
      The Long Game


      

      
      
         The morning chores were done.



Dutch sat wiping his forehead in what little shade he could find. From six in the morning until the strike of noon he did with his two hands what would had required fifty just half a century ago. Hell, no doubt there would've been fifty pairs of hands managing the stable and the fields, not to mention Mrs. Shepherd's precious garden. As far back as Dutch could remember, going on some twenty years, Mrs. Shepherd looked after her garden about as much as the servants did, even though she never seemed fond of getting her hands dirty. Even wearing gloves made her visibly uncomfortable, but there was something vaguely satisfying in seeing her overcome her discomfort with dirt to tend to her plants.



Of course, Dutch had no choice but to be bedfellows with dirt.



"Shit," he murmured. 



His dark skin glistened, even in the absence of light. There was no end to the sweat that would run down his cheeks, or drip from his brow; it was necessary, indeed, that Dutch's supply of sweat would never run dry. How could a man rest easy if his livelihood depended on sweating? How could he even hope to live with himself—with his conscience!—if he had worked his heart and soul and physical form all day long and in the end come inside to a nice cup of lemonade if he hadn't the sweat on his brow to prove that his efforts were not fabricated?



It wasn't so outlandish, then, to consider that perhaps it was the sweat and pain in his joints that justified the lemonade, the comfortable bed, the modest allowance, rather than the work itself.



Convenient, too, since the Shepherd house always demanded that work be done. There was never an hour that passed in the daytime when there wasn't something to be fixed or prettied up, or even replaced. From the way business was always running smoothly indoors and outdoors, one would think the place was constantly coming apart at the seams, about to plummet into the abyss and so forth. Such a thing had happened with several other houses in the county, that much was true; Dutch and the other servants heard through their so-called employers that the "New" South had brought a wave of desolation and poverty to many families who thought they had everything figured out.



The Dolans, the Spencers, the O'Haras, the O'Briens, the Xaviers—all families who, not too long ago it seemed, were proud Confederate names and places, and all of whom were run down into oblivion within twenty years of the War coming to a dreadful end. If you were an O'Brien in 1860, and allowed into the family fortune, you had all the riches of the world at your disposal, with a hundred acres of green pasture and something like two-hundred black souls at your beck and call.



Paradise, Dutch thought with a bitter dose of irony. Shit, that don't matter anymore.



Not that he could aim much bitterness at the Shepherds. Even at the peak of the family's power the Shepherds owned but a minor plantation in the grand scheme of things, and came close to losing what little—comparatively speaking—they had once the period of Reconstruction swept both the county and the South at large. The slaves, those who were branded with the Shepherd surname, those who had worked tirelessly their whole lives for so little, those who waited with held breaths in the shadows, left the plantation in search of better lives, and none returned. Didn't matter that some of those slaves—now freed men and women—never found better lives for themselves, as getting work within the county was like finding a specific needle in a stack of millions of indistinct needles, utterly interchangeable with each other in both appearance and how they, without thinking and without hesitation, rejected those searching for the right needle. Didn't matter either that the Shepherds were, at least by the standards of white folks, decent people.



And as imaginative as Dutch was, being a man of his age and aspirations, he sighed at the prospect of fully understanding just how so much futility came into the world. If you asked him what day of the month he was born in, he couldn't tell you, but he knew very well he was born in October of 1870. He knew this for a fact, or rather he couldn't forget it, because Mama would remind him all the time as a child of its significance: shortly before Dutch's birth, General Robert Edward Lee passed away. The significant part wasn't so much the General's death itself but what—so Mama claimed—came as a spiritual consequence.



Now Mama was a superstitious lady, much like other black women of her generation, but not quite in the same way as her contemporaries; whereas the enslaved women would often preach of Heaven and how the Lord could carry black souls gently and lovingly into the eternal afterlife, Mama believed with admittedly admirable conviction that no such afterlife existed. Instead she believed that when you die, your soul gets carried along on a sort of astral roadway where it would ultimately be delivered at the doorstep of a new physical form. It was common, as a matter of fact, for Mama to remark about how she recognized the soul of a fellow slave she knew in the body of a crow flying overhead, or of a frog as it ribbited and hopped obliviously near a pond, or of a freshly planted apple tree as it stood steadfastly in the garden. Dutch, being the smart boy that he was, didn't question any of it.



He did question the notion that he possessed the same soul as General Lee, however. The soul of a white man, Dutch thought, and chuckled. He never grew tired of the idea, and Mama never grew tired of it either, if only for a different reason. Something about it appealed to her, most certainly. 



Even when Mama died, in 1897 and still in the prime of her life, she remained convinced that her son was the reincarnation of the Confederate General. Dutch asked her many times over the years about whether she was joking—she had to be joking, right?—and she always answered in the negative; she didn't even reveal it as being a joke whilst on her death bed. Later Dutch would reflect that maybe due to being raised in the era of slavery, Mama was used to playing the long game with everything.



How could a woman play a joke as if it were the truth for twenty years? But that's how Mama was, Dutch thought. To make the situation even more absurd, Mama was far from the only one of her generation to do such a thing; if not all of them, then a lot of them did something very similar. Wanna marry that feller you got yo' eyes on? Give it five years. Wanna learn to read 'n' write? Give it ten. Wanna get paid for how you work yo' ass off for white folks? Give it twenty. Wanna drive one of them fancy automobiles by yo' lonesome? Give it fifty! Dutch took awful pride in the smile on his lips, and he wiped his brow with about as much pride in himself.



The soul of a white man!



Maybe that was why he never hated the Shepherds? Ever since he started working for them he felt a certain connection with them, almost in spite of what he had been taught and in spite of his previous experiences with white folks. The most likely answer was that the Shepherds were nearly in as bad a shape as Dutch was when he came to them for employment; they were the only white family in a fifty-mile radius who would take in a black man of Dutch's age, a black man who had the look of a criminal in his eyes, even though Dutch had never so much as gotten into a fist-fight in his life. But at well over six feet tall and with a burliness about him, he intimidated the other families he met, assuming they would've even taken in a black worker in the first place.



Like re-reading a well-worn but well-loved book, the memory came to him easily. The year was 1898, and Mama was dead. With the only person who mattered to him gone, Dutch felt no reason to stay on the Jefferson plantation; he hated Mr. and Mrs. Jefferson with a passion, with their collectively pompous attitude and their strictness, and he felt he could find better employment elsewhere. So he packed what he could and left, walking, searching, surviving, playing the long game like how Mama taught him. There were a few rough patches along the way. There came a point, in the summer of 1898, where Dutch feared he would drop dead on the side of the road, homeless, starved, unclean, but good fortune struck him at just the right moment.



To make a long story short, he learned to appreciate whorehouses about as much as churches.



Alive, if barely so, Dutch arrived at the debilitated Shepherd plantation. It seemed to be a hopeless situation, but Mr. and Mrs. Shepherd needed servants pretty badly, the need made only more urgent by the recent birth of their first child, and soon the couple took Dutch in as one of their own.



Mr. Shepherd was a gaunt man, of tall stature and uncomfortable thinness. He smoked a pipe habitually, which was in itself perfectly normal in those days, but Mr. Shepherd had a sort of love for tobacco that defied words, to the point where he was hardly ever seen without his pipe, even in times when it was probably inappropriate to have one. A few years older than Dutch, Mr. Shepherd was the son of a Confederate soldier who had returned home a perpetually melancholic man, a melancholy that would infect his son for all of his days.



Mrs. Shepherd, formerly Ms. Amis, was a somewhat pudgy woman, at least around the waist and legs. She grew up on a plantation where it was customary to always be either smoking a pipe or sipping tea, and she very much enjoyed the latter; a tolerance for the former would lead—to some degree, anyhow—to her taking a strong liking to Mr. Shepherd when both were deeply entrenched in their youth. The outcome of the War left her family with an unnerving lack of male members, and the deaths of her uncles and cousins made Mrs. Shepherd wary of having sons of her own.



Naturally, within a year of getting married the Shepherds would have their first child—a son. They agreed to name him Jubal, after Jubal Amis, Mrs. Shepherd's father's youngest brother, God rest his soul. There was much rejoicing in the family.



Then came another son, only a year later, and the Shepherds named him Andrew, after Mr. Shepherd's father. Another verse, much the same as the first.



Then came a daughter, and...



Aw hell, Dutch thought. He didn't like to think about Silvia.



Silvia Shepherd was born on June 24th, 1902. She didn't come right out of the womb with that name, of course. Breaking from tradition, the Shepherds decided to not name their daughter after a family member, deceased or otherwise; instead they opted for something that sounded pleasant. "Silvia" sounded like "silver," and silver was indeed pleasant, so it only seemed natural to name the treasure of their lives Silvia.



Silvia, huh?



For Dutch it was surreal to think about how quickly Silvia's candle got snuffed out. He was there, from the time of her birth to hour of her death, and even though it was already in itself a short period of time, the memories of the life of Silvia Shepherd made that candle glow feel all the more short-lived. Silvia lived for three years and a month before typhoid fever claimed her body, if not her reincarnating soul.



Despite not quite believing in it himself, Dutch attempted to console the Shepherds with the idea that Silvia's soul would move to a new body, and that although the child Silvia was dead, her soul could be inhabiting something or someone they knew. The Shepherds were not too fond of this; they believed their daughter's soul had ascended to Heaven, which Dutch didn't quite believe either. Nevertheless, he left the parents and their surviving children alone with their grief.



Eventually the Shepherds had another kid—a third son. The year was 1910, and Mr. and Mrs. Shepherd weren't as young as they used to be, but something compelled them to give pregnancy another chance. Dutch never discovered the reason why, but that didn't matter. Samson Shepherd—named after Mr. Shepherd's paternal grandfather, reviving the naming tradition—was born healthy, if slightly overweight. While the prospect of looking after yet another child made Dutch and his fellow servants skeptical, the fresh wind of life brought into the household compensated for this uncertainty.



The year was now 1918, and all things considered, not much had changed in the twenty years since Dutch started working for the Shepherds. Sure, the plantation had been practically renovated, and there were more mouths to feed, but the sky was no bluer and the grass no greener than before.



Not to say nothing of importance happened recently.



Jubal and Andrew had left on a boat for France just a month ago, both of them, joining the fight with the French and British against the rascally Germans. Not that Dutch knew how exactly the Germans were being rascally, but there was a war going on and there had to be some reason for the whole mess to be what it was. Dutch was too old to join the war effort anyhow, and so as long as the war stayed in Europe it didn't matter much to him.



"Shit," he said to himself.



He stood up, brushing dirt off his pants, and headed for the front porch, where he could rest in the rocking chair—his rocking chair, the hand-me-down rocking chair, the rocking chair that seemed older and more worn down than the plantation itself. So there he sat, by himself, his skin finally cooling, waiting minutes or hours or years or decades until someone needed him, until he could prove himself to anybody, until he could know everything there was to know, until he could make a difference in the world.



He played the long game like how Mama taught him.
      

      
   