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Acclaim for David Anthony Durham’s

WALK THROUGH DARKNESS



“Black and white was never so gray, and gray was never so vibrant as it streams across [these] pages…. Durham remains not just a startlingly poetic African-American voice but a welcome voice in the rich spectrum of American letters.”

—The Denver Post




“Walk Through Darkness gets under your skin and stays there. In language both disturbing and haunting, Durham presents a many-layered story of love and race and, ultimately, the very issue of humanity itself. With masterful ease he plumbs the crevices of our collective consciousness and reveals not only the terrible truths but also the lustrous beauties that reside there.”

—Jeffrey Lent, author of In the Fall




“Evocative and finely wrought…. Resonates with the great American historical irony.”

—San Francisco Chronicle




“Part love story, part historical drama, Durham achieves something that lesser authors can only dream of: He blends the various elements of his novel seamlessly, integrating a number of disparate characters, settings and ideas into a lyrical, cohesive whole.”

—The News & Observer (Raleigh, NC)




“Rich, evocative. … A complex story that is uniquely American.”

—The Philadelphia Tribune




“Complex, brilliantly written and deeply engaging, Walk Through Darkness shows a young novelist building on his formidable narrative gifts to produce a powerful work of historical fiction.”

—BookPage




“A marvel and a wonder…. Ripe and rich with humanity, terror, love, and redemption. This is not a book that you read, rather it is a story that you humbly, gratefully submit yourself to.”

—Marita Golden, author of The Edge of Heaven
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To my mother,
whom I remember daily,
and miss dearly.
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ONE [image: ] A humid July evening. Moon high in the sky and bright. A grove of trees near a waterfront, centered around one massive oak, a monster of a thing whose lower branches were as thick around as a person. In the shadows beneath this, a man caught his breath, rested, and planned. His body was mostly in shadow, but patches of moonlight fell down through the branches and stenciled highlights across his features. His face was handsome even in the partial light. Clean lines of his jaw. Thin bridged nose that flared strongly at the nostrils. Dark eyes that sat heavy on their lower lids. His complexion was hard to classify, neither pale nor truly dark, but some shade between. His face betrayed commingled cultures, bits and pieces of foreign lands set beside each other and somehow more beautiful for it.

Although he was still, his mind hummed with energy. He had already escaped the tidewater plantation on which he labored, but the night was only half over. He had crawled from his straw mattress and crept around the back of the hut, past the house in which the white man slept and out through the woods. His feet made barely a sound for the first mile, but farther on he gave up caution and splashed down the center of a thin creek. In a hollow beneath a wooden bridge he gathered the strange array of supplies he had hidden over the last week: internal organs of hogs, inflated and bound airtight; strips of leather and hemp twine; and a corn knife, stolen only the night before. He stuffed all of these things into a sack and ran. He sprinted along the edge of several tobacco fields, directly through another, and on through the forested bracken. As he felt each passing mile slip away behind him he almost began to believe in his own scheme. He ran north to begin with but soon cut to the west toward the shore of the Bay. It was on this move that his plan depended.

He had accomplished all of this in half a night, but it was the crossing yet to come that truly concerned him. He listened to the surge of the waves against the beach some fifty yards away. They called to him, but he needed a few more minutes to steady himself, to steel his mind. Just a few moments to accept the magnitude of the journey ahead and to remember why he must take it.

He had been born a slave. He emerged into the world with an ancient face, the color of wet brown sand, with black hair plastered to his skull. When offered his mother’s breast, he took to it hungrily, eyes shut tight, a loop of hair entwined in a tiny fist. Looking down on him, his mother was filled with emotion she could not contain. She knew then that there were wonders yet to be found in life. There was meaning yet to be divined. There was a God and She gave birth, for no man could invent this love. She told him this many times later in life, embarrassing, blasphemous, beautiful. His mother. There was no other like her.

Their master wrote in his ledger: “Boy child, born March the fifteenth, eighteen hundred and thirty-two, Annapolis, Mary-land. Valued at twenty dollars.” He instructed the mother to raise him in good health so that he would live through his first dangerous years and grow to work in the man’s behalf. Without consulting the mother, the master named the boy William. Simply William, and should a surname be needed the child would borrow his, less a name than a tag of identification.

Knowing what life held for her child, the mother slung him close to her body for as long as she could. She loved the weight of him, the strong pull of him in feeding. He reminded her daily of joy, a secret in a life otherwise measured in toil. At night, in the breezy shelter of their cabin, she told him of his father. “There are some good men in this world,” she said. “He crossed all that water to get you inside of me. That’s what he done: got into me and come out you and that’s why he ain’t truly dead. You’re him going on forever; and your children be you and him and all the rest going on forever. That ain’t no small act in this world.”

She admitted to him—as she might to an adult—that it was hard mothering a slave, loving a child that someone else called his property. Some mothers tried not to love too deeply, not to connect to that which was not theirs. Some mothers tried to deal with being chattel by becoming chattel. She said other slaves might have forgotten that they were human beings and might have accepted their roles as beasts of burden, but she never would, and her son had better not either. They were much better than that. There was no shame on them. The shame was on the world of men for blurring the truth, and one day they would all pay for it.

At eight William was valued at seven hundred dollars and put out to hire. He spent the year away from his mother, as the playmate of a white child. He was with this boy always, figuring when he did, saying prayers when he did, reciting silently while the boy did so aloud. He listened when he shouldn’t and thought about the things he heard. But in his joy at knowledge he forgot himself. One day he pointed out a mistake in the boy’s workbook. For this he was stripped and whipped across his bare back and bottom. He clasped his hands before him, hiding his nakedness, feeling the shame of his body more acutely than he did the snap of the switch. He put away reading and never spoke of it again. He sealed away his heart’s thoughts, held them close and sought to be whole unto himself.

He was hired out again and again: in the fields, in the boatyard, in the tavern kitchen. He named and fed pigs, and then slaughtered them in their season. He stepped from walkways to let whites past, mumbling the answers they wanted to hear, dropping his eyes and pretending that his back wasn’t broad, his arms not corded with muscle. While he pretended to be less than a man is he grew into one. He still loved his mother, but there was a distance between them. He rarely saw her, and when he did she made him uncomfortable. She pulled him close to her and ran her fingers over his nappy hair and spoke to him of times long ago, of things he couldn’t remember and didn’t believe.

At twenty-two, two things happened that changed the course of his life. First, his mother died during the April rains. He didn’t see her in death, for he’d been hired out away from the town. He wasn’t there when she went into the earth. It wasn’t until some months later that he first laid eyes on the plot of ground that swallowed her. He stared at the new grass there, unsure how to measure his emotions. There was something like remorse, something like anger, something like the hunger of a nursing child. He felt all of these things, but they were muted feelings that he tried to keep at arm’s length.

In the waning heat of the same year he met a woman. Dover. She was as black as deep water, forged in the blood of another land, named in the irony of this one. Her skin reflected the moon in blue. She was sharp, all spirit and anger, a blade that sawed at her bondage. Though her barbs cut him at times, he wrapped his arms around her and adored everything about her. The lasting memory he took from their first lovemaking was not the act itself but rather the moments after, when he felt her weight upon him, her breath exhaled onto his chest, her eyelids flickering across his skin.

At twenty-three his owner valued him at one thousand five hundred dollars. Again he was put out for a year’s hire. He stood with the others in the crystalline January air, the trees like skeletons in the dawn light, sparkling in tortured rigidity. White men wandered among them, exhaling plumes of smoke, rubbing heat into their palms. They had the Negroes lift their shirts and show their backs, open their mouths and bare their teeth. They tilted their skin to the light and had them walk forward and back. They asked them the rote questions, the answers to which had been embedded early in each participant’s education.

It was on this day that William first met St. John Humboldt. He would always remember the taste of the man’s finger in his mouth, probing his teeth. The planter’s face was flushed with crimson highlights, hair raven black, mouth a crevice in parched clay, nose the bulbous knob of a whiskey drinker. Compared to the girth of his torso and the square bulk of his head, his eyes were small things, two tadpoles slipped between his eyelids. The man hired him and took him across the Bay to his Eastern Shore plantation. The next day he took ribbons out of his back to prove that he could and would do so, with reason or without.

William worked through the frozen days with chapped, raw hands. He cut and hauled wood, mended fences and dug up tree stumps to clear new fields. The ground was a frozen lacework of frost. His hands went so numb that he couldn’t hold the tools. Sometimes the spade fell from his grasp, and he stood beating his palms against his thighs.

In the evenings he thawed himself beside the fire the slaves cooked their biscuits on, writhing at the pain of the life returning to his fingers. He showed the state of his hands to an old man who sat beside him. The man grasped them and turned them over, probing the worn and soft spots with his thumbs. After a moment of inspection, the old one kicked off his boots and showed him the true damage inflicted by frostbite. And so William learned to keep his ails to himself. He labored without complaint, and he counted the days of the year, praying that when it ended he would return to the mainland and to his love. He knew that such things were never certain, but he prayed with a slave’s faith, a slave’s hope.

In the heat of midsummer a messenger came from across the water. He stood before William and brought him this news: Dover was gone. Not dead, but gone to the North. And not just that. She carried a part of William within her, a new life.

That’s why he was sitting beneath a massive oak, with tremors rippling up his thighs, sweating though he was as still as he could be. He tried to block out the things he had to fear and listen only to the waves surging against the shore. He counted them, not with numbers, but in breaths. They had rhythm that he tried to learn. He closed his eyes and asked his doubts to float up and away from him. They didn’t do so completely, but when he felt the waves within his own breathing they granted him a new calm. He rose and picked his way beneath the trees to the shore.

The water moved like a living thing, a slick, seething being blacker than the night sky. Pinpoints of light marked the far shore. He picked out one of these, a little brighter than the others, alone and like a star afloat on the sea. That one would be his. He yanked open the drawstring neck of his sack and spread the contents before him. He tied the organs together, measured and sorted out the leather strips, creating a strange encryption on the sand.

When the materials had been arranged to his liking, he lifted the lacework of leather and internals and draped it over his head. He moved gingerly, pulling the cords taut around his torso, cringing as the leather pressed against his recently scarred back. The weight of the knife settled between his shoulder blades. He yanked the drawstring of the sack tight, looped it over his head and likewise strung the boots around his neck. He rose, tested the feel of the strange garment and then waded out into the Bay.

The water was warmer than he expected, almost warmer than the air, and just saline enough to sting his wounds. As it inched up his chest, the inflated organs slipped around to his back and bunched behind his shoulders. He paused when the water reached his chin, just then beginning to feel the aid of his makeshift flotation. He kicked free of the bottom and felt his legs moving beneath him, just like when he was a child, when he had learned to swim on a dare from his companions. He pulled at the cords until the organs settled one in the crook of each armpit and the rest were tight across his back. This increased their lift. Yes, they would aid his journey. He set his eyes on that light as best he could and swam forward, kicking, arms thrusting forward. He pulled the water into him and pushed it beyond him and reached forward again. He held his head high to keep water from washing into his mouth. He was fatigued after the first few strokes but he worked best when he was tired. His body learned the movements and he repeated them again and again, losing himself in the monotony of it.

Near the midpoint of the crossing he realized he had much farther to swim than the miles from shore to shore. Each time he looked up, his target light shifted and danced. It skimmed the surface of the water, sliding away to one side so that he kept needing to adjust his course. He stopped swimming and bobbed. His arms floated around him with numb buoyancy, disconnected from his body, like driftwood bumping against him. He feared they couldn’t possibly push him through the water before him. And his legs couldn’t carry him beyond that, across the miles of land still ahead, through the woods and fields and over hills. He was in pursuit of a single being in the entire universe, a woman miles and miles away, and he had no real idea how to find her. He whispered her name, Dover, as if she might hear him over all that distance and provide some answer.

A moment later something brushed against the back of his legs. He knew that it was not one of the tiny fish that had been nibbling at bits of his exposed flesh. He bowed his body forward, but not before he felt the slow sensation of something heavy and slick sliding through the water just behind him. His arms lashed out to steady him. He stretched his body horizontally and searched the horizon for his light. He found it, or what he hoped was it, and he set off with renewed energy. Every wave and current and rip in the water seemed to disguise the ridged backbone of a leviathan. He could have no idea what that creature was, no understanding of its genus or species, nor could he explain the sensation away. He just had to outswim it.

He made landfall in the early light of the rising sun. He collapsed with the organs bunched about him, watching the sky through the swaying reeds. It was done now. There was no going back. By now Humboldt would’ve found him gone. That white man would be consumed with rage. He would be shouting and cursing. The arteries in his forehead would bulge and wrinkle like worms beneath his skin. The other slaves would run to their work, but he would find one to beat and abuse. He would vent himself by cracking black skin and watching it go red. And when all that was completed, he would send out a cry across the land. He would call the motley agents of slavery to him and invite them to a hunt.

That evening William huddled near a stream, covered again in that film of sweat, beads that neither ran nor evaporated but that simply clung to him like a part of skin. He tried to count the minutes and figure the hour, but he wasn’t even sure whether or not time was passing. The drone of insects never changed. The stream was silent as it flowed, slow and currentless and deceiving. One minute folded into the next and left no true sign of its passing. But he waited as he’d agreed to.

He sighed in relief when he finally heard the woman. She moved haltingly, the crackling of branches and leaves marking her progress on the far side of the water. She crossed the stream and emerged with wet ankles, brogans sloshing with each placement of her feet. He was up and questioning her before she had even reached him, but she shushed him quiet. She would get to that, she said, but first she bent and spread out the supplies that had laden her: hard flats of wheat bread, a bag of cornmeal, and a few slices of bacon wrapped in grease-soaked paper. Those were for his journey. To feed his immediate hunger she produced a clutch of five chicken eggs, hard-boiled and still warm from the cooking.

“Kate, where’d you come by this?” he asked. “I can’t hardly take all this from you.”

“Don’t worry bout it. Ain’t every day a runaway comes a-calling on your back door. Sorry this was all I could get.”

William was still slow to accept the gift, but Kate motioned that there’d be no more conversation until he got some food in him. She knelt a few feet away. She was ten years older than Dover, had a different father, and looked almost nothing like her. She was tall and full-bodied, while Dover was spare and compact. There was an anxious energy at the corners of her mouth, although her body moved with the calm assurance of age and motherhood. They were similar only around the eyes and in their high foreheads, but this was enough to mark them as the sisters they were.

“Who told you?” she asked.

William paused with a half-peeled egg in his fingertips. “Couple of Humboldt’s slaves come down with a fever. Nance came across to take up some slack. He told me, but I didn’t know to believe him. I mean, I did believe him, but I had to see for myself.”

Kate nodded and motioned for him to eat again. “Nance told you true,” she said. “And I’ll do the same. Dover left in the spring, headed North with Miss Sacks. Don’t think she just up and run off or something. It wasn’t like that. Miss Sacks gone back to her people in Philadelphia. You know the Missus come from deep money there. She never did care for down this way. She finally caught Sacks hisself up on the back of that girl Sally. That sight made up her mind. Packed her bags and left the house that very evening. Couple days after she hired a coach to Philadelphia.”

Kate paused and listened to the night. It was as before and she continued. “That’s all fine. Problem is she took Dover with her. Gave her that one night to gather her things. And that’s what my girl did, one long night a grief and next morning she was gone. I know this gonna hurt you to hear, but it don’t happen every day that a slave gets took to a free state. Think bout that. I don’t know what’s happened to her since, but she must be living a better life then us down here. ’Cept she ain’t got no family around. And she ain’t got you with her.”

William bit into his fourth egg. Though the first few had been rich and strong, he didn’t seem to taste them anymore. He just chewed the soft matter and swallowed it down and flicked the shells from his fingertips. It wasn’t that Kate had told him anything different than what he’d imagined. Nance had given him an abbreviated version of the same story. Kate just confirmed it. But he had always hoped that Nance had made some mistake. Perhaps Miss Sacks had only left the Annapolis house for their country home. Perhaps Dover had never gotten on that coach. Perhaps the mistress had changed her mind halfway and turned back. A part of him had believed that he would find Dover here, just as he had left her. He would end the journey simply, lay his eyes and hands on her again, then return to another beating and more labor on Kent Island.

A dog barked in the distance. Three clipped notes that came and went and left the world slightly different. William’s fingers touched the ground, ready to push him to his feet if need be. But no more howls followed, and the other night sounds took their places around them. The man plucked his fingers out of the soil. There was something else he had to ask and both of them awaited it.

“And the baby?”

Kate watched him before answering. “Guess Nance done told you everything. Yeah, she got a chile in her. Your chile.”

William took the news with his eyes closed, face motionless, brittle.

“Look here, William,” Kate said, but having said it, she faltered for the right words. She reached out and rested the palm of her hand on his shoulder. “Dover never had a choice in all this. Missus told her what she was doing. Didn’t ask her inclination on it. Just told her. Even so, she almost didn’t go and that’s cause of you. But she had a chance to take her baby into a free state. That’s why she went along with it, just thinking bout the best for that chile. Remember that before you lose hope or get angry or run out of here after her. She was thinking about what was for the best. You might want to do that too.” Kate drew her hand back, not sure where to place it or whether the contact between them was helping.

“I shoulda known all along,” William said. He opened his eyes but didn’t look at Kate. “How’d I go all them months without knowing? Dover with a child in her … Don’t that seem wrong? Me just getting up each morning and going on bout the day. Don’t that seem wrong? Man should know something like this. Should just know it.”

“Don’t start worry on right and wrong just now,” Kate said. “You couldn’t a known nothing bout it. I know it seems like you should, but that ain’t the way God put us together.” She paused and watched him. He still didn’t turn toward her. “Wish I had some wisdom to ease you.”

William shook his head, knowing that the gesture seemed to say that he didn’t need her wisdom, or that he thanked her for what she had already given. But inside he was pushing her away. She couldn’t know how he felt. Yes, she had a mate that she might imagine losing. Yes, she had three children of her own. But this was his pain. Part of him had been torn away. It felt as if the fingers of a vengeful God had reached down and snatched Dover up. And it wasn’t just her the physical being. Even more he had been robbed of all the ways she made life livable. He understood something that he hadn’t before—that he could’ve spent his entire life as a slave so long as she would’ve borne that life with him. And as for the child … He didn’t even know it. He had never seen its face. Never touched it. But even unborn it was part of the world. He knew that now, and he knew in all likelihood that the child would be born and live and die without ever knowing his father. How easy was that for another person to feel and understand completely?

He began to sort through his supplies, stuffing all the gifts inside his sack, including the one remaining egg. He knew this seemed abrupt, but he couldn’t stand still before her, not with his emotions so close to flooding out of him. He focused on the work of his hands. They trembled, but that just made him work faster. He hefted his bundle up to his shoulder and tested the weight of it. When he was finished he met the woman’s gaze again.

“Kate,” he said, “one more thing, the folks Dover’s with—what name they go by?”

“Family name’s Carr. That’s all I know.”

“Carr.” He repeated the name several times. Once he heard it sounding within him, he raised a hand in thanks.

“You know what you doing?” Kate asked.

William understood the question but didn’t answer immediately. Of course he didn’t know what he was doing. He had no idea of the geography of the country before him. He had names of cities and notions of things Northern, but only in the vaguest terms. He had no true strategies for getting through the obstacles ahead, just motion and will and all the instinct he could muster. The question was too daunting to answer in any detail, so he answered simply.

“Going to find Dover,” he said. “I just want to stand before her and that baby of mine and see if we can’t make a life, the three of us. That ain’t too much to ask, is it?”

The two parted with a tentative embrace. Kate moved away as she had come, the same passage through the slack stream, out on the far bank and away. William stood with his supplies draped around him, rolling his shoulders, eyes moving from shadow to shadow, solitude complete upon him as soon as the woman faded out of hearing. It wasn’t that far from this very spot that he had last met Dover. But it had been a different season then. Ice cold. Silent. Brittle. Standing there, in the heat, delaying, he remembered their last evening together. It was back in January, just after Humboldt had decided the fate of the next year of his life.

He had waited for her behind the Sackses’ house. He whispered his news in the crystalline evening air, and the two walked to the cabin she shared with her family. They sat on the loose straw that sufficed as her bed. A tallow candle burned on the floor before them. It was almost out, little more than a congealed puddle of fat in which the tail of the wick leaned precariously. In its sputtering light Dover was all the more beautiful. She was slim, a brevity of muscle and bone, although one forgot this when looking at her. There was pride in the width of her full lips, in the dark, majestic brown of her skin. Her cheeks curved upward in smooth, diagonal lines. Her nose had a gentle bridge, with small nostrils, spaced wide and delicate. Her eyes, recessed far back into her skull, looked out at the world with a defiant directness. She rarely faltered or looked away from the eyes of the person to whom she spoke.

“William,” she had whispered, “let’s just do it now.”

He knew what she meant. It wasn’t the first time she had proposed it.

“Dover, it’s the dead of winter,” he said. “We can’t run now.” He slid an arm around her and felt how her shoulder fit into his side. He could smell her hair, a scent of nothing in particular except of her, a fragrance he couldn’t have described by comparison to anything else. He inhaled it and explained once more that it was just the wrong time of the year. They didn’t have the proper clothes for the weather. They’d freeze solid before they’d left the county. And what would they do for food? In the summer they might steal right from the fields, but in the dead of winter there would be no easy forage. They’d leave tracks in the snow for any fool white man to follow. And what was the use in trying something that was bound to fail? It just didn’t make sense. Patience was the key.

“Anyhow,” he had said, “it’s only a year. That’s a painful long time, but it’ll pass. I’ll be back before you know it.”

“A year? You think that’s what this about?”

“Naw, that ain’t what I’m saying. That ain’t it at all, but …”

Dover slid away and turned her gaze on him. “How many years you think we got? These people eating up our lives, William. They eating us up and you letting them. You act like you just glad to be at the dinner table, no matter that you’re the main course.”

He tried to interrupt her, but her eyes cut him to silence. She went on, letting him know through pauses in her speech just how considered her words were. She told him how she felt for him, how she had wanted him beside her and inside her since the first time she saw him. There was a part of her heart that was his completely. But she wanted more, more for both of them. She wanted freedom, and sometimes it felt like she was tugging him along behind with a rope. She was pulling hard to keep him with her, but he wouldn’t budge and the effort of it was wearing her down. That rope was sliding through her grip. “You hear? That rope trying to burn me, and I ain’t about to get burned. You hear what I’m saying? William, one day you gonna learn the rage. You all right now, but you gonna be beautiful then.”

Those words were some of the last she had spoken to him. He had pulled her to him and whispered meaningless excuses, invoked patience and said again and again that the time just needed to be right. He covered her with kisses and peeled the clothes from her body and made love to her with a painful urgency. Perhaps that was the night. Perhaps that final embrace planted a new life. Of course he couldn’t know, but now it seemed so obvious. There was a part of him that was angry with her for leaving and taking his child away, but he was already forgetting this anger. It was loosening its fingers and fading away. It wasn’t her fault. She had made the only choices she could. He had, after all, burdened her and pressed his reluctance on her. He had failed to recognize the resolve behind her strong words and had set the stage for the events that followed. Now he was finally beginning the journey that she had proposed. Strange that he was heading for the land of freedom without her whispering in his ear. Strange that he wasn’t thinking of freedom at all, but only of her, of an unborn child, of love. He had so many things to set to rights. Freedom wasn’t even foremost on his list.





TWO [image: ] When Morrison appeared along the banks of the Chesapeake he had already walked a thousand miles. If he had been of a mind to talk, he would have had a thousand tales to tell. He entered Maryland through the Cumberland Gap, leaving behind the aged Appalachians and the hills and the plains and the city of St. Louis, which had been his gateway to the heart of the continent for some twenty years. He had been as far west as the Front Range of the Rockies, far enough north that he entered a marshy land of lakes and blackflies, and far enough south that he had viewed a panorama of craters, barren spaces, and skeletal protrusions that betrayed the earth’s mortality. He had walked across native lands, sparred with native warriors, and slept with native women. He had watched one man scalped, seen several hanged by the neck and had spied from a distance as a group of soldiers swarmed upon a village of the old and infirm and set them all ablaze. He had made a life of killing Thus he knew the internal structures of beavers and raccoons, deer and caribou, grizzlies, mountain lions and buffaloes. There was a space of years in that past when he had discovered he was inordinately skilled at taking human life. His body and mind found through violence a clarity denied him in quiet thought. All this he had done so that he might forget the country of his birth and leave behind the memories of his youth and fill his days with images of sublime beauty or instinctual violence. As he returned into the land of brackish water he knew he had failed on all accounts. A note had brought him back, a piece of paper, thirty-two sentences written in a tremulous hand.

He was a gaunt man, simply clothed. His trousers were thick and earth-toned and oft-patched, reinforced with leather around the shins and buttocks. His shirt had a similar construction to it, as if he made his own additions or subtractions purely as fitted function, with no concern for visual appearance. Across his back he carried a canvas pack and a bedroll, and over his shoulder he had slung a mountain rifle, a sturdy, short-barreled weapon weighing some twelve pounds. He walked with his chin lifted, body canted far forward, arms crooked at the elbow. His jawline was just as sharp as it had been during his youth, his nose just as prominent, and his eyebrows cut the same jagged lines they always had. Nothing in his visage disguised the fifty-odd years of hard life they’d seen, but neither had they been weakened by it. At least not in ways the world was likely to notice.

Beside him loped a long-legged hound of questionable parentage. She was lean around the rump and narrow when viewed from the front or rear. Her fur was a motley mix of strands at war with themselves, an undercoat of curly gray hairs and an outer of straight black ones, thick and recalcitrant like metal shavings. Her paws were large and cumbersome, and her head was so flat above the eyes that she could have balanced a plate on it. But for all this the hound was a faithful one. She watched her master with quiet eyes and set her own moods and temperament in accordance with his.

The two travelers stood for some time on the outskirts of Annapolis, staring at the ruins of what had once been a cabin. It sat crooked and eschewed, with the haphazard look of flotsam caught against a riverside tree. The most noticeable thing about it was the great oak trunk that stood in the center of it. It provided the central, living support, around which the house was built. It pierced through the ceiling and branched out above the roof like some colossal accident of architecture. The man studied it for some time, humbled by the damage wreaked upon the world by the passing of time and amazed by the clarity of his memories. Eventually, he whistled to the hound and walked on.

He stopped next at the Annapolis town home of a planter’s widow. He received what information she could offer and moved on to the lumberyard of a man he had not spoken to in years and could not now for he was dead. He spent the early afternoon in a tavern and there he gained the most useful information yet. Before two he was patrolling the wharf area and by three he was aboard a sloop outward bound with a fair wind behind it. In that evening’s dusky light he rapped upon the door of a plantation house on Kent Island. He asked for the man in charge, one St. John Humboldt. When he appeared Morrison posed his questions and offered his services.

Humboldt looked the man and his dog over with skeptical eyes. You got any history hunting niggers? he asked.

Morrison kept his eyes lowered. No, he said, but I’ve hunted nearly everything else. Don’t see that a man’d be any different.

They a might bit different. Trust me on that. And you’re a bit old to be entering the trade. Where you from anyway?

St. Louis.

St. Louis? Hell, you ain’t from St. Louis. Where you from before that? I mean to say, where were you born?

Morrison looked from the ground to the man and to the ground again. A few moments passed and it was clear no further answer was forthcoming.

The planter chewed on this for a moment and then eyed the hound. That’s one helluva dog you got there, he said. What is it, part rat and part horse? The man smiled and invited mirth, but the other would not be led.

Well, you want I should tail this lad or no?

Humboldt said that he might as well, though there were others already out after him. He told him what he could of the runaway and of the circumstances of his flight, and he provided him with a shirt still ripe with his sweat. Morrison placed this before the hound’s nose and explained the situation to her. The dog seemed to understand the order of things well enough. She inhaled deeply and the muscles in her back began to quiver.

Now, Humboldt said, don’t go thinking I’m hiring you on wages or anything. This here’s a matter of pay on delivery or no pay at all. And I want that boy back healthy. He’s no use to me as a corpse. The man ripped off a portion of the shirt for the tracker to keep and told him where he might begin his journey. When all this was concluded the planter looked him over as if seeing him anew.

Ain’t you got a horse? he asked. You don’t mean to walk the boy down, do you?

Aye, Morrison said, I’m afoot. Can’t abide a horse.

With that the tracker turned and strode away, pack tied firm to his back and rifle swinging from one arm, horizontal to the ground and in line with his direction, like a compass point. The dog loped before him, paused and checked the man’s progress, then loped on again. The two of them were soon on the tree-lined lane, down it and away into the haze of the July dusk.





THREE [image: ] On William’s third day of flight it began to rain. The first drops fell just after dark. Big, pebble-sized jewels that thumped against the leaves above his head. He felt them through the thin material of his shirt and on the knees of his trousers and down his shoulders, then on his hands as he pushed branches out of the way. It was pleasant at first, these cooling touches of moisture, but it was soon overdone. These first were messengers of the horde to come, and come they did, with wind and thunder. Before long every inch of him was drenched. Cold seeped into his pores and dribbled down his back and collected at the corners of his lips and in the spaces between his toes. The woods became a sleek, water-black maze of limbs and protrusions and thorns.

Later that night he slipped and fell and doubted he had the power to rise. He had been more fatigued before and that wasn’t the issue. Nor was it the wounds that creased his back, for he was too numb to feel them. It was that nature seemed so intent on beating him down. He was surrounded by an enormous world in which he was entirely alone. How great an ordeal had he let himself in for? Without his being aware of it, one of his hands slipped across his abdomen and through the opening of his shirt. He sought out an object sewn into the inside of the garment and thereby hidden from view, a tiny disk of metal no larger than a coin. This he held between his fingertips, pressed tight, a comfort though he was barely aware of the action.

He hardly noticed the rising of the sun, though its light brought some faint hues back to the world. He rose and trudged on. The rain didn’t let up that day nor the next evening nor on the day following. He moved through a dripping world just beyond the margins of human society over miles of geography he had never viewed on map or chart. The Bay and its many arms thrust themselves into his path, making it into a half-terrestrial, half-marine route. Stands of reeds threw up impenetrable walls nearly twice his height. He skirted the edges of them, running a palm over the coarse shoots like a child might over fence slats.

There were more than a few mishaps in those early days. There were farms stumbled upon and dogs set to barking and landowners calling out into the night, shotguns in hand. There were passing horsemen in the woods, fields sprinted through beneath the moonlight, and country lanes that he dared to follow for short distances. There was the grunting progress of an unseen animal that kept pace with him through one entire night’s travel. And there was the girl-child in a barge floating past his shoreline hiding place one afternoon. She picked him out among the undergrowth and studied him, her blond head cocked to one side, rainwater dripping from her nose and chin. She had only to whisper a word to the men that piloted the vessel to bring down upon him a hail of bullets and indignant rage. And yet she didn’t. They floated on into the haze, were swallowed by it, and that was all.

Eventually, the rain abated and the heat returned. He passed within sight of a city, smoldering like a fire recently doused. He circled around it in a wide arc that put him into a landscape of an altogether different temperament: rolling hills, farmland, and ruinate stretches that had once been forest. Great swathes of woodland had been hewn for fuel or lumber and left a wasteland of stumps. Some of these were of enormous girth, flat plateaus atop which bizarre lichens grew, tiny wax statues topped with plumes of red. Between the stumps the forest tried to re-create itself. In some patches it was on its way, but in too many others the plant life was a tangle of sumac and ragweed and vines woven together like so many thorny snakes. It took him two nights of travel to circumnavigate that city and three days on he still fancied he could see its glow tainting the night sky.

He spent one evening in the hollowed-out corpse of an ancient oak. He stepped inside the thing, followed by a swarm of mosquitoes so numerous he gave up on swatting them. He stood surrounded by the shell of the tree; the sky above him framed in a single circlet. The smell of decay was thick in the cramped space. Its essence seeped out of the wood like oil, tainting every sweaty quadrant of his body. Strangely, he found these sensations comforting. They reminded him of Dover. Something about the place made him imagine running his fingertip down her bare back, drawing a line in her flesh, a track left in the wake of his touch that the skin forgave in passing. Their intimate moments had been that much more fragile for the proximity of others. They had whispered, murmured and moaned only for each other. He used to speak with his mouth brushing against her ear, the scent of her hair filling him. She would taste him with the tip of her tongue. She said she loved the sweat of him, that she wanted him most when he was ripest, for then he seemed that much more a man. Sometimes she would run her hands across his sweaty shoulders. She did this as if she were cleaning him, but he knew that she wanted his scent on her, a reminder of him that she could carry with her.

One morning near the end of his second week of flight, William halted near a narrow lane in the woods. Some fifty yards from it, he paused and squatted in the bushes, waiting to see what type of traffic the road might carry, if any. The path meandered off to the east, vanishing into the trees; to the west it rose up a gentle hill and dropped out of sight. He sat for twenty minutes without anyone passing. He had just decided to cross the road and carry on when a motion stopped him. A man, marked first by his prominent headdress, crested the western rise and came down the trail at a brisk pace. It was a white man, and though he propelled himself by the power of his own two feet, he was clothed in the garb of the gentry. William froze. His first thought was how tenuous his situation was. Here, yet again, was a moment of providence. If he had stepped forward a few moments earlier … If, at any time, for any reason, God and circumstance conspired against him … He had to be more careful still. He pressed himself low to the ground. It was from there, with his nose touching the leaves of the forest floor, that he noticed the man wasn’t alone.

A Negro boy trailed behind the man. He was tiny, barefoot, and dressed only in the rough shirt of childhood, his legs and feet bare. His steps doubled to keep time with the man’s. He was anxious in this work, his full attention focused on the back of the man’s thighs, on timing his own steps and not letting himself fall behind. William saw something frantic in the child’s motions and he wondered what particular variation of the slave’s curse this child was living. Had he been sold away from his mother? Was this his first day with a new master? Or did he even remember his mother? Was this man and his whims all the child had to anchor him to the world? He was too young to do much work, but one never knew what type of service a white man might require.

William felt his insides knot. This one image filled him with the fear of fatherhood. It was one thing to suffer a life of slavery oneself, but to bring a child into this world, into all of its dangers and indignities … The thought of it was enough to keep him still long after the man and boy had disappeared down the path. The image of the two lingered long in his mind, bringing back memories of his own childhood, his old owner, dead some years now but not forgotten.

Howard Mason had generally been considered a good master. He didn’t push his slaves beyond the limits of their endurance. He didn’t beat them overly, break up families permanently, or take liberties with the female servants. He was a much-avowed man of learning and of God, who tried hard to live by Christian principles. He sustained his family’s finances upon the lifeblood of some fifty to sixty slaves, but he did so with the permission of his God. Or so he believed. He found this consent within his religion’s text, as he explained to William two days after his eighth birthday.

Mason had ridden up to William and greeted him cordially, an act which set the boy trembling from his knees right down to his bare feet. He had heard it was the boy’s birthday, and he offered him a present, a large, golden apple. It was no small feat for a Negro to make it through to a good working age, he said. William was a fine boy for doing so. He dismounted, left his horse to graze and directed the boy to sit down at the base of a boysenberry tree. He bade him to eat his apple.

William fumbled with the fruit. He went so far as to bring it up to his mouth and to test the skin against his teeth, but he didn’t bite into it. He could barely keep his hands from shaking, and he feared that any action, even chewing, would somehow betray him. He sat on the verge of flinching every time the man moved, however innocent his gesture: raising a hand to shoo away the flies, pulling a handkerchief from his breast pocket, a phlegmy clearing of his throat. He had never experienced his owner in such proximity. Mason’s odor was almost overpowering. A fragrant powder wafted up out of his clothing, an irritating substance like pollen. It was all William could do to hold the apple near his face and keep from coughing.

Mason cracked open a book and read of the world’s creation, of the darkness that had been upon the lifeless void and how God filled it with light and life and water and all the creatures that roamed the earth. He read some of the story of the first human couple. Then he skipped forward and told of the evil that so soon came to rule the land and the flood that God sent to cleanse it away. He told of Noah and his sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth, from whom all the people of the world were descended. He paused and studied the boy for a moment. He dabbed his brow with his handkerchief and asked if he recognized the Truth contained within this book? Did he know that it had been written at the command of the one and only God of all creation? Did he understand that its doctrines were the Word of the Lord and that they could never be doubted, for in doubting was sin and in sin was eternal damnation?

William mumbled, “Yessuh.”

“Is that ‘yes, sir’ meant to encompass everything I have read thus far? Everything?”

William hesitated. He wasn’t sure how to answer. The man wanted to hear that he understood, didn’t he? Or did he want to hear that he didn’t understand? He wasn’t sure which way to respond, and it didn’t occur to him for a second to answer truthfully. “Suh?” he said, casting the word somewhere between a statement and a question.

“Do you … Well, I mean to say, do you …” Mason exhaled in an exasperated way that set the boy’s heart beating even more rapidly. “It is a lot I ask of you, I know. Just the other day I had a conversation with a learned man from Virginia, who swore that it was useless to instruct Negroes in biblical truths as the race was biologically and morally incapable of true comprehension. I disagreed. I need not trouble your mind with the intricacies of it all, but no harm can be done by trying to convey to you some simplified version of the principle points. Not to mention, as I told the gentleman, that you and your race have a place in here.” He punctuated his statement by jabbing a finger into the open book. “Yes, you do. And that is just what we’ve come to discuss. Let me see …”

William felt an ant bite into his big toe. He let his eye drop down to study it, just for a second, then tried to focus his gaze into the empty space just before his face.

“And Noah began to be a husbandman,” Mason began. “And he planted a vineyard; and he drank of the wine, and was drunken; and he was uncovered within his tent. And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father, and told his two brethren without. And Shem and
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