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TLS
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chapter one


1837


The black woman’s name was Sarie, and when she crashed out the door of the cabin at the end of the slave quarters into the fading winter light, her lower belly bursting with the child that had already broken her water, the aftermath of the ice storm and the sheer desolate sweep of leaf-bare timber and frozen cotton acreage and frost-limned cane stalks seemed to combine and strike her face like a braided whip.


She trudged into the grayness of the woods, the male shoes on her feet pocking the snow, her breath streaming out of the blanket she wore on her head like a monk’s cowl. Ten minutes later, deep inside the gum and persimmon and oak trees, her clothes strung with air vines that were silver with frost, the frozen leaves cracking under her feet, she heard the barking of the dogs and the yelps of their handlers who had just released them.


She splashed into a slough, one that bled out of the woods into the dark swirl of the river where it made a bend through the plantation. The ice sawed at her ankles; the cold was like a hammer on her shins. But nonetheless she worked her way upstream, between cypress roots that made her think of a man’s knuckles protruding from the shallows. Across the river the sun was a vaporous smudge above the bluffs, and she realized night would soon come upon her and that a level of coldness she had never thought possible would invade her bones and womb and teats and perhaps turn them to stone.


She clutched the bottom of her stomach with both hands, as though holding a watermelon under her dress, and slogged up the embankment and collapsed under a lean-to where, in the summer months, an overseer napped in the afternoon while his charges bladed down the cypress trees for the soft wood Marse Jamison used to make cabinets in the big house on a bluff overlooking the river.


Even if she had known the river was called the Mississippi, the name would have held no significance for her. But the water boundary called the Ohio was another matter. It was somewhere to the north, somehow associated in her mind with the Jordan, and a black person only needed to wade across it to be as free as the children of Israel.


Except no black person on the plantation could tell her exactly how far to the north this river was, and she had learned long ago never to ask a white person where the river called Ohio was located.


The light in the west died and through the breaks in the lean-to she saw the moon rising and the ground fog disappearing in the cold, exposing the hardness of the earth, the glazed and speckled symmetry of the tree trunks. Then a pain like an ax blade seemed to split her in half and she put a stick in her mouth to keep from crying out. As the time between the contractions shrank and she felt blood issue from her womb between her fingers, she was convinced the juju woman had been right, that this baby, her first, was a man-child, a warrior and a king.


She stared upward at the constellations bursting in the sky, and when she shut her eyes she saw her child inside the redness behind her eyelids, a powerful little brown boy with liquid eyes and a mouth that would seek both milk and power from his mother’s breast.


She caught the baby in her palms and sawed the cord in half with a stone and tied it in a knot, then pressed the closed eyes and hungry mouth to her teat, just before passing out.


The dawn broke hard and cold, a yellow light that burst inside the woods and exposed her hiding place and brought no warmth or release from the misery in her bones. There was a dirty stench in the air, like smoke from a drowned campfire. She heard the dogs again, and when she rose to her feet the pain inside her told her she would never outrun them.


Learn from critters, her mother had always said. They know God’s way. Don’t never ax Master or his family or the mens he hire to tell you the troot. Whatever they teach us is wrong, girl. Never forget that lesson, her mother had said.


The doe always leads the hunter away from the fawn, Sarie thought. That’s what God taught the doe, her mother had said.


She wrapped the baby in the blanket that had been her only protection from the cold, then rose to her feet and covered the opening to the lean-to with a broken pine bough and walked slowly through the woods to the slough. She stepped into the water, felt it rush inside her shoes and over her ankles, then worked her way downstream toward the river. In the distance she heard axes knocking into wood and smelled smoke from a stump fire, and the fact that the work of the plantation went on rhythmically, not missing a beat, in spite of her child’s birth and possible death reminded her once again of her own insignificance and the words Master had used to her yesterday afternoon.


“You should have taken care of yourself, Sarie,” he had said, his pantaloons tucked inside his riding boots, his youthful face undisturbed and serene and without blemish except for the tiny lump of tobacco in his jaw. “I’ll see to it the baby doesn’t lack for raiment or provender, but I’ll have to send you to the auction house. You’re not an ordinary nigger, Sarie. You won’t be anything but trouble. I’m sorry it worked out this way.”


When she came out of the water and labored toward the edge of the woods, she glanced behind her and in the thin patina of snow frozen on the ground she saw her own blood spore and knew it was almost her time, the last day in a lifetime of days that had been marked by neither hope nor despair but only unanswered questions: Where was the green place they had all come from? What group of men had made them chattel to be treated as though they had no souls, whipped, worked from cain’t-see to cain’t-see, sometimes branded and hamstrung?


The barking of the dogs was louder now but she no longer cared about either the dogs or the men who rode behind them. Her spore ended at the slough; her story would end here, too. The child was another matter. She touched the juju bag tied around her neck and prayed she and the child would be together by nightfall, in the warm, green place where lions lay on the beaches by a great sea.


But now she was too tired to think about any of it. She stood on the edge of the trees, the sunlight breaking on her face, then sat down heavily in the grass, the tops of her shoes dark with her blood. Through a red haze she saw a man in a stovepipe hat and dirty white breeches ride over a hillock behind his dogs, two other mounted men behind him, their horses steaming in the sunshine.


The dogs surrounded her, circling, snuffing in the grass, their bodies bumping against one another, but they made no move against her person. The man in the stovepipe hat reined his horse and got down and looked with exasperation at his two companions. “Get these dogs out of here. If I hear that barking anymore, I’ll need a new pair of ears,” he said. Then he looked down at Sarie, almost respectfully. “You gave us quite a run.”


She did not reply. His name was Rufus Atkins, a slight, hard-bodied man whose skin, even in winter, had the color and texture of a blacksmith’s leather apron. His hair was a blackish-tan, long, combed straight back, and there were hollows in his cheeks that gave his face a certain fragility. But the cartilage around the jawbones was unnaturally dark, as though rubbed with blackened brick dust, knotted with a tension his manner hid from others.


Rufus Atkins’ eyes were flat, hazel, and rarely did they contain or reveal any definable emotion, as though he lived behind glass and the external world never registered in a personal way on his senses.


A second man dismounted, this one blond, his nose wind-burned, wearing a leather cap and canvas coat and a red-and-white-checkered scarf tied around his throat. On his hip he carried a small flintlock pistol that had three hand-smoothed indentations notched in the wood grips. In his right hand he gripped a horse quirt that was weighted with a lead ball sewn inside the bottom of the deerhide handle.


“She done dropped it, huh?” he said.


“That’s keenly observant of you, Clay, seeing as how the woman’s belly is flat as a busted pig’s bladder,” Rufus Atkins replied.


“Marse Jamison says find both of them, he means find both of them, Rufus,” the man named Clay said, looking back into the trees at the blood spots in the snow.


Rufus Atkins squatted down and ignored his companion’s observation, his eyes wandering over Sarie’s face.


“They say you filed your teeth into points ’cause there’s an African king back there in your bloodline somewhere,” he said to her. “Bet you gave birth to a man-child, didn’t you, Sarie?”


“My child and me gonna be free. Ain’t your bidness no more, Marse Rufus,” she replied.


“Might as well face it, Sarie. That baby is not going to grow up around here, not with Marse Jamison’s face on it. He’ll ship it off somewhere he doesn’t have to study on the trouble that big dick of his gets him into. Tell us where the baby is and maybe you and it will get sold off together.”


When she didn’t reply to his lie, he lifted her chin with his knuckle. “I’ve been good to you, Sarie. Never made you lift your dress, never whipped you, always let you go to the corn-breaks and the dances. Isn’t it time for a little gratitude?” he said.


She looked into the distance at the bluffs on the far side of the river, the steam rising off the water in the shadows below, the live oaks blowing stiffly against the sky. Rufus Atkins fitted his hand under her arm and began to lift her to her feet.


She seized his wrist and sunk her teeth into his hand, biting down with her incisors into sinew and vein and bone, seeing his head pitch back, hearing the squeal rise from his throat. Then she flung his hand away from her and spat his blood out of her mouth.


He staggered to his feet, gripping the back of his wounded hand.


“You nigger bitch,” he said.


He ripped the quirt from his friend’s grasp and struck her across the face with it. Then, as though his anger were insatiable and fed upon itself, he inverted the quirt in his hand and whipped the leaded end down on her head and neck and shoulders, again and again.


He threw the quirt to the ground, squeezing his wounded hand again, and made a grinding sound with his teeth.


“Damn, I think she went to the bone,” he said.


“Rufus?” the blond man named Clay said.


“What?” he answered irritably.


“I think you just beat her brains out.”


“She deserved it.”


“No, I mean you beat her brains out. Look. She’s probably spreading her legs for the devil now,” the blond man said.


Rufus Atkins stared down at Sarie’s slumped posture, the hanging jaw, the sightless eyes.


“You just cost Marse Jamison six hundred dollars. You flat put us in it, Roof,” Clay said.


Rufus cupped his mouth in hand and thought for a minute. He turned and looked at the third member of their party, a rodent-faced man in a buttoned green wool coat and slouch hat strung with a turkey feather. He had sores on his face that never healed, breath that stunk of decaying teeth, and no work history other than riding with the paddy rollers, a ubiquitous crew of drunkards and white trash who worked as police for plantation interests and terrorized Negroes on the roads at night.


“What you aim to do?” Clay asked.


“I’m studying on it,” Rufus replied. He then turned toward the third man. “Come on up here, Jackson, and give us your opinion on something,” he said.


The third man approached them, the wind twirling the turkey feather on his hat brim. He glanced down at Sarie, then back at Rufus, a growing knowledge in his face.


“You done it. You dig the hole,” he said.


“You got it all wrong,” Rufus said.


He slipped the flintlock pistol from Clay’s side holster, cocked it, and fired a chunk of lead the size of a walnut into the side of Jackson’s head. The report echoed across the water against the bluffs on the far side.


“Good God, you done lost your mind?” Clay said.


“Sarie killed Jackson, Clay. That’s the story you take to the grave. Nigger who kills a white man isn’t worth six hundred dollars. Nigger who kills a white man buys the scaffold. That’s Lou’sana law,” he said.


The blond man, whose full name was Clay Hatcher, stood stupefied, his nose red in the cold, his breath loud inside his checkered scarf.


“Whoever made the world sure didn’t care much about the likes of us, did He?” Rufus said to no one in particular. “Bring up Jackson’s horse and get him across the saddle, would you? Best be careful. I think he messed himself.”


After she was told of her daughter’s death and the baby who had been abandoned somewhere deep in the woods, Sarie’s mother left her job in the washhouse without permission and went to the site where her daughter had died. She followed the blood trail back to the slough, then stood on the thawing mudflat and watched the water coursing southward toward the river and knew which direction Sarie had been going when she had finally been forced to stop and give birth to her child. It had been north, toward the river called the Ohio.


Sarie’s mother and a wet nurse with breasts that hung inside her shirt like swollen eggplants walked along the banks of the slough until late afternoon. The sun was warm now, the trees filled with a smoky yellow light, as though the ice storm had never passed through Ira Jamison’s plantation. Sarie’s mother and the wet nurse rounded a bend in the woods, then saw footprints leading up to a leafy bower and a lean-to whose opening was covered with a bright green branch from a slash pine.


The child lay wrapped in a blanket like a caterpillar inside a cocoon, the eyes shut, the mouth puckered. The ground was soft now, scattered with pine needles, and among the pine needles were wildflowers that had been buried under snow. Sarie’s mother unwrapped the child from the blanket and wiped it clean with a cloth, then handed it to the wet nurse, who held the baby’s mouth to her breast and covered it with her coat.


“Sarie wanted a man-child. But this li’l girl beautiful,” the wet nurse said.


“She gonna be my darlin’ thing, too. Sarie gonna live inside her. Her name gonna be Spring. No, that ain’t right. Her name gonna be Flower,” Sarie’s mother said.





chapter two


In the spring of 1861 Willie Burke’s dreams took him to a place he had never been and to an event he had not experienced. He saw himself on a dusty Texas road south of Goliad, where the wind was blowing in the trees and there was a hint of salt water or distant rain in the air. The soldiers around him were glad of heart, their backs strung with blanket rolls and haversacks, some of them singing in celebration of their impending freedom and passage aboard a parole ship to New Orleans.


Then their Mexican warders began forming up into squads, positioning themselves on one side of the road only, the hammers to their heavy muskets collectively cocking into place.


“Them sonsofbitches are gonna shoot us. Run for hit, boys,” a Texas soldier shouted.


“¡Fuego!” a Mexican officer shouted.


The musket fire was almost point-blank. The grass and tree trunks alongside the road were striped with blood splatter. Then the Mexicans bayoneted the wounded and fallen, smashing skulls with their musket butts, firing with their pistols at the backs of those still trying to flee. In the dream Willie smelled the bodies of the men piled on top of him, the dried sweat in their clothes, the blood that seeped from their wounds. His heart thundered in his chest; his nose and throat were clotted with dust. He knew he had just begun his last day on Earth, here, in the year 1836, in a revolution in which no Irishman should have had a vested interest.


Then he heard a woman, a prostitute, running from one officer to the next, begging mercy for the wounded. The musket fire dissipated, and Willie got to his feet and ran for the treeline, not a survivor, but instead cursed with an abiding sense of shame and guilt that he had lived, fleeing through woods while the screams of his comrades filled his ears.


When Willie woke from the dream in a backroom of his mother’s boardinghouse on Bayou Teche, he knew the fear that beat in his heart had nothing to do with his dead father’s tale of his own survival at the Goliad Massacre during the Texas Revolution. The war he feared was now only the stuff of rumors, political posturing, and young men talking loudly of it in a saloon, but he had no doubt it was coming, like a crack in a dike that would eventually flood and destroy an entire region, beginning in Virginia or Maryland, perhaps, at a nameless crossroads or creek bed or sunken lane or stone wall meandering through a farmer’s field, and as surely as he had wakened to birdsong in his mother’s house that morning he would be in it, shells bursting above his head while he soiled his pants and killed others or was killed himself over an issue that had nothing to do with his life.


He washed his face in a bowl on the dresser and threw the water out the window onto the grassy yard that sloped down to the bayou. By the drawbridge a gleaming white paddle-wheeler, its twin stacks leaking smoke into the mist, was being loaded with barrels of molasses by a dozen Negro men, all of whom had begun work before dawn, their bodies glowing with sweat and humidity in the light from the fires they had built on the bank.


They were called wage slaves, rented out by their owner, in this case, Ira Jamison, on an hourly basis. The taskmaster, a man named Rufus Atkins, rented a room at the boardinghouse and worked the Negroes in his charge unmercifully. Willie walked out into the misty softness of the morning, into the residual smell of night-blooming flowers and bream spawning in the bayou and trees dripping with dew, and tried to occupy his mind with better things than the likes of Rufus Atkins. But when he sat on a hole in the privy and heard Rufus Atkins driving and berating his charges, he wondered if there might be an exemption in heaven for the Negro who raked a cane knife across Atkins’ throat.


When Willie walked back up the slope and encountered Atkins on his way into breakfast, he touched his straw hat, fabricated a smile and said, “Top of the morning to you, sir.”


“And to you, Mr. Willie,” Rufus Atkins replied.


Then Willie’s nemesis, his inability to keep his own counsel, caught up with him.


“If words could flay, I’d bet you could take the hide off a fellow, Mr. Atkins,” he said.


“That’s right clever of you, Mr. Willie. I’m sure you must entertain your mother at great length while tidying the house and carrying out slop jars for her.”


“Tell me, sir, since you’re in a mood for profaning a fine morning, would you be liking your nose broken as well?” Willie inquired.


After the boarders had been fed, including Rufus Atkins, Willie helped his mother clean the table and scrape the dishes into a barrel of scraps that later they would take out to their farm by Spanish Lake and feed to their hogs. His mother, Ellen Lee, had thick, round, pink arms and brown hair that was turning gray, and a small Irish mouth and a cleft in her chin.


“Did I hear you have words with Mr. Atkins?” she asked.


Willie seemed to study the question. “I don’t rightly recall. It may have been a distortion on the wind, perhaps,” he replied.


“You’re a poor excuse for a liar,” she said.


He began washing dishes in the sink. But unfortunately she was not finished.


“The times might be good for others but not always for us. Our livery is doing poorly, Willie. We need every boarder we can get,” she said.


“Would you like me to apologize?” he asked.


“That’s up to your conscience. Remember he’s a Protestant and given to their ways. We have to forgive those whom chance and accident have denied access to the Faith.”


“You’re right, Mother. There he goes now. I’ll see if I can straighten things out,” Willie replied, looking through the back window.


He hurried out the door and touched Rufus Atkins on the sleeve.


“Oh, excuse me, I didn’t mean to startle you, Mr. Atkins,” he said. “I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry for the sharpness of my tongue. I pray one day you find the Holy Roman Church and then die screaming for a priest.”


When he came back into the house his mother said nothing to him, even though she had heard his remarks to Rufus Atkins through the window. But just before noon she found him in his reading place under a live oak by the bayou and pulled up a cane chair next to him and sat down with her palms propped on her knees.


“What ails you, Willie?” she asked.


“I was just a little out of sorts,” he replied.


“You’ve decided, haven’t you?” she said.


“What might that be?”


“Oh, Willie, you’re signing up for the army. This isn’t our war,” she said.


“What should I do, stay home while others die?”


She looked emptily at the bayou and a covey of ducklings fluttering on the water around their mother.


“You’ll get in trouble,” she said.


“Over what?”


“You’re cursed with the gift of Cassandra. For that reason you’ll always be out of place and condemned by others.”


“Those are the myths that our Celtic ancestors used to console themselves for their poverty,” he replied.


She shook her head, knowing her exhortations were of little value. “I need you to fix the roof. What are your plans for today?” she asked.


“To take my clothes to Ira Jamison’s laundry.”


“And get in trouble with that black girl? Willie, tell me I haven’t raised a lunatic for a son,” she said.


He put a notebook with lined pages, a pencil, and a small collection of William Blake’s poems in his pants pockets and rode his horse down Main Street. The town had been laid out along the serpentine contours of Bayou Teche, which took its name from an Atakapa Indian word that meant snake. The business district stretched from a brick warehouse on the bend, with huge iron doors and iron shutters over the windows, down to the Shadows, a two-story, pillared plantation home surrounded by live oaks whose shade was so deep the night-blooming flowers in the gardens often opened in the late afternoon.


An Episcopalian church marked one religious end of the town, a Catholic church the other. On the street between the two churches shopkeepers swept the plank walks under their colonnades, a constable spaded up horse dung and tossed it into the back of a wagon, and a dozen or so soldiers from Camp Pratt, out by Spanish Lake, sat in the shade between two brick buildings, still drunk from the night before, flinging a pocketknife into the side of a packing case.


Actually the word “soldier” didn’t quite describe them, Willie thought. They had been mustered in as state militia, most of them outfitted in mismatched uniforms paid for by three or four Secessionist fanatics who owned cotton interests in the Red River parishes.


The most ardent of these was Ira Jamison. His original farm, named Angola Plantation because of the geographical origins of its slaves, had expanded itself in ancillary fashion from the hilly brush country on a bend of the Mississippi River north of Baton Rouge to almost every agrarian enterprise in Louisiana, reaching as far away as a slave market in Memphis run by a man named Nathan Bedford Forrest.


Willie rode his horse between the two buildings where the boys in militia uniforms lounged. Some were barefoot, some with their shirts off and pimples on their shoulders and skin as white as a frog’s belly. One, who was perhaps six and a half feet tall, his fly partially buttoned, slept with a straw hat over his face.


“You going to sign up today, Willie?” a boy said.


“Actually Jefferson Davis was at our home only this morning, asking me the same thing,” he replied. “Say, you boys wouldn’t be wanting more whiskey or beer, would you?”


One of them almost vomited. Another threw a dried horse turd at his back. But Willie took no offense. Most of them were poor, unlettered, brave and innocent at the same time, imbued with whatever vision of the world others created for them. When he glanced back over his shoulder they were playing mumblety-peg with their pocketknives.


He was on a dirt road now, one that led southward into the sugarcane fields that stretched all the way to the Gulf of Mexico. He passed a hog lot and slaughterhouse buzzing with bottle flies and a brick saloon with a railed bar inside, then a paint-skinned, two-story frame house with a sagging gallery that served as New Iberia’s only bordello. The owner, Carrie LaRose, who some said had been in prison in the West Indies or France, had added a tent in the side yard, with cots inside, to handle the increase in business from Camp Pratt.


A dark-haired chub of a girl in front of the tent scooped up her dress and lifted it high above her bloomers. “How about a ride, Willie? Only a dollar,” she said.


Willie raised himself in the saddle and removed his hat.


“It’s a terrible temptation, May, but I’d be stricken blind by your beauty and would never find my home or dear mother again,” he said.


The girl grinned broadly and was about to shout back a rejoinder, when she was startled by a young barefoot man, six and a half feet tall, running hard after Willie Burke.


The tall youth vaulted onto the rump of Willie’s horse, grabbing Willie around the sides for purchase while Willie’s horse spooked sideways and almost caved with the additional weight.


Willie could smell an odor like milk and freshly mowed hay in the tall youth’s clothes.


“You pass by without saying hello to your pal?” the young man said.


“Hello, Jim!”


“Hello there, Willie!”


“You get enough grog in you last night?” Willie asked.


“Hardly,” Jim replied. “Are you going to see that nigger girl again?”


“It’s a possibility. Care to come along?” Willie said.


The young man named Jim had hair the color of straw and an angular, self-confident face that reflected neither judgment of himself nor others. He pulled slightly at the book that protruded from Willie’s pocket and flipped his thumb along the edges of the pages.


“What you’re about to do is against the law, Willie,” Jim said.


Willie looked at the dust blowing out of the new sugarcane, a solitary drop of rain that made a star in the dust. “Smell the salt? It’s a fine day, Jim. I think you should stay out of saloons for a spell,” he said.


“That girl is owned by Ira Jamison. He’s not a man to fool with,” Jim said.


“Really, now?”


“Join the Home Guards with me. You should see the Enfield rifles we uncrated yesterday. The Yankees come down here, by God we’ll lighten their load.”


“I’m sure they’re properly frightened at the prospect. You’d better drop off now, Jim. I don’t want to get you in trouble with Marse Jamison,” Willie said.


Jim’s silence made Willie truly wish for the first time that day he’d kept his own counsel. He felt Jim’s hands let go of his sides, then heard his weight hit the dirt road. Willie turned to wave good-bye to his friend, sorry for his condescending attitude, even sorrier for the fear in his breast that he could barely conceal. But his friend did not look back.


The last house on the road was a ramshackle laundry owned by Ira Jamison, set between two spreading oaks, behind which Flower sat in an open-air wash shed, scrubbing stains out of a man’s nightshirt, her face beaded with perspiration from the iron pots steaming around her. Her hair was black and straight, like an Indian’s, her cheekbones pronounced, her skin the color of coffee with milk poured in it.


She looked at the sun’s place in the sky and set the shirt down in the boiling water again and went into the cypress cabin where she lived by the coulee and wiped her face and neck and underarms with a rag she dipped into a cypress bucket.


From under her bed she removed the lined tablet and dictionary Willie had given her and sat in a chair by the window and read the lines she had written in the tablet:


A owl flown acrost the moon late last night.


A cricket sleeped on the pillow by my head.


The gator down in the coulee look like dark stone when the sunlite turn red and spill out on the land.


There is talk of a war. A free man of color who have a big house on the bayou say for the rest of us not to listen to no such talk. He own slaves hisself and makes bricks in a big oven.


I learned to spell 3 new words this morning. Mr. Willie say not to write down hard words lessen I look them up first.


A band played on the big lawn on the bayou yesterday. A man in a silk hat and purple suit tole the young soldiers they do not haf to worry about the Yankees cause the Yankees is cowards. The brass horns were gold in the sunshine. So was the sword the man in the silk hat and purple suit carry on his side.


Mr. Willie say not to say aint. Not to say he dont or she dont either.


This is all my thoughts for the day.


Signed,
Flower Jamison


She heard Willie’s horse in the yard and glanced around her cabin at the wildflowers she had cut and placed in a water jar that morning, her clean Sunday dress, which hung on a wood peg, the bedspread given to her by a white woman on Main, now tucked around the moss-stuffed mattress pad on her bed. When she stepped out the door Willie was swinging down from his horse, slipping a bag of dirty clothes loose from the pommel of his saddle.


He smiled at her, then squinted up at the sunlight through the trees and glanced back casually at the house, as though he were simply taking in the morning and his surroundings with no particular thought in mind.


“You by yourself today?” he asked.


“Some other girls are ironing inside the big house. We iron inside so the dust don’t get on the clothes,” she said.


“Could you give a fellow a drink of water?” he said.


“I done made some lemonade,” she replied, and waited for him to enter the cabin first.


He removed his hat as though he were entering a white person’s home, then sat in the chair at the table by the window and gazed wistfully out onto the young sugarcane bending in the breeze off the Gulf. His hair was combed but uncut and grew in black locks on his neck.


“What did you write for us today, Flower?” he asked, his gaze still focused outside the cabin.


She handed him her tablet, then stood motionlessly, her hands behind her.


He put the tablet flat on the table and read what she had written, his elbows on the table, his fingers propped on his temples. His cheeks were shaved and pooled with color that never seemed to change in hue.


“You look at the world only as a poet can,” he said.


He saw her lips say the word “poet” silently.


“That’s a person who sees radiance when others only see objects. That’s you, Flower,” he said.


But she disregarded the compliment and felt the most important line she had written in the notebook was one he had not understood. In fact, she was not quite sure what she had meant when she made the entry. But the martial speech of the man in the silk hat still rang in her ears, and the hard gold light beating on his sword and the brass instruments of the band hovered before her eyes like the angry reflection off a heliograph.


“Is there gonna be a war, Mr. Willie?” she asked.


“Why don’t you sit down? I’m getting a crick in my neck looking up at you,” he said. “Look, y’all are going to be free one day. Peace or war, it’s just a matter of time.”


“You gonna join the army, ain’t you, suh?”


In spite of his invitation she had made no movement to sit down at the table with him, which would have caused her to violate a protocol that was on a level with looking a white person directly in the face. But after having shown her obedience to a plantation code that systematically degraded her as well as others, she realized she was now, of her own volition, invading the privacy and perhaps exposing the weakness of a man she genuinely admired and was fond of.


For just a moment she wondered if it was true, as white people always said, that slaves behaved morally only when they were afraid.


“I try not to study on it,” Willie replied. Then, as though to distract himself from his own thoughts, he told her of his father’s participation in the Texas Revolution, the massacre of prisoners at Goliad, the intercession of a camp follower who probably saved his father’s life.


“A prostitute saved all them men from being killed?” she said.


“She surely did. No one ever learned her name or what became of her. The Texans called her the Angel of Goliad. But think of the difference one poor woman made,” he said.


She sat down on her bed, her knees close together, her hands folded in her lap.


“I ain’t meant to be prying or rude. You’re always kind to the niggers, Mr. Willie. You don’t belong with them others,” she said.


“Don’t call your people niggers,” he said.


“It’s the only name we got,” she said, with a sharpness in her voice that surprised her. “You gonna let the Yankees kill you so men like Marse Jamison can make more money off their cotton? You gonna let them do that to you, suh?”


“I think I should go now. Here, I brought you a book of poems. They’re by an English poet named William Blake.” He rose from his chair and offered her the book.


But she wasn’t listening now. Her gaze was fixed outside the door. Through the crisscross of wash lines and steam drifting off the wash pots scattered throughout the yard, she saw Rufus Atkins rein his carriage, one with a surrey on top, and dismount and tether his horse to an iron weight attached to a leather strap he let slide through his fingers.


“You best go, Mr. Willie,” she said.


“Has Mr. Rufus been bothering you, Flower?”


“I ain’t said that.”


“Mr. Rufus is a coward. His kind always are. If he hurts you, you tell me about it, you hear?”


“What you gonna do, suh? What you gonna do?” she said.


He started to speak, then crimped his lips together and was silent.


After he was gone she sat by herself in the cabin, her heart beating, her breasts rising and falling in the silence. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Rufus Atkins’ silhouette break across the light.


He stepped inside the cabin, his wide-brimmed hat on his head, his gaze sweeping over the room, the taut bedspread on her mattress, the jug of lemonade on her table, the cut flowers in the water jar.


He removed a twenty-dollar gold piece from his watch pocket and flipped it in the air with his thumb, catching it in his palm. He rolled it across the tops of his knuckles and made it disappear from his hand. Then he reached behind her ear and held the coin in her face.


“Deception’s an art, Flower. We all practice it. But white people are a whole sight better at it than y’all are,” he said.


When she didn’t reply, he smiled wanly. “Young Willie bring you his wash?” he asked.


“Yes, suh,” she replied.


“I hope he wasn’t here to get anything else washed,” he said.


She lowered her eyes to the floor. Atkins sat down at the table and removed his hat and wiped his face with a handkerchief.


“Flower, you are the best-looking black woman I’ve ever seen. Honest to God truth,” he said. He picked up the jug of lemonade and drank out of it.


But when he set the jug down his gaze lighted on an object that was wedged under her mattress pad. He rose from the chair and walked to her bed.


“I declare, a dictionary and a poetry book and what looks like a tablet somebody’s been writing in. Willie Burke give you these?” he said.


“A preacher traveling through. He ax me to hold them for him,” she said.


“That was mighty thoughtful of you.” He folded back a page of her tablet and read from it. “‘A cricket sleeped on the pillow by my head.’ This preacher doesn’t sound like he’s got good sense. Well, let’s just take these troublesome presences off your hands.”


He walked outside and knelt by a fire burning under a black pot filled with boiling clothes. He began ripping the pages out of her writing tablet and feeding them individually into the flames. He rested one haunch on the heel of his boot and watched each page blacken in the center, then curl around the edges, his long hair and clipped beard flecked with gray, like pieces of ash, his skin as dark and grained as scorched brick.


Then he opened the book of poems and wet an index finger and methodically turned the pages, puckering his lips as he glanced over each poem, an amused light in his face.


“Come back inside, Marse Rufus,” she said from the doorway.


“I thought you might say that,” he replied, rising to his feet, his stomach as flat and hard as a board under his tucked shirt and tightly buttoned pants.


At four-thirty the next morning, April 12, 1861, a Confederate general whose hair was brushed into a greased curlicue on his pate gave the order to a coastal battery to fire on a fort that was barely visible out in the harbor. The shell arced across the sky under a blanket of stars, its fuse sparking like a lighted cigar tossed carelessly into a pile of oily rags.





chapter three


By afternoon of the same day the telegraph had carried the news of the bombardment of Fort Sumter to New Iberia, and Camp Pratt, out on Spanish Lake, was suddenly filled with young men who stood in long lines before the enlistment tables, most of them Acadian boys who spoke no English and had never been farther from Bayou Teche than the next parish. The sky was blue through the canopy of oak trees that covered the camp, the lake beaten with sunlight, the four-o’clocks blooming in the shade, the plank tables in front of the freshly carpentered barracks groaning with platters of sausage, roast chickens, boudin, smoked ducks, crab gumbo, dirty rice, and fruit pies that had been brought in carriages by ladies who lived in the most elegant plantation homes along the bayou.


Willie’s tall friend, Jim Stubbefield, sat barefoot in his militia uniform, his back against a cypress tree by the water’s edge, and drank from a cup of buttermilk and looked with puzzlement at the festive atmosphere in the camp. He turned to a young man in civilian clothes sitting next to him and said, “Robert, I think the fates are not working properly here. I enlisted two months ago and no one seemed to notice.”


His friend was named Robert Perry. His hair grew over his collar and was the color of mahogany, his face handsome, his blue eyes never troubled by fear or self-doubt or conflict with the world around him.


“I’m sure it was just an oversight on the community’s part,” he said.


Jim continued to stare in a bemused way at the enlistment lines, then his gaze locked on one individual in particular and he chewed on a piece of skin on his thumb and spit it off his tongue.


“I think I’ve made a mistake,” he said.


“A man with your clarity of vision? Seems unlikely,” Robert said.


“Look there. Willie’s joining up. Maybe at my urging.”


“Good for Willie,” Robert said.


“I doubt Willie has it in him to shoot anyone,” Jim said.


“Do you?”


“If they come down here, I figure they’ve asked for it.”


“I doubt if it was easy for Willie to come here. Don’t rob him of his self-respect,” Robert said, rising to his feet, pressing a palm down on Jim’s shoulder.


“Your father owns over a hundred and eighty niggers, Robert. You ought not to be lecturing to the rest of us.”


“You’re entirely right, Jim,” Robert said. He winked at Jim and walked toward the recruitment table, where Willie Burke had just used quill and ink to enter his name among a long list of French and Spanish and Anglo-Saxon ones, many of them printed by an enlistment officer and validated by an X.


But Robert soon realized Jim’s premonitions about their friend were probably correct, that the juncture of Willie Burke and the Confederate army would be akin to a meeting of a wrecking ball and a crystal shop.


Captain Rufus Atkins stepped out of a tent, in a gray uniform and wide-brimmed ash-colored hat with a gold cord and a pair of tiny gold acorns tied around the crown. A blond man, his hair as greasy as tallow, wearing a butternut uniform with corporal’s chevrons freshly sewn on the sleeves, stood behind him. The corporal’s name was Clay Hatcher.


“Where do you think you’re going, young Willie?” Atkins asked.


“Back home,” Willie answered.


“I think not,” Atkins replied. He looked out at the lake and the moss blowing in the trees, the four-o’clocks riffling in the shade. “One of the privies needs dipping out. After you finish that, spread a little lye around and that will be it until this evening. By the way, are you familiar with the poetry of William Blake?”


“Never heard of him,” Willie replied.


“I see. Better get started, young Willie. Did you bring a change of clothes?” Atkins said.


“Excuse me, sir, but I didn’t join the army to ladle out your shitholes. On that subject, can you clear up a question that has bedeviled many in the community? Is it true your mother was stricken with the bloody flux when you were born and perhaps threw the infant away by mistake and raised the afterbirth instead?”


The corporal to the side of Rufus Atkins pressed his wrist to his mouth to stop from snickering, then glanced at Atkins’ face and sucked in his cheeks.


“Let me gag and buck him, Cap’n,” he said.


Before Atkins could answer, Robert Perry walked up behind Willie.


“Hello, Captain!” Robert Perry said.


“How do you do, Master Robert?” Atkins said, bowing slightly and touching his hat. “I saw you signing up earlier. I know your father is proud.”


“My friend Willie isn’t getting off to a bad start in the army, is he?” Robert said.


“A little garrison duty, that’s all,” Atkins said.


“I’m sure if you put him in my charge, there will be no trouble,” Robert said.


“Of course, Master Robert. My best to your father,” Atkins said.


“And to your family as well, sir,” Robert said, slipping his hand under Willie’s arm.


The two of them walked back toward the lake to join Jim Stubbefield at the cypress tree. Willie felt Robert’s hand tighten on his arm.


“Atkins is an evil and dangerous man. You stay away from him,” Robert said.


“Let him stay away from me,” Willie replied.


“What was that stuff about William Blake?”


“I have a feeling he found a book I gave to a Negro girl.”


“You did what?” Robert said.


“Oh, go on with you, Robert. You don’t seem bothered by the abolitionist tendencies of Abigail Dowling,” Willie said.


“I love you dearly, Willie, but you’re absolutely hopeless, unteachable, beyond the pale, with the thinking processes of a stump, and I suspect an extra thorn in Our Savior’s crown,” Robert said.


“Thank you,” Willie said.


“By the way, Abigail is not an abolitionist. She’s simply of a kind disposition,” Robert said.


“That’s why she circulated a petition begging commutation for John Brown?” Willie said. He heard his friend make a grinding noise in his throat.


That evening Willie bathed in the clawfoot tub inside the bathhouse on the bayou, then dried off and combed his hair in a yellowed mirror and dressed in fresh clothes and walked outside into the sunset and the breeze off the Gulf. The oaks overhead were draped with moss, their limbs ridged with lichen, and the gardenias and azaleas were blooming in his mother’s yard.


Next door, in a last patch of yellow sunshine, a neighbor was boiling crabs in an iron pot on a woodfire. The coolness of the evening and the fecund heaviness of the bayou and a cheerful wave from his neighbor somehow made Willie conclude that in spite of the historical events taking place around him all was right with the world and that it should not be the lot of a young man to carry its weight upon his shoulders.


He strolled down East Main, past the Shadows and the wide-galleried, gabled overseer’s house across the street, past other homes with cupolas and fluted columns that loomed as big as ships out of the floral gardens that surrounded them.


He paused in front of a shotgun cottage with ventilated green shutters set back in live oak and pine trees, its windows lighted in the gloom, a gazebo in the side yard threaded with bougainvillea. He heard a wind chime tinkle in the breeze.


The woman who lived inside the cottage was named Abigail Dowling. She had come to New Iberia from Massachusetts as a nurse during a yellow fever epidemic and had stayed, working both in the clinic and teaching in a private school down the street. Her hair was thick, chestnut-colored, her skin without blemish, her bosom and features such that few men, including ones in the company of their wives, could prevent themselves from casting furtive glances at.


But for many her ways were suspect, her loyalties questionable, her candor intimidating. On one occasion Willie had asked her outright about rumors he’d heard.


“Which rumors might that be?” she said.


“A couple of Negroes who disappeared from plantations out by Spanish Lake,” he replied.


“Yes?” she said, waiting.


“They got through the paddy rollers. In fact, it looks like they got clean out of the state. Some say you might be involved with the Underground Railroad, Miss Abigail.”


“Would you think less of me?” she replied.


“A lady who hand-feeds those with yellow jack and puts their lives ahead of her own?” he said.


But she was not reassured.


Now, in the gloaming of the day, he stood on her gallery and tapped on her door, his straw hat in hand, a discomfort in his chest he could not quite define.


“Oh, good evening, Miss Abigail, pardon me for dropping by unexpectedly, but I thought you might like to take a walk or allow me to treat you to a dessert down at the café,” he said.


“That’s very nice of you,” she said, stepping outside. She wore a plain blue cotton dress, buttoned not quite to the throat, the sleeves pushed up on her arms. “But someone is due to drop by. Can we just sit on the steps for a bit?”


“Sure,” he said, hoping his disappointment did not show. He waited for her to take a seat on the top step, then sat on the step below her.


“Is something bothering you, Willie?” she asked.


“I enlisted today. Out at Camp Pratt. I’m just in the Home Guards now, but I suspect we’ll be formed into regular infantry directly.”


The darkening sky was full of birds now, sweeping above the chimneys, the oaks loud with cicadas and the throbbing of tree frogs.


After a long silence, she said, “I’m sure in your own mind you did the right thing.”


“My own mind?” he said, and felt his face color, both for his rudeness in mimicking her statement and because he was angry at himself for seeking absolution from her, as though he were not possessed of either humanity or a conscience himself.


“I don’t judge you, Willie. Robert Perry is enlisting, too. I think the world of you both,” she said.


“Robert believes in slavery. I don’t. He comes from a wealthy family and has a vested interest in seeing the Negro race kept subservient. That’s the difference between us,” he said, then bit his lip at the self-righteousness in his voice.


“Robert is reading for the law. He doesn’t plan to be a plantation or slave owner.” She paused when she saw the injury in Willie’s eyes. “Why are you enlisting?”


Because I’m afraid to be thought a coward, a voice inside him said.


“What?” she said.


“Nothing. I said nothing,” he replied. He looked out at a carriage passing in the street. Don’t say anymore, for God’s sakes, he told himself. But his old enemy, his impetuosity, held sway with him once again.


“I think all this is going to be destroyed. By cannon shot and fire and disease, all of it wiped out,” he said, and waved his hand vaguely at the palm trees in the yards, the massive houses hidden inside the live oaks, a paddle-wheeler churning on the Teche, its lighted windows softly muted inside the mist.


“And you make your own life forfeit for a cause you don’t respect? My God, Willie,” Abigail said.


He felt the back of his neck burning. Then, when he believed matters could get no worse, he looked up and saw Robert Perry rein his horse in the dusk and dismount and enter the yard, removing his hat.


“Good evening, Miss Abigail. You too, Willie. Did I break in on something?” Robert said.


Robert waited for a reply, his face glowing with goodwill.


Two hours later Willie Burke was on his fourth glass of whiskey in the brick saloon next to Carrie LaRose’s brothel. The plank floor was scattered with sawdust and burned by cigars and stained with tobacco juice around the cuspidors. Hand towels hung from brass rings along the bar, and above the bar mirror was a painting of a reclining nude, her bottom an ax-handle wide, her stomach like a soft pink pillow, her smile and pubic hair and relaxed arms an invitation to enter the picture frame with her.


Willie wanted to concentrate on the lovely lines of the woman in the painting and forget the events of the day, particularly the fact he had been so foolish as to enlist in the Home Guards. But the man standing next to him, one Jean-Jacques LaRose, also known as Scavenger Jack, was giving a drunken lecture to anyone within earshot, pounding his fists on the bar, denouncing Secessionists, Copperheads in the North who encouraged them, and people stupid enough to join the army and serve their cause.


Unlike his sister, Carrie LaRose, who owned the bordello next door, Scavenger Jack operated on the edges of legitimate society, hauling away Chitimacha burial mounds that he mixed with manure and sold for high-grade fertilizer, exporting weevil-infested rice to plantation operators in the West Indies whose food costs for their workers were running too high, and, rumor had it, luring ships onto a reef with a false beacon off Key West in order to salvage the cargo.


He was a huge man, his black hair and beard streaked with red, a scar across his nose like a flattened worm. His bull neck was corded with veins, his teeth like tombstones, his shoulders so broad they split the seams of his coat.


“Let me ax you gentlemen somet’ing. When them Yankees blockade our ports, ’cause that’s what they gonna do, how you gonna get your sugar and salt and cotton out of Lou’sana, you? Round up the crawfish and pile it on their backs?” he said to his audience.


“Now, Jean-Jacques, there’s more involved here than money,” said a member of the town council and part owner of the bank, an older man with an egg-shaped, pleasant face. “The Negroes have already heard about the firing on Fort Sumter. A lady in St. Martinville caught her cook with cyanide this morning. But I worry more about the Negro male population being turned loose on our women. That’s the kind of thing these abolitionists have encouraged.”


“Them rich people couldn’t convince y’all to fight for their cotton, no. So they got all them newspapers to start y’all t’inking about what’s gonna happen to your jelly roll. That done it when nothing else did,” Jean-Jacques said.


“That’s not called for, Jean-Jacques. We’re all serious men here and we speak respectfully of one another,” the older man said.


“What y’all fixing to do is ruin my bidness. You t’ink a black man who work all day in the field got nothing on his mind except sticking his pole up your wife’s dress?” Jean-Jacques said.


“You should give some thought to your words, sir,” the older man said, lowering his eyes, his throat coloring. Then he collected himself and said to the bartender, “Give my friend Jean-Jacques another drink.”


Jean-Jacques belched so loudly the men at the billiard table turned around, startled.


“Better enjoy your own drink, suh. The liquor in here come off my boats. What y’all gonna drink after them Yankees shut me down?” Jean-Jacques said.


But Willie had long ago given up listening to the self-serving arguments about the moral validity of Secession. Rarely did logic and humanity have any influence over the discussion. Instead, the most naked form of self-interest always seemed to drive the debate, as though venality and avarice had somehow evolved into virtues. He thought about the slave girl Flower and the fact that her literacy had to be concealed as though it were an object of shame.


He wondered if Rufus Atkins had found Flower’s notebook as well as the collection of William Blake’s poems. What had he done? Why had he not listened to his mother or his friend Jim Stubbefield?


He drank the rest of the whiskey in his glass, then sipped from a pitcher of warm beer that he was using as a chaser. He looked at the mouth and breasts of the woman in the painting and through the open window heard someone playing a piano in the brothel next door. His head reeled and the room seemed to tip sideways, and his ears buzzed with sound that had no meaning. The oil lamps in the saloon were like whorls of yellow color inside the cigar smoke that layered the ceiling. The whiskey had brought him no relief and instead had only created a hunger in his loins that made him bite his lip when he looked at the woman above the bar mirror.


Oh Lord, quiet my desires, he thought. And immediately focused his gaze on the woman’s form again. He swallowed the rest of his whiskey in one gulp and thought he was going to fall backward.


“Gag and buck,” he said to no one.


“What did you say, Willie?” Jean-Jacques asked.


“What does ‘gag and buck’ mean?”


“You don’t want to find out. You ain’t gone and signed up for the army, you?”


“I did.”


“Po’ Willie, why ain’t you come to see me first?” Jean-Jacques said, and cupped his hand on the back of Willie’s neck.


“You’re a criminal,” Willie said.


“But I got my good points too, ain’t I?”


“Undoubtedly. Oh, Jean-Jacques, I’ve made a mess of things,” Willie said.


Jean-Jacques put his mouth close to Willie’s ear. “I can put you on a boat for Mexico when it’s the right time. Let’s go next door to my sister’s and get your ashes hauled,” he said.


“That’s a grand suggestion, and please don’t hold it against me for not acting on it. But I have to puke,” Willie said.


He reeled out the back door into an overgrown coulee and bent over behind a tree just as an enormous volume of whiskey and beer and pickled food surged out of his stomach. He gasped for breath, then rinsed his face in a rain barrel and dried it on his shirt. The night air was soft with mist, the moon buried in the clouds above the cane fields. Next door the piano player was playing a minstrel song titled “Dixie’s Land.” Willie shouldered a mop propped against a cistern and began a parody of close-order drill in the yard behind the brothel, then flung aside the flap on the tent in the side yard and marched through the row of cots inside, counting cadence for himself, “Reep . . . reep . . . reep,” saluting two naked people caught at the worst possible moment in their coupling.


He continued out the far end of the tent and on down the road, passing a horseman whose face was shadowed by a wide hat. The wind changed, and he saw dust blowing out of the fields and a tree of lightning splinter across the sky. He left the road and crossed the dirt yard of the laundry where Flower worked and walked through the iron pots in the backyard and the wash that was flapping on the clotheslines and stopped by the back window of her cabin.
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