
[image: image]



[image: image]




Dedication


To James Tate, his dear wife, and the Berry family
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Prologue

OCTOBER 2019

A harvest moon glowed above the Manhattan skyline and Brooklyn Bridge on the evening of Oliver Benjamin and Ardelia Gibbs’s engagement party. String lights stretched across the rooftop of a midtown restaurant and heat lamps dotted its perimeter. Framed black-and-white photos of the couple served as centerpieces on a dozen tables covered with white linen tablecloths, and violets and roses arched over a dessert table complete with macarons, mini strawberry cheesecakes, and a five-tier cupcake stand. Neo-soul music of the midnineties and early aughts punctuated by Sade and Anita Baker streamed through speakers positioned in each of the four corners. But the exquisitely planned, perfectly executed party would have been nothing without the people.

Just four days prior, the festivities had been in jeopardy. Mighty storms swirling in the Midwest had left Oliver’s relatives in Kansas and Ardelia’s Chicago clan wondering if they might have to send their best wishes instead of risking the journey. Miraculously, the storms abated and everyone important had arrived. Even Ardelia’s father, Sterling—her only living parent, though that wasn’t saying much—beamed with pride as he; his mother, Geraldine; and sister, Hazel, watched the couple kiss and hold hands when they thought no one was watching.

The lovers had met at Corner Social two winters ago, one night when Ardelia had needed a quick reprieve from her job at the Schomburg and Oliver had relented to pressure from his friends to go out for once. As they each sipped their elaborate cocktails, their work pulled at them. But when Oliver leaned against the bar, his hands pressed against the countertop, Ardelia found herself making a joke about how his drink order matched his outfit—old-fashioned—and after that, Oliver discovered that he couldn’t quite manage to move from his spot. So they had stayed, talking till closing, and had been together ever since. The first few months weren’t without strain though. Her schedule was more regular than his. Often, she’d have to squeeze into a small pocket of time with him at Starbucks or a nearby noodle shop before he had to make a mad dash back to NewYork-Presbyterian. He texted heartfelt emojis; left small, sweet notes for her to find in her purse or on her nightstand; but after a while, these gestures became less effective. He knew he needed to show his commitment. He wanted to. So he asked her to move in with him. Their relationship was young, but they were full grown, in their midthirties, confidently fleshed out in who they were, and able to take risks with both eyes open.

Now, as the party was drawing to its natural conclusion, guests were beginning to place their napkins on their tables and rise to their feet. But Oliver suddenly clinked a glass with his fork to get everyone’s attention. Ardelia watched, confused. The party had gone according to plan: the seating, the eating, the speech giving, the dancing. Nevertheless, Oliver looked anxious. His cuff buttons were unhooked and his sleeves were rolled up to right underneath his elbows. He wiped his sweaty brow and took a few deep breaths.

“Don’t leave!” he asked the guests again. “I have something that I want to give to Ardelia.” Guests who’d been beginning to bow out, as well as those who were standing and mingling, returned to their seats.

He grinned with a closed mouth at his beloved and she beamed back at him. Then Oliver’s parents walked up to where he was standing. His dad, Marshall, was carrying a large package about the width of his torso. Oliver grabbed a remote and pressed a few buttons, and the music from the speakers abruptly stopped.

“Ardelia, can you come up here, please?”

Ardelia, who’d been nibbling on a cheeseburger slider beside the buffet table, put down her small plate and obliged. As soon as they were all face-to-face, Marshall and Irene, Oliver’s mother, eyed each other before Marshall extended the parcel to Ardelia.

She carefully held the object, which felt to her like a framed photograph. “What is it?” she asked.

To her left, a table was stacked high with all sorts of ornately wrapped boxes, more than one of which, she knew, was from her future parents-in-law, who’d already spent a pretty penny on the engagement party.

“It’s a very special gift, Ardelia, that you have to open in front of everyone,” Irene said.

“This has been passed down for generations in my family,” Oliver said to Ardelia. “Now it’s ours to take care of, until we have our own children and they are grown enough to do so.”

Their guests leaned forward in their seats with anticipation as Ardelia slowly undid the off-white and gold wrapping to reveal a handwritten letter on yellowing, crumbling paper, encased in heavy glass. The words were so faint she couldn’t read the text until Oliver hovered his cell-phone light over it.

“We think there were others, but this is the one that remains,” he told her as she tried to take in the lines.

“What’s it say?” a female guest yelled.

“Someone pass her a mic!” Sterling called out, then clapped when one of Oliver’s friends held a mic close to Ardelia’s lips.

Ardelia squinted. “Dear . . . Harri . . . Harr . . . ?”

“Harrison,” Irene said.

“Dear . . . Harrison . . .” Ardelia ran her finger underneath each word as she continued.


October 13th, 1865

Dear Harrison,

It has been only a month since I wrote you last—haven’t heard from you but I keep on writing letters. They will find you. I’ve been teaching the children, giving God glory—learning to shoot. Can you believe it? I learned how to shoot yesterday. Today I killed two quail and roasted them with some cornbread and collard greens on the side. All the while I was gathering my cornmeal and flour and such, I kept thinking about how you would’ve loved my quail, as you loved my other meals back at the Phoenician. I thought about what it would’ve been like to have a nice proper dinner with my beloved with no master around, no dogs, no overseer, no nothing. Just us sitting underneath a pecan tree with greasy mouths and full bellies. No one to pester us. Just us. I thought about it long after I ate my meal, you know. But I didn’t eat alone. I admit.

I met a man here. He’s a good good man. Isaac Levi is his name and it’s a strong one. He’s almost too good. He preaches for all the negroes in town, hardly drinks or cusses, and watches over me. I don’t ask him for anything but he keeps on giving anyway: a barrel of peaches, a few ribbons for my hair, a large hat to block out the sun when I’m planting, a book. He’s a sweet man but he sure isn’t you.

Isaac knew that I was already in love with another man when he met me. I didn’t hold my words in describing what you meant to me and what you promised me. He understands. He allows me to write my letters. He allows me to keep hope because he knows that if I don’t have that, I’ll have nothing left. Your love keeps my flame bright. I know you still love me even as I tell you about another man. And I wouldn’t blame you if you had another woman by now. You and I had what we had in the cruelest of times and we did the best with what we had. And we are still making it.

Make no mistake, Harrison, I haven’t forgotten about you and I have never stopped loving you. I see you in my sleep and I greet the day with you beside me. I haven’t stopped thinking that I’m going to see you peeking through a window or waiting for me, leaning against the trunk of some tree. I must sound foolish but I can feel you always. This letter is but a single grain to the harvest I hold for you. I’m going to try my best to make it back to you.

If it’s not this life, it’ll be in the next. But we will see each other. We will cross a water greater than the Mississippi together. I’ve prayed on it and the Bible says God gives the desires of our hearts. We will see each other again and it’s going to be better than the last time we saw each other. We will see each other again and finally have rest and peace. And once we do, we are going to laugh and laugh and laugh till our babies and their babies’ babies can hear the echoes. Whether you find me first or I find you. We will see each other again.

Yours,

Tirzah



Ardelia was in tears by the time she finished the letter. The crowd was moved too, with waves of “aws” filling the air.

Ardelia looked up at Oliver and his parents. “Well . . . did they ever see each other again?” she asked her beloved.

Oliver grinned. “How do you think I got here?”
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She was gone.

Harrison returned to Natchez after the war, and she was gone, breaking her promise. Tirzah, the love of his life and the ember in the dark nights of his soul.

Two years and twelve days before, Harrison and his beloved had stood within a grove of magnolia trees on the grounds of the Phoenician Estate to say their goodbyes. She was crying so hard that Harrison had to hold her waist so she wouldn’t collapse. And he, sweaty with a dirt-caked face, had asked her to wait for him until the war was over. No matter if they were free people or still slaves, he would be coming back for her. She shook her head until her curls flopped over her face and wondered aloud why he wanted to fight a battle they would never win. Before he could answer, one of the Union officers called for him to get moving and Harrison had to let her go. He had never felt a pain so deeply wedged in his chest as in the moment he left the Phoenician. But he had to get away. He hated being who he was now that he was in love. He hated how he could not defend his beloved from the danger of being in the main house under the lustful eye of their owner’s son, Spencer. Going off to war, he resolved, he would defend her, himself, and all slaves, and come back to Natchez with pride.

But the Natchez he left, with all its stunning wealth, was not the same one to which he returned. As he and his fellow soldiers rode their horses on a trail alongside the Mississippi approaching the city, they saw that all the levees had been destroyed. With each step closer to their destination, the smell of festering animal carcasses became stronger. Weeds and swampland had swallowed up fields upon fields of cotton.

When his regiment arrived at the area underneath the bluffs, they found it eerily still. They passed by a well-known wood mill and a large plantation and garden—the only one of its kind below the hill. Before he’d left, at least a half dozen negroes would be tending to the property at a given time, and now there were none. Hardly anyone was mixing in the street, besides a few negroes here and there. There were no steamboats. No sound of foghorns or carriage wheels bumping along the principal street. The relative quietness bothered him. Harrison had to fight to smother the thoughts of the absences of many people being a bad omen.

“You still thinkin’ ’bout dat lady, ain’t ya?” a fellow soldier asked, catching Harrison’s line of sight to a trail where one could ascend the hill to the city proper.

“Still thinkin’,” Harrison replied. “I finna take my horse up dere right nah so dat I don’ waste anotha second.”

“You needa give dat horse a rest first. ’N by de way, what makes you think dat she gon’ even be dere? Look around you.”

Harrison made a soft noise of disapproval and steered his horse away from the rest of the group, embarking on his own path.

“You needa go ’n get you a nice one to lay up wit for all dat hard work you put in!” another soldier yelled out.

Harrison squeezed his thighs around his horse until he couldn’t hear his comrades any longer. The horse’s trot widened into a full-speed gallop as they scaled the bluffs and made their way to Natchez proper, where all the most spectacular plantations sat high. Cows and pigs decomposed along the trodden path, but Harrison was undeterred by the carnage. He knew his way. The Phoenician was only about three miles west of the town cemetery and a hospital, two structures that were still intact when he passed, but what Harrison saw next made him instruct his horse to slow. The plantation next to the Phoenician had been desecrated. Weeds grew like outstretched hands over columns and window panels. Acres of azaleas, wildflowers, crape myrtles, and roses had wilted, been trampled upon, or shriveled up and died.

When he finally arrived at the Phoenician’s entrance gates, which appeared to have been broken, he slowly dismounted from his horse and took off his hat when his boots touched soil. He stood in front of the grand expanse of his former home and closed his eyes. A cacophony of noise overtook his mind—overseers barking orders, mournful cries, music, laughter, exhausted panting. He allowed his lids to flutter open, expecting to see what he’d dreamt more than once, tossing in his disease-ridden barracks: Spencer Ambrose kneeling in agony over his lost labor, slaves dropping their cotton to dance, Tirzah running out of the main house and into his arms. But there was no one in sight.

Unconvinced that he was truly alone, Harrison walked farther into the property. Flowers that slaves had maintained so beautifully lay limp on the brown patches of grass. The roof that Harrison had worked in the blistering heat to maintain was showing signs of rot, which also explained the faint smells of animal droppings and urine; the Phoenician must be overrun with pests. Everyone really was gone, Harrison thought, because there could be no other reason why the grand estate, once home to more than a hundred slaves at a time, had reached this level of devastation.

He stood underneath the main house’s now-cracked pillars and inhaled deeply, hoping to detect a whiff of Tirzah’s cooking, only to have the smell of gunpowder and blood irritate his nose. He circled around to the slave cabins, where a single chair rocked mysteriously on one of the small porches. Thinking that one of his old friends must still be around, Harrison put his fingers in his mouth and blew a whistle.

“Hey! C’mon out dere! Did ya hear de news? We free!”

Not a single door swung open. No quick pacing of feet racing to see what was going on. No jubilant cries out to the Lord for finally bringing them out of their Egypt.

He made his way back around to the main house, planning another circle. While he was reminding himself that the possibility of seeing Tirzah again was worth returning to the place he had dreamt so often of leaving, he felt something small and smooth underneath his right foot. He lifted his heel to see an oxblood-colored wallet with the letter T emblazoned upon it, and dropped to his knees. Seven and a half by three and a half inches with a bunch of pockets to stow whatever her heart desired. A guttural wail climbed out from the depths of his belly and shook the birds clean from their nests in the trees. The wallet was a gift he had given to Tirzah one Christmas Eve. That T, in a golden garland motif, was the first letter he had learned to write, the first letter he requested that she teach him in their secret nightly meetings. Had he taken too long, or had she given up too soon? Either way, she really was gone.

“What ya doin’ over dere?” someone called out. The voice was gravelly but not unfriendly. Harrison lifted his head and saw a portly, one-eyed negro in a wide-brimmed hat standing beside a horse and wagon outside the Phoenician’s gate. “Ya don’ need ta be cryin’ over alladat. Stand up nah, we free!”

Harrison didn’t move, just cupped the wallet in his palm, bringing it close to his chest.

“What ya doin’?” the negro asked as he drew nearer to Harrison. Harrison looked up at the stranger, and the man dropped his smile and relaxed his stance. “Aww no. I know dem eyes. Ya don’ een need ta say nothin’, I know.” The man pulled Harrison’s arm to help him to his feet, then wrapped his arm around Harrison’s shoulders. “Let’s go. One foot at a time nah. Dassit. Lemme get ya back down to de village and we can talk.”

“De village?”

“Mm-hmm. Dere’s some abandoned shacks along de river unda’neath de hill where Natchez improper be. Been dat way since de Union came and—wait.” He stopped and clutched Harrison’s shoulders to take a better look at him. Noting his blue uniform, he hugged him tightly. “Thank ya,” he said.

“Ya welcome,” Harrison replied through strained breath.

The man let him go and extended his hand. “Name’s Ezekiel.”

“Harrison.” He shook the man’s hand. “I don’ need a guide. I got my own horse.”

“I saw. But it’s best we stick together. Ya know dem white folk mad dey lost. Not safe to be by yaself.”

“Why? Seem like everyone gone.”

“Seem dat way. But we know what we know. Only a matter of time. Ya sure ya able to ride? Ya don’ look too good.”

Harrison paused, then sighed. “Ya don’ mind if I hop in dere wit ya and my horse rides along?”

The older man smiled. “I knew I was right. You lucky I got an extra harness. C’mon.” After Ezekiel attached Harrison’s horse to the wagon, they climbed into the coach seat and set both animals in motion. The two men sat in silence for about a mile, until Ezekiel finally asked, “So who is she?”

“How’d ya know?”

“Boy—I know when a man go to see ’bout a woman. I may not speak fast but I ain’t stupid.”

Harrison hung his head. “Maybe I came back too late and she has anotha now.”

“Ya don’ know dat.”

“Den where would she be?”

“I don’ know when ya went wit da Union to fight, but some of dese old masters ’round here ran outta town wit some of dere slaves when the war got to be too much.”

“Ya know where dey went?”

“Probably someplace else in de South where it was harder for de Union to get to, I guess.”

Harrison shook his head. “She probably has anotha. She was beautiful. De kind of beauty dat could halt a horse.”

“Mm-hmm.” Ezekiel nodded. “I understand.”

“All I wanted was to—”

“Be beside ya woman? I know. But ya can still take care of dat ache for yaself, ya know. Ain’t no need holdin’ yaself back een while ya look.”

“I had befo’. While I was away. ’S just . . . I hoped . . .” Harrison tapered off.

Ezekiel shook his head. “You a handsome man, I’m sure ya had ya choices een before the army. She musta been somethin’ special.”

“Sounds like you know from experience.”

Ezekiel leaned in and pointed to a slit where his left eye should’ve been. “How ya think I got dis?”

Harrison didn’t so much as blink, and stayed quiet.

“Mm-hmm. I was a driver in dose days. I spent much time ’round white folk so I went out of my way to go to church just to be ’round us wit’out dem. Wasn’t too much of a believer though. I thought God forgot ’bout us a long time ago. But when I saw dis woman, when I saw dis woman . . . my faith came to me. Never had I seen a person so perfect. Dat’s when I knew Spirit. Dat’s how God found me and I found him. Everybody thought I done lost my mind ’cause I already been caught and whipped a few times for dis woman who lived on anotha plantation. And I did. I was in love. What I need my head for? And dat woman’s love—” Ezekiel shook his head again. “Her love could make de stripes on my back feel like paper cuts.”

Ezekiel maneuvered the horses past the cemetery and the hospital into downtown. When they neared the city market between Wall and Canal Streets, pandemonium was ensuing. Two white women dressed in their finest coats and silk gloves, maintaining firm grips on their parasols, flailed in front of a white man in a black top hat. The crowd swelled as more white women, young and old, surrounded the top-hatted gentleman. He stood beside a placard that bore the names of plantations along with dollar amounts: $83,000, $175,000, $200,000, and so on.

“Please, sir!” one woman shouted. “My husband died in the war! This here lady’s husband is crippled. Our homes are all that we have left!”

“Many men died or got crippled in the war. You think you’re the only one?” the man shouted back.

“Evidently not. Look how many of us are here!”

The crowd exploded in agreement. The white men left physically unscathed by the war watched from a distance without having so much as slipped a hand into their pockets. They, too, had either lost everything or were careering toward irreparable despair.

“I am sorry for all of your troubles,” the man continued. “Truly I am. But debts need to be paid. So if you don’t have the money to recoup the losses, step aside.”

“But how are we supposed to survive? Without our homes . . . without our men . . . without our property!”

A pair of white women on the outskirts of the crowd, clamoring to get a closer look at the drama, suddenly noticed Ezekiel and Harrison and sneered. The air ran cool. So the men lowered their heads and continued on their way. Further down the same block, negroes were roaming the street alongside the whites. Though the whites scrutinized the negroes’ bodies, no one stopped them to ask for a pass. Harrison could see negro women and children struggling to stifle their grins and laughter at their new ability to move unsupervised. White women scowled at their former property, now free men and women who dared watch their former owners abase themselves in public.

“Happens every day,” Ezekiel said as soon as they were a safe distance away, then lowered his voice. “I feel like a pig in shit whenever I see dat it’s dem who got dere precious things on de auction block instead of us. For however long it last.”

Harrison slouched and said nothing. He thought of his younger self enlisting and immediately being stationed at Fort McPherson, where he did menial labor. Weeks later, he was transferred to the heavy artillery regiment in Vicksburg, where he had to quickly learn how to operate cannons and howitzers while barely escaping smallpox from the moist, overcrowded barracks he returned to at night. He didn’t want to hear about no “however long it last.”

Ezekiel directed the horses one block east then one north to an establishment so modest that Harrison might have missed it: a small wooden building, with a few negroes trickling in and out of the tiny doorway.

“Where are we?”

“’Tween Pearl and Washington. Dis here de new Freedmen’s Bureau. Don’ know how many people dey helped so far but dey doin’ somethin’. Dey’ll help ya find ya woman whether she here or someplace else. Tell ’em everythin’ you remember ’bout her. Understand?”

Harrison nodded.

“Den, if you still feelin’ dat ache, go back in de direction dat we came. Pass de city market goin’ south and you gon’ see two paths leadin’ to de riverfront. Take de one on ya right. When you get to de end of dat one, you gon’ see a large, brick building. Das where you go.”

“Where will I find you?”

“De village. At de southern tip of de riverfront where de docks and wharves be. I’ll take care of ya horse while ya do what ya need to do.”

Harrison thanked Ezekiel for his trouble, then opened the door to the Freedmen’s Bureau. Inside, the air felt even thicker. The office seemed no bigger than a church house. There were already many negroes either standing or sitting in chairs, looking desperate for assistance. A few negroes and white men in business suits hurried from one corner to the next, papers flying in their wake, and rattling off surnames and locations with the agility of auctioneers. Harrison slid into the littlest nook that he could find, hoping to find a private moment to gather his thoughts, but on either side of him, people stared. When his eyes met theirs, they smiled and nodded. It took him a moment to remember he was still in uniform.

A buxom woman walked toward Harrison with the kind of command that turned his mind blank, made him forget himself. He stood at attention and realized that she was the tallest woman he’d ever seen; the top of her head reached his chin. Her hair was pulled up high on top of her head, yet tight curls hung over her forehead, and her mahogany skin was appealingly smooth.

“Can I help you?”

“Dis here de Freedmen’s Bureau?” Harrison winced at asking a question to which he knew the answer.

The woman smiled. “That it is. I’m Tabithah Duncan. What is your name?”

“Harrison.”

“Follow me,” she said, then pivoted on her right heel and led him down the aisle toward her desk. She guided Harrison to the seat opposite her, while he kept his eyes fixed on the papers scattered across the surface.

“Now,” she said. “Who are we looking for? A mother? Father? Child?”

Harrison looked up. “A woman.”

He thought he saw her face fall before she said, “What’s her name?”

“Tirzah. Tirzah Ambrose.”

“How do you spell it?”

Harrison looked up at the ceiling and silently mouthed words. “T . . . I . . . R . . . SSSS. . . . ZZZZ . . . UHH . . .” He sighed.

Tabithah pushed a pen and paper toward him. “Can you write it out?”

He fixed his gaze on hers.

“I see.”

“I do know dat her name was from de Bible.”

“Tirzah . . . Tirzah, Tirzah, Tirzah . . .” Tabithah’s boss, a Black man with salt-and-pepper hair, was walking by her desk, and she reached for him. “Piper! You ever heard the name Tirzah in the good book?”

“Tirzah . . . Tirzah, Tirzah, Tirzah—” Harrison repeated her name like an incantation to bring her back to him.

“Ah!” Piper snapped his fingers. “Yes. She was mentioned in the Song of Solomon. T-I-R-Z-A-H.”

“Perfect.” Tabithah began writing but halted before the final letter. Tirzah’s name was so similar to hers, just with one fewer syllable. She looked up at Harrison, who leaned forward in his seat, and nervously smiled before continuing. “And her last name?”

“Ambrose. Dat was her—our—master’s last name.”

“What all do you remember about her? Who did she belong to?”

“Mercer Ambrose. But she might as well had been de owner’s son’s. Spencer Ambrose.”

“Do you know where she has gone off to?”

“No. Not at all. I was hopin’ ya help could do somethin’ for me.”

She nodded. “We’ll start by sending an ad out through this here Freedmen’s Bureau up to Washington, D.C., where the main headquarters are, as well as negro newspapers and churches in and around Texas, Louisiana, and Mississippi.”

He thanked her, then asked, “How soon will I know if ya have anythin’?”

“Come back in two weeks. Hopefully I’ll have something for you then.”

Harrison sprang from his seat, smiling. “Thank ya, miss. Thank ya.”

She nodded again. He walked out the door, and through the storefront windows, she saw him turn the corner. Immediately, she tore the sheet with Tirzah’s information from the pad and held it in her hands. Every time she finished collecting information from a client, she was supposed to bring it to the back of the office for processing.

But her body would not allow her to move. Tabithah looked over her shoulder to make sure Piper wasn’t near, then opened a desk drawer and closed her eyes as she slipped the note inside. Then she opened her eyes and straightened her posture.

“Next!”
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Harrison hadn’t had any intention of heading to a brothel. But as soon as he stepped outside of the Freedmen’s Bureau and saw just how big the line for assistance had gotten, he wondered how many of these negroes were looking for lost lovers too. The ache sprang up.

He went past the city market and followed the winding path on his right-hand side to a spot below the bluffs where a rectangular two-story brick building suddenly appeared among wildly growing weeds and bushes. Underneath a large Confederate flag softly blowing from the second-floor balcony, a trio of women—one dark-skinned, one mulatto, and the other white—lingered by the building’s front door. The straps of their dresses were falling off their shoulders, and the rouge on their cheeks was smudged. One woman held her weight on one foot to allow her other leg to escape brazenly through the slit of her dress. What existed beyond their bodies was more darkness, a darkness into which Harrison now stepped. Immediately he was taken aback by a smell so overpowering he wondered if the women bathed in perfume. But the smell was not strong enough to override his desire to press against something warm.

Inside, piano music played and the lights were so low that no specific face or body could be discerned. The anonymity disarmed him. When a circling barmaid offered him a taste of moonshine, he figured it wouldn’t hurt. But almost as soon as he raised his glass, he saw the bottom and asked for another. After that glass went down just as smoothly, he tilted his head forward and saw a young woman standing in front of him. Without saying a word, she grabbed his hand and escorted him down a hallway to a small room that was partitioned from the others by only a bedsheet. Her skin was soft. Silhouettes of pleasure rustled behind the adjacent bedsheet. It was the first time in—how long?—that Harrison had felt the plushness of a mattress. He dove deep into his pockets and pulled out two dollars.

“Will dis be eno—”

She stuffed the dollars in her cleavage and straddled him before he had the chance to finish his sentence. Before Harrison could get comfortable on the bed, she was unbuckling his belt and soon unleashed a resounding moan into the humid air. He felt his eyes cross as he leaned his head back on the pillows and fully surrendered to the ride.

AS HE WALKED OUT OF THE BROTHEL, THOUGHTS OF THE MATTRESS upon which they’d rutted only reminded Harrison that he needed to find a place to stay. The village that Ezekiel had mentioned consisted of rows of shacks that looked like wreckage left over from the flooding of the Mississippi. But as he got closer, he saw more life than he expected: women hanging up wet drawers on clotheslines, children running in circles, delivery boys carrying wood and tools up and down the path that ran between the shacks, dogs barking, an older man strumming a guitar outside his home, another man observing everyone from his rocking chair.

“Hey, Harrison!” Ezekiel waved him down, pointing to a small former rum shack to his left. “Ain’t she nice? Shacks for either drink or sleep been left by boatmen who wanted to join de army and now dey too dead to reclaim ’em!” He cackled. “I held dis one down for ya. Ya lucky too. Everybody tryna snap ’em up fast or dey fear dey will have to go back to de plantation. Mine’s right here.” Ezekiel pointed to his right. “Whenever you need anythin’, come find me or my wife, Marie.”

“Your wife?” Harrison asked.

“And three chirren too!”

“What happened to de woman you told me about?”

Ezekiel shrugged. “Never ya mind dat. My story ain’t ya story. Now I got an extra pair of pants and shirt and soap for ya ’cause I figure ya might wanna wash up after alladat.”

“Thank ya. ’S been quite a day goin’ up to de Phoenician and de Freedmen’s Bureau and—”

A mischievous smile grew on Ezekiel’s face. “I wasn’t talkin’ ’bout dat.”

Harrison reddened.

“Ya grown, boy. Ain’t no judgment. I be back in a minute.”

Harrison stood in the middle of the unpaved path as horses and wagons and groups of negroes walked past him. He expanded his chest to take in air, overwhelmed by the noise and activity around him, noticing there was not one white face in sight. Harrison felt water in the creases of his eyes. How quickly and industriously everyone was establishing their own homes and helping one another out with a piece of lumber, a new door, or a bed.

“Hey, ’Zekiel.”

“Yeah?”

“Ya got any handyman tools?”

Having been a carpenter, Harrison could look at his new home as a place of possibility, even though the roof looked like it could cave in at any moment and the floor was uneven. He had to be careful with his head because with his height he could graze the ceiling if he stood up too quickly. The space was rather dark, but nothing that a few lanterns or candles couldn’t fix, and the floors quite dusty, but someone around here had to have a broom. And the shack still reeked of rum, but if he kept the doors open during the day, he felt sure the freshwater smell of the Mississippi would clear the stench.

Harrison saw that he could fit a bed in the middle of the room, a stove and a few cupboards, even a small dining room table. The space was more than enough for a freedman, and adequate for two. Hopefully just right for three . . . or more. One day. The longer Harrison walked the interior perimeter, the more his imagination churned with thoughts of what to place where and how long the overall project might take.

The only window, toward the back of the house, faced the Mississippi, a view that suited him well. He wanted to be able to see the comings and goings. He stepped out the back door and let the sun beam down on him. Without thinking, he began to remove his clothes, then heard some soft giggling nearby. He turned his head and saw two young women ogling him. Instead of covering up and telling them to scatter, he gestured for them to come closer.

Harrison was surprised how quickly his stamina had returned after his visit to the brothel. He and the two women fooled around inside his new home for the better half of the afternoon. No one minded the lack of a bed. All they needed was a wall to lean against and a floor to press against.

From that day on, word began to spread through the village, and Harrison became known as the soldier who knew his way around a woman’s body like the way he knew how to put a bullet in a chamber or drive a screw into a wall. After he satisfied the women, they helped him with whatever he needed: food, cookware, extra bedsheets, wood to build his own furniture. When women weren’t taking him for rides, he took side jobs, inspecting other negroes’ homes to make sure they were sturdy, fortifying them if they weren’t. Some gave him actual money and others bartered with eggs, an extra pair of slacks, or another kerosene light.

He would think of Tirzah whenever he came home to an empty room. If a woman was waiting for him, he’d give her what she wanted but never let her spend the night. He told himself that he wasn’t being unfaithful, he was having fun, something he’d had so little of in his life until now. After each release, he thought to himself that just one more couldn’t hurt. His heart had not moved. But soon he began to mistake women’s names for others or forget them outright. The women rotated in and out until the activity became less of a thrill and more a way to pass the time until he felt worn out, almost unrecognizable to himself.

As the months passed, his beard grew mightily, the air began to cool at night, and the sugar maple leaves turned yellow.

One night, someone rapped on Harrison’s door. Expecting it to be one of his lady friends, he opened it. Ezekiel was standing there with a look of consternation that made Harrison straighten his spine.

“Come over and eat. We need to talk to ya.”

Harrison followed Ezekiel into the older man’s home, where Marie was attempting to wrangle the children. They abruptly halted their horseplay when they saw Harrison. The girl scrambled to sit on his lap while the two boys slung their arms around his shoulder and neck, hanging off his body.

“Aht aht aht, no!” Marie wagged a finger at her children. “You want to play like det, you go outside.”

“It’s okay, Marie. Dey just happy to see me.”

“Naw, naw. Y’all heard ya mother. Out. Where we can see ya,” Ezekiel said.

He gave Marie a solemn look and she nodded. “I’ll go out dere and give you two men time to talk.”

“Naw, ya need to be here. Go ask Hanna next door if she can keep an eye on ’em.”

Marie glanced over at Harrison and did as she was told. Once she returned, she placed the food dishes, a pitcher of lemonade, and silverware on the small dining table and the three of them sat down. Ezekiel lit another kerosene light and placed it to the right of him, and Marie extended her hands to both men to say grace. After their unified “amen,” Ezekiel leaned forward and said, “What’s happenin’ wit Tirzah?”

The sound of her name clanged and clashed in Harrison’s eardrums. He lowered his bottom lip, but no words came out. Instead, Harrison hung his head and started to massage the back of his neck.

“I see. . . . Ya given up on her den.”

Harrison immediately lifted his head. “No!” He looked at Marie and lowered his voice. “No. I haven’t. I just haven’t been back to de bureau. Das all.”

“Why not?”

“’Cause if I was gonna hear ’bout her, I woulda by now. De village ain’t but so big and I ain’t too hard to find.”

“Yeah, but ya runnin’ up behind every skirt in de village and folk might think ya don’ care.”

“And I don’ care what people think.”

“Well, ya should. ’Cause people been talkin’ ’bout ya.”

“Let dem talk. Don’ hurt me none. Can we just eat?”

Marie was about to pick up her fork when Ezekiel held up a hand. “Hold on nah. De food can wait.”

“De food gon’ get cold,” Marie said.

Ezekiel cut his eyes at Harrison. “Look, I know ya been doin’ what ya need to do. But ya gotta know dat time’s gonna change soon. People can’t keep payin’ ya what dey payin’ ya. Can’t een do exchanges like dat no more. Things runnin’ out.”

“And what dat mean?”

The older man placed his arms on the table and leaned forward. The kerosene light illuminated a few beads of sweat that dotted his forehead before sliding into his salt-and-pepper beard and disappearing. Without looking at either Marie or Harrison, he said, “Dere’s a lot of land wide open for farmin’ right nah. We each can get our own plot, work it, den get a portion of the crop back. De Freedmen’s Bureau can help us work out de details.”

“What kinda crop?”

Ezekiel nervously rubbed his hands together. “Cotton.”

Harrison stood, feeling his nostrils flare. He flexed his fingers before speaking. “I ain’t workin’ on no plantation.”

“Look, Harrison—”

“I ain’t workin’ on no gad-dam plantation!” His booming voice made Marie jump. “I done did what I was s’posed to do. I fought in de war and we won. I ain’t goin’ back.”

“We ain’t gon’ have a choice after a while!”

“Den I’m gon’ wait for dat while.” His stomach growled and he quickly weighed his hunger against his desire to leave.

In that silence, Marie blurted out, “Let’s eat. We can worry ourselves wit dat later.”

“Afraid not,” Harrison said, his eyes not wavering from Ezekiel’s. They were at a stalemate, neither wanting to say something he’d regret. Harrison walked behind his chair and slowly pushed it toward the table. He nodded at Marie. “Ma’am.”

That night, Harrison woke up in a puddle of his own sweat. He convulsed, recalling a past life he thought he’d forgotten. All those white hands grabbing for him in the dark. Black hands bound together and ankles shackled. More white hands clawing and reaching deep into his mouth and pulling at his skin.

Harrison’s fate had been sealed by his first owner, Herbert Jolliffe. Jolliffe, an Alexandria planter, had many outstanding debts, and though he promised Harrison that he’d never separate him from his family, when the soul driver came knocking for some slaves in exchange for large profits, he claimed he had no choice. Franklin Armstead was the soul driver’s name. Harrison didn’t have a chance to hug his mother and father before Armstead took him and threw him into a pen with other negroes. And there, in that pen, were the hands of Armstead and the other soul drivers, who grabbed at the fabric of young women’s clothes, pulled them out from the group for long enough for every negro to know what was happening, and then returned the women with bloody fingernails and hands that bore the signs of the magnitude of their failed resistance.

Then there were the coffles. Their Black hands were all chained together as they marched at the break of dawn. For miles and miles, they continued until a boat was waiting for them on the Mississippi. That’s when they met the darkness in the belly of that boat as they were stacked on top of one another and sealed inside without room to stretch or breathe. When the soul driver opened that door to the belly in order to take the inventory of who was still alive, the light that came in was only enough for Harrison to see Black hands floating in the air, desperate for release.

Then there was that stinging feeling of fresh air after having been left in filth for too long. The surviving negroes were stripped of their clothing, then buckets of hot, soapy water were thrown on them before they were granted a new pair of clothes. Once the boat stopped and they were transported by wagon to downtown Natchez, Harrison was in the first group to be brought out at the Forks of the Road, where they were poked and prodded to gauge their value. The white ladies, in their bonnets and petticoats, strolled the market and pointed at slaves they liked, while the men were bolder with their interest. One middle-aged man, a younger man at his side, opened Harrison’s mouth, then ran his hands over Harrison’s arms and penis to estimate his strength for plowing fields and making babies. It was his son’s twenty-first birthday, Harrison heard him say. Twelve hundred dollars later, the father’s and son’s hands were pulling him onto a cart to labor at their home, the Phoenician Estate.

Now, in the darkness of his shack, the simple memory of being enslaved was what woke him. He did not want his destiny to be in the hands of someone else ever again. The desire to be autonomous was what led him to join the Colored Troops regiment in the first place. He’d believed that if the Union fought hard enough to win, then freedom would be lasting and guaranteed. White folks didn’t promise him or any other soldier anything. But he assumed that after all the blood, sweat, and grime that came from the war, certain outcomes would be honored. And yet this dream felt like a reminder and a grim harbinger of his world coming undone again.

For the next few weeks, Harrison avoided Ezekiel. When the older man tried to say hello, Harrison looked the other way. Sometimes, he’d see Marie making her way to his house with a pot of food before Ezekiel called to her to get back home and mind her business. At first, the estrangement didn’t bother Harrison—until the womenfolk stopped knocking on his door. They’d pass him by without giggling or gossiping, instead looking worn out and skinny, clothes slipping off their bodies, voices devoid of any light.

And then the menfolk also stopped coming around or requesting Harrison’s help with miscellaneous jobs. He’d walk along the riverbank to clear his mind and try to convince himself that work would come around again soon.

But then, one quiet morning while the sun was still low in the sky, there was a knock on Harrison’s door. He practically fell over his chair to answer it. And when he did, his throat caught at the sadness in his visitor’s expression.

Tabithah from the Freedmen’s Bureau, all done up in a nice dress with a matching hat, held a few letters in her hands. She sighed and gathered herself. “Dese are for you.” She placed the letters in his hands gently and started on her way before quickly doubling back. “Why haven’t you come and seen me?”
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The elders hadn’t prepared Tabithah for how she’d feel when Harrison walked through the front door of the Freedmen’s Bureau. She’d been attracted to him instantly, and when he’d sat across from her, his sweaty scent had unspun her tightly wound decorum. As he turned to leave after their meeting, questions populated her mind—Just who was that strikingly handsome man? And what did he think of her, if he even did at all? But one rose above the rest: Would she really see him again? She reassured herself that Natchez was only so big, and Harrison was so tall she would easily spot him in a crowd. And she’d bet that he would come back, if not for her, then for this Tirzah Ambrose.

The advertisement that she’d drafted for Tirzah had lain in Tabithah’s desk drawer since Harrison left. Every time she went to open the drawer, she retracted her hand, telling herself that the chances of finding Tirzah were small anyway. During the few months that she’d been working at the bureau, she had yet to see a family reunited. In the beginning, Tabithah had felt for every client, walking out to the alley behind the office to cry into her sleeve when she could. But Piper promised that the job would get easier, and that it did. After a while, her body had no more tears to produce. She could finish the sentences of those who came to see her and offered automatic responses to hurry them along. But something about Harrison brought her back to her senses, igniting a flame that she didn’t want to be extinguished.

One unusually chilly October evening, Tabithah was closing up the bureau when she spotted two negro women a little further down the road. They were strolling arm in arm, occasionally leaning into each other before exploding into laughter.

Tabithah chuckled. “Drunk as skunks,” she said to herself.

She enjoyed watching them having fun, walking around as they pleased. Freedom was still new, though, and Tabithah slowed down her closing routine to keep an eye on them.

“I’m tellin’ you! I always been told dat a man who can build know his way ’round more things den furniture ’n roofs ’n houses,” she heard one of the women say.

“You don’ hafta tell me, I know! Das a man who can twist, turn, and screw.”

“Wit his big ol’ screwdriver!” The first woman tipped her head back so far to laugh that her hat fell off.

“More like a hammer!” Their cackles were so loud that nearby mockingbirds hidden in the trees were inspired to chirp and sing in accompaniment. “Oh hold on nah. Your hat—” The shorter one walked back toward the hat, bent down to retrieve it, and stumbled a few paces to the side before falling rearfirst in the middle of the street. Tabithah opened her mouth to call out and offer assistance. But before she could, the second woman gave the fallen one a hand and got pulled to the ground herself. Together, they laughed some more as they sat in the street.

“I can hardly walk,” the woman with the hat said. “Dat moonshine got to me.”

“Dat wasn’t the moonshine, dat was Harrison.”

Tabithah’s shock obscured everything the two women said next. But after she saw them get up and on their way and started her own walk home, she reflected that they spoke of Harrison like the masters did of the men before the war. Nothing about who he was as a person beyond what he could do with his body, though the labor was of a different kind.

She didn’t have much time to think about what the women had said, because upon entering the all-female boardinghouse, she was met by the rest of the tenants, gathered by the fireplace in the living room, the flames illuminating the women’s crestfallen faces. Their landlady, Rose Lournière, a petite Creole woman who could pass for white if she was vigilant with her parasol, sat among them in a large chair.

“Tabithah,” said Rose in her honeydew voice. “Relieve yourself of your coat and sit with us. I don’t want to have to repeat what I have to say.”

Tabithah squeezed to sit down between two other young women on a plush chaise and unintentionally held her breath.

A pregnant silence persisted. Rose wrapped her shawl tightly around her shoulders and dabbed a handkerchief at the corners of her eyes.

“You know I care about each and every one of you. I’ve never allowed for my station to prevent me from having empathy for those born beneath me. But”—her voice trembled and she pressed her right hand to her chest—“this home will be gone soon.” Murmurs and gasps passed through the circle, and Rose winced. “And you all will have to find new places to live.”

Some of the young women were crying now. “But what about Mr. Sarpy? Can’t he help us?” one of them called out.

“My beloved Thomas has fallen upon hard times and cannot afford to maintain this house any longer than he has been. I’m sure you are well aware that many men have lost much of their fortunes due to the war. He has a wife and six children, and he’s worried he can’t even afford dowries for his daughters!”

The woman sitting to Tabithah’s left sucked her teeth and flicked her hand at Rose, refusing to take that explanation as a sensible excuse.

“Look, girls, I assure you that this distresses me greatly too.”

“How? You never been a slave like us! You could go wherever, say whatever, and do whatever you please.”

“Not true,” Rose shot back. “I am still a woman.”

“But not like us,” another woman said.

Rose got to her feet and patted the front of her skirt. “I am sorry. To all of you. Understand that I’ve tried everything I could to make sure that this didn’t happen, that you’d be able to stay for at least another year or two, but times have changed. Make arrangements sooner rather than later.”

The rest of the girls remained in the living room to commiserate and begin to plan, but Tabithah followed Rose down the hall to the door of her bedroom. “Miss Lournière—”

Rose turned around and smiled. “Tabithah.”

“Do you really think we’ll be okay?.”

“I know you will, dear. You work hard. You’re one of the girls I’m least worried about.”

“But why?”

Rose dropped her shoulders. “Some womanly advice: find a man. Get married.”

“If where I live will soon be gone, do you think my job will be too?”

Rose leaned her head to the side and admired Tabithah. “Maybe. Maybe not. But you are a beautiful girl. Do not waste your pretty.” With that, she entered her bedroom and swiftly closed the door behind her.

Tabithah stood in the darkness, a dull, persistent pain on the right side of her rib cage. Something didn’t feel right. She walked up the stairs, past a few groups of women, returning to the room she shared with four others so that she could lie flat on her back in bed.

As soon as she was able to drown out the chatter from her roommates, though, her mind carried her to the time when she labored on a plantation. Her master had hundreds of slaves, many of whom were women—and therefore, he had plenty of options to warm his bed. As soon as Tabithah’s breasts began to sprout, he sought her out at least once a month, usually during a full moon. Whenever the master didn’t call for her, she’d occasionally lay beside another slave in the cabins or in a mossy patch near a small creek. But her eyes would always roam. She’d look over the shoulder of the man grunting above her and watch the clouds move or a bird of prey flying over the wide fields. When they were done, no words were exchanged. He’d pull his pants up, she’d wipe herself down. The time together was done without feeling—out of boredom, or trying to see if it’d be any better when they did it themselves rather than had it done to them. Tabithah still felt like a match that could not be struck.

In the boardinghouse room, she looked toward the one small window, which framed a crescent moon hanging in the dark sky. What she was feeling was hidden, even to her. But, she thought, she was like that moon. There was another part of herself that was emerging. She knew it.

THE NEXT DAY, BEFORE THE BUREAU OFFICIALLY OPENED FOR BUSINESS, Tabithah thought she was the first to arrive at work until she found Piper kneeling in the back room, his head in his hands. Beside him, a desk had been turned over and papers were scattered on the floor near his feet.

“What happened?” she asked as she walked gingerly toward him.

Piper lifted his head, revealing a bruised eye. “Dey came in here.”

Tabithah’s heart raced. “When?”

“Early dis mornin’. I came in and found ’em.”

She remembered locking up last night but now she wasn’t so sure. After hearing those drunken women brag about Harrison, could she have closed the door without securing it?

“For what?”

“Because dey can. A bunch of hoodlums. Wanted to see some of our records and I showed it to ’em. Dey burnt them right in front of me and laughed. Weren’t sent on account of de governor, mayor, nothin’. Dey might come back too. Just got word that all our books are gonna be reviewed soon anyway so dere can’t be anythin’ outta place.”

“Want me to fetch someone to come and look at your scars?”

“Naw, naw.” Piper waved his hand in front of his face. “I’m fine.”

“Okay,” Tabithah said, unconvinced. She turned her back on Piper and started toward her desk.

“Are you lookin’ for dis?”

Tabithah spun around and saw him holding up a folded sheet of paper. She felt the color drain from her face as he opened it and asked, “Who is dis Tirzah Ambrose?”

She couldn’t say a word. Her tongue lost its direction somewhere between the back of her throat and her teeth.

“When I saw dis, I was just as speechless as you ’cause you never put dis kind of information in your desk drawer. You know we keep our records clean and thorough. We make sure nothin’ gets lost ’cause folk countin’ on us. De white folk don’t hire enough of us negroes to help our own people out in dis here bureau. Dey don’t trust us—rather leave our business in dere hands still. We got lucky. So what was you thinkin’?”

“I wasn’t.”

“Damn right you wasn’t. You tired? D’you need rest?”

She shook her head.

“So was dis just an oversight?”

Tabithah shook her head again.

“Is she a relative?”

“No.”

“Who is she den?” Piper said, raising his voice.

Tabithah looked to the ground. “She someone else’s lover.”

Piper sucked his teeth. “Lawd have mercy. I always knew you were smart and dat’s why I taught you how to read. You still a young girl and you gon’ make stupid decisions, but dis”—he raised the paper in the air—“ain’t stupid. It’s evil. You don’t mess wit people’s destinies. And if you love ’em—whoever he is—you let things happen. What is meant to be will be.”

“Easy for a man to say,” Tabithah retorted, her cheeks burning. “Y’all always take things into ya own hands. When a woman does it, you tell us to stand down.” She snatched the paper from his hand and thumbtacked it to their bulletin board. “I’ll add it to de books and send it up to Washington.”

“Don’t bother. I already done it. I got letters in de back from de same woman. Can’t trust dat dey’ll be here another day after what happened dis mornin’ so I’m gonna deliver to dis Harrison,” he said, making for the door.

She trailed behind him. “I’ll do it.”

“Oh no. I won’t have you workin’ here no more. You can’t keep up with de records ’cause your feelings got in de way and I won’t have dis bureau go down ’cause of you.”

“Let me at least go wit you,” she said, but Piper was already grabbing his hat and coat. “Please!” she yelled with an intensity that made Piper halt in his tracks.

Piper sighed. He went to the back of the bureau office to grab the letters and hesitated before handing them off to her. “I’ll be watchin’ you while you do it. Den after that—” He reached in his pocket and gave her three quarters. “Dis be your last payment. Understand?”

Tabithah nodded. “Yes, sir.”

The letters were painful to touch. Each one with the return address of a Tirzah Ambrose of Shreveport, Louisiana. Even her cursive was beautiful. Tabithah had only seen writing like that from white people and knew that Tirzah worked in the house. The muscles in her fingers tensed up as she held the envelopes. Piper and Tabithah made the two-mile trip down to below the bluffs at the wharves where the negro village was. There, Tabithah randomly stopped a woman who crossed her path.

“Excuse me. Can you tell me where Harrison lives?”

The woman scrutinized Tabithah with a scowl, looking her up and down, then twisted her neck and said, “Just a little further down from where we standin’ . . . on de right-hand side. It has de strongest-lookin’ roof ’cause he done fixed it wit his God-given hands. Ya can’t miss it.”

Tabithah thanked her and continued a little ways in that direction before the woman called out, “Don’t expect nothin’! You heard it from me!”

When she knocked on Harrison’s door and he answered, Tabithah saw that he was more handsome than she remembered, but he looked more irritated too.

There was a brief silence before Tabithah looked to her right, to where Piper was watching her, his foot turned outward to intervene if need be.

She took a deep breath. “Dese are for you.” She placed the letters in his hands and started on her way before quickly doubling back to stand right in front of his face. “Why haven’t you come and seen me?” It didn’t matter if anyone around could hear her. She needed to know or else she’d go crazy from regret, confusion, or both.

Harrison blinked. “I . . . I already knew what de answer would be.”

“What answer?”

“’Bout”—he took a deep breath—“Tirzah.”

“Take a look at de letters. Dey from her.”

Harrison looked down at them and back up at her. “I can’t read ’em.”

“Do you wanna know what dey say?”

Harrison took a moment. “I know betta den to ask a woman to read sum’n dat another woman wrote. ’Specially one like you.”

“One like me? What you mean?”

“Ya like me.”

Tabithah puffed out her chest. “You don’t know me.”

“Ya right, I don’. But thank ya for dese.” Harrison took the letters and placed them off to the side. “I’ll figure it out.”

“Okay. G’day.”

“Do ya want to come inside for a bit?”

Tabithah paused for a moment on the threshold, fingering the coins on her pocket. Then she steadied herself and took Harrison’s hand. The last image she collected before the door closed was Piper disappointingly shaking his head and walking away.


* * *


Tabithah didn’t know exactly what to expect when she was invited into Harrison’s home because the offer alone filled her with excitement. But when he pushed her back up against one of those walls and smashed his lips into hers, she knew that it was not what she wanted. His tongue deep into her mouth was making it impossible to speak, and she pressed both of her hands on his chest to give herself a moment to breathe. Then his hand went underneath her dress from the bottom, and without thinking she pushed him so far that he fell backward and landed flat on the second set of cheeks God gave him.

He looked up at Tabithah in shock.

“S-Sorry,” she stammered. “No. No, I’m not. I’m not sorry. Why you do dat?”

Harrison rose and dusted off the back of his trousers. “I thought dat’s what ya wanted.”

“Listen. I heard ’bout what you been doin’ wit de women ’round here unless dere’s another Harrison who’s good wit his hands. Dey may like it but I’m not dem.”

Harrison blinked. “Even de way ya speak outside of de bureau is different.”

“’Cause I was bein’ professional conductin’ business in an office and such. We inside now talkin’ personal, I can talk straight.”

“Hmm.”

In the beginning of his freedom, sure, he’d make small talk with a female visitor and even offer her a drink or a small bite to eat. But once his name began to circulate under the bluffs, the women who came by didn’t want none of those niceties. They asked why he was taking so long or baited him by wondering aloud if the rumors about him were true.

“Ya came all dis way just to give me letters from anotha woman? Ain’t no job make ya do dat,” he said at last. “I thought ya came here ’cause ya like me. Since we talkin’ personal . . .’”

“You don’t know my boss. But I thought . . .” Tabithah said, and sighed. “I thought it might make you happy.”

Harrison started to walk toward the basin in the far right-hand corner of the shack. “I don’ know ’bout dat.”

“But . . . you love her, don’t you?”

Harrison turned back around. “Yeah, I love her. I never stopped. But it’s gonna take me a long time to know what dem letters say and she might be married off by now. Pretty as she was.”

Tabithah stepped toward him. “You know how many negroes would give dere life to God again and maybe een the devil himself to hear from someone who dey thought dey lost?”

Harrison looked away.

“You hear me talkin’ to you?”

He met her eyes. The light that beamed through between the wooden planks of his roof emphasized the dewiness of her skin and the soft, plump nature of her lips. There was also something about the shift in her voice, her directness, that made him strangely curious about this woman.

“I hear ya,” he finally responded.

“And you ain’t answer my question from before.”

“Which one?”

“Why you do dat? Kissin’ me like dat? I know you ain’t really want to.”

“How ya figure dat?”

“Because . . .” Her voice dipped. “You looked bored.”

Harrison blinked. “Woman—” He held up his calloused hands. “I been workin’ all day. What ya mean, ‘bored’?”

“I’ve known men before you and I know bored when I see it. Won’t no feelin’ wit what you did.”

Harrison tsked.

“And besides, I worked in dem fields before,” she continued. “I’ve seen dose kinds of hands, and dose calluses been dere for a while. Ain’t dat much jobs to go ’round.”

He lowered himself into his rocking chair, then leaned forward. “So why ya still here den?”

Tabithah’s eyes roamed to the back window and the undulating of the Mississippi. “Maybe I do like you.” Her eyes shot back to Harrison, wanting to catch his gaze as she made herself clear. His face, she believed, would tell her everything she needed to know.

The scrunched lines in the space between his eyebrows loosened and his jaw relaxed. His eyes, once full of scrutiny, were now calm and disarming. “And what ya want me to do wit dat?”

“What?”

“Ya know about anotha woman. Das een how we met. Ya come here, gimme her letters, push me when I kiss ya, and den tell me ya like me. I can’t hold much, Tabithah. Ya right dat dese calluses old. But dat crackin’ and peelin’ ya see ain’t just from buildin’ and hammerin’. Das from a body dry and thirsty for de one thing it can’t drink. So how ya expect me to fill ya up wit anythin’ other den what I been doin’?”

Tabithah scanned the room. “Well, I can’t expect nothin’ from a man who ain’t even offer me nothin’ when he let me into his home. Not even dat chair right beside you. You may have let me and other women all close up in here, but you as far as can be.”

When Harrison frowned and said nothing, Tabithah took it upon herself to sit beside him. He turned his face away from her as she spoke.

“I see you, Harrison. And you sad. You real sad. You don’t have to tell me but I see it.” Even though he was still refusing to look at her, she smiled. “You wanna tell me about her? I wanna know more ’bout de woman who got you like dis.”

Harrison scoffed with a smirk. “Ya sound like ’Zekiel.”

“Who’s that?”

Without thinking, Harrison leaned his body toward hers. As he told her about the bond he and Ezekiel had in the relatively short time they had known each other, he was impressed by how easily Tabithah had summoned him from a low place. Once he started speaking, he couldn’t stop. He talked about the war, the people he’d seen die in front of him, and how he and his fellow soldiers improvised their fun in order to survive. Before he knew it, the crickets were chittering and it was time to light the kerosene lights.
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