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Dedicated to my siblings: Lance, Meg, and Ed My favorite wild bunch




April 1, 1875


Drunken Bride, Texas


I HAVE BEEN to hangings before, but never my own. Still, it should be some comfort to me that except for the noose around my neck, and the drop that will take my life, I know exactly what to expect two days hence. I know there will be a crowd like there always is at a hanging: picnics, baskets lined with checkered cloths, the smell of fried chicken, and the noise of children. There will be, like there always is, a preacher, and a group of white women dressed in black, singing me to their god.


I expect the day of my execution to be a beautiful day. It hasn’t rained lately, but that could change. Some old Indian could show up, do a rain dance, and the whole thing might be postponed. I doubt it though. I’ve never heard of a hanging rained out. It seems to me like the white god smiles on a hanging, just like he smiles on making money.


There will be plenty of opportunity for making money on the day of my death. Merchants selling warmish lemonade by the dipperful from a barrel, food for those who didn’t bring their own, slices of pie and cake for dessert, trinkets to commemorate my demise. And there should be, I hope, at least one industrious young boy out in the crowd, hawking souvenirs, competing with the adults’ business, selling miniature nooses with my name written across them.


I saw those little nooses when I was just a boy in Virginia, at the hanging of a man named One-Eyed Jim. Jim was a slave who killed his overseer in the middle of the night while the man slept. Jim used a shovel head and his bare hands, and rumor had it that he killed the very man who took his eye out. I was nine, maybe ten, years old the day Jim got hung, and a slave myself, owned then by a man named Roland Surley.


I was brought along that day to help out Surley’s lady friend, Miss Fannie Sims, with the picnic. I was there to carry the basket, spread the quilt, fetch things, and if she got too hot, whisk a big fan back and forth to cool her. I saw the white boys winding their way through the crowd calling out, “Nooses. Get your souvenir nooses right here.” Roland Surley flagged them down and bought a little noose to give to Miss Fannie, but she thought it was maudlin and refused to accept it, so he flipped it to me. “Here, Persy, I reckon it’s yours.” A little noose with the name One-Eyed Jim written in lumpy ink letters across the rope, a memento of that day that I have kept all the rest of my life. It’s dirty and grimy now, and the letters are faded away, but all the same I keep it.


I’m picturing those little nooses at my hanging, and the little white hands that ought to be making them. Maybe two boys working together, debating which of my names to use, then ending the argument by making some of each. I figure on at least a dozen with my slave name, Persimmon Wilson, and another dozen with the translation of my Comanche name, Twist Rope. Kweepoonaduh Tuhmoo.


Persimmon is the name my mama gave me, after the fruit she stole off a tree down in the woods while she was carrying me, and Wilson is the name of the man that last owned me. I don’t want to call that man master here, but for the purpose of making this easier to read than its content might allow, I will. Master Joseph Wilson owned me down in Louisiana, owned me as best he could, and I reckon I was owned as best I could be, till the Federal government and General Butler decided I couldn’t be owned any longer.


There’s folks that’ll be reading this after I’m dead, who’ll be looking for me to say, at the mention of Master Wilson’s name, “God rest his soul.” So here you go: God rest his soul. He died by my hand, although I really shouldn’t take all the credit. In spite of being a heathen, I do know something about etiquette, and because of that I have to admit I had some help from my friends, the band of Comanche warriors I rode and raided with. Many of them are dead now, or else corralled onto a pitiful plot of land the white folks have not decided they want yet. Me, they saved for hanging.


Which brings me back to those little nooses I hope some boy is peddling. As I said, a dozen with my white name—Persimmon Wilson—and another dozen with the translation of my Comanche name. Twist Rope, the black Indian. That’s what they call me, when they’re not calling me nigger.


There is no shortage of irony in this world—white people calling me the black Indian and Indians calling me the black white man. And the hell of it is, we had five or six white Indians riding with us, men who’d been captured young, raised in the tribe, turned to warriors like every young Comanche boy is.


Irony—now there’s a word I’m not supposed to know, being a nigger and all.


You’ve probably already picked out a few words that trouble you for a black man to be using. Big old words. Thought-heavy words. Dangerous in the wrong head, and mine is the wrong head, isn’t it?


I know too much. All the more reason to put a noose around my neck. Never mind that my last request was paper and ink and to be left alone to write this. Never mind that my jailer Jack laughed at the idea of a nigger writing. It was a novelty to hand me paper and ink and see what I’d leave behind. It might be something to sell, might be worth something later on, or it might be something to burn. It shouldn’t matter to me. If I learned anything at all from living with the Comanche, it is this: words don’t mean a thing unless they’re true. So you do what you will, burn my words if you want to, set them loose into the air. Nothing would make me happier than all of you having to breathe this story, this truth of what I am about to tell you. Nothing can kill truth, not even white men.


Master Wilson did not know he was buying an educated nigger. He’d likely not have bought me had he known. He might wish now, if the dead wish at all, that he hadn’t bought me. But I didn’t kill him because I was educated. I killed him because I had the chance, and I took it, and it’s not as though educated was listed as one of my assets when I got to the slave pens in New Orleans.


“Prime Young Buck. Strong. Seasoned. Lots of years left on him. Just look at those muscles.”


No one asked, “But can he read?”


I could read. And I could write. More than just my name, as you can see. I was taught when I was a boy. Taught by an old spinster white lady I was hired out to. Miss Clemons was her name. She hired a boy named Bessle and me from Master Surley every winter for twelve years. She worked us by daylight: bringing in firewood, hauling up water, mending up fences and digging her garden for spring. No one knew that by night, every night, she gave us lessons, teaching us first to read and write, and then in subsequent years adding on layer after layer of knowledge, until finally, that last year before I was sold, I could speak and write and read as well as or better than most any white man. Out in the field I had to keep up appearances though. I had to pretend I didn’t know anything more than the hoe and the mule, just like I had to keep on saying yassuh and nawsuh.


Slavery still has its supporters. Some might think while reading this, it was the education that ruined me and made me want to bolt. But it wasn’t the education; it was the whip, and a woman named Chloe, and the idea of a life spent taking orders from a man who didn’t deserve to own a mule, much less a human being.


Most all my life I took plenty of orders, from sunup to sundown. I was born to slavery, and just when I was feeling like a man, I was sold from the Surley place, along with every other slave I knew. Liquidating the estate it was called, and it had to be done when Roland Surley died, six years and four children after marrying Miss Fannie. Worse than just dying was that he died owing money all up and down the county. The sale of his slaves was meant to make up for that. My mama and daddy were sold separately, her to a local man, my daddy to a trader. My sister, Betty, was sold upstate. I got sold to another trader and taken downriver for profit. Bessle, the boy I learned reading and writing with, was sold to the same trader. There were a whole lot of others sold, too, to a whole lot of places, but I won’t go into that here. I haven’t the paper or the time for it.


Bessle and I were walked to Richmond, and transported by ship down the James River, then off to sea to New Orleans. The trip took three weeks. Once a day we were let out of the hold and brought up top for air. When we docked at New Orleans we were loaded off the ship and chained at the ankles. The air smelt of fried fish and was thick and heavy, like something that needed to be spooned instead of breathed.


We were marched through the streets and then locked into a yard surrounded by walls twice my height, and stinking of sweat and human waste. On the other side of the walls we could hear conversations, shouts, and the whistles of steamboats along the river.


For the next week I was fattened and toned for market. I was fed bacon and butter and bread, and five times a day made to run laps around the perimeter of the yard with the other men. Then the day came that I was washed, greased, and walked through a door on one side of the compound to a clean wide room. I was stood up against a wall with other slaves for sale. Women were on one side of the showroom and men on the other, and all of us were arranged by height.


I spent three days in that showroom and each day was the same. White men coming along, taking my fingers in their hands and moving them back and forth, checking for nimbleness. They ran their hands up my legs, along my arms, across my chest and abdomen, looking for tumors, hernias, and wounds, anything that would bring my price down or make them decide not to buy me. They pulled my lips back and looked at my teeth. I was told to strip that they might check my back for the marks of the lash. I was told to dance a jig that they might see for themselves that I was spry and able.


I was seventeen, eighteen maybe, I don’t know.


The grease the trader had smeared on my skin, and polished in to make me gleam, made me hot. My skin felt closed up, like my whole body was wrapped in tight leather on a sweltering day. All I could do was stand there, let the white men look, and answer their questions.


“What’s your age, boy?”


“Can you drive a buggy?”


“Ever had chicken pox, whooping cough, measles?”


“Where did you live before?”


“You got a wife?”


“Would you like to come home with me, boy?”


We’d been told what to say. Old men were told to say they were younger. There were skills we didn’t have that we were meant to claim. Our health was good, always. Scars and missing fingers were explained away, not as punishment, but as mishaps with machinery. The farther we came from, the less likely we were to run. The same for being unhitched. In answer to that last question, would you like to come home with me, boy, the only reply a slave could give was yassuh.


Yassuh, I answered the gravelly voiced man who had prodded at me for the last hour. It was then I raised my head slightly, and got my first look at Master Wilson, the “innocent” man I would kill ten years later. He was short and round. Two days from now I will be dead, hanged for his murder, and the kidnapping and rape of his “wife.”


You who find this, I know what you will be thinking. You will want to take those words, “innocent” and “wife” out of quotation marks. You will think that I, a nigger, a heathen, a horse thief, a murderer, a kidnapper, a rapist, do not know the meaning of what I have just written, but you will be wrong. I know its meaning. Innocent in quotation marks means that he was not innocent, and I tell you, sir, that he was not. And wife in quotation marks means that she was not his wife, and I tell you, sir, that she was not. She was his former slave, Chloe, and she is dead now.


I write this for Chloe. It is my urgent task these last few days of my life. I write this that she may be known for who she was, and not for who you think she was. She was not Master Wilson’s wife. She was not white. She was a former house slave, and I loved her, and I love her still.




THE FIRST DAY I saw Master Wilson was the first day I saw Chloe. She stood across the showroom from me, just opposite, wedged between two dark-complexioned women, one wide and old, the other young, scrawny, and thick veined. Chloe was smooth and young, with soft curly brown hair pulled back into a braid, wisps of it escaping to frame her face. Her skin was light, the color of pinewood, and the contrast made her seem all wrong and out of place, as though a white woman had gotten in among us and somehow made herself for sale.


There was not a man in that room who did not notice Chloe, those that were buying and those that were being bought alike. I heard our trader call her a fancy, which meant she would most likely be sold for some man’s pleasure.


I was no different than the other men in that room. I noticed her. And I watched as the man who had just purchased me walked up to her and began asking his questions. In the scuffle and noise of the showroom, I could not hear her answers, but her carriage was demure and subservient. Master Wilson made her lift her skirt and he felt of her legs. He next felt of her arms and pried her mouth open to examine her teeth. Female slaves, as well as males, were asked to strip to the waist, and Master Wilson indicated that she should do this, and she did. When he was done examining her she shrugged the bodice of her dress back on and buttoned it up again. It was easy to see that Wilson liked what he saw. Without much bargaining he purchased Chloe. With some more bargaining he also purchased my friend Bessle and a man named Henry.


It was November of 1860. The freedom war had not yet started. As Master Wilson chained us together at the wrists and loaded us into the bed of his wagon, there was not, in any of our minds, a hint of the things to come.


Besides his cargo of human beings there were also two barrels of flour, a bolt of cloth, and a sack of coffee. Chloe leaned against the sack of coffee and the rest of us sat as comfortably as we could on the hard uneven planks of the wagon bed, Bessle and I propped against the back, and Henry leaned up against one of the barrels. Henry was a big man, with muscles that strained against the thin cloth of his shirt, and legs that took up most of the bed. He closed his eyes and fell asleep immediately, but Bessle, Chloe, and I stayed awake and watched the landscape go by.


Louisiana was a watery place. The road we traveled was built on the crest of a long ridge of packed earth. Down below, on one side was the Mississippi River, and down below, on the other side were swamps and channels of water, and where there wasn’t water there was land, but the land seemed almost as though it didn’t belong. The fields of stubbled cotton and corn, already harvested, were like something laid on with paint. And then there were fields of something else, something I had never seen before, something tall and grassy that waved in the breeze. This plant I would learn, all too soon and all too well, was sugarcane.


The fields we passed were full, not just of cane and channels of water, but also of slaves. Armies of slaves moved as one, men and women felling the crop with large-bladed knives, and children following along behind, gathering the fallen cane into bundles, carrying these bundles on their small shoulders to a waiting cart. Even over the rattle of the wagon I could hear the rustle of the cane and the sound of those knives whacking into the plants.


It takes four strikes of the blade to bring down one cane plant; two downward strokes to each side in order to strip the plant of its leaves, one to cut it at the ground, a fourth to take off the immature top. Even though I did not yet know this, it was easy to hear a rhythm in the work. Whack, whack, whack, whack, and then the slaves moved on to the next plant and the next quartet of strikes.


Besides cane and slaves and water and fields, we passed the occasional plantation house, each one seemingly larger and grander than the last, almost all larger and grander than anything I had seen in Virginia. One had gnarled oak trees along either side of a drive leading to its entry, and the trees bent into a canopy and were hung with veils of drooping moss. Another had two curved staircases sweeping down from the gallery. There were houses with double chimneys on either end, houses with galleries high in the air, houses with columns lined up like sentry guards against all invaders.


I felt a thump on my knee and looked up to see Bessle leaned over writing something in the dust on the wagon bed with his finger, holding on to his chains with the other hand to prevent them from rattling. “Good master?” the message read.


Chloe quickly looked away, as if the devil himself had come to sit down next to her and tempt her into trouble. My previous master had told me that God had an especially fiery room in hell for any nigger who even thought about learning to read or write. If that is true, then I sealed my fate a long time ago. During our lessons Miss Clemons assured Bessle and me that reading and writing were not sins, but would instead be our salvation should we ever be freed.


Freedom and salvation seemed a long ways off the day I was sold to Master Wilson. Hell seemed much closer. I shrugged my shoulders, not knowing the answer to Bessle’s question. Bessle quick-scraped his foot across the message, and it was just then Master Wilson spat off into the weeds and looked over his shoulder at us. Just as quickly he turned back around and chucked at the horses, lifting the reins and giving them a light slap in the air.


We had set out from New Orleans late in the day, and had traveled only a few hours before we stopped at a plantation, a place called Lidgewood, where we stayed the night. Master Wilson went inside the big house and supped with the other white folks, and was given, I am sure, a nice warm bed made up with linens and quilts. Bessle, Henry, Chloe, and I were made to stay in a barn, still chained together, Chloe to one side of me and Bessle to the other, and Henry chained to Bessle.


A boy brought us some plates of food. It wasn’t much—bacon and biscuits, a bit of potato, all of it cold and greasy—but we were hungry, so we ate and licked the plates to get every scrap we could. After we ate, we were let off the chains to go relieve ourselves. Then we were locked together again, given one blanket each, and the lantern was taken away.


We were not in total darkness however. Outside there were torches, and through the slats in the barn their light jumped and flickered against the walls. A strange burnt scent filled the air, and I heard wagons rattling past, and a little ways off the plodding feet of horses, and what sounded like wooden gears turning one against another.


“What’s going on out there?” I asked.


“Grindin’ season,” Henry answered.


“Grinding what?”


“Cane.”


“How late are they going to work?”


“Maybe all night. Maybe till midnight. Then back befo’ dawn. It won’t be over till a frost come or the last plant get cut.” Then he picked up his chain and rattled it, laughing. “Welcome to cane country, boys. If the work don’t kill you, the skeeters will.”


I rose up and twisted my body to look out through a crack in the wall. Another wagon rattled past, the bed heaped with stalks of cane.


“Sunup to midnight?” I asked.


“If you lucky,” Henry answered. “Befo’ sunup in some places.”


Bessle stirred beside me and he, too, tried to rise up and look out. “You worked cane before?” he asked.


“Cane, cotton, rice. You think cotton kill you? You think rice hard? Cane kill you faster than anythin’. You learn soon enough.”


Bessle and I eased back down and leaned against the wall.


“They ship it out downriver,” Henry said. “That road we up on, that be the levee road. You take a look tomorrow and you see a dock fo’ every big house.”


“I seen ’em,” Chloe said.


“That right. Every big house,” Henry said. “Boats come up the river, pick up barrels of sugar. You see.”


I watched the torchlight dance against the walls of the barn and listened to the creak of the gears and wagon wheels, the shush of cane being unloaded.


Henry kept on. “That levee hold back the river,” he said. “They ain’t even supposed be no land here. That river flood and break the levee, the whole mess gonna get washed away. Us too. Us first prob’ly.”


I squeezed my eyes shut. I could feel them wetting up on me. I don’t know why, but I’d thought of Mama just then. I hadn’t thought of her since we’d stepped off the boat and been herded into the pen. Before that, if she’d come into my mind, I’d pushed her away. Henry must have felt some change in me, because he said, “Where you came from, Sprout?”


“Don’t call me Sprout,” I said.


“All right. Ain’t no need to get yo’ hackles up. I call you Shoot. That suit you? You big on the outside, but you ain’t quite growed on the inside. That the way I be lookin’ at it.”


Chloe said, “I wish I warn’t growed.”


But Henry was looking at me. “What ’bout you, Shoot? You growed all the way on the inside yet?”


“I reckon not.”


“Ain’t none of us growed,” Henry said. “We all massuh’s little chirren. Me too. Big old man like me cain’t even keep hold of his family.” He sniffed a little, and then asked again, “Where y’all came from?”


That was when we talked some. Bessle and I told our stories. His family had been sold all over the place too. We’d both watched our fathers chained together into a coffle that was led down a road heading south.


“Trader,” Henry said.


I nodded dumbly.


“Papa’s trader took him by land. Ours took us by ship,” Bessle said.


“He prob’ly bringin’ ’em here,” Henry said. “They might get sold close by. Most of this land be sugar, and sugar need slaves.”


Bessle gave a choked little sob and then was quiet.


Henry added, “Aw, fo’get ’bout it. You ain’t never find him.”


I asked Henry where he came from and he said a place in South Carolina where he worked rice. But then he was sold downriver. He’d worked cotton some, and cane for two years, tried to run away twice, was sold for that. He had a wife and two children he’d left behind in South Carolina. He heard his old master had died, and the slaves were sold, families split up just as mine had been. He reckoned his wife had taken up with someone else by now. He couldn’t blame her, he said.


Chloe told us she came from a place in Alabama where she’d been a house servant. She’d left behind a sister and a niece. She’d been used hard, she said, and she hoped things would be better with Master Wilson. We all knew what she meant by used hard, and we didn’t answer, the three of us, as if by being male, we were as guilty as any white man who had taken her that way.


The silence grew and Chloe started crying. We could hear her snuffling and sniffing and trying to keep it quiet. I could feel her shoulders shaking next to me and with each shake our chains rattled just a little, and against this sound was the background noise of the sugarhouse and the work going on there, the torches outside flicking a little light against the far wall. Finally Henry said, “God help us.”


At the beginning of that day I had believed in God. But that night in the barn at Lidgewood I could feel God leaching away from me, just like the warmth in the air leached away as nighttime trenched itself in.


Off in the distance we heard a wild scream.


“Panther,” Bessle said, and this stopped Chloe’s crying and caused her to pull her body closer to mine.


I smelt the scent of coffee left in Chloe’s hair from the sack she’d leaned against in the wagon bed. After a while she fell asleep and her head dropped against my shoulder, and I dared not move for fear of disturbing her. Henry soon knocked off with deep, resonant snores that Bessle and I stifled giggles against. Then Bessle nodded off and I was left awake.


Besides us, there were animals in the barn that night: a cow with a bleating calf, horses and mules, rats and mice whose feet scurried and scratched in the darkness, mosquitoes and gnats and spiders, an owl that had swooped out at dusk and would swoop back in at daybreak. I flicked something away from my face, flicking, that is, as best one can with heavy chains on the wrist. Chloe sighed in her sleep and threw her one free arm around my waist. Finally I, too, slept, with the scent of coffee lingering in Chloe’s hair so close to me, and the sounds of wagons going by and the cane being ground, gear squeaking against gear, and the endless plodding of hooves.


Was it the silence that woke me? Or the barn door screeching open? All I know is that suddenly my eyes were awake and there was a man with a lantern standing in the opening of the barn door. I was struck by how quiet it was, all the work outside having ceased. The man came closer and held the lantern up over us and in its light I saw that it was Master Wilson.


He set the lantern down and pulled a key from his pocket and leaned over, unlocking Chloe from me. The chain he loosened from her wrist thudded to the ground.


“Massuh?” Chloe muttered sleepily.


And then he had her by her arm and pulled her to her feet. “Get the lantern,” he said.


Chloe picked it up and he dragged her away from us, the light and the two of them disappearing into an empty stall. Through its slats I could see their shadows as Master hung the lantern from a beam.


“What’s he doing?” Bessle asked.


“Don’t be stupid,” Henry said in a rough whisper. “Be quiet.”


And so we were quiet.


What else could we do? The sounds coming from the stall where Master Wilson had taken Chloe said everything that needed to be said. Grunts. Scuffling. A slap. Flesh smacking against flesh.


I cannot say that soon it was over, although that is most likely true. But it is also true that in that moment time was stretched taut. It was as if time would pull itself into forever, that the sounds of Master Wilson taking Chloe would never end, and when they did finally end, it felt like time could have snapped and thrown us, like a slingshot would, through the roof and into the dark sky. “Get dressed,” I heard him say.


Chloe was returned, chained to me once more. I kept my eyes closed, but as Master Wilson left, taking the lantern with him, I opened them and I saw by its swinging light one piece of straw hanging from Chloe’s hair. And then it was darkness again. I felt her move away from me, but I tugged the chain and pulled. I just wanted to comfort her, to put my arm around her and let her cry, but Chloe gave a hard yank on the chain and curled alone into the straw. She did not cry.


Eventually I heard Bessle’s breath slowing, and Henry’s deep snores again. I sat in the dark listening. I could tell that Chloe did not sleep and she could tell the same of me, for after a while she asked in a fierce whisper, “Ain’t you gonna sleep?”


“I can’t,” I said.


She laughed a little. “Uh-huh. You gonna stay awake and protect me?”


“I wish I could,” I answered.


She was silent then. The calf in the stall at the end of the barn bleated once and then rustled in the straw, snuggling up to its mother, I presumed. And then briefly, once again, I thought of my own mother and how I had snuggled up to her as a young child.


I heard the straw shift beside me and felt the chain go slack. Chloe moved closer. She leaned her head against my shoulder. “I wish you could too,” she said. “Protect me.”




I AWOKE JUST before dawn to the sounds of cane work starting back up. The clink of tack, the snorts of horses, the crack of an axe splitting wood for fires, and the four-whack rhythm of cane being cut for the mill. Eventually Chloe stirred, then Bessle, and finally Henry, and we sat there, quietly talking as morning came on, and the slaves outside worked. Chloe stayed close to me during this time, still resting her head on my shoulder. The scent of coffee was gone from her now, replaced by the smell of hay, and beneath that, the swampy scent of Master Wilson.


Henry gave us a brief description of grinding season; of steam or horses turning the rollers that smash the cane stalks, how the juice rolls into a vat and is heated in a large kettle, the impurities skimmed off. Always, just at the right time, the juice must be moved to the next kettle, from cooler to hotter fires until finally it is ready for striking, being drawn off and poured into the cooling vats.


“Most likely we gonna work cane,” Henry said. “You get a feel fo’ it. You mess the whole batch if you ain’t got no feel fo’ it. White man lose money, they hell to pay then.”


“You ever tasted sugar?” Bessle asked.


Henry said he’d tasted raw cane and molasses. Bessle and I had never tasted sugar, or syrup, or honey, but we’d had molasses. Chloe said she’d tasted sugar once, when she stuck her finger in the sugar jar and licked it off.


“You get caught?” Bessle wanted to know.


“Naw,” Chloe answered.


“This place puny,” Henry said. “You hear those horses goin’ round? That the mill. Steam mill a whole lot mo’ work. Gotta keep the boiler fed, and the cane comin’ in faster. All the coast turnin’ to steam these days.”


“Coast?” I asked.


“That what they call it. It short.”


“Short for what?”


“German Coast,” Henry said. “This side of the river be the German Coast, and it all goin’ to steam.” He shook his head and added, “Steam-powered sugarmill, hell on earth.”


After a short time a white man came in and let us off our chains to go relieve ourselves and walk around briefly. We were then shackled up in the same order as before, and a young boy brought us plates of food, and we ate with our fingers again and cleaned the plates with our tongues. The sounds of the sugarhouse continued monotonously, the horses plodding the mill into action, wagons coming and going, while in the fields the cane was cut. Daylight came on stronger, and soon enough Master Wilson came to load us once more into the wagon. The four of us were still in our places: Henry resting his arms on his knees, Bessle and me, the same, and Chloe curled into me again with her head leaned on my shoulder.


There would be many times to come I would feel something like a spirit, cold and hateful, passing between Master Wilson and myself. I would feel it the day I killed him, just as I felt it on this day, when Wilson saw Chloe curled against me. That dark spirit coiled between us, touching me with the frosty points of its fingers. Chloe straightened up and moved herself away from me. “Mornin’, Massuh,” she said, lowering her eyes to the ground.


“Get up.”


We rattled our way into standing positions, and stood facing Wilson. He slid his fingers into the pocket of his shirtwaist, extracting once again the key to our shackles. Chloe stiffened as Wilson lifted her wrist, mine along with it, and pawed the key into the lock and turned it. My own body went taut, as if I might spring on him this time, as if I might not allow him to rape her again. As if . . .


I would do nothing. I would stand there, in my place, and listen to the same sounds coming from the stall as I had listened to the night before. Master Wilson led Chloe away, and the space where she had been emptied, like air rushing across the cavity left by a pulled tooth. Their feet crunched in the straw, and then stopped. At the other end of the line Master Wilson chained Chloe to Henry. I felt a sudden exhaustion at the relief of this, and without thinking I shook my head to clear it. Then I shook my arm, where Chloe had been chained, to get the blood flowing again.


Wilson stepped back to me and leaned into my face. “You like that, boy?”


I wasn’t sure what he was asking. I wasn’t sure if the correct response was yes sir or no sir.


“Yassuh?” I ventured.


I suppose I guessed correctly, for he went on to say, “Uh-huh. What’s your name again? Persimmon?”


“Yassuh.”


“Persimmon Surley?” he said.


“Yassuh. Folks call me Persy, suh.”


“Is that right? Well, you’re a Wilson now, boy. Persimmon Wilson. Has a better ring to it, don’t you think?”


“Yassuh,” I answered truthfully, for what did it matter, trading one white man’s name for another, as if I didn’t already know my position in life. I felt that spirit swirl between us again.


“To the wagon,” Wilson said.


We walked in a line outside. The sun was bright now, and I blinked against it.


“Get in.”


We loaded ourselves into the wagon bed and nestled among the cargo. Wilson climbed into the driver’s seat and chucked the horses into moving forward. Chloe now sat across from me. She looked up and gave me a sad smile, and shook her head, for she already knew her future with this man.


It was early evening when Wilson finally turned the wagon off the levee road and down onto a tree-lined lane. As the wagon dipped lower I felt the air grow still. The breeze we’d felt on top of the levee disappeared among the fields where crews of Wilson’s slaves slung their knives into felling cane. I strained to get a look at the big house at the end of the lane. Like all the rest I’d seen, this one was two stories with a large gallery along each floor. On the upper gallery I could see open double doors with white curtains hanging limp in the heat. As we pulled closer the curtains parted and an older slave woman stepped out and walked to the railing, where she looked at us before turning around and stepping back inside, the curtains falling behind her to droop once again in the humidity.


Master Wilson pulled the horses to a halt, and a young boy stepped out of the shadow of the house to take the reins. “Get out,” Wilson said as he swung his legs off the wagon and jumped down.


Our chains clanked as we unloaded ourselves and stood before him. Wilson took the key out of his pocket and unlocked each one of us. We stood there rubbing our wrists where the shackles had been. “If you try to run,” he said, “you’ll get a whipping like you’ve never seen. I don’t tolerate runaways. And I don’t tolerate shirkers. Do your work and you’ll be treated well.”


“Yassuh,” we muttered.


“You’re on Sweetmore Plantation, boys. Stand here. Someone will be by to get you. Chloe, come with me.”


And with that, she left. I watched as she followed Wilson, three steps behind him, to the back of the house. Her homespun dress swayed with her walk, the worn soles of her shoes showed with each step. Her braid fell down her back and swung across her shoulders in rhythm. Around the corner and she was gone. I would not see her again for over a month.


Did I think of her during this time? Only a fool would think I did not. I will not endeavor to tell you how much, or how often, only that I thought of her during every particular I had to learn about this new place and the work I would be doing there. Chloe haunted me. She haunted me even more than my own mother, and this is true to this very day, where I now sit in a jail cell listening to the nib of my pen scratch across the paper.


I was occupied, of course. I was thrown into the tail end of grinding season, and during those two months the lessons, the things I had to remember, came at me like a flood. There was the primary concern of how best to do my work each day, which turned out to be two nine-hour shifts of fieldwork, one cutting cane, the other hauling it to the sugarhouse. We did not take Sundays off during grinding season.


On the first day of cutting cane I was handed a long-handled knife. I learned how to hold and wield that knife. I learned the four strikes it takes to bring down a cane plant. And once it was down, I learned to move quickly and fluidly, with the least amount of effort, on to the next plant.


Sweetmore Plantation did in fact have a steam-driven mill, with two chimneys on either end of its sugarhouse spewing dark columns of smoke into the air. I suspected that Henry was right; I would have preferred the plodding pace and rhythm of a horse-powered mill. I came to think of the sugarhouse itself as some demonic creature from the depths of hell, a creature that spewed smoke and ate up firewood and wagonloads of cane for eighteen hours every day. A creature that ate up lives as indiscriminately as it ate the cane. We worked seven days a week, as I have said. There was no break, no rest, our only consolation was that rations were plentiful, the food cooked for us three times a day and served in the fields.


I would not feel we’d made any progress at all except for our midnight walks back to the quarters, where I would finally see in the moonlight—if there was any, and in torchlight if not—fields of cane already cut, the stubble poking above the ground like hard little sticks. The next day, before dawn, we were marched out to the fields again, and there was more cane ready to be cut, its leaves rustling in the breeze as if to taunt us.


In my first few months at Sweetmore, I learned a few of the names of my fellow slaves, but certainly not all. There was a fellow named Sup, whom Henry, Bessle, and I bunked with in a cabin at the back of the quarters, and a woman named Sally, who cut cane faster than anyone else, and a solemn little girl named Peach, who served us our three meals a day out in the fields. But in the sugarhouse and on the boiler gang there were faces with names I would not learn until the end of grinding season.


In the few early-morning hours between the end of work and the beginning of work, a blaze guttering in the fireplace of our cabin if it was cold enough, I learned about my new white people from Sup. He told us that Master Wilson’s wife, Missus Lila, was a thin, sickly woman, not suited to the climate of Louisiana, not suited to much of anything according to Sup. The couple had one son, whose name was Gerald. He lived with his young bride at a plantation called Ashleaf, farther up the river.


“It when young Massuh Gerald get married, Missus Lila get sick,” Sup told us, continuing the story from one morning to the next. “She couldn’t stand to lose him. Cried and wailed when he married Miss Emma. Wailed on like he dead, fo’ god’s sake.” Sup shook his head and poked at the fire before tossing on another log. “She never did get seasoned into this place. Lost her some babies when she first come here down from Maryland. Lost three.” He stood and walked to his pallet, lay down and crossed his arms behind his head. “Make her kind of tetchy, if you ask me.”


While cutting cane I had looked up as often as I dared toward the big house, hoping to catch a glimpse of Chloe stepping out the back door, or carrying dishes of food from the kitchen house to the big house. But the distance was too great. Now I reached into my pocket, for I slept in my clothes, as we all did during grinding season, and fingered the little noose from One-Eyed Jim’s hanging. When I looked up, Sup was staring at me, leaning on his elbow, the thin gray blanket falling from his chest. “What you know?” he asked.


“Nothing,” I said.


“Somethin’ troublin’ you?”


I took a deep breath and stared at the ceiling, at a hole where the moonlight shone through. At the foot of my pallet Bessle shifted on his moss-stuffed mattress. “There’s a girl named Chloe,” I said. “Came in the same day as us.”


From his pallet across from Bessle’s I heard Henry groan. “Fo’get ’bout her, Shoot.”


“What ’bout her?” Sup asked.


“Master Wilson,” I began. And then I fell quiet.


“Take a likin’ to her, did he?”


“Yeah.”


“And you too?”


“Yeah, he did,” Henry said. “Now y’all go to sleep. Long day tomorrow. Long day fo’ever. Damn shit.”


“Not the way he did,” I answered Sup.


“Naw, I reckon not.” Sup lay back down and crossed his arms behind his head again. “I heard of her. A fancy is what I heard.”


“Do you know what Chloe’s doing?” I asked.


“Workin’ as a nursemaid to the missus. ’Spect come grindin’ season over, she be seein’ a lot mo’ of him.”


I knew from my shifts driving the wagon, hauling cane to the sugarhouse, that Wilson was there most of the time during grinding season. I’d seen him talking to his overseers and drivers. I’d seen him leaning over the steaming kettles of cane juice, gauging the efficiency of the slaves working that station. I’d seen him pacing up and down with his thumbs tucked into his suspenders.


Christmas came. Wilson did not shut down the sugarhouse as I heard some did. On Sweetmore we worked as if there had never been a savior born, as if there was nothing to celebrate, and no god to pray to.


It was not long after Christmas that a man named Breech got his hand caught in the rollers at the mill, mangling it so badly, Henry told me, that it looked like bagasse.


“What is bagasse?” Bessle asked.


“Pulp,” Henry said. “Pulp left over after the cane get smashed.”


“Breech a dead man now,” Sup said. “Been here fo’ever and ’bout wore-out anyway. They ain’t gonna do nothin’ fo’ him.”


Two weeks later Breech died from the infection that set in after the hand went untreated. We were called away from our work to see him buried in the slaves’ cemetery along the edge of the swamp: overseers, drivers, house slaves, and field slaves, all but those working in the sugarhouse where the grinding and the boiling of syrup must go on. By the time my gang arrived a grave had been dug, and Breech lay on the ground beside his pine casket, his right hand wrapped in a blood-slick feed sack.


It was plain to see that Breech wasn’t going to fit in that casket. His feet lay on the ground a good two hands’ length beyond its end. I’d heard from Sup that Master Wilson kept a stockpile of coffins for the slaves stored in a barn. A man named Jonas built them off-season. I would see them later on. Coffins for children of all sizes, infant on up, and coffins for adults, but no coffin that would fit Breech, and apparently no time during grinding season to build one. Behind me I heard the stifled weeping of Breech’s widow, Harriet, and his child, a girl sixteen or seventeen years old named Sylvie.


Wilson was not there yet, and I took the opportunity of his absence to search for Chloe in the group of house slaves opposite us. I found her, clothed now as the other female house servants were, in a plain dress with a full apron, her hair swept up and pinned beneath a little frilly cap, holding on to one elbow of Master Wilson’s wife. It was my first look at the missus, and she was a sickly looking thing, skinny and pale, with a face that seemed as though it might draw up and cave in on itself with the next disappointment. Her lungs were good though. She leaned against Chloe for support, and dug her clawlike fingers into the sleeves of Chloe’s dress, and fairly shouted, “Chloe, why did you bring me here?”


“A man die, Mizz Lila. We here to see him buried.”


“Who?” Missus Lila said. “Who died? Someone I know?”


“Yesem. A man named Breech, what I hear. Worked in the sugarhouse.”


“Pshaw. I don’t know any of those niggers.”


“Yesem,” Chloe said, but she made no effort to leave. Instead she looked up and scanned the group of slaves across the yard from her, and when her eyes landed on me, they rested there.


Master Wilson showed up, anxious to get the ceremony under way so we could get back to making his sugar. He strode between the two groups of slaves, not noticing why Breech was lying on the ground instead of in his casket. “This nigger Breech,” Wilson said, pacing back and forth, “was a good worker. A hard worker. God rest his soul in heaven. Amen. Now someone put him in, we got work to do.”


“Amen,” we muttered, standing there staring at Breech’s body and the casket.


“Someone put him in and let’s get this over with,” Wilson said.


An overseer stepped up. “He ain’t gonna fit, sir.”


“What?”


Chloe looked up at me, Missus Lila still clawing at her sleeve. “Why don’t someone put him in?” Missus Lila yelled.


“He ain’t gonna fit, sir,” the overseer repeated.


“Chloe, I’m cold. I don’t need to see this nigger buried, I need to go back to bed.” Missus Lila again.


“Yesem,” Chloe answered, but again she made no move to leave. She shook her head slightly at me, and smiled a little, as if to say, “These damn fools.”


I smiled back. It was the wrong thing to do, for Wilson looked up and caught the moment between us. He turned to me and said, “Persy, stomp his neck.”


“Suh?”


“You heard me, boy. Get over here and stomp his neck. Break it.”


“Suh,” I said again.


“You disobeying me? You want a whipping? Now get over here and stomp this nigger’s neck. Any fool can see he won’t fit otherwise.”


Harriet gave out a low moan. “Naw,” I heard her say. “Naw.”


I handed my cane knife to Sup.


In my mind it is better to bury a man with no casket at all than to break his neck to make him fit. But Master Wilson prided himself on being a Christian, and whatever else that meant to him, his dead slaves got caskets.


“Persy, stomp his neck,” Wilson said again.


“Oh, naw. Naw, naw, naw,” Harriet moaned.


“Mama,” Sylvie said. “Don’t look, Mama.”


I walked over to where Breech was lying. I lifted my foot. Breech’s eyes were open. Harriet and Sylvie had been working in the fields when he died in their cabin. No one had been there to close his eyes, and now those eyes stared at me in frozen disbelief. I brought my foot down hard on his neck. I heard the crack of bone, and the wail of Harriet, and I felt Breech’s neck shift beneath my boot. His head lolled to one side. As I walked back to my place in line, I saw that Harriet had slumped to the ground and was crying in her daughter’s arms. All the other slaves gathered on my side of the grave had their heads lowered and were looking intently at the ground. I dared not look up to see the house servants’ side of the grave, for fear of looking into Chloe’s eyes.


“Persy, you about the stupidest nigger I ever saw,” Wilson said. “You think he gonna jump in that casket all by himself.” He laughed. “Come over here and load him in. Henry, you take his feet.”


Henry and I did as we were told. We lifted Breech. His head hung off his broken neck and swung heavy, like a ball off a chain. We laid him in the casket, and when Breech’s head caught on the edge of the wood, I folded it down to his shoulder to make him fit. We set the casket’s lid in place and nailed it on. Using ropes, Henry, Sup, Jonas, and I lowered Breech into the ground.


“Get back to work,” Wilson said. “That mill ain’t running itself. Peach, you take Harriet back to her cabin. Harriet, you take a few hours off. Sylvie, I’m sorry about this. Best thing for it will be a little work. Persy, you fill in this hole after your shifts.”


It was a thin waxing moon that night. I was given a lantern to work by, and I stood in its meager light scraping my shovel into the pile of dirt beside Breech’s grave, tossing it onto his casket. The Comanche speak of tears as belonging to women, but they are warriors. The Comanche’s solution to grief and sadness is warfare. I cannot see that white men are any different. But working beside Breech’s grave that night, I was not yet Comanche, and I would never be white, and I am not ashamed to tell you that I cried. When I was finally done filling in the grave, when I had finally tamped it down and pounded in the nameless wooden cross so thoughtfully provided by the Christian Wilson, I sat down in the dirt and sobbed. I rolled onto Breech’s grave and begged his forgiveness. I begged Harriet’s forgiveness. And as I lay on my back beneath the cross and fingered the little noose in my pocket and watched the sliver of moon march across the sky, I thought of Chloe, and I prayed to my remnant of a god that she had not watched me break a dead man’s neck. And still I cried, on into the dawn when the bell rang and the work began again.


I address you now, you who are the first to read this after I am dead, you, white man. Perhaps you are my jailer. Perhaps the preacher who sometimes visits in the hope of saving my soul. Perhaps the newspaperman who drops by my cell, wanting an interview that I will never give. Whoever you are, laugh once at this passage, and I promise I will haunt you. I will haunt you until the day you die. I will never let you sleep without some visitation from me. I will form myself into a body like Breech’s, with a head that lolls to one side. Do not tempt me. I have no shame for crying that night. And in this narrative I am to cry many more times, yet I tell you this about me, Persimmon Wilson, Twist Rope, Kweepoonaduh Tuhmoo: in two days I am to hang and I am not crying now.




GRINDING SEASON ended in mid-January. I remember cutting my last plant that afternoon, then standing in the field hunched and ready with my knife in my hand, looking for the next one. But there were none. None in my field anyway. As my gang slowly realized this, we straightened and looked at each other questioningly. “Last plant,” the driver called out. “We done. Sup, you go get Massuh. The rest, follow me.” We trudged behind him in a row.


My whole body was tense, each muscle coiled, wanting it to be over, yet not believing that it was. The cane knife felt heavier in my hand than it had on that first day. Where were we heading? To another field? We must not be done. I could feel my muscles spasm with disappointment.


As it turned out, three fields over, there was one cane plant left. The largest cane plant of the harvest held out from all the rest stood lonely in a field of stubble. “Hold off fo’ Massuh,” the driver said, and we stood around this plant, staring at it. The other gangs drifted in, joining us, until all the field workers were there, staring at the cane plant. Finally I heard the sound of a horse at a gallop and Master Wilson came riding up to us, dismounting in a great hurry. In his hand he carried a streamer of blue ribbons, which he tied onto the lone cane plant, the hardest work I’d seen him do yet. Then he stepped back and said, “Sally?”


Sally, the fastest cutter at Sweetmore, was given the “honor” of cutting down the now-decorated last cane stalk of the season. Whack, whack. The leaves. Whack. It fell to the ground. Whack. The top came off.


A great cheer erupted from all the field hands gathered round. Master Wilson mounted his horse again, and Sally carried the cane plant to him, still tied with the stubs of ribbon that had now been severed by her knife. I leaned down and picked up a strand of ribbon that was left on the ground and slid it into my pocket without notice.


We followed Wilson to the sugarhouse, where, again, a great cheer went up among the workers when they saw that final plant. Grinding season was over, but the next day, the bell rang again before dawn. This time Master Wilson had us all standing in the quarters, while he stood on the stoop in front of one of the cabins. The weather was cold now and we stamped our feet for warmth, an unhappy clump of slaves: the sugarhouse workers, the boiler gang, the field hands, the wagon drivers. Our dissatisfied breath puffed into the air in front of us. Master Wilson held his hands up and said, “Go back to bed. Rest up. Y’all got a party tomorrow night.”


I am sure that Wilson did not feel the beat of annoyance in his slaves before him. In his feeble mind he was playing a good-natured joke on us. How clever to make us believe that we would be working that day, when in fact he was sending us back to bed and telling us that we were to be rewarded with a party. We played our roles, every one of us. We set up another loud cheer and tossed our hats, those of us who had them, into the air. But Master Wilson hadn’t gotten us out of bed to tell us anything we didn’t already know. There had been talk among the slaves about sweeping and scrubbing the sugarhouse clean, and who would be preparing the food for the party, and what most likely would be served. A slave from another plantation, Sally’s husband, had been hired to play the fiddle for us. We knew all this, but we went along. We cheered and hoorayed, and Wilson raised his hands again, and patted the air with his stubby, sausage-like fingers, indicating that there was more he wanted to say.


“Every one of you worked hard,” he said. “We had a good season. We made five hundred forty hogsheads of sugar and one hundred eighty barrels of molasses, and every one of you deserves a week off after the party.”


Another cheer. More hat tossing. The week off, like the party, was presented as a reward for all our hard work, all our “loyalty,” but we would not be spending it in rest. We would tend our winter gardens, fish and hunt for extra meat, gather moss with which to re-stuff our mattresses, split wood for our fires. Now that grinding season was over our rations would be cut by a third. We all knew this. Even Bessle and I knew it, for Sup had told us. Still, we played our roles. We made Master Wilson feel like a hero as he stepped down off the cabin stoop.


“Thank you, suh,” we said.


“Much obliged, Massuh.”


“Bless you, Massuh. Bless you.”


He held up his hands again, as if to ward off our phony gratitude, and made his way, chuckling, to his own house, to his breakfast cooked and served by slaves, to Chloe if he wanted her.


I looked for Harriet. Even though she and Sylvie lived in the cabin next to ours, I had not talked to her since Breech’s death. There hadn’t been the time, and I hadn’t had the nerve, but the event weighed on me and I needed to say something, no matter how inadequate I knew it would be. I caught sight of her hurrying away with Sylvie, and I worked up my courage to call out to her.


They stopped and turned, and waited for me until I reached them. But once there, once facing the wife and daughter of the man whose neck I had broken, I could not speak. I just stood there and shook my head. I stammered, “Breech. His neck.”


Harriet placed her hand on my arm. “Warn’t yo’ doin’. Don’t think no mo’ ’bout it.” She turned and left me standing there, Sylvie following along behind her. At their cabin door Harriet stepped inside, but Sylvie stood on the stoop and stared my way before slipping inside herself.


My fellow slaves poured along beside me, heading to their cabins, wanting to get some sleep before the sugarhouse party.


Henry came along behind me. “What she say, Shoot?”


“She said don’t think about it anymore.”


“Then that best be what you do. What Sylvie say?”


“Nothing.”


“Come on. Let’s snore.”


Henry, Sup, Bessle, and I slept, as I believe every sugar worker on Sweetmore did, all that day, on into the night, and all the next day, waking up at last to the ringing of the bell announcing the party.


It was not the first time I had seen the inside of the sugarhouse. On occasion, while hauling cane to the mill, I had stepped inside to help with one task or another. I already knew the cast-iron kettles lined along a brick wall with a ledge in front that could be stepped up on, and I knew the dirt floor so busy with people that their shoes had raised dust and dug furrows. But now the floor was even and tamped and swept, the marks of a stiff broom crisscrossing it. Along the walls, pine-knot torches gave light, while also giving a dark, pitchy smoke that rose to the ceiling and hung there like a thundercloud. A long table was spread with a patched red cloth and covered with platters of food, food like I had never seen offered to slaves before. The abundance alone was startling. There were hams and chickens and sausages, plates of greens and potatoes, and bowls of stewed apples. There were pies and cakes, and jugs of cider.


“Eat up, Shoot,” Henry said. “Rations goin’ down.” He slipped two potatoes into his pocket, before loading his tin plate with slices of ham. I followed his lead and slid two potatoes into my own pocket.


We piled the food onto our plates, mounding it into little hills to fit on as much as possible. To a man and to a woman, the slaves ate ravenously, leaning against the walls of the sugarhouse, or sitting on the ledge in front of the kettles, barely talking as we did so. We ate plateful after plateful, each of us going back for more as if we could somehow swallow away the entire grinding season, its long days, and the seemingly endless labor.


As the food disappeared Jeff the fiddler came out and stood on the ledge in front of the kettles. He raised the instrument and stuck it under his chin, poised the bow over the strings before striking a note and stamping his feet and wheeling his way into a lively tune. Soon the floor filled with dancing couples, men swinging their women around and around, and women’s skirts flying out, like fully opened morning glories.


We had been left to eat alone and in peace, but once the music started Master Wilson and the missus paid us a visit. They stood to the side, Wilson delivering a benevolent smile and occasionally clapping his hands to the tune, his wife holding on to her husband’s arm as though she might fall into a faint. Missus Lila looked worse than she had at Breech’s funeral, her face still a caved-in looking thing, falling in on itself like a spoiled apple. She tugged on Master’s sleeve and said something to him, and after a short time of standing there and being seen, and receiving more of the Bless you, Massuhs, and Thank you, Massuhs that he so craved from us, Wilson led Missus Lila out, and up the lane to the big house, the full moon lighting their way. I watched them as they left, Wilson round and sturdy with Missus Lila tottering along beside him, occasionally stopping to lean down and catch her breath.


I looked for Chloe, even though I did not expect to see her. The house slaves did not mix with the field slaves, and even if that had not been so, I was sure that, as nurse to Missus Lila, Chloe would be held back and kept in the big house. But still I looked. I could not help but looking.


A girl asked me to dance, and I went out on the floor and swung her around. And then another girl asked me to dance, and I swung her around. I danced quite a bit, with many girls, and I could feel, as I held each girl’s hand, the rough calluses of grinding season in her palm. I learned their names that night. Jenny, Bea, Louisa, Alice, Linda.


The moon marched across the sky, full and bright, its light casting whiteness to the ground outside, making it look like new snow. I stepped out into it to catch my breath. I saw a group of men gathered in a circle around a fire, a jug being passed around.


“My man, Shoot,” Henry hollered from across the fire. “Come on over here. Give yo’ thirst a drink. You got the gals after you tonight, don’cha?”


I laughed. “Don’t know, Henry.”


“Mmm-hmmm.” That was Sup. He took a swig on the jug and passed it to me. “This child’s got it bad fo’ that gal Chloe, work in the big house takin’ care of the missus.”
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