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Chapter One: Magnolia and Red Clay

Warren County, Mississippi — April 1861



The land came to Harlan Aldermain through his father, and to his father through a Georgian speculator who had stood on the bluffs above the Big Black River in the spring of 1829, looked south across the swells of dark loess soil, and pronounced it the finest ground for cotton he had ever set his boots upon. That man's name was Cornelius Aldermain, and he had been right about the soil — so deep and so black that when you drove a post into it you came away with the feeling that the earth itself was alive beneath your feet, breathing, waiting to give back ten times whatever you put into it.

By April of 1861, when this story properly begins, Aldermain Hall had stood for thirty years on a low rise above the river bend, its white columns visible from the Vicksburg road on clear mornings, its fields stretching south and east for fourteen hundred acres, half in cotton and half in corn, with woodlots of water oak and sweet gum along the creek lines and a stand of shortleaf pine on the western margin that Harlan Aldermain had refused to cut because his mother had loved to walk among them and he was, beneath the bluster of his daily self, a sentimental man.

It was a prosperous land. It was a burdened land.

The house itself was not the grandest in Warren County — that distinction belonged to the Pemberton place north of Vicksburg, which had a ballroom and a separate icehouse and a greenhouse where Mrs. Pemberton grew orchids — but it was substantial and well-kept, three stories of whitewashed brick with a deep gallery on the first floor, columns of cypress shaped by a German craftsman from New Orleans, and tall windows that admitted the river breezes in summer and were shuttered against the damp cold of December. A kitchen building stood twenty feet east of the main house, connected by a covered walkway of pine board. Beyond that, a smokehouse, a well, a woodshed, and the old Aldermain family cemetery with its iron fence and its seven graves.

To the south, where the land flattened and the sun lay uninterrupted across the rows, stood the quarters — two lines of whitewashed log cabins, fourteen in all, each roughly twenty feet by fifteen, with clay-daubed chimneys and packed-earth floors and small gardens at the rear where the enslaved families grew sweet potatoes and collard greens and whatever else they could coax from the ground in the hours the plantation left them to themselves. The cabins were not warm in winter. They were not cool in summer. They were what they were — the architecture of a system that had decided some human beings were property and arranged everything accordingly.

At the eastern edge of the quarters, set slightly apart from the two main rows, stood a cabin somewhat larger than the others and with a wooden floor rather than earth. This cabin belonged to Della Tull and her family. The distinction was not affection in any ordinary sense — it was the recognition of usefulness, which in the economy of the plantation was the closest thing to value a person without legal freedom could accumulate.

The Big Black River ran a quarter mile to the west of the house, brown and unhurried in summer, swollen and urgent in spring. From the gallery you could hear it on quiet nights, a low constant sound like breath. Closer to the house, a canal had been cut in Cornelius Aldermain's time to drain the low fields — a straight ditch, thirty feet wide, that ran south from the river bend through a stand of bald cypress and sweet gum before curving east along the property line. Along this canal, perhaps three hundred yards from the house and screened from it by a dense growth of buttonbush and river cane, stood a small structure that Cecilia Aldermain called simply the cabin.

It had been built as a fishing shelter in the time of Cornelius. Under Harlan it had acquired a plank floor, a rocking chair, two shelves of books, and a small iron stove. Under Cecilia it had become something private and irreplaceable — a place where she could be alone with her thoughts and her fishing line and whatever she happened to be reading, away from the house's demands and the plantation's noise and the constant management of a life that required her to be, at all times, a certain kind of person.

We will come to that cabin. We will come to it more than once.



The spring of 1861 had been strange in Mississippi, as if the land itself had sensed the trouble gathering in the air above it. February brought a killing frost that took the early peach blossoms, something that had not happened since 1843. March came in warm and wet, the rivers running high, the bottomlands flooded so that the low cabins in the quarters stood with six inches of brown water beneath their floors for ten days, and Della Tull rolled up her quilts and hung them on the rafters and thanked God for the wooden floor. Then April arrived with a sweetness that seemed almost apologetic — warm days and cool nights, the dogwoods white along the creek banks, the wisteria climbing the fence posts and the old oak at the garden's corner and anywhere else it could find a purchase, the air heavy with a fragrance so lovely that a person could almost believe nothing was wrong.

Fort Sumter had fallen on the fourteenth of April.

The news reached Aldermain Hall three days later, brought by a rider from Vicksburg who stopped at a dozen plantations along the road, delivering the telegram's words from memory since he had read them often enough on the way. Harlan Aldermain received it on the gallery, where he had been sitting with his boots off, reading the Vicksburg Whig and drinking cold water with mint from the garden. He read the rider's transcription — the bombardment, the surrender, the flag — and sat very still for a long moment. Then he put his boots back on, stood up, and went inside to find his wife.

Cecilia was in the parlor, hemming a shirt of Pemberton's that had been waiting in her sewing basket since January. She looked up when her husband came in, and she saw from his face that something had happened. Harlan was not a man who concealed his feelings in the presence of his family. He was a large man — six feet and somewhat thickened by prosperous years, with a gray-streaked beard he kept close-trimmed and hands that still showed, in harvest season when he worked alongside the men, that he had come to ownership through labor rather than pure inheritance. His eyes were pale gray and direct, and they were bright now with something Cecilia had learned, in twenty-six years of marriage, to identify: the brightness of a man who has been waiting for a thing to happen and is now seeing it happen and feels, despite himself, a dangerous satisfaction.

"It's begun," he said.

She set down her sewing.

They were quiet for a moment in the parlor, with its horsehair sofa and its oval portrait of Cornelius Aldermain above the mantel and its windows open to the April morning. Outside, the mockingbird that had taken possession of the garden oak was running through its full catalog — thrush, jay, wren, some bird none of them had ever identified — with the cheerful indifference of a creature that recognizes no emergency and answers to nothing but its own voice.

"Tell me," she said.

He told her. He was not sorry — she could see that plainly. He had been waiting for this, as so many of the men she knew had been waiting, with an impatience that had dressed itself in the language of grievance and sovereignty and states' rights, but that was, underneath all that language, simply the impatience of men who had decided something and could not stand to wait any longer for the deciding to be made real.

Cecilia listened. She asked the questions that needed asking — where, when, how many. She did not ask what it meant. She knew what it meant.



The Aldermain household, that April, consisted of the following persons:

Harlan Aldermain, fifty-two, master of the plantation, a deacon of the Zion Hill Baptist Church, a man of strong opinions and stronger appetites, who had built Aldermain Hall into one of the more profitable cotton operations in Warren County through a combination of shrewdness, luck, physical stamina, and the absolute labor of sixty-one people he owned.

Cecilia Aldermain, née Pruett, forty-eight, his wife. Born in Natchez to a merchant father and a mother who had been the daughter of a modest planter, Cecilia had come to her marriage at twenty-two with a good education, a quiet intelligence she had learned early to keep somewhat to herself in the company of men, and a nature so genuinely warm and so organically kind that in twenty-six years on Aldermain Hall she had earned the love of nearly everyone on it — the white household staff, the enslaved workers, even the overseers, who found her civility uncomfortable but could never quite bring themselves to be rude to her. She was a woman who noticed things: whether a person's eyes were tired, whether the cornbread had too much salt, whether a child in the quarters was not growing as it should, whether her husband's silence at supper was the comfortable silence of a contented man or the charged silence of one who was planning something. She noticed things and she attended to them, quietly and without fanfare, which is how many women of her time and place moved through their lives — doing enormous work that went by the name of simply living.

She was also, in ways that the plantation's social world did not provide adequate vocabulary for, a genuinely beautiful woman. This requires honest description rather than polite suggestion.

Cecilia Aldermain had been pretty at twenty-two — fair-skinned, dark-haired, gray-eyed, with a pleasant oval face and a figure that had drawn the attention of more men than Harlan Aldermain, though it was Harlan's attention she had chosen to encourage. Three sons and twenty-six years of Mississippi heat had changed her, as they change everyone, but the changes had resolved into something more compelling than pretty. Her dark hair was shot through with silver now and she wore it in private in a loose braid down her back, and in company she put it up in the fashion of the times, but the silver in it caught the light and gave her a distinction that darker hair would not have conveyed. Her face had acquired definition — cheekbones more prominent, jaw more decided, the gray eyes more settled and more knowing, with fine lines at the corners that deepened when she smiled, which was often. Her figure had the authority that comes not from youth but from a woman wholly inhabiting her own body — full through the shoulders and waist, a generous and well-proportioned form that her better dresses fitted with an elegance she did not particularly contrive and did not particularly deny. Harlan Aldermain had told her more than once that she grew more beautiful with each year, and he meant it, and she believed him, and allowed herself to be glad of it.

She was not vain about this. She was not insensible to it either.

Harlan had married her knowing he was getting the better of the bargain and had spent twenty-six years trying to deserve her. He had not always succeeded. He was a product of what he had inherited, including the sixty-one souls he legally owned, and he managed his property with the efficiency and occasional mercy of a man who believed the system was ordained by scripture and demonstrated by the natural order of things — which is what a man believes when the system benefits him enormously and when questioning it would require him to become someone entirely different. He loved his wife with the particular intensity of a man who has lived alongside something consistently fine for so long that he has stopped being surprised by it but has not stopped being grateful.

Their three sons — Calhoun, Whitfield, and Pemberton — occupied the stations of young men in Warren County in 1861, which meant they spent considerable time on horseback, considerable time at one another's card tables, some time at church where their father could see them, and less time than Cecilia would have wished attending to anything beyond the pleasures immediately before them. Calhoun, the eldest at twenty-six, had his father's physical authority and something of his mother's watchful intelligence, which he mostly kept behind a manner of easy confidence. Whitfield, twenty-three, was the handsomest of the three — long-limbed, fair-haired, with a laugh that carried across rooms — and the most carelessly charming, which meant he had never been required to try very hard for anything and did not know it. Pemberton, the youngest at twenty-one, had his mother's gray eyes and a sensitivity he mostly concealed, and of her three sons he was the one Cecilia worried about most, which was saying something, because she worried about all of them.

She would have considerably more cause to worry before the year was out.



Of the sixty-one enslaved people on Aldermain Hall, the reader needs to know, for the purposes of this story, primarily one family.

Della Tull was, as has been noted, the Aldermain household's maid and Cecilia's daily companion in the running of the house. She was forty-six years old in the spring of 1861 — or within a year of forty-six in either direction, as her birth had been recorded in an overseer's ledger with the imprecision such ledgers routinely applied to enslaved lives. She had come to Aldermain Hall in 1838 at the age of twenty-three, purchased from a plantation near Natchez whose owner had died and whose estate was being dispersed. She had come from one world into another without any say in the matter, carrying the skills that had made her valuable and the self that had made her a person, and she had been on Aldermain Hall for twenty-three years — long enough to know every corner of it and every person in it and what each person needed and what each person feared.

She was a compact woman, dark-skinned and sharp-featured, with quick eyes that missed very little and a manner that could present itself as deference when deference was required and as quiet authority when authority was what the moment called for. She loved Cecilia Aldermain in the way that a woman can love another woman when they have spent years in close proximity and genuine mutual care — a love made intricate by every inequality of their situation and that persisted anyway, because some things persist despite the conditions surrounding them. She trusted Cecilia more than she trusted any other white person on the plantation, which was not the same as trusting her without reservation, which was not the same as forgetting, even for a moment, what she was in the eyes of the law.

Della's husband was Hector Tull — a large quiet man of forty-eight who worked in the cotton fields and had been in his younger years the strongest man on the plantation and was still, by nearly any measure, formidable. He had been born on Aldermain Hall, which gave him a kind of rootedness in the soil that Della, who had come from elsewhere, sometimes envied. He spoke little. He worked constantly. He loved his family with a ferocious steadiness that expressed itself not in words but in presence — whenever he had any freedom to be anywhere at all, he was with the people he loved.

Their older son, Amos, was twenty-four, a field worker like his father, tall and broad-shouldered, possessed of a good-natured ease that made people tend to like him without quite knowing why. He had his father's physical presence and his mother's social intelligence, and under different circumstances he would have been remarkable. Under the circumstances he actually inhabited, he was what he was: a young man of extraordinary capability living inside a system engineered to ensure he could never fully use it.

Their younger son, Ezra, was nineteen.

He had been born on Aldermain Hall in the winter of 1842, during a cold that had cracked the clay chimney on the Tull cabin and iced the water bucket solid by morning, and Della had kept him warm against her chest for three days before she was satisfied he would survive. He had survived with considerable energy. He had grown — slowly through childhood, then with the sudden alarming speed of a boy becoming a man — into someone who now stood six feet and an inch in his bare feet, lean in the way of people who have always worked hard and never eaten quite enough, with a physical presence that had nothing theatrical about it. He simply occupied space in a way that made people aware of him without his trying to be noticed.

His face was his mother's face in the masculine — the same sharp features, the same quick dark eyes, the same quality of watching everything and revealing in expression only what he chose to reveal. He had his father's hands: large, capable, with a scar across the knuckles of the right from a plowing accident when he was fifteen that had healed badly. He had taught himself to read from a Bible that Pemberton — who had been his childhood companion in the way plantation boys sometimes were before the distance of adulthood enforced itself — had smuggled to him when Ezra was twelve. This was a crime in Mississippi. Pemberton had committed it without fully understanding its magnitude. Ezra had understood completely.

He was not what the system he was born into required him to be. He was, as his mother saw and occasionally feared, someone who would be very difficult to contain.



The other principal white figures on Aldermain Hall deserve brief mention.

Rufus Crayne was the head overseer — a lean, tobacco-chewing man of forty-three from Hinds County who had been in Harlan Aldermain's employ for nine years and who was good at his job in the specific sense that the cotton got planted and the cotton got picked and the books showed profit. In every other sense his performance was a moral deficit. He was a man who had found in the overseer's position a compensation for whatever had failed to materialize in his own life, and he exercised that power with a consistency that stopped just short of what the Aldermain family would have required him to stop at, and went rather beyond it when the family wasn't present. The enslaved people on Aldermain Hall managed Crayne the way people manage a dangerous and unreasonable climate — by reading its signs early, by knowing which way the wind was blowing before it blew, by organizing their lives around his moods the way you organize a harvest around the weather. He did not like Cecilia Aldermain's habit of coming to the quarters on Sundays with sugar and medicine and a manner that suggested the people there were people. He had said so to Harlan, once, who had told him to mind his business. He had not said it again but had not changed his opinion.

Below Crayne were two under-overseers: Ledbetter, a red-faced young man from Yazoo County who did what Crayne told him and nothing else, and Prewitt, who was older and softer in his methods and privately uncomfortable with aspects of his work that he lacked the moral courage to refuse. The bookkeeper, Gideon Purse, was a small precise man in his fifties who had lost two fingers to a cotton gin in his youth and kept his accounts with the remaining three on his right hand and the full complement on his left, and who wanted nothing more from life than for the numbers to balance.



This, then, was Aldermain Hall in April of 1861: a world that had been building toward something for decades, resolved into an intricate and terrible arrangement between those who owned and those who were owned, and now — though none of its inhabitants quite knew it yet — on the edge of an unwinding that would not stop until everything had changed.

The mockingbird in the garden oak sang on through the afternoon. It had no history, no allegiance, no stake in any of it. It sang because that was the whole of its purpose — to fill the air with sound borrowed from everything around it and made, in the borrowing, into something entirely its own.

The wisteria had climbed so high on the old fence post by the kitchen garden that it was working its way into the lower branches of the oak. In another season it would reach the first fork. It would need cutting back. Cecilia had made a note of it.

She made notes of many things. She was that kind of woman.



Chapter Two: The Household

Aldermain Hall — April 1861



Cecilia Aldermain rose each morning before the light.

This was not a discipline she had imposed on herself — it was simply the hour at which her eyes opened, had opened for as long as she could remember, a habit so old it had ceased to feel like a habit and had become instead a fact of her nature, like the gray of her eyes or the slight northward tilt of her chin when she was thinking hard about something. The house was quiet at that hour. Even Della, who was up before most of the plantation, had not yet arrived. There was a window on the east side of the bedroom, and Cecilia would sit in the cane-back chair beside it with her feet on the footstool Harlan had had made for her the winter after Pemberton was born, and she would watch the darkness outside resolve slowly into the shapes of the world she knew: the garden fence, the kitchen building, the great water oak whose roots she was fairly certain were working their way toward the kitchen foundation and had been for thirty years without anyone doing anything about it. The far cotton fields. The treeline of the creek. The sky lightening from black to a blue so deep it was almost painful, then to a thinner blue, then to the first horizontal orange of the sun above the eastern ridge.

She was a woman who needed these minutes. She could not have told you precisely what she did with them — she was not sure that thinking was the right word, or praying, though she did both. It was something closer to simply being present to the day before the day required anything of her. Before Harlan woke and needed coffee and the newspaper and someone to hear his opinions about whatever the Whig contained. Before the boys came down, still arriving at the breakfast table in various states of wakefulness with the cheerful obliviousness of young men who had always been fed and assumed they always would be. Before Della arrived and the house began its daily machinery.

She sat with her feet on her footstool and she watched the light come.



The house required a great deal of her, which she did not resent. She had come to it as a young woman knowing that it would, and she had learned its requirements the way you learn any complex piece of work: steadily, with close attention, making mistakes in the beginning and fewer mistakes as the years progressed, until by now she ran Aldermain Hall with the quiet efficiency of someone for whom competence has become so habitual it looks like ease.

The house had twelve rooms across three floors. The first floor held the parlor, the dining room, Harlan's study, and a small room that had been used as a nursery when the boys were small and that accumulated now the objects every large house collects in its less examined corners — old books, a broken ottoman, a cradle that none of them had the heart to dispose of. The second floor held the main bedroom, two guest rooms, and a room that Cecilia used as a sitting room and library, where her better books lived on shelves her father had built for her the year she married. The third floor was the boys' domain — three rooms, currently all occupied, though Calhoun had been talking for two years about taking his own house in Vicksburg and had not done it yet, which Cecilia suspected had more to do with his enjoyment of her table than with any lack of means.

Managing all of this fell primarily to Cecilia, with Della's indispensable assistance. There was also Ludie, the cook, who had worked in the Aldermain kitchen for twenty years and whose biscuits were so consistently excellent that Cecilia had at various times suspected they were not entirely natural in origin. There was a girl of fourteen called Phoebe who helped with the housework, and a boy of twelve called Titus who did the yard work and the carrying and whatever else the household required. And there was Della — always Della.

Della arrived each morning at the kitchen building at a quarter past five, and by half past five there was coffee on the dining room table and a fire in the kitchen stove and a sense of order beginning to assert itself over the comfortable disorder of the night. By the time Cecilia came downstairs at six, the coffee was the right temperature and Della was already moving through the first-floor rooms with a dust cloth, putting the world to rights in the particular way she had — efficient, thorough, with a running quiet commentary to herself that Cecilia had been hearing for so long it had become a kind of background music.

"Morning, Miss Cecilia," Della would say, without looking up from whatever she was doing.

"Morning, Della." Cecilia would pour her coffee and sit at the dining table and for a few minutes they would exist in the easy silence of people who have occupied the same space long enough that silence between them requires no management.

Then the day would begin.



The daily accounting of the house was Cecilia's work in the literal sense — she kept the household ledger, recording stores consumed and purchased, cloth used and needed, medical supplies dispensed, the sugar and coffee and salt that the quarters required each week. She took a particular interest in ensuring these were actually delivered, as opposed to what Crayne and Ledbetter were inclined to deliver, which was somewhat less. She ordered goods from Vicksburg through a merchant named Faraday with whom the Aldermains had done business since Cornelius's time. She supervised the kitchen, the sewing, the cleaning, the garden, the smokehouse inventory, and the dairy — three cows and a patient old bull that produced milk and butter for the house and a surplus that went to the quarters.

She also managed, in ways that did not appear in any ledger, the human relationships of the household: Ludie's chronic disagreement with Phoebe about the proper temperature for washing water; the question of whether Titus was being asked to carry more than his young back could manage; the periodic negotiations with Crayne that were required whenever his behavior in the quarters reached a threshold Cecilia could not in conscience ignore. These negotiations were conducted with care, because Crayne was Harlan's hire and Harlan's authority, and the limits of Cecilia's jurisdiction over him were imprecise in a way that required her to work around rather than through.

She had learned to state things as observations rather than complaints. I noticed the Beaumont family has been without a full meal ration since Tuesday. I expect there's been some confusion in the accounting. Crayne would meet her eyes and she would meet his and they would both understand clearly what was being said and what was being required, and the ration would be corrected, and Cecilia would thank him pleasantly for looking into it, and they would both go back to their work.

She found these exchanges exhausting. She did not let it show.



Zion Hill Baptist Church stood two miles north of Aldermain Hall on the Vicksburg road, a white-painted frame building with a bell tower and a cemetery where four generations of Warren County families had been burying their dead since 1822. The Aldermains occupied the third pew from the front on the left-hand side — close enough to the front to demonstrate standing, far enough back to avoid any implication of presumption, a position arrived at through the kind of elaborate unspoken negotiation that small Southern communities conduct without ever acknowledging that they are conducting it.

Cecilia loved the church. Her love of it was not merely habitual or social — not the love of a woman who attended because her husband expected it and her community required it, though those things were also true. She loved it because it gave her, once a week, the experience of stepping outside the management of daily life and into something that felt larger. She loved the hymns — she had a clear mezzo that her father had paid to develop when she was a girl, and she sang with the full-throated assurance of someone who is not self-conscious about a gift they have had long enough to trust. She loved the readings. She loved the particular quality of the light through Zion Hill's east windows on Sunday mornings, a slant golden light that fell across the pine pews and made the ordinary room look, for about forty minutes in summer, genuinely holy.

She was less certain — had been for years less certain — about some of what the church required her to believe alongside the things she actually believed. The Reverend Anselm Coggins preached a theology that included, as a settled and unquestionable matter, the scriptural sanction of slavery. He was not truculent about it — not a fire-and-brimstone man in that particular vein — but it was present in his sermons the way certain things are present in a family house: not remarked upon but constitutive of the whole, the load-bearing wall everyone has forgotten is a wall and simply regards as a room.

Cecilia had never spoken these doubts to Harlan. She had spoken them once, obliquely, to Della — more obliquely than she intended, perhaps, because when she tried to articulate what troubled her she found that the language she had for it was inadequate to the thing she was trying to say. Della had listened with the careful attention she gave to everything Cecilia said and had responded with something noncommittal, which was the only appropriate response. What could Della say to a white woman's doubts about slavery from inside the fact of being enslaved?

Cecilia had not raised it again. She held the doubt where she held several things — pressed to her interior, present always, never quite at rest.



Her marriage was, in its daily texture, a good one.

She knew this and did not take it for granted. She had seen enough marriages in Warren County — seen the sourness they could decay into, the stale compromises, the long silences that were not comfortable, the arrangements of mutual endurance that called themselves unions — to know that what she and Harlan had was substantially better than the alternative. He was not a tender man in the way of the novels she had read in her youth, the men who wrote verse and communicated their feelings in elaborate paragraphs. He was a plain man, direct and physical and certain, and his love was expressed in direct and physical ways: in the way he still reached for her hand when they sat on the gallery in the evenings; in the way he sought her opinion on matters of the plantation that fell entirely within his authority; in the way he noticed, after all these years, when she wore a particular dress or arranged her hair a particular way, and said so without being asked.

He was proud of her. She had complicated feelings about being a thing a man was proud of, but she was not immune to the pleasure of being truly seen by the man she had chosen, and she had been seen by him for a very long time. She loved him. She did — with the particular steadiness of a love that has survived the ordinary disappointments of a long marriage and emerged from them knowing its own weight.

He was a good father in the way of men who have been raised to believe that love is best demonstrated through instruction and expectation. The boys had grown up knowing their father loved them and that his love required something of them, which is not the worst way to grow up. If he had a failing as a father, it was that he had made the moral world too clean for them — lines drawn clearly, certainties well-stocked, no requirement to look at the lines and ask whether they were right. Cecilia had been asking, quietly, for years. The asking had not yet led her anywhere she could name.



Three days after Fort Sumter, on a Wednesday morning when the dew was heavy on the garden grass, Cecilia took her fishing rod from the peg in the back hallway and walked south along the canal path.

She sat on the porch of her little cabin with the rod across her knees and the brown water moving gently before her and she let herself feel what she had been not letting herself feel for three days.

She was afraid.

Not the sharp immediate afraid of a sudden danger. This was the slow wide afraid of someone who has seen a thing coming from a long way off and has hoped, unreasonably and persistently, that it would change direction, and has now understood that it will not. The war was coming. Her husband believed in it with his whole heart. Her sons — or two of them, certainly, and the third by his father's expectation — would go into it. And she would remain, managing the plantation, writing letters, waiting for news, being the kind of woman her world required: patient, faithful, capable, uncomplaining.

She could be those things. She had been those things for a long time.

The wood ducks moved on the canal. The herons stood in the shallows. After a while she put her line in the water and caught nothing for two hours, which was fine. The point was not the fish.

When she came back to the house, Della was on the back gallery shelling peas. She looked up and read Cecilia's face in the practiced way of a woman who has known another woman's face for more than twenty years, and she said nothing, which was the right thing.

"I need to speak with Harlan today," Cecilia said. "About provisions."

"Yes, ma'am," Della said, and went back to her peas.



That evening, Harlan came to her room.

He was still a handsome man — grayer than the man she had married, heavier in the body, the working calluses of his youth now overlaid with softer hands. But the pale eyes were still direct and steady and the jaw still firm, and he was still, when he chose to be, the man she had fallen in love with at twenty-two in her father's parlor in Natchez.

He sat on the edge of the bed and she sat in the chair by the window and they talked — about the plantation, about the harvest, about the provisions she wanted to order from Faraday. He told her his thoughts about the regiment, which she already knew were his thoughts, and she listened, and she asked the questions that required asking, and when the talking was done she went to him.

She loved him and she was afraid of losing him and she did not say either of those things because he was not a man who needed them said in words, and because some part of her believed — had been taught to believe, the way women of her time and place were taught so many things — that wanting him to stay was a selfish thing to want when the cause required him to go.

She lay awake after he slept, listening to the night sounds of the plantation — the peepers in the canal, the distant field dogs, the wind in the shortleaf pine on the western margin, and, from the direction of the quarters, a sound that might have been music or might have been praying or might have been both, which were sometimes the same thing.

She watched the ceiling.

She was forty-eight years old and she was afraid and she loved her husband and she kept the household accounts and she noted the wisteria on the fence post and she sat with her line in the brown water and caught nothing and called it enough. She was the woman she had made herself into and the woman the world had made for her, and in the dark of her bedroom she could not always tell where one of those women ended and the other began.

Sleep came eventually, as it always did.



Chapter Three: The Quarters

Aldermain Hall — April 1861



On the morning of the first warm Monday in April, before the sun had cleared the treeline and while the dew was still thick on the hoe handles stacked against the tool shed wall, Nance Beaumont built her cooking fire in the small clay hearth outside the door of her cabin and put the hominy on to boil and called her children to get up before she had to call them twice.

She had four children and she called them twice.

The eldest, a girl of fifteen named Rue, came out first, rubbing her eyes with her fists and moving with the slow reluctant momentum of someone whose body had not yet conceded to the morning. Behind her came the two middle children — boys of nine and seven whose names were Cuff and Silas — already quarreling about something small and urgent in the way of young brothers. The youngest, a girl of three called Pearl, Nance carried out herself, the child's legs wrapped around her hip, the small dark head still heavy with sleep against her shoulder.

Nance stirred the hominy and watched her children arrange themselves around the fire and felt, as she felt each morning with a ferocity she had learned not to show, the complicated violent love of a mother who does not own her children in any legal sense and is aware of this fact every hour of every day.



The quarters at Aldermain Hall were, by the standards of Warren County plantations in 1861, neither the worst nor the best. This is a statement that requires careful handling, because the range it describes — from not the worst to not the best — was a range that existed entirely within the category of bondage, and bondage at its most moderate was still bondage, and nothing about Aldermain Hall's fourteen cabins and sixty-one souls should be understood as comfortable or acceptable or anything other than what it was. But the specific texture of a life — even a life that should not have existed in the form it did — has particular details, and the particular details of this place are part of this story.

The cabins were chinked with clay and moss and re-chinked every autumn before the cold came, which was more than some plantations did. The rations came each Saturday from the storehouse: a peck of cornmeal, three pounds of salt pork, a half-pint of molasses per adult per week, with additions of sweet potatoes from the plantation's fields in their season and, at Cecilia Aldermain's insistence, a weekly distribution of buttermilk from the dairy. The rear gardens were permitted — six plots of ground behind the cabin rows where families grew what they could: sweet potatoes, collards, field peas, the occasional tomato. A few families kept chickens with Harlan Aldermain's permission, which was permission contingent on behavior and mood and therefore not quite permission in the ordinary sense of the word.

Sunday afternoons were nominally free — from after the midday meal until dark, the plantation did not require labor, which meant that in the hours between those two points the sixty-one people of Aldermain Hall could do something approaching choosing how to spend their time. Some of them used these hours to work their gardens, or mend their clothing, or visit with family in the next cabin. Some of them gathered under the brush arbor at the south end of the quarters — a frame of bent willow branches woven with pine boughs, rebuilt each summer, serving as the quarters' church — and held services of their own that bore a family resemblance to the services at Zion Hill Baptist but were also, in their music and their movement and the particular intensity of their praying, something that Zion Hill would not have recognized and would not have known what to do with if it had.

Ezra Tull did not, as a rule, spend his Sunday afternoons at the brush arbor. He was not hostile to it — he had been raised in his mother's faith, which was a genuine and tenacious faith, and he respected it the way you respect anything that has kept the people you love alive in conditions designed to destroy them. But he preferred, on Sunday afternoons, to be alone, which was a preference that was both a luxury and, on a plantation, a constant negotiation.

He went to the canal.



The work of Aldermain Hall's cotton season began before April was properly established and did not relent until November's last picking. Spring meant plowing and planting — the fields broken with mule-drawn plows, the seed cotton distributed and pressed into the dark loess soil at the correct depth and spacing, the rows of new green coming up through the black earth in the first warm weeks like a promise the land was making that it would, that season, require everything these people had to give it.

Ezra worked the north fields with a gang of twelve that spring, under Ledbetter's supervision. He had been working cotton since he was seven years old, which was not unusual — children in the quarters began their working lives early, first as water carriers and twig-gatherers, then as hoers alongside the adults, the expectation of their labor expanding with their bodies year by year until there was nothing left to expand into and they were simply workers, the full weight of the plantation's requirement settled upon them without ceremony or acknowledgment.

He was good at the work in the way that people who have done a thing their entire lives become good at it — efficiently, without waste of motion, with a body that had learned the rhythms of the cotton fields so deeply that the work sometimes felt almost like not-thinking, which was a mercy and an indignity simultaneously. He was not unaware of this. He was not unaware of very much.

Ledbetter was not Crayne. He was younger, less certain of himself, more susceptible to the influence of the weather on his mood. On cool clear days he rode the field line at a reasonable distance and kept his mouth closed except to call out corrections that were sometimes even useful. On hot days or days when he had drunk the night before, which was not infrequently, he became unpredictable — not Crayne's calculated unpredictability, which was a management tool, but the random lashing out of a man who has been given power he lacks the character to hold properly and who knows it and resents everyone around him for knowing it too.

On those days, Ezra worked with a stillness in his body that was not submission. It was the stillness of someone who has decided, very deliberately, where the line is and what will happen if the line is crossed, and who is waiting, without impatience, for the moment when that decision will need to be enacted. He had made this decision at the age of fifteen, the year he was first assigned to the field gangs, and it had not changed since then. He had not yet been required to enact it, which was not luck — it was because something in his manner communicated, without his ever stating it, that the enacting would be costly, and even men like Ledbetter read this kind of communication when it was sufficiently clear.

His father, Hector, worked the south fields and had worked them for thirty years. He was a man who had arrived at a different kind of accommodation with the work — not acceptance, because Hector Tull had never accepted anything that was done to him or to his family, but a settled management of his own response to it, a long discipline of the self that had kept him whole across three decades of bondage that had every incentive to break him. He watched his younger son from across the field lines when their gangs were near enough for watching, and what he felt in those watching moments was something he could not have put into words but that was partly pride and partly grief and partly the specific fear of a man who sees his own fire burning in someone younger and less armored and knows what fire does when it cannot be contained.



On the second Tuesday of April, Rufus Crayne rode the south field line in the early afternoon.

He had been in a dark mood since the morning, when Harlan Aldermain had called him to the house to discuss the spring planting schedule and had corrected him in front of the bookkeeper Gideon Purse regarding the seed allocation for the eastern acres — a small thing, technically, but Crayne did not experience small corrections as small. He rode the line on his gray mare with his jaw set and his tobacco working in his cheek, looking for something.

He found it in the form of Reuben Beaumont — Nance's husband, a man of thirty-eight who had been in the south field gang for fifteen years and who had the misfortune, that afternoon, of stopping to wipe his face with the rag he kept tucked in his waistband at a moment when Crayne was near enough to see it.

"What are you doing," Crayne said. It was not a question.

Reuben straightened. He was a tall man, not as broad as Hector Tull but long-limbed and strong, with a face that had learned to keep itself very still in the presence of men like Crayne. "Just wiping my face, sir."

"I can see that. I'm asking why you're standing still in the middle of the day to wipe your face."

The other workers in the nearby rows had not stopped moving, but they had slowed — a collective adjustment, barely perceptible, the whole gang attending to what was happening without appearing to attend to it.

"I'll get back to it," Reuben said.

"You'll get back to it when I say you'll get back to it." Crayne brought his horse a step closer. "You've been slow in this row all morning. Ledbetter told me."

This was probably not true. Ledbetter reported to Crayne what Crayne wanted to hear, but what Crayne wanted to hear varied with his mood, and today's mood wanted grievance.

Hector Tull was twelve rows south, close enough to hear the exchange. He did not stop moving his hoe. He looked at nothing and everything simultaneously in the particular way he had, a kind of wide unfocused awareness that took in the whole field without settling on any part of it, and he moved his hoe in the dark soil and said nothing and felt the thing he always felt in these moments — the slow deep burning of a man who has swallowed fire for thirty years and has gotten good at it, which does not mean it stops burning.

Reuben Beaumont looked at the ground, then back at Crayne. "I'll make up whatever time I've lost," he said.

There was a long moment. Crayne worked his tobacco. The mare shifted her weight.

"See that you do," Crayne said, and turned the horse and rode on down the line.

The gang's collective pace adjusted itself back to normal within thirty seconds. Nothing had happened. Everything had happened.

Hector went home that evening and sat outside his cabin door in the low light and said nothing for a long time, and Della sat beside him and did not ask him to, and the evening settled around them with the particular quality of evenings after days like this one — heavy, temporarily quiet, neither peace nor its opposite but something in between for which there was no adequate name.



Inside the Tull cabin that evening, after supper, Ezra read by the light of a tallow candle stub.

The book was one of two he had managed to keep in his possession across several years of careful concealment — a worn copy of The Pilgrim's Progress that had been in the Aldermain Hall household library and had gone missing during a reorganization of the shelves three years prior, at which time it had found its way to Ezra by a route that had involved Pemberton Aldermain and a degree of deliberate inattention on Pemberton's part that was the closest the youngest Aldermain son came to moral action. The other book was the Bible. These were the two books Ezra owned, which made him, by the standards of Aldermain Hall, extravagantly literate.

He read slowly, not because comprehension was difficult but because he was savoring it — the specific pleasure of reading, which he had come to understand was not merely the absorption of information but something more like the experience of a different kind of consciousness, a way of inhabiting language that the spoken word, however rich, did not quite provide. He had tried to explain this to his mother once and she had looked at him with an expression that combined pride and worry in proportions she did not try to conceal.

Della came in from where she had been sitting with Hector and looked at her younger son in the candlelight and felt both of those things again.

"You heard what happened in the south field today," she said. It was not a question.

"I heard."

"Reuben keeps his head. He'll be all right."

"This time," Ezra said.

Della did not answer this, because there was nothing useful to say to it. She went to the shelf where the food was kept and checked the cornmeal and the salt pork — three days' worth remaining, Saturday not far off — and she pinched out the candle and told her son to sleep.

He lay in the dark after she left and listened to his father's breathing on the other side of the partition. Slow and steady as a man at work. His father slept the way he did everything — with total commitment, without any excess.

Through the cabin's single window, which had no glass but a wooden shutter that stood open in this weather, Ezra could see a piece of the sky: blue-black, salted with stars, the near-full moon just clearing the oak line. And in the middle distance, perhaps three hundred yards north, the upper windows of the Aldermain house with their lamp glow, warm and rectangular in the dark.

He had heard about Fort Sumter two days ago, the same way everyone in the quarters had heard — in pieces, passed mouth to ear across the field lines and the kitchen gardens and the woodpiles, assembled gradually into something like a whole picture. The white men were going to war. The war was about slavery, whatever the white men said it was about. If the North won, something would change. No one in the quarters was willing to say exactly what, because the history of their lives had made them careful about attaching themselves to the idea of change — change, in their experience, had as often meant worse as better, and hope was a thing that cost something, and they had learned to spend it carefully.

But something would change.

Ezra lay in the dark and looked at the piece of sky in the window and at the warm rectangles of light in the Aldermain house, and he thought about what it meant — the war, the going of men, the staying of others. He thought about Pemberton Aldermain, who had given him a Bible when they were boys and who was now twenty-one and who would, by everything Ezra understood about how this world worked, be going to that war. He felt something about this that was not quite grief and not quite the opposite of grief and that he could not name satisfactorily.

He was nineteen years old and he was owned by the man in that house and he had read The Pilgrim's Progress and the Bible and he could do things with his hands and his body that most men in Warren County could not do and he was not what anyone on this plantation thought he was, except possibly his mother, who thought several contradictory things about him simultaneously and loved him with a ferocity that was, he had come to understand, one of the fundamental facts of his life.

The lamp in the upper window of the Aldermain house went dark.

He turned onto his side and closed his eyes and after a while he slept.



Three rows over in the cabin where the Beaumont family lived, Nance put her children to bed one by one and listened to them go quiet and then stood at her own door looking out at the night for a long time. Pearl was on her hip again, the small weight of her, the warm animal realness of a sleeping child. Reuben was inside already. Nance could hear him moving, settling, going still.

She looked at the sky and thought about Fort Sumter and thought about what she had heard the women saying at the well this afternoon about the plantation owner going to war and some of the men going with him, owned men compelled to march behind the very cause of their bondage, and she felt the absurdity of it and the horror of it simultaneously, which was the condition of their lives — the absurd and the horrible occupying the same space so constantly that a person could almost stop noticing the strangeness of it, almost, which was not the same as actually stopping.

Pearl stirred and resettled against her shoulder.

She went inside and barred the door.



At the south end of the quarters, under the brush arbor, a man named Jonah — older than anyone else on the plantation, so old that no one knew precisely, not even Jonah himself — sat up later than the rest, as he often did. He had in his younger years been a preacher of some considerable power, and he still held in the quarters the authority of a man whose relationship to God appeared to be more direct and less mediated than most people's. He was not praying now. He was sitting with his hands on his knees, looking at nothing in particular, and there was an expression on his face that had no name in English though it has existed in every language that has ever tried to describe what a very old person feels when they understand that history is not finished with them yet.

The brush arbor creaked gently in the night wind.

Somewhere in the middle distance, a whippoorwill called and called and called, the way they do in Mississippi April, insistent and circular, as if the night itself were trying to ask a question it could not stop asking.



Chapter Four: Della

Aldermain Hall — April 1861



Della Tull ironed on Tuesdays and Thursdays.

This was not a rule anyone had made — it was simply how it had settled, the way most things in a well-run household settle into rhythm over time, the routine becoming its own authority. She set the ironing board up in the room off the kitchen on those mornings, heated the flat irons on the stove two at a time so there was always a hot one ready when the one in her hand cooled, and worked through the household's linen in a sequence she had established years ago and never varied: table linen first, then bed linen, then Harlan Aldermain's shirts, then whatever of the boys' needed attention, then Cecilia's things last. She saved Cecilia's last not because they were least important but because they were the most — the good dresses required care that the rest did not, the fine cotton and the silk needed a different heat and a lighter touch, and she did that work at the end when her hands had had the whole morning to find their best judgment.

She was good at ironing in the way that she was good at most things the household required of her, which was to say that she did not think of it as a skill so much as an extension of herself — something that had been hers so long that the distinction between the person and the work had dissolved. This was not contentment. Let that be clear. It was the condition of a woman who had been doing necessary work for so long that her competence had become, in the eyes of the household that owned her, simply the expected state of the world, as unremarkable as the sunrise and as uncredited.

She pressed the iron along the sleeve of Harlan Aldermain's good white shirt and turned it and pressed again and thought about the thing she had been thinking about since Saturday, which was what Jonah had said at the brush arbor on Sunday — that the planter men were going to their war and that some of the men from the quarters would go with them, driven or compelled or taken, which were all versions of the same thing.

She thought about Hector. She thought about Amos.

She did not yet let herself think about Ezra, because thinking about Ezra required more room than she had in the middle of Tuesday morning ironing, and she had learned over nineteen years to be careful about when and where she allowed herself to think about her younger son.



She had come to Aldermain Hall in the August of 1838, which had been the hottest August she could remember before or since, the air thick and yellow and so heavy with moisture that breathing it felt like work. She had been twenty-three years old and she had arrived on the back of a wagon with four other people from the Leland Marsh estate outside Natchez, all of them newly purchased, all of them carrying the specific stunned quality of people who have just been sold — not for the first time, in most of their cases, but each time had its own particular shock, its own specific erasure.

She had left behind in Natchez a sister named Cora.

Twenty-three years later, she still thought about Cora most days. Not with the raw tearing grief of the early years — that had changed shape over time, the way grief does when it cannot be resolved and must instead be carried, reshaping itself into something denser and less sharp but more permanent, like a stone you have carried so long that you have stopped noticing the weight and would notice its absence more. Cora had been sold at the same estate sale to a buyer from Louisiana, a sugar plantation man with cold eyes who had paid a good price and loaded his purchases into a wagon heading west before Della could do more than grip her sister's hand for a moment across the tailgate of her own wagon and hold on until the distance between them made holding on impossible.

She had never heard from Cora again. She had never had any way of hearing from Cora again. This was not unusual. This was, in fact, the most ordinary thing about her story, which was itself the most ordinary kind of story — a woman taken from everything she knew and set down somewhere else and required to make of it a life, which she had done, because the alternative to making a life was not something she was willing to choose.

Aldermain Hall had been, from the beginning, a place she could make a life in. She had assessed it with the quick accurate eye she had for such things and she had understood within a week what kind of place it was: not the worst, not the best, with an overseer who was dangerous and an owner who was manageable and a mistress who was — she had taken longer to assess Cecilia, because Cecilia was more complicated than most.



Cecilia Aldermain had been twenty-five years old when Della arrived, three years married, with Calhoun a toddler and the second son not yet born. She had been pretty in the way of young women who are still becoming what they will be — pretty and uncertain, new to the authority of running a large household, making her errors with a self-awareness that Della had found, if not endearing, at least honest. She had not treated Della, from the first week, with the casual cruelty of a woman who has never had to think about the people around her. She had treated her with something that was, if not yet trust, at least attention — genuine, curious attention, the attention of a woman who was actually looking at the person in front of her rather than the category that person was supposed to represent.

This had been unusual enough that Della had noticed it. She had also been careful enough not to mistake it for more than it was. She had seen, over the years, the specific trap that women in her position could fall into — the warm mistress who was genuinely kind, genuinely caring, who loved her enslaved servant in the way that people love useful and admirable things, and in whose love the servant could begin, gradually, to forget the nature of the structure they both lived inside. Della had not forgotten. She had loved Cecilia — did love her, would go on loving her — and she had not forgotten.

What she and Cecilia had built across twenty-three years was something real: a genuine knowledge of each other, a genuine care, the specific intimacy of two women who have been through births and deaths and seasons and arguments and long illness and great joy in close proximity. Cecilia had sat with Della through the fever that took Della's first pregnancy at four months, the year after she arrived at Aldermain Hall — sat with her through the night, changing the cold cloths and not leaving, which was not required of her and which Della had never forgotten. Della had sat with Cecilia through Whitfield's difficult birth, and through the death of Cecilia's mother, and through the long season when Harlan Aldermain had been sick with a chest ailment so serious that everyone on the plantation had believed, for six weeks, that he would not recover.

They had been through things together. It was real.

It was also bounded, always, by what it could not be. There were rooms in Cecilia's life that Della could enter and rooms she could not. There were things Cecilia said to Della and things she said to no one, or only to Harlan, or to the Wordsworth on her shelf. And there were things Della said to Cecilia and things she said only to Hector, or to herself, in the private language of her own interior — the full account of what it was to live this life, which she could not give to Cecilia because giving it would require Cecilia to do something with it, and Cecilia, for all her goodness, was not yet the kind of person who could receive that full account and act on it in the way it deserved.

Della did not hold this against her. She understood it as a fact of their situation.



On the Sunday before Fort Sumter, in the quiet of the late morning while Harlan was occupied in his study and the boys were out on horseback, Cecilia had called Della to her sitting room.

It was a room Della knew as well as she knew her own — the two shelves of books along the south wall, the writing desk by the window, the small settee where Cecilia sat when she was reading or sewing, the worn spot on the rug by the desk leg where the chair had been pulled out and pushed back ten thousand times. The morning light came in flat and white and kind, the way it did in the hour before the full heat of the day asserted itself.

Cecilia had a letter in her lap. It was from her eldest son's friend, a young man named Warfield from Jackson, reporting on the mood in the capital. She held it without reading it and looked at Della when Della came in and said, "Sit down for a minute."

Della sat in the straight-backed chair by the door that was understood, by long convention, to be where she sat in this room.

"This is going to happen," Cecilia said. "Harlan joining. The boys. It's going to happen."

"Yes, ma'am," Della said. "I expect it is."

"I need to think about what that means for the plantation." She paused. "For everyone here."

Della looked at her. "What are you thinking about, Miss Cecilia?"

Cecilia set the letter aside and looked out the window at the garden. "I'm thinking about what Crayne will be like when Harlan isn't here to check him."

"Yes," Della said. This was not a question that required elaboration.

"I'm thinking about whether Ledbetter is someone who can be reasoned with."

"Sometimes," Della said carefully. "Depends on the day."

There was a silence. Outside, a cardinal was working its way through the new growth on the garden fence, quick and red, the female trailing behind him with her quieter colors.

"I'm thinking about you," Cecilia said finally. "About Hector. About Amos."

Della kept her face still. This was the specific kindness of Cecilia Aldermain — that she thought about particular people, named them, saw them individually rather than collectively. It was also, in this moment, a thing that required careful navigation, because there were things Della wanted to say in response that she could not say, things about Hector and Amos going to a war on behalf of the very institution that had taken their freedom, things about what Crayne without Harlan's oversight would feel like in the quarters, things about the specific nature of her fear that lived in her chest these days like something with its own heartbeat.

"Hector and Amos are strong men," Della said. "They'll manage what they have to manage."

"I know they will," Cecilia said. "I know." She turned from the window. "I wanted to say — whatever happens while Harlan is away, you have my word that I will do everything I can to —" She stopped. Started again. "The things Crayne does when no one is watching. I intend to be watching."

Della held Cecilia's gaze for a moment — long enough for both of them to understand what had just been said and what could not be added to it and why.

"Thank you, Miss Cecilia," Della said.

It was the right answer. It was not the only answer she had.



That evening Della found Ezra at the back of the tool shed, sharpening a hoe blade with a whetstone. He did this with the same focused economy he brought to everything physical — his body turned slightly away from the doorway, the stone moving in a consistent arc, the blade catching the late light.

She leaned against the doorframe and watched him for a moment before she spoke.

"You know they're going to take your father," she said.

Ezra's hand paused on the stone. Then continued. "I know."

"And Amos likely."

"Likely."

She looked at the line of his back, the set of his shoulders. She had looked at this boy's back for nineteen years — had watched it widen and lengthen and develop the particular posture of a man who is always, in some part of himself, braced. She had carried him against her chest when he was three days old and terrifyingly small and she knew every inch of him and she knew what was in him and it frightened her the way only the things you love most can frighten you.

"They'll want some men to stay," she said. "For the plantation to run. And for protection."

Ezra turned to look at her then. His face in the shadow of the shed was very still. "I know what you're thinking, Mama."

"I don't believe you do."

"You want to ask her to keep me here."

"I want you to stay alive," Della said. "Which is not the same thing as what I want for you. But it's what I want more than what I want for you, and I'm not sorry for that."

He looked at her for a long moment. In the light from the shed's single high window, his face was his mother's face and his father's face and also, already, something else — some third thing that was entirely his own and that she could not always read, which was new and disconcerting in a person she had been reading since his first breath.

"You think she'd agree," he said. "Miss Cecilia."

"I think she might," Della said carefully. "If I asked the right way. If there was a reason she could hold in her mind about the plantation's safety."

"And you'd ask her."

"I'd ask her." She paused. "I'd ask her because I want you here where I can see you. I know that's a selfish reason."

"It's not selfish," Ezra said.

"It is and it isn't," Della said. "I know what staying here means too. I know you'd rather go — or at least that part of you would rather go. That you'd rather be anywhere than staying on this plantation while your father and brother march off behind men who own them."

Ezra said nothing. This was itself a kind of answer.

"But you staying alive is more important to me than whatever you'd rather," Della said. "And that's the end of it."

He turned back to the hoe blade. The stone moved in its arc, steady and deliberate.

"All right, Mama," he said quietly.

She stood in the doorframe a moment longer, looking at the line of his back.



Walking back to the cabin in the last of the evening light, Della turned over in her mind the shape of what was coming. She was not a woman who spent much energy on fear — she had found, over the course of her life, that fear was an expensive currency and she could not afford to spend it freely. She was careful about it. She spent it where it was warranted and held it back everywhere else.

But she was afraid now, and she knew it, and she let herself know it for the length of the walk back, which was the amount of time she was willing to give to it.

There was what she could see: Hector and Amos going. Crayne unsupervised. The plantation depleted, the normal structures of its management disrupted, the balance of power shifting in ways that were difficult to predict.

And there was what she could not quite see yet — a shape in the periphery of her thinking, not yet clear enough to name. Something about Ezra and the particular nature of his staying. Something about the fact that he would be in the house, near Cecilia, in a plantation emptied of its usual population and its usual rules. Something about the way he had looked, in the tool shed, when she spoke of Cecilia — not differently than he looked at any other mention of any person at the plantation. Exactly as he always looked. Which was what troubled her, now that she examined it. Ezra's face, when something mattered to him, went very still. And she had known him for nineteen years.

She reached the cabin. Hector was outside, sitting in the last warmth of the day with his hands loose on his knees.

She sat down beside him.

The evening sounds of the quarters moved around them — children called in for supper, the cluck of Nance Beaumont's chickens settling for the night, the low voices of men talking at the far end of the row. Ordinary sounds. The sound of a life that persisted because persistence was the only available answer to the conditions of their existence.

Della rested her head briefly against Hector's shoulder and he turned his face toward hers and they sat that way in the fading light, not speaking, which was how they had always said the things that were too large for words.

She would speak to Cecilia in the morning. She would do it carefully and she would do it right and she would secure her son's remaining on this plantation, which was the best she could do for him. She knew it was not everything he needed. She knew it was not the life he deserved. She knew many things that did not help her.

She knew them anyway, which was also her nature.



Chapter Five: The Cabin by the Canal

Aldermain Hall — April 1861



She came to the cabin the way she always came — with her fishing rod over one shoulder and a book tucked under her arm and the particular quality of attention she carried to this place and nowhere else, a kind of deliberate slowing, a conscious setting-down of the self that the house required her to be.

The morning was already warm. The buttonbush was coming into leaf along the canal bank, the new growth acid-green against the brown of the water, and the bald cypress had put out its soft feathery needles in the pale color that would deepen to full green by May. She had been coming to this cabin for eighteen years — since the second year of her marriage, when she had discovered it in a season when the plantation felt, for reasons she could not precisely name, too loud and too full and too much, and had found in it the specific relief of a place that required nothing of her at all.

She settled into the rocking chair on the porch and let out a breath she had apparently been holding since she woke.

The canal lay before her, brown and still in the morning calm, the surface unmarked except where a water strider moved in the shallows and left its brief paired dimples, and where, twenty feet out, a great blue heron stood in water to its knees with the absolute patience of something that has decided the only useful thing to do is wait. A pair of wood ducks moved along the far bank, the male in his absurd and wonderful colors, turning his head with a quick jeweled precision that had always struck her as slightly comic and deeply beautiful simultaneously.

She did not put her line in the water immediately. She rarely did, on arrival. There was a period — twenty minutes, perhaps thirty — when she simply sat and let the cabin reclaim her, let the canal's quietness work on the particular tightness in her chest that the house and its management and its people and its needs produced in her without her permission. The tightness was not unhappiness. She wanted to be clear about that, at least to herself. It was simply the weight of a life that had many claims on it, and the cabin was where she set the weight down.



On the small shelf to the left of the door — the books shelf, as she thought of it, as opposed to the practical shelf on the right where the fishing tackle and the candle box and the tin of matches lived — she kept eight volumes. She did not change them often. They were not the books she read in the house, which were the books she read in public, in company, the books she discussed with Reverend Coggins or mentioned to Harlan or recommended to the boys. These were the books she read when no one was watching.

There was a volume of Tennyson, In Memoriam, which she had bought from a bookseller in Vicksburg the year it came out and had been returning to ever since, finding in its long meditation on grief and doubt and the persistence of love something she could not find in the Sunday sermons and did not stop looking for. There were two of Scott's novels — The Heart of Midlothian and Rob Roy — which she read for pure pleasure, with the particular guiltless enjoyment of someone who has decided that pleasure is not always less legitimate than instruction. There was a volume of Washington Irving. There was a botanical guide to Mississippi flora, which was not literature but which she consulted with genuine interest when something along the canal bank puzzled her.

And there was, on the bottom shelf, pushed somewhat to the back, a copy of Mrs. Stowe's novel.

She had obtained it three years ago from a woman in Vicksburg — a Mrs. Calder, a minister's wife from Ohio who had married a Mississippi man and moved south and who existed in Warren County's social world in a state of perpetual polite friction, saying the wrong things at the right volume and the right things at the wrong moments and surviving it all with a cheerfulness that was either obliviousness or armor and possibly both. Mrs. Calder had pressed the book on Cecilia at a church social with the casual confidence of a woman who does not think twice about such things, and Cecilia had taken it home and read it in two days and had not known, afterward, what to do with what it had made her feel.

She had not gotten rid of it. She kept it at the cabin because she could not keep it in the house, and she kept it on the bottom shelf pushed to the back because she could not quite bring herself to put it in the canal either. It sat there. She thought about it sometimes when she was not reading it, which was most of the time, which was perhaps the point.

She took down the Tennyson this morning and opened it and read for a while, her feet up on the porch rail, the heron still motionless in the water before her, the wood ducks long gone around the bend.

I hold it true, whate'er befall; I feel it, when I sorrow most; 'Tis better to have loved and lost Than never to have loved at all.

She had read these lines so many times they had worn grooves in her. She read them again anyway, because some things bear repeating not for the information they contain but for the feeling of them in the mind, the way a river stone bears holding not because it is new but because it is always exactly what it is.



She put the line in the water around eight o'clock, baited with the earthworms she had dug from the kitchen garden soil the evening before and kept in a tin of damp earth overnight. The cane pole was her father's — an old piece, smoothed by years of handling, with a faded line of yellow paint near the grip end that her father had put there to mark it as his when he and his brother fished together in the summers of her childhood in Natchez. She had taken it from his house after his death and she used it every season and had not yet replaced it, though there were cracks along one section that would eventually require either mending or conceding.

The cork float settled on the brown water and she watched it with the particular quality of attention that fishing requires — present but not effortful, the kind of watching that is really a form of not watching, a surrender of the strategic mind to the simple fact of the water and the light and the occasional small movement of the float.

She caught a bream within ten minutes — a good one, fat and golden in the morning light, that bent the old cane pole satisfyingly before she lifted it clear and unhooked it and held it for a moment in her wet hands, its sides pulsing, its eye regarding her with an expression of pure fish indignation, before she put it back. She did not keep what she caught, as a rule. Harlan found this baffling and had said so on multiple occasions, to which she had responded that the fish were not the point, to which he had responded that he was not sure what the point was then, to which she had smiled and said that was also fine.

He had laughed, the last time she said this. A good laugh — the real one, not the performed social version. She had been glad to produce it.



She thought about Harlan here more than she thought about him anywhere else, which was perhaps because this was the place most fully her own and therefore the place where his presence, when it occurred, was most purely chosen rather than obligatory. He had sat with her on this porch on summer evenings, his long legs stretched to the porch rail, a glass of bourbon on the arm of the chair she pulled out for him, saying very little and being entirely comfortable in the saying of it. This was a thing she valued in him — his ease with silence in her company, the way he did not feel required to fill it. Some men, she had observed, were made anxious by a silent woman, suspecting in the silence a judgment or a grievance. Harlan had always seemed to understand that her silences were simply silences.

The last time they had come here together had been in September, a Sunday evening, the air beginning its turn toward autumn though the heat was still enormous. He had been reading the Whig and she had been fishing — not caught anything, as usual — and at some point he had folded the paper and set it aside and looked at the canal in the low evening light and said, "I expect we'll have trouble before winter."

She had known what he meant. The secession talk had been constant by then, the air full of it, every dinner table and church social and courthouse gallery given over to it.

"I expect so too," she had said.

They had sat quietly for a while after that.

"Whatever happens," he had said — and then stopped, which was unusual for him. He was not a man who left sentences unfinished.

"I know," she had said.

She was not entirely sure what she had been telling him she knew. It had seemed the right answer, and he had reached over and covered her hand with his for a moment, and the evening had finished itself in the ordinary way, and they had walked back to the house in the cooling dark. She had thought about that unfinished sentence for weeks afterward.



She had been at the cabin for perhaps two hours, the morning well established and the heat beginning to rise from the water, when she heard footsteps on the path from the house.

She knew from the sound that it was Pemberton. He had walked that path enough times in his childhood — coming to find her here when the house felt too big or too quiet, when he had a question he did not want to ask in front of his brothers or his father — that she recognized the specific rhythm of his stride, the slightly longer pause between steps than his brothers had, as if he were always deciding whether to keep going.

He came around the buttonbush at the path's bend and saw her on the porch and stopped for a moment the way he always had as a child — that small hesitation, checking whether she was the kind of available he needed her to be. She set the fishing rod against the porch rail and made her face open and still.

"Mama," he said.

"Come sit," she said.

He was a tall young man, her youngest, with the lean build of someone who had not yet quite finished filling out and probably would not for another year or two. He had her eyes — the gray, the slight downward angle at the outer corners that made him look, in certain lights, as if he were on the verge of some private sadness. He sat down on the top porch step with his elbows on his knees and looked at the canal for a moment before he spoke.

"Papa's decided on a regiment," he said. "Burbidge's company, out of Vicksburg. They muster in three weeks."

She had known this was coming. She had been knowing it was coming since April fourteenth. Knowing it and living with knowing it were different things, she was discovering.

"Three weeks," she said.

"Cal and Whit are going with him. And I —" He stopped. Looked at the water. "I told him I was going too."

"I know," she said softly.

He turned to look at her then, something complicated in his face. "Are you going to tell me not to?"

She was quiet for a moment. The heron had moved further down the canal bank, was working the shallows in its slow methodical way, lifting each foot with the elaborate deliberateness of something that cannot afford an error.

"No," she said. "I'm not going to tell you not to."

Something in his face shifted — relief, or disappointment, or both. She understood this. He had wanted her to fight for him so that he did not have to fight for himself. She could not give him that. It would not have helped him, and it would not have been honest, and she did not have the surplus for dishonesty right now.

"Are you frightened?" she asked instead.

He looked at the canal a long moment. "Yes," he said finally.

"Good," she said. "That's the right answer."

He almost smiled. "Papa isn't frightened."

"Your father is frightened," she said. "He simply doesn't believe in letting it show."

Pemberton was quiet for a moment. Then he said, at a different register — lower, less prepared: "What will you do? While we're gone?"

"Run the plantation," she said. "Keep the books. Write you letters. Fish." She paused. "Be here when you come back."

He nodded. He looked as though he wanted to say something more and could not find it, which was so precisely him — Pemberton, who felt things deeply and lacked, not the words exactly, but the permission to use them. She moved from her chair and sat beside him on the top step and put her arm around him and he leaned into her the way he had leaned into her as a child, briefly and fully, and she held him.

She did not say be careful or come home safe or any of the things that mothers say because they need to say something and there is nothing adequate. She held him and she looked at the canal and the heron and the brown moving water and she let herself feel the full weight of what was coming, which was the most honest thing she could do, and probably the most useful.

After a while he straightened up and rubbed his face with his hands and stood.

"I'll see you at supper," he said.

"I'll be there," she said.

She watched him go back down the path — that particular stride, the slight pause between steps — until the buttonbush closed behind him.



She sat for a long time after he left.

The heron worked the shallows. A kingfisher arrived on the dead cypress branch that jutted over the water twenty feet out — small and teal-headed and precise, regarding the water with an intensity that was entirely professional. It plunged once, came up with something silver, swallowed, flew.

She picked up the Tennyson from the porch rail where she had set it down when Pemberton arrived and she held it without opening it. The canal moved past in its brown unhurried way, carrying on its surface the pollen from the cypress and the early cottonwood, pale yellow drifts of it against the dark water.

Three weeks.

She put the book in her lap and looked at the water and did not think in words for a while, which was what the cabin was for — not the fishing, not the reading, though she loved both — but this. The permission to be in the body of her life without having to translate it into anything. To feel the weight of it, the beauty of it, the fear of it, without being required to manage any of those feelings into a form that was useful to anyone else.

The cottonwood pollen drifted on the surface of the canal.

The morning moved toward noon.

She was not ready. She had known for weeks she was not ready. Readiness, she had come to understand, was not the relevant question — the thing was coming whether she was ready for it or not, and the only available response was to be entirely herself when it arrived. To bring to the changed world the same woman who had sat on this porch for eighteen years and watched the water and caught fish she threw back and read books she kept hidden and held her youngest son on the top step.

She would be that woman. She did not know what that woman would be required to become.

The canal moved past, steady and brown and indifferent and beautiful, the way rivers are beautiful — not caring about beauty at all, simply being it, which is the only kind of beauty that lasts.



Chapter Six: Fort Sumter's Echo

Warren County, Mississippi — Late April 1861



The Sunday after the news arrived, Reverend Anselm Coggins preached from the book of Joshua.

He was not a theatrical man as preachers went in Warren County in 1861, which was a county that had produced some genuinely theatrical preachers in its time — men who could work a congregation to its feet in twenty minutes and bring it back down weeping in ten, men who used silence and volume and the dramatic pause with the skill of performers who had found, in the pulpit, the stage they were built for. Coggins was not this kind of preacher. He was measured, studious, precise in his language, a man who believed that the Word did not require embellishment and that his job was to make its meaning clear rather than its delivery exciting. In ordinary times this made him a competent and somewhat dry Sunday presence. In the extraordinary times that had now arrived, it made him devastating.

He read from the seventh chapter: Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.

Then he set his Bible down and looked at his congregation.

Zion Hill was full that morning — fuller than a normal Sunday, because the news had brought people out of their houses and onto the road and into the pews the way news of this magnitude always did, as if proximity to other people was itself a form of answer to the question the news was asking. The Aldermain family occupied their third pew — Harlan and Cecilia with the three boys ranged beside them, all in their good clothes, the boys with their hair combed into temporary submission. Around them the pew faces of Warren County: the Winstons, the Crenshaws, the Faradays, the Raleigh Boyds whose eldest son had already written to the capital about a commission. The women in their good spring bonnets. The men with their chins up and their mouths set in the expression of men who have decided something.

Coggins spoke for forty minutes.

He spoke about the covenant between a people and their God, about the obligations of Christian men to defend what God had ordained, about the particular providence that had settled this land and these people and this way of life in this place at this time. He did not use the word slavery. He did not need to — the structure of everything he said made its subject clear to everyone present, the way a frame makes clear the shape of a painting before the painting exists. He spoke about courage and sacrifice and the righteousness of a cause that was, he said, nothing less than the defense of a divinely sanctioned order against those who would overturn it from ignorance or malice or both.

Cecilia sat in the third pew and listened and held her hands still in her lap and sang the hymns and rose and sat at the appropriate moments and was, in every observable way, exactly what the occasion required her to be.

Inside she was somewhere else entirely.

She had known Anselm Coggins for eleven years. She had brought him soup when his wife was ill. She had listened to his sermons on love and grace and the mystery of suffering with genuine attention and genuine gratitude. She believed him to be, in the private transactions of his daily life, a good man. She was sitting in his church listening to him tell her sons that God wanted them to go to war to preserve the institution of slavery and she was holding her hands still in her lap and she was thinking — not in the organized way of a person making an argument but in the raw immediate way of a person feeling the full cost of a thing — about Della.

About Della ironing Harlan's shirts on Tuesday mornings with the efficiency of someone who has been doing necessary work for so long it has become indistinguishable from herself.

About Hector in the south field for thirty years.

About Ezra's hands on a whetstone.

About Cora, whose name she did not know yet, who had gone west in a wagon toward Louisiana while her sister gripped the tailgate and the distance grew.

She did not know about Cora yet. She would not know about Cora for some time. But she was thinking about the people in her life who were property in the eyes of the law and people in the eyes of her own experience, and she was listening to Anselm Coggins explain to her sons why this arrangement was divinely sanctioned, and she was holding her hands very still.

The congregation sang A Mighty Fortress with a fervor that made the windows ring.



The supper table that evening had a different quality from ordinary suppers — charged, deliberate, the candles in the candelabra burning with a steadiness that felt almost ceremonial, as if the room itself had been asked to bear witness.

Harlan sat at the head of the table where he always sat, but with something in his posture that was not quite his ordinary posture — more erect, more considered, the posture of a man who has something to say and has been deciding all day how to say it. The boys were in their places. Cecilia was at the table's other end, which was her place, had been her place for twenty-six years, and she looked at her husband the length of the candles and waited.

Harlan cut his meat with the precision of a man who does things one at a time. He ate several bites. He set his fork down.

"I've spoken with Colonel Burbidge," he said. "The company musters the fifteenth of May. I'll ride to Vicksburg on Monday to formalize the enrollment."

The room was quiet for a moment. Even Whitfield, who had been talking about nothing but enlistment for two weeks, did not speak immediately.

"I've spoken to each of you separately," Harlan continued, looking at his sons in turn. "And I know each of your minds. What I want to say tonight is this." He paused, and in the pause he was something Cecilia recognized — a man finding the real thing underneath the speech he had prepared. "What we are doing is right. I believe that without reservation. I have read the scripture and I have examined my conscience and I have prayed, and I am at peace with this decision. But I want you to understand that my peace is not the peace of a man who does not know what he is risking." His eyes moved to Cecilia at the end of the table and held there for a moment. "I know what I am risking."

Calhoun said, with the calm certainty of his character: "When do we leave?"

"The fourteenth," Harlan said. "That gives us three weeks."

Whitfield was already talking — about equipment, about horses, about which of his friends from the county would be in the company. His voice was bright and quick, a young man's voice, full of the energy of something beginning. Cecilia looked at him and felt the specific love of a mother who sees her child's excitement about a thing that terrifies her and cannot bridge that distance with any available words.

Pemberton ate his supper and said nothing, which was exactly what Cecilia expected and exactly what she could not fix.

When Ludie brought the dessert — a sweet potato pie that was one of Ludie's particular excellences — Harlan looked at Cecilia over the candles and said, "You've been quiet tonight."

"I've been listening," she said.

"And?"

"And I'm proud of you," she said. "All of you."

This was true. It was also not the whole truth. These two things were both true simultaneously, which was, she had come to understand, the condition of being a woman of her time and her love — that the true things were never simple and the simple things were not always true and you said what needed to be said and kept the rest.

"We'll talk tonight," Harlan said quietly. Not a question.

"Yes," she said. "We will."



After the boys had gone to their rooms and the house had quieted, Harlan came to her sitting room rather than waiting for her in the bedroom, which was what he did when he had something particular to say and wanted to say it on her ground, which she had always understood as a form of respect for her and had always been moved by.

She was at the writing desk, the household accounts open before her, though she had not been writing in them. She turned when he came in and he sat on the settee and she turned her chair to face him and they regarded each other across the small room for a moment in the lamplight.

"Say what you need to say," he said.

"I don't know that I have words for it," she said honestly.

"Try."

She was quiet for a moment, looking at him. He was fifty-two years old and she had loved him for half her life and he was about to ride away from her into a war and the love and the fear were so entangled she could not find the thread of one without the other.

"Are you afraid?" she asked. It was the question she had asked Pemberton on the cabin porch — the real question, the one that cut past the ceremony.

He met her eyes. "Yes," he said. After a moment: "Don't tell the boys."

"I won't." She paused. "Do you ever—" She stopped.

"What?"

She looked at her hands in her lap. "Do you ever wonder whether we are right?" She said it carefully, not looking at him. "About the cause. Whether God is truly—"

"Cecilia." His voice was not harsh, but it was final. The door closing firmly rather than slamming.

She looked up at him.

"I need you to believe in this," he said. "I can go if you believe in it. I need you to believe."

She looked at the man she had married — his steady gray eyes, his large careful hands, the gray in his beard that had been brown when she first saw him, the whole of him that she knew so well and loved so much and could not, entirely, follow.

"I believe in you," she said. It was the truest thing she had. It was not the same thing he had asked for.

He held her gaze for a moment, reading what she had said and what she had not said, and she saw him make the choice to accept it as enough. He came to her and she rose and he held her with his arms fully around her, the way he had held her since the beginning, and she pressed her face against his shoulder and closed her eyes.

"Take care of this place," he said. "Take care of yourself."

"I will," she said. Into his shoulder, quietly: "Come home."

He tightened his arms briefly. Then he stepped back and looked at her face for a long moment, as if memorizing it, which perhaps he was.

"I intend to," he said.



She slept poorly, and when the gray light came she rose and dressed and found Della in the kitchen building earlier than usual, starting a fire in the stove with the focused attention of someone who has also not slept well and has decided that work is the answer.

"Della," Cecilia said from the doorway.

Della turned. Read her face in the way she had. Did not comment on what she read.

"Sit down for a minute," Cecilia said.

They sat at the kitchen table — the plain pine table where Ludie rolled out biscuit dough and Phoebe shelled butter beans in summer and Titus ate his midday meal alone when the weather kept him inside. The fire caught in the stove and began to tick and warm the room.

"I need to think through the plantation while Harlan is away," Cecilia said. "Crayne will manage the fields. But I want to talk about the house."

"Yes, ma'am," Della said. Waiting.

"I want someone in the house at night. Not in the family rooms," she added quickly, "but — somewhere close. There have been reports from the Holloway place and the Fenwick farm. Deserters and outlaws on the roads." She paused. "I don't know how much of that is real and how much is talk, but I would rather be careful."

Della was quiet for a moment. When she spoke her voice was level. "My son Ezra is good with a hunting rifle. He's been hunting these woods since he was twelve."

"I know," Cecilia said.

"He could take the small room off the back hall. Close enough to hear if there was trouble."

"Yes," Cecilia said. She said it without elaboration, without the additional sentences that would have explained or justified or made the decision sound more considered than it was. It was the right answer and they both knew it was the right answer and neither of them was going to examine it further than that.

"I'll tell him," Della said.

"All right." Cecilia started to rise, then stopped. "Della. I'm sorry about Hector. About Amos."

Della looked at her. For a moment something moved behind her eyes — something large and briefly visible, like a fish turning in deep water. Then it was gone and her face was still.

"They're strong men," she said. "They'll manage."

Cecilia nodded. There was nothing adequate to add to this and she knew it and did not try. She went back to the main house and Della sat alone at the kitchen table for a moment with her hands flat on the pine surface and her eyes straight ahead and let herself feel, for a brief controlled moment, the full weight of the morning.

Then she got up and put the coffee on.



The three weeks between Harlan's announcement and the departure were the fullest and the emptiest Cecilia could remember — full of practical necessity, of lists and provisions and the sewing circle at Mrs. Winston's house where the county women gathered to make haversacks and roll bandages with the cheerful industry of people who need to be doing something and have found something to do. Empty of the thing she most needed, which was time — time to say what she had not said, to hold what she was about to lose, to be in the marriage before it changed into something that required letters and waiting and the particular loneliness of a woman managing alone.

She made her lists. She spoke with Crayne about the summer planting schedule and she spoke with Gideon Purse about the accounts and she wrote to the merchant Faraday in Vicksburg about provisions and she oversaw the mending and packing of her husband's and sons' clothes and equipment with the organized competence of a woman who is using organization as a form of love because it is the form available to her.

She went to Zion Hill on the following two Sundays and she sang the hymns.

She went to her cabin twice, alone, and sat on the porch with the line in the water and felt the quality of the silence there changing — felt the cabin itself already bracing for what was coming, the way everything on the plantation was bracing, the way she was bracing.

On the fourteenth of May — the day before the muster — Harlan came to the cabin with her in the evening.

They sat on the porch in the last light, his bourbon on the chair arm, her fishing rod unbaited against the rail. The canal was gold in the evening light, then pink, then the deeper bronze of last light. The cypress trees went dark from the bottom up.

He did not finish any sentences that evening. He started several and stopped, and she did not require him to finish them, because she understood what was in them and he understood that she understood and this was — it had always been — one of the best things between them, that understanding.

When the light was fully gone they walked back to the house together in the dark, his hand finding hers on the path.

She held on.



Chapter Seven: The Day They Rode Out

Aldermain Hall — May 15, 1861



The house woke before the dawn.

Cecilia heard it from her bed — the sounds of an extraordinary morning organizing itself: Ludie's voice in the kitchen building earlier than usual, the thud of Titus carrying water, the particular footsteps of three young men moving through the rooms above her with the restless energy of people who have been waiting for a thing to happen and are now inside its happening. She lay still for a few minutes, listening, letting the sounds tell her what she already knew.

Then she rose and dressed in the dark and went down.

The kitchen was lit and warm, Ludie at the stove with her sleeves rolled and her face set in the expression she wore when she was doing important work and intended to do it right. Della was there too, earlier than her usual hour, moving between the kitchen table and the shelves with a quiet efficiency that told Cecilia she had not slept much either. They were packing food for the road — cornbread wrapped in cloth, hard-cooked eggs, a wedge of cheese, dried beef — the practical provisions of women who express their love in what they send alongside the person leaving.

"Morning," Cecilia said from the doorway.

"Morning, Miss Cecilia," Ludie said, without turning from the stove.

Della looked up. Said nothing. Handed Cecilia a cup of coffee that was exactly the right temperature, which was how Della communicated more than any sentence could have conveyed.

Cecilia wrapped both hands around the cup and stood in the kitchen doorway and looked out at the yard in the pre-dawn gray — the garden fence, the smoke rising from the kitchen chimney and standing straight up in the still morning air, the beginning of light at the eastern edge of the sky, pale and provisional and not yet committed to the day.

In the quarters, she could see movement — figures in the early light, people up and about, the specific quality of attention that a departure morning produces in a place where departures have consequences for everyone.



By full light the front yard had become a place of organized activity.

The horses were brought up — Harlan's bay gelding, Calhoun's roan, Whitfield's gray mare that he had named something Cecilia could never remember and had stopped trying to, Pemberton's chestnut that he had raised from a foal and whose name was Cobb and whose affection for Pemberton was the uncomplicated and total kind that horses sometimes extend to the people who raise them. They stood in the yard being loaded and adjusted and checked, tossing their heads in the morning air with the slightly distracted alertness of animals that can feel the human energy around them without understanding its cause.

Harlan moved through the preparations with the focused attention of a man who manages large operations and trusts no detail to accident. He checked the bags, the rifles, the provisions, the condition of each horse's shoes, the roll of his own bedding. He spoke to each of his sons in turn — quick, practical exchanges, the language of men preparing for physical work. From the gallery where she stood with her coffee, Cecilia watched him and felt the specific pride she had always felt in his competence, and underneath it the specific grief of watching competence organize itself for a departure.

Calhoun was ready first — packed, mounted, his good rifle across his saddle, looking down the drive toward the road with the settled patience of the eldest son who has spent his life waiting for the others to be ready. He had said what he needed to say to his mother the evening before, in a conversation that had been brief and direct and had contained, in its brevity, more feeling than most long conversations managed. He was that kind of man, Calhoun — the kind for whom economy of expression was not coldness but its opposite, the compression of something too large to expand into ordinary language.

Whitfield was loudest — his voice carrying across the yard as he called to Calhoun about something, laughed at the response, checked his saddlebag again for reasons that seemed more energetic than necessary. He had come to his mother's room the night before with the air of someone who has a great deal to say and has decided to say almost none of it. He had sat on the edge of her bed and she had sat in her chair and they had talked about almost nothing for twenty minutes and it had been, somehow, exactly right. He was her most extroverted child and she knew that his noise this morning was not insensitivity but its opposite — the way he processed what he felt was through motion, through sound, through the outward expression of internal energy that he had never been able to contain, and she loved him for it, for the transparency of it, for the way he had never learned to hide himself the way the rest of them had.

Pemberton was last.

He came down the front steps with his bag over one shoulder and stood for a moment at the bottom, looking at the yard — the horses, his father and brothers, the house behind him. He found Cecilia's eyes on the gallery and came to her.

She came down the gallery steps to meet him in the yard.

"You have everything?" she said.

"Yes, ma'am."

She reached up and set her hand against the side of his face — her palm against his jaw, the way she had done when he was a boy and needed steadying, and later when he was too old for it and she did it anyway and he allowed it. He closed his eyes for just a moment.

"Pem," she said quietly. "Look at me."

He opened his eyes.

"You are the best-hearted person I have ever known," she said. "Whatever happens out there — keep that. Don't let anyone take it from you."

His jaw moved under her hand. "I'll try, Mama," he said.

"I know you will." She dropped her hand and straightened. "Now go."

He went.



At the side of the front yard, at the edge of the kitchen garden where the fence met the path that ran down to the quarters, Della stood with her husband.

They had said most of what there was to say in the night, in the dark of their cabin, in the specific language of people who have been married for twenty-two years and who know that what the night contains may be different from what the morning confirms, and who do not waste the night pretending otherwise. They had held each other in the dark for a long time without speaking, and in that holding was everything — the thirty years of his life on this land and the twenty-three years of her life here and the twenty-two years of their life together and the two sons they had made and the grief and the joy and the thousand ordinary days that make up a life when you add them all together and the specific terror of not knowing whether there would be more.

Now, in the morning light, with the horses and the noise of departure around them, there was less room for that register. Hector stood before her with his bag at his feet — a plain canvas bag that Della had packed herself, methodically, with what she knew he would need and some things she put in because she needed to put them there, the small red cloth she had mended four times that had been Ezra's baby blanket that she had not told Hector was in the bag and that he would find later and would understand.

He looked at her.

She looked at him.

"You come back to me," she said.

He reached out and set his large hand against the side of her face — the same gesture, it would have struck someone watching, that Cecilia was making twenty feet away with her youngest son at the same moment. He held her face in his hand for a moment, his thumb moving once across her cheekbone.

"Yes," he said.

One word. All the words.

She covered his hand with hers briefly, then stepped back and let him go.



Further along the fence, at a distance from both of these farewells, Nance Beaumont gripped her husband Reuben's arm with both hands while Pearl sat on her hip and Cuff and Silas stood behind her with the wide-eyed attention of children absorbing something they do not fully understand and will not stop thinking about.

Reuben spoke to his sons first — bent down to their level and said something to each of them that Nance could not hear, something private and direct, and she watched his face while he spoke and saw in it everything she loved about him and everything she was afraid of losing. Then he straightened and looked at her.

"The boys need their father," Nance said. Not a plea — just the truth, stated plainly.

"I know it," Reuben said.

"So you come back."

"Nance—"

"You come back," she said again, and her voice was steady and her eyes were steady and she meant every word of it as both a statement of fact and a refusal to accept any other outcome by act of sheer will.

He pulled her to him — Pearl between them, the baby making a small sound of surprise — and held his family together for a moment, his arms around all of them at once.

Then Harlan Aldermain's voice called from the yard, and Reuben stepped back, and he was gone.



The last farewell was the first one — the central one, the one everything else had been arranged around.

Harlan came to Cecilia when the horses were ready and the boys were mounted and the men from the quarters had assembled to one side, waiting. He came to the gallery steps where she stood and he took both her hands in his and held them and looked at her face the way he had looked at it the night before — as if he were committing it to memory, as if he were trying to take something of her with him that he would be able to find in the dark of whatever was coming.

"Cecilia," he said.

"I know," she said.

"The accounts — Purse will help you with the quarterly —"

"Harlan," she said. "I know all of it. I'll manage all of it."

He looked at her for a moment. Then he did what she had been hoping he would do — he stopped talking about the practical things and simply looked at her, and she looked at him, and in the looking was twenty-six years of a life, the whole of it, everything they had been to each other.

He held her face in his hands — both hands, his thumbs against her cheekbones, the way he had held her face on the night he proposed to her in her father's garden in Natchez — and he kissed her. Not a brief farewell kiss. The real kind.

When he stepped back his eyes were bright in a way that was different from the brightness she had seen in them when the Fort Sumter news arrived. This brightness was grief, which was its own kind of illumination.

"Take care of yourself," he said. "Take care of this place."

"Go on," she said softly. "Before I stop being able to let you."

Something moved in his face. He pressed her hands once, hard, then turned and went down the steps and mounted his horse.

She stood on the gallery.

She watched Calhoun check his rifle one last time. She watched Whitfield say something to Pemberton that made Pemberton almost smile. She watched Hector Tull mount the wagon that would carry the body servants' equipment — his large frame settling onto the seat with the deliberateness of a man carrying something heavier than the physical, and beside him Amos, whose easy manner had gone quiet this morning, something underneath it that Cecilia recognized as the face a person wears when they have run out of ways to be all right with something.

She watched Reuben Beaumont climb into the wagon without looking back, because if he looked back he would not be able to go, and he knew it, and going was not his choice anyway, and knowing it was not his choice made the going both more terrible and in some way less — it could not be his failure because it was not his decision, which was the specific moral logic of the condition of his life and the lives of all the men in that wagon.

Harlan raised his hand toward her from his horse.

She raised hers.

He turned the horse toward the drive and the road, and his sons fell in behind him, and the wagon followed, and the cavalcade moved down the drive between the young oaks that Cornelius Aldermain had planted the year he built the house and that were now large enough to make a canopy of new May leaves over the departing figures, and then they were on the road, and then they were smaller, and then they were gone around the bend where the road turned north toward Vicksburg.

Cecilia stood on the gallery until the road was empty and the sound of the horses had faded entirely into the ordinary sounds of the May morning — the birds, the insects, the distant lowing of cattle. She stood there with her hands at her sides and felt the silence the departure had made, which was not ordinary silence but the specific silence of absence, the shape of the people who were no longer there still present in the air.

She was not going to cry here. Not on the gallery where the field workers coming and going could see her. Not where the act of crying would become something that required managing by others.

She would do it alone, later. She was good at that.



Ezra had watched from the corner of the tool shed.

He had come there in the early morning without quite deciding to — he had simply been up before the light, moving through the habits of his morning, and his morning had brought him here, to this corner where the tool shed wall met the fence of the kitchen garden, where he had a clear line of sight to the front yard and the drive without being in the front yard himself.

He watched his father climb into the wagon.

He watched his brother settle beside him.

He watched the wagon join the column and move down the drive and around the bend and out of sight. He watched until there was nothing left to watch.

He did not know what to call what he felt. He had been trying to find words for it since the morning Della had told him he was staying, and the words kept failing him — not because the feeling was too small for language but because it was too complicated for any single word he knew. There was relief, and the relief shamed him. There was grief — genuine, specific grief at the sight of his father's back in the wagon, the particular grief of a son who has watched his father be taken. There was something that was neither relief nor grief but something in between, a kind of hollow recognition that the world had now become the thing it had been becoming and that there was no more waiting for it.

His father was gone.

Amos was gone.

The plantation was different now in a way that went beyond the practical fact of fewer people. Something structural had shifted — the specific weight of the men who had held things in place, white and Black, was gone, and what remained would have to find its own balance in the new configuration.

He became aware, after a moment, of a presence — turned and found his mother standing a few feet away, having come from the direction of the house yard without his hearing her. She was looking at the empty road. Her hands were loose at her sides. Her face was the face she wore when she had contained something and was holding it by force of will.

She did not look at him. He did not speak.

They stood together at the corner of the tool shed in the May morning — mother and son, both watching the empty road, both holding what they held in the particular silence of people who know each other well enough to not require words.

After a while Della said, quietly and to no one in particular: "All right."

She turned and went back to the house.

Ezra stood a moment longer, his hand resting on the tool shed wall, the rough wood warm already in the early sun. The road was empty. The plantation was quiet in the new way — the way it would be from now on, with different people in different places and a different weight to the air.

He took his hand from the wall.

He had work to do.



Chapter Eight: Silence on the Land

Aldermain Hall — June 1861



The cotton was knee-high by the first week of June.

It stood in its long rows across the south and east fields — dark green against the black soil, already requiring the constant attention of the chopping gangs who moved through it daily with their hoes, clearing the weeds that the June heat brought up between the stalks with the same relentless energy the heat brought to everything. The work was not as dramatic as planting or harvest — there was no beginning and no end to it in the way those seasons had, just the continuous middle of the growing season, the daily negotiation between the crop's needs and the land's contrary tendencies.

Cecilia watched the fields each morning from the gallery with her coffee, the way she had watched them with Harlan. She had always watched them — she was not a woman who ignored the agricultural reality of the plantation in favor of the domestic one — but watching them alone had a different quality. They were, for the first time, entirely her responsibility. Not managed by her while Harlan held final authority, but hers, in the practical and daily sense that every decision about them would flow from her and return to her.

She had been running Aldermain Hall for three weeks now.

It was, she had discovered, both more and less difficult than she had anticipated. The accounts and the ordering and the domestic management she had always done — those continued without significant change, the competence she had built over years carrying her through. What was different was the human weight of it. The decisions that Harlan's presence had quietly absorbed — the disputes between workers, the allocation of the mules, the judgment calls when Crayne's reports conflicted with what she could see with her own eyes — these came to her now with their full weight undistributed.

She was managing them. She was managing all of it.

She was also, in the privacy of her bedroom in the early mornings before the day began, very tired in a way she had not been before.



Gideon Purse had become, in the three weeks since the departure, something she had not expected him to become: useful.

Not useful in the limited way of an accurate bookkeeper, which he had always been, but useful in the broader sense of a man who understands systems and is not invested in their politics. He came to the house each Monday morning with the accounts from the previous week — the records of what had been used and produced, what was owed and what had been received — and in these Monday sessions he had begun, gradually, to expand his role from merely reporting the numbers to helping her think about what the numbers meant for the decisions ahead.

He was a small man, Gideon Purse, precise in his movements and sparse in his speech, with the permanent slight squint of someone who has spent thirty years looking at small figures in poor light. His missing fingers — the two lost to the cotton gin — had given his right hand an unusual appearance that she had initially found difficult not to notice and had long since stopped seeing. He kept his accounts with a three-fingered precision that was, if anything, more meticulous than most men managed with their full complement.

He was not a warm man. She did not need him to be warm. She needed him to be accurate and honest and available, and he was all three.

On the second Monday of June he came to the house with his ledger under his arm and laid it open on the dining room table and showed her the seed cotton inventory against the projected yield, and they talked for an hour about the summer's prospects. He spoke plainly, without the slight condescension she had occasionally detected in Harlan's voice when he explained plantation business to her — not cruelty, just the habitual assumption that she needed things explained twice. Purse did not assume this. He stated a thing once and waited for her response and when her response demonstrated that she had understood it he moved on.

At the end of the session, as he was putting his ledger back together, he said without looking up: "You might want to keep a closer eye on the north field allocation. Crayne's been running the gang a longer day than the records show."

She looked at him. "How long longer?"

"Hour, maybe. Before the records show them starting. The tally doesn't match the output unless you account for the extra time."

She was quiet for a moment. "Thank you, Mr. Purse."

He nodded once and left.



She had been watching Crayne carefully since the departure. This was not new — she had watched him carefully for years — but the quality of her watching had changed. Before, she had watched him with Harlan's authority somewhere behind her, a backing she could invoke when necessary. Now she watched him as the only authority present, which meant she watched him the way you watch a thing you cannot afford to look away from.

He had been testing the edges of her authority from the second week. Not overtly — Crayne was not a man who made frontal attacks when flanking approaches were available. It was in small things: sending Ledbetter to report to her rather than coming himself, which reduced the frequency of direct contact and reduced her ability to observe him; making decisions about field allocation without consulting her first and then presenting them as already done; speaking to the enslaved workers in her presence in a tone that was designed, she understood, to demonstrate that her presence made no particular difference to how he operated.

She had addressed each of these things as they arose, in the indirect language she had developed for negotiations with him over the years. She had kept her tone pleasant and her meaning unmistakable. He had adjusted, slightly, each time — enough to be technically compliant, not enough to represent genuine acknowledgment of her authority.

On the second Thursday of June she walked to the quarters in the early afternoon.

She did this regularly — had always done it, the Sunday visits with sugar and medicine that Crayne disliked. She was not going on Sunday this time. She was going on a Thursday afternoon, which was different, which Crayne would understand as different.

She was twenty feet from the first cabin row when she heard a voice from the direction of the third cabin on the left — a man's voice, Crayne's voice, with the particular low register he used when he was certain no one of consequence was nearby. She could not hear the words. She heard the quality.

She walked to the third cabin.

The door was open — Crayne inside, standing over a young woman named Liddy who sat on the edge of her sleeping shelf with her arms around herself and her face very still in the specific way that faces go still when they are waiting for something terrible to either happen or pass.

Cecilia stepped into the doorway.

Crayne turned. His face moved through several expressions quickly — surprise, calculation, and then the one that settled: a careful blankness, a man deciding how to play a hand he had not expected to be dealt.

"Mrs. Aldermain," he said.

"Mr. Crayne," she said. "Step outside, please."

There was a pause. It lasted perhaps three seconds, which was three seconds longer than it should have taken, and in that pause was the entire question of whether her authority on this plantation was real or performed. She held his gaze and did not let anything show in her face except the expectation of compliance.

He stepped outside.

She looked at Liddy briefly. The young woman's face had not changed. Her arms were still around herself. Cecilia said, quietly, "Are you all right?"

Liddy looked at her for a moment. "Yes, ma'am," she said. The only available answer.

Cecilia stepped back out and pulled the door mostly closed and turned to Crayne, who was standing in the afternoon sun with his arms at his sides and his face still in that careful blankness.

"I'll ask you once," she said. Her voice was even. She had spent the walk over finding an even voice and she had found it. "What was your business in that cabin."

"Just checking on the condition of the—"

"Mr. Crayne." She said his name with the same weight her husband had used when he said it, which she had observed and filed away and now employed. "I will be writing to my husband this week. The letter will include an account of the plantation's management in his absence. I intend the account to be accurate. Is there anything you'd like me to understand about this afternoon before I write it?"

The blankness in his face cracked slightly. Beneath it she could see the calculation rerunning itself.

"No, ma'am," he said.

"Good," she said. "I'll expect you at the house tomorrow morning at seven to go over the field schedules. Not Ledbetter. You."

She turned and walked back toward the house without looking back at him. Her hands, which she had held still throughout, were shaking slightly by the time she reached the kitchen garden gate. She stopped there for a moment, her hand on the gatepost, and breathed until the shaking stopped.

She had not fixed anything. She knew that. She had put him on notice that she was watching, which would restrain him for a period, the length of which would depend on his assessment of whether her watching had real consequences. She had the letter to Harlan as a lever — it was a real lever, because Crayne knew that Harlan's trust was the foundation of his position. But the lever was also limited, because Harlan was far away and the mail was slow and much could happen between one letter and the next.

She was thinking about what else she could do when she went in.

She was still thinking about it at supper, eating alone at the long table for the first time in her adult life, which was its own kind of instruction in how much the world had changed.



The letter came on a Friday.

Titus brought it up from the road where the post rider had left it, carrying it to her in the kitchen garden where she was examining the state of the tomato plants with more attention than the tomatoes strictly required. She saw the handwriting on the outside and felt something give way in her chest — something she had been holding firm by effort, releasing all at once, the specific relief of proof that he was alive.

She took the letter to her sitting room and closed the door and sat at her writing desk and opened it.

Cecilia —

We are encamped outside Corinth. The heat here is what you'd expect and the accommodations are what you'd expect and the food is somewhat less than what you'd expect. Cal and Whit are well. Pem is well — quieter than usual, which is saying something, but he's steady. Hector is a considerable asset to the camp and Amos has already made himself popular with the cook, which is Amos all over.

We have not yet seen action. There is a great deal of waiting in a war, which no one mentioned before we came. I expect that will change.

I have been thinking about the north field drainage issue we spoke of in March. I believe Purse has the figures on the east lateral — worth looking at if you haven't already.

She smiled at this — the man thinking about his drainage problem from an army camp in Mississippi — and felt a grief so sudden and so specific that she had to set the letter down for a moment.

She picked it up again.

The boys send their love. I send mine, which is of a different order than theirs and does not require elaboration.

Tell me how it is there. Tell me honestly.

H.

She read it three times. She read it a fourth time. She folded it along its original creases and put it in the top drawer of the writing desk, in the box where she kept the letters she intended to keep. Then she sat at the desk for a while with her hands flat on the surface and let herself be glad — purely, completely glad — that he was alive and had written and that the handwriting was his.



That evening, passing through the back hall on her way to the kitchen building, she noticed that the door to the small room was ajar and that a light — a candle, thin and steady — was visible in the gap.

She paused.

Through the gap she could see a portion of the room: the narrow shelf Titus had installed along one wall at her instruction, a folded blanket at the shelf's end, and Ezra Tull sitting on the low wooden chair with a book open in his hands, reading in the candle's small circle of light with the absorbed attention of someone entirely inside what he is reading, the rest of the world temporarily irrelevant.

She had known he could read. Della had told her, years ago, in the oblique way that information about the enslaved people on the plantation was sometimes passed between them — not quite a confidence, not quite a report, something in between, something that required Cecilia to receive it without asking the questions she was not supposed to ask.

She had never seen him reading.

She did not know why this stopped her. She stood in the hall for a moment longer than she should have, looking through the gap at the young man and his book and his candle, and then she moved on quietly, and the door stayed as it was, and she did not examine what it was that had made her pause.

Later, in her room, she thought about the letter from Harlan. She thought about the tomatoes in the garden and the drainage in the north field and the figures in Purse's ledger and the three seconds outside Liddy's cabin and the lever of the letter and whether it was long enough and strong enough and what she would do when it wasn't.

She thought about all of these things in the order that needed thinking about, which was the way she had always managed her life — one necessary thing after another, carried without complaint, done as well as it could be done.

And then, in the space between one thought and the next, she thought briefly about the candle behind the door and the book in his hands, and the quality of his attention, and the fact that she had noticed it, and the further fact that she had stood there longer than the noticing required.

She did not think about this for long.

She had a great deal else to think about.



Chapter Nine: The Guardian

Aldermain Hall — June 1861



The sounds of the house were different from the sounds of the quarters.

Ezra lay on the narrow shelf-bed in the small room off the back hall on his first morning there and listened to the house assemble itself around him. It was before five — earlier than the house properly woke — but the building itself was already communicating: the particular creak of the third step on the back staircase as the night's contraction gave way to the morning's expansion, the pipe knock from somewhere in the kitchen building's wall, the window glass ticking faintly in the frame beside him as the air outside began to warm. These were not the sounds he had woken to for nineteen years. He knew the sounds of the quarters cabin the way he knew his own breathing — the clay chimney's morning draft, his father's slow sleep-rhythm on the other side of the partition, the chickens from the Beaumont yard, the particular creak of the cabin door that required a specific lift of the latch to open quietly. All of that was three hundred yards away and might as well have been three hundred miles.

He was in the house now.

The room was small — perhaps ten by twelve, with one window facing the kitchen garden and a plank floor and the shelf-bed Titus had built along the east wall at Mrs. Aldermain's instruction, with a blanket folded at its foot and a pillow that smelled of cedar from the chest it had been stored in. On the wall beside the door there was a peg — a single iron hook — where he had hung his coat. His rifle leaned in the corner by the window. The room had no other furnishings and required none.

He had spent the first night lying awake listening to the house, which was how he spent any night in a new place — building the map of it in his mind, locating the sounds, understanding the distances. The room's window showed him a rectangle of garden and, above the garden fence, a strip of sky that went from black to blue-gray to white as the hours moved. At some point in the blue-gray phase he had slept, briefly, and woken to the white phase and the sound of Della's footsteps on the kitchen building path — the specific tread of his mother, which he would have known in any house in any darkness.

He rose and dressed and folded the blanket and stood at the window for a moment looking at the garden in the early light, and he was aware, in the particular way he had of being aware of things without announcing his awareness, that this was now his place in the world: this room, this house, this altered arrangement. He had not chosen it. He had accepted it because his mother had asked him to and because the alternative was the Confederate camp behind his father and brother. These were not equivalent choices. He had made the one that kept him breathing.

He took his rifle from the corner and went out.



His mornings began with a circuit of the property — the perimeter of the house yard, then the kitchen building and the smokehouse and the well, then south along the fence line to the edge of the kitchen garden and back. He did this before six, while the plantation was in its early-morning state, before Crayne had the field gangs assembled and before the household proper began. The circuit took perhaps twenty minutes at a deliberate walk. He was not performing it for show — he understood the practical purpose of knowing what was there and what was not, the exits and the sight lines and the places where the fence met the tree line in ways that could be managed from inside if necessary.

He had been doing this circuit for four days when Cecilia Aldermain came out of the back door of the house one morning and found him returning from the south fence line.

She was carrying her coffee. She was in her morning dress — not yet the more formal presentation of the day proper — with her silver-streaked hair in its loose braid down her back, and she stopped when she saw him, and he stopped, and for a moment they regarded each other in the early light with the slight awkwardness of two people who have an arrangement but have not yet found the natural language of it.

"Good morning," she said.

"Morning, ma'am," he said.

She looked at the rifle in his hand, then back at his face. "Everything all right?"

"Yes, ma'am. Just the perimeter."

She nodded. She looked as though she were deciding something. Then she said, "Come up to the gallery for a minute."

He followed her to the back gallery — the wide covered porch at the rear of the house that looked over the kitchen garden and the path south — and she stood at the railing with her coffee and he stood at a respectful distance with his rifle at his side and she said, "I want to understand the arrangement. What you do and when and where you'll be."

He told her. He described the morning circuit, the position he took at the back of the house during the midday hours when Ledbetter was on the east fence line, the evening circuit before dark, the position through the night in the room off the hall. He spoke clearly and without elaboration, the way he spoke when he was being careful — not cautious exactly, but precise. He did not use more words than the thing required.

She listened with the specific quality of attention he had noticed in her even from a distance — real attention, the kind that was actually tracking what was being said rather than waiting for its turn to speak.

"The west fence line," she said when he had finished. "Between the smokehouse and the tree line. Purse says that's where the drainage cut is — the one Harlan had problems with. If someone came through from the river road, that's the route they'd take."

He had not known about the drainage cut. He filed this. "I'll add it to the circuit."

"Thank you." She looked at him steadily for a moment. "Do you know how to use that thing?"

The question was direct. He appreciated directness. "Yes, ma'am. Since I was twelve."

"Have you ever had to?"

A pause. "At a deer," he said. "Not at a man."

She looked at him. Something in her face shifted — not softened exactly, but opened. "Let's hope it stays that way," she said.

"Yes, ma'am," he said.

She nodded once and went back inside and he went to add the drainage cut to his morning circuit and he thought about the conversation and found, to his own mild surprise, that it had been an ordinary conversation — not the performance of an interaction, but an actual exchange between two people discussing a practical matter. He was not sure what he had expected. He was aware that he had expected something different from what he had gotten.



He saw Crayne once in the first week.

Crayne came to the back of the house on a Thursday morning, ostensibly to report to Mrs. Aldermain about the south field gang's progress with the chopping. He came around the corner of the kitchen building and found Ezra at the woodpile, splitting the kindling that Titus had brought up from the creek bottom.

Crayne stopped.

He looked at Ezra — at the rifle propped against the woodpile wall, at Ezra's position on the property, at the implicit statement of it. His face did the thing it did when Crayne was recalibrating: the jaw tightened, the eyes went to a particular flatness, the tobacco moved in his cheek.

He said nothing.

Ezra split a piece of kindling with one clean stroke and stacked it and reached for the next one and said nothing either.

After a moment Crayne went to the back door and knocked and was admitted by Phoebe and that was the end of it. It was not the end of it — both of them understood that — but it was the end of it for that morning, which was sufficient.




She found him on a Wednesday afternoon near the sitting room.

The back hallway, where his room was, ran the length of the house's rear section and terminated at a doorway that opened into the front hall, which in turn connected to the parlor on one side and the staircase on the other. The sitting room — Cecilia's sitting room, her library — was at the top of the front hall, its door often open in the afternoon when the cross-ventilation was working properly. It was possible, standing at the junction of the back hall and the front hall, to see through the open doorway into the sitting room — to see the two bookshelves along the south wall and the writing desk by the window and the worn place on the rug.

She came down the staircase and found him standing at the hallway junction.

He was not in the sitting room. He was in the hallway, at the threshold. He was looking at the bookshelves through the open door.

He heard her on the stairs and straightened and stepped back — not guiltily, exactly, but with the quick adjustment of someone who has been caught in a private moment and has not yet decided whether it is a private moment to be defended or explained.

"Mr. Tull," she said. She had taken to using his name this way — a small formality she had adopted without fully deciding to.

"Ma'am," he said. "I was just — passing through."

She looked at him for a moment. Then she looked at the bookshelves through the open door. Then she looked back at him.

"Do you read?" she asked.

The question was genuine — not testing, not cautious. Just the question.

"Yes, ma'am," he said.

She was quiet for a moment. He could see her processing this — not with surprise, exactly, because she had the look of a woman who had already known it somewhere and was now simply having the knowing confirmed. He thought of his mother, and what his mother had said or not said, and the particular way information moved through this household.

"What are you reading?" she asked.

"Pilgrim's Progress," he said. "I have it in my room."

She looked at him steadily. "Bunyan," she said.

"Yes, ma'am."

A moment passed. Something in the air between them had changed — not dramatically, not in a way that either of them could have named or would have tried to name. Something small. A door left open that had been closed before.

"There are other books," she said, and then stopped, as if the sentence had gone further than she had intended. She looked at the shelves. "If you ever—" She stopped again.

He waited.

"There's a botanical guide to Mississippi flora on the bottom shelf," she said. "I've been meaning to look at the cypress species chapter. If you're going to be at the canal, it might be useful."

It was not what she had started to say. They both knew it was not what she had started to say. She had redirected to something practical and he understood the redirection and honored it.

"Thank you, ma'am," he said.

She nodded and went into the sitting room and he went back down the hall toward his room, and the sitting room door remained open, and he did not look back at it.

But he had registered it. The open door. The shelves. The sentence that had started somewhere and been redirected to somewhere else.

He registered it and he did not examine it and he went to his room and picked up his Pilgrim's Progress and read for the twenty minutes remaining before his evening circuit.



The evenings were the strangest part of his new position.

In the quarters, evenings had a known texture — the fire outside, his mother's voice, his father's silence, the sounds of the whole community settling into its night. Here, evenings were quieter in some ways and louder in others. He could hear the house above him — the movement of Mrs. Aldermain in her sitting room, the creak of the floorboard outside her bedroom door, the sound of a window being opened or closed depending on the night's temperature. These were not intrusive sounds. They were simply the sounds of another person living in the same structure, their life running its course in the rooms above the room where his cot was.

He found, after the first week, that he had learned the sounds the way he had learned the sounds of the quarters cabin — could tell from the rhythm of the footsteps what mood the evening was in, could hear in the opening and closing of drawers whether the night above him was a settled one or a restless one.

He did not think about what this knowing meant. He noted it and moved on.

After his evening circuit he would sit on the back gallery steps for a while before going to his room — his rifle across his knees, the night air cooling from the day's heat, the stars coming out above the river. The fields to the south were invisible in the dark but he could smell them — the cotton's particular green smell, the damp of the soil, the night-blooming plants along the fence line. It was the smell of Aldermain Hall at night, which he had always known and which smelled, from this vantage point, different from how it smelled from the quarters.

Not better or worse. Different. The same land apprehended from a different position, which was, he was beginning to understand, the whole of his experience in this new arrangement — the same world as before, seen from somewhere he had not stood before, showing him things he had not seen from where he was.

He was not sure yet whether this was useful knowledge or merely disorienting.

He sat on the gallery steps one evening in the last week of June, the night warm and thick and full of the sound of insects, and looked at the dark fields and thought about his father. He did not know where his father was tonight. He did not know if his father was alive. He thought about Hector's hand against Della's face — the one gesture, the one word — and he thought about what it meant to love something with that kind of simplicity and steadiness, the love that does not require demonstration but demonstrates itself anyway, constantly, in the quality of its attention.

He was nineteen years old and he did not yet know what he was capable of in this regard. He suspected he had inherited something from both his parents — his father's steadiness and his mother's capacity for attention — but whether those qualities would prove useful or merely painful in the particular life he was now living was something he could not yet determine.

Above him, in the sitting room, the lamp was still on.

He could see its light on the garden from where he sat — warm and rectangular on the grass, cast from the south window. She was reading, or writing, or sitting with her thoughts. She was in her house and he was on her steps and they occupied the same night by arrangement of a world that neither of them had made and could not remake, and the lamp burned on above him and the fields were dark beyond the garden and the stars were very bright over the river bend.

After a while he went inside.



Chapter Ten: Morning Routines

Aldermain Hall — July 1861



By July the heat had settled over Warren County like a judgment.

It came each morning earlier than the morning before — by seven the sun was already doing serious work on the fields, and by ten the air above the cotton rows shimmered with it, and by noon the world contracted to whatever shade could be found and whatever water could be reached. The field gangs adjusted their schedule accordingly: up before four, in the fields by five, the best working hours of the day taken in the cooler dark of the early morning and the first thin light, then the long midday drawn out under the brush arbor or in the shadows of the cabin eaves, then back out in the late afternoon when the sun had begun its descent and the air's violence had softened by perhaps two degrees into something merely brutal.

The house adjusted too. Cecilia opened the cross-ventilation by six — the north and south windows of each room set in opposition, the slight pressure differential between the shaded north face and the sun-warmed south face pulling a barely perceptible movement of air through the rooms. She kept the kitchen building's door open all day and the house's back door as well, which meant the corridor from the kitchen to the main hall became something like a passage of managed heat — not cool, not by any honest use of the word, but in motion, which was the closest approximation available.

Ezra had adapted to the heat in the way of someone who has spent his entire life in Mississippi summers — not by fighting it but by organizing his body's relationship to it, finding the efficient pace that was neither too slow to be useful nor fast enough to court collapse. His morning circuit he had shifted to four-thirty, while the air still held some of the night's temperature. His afternoon position was in the shade of the tool shed's east wall, which caught the prevailing southwest breeze when there was one and provided a clear line of sight to both the west fence line and the drainage cut that Cecilia had identified in their first conversation.

He had memorized the property in the first two weeks. He knew where every gate was and which ones latched properly and which ones required the particular lift-and-push combination that Titus had never quite gotten around to fixing. He knew the sound of the night — the specific population of insects and birds that inhabited the darkness around the house, so that anything that broke that pattern was immediately audible as a break. He knew which dogs in the quarters barked at strangers and which barked at everything indiscriminately, and he had, with the quiet efficiency that characterized everything he did, cultivated a relationship with the useful ones — feeding them scraps from his own meals, learning their names, building the kind of uncomplicated alliance that dogs extend to anyone who treats them with consistent respect.

He had not been required to use his rifle.

He had been required to use everything else.



On a Tuesday morning in the second week of July, Cecilia came down the back stairs earlier than usual and found him in the kitchen building.

This was not, strictly speaking, his domain — the kitchen building was Ludie's territory and Ludie held this position with the benign absolutism of a woman who has been in charge of a space for twenty years and considers its governance entirely settled. But Ludie had taken sick the day before with a stomach complaint that had sent her to her cabin and was not yet resolved, and Phoebe, who was fourteen and willing, was not fourteen and skilled, and Cecilia had come down early to manage the situation.

Ezra was already there.

He had a fire going in the stove and water heating and cornbread batter mixed — not Ludie's batter, which had its proprietary elements, but a serviceable batter, put together from what was available and from knowledge that was apparently sufficient.

Cecilia stood in the kitchen doorway and looked at this for a moment.

"Phoebe asked me," he said, without turning from the stove. He had heard her come in — he always heard her come in, which she was beginning to understand was simply the quality of his attention to the space around him, present and accurate in a way that had nothing furtive about it. "I told her I could manage until you were down."

"Can you?" she said.

"Cornbread and coffee," he said. "Yes, ma'am."

She came into the kitchen and assessed the situation — the batter, the fire's temperature, the state of the coffee — and made two adjustments that were small enough to be tactful and specific enough to be useful, and they worked together in the kitchen for forty minutes without discussion, which was a different thing from the careful managed exchanges of their previous interactions. It was simply two people doing a thing that needed doing, their movements finding the natural accommodation of shared space.

When the cornbread came out he cut it and she carried it through to the dining room and that was that.

She noticed, later that morning, that she had not thought about the arrangement during those forty minutes. She had simply been in the kitchen. She filed this without comment.



She had asked about the botanical guide the previous week.

She had done it in the hallway, passing him in the morning — a brief question, offhand, the kind of question that can be asked without committing to the asking: had he found the cypress chapter useful?

He had said: "The part about the pneumatophores. The knee structures. I'd always thought they were simply roots coming up for air but the book says the function is more complex — something to do with gas exchange in the anaerobic soil."

She had stopped walking.

She had known, she told herself afterward, that he could read. She had known it. The candle behind the door in Chapter 8 — she had seen it, she had noted it, she had not examined what it meant beyond the fact of it. But knowing a thing abstractly and encountering its specific expression were different, and the specificity of pneumatophores and anaerobic said in the back hallway of her house by the nineteen-year-old son of her maid had done something to the picture she had been carrying without realizing she had been carrying it.

"Yes," she had said, after a pause that was perhaps a beat too long. "That's right. The knees aren't just for air. They're structural and communicative."

"Communicative?" he had said.

"The root system shares resources through them. Water and nutrients, from the trees that have them to the ones that don't." She had paused. "Or that's what the book argues. I've never found a way to verify it directly."

He had looked at her steadily. "I'd like to read the rest of it," he said. "If that's all right."

"It's on the bottom shelf," she said. "You know where it is."

She had walked on and he had stood in the hallway for a moment and then gone to the sitting room and taken the botanical guide from the bottom shelf and gone back to his room, and neither of them had said anything further about it.



She went to the canal on Thursday morning.

The heat made the early hours precious — she was out of the house by five-thirty, her cane pole over her shoulder, the dew still heavy on the path and the birds in full voice in the cypress and sweet gum. The canal was at its summer level, lower than spring, the tannin-brown water darker and slower, and in the early light it held the sky's pale color on its surface in the specific way of still water at dawn — the surface both mirror and itself simultaneously, neither one thing nor the other.

She settled into her rocking chair on the cabin porch and put her line in within minutes. The bream were moving in the shallows — she could see them, briefly, the quick dark shapes at the edge of visibility — and she had one on the hook within a quarter hour, which was a good morning by any standard.

She stayed two hours. She caught three bream and a small bass and returned them all. She read twenty pages of In Memoriam, which she had brought in her pocket. She sat without reading for perhaps thirty minutes, in the way she sat at the cabin when she had given herself permission to simply be in the morning.

She was coming back up the canal path, around the bend where the buttonbush thickened before the house came into view, when she nearly walked into Ezra coming the other direction.

They both stopped.

He had a cane pole of his own — a longer one than hers, homemade, cut from the river cane that grew along the drainage cut, with a line that he had evidently assembled from what was available. He had two catfish on a string.

She looked at the catfish. He looked at her cane pole.

"You've been at the south bank," she said.

"Yes, ma'am. Below the drainage cut." He held up the string. "Catfish take the deeper water in the heat."

"I know it," she said. "I never have the patience for catfish. You have to wait too long for the strike."

"I don't mind waiting," he said.

There was a brief silence — not the managed silence of their formal interactions, but something more natural, the slight pause of two people who have both been fishing and are now talking about fishing, which is its own kind of conversation, a conversation that belongs to the activity and does not require the ordinary social architecture.

"Were you down here yesterday?" she asked. "There was a bass working the near bank in the morning. Good-sized. I couldn't get him interested."

"Wasn't me," he said. "I was at the west fence in the morning. But there's a bass been in that bend for a while. I've seen him twice. He's smart."

"They get smart," she agreed.

He almost — almost — smiled. The corner of his mouth moved in a way that was not quite a smile but was its precursor, the expression of someone who has found something genuinely amusing but whose habitual restraint arrives just ahead of the full expression.

She felt it, the almost-smile, without looking directly at it.

"Early morning," she said. "That's when he moves. Before six."

"I'll remember that," he said.

She shifted her pole to the other shoulder. "Good morning, Mr. Tull," she said.

"Good morning, ma'am," he said.

They went their separate ways — she toward the house, he back toward the south fence — and the canal path was empty again, and the wood ducks moved on the brown water, and it was a perfectly ordinary morning at Aldermain Hall.

Or it had been. Or it almost had been. She was not sure which.



Ezra had been watching Cecilia Aldermain for six weeks.

This was not what it might sound like stated plainly — it was his function, the stated purpose of the arrangement, to watch the house and its occupant and respond to threats. But watching, when done with genuine attention over sufficient time, produces knowledge that goes beyond the merely functional, and he was honest enough with himself to acknowledge that what he had accumulated was more than security intelligence.

He had watched her manage Crayne.

He had watched this twice in the past month — once at the south fence line, once at the kitchen building door, and both times he had seen the same thing: a woman who knew precisely what she was doing and did it without any of the props that power usually requires. She did not raise her voice. She did not threaten. She used language the way a careful person uses a tool — with the specific force required for the specific task, no more. And when she was done she walked away, and the walking away was also deliberate, the refusal to stay and oversee the compliance, which was its own communication to Crayne and which Crayne understood, which was evident in how he watched her go.

He had watched her with the people in the quarters.

She came on Sundays still, with the sugar and the medicine, and he had watched from a distance the way she moved through those visits — not performing care, not the white woman's charity visit with its performance of generosity, but something more practical and more genuine. She knew the people. She knew Nance Beaumont's youngest daughter Pearl had been colicky in the spring and she asked about Pearl specifically, using her name. She knew that old Jonah's eyes were failing and she had brought him a larger candle from the house stores without being asked. She knew things that required paying attention to acquire, and she had paid attention, and the people in the quarters received this attention with the complicated mix of gratitude and wariness that it warranted — gratitude for being seen, wariness about what seeing and not-seeing could accomplish within the system that surrounded all of them.

He had watched her at her books.

Not the reading itself — her sitting room was not his space and he did not observe it — but the aftermath of it, the quality she brought out of the sitting room in the evenings, the slight settling of her face into something more inhabited, the way a person looks when they have been somewhere that refreshed them. He had recognized this quality because he knew it in himself, the specific restoration that reading produced, and seeing it in her had done what such recognitions always do: collapsed a distance that had previously organized itself as absolute.

He was not, he told himself, doing anything with this.

He was observing. He was accumulating knowledge of the person he was assigned to protect, which was his function. The fact that the knowledge was becoming something more like understanding, and the understanding something more like regard — this was incidental. This was what happened when a person paid genuine attention to another person over sufficient time. It did not mean anything beyond itself.

He was nineteen years old and he believed this the way young people believe the things that make the world most manageable, which is to say with some sincerity and considerable convenience.



Della found him that afternoon near the kitchen garden fence.

She had not sought him out — she was coming from the main house back to the kitchen building and he was at the fence doing what he spent a portion of each afternoon doing, which was the maintenance of the property's perimeter in the unglamorous specific sense of checking hinges and latch mechanisms and the fence boards that the summer's heat was beginning to warp.

She stopped and watched him for a moment.

He was facing away from her, his attention on a latch that needed adjusting. She looked at the set of his back, the quality of his concentration, and then she looked at the back gallery of the house where, twenty minutes ago, she had watched Cecilia come inside from the kitchen building after a conversation with Ezra that had lasted perhaps three minutes and had been about, as far as Della could tell, the state of Ludie's recovery.

She had watched Cecilia's face in that conversation.

She had watched her son's.

She had put what she saw in a box somewhere in the back of her mind and closed the lid on it, because what she had seen was not yet anything, was barely even the suggestion of a thing, was something so early and so small that naming it would be like seeing a single green shoot in March and calling it a harvest. She was not going to name it. She was going to watch.

"Ezra," she said.

He turned. "Mama."

"You eating enough? Ludie being out."

"Yes," he said. "I'm managing."

She looked at him. He looked back at her with his father's face and his own eyes — that steadiness, that slight guardedness that was not evasion but care, the expression of someone who keeps things until he is sure of them.

"Good," she said.

She went on to the kitchen building.

She did not say what she had seen in the conversation by the back gallery. She did not say what she had seen at the canal path bend earlier that morning, where she had watched from the kitchen building window as her son and Cecilia Aldermain stood talking about fish with the specific ease of people who have forgotten, for a moment, to be careful.

She put it in the box.

She closed the lid.

She went into the kitchen building and checked on Ludie and started the afternoon's preparations and moved through the rest of the day with the focused efficiency that was her primary mode of operation in the world, and she did not take the box back out, but she did not put it far away either.

She kept it where she could find it.



Chapter Eleven: The Raid

Aldermain Hall — Late July 1861



Something was wrong with the Tuesday before it happened.

Ezra could not have said what, exactly — it was not a specific thing he had seen or heard but a quality in the day itself, the way certain days have a texture that is different from the days around them without the difference being explicable. He had felt it since his morning circuit, when the dogs at the south end of the quarters had been restless in a way that was different from their ordinary restlessness — not barking at something in particular but uneasy in the generalized way of animals that have registered a disturbance in their environment before the environment has produced any evidence of disturbance.

He ran the drainage cut twice that day.

The second time, in the late afternoon, he found boot prints in the soft mud at the canal bank — two sets, relatively fresh, the heel depth suggesting men of some weight. They were not field workers' prints, which he knew. They were not the print of anyone he could account for on the property.

He said nothing to Mrs. Aldermain that evening. He did not want to raise an alarm on the basis of mud and dog behavior. He said nothing and he checked the latch on the west gate twice and he did not sleep.



They came the following evening, at the last of the light.

There were four of them. They came through the drainage cut the way the boot prints had suggested they would, moving along the canal bank in the shadows of the buttonbush, and they would have reached the west gate without being seen from the house if Ezra had not been at the west fence line at that hour, which he was, because he had not slept the night before.

He saw them from thirty yards. Four men on foot — not soldiers, or not any longer, their clothing the remnant of uniform mixed with civilian dress in the way of men who have been a long time away from any supply. They moved with the specific combination of desperation and purpose that distinguishes men who are hungry and have decided to do something about it from men who are merely hungry.

The leader was in front — a broad man, middle-aged, with a beard that had not been attended to in some time and a rifle across his back and a pistol in his hand. He saw Ezra at approximately the same moment Ezra saw him, and they looked at each other across thirty yards of evening air and the man with the pistol made the calculation that Ezra could see him making and came to the wrong conclusion about it.

Ezra did not wait for the conclusion to become action.

He turned and ran for the house.



He came in through the back door at a controlled run — not panicked, not slow — and found Cecilia in the back hallway, coming down from the sitting room with a book in her hand, which she dropped when she saw his face.

"How many," she said immediately.

He looked at her — the directness of the question, the absence of the preliminary that other people would have needed. "Four. Armed. Coming through the west gate. Two minutes."

She was already moving. "Kitchen building."

"No. They'll go there first for the stores. Inside—"

"Parlor windows face the drive and the west yard. Kitchen building window faces the gate." She was at the back hall cabinet — the one that held the household supplies — and she was pulling it open and he saw what was inside: Harlan Aldermain's secondary rifle, hung on two pegs, with the powder horn and the patch box and the caps on the shelf below.

He had not known it was there.

"My husband keeps it loaded," she said. She handed him the powder horn and the patch box. "Is yours upstairs?"

"My room. Thirty seconds."

"Go."

He went. He was back in twenty-five seconds with his own rifle and she was at the parlor door, the back of the house secured, Phoebe sent upstairs with instructions that Cecilia delivered in a voice so controlled and specific that the girl ran without crying.

From somewhere outside there was the sound of the west gate — the particular sound of it being forced, which was different from the sound of it being opened properly, a tearing of wood against the iron hasp.

"The parlor window," Cecilia said. "I'll be here." She had the powder horn in her hand and her face was the face he had watched manage Crayne — entirely present, the external calm of someone whose interior has gone very still in order to be accurate.

He went to the parlor window.



The west yard was visible from the parlor window at an angle — not straight on, but enough. He could see the gate where it stood open now, forced off its upper hinge, hanging crooked. Two of the four men were in the yard. The other two were not yet visible, which meant they had gone around the kitchen building toward the smokehouse.

He did not think about the two he couldn't see. He dealt with what was in front of him.

He opened the parlor window six inches and sighted on the nearer man — the leader, the broad man with the pistol, who was crossing the yard toward the house with the deliberate pace of someone who does not expect to be opposed — and he fired.

The shot went into the ground two feet in front of the man's boots.

He had made a decision about where to put the shot before he fired it. He had made the decision with full awareness of what it meant — warning, not killing, the space between — and he had executed it accurately. The man stopped. His companion stopped. In the ringing aftermath of the shot the yard was completely still for perhaps three seconds.

Then behind him Cecilia was at his shoulder with Harlan's rifle, the powder horn already replaced on the table, and she put the loaded rifle in his hands and took the spent one with the specific efficiency of someone who has done this before, or who has at least imagined doing it so thoroughly that when the moment arrived her hands knew what to do.

"Kitchen building window," she said quietly. "The other two will come around from the smokehouse when they hear where the shot came from."

He moved.



He was at the kitchen building window — having gone out the back door and across the covered walkway in the time it took the men in the west yard to recover their nerve — when the other two came around the corner of the smokehouse.

They came at a run, which told him the shot had communicated danger and they were running toward their companions rather than toward the house. He put the second shot into the smokehouse wall six inches from the nearer man's head.

The man stumbled. Did not fall. Looked wildly at the window where the smoke was.

From the house behind him he could hear the sound of the parlor window again — Cecilia had taken up the position, which was — he understood this with complete clarity in the moment — exactly right. She was at the parlor window and he was at the kitchen window and the men in the yard did not know how many defenders they were dealing with and the shots were coming from two different points and the geometry was doing what he had hoped it would do: making four desperate men feel surrounded.

A young voice from the direction of the back door: "Here."

He turned. Cass — Jonah's grandson, seventeen, who had been sleeping in the quarters tool shed since Hector left and who had apparently decided on his own to come — was at the kitchen building door with powder and ball in his hands, his face set with the focused expression of someone who has made a decision and is living inside it.

"Load it," Ezra said, and handed him the spent rifle.

Cass loaded with the competence of someone who has grown up handling firearms in a place where hunting supplemented rations, his hands steady, his eyes on the task.

From the west yard: voices. The men talking to each other in the low urgent register of people reconsidering.

Ezra reloaded Harlan's rifle himself and watched the yard.

The leader appeared at the gate — not advancing, standing at the broken gate with his pistol at his side and his eyes moving between the kitchen building window and the parlor window, doing the same calculation he had done at thirty yards an hour ago and coming, this time, to a different conclusion.

"There's nobody home worth this," the man said. He was talking to his companions, but his voice was loud enough to carry.

Ezra said nothing. He kept the rifle level.

A long moment passed. The insects were enormous in the silence — the summer-night roar of them, indifferent and absolute.

The leader turned and went back through the gate. His three companions went with him. Ezra tracked the leader's back across the window's angle of vision until the man was gone into the buttonbush and the sound of their going faded into the canal's dark margin.

Then he stood at the window with the rifle still raised and waited.

He waited five full minutes, counting in his head, before he lowered it.



The house was very quiet.

He came back through the covered walkway — checked the back door, the kitchen building's storage, the smokehouse latch — and went to the parlor.

Cecilia was still at the parlor window. She had the rifle in her hands and she was looking out at the west yard where the gate hung broken on its hinge. The lamplight was very low — she had turned it down before the first shot, which was also exactly right, the silhouette control of someone thinking clearly under pressure — and in the low light her face was angled toward the window, not quite seeing anything, her mind still in the event even as the event finished.

He said, "They're gone."

She did not startle. She had heard him come in. She set the rifle carefully against the parlor wall and turned.

"Cass," she said.

"He's all right. He helped load. He's outside."

She nodded. Something in her face moved — relief, or its aftermath, the specific quality of a body releasing tension it had been holding absolutely. She put one hand on the back of the horsehair sofa and held it there for a moment.

"The smokehouse?" she said.

"Untouched. They didn't get past the yard."

"The west gate will need rehanging."

"In the morning," he said.

A silence.

She looked at him directly — the way she had looked at him during the exchange at the parlor window, the same quality of absolute attention, no performance in it. "Are you hurt?" she said.

"No, ma'am."

"You're sure."

"Yes."

"Good." She paused. Then: "Are you all right?"

It was a different question from the one before it, and he understood the difference, and he took a moment before he answered. "Yes," he said.

She looked at him steadily. The low lamplight was between them and the room was quiet and the night outside was reassembling its ordinary sounds — the insects returning, the frogs at the canal, the particular post-violence silence resolving back into the regular silence.

"Mr. Tull," she said.

"Ma'am."

"Thank you." She said it simply, without embellishment, the way she said everything important — directly, without the performance of the feeling, the feeling itself present in the directness.

He said: "Yes, ma'am." Because it was what was available, and because some things did not yet have the language they required, and because both of them understood this and accepted it.

She picked up her book from the hallway floor where she had dropped it — she noted its title without reading it, set it on the parlor table — and looked at the room for a moment in the way of someone confirming that what is real is what she believes to be real.

"I'll see you in the morning," she said.

"Yes, ma'am," he said. "I'll be outside."

She went to the staircase. At the second step she paused — one hand on the banister, her back to him. She did not turn around. She stood there for a moment in the low lamplight, her silver-streaked hair loose at her back, and then she went up.

He stood in the parlor doorway and watched the staircase after she had gone and then he turned and went out to the back gallery and stood there in the enormous summer dark.

The west yard was empty. The gate hung crooked on its single hinge. The canal was invisible in the darkness but present — he could smell it, the cypress and the water, the cool of it in the night air.

Cass appeared from the direction of the kitchen building. The boy — seventeen, thin, with his grandfather's watchful eyes — looked at Ezra and then at the broken gate and then back at Ezra.

"All right?" Ezra said.

"All right," Cass said. "They won't come back?"

"Not tonight," Ezra said. "Go on back. Tell Jonah I'll come by in the morning."

Cass went.

Ezra stood on the gallery with his rifle and looked at the dark fields and the dark sky and the orange glow of the fire in Jonah's cabin at the far end of the quarters and he thought about the woman at the top of the stairs — the pause, the hand on the banister, the not-turning — and he thought about what he had done and what she had done and what the two of them had done together and the specific quality of what was between them now that had not been between them before.

He did not name it. He was not ready to name it, and naming it would not have been useful, and the night was too large and too dark for small precise names.

He stood on the gallery until the fire in Jonah's cabin went out.

Then he sat down on the gallery steps and stayed until the dawn.



Crayne came to the house at seven in the morning.

He walked up from the field office with his usual deliberate pace and he looked at the broken gate and he looked at the smoke marks on the smokehouse wall where the second shot had struck and he came up to the back gallery where Ezra was sitting with his rifle across his knees, not having slept.

Crayne looked at Ezra. He looked at the rifle. He looked at the gate again.

He went inside and spoke with Mrs. Aldermain for ten minutes and came back out and went back to the field office.

He had not been here.

This was the fact of it — plain and simple, requiring no embellishment. When there had been four men coming through the drainage cut in the last of the light, Rufus Crayne had been in his quarters and he had stayed there, and the gate was broken and the smokehouse wall was marked and an enslaved boy of seventeen had loaded rifles in the kitchen building, and Crayne had come by at seven to look at the damage.

Cecilia came out to the gallery after he left. She looked at the gate. She looked at Ezra.

She said, "I'll write to Harlan today."

He nodded.

She went back inside.

Neither of them said what the gate said, which said everything, which needed no translation.



Chapter Twelve: First Letters

Aldermain Hall — August 1861



They came on a Thursday, four letters together, held at the Vicksburg post office since various dates in late July and delivered as a batch by the post rider who came up the drive in the early afternoon with the letters in his saddlebag and an expression that said he had been delivering similar batches to similar households all week and had some sense of what they contained and what they cost.

Titus brought them to the house. Cecilia was in the kitchen garden when he found her — she had been examining the state of the late tomatoes, which were suffering in the August heat despite her best efforts — and when she saw the letters in Titus's hand she straightened and removed her garden gloves with a deliberateness that was the deliberateness of a woman giving herself a moment before the moment arrived.

She took the letters inside.

She did not open them in the kitchen or the dining room or the parlor. She went upstairs to her sitting room and closed the door and sat at the writing desk and laid the four letters before her and looked at the four different handwritings — Harlan's firm slant, Calhoun's neat compressed hand, Whitfield's sprawling impatient script, Pemberton's careful print that had been careful since he was a boy learning his letters at the kitchen table and had never shifted into the easier cursive of someone with nothing left to prove — and she felt the specific relief of proof that all four were alive on whatever date the letters were written, which was not proof they were alive now, which was the condition of every letter received in wartime and the condition she was going to be living with for however long this lasted.

She opened Harlan's first.



Cecilia —

We have been in it. Bull Run, the Federals are calling it — Manassas, we are calling it. We were engaged on the twenty-first of July. I came through without injury. Calhoun and Whitfield likewise. Pemberton took a graze on his left arm that required dressing but is healing and he makes less of it than I would have. I want you to know this first so the rest of the letter can be read without that question in the way.

The battle was not what I had imagined. I do not mean to say more than that in a letter.

I received your letter about the trouble at the plantation. I am glad Ezra was there and I am glad you managed it as you did. You have better judgment than most men I know and always have. Trust it. The arrangement stands — tell Crayne I said so, in those words, if he gives you any difficulty.

The cause is right. I still believe this. I believe it having now seen what it costs, which is more than I understood before the twenty-first. Faith that has not been tested is not faith — that is something Coggins said once that I did not properly understand until now.

The boys send their love. Mine goes without saying and yet I am saying it.

H.



She read it twice.

She read it for the information first — he was alive, all three sons were alive, Pemberton's arm was healing — and then she read it for the man, the way she always read his letters: listening for what was in the words he actually used and what was in the spaces he left. The battle was not what I had imagined. I do not mean to say more than that in a letter. She knew Harlan Aldermain's relationship to speech — direct, spare, nothing said that was not meant. That sentence was the most significant thing in the letter and she knew it and she put it in a particular room in her mind to examine later.

The arrangement stands. Tell Crayne I said so, in those words.

She felt something give way very slightly in her chest. Not the dramatic giving-way of relief — something smaller and more precise, the release of a specific tension she had been holding since the morning after the raid when she had sat in her sitting room and thought about what she had and had not done and whether she had the standing to have done it. She had the standing. Harlan had given it to her in writing and told her to deploy it if necessary.

She would deploy it. She had deployed it already, in the days since the raid, in the specific change in how she spoke to Crayne about Ezra's position, and Crayne had read the change correctly. But the written endorsement was different. It was leverage that did not expire.

She set Harlan's letter down and opened Calhoun's.



Calhoun's letter was three paragraphs. The first described the engagement at Manassas in the functional terms of a man reporting rather than narrating — positions, movements, the result. No description of what he had seen or felt. The facts of the battle laid out like the facts of a planting schedule, in the same tone. The second paragraph asked about the north field drainage and the fall planting schedule with specificity that suggested he had been lying in camp thinking about the plantation the way people think about home when home is the alternative to where they are. The third paragraph said: I am well. The men I have come to trust, I trust completely. The ones I have not yet come to trust, I am watching. This is manageable. That was Calhoun — the whole of him, in three sentences.

She loved her eldest son with the specific love of a mother for a child who has arrived so fully formed that the parenting felt less like shaping and more like witnessing. She folded his letter and took up Whitfield's.



Whitfield's letter was four pages.

The first two pages were Whitfield as she knew him — vivid, rapid, full of names and episodes and the energy of someone for whom experience is always moving faster than the language he has to contain it. He described the camp, the men, the horses, a joke that a captain from Adams County had made that she suspected would not translate well to paper but that she could hear in the telling anyway. He described the morning of the twenty-first with the same energy — the march, the heat, the sound of the guns, the specific moment when the line engaged.

Then, on the third page, the energy changed.

She felt it before she understood it — the sentences getting shorter, the words less fluent, the forward momentum of his usual voice encountering something it could not simply carry past.

There was a man near me when we advanced. I don't know what regiment he was from — Union man, older than I expected, glasses on his face. He went down and I kept going because that is what you do and afterward I could not stop thinking about the glasses. They were still on his face. I don't know why I keep thinking about the glasses specifically. There were worse things to see. I saw worse things. But I keep thinking about the glasses.

I am all right. I want you to know I am all right. I just wanted to tell someone about the glasses and I thought you would understand without me explaining why.

She sat with this for a long time.

Whitfield — her most extroverted, most carelessly bright son — had taken the whole apparatus of his charm and his energy and his forward motion and brought it to a halt at the image of a dead man's glasses. She understood why he had written it to her and not to his father or his brothers, and the understanding of it made her throat tighten in a way she did not try to prevent.

She set his letter down. She picked up Pemberton's.



Pemberton's letter was six pages. He had written it over several days, she could tell — the handwriting shifted slightly between sections, the ink color changing from one to the next, the voice moving through different registers as the days moved.

Mama —

I am writing this on the twenty-third, two days after. I am not injured. I want to say that first the way Papa would, because I know it is the first thing.

I also want to say that I was afraid. Not in the first minutes, which were too fast for fear — but in the middle of it, when the middle of it became clear, I was frightened in a way that I don't have a previous experience to measure against. I don't know if everyone was. I think they must have been. But no one says so, and I find I want to say it to someone, and you are the someone.

You asked me before I left to keep my good heart. I am trying. I think the trying is harder than I knew it would be, not because the heart is unwilling but because the world we are in does not particularly value it and sometimes actively punishes it. Calhoun is steady and I am grateful for Calhoun. Whitfield is — Whitfield is changed in some way I can't yet fully see. He is still himself but there is something underneath the self now that wasn't there before.

Papa is remarkable. I mean this plainly. Whatever I think about — whatever I am not sure I think about — I am sure about Papa under fire, which is steady and clear and exactly what the men around him need. I am glad to be his son in this, specifically.

I miss the porch at the cabin. I miss you sitting in the rocking chair with your line in the water catching nothing and calling it enough. That image is one of the ones I carry.

I am not the same person who left. I want to tell you that honestly because I think you would know it anyway when I come home and I would rather you know it from me first. I don't yet know if the change is damage or growth or both. I suspect both.

Come home to what, I also don't yet know. But I intend to come home. Hold me to it.

Your son, Pemberton



She put all four letters on the desk and folded her hands over them and let herself feel what she had been holding back through the reading of them.

She cried for perhaps ten minutes. She did it quietly and thoroughly, without self-consciousness, because she was alone and the door was closed and she had given herself this room for exactly this purpose. She cried for Pemberton's glasses and the man who had owned them. She cried for Whitfield's brightness cracked through. She cried for Calhoun asking about drainage schedules from a battlefield. She cried for Harlan's sentence about what faith costs when tested. She cried for Pemberton on his porch missing her in her rocking chair.

Then she stopped. She dried her face with the handkerchief she kept in her desk drawer and she sat straight and she breathed.

She took Harlan's letter and went downstairs to find Della.



Della was in the dining room, setting the table for the evening, moving through the familiar motions with the efficiency that was her daily mode. She looked up when Cecilia came in and read Cecilia's face — the eyes still slightly reddened, the particular composure of a woman who has cried and stopped and is now doing what needs doing — and she set the last fork down and waited.

"Letters came today," Cecilia said. "From Harlan and the boys. All of them are alive. Pemberton took a graze at Manassas but it's healing."

Della said nothing. Her hands were still on the table.

Cecilia looked at the letter in her hands. "Harlan writes—" She found the passage. She read it aloud, simply and without inflection: "Hector is well. Amos has made himself useful to the company and is in good health."

Eleven words. The entirety of what the letter contained about two men's lives.

Della stood absolutely still.

"That is all he says about them," Cecilia said. "I wanted you to know there was something, and I wanted you to know that is all there was." She paused. "I'm sorry it isn't more."

Della looked at the table for a long moment. When she looked up her face was the face she wore when she had put something somewhere it could be contained — not the absence of feeling but the management of it, the thirty-year practice of a woman who has learned where to put the things she cannot put down.

"Thank you, Miss Cecilia," she said.

She picked up the fork she had set down and went back to the table.

Cecilia stood in the doorway a moment longer and then went back upstairs.



Later that evening, coming down the back staircase to the kitchen building, she passed the hallway junction.

The sitting room door was open. The botanical guide was on the side table near the hall entrance — she had left it there that morning and had not moved it. She did not know if Ezra had been in the sitting room today, or near it, or whether the sight lines from the hall had given him any window into what the day had been in this house.

She went on to the kitchen building.

When she came back through the hall twenty minutes later he was at the back door — his end-of-evening position, the rifle at his side, looking out at the dark yard. He did not turn when she came through. He had a quality of deliberate non-intrusiveness in the evenings that she had noticed across the weeks — making himself present for the purpose of security and absent for every other purpose, giving her the run of her own house without the weight of being observed.

She stopped at the foot of the stairs.

"Letters today," she said. To the room, to the hall, not quite to him.

He turned slightly. Not fully — just enough.

"From my husband and sons," she said. "They were at Manassas. They're all right."

A pause. "I'm glad to hear it, ma'am," he said.

She nodded. She went upstairs.

In her sitting room she sat at the writing desk with the four letters before her and picked up her pen and pulled the writing paper from the drawer and wrote at the top of the first sheet:

Harlan —

She sat with the pen in her hand and looked at his name she had written and thought about the sentence she could not get out of her mind, the one that had cost him something to write: The battle was not what I had imagined. I do not mean to say more than that in a letter.

She understood that sentence entirely. She had been living inside her own version of it for three months — the thing that was not what she had imagined, the thing she did not mean to say more about than was necessary, the management of the distance between what was true and what could be written and what could be spoken and what could only be known alone in the dark of a sitting room while the pen dried in her hand.

She dipped the pen and wrote the next word:

We are well.

And that was the beginning.



Chapter Thirteen: Books and Lines

Aldermain Hall — August–September 1861



The heat broke in the last week of August.

It did not break cleanly — Mississippi heat never does, it retreats rather than surrenders, pulling back by degrees each morning and returning in the afternoons with enough residual force to remind everyone that it has not truly gone, merely reconsidered. But the quality of the air changed, and the nights became something approaching bearable, and the plantation exhaled the long breath it had been holding since June.

Cecilia felt it as a restoration of some capacity she had not known she was lacking until it returned — the ability to think at length, to follow a thought to its conclusion rather than losing it in the heat's compression of everything into the immediate and the physical. She went back to her sitting room in the evenings with a renewed attention, spending an hour or two before bed with the lamp turned up and a book in her lap, and these hours had a quality she had missed — the specific quality of a mind ranging freely through a text, making its own connections, arriving at its own conclusions.

She had been rereading The Heart of Midlothian.

She had read it twice before — once in her girlhood, when she had found it romantic and somewhat long, and once ten years ago, when she had found it something else entirely. Jeanie Deans walking from Edinburgh to London on foot to beg the queen's pardon for a sister she believed guilty — not innocent, but loved, which was different — had struck her at thirty-eight as the most honest portrait of loyalty she had read. Not the easy loyalty of shared belief, but the harder kind: the loyalty that persists when the person you are loyal to has done a thing you cannot approve of, and you go anyway.

She was thinking about this when she heard Ezra in the back hallway.

She had left the sitting room door ajar — she often did, for the cross-ventilation — and she could hear the hall from her chair, the specific sound of his passing through, which was lighter-footed than anyone else in the house. She had the book in her hand and she was at the passage she had been thinking about — Jeanie in the Duke of Argyle's library, waiting, the weight of what she has done and what she still must do — when she did something she had not entirely decided to do.

She called out: "Mr. Tull."

A pause. Then: "Ma'am?"

"Come in for a moment."

He appeared in the doorway — his rifle in its usual position, his face in its usual watchful calm, the slight question in his eyes that he permitted himself in private that he would not have permitted in front of anyone else on the plantation.

She held up the book. "Have you read Scott?"



He had not read Scott.

He had heard of him — Pemberton had mentioned him once, years ago, in the way that people mention things they assume everyone knows and that Ezra had filed and not forgotten. But Scott had not been available to him in the way the Bible and Bunyan had been, which was the way of everything in his education: opportunistic, dependent on what could be obtained without discovery, assembled from whatever came within reach rather than chosen from a full inventory.

He told her this. He said it simply, without apology or performance, which was how he had learned to speak about the specific deprivations of his situation — plainly, as facts, because shame was an unaffordable currency and he had decided, young, that he would not spend it.

She looked at him for a moment. Then she set the book on the side table by the sitting room door — not handing it to him, but placing it in the space between them, available.

"Jeanie Deans," she said. "The heroine. Her sister Effie is condemned under a law that is unjust in its application if not its principle — she is to be hanged for the death of an infant that may not have died by her hand. Jeanie walks from Edinburgh to London on foot to beg the royal pardon. Three hundred miles."

He was standing in the doorway. She had not asked him to sit — she did not ask him to sit, because the sitting room was a particular kind of territory and they both understood its boundaries — but he was fully present, his attention on what she was saying.

"Did she know if her sister was guilty?" he asked.

"She believed she probably was. Not of murder — but of concealment, which the law treated as equivalent."

"And she walked anyway."

"Yes."

He considered this. "Did she do it for the law?"

Cecilia looked at him. The question was precisely the question she had been sitting with for three evenings running. "No," she said. "For her sister. Despite the law."

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said: "That is a different kind of story than I thought it was from the description."

"What kind did you think it was?"

"The kind where a person does a right thing for a right reason," he said. "But it sounds like a story about a person who does a right thing for a reason that has nothing to do with right or wrong, just — love. And the rightness is almost accidental."

She opened her mouth and closed it. She had read the novel twice and she had not put it to herself quite that way and the way he had put it was, she thought, more accurate than either of the ways she had put it to herself.

"Yes," she said. "That is what it is."



The silence that followed was comfortable in a way that was new — not the managed silence of their early interactions, where both of them were maintaining a careful distance from whatever the silence might contain, but the silence of two people who have said something real and are letting it be real for a moment before moving on.

She said: "You've had Pilgrim's Progress for years. What do you make of Christian's burden?"

He leaned against the doorframe — not entering, but easing slightly from the formal posture. "Bunyan thinks it's the problem," he said. "The burden is what's wrong with Christian at the beginning. What he needs to do is get rid of it."

"That's the entire premise," she said.

"I know it. But I've always thought the burden was also what made him worth following." He paused, the pause of someone who has thought something a long time and is saying it for the first time. "Without it he's just a man walking down a road. With it he's a man who knows what he's carrying and can't set it down. That seems truer to me. More like an actual person."

She looked at the book in her lap. She had read Pilgrim's Progress three times — once for Coggins's Bible study, twice for herself — and she had always accepted Bunyan's framing: the burden as the problem, the unburdening as the liberation. She had not thought about what the burden gave back.

"You think it defines him," she said.

"I think it's him," Ezra said. "The burden and the man aren't separate things that can be taken apart. When he gets rid of it he becomes — lighter, easier. But less known, somehow. Less certain." Another pause. "I may be reading it wrong."

"I don't think you are," she said.



They were quiet again. Outside the window the evening was assembling itself — the birds going through their dusk transitions, the first insects beginning their night work, the specific quality of Mississippi September settling over the land like something earned.

She did not know what made her ask the next question. She would think about it afterward and find no satisfying account of why she asked it — only that she was in the sitting room in the good September air with a man who had just said something true about a book she loved, and the question came.

"Why do you read?" she said. "Not what. Why."

He looked at her. The question had surprised him — she could see it in the slight adjustment of his expression, the recalibration.

She said: "I ask because I wondered — the circumstances of your reading have been so different from mine. I wondered if the reason was different too."

He was quiet for a long moment. Long enough that she thought perhaps she had asked something that had no answer, or that had an answer he was not willing to give her.

Then he said: "Because it is the only way I have found to be somewhere else while staying here."

She sat with this.

"Not escape," he said. "I know the difference. Escape would mean not coming back. But when I am reading I am — present in a different space, one that the ordinary world doesn't govern. Where I am while reading is mine in a way that nothing else is mine. Not even—" He stopped.

She did not fill the pause.

"Nothing else," he said simply.

She looked at him for a long moment. Then she said: "I read because it is the only place I have ever been entirely free to think." She heard herself say it — heard it as a true thing, a thing she had never said aloud, never even quite admitted to herself in this specific form. "Everywhere else my thinking is — managed. By what is expected of me. By who I'm supposed to be. In a book my mind goes where it goes and no one is there to require it to go somewhere else."

A silence.

She said: "I expect you understand that."

He said: "Yes, ma'am. I do."

They looked at each other in the September light coming through the window — the warm evening light that turned the sitting room's pale walls gold and lay along the bookshelf spines — and in the looking was something that neither of them was going to name, not then, perhaps not ever in those terms, but that was present as clearly as the light and the books and the sound of the evening beyond the window.

She broke it — gently, the way you break something you intend to preserve. "Take it," she said, nodding at the book on the side table. "Heart of Midlothian. Bring it back when you've finished."

He took it from the table.

"Thank you, ma'am," he said.

She nodded and looked back at her own book, which was the signal for the conversation to be over, and he went out, and the door behind him stayed as it had been — ajar.



Della had come up the back hallway to return a mended dress to Cecilia's room.

She had come quietly — as she always moved through the house in the evenings, not wanting to disturb the household's end-of-day settling — and she had reached the hallway junction and seen through the sitting room's ajar door the two figures: Cecilia in her chair with the book in her lap, Ezra in the doorway with his weight settled slightly against the frame, both of them leaning forward in the almost-imperceptible way of people who are deep in something together.

She could not hear what they were saying.

She did not need to hear it. She had been reading rooms and people and situations for forty-six years and the room she was reading now was clear to her in the way that certain things are clear to people who have had long practice in seeing what others do not attend to.

She stood in the hallway for perhaps five seconds.

Then she walked on to Cecilia's room, hung the dress on the hook behind the door, and came back down the hall. She did not look at the sitting room as she passed this time — not because she was avoiding it, but because she had already seen what she needed to see and looking again would not add anything useful.

This time she did not put what she had seen in the box.

She carried it openly for the length of the walk back to the kitchen building — felt its weight, turned it over, looked at it with the particular clear eye she had for difficult things. Not yet a thing. Not yet nothing. Something in between: the quality of attention two people pay each other when they have not yet decided what the attention is, or perhaps when they have decided and are not yet ready to know they have decided.

She had been afraid of this. She recognized that she had been afraid of this since the Tuesday she had watched Ezra come back from the canal with catfish on a string and Cecilia come the other way with her fishing rod, and the two of them had stood on the path for a few minutes talking about nothing in particular with the ease of people for whom nothing in particular has become a cover for something else.

She went into the kitchen building and began banking the stove for the night and she let herself think about her son. About the quality of his restraint — the discipline of it, the way he held everything at the right distance, everything in its right place. About whether restraint was sufficient, in the specific conditions they were now living inside, or whether restraint was like a dam that held things back until the pressure became a different kind of problem.

She thought about Hector, far away. She thought about what she would give to have Hector here, to sit with him on the step in the evening dark and not have to carry what she was carrying alone.

She banked the stove.

She went to her own room — the good room with the wooden floor, empty now in a way it had never been before — and she sat on the edge of the bed and she prayed, which was what she did when she had exhausted other resources, and the prayer was not for the obvious thing, the outcome she feared, but for something more fundamental: for clarity, for sufficient light, for enough time to see what was coming before it arrived.

She had always believed in the power of preparation. She had always believed that the thing you saw coming could be managed better than the thing that blindsided you.

She was not sure, tonight, that she was seeing clearly enough.



In his room off the back hallway, Ezra opened the book.

It was heavier than Pilgrim's Progress — physically heavier, a proper bound volume rather than the loose-spined paperback he had been carrying for seven years. The boards were cloth-covered, dark green, worn at the corners, with a small stain on the back cover that looked like water damage from some earlier year. The pages were thin and close-printed, the kind of type that required the lamp to be at the right angle.

He found the lamp's right angle and began.

The mountains of the South of Scotland — the first line, the first word, The, the whole weight of a long story gathering itself. He read the first chapter and the second and halfway through the third before the candle became insufficient and he lay back in the dark with the book on his chest.

He thought about Jeanie Deans walking three hundred miles for her sister despite the law. He thought about what he had said to Mrs. Aldermain about burden — the thing he had been thinking for seven years and had never said to anyone because there had never been anyone to say it to. He thought about what she had said about reading — the only place I have ever been entirely free to think — and the specific quality of her face when she said it, the slight surprise of the true thing said aloud for the first time.

He had known things about her from watching. He had known she was intelligent and capable and genuinely kind in a way that was not performed. He had known she managed this plantation and its people with a care that cost her something real. He had known she read with the absorption of someone who genuinely needed what reading gave her.

He had not known the specific form of what she needed from it. The specific freedom of it. The way her mind was managed everywhere else.

He knew it now.

He lay in the dark of his room with the green-covered book on his chest and the night sounds of the plantation around him — the frogs, the insects, the distant movement of the river — and he was aware that he had crossed some line tonight, not toward anything, not into anything, but away from something. Away from the arrangement as the primary fact of their relationship. Toward — he did not have a word for it. He did not reach for one.

The book smelled of the sitting room. Cedar and something else — a clean indefinable smell that was, he understood, simply the smell of that room, of those books, of the accumulated presence of a woman reading.

He breathed it once, deliberately.

Then he set it on the shelf beside his bed and closed his eyes and let the night move past him toward morning.



Chapter Fourteen: The Cabin, Together

Aldermain Hall — September 1861



The harvest had begun.

By the second week of September the earliest bolls had opened in the south fields — the white cotton pushing through the dried brown husks in the way it always did, the same miracle the land had been performing on this ground for thirty years, indifferent to the war and the absence of men and the general conviction of the human world that the year was unlike other years. The picking gangs moved through the rows from first light, their long sacks trailing behind them, the specific sound of cotton being pulled from the boll — a soft tearing, repeated thousands of times in a day — filling the field with a sound that was almost gentle.

The harvest was thinner than previous years. Cecilia knew it and Crayne knew it and Gideon Purse had put the projected numbers in a column in the ledger that told the story plainly: fewer hands, fewer pounds, smaller yield. The men taken to the war had taken their labor with them, which was a fact so obvious it hardly needed stating and yet whose reality, Cecilia was finding, accumulated in unexpected ways — in the length of the picking days, in the exhaustion of the workers who remained, in the constant awareness that the fields were larger than the people left to tend them.

She managed what could be managed and accepted what could not. This was the skill she had been practicing her whole adult life, though the scale of what needed accepting had not previously been quite this large.

On a Tuesday morning when the accounts were done and the gang was in the south field under Ledbetter's watch and the house had a temporary stillness that felt like permission, she took her fishing rod from the peg in the back hallway.

She found Ezra at the kitchen building corner, where he spent the mornings when he was not on circuit.

"I'm going to the cabin," she said.

He looked at her. Understood the implication. "I'll get my rifle," he said.



The path to the canal was different in September.

The buttonbush was browning at the edges, its small round flower heads dried to seed, the summer's extravagance of growth beginning its retreat. The river cane still stood full and dense, but the green had gone out of it — it was yellower now, the stalks drier, rustling against each other in the slight morning breeze with a papery sound that summer's lush growth had not made. The canal was lower than she had seen it since August of the previous year, the exposed mud banks showing a dark stripe along each side, and the water itself was different — still tannin-brown, still moving in its unhurried way, but with a clarity it did not have in summer, the quality of water that has given up some of its murkiness to the cooling air.

She walked in front, as always on this path, and he came behind at the distance he maintained — close enough for purpose, far enough for the form of it. She had stopped being conscious of this distance some weeks ago, which was itself a kind of information she had chosen not to examine.

The cabin came through the cane as it always came — the silver-gray boards, the cypress shingle roof, the porch facing the water. She had not been here since before the harvest began, nearly three weeks, and the absence had made her more aware than usual of what she was returning to.

She went up the porch steps and opened the cabin door and went in.



Ezra entered behind her and stopped just inside the threshold.

He had not been in this space before. He had come to the canal — his fishing spot below the drainage cut was perhaps a hundred yards south — but the cabin had been, in his understanding of the property's geography, entirely hers. He had understood this without being told it, the way he understood most things about the structure of this place — through observation and the specific attention he paid to where things were held and how.

He looked at the room.

It was small and spare and completely itself — the rocking chair on the porch visible through the open door, the two shelves along the south wall with their books, the small iron stove cold now and smelling faintly of old ash, the plank floor worn to a soft gray at the threshold and in the path between the door and the chair. The north window was open and the canal showed through the south-facing porch door and the light came in at the September angle, whiter and more horizontal than summer's light, laying itself across the floor in long rectangular panels.

It smelled of cedar and the specific sweetness of old books and something else that was entirely the place itself — the accumulated presence of years of solitary hours, the smell of a room that had been lived in privately and well.

He took all of this in in the few seconds it took her to set her rod against the porch rail and take her hat from the hook by the door. Then he went out to the porch and positioned himself at the northwest corner — the angle that gave him a sight line down the canal path and across the near bank simultaneously, close enough to the door for immediate access, far enough from the rocking chair to give her the space that was hers.

She came out with her hat on and looked at where he had placed himself and said nothing, but something in her face registered — a small satisfaction, the specific pleasure of a thing being done correctly without instruction. She settled into the rocking chair and began rigging her line.

He watched the canal path and the near bank and the far tree line and listened to the sound of the September morning, which was quieter than summer — the insect volume reduced, the birds in a different phase of their year, the whole soundscape turned down by a degree into something more deliberate.



"My father marked it," she said.

He turned. She was holding the cane pole, looking at the yellow line of paint near the grip, and she said it to the paint mark rather than to him, in the tone of someone beginning a thought rather than delivering a prepared speech.

"There were three brothers," she said. "My father and his two brothers. They all fished together when they were young men. My father put yellow paint on his rod so they wouldn't mix them up." She paused. "The brothers are dead now. My father died the year I married Harlan."

"And you kept his rod," he said.

"I kept his rod." She turned it once in her hand and then put the line in the water. "I don't know that I made a decision about it. I simply never put it down."

He looked back at the canal path. He thought about things that are kept not because a decision was made but because the putting-down never happened. He thought about his mother's stories of Cora — the sister in Louisiana, the tailgate, the growing distance. He thought about the small red cloth in his father's bag, the one Della had put there without telling Hector, the one his father would find eventually and understand.

He said: "I think that's the truest kind of keeping. The kind that doesn't know itself as keeping."

She looked at him over her shoulder. "Yes," she said. "That's exactly what it is."



They were at the cabin for nearly three hours.

The pattern of the morning arranged itself without discussion: she fished and read and sat, and he maintained his position at the porch corner or moved briefly to check the path when a sound warranted it, and the canal moved past them with its September unhurriedness, and the morning was simply the morning, which was its own kind of sufficiency.

She caught a bream within the first half hour — smaller than she preferred, which she noted aloud for no particular reason, and returned it. She read twenty pages of Tennyson, which he could see through the open porch door when he glanced in, the familiar spine of the In Memoriam volume that lived on the second shelf. She sat without reading for a while, her feet on the porch rail, the line in the water, her face turned slightly toward the far bank in the expression she wore when she was not thinking of anything in particular, which he had learned to distinguish from the expression she wore when she was thinking of something specific — the forehead smoother, the jaw less set.

Around mid-morning she went inside for a moment — she said she needed her hat moved to the hook — and when she came back out she said, without particular emphasis: "Have you finished the Scott?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"And?"

He was quiet for a moment, considering. "I was surprised it kept going after Effie was pardoned. I thought that would be the end — she walked for it, she got it, the story finishes."

"But it doesn't."

"But it doesn't. It keeps going for another hundred pages, and Jeanie gets older and Effie comes back and causes more trouble and the family has to absorb it all again." He paused. "I wasn't sure what to make of that. Whether Scott thought he was being honest about life or whether he just didn't know how to stop."

She laughed — briefly, genuinely — which was the first time he had heard her laugh freely in a conversation that included him rather than around him. "Both, possibly," she said. "Scott never knew when to stop. But I think he was also being honest. The thing you walked three hundred miles for doesn't end the story. It just changes which story you're in."

"The story keeps going," he said.

"The story always keeps going," she said.

He thought about this. Then he said: "That should be more comforting than it is."

She looked at him for a moment and then looked back at the water, and she was smiling — the full version, the one with the lines at the corners of her eyes — and the morning was very clear and the canal was brown and moving and the September light lay across everything like something given freely.



He had looked at the bottom shelf while she was fishing.

He had gone into the cabin briefly to check the north window latch — a routine he applied to any room he was responsible for — and while he was inside he had looked at the books on the south wall shelves, as he had looked at her sitting room shelves and at the Pilgrim's Progress and the botanical guide. He was a reader and he looked at books. This was simply true.

On the bottom shelf, pushed somewhat to the back, was a book he recognized without having seen this specific copy before — he recognized it from the description of it that had passed through the quarters years ago, mouth to ear, the way all significant information traveled in their world: Uncle Tom's Cabin, by Mrs. Harriet Beecher Stowe. He had been fourteen when it was published and seventeen when word of it reached Aldermain Hall's quarters through a chain of transmission he had never fully reconstructed. He had never read it. He had never had access to it. He had known of it the way you know of a country you have never visited but that other people speak of as significant.

He looked at it on the shelf. He did not touch it. He went back to the porch.

She came in from the porch ten minutes later to get her hat, which was hanging on the door hook, and she saw him looking — or saw him having looked, the slight adjustment of his position that told her where his eyes had been — and she looked at the shelf herself, and they both understood what had been seen without either of them moving their gaze to the other's face.

She got her hat and went back to the porch.

Neither of them spoke of it.

The silence that covered it was not the silence of avoidance but the silence of two people who have acknowledged something simultaneously and decided, jointly and without discussion, that the acknowledgment is sufficient for now and the speaking of it can wait.

It could wait a long time. It could wait forever, if necessary. The book was there. They both knew it was there. That was enough for today.



The bass found her line at half past ten.

She felt it before she saw it — the line going suddenly taut and then the pole bending in the sharp decisive arc of a real strike, not the tentative nibbling of a bream but the full committed take of a fish that has decided. She came out of the rocking chair in one motion, the pole held out over the porch rail, and said something that was not a word — an exclamation of pure surprise and pleasure.

He was at the porch rail in one step.

They were both watching the line — angled down into the brown water, trembling with the fish's weight, the old cane pole bent further than seemed prudent. The fish ran left and she turned with it and the pole made a sound she had heard it make before, the sound that meant it was working against its structural limits, and she said "Oh" in a tone that was half delight and half concern.

"Let him run a little," he said. "Don't pull against him yet."

"I know it," she said, but she eased the pressure and the line went less taut and the pole straightened slightly. The fish ran again — south, toward the drainage cut, and she followed it, moving to the porch railing's south end — and he moved with her without thinking about it, his hand out briefly to steady the porch post beside her, not touching her, simply present.

The fish ran a third time and then, in the way of fish that have run their full capacity and found the limit of it, gave a single tremendous thrash and came off the hook.

The line went slack. The pole straightened.

She stood at the porch rail with the slack line hanging and looked at the water where the bass had been and started laughing — a full, unguarded laugh, the laugh of someone who has been robbed of something she wanted and finds the robbery genuinely funny.

He was laughing too.

Not the precursor this time — the actual thing, brief and real, the sound of it new in the September air. He caught himself almost immediately — the habit of restraint arriving not much behind the laugh itself — but it had been there, unmistakably, for the three seconds before restraint reasserted itself.

She heard it.

She looked at him — not with surprise exactly, but with a recognition that was slower and more specific than surprise, the recognition of a person who has been given something unexpected and is taking the measure of what it is.

She looked back at the water.

"He was a big one," she said.

"He was," he agreed.

"I've been trying to catch that fish for two months."

"I know. You mentioned him in July."

She looked at him sidelong. Something in her expression had shifted — not dramatically, but in the small way that the chapter's whole morning had been shifting, degree by degree, the way the season was shifting: perceptibly, irreversibly, toward something different from what it had been.

"I'll get him another day," she said.

"Yes, ma'am," he said. "I expect you will."



They walked back to the house in the early afternoon.

The path was the same path — the same buttonbush, the same river cane, the same canal showing through the gaps in the cane — but the morning had been in it and the morning could not be taken back out. She walked in front as always, her father's rod over her shoulder, her hat in her hand now that they were in the shade of the path. He came behind at the distance he maintained, which had not changed. The form was the same. The content of the form had shifted, the way a sentence means something different after the words around it have changed.

At the path's end, where it met the kitchen garden fence, she stopped and turned — not fully, just partially, enough to say something over her shoulder.

"Thank you," she said. "For the morning."

"Yes, ma'am," he said.

She went through the gate and up to the house.

He stood at the path's end for a moment and looked back down the canal path toward where the cabin was — he could not see it from here, the buttonbush and the cane had closed behind them — but he looked toward it anyway, toward the silver-gray boards and the cypress shingle in his mind, the rocking chair and the two shelves and the light coming in through the September windows.

Then he turned and went to his afternoon position.

The cabin was behind him. The house was ahead of him. Between them was the rest of the day's work, which he knew, and the rest of what the morning had been, which he was only beginning to understand.



Chapter Fifteen: The Assault at the Cabin

Aldermain Hall — October 1861



By October they had fallen into a pattern.

Every week or so — when the accounts were managed and the harvest schedule permitted and the morning offered the specific quality of permission that she had learned to recognize — Cecilia would take her rod from the peg and go to the cabin, and Ezra would get his rifle and come behind, and the morning would arrange itself in the way their mornings at the cabin now arranged themselves: her in the rocking chair with her line and her book, him at the northwest corner of the porch or, on days when the breeze was from the south, at the east corner where the canal path was visible further. They had not discussed the pattern. It had assembled itself the way patterns do when two people are in sufficient proximity and neither of them is working against it.

The October light was different from September's — lower, more amber, coming in at an angle that lit the canal's surface from below rather than above, turning the tannin-brown water to something closer to copper in the early morning. The cypress trees had begun their change — the feathery needles going to rust and orange, the color starting at the tips and working inward, the particular beauty of the bald cypress in autumn that she had loved since childhood, its brief extravagance before it dropped everything and stood bare in the winter water. The iron stove in the cabin was lit now on cool mornings, which was all mornings, the small heat of it making the cabin's interior warm against the October air.

She had been coming here for most of her adult life, and she was aware, in the October visits, of something that the September visit had opened: the cabin was the same cabin, the chair and the books and the canal and the light all unchanged, but it was not anymore a space that contained only herself. It contained also the pattern — the presence at the porch corner, the rifle, the mornings accumulated now into a number she had stopped counting because counting would have made it something it didn't need to be. She did not examine whether she minded this. She did not examine it at all.



On the Thursday of the second week of October, the rain began while they were already there.

It came in from the southwest, which the clouds had been threatening since before they left the house — a low gray mass building over the river, the kind of October sky that a person raised in Mississippi reads as serious. She had noticed it on the walk down but the morning had been fine when they started and she had thought it might hold off until afternoon. It did not hold off.

The first drops came on the porch roof while she was reading — a tentative percussion, then within ten minutes a full serious rain, the kind that made the canal's surface erupt in a thousand simultaneous rings and filled the air with the smell of wet earth and wet cypress and the particular sweetness of rain on dry wood. The path back to the house became mud within the first quarter hour. She could see it from the porch — the canal path softening, the low points filling, the buttonbush bending under the weight of the water.

Ezra came up to the porch from the east corner where he had been standing, his coat dark with rain.

"We should wait it out," she said.

"Yes, ma'am." He took his position at the covered portion of the porch and she went inside to the rocking chair and the iron stove's warmth and she read, or tried to read, while the rain came down on the roof with the serious intent of October rain.

It was perhaps forty minutes later, when the rain had settled into its full committed depth and the light had gone from copper-gray to a deeper gray, that she heard Ezra leave the porch.

She did not think about this immediately — he made periodic checks even at the cabin, and the sound of his leaving was the sound of the usual thing. She turned a page. She found the sentence she had lost in the sound of the rain.

She did not hear him come back.



They came from the canal bank.

She did not hear them on the porch — the rain was too loud, the roof's percussion covering the sound of footsteps on wet boards — and the first she knew of them was the door opening and two men coming through it and the specific horror of that: wrong men, wrong entry, the wrongness of it absolute and immediate and shocking in the specific way that violations of private space are shocking, the body understanding before the mind does that something has gone very badly and irreversibly wrong.

She stood from the rocking chair.

One of them was older — perhaps fifty, lean, with a gray beard and eyes that had the specific flatness of a man who has been doing things he should not be doing for long enough that he has stopped being surprised by himself. The other was younger, perhaps thirty, with a rawness about him that was worse in some ways than the older man's flatness — the rawness of someone who has not yet fully decided what he is capable of and is in the process of finding out.

They were soaked from the rain. They were armed — the older man had a pistol at his belt, the younger man a long knife. They looked at her and the older man looked around the cabin and his calculation was the fast, practiced calculation of someone who has done this before, or something like it.

"Just us?" the older man said.

She did not answer. She was assessing — the door behind them, the window, the stove iron on the shelf, the distance between herself and each of these things.

"Nobody here with you?" He took a step toward her. "Nice private little place."

She backed against the wall by the bookshelf.

The younger man moved to her left, cutting off the window.

She opened her mouth.



Ezra was a hundred yards down the canal bank when he heard her.

He had gone to check the drainage cut — the periodic check he made on every visit, even in rain, because the rain was exactly the kind of cover that the Chapter 11 men had used and he had not forgotten what boot prints in mud had told him. He had gone around the canal bend and was at the drainage cut when the sound came.

He was already running before he had fully processed what he had heard.

He ran the hundred yards in the rain without thinking about the distance or what he would find or what he would do. These were not relevant questions. The relevant question was the door of the cabin, which he hit at a full run.



He came through the door into a small room where Cecilia was pressed against the bookshelf wall with the older man's hands on her arms and the younger man between her and the window and the lamp on the shelf casting the whole scene in a dim amber that made it look, for one fractured second, like something from a painting of a nightmare.

The older man turned.

Ezra hit him.

He did not stop to assess or to speak or to give any of the warnings that a different situation might have required. He hit the older man with everything he had, a single blow that snapped the man's head to the right and sat him down against the cabin wall with the suddenness of a thing unplugged. The younger man came at him from the left — Ezra caught the knife hand at the wrist, turned it, and used the man's own momentum to put him into the wall on the other side of the door, and the knife went somewhere on the floor and the younger man was on his knees with his wrist at an angle that made him make a sound that was not a word.

The older man was getting up.

Ezra turned back to him and got him by the front of his coat and put him against the wall and held him there, and the man's feet were not quite on the floor and his face had gone from the flat calculation of a few moments ago to something entirely different — the specific face of a man who has miscalculated the nature of the danger he was in and is now fully inside the truth of it.

Ezra's right hand was raised.

He was going to bring it down.

"Don't."

Her voice. One word. Not a plea — a statement, clear and direct, from the place on the floor by the bookshelf where she had ended up, her back against the wall, her knees drawn up, her face entirely white and entirely present.

He held the man pinned and looked at her.

She met his eyes. "Let them go," she said.

He looked at the man in his hands. The man's breathing was very loud in the small room.

He set him down.

"Get out," he said. The words came out in a register he had not used before — not loud, not performing anything, just the absolute bottom of his voice, which was more frightening than shouting.

The older man went out the door without looking back. The younger man got himself off the floor, cradling his wrist, and followed.

The cabin door banged in the wind of their going and then the rain came back in on the sound of it — the full October rain, serious and continuous, the sound of it on the roof returning to fill the space the violence had briefly evacuated.



He turned to her.

She was still against the wall. She had not moved. Her face was the white of genuine shock — not fear now, but its aftermath, the body working through what had happened at its own pace, separate from the mind's faster processing.

He crossed the room and crouched down to her level. "Are you hurt?"

"No," she said. The word came out steadier than he expected.

He looked at her — her hands, her arms, the specific assessment of someone checking that what she had said was true. She met his eyes and let him look and did not flinch from the looking.

"The lamp," she said, after a moment.

He looked. The lamp was still on the shelf, still lit, a miracle of physics given what had happened in the room in the past two minutes. He got up and steadied it.

She got herself up from the floor. She stood with one hand on the bookshelf and breathed. He stood near the lamp and watched her breathe and did not move toward her and did not move away.

After a moment she said, "Are you hurt?"

He looked at his hands. The right one — the one with the old scar from the plowing accident at fifteen — had opened along the knuckle, the skin split by the impact of the blow. The left hand was less damaged. He had not noticed during, which was how it was with this kind of thing.

"Not significantly," he said.

"Come here," she said.



She took his hands.

She took them in both of hers — the right first, turning it to look at the damage in the lamp's light, then the left — with the same direct, clinical attention she gave to things that needed assessing. She went to the shelf where the cabin's practical items were kept and found the water bucket, which was full from the morning, and a cloth — one of the cleaning rags she kept folded there for the stove — and she came back to him and she cleaned the cuts on the right hand with the careful attention of someone who is concentrating on the task because concentrating on the task is the best thing available to her right now.

He stood still.

He was aware of her hands — both of them, her left hand holding his right hand steady while her right hand worked the cloth over the knuckle — with the specific awareness of someone who has not been touched in this way, carefully and intentionally, for longer than he could accurately account for. He did not move. He watched the rain on the window.

She tore a strip from the hem of her petticoat — he heard the cloth tear without looking at it — and bound the right hand with the strip, tying it off neatly at the wrist. Then she looked at the left hand, determined it needed no binding, and held it for a moment in both of hers — just held it, the examination done, neither of them performing anything, both of them in the aftermath of the last hour and needing, perhaps, the specific reality of another person's hands.

She let go.

Neither of them spoke for a moment.



"I need to ask you something," she said.

He waited.

She set the cloth down on the shelf and looked at the rain on the window and then at him. "I need you not to tell anyone about this. Not Crayne, not Ledbetter." She paused. "Not your mother."

He looked at her steadily.

"If it becomes known — two white men, what they were doing, stopped by—" She stopped. Chose her next words with care. "The story will travel in ways I can't control, and the way it travels will be about my reputation and about — people will say things, Crayne especially, that—"

"I understand," he said.

She looked at him. "There's something else."

He waited.

"I've thought about what could happen to you," she said. "If it became known that you struck two white men. Whatever the reason." Her eyes were direct and clear and there was nothing performed in them — she was saying what she actually thought, which was what she always did and which he had come to understand was one of the most consistent things about her. "Harlan would stand behind you, I believe that. But Harlan is not here. And Crayne is."

He was quiet for a moment. He had thought about this — had thought about it in the two minutes since the men left, the fast clear thinking of someone who understands systems and their consequences. She had arrived at the same thought independently, which was not surprising. It was simply one more confirmation of what he already knew about how her mind worked.

"Yes, ma'am," he said. "I won't tell anyone."

She held his gaze for a moment — the look of a person checking whether the yes was real. She found it was real.

"Thank you," she said.

The rain had not eased. They were going nowhere for a while yet.



They sat on opposite sides of the small room — she in the rocking chair, which she had pulled back from the door, and he on the wooden stool he had not previously used, between the stove and the north window. The lamp burned between them on the shelf. The iron stove ticked and warmed the room. The rain came down on the roof with the patient intensity of October, which does not rush itself.

She had her book in her lap but she was not reading. He had nothing in his hands and sat with his bound right hand resting on his knee.

She said, after a long quiet: "I was afraid."

He said nothing. There was nothing to add to this.

"Not when they were in the room — I was doing things when they were in the room, I was thinking about the stove iron and the window. But before I could do anything—" She stopped. "There was a moment before."

"I know it," he said.

"Is that—" She looked at him. "When you came through the door. Were you afraid?"

He considered this honestly. "No," he said. "Not at the door. Afterward, maybe." He looked at his bound hand. "When I was going to—" He stopped. "When you told me not to. After."

She looked at him for a long moment. He met her eyes and held them, which was something he had been doing more often, which he was aware of, which he had not addressed.

"I'm glad I said it," she said. "What I said."

"So am I," he said.

It was the most honest thing he had said to her yet. He knew it as he said it and he did not take it back.



The rain eased toward four o'clock — not stopped, but reduced to something walkable. She looked out the porch door at the path and said they should go before the light failed entirely.

She extinguished the lamp. He banked the stove. They went out onto the porch and down the steps to the mud of the path, and the rain came softly on their shoulders, and the canal was very full and very dark beside them, and the October afternoon was going rapidly to evening.

She walked in front, as always, and he came behind at the distance he maintained, and they were both wet and the path was muddy and she was carrying nothing — she had left her rod propped against the cabin porch rail and her book on the shelf, and she would come back for them, and the coming back would be for the things and also for the specific act of returning to a space that now contained what today had put in it.

At the path's end she went through the gate without stopping. He watched her go up the back steps and in through the house door, which closed behind her.

He stood at the gate in the soft rain and looked at the house.

He thought about her hands on his hands. He thought about the three seconds — or four, he could not be certain — when she had held his left hand after the binding was done, the work finished, the holding for its own sake. He thought about what she had said about being afraid and about being glad she had stopped him, and the specific weight of that gladness, which was not only about the men who had run and what their running meant for Ezra's safety, though it was also about that.

He stood until the rain began again in earnest, then went inside.

In his room he took off his wet coat and sat on the edge of the shelf-bed and looked at the bound right hand in the poor light of the evening.

He would keep her secret. This was not a difficult decision — it had not been a decision at all, truly, because the alternative was never real. But in keeping it he had become something new in relation to her: the keeper of the thing that was only theirs. No one else on this plantation, in this county, in this state, knew what had happened in the cabin this afternoon.

Only them.

He lay back and stared at the ceiling and listened to the rain on the house roof, which was the same rain that was still falling on the cabin roof three hundred yards away, the same rain on both roofs, the same October evening in both places, and the distance between the two places was three hundred yards of mud path and also something else entirely, something that had been changing for months and that today had changed in a way that could not be unchanged.

He did not examine what that meant.

He was getting better at not examining things.

The rain kept on.



Chapter Sixteen: The Weight of Gratitude

Aldermain Hall — October 1861



The morning after, the harvest went on.

She stood at her bedroom window in the early light and watched the picking gang move into the south field — the same slow-moving line of people with their long sacks, the same sound she had been hearing every October morning since she came to this plantation, the cotton bolls white against the green and brown of the field, the sky above it the particular pale blue of a Mississippi October morning. Everything the same. The world had not registered what had happened in the canal cabin the previous afternoon. It simply proceeded.

She had expected to feel the shock of this — the world's indifference to private catastrophe — and found instead that she was grateful for it. The fields going on was a kind of mercy. The accounts still needing doing was a mercy. Ludie's voice in the kitchen building, Phoebe on the stairs, Titus at the woodpile — all of it mercy, the ordinary world providing its ordinary framework into which she could step and be held and not be required to explain anything to anyone.

She dressed and went down.



The secret lived in her body in a way she had not anticipated.

Not in her mind, where she had expected to carry it — she had assumed it would be a thing she thought about, managed, kept in its appropriate compartment. Instead it was physical: a slight tension in her chest when Della came into the room, a specific awareness at mealtimes of what was not being said, a quality of attention to her own face in the presence of others that she had not previously needed to exercise. She was performing normalcy, which she was competent at, but the performance required energy she had not previously had to allocate to it.

Della noticed.

Not what had happened — Della could not know what had happened. But Della noticed the performance, which was itself a kind of noticing, and Cecilia could feel her noticing it in the specific way she felt Della's attention whenever it was particularly focused: a slight change in the quality of the air in a room, the way Della's efficiency acquired an additional layer of quietness when she was attending to something she had not yet decided to address.

Cecilia gave her nothing to address. She was careful and she was competent and by the second day after the assault she believed she had managed the exterior well enough that the noticing would reduce to its ordinary background level.

Then Della came to her in the kitchen with Ezra's hand.



He had come to the kitchen building that morning with the binding loosening — three days of work had shifted the strip of cloth, and the right knuckle was weeping again at the split edge of the old scar. Della had seen it and taken him to the kitchen table and unwrapped it with the efficient authority of a mother who does not ask permission to tend her son's injuries.

She looked at the wound.

She looked at the binding she had just unwrapped.

It was not household linen. She had handled every piece of cloth in this house for twenty-three years and she knew the household linen the way she knew the household voices — by texture, by weight, by the specific weave of it. This was not any of those. This was something finer, something that had come from a garment rather than a shelf, and the specific fineness of it was a kind that she recognized from another category of cloth entirely.

She did not say anything.

She went to the household medicine box and took out the proper bandaging — the clean linen strips she kept there for exactly this purpose — and she rewrapped the hand with the competence of someone who has been wrapping injuries for twenty-three years.

Then she looked at her son.

"How'd you do this?" she said.

"Drainage cut fencing," he said. "Rusted edge."

She looked at him for a moment with the specific look she had for statements that were true as far as they went and did not go far enough. She had been giving him this look since he was seven years old and had told her he had not taken the extra cornbread from the shelf, which was true in the technical sense that he had not taken it from the shelf because he had taken it from the table.

"All right," she said.

She finished the bandaging and sent him on his way and stood at the kitchen table for a moment with her hands flat on the pine surface and her eyes directed somewhere she was not going to follow them today.

She picked up the unwrapped strip of cloth. She looked at it once, directly. Then she put it in the kitchen fire.

Later that morning she came to Cecilia with a question about the smokehouse inventory that did not require immediate answer and that was really, as both of them knew, Della doing the thing she did when she needed to read Cecilia's face directly and in good light. Cecilia gave her face to be read and kept it as still and as ordinary as she was capable of, which was quite still and quite ordinary, and Della asked her smokehouse question and received her smokehouse answer and went back to the kitchen.

Whatever she had been looking for, she appeared to have decided not to find it yet.



On Sunday Cecilia went to Zion Hill.

The congregation was thinner than before the war — many of the men gone, some of the women remaining on their plantations and not making the two-mile drive, the pews holding a different kind of weight than they had held before, the specific weight of absence. The Aldermain pew was Cecilia alone, which she had been alone in since May, but the aloneness felt different this Sunday for reasons that had nothing to do with the pew.

Reverend Coggins preached from Isaiah: Fear not, for I am with you; be not dismayed, for I am your God. I will strengthen you, yes, I will help you.

She sat in the third pew and she heard these words and she thought about the cabin.

Not the assault itself — she had been working, in the days since, to stop the images from replaying with the involuntary persistence that genuine shock produces, and she had achieved a partial success. What she thought about was the moment before Ezra came through the door — the moment she had described to him in the cabin's aftermath as the moment of fear, before the doing of things. That moment of pure helplessness, before.

And then the door.

She held this in the Zion Hill pew while Coggins spoke about divine strength and divine help and the specific providence of the Confederate cause in the sight of God. She held it and she examined it and she found, in the examining, that what she felt toward Ezra Tull was not merely gratitude, though it was also gratitude, fully and genuinely. Gratitude was the right word as far as it went. It did not go far enough.

She did not find the further word. She was not yet looking for it. She told herself she was not yet looking for it.

She sang the closing hymn with her full voice, which was her habit, and she shook hands with the Reverend Coggins at the door and said the service had been very good, which was what she said, which was what was required, and she drove herself home in the buggy under the October sky and sat on the gallery for a few minutes before going in.

The fields were south of her. The canal was south. Everything was south of her, and behind her was the house and its needs and its accounts and its requirements, and in the middle was herself, which was the arrangement she had always lived inside and which she was managing, she told herself, as she had always managed it.

She went in.



She wrote to Harlan that evening.

She sat at the writing desk in her sitting room with the lamp turned up and the writing paper out and she wrote to him honestly about the harvest — the reduced yield, the numbers Purse had given her, the adjustments she had made to the picking schedule. She wrote about Ludie's recovered health and the state of the kitchen garden's last tomatoes and a minor dispute between Ledbetter and Prewitt about the allocation of the mules that she had resolved with less difficulty than she had anticipated.

She wrote: The boys' letters are in the box I am keeping for them. Pemberton's last letter I have read four times. I expect you know why.

She wrote: I think about you in the evenings. Not in a worried way, or not only in a worried way. In the way I have always thought about you when you are not here, which is to say with the knowledge of you — your specific presence, the weight of it — held somewhere in myself, present even when you are absent.

She dipped her pen and looked at the paper.

She wrote: The plantation is well and safe.

She held the pen over the word she had just written.

The plantation was well and safe. This was true. She was well and safe. The harvest was proceeding. Crayne was in his constrained compliance. Ezra was at his post. The accounts balanced. Nothing had been lost, nothing taken, no lasting damage done. She was well and safe and the plantation was well and safe.

She was also not telling her husband about the two men in the cabin and the scream and the door and the hands that had cleaned and bound a wound with a strip of her petticoat and three seconds of being held afterward that she had not let herself think about since she got home.

She was not lying. She was simply not telling him everything. These were different things, she told herself, which was true and also insufficient.

She folded the letter and sealed it.



Three days after the assault, she passed Ezra in the back hallway in the evening.

They had not been alone since the cabin. He had been at his positions and she had been in the house and they had moved through the ordinary geography of the arrangement without direct interaction, which was sometimes how days went and had not, before Thursday, carried any particular weight.

Now it did.

He was coming from his room toward the back door for his evening circuit and she was coming from the kitchen building and they met at the hallway junction where they had met before, where the sitting room door was visible and where the conversations that were not entirely about books had begun.

He stopped.

"Are you all right, ma'am?" he said.

She said, "Yes."

He looked at her directly in the way he had looked at her since Chapter 9 began shifting — openly, without the management of the early months. "I mean — truly."

She looked at him.

The question as he asked it the second time was not the functional check of the cabin's immediate aftermath. It was — she was aware of this — the question of someone who knows the difference between the performed all right and the actual one and is asking for the actual one, which was not a thing she was often asked for, which was not a thing she had realized she had been needing to be asked for until the asking happened.

"Yes," she said. "Truly."

He held her gaze for a moment. Then he nodded once — the nod of a man who has received a true thing and is accepting it as what it is — and went out to the back gallery.

She stood at the hallway junction for a moment after he left.

She was aware of having wanted him to ask the second time before he asked it, which was a want she was not going to examine right now. She was aware of how much the second asking had cost him — the small bravery of it, the stepping past the arrangement's usual limits to ask something real. She was aware that she had told him the true thing, that truly was true, that she was genuinely all right in the specific deep sense of the word, and that the reason she was all right in that sense had to do, in no small part, with him.

She went upstairs.



In her bedroom she went to the window — the east-facing window, the one she sat at each morning to watch the light come. She stood at it and looked at the dark garden and the dark fields and the dark sky full of the particular stars of an October night in Mississippi, the Milky Way visible as a white smear from north to south.

The canal was south of her window's sight line — she could not see it from here, it was three hundred yards and two stands of trees away. She stood at the east-facing window and she was aware of looking south even though south was not what she was looking at.

She caught herself.

She looked back at the sky. The Milky Way. The specific October stars. The distant sound of the frogs at the canal, which she could hear on a still night from this window if she listened, which she was listening for and found and then stopped listening for.

She was grateful to him. This was the true name of what she felt. Gratitude, full and genuine, the kind that persists and has weight and does not resolve into the ordinary. She would be grateful to him for the rest of her life. This seemed, standing at her window in the October dark, like an entirely sufficient thing to feel.

She told herself it was sufficient.

She went to bed.




Chapter Seventeen: The Canal at Noon

Aldermain Hall — Late October 1861



She had not intended to sleep.

She had come to the cabin on a Thursday morning in the last week of October — the harvest effectively finished now, the fields stripped and resting, the plantation in the specific exhausted relief of a season completed. The air had that particular quality of late October in Mississippi: warm still, but with something underneath the warmth that was not warmth, the first genuine suggestion of the season that was coming. She had told Ezra she would be at the cabin for the morning. He had his circuit to complete and she had her morning and both of these things were true and sufficient.

She had read for perhaps an hour, the Tennyson open in her lap, the canal moving past in its October way — lower than summer, the copper light of the season on the water, the cypress trees in their brief extravagance of rust and orange. She had put the line in the water for a while and caught nothing, which was fine, and then the warmth and the sound of the water and the finished-harvest ease had done what they sometimes did in this chair, in this place, and she had fallen asleep.

The nap was not a guilty thing. She sometimes napped here. The cabin's specific permission extended to this.

She slept for perhaps forty minutes.



She woke to a sound she could not immediately name.

It was a water sound — a specific disturbance of the canal's surface, rhythmic and close, the sound of something moving through water with purpose. She came up from sleep the way she always did, quickly and fully, her eyes opening onto the porch and the canal beyond it in the afternoon light.

She saw him.

He was in the canal.

He was perhaps twenty-five feet from the bank — in the deeper channel near the far side, swimming with the unhurried ease of someone entirely alone, his strokes long and slow and economical in the way of a man who has been doing this since boyhood and has no reason to perform it for anyone. He had not seen her. The cabin was in partial shadow at this hour, the porch roof cutting the light, and she was in the rocking chair in the cabin's interior with the door open to the porch, visible to anyone who looked directly but not to someone whose attention was on the water and the sky and the specific pleasure of being alone in a canal on an October afternoon.

She watched him for a moment — could not help it, the watching arriving before the decision about whether to watch. He turned in the water, a slow unhurried turn, and swam back toward the near bank with the same long strokes, and when the water was shallow enough he stood and walked the last few feet through the shallows to the bank.

He emerged into the afternoon light.

She looked away.

She looked away at the moment when her will arrived — a beat, perhaps two, after her eyes had taken in what they had taken in, in the involuntary way that eyes take in the world before the mind has engaged with the taking. Two beats in which she had seen him whole — the lean strong length of him, the water running in channels down his back and arms, the specific beauty of a body in its full youth and strength, the body of a man who has worked hard his whole life and is, in this unguarded afternoon moment, entirely himself without the weight of any arrangement or any world upon him.

She was inside the cabin.

She sat in the rocking chair and she looked at the south wall where the bookshelves were and she was aware of the sound of her own heart, which was going at a rate that had nothing to do with waking from sleep and everything to do with what she had seen in those two beats before she looked away.



She sat very still.

She was an honest woman. She had been an honest woman her whole life — honest with Harlan, honest with her children, honest with herself about the things she held privately and the things she doubted and the things she could not square with the world as she found it. This honesty had served her. It was one of the things she most relied upon in herself.

It did not stop serving her now, which was the difficulty.

She had felt, in those two beats, desire. She named it to herself because that was what it was and because she was not going to lie to herself about it, even here, even now, even when the lie would have been so much easier than the naming. Desire — physical, immediate, as involuntary as the breath she drew and the heart that went on at its altered rate. The desire of a woman for a man's body, felt in the body rather than chosen by the mind, the wanting that arrives ahead of any decision about whether to want.

She sat with this knowledge the way you sit with something that has broken in your hands.

It was not the first time in her adult life that she had been aware of physical beauty in a man who was not her husband. She was forty-eight years old and she was not stupid and she had not stopped having eyes the day she married. But awareness had always been exactly that — a noting, external, the aesthetic recognition of a beautiful thing, no different in kind from the recognition of a beautiful painting or a beautiful passage of music. It had never before been this.

This was not noting. This was felt in the body. This was the specific warmth of desire — located, particular, directed at a specific person, and not at a distance but close, the desire of someone in a small cabin twenty-five feet from the person it was directed at, which was the person she had been sitting with in this cabin for weeks, whose hands she had held, whose secret she kept, whose laugh she had heard once and had not stopped hearing since.

She thought: I am a married woman.

She thought: He is nineteen years old.

She thought: He is my husband's property.

She thought all of these things in rapid sequence and they were all true and they arranged themselves before her like a row of facts, solid and real, and the desire sat on the other side of them and was also real, and she looked at the row of facts and the thing on the other side and understood that the facts did not cancel the thing and the thing did not cancel the facts and that she was sitting in a rocking chair in a cabin in Mississippi holding both of these simultaneously, which was a condition she did not have a previous experience to measure against.

The guilt arrived. She had expected it would and it did — not sequentially, not after the desire had finished, but simultaneously, the two things occupying the same moment, the desire and the shame of it present at once. She thought of Harlan's face. His hands holding hers at the gallery stairs on the morning he left. I intend to, he had said, when she asked him to come home. She thought of his letter on her desk, the one she had read four times: mine goes without saying and yet I am saying it.

She thought of Della.

Of Della's sharp eyes and the morning she had burned the strip of cloth and said nothing. Of Della who had given her son to this arrangement out of love for him and trust in Cecilia and the belief that Cecilia was what Cecilia had always been: trustworthy, decent, the kind of woman who earned the trust placed in her.

She sat in the rocking chair with all of this and she did not move.



From outside she heard the sounds of the bank — movement through the grass, the specific sound of clothing being put on, the ordinary sounds of a man dressing after a swim. She sat without moving. The sounds resolved themselves into the sounds of someone moving away from the bank and back toward the property, which was away from the cabin, which meant he was going back on his circuit without having known she was there.

She sat for a long time after the sounds were gone.

Then she took her fishing rod from where she had left it against the cabin wall and she took her book from the table and she stood up and she went out the cabin door and down the porch steps and up the canal path toward the house.

At the path's end, at the kitchen garden gate, she encountered him returning from the circuit's far edge.

"Good afternoon," she said.

Her voice was level. She had found it on the walk up the path — the practiced level of a woman who has been managing the distance between her interior and her exterior for a very long time.

"Good afternoon, ma'am," he said. He looked at her — the quick, accurate look he gave her, the one she had come to recognize as genuinely attentive. He stepped aside for her at the gate.

She went through.

She went up the back steps and into the house and she did not look back.



The avoidance was work.

She had not understood, before she undertook it, how much of her daily life had been organized, gradually and without her explicit decision, around a certain quality of proximity. It was not until she began pulling back from that proximity that she understood how far it had extended — how many small moments in the day had included him or the awareness of him, how many of the house's ordinary sounds she had been unconsciously cataloguing as his or not his, how often the back gallery or the kitchen building doorway or the hallway junction had been where she moved when she moved through the house.

She changed all of this.

She took her morning coffee at the front of the house now, at the parlor window rather than the back gallery. She managed the practical necessities of the arrangement through Della — not explicitly, not by instruction, but by changing her routes through the house so that the natural intersections were reduced. She did not go to the cabin. She did not go to the canal path. She sat in her sitting room in the evenings instead of moving through the house in the late-afternoon hour when he was typically at the back gallery.

She was polite when they were in proximity. She was correct. She gave nothing away.

It cost her more energy than she had available, which meant she borrowed against reserves she was not sure she had. By the second week of the avoidance she was sleeping poorly again and by the third week she was sitting at her writing desk in the evenings unable to read, which was new — she had always been able to read, reading had always been the available resource, and its failure was itself a kind of measurement of how much what she was managing was taking from her.

She wrote to Harlan. She wrote long and specific letters — about the harvest numbers, about Purse's quarterly accounting, about Pemberton's last letter which she had received in the second week of November and which had contained a description of a camp near a Virginia river that had moved her deeply. She wrote letters that were honest about everything she was writing about and in which the omission lived between the lines like a thing she was stepping over each time she wrote a sentence.

She went to Zion Hill on the two Sundays of the first weeks of November and she sat in the third pew and she sang the hymns and she prayed with more intensity than she had prayed in years, and the praying was not for what an outside observer would have identified as the appropriate object of prayer, which would have been the war and her husband and her sons. She prayed for herself — for clarity, for the return to herself, for the specific grace of becoming again the woman she had been before a Thursday afternoon in October had introduced her to a version of herself she had not previously known was there.

God, in her experience, listened to honest prayer. She prayed as honestly as she could.



Three weeks into the avoidance, on a Tuesday evening, she was in her sitting room attempting to read the Tennyson.

She could not read it. She had been on the same page for twenty minutes, the words present on the page and absent from her mind, the poem going by without landing. She set it down and looked at the window, which was dark now, the November evening having arrived early, the days shortening toward winter.

She thought about the canal in the afternoon light.

She thought about it the way she had been not thinking about it for three weeks — the specific afternoon light on the water and what she had seen in it, the involuntary two beats before she looked away, and the specific feeling in those two beats, which had not diminished with the weeks of careful management she had applied to it. She had believed — had been trying to believe — that the avoidance would reduce it, that enough deliberate distance would starve it of whatever fed it and that it would become, gradually, manageable. Something to be noted and not acted upon, the way a small pain becomes background noise if you do not attend to it.

It had not become background noise.

She sat with the Tennyson closed in her lap and she was honest with herself in the way she had committed to being honest with herself even when the honesty was not what she would have chosen.

She was attracted to Ezra Tull.

Not in the abstract way of a woman who notices beauty at a distance. In the specific and immediate way of a woman who has been in close proximity to a particular person for months — has shared secrets with him, has been saved by him, has sat with him in a cabin in the rain and held his damaged hands and heard his laugh and had long conversations about books and the specific nature of freedom and what we carry and what we cannot set down — and who has now had the experience of seeing his body and finding it beautiful, and who cannot, no matter how much she would prefer to, separate the body from everything she already knew about the person who lives in it.

She was a married woman. She was forty-eight years old. He was nineteen. He was enslaved on her husband's plantation. She was, in every legal and social and moral sense, his owner's wife and he was her husband's property and the gulf between them was not merely social but structural and absolute.

None of this changed what was true.

She sat in her sitting room with the closed Tennyson in her lap and outside the November dark had settled over the plantation and somewhere in the back of the house, in the small room off the back hall, there was a light — the candle she could sometimes see from the garden, the light she had noticed the evening of Chapter 8 and had not examined and had gone on not examining for three months.

She was examining it now.

She did not know what she was going to do with the examining. She suspected she was going to go on managing, go on maintaining the distance, go on being the woman she had committed to being — faithful, honest, decent, the woman that Harlan trusted and that Della trusted and that the entire plantation understood her to be. She was going to be that woman. She had been that woman for forty-eight years and she was not going to stop being her because of an afternoon on a canal bank.

She told herself this with the full force of her considerable will.

She told herself this and the candle light was in the garden below her window and the November dark was everywhere and the Tennyson was closed in her lap and the desire she had named and would not un-name sat in the room with her like a patient and unhurried thing that had nowhere else to be.



Chapter Eighteen: Withdrawal

Aldermain Hall — November 1861



She had moved her coffee to the front.

This was the outward form of the avoidance — small, almost invisible, the kind of change in routine that no one who was not specifically watching would have identified as a change at all. She sat now at the parlor window each morning with her cup, looking east and north over the kitchen garden and the drive, where the young oaks that Cornelius had planted stood bare now in the November air, their summer architecture exposed, each branch and junction visible in the gray morning light. From here she could see the fields to the east and south — could see the stripped cotton rows and the winter-preparation work of the remaining field hands, the mules and the tools, the flat land running out to the tree line.

She could not see the canal from here.

This was the point.

The back gallery faced south. The canal was south. The canal path was south. The cabin was south. Three hundred yards of mud path and buttonbush and river cane, and at the end of it the silver-gray boards and the rocking chair and the northwest corner of the porch where the old wood had been worn smooth by months of a particular boot.

She had discovered this on the Wednesday she went alone.



She had gone without the fishing rod — not to fish, just to sit, to reclaim what had always been hers. It was a clear November morning and she had told herself she was simply going to her cabin in the way she had always gone, that the thing she was managing could be managed by treating it as already managed.

She had walked the path and the path was the same path and the cabin was the same cabin and the canal was the same canal with the same copper light on the same brown water and the same cypress trees in their orange-rust late color and she had sat in the rocking chair and looked at all of it.

Then she had looked at the northwest corner of the porch.

There was a worn place there — a slight depression in the old pine board where a boot had rested, month after month, the wood compressed by the specific weight of a specific person standing in a specific position. She had not noticed it before, or had noticed it without registering it, the way you notice things in familiar spaces and do not see them because familiarity is its own kind of blindness.

She saw it now.

She sat in the rocking chair and looked at the worn place in the board and the canal beyond it and she understood that the cabin was still hers — it was hers, it had been hers for eighteen years, nothing about that was changed — and that it was also no longer only hers, which was not a thing she had given and was not a thing that had been taken. It was simply what happened when you brought another person into a space you had previously occupied alone: the space held them, in the small ways that spaces hold people, in the impression of a boot on old wood, in the angle of the view that had been his view as well as hers. You could not have a person in a space and then have them not have been there.

She stayed for an hour. She did not find what she had come to find, which was the cabin as it had been before September.

She walked back to the house and she did not go again.



Pemberton's letter came in the second week of November.

It was shorter than his previous letters — the handwriting more compressed, as though he had less paper or less time or both — and it covered the usual territory: his health, the weather in Virginia, the state of the company, a brief account of a skirmish near Centreville that he described in the oblique way he had developed for describing things he did not want her to worry about, which meant he described them in a way that worried her considerably.

Near the end he wrote:

I have been thinking about the difference between wanting something to be true and it being true. They are not the same thing, and I find I have been living for some months as though they were, which is a kind of lying to yourself that feels like virtue while you are doing it. I thought you would understand this distinction. I thought if anyone would understand it, you would.

She read this passage three times.

Pemberton was writing about the war. About the cause, about what he had believed when he left and what he believed now, the slow erosion of the certainty he had carried into Virginia on his father's authority and his own inherited conviction. She understood this. She heard it in the passage clearly and she felt for him the specific grief of a mother watching her most feeling child arrive at the cost of honesty.

She also sat with the passage for a long time in her sitting room and felt its other blade.

Wanting something to be true and it being true. They are not the same thing.

She had wanted, these three weeks, for the desire to have been a temporary thing — a product of the specific shock of the afternoon, the specific circumstances, the specific vulnerability of a woman who had been through violence and isolation and months of loneliness. She had wanted this to be the true account of it. She had been managing herself as though it were the true account of it.

She sat with Pemberton's words and she asked herself, honestly, whether she had been living as though something were true when it was not.

She did not answer the question immediately.

She set the letter down and went to make sure the smokehouse inventory was properly recorded, because that was what was in front of her and the smokehouse inventory required doing and her life was made of what required doing, and for the moment that was sufficient.



She had begun kneeling.

Not at church — she had always sat and stood and sung at Zion Hill in the manner of the Baptist congregation, which did not go in for kneeling. At home. In her bedroom in the evenings, beside the bed, her hands folded on the counterpane, her knees on the braided rug that had been a wedding gift from her mother and that she had kept beside the bed for twenty-six years.

She had prayed kneeling as a child and had moved away from it in adulthood — had prayed sitting in her chair, or lying in bed, or silently in the pew, the informal and continuous prayer of a woman who kept an ongoing conversation with God in the background of her daily life. The kneeling was a return to something earlier and more effortful, which was what the present moment seemed to require.

She told God what she was feeling.

She had reached the point — and she knew it was a point, a specific moment she could identify, the evening after reading Pemberton's letter — where asking for the feeling to be removed felt dishonest. She had asked for that and the feeling had not been removed and she suspected it had not been removed partly because she had not been entirely honest in the asking. She had asked with one part of herself while another part held the feeling close, not wanting to surrender it, valuing it in the specific way that a person values something they know they should not have.

So she told God the truth instead.

She said: I feel this and I know I should not feel this and I am not asking you to take it because I am not sure I would mean the asking. I am asking you to help me hold it without acting on it. I am asking for the wisdom to know the difference between a feeling and a choice. I am asking for enough grace to be who I have always been even while carrying something I did not choose to carry.

She stayed on her knees until the candle went low.

She was not sure God had answered. She was sure the praying had done something — had taken something from the category of the unmanageable and put it somewhere she could see it clearly, which was not the same as managing it but was a necessary first step.



Della watched.

She had been watching for months, and what she watched had been changing, and the change in what she watched had been changing her response to it, the way a weather system develops — slowly, with no single moment of transition, until one day the sky has a different quality from the sky it had the day before and you understand that something has shifted.

She watched Cecilia move through November with the specific quality of someone managing something, which was not new for Cecilia — Cecilia was always managing something — but which had a different texture this month. The avoidance of the back gallery. The absence of cabin visits. The particular care with which Cecilia constructed her daily path through the house to minimize the intersections that had, over the summer and fall, become the ordinary geography of their household arrangement.

She watched her son.

Ezra moved through his days with the same efficiency and the same restraint that characterized everything he did, and if he noticed the changed geography — and he noticed everything, always, she had made him and she knew what she had made — he gave nothing away. He was at his positions and he did his circuits and he ate the meals that Phoebe brought to the kitchen building for him and he read in the evenings by his candle in the small room, and none of it looked different from the outside.

But Della knew her son. She knew the specific quality of his restraint — had known it since he was a boy and had learned to distinguish between the restraint of someone who had nothing to restrain and the restraint of someone who was exercising it continuously, as an ongoing act of will. The latter had a particular quality of energy — a kind of tension that was not visible but was present, the way a wire under load is not obviously different from a wire at rest until you look at it in the right light.

She looked at her son in November and she saw what she saw and she put it where she had been putting things since September and she kept it there and she went on with her work.

She was waiting for clarity. She had prayed for it. She was patient.

She had been patient her whole life. It had been required of her and she had made it her own and she wielded it now as she wielded everything — deliberately, and with full understanding of what it cost.



Ezra had known since the Thursday after the canal.

He had known not because anything had been said or changed dramatically but because he was a person who paid attention and the changed geography of the house was not subtle to someone who had been mapping it since June. The morning coffee moved to the front. The back gallery empty in the hours it had not been empty. The practical transactions managed through his mother rather than directly.

He understood what it meant. Or he understood one version of what it meant, which was that something had changed and that she was responding to the change by increasing the distance, and that the most likely cause of the change was the Thursday afternoon when he had swum in the canal and come back to the house and found nothing obviously different and understood something he had not let himself fully articulate was different anyway.

He had not pushed. He would not push. There was no version of this situation in which pushing was available to him — not because he lacked the desire to, in some abstract sense, but because the nature of his position made pushing a category of action that simply did not exist. He was on this plantation at her sufferance and his mother's love and the accident of a war that had taken the men away. He was in the house at her agreement. He was everything he was here by the specific grace of circumstances that could change in any direction at any time. He knew this and he had always known it and the knowing of it was not new.

What was new was that the knowing of it now cost him something.

Before the summer — before the books and the canal and the cabin and the assault and the hands and the secrets and the laugh and all of it — the knowing had been simply the condition of his life, the structure he navigated the way you navigate any structure, with the specific skill of someone who has never known anything else. Now it cost him something to navigate it. The distance it required of him was a distance he had to cross back each morning from somewhere he had, without deciding to, moved toward.

He did his circuits. He read his book — he had finished the Scott and Cecilia had left, without comment, Irving's Sketch Book on the hall table, which he had taken and was reading in the evenings. He watched the house and the property. He was what the arrangement required him to be.

He was also, in the private hours, someone who sat on the edge of his shelf-bed and looked at the candle and understood that he was waiting for something without knowing whether what he was waiting for would arrive or whether it would be wiser to stop waiting.

He decided not to make that decision. He let it remain open.



On a Tuesday morning in the last week of November, Ludie sent him to the back gallery with the morning coffee tray.

Phoebe was at the washing and Titus had gone to the well and Ludie, whose management of the kitchen building's logistics was absolute and unsentimental, had looked at who was available and made her practical determination. She handed him the tray and told him to take it to the back gallery where Mrs. Aldermain usually had her morning coffee.

He took it to the back gallery.

He had not been unaware, this month, that Mrs. Aldermain had moved her coffee to the front. He had noted it with the noting he applied to everything about the house. He went to the back gallery with the tray and set it on the gallery table and was turning to go when she came down the back stairs.

She stopped at the gallery door.

He had the tray and she was at the door and the morning was between them — cold now, genuinely cold, the first real cold of the Mississippi November, the breath visible in the air, the fields white with the season's first frost, the canal invisible but present in its southward direction under the white sky.

He had already poured one cup. He held it.

She looked at the cup in his hand and she looked at the back gallery and the frosted south field beyond it and then she looked at him.

She stepped onto the gallery and took the cup.

She stood at the railing with it — both hands around it, the warmth of it visible in the cold morning — and looked out at the frosted field. He stood at the gallery's far end with the tray and neither of them spoke and after a moment he went back inside.

She stayed on the gallery.

The cold morning was around her and the coffee was warm in her hands and the canal was south — she could see the tree line of it from here, the cypress tops above the buttonbush, the bare winter silhouette of the trees against the white sky. She could see it from here. She was looking at it.

She drank her coffee in the cold and she was aware of what she had just done — the small concession of it, the cup accepted instead of redirected, the back gallery instead of the front — and she was aware that it was small and that small things had a way of being the first of something, and she was aware that she had made it deliberately, that there had been a moment of choice at the gallery door and she had chosen.

She held the warm cup in both hands and looked at the cypress tree line above the canal and she let herself know what she knew — fully, honestly, without the management she had been applying — and she stayed with the knowing for the length of a cold November morning.

Then she went inside to the accounts.



Chapter Nineteen: Second Letters

Aldermain Hall — December 1861



December came to Warren County like a verdict.

Not the dramatic cold of northern winters — Mississippi did not do that, did not deliver the full theatrical announcement of the season — but a settling in, a lowering of the sky, a quality of gray in the mornings that had not been in the October and November mornings. The stripped cotton fields lay brown and flat under that gray sky, the soil that had given everything it had to the harvest now resting, the rows still faintly visible in the turned earth, the work of the year written in the land itself.

The Vicksburg Whig had begun printing casualty lists.

This was new — or not new, but newly prominent, the names accumulating week by week in the newspaper's inner columns, the names of men from Warren County and surrounding counties, familiar names from familiar families, names from the pews at Zion Hill and from the store fronts on the Vicksburg road and from the planting families whose lands adjoined Aldermain Hall. Cecilia read each list when the newspaper came. She read each name with the specific attention of a woman who is looking for four names in particular and whose relief when those names are absent is never quite sufficient to counterbalance the grief for the names that are present.

Mrs. Winston lost her eldest son in November. Cecilia had sat with her on the Winstons' gallery for an afternoon and they had spoken very little and it had been enough, or as near enough as anything could be.

She had driven home with the knowledge — which she had been carrying in abstract and which that afternoon made specific and physical — that the lists were going to keep coming and the names were going to keep appearing and that the four names she watched for might appear at any time. She had driven home and gone to her sitting room and sat for a while and then she had gone to the kitchen building and asked Ludie to make the good cornbread for supper and Ludie had looked at her face and not asked why and made the cornbread.



The letters came on a Friday, the thirteenth of December.

There were three of them — Harlan's, and two others in handwriting she recognized without reading the names on the outside, Whitfield's sprawl and Pemberton's careful print. No letter from Calhoun, which was not unusual — Calhoun wrote less frequently than his brothers and had always communicated more efficiently in person. She told herself this was fine. It was fine.

She took the letters upstairs.

She opened Harlan's first, as always.



Cecilia —

I want you to know before you read further that Whitfield is going to be all right. I am asking you to hold that sentence like a railing as you read the rest of this.

He was wounded at Ball's Bluff on the twenty-first of October. A minie ball through the left shoulder — it broke the shoulder bone and did considerable damage to the tissue and he was in hospital for six weeks. He is recovered enough now to write himself, which he will, and I have held his letter back so they would arrive together, which I hope has the effect I intended of his voice reaching you close behind mine.

I did not write immediately. I want to be honest with you about why. I did not write because for the first week I did not know what to write. I knew he was likely to recover and I also knew that likely was not certain and I could not write you a letter that was not certain, which is the most specific thing I have ever said about being your husband.

He is going to be all right. He is thinner and he has not recovered his full movement in the left arm yet but the surgeons believe he will. He is — he is changed, Cecilia. Not broken. But changed. I think you will hear it in his letter.

Calhoun is well and steady and has been, these past weeks, what I could not have managed without. Pemberton is — Pemberton is himself, which is both more and less than it was, and you will understand what I mean by that.

I have been thinking, lying in winter quarters in Virginia, about the distance I keep between myself and the people I love. I have always believed this distance was a form of care — that holding myself a little back was how I kept things safe. I am not sure I was right about this. I am not sure the distance has protected anything. I will think more about this when I am home, which I intend to be.

The plantation matters less to me than I have perhaps communicated. You matter more.

H.



She read it twice. She set it down.

She sat in her chair and she breathed.

He is going to be all right. She held the sentence the way Harlan had told her to hold it and she found it sufficient, just sufficient, to keep the other things from arriving all at once. Whitfield wounded in October. Six weeks. She had been — in October she had been — the thought arrived and she put it aside firmly. October was the cabin and the assault and the desire and the avoidance and none of that was relevant now. Whitfield had been in a hospital in Virginia for six weeks and she had not known and he had been hurt and she had not known.

She picked up Whitfield's letter.



Mama —

My left shoulder has been rearranged somewhat by recent events. I am going to tell you it does not hurt very much and we will both understand that is not entirely accurate and we will both decide that is acceptable.

I have been lying in a hospital tent for several weeks. I want to tell you something true about that time. For the first week I was not myself — I was something less than myself, some reduced version, and I did not like being that version and I could not locate the usual one. Then I began coming back, slowly, the way you come back from a long sleep. And what I came back to — the specific thing I found when I found myself again — was Tuesday mornings in autumn.

I don't know if I can explain this. The kitchen would smell a certain way on those mornings. You were always up before anyone else. The cornbread was always right. I don't know why that specifically. There were grander things to miss. But that is what I found.

I am going to come home and sit at that table on a Tuesday morning and eat Ludie's cornbread and that is my full intention and I am holding it like a promise I made to myself from a hospital tent in Virginia and I need you to know I intend to keep it.

I am not the person who left in May. I do not think that is entirely a bad thing. I think that person was somewhat too certain of too many things. The person I am now is less certain but possibly more honest, which may be the better trade.

I love you in the way that a person loves the thing they think about when they are trying to remember who they are.

Whitfield



She put the letter down on the desk and covered her face with her hands.

She sat like that for a long time — not crying, or not only crying, but in the posture of someone who needs to be briefly contained, who needs the specific pressure of their own hands against their own face in order to hold the full weight of what they are feeling. Whitfield. Her laughing, bright, forward-moving son lying in a hospital tent in Virginia thinking about Tuesday mornings and the cornbread smell.

She had not known.

She had been — she had been managing other things, private things, while her son was in a hospital tent. The guilt of this arrived with a force that was different from and larger than anything she had been feeling about her private situation, and she let it arrive, let it be as large as it was. She had been managing her own interior life while her child was wounded and she had not known and she could not have known but the not-knowing felt, this afternoon, like a form of failure that she had no available defense against.

She sat with this.

Then she picked up Pemberton's letter.

Pemberton wrote briefly this time — briefer than any of his previous letters. He wrote about Whitfield with a directness that surprised her: He was very brave and he was also very afraid, and both of these things were true at the same time, and I have been thinking about what it means that they can both be true. I think it means something important. I think you know what it means.

He ended: Come home to what we are, not what we thought we were. I think that is still a good place to come home to.

She folded all three letters and held them together in her hands for a moment.



She went to find Della.

Della was in the dining room, and she looked up when Cecilia came in and she read the letters in Cecilia's hands and she put down what she was doing.

"Whitfield was wounded," Cecilia said. "In October. He is recovered now — Harlan says he will be all right. But his shoulder—" She stopped.

Della was entirely still.

"Harlan is well. Calhoun is well. Pemberton is well." She paused. "There is nothing in the letter about Hector or Amos."

Della looked at her hands for a moment. Then she looked up. "Whitfield is going to be all right," she said. Not a question — a statement, the specific statement of a woman who is choosing the anchor available.

"Yes," Cecilia said. "That is what Harlan says."

"Then hold onto that," Della said.

It was what Harlan had told her to do. It was the right instruction from two directions and she received it from Della the way she had received it from the letter — as the only available grip on the day.

"Yes," she said again.

She went back upstairs.



In the evening she was on the back gallery.

She had come there without planning to — had found herself at the back door with her coat on and the cold December air coming through the opening and had simply gone out, which was what the month of avoidance had been softening her back toward, the slow restoration of ordinary geography. The back gallery was cold now, genuinely cold, and she stood at the railing with her coat wrapped around her and looked at the frosted south field where the bare cotton rows ran to the tree line in the last gray of the evening.

She heard him before she saw him — the specific footfall of his returning circuit, the back gate, the covered walkway. He came up to the gallery and stopped when he saw her there.

She had Harlan's letter in her hand. She had been carrying it since the afternoon.

She said, before she had planned to say anything: "My son Whitfield was wounded."

He stopped at the gallery's edge. He looked at her directly — the full attention, unheld. "Badly?" he said.

"Badly enough." She looked at the letter in her hand. "His shoulder. He has been in hospital for six weeks. He is recovering."

A silence. The cold evening was around them and the frosted fields were gray and the first stars were coming out above the river tree line.

"I'm glad he is recovering," he said.

She nodded.

Then he said: "Are you all right?"

Not the double-meaning version — not the hallway version that had carried everything they were not saying to each other. Just the question, plain and directed, from a person standing in the cold on a December evening who wanted to know.

She looked at him.

She thought about Whitfield in a hospital tent thinking about Tuesday mornings. She thought about Harlan's sentence — you matter more — that had sat in her chest all afternoon with its full weight. She thought about Pemberton: come home to what we are, not what we thought we were.

"I will be," she said.

He looked at her for a moment longer — the look that was entirely present, that had been one of the first things she had noticed about him and had not stopped noticing, the quality of genuine attention that he brought to everything. Then he nodded once, quietly, and went inside.

She stayed on the gallery.

The stars were coming out above the river tree line and the cold was around her and somewhere south of where she stood was the canal path and the cabin and the frosted bank and the water that was dark now in the December evening. She was aware of Harlan's letter in her hand and of Whitfield in Virginia and of the man who had just gone inside and of the distance between all of these things and the smallness of the gallery on which she was standing, which was somehow the size of the whole question of her life.

She went inside.

She went up to her sitting room and she took out the writing paper and she wrote to Harlan.

She wrote about Whitfield — her relief, her gratitude, the specific grief of not having known and the specific relief of knowing now. She wrote about the plantation in December and the casualty lists in the Whig and the afternoon she had spent with Mrs. Winston.

Then she wrote:

I miss you in a way I have not allowed myself to write before this. Not the managed version of it — not the version that is dignified and appropriate and suitable for correspondence. The real version. The version that wakes up in the night and reaches for you and finds the bed empty and simply feels that absence as a physical fact, plain and large and persistent.

I have been managing, which is what I do. I have been managing well, I believe. But I want you to know that managing is not the same as not missing you, and I have been doing both, and the missing has been larger than the managing this entire time and I have not said so until now.

Come home. That is all I know to say that is true in the plainest sense. Come home.

She sealed the letter.

She sat at the desk in the sitting room in the December dark and she was aware of how much the letter had cost her and how right it had been to write it and how much she loved her husband and how complicated it was to love him completely from inside the complicated month she was having, and she held all of these things simultaneously, which was the condition of her life and which she was learning, slowly, was not a condition that required resolution.

It simply required holding.

She was getting better at holding.



Chapter Twenty: The Storm

Aldermain Hall — January 1862



The storm announced itself at noon.

She had felt it before she saw it — a change in the air pressure that she had learned, in forty-eight years of Mississippi weather, to read as reliably as any barometer. The morning had been ordinary January: gray and cold, the bare fields flat under a flat sky, the plantation in its winter slowness. Then, around the middle of the day, something shifted. The air took on a different quality — heavier, warmer than it should have been for January, the warmth of a Gulf system pushing north against the cold that had settled over the county. The sky in the southwest darkened from gray to a deeper gray that was almost green at its base, and the wind, which had been still all morning, began.

By mid-afternoon the first rain came.

By four o'clock it was serious.

Cecilia was in her sitting room when the first thunder came — a long, low roll from the southwest that she felt in her chest before she heard it with her ears, the specific register of a large system, not the brief summer thunder of an afternoon storm but the deliberate authority of a winter storm that had come a long way and intended to stay. The windows rattled in their frames. The lamp on her desk flickered in the draft from the south wall.

She set her book down.

She was not — she had never been — someone who was undone by storms. She was a woman of considerable practical courage, as the months since the departure had demonstrated. But there was something specific about severe storms at night, alone in a large house, that had been with her since childhood — not fear exactly, not the sharp fear of a particular danger, but a deep unease that lived somewhere beneath rationality and did not respond to rational management. Harlan had known this. In their twenty-six years of marriage he had been present for every bad storm and she had never been required to examine the depth of the thing.

Tonight he was not here.

She went downstairs.



Della was in the kitchen building, banking the stove against the storm, when Cecilia came through the covered walkway. They looked at each other across the kitchen and Della looked at the sky through the window and then back at Cecilia's face.

"It's going to be a bad one," Della said.

"I know it."

Della was quiet for a moment, attending to the stove with the focused care she brought to everything. Then she said, without looking up: "Ezra could take the guest room tonight. In case."

Cecilia looked at her.

"In case the roof needs attention," Della said. "Or the west gate in this wind. Having someone in the house rather than the back room." She paused. "You sleep poorly in bad storms. I know it. There's no reason to manage alone when there's no need to."

It was practical. It was entirely reasonable. It was also Della, who saw everything, making an offer that was practical on its surface and something else in its deeper intention — something that Cecilia could not fully read and chose not to examine in the moment, because the storm was building outside and the house was large and empty and the west gate had been repaired once already.

"All right," she said.

Della nodded and went on with the stove.



The storm reached its full height by nine o'clock.

Cecilia had done what she always did in storms that she was managing alone — had gone through the house systematically, checking the window latches, bringing in the porch chairs that the wind could move, confirming the kitchen building was secured. She had eaten supper alone at the long table while the rain came against the dining room windows in successive waves, each one driven by a new gust, the sound of it enormous and continuous. She had read in her sitting room for an hour, which was what she always did, the reading a form of discipline against the unease rather than a genuine absorption in the text.

She had not absorbed a word.

At nine she put the book down and sat with the lamp and listened to the storm.

The wind was the worst of it — not the rain, which was heavy and constant, but the wind, which came in surges that hit the house with a physical force she could feel through the walls, the old house pressing back against it with the solidity of thirty years of timber and brick and the specific confidence of a structure that has survived other storms. The thunder was less frequent now but larger when it came — not the quick crackle of summer lightning but the prolonged, rolling detonation of a winter system, each one starting somewhere to the southwest and moving overhead and continuing northeast in a long diminuendo.

She was sitting in her sitting room when a particularly large strike hit close enough that she felt it in her teeth.

She blew out the sitting room lamp — instinct, childhood training — and sat in the dark.

The dark was very dark. The storm had covered whatever moon there might have been and the windows were black with rain and the house was full of the sounds of the wind and the rain and the settling of old timber under pressure.

She heard his footstep on the stairs.



He had been in the guest room since eight — Della had brought him up before she went back to the quarters cabin, had shown him the room and told him to keep the door ajar and to listen for the house. He had done this. He had sat in the guest room's single chair with the storm building outside and he had listened to the house and to the storm with the particular attention he brought to situations where the listening mattered, and at nine-fifteen he had heard the lamp go out in the sitting room next door.

He knocked on the sitting room door.

"Ma'am."

A pause. Then: "Come in."

He pushed the door open into the dark. He could see her by the window — the shape of her in the chair, the faint gray of the rain-light from outside. He stayed in the doorway.

"The lamp went out," she said.

"I heard it," he said. "Are you all right?"

"Yes." A pause. "The strike was close."

"It was." He remained in the doorway. The storm outside was very loud — the wind in the eaves and the rain on the glass and another roll of thunder beginning its approach from the southwest. "I can stay in the hall," he said. "If you'd rather not be alone in this."

She was quiet for a moment. The thunder built overhead and passed and the silence after it was full of rain.

"Come in," she said.



He came into the sitting room and stood by the bookshelves — the south wall, near the window, far from her chair. The dark was full between them. He could hear her breathing and the storm and the old house's responses to the wind.

She said: "I have never been good in storms. At night."

"I know," he said. "Your mother told me — my mother told me." The correction, immediately made.

"Della told you."

"Yes, ma'am."

A silence. Outside the wind surged — a long, rising pressure against the south wall of the house, the windows flexing slightly in their frames, the sound of something in the garden shifting.

"The west gate," she said.

"It will hold," he said. "I checked the latch before I came up."

She was quiet.

The thunder came again — closer this time, the gap between the lightning's reflected light and the sound reduced to almost nothing, which meant the strike was nearly overhead. The window flared white for an instant and in the instant she could see him against the bookshelves — his silhouette, his stillness — and then the dark came back with the thunder's enormous roll and the house absorbed it.

"Ezra," she said. His name, plain, in the dark.

"Ma'am."

"Come away from the window."

He moved from the bookshelves. He stood in the middle of the room and the dark was between them and the storm was around both of them and neither of them spoke.

Then she said: "I don't want to be in here tonight. The bedroom is quieter — further from the south wall."

He said nothing.

She rose from the chair. He could hear her move across the room — the small sounds of her passage, the door to the bedroom opening, the lamp on the bedside table struck and lit, the yellow light entering the sitting room through the open door.

She appeared in the doorway.

"You can sleep on the floor," she said. "If you're willing. I know it's not—" She stopped. "I don't want to be alone in this."

He looked at her in the doorway — the lamplight behind her, her face in partial shadow, her silver-streaked hair loose at her shoulders because it was nine o'clock at night and she had not expected company. He understood exactly what she was asking and exactly what she was not asking, and he understood that they were not the same thing yet and that he could honor the asking without pressing toward what she was not asking.

"Yes, ma'am," he said.



The bedroom was quieter, as she had said — the north-facing room, sheltered from the direct force of the southern system. The lamp on the bedside table was the room's only light and it made a small warm circle in the general dark. She had made a place for him on the floor — a folded quilt, a pillow from the chest — and he lay down on it and she lay in the bed above him and the storm continued outside the north wall, muffled now, still enormous but at a distance that was manageable.

She did not sleep.

He did not sleep either, but he lay still and let the stillness be what it was and the storm do what it did and the lamp burn down as it was burning down.

They did not speak for a long time.

Then she said, from the bed above him: "Thank you for being here."

"Yes, ma'am," he said.

Another silence. The thunder had moved further east — she could hear it diminishing, the intervals between strikes lengthening, the wind's surges less frequent. The worst was passing. She lay in the dark and listened to the storm and to his breathing — slow and controlled, the breathing of someone awake and choosing stillness — and she was aware, with a clarity that she had been trying for three months to manage into a less clear form and had failed, of exactly where she was and who was in the room with her.

She said: "Are you awake?"

"Yes."

"Come up here," she said. "The floor is cold."

A silence. Longer than the others.

"Mrs. Aldermain—"

"I know," she said. "Come up anyway. Just — come up."



He rose from the floor.

He stood for a moment in the lamplight's edge — she could see him, his face, the specific expression of a man who is holding something very carefully and is fully aware of what he is holding and what it would mean to set it down or to press it to him. His eyes found hers in the near-dark.

She held the edge of the counterpane.

He sat on the edge of the bed. He did not lie down immediately — he sat as he might sit on the edge of a decision, which was what it was, both of them understanding what the sitting meant and what the next movement would mean and what the decision was that was being made in this room tonight.

The lamp was very low. The storm had moved to the northeast and what remained was the rain — steady, quieter, the intimate sound of rain on a roof when the violence has passed and what is left is simply water.

She said, quietly: "I have been — I know what I have been feeling. Since October. I am not going to pretend I don't know."

He was very still.

"I know what you are," she said. "I know what I am. I know everything that is wrong with this." She paused. "I know all of it."

"I know it too," he said.

"And?"

He turned to look at her — fully, the lamplight catching his face, his eyes dark and steady and entirely present. "And I have known what I feel since before October," he said. "Since — I don't know when. Since the books. Since the canal. Since the cabin in the rain." He paused. "I have not said it because saying it was not something I was permitted. Because the space between us does not belong to me to cross."

"But?"

"But I am here," he said, "and you are here, and you asked me to come up."

She looked at him for a long moment — the man she had been circling for seven months, the man who had stood between her and harm, who had held her hands and her secret, who had said true things about books and burden and the freedom of reading, who had laughed once at a lost bass on the end of her line and whose laugh she had not stopped hearing. She looked at all of this in his face and she felt what she had been feeling since October and she felt the guilt of it and the want of it simultaneously, as she had felt them since October, and she understood that the guilt was not going to resolve the want and the want was not going to resolve the guilt and that she was going to have to live with both of them in the same room.

She was already living with both of them in the same room.

She reached out and took his hand.



He held her hand in the dark and neither of them moved.

The rain was on the roof. The lamp was nearly out. The house was quiet around them with the specific quiet of a storm's passing — the after-quiet, when what has been enormous becomes the memory of enormousness.

He felt her hand in his — the specific reality of it, the woman whose presence had organized his entire existence for seven months — and he was aware of the full weight of every wrong thing about this moment and the full weight of everything that had brought them to it and the fact that both of these things were simultaneously true and that neither of them was going to walk away from what the room had become.

She moved toward him.

What happened then was slow, and careful, and attended on both sides by a consciousness that did not leave the room — she was Cecilia Aldermain, wife and mother and the woman she had spent forty-eight years becoming, and she carried that identity into the dark of the bedroom as she carried everything, and it did not leave her, and the wanting did not leave her either, and she gave herself to both of them in the way that she had learned, across the long months of this strange and altered year, to hold things that could not be reconciled and simply hold them, fully, without resolution.

She unbuttoned his shirt with fingers that shook only slightly — not from fear, but from the enormity of permission finally given. When the fabric parted she placed both palms flat against his chest, feeling the rapid beat beneath skin still cool from the guest room. Lower, her right hand found the rigid length of his cock straining against his trousers. She traced its shape through the rough cloth — thick, hot, pulsing — and heard the sharp intake of his breath.

He stood only long enough to strip the rest away. His cock sprang free, heavy and dark, the head already slick. She had never allowed herself to look so openly at any man, not even Harlan in their earliest years, and the sight sent a fresh rush of wetness between her thighs.

She lifted her nightgown over her head in one motion. Lamplight caught the silver in her loose hair, the full curve of her breasts, the soft swell of her belly, the dark triangle between her legs. He looked at her with something close to awe and something much closer to hunger.

He knelt on the mattress. His scarred hands cupped her breasts; his thumbs circled her nipples until they peaked, hard and aching. When his mouth closed over one, sucking with steady pressure, she arched and gasped — pleasure arrowed straight to her clit. He moved to the other breast, teeth grazing just enough to make her moan.

“Lie back,” he murmured against her skin.

She did. He parted her thighs with gentle insistence. His mouth descended — first kissing the tender crease where thigh met torso, then lower. When his tongue finally touched her swollen clit she cried out, fingers knotting in his hair. He licked her in slow, deliberate strokes, tasting every fold of her pussy, then closed his lips around her clit and sucked while the flat of his tongue flicked rapidly. Her hips bucked; she came suddenly and violently, cunt clenching, a gush of wetness coating his chin and lips. The orgasm rolled through her in long, shuddering waves.

She was still trembling when he rose over her. The head of his cock nudged her slick entrance.

“Look at me,” he said.

Their eyes locked.

He pushed inside her in one long, slow thrust. Her pussy stretched around his thick shaft, yielding inch by inch until he was buried to the root. The fullness was almost too much — better than anything she had ever known. He held still a long moment, letting her adjust, letting her feel every pulsing inch of him inside her. Then he began to move — deep, measured strokes that dragged the head of his cock against the front wall of her cunt with every withdrawal and re-entry.

She wrapped her legs around his waist. “Harder,” she whispered — astonished at the word leaving her mouth.

He obeyed. The rhythm quickened; the bed creaked under them. His cock slammed into her again and again, wet sounds of fucking filling the quiet room. She came a second time — harder, deeper — walls spasming around his shaft, milking him. He groaned, low and guttural, but held himself back.

They rested only minutes, breathing hard. She rolled him onto his back and straddled him. His cock, still rigid and glistening with her arousal, stood straight up. She guided him back inside her in one smooth descent, taking him to the hilt. She rode him slowly at first — rolling her hips, grinding her clit against his pubic bone — then faster, breasts swaying with each downward stroke. His hands gripped her hips, guiding but not forcing. Another orgasm built inside her — different this time, deeper, more consuming. When it broke she cried out, cunt convulsing so powerfully she nearly collapsed forward onto his chest. He thrust upward through it, prolonging the pleasure until she was shaking and gasping.

Still joined, he flipped her onto her stomach. He entered her from behind — cock sliding easily into her soaked pussy. The new angle let him reach deeper places; each thrust pressed against a spot that made stars burst behind her eyelids. One of his hands slipped beneath her, fingers finding her clit and rubbing in tight circles. She came again — three distinct, shattering orgasms in quick succession — face pressed into the pillow to muffle her cries, body shuddering uncontrollably.

Only then did he allow himself release. He pulled out, turned her onto her back again, and drove back inside with desperate force. His thrusts grew erratic. “Cecilia,” he gasped — her name spoken for the first time without title. She felt his cock swell, thicken further inside her cunt, then pulse as he came — hot, thick jets of cum flooding deep. The sensation triggered one final, gentler climax that left her limp, glowing, utterly spent.

The lamp had guttered out sometime during the third round. The room was complete dark now, only the faint gray of post-storm sky seeping around the curtains.

They lay tangled, slick with sweat and each other, breathing in ragged unison.

After perhaps half an hour — long enough for heartbeats to slow — she reached for him again. His cock, still half-hard, stirred under her fingers. She stroked him slowly until he was rigid once more. Then she lowered her mouth and took him between her lips.

She tasted herself on him — salty, musky — and the knowledge sent another pulse of arousal through her core. She sucked him with slow reverence, tongue swirling around the head, then taking him deeper until he hit the back of her throat. His hands fisted the sheet; his hips lifted involuntarily. When he warned her he was close she pulled off, climbed astride him again, and sank down onto his cock. This time they moved together in perfect, unhurried rhythm — slow, deep, almost tender. She came quietly this time, a long rolling wave rather than a crash; he followed moments later, spilling inside her with a low, broken moan.

They rested longer after the fourth time — bodies entwined, her head on his chest, his arm around her shoulders. Raindrops tapped irregularly on the roof. Somewhere far off a dog barked once, then fell silent.

They spoke very little — a few murmured words about the storm’s passing, about the way the house smelled after rain, about nothing that required answers. Eventually exhaustion claimed them both.

He was nineteen years old and he had been born on this land and had read in secret and loved in secret and lived inside a system that had never once acknowledged the full truth of what he was, and tonight in the dark of this room he was simply himself — completely, entirely himself, without the architecture of the arrangement or the structure of the world he had always lived in, present in a way that he had not been permitted to be present before, in a room that held him as he was and not as he was required to be.

They were together in the January dark for a long time.

The lamp went out at some point — neither of them knew exactly when — and the dark became complete and the rain on the roof was the only sound and the world outside the room was very far away.



Afterward she lay awake.

The rain had quieted to almost nothing — a whisper on the roof, the last of the storm somewhere east and north above the river. She lay in the dark and she was aware of him beside her — his warmth, his breathing, the specific reality of his presence in her bed, which was the most forbidden thing she had ever done and which she did not, in this first hour after, regret.

This surprised her. She had expected the guilt to be immediate and total, the kind of guilt that forecloses everything else, that turns the whole of a thing into shame and error. It was not that. The guilt was there — present, real, as real as the rain and the dark — but it was present alongside something else, something she did not yet have a precise name for, something that was not simple happiness and not simple grief but the specific feeling of a person who has come, at last, to a thing they have been trying not to come to for a very long time and who finds, in the arriving, that the arriving has its own truth.

She thought about Harlan.

She thought about his letter — you matter more — and the letter she had written in return, the real version of missing him, and she felt the complexity of loving him and having done this simultaneously, which was a complexity she had no framework for, none of the frameworks she had been given by her life and her faith and her world were adequate to what she was lying in the middle of tonight. She would have to build a new one. She did not know how.

She thought about what this made her.

She thought about this honestly, with the honesty she brought to everything, and she found that what it made her was simply who she was — the same woman who had run the plantation and managed Crayne and kept the accounts and read Tennyson by the canal and wept for Whitfield and prayed on her knees in November, the same woman, now with this added, which did not erase the rest of her and did not make the rest of her a lie. It made her more complicated. It made her someone who had done a thing she could not undo, which was the condition of every significant thing she had ever done.

Beside her, he was awake. She knew he was awake.

She said, quietly, into the dark: "Are you all right?"

A pause. Then: "Yes." His voice in the dark, low, careful. "Are you?"

She thought about this honestly. "I don't know yet," she said. "But I'm not — I am not sorry. I should be, and I'm not, and I don't know what to do with that."

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said: "You don't have to do anything with it tonight."

She looked at the dark above her.

"No," she said. "I suppose I don't."

The rain had stopped. The storm was entirely gone and what remained was the January night — cold and still and very clear, the way nights are after a large storm has passed through and taken everything turbulent with it and left only the essential.

She lay in the essential dark and she held what she was holding and she breathed.

After a long time, she slept.



He lay awake after she slept.

He listened to her breathing change — the gradual deepening of it, the slow release of the consciousness that had been so present and so vigilant all night, the specific sound of someone finally surrendering to sleep. He lay very still and did not want to disturb it.

He looked at the ceiling in the dark.

He had known, for months, the shape of what he felt. He had known it and had not looked at it directly because looking at it directly would have required him to acknowledge it fully, and acknowledging it fully would have required him to acknowledge everything that made it impossible, and he had not been ready for that accounting. He had carried it at the edge of his vision, present but unexamined, the way you carry something you are not ready to put down and not ready to hold.

Tonight he had held it.

He thought about what it meant — not the consequences, not yet, but the meaning of it, the specific truth of lying in this room in this house in the dark with this woman who was his owner's wife and who had read him books and asked him why he read and laughed at a lost fish and held his damaged hands and asked him to come up from the floor in the storm. He thought about all of this and he found that the meaning of it was not simple and was not reducible to any single thing — it was not only desire, though it was also desire, and not only gratitude, though it was also gratitude, and not only the loneliness of a young man far from his father and brother in a world that had been upended, though it was also that.

It was also simply this: he had been seen.

Not as his function, not as his position, not as property or arrangement or the son of the maid or the young man with the rifle. He had been seen — by this particular woman, in this particular room, in the full complexity of what he actually was — and he had seen her in return, and the seeing had been mutual and real and had produced something he did not have a word for in any of the books he had read.

He turned his head and looked at her sleeping profile in the faint gray of the before-dawn.

He had known, before tonight, that he was in danger of loving her. He had known it and had not said the word even to himself. He said it now, quietly, in the dark of his own interior: that is what this is. That is the name of it.

The word sat in him with its full weight.

He was not sure what to do with it. He was not sure anything could be done with it that would not be its own kind of catastrophe.

He let the word be what it was and he lay still beside her in the January dark and he watched the window and the faint lightening of the sky above the river tree line and he let the night finish itself at its own pace.



She was awake before the dawn.

She lay still for a moment — the first moment of consciousness, before the full weight of the night arrived — and then the full weight arrived and she lay in it and found that it was, as she had said in the dark, not something she could be sorry for, which was itself a kind of information about herself that she received with something between wonder and resignation.

She turned her head.

He was awake. Looking at the same pale window she was looking at. They regarded each other in the gray pre-dawn light of a January morning, the storm entirely gone and the world outside clean and cold and entirely itself, and she looked at his face and he looked at hers and there was nothing to say that would have been adequate and so neither of them said anything.

After a moment he rose, quietly, and took his things, and went out.

She heard his footstep on the stairs — careful, unhurried, the step of someone who has made a decision and is living inside it cleanly. She heard the door of the guest room close. She heard the house settle in the pre-dawn cold.

She lay in the bed that was hers and the dark that was hers and she held everything the night had been.

Outside, the first birds were beginning in the bare oak tree. The January morning was arriving with its cold and its clarity, indifferent to what had happened in this room, simply the morning, simply the world, going on as it always went on.

She let it come.



Chapter Twenty-One: Morning After

Aldermain Hall — January 1862



She had not gone back to sleep.

When she heard his footstep on the stairs — careful, unhurried, the step she knew as well now as the steps of her own sons — she had lain still for a while in the dark, listening to the house settle around his going. The guest room door. The quiet after. The first birds, tentative in the bare oak. The specific quality of a sky beginning to lighten that she could feel before she could see it, the darkness outside the window shifting from the absolute black of deep night toward something with depth in it, with layers, the first suggestion of what the morning would be.

She had risen before the window confirmed it.

She dressed in the dark, by feel and long habit, and she sat in her chair by the east window and she put her feet on her footstool and she watched the January morning arrive.

It was extraordinary.

She had not expected it to be extraordinary — she had expected gray, the aftermath gray of a storm spent, the sky's exhausted pallor. Instead what came was clarity: a blue so intense it was almost violent, the post-storm blue of a sky that has been washed of everything soft and left with only its essential color. The fields below were white with frost — the storm had left moisture and the night's cold had taken the moisture and turned it into this, the cotton rows marked in white against the black earth, the bare oak's branches rimed and bright, the whole world remade overnight into something that looked, in the early light, like a different world from the one the previous evening had contained.

She sat in her chair and she looked at this beauty and she felt it — fully, without the numbness she had half expected, the specific beauty of a January morning after a storm, clear and cold and entirely present.

She was entirely present too.

This surprised her. She had thought the morning might bring a kind of dislocation — the specific unreality of a life that had changed overnight, the sense of looking at familiar things through altered glass. Instead she was in her chair in her body in her room and the morning was the morning and she was Cecilia Aldermain, who had lived in this house for twenty-six years and who had, last night, done something she could not undo, and the chair was the same chair and the footstool was the same footstool and both of these things were simultaneously true.

She sat with both of them.



She heard Della on the kitchen building path at a quarter past five.

The specific tread of her — the purposeful morning efficiency of a woman who has been starting this house's day for twenty-three years and whose body knows the work before the mind has fully assembled. Cecilia heard it from her bedroom window and felt the thing she had felt in the days after the assault: the gathering of the self that was required before the day could be faced in company. The performance of normalcy.

Except that this morning the performance was larger than any previous version of itself. What it covered was larger. The assault had been a thing that happened to her — an external event, something done to her by others, something she had managed and survived. What it covered this morning was a thing she had done, a choice she had made, in the full presence of her own will.

She could not pretend otherwise.

She had been awake and she had known and she had chosen.

She held this — not with self-flagellation, not with the theatrical guilt of a woman performing contrition, but with the plain steady gaze she brought to difficult truths: she had done this, she had known what she was doing, and she had done it. The accounting was simple even if what it accounted for was not.

She went downstairs.



The back hallway was dim in the early morning, the lamp not yet lit, the cold of the January morning coming through the back door's gap. She was coming down the back stairs and he was coming in from his morning circuit — the circuit he ran regardless of weather, regardless of what the previous night had been, the circuit that was his function and that he had not, she understood immediately, suspended because of the night.

They faced each other in the hallway.

He looked at her directly — the full attention, entirely present, the same quality of looking that had been one of the first things she had noticed about him and that this morning had a weight it had not had in any previous morning because the night was in it.

She looked at him.

He was the same — the same lean frame, the same careful stillness, the coat damp from the morning air, the rifle at his side. He was entirely himself, which was what he had been in the room last night and what he was now in the hallway and there was no version of the morning that was going to change that.

"Good morning," he said.

His voice was quiet and level and entirely ordinary and entirely not ordinary simultaneously, the ordinary words carrying the specific weight of a morning that was unlike any previous morning, and she heard both of these things in the two syllables and she received them both.

"Good morning," she said.

He held her gaze for one moment — not pressing, not performing anything, simply present and acknowledging — and then he went past her toward his room and she went on to the kitchen building and the hallway was empty.

She stood in the kitchen building doorway for a moment with the cold of the morning on her back and Della at the stove before her and she breathed.

"Morning, Miss Cecilia," Della said, without turning.

"Morning, Della," she said.

She went to the table and sat and Della brought coffee, which was the right temperature as it was always the right temperature, and Cecilia wrapped both hands around the cup and looked at the steam rising from it and said nothing, and Della said nothing, and the kitchen fire ticked and the morning began its ordinary machinery around them.



Della did not look at her face directly.

This was itself a piece of information, because Della always looked at her face — the direct, diagnostic look of a woman who has been reading another woman's face for twenty-three years. This morning she did not. She moved through the kitchen with her usual efficiency, her back to Cecilia more than was usual, her attention on the stove and the bread and the practical necessities of the morning.

Cecilia watched this and understood it and could not determine precisely what it meant. It could mean that Della had nothing to read, that the morning's face gave nothing away. It could mean that Della had already read it and had decided not to show her reading. It could mean something else entirely, something Cecilia was not ready to examine.

She drank her coffee and went back to the house.



She sat in her sitting room.

The blue morning was in the windows — that extraordinary post-storm blue, the light coming in at the January angle, laying itself in long panels across the floor and the bookshelves and the writing desk. She sat in the settee rather than the writing chair, which was a small difference that was not a small difference — she was not here to write, she was here to think, and the settee was where she sat when the thinking was what was required.

She went through it.

She had done something wrong. She stated this to herself plainly, without the hedging that self-justification provides, because she did not trust self-justification and never had. She was a married woman and she had been with a man who was not her husband and this was wrong. The wrongness was not diminished by the months of development that had preceded it, not by the assault or the secret or the books or the canal or any of it — these things explained how she had arrived at last night but they did not change the nature of what last night was. She held the wrongness plainly and she did not try to manage it into something smaller.

She also held what she had said in the dark: I am not sorry.

She had said this honestly — she was not sorry, she did not wish it had not happened, she could not locate in herself the wish to undo it. This was the specific moral complexity she was sitting in the middle of this morning and she was not going to pretend she was not in the middle of it. Guilt without regret. The knowledge of wrong without the wish to have done right. She had no framework for this — no previous experience, no chapter of Tennyson, no passage of scripture that addressed itself precisely to this condition.

She thought about what the church required.

She knew the theology. Repentance was the path — acknowledgment of the sin, genuine contrition, the turning away. She could acknowledge. She was acknowledging, right now, plainly and without evasion. But contrition required genuine sorrow, and genuine sorrow required genuine regret, and she did not have genuine regret. She had guilt — the clear knowledge that she had done something wrong — and she had the absence of regret simultaneously, and these two things did not resolve each other and she did not know how to offer repentance that was not also a lie.

She was not going to offer a repentance that was a lie.

This was perhaps the most honest thing she had ever said to herself and it was also, she understood, the beginning of a spiritual condition she did not know how to inhabit. She had lived inside her faith for forty-eight years — had found in it genuine sustenance, genuine grace, the specific comfort of a God who was present and who listened to honest prayer. She had prayed honestly on her knees in November and she believed God had received the honesty. She could not now offer dishonest repentance to a God who had received her honesty and expect anything from the offering.

She would have to find another way.

She did not yet know what another way looked like.



She thought about Harlan.

The letter she had written last night — the real version of missing him, the unsealed version, the one she had sealed with the feeling still in it — was on the writing desk. It would go out today. She had written it last night and sealed it and last night she had not yet done what she had then gone and done, and the letter that was sealed and ready was a letter from a woman who had not yet crossed the line she had crossed, and she was going to send it anyway because everything in it was true and the crossing did not make it less true.

She loved her husband.

She sat with this and found it was true — fully, completely, without any of the qualification she had expected the morning to impose on it. She loved Harlan Aldermain in the specific way of a woman who has loved a man for twenty-six years and knows every corner of that love and its specific weight and its specific texture, and the night had not changed this and she had not expected it to change this and she was not going to pretend it had because she was not going to pretend anything this morning.

She loved her husband and she had been with another man and both of these things were true.

She looked at the blue sky in the window.

She had always believed — had been raised to believe, had organized her moral life around the belief — that a person was defined by their choices. That what you did was what you were. She sat in the morning light and she examined this belief and she found that she was not ready to abandon it and also not ready to accept it in the form she had always accepted it, because the form she had always accepted it in did not account for what she was sitting in the middle of this morning, which was the full complexity of a person who had made a choice that was wrong and that she could not regret and that did not, as far as she could determine, make her into something she did not recognize.

She was still herself.

She was herself having done this thing, which was a different self from yesterday's self, and the difference was permanent, and she was going to have to learn to be this self the way you learn to be any new version of yourself — from the inside, slowly, by living forward into it rather than by understanding it in advance.

She did not know how to do this yet.

She accepted that she did not know.



She thought about him.

Not the night — she was not going to replay the night, that was not what the morning required and she had enough to hold without adding the specific memories of the dark to the morning's reckoning. She thought about him in the way she had been thinking about him since September, which was with the full recognition of what he was — the specific intelligence of him, the specific quality of his attention, the way he had been entirely himself in the room last night in a way that she had found, in the dark, as moving as anything she had ever encountered.

He was nineteen years old.

She held this. She had held it since October and she held it again now, in the morning light, without the October management — simply the fact of it, the twenty-nine years between them, the specific reality of his youth and her age and what it meant that she had been moved by him and what it meant that he had been moved by her. She did not know what to do with this fact. She had not known since October and she did not know now. She held it alongside everything else she was holding and she did not try to make it smaller than it was.

He was enslaved on this plantation.

She held this too. She had held it since October with the specific horror of a woman who had been quietly doubting the system for years and who now found herself inside a version of the system's worst possibilities — not the version she had feared, not the version of white men's predation that the system permitted and sometimes required, but something different and in some ways harder to parse: a choice, mutual, made in the dark of a January storm, between two people who had known each other for months and who had come to each other through books and secrets and a fishing rod and a lost bass and a night of violence and a slow months-long accumulation of seeing.

She did not know what the system made of this. She was not sure the system had a category for it. She was not sure she did either.

She sat in the blue morning light with all of this and she breathed.



At some point — mid-morning, the light having moved across the floor from the east windows to the south wall — she went to her writing desk and sat down. She pulled a sheet of paper from the drawer. She picked up her pen.

She thought she should write to Harlan. Another letter, in addition to the one that was sealed and ready. Something for today — something that would occupy the writing and the waiting that writing required and that would give the morning something useful to be. She thought she should write and she held the pen over the paper.

She could not write.

She sat with the pen in her hand and the blank paper before her and she could not find the beginning of a sentence that was honest and that was also possible. Every beginning she found led somewhere she could not go — toward the telling, which she was not going to do, or toward the not-telling, which required a dishonesty she was not capable of this morning. She could not write the managed version of herself today. She did not have the distance for it yet.

The pen dried in her hand.

She set it down.

She looked at the blank paper for a long time. The blue sky was in the window and the frost on the fields was melting now in the mid-morning sun — she could see the slow transformation from white to the dark gleam of wet earth, the cotton rows emerging from their frost as the morning warmed. The world going on. The plantation in its January stillness, the post-storm quiet, the specific peace of a morning that had been washed clean.

She was not clean. She knew she was not clean. She was not going to perform cleanness.

She was, however, still here — still in her chair, still in her house, still the woman who managed the accounts and read Tennyson and caught fish she released and loved her sons and her husband and had, last night, done something that changed the shape of her life without removing her from it.

She was still in her life.

This was, this morning, what she had.

She folded her hands on the blank paper and she looked at the January sky and she let the morning be what it was — large and complicated and entirely hers, every part of it hers, the guilt and the absence of regret and the love for her husband and the thing she felt for the man in the small room off the back hall and the blank paper and the dried pen and the blue sky and the frost melting in the south fields and all of it, every piece of it, carried without resolution into the rest of whatever her life was going to be.

She stayed at the desk for a long time.

The morning went on around her.



Chapter Twenty-Two: The Second Time

Aldermain Hall — February 1862



The weeks after the storm had the quality of a held breath.

Not a painful holding — not the held breath of dread or of something terrible approaching — but the specific suspension of someone who has come through a large thing and has not yet determined what the large thing means for the life on the other side of it. She managed the plantation. She wrote her letters. She sat in her chair before the dawn and watched the January sky give way to the February sky, which was less dramatic and more persistent — the gray of a settled winter, the cold that had been suggesting itself since November now fully arrived, the fields brown and bare under it.

She had not gone to the cabin.

She had not sought him out beyond the necessities of the arrangement, which were limited and which she kept to their minimum. He was at his positions and she was in her house and the distance between them was not the November distance — that wall was down, would not go back up, the storm had taken it — but something different. The distance of two people who have crossed a line and are now living on the other side of it and have not yet found the language for what the other side requires.

They were finding the language. Slowly, in the ordinary exchanges of the house — the morning on the gallery, the hallway, the brief practical transactions of shared space — a new register was assembling itself. Not the careful formality of the early months. Not the warmth of the book conversations. Something that had both in it and something neither of them had previously had access to, something that required the winter to develop in the way that certain things require a specific season.

She went on. She managed. She held what she was holding.

The holding was not nothing. It required something from her every day — the specific effort of continuing to be exactly who she had always been in the eyes of everyone around her while carrying, in her interior, a knowledge that changed the texture of every ordinary thing. She was good at this. She had been good at it her whole life, the management of the interior against the exterior, the private self and the public self and the space between them that she had always navigated with more competence than she had ever been given credit for.

The difference now was that the space between them had become very large.



She woke on the first Tuesday of February knowing.

Not a gradual arrival — not the slow assembly of a decision across the course of a morning's thinking. She simply woke, in the full dark before the dawn, and it was there: the knowledge of what the day was going to be and why. Fully formed, waiting for her in the morning the way some things wait — not with impatience, simply with the patience of a thing that has been true for some time and has been waiting for acknowledgment.

She lay still for a moment.

She thought: I know what I am doing today.

She thought: I know why.

She thought: I can choose differently.

This last thought arrived and she held it honestly — not to dismiss it but to actually hold it, to look at it as the real possibility it was. She could get up and go downstairs and manage the morning the way she had managed the mornings of the past three weeks, competently and carefully, the distance maintained, the ordinary world sustained. She could do this. It was entirely available to her.

She lay in the dark and she held the possibility of turning back and she looked at it fully, which was the only honest way to look at it.

Then she got up and dressed.



The morning was gray and cold — the particular gray of February, which is a different gray from January's, more settled, less dramatic, the gray of a season that has been here long enough to stop announcing itself. She went downstairs and had her coffee at the back gallery, which she had restored in the weeks since November — the front-gallery experiment finished, the ordinary geography of the house returned to. She stood at the railing with her cup and looked at the south fields and the canal tree line and the pale gray sky above it.

She went back inside.

She went to the back hallway peg.

Her fishing rod was there — her father's rod, the yellow paint mark near the grip, the cracks along one section that she had been meaning to address for two seasons. She took it down. She held it in both hands the way she had held it on a thousand mornings before this one.

She thought: I know where I am going with this.

She thought: I can put it back.

She stood in the back hallway with her father's fishing rod in her hands and the cold of the hallway around her and the house quiet above her and she gave herself the full space of the moment — the real moment, the one where the choice was actual, where turning back was genuinely available and going forward was genuinely possible and she was the person standing between them, holding a fishing rod, deciding.

She did not put it back.

She went to find Titus and told him to let Mr. Tull know she would be at the cabin this morning.



The February canal path was stripped to its essentials.

The buttonbush was bare — just the branching architecture of it, brown against the gray sky, the round seed heads dried and open, scattering what remained of themselves in the morning wind. The river cane was thinned and pale, the summer's dense wall reduced to something more skeletal, through which the canal was visible where it had not been visible in the warmer months. The water was very dark — the darkest she had seen it, the tannin deepened by the cold, the surface flat and still in the windless canal reach, reflecting the gray sky with a precision that only still cold water achieves.

She walked the path without hurrying.

She was aware of what the walk was — not the ordinary walk to the cabin, not the managed walk of the months of the arrangement, but the deliberate walk of a woman who has made a decision and is living inside it, step by step, the decision confirmed with each step not because each step was a new decision but because she did not stop, and not stopping was itself the decision, continuous and present.

The cabin came through the cane in its winter form — the silver-gray boards the same, the cypress shingle roof the same, the porch the same, but the surrounding growth so reduced that the cabin was more visible than in other seasons, more exposed, standing clearly in the February landscape without the summer's concealment. She went up the porch steps and opened the door.

She lit the small iron stove.

She sat in the rocking chair.

She put her line in the canal, though the fishing was a pretense today and she knew it and the canal knew it and the bare February world around her knew it, and none of this mattered.

She waited.



He came perhaps twenty minutes after her.

She heard him on the path before she saw him — the specific footfall she knew, coming around the bend where the buttonbush had been thick in summer and was now a tracery of bare branches through which she could see him approaching, which was new — the winter's transparency, the reduced concealment of everything. He came up the porch steps and stopped in the doorway.

He saw the fire in the stove.

He looked at the fire and then at her in the rocking chair and she looked at him in the doorway and for a moment neither of them spoke, which was not the silence of the early months — not the managed silence of careful distance — but the silence of two people who understand each other and are taking the measure of the understanding.

She said: "Come in."

He came in.

He stood by the shelf on the south wall — the books, the practical items, the botanical guide that had been their first shared text — and he looked at her in the rocking chair with the unlit fishing rod across her knees and the fire in the stove warming the small room and the gray February light in the windows.

"You came," she said. Not a question — a statement, the specific statement of a woman who has been uncertain of a thing and is no longer uncertain of it.

"Yes," he said.

She looked at him. "I wasn't sure you would. After — I wasn't sure what you would think I meant by coming here."

"I knew what you meant," he said. "I wasn't certain you'd still mean it in the daylight."

She held this for a moment. "That's the honest question," she said.

"I know it is."

She looked at the fire in the stove — the small steady orange of it, the warmth it was producing in the February cold. "I have been thinking," she said, "for three weeks. About what happened. About what I feel. About what is right and what is wrong and what I owe to the people I love." She paused. "I have not arrived anywhere comfortable."

"No," he said.

"But I know what I know," she said. "I know what I feel. And I know that I came here this morning knowing why, and I am still here, and you are here, and — " She stopped. She looked at him directly. "I am not going to pretend I don't know."

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said: "Neither am I."

She set the fishing rod against the wall.



What was different from the storm night was the light.

The February light came through the two south windows and the open door onto the porch in long pale bars — the specific winter light of Mississippi, without the summer's gold or the autumn's copper, simply itself: clear and cold and entirely honest, the light that shows things as they are rather than as the warmer seasons make them look. They were in this light together and there was nowhere to be in the half-dark of it, no darkness to provide the specific cover that the storm night had provided, no storm to give the thing the quality of emergency.

It was simply a Tuesday morning in February and they were in a cabin together and she had come knowing and he had come knowing and the light was on all of it.

She thought, at some point — in the warmth of the stove and the gray-clear light and the quiet of the February canal outside the window — that this was the true version of it. Not truer than the storm night, which had been entirely real, but different in the way that daylight is different from darkness: more visible, more deliberate, requiring more of both of them because there was nowhere to place the responsibility except with themselves.

She was responsible for this.

She held the responsibility and she did not set it down and she was here anyway, which was the full complexity of it — the responsibility and the choosing and the wanting and the guilt all present simultaneously, none of them canceling the others, all of them held by the same woman in the same small room on the same February morning.

He was with her in all of it.

Not as comfort — not as relief from the complexity — but as the specific person who was there, entirely present, entirely himself, the person she had been circling since June and had come to in the dark of January and was coming to again now in the full light of February, which was, she understood, not a mistake she was repeating but a choice she was making, which was a different thing, and the difference mattered.

What was different from the storm night was the light. The February light came through the two south windows and the open door onto the porch in long pale bars — the specific winter light of Mississippi, without the summer’s gold or the autumn’s copper, simply itself: clear and cold and entirely honest, the light that shows things as they are rather than as the warmer seasons make them look. They were in this light together and there was nowhere to hide, no darkness to cloak the act, no storm to excuse it. It was simply a Tuesday morning in February and they were in a cabin together and she had come knowing and he had come knowing and the light was on all of it.

She rose from the rocking chair and crossed the small room to him. She placed both palms flat against his chest, feeling the rapid beat beneath the rough fabric of his shirt. “Take this off,” she said, her voice low but steady. He did. The shirt fell to the plank floor. His chest was lean and scarred, the skin warm under her hands. She ran her fingers down the line of his stomach until she reached the waistband of his trousers. She unbuttoned them slowly, deliberately, and freed his cock. It sprang out thick and heavy, already hard, the dark head glistening at the tip. She wrapped her hand around the shaft and stroked him once, twice, feeling the velvet heat and the pulse beneath her palm. He groaned softly, the sound raw and honest.

She sank to her knees in the February light. She took the head of his cock between her lips, tasting the salt of him, and sucked gently at first, then deeper, letting the thick length slide over her tongue until it touched the back of her throat. She bobbed slowly, her hand stroking what her mouth could not reach, her other hand cupping his balls. He threaded his fingers through her silver-streaked hair but did not pull — he simply held on, breathing hard, letting her set the rhythm. The pleasure was already building in him, sharper and more intense than anything he had known in his nineteen years. “Cecilia,” he whispered, her name spoken like a prayer and a surrender at once.

She pulled off with a wet sound and looked up at him. “I want you inside me.” He lifted her to her feet, turned her, and bent her gently over the edge of the narrow cot that served as the cabin’s bed. He raised her skirts, found her already soaked pussy, and slid two fingers inside her cunt, curling them against the front wall until she gasped. Then he replaced his fingers with the thick head of his cock. He pushed in slowly, inch by inch, stretching her until he was buried to the root. The fullness was exquisite — the best she had ever felt, better than any memory of Harlan, better than anything she had allowed herself to imagine. He began to thrust, deep and measured, the wet sounds of fucking filling the small room. Each stroke dragged the head of his cock against the spot that made stars burst behind her eyelids. She came hard the first time, her cunt clenching around him in rhythmic spasms, a gush of wetness coating his shaft and dripping down her thighs.

He did not stop. He flipped her onto her back, lifted her legs over his shoulders, and drove in again, harder now, the angle letting him reach even deeper. Her breasts bounced with every thrust; he leaned down and sucked one nipple into his mouth, biting gently. She came a second time, louder, her nails digging into his back, the orgasm rolling through her in long, shattering waves. The pleasure was so intense it bordered on pain, the best sexual pleasure she had ever known, the kind that wiped every other thought from her mind except the feel of his thick cock pounding into her cunt.

He pulled out, breathing ragged, his cock glistening with her juices. She pushed him onto his back and straddled him. She guided his cock back inside her soaked pussy and sank down until he was fully seated. She rode him slowly at first, rolling her hips, grinding her clit against his pubic bone with every downward stroke. Then faster, her full breasts swaying, her silver hair loose and wild. He gripped her hips, thrusting up to meet her, and she came a third time, her cunt convulsing so powerfully she nearly collapsed forward onto his chest. He followed moments later, his cock swelling inside her, pulsing as thick jets of hot cum flooded her pussy. The sensation triggered one final, gentler orgasm that left her trembling and glowing.

They lay tangled, slick with sweat and each other, breathing in ragged unison. But the fire was still burning and the light was still honest and neither of them was finished.

After a few minutes she reached for him again. His cock, still half-hard and slick with their combined fluids, stirred under her fingers. She stroked him until he was rigid once more, then lowered her mouth and took him deep, tasting herself on him. She sucked him with slow reverence, tongue swirling around the head, then taking him to the back of her throat. He groaned, hips lifting. When he warned her he was close she pulled off, climbed astride him again, and sank down onto his cock. This second round was slower, more tender — deep, rolling strokes that let them feel every inch of each other. She came quietly this time, a long rolling wave; he spilled inside her again with a broken moan, his cum mixing with the first load already leaking from her cunt.

They rested longer, bodies entwined, her head on his chest. The fire ticked. The canal moved outside the window. But desire had not been sated.

The third round began when he rolled her onto her stomach. He entered her from behind, his cock sliding easily into her cum-filled pussy. The new angle let him reach even deeper places; each thrust pressed against a spot that made her see stars. One of his scarred hands slipped beneath her, fingers finding her swollen clit and rubbing in tight circles. She came again — three distinct, shattering orgasms in quick succession — face pressed into the pillow to muffle her cries, body shuddering uncontrollably. He followed, flooding her once more with hot cum, the sensation so intense it left both of them gasping.

Only then, after the fourth and slowest round — slow, face-to-face, eyes locked, his cock moving inside her with deliberate tenderness while they whispered each other’s names — did they finally lie still. Both of them had experienced the best sexual pleasure of their lives: multiple, overwhelming orgasms that left their bodies limp, their minds quiet, their connection deeper than either had believed possible. The pleasure had been physical and emotional at once, a seeing that transcended every barrier the world had placed between them.



Afterward they sat for a while on opposite sides of the small room — she in the rocking chair, he on the wooden stool — and the fire burned in the stove and the February light moved across the floor as the morning advanced and neither of them spoke for a long time, which was not an uncomfortable silence.

She said, eventually: "I don't know what this is."

He looked at her. "I know what it is," he said. "I'm not sure what it can be."

She sat with this. "Those are different questions."

"Yes, ma'am," he said. And then: "You don't have to call me that, you know. Out here."

She looked at him — the slight surprise of it, the directness of the observation, which was the most personally direct thing he had said to her. "What should I call you?"

"Ezra," he said. Simply.

She looked at the fire. "Ezra," she said. His name in the cabin, in the February morning, in the specific register of someone saying a name for the first time in its proper context.

He said nothing but something in his face — the slight shift she had learned to read, the near-expression that was his version of what other people showed more openly — confirmed that she had said it correctly.

"I am not going to pretend this is something it isn't," she said. "I am not going to make it manageable by putting a wrong name on it." She paused. "But I also cannot — there are things I cannot give this that it might deserve. I am Harlan's wife. I am going to remain Harlan's wife. I am not going to deceive myself about what this is or about what it is not."

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "I understand that."

"Do you?" She looked at him directly. "Do you understand what I'm saying?"

"You are saying that you are here and that you will keep being who you are," he said. "And that being here and being who you are are both true at the same time and you are not going to pretend otherwise." He paused. "I am not asking you to be otherwise. I have never asked that."

She looked at him for a long moment.

"No," she said. "You haven't."



She walked back to the house in the early afternoon.

He followed at the distance he maintained, which was the same distance it had always been, which was both the same and entirely different. She walked the bare February path and she knew that she was going to come back — not with the not-knowing of the storm night, not with the three weeks of uncertainty that had preceded this morning, but with the full knowledge of someone who has made a decision and is living inside it.

She was going to keep coming back.

She did not know what this made her. She knew what it made her in the language of her faith and the language of her world, and she held those namings without flinching from them. She was also, she found, larger than any single naming — not beyond reproach, not beyond accounting, but not reducible to any single description of what she was doing or why. She was forty-eight years old and she was Cecilia Aldermain and she was in love with her husband and she was also this, and she was going to have to learn to be the person who was all of these things simultaneously, which was not comfortable and was not resolvable and was what was true.

The canal was beside her — the dark February water, the bare cypress, the stripped cane. The same canal she had been walking beside since she was twenty-two years old. It had not changed. She had changed. These were both true and both fine, or both true and both not fine, and the difference between those two things was something she no longer had the energy to determine. She was here and the canal was here and the path went north toward the house and she walked it.

She came through the kitchen garden gate.

Della was at the kitchen building door.

They had not looked at each other — had not truly looked, the diagnostic direct look restored — since the morning after the storm, when Della had managed the kitchen with her back turned. Now Della looked at her. The full look, direct and complete, the look that had been reading Cecilia's face for twenty-three years.

Cecilia held it.

She did not look away. She did not manage her face into something other than what it was. She looked back at Della in the February afternoon with the full morning on her and she gave Della what Della was looking for, which was the truth of what the afternoon contained, and Della read it and Cecilia knew she read it and they stood in the kitchen garden in the February cold for a moment that was both very short and very long.

Then Della looked away.

She went back into the kitchen building.

Cecilia went into the house.

She went up the stairs to her sitting room and she sat at the writing desk and she picked up her pen and this time she could write — not because anything had been resolved, but because she had stopped waiting for resolution and had accepted, finally, that the writing and the carrying and the living would all have to happen at the same time, in the same life, by the same woman, without the comfort of a clean answer.

She wrote to Harlan.

She told him about the February fields and the state of the cotton gin and a letter she had received from Mrs. Winston about her grief and a book she had been reading. She told him she was well. She told him she missed him in the way that was true, which was entirely, and she did not qualify it because it did not require qualification.

It was all true.

All of it, at the same time.



Chapter Twenty-Three: What They Are Now

Aldermain Hall — February through April 1862



By the last week of February the stove in the cabin had become a kind of clock.

She would light it when she arrived — twenty minutes before him, enough time for the iron to warm and the cold of the February room to soften into something habitable — and the state of the fire when he came through the door told him, before anything was said, how long she had been there and by extension how long she intended to stay. A small fire, newly lit, meant a morning. A fire that had been burning for some time, built up with the larger pieces she kept in the wood box on the porch, meant the afternoon was available too. He read this the way he read everything she communicated without words — accurately, completely, without requiring it to be spoken.

She had noticed him noticing.

She had not commented on it, because to comment on it would be to make something of the noticing that the noticing did not yet require, and one of the things she had learned about being what they were now to each other was that not everything required speech — that some of the most significant things between them existed in exactly the register they were in, unspoken and understood, and that putting language to them would not enlarge them but diminish them, the way naming a color sometimes makes it less visible than simply looking at it.

They had developed, across the weeks of February, a language of their own.

Not spoken — or not only spoken. The specific way he positioned himself in the cabin's small space that was different from the position of the guardian, the professional distance of the arrangement; the different way her voice moved when they were at the cabin versus when they were in the house, the slight lowering of it, the removal of the particular management that her voice carried in every other context. The way she had, gradually and without remark, stopped folding her hands in her lap when she sat across from him — had let them simply rest, open, on the arms of the rocking chair, which was a small thing that was not small.

She was learning to be at ease. She had not known, before this, how long it had been since she had been fully at ease in anyone's company. The discovery of it was its own kind of information about the years before.



On a Wednesday afternoon in the last week of February she asked him what he thought about.

Not about the plantation, not about the arrangement, not about the war or the approaching spring or any of the external things that their conversation sometimes touched. She asked what he thought about when he thought about after — after the war, after whatever the war would produce, after the world that was currently destroying itself came to whatever end it was going to come to.

He was on the wooden stool, the stove between them, the February afternoon in the windows. He was quiet for longer than his usual pauses.

Then he said: "I have been careful about that word. After."

"Why careful?"

"Because I have watched what happens when people I love spend themselves on a word that hasn't become a thing yet." He looked at the stove. "My father has been careful with it too, his whole life. I learned it from him without him having to say it."

She was quiet.

"But you asked," he said. "So — I think about land." He paused. "Not this land. Land that would be different from this land in the specific way that mine is different from not mine. I don't entirely know what that would feel like. I have been trying to imagine it since I was old enough to understand the difference."

"What does the imagining give you?"

"Not enough to see clearly," he said. "Just the shape of it. The outline." He looked at his hands — the right hand, the old scar and the newer scar both present, the specific history of his hands written on them. "I think about reading without the hiding of it. About having — a shelf. Books on a shelf that are mine in the way that shelf is mine."

She thought about her own shelves — the sitting room, the cabin, the books that had been hers for years, chosen freely, kept openly. She thought about what it would mean if the having of them had required concealment.

"What else?" she said.

He looked at her for a moment. "I think about what it would mean to choose something. Any single thing. Just to choose it, from the full range of what's available, without the choosing being already decided before I make it." He paused. "I know that sounds — I know what it sounds like from outside."

"It sounds true," she said.

He looked at her.

"It sounds like the truest thing," she said, "that anyone has said to me about what freedom is. Not the large political word. The specific daily thing."

He was quiet for a moment. Then, at a slightly different register: "What do you think about? When you think about after?"

She had not expected the question turned back. She sat with it honestly.

"I think about my sons coming home," she said. "I think about Harlan." A pause. "I think about what kind of person I will be when all of this is over. Whether I will recognize her." She looked at the fire. "I am not sure I will be able to tell the difference between who I am and who this year has made me. I am not sure there is a difference."

"There isn't," he said. "What a year makes you is who you are. You said something like that to me once. About Bunyan."

She looked at him — the slight surprise of it, the book turned back on her, which was the specific pleasure of being known by a person who has been paying attention.

"Yes," she said. "I suppose I did."



Later that same afternoon the fire had burned low and then been rebuilt higher. The February light was already fading when Cecilia rose from the rocking chair, crossed the small room, and stood before him. She placed both palms flat against his chest and felt the rapid beat beneath the rough fabric.

“Take this off,” she whispered.

He obeyed. The shirt fell. His lean, scarred torso gleamed in the stove light. She sank to her knees, unbuttoned his trousers, and freed his huge black hard penis. It sprang out thick, veined, and already rigid, the dark head glistening. She wrapped her hand around the heavy shaft and stroked him slowly, feeling the velvet heat pulse against her palm. Then she took him into her mouth — lips stretching around the thick girth, tongue swirling over the sensitive underside. She sucked him deep, hollowing her cheeks, bobbing steadily while her free hand cupped and massaged his heavy balls. Ezra groaned, fingers threading gently through her silver-streaked hair.

She pulled off with a wet pop, looked up at him, and said, “I want you inside me.”

He lifted her, bent her over the narrow cot, raised her skirts, and found her already soaked white pussy. He rubbed the fat head of his huge black hard penis up and down her slick folds — slow, deliberate, coating himself in her cream — teasing her swollen clit until she was trembling and begging. Only then did he push inside her cunt in one long thrust, stretching her walls around his thickness. He fucked her deep and steady, the wet sounds of his cock slamming into her pussy filling the cabin. She came hard the first time, cunt convulsing, a gush of wetness soaking his shaft.

He flipped her onto her back, hooked her legs over his shoulders, and drove in again, pounding her in a relentless rhythm. Her full breasts bounced; he sucked one nipple hard while his cock drilled her cunt. She came a second time, screaming into his shoulder. He pulled out, laid her on her side, and entered her from behind, one hand reaching around to rub her clit in tight circles while his huge black cock fucked her soaked pussy. She came a third time, shuddering violently.

Still hard, he sat on the stool and pulled her onto his lap. She sank down onto his cock, riding him in long rolling strokes, grinding her clit against his pubic bone. He gripped her hips, thrusting up to meet her, and they came together — his cum flooding deep into her cunt in thick hot jets while her walls milked him.

They rested only minutes. Then she was on her knees again, sucking his cum-slick cock back to full hardness. He bent her over the porch rail in the cold February dusk and fucked her from behind once more — slower this time, savoring every inch. She came twice more before he filled her a second time.

By the time they finally lay still, both of them had experienced the best sexual pleasure of their lives — multiple shattering orgasms that left their bodies limp, minds quiet, connection deeper than either had believed possible. The pleasure had been physical and emotional at once, a seeing that transcended every barrier the world had placed between them.



The war came closer in February.

Fort Donelson fell on the sixteenth — twelve thousand Confederate soldiers captured, a general surrendered, the Tennessee River opened to Union gunboats. The news reached Warren County within the week and Cecilia read it in the Vicksburg Whig with the specific dread of someone who has been holding a particular fear for months and sees it beginning to take shape. The war was not going to be short. The war was going to be long and it was going to reach into Mississippi and whatever certainty she had felt about the outcome — and she had not, she was honest with herself, felt much certainty — was now entirely dissolved.

She wrote to Harlan. She wrote practically, asking about the company's position, whether they were still in the western theatre, whether the fall of Donelson had changed their situation. She wrote with the specific care of a woman who is trying to receive accurate information from a man who is trying not to alarm her, which meant she asked direct questions and accepted that the answers she received would be incomplete.

The plantation absorbed the news the way it absorbed all news — through the specific medium of the people who lived on it, each of whom had their own relationship to the war's developments. The remaining enslaved workers, Cecilia had come to understand, followed the war's progress with an attention that was different from hers in kind — more acute, more personal, the war's outcome connected to their own futures in a way that her outcomes were not connected. She had thought about this more, in the months since the departure, than she had thought about it in all the previous years of her life. She had not fully resolved what she thought about it. She was thinking about it.

Crayne read the Fort Donelson news and said nothing, which was its own communication.



April arrived with its usual false promise.

The cotton planting had begun in the first week — the fields turned and seeded, the gangs moving through the rows in the specific rhythm of planting season, the cycle of the land asserting itself over everything else, war or peace, certainty or doubt. Cecilia managed the planting schedule with the competence of a woman who had been doing it for twenty-six years, coordinating with Crayne and Purse and the practical reality of reduced labor and unchanged acreage.

On the eighth of April she heard of the battle.

A traveler on the road — a man heading east from Vicksburg with news from the river — stopped at the gate and told Titus, who told Ezra, who came to the house and knocked on the back door and told her in the back hallway with the specific directness she had come to rely on: there had been a large engagement at Pittsburg Landing in Tennessee, April sixth and seventh. The numbers were not clear. The outcome was disputed. Mississippi troops had been heavily involved.

She stood in the back hallway and received this.

"Do you know which units?" she said.

"Not yet," he said. "The rider didn't have details."

She looked at him. He looked at her. There was nothing to be done with what they were looking at.

"All right," she said.

She went to her sitting room.

She waited four days.



The four days were the most specific waiting of her life.

She had waited before — had been waiting, in a general sense, since May of the previous year, the whole of the past eleven months a form of waiting for letters and news and the confirmation that the people she loved were still alive. But that waiting had been general, diffuse, the background condition of the home front. This waiting was acute — focused on a four-day window between hearing of a battle and receiving confirmation of survival, which was either going to be the worst four days of her life or would end in relief she could not yet access because she did not yet know how it would end.

She went through the days as she always went through difficult things: by doing what the day required. The accounts. The planting schedule. The letters she owed — not to Harlan, not now, she could not write to Harlan until she knew — but to Mrs. Winston, to Faraday the merchant, to the minister of Zion Hill about the repair of the bell tower. She did the work and she waited and she let the waiting be what it was, which was enormous and unresolvable and entirely out of her hands.

She did not go to the cabin during the four days.

She did not seek him out beyond the arrangement's necessities. The four days were, somehow, not the time for that — not because she was managing herself back into the November distance, but because the four days required her to be entirely in her family, entirely Harlan's wife and Calhoun and Whitfield and Pemberton's mother, and the cabin was the place she went when she was also other things, and she could not be other things during the four days.

He understood this without being told. He was at his positions and he watched the house and he did not intrude, and she was aware of him watching and she was grateful for the watching and for the not-intruding, which were both forms of the same thing: the specific care of someone who knows when to be present and when to be simply available.

On the fourth day Calhoun's letter arrived.



All alive. Shiloh was what I cannot describe in a letter and will describe when I am home. Papa is well. Whitfield's shoulder held. Pemberton — Pemberton is all right, Mama. He was in the thick of it on the second day and he is all right. We are all right. We are all right.




She read it once and set it down and put her face in her hands.

She did not cry this time — or not immediately. What came first was the specific physical sensation of a tension released, the body's own response to four days of held breath finally permitted to exhale, which was not quite relief and not quite grief but the physical event of both simultaneously, the body doing what it does when an acute danger has passed and has left behind its own particular aftermath.

She sat like this for a moment.

Then she went downstairs and found Della in the dining room.

"They are all right," she said. "Calhoun's letter. They were at Shiloh and they are all right."

Della looked at her. "All four?"

"All four."

Della nodded. Something moved in her face — the same movement Cecilia had seen on the morning the first letters arrived, something large and briefly visible. "I'll thank God for that," she said.

"Yes," Cecilia said. "So will I."



That Sunday at Zion Hill, Coggins preached about sacrifice.

He preached about the Confederate dead at Shiloh — approximately eleven hundred men from their own state, the lists not yet fully assembled, names still arriving in the newspapers — and about the divine purpose that sanctified their sacrifice, the providential arc of the cause that made their deaths not waste but offering. He preached this with the same measured precision he brought to everything, and the congregation received it with the gravity of people who were, some of them, waiting for specific names in the lists and who were finding in the sermon what they needed to find, which was meaning, which is always what people look for in the aftermath of enormous loss.

Cecilia sat in the third pew.

She sat as she had always sat — the posture of her long attendance, her hands in her lap, her face in the expression of attentive worship that she had worn in this pew since she was twenty-two years old. Mrs. Winston was two rows behind her. The Faraday family to her left. The Raleigh Boyds, diminished by the absence of their sons, to her right.

She was, in this pew, entirely Cecilia Aldermain — wife and mother and deacon's wife and known member of this community, the woman who had been in this pew for twenty-six years and who would be in it for as long as she remained in Warren County. She was known here. She was trusted here. She was the woman who brought medicine to the quarters and managed the plantation with competence and wrote long honest letters to her husband and prayed on her knees in November.

She was also what she was, what the cabin and the storm night and the February daylight and all of it had made her, and the distance between the woman in the pew and the woman at the cabin was the widest it had ever been and she was both of them simultaneously, which was the condition she was learning to live inside, which was not comfortable and was not resolvable.

She sang the closing hymn with her full voice.

It was the only honest thing she could offer the morning, and she offered it completely.



On an evening in the third week of April, Della came to the sitting room with the household accounts.

This was their Tuesday routine — the weekly accounting, the records of what had been used and purchased and what the week ahead would require. They went through it with the efficiency of long practice, Cecilia at the writing desk and Della with the account book on the side table, both of them moving through the numbers with the competence of women who have been doing this together for many years.

They finished the accounts.

Della made a note in the book. She closed it.

She did not immediately rise.

She sat for a moment with her hands folded on the closed account book, and Cecilia sat at the writing desk, and the lamp was between them, and outside the April evening was moving toward dark.

Then Della said, very quietly, without looking up: "Are you well, Miss Cecilia?"

The question arrived and Cecilia received it fully — the question and everything underneath it, the twenty-three years of proximity that gave the question its specific weight, the burned cloth and the averted face and the kitchen building doorway and all of it, everything Della had been carrying since September compressed into four words asked in a sitting room in April.

She looked at Della.

Della was looking at the account book.

Cecilia said: "Yes, Della."

Della nodded once. She picked up the account book. She rose from her chair.

At the door she stopped. She did not turn around. She said, to the door, in the same quiet voice: "I'm glad to hear it."

Then she went out.

Cecilia sat at the writing desk in the sitting room for a long time after she heard Della's footsteps on the stairs.

She was not sure what had been said. She was sure that something had been said — that the exchange had contained more than its surface and that both of them knew it and that both of them had chosen to leave it in the register they had found for it, which was the register of women who love each other and cannot say everything and say what they can.

She was also sure that Della knew.

Not every detail — not the storm night or the February daylight or the specific quality of the cabin in the stove's warmth. But the fact of it, the essential truth of what Cecilia had been and was and would apparently continue to be, and the choice Della had made was not to press it into language but to ask the question that could be answered with yes and to accept the yes and to say she was glad.

This was Della's love.

Cecilia sat with it for a long time.



The next morning she was on the back gallery with her coffee when he came in from his circuit.

The April morning was around them — the fields newly planted, the rows visible in the dark soil, the canal tree line green again after the winter's stripping, the sky carrying the specific blue of a Mississippi spring morning. She was at the railing with her cup and he came up the back steps and stopped at the gallery's edge and they looked at each other across the April morning.

In the look was everything — the storm night and the February cabin and the books and the canal and the assault and the secret and the four days of Shiloh waiting and the sitting room last night and Della's question and everything they were to each other and everything they were not, all of it present in the specific quality of a look between two people who know each other now in the complete way and who are, this morning, simply in a garden in April with coffee and the day beginning around them.

She looked at him.

He looked at her.

Then she turned back to the south fields and the planting and the spring, and he turned to the day's work, and the morning began.



Chapter Twenty-Four: The Husband Comes Home

Aldermain Hall — May 1862



She heard the horses on the drive before Titus called out.

She had been in the kitchen garden — the May morning warm, the tomato plants needing tying, the ordinary work of a Tuesday — and the sound of horses on the Aldermain drive had a specific quality she had been unconsciously listening for since May of the previous year, and when she heard it she straightened and turned and there they were: four riders coming through the young oaks that were fully leafed now in the May light, the canopy they made over the drive green and dappled and beautiful.

Harlan in front.

She walked to the front of the house and then she was running, which was not something she did and which she did not decide to do, it simply happened — the body making its own decision before the mind had caught up with the fact of him, the fact of all of them, alive and on horses in the May morning coming up her drive.

He dismounted before the horse had fully stopped — the way he always had, the physical impatience of him that had not changed, some things did not change — and she came through the garden gate and he was there and she went into his arms and his arms came around her and she pressed her face against his shoulder and she held on.

"Cecilia," he said. Into her hair. Just her name.

She could not speak. She did not try.



They were all changed.

She saw it immediately, standing in the front yard in the May morning with the horses being led away by Titus and the house behind her and her family before her. Calhoun was leaner — the weight of the campaign visible in the sharpened lines of his face, but his steadiness intact, the quality of him unchanged in the way that some people's essential quality does not change regardless of what they go through. He embraced her with the brief, complete embrace of his character — fully present, efficiently expressed.

Whitfield's left arm moved differently. Not dramatically — not in the way of a man incapacitated, he had recovered what the surgeons had promised he would recover — but with a slight compensation in how he held it, a slight favoring, the body's memory of the wound present in the movement even if the wound itself was healed. He was thinner than before Shiloh and the brightness was still there — she had feared at various points in the winter that the brightness might have been entirely extinguished — but it was quieter. More deliberate. The brightness of a man who had looked at the cost of it and decided to continue paying, which was different from the brightness of a man who had never examined the cost at all.

He held her for a long time.

"Tuesday morning," she said. "Ludie is making cornbread."

He made a sound against her shoulder that was not quite a laugh and not quite a sob and was completely Whitfield.

Pemberton was last.

She looked at her youngest son across the front yard — twenty-two now, a year older than the boy who had ridden down this drive in the May of the previous year, a different twenty-two from any previous version of twenty-two she had seen in a person. He was not damaged. She looked at him carefully for damage and did not find it — found instead something that was not damage but was the specific gravity of someone who has been through something large and has come out the other side carrying the weight of it without being crushed by it.

He came to her and she held his face in her hands — her palms against his jaw, her thumbs at his cheekbones, the gesture she had made at the cabin porch when he was twenty-one and about to go — and she looked at him.

"I know," she said.

He covered her hands with his. "I know you know," he said.



The house filled.

Ludie's cornbread came out at nine and the kitchen building was crowded in a way it had not been since before May of the previous year, the specific noise and warmth and appetite of four men who had been in the field for eleven months descending on a table that was prepared for them. Cecilia sat at her end of the long table and watched her family eat and she felt something she had not felt in eleven months: the specific completeness of the table, all its chairs occupied, all its people present.

She was aware, with a part of her mind that she kept very firmly at a distance from this table and this morning, of the small room off the back hall.

She did not look in that direction.

Della moved through the kitchen and the dining room with her established efficiency — plates, coffee, the second pan of cornbread, the ham that had been set out the night before — and Cecilia watched Della from across the room with the specific awareness of what Della was carrying alongside everything she was carrying, and their eyes did not meet in any particular way, and Della served the table and the table ate and the morning was what it was: her family home, alive, eating cornbread on a Tuesday morning.

Harlan caught her eye from his end of the table.

He was looking at her the way he had always looked at her from this distance — the specific look of a man across a table that was also a life, across twenty-six years of mornings, with an expression she knew as intimately as any expression she had ever known. Pride and love and the particular quality of his attention to her that had been the organizing constant of her adult life.

She looked back at him and she let him see whatever was in her face, which was love — genuine, complete, entirely real — and she did not reach behind that love for anything else, because she did not need to. The love was true. She held it and she gave it to him and he received it and the morning continued.



They were alone that evening for the first time.

The boys had gone to bed early — the exhaustion of the journey, the full bellies, the specific collapse of men who have been holding themselves together for weeks and have now arrived somewhere they can let the holding ease. The house was quiet. She had been in her sitting room and Harlan came in and closed the door and sat on the settee and looked at her.

"Tell me," he said. "Not the letters. You."

She looked at him. "I've been well," she said. "Genuinely."

"You look—" He stopped. He looked at her with the specific attention of a man who has been looking at his wife's face for twenty-six years and knows what he is looking at. "You look different," he said. "Not badly different. Different in a way I can't name."

She held his gaze. "Eleven months changes a person," she said.

"Yes," he said. "It does."

He was different too. She had been feeling the difference all day — the specific quality of him, the way he moved through the house, the way he sat at the table. Shiloh was in him. Not as a wound — not in the visible way of Whitfield's shoulder — but as a settled weight, a knowledge that had arrived through the specific education of a man who has been in the middle of something enormous and has come out the other side knowing things he did not know before. He was quieter. More deliberate. The certainty that had been one of his defining characteristics — the confidence of a man who has never had serious cause to doubt his judgments — was still there, but it had been tested. He knew it had been tested. The knowing of it made him more, not less, the man she had married.

She went to him.

Later, in the dark of their room, she lay with her head on his chest and listened to him breathe and she was aware of everything she was lying in the middle of — his arms around her and the house around them and the plantation beyond the house and everything she had been and done since his departure and everything she was now, all of it present, all of it hers, all of it simultaneously and without resolution.

She loved him.

She had not been uncertain of this but being certain at a distance and being certain with his heartbeat under her ear were different certainties, and the one under her ear was the larger one and she let it be large and she held onto him and she let the night be what it was, which was real and without apology and entirely itself.



The days of the furlough had a specific quality she had not anticipated.

She had anticipated joy — she had felt it, in the first hours, the specific joy of reunion, of all the chairs at the table, of his voice in the house. She had anticipated the strain — the performance of her ordinary self, the management of the interior against the exterior, the weight of what she carried alongside the joy of his presence. She had not anticipated how these two things would coexist without one canceling the other. She had expected the strain to diminish the joy or the joy to provide relief from the strain. Instead they simply existed alongside each other, the joy entirely real and the strain entirely real, the whole of it what her life currently was.

She managed. She was competent at this. She had been competent at it for months.

On the third day of the furlough she went to the garden in the morning.



It was Ezra who suggested the roof.

She had come to the back gallery with her coffee and he was at the woodpile — maintaining the ordinary work of the arrangement with the specific professionalism of someone who has decided that ordinariness is the correct response to extraordinary circumstances — and she had looked at him across the garden and he had looked at her and neither of them had spoken and then he had said, at a practical volume, looking at the kitchen building: "The cabin roof. The shingles on the south end have been lifting. Should be looked at before the summer rains."

She looked at the sky. "You should go check it," she said. "This morning."

"Yes, ma'am," he said.

She went inside and found Harlan in the study with Calhoun, going over the plantation accounts with Gideon Purse. The morning was fully occupied for them — the accounts had accumulated since December and Harlan's few days would be partly consumed by them. She told him she was going to the cabin, that the roof needed attention and she wanted to make sure it was seen to properly. He waved her off with the specific gesture of a man deep in numbers — entirely ordinary, entirely trusting, because there was no reason in the world not to trust her, there had never been any reason in the world not to trust her.

She took her fishing rod from the peg.

She did not stand in the hallway this time. She did not consider turning back. She walked out the back door and through the kitchen garden and down the canal path with the specific knowledge of where she was going and what she was doing and she did not manage herself away from that knowledge.



The cabin in May was fully alive again.

The buttonbush was in new leaf, the river cane thick and green, the canal running with the spring's water and carrying the pollen from the cypress on its surface — the familiar yellow drifts against the brown water that meant the season had turned. The cypress trees were in their full summer green, the knees standing in the shallows, the cabin visible at the path's end in the May morning light.

She went up the porch steps.

She did not light the stove. The morning was warm enough and she did not want the smoke — she did not want anything that could be noticed from the house, anything that announced itself. She left the porch door open to the canal and she sat in the rocking chair and she put her line in the water and she waited.

He came through the canal path from the south — from the direction of the drainage cut, which was the direction that made sense if a man were checking the south approach to the cabin for security, which was entirely plausible, which was the geometry of the thing they were doing. He came up the bank steps to the porch and looked at her in the rocking chair and she looked at him.

She said: "He's in the study with Calhoun and Purse."

"I know," he said. "I checked before I came."

She held this — the specific care of it, the fact that he had checked, that he was carrying the same knowledge and managing it with the same attention to consequence that she was. They were both, in this morning, entirely aware of what they were doing and what it meant and where the risk was. Neither of them was pretending.

"We shouldn't," she said.

"No," he said.

A silence. The canal moved past the porch. A kingfisher worked the near bank. The May morning was warm and green and entirely ordinary in every way except this.

"I know," she said.

He came inside.



What the May cabin held was different from every previous version of themselves in this space.

The February daylight had been deliberate and tender — the specific quality of two people who had chosen each other in full light, the tenderness of the conscious. The storm night had been urgent and enormous, the emergency of it providing a cover that neither of them had needed to see past.

This morning had no cover.

Harlan was three hundred yards north of them in the study, going through the plantation accounts, entirely trusting. This fact was in the cabin with them — not as punishment, not as something either of them was turning away from or using to excuse themselves, but simply as the complete truth of the situation, held by both of them, present on every breath.

She had thought — had wondered, in the days since the homecoming — whether the presence of Harlan on the property would make the feeling less. Would diminish it through proximity to its consequence, through the specific reality of his face and his voice and his arms around her making the abstract harm concrete. She had thought this and found, this morning, that she was wrong. The feeling was not less. It was more specific — more precise, more aware of its own weight, more fully itself — which was perhaps what happened when you removed all pretense from something, when you held it in its full light with all of its implications present. It became exactly what it was.

She was what she was.

He was what he was.

They were in the cabin on a May morning while her husband went over accounts three hundred yards away and they were entirely aware of all of this and they were here anyway.

He crossed the room. She rose and met him. Their mouths met in a kiss fierce and unmeasured, tongues tangling and licking deep, tasting the salt and urgency of forbidden want.

His hands found her waist; she felt the rigid heat of his huge black hard penis pressing against her through the cloth. She laid her palm along that length and felt it throb.

“Unfasten these,” she whispered against his lips, her tongue flicking his again.

He stripped the shirt. She freed his trousers. His huge black hard penis sprang free—thick, veined, rigid, the dark head already wet. She closed her fingers around the heavy shaft and stroked slowly. He groaned low in his throat.

She sank to her knees in the doorway light. She took the head between her lips, tasting the salt and heat of him, and drew him deeper, tongue working the underside until he touched the back of her throat. She moved steadily, hand stroking what her mouth could not hold, the other cupping the heavy sac beneath. His fingers threaded gently through her silver-streaked hair.

She drew off with a soft, wet sound and looked up at him. “I can hear his voice on the breeze, Ezra. He speaks of seed and prices. And here I am on my knees with your great black member in my mouth. Does that stir your blood hotter?”

His voice came rough and low. “It stirs me like the devil tempting me to claim the only thing on this place that has never been his to own.”

She smiled around the head, then took him deep again, sucking with deliberate slowness until his hips jerked once.

When she stood she turned, braced her hands on the porch rail, and looked toward the distant house. “Raise my skirts. Rub that great black member along my wet white folds—slowly, as though you weigh whether to damn us both while he reckons his bales yonder.”

He did. The thick, hot head parted her slick lips, slid along her slit, circled the swollen pearl at the top until she trembled. Each deliberate glide sent fire through her. She gripped the rail harder. “Press it firmer against that place… yes… Lord have mercy, if he should step onto the gallery now he would see his wife bent thus, weeping for another man’s touch.”

Ezra’s breath caught. “Then let him see how you open and weep when it is me you have chosen in secret.” He held the head at her entrance, pulsing, not yet entering, letting her feel the full measure of the sin they courted.

She pushed back, taking the first thick inch. “Now take me as though this is the only hour the Lord will grant us before judgment comes.”

He thrust deep in one long stroke, filling her completely. The wet sound of flesh meeting flesh rang in the small room. He moved steady and deep while she stared toward the house, every stroke a reminder of how near judgment stood. She came the first time with a stifled cry, her walls clutching him, a warm flood soaking them both.

In that moment he felt it—her vagina pressing tight around his penis, the soft wet walls clenching like a hot velvet fist that would not release him, milking him with every pulse of her release, gripping so fiercely he had to grit his teeth to keep from spending then and there.

He did not pause. He turned her, lifted her onto the cot, hooked her legs over his shoulders, and drove in again at an angle that made light burst behind her eyes. “Speak to me,” he said, voice low and urgent. “Tell me what passes through your mind while I am buried so deep.”

“I am thinking… that I love my husband with my whole heart… and yet I suffer you to fill my sinful cunt while he draws breath so near.” She shattered again, nails scoring his shoulders, their tongues tangling once more in a deep, licking kiss that tasted of salt and desperation.

He turned her onto her belly, entered from behind, reached beneath to circle that aching pearl with callused fingers. “Spend on my hand while my great black member claims you—let me feel you quake knowing any moment might bring his boots on the path.”

She broke a third time, face pressed into the rough blanket, body shaking as though fevered.

Still rigid, he sat on the stool and drew her onto his lap facing him. She sank down, taking him to the root, and began to move in long, rolling strokes. Their foreheads touched. “Look at me,” he said. “Look at me while you ride the man your husband holds title to.”

She moved faster, grinding against him, breasts brushing his chest, tongues licking and tangling again in open, hungry kisses. “I am looking… and I will not cease.” They peaked together—his seed flooding her in thick, hot pulses while her walls milked him, her cry swallowed against his neck.

They rested only minutes, sweat-slick, breathing hard. Then she knelt again, took his seed-slick length into her mouth, tasting their mingled essence, moaning softly around him. He lifted her, pressed her back to the cabin wall, raised one leg, and slid back inside her drenched folds. “Wrap the other leg about me—let me take you standing while we listen for any sound of him.”

She did. He moved deep and measured, the angle exquisite. “Speak plain,” she gasped between licking kisses. “Tell me what liberty feels like in this moment.”

“Liberty feels like this—your wet white flesh gripping me while the whole world that binds me stands yonder and cannot prevent me from being thus joined to you.” He quickened. She came a fourth time, biting his shoulder to muffle the sound, their tongues meeting once more in a slick, desperate tangle.

He carried her back to the cot, laid her down, and spent long minutes simply sliding the head of his great black member along her cum-filled slit—slow circles, teasing presses at her entrance, withdrawing each time she arched—until she pleaded. “Please, Ezra—take me fully. I want to walk back to my lawful husband bearing your mark inside me.”

Only then did he drive in again, claiming her in deep, possessive strokes while she wrapped herself around him and whispered against his ear between licking kisses, “Fill me once more… let me carry your seed home in secret.”

He did—spilling deep with a broken sound, the sensation so fierce it drew one final, rolling release from her that left her trembling and radiant.

By mid-afternoon they had lost count of the times. They had joined in every way the small cabin permitted—her astride him facing away while he held her hips and murmured how fair she was taking him so completely, him pressing her to the wall with skirts rucked high, slow face-to-face with eyes locked while he rolled deep and told her no woman had ever felt so like heaven and hell at once, their tongues licking and tangling through every thrust. Each coupling lasted longer, grew more urgent, the nearness of Harlan lending every stroke a keener edge, every whispered confession greater heat.

Both had known the fullest carnal pleasure either life had yet granted—repeated, shattering releases that left bodies spent, minds hushed, souls bound more tightly than any chain the law could forge. The ecstasy was of flesh and of spirit together, sharpened to a blade’s edge by the knowledge that her husband remained close, trusting, on the same ground.

Afterward she lay in the cabin's quiet and she let herself feel the full weight of what she had just done and she did not look away from it. The weight was enormous. It was the largest thing she had done in this situation — larger than the storm night, larger than the February choosing, because those had been in Harlan's absence and this was in his presence and she could not pretend that the distinction was small.

She did not pretend it was small.

She held it fully and she held also the other thing — the other true thing — which was that she had been here and she had wanted to be here and some part of her did not regret being here, which was the specific moral condition she had been living in since January and which she had learned could not be resolved by the force of the will but only carried, with as much honesty as she could bring to the carrying.

She sat up.

She straightened her dress. She put on her hat. She took her fishing rod from where she had propped it against the wall.

She looked at him.

"Go back the south way," she said. "Past the drainage cut. Take your time."

"Yes," he said.

She looked at his face for one moment — the full look, the one she had been giving him since the sitting room and the hallway and the canal path and all of it — and then she turned and went out the cabin door and down the porch steps and up the canal path toward the house.



She came through the kitchen garden gate at the midmorning hour.

Della was at the kitchen building door.

Their eyes met.

Della held the look for one moment — the diagnostic look, fully restored, reading everything — and then she turned back to the kitchen without a word, which was the most complete thing she could have said, which Cecilia received and carried with her up the back steps and into the house.

She found Harlan emerging from the study.

"How's the roof?" he said.

"Needs attention before summer," she said. "The south shingles. I'll have Titus arrange it."

"Good." He took her hand — the specific casual claiming of a husband, entirely natural, the warmth of his hand around hers that she had been missing for eleven months and that was entirely real. "Purse has the accounts sorted. Come sit with me."

"Yes," she said.

She went with him to the gallery and they sat together in the May morning and he talked about the plantation and the accounts and what he wanted to arrange before he left and she listened and she was entirely present with him — his voice, his hand, the specific pleasure of his company, the love she bore him — and she was also the woman who had just come from the cabin, and both of these things were true, and she did not collapse one into the other and she did not let one cancel the other, and she sat with her husband in the May morning and she was, as she had been since January, both people simultaneously.

This was the condition of her life.

She had stopped expecting it to resolve.



They rode out on the sixth day.

The leave-taking was briefer than the homecoming had been — not because it was less felt, but because the felt thing had been going on for six days and had been said in the various ways that people who love each other say the important things, and what remained at the moment of departure was simply the fact of it.

Harlan held her face in his hands at the foot of the gallery steps — the gesture he had made at every departure, both hands, his thumbs at her cheekbones — and he looked at her for a long moment.

"You are different," he said. Not an accusation. An observation, from a man who looks at things honestly.

"Yes," she said.

"I don't know how," he said.

"Neither do I," she said. Which was not entirely true and was the most honest thing available.

He kissed her. He mounted his horse. He turned down the drive.

She stood on the gallery and she watched her husband and her three sons ride away from her for the second time, through the young oaks in their full May canopy, down the drive and onto the road and around the bend to the north.

She stood until the sound of them was gone.

Then she stood a while longer, with the May morning around her and the plantation in its spring activity and the south fields and the canal tree line in the distance, and she held what she held — all of it, every piece of it, the love and the guilt and the absence and the presence and the cabin and the gallery and the man who had just ridden away and the man in the small room off the back hall and all of it, hers, every piece hers, carried without resolution into whatever came next.

She went inside.

She had work to do.



Chapter Twenty-Five: The Signs

Aldermain Hall — June–July 1862



She noticed first in the mornings.

Not dramatically — not the sudden onset of nausea that her first pregnancy had produced, which had announced itself with the theatrical efficiency of a thing that does not believe in subtlety. This was quieter. A heaviness in the first hour of the day. A specific sensitivity to the smell of the kitchen building's breakfast fire that she managed by taking her coffee to the gallery and breathing the morning air until the feeling passed. A tiredness beneath the ordinary tiredness of a woman who runs a large plantation alone in wartime, a tiredness with a different quality — deeper, more bodily, the tiredness of someone whose body has quietly begun doing something else.

She noticed. She did not acknowledge.

This was not self-deception in the ordinary sense. She knew, in the part of herself that had carried three children and knew the body's language from long experience, what she was noticing. She had known this language since she was twenty-four years old and Calhoun had announced himself in exactly this way — the mornings, the fatigue, the specific altered sensitivity of her body to the world around it. She knew the language. She was choosing, in May and into June, not to read it.

This was possible for a while. She had practice at not reading things she was not ready to read. She had been doing it since October of the previous year, and the skill had served her, and she applied it here with the same competence she applied to everything.

June progressed. The cotton grew. The plantation managed itself under her management. She wrote to Harlan and received his letters and went to Zion Hill and kept the accounts and did not acknowledge what her body was telling her every morning in the kitchen building's smell and every evening in the fatigue that arrived earlier than it used to.

Then July came, and she ran out of the not-acknowledging.



It was a Tuesday morning, which was the day she ironed.

She was in her bedroom, dressing — the specific routine of it, the mirror on the wardrobe door showing her the ordinary image of herself she had been looking at for forty-eight years. She was in her underclothes, reaching for the day dress on the hook, and she stopped.

She looked at herself in the mirror.

She stood in the July morning light and she looked at herself honestly and she could not — any longer, by any act of will or managed inattention — not see what she was seeing.

She was five months along, or near enough.

She stood at the mirror and she received this knowledge fully, without the buffer of the not-acknowledging, and the receiving of it was the specific physical sensation of a thing she had been holding at a distance suddenly arriving at close range — the reality of it, the irreducible physical fact of it, the body's truth overriding the mind's management as the body's truth always eventually does.

She sat down on the edge of the bed.

She sat for a long time.



The terror came first.

It came in a sequence — she thought about the child and then she thought about the child's appearance, which was the thought she had been most carefully not thinking and which arrived now with the full force of everything that had been compressed behind the not-thinking. She was a white woman. Her husband was a white man. If she carried a child that was not white — if she delivered a child whose appearance told a story that her marriage did not account for — there was no explanation available to her that would hold.

She sat on the edge of the bed and she thought about this with the clear-eyed precision that she brought to every difficult accounting, and she did not look away from any of it.

Harlan.

She thought about his face — the pale gray eyes, the directness of them, the face of a man who had spent twenty-six years looking at her with trust so complete he had never had occasion to question it. She thought about what this would do to that face and she felt something that was not quite grief and not quite shame but had elements of both — the specific feeling of someone who understands, with complete clarity, what harm their choices have the capacity to produce in people they love.

She thought about her sons.

Calhoun and Whitfield and Pemberton — changed by the war, carrying their own weights, coming home to what she had said was still a good place to come home to. She thought about what this would be to them and she held it without flinching from it.

She thought about Ezra.

This thought arrived differently from the others — with a different quality of fear, a fear that went to a different depth. If the father were identified — if it became known that an enslaved man on this plantation had fathered a child on the plantation mistress — the consequences for her were social catastrophe and the consequences for him were something she could not fully bring herself to name because naming it would require her to look directly at what Mississippi in 1862 did to enslaved men accused of such things, and she could not look at it directly, but she knew it, and the knowing of it sat in her chest with a specific weight that was larger than any other weight she was carrying.

She sat on the bed with all of this.

She did not cry. She was past the kind of grief that resolves into tears. She simply held it — each element of the terror in turn, fully, without management — and she let it be as large as it was, which was very large.



Then, because she was honest, she looked for the other thing.

She had known it was there. She had felt it in the July mirror before the terror arrived — a fraction of a second, a glimpse of something that the terror had immediately covered. She looked for it now, deliberately, because she had committed to honesty about all of it or none of it, and she could not be honest about the terror without being honest about this too.

She found it.

It was not simple. It had none of the clean joy she had felt with her other pregnancies — with Calhoun, with Whitfield, with Pemberton — the specific happiness of a wanted child in a stable and loving context. This had none of that surrounding it. What it had was something more basic and more strange: the specific reality of life beginning, which has a quality that is independent of its circumstances, that exists prior to any judgment about those circumstances, that is simply what it is in the same way that the canal is simply what it is — present, moving, itself.

She had known this feeling before.

She had not expected to feel it now, in this situation, under these circumstances. She found that she did feel it, underneath the terror, smaller than the terror but real — the wondering of it, the specific aliveness of a thing that is happening in her body, a life that is beginning, which she had brought about through choices she had made and which was now entirely itself, independent of her choices, doing what life does.

She did not know what to do with this.

She held it alongside the terror and she let both of them be what they were, which was the thing she had been learning to do for a year and which she had become, in the months of practice, somewhat better at.

Not comfortable. Better.



On a Wednesday morning in the second week of July she went to the cabin alone.

She told no one where she was going — not Della, not Titus, not Phoebe. She took nothing. No rod, no book, no pretense of purpose. She walked the July canal path in the full heat of the morning, which was serious heat now, the Mississippi July asserting itself with the specific authority of a season that does not make exceptions, and she went up the porch steps and sat in the rocking chair and looked at the canal.

The canal was at its summer low — the dark water slow and heavy in the heat, the cypress knees standing in their formations, the tannin on the surface deepened by the summer's concentration. The wood ducks had their young now — she could see them along the far bank, the female moving with her line of ducklings through the shallow water, the small fleet of them. The kingfisher was on his branch. The herons stood in the shallows. Everything the same as it had been in every summer she had been coming here, the canal indifferent to what she was carrying and what she was sitting in the middle of.

She sat for a long time.

She thought about what she was going to do.

Not the large question — she could not answer the large question yet, the question of how this ended or what her life looked like when the child arrived and what she told Harlan and what happened to any of them. The large question was too large and too open and too dependent on things she could not yet know. She could not answer it. She was not going to try.

She thought about the immediate thing: who she needed to tell and when.

There was only one answer to this. She needed to tell Della. She needed to tell Della before her body made the telling redundant — before the fact became visible enough that telling was no longer a disclosure but a confirmation of what everyone could already see. She needed to tell Della because Della was the person who made this manageable, the person whose specific combination of competence and loyalty and love was the thing Cecilia had been relying on for twenty-three years and would need more desperately now than she had ever needed it.

She was afraid to tell Della.

Not because she thought Della would betray her. She had never doubted Della's loyalty and she did not doubt it now. She was afraid to tell Della because telling Della would make it fully real in the world — would take it from the interior, where she had been carrying it alone, and place it in the shared space between two people, where it would have a different weight and a different reality. She was afraid of seeing it in Della's eyes. She was afraid of what Della would carry from the moment of the telling onward, which would be something Cecilia had placed on her and from which she could not be relieved.

She sat with this fear and she found that it was not sufficient reason to delay.

She would tell Della.

Not today. In a few days. When she had prepared herself for the telling and when she had found the words for it, which would need to be precise and honest and which she did not yet have.



She was on the porch still, in the afternoon's deepened heat, when she heard footsteps on the path.

She turned.

It was Della, coming through the buttonbush with a letter in her hand and an expression that was entirely ordinary, the expression of a woman delivering a letter to her mistress at the cabin, which Della had done before and which required no explanation.

"Post rider," Della said. She held the letter out.

Cecilia looked at the handwriting on the outside.

Harlan's hand.

She took it. Della's eyes rested on her face for a moment — the diagnostic look, less restrained than it had been in the months since January, reading whatever it found. Then Della nodded once and turned and went back up the path.

Cecilia looked at the letter in her hands.

She opened it.



He wrote about the summer campaign — the heat, the movement of the company, the specific exhaustion of men who have been in the field since the previous spring and who are, he wrote, still doing what needs doing. He wrote about Calhoun managing well, about Whitfield whose shoulder was stronger than expected, about Pemberton who had acquired, somewhere in the months since Shiloh, a quietness that Harlan described as the quietness of a man who has found his own ground. He wrote about the Mississippi summer reaching them even in Tennessee, the heat recognizable from home.

At the end he wrote: I think about the gallery in the evenings. I think about sitting there with you in the August heat with the bourbon and the river sound. I think about coming home to that. I intend to come home to that.

She folded the letter.

She held it in both hands and she looked at the canal and she was aware of the full distance between his life and hers — not only the miles, not only the months, but the specific distance of what she was holding that he did not know she was holding, the life in her body that was not his, the whole of the year that had made her into the person sitting in this chair who was not entirely the person he was writing his letter to.

She did not feel dishonest about this.

She felt the grief of it — the specific grief of a distance that could not be crossed by letters or by love, the grief of being too complicated for the simplicity that his letter offered. She loved him. He was writing to her from a campaign in Tennessee and he was thinking about the gallery in August and she loved him completely and she was also sitting in a cabin in July knowing what she knew and carrying what she carried and the two things were both true and the distance between them was the full size of her life.

She stayed on the porch until the heat eased toward evening.

Then she walked back to the house.



At the kitchen garden gate she stopped.

She stood with her hand on the latch and she made the decision she had been approaching all day: she would tell Della in three days. She would find the morning and the words and she would tell her.

She did not know what Della would say. She did not know what came after. She would get to after after.

She went through the gate.

The evening was beginning — the specific Mississippi July evening, the heat still enormous but the quality of the light changing, the long low gold of it coming in from the west, laying itself across the fields and the garden and the house with the indifferent beauty of a world that does not adjust its beauty for human difficulty. The fields were green and full. The canal tree line was dark to the south. The house was before her, large and white and full of the ordinary evening sounds of a household settling into its night.

She was going to have a child.

She walked into the house.



Chapter Twenty-Six: Confession to Della

Aldermain Hall — July 1862



She chose a Tuesday.

Not because Tuesday had any particular significance — not because the ordinary rhythm of it, the ironing and the accounts and the week's mid-point, made it a better day for this than any other day. She chose it because she had been choosing the day for three days and each morning she had woken and found a reason why today was not yet the day, which was the specific cowardice of someone who has decided to do a hard thing and keeps finding the next morning to do it in.

On the third Tuesday she got up and dressed and did not find a reason.

She waited until Phoebe had been sent to the quarters on an errand and Titus was at the well and Ludie was in the smokehouse attending to the summer curing. She waited until the house had the specific quality of a house with its outer members occupied elsewhere and its essential persons present. Then she went downstairs and found Della in the dining room, going over the linen inventory with the focused attention she brought to every task.

She closed the dining room door.

Della looked up.

"Sit down," Cecilia said. "I need to tell you something."



She told her plainly.

She had prepared the words — had found them across the three days, arranging and rearranging until she had the version that was direct and honest and that did not reach for softening or framing or any of the management she might have applied in a different situation. She sat across the table from Della and she said: she was pregnant. She was approximately five months along. The child was not Harlan's. Della would know whose it was.

She said it and she stopped.

Della sat across the table and received it.

The silence that came after was unlike any silence they had shared in twenty-three years of shared silence. Those had been the silences of two women who know each other well enough that silence requires no management — comfortable, inhabited, the silence of long proximity. This was different. This was a silence that was full to its edges with everything it was absorbing, the weight of the words still arriving even though the words had stopped, the specific quality of a room in which something irreversible has just been said.

Della sat very still.

Cecilia waited.



When Della spoke, her voice was quiet.

"How long have you known."

Not how did this happen. Not the question of origin, which she already knew the answer to — had known, Cecilia understood now, for longer than she had told herself Della knew. The question of when. Of how long Cecilia had been carrying this in the same house and letting Della read her face and say nothing.

"Since July," Cecilia said. "I acknowledged it in July."

"And before July."

A pause. "I knew before July. I did not acknowledge it."

Della looked at her. The look was not the diagnostic look of all the previous months — not the reading of her face for information. This was a different look entirely, the look of a woman who has had something confirmed that she already feared and who is now in the specific place between knowing and having-to-live-with-knowing.

"And Ezra," Della said.

The name said plainly, without inflection, the name of her son in this room with these words around it.

"Yes," Cecilia said.

Della looked at the table.

A long silence.

Then she said: "He is nineteen years old."

"Yes."

"He is my son." She said this to the table, not to Cecilia. "He is a nineteen-year-old enslaved man on your husband's plantation." A pause, and in the pause was everything — twenty-three years and every interaction and every morning and every confidence and every burning cloth and every averted face. "Do you understand what they will do to him if this becomes known."

The question arrived and Cecilia received it fully. "Yes," she said. "I understand."

"Before it happened," Della said. "You understood before it happened."

"Yes."

Della was quiet for a moment. Her hands were flat on the table — the same position Cecilia had seen them in a hundred times, the working hands of a woman who has spent her life in this house, on this table, managing everything this house required. They were very still.

"Then you chose this," Della said. "Knowing."

"Yes," Cecilia said. She did not add anything to it. There was nothing to add.



The fury came then.

Not loudly — Della was not a loud woman and this was not the kind of fury that expressed itself in volume. It was quieter than that and more complete, the fury of a woman who has managed her anger all her life because she has had to and who is now allowing herself, in this room with the door closed and the two of them alone, to be fully in it.

"You brought this into my son's life," Della said. "Whatever he felt — and I know what he felt, I have known since September, I have watched it build for a year — whatever he felt, he is who he is on this plantation and you are who you are, and the distance between those two things is not equal. You know it is not equal."

"I know," Cecilia said.

"He could not say no to you." The words precise and hard. "Not because he did not have the will for it. Because he is what he is here. Because the space between you does not belong to him to navigate freely and it never has. Whatever he chose, he chose it inside a situation he did not choose. You know this."

"Yes," Cecilia said. "I know this."

"And you let it happen anyway."

"Yes."

The word fell into the room and lay there.

Della looked at her — a long, direct look, the look of a woman who has loved another woman for twenty-three years and is now in the specific position of having that love tested in a way it has never been tested before. Not ended. Tested. The difference between those two things was present in the look and both of them felt it.

"I am not asking you to forgive me," Cecilia said. "I am not going to tell you it was something it wasn't. I am not going to say I lost my judgment or that the war or the loneliness or any other reason was sufficient. I made choices. I made them knowing their weight. I am not going to put a smaller weight on them now to make this easier."

Della said nothing.

"I owe you that honesty," Cecilia said. "It is the only thing I have that is worth anything right now and I am giving you all of it."



The silence that followed was very long.

It was not the silence of impasse — not two people who have reached the end of what can be said and have nothing left. It was the silence of two people who have said the essential things and are now sitting in the presence of them, which requires its own time, which cannot be rushed.

Cecilia sat with the table between them and she did not try to fill the silence. She had learned, in the months since January, that some things required to be held without resolution, and this was one of them, and she held it.

Della looked at her hands.

After a long time she said, without looking up: "When I came here. In 1838. There was a woman — the head of the household I was leaving. She had kept a secret for twelve years. A child she had carried and given away and never spoken of. She carried it in her body the way some people carry illness — you could not see it but you could see what it cost her, every day, to carry it."

She paused.

"I swore I would never carry something like that," she said. "I swore I would never let myself be put in that position. Where someone else's choice became mine to carry."

She looked up.

"And here I am," she said.

Cecilia met her eyes. "I know," she said. "I know what I have put you in."

"Do you."

"Yes." A pause. "And I know there is nothing I can offer you that is equal to it. I know that. I am telling you because you deserve to know — because you have always deserved to know everything I knew and I have not always given you that, and I am giving you all of it now, which is not enough and is what I have."

Della looked at her for a long time.

Then she said: "Tell me what you feel."

The question was unexpected. It arrived without warning, without the management of their usual exchanges, simply the direct question of a woman who wants the truth and has decided to ask for it plainly.

Cecilia looked at her.

She said: "I love him."

She said it without the frame she had been carrying it in — without the analysis and the guilt and the context and the everything-that-makes-this-complicated. She said it as a plain fact, which is what it was, the plainest fact she knew about her current life.

"I know what that sounds like," she said. "I know what you will think of it. I know all the things that make it wrong, and I hold all of them, and they are all real. And I love him. I have not said that to anyone. I am saying it to you because I am not going to manage it into something smaller than it is just because saying it clearly makes everything worse."

Della sat with this.

She sat with it for the longest silence of the morning — a silence so long that the sounds of the house began to reassert themselves around it: Ludie's return to the kitchen building, the distant sound of Titus at the well, the ordinary afternoon machinery of a life going on outside the closed dining room door.

She said, finally: "Does he know. That you love him."

"No," Cecilia said. "Not in those words."

"He knows," Della said. Simply, without inflection, the statement of a woman who knows her son. She looked at the table again. "He has known since — I don't know when. Since before the storm. He is careful. He would not say it. But he knows."

A silence.

Then Della looked up. Her face had changed — the fury still present but something else present alongside it now, something that was not forgiveness and was not approval but was the specific grief of a woman who loves two people and cannot separate what she feels for one from what she feels for the other, and who is sitting in the room where both of those feelings have just been confirmed as the complicated and terrible and real things they are.

"My son," she said. Quietly, to herself as much as to Cecilia.

"Yes," Cecilia said.

"My son who I have watched his whole life. Who I knew from the beginning was going to be—" She stopped. She pressed her lips together. She breathed. "I knew he would be difficult to keep safe. I knew it when he was seven years old and read his first word out of that Bible. I knew it when he was twelve and Pemberton gave him the whole book. I knew it was going to be something." She looked at Cecilia. "I did not know it was going to be this."

"No," Cecilia said. "Neither did I."

Della looked at her for a long moment. "Is that true?"

"Yes," Cecilia said. "It is true."



The silence this time was different.

It had the quality of something settling — not resolving, not concluding, but finding the level it was going to occupy, the way water finds its level after being disturbed. Both women sat in it and let it settle and neither of them rushed it toward what came next.

Then Della said: "You will need someone who knows."

She said it to the table. Her hands were still flat on its surface, those specific working hands that Cecilia had watched for twenty-three years.

"When the time comes," she said. "When you cannot manage it alone anymore. You will need someone."

She looked up.

"I will be here," she said.

Four words.

Not: I forgive you. Not: I approve. Not: this is all right. None of those things were available and neither of them reached for them. Simply: I will be here. The full weight of twenty-three years in four words — the loyalty that was not agreement and was not forgiveness and was not the absence of fury but was something that existed on the other side of all of those things, something that had been built across two decades and that Della was choosing, consciously, to extend into this.

"Della—" Cecilia began.

"Don't." Quiet. Firm. Not harshly — just the word, just the stopping. "Not yet."

Some things were too large for the language of gratitude and she was not ready for it and Cecilia understood this and closed her mouth and sat with the word and with what it meant and with the woman across the table who had given it.



Della rose.

She straightened her dress with the specific efficiency that was her mode — the gathering of herself after something that had required her to put herself down. She picked up the linen inventory she had been working on when Cecilia came in, which was still on the edge of the table where she had left it.

She went to the dining room door.

She stopped with her hand on the door.

She said, without turning: "I will speak to him."

"Della—"

"It is mine to do," she said. "He is my son. What I need to say to him is mine." A pause. "You will not need to."

She opened the door and went out.

Cecilia sat alone in the dining room.

The door was open now and the sounds of the house came through it — Ludie in the kitchen, the summer outside the windows, the ordinary afternoon of Aldermain Hall going on as it always went on, entirely itself, indifferent to what had happened in this room.

She sat for a long time.

She thought about Della's back at the door — the straightness of it, the specific dignity of a woman who has absorbed something enormous and has chosen, consciously, what to do with it. She thought about the twenty-three years they had been in this house together, all the mornings and all the accountings and all the things said and not said, and she thought about what it had cost Della to say what she said today and what it would cost her going forward, and she held the full weight of that debt — which could not be repaid and would not be pretended away — and she sat with it.

She was not going to call it sufficient that Della had chosen loyalty.

It was not sufficient. It was what was given and what was chosen and she received it with the full weight of its insufficiency and the full weight of its gift simultaneously, which was the condition of everything in her life now: simultaneously, without resolution, carried.

She rose from the table.

She went to the window and looked at the summer outside — the July fields, the heat shimmer above the rows, the canal tree line in the distance, the ordinary afternoon.

She had one thing she had not had this morning.

She had Della.

She went back to her work.



Chapter Twenty-Seven: Della and Her Son

Aldermain Hall — July 1862



She knocked once and went in without waiting.

This was her right — the room was in her mistress's house and her son was in it at her mistress's arrangement and she had twenty-three years of this house behind her that gave her the right to open any door she needed to open. It was also simply the statement of what kind of conversation this was going to be, which was the kind where waiting for permission was not available.

Ezra was on the shelf-bed with a book.

He put it down when she came in.

He looked at her face and she watched him read it — the specific reading he had always done of her face, from the time he was old enough to read anything, the quick and complete assessment that told him everything he needed to know about the register of the moment. She watched him read it and she watched him arrive at the conclusion and she watched him set the book aside with the careful economy of a man preparing himself.

He knew.

She closed the door.



"I spoke with Mrs. Aldermain today," she said.

"I know," he said.

She looked at him. "Do you know what she told me."

"Yes."

The word fell into the room. She stood at the closed door and he sat on the edge of the shelf-bed and the small room held them both in the July evening light that came through the single window — the last of the day's light, going gold and then orange, the specific quality of a July evening at the day's end.

She said: "How long have you known."

"About the pregnancy — a few days," he said. "I didn't know directly. I could see something had changed. I suspected."

She looked at the floor.

"I see," she said.

She was not ready yet for the rest of it — was organizing herself the way she had always organized herself before large things, the specific internal gathering that her life had required her to become expert at. She breathed.

She looked up.



"You are all I have left in this house," she said.

The words came out in the register she had not wanted to use — the register of the stripped thing, the thing without its management — but she could not find another register for this and she had decided, walking across the house to this room, that she was not going to manage this. Not with him. Not about this.

"Your father is gone. Amos is gone. You are what I have here and you have put yourself in the most dangerous position available to you on this entire plantation." She heard her voice — the control in it, the fury underneath the control, the specific fury of a woman who is frightened for the person she loves most and whose fear is coming out in the only direction available to it. "You did it with your eyes open. You knew what this plantation is and who you are in it and you—"

"I didn't let it happen, Mama."

She stopped.

He looked at her steadily. "I know what you're saying. I understand the argument. But I am not going to tell you I was carried away or that I didn't understand what I was doing. I understood." A pause. "I chose."

She stood very still.

"You chose," she said.

"Yes."

The word sat between them.

She had come into this room with the fury fully assembled — had been carrying it since the dining room, since the moment Cecilia had finished speaking and she had sat at that table with the full weight of it. She had come in ready to direct it at him and she had a right to direct it at him and she was his mother and she had spent nineteen years keeping him alive in conditions designed to make that difficult, and now he had — with his eyes open, by his own admission, deliberately —

She said: "Do you understand what they will do to you."

"Yes," he said.

"If this becomes known — if the child's appearance—"

"I know," he said. "I have known since before. I have thought about it more than you might think."

"And you chose anyway."

He held her gaze. "Yes."



She sat down.

She sat on the wooden stool that was the room's only other furniture, the stool between the stove and the north window, and she put her hands on her knees and she looked at her son and she tried to find the continuation of the fury and found instead that something had happened to it — that his honesty, his specific refusal to hide behind anything, had done something to the fury that she had not anticipated.

She had raised him to be honest. She had made honesty the thing she required above everything else, because honesty was the one resource that could not be taken from a person regardless of what else was taken, and she had given him this and she had meant it and now here it was, his honesty, in this room, in this conversation, and it was working exactly as she had made it work and she could not be furious at him for having it without being furious at herself for giving it to him, which was not a thing she was willing to do.

The fury found its level.

What was underneath it arrived.

She looked at her son — the lean strong frame of him, the face that was hers and his father's and his own, the specific person she had kept against her chest for three days when he was three days old and had been keeping in whatever way was available ever since, which had always been insufficient and had always been everything she had — and she felt the grief of it, which was different from the fury and larger in some ways and which she let arrive because she had told herself she was not going to manage this.

"What do you feel for her," she said. Quietly.

He did not look away. "I love her."

The words hit her — she felt them physically, in the chest, the specific physical sensation of something arriving that you have been fearing and that is worse and better simultaneously than you anticipated. Worse because it was real. Better because it was honest.

"I know what that means," he said. "I know what it costs and what it can't be and all of it. I hold all of it. I love her anyway."

She looked at him for a long time.

He did not add anything. He did not qualify it or apologize for it or reach for the frame that would make it easier for her to receive. He said what it was and he let it be what it was, which was the most his mother's son he had ever been, which was the thing she had made him and which was, right now, the most difficult gift he had ever given her.

She said: "She told me the same thing today."

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "Did she."

"Yes." She looked at the window. "Without the management. Just the thing itself." She paused. "I believe her."

"I know," he said. "She doesn't lie."

"No," Della said. "She doesn't."

They sat with this.



"Your father," she said, after a while.

She said it to the window, to the July evening going dark outside it. She had not planned to say it — it arrived on its own, which was how the large things arrived, without permission.

"Your father would know what to say to you right now," she said. "He was always better at this — the things that don't have a path through, the things where the right answer isn't available and you just have to find the way to live with what is. He could sit with those things until he found the way. He had that patience." She paused. "I don't have it tonight."

Ezra was quiet for a moment.

"I think about him," he said. "Every day. I think about — " He stopped. "I think about what he would say. About all of it. This plantation, the war, everything. I can't find it either."

"He would be angry with you," Della said.

"I know."

"And then he would sit with you until he wasn't angry anymore." She looked at her hands. "That was how he was. He didn't carry anger past what it was useful for. He set it down when it was done." She looked up. "I haven't learned that yet."

"You're carrying enough without it," Ezra said.

She looked at him.

He met her eyes — the steady look, his father's look in his face, the look of a man who means what he says and knows the weight of it.

She felt the specific grief of a woman who is looking at her son and seeing her husband in him and loving both of them and being afraid for both of them simultaneously, and the grief was very large and she let it be large for the moment it needed to be large, and then she breathed.



"I am going to help her," she said.

He said nothing. He waited.

"I told her I would. I am not telling you this to ask your permission or your approval. I am telling you because you are in this and you have the right to know what I have decided."

"I understand," he said.

"Not because it is right," she said. "Not because I think what has happened is acceptable. I know what it is. I have known since — " She stopped. "I have known for a long time what was happening in this house and I did not move to stop it and I have to live with that, which is its own accounting that is mine and not yours."

"Mama—"

"Let me finish." She said it without sharpness. "I am going to help her because she needs help and because the child is coming regardless of what anyone thinks about how it got here, and because—" She paused and when she continued her voice was different, smaller, the voice of the private thing said aloud. "Because you are in this. And I cannot separate what I owe her from what I owe you. They have become the same thing. I did not want them to become the same thing. They are."

He looked at her.

She looked back.

"Are you sorry," she said. "For any of it."

He held her gaze with the full honesty she had given him and that he was returning. "I am sorry for what it costs you," he said. "I am sorry for every part of this that falls on you that you didn't choose. That is real and I mean it completely." A pause. "I am not sorry for what I chose."

She sat with this for a long time.

Then she said, very quietly: "You are your father's son."

He waited.

"He would never be sorry for the thing he chose either," she said. "Whatever it cost. He chose it and he held it and he never once pretended he hadn't chosen it." She looked at the window. "It is a quality that will get the people I love killed and I have never been able to stop loving them for having it."

He said nothing. She could feel him not speaking — the held stillness of him, the specific restraint of someone who understands that the moment does not require a response, only presence.

She looked at him.

"Don't," she said. Quietly. The same word she had said in the dining room doorway to Cecilia.

He looked back at her.

She rose from the stool.

She crossed the small room to the shelf-bed where he was sitting and she put her hand on his head — her palm flat against the close-cut hair, the specific weight of her hand on her son's head, the gesture of a mother with a child that she made with full knowledge that he was not a child and that it was exactly right regardless. She held it for a moment.

She said: "Be careful."

"Yes, Mama," he said.

She took her hand away.

She went to the door and opened it and went out into the hallway and closed the door behind her and stood in the dark of the back hallway for a moment with her hand still on the doorknob.

She breathed.

She had said what needed saying. He had said what he had to say. The conversation was done and nothing was resolved and neither of them was who they had been before the summer and all of it was going to continue — the plantation and the war and the child coming and the impossible configuration of the four of them — and she was going to be here for it because she had said she would be and because there was no version of herself that was not here for the people she loved, whatever those people had done, which was the specific burden and the specific gift of being Della Tull.

She let go of the doorknob.

She went back to the kitchen building to finish what the evening required.



He sat alone in the small room for a long time after she left.

The July evening had gone fully dark outside the window. The single candle on the shelf made its small circle of light. He sat on the edge of the shelf-bed with his hands loose on his knees and he thought about what had been in the room.

His mother's fury and his mother's grief and the specific way the two things had moved through her — the fury first, the hard surface of it, and then what was underneath, which was the love that the fury was made of, the love that could not stop being love even when it was also frightened and also grieving and also carrying things she had not asked to carry. He had known all his life that she loved him this way. He had not until tonight fully understood what it cost her.

He thought about what she had said about his father.

He sat in the small room off the back hall of the Aldermain house and he thought about Hector Tull — somewhere in Tennessee or Virginia or wherever the Confederate army had taken him, doing whatever it required of him, surviving it the way he survived everything, with the total commitment of a man who had decided what mattered and held to it. He felt the absence of his father as a specific physical shape — not grief exactly, not the grief of loss, because his father was not lost yet, was presumably still alive, but the grief of absence, of the distance between them, of the specific guidance that was not available because his father was not here.

He thought: what would my father say.

He could not find it — had not been able to find it since before the storm night, since the summer when things had begun to shift toward what they had become. He did not know what his father would say. He suspected his father would say very little, and then would sit with him in the dark the way he sat with difficult things, and would let the sitting be sufficient, and eventually there would be a path.

He did not have a path yet.

He had Cecilia and he had his mother and he had the child coming that he did not know how to think about, that arrived in his mind as an abstraction that was also completely real, a future that was both terrifying and — he found, when he looked for it — something else, some third thing he could not name, present and strange and his.

He sat with it.

The candle burned down.

He let it burn.



Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Plantation Empties

Aldermain Hall — August–September 1862



Crayne left on a Tuesday.

He did not announce it with any particular ceremony — simply appeared at the back door of the main house on a Tuesday morning in the first week of August with his hat in his hand and the expression of a man who has been required to do something he would prefer not to do and has decided to be practical about it. He told Cecilia that the Confederate impressment officer had his name and that he was required to report to Vicksburg by the end of the week for assignment to fortification labor management.

She received this with the composure she brought to most things.

"I'll write to my husband," she said.

"Yes, ma'am," Crayne said. He stood in the doorway with his hat and looked at her and then looked past her into the house and then back at her. Something moved in his face — not quite conscience, not quite its opposite, something in between that she had no adequate name for. "The field schedule is in the ledger," he said. "Purse has the records."

"I know where everything is," she said.

He nodded. He put his hat on. He went.

She stood at the back door and watched him cross the yard and go through the gate and she felt something she had not expected to feel: the specific relief of a presence that had been a problem for nine years departing, which was smaller than everything else she was carrying and was nevertheless real.



Ledbetter followed two weeks later — not impressment but voluntary enlistment, which surprised her until she thought about it and found it did not surprise her at all. He was twenty-four years old and had been following Crayne's instructions for three years and had nothing of his own to follow, and the Confederate army was somewhere he could follow instructions without Crayne giving them. She wished him well and meant it, which was the most she had ever been able to mean on the subject of Ledbetter.

Prewitt had gone in June — she had not mentioned it in previous chapters because his going had been quiet and practically irrelevant, his softness having rendered him increasingly marginal to the plantation's actual operation. He had gone and she had noted it and the noting had required very little.

What remained, in the last week of August, was this:

Cecilia. Della. Ezra. Gideon Purse, who came on Mondays and asked no questions beyond what the numbers required. Ludie, who had been in this kitchen for twenty years and showed no inclination to be anywhere else. Phoebe and Titus. And the quarters — Nance and her children, Jonah, Cass, and eleven others, the community that had been here through everything and would be here through whatever came next, managing their lives with the specific competence of people who had always, in practice, managed their own lives.

The plantation ran.

Not at the capacity of previous years — the reduced labor force, the blockade's effect on the cotton market, the general dissolution of the wartime economy all made themselves felt in the accounts that Purse brought on his Mondays. But the fields were tended and the animals were fed and the house was kept and the machinery of daily life continued to turn, driven now by a different configuration of people than the one that had driven it before.

The white authority structure was gone.

What was left, in its absence, was simply the people.



The house in this period had a quality she could not have anticipated.

She had expected the absence of Crayne and Ledbetter to produce anxiety — the anxiety of reduced protection, of the vulnerability that had produced the raid in the first place. Instead what arrived was a quietness. Not the quietness of emptiness — not the hollowed quiet of the months after the departure in May of the previous year. A different kind: the quietness of a space that has been cleared of something that had always been a source of tension, the specific easing of rooms that no longer contained the management of a difficult presence.

The back gallery was fully hers again.

The kitchen building operated at its own pace without the accounting for Crayne's comings and goings.

The quarters — she became aware of this gradually, then all at once — were different too. There was a quality in the people there, in the mornings when she came down the path with the weekly supplies, that she had not seen before. Not happiness exactly — the situation did not warrant happiness, the war was real and the men were still gone and the uncertainty was still enormous. But something that was related to ease, to the specific ease of people who have been managing a dangerous presence and now are not required to manage it.

Cass was twenty now — had turned twenty in the spring, had been at the cabin with her rifle that Chapter 11 night and had never been thanked adequately, which she tried to address in this period with a directness that she suspected was insufficient. He had become, in the absence of the overseers, the person the quarters looked to for practical decisions about the field work. He was good at it. He was Jonah's grandson and Jonah was still at the south end of the quarters in the evenings, older than anyone could precisely account for, still possessed of the specific authority of someone whose relationship to God appeared to be unusually direct, still sitting up later than the rest.

The plantation's human ecosystem had reorganized around the people who were actually there.

Cecilia watched this and thought about what it meant and did not pretend to have a clean answer.



She was seven months along in the last week of August.

Della had been managing the visible evidence with the competence she brought to everything — the specific layering of Cecilia's clothing, the modifications to her dresses that distributed the weight differently, the scheduling of her public appearances to the times and angles that concealed most effectively. It was working. Purse, on his Mondays, showed no sign of noticing anything beyond the accounts. The quarters — this was more complex — the women there had eyes and experience and Cecilia did not deceive herself about what they saw, but what they did with what they saw was their own, and she trusted them in the way she had learned to trust them, which was with the knowledge that they had always kept the things that needed keeping.

The concealment had perhaps two more months before it became untenable.

Della had done the arithmetic. Cecilia had done it too. They did not speak about it directly — they spoke around it, in the practical language of women making practical arrangements, which was the language they had always used for the most important things.



On a Wednesday morning in early September she went to the cabin.

She went alone, which she had not done since July, and she went knowing that he would come — not because she had arranged it or because Della had managed it but because they had arrived, in the weeks since July's confessions, at a new understanding of each other that did not require arrangement. He knew her rhythms and she knew his and the Wednesday morning cabin visit was as understood between them now as anything that had ever been said directly.

She walked the September canal path in the early morning — the season turning again, the buttonbush beginning to brown at the edges, the canal lower than August, the light on the water the first hint of autumn's copper. She was slower on the path than she had been — the weight of the pregnancy changing her gait, requiring a different pace, a different attention to the ground. She did not mind the slowness. The path had always been the transition between the house and the cabin, the place where she shifted from one register of herself to another, and the slowness gave it more time to work.

She lit the stove.

She sat in the rocking chair.

She looked at the canal.



He came twenty minutes after her.

He came up the porch steps with the specific quietness that was his, and he looked at her in the rocking chair — looked at her with the look she had been the recipient of since January, the full present attention of it — and she looked back at him and neither of them spoke for a moment, which was the specific silence of two people for whom the looking is itself a language.

He came inside.

He sat on the wooden stool — closer to the rocking chair than he had sat in the early months, the distance between them different now from what it had been, the managed professional space of the arrangement's first year given way to something more honest, the distance of two people who have decided not to perform the space between them when they are alone.

"How are you," he said.

Not the arrangement's functional question. The other one.

"I am well," she said. "The back has been difficult this week." She said it without apology or management — the plain statement of a physical fact, the ease of saying it to him specifically, which was different from how she said such things to anyone else.

He nodded. He looked at her — at the changed shape of her, the obvious pregnancy that she no longer tried to conceal in the cabin, which was the one place where concealment was unnecessary, which was one of the cabin's several permissions. He looked at her with the specific attention of a man who is aware of what his presence in a woman's life has produced and who is attending to it with all the seriousness that attentiveness can offer.

"Come here," she said.

He moved from the stool to the arm of the rocking chair — not in the chair with her, the chair was hers and the pregnancy made sharing it impractical, but at the arm of it, beside her, close. She took his hand and held it and the canal was before them and the September morning was around them and the stove was warm and they sat together in the specific ease of people who have stopped pretending.

She turned his hand over in both of hers — the right hand, the scar at the knuckle, the old and the new damage of his life written there — and she held it with the care she had brought to it on the afternoon of the assault, except that this was different from that afternoon, was not clinical or practical, was simply the specific intimacy of holding a hand because you want to hold it, because it is the hand of the person you love and you are in the one place where that love can be present without concealment.

He bent his head and pressed his lips to her hair.

It was a small thing — briefer than a breath, the specific gentleness of someone attending to a person they love with the full awareness of what the person is carrying. She closed her eyes.

"I think about after," she said. Quietly.

"What do you think?"

"That I don't know what it looks like," she said. "That I have stopped trying to see it clearly and started trying to simply trust that it exists." A pause. "I am not naturally good at that."

"No," he said, with the almost-smile she had heard more openly now than in any previous chapter of their knowing each other. "You're not."

She squeezed his hand. "Neither are you."

"No," he agreed. "But I have had more practice with not knowing what comes next."

She sat with this. The truth of it — the specific practice of a life lived without the certainty she had always had, the practice of a person who has navigated by what is rather than what is planned — was something she was learning from him. Had been learning from him since the books and the canal and all of it.

She turned to look at him.

His face was close — the September light on it, the specific face she knew now as completely as she had known any face in her life, better than some she had known longer, the face of someone she had been learning for a year and was still learning.

She kissed him.

Not urgently — with the specific tenderness of a morning that has nowhere to be, the long unhurried quality of two people in a warm room with the canal outside and the September morning around them, the kiss of people who have stopped performing urgency because what they feel does not require performance. He held her face in his hands the way she had held her sons' faces — with the specific care of something precious — and she held the front of his coat and they were simply there, in the cabin, in the morning, entirely themselves.

When she drew back she looked at him for a moment.

"Sam," she said.

He looked at her.

"I have been thinking about Samuel," she said. "If it is a boy. Samuel." She paused. "My father's middle name."

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "Samuel," he said. The name in his voice, the weight of it.

"Yes," she said.

He looked at the canal.

"It's a good name," he said.

She looked at the canal too. They sat together in the cabin in the September morning with the name between them and the child coming and the world outside the cabin being what it was, and the cabin was warm and the canal was moving and the light was the light of a season turning, and it was enough — not everything, not resolution, not the future made clear — but enough for a Wednesday morning in September.



Yet the morning did not stay quiet. The kiss deepened, urgent now, the way their bodies had learned to need each other in these stolen hours. Ezra’s hands slid down her swollen belly with reverent care, then lower, gathering her skirts. She rose with him, pressing her back to the cabin wall, and he dropped to his knees before her. His mouth found her wet soft white pussy immediately, tongue parting her slick folds, licking slow and deep while she gasped and clutched his shoulders. “Ezra—God, your tongue—” she whispered, hips rocking against his face as he sucked her swollen pearl, two thick fingers sliding inside her cunt, curling, stroking until she came hard, thighs trembling, flooding his mouth with her sweet release. He drank every drop, groaning against her, his huge black hard penis already straining against his trousers.

He stood, freed himself, and the thick veined length sprang free—rigid, dark, glistening at the tip. She wrapped both hands around it, stroking the heavy shaft while he kissed her deeply, tongues tangling. “Rub it on me first,” she breathed. “Let me feel how hard you are for me.” He obeyed, pressing the hot head against her slick lips, sliding it up and down her wet soft white pussy, teasing her entrance, circling her clit until she was shaking. “Please, Ezra—take me now.”

He turned her gently, braced her hands on the porch rail so she could lean forward, belly supported, and entered her in one long, careful thrust. Her cunt stretched around his huge black hard penis, velvet walls gripping him as he began to move—deep, steady strokes that made her moan his name. He reached around, rubbing her clit in tight circles while he fucked her, the wet sounds of flesh meeting flesh filling the cabin. She came again, walls pulsing, milking him, and he groaned, “Cecilia—your pussy feels like heaven even now.” He pulled out only long enough to turn her, lift one leg over his hip, and slide back inside, fucking her standing, slow and deep, kissing her through every thrust until she shattered once more.

Only when she was trembling and spent did he carry her to the cot. There, with her permission whispered against his lips, he spooned behind her, slicked himself with her own wetness, and pressed the head of his huge black hard penis to her tighter entrance. “Slow,” she breathed. “Like you always do.” He eased inside her ass inch by inch, both of them groaning at the tight heat, then began the slow, rocking rhythm they had discovered in these secret mornings—his hand between her legs rubbing her clit while he fucked her ass with exquisite care. The pleasure built until she came again, clenching around him, and he followed, spilling deep inside her with a broken sound, both of them lost in the best release either had known since the war began.

They lay tangled, sweaty, breathing hard, the canal still moving outside.

Della, folding laundry on the back gallery an hour later, saw them return up the canal path—both flushed, hair damp, clothes clinging. She knew exactly what had happened. She said nothing. She simply turned back to the linen and whispered to herself the same thing she had whispered since July: love comes from God, even when it is secret, even when it is forbidden. She would keep their secret the way she kept every secret that had ever mattered in this house.

That was only the first of many such mornings. In the weeks that followed, their encounters grew bolder and more frequent, always risky, always urgent, always ending in the shattering pleasure that pregnancy seemed only to heighten. Some days they met in the cabin at dawn; other days Ezra slipped into the back bedroom after dark while Della stood guard in the hallway, listening for any footstep. Once, in the tool shed behind the kitchen, with Phoebe only yards away shelling peas, Cecilia dropped to her knees and took his huge black hard penis into her mouth, sucking him deep while he gripped the shelf, whispering her name like a prayer until he spilled down her throat and she swallowed every drop, licking him clean with a wicked smile.

Another afternoon, in the sitting room with the door locked and the lamp low, he laid her on the settee, spread her thighs, and licked her wet soft white pussy for nearly an hour—long, slow strokes of his tongue, fingers deep inside her cunt, until she came so hard she had to bite her own wrist to stay silent. Then he rose, turned her onto her hands and knees, and fucked her from behind, one hand gentle on her belly, the other rubbing her clit, driving deep until both of them broke together in a rush of heat and wetness.

And twice more, with her whispered permission, he took her in the spooning position—slow anal sex that left them both trembling, his huge black hard penis buried to the hilt in her tight heat while his fingers worked her pussy, bringing her to climax after climax before he finally spent inside her with a low groan that sounded like both pain and salvation.

Each time they returned to the main house sweaty, flushed, clothes slightly askew, Della would glance up from whatever task she was doing and know. She never spoke of it. She simply made sure the hallway was clear, or that the boys’ old room was ready if they needed a place to catch their breath, or that fresh water was waiting on the gallery. She accepted what she could not change. Her son loved this mature married woman who was old enough to be his mother, and somehow—against every law of man and plantation—love had come from God anyway. She would protect it the only way she knew how: by keeping the secret and by continuing to run the house as though nothing had changed.



Della, that week, rearranged the back bedroom.

She did this without being asked — moved the furniture, brought in the items that a birth required, made the space into what it would need to be in approximately two months. She did it with the specific efficiency of a woman who has attended births and who knows what is needed and who has decided that preparation is the form her help will take.

Cecilia came to the doorway and looked at what Della had done.

"Thank you," she said.

Della was making the bed with the clean linen — the tight hospital corners that were her signature, the specific competence of her hands at this familiar work.

"The Beaumont women," she said, without looking up. "Nance and her mother-in-law. They have both midwifed. I have spoken to Nance."

Cecilia looked at her. "Does she know."

"She knows what she needs to know," Della said. "She is not going to say anything she hasn't already thought and kept."

Cecilia sat on the edge of the newly made bed. "Della."

Della looked up.

"I know what this is costing you," Cecilia said. "I know I keep saying that. I know saying it is insufficient. I am saying it anyway."

Della looked at her for a moment — the long steady look of someone who is deciding what to do with a true statement.

"I know you know," she said.

She went back to the corners.

Cecilia sat on the bed and watched her and felt the full complicated weight of what was between them — the love and the debt and the history and the specific grief of two women whose relationship had been changed by what the year had produced, changed permanently and irrevocably, into something that was still love and was not the same love it had been.

Both things were true.

She sat with both of them.



In the evenings, when the house had settled and Della had gone to her room and Phoebe and Titus were finished for the day, Ezra would sometimes come to the sitting room.

Not always. Not by arrangement. He would knock once — the specific knock she had learned to recognize — and she would say come in and he would come and sit on the settee where previously he had sat on the stool in the hallway, the formality of the early months entirely gone, replaced by the specific ease of a person in a room where he is known.

They would talk, or not talk.

Sometimes she read aloud — Tennyson, or the Irving, or a passage from the Scott she had been returning to. He listened with the quality of attention he brought to reading done privately, the absorption she had recognized in him since the candle behind the door in Chapter 8, and when she stopped he would say something about what she had read that told her he had been entirely present in it, which was one of the specific pleasures of his company that she had not anticipated and had come to rely upon.

Sometimes they sat without reading.

On a Thursday evening in September she was at the writing desk with the accounts and he was on the settee with the Irving and the lamp was between them and the September night was outside the windows and the house was quiet around them, and she put down her pen and looked at him and he looked up from his book and they looked at each other across the room.

She said: "I am glad you are here."

Not the arrangement's here. The larger here — in this room, in this house, in this life, the specific gladness of a woman who has arrived somewhere she did not plan and has found it to be, in its specific complications and its specific gifts, a place she would not trade.

He looked at her for a moment.

"I am glad you are here too," he said.

The lamp burned between them.

The night was outside the windows.

They were here.



Chapter Twenty-Nine: Late Autumn

Aldermain Hall — October 1862



The household had found its morning.

Not through any decision or arrangement — through the accumulation of days, the way patterns find themselves when the people inside them stop working against them. By October the morning had a specific shape: Cecilia up before light, in her chair by the window with her coffee, the weight of the pregnancy reorganizing how she sat, the footstool abandoned in favor of the cushion Della had placed on the floor, the chair reclined in the way that was comfortable now in the way it had not been comfortable before. Della to the kitchen building at quarter past five, the fire, the coffee, the bread. Ezra from his morning circuit by six, the back door, the specific sound of him coming in from the cold October morning, the coat on the peg.

The three of them in the house by six-fifteen.

The house did not require management into this shape. It had arrived there by the gravity of daily life, which is always, given sufficient time, the strongest force available.

She noticed this — the specific ease of it, the household running in its reduced configuration with a smoothness that the previous year's full complement had not always achieved. She did not examine this too closely. She held it the way she had learned to hold things she did not want to destabilize by attending to them too directly.

The mornings were good.



She found Della at the woodpile on a Tuesday in the second week of October.

Or rather — she came to the kitchen building door and looked out and saw Della standing at the woodpile where Ezra was splitting the morning's kindling, the two of them in some kind of exchange that she could not hear from the doorway. She stood and watched them for a moment.

They were not arguing. They were not performing the ease of people who have agreed to be easy. They were in the specific register that she had been watching develop since July — the register of a mother and son who have said hard things to each other and are now living in the aftermath of the hard things, which is not comfortable and is real.

Della said something. Ezra set the axe down and turned to look at her. He said something back. She looked at him for a long moment — the diagnostic look, but turned on her son, reading his face with the same precision she brought to everything — and then she said something else and he nodded once and she went back to the kitchen building.

He picked up the axe.

Cecilia stayed in the doorway a moment longer.

She did not know what had been said. She did not need to know. What she knew was that they were talking — mother and son, in the October morning at the woodpile, talking about something real. That they had arrived at a place where they could do this was not small. It was, in fact, one of the things she was most grateful for in this strange period, which was the specific thing she had no right to be grateful for and was grateful for anyway.

She went back inside.



Later that morning Ezra came to the kitchen building doorway where she was sitting with Della, going over the week's supplies.

He said, to no one in particular and to both of them: "My mother told me about my father."

Both women looked at him.

"A letter," he said. "She had a letter. From one of the men who came back from Corinth. Hector is—" He paused. "He is alive. As of August. He is alive."

The room absorbed this.

Della looked at the table. She pressed her lips together and her hands were flat on the pine surface and she breathed once, carefully, and then she looked up and her face was the face she wore when she had put something somewhere it could be managed and was managing it.

"As of August," she said.

"Yes," Ezra said.

"All right," Della said.

It was what she always said. The two words that meant: I have received this, I am holding it, I am continuing. The two words that contained the whole of her — the strength and the grief and the practiced management and the love that persisted through all of it.

Cecilia said: "Thank God."

Della looked at her. Something passed between them — the specific look of two women who have been through a year together and who know, without saying it, that the thanking of God is complicated and real simultaneously.

"Yes," Della said. "Thank God."



She went to the cabin on a Wednesday in the third week of October.

She walked slowly — she walked slowly now on all paths, the pregnancy having reorganized her relationship to her own body in the specific way it always had, the weight carried forward, the gait adjusted, the pace that was the pace available rather than the pace chosen. He walked beside her rather than behind her, which was new — the professional distance of the arrangement's first year dissolved entirely on this path, replaced by the simple proximity of two people who are walking together.

The October canal path was in its full autumn expression.

The buttonbush stripped to its architecture, the seed heads scattered, the river cane pale and papery. The cypress trees at their annual extravagance — the rust and orange of the needles, the specific brief beauty of a tree that is otherwise so plain for so much of the year. The canal at its lowest — dark and slow, the exposed mud banks showing their dark stripe. The light on the water the copper of deep autumn.

She stopped on the path and looked at it.

He stopped beside her.

"I have been coming to this canal since I was twenty-two years old," she said.

"I know," he said.

"I have never tired of it." She looked at the water. "I have been through every difficulty of my adult life with this canal somewhere in my awareness. It has never failed to — " She stopped. "I don't know the right word."

"Persist," he said.

She looked at him.

"It persists," he said. "Whatever is happening elsewhere. It persists in being itself. I think that's what you mean."

She looked back at the water. "Yes," she said. "That is exactly what I mean."

They stood together on the path and looked at the canal persisting in being itself in the October morning and neither of them spoke for a while and the silence was the specific silence of two people who have found in each other the thing the canal provides — the steady persistence of a presence that is simply there, in all weathers, without requiring anything of the looking.



The cabin was the same.

She had been afraid, walking down, that the cabin would be different — that the approach of the birth and the ending of this period of their life together would have changed the quality of the space. It had not. The silver-gray boards. The cypress shingle roof. The rocking chair on the porch. The two shelves. The stove that she lit and that began its small warmth within minutes.

She could not sit in the rocking chair comfortably. The pregnancy made the rocking chair difficult — the angle of it, the way it pressed on the wrong places. She looked at it and felt a small irrational grief about this, the rocking chair that had been hers for eighteen years suddenly unavailable to her, which was the smallest of the things that had changed this year and which affected her more than it should have.

She sat on the wooden stool.

He sat on the floor beside her — his back against the cabin wall below the south window, his long legs stretched out, entirely at ease on the floor in the way of someone who has never been precious about comfort. She looked down at him and he looked up at her and they were both aware of the specific absurdity and the specific rightness of this configuration — the woman on the stool, the man on the floor, the pregnancy between them, the October canal outside the window.

She put her hand on his shoulder.

He put his hand over hers.

They looked at the canal through the open porch door — the copper light on the slow water, the cypress in their orange-rust beauty, the wood ducks moving along the far bank.

"I want to remember this," she said.

"You will," he said.

"I mean — I want to be conscious of remembering it. Right now. While I am in it." She looked at the canal. "I have spent so much of this year managing the present moment into the future. Planning. Worrying. Accounting for what comes next. I want to simply be in this morning."

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said: "Then be in it."

She looked at him.

"I am here," he said. "The canal is there. The stove is warm. The morning is the morning." He looked up at her with the full steadiness of his gaze. "Be in it."

She looked at the canal.

She breathed.

She let the morning be the morning.



After a while she turned from the canal and looked down at him.

He was already looking at her.

She reached down and touched his face — her fingers along his jaw, the specific warmth of him, the reality of him under her hand. He turned his face slightly into her touch, which was the gesture she had come to understand as his version of the things he did not say — the feeling expressed through the body when words were insufficient or unavailable.

She said: "Come up here."

He rose from the floor in one movement — the ease of it, the specific physical grace of him that she had been aware of since the canal bank in October of the previous year — and she shifted on the stool and he sat beside her on the edge of the low shelf, the two of them close in the warm cabin with the fire and the canal outside.

She took his face in both her hands and kissed him.

This was different from the September kiss — different from every previous kiss, which had their own specific qualities accumulated across the months. This was the October version: slow and entirely present, the specific tenderness of a morning that had nowhere to be and nothing to prove. She felt him exhale — the full release of breath, the specific sound of someone arriving somewhere they did not know they were trying to reach — and his hands came up and held her gently, with the specific care he always brought to touching her now, the awareness of what she was carrying and the tenderness that the awareness produced.

She drew back and looked at him.

His face in the October light was entirely itself — open in the way it was only here, in this cabin, without the management of the arrangement or the public world. This was the face she knew. This was the face she had been learning since the sitting room and the hallway and the canal path and the storm, and she knew it now the way she knew the canal — by its persistence, by the way it was always itself.

"I love you," she said.

She had said it to Della. She had written it in letters she had not sent and in the journal she had begun keeping. She had not said it to him directly — had not found the morning that was right for it, or had found the mornings and not been ready.

This morning she was ready.

He looked at her.

"I know," he said. The words quiet and entire.

"I know you know," she said. "I wanted to say it anyway. I wanted you to have heard it from me."

He held her gaze for a long moment — the full, unheld gaze of someone receiving something they have been waiting for and recognizing it now that it has arrived.

Then he said: "I love you."

The words in his voice, in the cabin, in the October morning.

She received them.

She held his face in her hands and she kissed him again — briefly, completely, the specific completeness of a kiss between two people who have said the essential thing and are now simply in the reality of having said it. Then she leaned her forehead against his and they stayed like that for a long moment, forehead to forehead, his hands warm at her shoulders, the fire in the stove and the canal outside and the October morning going on in its beautiful indifferent way, entirely uninterested in what was being said and felt in this small room on its bank, and this indifference was its own kind of mercy.

She closed her eyes.

She breathed him in — the specific reality of him, the warmth of his skin, the steadiness of his presence that had been one of the first things she had noticed and had never stopped noticing — and she let herself be entirely in the moment in the way he had told her to be, which was the most useful instruction anyone had given her all year.

When she drew back she looked at him for a long time.

He looked back at her with the full openness that was only available here.

"Good," she said softly. "I am glad we said it."

"So am I," he said.



They sat together in the cabin for two hours.

They talked sometimes — about Sam, about what the name would feel like in practice, about a passage in the Tennyson she had been reading, about the drainage cut and whether Cass had the knowledge to manage it through the winter, about small and large things with the equal ease of people for whom the distinction between small and large has blurred in the specific way it blurs when you have been through enough together. And they were quiet sometimes, the fire and the canal and the October morning filling the quiet with what it needed.

Once, in the middle of a silence, he reached over and took her hand and simply held it — not as prelude to anything, not making anything of it, just holding it, and she let him hold it and they sat like that with their hands together and the canal outside and the fire warm and the morning going on, and this was enough, and she let it be enough, which was the practice she had been perfecting since January and which she was finally, in October, beginning to trust.

When she rose to go he rose with her and he held her coat and she put it on and they went out to the porch and down the steps to the path. She took his arm on the path going back — something she had not done before, the practical reality of the pregnancy requiring a steadiness on the uneven ground that she needed and that he gave without being asked.

She took his arm and he gave it and they walked back up the canal path to the house together in the October morning, the bare buttonbush around them and the canal beside them and the light the copper light of a season completing itself.

At the kitchen garden gate she released his arm.

She stood for a moment inside the gate before going to the house.

She pressed the back of her hand to her mouth.

Not distress — not grief or guilt or any of the feelings she had pressed her hand to her mouth for in previous months. Simply the specific sensation of someone who has just had something happen that is too large and too real for the ordinary world to absorb immediately, who needs a moment before the ordinary world reasserts itself.

The words in his voice. The October light. His forehead against hers. His hands at her shoulders.

She breathed.

She went to the house.



Harlan's letter came on a Friday.

She was at the writing desk when Titus brought it up — the familiar hand on the outside, the familiar weight of it. She opened it with the care she had always brought to his letters, the specific attention of someone who is looking for particular words and finding all the words and then the particular ones.

He wrote about the campaign — the autumn's movements, the state of the company, the specific exhaustion of men who have been in the field for seventeen months and who are doing what needs doing. He wrote about Calhoun, about Whitfield's shoulder holding through the cold. He wrote about Pemberton.

Pemberton has found something, he wrote. I don't know what to call it. A kind of stillness that wasn't there before. It worries me less than it might — he is still himself, still thoughtful, still present. But he has become quieter in the specific way of someone who has understood something that cannot be un-understood. I expect you know what I mean. You always know what I mean.

She did know what he meant.

I think about coming home, he wrote. I think the war may be entering its final phase — there are signs, which I will not detail in a letter, that suggest the end may not be as distant as it seemed in the summer. I think about the gallery in the evenings. I think about sitting there with you in the January cold with the bourbon and the fire inside. I think about the canal. I think about the way you look in October, which has always been my favourite version of you — something about the autumn that suits you, that makes you more fully yourself somehow. I cannot explain this adequately in a letter. I will explain it in person.

I love you. I am coming home.

H.



She set the letter down.

She sat at the writing desk and she held what the letter contained — the love in it, the specific love of a man who had been writing to her for seventeen months from a war, which was a particular kind of love, the love that sustains itself on distance and letters and the intention of return. She held this love and she held what she knew and she let both of them be present simultaneously.

He was coming home.

She did not know when. She did not know what he would find when he arrived. She did not know how the next chapter of their life was going to work — she had not been able to see it clearly from the beginning of the summer and she could not see it now, and she had stopped trying to see it, because some things could only be navigated from inside them.

She took out the small leather journal she had been writing in for three weeks. She picked up her pen.

She wrote:

I have been trying to find the honest account of this year and I find that honesty requires more courage than I previously understood. Not the courage to admit wrongdoing — I have done that, many times, in the privacy of my own mind. The courage to say: I would not undo it. Not the harm — I would undo the harm if I could, every piece of it, the deception and the danger and the cost to the people I love who did not choose to be in it. But the thing itself. The love. The specific reality of having loved and been loved in the way I have been loved this year. I would not undo it.

I do not know what this makes me. I am writing it down because someone should know it was true. I am the only one who can say so. So I am saying it.

Today I said I love you and I heard it said back and it was said in a cabin on a canal in Mississippi in October and the canal persisted in being itself all around it and this seems right to me. This seems like the correct witness for such a thing.

October 1862. Aldermain Hall. Mississippi.

This was true.

She closed the journal.



They ate supper at the kitchen table.

She had moved supper to the kitchen table in September — the formal dining room too large, too associated with the life that had been, too full of the empty chairs. The kitchen table was Ludie's table, the working table, pine and plain and the right size for three people.

The three of them ate.

Ludie had made the cornbread — Whitfield's cornbread, the recipe unchanged, the kitchen building smell of it the same as it had been on the Tuesday morning when the boys came home in May. She thought about Whitfield in his hospital tent thinking about Tuesday mornings and she thought about where he was now and she ate the cornbread and was grateful for it.

Ezra ate with the quiet thoroughness he brought to meals — present, not hurried. Della ate with her eyes on the table for the most part, the way she often ate, the interior turned inward. Cecilia looked at both of them across the small table and she felt the specific thing that the household had produced in her — not happiness exactly, not comfort, but something that was in the same family as both: the feeling of being exactly where she was, with exactly who was here, in the specific life she had made, which was not the life she had planned and was hers.

After supper Ezra cleared the plates.

Della made the coffee.

Cecilia sat at the kitchen table with her hands around the cup and looked at the two of them moving through the kitchen in their established rhythms and she thought: this. Whatever else this year has been, it has also been this — these two people, this kitchen, this table, the October night outside the window.

She would write that in the journal too. She would write it tonight, before bed, while the memory of the specific quality of the kitchen lamp on the pine table was still present — the way Della's hands looked making the coffee, the way Ezra moved through the space with the ease of someone who has become entirely at home in it.

She would write it because it was true and because it was going to end, the way all specific configurations end, and she wanted the record of it to exist somewhere.

Outside the kitchen window the October night was enormous and cold and full of stars above the river.

November was coming.

The birth was coming.

Whatever came after that was coming too.

She sat at the kitchen table with her coffee and she let it all come.






Chapter Thirty: Birth

Aldermain Hall — November 1862

It began on a Tuesday afternoon.

She had been in the kitchen building with Della, going over the week's stores, when she felt it — not the sharp dramatic announcement she had feared but the quiet one, the one she recognized from thirty years ago as the body's first notification that the work was beginning. A tightening, deliberate and low, that was different from the backache of the past weeks in a way she felt rather than analyzed. She set down the inventory list. She breathed.

Della looked at her.

"Yes," Cecilia said.

Della looked at the window — the November afternoon, the light already going at four o'clock, the gray sky and the cold outside. She made her assessment with the speed of a woman who has been preparing for this for two months and has the preparation fully organized in her mind.

"Go up," she said. "I'll send Titus for Nance."

Cecilia went up.

The back bedroom was ready.

Della had made it ready in September — the bed, the linens, the specific items that a birth required, all arranged with the quiet competence of a woman who has attended births and knows what is needed. Cecilia stood in the doorway of the prepared room and felt the specific feeling of a thing that has been anticipated for months finally arriving, which was neither relief nor dread but something that occupied the space between them.

She changed her dress.

She lay down on the bed.

She breathed.

She was forty-eight years old and she had done this three times before, the last time twenty-one years ago when Pemberton had arrived on a February morning in this same house. The body remembered, which was both a comfort and not a comfort — the memory was of something long and difficult, and the memory was accurate, and she held it without flinching from it.

She would do what the night required.

She had been doing what was required for eighteen months.

Nance Beaumont came within the hour.

She was a woman who moved with the specific quiet authority of someone in her proper element — this was her domain, had been her domain since she had begun attending births at seventeen under her mother-in-law's instruction, and she entered the back bedroom with the calm of a practitioner. She looked at Cecilia. She asked the questions that needed asking. She nodded at the answers.

"First one tonight," she said to Della, not unkindly. "Maybe early morning."

"I know it," Della said.

Nance settled into the specific work of waiting — checking, timing, providing the small practical attentions that the early hours of labor required. She and Della moved around the room with the efficiency of women who have worked together and who do not need to explain themselves to each other.

Cecilia lay in the prepared bed and let them work.

The early hours were manageable.

She read — Tennyson, which she had brought up from the sitting room, the familiar spine of it a comfort — and she breathed through the contractions as they arrived, which was at first at long intervals and then shorter intervals and then shorter still, each one longer and harder than the one before, which was the labor's particular arithmetic: you could always see where it was going, and you could not stop it going there.

Della sat beside the bed for most of the early evening. She did not say much — she brought water and she adjusted the lamp and she was simply present in the way she had always been present for Cecilia's hardest things, the specific presence of a woman who has decided to be here and will be here regardless of whatever else is true between them.

At some point Cecilia put the Tennyson down.

She did not try to read again.

He was in the house.

He had been in his room when Titus passed the back hall on the way to the quarters to fetch Nance, and the sound of Titus moving with urgency had told him what the day had become. He had gone to his room and sat on the edge of the shelf-bed and he had been there since — not because anyone had told him to stay there but because the room was what was available to him, the one space in the house where his being was straightforwardly his own.

He sat and he listened.

He could not hear words — the bedroom was above and at the front of the house, far enough that only the most significant sounds carried. He heard Nance arrive. He heard the specific pattern of footsteps that meant Della moving between the bedroom and the kitchen with purpose. He heard, periodically, Cecilia's voice — not words, just the sound of her, present and working, which was a sound he needed to hear and which he attended to with everything he had.

He did not sleep.

At some point Titus came to the hall and told him, quietly, that things were going as they should be. He thanked Titus. Titus went.

He sat.

He thought about the child — Sam, the name they had given in the September cabin and confirmed in October, the name that was now attached to the specific person who was arriving tonight, who was real and coming and whose reality was going to change the shape of everything. He thought about what it meant to be a father — not in the abstract, not in the language of the arrangement or the situation or any of the frameworks available to him, but simply the specific thing: a child, coming, his. He turned this over in the dark of his room and he found it too large for any of the frameworks he had and he set the frameworks down and simply held the largeness of it.

The November night was around the house.

He sat in it and he listened and he waited.

The middle hours were the hardest.

The contractions came without the intervals she had previously had to breathe in — or with intervals so brief they barely counted, the labor establishing its full authority, her body doing what it had decided to do with the complete commitment that bodies bring to this work, which is absolute and does not negotiate.

Nance was beside her — steady, practical, her hands knowing what they were doing in the way of long experience. "You're doing well," she said, periodically, and it was not false comfort but accurate assessment, delivered in the tone of someone for whom this was simply the work.

Della was at the other side.

At some point in the deep middle of the night — the hours between midnight and four that are their own particular country — Cecilia reached out and found Della's hand. Della gave it. She held it with the specific strength of a woman who has decided that what is needed right now is to be held onto and who is available for this without qualification.

Neither of them spoke.

They did not need to.

They were two women in a room together doing what the night required, and the history between them — the twenty-three years and the confessions and the fur and the grief and the loyalty and all of it — was present in the room and did not need to be named, which was the specific mercy available to people who have been through enough together that the important things have passed beyond needing speech.

The child arrived before the dawn.

Not all at once — labor does not work all at once, which anyone who has been through it knows. But the moment of arrival was the moment it always was: the specific sound of a new person taking their first breath and announcing, with the ancient clarity of that sound, that they had arrived and were here and intended to be known.

The cry filled the room.

It filled the house.

Ezra heard it from the hallway.

He had come to the hallway from his room sometime in the night's final hours — not able to maintain the distance of the room any longer, needing to be closer even if closer was still the hallway and not the room. He was at the bottom of the front staircase when the sound came — that specific first cry, unmistakable, the sound that means something has entered the world — and he stood in the hallway and he held onto the newel post and he felt something move through him that had no name in any language he had ever read or spoken.

His son.

The word arrived fully formed, without the management he had been applying to it. His son, crying in the room above him, alive.

He stood in the hallway with his hand on the newel post and he breathed.

Della came to the door of the bedroom.

She looked at Cecilia — the exhaustion of a long labor, the specific aftermath of it, the face of a woman who has done an enormous thing and is now on the other side of it. She looked at the child in Cecilia's arms — swaddled in the linen Della had prepared, the dark eyes open, the small mouth open, a person entirely himself, entirely new.

She looked at the child.

Her grandson. The word available to her even if not speakable, even if it lived only in the interior where she kept the things that had no external form. She looked at him and she felt the specific feeling of a woman whose life has produced something she did not plan and who is standing in the presence of it, which is one of the things a life does, the producing of the unplanned, and which requires of the living person simply that they be present to it.

She was present to it.

She crossed the room and she stood at the bedside and she looked at the child in Cecilia's arms.

Cecilia looked up at her.

Something passed between them — the look that had been their primary language for twenty-three years, the look that required no speech and contained everything. Della looked at Cecilia and Cecilia looked at Della and in the looking was the whole of what they were to each other — the love and the debt and the history and the specific complicated present — and it was all present and it was all held and neither of them looked away.

"He's well," Nance said from the corner, the specific brief report of a professional who knows what matters. "Both of them well."

"Yes," Della said.

She went to the bedroom door.

She opened it and went to the top of the staircase and she looked down.

He was at the bottom.

She looked at him for a moment — her son, standing in the hallway below with his hand still on the newel post, his face carrying everything he had been carrying through the night.

"Come up," she said.

He came up the stairs.

He came to the bedroom door and stopped in the doorway. The room was in the specific state of the hours after birth — the lamp low, the linens changed, Nance in the corner with her things, the smell of the night's work present in the air, the November window beginning to show the first gray of the dawn.

And Cecilia in the bed with the child.

He stood in the doorway and he looked at her and she looked at him and the child was between them in her arms and the room was quiet and the dawn was coming and the night was ending.

She said: "Come in."

He crossed the room.

He came to the bedside and he looked down at her — the exhaustion in her face and underneath it something else, something that he had not seen in any previous version of her face, the specific expression of a woman who has just done one of the largest things a person can do and is now holding what the doing produced.

He looked at the child.

The child was looking — unfocused, the gaze of the newly born that is not quite looking at anything and looking at everything simultaneously. Dark eyes, open. A face that was itself, entirely, already — the features assembled into something specific, something that was not Cecilia's face and was not his face but was a third face, the face of a person who had not existed yesterday and existed now.

His skin was lighter than Ezra's. Darker than Cecilia's. He was exactly himself.

He was, to anyone who looked at him with clear eyes, unmistakably the product of both of them. This was not a secret that his face could keep. Ezra received this knowledge fully — had known it would be this way and received the actuality of it now, the specific undeniability of a child who carries his parents in his face.

He received it and he did not look away from it.

Cecilia held the child up to him.

He took him.

His hands adjusted to the weight of it — the specific adjustment of someone holding a newborn for the first time, finding the right support, the right angle, the small warmth and the surprising heaviness of a person this new. He held the child against his chest and he looked at him.

The child made a sound — not crying, something smaller and more interior, the specific sound of a newborn communicating something that is not yet language.

He held his son.

He stood at the bedside of the woman he loved with his son in his arms in the November dawn and he felt the full weight of what he was holding — not only the child's weight, though that too, the specific warm weight of a new person — but the weight of everything the child contained and everything the child would require and everything that holding him meant in the specific world they were standing in the middle of, which was a world that had no framework for what they were and never had and which they were going to have to navigate regardless.

He held him.

After a while he looked up at Cecilia.

She was watching him with the child. Her face was the face of a woman watching something she loves look at something she loves, which is its own specific expression, available only in that configuration.

He said: "Samuel."

The name said to the child directly, for the first time. Said in his voice, in the November room, in the specific register of someone naming a person and meaning the naming.

She said: "Sam."

The child's eyes moved — unfocused still, but responsive, the eyes of someone who is beginning to understand that there is a world.

Della held him next.

She took him from Ezra with the competence of someone who has held many infants and who adjusts instantly to the specific weight of this one. She held him against her and she looked at him — her grandson, held in her arms in the November dawn, entirely real.

She looked at his face.

She had been in this room all night and she had been in this situation since July and she had been watching it build since September of the previous year and she had been furious and grieving and loyal and all of it, every piece of it, and now she was holding the result, which was a person, a specific new person, with dark eyes and a face that was already itself.

She said nothing.

There was nothing that needed saying.

She held him for a long time — long enough that Nance, in the corner, exchanged a glance with Cecilia that was the glance of two women witnessing something private and choosing to let it be private. Della held the child and she let herself feel what she felt, which was everything simultaneously, which was the only way anything important had ever arrived in her life.

Then she gave him back to Cecilia.

She went to the window and she looked at the November dawn coming up over the fields — the gray light strengthening, the bare trees visible against the sky, the canal tree line in the distance.

She breathed.

She turned back to the room.

"I'll see to breakfast," she said.

Which was what she said. Which was how she returned to the world after the large things — through the door of the next necessary thing, the next practical step, the work of the day waiting to be done.

She went out.

Cecilia lay in the bed with the child against her chest.

The room was quieter now — Nance had gone to the quarters, Ezra had returned to the hallway and then to the house's morning, Della was in the kitchen building. The November dawn was fully arrived, the light in the window the thin silver of a November morning, clean and cold.

She looked at her son.

She had looked at three sons before this one — had held each of them in the first hours, had looked at each of them with the specific attention of a mother for a new child, the looking that is also a kind of learning, the face memorized in its first form. She looked at Samuel now with the same attention.

He was remarkable.

Not in the way that mothers always find their children remarkable, though that too. He was remarkable in the specific way of a person whose face is a visible record of where they come from — the dark eyes that were his father's eyes, the specific shape of the brow that was neither hers nor Ezra's but belonged to Sam, the fullness of the mouth that she could not place and did not try to. He was his own person. He had been his own person from the moment of arrival and would be his own person through everything that came after.

She thought about Harlan.

She thought about his letter — I am coming home — and she thought about what coming home was going to mean, which was the thing she had not been able to see clearly and which she could not see clearly now, and she accepted that she could not see it clearly and held the child against her and breathed.

She thought about her sons — Calhoun and Whitfield and Pemberton, somewhere in the war, carrying their weights. She thought about what this child meant in relation to them — the half-brother they did not know, the fact of him, the specific complication of his existence in relation to theirs. She held all of this and she held the child.

She said, quietly, to him:

"Samuel."

His eyes moved toward her voice.

"I know," she said. "I know all of it. I know what we have put you into and I am not going to pretend it is simple or that any of it is fair to you." She looked at his face. "But you are here. And you are mine. And I am going to do everything in my power to make the world that you are in as bearable as I can make it, which is not a promise I know how to keep fully and which I am making anyway."

The child's eyes found hers — or seemed to, in the way of newborns who are learning that eyes exist and that the world has faces in it.

She held him closer.

Outside the November morning was continuing in its indifferent beauty — the fields bare, the canal south of the house moving in its dark unhurried way, the sky the silver of a season that has no warmth to offer but has its own specific clarity, the clarity of a world that has been stripped to its essentials and shows them plainly.

She lay in the bed with her son.

The morning went on.



Chapter Thirty-One: The Letters Stop

Aldermain Hall — January through March 1863



Sam was eight weeks old when the first notification came.

He had been in the world for eight weeks and the world had been reorganizing itself around his presence with the specific efficiency that new life requires — the feeding schedule that governed the household's nights, the cradle that Titus had built and that now lived in the corner of the back bedroom, the specific sound of an infant communicating the full range of his needs with the limited but effective vocabulary available to him. The household had made room for him in the practical way that households make room for new things, incorporating him into the daily machinery with the competence of people who have decided that this is what they are doing now.

He was a remarkable baby.

Not in the way that every baby is remarkable to the people who love it, though that too. He had arrived with a specific quality of presence — the dark eyes alert and tracking from the earliest days, the particular steadiness of him when he was not hungry or wet or in need of something, a quality that was both Cecilia's and Ezra's and entirely his own. Della handled him with the specific competence of a woman who has handled many infants and who makes no unnecessary fuss. Cecilia nursed him and held him with the love that had arrived with his arrival, full and complete, independent of everything surrounding it. Ezra held him in the evenings sometimes — the careful deliberate holding of someone who is learning this specific weight — and the child looked up at him with those dark eyes with the specific trustfulness of infants who have not yet learned to organize people into categories.

He was eight weeks old when the first notification came.



It arrived on a Wednesday in late January.

Not for any of the Aldermain men — not first. For Amos.

The letter was from a Confederate officer named Beauchamp, attached to the labor corps that had been using enslaved body servants for fortification work outside Vicksburg. It was brief and official in its language and honest in its content: Amos Tull, body servant belonging to the Aldermain estate of Warren County, had been wounded on the fifteenth of January during a Union artillery bombardment of the Confederate fortifications south of Vicksburg. The wound was to the chest. He was alive when the letter was written. His condition was serious.

Della read it in the kitchen building.

She had taken it there deliberately — had understood from the outside of the envelope, from the official character of it, that whatever it contained was best received in private. She had stood in the kitchen building in the January morning and read it twice and then she had folded it along its original creases and she had stood at the pine table for a long time with the folded letter in her hand.

Then she had gone to find Cecilia.

She stood in the doorway of the back bedroom where Cecilia was nursing Sam and she said, very quietly: "It's Amos."



The waiting was two weeks.

Della had been waiting her whole life — had been waiting in one form or another for the worst news since the summer of 1838 when she had arrived at Aldermain Hall knowing that the worst news about Cora was already out there somewhere and that nothing she did would prevent it. She knew the specific texture of waiting. She had organized herself around it, had built the management of it into the structure of her daily life so that the waiting and the working could coexist without one destroying the other.

This waiting was harder than previous waitings.

Because it was Amos — her older son, the easy-natured one, the broad-shouldered man whose presence in any room had always been a form of warmth, who had been her son for twenty-four years and whose chest had been struck by Union artillery in the fortifications outside Vicksburg.

She went about her days.

She cooked and cleaned and cared for Sam and managed the household's needs and she held the waiting in the specific place she had learned to hold unbearable things, which was the deepest interior, the place that only she had access to and that she had been going to for so long it had become the most inhabited place in her life.

Ezra watched his mother through those two weeks.

He watched her with the specific attention he had always brought to watching her — the reading of her face and her movements that he had been doing since childhood, the ability to tell from the way she held her shoulders or the way her hands moved through a task what the interior was containing and how close to the surface it was. He watched her and he carried his own version of the waiting — the specific waiting of a younger brother for news of an older brother, which was different from a mother's waiting and was its own thing.

He did not tell her what he was carrying. She did not need to manage his fear alongside her own. He held it and he watched her and he was present in the ways available to him and he waited.



The second letter came on a Tuesday.

It was not from an officer.

It was from a man named Clarence — a freedman who had been working alongside the body servants at the fortifications and who had learned to write in the imperfect self-taught way of someone who had acquired literacy against considerable odds. The letter was three paragraphs. The spelling was not always correct. It was the most human document that Aldermain Hall received that entire winter.

Amos Tull died on the eighteenth of January three days after he was hurt. He did not suffer long the doctor said. He was brave and he was good and every man who knew him said so. He spoke of his mother in the last hours. He said her name. I thought you should know he said her name.

Della received this letter also in the kitchen building, also alone.

She sat at the pine table.

She sat there for a long time.

Cecilia found her an hour later — she had known something had arrived, had heard Titus on the path, had given Della the time she needed and had then found she could not stay away any longer. She came to the kitchen building and she saw Della at the table with the letter in front of her and her hands flat on the pine surface and her face entirely still in the way of a woman who has gone somewhere very far interior and is not yet ready to return.

Cecilia sat beside her.

She did not speak.

She put her hand over Della's on the table — her palm over the back of Della's hand, the specific weight of it, the gesture of presence that requires nothing and offers everything available — and they sat like that in the January kitchen building with Amos's death between them and the winter outside the window and the fire in the stove making its small sound.

They sat for a long time.

Finally Della said, very quietly and entirely to herself: "He said my name."

Cecilia pressed her hand.

That was all.

That was enough, or as near enough as anything was going to be.



The other notifications came over the following weeks.

Not all at once — they came in the way that death comes during wartime, distributed and staggered, the mail's delay meaning that a man could be dead for weeks before the news arrived to make it real for the people waiting at home. Each letter that came added to what the household was carrying, and the household absorbed each one in the specific way of people who are being required to absorb more than they prepared for and who are doing it anyway because there is no alternative.

Harlan first.

A formal letter from a colonel whose name she did not know, informing her that Major Harlan Aldermain of Burbidge's company had been killed in action on the twenty-second of May during the Union assault on the Confederate fortifications at Vicksburg. He had died bravely and his men had respected him and the Confederate cause had been served by his sacrifice.

She read this in her sitting room with Sam in the cradle beside the fire.

She put the letter down and she looked at her son — the new one, the living one — and she felt the grief arrive with the full authority of something that has been kept at distance by hope and that hope can no longer restrain. Harlan. The man she had married at twenty-two in her father's garden in Natchez. The man whose hands had held her face at every departure. The man who had written you matter more from a winter camp in Virginia and who had been coming home.

He was not coming home.

She sat for a long time.

She did not cry immediately — the grief was too large for the immediate release of tears, which required a smaller thing to contain. She sat with it in its full size and she let it be as large as it was, which was very large.

Later she cried.

She cried alone, in her room, in the way she had always done the things that were hers to do alone.



Calhoun came next.

A brief notification from a sergeant — the sergeant's language functional and plain, a man not given to elaboration, reporting that Lieutenant Calhoun Aldermain had been killed on the third of June during defensive actions at the Vicksburg perimeter. He had been twenty-seven years old.

She received this and she thought about Calhoun's character — the steadiness of him, the brief direct embrace at the homecoming in May, the letter after Bull Run that had been three paragraphs of functional reporting followed by the statement that he trusted the men he trusted completely. She thought about his face at the supper table. She thought about what his death left behind, which was a space that no one else's steadiness could fill because it had been specifically his.

Then Whitfield.

A letter from a captain who had known him — a longer letter, a man who wanted someone to know what had happened with some dignity around it. Whitfield had been wounded again, the captain wrote, this time in the right side during the Union assault of the twenty-second of May. He had been carried to the hospital and had died the following morning. He had laughed at something the captain said, at the end, which the captain felt was worth mentioning because it seemed to him the most Whitfield thing that could be said.

She read this and she felt something break open in her chest that had been sealed there since the November morning when she had read his hospital letter — I am going to come home and eat cornbread on a Tuesday morning. He had not come home. There would be no Tuesday morning. The brightness of him, the specific brightness that had been cracked through by Shiloh and that had persisted anyway, the brightness that had named his horse something she could never remember and had laughed across rooms — all of that was gone.

She sat with it.

Pemberton's letter was the last of the sons'.

It came from a private who had been beside him — a young man whose letter was the least formal of all the notifications, written in the specific voice of someone who has seen something and cannot not write about it. Pemberton had been reading a letter when the artillery struck, the private wrote. He didn't think Pemberton had known what hit him. He thought that was a mercy. He wanted his family to know that Pemberton had been reading something and that he had been peaceful.

She knew which letter.

She knew without any doubt which letter Pemberton had been reading because she knew her son and she knew which letters he had read more than once and carried with him. She sat in the sitting room with this knowledge and she felt something that was grief and also something that was — not comfort, not anything as clean as comfort — but the specific bittersweet quality of a mother who knows her child well enough to know which letter he was holding when he died.

She was glad he had been peaceful.

She held her youngest son's death with the full weight of it.



Hector's notification came last.

A note, brief, from a freedman who had been near him — the same Clarence who had written about Amos, the man who had become, in those final months at Vicksburg, the witness to what happened to the men who had gone from Aldermain Hall. Hector Tull had died on the fifteenth of April during a Union artillery bombardment. He had died instantly. He had not suffered.

He had died on ground he had never chosen to stand on, in service of a cause that was the cause of his own bondage, in defense of a city that had held no freedom for him, in a war whose outcome was the most important question of his life and which he had been compelled to participate in on the wrong side of.

This was the specific moral obscenity of Hector Tull's death and Della received it knowing it in full, without any of the consolations available to Cecilia for her losses.

She received it in the kitchen building again.

This time Ezra was with her.

He had known — had been watching his mother and reading her face for two months and had known that the Hector notification was coming, had prepared himself for it in the way he prepared himself for difficult things, which was by not pretending it would not arrive. He was in the kitchen building when Clarence's second letter came and he read it over his mother's shoulder as she held it on the table.

She set it down.

He sat down beside her.

He put his arm around her — simply, completely, the arm of a son around his mother, and she leaned into him the way she had leaned into Hector on the cabin step in Chapter 7, the specific leaning of someone who is finally permitted to let the weight go somewhere.

She said nothing.

He held her.

He was also grieving — was grieving his father and his brother and the specific losses of men who had been the organizing presences of his life, the father whose silence had been more instructive than other men's speech, the brother whose easy-natured warmth had been the specific gift of growing up alongside him. He was grieving all of this and he held his mother through it and the two of them sat at the pine table in the kitchen building in the winter morning and they let the grief be what it was.

Very large.

Entirely present.

Not going away.



Cecilia found them there.

She came to the kitchen building door and she saw them at the table — Ezra's arm around Della, Della's head against his shoulder, both of them still — and she stood in the doorway and she did not intrude.

She stood and she looked at them and she felt the grief of the household in its full configuration — three people who had lost the men they loved, each from a different angle, each with their specific losses, all of it happening in the same house in the same January and February and March.

She went back inside.

She picked Sam up from the cradle and she held him.

He looked up at her with his dark eyes and she looked back at him and she said, quietly, to the child who could not understand: "Your grandfather was a remarkable man. His name was Hector. You will know his name."



On a morning in February she saw Ezra at the canal bank.

She was on the back gallery with her coffee — the February morning cold, the fields bare and brown, the canal tree line gray in the early light — and she looked south and he was there. Not at the drainage cut, not on his circuit. Simply sitting on the canal bank, his feet near the water, his arms on his knees, looking at the canal.

She watched him.

She did not go to him. She understood that this was his grief — his specific private grief for his father and brother, the grief that he had been carrying alongside everything else he was carrying, and that had not been given its own full space in the weeks of managing Della's loss and the household's needs. He had been present for everyone else. This was him being present for himself.

She watched him from the gallery and she let him be there.

After a while she went inside.

That evening he came to the sitting room.

She was not reading. Sam was in the cradle by the fire, sleeping. The lamp was on the table between the settee and the chair and the room was warm and quiet.

He sat on the settee.

She was in the chair.

They did not speak for a long time.

Then she said: "I saw you at the canal this morning."

"I know," he said. "I saw you on the gallery."

A silence.

"I'm glad you went," she said. "I'm glad you gave yourself that."

He looked at the fire. "I keep thinking about him at the canal," he said. "My father. He would fish sometimes in the early morning — before the gangs assembled, in the hour that was his. He was good at it. He was patient in the way he was patient with everything." A pause. "I keep thinking about him standing in the shallows the way he did. Patient. Waiting."

She sat with this.

"Tell me about him," she said.

He looked at her.

"Tell me something about your father that I wouldn't know," she said. "Something specific."

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "He used to hum. Quietly, when he was working alone. Not a song — just a sound, steady and low, like the sound the canal makes. I used to fall asleep to it when I was small, from the other side of the partition. I would hear him working at something after dark and he would be humming and the sound of it — " He stopped. "I would give a great deal to hear it again."

She looked at him — the specific quality of his face in the firelight, open in the way it was only in this room, carrying what he was carrying without hiding it.

"He sounds remarkable," she said.

"He was," Ezra said. "He was the best man I have ever known. In any condition, in any circumstance. The best man."

She received this.

They sat in the room with Hector Tull present between them — not as a ghost, not as an absence, but as the specific person he had been, called into the room by his son's words, present for a moment in the specific way that the dead are present when someone who loved them speaks about them honestly.

Sam made a small sound in the cradle.

Both of them looked at him.

He was not waking — the sound of a sleeping infant processing its dreams, the small vocalization of a person who is entirely in the present moment because they have no past yet to inhabit.

They looked at him together.

After a while Ezra said: "He would have loved Sam."

She looked at him.

"My father," he said. "He would have known what to do with this. All of it. He would have sat with it and found the path and he would have loved Sam without needing it to be explained to him." He paused. "That's the specific loss. Not just him. The way he would have been in this."

She felt something move in her chest — the specific grief of a loss she had not fully understood she was also grieving, which was Hector as Sam's grandfather, the man who would have known what to do, who was not here to do it.

"I know," she said softly.

They sat in the room until the lamp burned low.



In those weeks Della was different.

Not broken — Della was not a woman who broke, which was not the same as saying she was unaffected, it was simply that the form her grief took was not the form of breaking but of a different kind of contraction, a drawing-inward, a quietness more absolute than her usual quietness. She worked. She always worked. But the running commentary she kept to herself while working — the quiet thread of observation and opinion that had been the background music of her domestic life for twenty-three years — was gone, or reduced to something barely audible.

She held Sam often.

This was new — she had held him before, had managed him with the competence she brought to everything, but this was different. She held him in the specific way of someone who needs to hold a living thing, the specific warmth of a new person as a counterweight to what she was carrying.

Cecilia watched this and did not comment on it because commenting was not what was needed.

What was needed was what Ezra provided — his specific presence, which was not the presence of someone managing a grieving person but of someone who was grieving alongside, which was different and better. He sat with Della in the evenings sometimes — not filling the silence, not offering the false comfort of words that could not help, simply present in the room while she was present in the room, the specific companionship of a son with his mother in the time after everything has changed.

He did the same for Cecilia.

He was the only person who was grieving all of it — not only his own losses but all of them, Harlan and the sons alongside his father and brother, the entire Aldermain Hall family of men present in his grief as in no one else's. He was the one in the middle. He held the middle.



By March the household had arrived at the other side of the acute phase.

Not the other side of grief — there was no other side of grief, grief did not resolve in weeks or months, it simply changed its shape from the sharp immediate thing to the permanent carried thing, which was what it now was. But the acute phase, the phase of new loss arriving in new letters and the shock of each one, that was done.

What remained was the three of them.

Cecilia and Della and Ezra, at the kitchen table in the March morning, with Sam in the cradle nearby and the coffee on the table and the March light coming through the kitchen building window — the first hint of spring in it, the specific quality of March light in Mississippi that suggests the warmth is coming back even before it arrives.

They were different from the three people who had sat at this table in October.

Not in the ways that mattered — the love between them, the specific character of each of them, the quality of their attention to each other. Those were unchanged. But the losses had done what losses do: had stripped away the peripheral things, had clarified what was essential, had made the household more openly itself because there was no longer anything to protect it from the reality of what it was.

Della poured the coffee.

Ezra was reading — a letter from Clarence, who had written again to say that he was free now, that Vicksburg had fallen and he was making his way north and he wanted them to know that he had said prayers for Hector and Amos both.

Cecilia held Sam against her shoulder, the child awake and looking at the March morning through the window with the dark-eyed focus of a person who is beginning to understand that there is a great deal of world.

She looked at the two people at her kitchen table — the woman who was her closest companion and the man she loved and the child against her shoulder — and she thought about what the grief had made of them, which was this: more real to each other. More openly what they were.

Not resolved. Not comfortable.

Simply true.

She poured her own coffee.

The March morning went on around them, and the light was the light of a season changing, and the canal was south of the house as it had always been, dark and patient and entirely itself, keeping whatever it kept.



Chapter Thirty-Two: What the War Left

Aldermain Hall — Spring through Summer 1863



The leaving began in April.

Not all at once — not the dramatic mass departure that some plantations experienced in those months, the entire population walking off the land in a single day, the empty quarters left behind like a shed skin. On Aldermain Hall it happened by degrees, which was in keeping with the character of the place, with the specific people who had made their lives here under the conditions the place had imposed.

The first to go was a man named Cuff — not Nance's son Cuff, who was ten years old and going nowhere, but another Cuff, an older man who had been in the fields since Cornelius Aldermain's time and who had family in Vicksburg, a sister whose whereabouts he had known approximately and who he was now going to find precisely. He came to Cecilia at the back door on an April morning and he told her he was leaving. He was entirely correct about it — stood at the door and said what he was saying and waited.

She said: "I know. I hope you find her."

He nodded once and went.

She stood at the back door and watched him go down the drive with his bundle over his shoulder, the April morning around him, the young oaks in their new leaf making their canopy over the drive, and she felt the specific thing that she had been feeling for months without examining it too directly: the recognition that the world she had managed and the world she had inhabited was ending, and that its ending was not a catastrophe but a correction, and that the correction was thirty years overdue.

Others followed across the spring.

Some went with nothing. Some went with the small properties they had accumulated across years of the garden plots and the small economies of their private lives. Some said goodbye to Cecilia and some said goodbye to Della and some simply went, which was their absolute right and which she received as such — the leaving required no permission and she had no intention of treating it as if it did.

By May the quarters were half empty.



The people who stayed were specific people with specific reasons.

Nance Beaumont stayed. She had four children and no destination and a practical intelligence that told her that the chaos of the roads was more dangerous to her children than the emptiness of the plantation. She stayed and she managed her cabin and her children and the small garden with the same focused competence she brought to everything, and in the mornings she and Della sometimes worked together in the kitchen building with the ease of women who have known each other for years and who do not require a framework for the knowing.

Jonah stayed. He was too old and too rooted for the roads — had been on this land for longer than anyone could precisely account for, and the land was as much his as anyone's in the only sense that mattered, which was the sense of having worked it and lived on it and loved and buried people in it. He sat under the brush arbor in the evenings and he prayed and he watched the sky and he stayed.

Cass stayed — and this surprised Cecilia until she thought about it. He was twenty-one now, a young man of capability and intelligence who had any number of futures available to him in the changed world. He had fought beside Ezra in the Chapter 11 raid. He had loaded rifles in the kitchen building with steady hands. He stayed because, he told Ezra when Ezra asked him directly, he wanted to see how this particular story ended. He said it with the specific dry humor that was his grandfather Jonah's humor, which was the humor of someone who has seen enough history to find it interesting.

Ludie stayed because the kitchen building was hers in the only way anything had ever been hers, which was the way of twenty years of work, and she was not going anywhere.

Phoebe and Titus stayed because they were young and the plantation felt safer than the road and because Della was here and Della's specific gravity, the gravitational force of her competence and her love, had always been the thing that held certain people in its orbit.



Gideon Purse came on a Monday in June.

He came as he always came — with his ledger under his arm, his three-fingered right hand, his sparse and precise manner. He sat at the dining room table and he opened the ledger and he went through the accounts with Cecilia with the same thoroughness he always brought, which was complete.

At the end he closed the ledger.

He looked at it for a moment — the closed ledger, the accounts that balanced as well as the current circumstances permitted them to balance, which was imperfectly but honestly.

He said: "I expect you'll be making some decisions about the property."

"Yes," she said. "In time."

He nodded. He looked at the ledger. "The cotton isn't going to market this year. The blockade — " He paused. "The arithmetic doesn't work. You know this."

"I know it," she said.

He looked at her. "I have been offered a position in Vicksburg. With the Union quartermaster's office." He said this without apology and without particular explanation, which was correct — it required neither. He was a man who made the numbers balance and the numbers had changed and he was going where the numbers were.

"Take it," she said. "You've been invaluable. I am grateful."

He nodded once. He put the ledger on the table between them — the full record of Aldermain Hall's accounts going back to the year he had arrived, the columns of numbers that represented thirty years of cotton and corn and labor and the specific arithmetic of a world that was ending.

"I'll leave this," he said. "In case it's needed."

He put on his hat and he went.

She sat at the dining room table for a while after he left, with her hands flat on the ledger's cover, and she thought about the specific weight of it — thirty years of accounts, the whole of her adult life measured in columns and rows, the plantation's history written in numbers that were also the history of sixty-one people who had made everything those numbers represented and who had received none of its profit.

She pushed the ledger to the side.

She went to find Sam.



That same afternoon, after Purse had gone and the house had settled into its new quiet, Ezra found her in the sitting room. The ledger still lay open on the table like a wound. She was not crying, but the grief of the morning’s finality sat heavy in her chest.

He closed the door softly.

“Miss Cecilia,” he said, the old title now spoken with the intimacy of everything they had become.

She looked up at him, and the look that passed between them needed no words. He crossed the room in three slow strides, took her face in both his large, callused hands, and kissed her—slow, deliberate, the kind of kiss that begins at the corner of the mouth and travels inward like a promise kept. His lips were warm, unhurried, tasting of the June air and the salt of honest sweat. She opened to him, letting the kiss deepen until their tongues met in a slow, wet dance that made her knees weaken.

He lifted her gently onto the settee, never breaking the kiss. His hands moved with reverent care over her dress, unfastening buttons one by one until the fabric fell away and her full, still-grieving body was bare to him. “Let me take the weight for a while,” he whispered against her mouth. “Let me heal what I can.”

She nodded, tears slipping free now, and he kissed them away. Then he sank to his knees between her thighs, parted them with the same gentle authority he had always shown, and lowered his mouth to her wet soft white pussy. His tongue was slow, deliberate, tracing every fold with patient worship. He licked long, languid strokes from the base of her slit to the swollen pearl at the top, savoring the taste of her, the way her hips lifted to meet him. “So sweet,” he murmured, “even in sorrow.” Two thick fingers slid inside her cunt, curling gently, stroking the spot that made her gasp while his tongue circled her clit in unhurried spirals. He sucked softly, then harder, never rushing, letting the pleasure build like a slow tide until she came with a broken cry, her walls pulsing around his fingers, flooding his mouth with her release. He drank every drop, groaning against her, his huge black hard penis straining against his trousers.

He rose, freed himself—the thick veined length springing free, rigid and dark and glistening—and she wrapped both hands around it, stroking the heavy shaft while he kissed her again, tongues tangling slowly. “I need you inside me,” she breathed. “Slow. Like you love me.”

He laid her back on the settee, positioned himself between her thighs in missionary, and entered her in one long, careful thrust. Her cunt stretched around his huge black hard penis, velvet walls gripping him as he began the slowest, deepest rhythm—each stroke a deliberate act of consolation, his hips rolling so that every inch filled her completely. He kissed her the entire time, slow and deep, whispering between kisses how beautiful she was, how strong, how the pleasure they made together was a kind of prayer for the men they had lost. She came again, harder, her nails digging into his shoulders, and he held her through it, never speeding up, letting her body milk him until she was trembling and spent. Only then did he allow his own release, spilling deep inside her with a low, broken groan that sounded like both pain and salvation.

They lay tangled, breathing together, his hand stroking her hair. “I’m still here,” he said softly. “We’re still here.”



The land in summer had the specific quality of a thing that has been released from its function.

The cotton fields had been planted — Cass and the remaining men had planted them in April out of the habit of planting and the understanding that something should grow whether or not there was a market for it — but they were not being maintained with the obsessive attention of the previous years, and the weeds were coming up between the rows with the confidence of things that have been waiting for exactly this. The fields were not abandoned. They were simply less managed, which was its own kind of commentary.

The quarters were quieter. The cabins that had been vacated stood with their doors open — she had opened them, one morning in May, going through each one and opening the doors and windows, which had seemed necessary though she could not have explained why. The open doors let the summer air in and the cabins stood in the June light with their openness on display, no longer containing the lives they had contained.

She walked through the quarters on a Sunday morning in June and she did not bring sugar and medicine, which was the old formulation of her visits, the specific charity of the plantation mistress. She walked through because she wanted to and because the people who remained were her neighbors in the only way that word had ever honestly applied, and she wanted to see them.

Jonah was under the brush arbor.

He looked up when she came. He looked at her for a long moment with his ancient eyes that had been watching this plantation since before she was born.

He said: "It's about over, isn't it."

She sat on the bench beside him. "Yes," she said. "I think so."

"Good," he said. Simply, without embellishment. Good. The single word that contained everything he had waited his whole life to say about this place and this system.

She sat with him for a while.

"Where will you go?" she said.

"Here," he said. "I'll die here. That's fine. This ground knows me." He paused. "It doesn't know me as what I was supposed to be. It knows me as what I am. That's enough."

She held this.

It was, she thought, more than enough. It was everything.



On a morning in July — two weeks after Vicksburg's fall, the Union forces now in the county, the world officially different from what it had been — Della was in the quarters garden.

She was working the soil of the kitchen garden plot that had been the Tull family's for twenty-three years, turning it with a hoe in the July heat with the focused attention she brought to physical work. Ezra came out to her.

He did not take the hoe. He did not try to help with the gardening, which was not his task and which she would not have wanted interfered with. He simply came and stood near her in the July morning and she kept working and he was present.

After a while she said, without looking up: "Your father planted this the first spring we were here."

"I know," Ezra said. "He told me."

"He planted it because he said a person should have something that grows because they put it in the ground. Something that's theirs in that way." She turned a shovelful of soil. "He was right about that."

Ezra looked at the garden — the collards coming up, the sweet potatoes already leafing out, the patch of herbs Della had grown for as long as he could remember.

"I remember him working this," he said.

"Yes." She kept working. "He worked it every spring. Even when the season was bad. He would say — " She stopped. She pressed her lips together. She breathed. "He would say that the planting was the point. Not what came up."

They were both quiet.

Then Ezra crouched down in the way his father had crouched, the specific position of a man attending to ground-level work, his forearms on his knees, looking at the turned soil. He was not aware he was doing it. She saw it. Something moved in her face — the recognition of a man's posture in his son's body, the specific continuity of a gesture.

She reached out and put her hand briefly on his shoulder.

He put his hand over hers briefly.

They stayed like that for a moment — mother and son in the July garden, with Hector and Amos present in the soil and the air and the gesture — and then she went back to her hoeing and he stood up and they were simply in the garden together, which was sufficient and which was real.



The nights were harder.

For Cecilia, the nights were the time when the management was most difficult — when the competent administration of the day gave way to the hours that had always been Harlan's, the specific intimacy of the marriage that the nights had held, and which were now simply the hours of a woman who has lost her husband and who lies in the dark and feels the loss with the full authority that the dark permits.

She did not pretend the nights were fine.

She had stopped pretending things were fine months ago. It was one of the specific graces of the current household — the absence of the requirement to perform equanimity for an audience that expected it.

One night in June he knocked on her bedroom door.

She had heard him in the hallway — his particular footstep, the one she knew as well as any sound in the house — and he had stopped outside her door and knocked once, quietly.

"Come in," she said.

He opened the door. The room was dark — no lamp, the summer night outside the window giving the room its only light, which was thin and silver.

He said: "I heard you."

She had been crying. She had not known she was audible. She wiped her face.

"I'm all right," she said.

He came to the bed and he sat on the edge of it and he looked at her in the dark with the full attention she had always received from him, which did not require her to be anything other than what she was.

"You don't have to be all right," he said.

She looked at him.

"You don't have to be all right for me," he said. "I know what this is. I'm not going to require you to manage it."

She felt something give way — the specific giving-way of someone who has been managing and who has been told, by the one person they most trust, that the managing is not required.

She put her face in her hands.

He put his arm around her.

He held her while she cried — not trying to stop it, not trying to comfort it into something smaller, simply present with his arm around her and her grief doing what it needed to do in the dark of the June room. She cried for Harlan, whom she had loved for twenty-six years. She cried for her sons — Calhoun and Whitfield and Pemberton, each loss specific and particular and devastating. She cried for the life she had had and the life she had made and the way those two things had existed simultaneously in the same year and were now both altered past recognition.

He held her through all of it.

When the crying was done she lay against his shoulder in the dark and the room was very quiet and the summer night was outside the window.

She said: "I don't know what I would do without you."

He said: "You would do what you always do. You would manage."

"That's not the same thing," she said.

"No," he agreed. "It isn't."

She was quiet for a while.

"Stay," she said. "Just — stay."

He stayed.

He lay beside her in the dark with her head against his shoulder and his arm around her and outside the summer night was enormous and the canal was south of the house as it had always been and the plantation was quieter than it had ever been in its thirty years, and they were in the room together, holding what they were holding.

It was tender.

It was the specific tenderness of two people who are grieving and who love each other and who have decided, without discussing it, that the grief is better held together than alone. The warmth of his presence. The steadiness of him. The way his breathing slowed and deepened and she matched it, her own breathing finding the rhythm of his the way her body had been finding its rhythms by his for months.

She slept eventually.

When she woke he was still there in the gray of the early morning, awake and quiet, watching the window.

She said: "Thank you."

He said: "Yes."



By August the household had its final configuration.

Cecilia. Della. Ezra. Sam, who was nine months old and beginning to pull himself upright on the furniture and who regarded the world from that new height with the dark-eyed interest of a person who is discovering that there is more of it than previously visible. Nance and her children in the nearest quarters cabin. Jonah at the south end. Cass, who came and went between the plantation and Vicksburg on whatever business the new world was offering him, which was apparently considerable.

Ludie in the kitchen building, which was still Ludie's kitchen building and which she showed no signs of surrendering.

The cotton in the fields, untended and untroubled, growing toward a harvest that no one was going to pick for a market that no longer existed, simply growing because that was what it did, the old habit of the land persisting in the absence of the system that had organized it.

The house quiet. The drive empty. The seven graves in the family cemetery behind their iron fence, unchanged.

And the canal, south of everything, dark and patient, keeping what it kept.

Cecilia stood on the back gallery one August morning with her coffee and Sam on her hip and the south fields before her and she knew — with the complete clarity that had been building since spring — that they could not stay here. That this was not the life that was possible on this land, in this county, in this state. That Vermont — the name her father's cousin had written, the rumor of safety — was what came next.

She was not ready to say it yet.

She would be ready soon.

She drank her coffee and she held her son against her hip and she looked at the land that had been her home for twenty-six years and she let herself say goodbye to it, slowly, across the August mornings that remained.



Chapter Thirty-Three: The Decision

Aldermain Hall — August–September 1863



The letter from her father's cousin had arrived in the winter of the previous year.

She had read it then and filed it — one of the many letters of that period, the letters of sympathy and inquiry that had come from the wider world of family and acquaintance as the war deepened and the news from Mississippi worsened. Margaret Pruett Alcott, her father's cousin twice removed, living in Montpelier, Vermont, had written to ask after Cecilia's welfare in the careful language of a woman who knows the news is bad and wants to say she is thinking of you without presuming to know the specific nature of what is being endured.

She had taken the letter out again in June. She had read it again in July.

In August she took it to the kitchen table.



She waited until they were all three at the table — the specific configuration that had become the household's parliament, the place where the things that mattered were said. Sam was in his cradle nearby, pulling himself to sitting with the focused determination of a child who has recently discovered that the upright world has considerably more to offer than the horizontal one.

She put the letter on the table.

She said: "I need to tell you what I have been thinking."

Della looked at the letter. Ezra looked at her face.

"Vermont," she said. "I have a cousin — a distant cousin, a woman named Margaret Alcott — in Montpelier. I wrote to her in July and received her reply last week." She paused. "She is willing to receive us. All of us. She knows—" Another pause. "I told her the truth of our situation. As much of it as could be written. She is a woman of good character and she has connections to people who can help us establish ourselves there."

She looked at both of them.

"I think we cannot stay here," she said. "Not as what we are. Not with Sam growing into himself." She did not elaborate on this. She did not need to — they all knew what Sam's face said and what it would say more clearly as he grew. "The plantation has no future in its current form. Mississippi has no future that is safe for any of us right now. Vermont is—" She stopped. "Vermont is a rumor of safety. I cannot promise it is more than that. But I think it is what comes next."

The kitchen was quiet.

Outside the August morning was doing what August mornings did — the heat building early, the light on the south fields already bright and serious, the canal tree line green and still.

Della looked at the letter on the table.

She said: "You have already written to her."

"Yes," Cecilia said. "I wanted to know if it was possible before I raised it."

"And it is possible."

"She says so."

Della was quiet for a moment. Then she said: "I have nowhere else to go. That is not the same as wanting to go, and I want you to know I understand the difference." She looked at Cecilia directly. "But my son is here and you are here and Sam is here, and wherever that is, that is where I am."

Cecilia looked at her. "Della—"

"That's what I have to say about it," Della said. She looked at the table. "That's all."



Ezra had been looking at the window during this exchange.

Not avoiding — he was not avoiding anything. He was looking at the south fields and the canal tree line and the particular quality of the August morning that he had been looking at his whole life, which was different from the quality of any other morning he had ever known or would know, the specific light of a specific place that was his in the only way a place can be yours when you were born on it and have never left it.

He turned from the window.

He said: "I have been thinking about the word after since before Sam was born."

Cecilia looked at him.

"Since before — " He paused. "Since before many things. I told you once that I thought about land. About choosing." He looked at the table. "Vermont is not a word I know. It is not a place I can see. But it is a place where I could — " He stopped again. Took his time. "It is a place where I could put something in the ground and call it mine. Where I could put a shelf of books in a room and call the room mine. Where Sam could grow up without—" He did not finish this sentence. He did not need to.

"Yes," Cecilia said.

He looked at her. "When?"

"October," she said. "Before the winter roads."

He nodded once.

That was his answer, which was the same answer he had given to everything that mattered — quiet, direct, complete.



She went to the cemetery on a Thursday morning.

The family cemetery sat behind the house, beyond the kitchen garden, enclosed by the iron fence that Cornelius Aldermain had installed in 1831 and that had been maintained since by men who were no longer here to maintain it. There were seven graves — Cornelius and his wife, two infant children who had not survived their first year, Harlan's parents, an old man whose name she had never learned who had been on the land when Cornelius bought it.

And then the empty space.

She had put a marker there — a wooden cross that Cass had made for her in March, after the notification letter came. There was no body. Harlan had died at Vicksburg and been buried there, in the earth of a city he had ridden out to defend, in a grave she would never visit. The cross here was the cross of a woman who needed somewhere to go with what she was carrying.

She opened the iron gate and she went inside.

She stood at the wooden cross.

The morning was already warm and the August insects were in full voice in the fields beyond the fence and the garden behind her had the specific smell of late-summer soil, the warm green smell of growing things at the height of their season.

She looked at the cross.

She said: "I am going to take Sam and go to Vermont. Della and Ezra are coming with me. I am telling you because you deserve to know and because you are the only person I could not tell when it mattered and this is the closest I can come."

She stood with her hands at her sides in the cemetery.

"I loved you," she said. "I loved you completely and I am going to go on loving you in the specific way that you love someone who is gone — as the person they were, held permanently in the form of what I knew. You will not become what you would have become. I will not know that person. I am at peace with that."

She paused.

"I am not at peace with everything," she said. "You know what I am not at peace with. I expect you have always known more than you said, which was one of the things I loved about you. The not saying." She looked at the cross. "I am sorry for what I cannot be sorry for. I think you would understand this distinction. You were always better at distinctions than people gave you credit for."

The insects were very loud.

"Be at peace," she said. "Whatever peace is available where you are. You were a good man inside the specific conditions of the world you lived in, which is all any of us can be. I am going to try to be the same."

She stood for a while longer.

Then she closed the iron gate behind her.

She walked back through the kitchen garden and into the house and she did not look back at the cemetery because she had said what she needed to say and looking back was not what this morning required.



That afternoon she wrote to each of her sons.

Three letters, to addresses she did not know were still valid but wrote to anyway — the last known addresses of their companies, forwarded through the Confederate mail system she no longer trusted to function but which was the only mechanism available. She told them she was going north. She told them she was well. She told them that Aldermain Hall would be here when they came back, which was the lie of love that the situation required and which she told without apology.

She was not telling them about Sam.

She would tell them when she saw them, if she saw them, which was the uncertainty she lived with and would continue to live with.

She sealed the three letters and gave them to Cass to take to Vicksburg and she held what she was holding, which was the specific grief of a mother writing to dead sons not yet knowing they were dead, which was the condition she had been in since May.



That night Ezra went to the canal.

She knew because she was at her bedroom window — the old habit, the east-facing window, though she was looking south as she always looked south — and she saw him in the moonlight on the canal bank. He was standing at the edge of the water, not sitting, not fishing, simply standing with his hands at his sides looking at the canal.

She watched him from the window.

He had been born on this land. She understood this in a way she had not let herself fully understand before — the specific enormity of what it meant to leave the only ground you had ever stood on, the ground that had been your whole world for twenty years, the ground that had shaped you as much as the people who loved you had shaped you. She had been on this plantation for twenty-six years. He had been here his entire life.

She did not go to him.

She stayed at the window and she let him have the canal and the moonlight and the goodbye that was his to make in his own way.



He stood on the canal bank for a long time.

The water was dark and slow in the August night — the specific smell of it, the cypress and the tannin and the cool that came off the water even in the summer's heat, the smell he had known since before he could name it. The knees of the bald cypress stood in the shallows. A heron moved somewhere in the dark downstream, the specific sound of a large bird adjusting its position.

He had been at this canal his whole life.

He had fished it and swum in it and walked its bank in every season. He had stood at its edge as a boy and thought about what was on the other side of it — not literally, the other side was just more Warren County, more Mississippi — but conceptually, the other side of the world that the canal represented, the larger world that existed beyond the plantation's boundary and that he had read about in books and had not been permitted to go to.

He was going to that world.

The word Vermont was a word he knew from maps in the Aldermain library — had looked at those maps, in the years before this year, with the specific attention of someone who is learning geography for reasons that are not entirely academic. Vermont was in the north. It was cold in ways that Mississippi was not cold. It had mountains, which he had never seen.

He was going to see mountains.

He stood on the bank and he looked at the canal and he felt the specific feeling of a person saying goodbye to the ground that made them — not with bitterness, not with the anger he might have had every right to feel, but with something more complicated and more honest, a feeling that had grief in it and also something that was not grief, the specific feeling of a person who has loved a place even when the place was the site of everything that had been done to him, because love is not reasonable about its objects and does not require them to have deserved it.

He had loved this canal.

He had loved it the way he loved the books and the specific light of October mornings and the sound his mother made in the kitchen building and the weight of his son in his arms and the face of the woman in the house whose light he could see from where he was standing, the south bedroom window, the shape of her at the glass.

He looked at the water for a long time.

He said, very quietly, to no one and to the canal: "Thank you for what you were."

He turned and walked back to the house.



The preparations took three weeks.

The plantation's accounts were settled as far as they could be settled — which was imperfectly, the war having disrupted the financial world too thoroughly for clean resolution. She signed what needed signing and Purse's replacement — a young Union quartermaster's officer who came to the house in August — received what records she could give him and made his own determinations about the rest.

The house was walked through room by room.

She took what could be carried and what mattered. The four letters from Harlan were in the box in her writing desk. She took the box. She took her father's fishing rod — she was not going to leave it, which was not a rational decision and was the right one. She took the Tennyson and the small leather journal. She took Sam's cradle, which Cass helped Ezra dismantle for transport.

She left the Stowe novel on the bottom shelf of the cabin.

She went to the cabin one last time on a September morning — not to fish, not to read, simply to stand in it and receive the full weight of what it had been in her life and to let that weight be felt before she walked away from it. The rocking chair. The two shelves. The stove cold now. The canal visible through the open porch door in the September morning.

She stood in the cabin for ten minutes.

She left the Stowe novel on the bottom shelf because it belonged to this place — to this specific ground, this specific year, this specific version of herself. Whoever found the cabin after them would find it there. She did not know what they would make of it. She left it anyway.

She walked back up the path.



On the last morning before departure she stood on the back gallery.

The October air was cooler — the first real cool of the season, the specific quality of a Mississippi October morning that she had loved for twenty-six years. The south fields were in the process of being reclaimed by whatever wanted to reclaim them. The canal tree line was in the beginning of its autumn color. The house behind her was standing as it had stood for thirty years and would stand after she was gone.

Della came to stand beside her.

They stood together on the gallery and they looked at the south fields and the canal and the morning, and neither of them spoke.

After a while Ezra came out with Sam on his hip — the child looking at the morning with the interested dark eyes that were beginning to look at everything as if it were something worth understanding, which it was.

The four of them on the gallery.

Cecilia looked at what she was leaving and she felt its full weight and she felt, alongside the weight, the specific lightness of someone who has made a decision and is living inside it, which was different from any previous lightness she had known — not the lightness of freedom from difficulty, because what came next was full of difficulty, but the lightness of a direction. A compass point. A word on a map.

Vermont.

"Ready," she said. To herself, to them, to the morning.

She went inside to get her coat.



Chapter Thirty-Four: The Road North

The Road — October through November 1863



She looked back once.

She had told herself she would not look back — had been firm about this in the planning of the departure, the specific firmness of a woman who knows her own weaknesses and tries to work around them. But when Cass turned the wagon at the end of the drive and she saw the house between the young oaks in the October morning, framed by the canopy that Cornelius Aldermain had planted in 1831 and that had made its canopy over every departure and arrival she had witnessed — she looked.

White columns. Three stories. The back gallery where she had stood with her coffee for twenty-six years. The kitchen building to the east. The gate of the family cemetery with its iron fence.

She looked for the count of three breaths.

Then she turned forward and did not look again.



Cass drove them as far as the Vicksburg road junction — four miles, the limit of what he had agreed to, and more than she had asked for. He stopped the wagon at the junction and climbed down and helped with the bags and he stood in the road in the October morning and he looked at the four of them with the specific look of someone saying goodbye to people he expects to see again and is not certain of it.

"You know where you're going," he said. It was not a question.

"We know," Ezra said.

Cass looked at him for a moment — the two young men who had loaded rifles together in the kitchen building on a July night two years ago, who had grown up on the same plantation in the specific proximity of the people the system had decided to put closest together. Something passed between them that was the full history of that proximity — the plantation and its specific world and the years inside it and all that those years had made of both of them.

"Go well," Cass said.

"You too," Ezra said.

Cass climbed back onto the wagon.

They walked north on the Vicksburg road with their bags and their bundles and Sam in the cloth carrier Della had made for the journey, the child strapped against Cecilia's chest and looking at the world over her shoulder with the alert interest of a person for whom everything is still new.



Mississippi in October was finishing its beauty.

The roadsides were in the late color that Warren County produced in its best autumns — the sweet gum in its reds and purples, the water oak gone bronze, the persimmon trees heavy with their orange fruit along the fence lines. The air had the first real cool in it, the cool that was a different quality from the false cool of September, genuinely descended from the north, carrying in it the promise of what was coming.

She had loved this landscape for twenty-six years.

She walked through it now with the specific attention of someone memorizing — the flat loess country, the black soil of the fields, the rivers brown and slow in their banks, the specific sky of Mississippi that was broader and more committed to its blueness than any sky she had seen since.

By the end of the first day they had covered fourteen miles.

She was tired in a way she had not been tired since the birth — the specific physical tiredness of the body being asked to do something it had not been asked to do recently, the road's specific demand that was different from the plantation's demands. She did not complain about it. Neither did Della, who was fifty-one years old and walked the fourteen miles with the steady efficiency she brought to everything.

Ezra carried the heaviest bags and Sam's dismantled cradle and did not appear tired, which was the specific advantage of twenty years of physical labor.

They slept that night in a farmhouse whose owner — a widow whose sons were both in the Confederate army and who had apparently reached a point of exhaustion with the whole enterprise — gave them a barn and asked no questions. She brought them cornbread in the morning, which they ate with gratitude.



Tennessee was harder.

The roads in Tennessee were contested territory — Confederate irregulars and Union patrols and the general disorder of a state that had been fought over for two years and showed it. There were burned bridges and detoured roads and checkpoints that appeared without warning around bends in the road.

The checkpoint came on the third day in Tennessee.

Two men on horseback — not in any uniform she could precisely identify, the specific gray of Confederate irregular forces, men who were operating at the edges of the official military structure with the latitude that such edges provide. They were in the road. They were looking at the four travelers with the specific assessment of men who are deciding what something is worth to them.

She stepped forward.

She had prepared for this in the way she had prepared for all the plantation's difficult negotiations — with the specific language already assembled, the version of the truth that was true and useful and that did not require elaboration.

"Mrs. Aldermain," she said, before either man spoke. "Of Warren County. My husband was Major Harlan Aldermain, Burbidge's company. Killed at Vicksburg." She let this land. "I am traveling north to family with my son." She indicated Sam. "And my household."

The older of the two men looked at her. He looked at Della. He looked at Ezra, who was standing slightly behind and to the right of Cecilia in the specific position of someone who is being deliberately unremarkable and who is very good at it — still, contained, his face in the expression of a man who is not present in any way that matters.

The man's eyes went back to Cecilia.

"Warren County," he said.

"Yes," she said.

He looked at Sam.

She held the child's gaze level on the man and did not move. The child looked back at the man with his dark curious eyes and the man looked at the child and Cecilia breathed once, quietly, and waited.

The man looked at her.

He said: "Go on, then."

She said: "Thank you." And then, because she had learned that the extra sentence was always useful: "God willing the cause will prevail."

He nodded. He moved his horse aside.

They walked past.

She did not let herself feel what she was feeling until they were a quarter mile down the road and the men were behind them out of sight, and then she felt it — the specific physical aftermath of sustained fear successfully managed, the hands going slightly unsteady, the breath releasing. She kept walking.

Ezra came alongside her.

He said, quietly: "That was well done."

"Yes," she said. "Let's keep going."



They crossed into Kentucky on a Tuesday.

The specific moment of crossing was a bridge over a river she could not name with certainty — a Union checkpoint at its far end, two young soldiers who looked at their papers with the careful attention of men who have been told to be careful and who are trying their best.

The younger soldier looked at Ezra.

"Free?" he said. The word asked as a question, which it had always been and which was now, in this part of the country, a question with a different available answer than the one available south of the Tennessee line.

"Yes," Ezra said.

The soldier nodded and waved them through.

It was not dramatic. It was two syllables and a nod. The understatement of it — the enormous thing compressed into the most ordinary exchange — was its own specific quality, the quality of a world that had been changed by law and was still learning how to speak about the change.

Ezra walked onto the Kentucky side of the bridge.

He was free in a way he had not been free on the Mississippi side. The law said so now. He was aware of this — was aware of it in the specific way of someone for whom the legal acknowledgment of a fact does not create the fact but changes its social form, and who understands both the significance and the inadequacy of that change.

He looked at the Kentucky road ahead of him.

He walked on it.



The Quaker family lived outside Cincinnati.

They had been directed there by a freedman in a Kentucky town who had given them a name and an address with the economy of someone passing along a well-used piece of information — this was a network, she understood, that had been operating for years, the specific infrastructure of people who had decided to do something about what they believed.

The family's name was Whitmore. There were four of them — the father and mother, both in their fifties, and two grown daughters who moved through the house with the quiet efficiency of people for whom hospitality is a practice rather than a performance. They gave the travelers two rooms and hot water and a supper that was the best food any of them had eaten since leaving Aldermain Hall.

They asked no questions that were not practical.

Where are you headed. How long have you been traveling. Does the child need anything.

That was all.

At breakfast the older daughter gave Sam a small carved wooden horse — a simple thing, smoothly made, sized for an infant's hand. Sam took it with the seriousness of a child receiving an important object and looked at it and then put it directly in his mouth, which was his current approach to understanding the world.

Cecilia said: "Thank you."

The daughter said: "Safe travels."

That was all that needed to be said.



On the second night in the Whitmore house, Della sat on the edge of the bed in the room she had been given.

It was a small room — a window facing east, a braided rug on the floor, a quilt on the bed that had been made by someone's hands over many hours and that was plain and beautiful in the way of things made with attention. A candle on the table. A pitcher of water.

A room that was hers for the night.

She sat on the edge of the bed and she looked at the room.

She was in Ohio. She was free. No one owned her. No one had owned her since January of this year, when the Proclamation made the legal form of the thing she had always been catch up with the fact of it. But this was different from the legal form — this was a room in a house where the people who lived in it had given it to her because she needed a place to sleep, without any framework of property or service or the long complicated history of what she was to the woman in the next room.

She was simply a woman who needed a place to sleep.

She had been a woman who needed a place to sleep her entire life. It had taken fifty-one years for the world to receive her as only that.

She sat with this for a long time.

She did not cry. She did not pray. She simply sat in the room that was hers for the night and she breathed and she let the specific reality of where she was be exactly what it was without managing it into something she could carry more efficiently.

After a while she lay down on the bed.

The quilt was warm.

She looked at the ceiling and she thought about Hector — thought about telling him about this room, which was what she did with every significant thing that happened, she told Hector about it in the interior, the conversation that continued because she refused to let it stop. She told him about the room and the quilt and the Whitmore family and the horse carved for Sam, and she told him they were on the road and it was going well enough, and she told him she missed him in the specific way of a woman who has been missing someone for a year and a half and who has learned that missing does not diminish, it simply becomes the condition of the life.

She slept.



Pennsylvania passed in gray and brown.

New York in the rain — two days of steady northern rain that was entirely different from Mississippi rain, a thinner, more patient rain, without the tropical ambition of what she was accustomed to. Ezra managed the wagon through the New York roads with the competence he brought to everything physical, and Cecilia held Sam under her coat and Della sat in the wagon bed with her blanket around her shoulders and looked at the New York countryside with the specific attention of someone who has never seen it and may not see it again.

And then, on a morning in the third week of November, the mountains.

She was not prepared for them. She had known they existed — had known Vermont had mountains in the way she knew things from maps — but the knowing and the seeing were different in the way they were always different, the map giving way to the actual thing.

She was on the wagon bench beside Ezra when they crested a low hill and the mountains appeared in the north — the Green Mountains, green no longer in November but in the full blaze of their autumn color, reds and golds against the gray sky, enormous in a way that the flat country of her whole life had not prepared her for.

She stopped speaking mid-sentence.

He stopped the horse.

He looked at the mountains.

She looked at him looking at them — the specific quality of his face, the stillness of someone receiving something they have never received before, the adjustment of the eyes to a scale that is new. He did not speak. He did not need to speak. The looking was the thing and the thing was entirely present.

Sam made a sound from the back of the wagon — a small interested sound, the sound of a child who has heard something go quiet and wants to know why.

"Mountains," Cecilia said to him. "Those are mountains."

He looked in the direction she was looking with his dark eyes and his expression of applied interest.

Ezra clicked to the horse and they went on.

He did not say anything about the mountains.

He did not need to.



Montpelier was a small city on a river, in a valley surrounded by the mountains on all sides.

They arrived in the late afternoon of a November day when the light was going early — the northern light, the specific shortness of November days at this latitude, which was startling to people whose whole lives had been lived closer to the equator. The city was quieter than Vicksburg — smaller, more contained, the streets of it laid out in the practical manner of a New England town that has been here long enough to know what it needs.

Margaret Alcott's house was on a side street two blocks from the State House.

She came to the door herself when Cecilia knocked — a small woman in her sixties with gray hair and her father's cousin's eyes, which Cecilia recognized with a start as being somewhat like her own father's eyes, the family resemblance traveling across two generations and a thousand miles and arriving in this doorway as something still recognizable.

She looked at the four of them on her doorstep.

She said: "You made it."

"We made it," Cecilia said.

Margaret Alcott opened the door wider.

"Come in," she said. "All of you. Come in out of the cold."

They came in.

The door closed behind them.

The November evening was on the other side of it — the cold and the long road and the checkpoint in Tennessee and the burned bridges and the Quaker family and the quilt in Ohio and the New York rain and the mountains — all of it on the other side of a closed door in a small house in a small city in Vermont where the light was warm and the fire was going and a woman they had never met was already moving toward the kitchen to put something on the stove.

Cecilia stood in the hallway of Margaret Alcott's house with Sam on her hip and Della beside her and Ezra at her shoulder.

She looked at the closed door behind them.

She looked at the hallway ahead.

She breathed.



Chapter Thirty-Five: A Ceremony in a Back Room

Montpelier, Vermont — December 1863



Vermont in December was a different country from any country she had known.

The cold was not the cold she was accustomed to — not the Mississippi cold that was merely the absence of warmth, the winter damp that settled into the bones without ever becoming absolute. This was a genuine cold, a cold with authority, the cold of a climate that has decided something and means it. The snow had come in the first week of December and had not left — lay on the ground and on the rooftops and on the branches of the maple trees in front of Margaret Alcott's house with the specific permanence of a northern winter that does not apologize for itself.

She had found it, to her own surprise, beautiful.

She had been in Margaret Alcott's house for four weeks and in that time she had found Vermont beautiful in the specific way of someone who had not expected to find it beautiful — the mountains visible from certain streets in the morning, the cold clarity of the air, the specific quality of the light on snow which was entirely unlike the light on anything she had previously known. She had found the people careful and direct in ways that reminded her, sometimes, of Ezra, which she supposed was not accidental — this was the country that had produced a certain kind of person, the person who kept what they said and said what they kept.

Margaret Alcott was that kind of person.

She had asked, in the first days, only the practical questions — the room, the food, the child's needs — and had extended her hospitality with the quiet efficiency of a woman for whom hospitality was a form of conviction rather than a social grace. She had asked nothing about what they were to each other. She had read the situation with the precision of someone who had lived long enough to read situations accurately and who had decided that accuracy and acceptance were the same thing.

It was Cecilia who had told her.

On the second week, over the kitchen table with the Vermont morning outside the window, she had simply told her. The whole of it — not every detail, but the shape of it, the essential truth. Margaret Alcott had listened with her hands around her coffee cup and her eyes on Cecilia's face and she had said, when Cecilia finished:

"And you want to be married."

"Yes," Cecilia said.

"I know a minister," Margaret Alcott said. "A good man. I'll write to him."

That was all.



The night before the ceremony the house was quiet.

Sam was asleep in the cradle in the corner of the room — sleeping with the specific thoroughness of a child of fourteen months who has spent the day walking between pieces of furniture and applying himself to the physical world with total concentration and is now entirely spent. He had said his first word the week before — not mama or dada but bird, pointing at the birds that came to Margaret Alcott's garden feeder in the December mornings, which was entirely consistent with who he was going to be.

The fire was in the small iron stove that heated the room.

The Vermont winter was outside the window — the snow on the garden, the bare maples, the mountains in the distance holding the last light.

She was with Ezra in the warmth of the room and the warmth between them had the specific quality of this night — the night before something permanent, which is its own register of intimacy, the specific closeness of two people who are about to step into a ceremony that will name what has been true for two years. There was a tenderness to it that was different from previous tenderness — more settled, less urgent, the intimacy of people who have arrived somewhere and know it and are simply here, in it, entirely.

He held her face in his hands — the gesture that was his, the specific care of it — and she closed her eyes. He kissed her slowly, his lips warm and deliberate, the kiss deepening until their tongues met in a slow, wet dance that tasted of the quiet they had earned. His hands moved down her body with the same unhurried patience, unfastening the buttons of her nightdress one by one, letting the fabric fall open so that the firelight touched her full breasts, the nipples already tightening in the cool air that slipped between them. He lowered his mouth to one breast, taking the nipple between his lips, sucking gently at first, then with a steady rhythm that drew a low moan from her throat. His tongue circled the sensitive peak while his hand cupped the other breast, thumb brushing the nipple until it was hard and aching.

The pleasure was slow, deep, building in the way only long-known bodies can build it. She arched into him, her fingers threading through his hair, holding him there while he worshipped her breasts with mouth and hands, the wet heat of his tongue and the gentle pinch of his fingers sending waves of warmth straight to her core.

He moved lower, kissing the soft curve of her belly, then the inside of her thighs, parting them with gentle hands. When his mouth reached her pussy she was already wet, the folds slick and swollen with need. His tongue licked long, languid strokes from the base of her slit to her clit, savoring the taste of her, the way her hips lifted to meet him. “So sweet,” he murmured against her cunt, the vibration of his voice sending another shiver through her. He sucked her clit softly, then harder, his thick fingers sliding inside her wet pussy, curling to stroke the spot that made her gasp and moan. The pleasure built in slow, inexorable waves until she came, her pussy pulsing around his fingers, flooding his mouth with her cum. He drank every drop, groaning against her, his own cock hard and straining against her leg.

She reached for him then, her hands wrapping around his thick, veined cock, stroking the heavy shaft from base to tip, feeling it throb and leak pre-cum. She took him in her mouth, sucking slowly, her tongue swirling the head, tasting the salt of him while he moaned her name. She took him deeper, her lips sliding down the shaft until she could feel him at the back of her throat, her hand working the base in the same slow rhythm.

He pulled her up gently, laid her back on the bed, and positioned himself between her thighs. His cock pressed against her pussy, the thick head nudging her entrance. He entered her in one long, slow thrust, her cunt stretching around his shaft, the fullness perfect and complete. He began to move — deep, rolling thrusts that ground the base of his cock against her clit with every stroke. Their eyes locked, his forehead resting against hers, and he whispered “I love you” between thrusts, the words as steady as his rhythm. She wrapped her legs around him, meeting every slow thrust, the pleasure building again, deeper this time, until she came a second time, her pussy clenching and milking his cock, her moan lost in his mouth. He followed moments later, spilling deep inside her with a low, broken groan, his cum filling her as they trembled together in the shared release.

They stayed joined for a long time, breathing together, his hand stroking her hair, the fire crackling, the Vermont snow falling silently outside. The pleasure had been slow, honest, mutual — the kind of lovemaking that comes only after years of knowing and loss and choosing each other again.

Later they lay in the Vermont dark and listened to Sam breathe in his cradle and outside the snow was on everything and the mountains were dark shapes against the darker sky and she was warm and he was beside her and the night was the most peaceful night she had spent in two years.

She slept.



She was in a field.

The field was green in the way of a dream's green — more itself than any actual green, the color asserting its own quality without the interference of weather or season. The light was the light of no particular time of day, the specific light of significant dreams that illuminates without a source.

She was not afraid. This was the first thing she noticed — the absence of fear, which was unusual in dreams that contained the dead, which this one did.

Hector was there first.

She saw him before she saw the others — his large quiet presence at the field's edge, exactly as she had known him, exactly as she had watched him from the plantation's distances for twenty-three years. He was standing with his hands at his sides in the specific posture of a man who is at rest and is at rest because he has earned it. He looked at her and he nodded once, which was Hector's greeting, which was all Hector had ever needed.

Amos was beside him.

The easy-natured ease of him — the broad shoulders, the expression that had always made people feel they had just been welcomed somewhere. He raised his hand in the small wave of someone who has spotted a friend across a distance. She felt the specific grief of him, the specific pleasure of seeing him, simultaneously, which was the dream's logic.

Her sons.

They were together — Calhoun and Whitfield and Pemberton, standing as they had stood in the front yard on the May morning of the homecoming, the specific arrangement of the three of them together that she had memorized across twenty-six years of watching them exist in the same space. Calhoun's steadiness. Whitfield's brightness restored to its full uncracked version. Pemberton with his mother's gray eyes, looking at her with the expression she had loved most in him — the expression of someone who understands something and is glad of the understanding.

She wanted to go to them and the dream did not permit it, which was the dream's honesty — she could see them, she could know they were well, she could not have them back.

And then Harlan.

He came from the field's far edge and he walked toward her the way he had always walked — the direct pace of a man who knows where he is going and intends to get there. He was the Harlan she had married, not the Harlan of the last years, the gray-bearded deacon and planter — the younger man, the man of thirty she had fallen in love with in her father's garden in Natchez, the man who had looked at her across the parlor and decided she was what he wanted.

He stopped in front of her.

He looked at her with the pale gray eyes — the direct look, entirely himself, the look that had never required her to be anything other than what she was.

He said: "You are well."

"Yes," she said.

He looked at her for a long moment. The dream's light was on his face and he was entirely present — not a ghost, not a shade, simply Harlan, in the field's green, seeing her.

He said: "I always knew you were more than I could contain."

She felt something move in her at this — not grief, not precisely, but the specific feeling of being known by someone who loved you and who has now, in the dream's transformed space, arrived at a knowledge that was always true and is only now being spoken.

"Harlan," she said.

He looked at her.

"Are you at peace?" she said.

He considered this with the specific deliberateness of a man who does not say things he does not mean. Then he said: "I am at peace with you."

It was the most he could give and she received it as everything she needed.

The dream released her.



She woke in the Vermont morning with the dream still present — not fading the way most dreams fade but holding, the images clear, the specific quality of each person's presence still felt in her body.

Ezra was awake beside her, watching the window.

She said: "I dreamed."

He turned to look at her.

"They were there," she said. "Hector. Amos. My sons." She paused. "Harlan."

He was very still.

"He said I was more than he could contain," she said. "He said it the way he would have said it — not as an apology. As a fact. The honest accounting of a man who is past the need to manage anything." She looked at the ceiling. "He said he was at peace with me."

She felt Ezra's hand cover hers under the quilt.

She turned her head to look at him.

"What did it feel like?" he said.

She thought about this carefully, because he had asked carefully and he deserved a careful answer.

"Like being released," she said. "Like the last door of a house I had been walking through opening into outside."

He looked at her.

"Good," he said. Quietly. The single word with its full weight.

She looked at his face in the Vermont morning — the specific face she knew, the face she had been learning since the sitting room and the canal path and the storm night, the face that was going to be beside her from this day forward in the form that the ceremony would give it.

She said: "Are you ready?"

He looked at her steadily.

"I have been ready," he said, "since before I knew what I was ready for."



Reverend Josiah Fenn was seventy years old.

He had been born free in Vermont in 1793 and had lived his entire life in the state whose constitution had been the first in the nation to prohibit slavery, and in those seventy years he had seen enough of the country's distance from that prohibition to understand that the document and the reality were two different countries and that the work of closing the distance between them was the work of a lifetime. He had been a minister for forty years. He had married couples and buried people and christened children and stood in pulpits and sat at bedsides and had learned, in the specific education of a long ministry, that the most important things happened in the plain moments, in the ordinary rooms, in the specific quiet of people who have come to say what needs to be said.

He had agreed to perform this ceremony without hesitation.

His back room was small — white walls, two windows looking onto the December street, a plain table and four chairs, a painting of the Connecticut River in autumn that had been there since before he could remember. He had put a cloth on the table and two candles, which was the full extent of the decoration, which was exactly right.

Margaret Alcott was there when Cecilia and Ezra arrived, standing with the composed attention of a woman who understands the significance of what she is witnessing and intends to witness it properly. Beside her was Ruth Hayward — a woman of fifty from Reverend Fenn's congregation, a deacon's wife whose face carried the specific expression of someone who is doing something that will cost them nothing and means a great deal.

And Della, in the corner, with Sam on her hip.

Sam was wearing the good shirt that Della had made for him — a small white shirt with careful stitching, the specific shirt of a child being dressed for an occasion by a woman who knows how to mark an occasion with cloth and needle. He was looking at the candles on the table with the intense focused attention he brought to anything that was bright and interesting, which was most things.

Cecilia looked at Della across the room.

Della looked back at her.

Everything they had been to each other — the twenty-five years of mornings and accountings and confessions and burnings and griefs and loyalties — was in the look, held as it had always been held, in the space between two women who knew each other as completely as people can.

Della nodded once.

Cecilia turned to face Reverend Fenn.



He was economical with the words, which was correct.

He spoke briefly about the nature of the ceremony they were undertaking — its legal validity in the state of Vermont, its spiritual weight, the specific seriousness of the commitment being made. He spoke without performance, in the voice of a man who has done important things long enough to know that importance does not require decoration.

Then he looked at them both and he said: "Are you ready to proceed?"

"Yes," they said. Together, without having planned to say it together, which was its own specific thing.

He asked Ezra first.

The words were the words that had been said in every language and in every country where people had decided to formalize what they felt for each other — ancient words, worn smooth by use, which did not diminish them. Do you take this woman. Do you promise to love and honor and cherish. Do you promise to be faithful.

Ezra said: "I do." Quietly. In the register he used for the things that mattered most, which was the quietest one, the one closest to the center of him.

Then her.

She heard the words and she received them — each one arriving with its specific weight, the love and the honor and the cherish and the faithful, all of them words she was saying with the full knowledge of her history and the full intention of her future and without pretense about the complexity of either.

She said: "I do."

Then the ring.

She had been carrying it in her coat pocket since Aldermain Hall — her mother's ring, the plain gold band that her father had given her mother on their wedding day and that her mother had pressed into Cecilia's hand on the morning of Cecilia's own wedding, saying: Keep this. It has been on a good hand. Put it on another.

She took it from her pocket.

She looked at it for a moment — the ring that had been on her mother's hand, the ring she had worn on her own hand for twenty-six years, the ring that was the most continuous object of her life.

She gave it to Ezra.

He looked at it in his palm.

He looked at her.

He put it on.

It fit — not perfectly, the ring made for a woman's finger, but enough, the specific imperfect fit of an object made for one person being received by another, which was its own kind of rightness.

Reverend Fenn said: "I now pronounce you husband and wife."

The December light was in the two windows.

The candles burned.

Sam made a sound — a small interested vocalization, the sound of a child who has been watching the candles for several minutes and has now decided to contribute to the proceedings.

Both of them looked at their son.

Then at each other.



Reverend Fenn shook their hands with the warm directness of a man who means the gesture. Margaret Alcott said: "Congratulations" — simply, properly, with the contained warmth of a New England woman offering what is appropriate and meaning it fully. Ruth Hayward smiled and said nothing, which was its own kind of blessing.

Della gave Sam to Ezra.

She did this without ceremony — simply transferred the child from her hip to his arms in the practical way she did everything — and Ezra took his son and held him in the specific way he had been holding him since November, the adjustment of his arms to the child's familiar weight.

Sam grabbed at Ezra's collar with both hands and examined it with great interest.

Cecilia took Ezra's free hand.

The four of them stood in Reverend Fenn's back room in the December morning — husband, wife, mother, son — in Vermont, in a country that had changed and was changing and that was not yet what it needed to be and that was nonetheless this: a back room, a minister, two witnesses, a plain gold ring on a man's finger, a child in his father's arms, a woman holding her husband's hand for the first time in the full legal sight of the world.

She looked at Ezra.

He looked at her.

He said, quietly, in the register he used for the things that were entirely true: "Cecilia."

Just her name.

The same way Harlan had said it in the front yard on the May morning of the homecoming — just her name, with everything in it.

She tightened her hand around his.



That evening in Margaret Alcott's house the fire was going in the sitting room and Sam was asleep early — exhausted by the occasion and the candles and the effort of being fourteen months old in a world full of interesting things — and the house was quiet in the way of a December evening in Vermont, which was a thorough and absolute quiet, the quiet of snow and cold and early dark.

She sat by the fire.

She looked at her hand.

The ring that had been her mother's was on Ezra's hand now, across the room where he was reading — the open shelf of books that Margaret Alcott had made available to him in the first week, which he used with the specific absorbed attention of someone finally reading without the hiding of it. She had given her mother's ring to the hand that held her.

Her own hand was bare.

This was right. She knew it was right — not comfortable, not without its grief, but right in the specific sense of a thing being exactly what it is, the honest accounting of what had been given and what received. Her mother's ring was on the right hand. The bare hand was hers.

She looked at the fire.

She thought about the dream — Harlan in the green field, the pale gray eyes, the words that were the most he could give and were enough. She thought about her sons in the dream, together, well, watching her with the expressions of people who want her to go on and live.

She was going on.

She was living.

The fire was warm and Ezra was across the room with his book and Sam was asleep and Della was in her room and outside the Vermont snow was on everything and the mountains were in the dark and the December night was entirely itself and she was in it, alive, married, present.

She breathed.

She let the evening be what it was.

Which was enough.

Which was, in fact, everything.



Chapter Thirty-Six: What the River Keeps

Montpelier, Vermont — 1866



The house was on Elm Street.

It was not a large house — a frame house of two stories, white-painted in the New England manner, with a porch facing the street and a garden at the back where the previous owners had planted apple trees that still produced in September with the reliable abundance of trees that have had decades to establish themselves. There was a parlor and a kitchen and a dining room on the ground floor, and three bedrooms above, and a small room at the back of the ground floor that had been a sewing room and that was now the room where the books were kept.

The books were Ezra's.

He had been building the shelf since the first winter — had built the actual shelf himself, from pine boards purchased at the Montpelier lumber yard, fitted and joined with the careful precision of a man who had been watching skilled labor his whole life and had absorbed its principles without being able to practice them freely until now. The shelf ran the full length of the back wall and was approximately half full by 1866, which was the specific condition of a library that is being built by someone who is reading as fast as they are acquiring — each book read before the next was purchased, the shelf advancing at the pace of a man working his way through the world's available thought with the focused appetite of someone who has been hungry for a long time and has recently been given access to food.

He worked at the print shop on State Street three days a week — had been taken on by the printer Aldous Webb the previous year, when it became apparent that among Ezra's many capabilities was the ability to set type with a speed and accuracy that Webb had not encountered in anyone half his age. The other days he worked with a carpenter named Haverford who had recognized in Ezra the same thing Webb had recognized — a man of exceptional competence who had been prevented by the circumstances of his previous life from demonstrating it, and who was now demonstrating it with the specific energy of someone making up for lost time.

He was, in 1866, twenty-four years old.

He was, in 1866, the most quietly purposeful person Cecilia had ever known, which was saying something, because she had known him across six years of extraordinary circumstances and he had been purposeful throughout.



Cecilia was fifty-one.

The silver in her hair was the dominant color now — the dark almost entirely gone, what remained was silver and white, worn in the loose braid down her back that she had worn in private since before anyone on this street had known her. She had not become someone other than herself in Vermont. She had become more fully herself, which was a different thing — the specific expansion that occurs when the constraints of a particular world are removed and what was always present has room to extend into the space.

She had joined the Montpelier Ladies' Reading Circle in the second year, which had introduced her to a community of women whose intellectual engagement with the world she found sustaining in ways she had not anticipated. She corresponded with Margaret Alcott, who had moved to Burlington but who wrote faithfully and whose letters were the specific pleasure of someone who says what they mean and means what they say. She had begun, in the third year, to teach reading to the children of recently arrived freedmen families in the community, which she did on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons in a church hall on Main Street, and which she found to be the most useful thing she had done with her education in her entire life.

She was well.

She was, in ways she could not have predicted from any previous vantage point in her life, genuinely well — not managed well, not performing wellness, but the real version of it, the version that lives in the body as ease rather than effort. She knew what had produced this. She did not examine it at more length than it required. She simply lived in it with the gratitude of someone who understands that the life they have arrived at was not inevitable and is not owed to them and is nonetheless, entirely and specifically, hers.



Della had her own room.

This was the first thing she had insisted upon, in the first week in the Elm Street house, when the question of the rooms had been discussed. Not a servant's room. Her room — the east bedroom on the second floor, which had the morning light she had always preferred, which she had arranged with the specific attention of a woman furnishing a space that is entirely hers for the first time in her life. She had a braided rug and a good lamp and a shelf of her own with three books on it — the Bible, a volume of hymns, and a copy of Pilgrim's Progress that Ezra had given her the first Christmas in Vermont, which she had received with the expression she wore when she was moved and was not going to perform the moving.

She was not anyone's servant.

This was the daily fact of her life in Vermont and she was still, in 1866, in the process of learning to live inside it — not because freedom was difficult but because the habits of fifty-five years do not dissolve overnight, and because there were mornings when she rose at five and began moving toward the kitchen with the automatic efficiency of someone who has been starting other people's days for thirty years, and she would stop herself in the hallway and she would stand there for a moment and she would remember that the kitchen was hers to use or not use as she chose, and that no one's day depended on her starting it.

She made coffee anyway. She liked making coffee. She liked the kitchen in the early mornings. These were not obligations — they were preferences, which was the specific distinction that still sometimes required conscious acknowledgment.

She was a grandmother.

This was the fact around which her Vermont life organized itself most naturally. Sam was three years old and he was walking with the confident purposefulness of a child who has decided the world is available to him, and he was talking with the specific vocabulary of a child who has been read to since before he could understand words and who has consequently arrived at language well-equipped. He called Della Nana, which she had not asked for and which had arrived on its own, and which she received every time he said it with the specific interior feeling of a woman who has been given something she did not know she needed.

She took him to the park on State Street on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons.

She had established this habit in the first autumn — had observed, with the sharp eyes that had been reading people and situations for fifty-five years, the specific quality of certain afternoons in the Elm Street house, the way her son looked across a room at his wife when the light was a particular way and Sam was occupied with something else. She had observed this and she had made her own determination and she had told no one about the determination, which was not necessary.

She simply took Sam to the park.

Sam loved the park — loved the other children there, the squirrels he pursued with total commitment and never caught, the specific fascination he had developed for the fountain in its center, which had been turned off for the winter but which he remembered from the autumn and spoke about with the authority of a child describing a personal acquaintance. She sat on the bench in the park and she watched her grandson pursue squirrels and she felt the specific contentment of a woman who has survived the unsurvivable and arrived at a Tuesday afternoon in a park in Vermont with a child who calls her Nana.

She was, in her specific way, at peace.

Not without grief — Hector was in her every day, Amos was in her every day, the red cloth she had put in Hector's bag was in the box on her shelf and she took it out sometimes and held it. The grief was permanent and was hers and she carried it with the practiced competence she had brought to everything she had ever been required to carry.

But she was at peace alongside the grief.

Both things, simultaneously.

She had learned from the best possible teacher that this was how it worked.



On a Tuesday afternoon in September — the apple trees in the back garden at their fullness, the Vermont mountains in the distance showing the first faint color of the coming autumn — Della came to the kitchen where Cecilia was at the table with her Tuesday lesson preparation.

She had Sam by the hand.

Sam was wearing his good coat and the hat that Cecilia had made for him — a blue wool hat with a brim that he regarded as the finest item in his considerable personal collection, which he touched periodically to confirm it was still there.

Della said: "We're going to the park."

Cecilia looked up from her lesson papers. She looked at Della. She looked at Sam, who was already moving toward the door with the purposeful momentum of a child who knows where he is going and is committed to getting there.

Something passed between the two women — the look that had been their language for twenty-five years, the look that contained everything and required no words.

Cecilia said: "Thank you, Della."

Della said: "The fountain," Sam announced from the doorway, with the tone of someone confirming a business arrangement.

"The fountain," Della agreed.

She took his hand and they went out.



The house was quiet in the specific way it was quiet on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons — a quality of quiet that was different from the ordinary quiet of a house when its inhabitants are simply occupied, something more deliberate, the quiet of a space that has been given over to itself.

Cecilia put down her lesson papers.

She went to find Ezra.

He was in the book room — where she had known he would be on an afternoon when the print shop did not require him, sitting in the chair he had made for the room, reading with the absorbed attention that she had first seen through a door gap in the back hall of Aldermain Hall and that had not changed across six years except to become, in Vermont, fully itself without the concealment it had previously required.

He looked up when she came in.

The afternoon light was in the windows — the September light of Vermont, which was different from Mississippi's September light but had its own specific beauty, the clarity of a northern autumn that the air was beginning to hold.

She stood in the doorway.

She said: "Della has taken Sam to the park."

He looked at her.

He set his book down.

He was twenty-four years old and he was her husband and in the afternoon light of the book room she was aware of the specific quality of being looked at by him, which had not diminished across the years—if anything had intensified, deepened, acquired the specific weight of permanence, the looking of a man who has chosen to keep looking and who looks with the full knowledge of what he is looking at.

He rose and crossed to her in three slow steps. He took her face in both hands—the gesture that was his, the specific care of it—and kissed her. The kiss began soft, lips brushing, tasting the familiar warmth of each other, then deepened slowly, tongues meeting in a languid dance that tasted of the quiet afternoon and the years they had earned. His hands slid down her body, unfastening the buttons of her dress one by one with deliberate patience, letting the fabric fall open so the September light touched the full curve of her breasts. He lowered his mouth to one nipple, sucking gently at first, then with steady rhythm while his tongue circled the hardening peak. His other hand cupped her other breast, thumb brushing the sensitive tip until she moaned softly against his mouth.

“More beautiful every year,” he whispered against her skin. “The more days and years pass, the more beautiful you become.”

She threaded her fingers through his hair. “Make love to me every day, Ezra, and I will continue to look more beautiful. It is your touch and your love that makes me beautiful.”

He lifted her onto the wide reading chair, knelt between her thighs, and kissed his way down her body—slow, reverent kisses along the soft curve of her belly, the inside of her thighs—until his mouth reached her pussy. She was already wet, folds slick and swollen. His tongue licked long, languid strokes from the base of her slit to her clit, savoring the taste of her, the way her hips lifted to meet him. “So sweet,” he murmured against her cunt, the vibration sending shivers through her. He sucked her clit softly, then harder, two thick fingers sliding inside her wet pussy, curling to stroke the spot that made her gasp. The pleasure built in slow, inexorable waves until she came, her pussy pulsing around his fingers, flooding his mouth with her cum. He drank every drop, groaning against her.

He rose, freed his thick, veined cock—hard and dark and glistening—and she wrapped both hands around it, stroking the heavy shaft while she kissed him again, tongues tangling. He laid her back, positioned himself between her thighs, and entered her in one long, slow thrust. Her cunt stretched around his cock, velvet walls gripping him as he began the deepest, most deliberate rhythm—each thrust rolling so every inch filled her completely. They moved together, eyes locked, foreheads touching. She came again, harder, her nails digging into his shoulders, her pussy milking him. Only then did he allow his own release, spilling deep inside her with a low groan.

They stayed joined, breathing together. But the afternoon was long, and the house was theirs.

He kissed her again, slower this time, and began anew. His hands roamed her body, teasing her breasts, rolling her nipples between his fingers until she arched. He pulled out only to turn her gently onto her knees, entering her from behind in a slow, deep thrust that drew a moan from both of them. His cock filled her completely, hips rolling in the same unhurried rhythm while one hand reached around to circle her clit. “Every day,” he whispered, echoing her words. She came again, shuddering, and he followed, flooding her once more.

They collapsed together on the chair, tangled and spent, the September light warming their skin. The pleasure had been slow, honest, mutual—the kind of lovemaking that comes only after years of knowing and loss and choosing each other again.



When Della came back with Sam two hours later the house had returned to its ordinary configuration — Cecilia at the table with her lesson papers, Ezra in the kitchen starting the supper with the competence he had been building since Vermont, the smell of it filling the ground floor with the specific warmth of an evening beginning.

Sam came through the door with the hat still on his head and the energy of a child who has had a satisfactory afternoon and is ready to report on it to anyone available.

"Squirrel," he said, to the room in general.

"Did you catch one?" Ezra said from the kitchen.

Sam considered this. "No," he said, with the philosophical acceptance of someone who has made his peace with this specific limitation.

"Tomorrow," Ezra said.

"Tomorrow," Sam agreed.

Della sat at the kitchen table and she looked at her son at the stove and her grandson removing his hat with great ceremony and her daughter-in-law gathering her papers and she felt the specific feeling of a woman who is in the right place — not the place she was born to, not the place she would have chosen from any vantage point in her previous life, but the place she has arrived at through the specific path of the life she has actually lived, which is the only path available to anyone and which has led her here.

She put the kettle on.



Sam fell asleep after supper in the way of three-year-olds who have pursued squirrels all afternoon — completely, without negotiation, one moment present and the next entirely absent from the waking world, his body making the transition from consciousness to sleep with the total commitment of someone who does not yet know how to do anything halfway.

Ezra carried him upstairs.

Cecilia stood at the window of the parlor while he was gone — the Vermont evening outside, the last of the September light on the maple trees, the mountains in the distance taking on the deep blue of evening. She had a letter she should write — to Mrs. Whitmore in Ohio, whose Quaker family had taken them in on the road, whom she had been corresponding with since Vermont. She would write it tomorrow. Tonight the evening was the thing.

Ezra came back downstairs.

Della had gone to her room — her good room with the morning light, the room that was hers, where she would read for an hour before sleeping in the comfortable habit she had established in the years since Vermont.

He came to stand beside Cecilia at the window.

They stood together and looked at the evening.

She said: "Do you ever think about the canal?"

He was quiet for a moment. "Yes," he said. "Sometimes. When there's water." He paused. "There's a river on the south side of the city. I go there sometimes, in the mornings."

She looked at him.

"It's different," he said. "Smaller. It moves faster." He paused. "But it's a river. It persists in being itself." He looked at the mountains in the evening. "I told it thank you once, the canal. I think that was the right thing to say."

She took his hand.

They stood at the window in the Vermont evening and the light was going on the mountains and Sam was asleep upstairs and Della was in her room and the apple trees in the back garden were full and the autumn was beginning its slow magnificent work on the maples and the hills, and the house on Elm Street was warm and entirely itself.

She thought about what a river keeps.

A river keeps everything that has passed through it — not in the sense that those things are retrievable, not in the sense that you can put your hand in and bring out the specific October morning of 1861 or the storm night of January 1862 or the cabin on the canal in the September light. Those things are gone. The river does not return what it takes. It keeps them in the only way a river can keep anything, which is by being the river that those things passed through, by being changed in ways invisible to the eye by everything that has moved through it, which is the only kind of keeping that is honest and the only kind that lasts.

She had passed through a great deal of river.

She was standing on the bank of a different river now, in a different season, in a life she had arrived at through the specific path of everything that had happened and could not have arrived at by any other path, and the path was not one she would have chosen and was the only path that had brought her here and she did not know how to hold these two things except to hold them, which was what she had been doing for five years and which she was still learning and would go on learning.

Ezra's hand in hers was warm.

The mountains were darkening.

Sam's wooden horse — the one the Quaker daughter had given him, the smooth carved thing he had carried since Ohio — was on the parlor table where he had left it before supper. He still carried it sometimes. He would carry it for years. It would be one of the objects that survived into whatever life he made, the object whose origin he would ask about when he was old enough to ask and which she would tell him about, the whole story, or as much of the story as he could hold at any given age, growing with him until the full weight of it was available to him.

She would tell him.

Not yet. But someday.

He deserved to know.

She looked at the mountains.

She breathed.

The Vermont evening went on around her — complete, specific, entirely present, the life she was living in the only moment available for living it, which was this one, which was always this one, which was the whole of what any river kept.
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