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“...WAKE UP, FOOL! Wake up!”

The cry soaked into his brain.

“Wake! Up!”

He looked around, slack-jawed and groggy. Ohlmeyer lay in a heap at his feet. He stumbled backward. The torso shifted and fell to one side then lay still. He looked behind him. The teacher’s shocked face gaped at him from inside the car. 

“Run,” he said thickly. “Run on ‘way from here. Don’t look back. Jus’ run.”

“But...!”

“Run, I say!  Run!” He went to the car and slammed the engine cover into place. “Run!!”

Shaking, he turned back to where Ohlmeyer lay half-hidden by the grass. The pain in his chest grew and climbed into his throat. His heart pounded so fiercely he felt it in his groin and in his stomach. Something, some part of him stronger than the stupor made him bend and grab the dead man by his belt and by the back of his shirt. Without a backward glance, Willie Lee dragged him into the woods... 
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Note on Dialect:

It was my wish to capture these ways of speaking in as true-to-life a manner as possible—to accurately reflect the pronunciations, colloquialisms, and vernacular expressions of the region and the era as closely as I could. A decent idea in theory was nearly unworkable in reality. Phonetic spellings and non-standard punctuation pose a challenge for readers. Taking a purist approach to dialect—relating this speech without translating it (so to speak)—would have made the reading a chore rather than a pleasure, exactly the opposite of what any author wishes. For those not fluent in the language of the rural American South, what is presented here is a compromise between the various dialects, vernaculars, accents, and education levels on the one hand, and what is most widely regarded as Standard Written American English on the other. 
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Prologue
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July 6, 1863

Barefoot, Solomon Jameson clenched the dock’s weathered planks with his toes. Natchez was God-awful hot, and his clothes were soaked with sweat. The brown water of the Mississippi River swirled and lapped against the pier’s rough pilings and the muddy shore beneath them. 

A barge with a mountain of coal sat low in the water and drifted toward him and the pier. On its deck, sailors gathered and positioned the rope lines that would secure it to the dock. He watched as foot by careful foot, the long, low vessel slid into the mooring and men began leaping from its deck onto the dock and tying the lines. 

Solomon had carried a letter from the master and mistress of the Green Water Plantation in Charlotte’s Bend to the home of Natchez’s newly sworn mayor, telling him yes, the couple would be honored to attend a celebratory ball at his mansion seven days hence. Solomon’s pass, the scrawled note attesting that he was indeed on an errand for his master, was tucked into a leather pouch on a cord around his neck. 

His water skin was empty, and he needed a drink badly enough that he had made his way onto this pier with the thought of climbing down and taking a few sips directly from the river. But as he watched the water lap against the shore, he decided he would hold out. If he could reach one of the homes at the edge of town, someone—a worker, a cook—would give him a drink from a bucket. 

“Hoy! Ahoy there! You!” A man with skin as dark as Solomon’s own, one of the barge crewmen, waved to him.

Solomon nodded to the man, but when he didn’t move, the sailor finished tying the rope line in his hands, looked over his shoulder, then hurried to where Solomon stood. 

“Did ya hear?” he asked, out of breath.

“Heah what?”

“The proclamation! President Lincoln’s proclamation!” The sailor lowered his voice and leaned close to Solomon. “Y’all be free directly! Grant’s army done took Vicksburg two days ago! On they way here!”

The words fell against Solomon, hollow and meaningless in the heat. He understood them. They made sense in one way, but in another way they did not. What the man said could not be true. So, the message his words carried could not be real. 

“Get on ‘way from me,” Solomon groused. “Ain’t got time for no foolish talk. You ‘bout get lashed if folk heah you talkin’ like that.”

“It ain’t no lie!” the sailor said. “Sho’ as God’s in His heaven. Pemberton raised the white flag two days ago!”

“How you know so much?” Solomon asked. 

“We come out of Bruinsberg just this mornin’. But it’s everywhere. Everybody know except down here, it look like. You mark them words,” the sailor said. “Go! Tell everybody! Tell it on the mountain. Tell ‘em get ready. The Union Army on the way here. Y’all be free in a couple days.”
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JULY 11, 1863

Solomon watched a formation of mounted troops arrive at the plantation house on the hill near the river in Charlotte’s Bend. He had heard that the Yankee soldiers were making their way through the countryside, raiding and pillaging as they harassed the remnants of Rebel formations withdrawing toward Natchez and Biloxi. The sun was already behind the trees when a detachment of those troops broke away from the main body and made its way to the slave quarters lining the dirt road near the river. The men and women who lived there gathered in the road, tentatively at first, but soon they had surrounded the horse of the man who appeared to be in charge. 

A Yankee lieutenant, stiff-backed and formal though his blue uniform was covered in dust, took a rolled parchment from his saddlebag and read from it. The enslaved men and women listened intently, most understanding few of the words beyond “bondage” and “free.” When he was done, the soldier re-rolled the paper and tucked it away again. “You are free now! All of you. Free!”

And there was no reaction. 

Solomon remembered hearing the sailor’s words five days earlier, remembered how his heart had told him they could not be true. But here before him sat the living proof that the man had not been insane. Solomon sensed disbelief in the air and wondered how many of the others had that feeling right now, that feeling of unreality. It did not take long, however, for the questioning to give way to joy. 

“In the morning, my men and I will rejoin our regiment and head east,” the soldier on horseback said. “Any who wish to may gather their belongings and follow us.”

He turned his horse and started back to where his men waited. 

Coming up that same road from the opposite direction were three men. One of them—a gray-haired, wide-bodied man on a chestnut quarter horse—rode between two others who resembled him enough to be his sons. The three stopped a knife’s throw away from the cavalry troop, and the two leaders exchanged words. The soldier looked back at the group, seemed to think a moment, then turned his horse and escorted the man to the spot where he had read the parchment moments ago.  

The master’s voice was flowery and kind, a tone unfamiliar to most of them. The housemaids knew that tone, Solomon’s wife Tess among them. Nearly all of them had heard its whisky-soaked propositions and threats when the man’s wife was absent from the plantation. Tess hid behind Solomon now, clutching his shirt tightly enough that its buttons strained against his chest and stomach. 

The world was upside down, their captor said. The old ways put in place by God were being supplanted and put asunder. But he was not here to dispute the soldier’s words. He had come to tell them that those who wished to could stay on this land that they knew and go on working as they always had, only now they would be paid for their labor. They would receive a regular wage that was theirs to keep and to do with as they pleased. The landowners all had agreed to this, and to allowing them to hire themselves out and keep whatever they earned that way. They could travel if they wished, go back and forth to visit when they liked, and if a time came when they wished to leave the land altogether, no one would stop them. There was no need for them to bother with the headache of owning property, but with their earnings, they could buy whatever their hearts desired. Most important of all, they could choose. They could decide things for themselves and live however they wished. 

To some, his words made no difference whatsoever. In their minds, they were already far from this place. Others could not bring themselves to believe him. Still others, those who had not wished to face the uncertainty of the road, were relieved. And some, some who had decided to leave now wavered in the face of his offer. 

On the following morning, soldiers on horseback went up and down the dirt road telling them that all who wished to leave should be ready within the hour. When the Yankee lieutenant ordered his men to move out, fully half the former slaves of Charlotte’s Bend followed them and, other than to wave goodbye through their tears, not a single one looked back. 

Solomon Jameson watched the caravan of soldiers, horses, mules, and people recede up the road and disappear beyond the plantation house. God, in his infinite wisdom, had put Solomon and his people here, on this land, and now He had given them their freedom. What could Solomon not do now? What dreams were beyond his reach now that he was free? Charlotte’s Bend would be his home. His children and their children would have a better life, an easier life. All they had to do was work hard, believe, and trust in the Lord. Freedom had come. God would give them the life they deserved.  

​
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“He who learns must suffer...”

Aeschylus
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Chapter 1
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March 1934

Willie Lee Jameson opened his eyes and looked around at the darkness. 

The kerosene lamp had gone out; the old radio was silent.

He had fallen asleep and missed her. 

Goddamn it. 

He pushed himself out of the chair and went to the door of the tiny cabin he called home. The crescent moon was halfway across the sky. 

She would already have gone to their meeting place at the great oak that perched above the river. It was hard to gauge how long he had slept, but the time wouldn’t matter really. If she had gone out and he was not there, she would simply have turned around and gone back home. 

God damn his very life...

He argued with himself for half a minute then grabbed his boots from beside the bed. He would go anyway, just to make sure. 
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AT FIRST, HE SAW ONLY shadows at the foot of the tree. Then she moved, throwing back the dark shawl that covered her shoulders and her drawn-up knees. She had taken off the old brown thing he saw her wearing earlier and put on a pretty, summer dress made of light-colored material that stood out against the darkness around her. Willie Lee took her hand, pulled her to her feet, and drew her into his arms. 

Her skin was warm, her cheeks smooth against the stubble of his own face. A whiff of powder caught his nose and made him think about his own smell. Hopefully, his quick washing had been enough. 

Even at night, in the shadows under the branches, he could see the sparkle of moonlight in her eyes. He lifted her off her feet and spun around with her. Her breasts were soft against his chest, and he felt her lips searching his face until she found his mouth. He remembered a time months earlier when a group of New Orleans musicians had driven through Natchez in two fine cars, nodding stiff as you please to folks who stopped on the street to watch them go past. They had looked “mighty spiffy” in those suits with the long coats, one man had said. Every girl on the street, Colored and White, had stopped what they were doing to look at those men. Willie Lee was sure they had smelled as good as they looked. Like any man, he had wondered what it would feel like to get so much attention from girls and women, but he was not fancy. He was a worker, a laborer. When Emmy kissed him, though, he knew she didn’t care that he wasn’t fancy. And that made him glad to be who he was and where he was. 

She pulled away.

“You gon’ haf-ta carry me. Aw-right?”

Her voice was melodious and rich, a sensual singing voice, but the accent that colored it was deep, deep plantation South, thicker even than his own, and a person who had not grown up in the region had almost no chance of understanding her unless she spoke with exaggerated slowness. Even here, the women had called her “country” so often it no longer bothered her. A person from outside these woods might also have missed the subtle differences in how they pronounced their words, hearing only one backwoods Southerner speaking to another. But Emmy’s mangled English, bereft of proper grammar at the best of times, peppered with indecipherable words and lacking recognizable syntax at the worst, was as close as one could come to hearing the actual language spoken in the fields and whispered in the slave quarters at the height of the Antebellum period. She was accustomed to repeating herself to strangers, but Willie Lee had no trouble understanding her and relished the sound of her voice, even when she talked about nothing. 

“I thought you was probably gone,” he said.

“I was. But I come back. If peoples was in they bed and not sittin’ out on the porch all night, I could-a come to you. Else, if you wasn’t all the way up the other end o’ the road. Now turn ‘round.” 

“Okay,” he said. “But how come I got to carry ya?”

“’Cause I say so. That’s good enough?”

“You pretty bossy there, miss,” he said, smiling. 

“You welcome,” she said. “Can I jes’ be happy fuh one minute? That’s okay, please suh?” She wrapped her arms around him and pressed her chin into his chest. “An’ I reckon y’all might be happy too ‘less us keep on all this talkin’.”

He released himself from her embrace and, turning, leaned over and rested his hands on his knees. 

“Hop on boa’d, ma’am. Yo’ car is leavin’.”

She laughed and sprang onto his back.

She was lithe and curvaceous. The long, firm shape of her thighs hugged him through the fabric of the dress, and he marveled at how she was so soft and so strong at the same time. Her skin, all over, was like ginned cotton, yet her hips and thighs, her stomach that was flat as a plank of wood, would not give when he pressed his fingers against them.  

Taking care not to trip, he stepped into the cane field and began picking his way through the stalks. In the year since he had first convinced her to meet him at the oak for a conversation, no one had discovered them despite two close calls. A drunken man had been nodding at the base of the tree when the two emerged on their way home. Because he heard them but could see almost nothing in the dark, he decided the pair were ghosts and almost fell into the river getting away. On a different night that summer, two boys had crept into the field on an adventure. Willie Lee and Emmy lay quietly in an embrace and listened with a mix of concern and amusement while the boys came closer and closer until they nearly tripped over the couple. If Willie Lee had stood up or said boo, those boys would have soiled their pants and hurt themselves getting away. 

Besides the obvious reason—that they met in the dead of night and no other time—he was certain they had not been found out for two others. First, they were careful not to draw attention to themselves during the day. They did not invent reasons to visit or talk to one another. If they happened to meet on the far side of the river, they were careful not to give each other looks that could be read. Willie Lee kept to himself for the most part anyway, only occasionally going to the hit-house where the men gathered to drink and going even less frequently to the church on Sundays.  

Second, they kept their guard up when they were alone out here. Even though it was late, and they were far from the row of tumbled-down shacks that lined the other side of the road, they knew they could not be too careful or too quiet. There had been times when he wanted to howl at the moon, times when he caught himself grunting and snorting like a bull, times when he was ready to yell at the tops of his lungs. He reined himself in each time, knowing that his excitement could cause that night to be the last one for a very long time, if not forever. 

He continued through the rustling plants and stopped when he reached a small, trampled area with soft grass and room for them to stretch out comfortably. 

They had decided long ago that if anyone ever stumbled upon them, if they were found or followed, they would disappear in opposite directions, each making their way home without waiting for the other. It had been her idea, and he had not liked it. The idea that he, a man, should run away and leave her to fend for herself in the middle of the night, not knowing who or what else was out there, felt wrong to him. She had convinced him, though, that things would be far worse for her if she were discovered in his company, regardless of who discovered them. There were reasons she might be out alone, including that she might simply be crazy. If they were found together, there would be only one conclusion to draw. As for her safety, Emmy was not a large woman, but neither was she frail or overly delicate. She was young, and she was strong, far from defenseless. He had even heard her say that what she could not out-fight, she could sure as heck outrun. 

He let her down from his back and turned to her. When they were face to face, she pressed her body into his. He wrapped his arms around her again and they kissed. She had lips like a woman ought to have, full and soft, and like every part of her, they felt blissful to his touch. Wind rustled the cane stalks and wrapped them in the flourishing smell of vibrant, green plants. Stars, blazing in the blue-tinted blackness overhead, twinkled like distant searchlights and drew maps across the heavens. He caressed her with both hands, running his fingers along the length of her upper body from her shoulders to her slim waist, to her perfect hips, and she melted against him. 
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Chapter 2
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To him, she was the best of everything life had to offer. He had heard stories of rich men throwing themselves from tall buildings because their wealth had suddenly vanished like steam into warm air. He knew nothing of the pleasures of wealth but, at his core, he knew that all the world’s possessions were not enough if, in the end, a man would throw himself from a window and take his own life. If a man owned the whole world but could not bear to live a single day without his material possessions, then that man was missing out on life’s greatest joys anyway.  

He had often dreamed of a life not of ease but of choice, a life free from harassment and limits put on his existence by other men. He had wondered what it would feel like to own an automobile, or to earn enough money to support a wife and children. Willie Lee had nothing other men would envy except the love he felt for this woman and the certainty that she loved him back. It would get him nothing at the dry goods store, but it would make him choose life in the deepest moments of despair. Her love would keep him alive. 

They knelt without parting their lips, both laughing quietly at their absurdity. He took   the shawl from her shoulders and spread it on the ground. He then stripped off his shirt and positioned it next to the shawl so that she could stretch out without lying on the ground itself, even though the fallen cane leaves made a soft mat atop the dirt. 

Emmy gathered the dress with its playful pattern of tipis and feathered arrows and drew it up to her thighs, sitting down as she did and folding her legs beneath her. She looked all around as if making certain they were alone then, undoing the five buttons that held the bodice closed, she wiggled her shoulders free of it. A pink stone disk, slightly larger than a silver dollar, hung between her breasts on a cord made from dried, tightly woven strands of corn silk. In daylight, it was easy to see the delicate carving on its face. A woman, kneeling, her arms raised above her head, four tiny peaks held up to the sky. Her mother had worn it for as long as Emmy could remember but had given it to her on the day she left home with her new husband. 

In the starlight, Willie Lee watched her stretch out on the garments and pull the hem of the dress up to her stomach. The bright circle of the medallion stood out against the dark skin of her chest. He knelt and leaned over her raised knees, and then he felt her legs—one, then the other—circle his torso. 

He kissed her nose, her ears, her neck, and then he ran his tongue across her chest and over her bare nipples. He felt her hands slide from his head to his back when he entered her, and right away that other feeling came, that loss of control that made him think his body might blow apart like the old boiler down at the rail yard had when he was a boy. He bit his lip to keep himself quiet, to hold in the long, deep, moan that wanted to work its way out. 

He soon heard Emmy’s quiet, rapid breathing beneath him, felt her strong fingers along the ridge of his back. They did not hurry their lovemaking, but their intensity grew as time took flight, as it enveloped them in a place away from the world they knew and blurred away into infinity. She was the only thing that mattered, and there was nothing in the world except her. Bright bands of color danced behind his eyelids, and the world continued to dissolve until the thumping of his own heart peaked then slowed and ceased thundering in his ears. His breathing slowed; he relaxed his arms and lowered his body as gently as he could until they were touching. His weight was carried on his elbows and knees, but he lay on top of her and felt her warmth soaking into him. She squeezed him with her arms and legs and pressed her cheek against his, exhaling into his ear. He reached out with his mind to grab the spinning earth as it hurled him into darkness. A moment later, he was sleeping.
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SHE BLEW AGAINST HIS ear to wake him. 

Groggy, he sensed her trying to get out from under him, trying to roll him off to one side, so he raised himself up and moved to lie beside her. 

“You sho’ is a man,” she said. Annoyance and amusement comingled in her voice. He rubbed his head and smiled, embarrassed.

“Well, a man work hard all day.”

“Er’rybody work hard. You jus’ a big ol’ lazy thang.” She sat up enough to kiss his cheek then lay back again. 

“Is you chilly?” he asked.

She folded her arms across her chest. “I’m aw’right.”

The air was noticeably cooler. He wished he had a blanket, even a thin one, to throw over her. She wouldn’t complain no matter how far the temperature dropped, but he knew that if he felt the coolness, she did too. He cleared his throat.

When the breeze subsided and the swishing of sugar cane plants ceased, all the world seemed asleep except a dog barking somewhere in the woods. Emmy had smoothed the bottom half of her dress, put her arms back into the sleeves and pulled the top closed but left it unbuttoned. She gazed at the sky.

“Willie...what happen when Josiah find out I been doin’ this?”

The question surprised him not because he had never thought about it himself, but because she leveled it so suddenly.

He shifted to look at her. “He say somethin’?”

She shook her head. “Naw, but...”

“I’m figgerin’ we soon gonna pack up and head off to Fayette, else up to Vicksburg or Jackson anyways...”

She lay quiet for several moments then turned on her side. “But what you gonna say when he come lookin’ for you? For us?”

“Josiah ain’t crazy. I’m gonna tell him he got to give you up. You wit’ me from then on. He just gon’ hafta find him somebody else.”

She sighed. “Lord know he good at that. He got guns though. He keep them guns.”

Willie Lee grunted. “I ain’t worried ‘bout that.”

“How come you ain’t worried?” she asked, surprised. “You can’t get killed with a gun?”

“I told you; Josiah ain’t crazy.”

She harrumped. “He don’t got to be crazy. A man come ‘long and have yo’ wife, you gon’ jus’ not say nothing?”

“Naw, but—”

“But what? You gon’ get a gun?”

Crickets made steady music around them. He didn’t want to think about Josiah and guns, how many he might or might not have. He wanted to stay focused on her and on that moment, one of the few moments when life was good and worth living. 

“Emmy...”

“What?”

“I don’t know. I ‘bout will get a gun. It’s more than one in the world.”

She sat up. “So then, you gon’ shoot him? And get put on the chain gang? Or get shot yo’self?”

“Is you sho’ he ain’t said nothin’? How come you thankin’ ‘bout all this?”

“Betta thank about it ‘fo it happen,” she said. 

“Well, we ain’t gonna be ‘round here too much longer.”

“But where we gon’ go, though? Fayette and Vicksburg...we might as well go to Natchez. So we might as well stay heah.”

“Up North then. Detroit. Chicago...Saint Louie.”

Her voice became grave and she shook her head. “Oh no. No suh. It ain’t no way I’m...it’s worse up there.”

“Said who?”

“My sister, for one. She done been up there two years. She said that wind be so cold her tears be freezing. Folks po’ like they is heah ‘cept it’s more of ‘em livin’ on top of one another. An’ folks hate ya up there too.” She shook her head. “I ain’t goin’ up North.” 

What she said went against everything he had ever heard; against everything he knew. Northern cities were a haven for those trying to escape from life in the South. Why had so many people risked everything to go there? Why had Moses come back into the South so many times to lead slaves to freedom if the North held such misery for them? 

“I don’t thank that’s true,” he said. “How come so many peoples done went up there?”

Emmy shook her head again. “If you go up North, I ain’t goin’. I might don’t be happy all the time, but I’mmo be warm. And I’mmo be fed.”

“But it ain’t no kinda life bein’ miserable all the time,” he said. “And I can’t keep on havin’ you come out here. This ain’t right.”

She turned away.

“I’m sorry,” he said and put his hand on her back. “This heah is my fault. But if I ain’t thank about you every day, all day long... I would not-a asked you to come heah ‘cept I love you.”

She didn’t respond. For a long time, the night air swirled around them and through their silence. His mind raced as it so often did because he always felt something he could not name at his back, stalking him. He always felt tragedy and helplessness looming over him. 

“We gonna go out west then,” he said, “to California. When I get my next pay, we gonna...” He trailed off.

“Gonna what?”

“When I get my pay next week, we gonna leave early and walk to Natchez. Then we get on a bus and go.” He stopped. “But the chil’ren...”

“Them his chil’ren,” Emmy said. “Ain’t even no use talkin’ ‘bout it ‘cause they his, an’ it...it ain’t nothing I can do ‘bout it.”

“But they yours too Emmy. Now they is. You ain’t give ‘em birth, but that littlest one ain’t never knowed no mamma but you.” 

“Them Josiah chil’ren,” she said, a leaden finality in her voice. “An’ if I take that boy or any of ‘em, he gon’ have the law on me. An how we gon’ get four chil’ren to Natchez anyway?”

“But...”

“You ain’t got to tell me.” She wiped her eyes and her voice rose suddenly. “I’m ‘bout gon’ cry like a baby myself. But them his chil’ren. Maybe I’mmo get my own one day, but I can’t just keep on scrubbing folk drawers and sweepin’ an’ cookin’... Josiah don’t understand that. He just need a nurse-maid, for them an’ for hisself.” The words tumbled out of her. 

He tried to comfort her. Speaking even more softly, he said, “You don’t worry. I’m gon’ have us a plan, and then we be on the way to California.”

After a minute she was calm again, and she asked “How much it’s gonna cost? To get all the way out there?”

“Ain’t for sure,” he said.

“But you ain’t gon’ have enough with jus’ one pay,” she said.

“Well...I can keep back the rent for this month. Long’s we gone befo’ the rent man come round.”

“Is that gon’ be enough? How far it is, out west? How long it take? And then, afta’ us get there, what we gon’ do?”

“We gon’ look for work,” he said. 

“But...”

He could hear her frustration mount even as she tried to contain it.

“You don’t worry,” he told her at last. “I’mmo fi’gure this out. I’mmo get my pay and what else I can scrape up. I’mmo keep back the rent, and then we hafta go on the last day this month. That give us...” He counted. “Sixteen days.” 

“Is you serious?” she said, her voice low.

“I ain’t been mo’ serious in my whole life,” he said. “I’m gon’ marry you, soon as we get ‘way from here.”

“I don’t see how since I’m already is...”

“I’m talkin’ ‘bout heart married. Married for real. Married ‘cause we wants to be.”  

“We gon’ see,” she said. 
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Chapter 3 
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He should have thought of going west from the very beginning, he told himself.

Though he kept to himself, he still heard things. At his job mostly, but also at church when he went, and in Natchez when he had reason to be there. He heard other people talk, whether or not he joined in their conversations. Just as he had heard about life being better for Colored people in the North, he had heard there were jobs out West. Lots of jobs, especially for a man who was not afraid of a hard day’s work. 

He had not wanted to say it to Emmy, but he had known there was no way to take her children along. It would simply have been impossible. He had only a vague idea of how he and she would travel. How could they manage four children? They would have to stay with their father. And just as he had found Emmy and the wife before her, Josiah Green would find yet another to take their place. The children would be heartbroken, but they would heal in time. 

Willie Lee stood sleeveless on his porch and watched as remnants of the passing day, brushstrokes of iridescent light, slathered color across the evening sky. The March sun, itself a red-orange flame, had dissolved in the delta waters, and its molten light ran along the rim of the world. 

High above him, where the fiery light blended with the cooler air, the white crescent of the waxing moon floated amid strands of cloud. The sky, at its zenith, had cooled to aquamarine and was darkening to violet and indigo far away in the east. There was a marked difference between the temperature at midday and that late in the evening. Breezes fanned a thousand acres of blossoming plants, and a thrush high in the branches of a tree beside his cabin set the weightless glow of fireflies to music. Honeysuckle, juniper, and lilac wafted on the air and softened the scent of dust and rotting boards. He balanced on the rickety edge of the portico and took it all in, grateful for the serenity of that moment. 

The handle of a galvanized bucket of well water creaked and pulled at his hand. He still had plenty of time to wash himself before he met Emmy, who would be giving supper to the children before getting her husband up and sending him off to work. 

He set the bucket down and flexed his fingers. His neck and shoulders were also sore, and he twisted his head to one side and then the other, trying to work out some of the stiffness. By his count, he had felled a dozen trees that day, some with help, some on his own, but hours later the feel of the ax still would not leave his callused hands. He had felled his first tree at seventeen. Nine years later, he worked different jobs at the mill, but most mornings he rode out and engaged the limitless forests. 

The bright beacon overhead threw its glow onto the expanse of sugarcane spreading across the landscape like green fire. It would grow until the height of summer when it would be ready for cutting. For now, it made a fence along the road of hard-packed clay that separated crops from the row of decades-old cabins and crumbling clapboard shacks like his own. Children played in the gloaming, and the adults who watched them talked quietly in the recesses of shadowy porches.  

He lifted the bucket again and went inside the tiny dwelling, leaving the door open so that the last light of day could illuminate its single room. 

These cabins in which they lived—assemblages of weathered boards with newspaper stuffed into their cracks, wooden shingles, and windows without glass—had been slave quarters two generations ago. They still housed the sharecroppers, maids and the other insignificant people who kept the landowners comfortable and fed. Each had been buttressed and repaired so many times and with so many dissimilar materials, each now resembled a child’s patchwork plaything. There were countless trees, and in the distance on a hill, overlooking both the river and this entire tract of land was a huge, three-story house belonging to the family that still owned the dwellings, the sugarcane, and most of the surrounding area. 

The road that separated the cabins from the cane field split off from a blacktop highway more than a quarter of a mile to the north. It ran past them and ended abruptly at a stony footpath that sloped down to the river’s edge. A wooden raft chained to a post at the water’s edge served as a ferry for those who had jobs on the far shore. 

The fresh, dusk air, cool and with a hint of wood smoke, followed him into the cabin, reminding him of water from a deep well at the hottest part of the day.  

She lived in the last home on the row, a wood-frame house that, decades ago, had been the overseer’s lodging. With two bedrooms, a kitchen separate from the sitting room, a storage pantry, and a root cellar, it was considerably larger if not much fancier than the others but for its tin roof, now brown with rust. After her husband began his journey to the textile mill in Natchez, Emmy would tell the children a bedtime story and tuck them in. Once they were asleep, she would leave the house and walk down to where the ferry raft bobbed on the water. She would turn left onto the footpath and follow it to the great oak that leaned out over the water, and there she would find him waiting for her. 

He filled the enameled wash basin with water then kicked off his boots and removed his overalls and shorts. A small bar of Ivory soap lay on the table beside the basin. He picked it up and plunged it into the cold water, felt its soft slipperiness almost immediately, and reached for his washcloth. 

The first time he had laid eyes on her, he’d felt a warmth start in his chest and spread to every part of his body. He had gotten off the ferry raft and climbed the footpath to the road when he saw her sweeping her front porch with an old broom that looked as if it would come apart in her hands. She had looked up at that moment and their eyes had met. Willie Lee had felt a skittering in his stomach before he stumbled and caught himself an instant before landing flat on his face. He had straightened with an awkward smile and tipped his hat. She had turned her back to him and gone on with her sweeping. 

There was a world beyond Natchez and Charlotte’s Bend, he knew. He had glimpsed it, and he had seen women whose faces haunted him long after they were beyond his sight. But Emmy, somehow, was perhaps the most magnificent women he had seen in all his life. Most Colored men thought a woman truly beautiful if she had fair skin and hair that touched her shoulders or moved if she tossed her head. If a woman had both those things and light-colored eyes, men treated her like a goddess, or an angel fallen from heaven. Many a Colored woman grieved and cursed her brownness, her plainness, her rough hands and thick, dry hair that kinked and knotted under sun and rain alike. Emmy, strangely, bore no resemblance to the light-skinned girls men coveted and fought over, but she was breathtaking, nonetheless. 

Her eyes were large and dark. Not brown the way his and most folks were but richly and intensely dark to the point they looked black even in the mid-day sun. Her lashes were long and thick, and he felt them brush against his cheek when she would put her arms around his neck. She rarely left her house without covering her hair because the sable tresses, shiny and voluminous, fell in waves to her shoulders and fascinated people, especially children. He had seldom seen her in daylight without a clean, colorless cloth on her head, and she’d told him she wore it because she could not get through two minutes without someone wanting to touch her hair. Grown-ups were bad enough, but it hurt her to say “no” to wide-eyed children begging to touch her hair, even when their hands were clean. Her face and neck, her hands—the beautiful reddish-brown of pecans and chestnuts—were as smooth and unblemished as a three-year-old’s. Her mouth was wide, her lips full and soft. Something indecipherable surrounded her. Hidden in her blood, it made her like them but unlike them. She was at once a prize and a pariah. 

Men talked about her, sometimes rudely, but more often with words of envy and jealousy directed at her husband. And a woman so beautiful ought to be haughty and uppity. But she was as down to earth as she was beautiful, and the two qualities did not seem to go together. 

The chorus of insects grew louder as the darkness deepened. He heard the bang of an empty washtub being set out on the porch next door and a dog barking in the distance. 

Feeling refreshed, he took the wash basin outside and dumped its water. Then he took a last look at the moon and went back inside. 

In the darkness, he made his way to the bed and felt on the shelf above it until he found a box of matches. He scratched one against the side of the box and watched the shadows rise and dance on the wall in front of him. When the flame subsided, he touched the match to the wick of a kerosene lamp and crossed the cabin’s single room to a rickety table in the far corner Sitting down in an old rocking chair, he placed the lamp next to a box radio that waited silently on the scarred wood. Two thin wires snaked out of the back of the wooden cabinet and connected to the terminals of a dry cell. The battery had grown a thin layer of rust on its top and more along the seam that ran down one side. He wasn’t sure how much longer it would last, but while it did, it gave him a chance to hear that world beyond the woods of Charlotte’s Bend. Tonight, there was soft, scratchy, violin music that reminded him how lonely he sometimes felt after the sun went down. And then a woman began singing into the stillness, a slow song that floated on the air like leaves and soaked into his memory. He lowered the flame in the lamp to save the kerosene and listened in near darkness as she sang about a lost love. The moon would be well above the trees when he went out. Emmy’s children would be asleep by then, as would almost everyone along the dirt road who rose at the crack of dawn and worked until evening when the light began to fall. 

Settling back in the chair, he yawned. 
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Chapter 4
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Two days had passed. Two days of rising before the sun and crossing the river on the bobbing raft and working until the foreman’s whistle shrieked through the trees and told them their day was done. Two days of quiet evenings spent on his porch and occasional conversations with his neighbors. Tonight, they would meet again. 

A single, bright star shone in the sky above the road. Someone had told him that the brightest stars were not stars at all but other worlds, and that they looked like points of light only because they were so far away. He had a hard time imagining the Earth, with all its greens and browns and blues, looking like a single white dot no matter how far he might travel from it, but he was aware that people with education knew things he did not know. If the thing he looked at now was another Earth, would it do him any good to wonder what it was made of, since he would never get close enough to see it clearly and have his questions answered? But if it was, was there another man, like himself, looking down in this direction and wondering if he looked at a star, or at still another Earth?

A dog barked far off across the fields.

His thoughts came back to Emmy...

Her softness, her gentleness...  

The sounds she made when she tried her hardest to keep quiet. He felt her arms around him, felt the smoothness of her back against his hands, and he knew that as long as there was any chance of seeing her, he would. Whatever the risk. Even if they both knew Josiah was asleep in his bed and believed she still lay beside him. 

He had to get her away from here. 

They could not keep doing this. It was wrong. He knew with every fiber of his being that it was wrong. But he could not help himself. Not being with her at all would be so much worse than the lateness, or the ground, or the price that was charged against their souls each time they met.  

Maybe he should just go to Josiah and talk, man-to-man...

A soft breeze blew through the open door and caressed his forehead and his eyelids until they closed. The wind swished in the trees with a sound like falling rain. 

Tomorrow...

Tomorrow he would pick a handful of flowers on his way home and save them for her. 

Tomorrow...
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THE MOON WAS HIGH ABOVE the trees when he opened his eyes.  

Hell...

He had done it again. 

He laced his boots and got up. Without looking back, he stepped off the porch and hurried up the road. 
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SHE WAS STANDING WITH her back against the oak this time, the dark shawl draped over her shoulders. She spread her arms like wings, and he saw she had on the same dress. They embraced, and she closed the shawl around them.
“Us can’t—” 
He pressed his lips to hers.  

She kissed him then put the flat of her hand against his chest. “Us can’t stay out long tonight, okay?”

He caressed her shoulders. 

“’Kay?” she said. 

“I dreamt about you just now.”  

She touched his cheek and smiled. Taking his hand, she turned and started toward the cane field path. “Come on.”

He pulled her back. “Emmy...” 

She turned. 

“We ain’t got to go out there if you don’t want to.”

She canted her head.

“How come you say that?”

“I ain’t just wanting to lay with you Emmy. I can’t never come to call on you like a man is supposed to. But I wish I could.”

She pulled him into her arms again. 

“I know,” she said, “but this here all us got for now. It’s aw’right.”

He stroked her hair. 

“You sure?”

“I’m is,” she said. “Come on.”

*
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IT WAS UNUSUAL FOR them to hurry, but tonight they did, keeping their clothes on, feeling an unaccustomed urgency that lingered over them like someone watching. When they panted to a halt, he remembered something she had said when they last met. The idea of her own child. It made him wonder, so he asked quietly if she thought she might be in a family way. 

“No,” she said sitting up and adjusting her clothes. “Not yet.” There was a hint of sadness in her voice, alongside resolute acceptance. 

“Is you sure, Emmy?”

“I reckon I can’t have none, since I ain’t yet.”  Barely twenty, she had been married for three years and had first made love to Willie Lee eleven months earlier. She had never been pregnant. “I reckon ‘cause momma beat me so after I let that boy spoil me...”

“You ain’t spoiled,” he said firmly, trying to head off the self-condemnation that he knew would follow.

“I’m is,” she said. “But I’m lucky too. Some gals can’t get no husband after...you know. Momma said ‘cause ain’t no baby come I might get by.”  

There were moments when he could see in his mind every detail of her face, every change in her eyes, every twitch, even though they were veiled by the nighttime. He could feel the hurt or the shame coursing through her as plainly as he could feel fire on his own skin. He put a hand on her back and rubbed the space between her shoulder blades. 

“You ain’t no less than no other woman,” he said. “You was a child back then, and you ain’t know no better. It’s plenty people done laid with somebody before they was married. Just most of ‘em lie ‘bout it. Look at me. I’m older than you is and I ain’t never got married.”

She hugged her knees.

“All I want... all I want is to wake up and feel like smilin’ some days, ‘stead of...you know, ‘stead of how I be feelin’ all the time,” she said.

“When we get way from here, you gonna be smillin’ all day long,” Willie Lee said. 

She sighed.

Though they had not been out very long, the thought of going in started to nag at him. His mind drifted to thoughts of a train heading west, and he saw images of railroad tracks stretching away into a blue sky. 

Emmy stood suddenly and straightened her dress. She looked out across the cane stalks then down at him and put her hand out.  

“C’mon. It’s gon’ get chilly.”

He put his hand in hers, but rather than stand, he pulled her to him. At first, she resisted, then she knelt and knitted her fingers through his. Their lips touched, and they both felt the excitement start to creep back. Emmy let go his fingers and clutched the opening of his trousers. She squeezed the fabric and moved her hand up and down until he closed his eyes and exhaled. Her hands, warm and firm, went inside the trouser opening and made him forget about time, made him know they would leave the field late, again. 

She stood to let him free himself from his clothing then she knelt again and straddled him. He felt the insides of her thighs at his waist, felt her free hand positioning him while she adjusted her weight above him. The muscles of his buttocks clinched, and he pushed upward while her fingers searched. 

“Wait...” she whispered.

He held still as best he could, but felt himself on the verge of another explosion, and then he felt her body relax around him.

“Do you love me?” Leaning close, she breathed the words against his lips. His body stiffened and he tried to tell her yes but could only groan. “If I don’t come out here no more, is you still gonna want me?”  

He touched her face. “I’m always gonna want you Emmy. Always.”

“And we goin’ out West?”

“Sho’. Sho’’nuff we goin’.” 

Her words spilled out in a rush. “It’s gon’ be like this? Always?”

He ran his fingers through her hair. Soft flashes of lightning coursed along his nerves. All over his body, an immense tingle raised goose bumps and drowned his other senses. Still, he heard the sounds she made, the sighs and moans that worked their way out when she pushed against him. 

“Ahhhhhh...”  

Eyes closed, he felt himself become a part of her again. She belonged to him, body, and soul, and yet she held sway over him as surely as if she had formed him from the dust of the Earth and breathed life into him. He had to save her from this place, from this life. As surely as they needed to breathe, they had to leave Charlotte’s Bend so that they could belong to each other in daylight and in darkness, so that they could love each other with respect and openness, the way God would have wanted them to. But also, so that they could choose the direction of their lives. So that they could decide their own fates. 

He heard the creaking of cane stalks and the rustle of cane leaves, and he wondered about the wind. In their quiet universe, something had changed...he felt it. The wind had come up, a pointed gust that moved the leaves and the stalks on one side of the clearing only...but no. The wind did not pick and choose that way... 

The yellow beam of a flashlight engulfed them. 

Emmy stopped breathing. She threw herself to one side and scrambled to fix her clothes. Willie Lee sat up, one hand raised to block the light, weak though it was, the other urging Emmy aside and reaching for his pants. Josiah had followed her. 

“Well lookie lookie...” 

A cackle drifted out of the darkness.

“Jee-ee-zus! Hey Toot! Hurry up! Come’n look at the dong on this boy!” 

Emmy raced to button her dress. She snatched the shawl from the ground and threw it over her head and shoulders. 

Willie Lee was suddenly cold. He felt himself drawing up, shrinking. He fought to get his pants up and to think. She had to run. She should have run already. 

“Get them hands up!” the voice said. “Get ‘em up there. Now!”

He heard the breech of a shotgun close. 

Still half naked, Willie Lee raised his hands above his head. A dog bounded out of the sugar cane, followed by two more men. The animal raced back and forth and circled the pair, pausing to raise its wet muzzle and sniff them. Emmy shied away and the animal growled.

“Don’t you move dammit.”

Willie Lee lowered his hands to shield his privates.

“I said get yo’ hands up! Keep ‘em up!”  

He reached for his pants and wrestled them to his waist. 

There was laughter, and someone whistled to the dog. Its head bobbed toward the sound then back to them. A second flashlight clicked on, and its beam played over them. Emmy clamped her arms around Willie Lee’s waist. He felt her tremble. His thoughts jumped like water droplets on a hot skillet. 

What to do? What to do?
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Chapter 5
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Hunters. 

Trailing possum, or raccoons. And he and Emmy had been so caught up in each other that neither had heard the men approaching. He had heard the dog. He was sure of it. But its barks always seemed to come from somewhere near the river. How had he let this happen?  

“Boy, I hope that’s a good piece,” one of the men said. “It’s liable to be the last one you stick that thang in.”

Forced laughter, artificial and harsh, mingled with the rustle of cane stalks. The dog darted back and forth, whimpering and panting. 

A second gun made a ratchetting click, and he felt his stomach sink. She was behind him, holding him around the waist. He felt her entire body twitching and wanted to put his arms around her.

“Roy, what you reckon we oughtta do with ‘em?” said the voice that had laughed. “Must be breedin’ time down here.”

Another voice, one that was menacing and hard with contempt, answered him.

“I reckon a good-hearted somebody’d let this nigger finish shinin’ his stone. Look like he got him a real nice poke-piece. Hey boy, move on out the way there and raise up that dress tail for me.”

He didn’t move. Maybe she could still get away.

“Do it,” the voice said, the one who must have been Roy. Willie Lee heard a hard, metallic click, and his inner eye saw the grimy thumb that locked the hammer into firing position. “You raise up that dress, else I’m gonna do it myself. And then I ain’t gonna stop wit’ lookin’.”

Three of them. His hand, of its own volition, reached behind him and wadded the fabric in his fingers, holding it in place. 

The dark air, cut through with the beams of flashlights, moved around him in a tapestry, shadows interwoven with now-dazzling brightness. He couldn’t see.

“Suh...” He raised the other hand to shield his eyes again.

There was movement and a footfall to his left. He felt her wrestle him around in that direction, trying to stay shielded from all three of the men at once. He saw the pistol just before it touched his neck and sent a rash of goose bumps across his scalp and down his back. 

“You heared ‘im,” the voice that had called out first said in a mealy wheeze. “Pull up that damn dress.”  The man was shorter than Willie Lee. An ill-fitting hat, old and sweat-stained no doubt, framed a plump face and a beard that grew in patches. The sharp, hot stink of homemade whiskey floated between them. Willie Lee’s skin felt the air like a winter draft yet sweat ran down his sides like water dribbling from the spout of a worn-out pump. 

“Please, suh...”

The gun barrel dug harder into the soft flesh of his throat. The pain of constricting muscles cut off his breath for several seconds, then the gun disappeared. A bang two feet from his ear deafened him, and he flinched as if all his limbs had been jerked with a single piece of cord. Flash-blindness made his right eye useless, as if the optic nerve had been severed. Emmy shrieked. The man pressed the barrel to his neck again. 

The metal was warm.

“Boy, I’m ‘bout to chain you to a stump and cook the hair off your head,” Roy said from across the clearing. “Now you tell her to get on down there and get herself ready.” 

Willie Lee put his hands behind him and pulled Emmy closer. She pressed her body into his.  

“Hang on,” the third voice said. It was lighter than the others, its words neither slurred nor menacing nor imbecilic. As if it understood all that was happening and was prepared to offer sympathy even though it had laughed upon seeing them exposed and in the throes of passion. “I bet you done scared the spunk out of him anyway.”  To Willie Lee the man said in a tone that was almost civil, “Now boy, ain’t you got no more manners than to bring that gal out here to fuck on the damp ground?  Why, suppose a snake come ‘long and bite one of you in the ass?”  The voice cackled again, a cutting laugh that repudiated its hint of mercy and humanity. “Why is it you coons trek all the way out here to do your business? You must had to pull this one out from under her Pappy. That it?”

“Gal that good’s gonna be worth sharing,” Roy said from the shadows as if thinking. “Tell you what.” He moved closer. “I want you to sit down right over yonder where we can see ya, then me and my brother here is each gonna take a dip.”

“How ‘bout me?” the short one said, his gun still pointed at Willie Lee’s chin. Roy ignored him.

“Right after that, we gonna let the two of you take your black asses home and go to bed like decent folk ‘stead of out here on the ground like some fuckin’ animals. How ‘bout that?  That sound fair to you?”  

“How ‘bout me, Toot?” the short man asked again. He held the gun steady, trained on Willie Lee, but he had been smart enough to move back two or three small steps. Far enough away that, with the gun trained on his head, Willie Lee had no hope of grabbing it before it went off.

Roy moved the flashlight to his gun hand and cradled the firearm in the crook of his elbow. The beam, from below, turned his face into that of a shriveled corpse, and it further compromised Willie Lee’s vision when it was pointed at his eyes again. 

“Come on over here girl” Roy said, still ignoring his stunted partner and circling toward Emmy.

If he died tonight, Willie Lee would accept dying because that would be the cost of saving her, of getting her out of this; only, he had to stay alive long enough to let her get away. Why hadn’t she run? Why hadn’t she run the minute they knew someone was there? He tried to loosen her hold, tried to pull her arm away from his middle but she held on tighter and turned him again, toward the ones called ‘Roy’ and ‘Toot.’ In the dizzy chiaroscuro of yellow light and inky darkness, he saw gun barrels, odd shadows, and motes of dust. Cold enveloped him and fear wriggled in his stomach like bait worms. Emmy’s arms clinched his middle as though she would break him in two. 

Without thinking, he yanked her hands from his waist and turned, forcing her backward into the wall of plants, shoving her ahead of him. “Go! Go!” But reluctance and fear, like chains around her neck, made her hesitate. The bright outline of the dress started away then stopped, then something hard slammed across his back. There was a grunt close to his ear. A strong arm went around his neck and pulled him off-balance. His feet were kicked out from under him. The rough edge of a boot glanced against his face and then struck solidly against his head. Boots slammed his back and his arms and his chest until he drew himself into a knot to protect his ribs and his groin. A snap of lightning, blue and intense, flashed in his brain when a foot struck solid against the side of his head. Pain scrambled his thoughts. He didn’t know why people hated him so. Had one of them hit Emmy? She was gone, he realized dimly, and that seemed important...
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SWIMMING IN DARKNESS, he heard a child cry.

The sound was close by, but it was still too far away for him to reach out and sooth the child, to tell it to be quiet. The child snuffled and sobbed, and its mother cried with it, demanding they be left alone. “You let go-a me!” He heard struggling, then the child cried again, only this time the cry was deep and throaty. The mother pleaded again to be left alone. She screamed, or someone screamed, but the scream was quickly muffled and followed by a curse, and then a slap. He tried to turn his head but the soft stroke of grass and cane leaves against his cheek told him to slow down. The ground was moving. The bitter taste and the green smell of grass and moss spread through his senses. The hooked feet of an insect tickled the flesh behind his ear as it crawled into his collar. 

“C’mere girl!” 

The dog barked and tore around the clearing.

“Shut that thing up!”

He heard it scampering, dodging; it barked again.

“I said shut it up!” 

He could not tell if it was the child or the mother who kept sobbing. She kept trying to talk, but something kept
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