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Dedication

for Nisi,

who wanted more





Epigraph

Then Joseph took an oath from the children of Israel, saying, “God will surely visit you, and you will carry up my bones from here.”

—Genesis 50:25

“Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.”

—J. Robert Oppenheimer, quoting Vishnu
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1857

The Last Temptation of Simon Swincegood

He kills the dogs before he runs.

Simon has heard the ignorant whispers of other slaves plotting escape. How they will wash away their trail by wading in rivers, or mask it with some stronger scent: Peppercorns. Vinegar. Turpentine. Horse piss. He knows it’s all foolishness. Even an ordinary coonhound can track a man through water, or tell a fugitive’s sweat from the staling of a horse. And Master Swincegood’s hounds aren’t ordinary. Bred from Egyptian stock, they are descendants of the hounds of Pharaoh, survivors of the debacle of the Red Sea. Nothing on foot can elude them for long.

Hecuba, the midwife, claims that she can fly. Each night she casts her soul aloft, above the reach of dogs or men. She’s been to the North many times, she says; and to the future, and the lands of the dead, and to other, stranger places. But it profits her nothing. However far she travels, she remains tethered to her body by an unbreakable cord that each morning reels her in, to wake once more a slave.

Other slaves, lacking even a temporary power of flight, have sought more earthly means of emancipation. Ezekiel, who was keeper of the hounds before Simon, tried to mail himself to freedom. He packed himself in a trunk with one of Missus Swincegood’s ball gowns that was bound for a party in Delaware. But the wagon that was to take the luggage to the train depot was late; Ezekiel began to suffocate, and prematurely pulled the stopper on the air hole he’d drilled for himself. The hounds, already suspicious about his absence, were on him in seconds.

Master Swincegood gave Ezekiel fifty lashes and sold him away south. When Master made Simon the hounds’ new keeper, he warned him not to repeat Ezekiel’s mistake. Simon took the words to heart. He cannot say how his own bid for freedom will end, but he knows how it must begin.

He enters the barn just before curfew. He finds a lantern and lights it, and goes to the pen where the dogs sleep. Four pairs of amber-colored eyes look up at his approach, watchful and curious. They’re smart animals: they know it’s not time to be fed, and if they were needed for a hunt, a white man would be coming for them.

Simon doesn’t give them time to think about it. He opens the gate and points at Little Boy—at fifty pounds, the runt of the litter. “Follow,” Simon says.

He crosses the barn to the stall of Adolphus, the mule, and takes the shoeing hammer from its peg on the wall. He side-eyes a warning at Adolphus as he does this; the mule, adept as any slave at playing dumb, stares back vacantly. I don’t see nothing, boss.

Leaving the lantern in the barn, Simon leads Little Boy to the old well out back, the path lit by a nearly full moon. In the shadow of a tree near the path’s end, Simon pauses. “Set,” he says. Little Boy sits obediently. Simon squats beside him. He cocks his right arm and points with his left and says, “Look there.” Little Boy looks. Simon swings the hammer. The back of Little Boy’s skull gives way with a wet crack and he drops, lifeless.

Simon stands up and begins removing the boards from the mouth of the well. The well was covered after Simon’s younger brother, Luke, had his accident. Simon’s other brother, Peter, had been teasing Luke, telling him there was a tunnel at the bottom of the well that led all the way to Canada. Luke knew that was nonsense, and said so, but Peter kept insisting it was true, adding that it didn’t really matter, anyway, as Luke was too much of a coward to see for himself. It was that last part that proved fatal, for while Luke didn’t mind being thought a fool, he couldn’t bear to have his bravery questioned. So he tried to climb down, and fell, and hit his head, and drowned. Now the well is tainted.

Go on, drink, Simon thinks, tipping Little Boy headfirst into the well shaft.

When Simon goes back to the barn, Whitefoot has pushed open the gate to the dog pen and is looking out. Volunteering to be next. Simon crooks a finger at him.

After Luke died, Peter ran away. The hounds tracked him to a neighboring plantation and treed him in a hundred-year-old oak. When Peter wouldn’t come down, two white men climbed up after him. Peter climbed higher. He was eighty feet off the ground when he found the branch that wouldn’t hold his weight.

“Look there,” Simon says. Whitefoot looks; the hammer falls.

In the dog pen, Caesar and Cleo have started putting two and two together. When Simon tells Cleo to follow, she doesn’t obey; she barks at him. Simon gives her an openhanded smack on top of the head and says, “Mind.” That stops the barking, but she still doesn’t want to come with him. He has to drag her out by the scruff.

Simon’s sister, Rachel, was thirteen years old when Master Swincegood’s cousin Charlie took an interest in her. Rachel went along the first few times because she didn’t know what else to do, but finally she had enough and stole a knife from the kitchen. She got in one good slice that left a flap of cousin Charlie’s cheek hanging off his face. Then Charlie took the knife away from her.

“Look there,” says Simon, and Cleo turns and snaps at him. Distracted by a vision of his sister lying bloody on the ground, Simon is caught off guard and drops the hammer. But he recovers quickly. He grabs the back of Cleo’s head with one hand and clamps the other around her muzzle and twists, hard. The curfew bell rings.

He returns to the barn. Caesar is backed into a corner of the dog pen with his teeth bared. Out of siblings, Simon thinks now of his father. When an overseer tried to rape Simon’s mother, Simon’s father beat the man to death. He made no attempt to run, afterwards; just waited for his punishment, which was swift and brutal. Master Swincegood tied him to a post and made the other slaves watch as he doused him in turpentine and set him on fire. Simon was barely old enough to walk at the time, but he recalls that day quite clearly. It is his earliest childhood memory.

Caesar growls. It occurs to Simon that time has come round; in this situation, he is the master. He nods in recognition of the fact and then lifts his chin up, exposing his throat. Caesar springs, and meets the hammer. The first blow only stuns him, but Simon follows him to the floor and plants a knee in his rib cage and goes to work. The hammer rises and falls in a blur.

When it’s over, Simon lets go of the handle, swipes blood from his face, and gets up slowly. He feels like his chest should be heaving from exertion, but he’s not even breathing hard. Just a little light-headed, is all. He wipes his hands on his shirt and steps back out of the dog pen.

“Nigger.”

Jeff Trumbo, the overseer who replaced the man Simon’s father killed, is standing in the barn doorway. Trumbo was never kind, but in the past couple of years, as Simon has gotten bigger, he has gone out of his way to terrorize Simon and so discourage him from following in his father’s footsteps. The conditioning works: at the first sight of the overseer Simon is gripped by a paralysis of the will. He doesn’t even think about going for the hammer in the dog pen. He just stands there, his attention evenly divided between the fury in Trumbo’s eyes and the revolver on Trumbo’s hip.

“Past curfew,” Trumbo says. “What you doing out here, nigger?” The words are slurred. Simon belatedly notes the bottle in Trumbo’s fist. Trumbo is drunk most nights, but tonight he must be blind drunk—that, plus the fact that Simon is backlit, the lantern on the floor behind him, explains why Trumbo’s gun is still in its holster.

Instinct takes over. “Caesar’s poorly,” Simon says. “Master Swincegood told me to check on him before I turned in.”

Trumbo says nothing to this, only glares, and Simon fears that the blood on his shirt is visible. But then Trumbo tilts up the bottle and drinks. His eyes lose focus and he goes off in his head, seeming to forget that Simon is even there. On any other night, Simon would be fine with that, but if Trumbo passes out in the barn, someone more sober may come looking for him. So Simon prompts him, gently: “Master Trumbo?”

Trumbo blinks himself back to something resembling consciousness. “Get done,” he tells Simon. “I come out here again, I better not catch you.”

Simon bows his head. “Yessuh.” When he looks up, Trumbo is gone.

Now Simon’s chest heaves, as relief mixes with rage at the departed overseer.

No time for that. He finds some burlap to wrap Caesar’s remains in, dumps the body down the well with the others, and replaces the boards. Returning to the barn for a final time, he scatters fresh straw in the dog pen to cover up the blood. Before blowing out the lantern he shoots another warning glance at Adolphus, who responds with a fair imitation of Simon’s “Yessuh” nod. I still don’t see nothing, boss.

Out into the night. The route back to the slave cabins takes Simon past the main house. He keeps his head down and walks quickly, staying in the shadows as much as possible, but as he comes in view of the front porch another voice calls out to him: “Simon!”

It is young Master Daniel, Master Swincegood’s six-year-old son. Up past his bedtime, alone and bored. He is delighted to see Simon, whom he regards as both playmate and plaything.

Simon turns towards the boy, conscious once more of the blood on his shirt. Conscious, too, of the hammer, which he has brought with him. The handle lies flush against the inside of his forearm; the head, still sticky with blood and dog fur, is cupped in his hand. As he contemplates the deadly weight of it, his rage comes bubbling up, bringing with it a dreadful temptation.

He meant to run away. But there is another way this night could end.

A dozen strides will bring him onto the porch, where a swing of the hammer will crack the boy’s skull as easily as any dog’s. Then in through the front door, turning right off the hall into the parlor where Missus Swincegood and her daughter, Patsy, will be sewing or reading. A hammer blow for each of them, and another for the house slave, Elsbeth, if she dares to interfere.

Then up the stairs, on a collision course with Master Swincegood, who, alerted by his family’s screams, will come running from his study, wielding the pistol that he always has with him. He’ll probably shoot Simon dead before Simon even makes it to the top of the staircase. But maybe not. Maybe, carried along by bloodlust, Simon will shrug off the first bullet and resist the urge to freeze up in the face of a man more terrible than any overseer. Maybe he’ll do unto Master as he did unto Caesar.

He’ll still die, afterwards. Trumbo will come with the other white hands, bringing more guns, and Simon’s choice will be to surrender and perish slowly by torture or to resist and be shot down instantly. Either way, his life will end.

And it is this, more than any desire for revenge, that tempts him. Simon is only fifteen, but already he is old and careworn, unable to recall a time when he was not afraid. Even if he escapes, he knows he will never truly be safe. A fugitive’s existence must be better than a slave’s—it cannot be worse—but fear and uncertainty will dog him all the rest of his days.

To end it all now; to join the rest of his family underground, and feel nothing anymore—that is a powerful temptation, more seductive than anything the devil offered Christ on the mountaintop. It tugs at Simon’s soul and he wavers, teetering on the brink, while away up in the future all the children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren he has yet to engender wait to see if their existence will be sacrificed, forfeit to a moment’s weakness.

His body decides before his conscious mind does. Simon’s left hand—the one without the hammer in it—comes up, and waves. Whatever facial expression accompanies this gesture starts the little master laughing. Daniel waves back. “Simon,” he says, “come here!”

But Simon doesn’t come. He turns away and walks on without a word. If Daniel were even a year or two older, he would never tolerate such a thing—a slave turning his back—but the boy is still young enough, just, to be unsure of his power. He stamps his foot but he lets Simon go.

At the slave cabins all is quiet. No lights burn in the windows. Simon has told no one what he is planning, but tonight the others have all decided to turn in promptly at curfew anyhow. He senses them lying awake in the dark, rehearsing their alibis for tomorrow. I didn’t see nothing, boss.

He enters the cabin that he shared until recently with his mother. From its hiding place he retrieves a sack, already filled with supplies for his journey: Food. Some rope. A knife. Other items and bits of contraband. He adds the hammer and slings the sack over his shoulder.

When he goes back outside, Hecuba is standing in the moonlight waiting for him. She cannot be mistaken for any other slave. Her left leg is shorter than her right, and her left foot is twisted out to the side. She stands at a lean, perpetually on the verge of tipping over.

Simon approaches her warily, wondering whether this is Hecuba in the flesh or merely her soul on its nightly peramble. Up close, she looks solid enough: a white-haired, crippled old woman. “What you want?” he asks, keeping his voice low.

She pivots. Slung over her shoulder is a sack like his. “Coming with you.”

“No you ain’t.”

Hecuba lowers the sack to the ground. Then, to Simon’s astonishment, she reaches up and tugs down her top, exposing a pair of sagging and wrinkled breasts. Her other hand shoots out, catching Simon’s wrist and drawing it forward until his palm is pressed firm against her bosom. He hisses in disgust and snatches his hand back, but not before he feels the lump underneath the skin.

He knows what it is. His mother had a lump like that, on her lower back; for months she had Simon track the progress of its growth, all the while swearing him to secrecy. Cancer is a death sentence, but white people are always experimenting with cures, and Simon’s mother was terrified that if Master Swincegood found out, he’d sell her to a doctor. So she suffered in silence, and when the pain got too bad she had Simon gather ingredients for a special tea. Now she lies in the earth with Simon’s father and his brothers and his sister.

Hecuba covers herself up again. “It’s all through me,” she tells him. “I can feel it in my marrow and my gut. I ain’t got long.” She looks up. “This my last full moon in this body.”

Simon stands back, rubbing his palm furiously on his shirt. “So why run, then?”

“Because it’s time,” Hecuba says. “I tried when I was your age, more than once. Last time I got caught, that’s when they did my leg like this. Told me if it happened again, it’d be my neck got twisted. So I had to decide, stay or die, and I wasn’t ready to die, not then. But now . . .” She nods in the direction of the main house. “They stole my life. They won’t have my bones. When I lie down, it’s gonna be in a place of my own choosing.”

Not my problem, Simon thinks. He tries to say it aloud, but his tongue won’t cooperate, the paralysis this time caused not by fear but sudden shame, his mother admonishing him from the grave to respect old age and the horrors endured to reach it.

“You pick your free name yet?” Hecuba asks him.

Simon feels himself nod.

“Well?”

“Turner,” Simon says. “I get free, I’m gonna be Nat Turner.”

Hecuba grins in the moonlight. Nat Turner! The great boogeyman, leader of a failed slave rebellion that a quarter century later still gives white people nightmares. The story goes that after Turner was hanged, they cut up his body and buried the pieces in separate graves, just to be sure. “Nat Turner,” says Hecuba. “Hah! You’ll need to do some mighty deeds, to be worthy of that name.”

“You don’t need to worry yourself about me,” Simon assures her. “I—”

A train whistle interrupts him. It’s a faint sound, carried for what must be many miles on the night air, but Simon reacts as if a siren had gone off in his ear. He looks past Hecuba towards the moonlit horizon. When the whistle comes again, a slight change in the sound’s bearing tells him that the train is southbound.

Southbound. But they go north, too. That’s how he’s getting out.

“It’s not that easy,” Hecuba says. “It’s farther than you think, and there’s patrols up and down those tracks. But I know the way to go. I been over it many times.”

“Yeah? What you need me for, then?”

“I don’t, to get to the train. But to get on it . . .” She touches the thigh of her twisted leg. “For that, I’m gonna need help. You do that for me, I’ll see you get your new name.”

Sure you will, Simon thinks. Rather than waste more time arguing, he takes the path of least resistance. “You tag along if you like,” he says. “But don’t expect me to go slow for you. You fall behind, I’ll leave you.”

The old woman laughs. “You be careful you don’t fall behind,” she says. Then she picks up her sack and takes off.

Hecuba’s gait is as peculiar as her resting stance. She pitches and weaves like a scarecrow teaching itself to walk. She stays upright, though, and she’s faster than she has any right to be. By the time Simon gets moving, he actually has to run to catch up to her.

A north-south carriage road marks the edge of the Swincegood property. On the far side is a line of trees, bright moonlight on top, dark shadow underneath. Simon has been in those woods before, but tonight he feels like he’s racing towards terra incognita; if the ground were suddenly to fall away beneath his feet it would scarcely surprise him.

No longer Simon Swincegood, not yet Nat Turner, he steps off the edge of the world and follows Hecuba into the trees.





Part I

Carry Up the Bones





The King in Yellow

One hundred years later, in the summer of 1957, Nat Turner’s great-grandson Montrose Turner, and Montrose’s son, Atticus, drove from Chicago to North Carolina. Their plan was to visit the former Swincegood plantation and mark the centennial of their ancestor’s escape by retracing the route he and Hecuba had followed into the Great Dismal Swamp. They got more than they bargained for.

Montrose and Atticus left Chicago two days before the anniversary, taking an indirect route that was intended in part to keep them above the Mason-Dixon line for as long as possible. Of course the North wasn’t especially friendly to colored people either, but they were prepared for that: Montrose’s half brother, George Berry, was the publisher of The Safe Negro Travel Guide, a quarterly that listed hotels, restaurants, and other establishments where they could be sure of being welcomed, and warned of sundown towns and other hazards best avoided; they brought a copy with them. Montrose had hoped that George and his son, Horace, would come on the journey as well, but Horace already had plans to travel out west with his mother, and George begged off at the last minute.

Atticus would have liked to beg off too. His relationship with his father had often been difficult, and while they’d been getting along better the past couple years, he expected this trip into history would bring out all of Montrose’s worst tendencies. There was also the fact that in his day job as a scout for The Safe Negro Travel Guide, Atticus spent far too much time in Jim Crow country already; he had no desire to vacation there. But his father wanted him to come, so he came.

They stopped the first night in Philadelphia. In the morning after breakfast they drove around South Philly, searching for an address that no longer existed.

Family lore held that Great-grandpa Turner had joined a maroon colony in the Great Dismal and lived there for six years, subsisting on feral hogs and other wild game, and occasionally raiding white settlements along the fringes of the swamp for other necessities. In 1863 he’d emerged from hiding and enlisted in the Union Army, rising to the rank of sergeant by war’s end. By 1870 he’d gone out west to Indian Territory, where he would remain until his death in 1886.

His whereabouts in the years immediately after the Civil War were harder to pin down; he’d moved around a lot, looking for work that paid well and seldom finding it. Through a genealogical society he belonged to, Montrose had obtained a copy of a letter Sergeant Turner had sent to another Negro veteran in April 1868, giving the address of a Philadelphia boardinghouse where he’d spent the preceding winter. Around the turn of the century the street had been renamed and renumbered, but by comparing old and new maps, Montrose thought he’d identified the lot where the boardinghouse had once stood.

Finding it was harder than it should have been. Montrose insisted on driving, and ignoring Atticus’s navigational suggestions he made several wrong turns, at one point nearly crossing the river into Camden. After forty-five minutes of circling and doubling back, they arrived at the lot, now occupied by an undistinguished row house. Montrose took a photograph of it, then stood on the sidewalk looking up at the second-floor windows as if he expected Great-grandpa Turner to stick his head out and say hi. Atticus tried to appear interested, but he was mostly just glad they weren’t in New Jersey.

They got back in the car and drove south. They ate lunch in D.C., at a restaurant across the street from another house where Great-grandpa had briefly resided after mustering out of the Army. As Montrose and Atticus finished dessert, the front door of the house opened and a Negro family came out: father, mother, two sons, and a daughter, all dressed up as if for a special occasion. The sight of them seemed to genuinely lift Montrose’s spirits.

The mood didn’t last. On their way out of the city they stopped at a red light beside a charter bus that must have been on its way to a Civil War reenactment. Men in Confederate uniform were laughing and joking in the windows, and a few of them, noticing Montrose and Atticus, began making rude comments. Atticus braced himself for a fight, but Montrose didn’t even look up, just tightened his grip on the steering wheel; when the light changed, he let the bus go on ahead, ignoring the impatient honking of the cars behind them.

“You all right, Pop?” Atticus said.

Montrose turned and regarded him with the expression he reserved for the stupidest of questions. “No, I am not all right,” he said. But then he sighed and put the car in gear. “It’s good to be reminded where you stand, I guess.”

They crossed Virginia without incident. By early evening they had reached their destination, a small city in North Carolina some thirty miles from the old Swincegood property. They had reservations for the night at the Royal Hotel.

After a quiet dinner they retired upstairs. Their room, on the top floor, had a narrow balcony that overlooked the street. Montrose propped open the balcony door to let in some air. He sat on his bed and spread out a surveyor’s map that he’d hand-marked with dotted lines and various other notations, studying it like a general preparing for battle. A few feet away in his own bed, Atticus tried to read one of the books he’d brought with him, but he had trouble concentrating, and kept sneaking glances at his father. The third or fourth time he did this, Montrose said without looking up, “Is there something I can help you with?”

“No, Pop, I’m fine.”

Montrose reached for a pack of cigarettes on the nightstand behind him. “What you reading, anyway?”

Atticus turned the book so that his father could see the cover.

“The King in Yellow,” Montrose said. “What’s that, a Fu Manchu story?”

Atticus shook his head. “It’s about a play that makes people crazy,” he said. “Something about the way the second act is written—if you read even one line, it hooks you, and you start to take leave of your senses.”

“Read one line,” said Montrose. “But it’s a play? How could you perform it if just reading it makes you crazy?”

“I don’t know, Pop. Maybe the actors are all crazy too.”

“Foolishness,” said Montrose. He got up and went out on the balcony to smoke.

Atticus turned back to The King in Yellow, but then he heard his father chuckle. “Come out here,” Montrose said.

Atticus joined him on the balcony. Montrose pointed up the street to a boulevard that marked the divide between the white and colored sections of downtown. On a corner on the far side stood a movie theater called the Commodore. Atticus had glimpsed it earlier but had somehow failed to register the words on the marquee:

TODAY ONLY

D.W. GRIFFITH’S CLASSIC

THE BIRTH OF A NATION

“The King in Yellow,” Montrose said, nodding at the line of white people stretching away down the block. He took a draw on his cigarette and blew smoke into the evening air. “Like I said, it’s good to be reminded where you stand.”





Welcome to Nevada

Two thousand miles to the west, the sun had not yet set. As Atticus’s aunt Hippolyta cut across Arizona on U.S. 91, the light reflected off the silver skin of the trailer attached to the back of her Buick Roadmaster.

The trailer had been her husband George’s idea. George had a new client, Fred Tunstall, who owned a number of Airstream dealerships in Chicago and Detroit. Mr. Tunstall believed that Negroes represented an untapped market; in exchange for buying a year’s worth of ads, he’d gotten George to agree to run an article in The Safe Negro Travel Guide touting the virtues of the travel trailer lifestyle. Mr. Tunstall had offered the loan of a top-of-the-line Airstream for research purposes, and George, upon learning of Hippolyta’s trip to Las Vegas, had passed the research duty on to her.

She wasn’t happy about it. Though a seasoned driver, Hippolyta’s only experience with towing involved a small box trailer she’d once rented to help her mother move to a new apartment. The Airstream was a monster, thirty feet long and weighing more than two tons. Coming over the Rockies, she’d been terrified of jackknifing on the mountain switchbacks; in populated areas, she feared collisions and vandalism. Mr. Tunstall had told her that the Airstream was insured, but he was clearly vexed that a woman would be driving, and Hippolyta guessed that any damages—whether her fault or not—would cause no end of grief.

Here in the open desert with no traffic around, she had the leisure to turn her mind to other worries. She tilted the otherwise useless rearview mirror so she could see into the back seat, where her fifteen-year-old son, Horace, lay stretched out with his big feet propped up in the passenger-side window, toes sampling the breeze. The dog-eared book in his hands had a mushroom cloud on its cover, and the title, with its many exclamation points—THE ATOM SMASHERS!!!!!—promised an exciting read. But Horace didn’t look excited, he looked sullen and angry—his default expression, these days.

Hippolyta had been hesitant to bring him on this trip. She had business to conduct in Las Vegas that she didn’t want him involved in. But she’d decided he’d be safer with her than running around the streets back home unsupervised—and much safer than he would be traveling south with his uncle and his cousin. She’d sooner drive blindfolded across the Himalayas than let Horace loose in Jim Crow country in his current state of mind.

While Hippolyta eyeballed Horace, her friend Letitia Dandridge, riding shotgun, kept up a steady monologue: “—and so finally after last week’s service the reverend asked me, ‘Hey, how come we never see Ruby in here anymore? I hope she didn’t get bored with my preaching.’ And you know, truth be told, his sermons have been a little dry since his wife ran off with that guitar player, but of course I didn’t say that, I just made up a story about how Ruby’s pulling double shifts at this new job. ‘Don’t worry, though, she’ll be back to church regular once things slow down.’ And he gave me this look like, ‘You know it’s a sin to fib to God’s servant, right?’ but I just smiled and walked out . . .”

It was the second time Letitia had told this story since they’d left Chicago. Hippolyta didn’t mind; she knew the repetition was just her friend’s way of working through her own feelings. And Letitia was an undemanding speaker, requiring no more than an occasional nod as confirmation that she hadn’t been completely tuned out.

“But now I’m like, OK, what is Ruby up to? So I go by her apartment, and this woman I’ve never seen before answers the door. And I say, ‘Where’s Ruby?’ and she says, ‘Ruby who?’ and I say, ‘Ruby Dandridge. My sister. She lives here.’ And this woman says, ‘No she doesn’t. I live here.’ So long story short, it turns out Ruby moved months ago, didn’t tell me, didn’t tell any of our friends, and when I try to get a forwarding address, this woman shuts the door in my face.”

They passed a sign saying LAS VEGAS, NV—84. Half a mile ahead was another, larger sign marking the Nevada state border. Just beyond it, a Nevada State Police cruiser sat parked on the road shoulder facing the highway, two uniformed white men in the front seat. Letitia saw the cruiser at the same time Hippolyta did. She abruptly stopped talking and dropped her feet from the dashboard to the floor; Hippolyta checked her speedometer. Both women adopted looks of respectful indifference meant to communicate that while they were aware of the police, they had no reason to be concerned by them.

Naturally it was Horace who didn’t follow the playbook. When Hippolyta told him to get his feet inside the car and stay down, he sat up and stuck his face out the window instead, just in time to lock eyes with the cops as they drove by. Hippolyta sighed and raised her own eyes to heaven.

“They’re pulling out behind us,” Letitia said.

Hippolyta glared at her son in the rearview. “You sit up straight, now,” she told him, her tone brooking no contradiction. “Eyes forward and hands up on the back of the seat in front of you. Do not speak unless spoken to. Do not move. Do not give them an excuse.”

A siren began to wail behind them. Mindful of the trailer, Hippolyta eased off on the gas without braking. She found a wide flat spot on the shoulder and pulled well off the road. The cruiser came in alongside them and parked by the trailer’s back end. Hippolyta watched in the side mirror as the driver got out. He was an older man, thick gray hair visible under the brim of his trooper hat, and as his gaze swept the length of the trailer, Hippolyta could see that his expression was cheerful, which experience told her was either a good sign or a very, very bad one. She found Horace’s eyes in the rearview again, gave him one last warning look.

Then the trooper was there beside her, leaning down to look in her window. Smiling.

“Hello,” he began. “How you folks doing today?”

“Fine, officer,” Hippolyta said, Letitia nodding agreement. “What can we do for you?”

“I’d like to ask you some questions, if you don’t mind. Could you step out for a moment?”

“You want my license and registration?”

“No, that won’t be necessary. Just come out here.”

Hippolyta opened the door and got out slowly. She stood six feet tall, which some men had a problem with, but the trooper, a comfortable six four, didn’t seem to care; by the time she’d risen to her full height he had turned and was walking back towards the trailer. As Hippolyta followed him, she saw that the other trooper—younger and far less cheerful—had gotten out of the cruiser and was leaning back against the front hood with his arms crossed; she also noted, with no small alarm, that he had drawn his gun and was holding it with the muzzle peeping out from behind his left elbow.

“I wanted to ask about your Airstream,” the gray-haired trooper said. “This is that new King of the Road model, isn’t it?”

“Yes sir,” Hippolyta said. It was actually the Sovereign of the Road, but she saw no need to correct him. “I’ve got papers for it, if—”

“How do you like it?”

“How do I . . . ?”

“Like it. Is it a good trailer?”

“It’s all right,” Hippolyta said cautiously. “I suppose it’s a bit much for me, if I’m honest.”

“What’s the interior like?”

Hippolyta took this as a request for a tour—a request she’d ordinarily feel compelled to grant. But thinking of the black case hidden in one of the storage compartments, she decided to risk playing dumb. “Sitting room and kitchen up front,” she said. “Sleeping compartment with twin beds in the middle, and bathroom in back. Bathroom’s got a little tub and a shower, and a thirty-gallon water tank. Septic tank, too.”

“Gas lighting?”

“The lights are electric. Battery powered. The water heater and refrigerator use gas, and the stovetop and oven of course.”

“Self-sufficient. I like that,” the trooper said. “My brother, Richard? He bought a trailer that doesn’t even have a water tank. It’s got a shower, but to use it you have to park somewhere and attach a hose. Didn’t seem practical to me.”

Hippolyta nodded. This was, of course, one of the main reasons Negroes had not rushed to embrace the travel trailer lifestyle: trailer parks, which offered convenient hookups for water and electricity, were typically whites-only. Mr. Tunstall thought the Airstream’s self-sufficiency would be a key selling point: all of the onboard appliances ran on bottled gas, and the battery that powered the electrical system was recharged by the car’s engine.

“How much did it run you?” the trooper wanted to know.

“I have it on loan,” Hippolyta said, resisting the urge to offer her papers again, “but I think the list price is somewhere between five and six thousand, depending on the options.”

The trooper let out a low whistle. “Hey Cal,” he addressed his unsmiling partner, “I may need you to help me knock over a bank later.”

From behind her, Hippolyta heard the creak of a car door opening. The younger trooper stood up straight and uncrossed his arms. The older trooper turned his head. “Hello there, young man,” he said.

The desert heat vanished, replaced in an instant by a nightmare chill that bloomed from Hippolyta’s marrow as she too turned around. Horace had gotten out of the back seat and stood beside the Roadmaster with a look of naked rage on his face. He was still holding his book, Hippolyta saw, gripping it as you would a brick that you meant to bash in someone’s head with.

“Horace,” she heard herself say, “you get back in the car, now.”

He ignored her, focusing his fury on the gray-haired trooper: “You got no right to stop us like this.”

“Excuse me?” the trooper said.

“Horace! Get back in the car!”

“My mother didn’t do anything wrong!” Horace protested, nostrils flaring. “You got no right to pull her over and interrogate her like, like—”

“Horace!”

“Hold on there, Calvin,” the gray-haired trooper said, and his partner, moving forward with his gun raised, stopped short like a dog hitting the end of its lead. Then the gray-haired trooper said to Horace: “Young man, I don’t know what’s troubling you, but people in my line of work get nervous when folks look at us the way you’re doing right now. So before this goes any further in a direction we’re liable to regret, I’m going to ask you take a deep breath and calm down a bit.” Nodding at the book: “I also need you to empty your hands for me.”

Horace just stood there, chest heaving.

“For God’s sake, Horace,” Hippolyta pleaded. “Drop it.”

Maybe it was her words. Maybe it was some shred of sanity reasserting itself. Horace’s hand didn’t so much open as convulse; the book dropped to the ground.

“Thank you,” the trooper said. “Now ordinarily at this point I’d ask you to put both hands on the roof of the car, but I imagine that metal’s pretty hot, so instead I’m going to have you lace your fingers together behind your head, all right?”

Horace swallowed hard. He still looked angry, but doubt had crept in—a belated realization that he wasn’t quite as eager to jump off this particular cliff as he had thought. He slowly raised his arms and pressed his hands to the back of his skull.

“OK, that’s good,” the trooper said. Without taking his eyes off Horace, he added an aside to his partner: “Calvin, why don’t you holster your weapon and step back a few paces.”

Reluctantly, the younger trooper did as he was told.

“Now,” the older trooper continued, “Horace, is it? Why don’t you explain to me what’s got you so worked up.”

Hippolyta spoke up before Horace could put his foot in it again: “I’m very sorry, officer. Horace is a good boy, really he is, but he hasn’t been himself lately. A friend of his back in Chicago got shot to death, not two weeks ago.”

Horace’s eyes widened in a look of betrayal. “Mom.”

“You hush UP!” Hippolyta yelled. Her voice dropped back to a conversational register and she went on: “It was a young girl, Celia Fox. My friend Letitia, in the car, she’s a landlady, and Celia and her father were her tenants. Everybody who knows them is heartbroken by it.”

“Shot to death,” the trooper said. “By the police?”

“Yes sir. They say it was an accident. They were shooting at someone else, but a bullet went astray.”

The trooper nodded. “That does tend to happen.” He thought a moment, then looked Horace in the eye and said: “You seem like a brave young man. It’s good to be brave; sometimes, it’s good to be angry, too. But if you live long enough you learn that bravery and anger aren’t sufficient. Power is what matters. Without power, bravery and anger will just get you hurt, or killed.”

The trooper held up his right hand, turning it so that both Horace and Hippolyta could see that he was missing most of two fingers. The little finger was gone entirely; a single joint of the ring finger remained, the stump capped with an ugly knot of scar tissue. “I was a brave young man too, once. And one day I got angry at a man who’d mistreated my mother. He was bigger than I was. Stronger. Meaner. But I was mad as hell and I knew I was in the right, so I thought that would carry the day for me. I paid dearly for that mistake.” He lowered his hand to his side again. “Now, I meant no insult to your mother. As for pulling you over, regardless of whether I have a legal right to do that, the fact is, out here, I have power. If you were foolish enough to set yourself against me, you’d lose, and no one would care which of us was in the right. I think you’re smart enough to know that’s how it is, but because you’re mad you’re trying to pretend it’s not so, and doing that puts both you and your mother at risk.

“Now, I’m not going to hold this outburst against you. I do care about what’s right, and like I say, I remember what it’s like to be young. But this is a long highway, and there’s other men out on it—men with power, with guns—and most of them won’t think twice before they make you pay for stepping out of line. Please nod your head if you hear what I’m saying to you.”

Horace swallowed again. No longer visibly angry—just miserable—he bowed his head.

“All right, then,” the trooper said. He turned to Hippolyta. “Ma’am, I apologize for interrupting your journey.”

“Thank you,” Hippolyta said. “Thank you, officer.”

The trooper smiled. “I do envy you that trailer. Have a safe journey. And keep an eye on your son. He’ll be a good man if he makes it that far.”

And incredibly, that was it. The trooper and his partner got back in the cruiser. Watching them go, Hippolyta was giddy with relief, but as the cruiser was turning around she saw the younger trooper staring out the window and the chill came back, as she considered how differently the last few minutes might have gone if he had been the one in charge. After that she didn’t breathe again until the cruiser was well on its way.

When at last she turned around, Letitia was climbing out of the Roadmaster like someone emerging from a storm cellar. “Praise Jesus,” Letitia muttered, then said laughing: “Welcome to Nevada, huh?”

Hippolyta didn’t laugh. Her gaze fell on Horace, who looked, finally, as scared as he ought to be.

“Mom—” he began, but got no farther, Hippolyta swooping towards him with her own right hand raised high.





Union of Past and Present

The trouble began when they saw the slaves.

Early the next morning, Atticus waited in front of the hotel for his father to bring the car around. In the night he’d dreamed he was running through the woods with Great-grandpa Turner and Hecuba; Great-grandpa had seemed oblivious to his presence, but the old woman had addressed him by name and admonished him repeatedly to keep up. He’d awakened with sore legs and sore feet.

No report survived of the events on the Swincegood plantation the morning after the escape. As a boy, Atticus had liked to imagine that it was Trumbo who’d discovered Simon’s and Hecuba’s absence; the thought of the overseer, head still pounding from last night’s drunk, forced to go before his employer and confess the loss of two slaves—not to mention the death of the precious hounds—had filled him with gleeful satisfaction. As an adult, he understood that any humiliation Trumbo suffered would be revisited tenfold on the other slaves, and for their sake Atticus now hoped Master Swincegood’s reaction had been calm and businesslike: Send for fresh dogs, Trumbo. Start the hunt.

Montrose pulled up. Atticus put the bags in the back trunk and got into the front passenger seat. They drove out of the city. Atticus held one of his father’s maps open on his lap and traced the route to the plantation, which was simple enough: East twenty-one miles. Turn right onto a slender ribbon of blacktop that a hundred years ago had been an unpaved carriage road. Go south until the present meets the past.

The countryside they drove through was a patchwork of small farms and fields broken up by stretches of pine woods. Montrose, ordinarily a lead-footed motorist, kept the car’s speed at a leisurely forty miles per hour. Neither of them spoke. Montrose watched the road ahead, while Atticus stared at the passing farms, taking silent inventory of things that would have been anachronisms in Great-grandpa’s day: Tractors. TV antennas. Power and phone lines.

At the carriage road junction stood a dilapidated cabin that, but for the Confederate flag hanging over its front porch, might easily have been there in 1857. The flag seemed a double anachronism, though, its bright new fabric contrasting sharply with the weathered wood of the structure. Montrose idled the car for a full minute as he tried to burn down the cabin with his eyes. But it failed to ignite, and at last he put the car back in gear and made the turn.

The carriage road ran straight south for two miles, then snaked to pass between a pair of shallow hills. Just beyond this S-curve, on the right side of the road, several acres of pine wood were in the process of being cleared. The cut trees had already been hauled away, and now a dozen colored slaves watched over by two armed white men were laboring to remove the stumps that remained.

The colored men wore striped uniforms, which to many passersby would have carried a different connotation. But Atticus, as Montrose’s son, knew the words of the Thirteenth Amendment by heart and was all too aware of the loophole they contained: Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for a crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.

The men toiling in the field were not volunteers. They could not refuse to work or demand a fair wage for their labor. If they made trouble, they could be beaten or even killed with impunity. They were slaves.

And yes, they were also convicts. Atticus would have liked to take comfort in the belief that they were hardened criminals, murderers or rapists. But the Thirteenth Amendment said nothing about felonies: if the state or the county wanted your servitude, a simple charge of vagrancy would suffice. One of Atticus’s high school teachers, a gentle man named Mr. Fish, had lost six months of his youth to a Georgia chain gang after falling asleep on a park bench.

Since turning onto the carriage road, Montrose had been driving even more slowly. Now he brought the car to a full stop and his eyes once more filled up with fire. “God damn it,” he said. “God damn it.”

Atticus shifted his attention from the slaves to the white men guarding them. One sat atop a horse, holding a rifle upright against his shoulder. The other had set up a lawn chair near the edge of the clearing and was stretched out reading a newspaper and drinking from a thermos. There were several anachronisms here, but the one Atticus zeroed in on was the horseman’s rifle: an M1 Garand semiautomatic, more accurate and much deadlier than anything a nineteenth-century overseer would have carried.

“We can’t be sitting here, Pop,” Atticus said. Trying to keep his tone reasonable, as if that would make a difference.

Montrose ignored him. “A hundred goddamn years . . . a hundred goddamn years, and they’re still . . .”

“Pop!” As Atticus turned his head towards his father, he caught a flash of movement in the rearview mirror. A white Studebaker, speeding around the curve behind them.

The Studebaker’s driver slammed on the brakes, but it was moving too fast to stop. Atticus managed to brace himself for impact, but Montrose, who like Atticus wasn’t wearing a seat belt, was caught completely unprepared. The force of the collision whipped his head back and then forward, to connect solidly with the rim of the steering wheel.

Atticus was shaken but uninjured. When things stopped moving, he looked first to his father. Montrose was slumped forward, bleeding from a cut above his eye. He appeared to be unconscious, but when Atticus touched his shoulder, his eyes blinked open and he frowned and shoved Atticus’s hand away roughly. A good sign.

Of the two
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