uncle was reared a Christian, just as I, and has always known you cannot own another human being and call yourself a follower of Our Lord.


I believe my uncle fights constantly with his conscience and lays his anger on others. For Uncle Charles, the war is not about the division of a nation; it’s about the division of Uncle Charles.


He is not a happy man. At age thirty-three he married a sixteen-­year-old girl from the Booth family in Wilkes County, Georgia. She gave him seven children, but God took back four of them. That is why I can hardly bare what I am about to witness. The three boys he thought would be his legacy had written him and their mother often. Then the letters stopped. My uncle went regularly to the telegraph office in New Iberia, but none of the boys’ names appeared on the growing lists of captured, missing, wounded, and killed.


Then, weeks after the fighting at Chickamauga, the sheriff and a physician and a Catholic nun from Grand Cote came to the house when Uncle Charles was in the fields. My aunt listened quietly to the message they bore, then shuffled into her bedroom without saying a word and put on a black dress and white bonnet and went into the kitchen and started a fire in the stove and commenced to boil cabbage and ham in a big pot of water, her eyes like oysters behind her glasses. Then she slung the pot on the floor and collapsed, weeping, in a chair, breaking her glasses, her hands pressed to her face.


A slave fetched Uncle Charles in the field and must have told him what he had overheard in the front room, because Uncle Charles came white-faced through the back door and immediately began cursing Jefferson Davis for his conduct of the war and the telegraphic and transportation difficulties he would face bringing his boys back home.


But home they came, on the Great Northern to New Orleans and by boat from New Orleans to the inlet at the foot of the Lufkin property. Through my window I can see the boat, one with a small steam engine and a tin stack and cotton bales piled by the wheelhouse and gunwales to protect the personnel from blue-coat or Red Leg sniper fire.


Until now I kept hoping a mistake had been made about the three boys, all of whom had volunteered. It happens. The Yankees are capturing more ground every day—Vicksburg, Port Hudson, Baton Rouge, Gettysburg, the Mississippi River itself—and have destroyed any chance of clarity about casualties on the battlefield. There is another problem at work, also, an embarrassment for Confederate idealists. Yes, our volunteers have brave hearts, but many have deserted in order to feed their families and protect their farms from marauders. I suspect the South may become a necropolis or a fresh-air asylum, one we have brought upon ourselves. If the North has wanted to sow chaos, they have succeeded. In my view William Sherman is a detestable man whose methods are no different than Attila’s; ash heaps are his hallmark, and ruination and simple-mindedness his weapons of choice.


The coffins are carried off the boat by stout fellows who drop them roughly on the dock and then smell themselves. The day is unusually warm, and I forgive them for their lack of breeding and their disrespect for the sensibilities of others. But I am afraid the origins of the problem do not lie with the weather.


According to a letter from a mortician in Chickamauga, the boys died when a single shell from a siege mortar exploded in their trench. Death was immediate, but the mortician advised that the coffins be kept sealed and the burial take place in a cemetery close by the battlefield. Uncle Charles would have none of it. He railed about the mortician, the incompetence of Jefferson Davis, and the lack of trains in Louisiana.


I join him and his wife and a half dozen slaves and walk toward the dock. The wind is blowing, a dirty froth scudding on the surface of the bay, the sunlight’s reflection like a bronze shield. In the distance I can see a solitary rider on a sorrel horse riding toward us. I rub my eyes and look again, hoping my eyesight is playing a joke on me, because I cannot think of a worse time for the reappearance of that dolt Pierre Cauchon.
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