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“I am married to an old black log.”


—FREDERICK DOUGLASS,
IN A LETTER, 1862


“Who else I got to tell? Who else but my daughter?”


—ANNA DOUGLASS,
TWO DAYS BEFORE
HER DEATH, 1882


 


August 2, 1882
Cedar Hill, Uniontown, D.C.


I used to fill him. I used to. Time once he told me I was the only free he needed. Time when he didn’t want to get up from my arms. Time when I filled him. He filled me.


The world loves Frederick Douglass. But I loved Freddy.


I loved him when he had no name excepting “Nigger this, Nigger that.” When he looked at me—he was broken then—when he needed me, my flesh grew hot, and I opened myself, calling, “Freddy.” I thought the two of us would create a world.


I’m dying now. Freddy died long ago. Was that a good thing? No more Freddy. Just the great abolitionist. Was that a good thing?


See Mister Death sitting in the rocker, telling me to “Come on.”


I will. Once I speak my mind. Like Freddy did. He told his tale. Left me out.


Begin at the beginning. Tell it true.


Everybody knows Frederick’s story. This one here be mine.





 


Narrative of the Life of


Anna Murray Douglass


A Free Woman of Color
1813–1882


 


I was born near Tuck’s Creek in Carolina County, Maryland. My parents were freed a month before I was born. I be eight of twelve children. Never was a slave. Never had to escape dogs or a bad Massa.


But I seen my share of misery. It come rolling down, searing my back just the same. Come when I least expect it.


Freddy endured much. I appreciate that. I don’t appreciate his feeling that hurt makes a person finer. He was “forged,” he say, “forged like steel in the fire.”


I was forged by love. That’s what tore me up. That’s what I didn’t expect. How can something that causes the sky to be bluer than blue, sends warmth flooding your body, buckles your knees, and opens your soul to music … how can what feels so good, hurt ’til you want to scratch your skin off? Snatch out the heart that feels so much?


If love be true, you feel more than you felt possible. More everything. More glory. More pain at a touch.


Frederick wanted me prim and proper. Like white women seem to be. But I wonder if they is? Truly? I’m a woman and I feel everything. Even when I don’t show it, I feel.


Been feeling since the day I slipped out Mam’s body.
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Life was good with my parents. Always felt like a smile was growing inside me. A smile wider than a river, deeper than a well.


My name be Anna but I was called “Lil’ Bit.” Wasn’t but four pounds when I was born. Mam had plenty kids but food was scarce. Mam didn’t even know she was having me. Didn’t know I was growing inside ’til almost the very end. She said her back ache. Low and deep. Not ’til her body say “push,” did she think to lay down. No time to get the midwife. Just Mam and me. Pa was in the fields. The other children were finishing chores. Even the youngest was expected to weed the garden and feed chicks. So Mam laid down and I “slipped out,” she say. The easiest of all her children. “Slipped out, swimming downstream with the birth water.”


Come dinner, Mam told the family she had a surprise. Instead of cake, she brought out me.


“Everybody smile,” Mam say, and I did, too. She said a bubble burst beween my lips, “glowing with a rainbow.” Everybody laughed when it floated high. Then, Pa held me. Called me “Lil’ Bit—lil’ black walnut.” I was no bigger than that. And I was just that dark.


Pa said I had sense to look like Mam. All the other children were a blend of Pa’s brown sugar and Mam’s dark coffee. He say, “Rudy and George and all the others turned out a fine colored. Sweet enough to drink.” But he say, “Dark coffee be best. Dark coffee be what I married. One day a good man be proud to marry you.”


I used to think Freddy be proud because dark coffee covered me. My mistake.


He thirsted for everyone but me. Sweet cream. Buttermilk. Milk-laced tea.


I always thirsted for water. Clear. Cold. Cup after cup.


Mam taught me Water be a spirit. “All things alive,” she say. “Earth. Wind. Fire. Water.”


The Devil be afeared of Water. Afeared of Water’s ghosts.


When they started carrying slaves from Africa, the Devil be delighted. “Good evil,” he say. “Plenty good evil.” Water be furious white men captured black men, women, and children. First Water thought to smash their boats. But Mister Wind wouldn’t go along. Said Water would smash innocents, too—“What about their bones? The slave childrens’s souls?”


So Water swore any slave that died inside It would find a new kingdom. Not Heaven. Not Hell. But a new world.


Sometimes slaves died in storms. Most times slave catchers chained them, pushed them overboard. When slaves too sick, when pirates chased them, when the British come, Captains shouted, “Dump cargo.” And all these women, babies, and men crashed down, drowning in the sea. Lungs exploded. Flesh eaten away. But their bones and souls still live at the sandy bottom. They say there be an army of twenty million. An army that can’t be killed. Skeletons, hard and strong. Souls that blend invisible with water.


When Frederick travels by sea, I tell him, “Never fear.” Bones be keeping him safe. He don’t believe me. But ’tis true and he with all his trips to England, still live.


Frederick probably bury me in dirt. Thinking me a useless, black woman in a casket.


I’d rather be buried in water. Won’t go to Heaven or Hell. Don’t care. Water good enough. I was born with it. Grew up around it. Swum in it. When I was six, I started making a summer living from it.


June-bug nights the air be crisp, smelling of salt. My brothers played, trying to catch fireflies. Pa would be on the porch stirring lumps of sugar in lemonade. Mam be rocking inside, teaching us girls sewing. Beside her in the cradle, be whatever youngest baby there be. When the baby cried, Mam sang sweet songs. Sang about how all her babies made it across Jordan. Nobody a slave no more. They be proud. Mam and Pa. Proud they had a farm which fed us just above starving.


But I got restless staying indoors. Tired of having my sister, Lizbeth, pull my pigtails and Mam complain about my stitches. Tired of Mam singing about crossing the River Jordan when outside my door, there was a bay more beautiful in moonglow than in sunlight.


Free should mean doing things. Not just talking about free!


So, one June-bug night, I built me a trap out of sticks and fishnet. It wasn’t too steady. Lopsided on one end. Slats, too wide.


Everybody asked, “What you doin’, Lil’ Bit?”


“I’m going to catch crabs.”


Everybody giggled: “When you become fisherman?” “Where’s your boat?”


But Mam said I should be “encouraged.” That’s her very word: encouraged. She learned it from Miz Pullman when she cleaned her house.


I carried my trap to where I liked to play. A small cove with moss, willow trees, and silver fishes. Mosquitoes sucked my blood, but I didn’t mind. I pushed my trap into blue-green water and prayed to them bones at the bottom of the sea. I prayed hard for them to bring crabs. Big Blue ones to sell.


First, I didn’t hear no sound. Then, I heard what I thought be music. Sweeter than Mam’s singing. No words, only sounds. Like children playing, clapping songs, jumping rope or eating sweet potato pie. My soul lit up. I was certain them bones be my friend. They be enjoying this free colored girl. Not jealous, but happy I was alive.


I raced home and asked Mam to make fritters.


Mam say, “Anna, now why? Why I wanna heat my stove tonight?”


I told her, “Them bones gonna bring Big Blues. I’m gonna sell fritters with my crabs. Them bones they promised. Promised me big, blue crabs.”


Mam looked at me funny. Her head sideways, her lips puckered. Her eyes squinting at me hard-like. “Did they sing?”


I nodded.


Then, Mam jumped up, scurried to the porch, and shouted for the boys to chop more wood. She sent my sisters to find every bowl we owned. Lu, she told to get the flour. Lizbeth had to collect well water.


Pa complained, “We need sleep. Time for bed. Not listening to Lil’ Bit.”


Mam say, “Hush. We cook all night. Tomorrow we sell crabs.”


Pa puffed his chest, going to complain more when Mam say, “The bones sang. She heard them.”


Pa looked at me with respect. He say, “Lil’ Bit, I know you special. But just ’cause the bones sing, don’t mean they promised. Let’s go check that trap.”


I was scared. All my family looking at me. Lionel stuck out his tongue; I stuck mine back.


We all followed Pa down the steps, across grass, weaving between lacy willows and blinking fireflies to my special cove. All of us stopped and held our breath as Pa pulled my pitiful trap from the water. We couldn’t see. Pa’s back covered the trap. A minute. He say nothing. Another minute.


Then, he whistled low and deep. He turned, smiling like Sunday, and shouted, “Boys, chop wood for a bonfire. We’re frying fritters all night.”


So we did. All night, fritters gurgled in the pot. We drained and cooled them on a sheet stripped to rags. We all were hot and weary, but whenever we thought about quitting, Pa checked the trap. It was always full of Big Blues; Pa set them aside and laid my trap again and again.


Come morning, our rooster, Sid, crowed and Mam had six baskets stuffed with fritters. Pa had the buckets stuffed with crabs. In twos, like Noah’s Ark (Mam had the baby; Pa took the next youngest), we walked the lane to town.


I be with George and we headed down Charleston Avenue. George carried the ice-cold bucket; me, the basket. Both of us hollering, “Fresh crabs. Fresh fritters. Crabs live. Fritters cooked. Two pennies.”


Noontime, nothing left. Everything’s gone. We be rich. Mam bought everybody new shoes.


Pa kissed me six times: on my nose, forehead, each eye, then, my lips and chin. Mam bought us licorice sticks. We were happy all summer long.


When September came, Mam say with so much money she could spare some children to school. She say, “Lil’ Bit, you go. You learn reading and writing.”


I said, “Naw.”


If I’d of knowed how much Frederick was going to hold it against me, I would’ve said different.


Freddy didn’t mind my not reading. But it bothered Frederick Bailey Douglass, the ex-slave man. He say reading “freed him.” “Reading is the only way to light the corners of the mind.”


I be bull-headed. I was good enough when we married, why wasn’t I good enough after? And, for the longest time, it was Freddy not Frederick who met me in bed. So, I felt no need to read.


Then, when I wanted to learn reading and writing, there was no time. Freddy gone most times. Me, alone in a cold house. Left to raise four children. Bury one. Left to rebuild when the house burnt down. When those white men burnt it.


After Annie’s burial, Freddy didn’t touch me no more. But Frederick used me. Like a slop jar to wet.


This be true: I knew my brother and sister would enjoy school more. I was content by Mam’s side. Being her shadow. I dreamed one day I’d have a baby girl who’d want to shadow me. Hadn’t counted on my daughter being ripped away to boarding school. At seven, no less. Naw, I surely didn’t expect that. Tore me up inside.


My happiest days were spent with Mam. She taught me to crimp pie crust, braise greens, stuff and lace a hen. She taught me how to clean sheets by adding a teaspoon of lye, how lemon juice made a window shine, how turkey feathers dusted finer than cotton. I never liked sewing much but she taught me when a seam’s been tugged too tight, when a hem has less than ninety stitches.


I loved my days in the house. It was me and Mam’s small kingdom.


Seventeen, I started service for the Baldwins. I treated their home like my own. I took care to make it a place for joy to happen in. But I still dreamed of my own home. My own clean, good-smelling world for my children.


Except I was having trouble finding the man to make my dream real.


When white men treated me with disrespect, I prayed to the Lord. He kept me safe from bad men. From colored men, too, who wanted my sugar without marriage.


I be wanting love. Wanting to open like a flower for the right man.


Problem was there weren’t enough good men. There were some kind men. Men who would sell fish, farm for white folks, some even shoe horses. But I wanted a man who could be more than that, more than me and inspire my children. I kept pure ’til it seemed like I was too old to have any choice. My blush of youth blushed itself away.


I almost made peace with lonely days. But lonely nights were harder. My passion didn’t bank down like it should. Prayers helped only some. I was needing, needy for love. Needing my own house. My own home.


I figured I’d be like water. Calm, floating, ever still. But them bones taught me about a world beneath water. Bones cried out, singing about desires unfilled. Lives unlived. Lovers untouched. Children unborn.


Just when I thought all hopeless, I got what I wished for. A man to inspire my children. Yet at a price paid. Price dearly paid.


I wonder whether my children—Rosetta, Charles Redmond, Lewis, and Freddy Jr.—be better for it? Whether my dead daughter cared her Daddy was Frederick Bailey Douglass?


Mam never lost a child like I did.


How explain that? Did them bones want Annie? Was that part of the price paid?


Past my prime, I get the man of my dreams. Miracle, don’t you think?


Freddy thinks reading and the sight of white-masted ships free him. But I freed him. Me and my bones. We made a harbor. A place to ease his body down.


When I first saw Freddy’s face, I saw the sun rise. My promised land. The bones made flesh.


And like flesh, everything dies. Everything goes bye and bye.


 


Baltimore


Late spring ain’t never sweet in Baltimore. Hot, slick. Sticky beyond dreaming.


I was twenty-eight, surviving as best I could. Had me a calico cat. Lena. I’d fan both her and me. Put ice chips in her milk. Ice on my head and wrists. May was as hot as July and there’d be no relief ’til November. Breezes didn’t cool no sweat.


Legs itching against cotton. Arms damp, staining crinoline. Beads of water draining into my hair, down my cheek. Nights just as bad. Laying in my shift, barely breathing, counting the tiniest stars I could see through the window-top.


I felt drained. Hungry for more water. For something to fill me up.


I’d growed. I wasn’t Lil’ Bit no more. Wasn’t cute no more, either. Just short, round, dark; beyond lonely.


Mam say, “Beauty lives in the heart.” But Mam was thirty miles away. Pa now dead, Mam had her own troubles living old. My trouble was forgetting the kind things she said, the words that made me feel special.


Now, I was Anna, Housekeeper. Got servant’s wages. Three dollars a month. Half sent to Mam. Got food, which I cooked. Milk for the cat. A room: clean but too small for a chair.


Eleven years, I worked for the Baldwins. A good position. Nobody slapped me. Or cursed. Or expected me to bed them. But there wasn’t much room for getting ahead. So I sewed and laundered on my off-day. Thursdays. Anna, Seamstress. Washwoman. Carrying baskets to the docks.


Baltimore, great city then. Harbor for all kinds of goods and people. French and China silk. Spices. Rum. You need a gold cage for a bird? Baltimore. Sugarcane from Haiti? Bananas? Whale oil? All in Baltimore.


Irishmen, New Englanders, Virginia planters, British, Spanish, free colored men, they all passed through that harbor. And women—some dressed fine as queens, some barely dressed—waited for them. Waited for the men to slip them coins. Some folks went off in carriages; some went to the tavern; some got no further than an alley.


Everybody mated, two by two.


Only new slaves—male and female—kept separate. Each had their own cage at the dock’s east end. When I could, I slipped bread and meat to the women (some just children). On Sundays, men with great buckets splashed water at the slave holds. Great buckets to wash away the dirt and smell. Nothing washed away the heat. Except when my Mistress ordered it, I kept clear of the docks on the Lord’s Sabbath and Slave Auction Days. Kept clear of seeing misery I couldn’t fix.


Still. 1841. Baltimore, a great city.


Except for colored folks, everybody a bit rich. Got pennies to spare for colored gals to wash their shirts, pants, and privates. I worked for sailors stitching where a knife sliced, soaking tobacco stains and spit, cleaning where stew crusted on sleeves and collars. I starched jackets for Captains who brung tea, goblets, and Africans across the sea. Some I stitched gold braids for when they got promoted or won slaving treasure. But Captains be the worse. Mean, they say your work not good. Insist you buy brand new shirt. After I lost my profit once, I never worked for any Captain again.


This May that felt like late summer, I was working for Gardner’s men. Carpenters with lots of money and no respect. Their clothes, more grease and sawdust than cotton. Mister Gardner had a contract to build two man-of-war brigs for the Mexican government. They say, July, if Gardner be done, he’ll win a big bonus. All the carpenters win bonuses, too. So everybody work hard—black and white—building these great ships.


I made my deliveries at dinner break. Men eating be generous. Less likely to complain: “This not clean enough.” “This not ironed right.” Foolishness. They complained to make me lower my price. Eating men don’t talk much. Some even toss an extra penny.


I’d just finished giving William, the mast maker, his clean clothes when I looked up and saw this young man standing at the unfinished bow, the ship still on stilts, looking out across the water. Not more than three feet away. He stood there—legs spaced, solid. Like nothing tip him over. No waves. No wind. He was pitched on the edge of the horizon. Boat beneath his feet. Orange-streaked sky above his head. Endless water fanning out the harbor. Seem like nothing move him from that space he choose to be. He be a colored Captain, watching, waiting for some change to happen. Some sign from the birds flying high. Some new streak of color in the sky. Some sweet odor of free.


His pants weren’t fine. Brown burlap. His ankles and shins poked out. Shirt gone. His back was broad, rolling mountains. Copper-colored. Trails crisscrossed his back. I knew then he was a slave or ex-slave. No pattern to the marks. Just rawhide struck, hot and heavy. Enough to know someone had been very angry with him. Once. Twice. Maybe more.


I think I fell in love with his head. He looked up, not down. Tilt of his head told me he not beaten. Not yet. His hair curled in waves, touching his shoulders. Thick, black strands. Made me want to reach out and feel. Made me wonder: what would it be like to bury my face in his hair? Would I smell the sea? Smell the oil they used to shine wood?


His hair made me think of Samson. God’s strength upon him. Something else upon me. Some wave of feeling I’d never felt. Made my feet unsteady. My heart race.


“Girl,” Pete, the iron maker, called. “Hurry your nigger self here.”


I scurried like a scared rabbit. This Samson man turned and saw me. Really saw. His eyes were golden, like light overflowing. I knew he saw me as a weak woman. Big. Too fat. Hurrying to this scum of a white man.


I couldn’t stop myself. Mam taught me: “Never irritate white folks. Do your work. Collect their money.” But this one time I didn’t want to scurry. I wanted to move slow, sashay my gown, and have this man I didn’t know, think I was pretty. No—Lovely. I wanted to be lovely.


Twenty-eight and never had a man look at me with love. Passion. Desire. Mam taught me not to say those words. But I learned them as a woman. Learned them watching folks at the wharf. Learned them, too, listening to my Mistress’s friends—women promised to one man, yet mad about some other. They were mostly sorrowful. Passionate and sorrowful.


Mam said God made special feelings, ’specially for men and women. She and Pa felt them. I’d never felt one. Never ’til this man, this slave looked at me from the bow of an unfinished ship.


I hadn’t enough backbone to tell this white man: “I’m coming. Don’t hurry me.” I scurried toward him and away from those light-filled eyes.


Head low, I got rid of all those clothes. Quick as possible. Out with the clean, in with the dirty. Collect my money. Just move. Don’t think about shame. The colored men were kind. Like they knew my sin. One tried to tell a joke. But it was no use. I hurried to leave that dock. Trembling. Not sure I’d ever come back. Ever hold my head high.


That evening I laid on my bed and cried. Cried ’cause I wasn’t lovely. ’Cause this man would never love me. Cried ’cause he couldn’t love me. Him, being slave. I, being free. Him, young. I, old. Him, handsome. Me, ugly.


I cried and bit my pillow to keep from letting my screams out. I’d never have my own home. My own babies. I’d work my days ’til too old to work, ’til crippled and less than nothing, with no children, surviving on what little I’d set by.


 


Time makes the world fresh. Seven days, the world created. Seven days, my pain eased. Stopped feeling like a horse was sitting on my chest. Sabbath helped. I remembered the Lord loved me. And while I was singing “My Redeemer,” I felt Mam, as if she was right beside me, taking my hand.


Got so I could see my reflection again and think I looked respectable. Clear eyes. Thick lashes. Clear skin. I didn’t have to worry about freckles like white women. But it was a sore fault not to have Mam’s sweet smile or Pa’s even nose.


Lizbeth got Mam’s smile and four children. Even mean George with his trim features had a family of five. All told, I was aunt to twenty children. Two in the oven. Then, I felt hurt, confused. Thinking about my family, I started thinking about this man. Handsomest man I’d seen.


Between kneading bread, slicing yams, between serving the Baldwins’ food, I be thinking: “Why this man off by his self? Where his dinner pail? His food? Why this slave be at the shipyard? Why he not sitting with free coloreds? Where’s his Master?”


I thought, “Charity. I can show him Christian charity.”


I kept thinking of his hair, too. Light trapped in it. Him standing on the bow, looking like gold glowed about his head.


His Daddy must be white. Most likely his Daddy be his Master. The Dinwidde Street grocer had a daughter who visited a free colored. When her belly rose up, her folks whipped her awful. She lost the babe. The colored man ran to Canada.


I packed a dinner. Miz Baldwin wanted chicken and biscuits. So I cooked extra. Just a few. Then I slipped in a piece of banana pie.


Charity was Jesus’ blessing. I’d take that man supper.


I was so nervous. I wore my best dress. It was blue and I always felt small in it. Married women seemed small. Delicate and needful, like Miz Baldwin. If I didn’t cook and clean for her, she’d fade away and die, resting on her ottoman.


My blue dress had little buttons down the front and back. Had lace at the wrists. Shouldn’t have been wearing my best dress among those coarse men, among that sweat and dust. But I wanted that slave man to see me different.


The trip was all right. Passed out the white carpenters’ clothes, then went to the colored men. They ate off to the side. Gaines, a free colored, who trimmed sails, acted shocked. “You almost pretty, Miz Anna.” I nearly slapped him. Everybody would’ve seen me blush if I was less dark. I passed out the clean clothes. Collected new ones. William’s shirt had bloodstains from when a saw sliced his fingertip off. Everybody working, too hard. Making mistakes. But now they were having dinner. I had passed out my clothes and if I was gonna meet this slave man, I had to do it now. Had to march myself to the ship edge and holler, “Good day.”


I couldn’t do it. Too nervous. I stood at the edge of the dry dock looking up. Looking up at this man looking out to sea on a ship on stilts, I started chuckling. Funny. Both of us weren’t going nowhere.


He turned, looked down at me. His hand on the rail. He smiled. I did, too. I said, “You eat?” His face twisted, puzzle-like. “You eat supper? You hungry?”


“No. I … I didn’t eat. I am hungry.”


My heart fell ’cause he talked proper. Even so, I said, “Come down, then.” I lifted my smaller basket. “Else I’ll feed this here to the gulls.”


He smiled and it snatched my breath. He moved fast yet smooth, down the bow steps, then ran to where it was safe to leap over the ship’s rail. Nimble, swift. He came upon me eager. Widest smile. His beauty nearly undid me. I wondered whether Delilah felt this way when she first see Samson.


But he wasn’t Samson. No Egypt black man. Seeing his features straight on, I could see more of the whiteness in him. But the drops of whiteness didn’t matter. He still a slave. My life was surely better than his. Not handsome, I knew I’d struggle to make a man love me. Pa said my darkness didn’t matter but the world taught me it did. Even colored children called me “Afric.”


But a handsome man—mixed black and white—might dream a better life. Might wish for genteel society. A high-yellow wife. Must be hard to have Master be your father. Hard to see white brothers and sisters enjoy privileges not yours.


William catcall, “Better leave that slave alone. Ain’t got the sense of a dog.”


“Hush,” I answered back. “Your sense got cut off with your baby finger.”


“That’s a fact,” said Peter, the nail man.


The colored men laughed and I smiled.


“It’s true.” This man’s eyes were lit fierce. “I don’t have a dog’s sense.” Then, his voice fell to a whisper. “A dog will stay where it’s put. Or if it won’t, a chain will hold him. I’m a man. I won’t be held. Chained or unchained.”


I kept real still. I knew he was staring at me. Expecting some response. Maryland was a slave state. Words could get me whipped. But here was this man asking more of me. Asking me to agree that holding a man a slave was wrong. I inhaled, murmured low, “That’s proper. Nobody has the right to hold a man.”


He smiled sweetly at me.


“Or woman.”


He tilted his head back and laughed. Then, he held out his hand. “Frederick Bailey.”


I forgot I was wearing my good dress and wiped my hand on my skirt. “Anna Murray.”


“Anna,” he say. My name sounded like a jewel. He clasped my palm good and solid and made me feel like I’d made a friend. Not just a good-time friend but a forever friend.


And just as quickly, the word “dangerous” flashed through my mind. “A dangerous friend.” Don’t know where those words came from. They just sprung up. As soon as they did, someone struck a bell and this heavyset-looking man come between us.


“Boy. Hear that bell? Work needs doing. Go on. Get.”


“He needs his dinner.”


“Don’t tell me what he needs,” the man turned angrily, causing me to back step and as I did, Mister Bailey moved forward. I held up my hand, not wanting to cause him trouble.


“No, sir,” I said. “I understand. I just brung chicken. My Christian deed. It’s still warm. You’re welcome to some. I be trying to get my spirit right. Do a little something for my fellow man. But, next time, I’ll come earlier, so I won’t interfere with work. Would that be all right? I can bring you chicken, too. My mistake this time.”


This foreman looked at me. His eyes squinting as if figuring if I meant what I said. He had a bushful of hair on his head and face. He smiled crookedly, spoke tickled yet mean:


“You sweet on him? Won’t amount to much. Him a slave and all.”


“I know,” I said as Mister Bailey said, “We’re acquaintances.”


I felt anger flood me at high tide. But all mixed up ’cause I wasn’t sure I was upset at just the foreman. “Acquaintances” sounded cold. Yet that was us. Barely met. Barely knowing each other.


“I’m simply doing my Christian duty. Seem like his Master would want him fed.” I knew I was pushing too far.


“I’m his Master as long as he’s working for carpenters, learning how to build ships. Go on, now. Get.”


“Good-bye, Mister Bailey,” I said bowing neatly. Just like at a dance. Suddenly, I felt embarrassed.


“Good-bye, Miss Murray.” He looked at me quizzing, like he don’t understand me at all. Then, he bowed at the waist like he had all the time in the world.


“Boy. Come here, boy,” somebody was already calling. Then there was another cry from the opposite direction. “Boy. Over here. Brace this beam.” The foreman was shoving Mister Bailey along. I walked from the place real slow. I still held my baskets. One filled with old clothes. One filled with my best cooking.


I knew I’d return next Thursday. The sky was sheets of orange, yellow, red, piled on top of one another. The clouds had turned slate gray. A storm be rolling in from the Gulf, the Caribbean Sea. I felt happy and shy. Scared and nervous. My world was upside down.


How to be more than “acquaintances”? How to get Mister Bailey to think well of me? Few words exchanged on a year of Thursdays didn’t add up to much. And even if it did—a free woman and a slave? Hah! Don’t carry much future. I ain’t so dumb I didn’t know that.


But little things can add up to big. “Be special like you,” Mam would always say. I just had to be patient. Take my chance when it come.


That evening I looked for my cat. She came in late, purring. I turned my back and faced the wall.


Thinking of Mister Bailey, it was some time before I finally slept.


 


Next week I thought Miz Baldwin gonna throw me out on the street. Everything I touched went wrong. Ended up crosswise. I, who prided myself on knowing everything about a house, top to bottom, did everything wrong.


I starched Miz Baldwin’s undergarments. Spilt tallow on the table. Didn’t add cornstarch to the pie. Peach juice pooled on the plate. Bread didn’t rise. I forgot yeast. Salt. Then, broke a china saucer with gold trim. Even mixed pork fat with chicken grease. Two days, I forgot to clean the grates. Smoke flooded the house. Didn’t tie off my knitting so the doll I made unraveled, making baby cry. I even forgot to dust ’tween the banister posts.


I forgot every lesson I learned about domestic comfort. As I came undone, so did the Baldwins’ house. Miz and Mister started arguing. Baby be colicky. Beth wouldn’t nap. Thomas cut his thumb. Windows got stuck; floorboards creaked; clock ran down. The House Spirit just seemed ornery without my attention.


I felt adrift. Bobbing in a sea with no course. My slave man, Mister Bailey, be filling my spaces. I saw him sitting in the parlor. Everyone knows parlors ain’t for coloreds. But Mister Bailey be sitting right there. When he ain’t in the parlor, he in the library. I saw the curves of his hair, his fine stature facing those books. Outside with the wash, he be leaning against the tree. At night, when I lit the candles, he lived in the shadows.


Miz Baldwin asked to see me. I worried ’cause I know it be hard to find another position. Baldwins ain’t rich. Just have me and a wet nurse. They don’t work me hard and I love their three-story house. Narrow but pretty. They just young. Only on their fourth child. And up ’til now, I felt my back and hands be helping them along.


Miz say sit beside her. I be shocked.


She blushed. “Are you in a delicate condition?”


I felt bad, like I wanted to shrink to nothing and wanted to hit her, too.


“Naw. I mean, no, ma’am.”


“Are you sure?”


“No. I mean, yes, ma’am.”


“I’m so glad. I would’ve had to dismiss you. I told Mr. Baldwin I wasn’t sure I could. You’ve been such a help. But he said handling the domestic arena and coloreds were my province. My responsibility.”


Suddenly, I wanted to slap my Mistress’s face. I kept shut and stared at the side of her head.


“Then it must be love,” Miz Baldwin chirped.


I pulled into myself. White folks were fools. My feelings were private. Weren’t meant for discussing.


“Love can make you utterly distracted. I won’t pester you about who it is. Is it that boy, Gates, that delivers our milk? He’s a charming colored. Works hard and will make a fine husband, I’m sure. You wouldn’t even have to leave me. Only difference would be you’d have your own husband delivering milk.”


She laughed silly. High-pitched. I studied the side of her head. I didn’t want to look at her. Didn’t want her to know how furious I was. Her talking to me like I was some child.


Then, she sighed heavily. Her voice got whispery. “Falling in love is much sweeter than marriage.” She blushed some more. Then told me to go.


I got up.


Her voice halted me at the door: “Anna, I’m so relieved. That it isn’t the other. You know. Never let it be the other.”


“I ain’t planning on it.”


“That’s good. Keep your mind on your work.”


I went back to the kitchen confused. Outraged. “Delicate condition,” my foot. Yet I wouldn’t mind plumping out like Miz Baldwin.


But what she mean—I in love? I can’t be in love with Mister Bailey. He don’t love me back. Even if he did love me, his Master wouldn’t let him marry. No sense thinking.


I started the fire to roast chicken. Sat down to peel taters. Still I see Mister Bailey standing in my kitchen, worrying me.


The Baldwins have a fine marriage. But what Miz mean “falling in love” sweeter than marriage? If “falling in love” mean everything going wrong, almost losing my job … what’s the sense of that? Embarrassing, too, to have Miz, twenty-five, three years younger, speaking to me about babies! Mam taught me well—“The Bible say wait!”


In the evening, I find it hard to say my prayers. I remembered Pa’s favorite story. Samson and Delilah. Pa loved how man overcame, triumphed over woman’s lies.


Delilah was paid plenty gold to discover Samson’s strength. Three times, Samson lied to her. Each time Delilah called the Philistines, Samson rose up, beat them away, and declared he free. Delilah begged. The fourth time, Samson tell her true. When he sleep, Delilah cut his hair. The Philistines chained him, burnt his eyes, and tossed him in prison.


But why Samson finally tell Delilah true?


Pa say, “Bible don’t explain. The point be God’s judgment.”


God’s judgment be to give Samson back his strength, to let him die pulling down the temple pillars. But how Samson judge himself? What he feel when he discovered Delilah cut his hair?


I think Samson knew Delilah’s faults. But loved her anyway. He told the truth to give her a chance to be different. To love him back. Delilah failed him and then, I think, she knew she failed herself, too. She hurt this man that loved her true, that gave her his trust after three wrongs. Amazing, Samson loved her that much. Amazing, she don’t know ’til too late. She grew cold and bitter like a grave.


If Mister Bailey loved me, I’d know it. I’d hold his feelings safe in my heart. Never betray him like Delilah. I’d bury my face in his pretty hair and whisper, “True. Love be true.”


True. Love be true.


The words kept plaguing me. Twice, I’d buried my head beneath my pillow. Huddled under sheets, then kicked them off, disgusted. The moon was disappearing. At dawn, I needed to start baking. Dusting furniture. Washing the cloth panels in the library. But tiredness didn’t stop my mind from echoing: True. Love be true.


Didn’t stop the walls from closing in, making the air heavy, hard to breathe. Making my head hurt. Didn’t stop my sense that the bones were laughing. Their voices rising, carrying across the sea. All my high hopes and I’d let it come to this.


Old Auntie. Old Maid.


Samson risked everything. I’d risked nothing.


A man wasn’t like catching Big Blues. But at least Lil’ Bit got down off the porch. Here I was rocking on a porch owned by somebody else, letting life pass by like heartache didn’t matter. Like loneliness didn’t matter.


Everything mattered. I threw on my robe, tiptoed outside. There was a small porch off the kitchen. I sat on the steps, scanning the trees. Fireflies lived in Baltimore as well as in Tuck’s Creek. But here on Miz Baldwin’s back porch, as far as my eye could see, there weren’t any trees or ocean. Just cobblestone. White plastered houses and white fences. It was pretty in its own way but not enough lovely green. And while I could smell the sea, I couldn’t see it. Couldn’t see the water that flowed from Africa to the isles to Baltimore to my cove back home. But water was there nonetheless.


Just like my hope for a husband was there, curled up in the corner of my heart, despite my ignoring it, wishing it away, pretending it wasn’t there.


Time for Lil’ Bit to teach her grown self a lesson. Can’t harvest the sea without thinking about what was needed.


True—no man had ever asked for my hand.


Also true—there’d been no man I’d wanted.


Love be true. Mister Bailey, I wanted.


Him being a slave might be my advantage. I had money saved. Buying him free might be a start.


I might not be what he wanted. But a slave man ain’t allowed to have no wants. So, he’d still come out ahead. Him, free. Me, loving him with all my might. Him learning to love me. Why not? He’d be free to love. Us, building a family. Soon love be true for both of us.


Tomorrow, I’d find some new customers for doing laundry. I’d work more, sleep less. Save more.


Miz Baldwin could complain about marriage. I still wanted to feel it for myself. No more secondhand, leftover feelings.


I hugged myself and I thought I heard the bones roaring encouragement.


Tomorrow, I’d go buy thread, material to begin a wedding quilt. I’d sew two rings locked together.


Tomorrow, I’d aim to be happy. One tomorrow at a time.


 


That next Thursday I wore my work clothes but felt all dressed up, pretty inside. I truly admired this man and I was going to propose to set him free. Give him room enough to love me.


The day was ordinary. Sweating. Even leaves sweat in Baltimore. Trees just bend their heads low and let moisture leak, drip to the ground.


I took the pony cart to the harbor, then walked a bit past fine ships, rigging ten feet high. Everybody busy, busy. Southeast end be where Gardner’s men build. There’s a warehouse with one side open to the sea and ships. Men be milling inside and out, going to and fro.


For as long as I could remember, blacks and whites worked alongside each other. Not just slaves, either. Maryland had lots of free coloreds. 1841, good times. Profit made everybody mellower, easier to get along.


This day I didn’t see nobody working on the half-done ship. No buzzards worked on its skeleton, hammering, sanding, lashing ties. But I heard a great noise from inside the warehouse. Like thunder. First, I stopped. Not knowing whether to go forward or back. No sense inviting trouble. World won’t end if I don’t deliver laundry. But I was sure my heart would crack if I didn’t see Mister Bailey.


Besides, he might be in that ruckus. Made sense to find out what’s going on.


So I started forward again. I heard grunts, shouts, something tumbling, falling down. Then it was: “Niggers. Niggers.” Then, “Nigger. Damn fool nigger.” Somebody was singled out.


Sometimes my heart tells me what my head don’t know. I raced forward, dropping my baskets, sending clothes sailing onto the wharf, some blowing out to sea.


I raced hard, raced to the half-built ship, then turned into the warehouse and pushed through a crowd. Not carpenters, but curious folk—sailors, whores, penny salesmen—hooting and hollering, “Teach him”; “Serves nigger right.”


I stopped dead at what I saw. Mister Bailey down on one knee. His hands shielding his head. Three men battering him awful and the coloreds were being held back, punched and slapped. But nothing like Mister Bailey. He be trying to get up, trying to lift off that knee splattered with sawdust and blood.


I cried out to stop them. Nobody paid me any mind. The foreman, off to the side with a wide, wide grin—was enjoying himself like he was at a cockfight with a bottle of whiskey going to the winner.


Mister Bailey gave a great cry. So thundering that everybody step back a bit, even them men hitting him. Mister’s Bailey’s fist raised beneath the chin of one man. Then, he turned, hit the other. Bailey got hit back, again and again. He clutched his stomach, then fell upon the closest man. Holding on to the man’s neck with his right hand, his left fist barreled into the man’s stomach. Again and again.


Then, six white men were on Mister Bailey. Pulling him back by his neck, his shirt, beating him down ’til I couldn’t see nothing but their legs, fists, heaving backs. Mister Bailey disappeared in that hell.


Seemed like forever … maybe it was minutes. When Mister Bailey laid still, the men stopped beating him. They just stepped aside. Sweating, breathing deep and fast like hitting a colored was some of the hardest work they’d ever done.


I got my strength back and rushed forward, wailing, down on my knees over Mister Bailey. “Precious Lord.”


“Gal, get outta here. No business here.”


I said, “Here’s my business. Helping a down man.” Foreman considered hitting me I know. I rushed: “His Master won’t like him tore up so.” That stopped him and he looked at me hard. But the weight of Mister Bailey’s head on my lap, the stillness in his body, the blood draining from his nose and mouth made me hold on.


I didn’t dare ask: “Why? Why this beating? Why this pain?”


None of the colored men looked at me. Some of them were leaving, quitting the warehouse so I knowed things must’ve gone real bad. Free coloreds would take a heap of abuse to feed their families.


“Mister Foreman,” I said, “let me clean him up. Take him back to his Master. Just tell me where to go.”


“You wouldn’t be tricking me, would you?”


“No, sir. You know I Miz Baldwin’s maid. Any problem, you find me there.”


Some of the carpenters milled, complaining: “Niggers stealing jobs”; “Niggers they don’t pay, be worse than those they do”; “Slaves stealing jobs.”


I kept shut. Everybody know a slave can’t order himself to work. Some white man ordered Mister Bailey here. But these fool carpenters beat Bailey. Hurt a man who has no say over what he does.


Besides, there be plenty work. Bonuses for all. I didn’t see no white men crying poor. They made twice as much as a free colored. So why they worried about losing jobs, when plenty work for all?


Foreman shouted, “Go on. Back to work.” Then, he tighten his mouth like he was going to spit. “His Master is Auld. Roup Street. Take him. Clean him up. Take him to his Master. Tell him his boy ain’t to come back no more.”


Don’t know how I got Bailey to the Baldwins’ kitchen. Me telling him he got to stand. Him stumbling. Moaning low ’cause everything hurt.


“Taught you, nigger,” someone crowed.


I kept pulling. Bailey kept straggling. Inching forward ’til we were beyond the ship’s shadow and the carpenters’ curses.


He laid on the buckboard. Curled up like a baby while I clicked, “Giddy-up,” and the old pony did its best trot. Every bump caused him pain. But I was afraid to slow. Maybe some carpenter beat him again. Maybe someone cry, “Lynch him.”


I flew as best I could. Streets fairly clear. Everybody at supper. The sun was setting, bleeding red.


I was lucky, this day be my off-day. The Baldwins were at Miz Baldwin’s sister’s for dinner. The entire house be quiet.


Still I hushed Mister Bailey. Warned him we got to be careful. “Baldwins won’t appreciate talk.” He nodded and let me guide him to my room off the kitchen.


Inside, even bent, Mister Bailey was big. My room shrinked to nothing. His legs drooped off the edge of my cot. He groaned. Eyes swollen, blood crusted on his face. Shirt, ripped; pants, dirty. His hands were the saddest. Skin torn from the knuckles, blood bubbling up.


I lit the lamp. Poured water in the basin. Not having a chair, I got down on my knees. “Hold still, I’ll clean you up.”


He swallowed. I touched the cloth to his head. There was a lump. Blood caked in his hair. His curls were heavy and flat. He winced and I knew I had to soak out the blood bit by bit. Then, bind it with a cloth. All over his body there were scrapes, wounds to tend.


“I sorry this hurts, Mister Bailey.”


“Why do you call me Mister? I’m just a slave. ‘Boy. Nigger. Bailey.’ All those names I’m used to. Not Mister.”


I shrugged. “Seem like it fit you true—Mister. Man among men.”


He laughed harsh. “Here I’m bleeding on your clean bed and you think I’m a man among men. More like a fool among slaves.”


“I don’t believe that.”


“Believe? What does it matter what you believe?”


I drew back, staring at the dark red blooming in the water. “I need a fresh basin.”


He murmured, “Please, wait. I’m sorry. My words were uncalled for. Forgive me.”


I nodded, repeated, “I need fresh water.”


In the kitchen, I caught my breath, tried to soothe my hurt. I tossed the red water outside the door. The moon was rising, drawing the tide high. I turned back into the kitchen. Poured water from the pitcher. My hurt turned to anger. “Young, pretty girls worth believing,” I thought spitefully. “Think me an old auntie, like I don’t have nothing to say. Humpf. I’ll set Mister Bailey on his way. That I will.”


He was sitting. A bit shaky, but facing the door, watching for me with his swollen eyes.


“I admire you, Miss Murray. Your words, especially your respect, mean a great deal to me. I’m sorry I’m not more worthy of it.”


All my upset faded. “Hush. Lay down. Let me take care of you.” I bustled forward.


“All my life,” he said, “I’ve been trying to be a man, trying to be treated as a man. A gentleman like any other. When I forget myself, slavery’s won.”
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