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Dedication
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To forgotten people.

May their voices rise up and be heard.
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Endless Dreams 
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Dream the dream that never ends

Of a place where known with unknown blends,

Pursue the path each tireless dreamer wends

Until the world, along that arc, tumultuously bends.

...

by DL Fowler 2018
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CHAPTER ONE
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Osawatomie, Kansas—August 1856

For most of William’s twenty-odd years he had been like a plowshare. Nose buried in work, always doing Marse’s bidding, never a shrug or word of complaint. If not working, keep out of sight, out of mind. Even in his brief time as a freedman, white folks’ vision scarcely lighted on him, except to regard his usefulness, or with some purpose of malice or with irritation. It had never been so vital for him to remain inconsequential as it was in that moment.

Three hundred pro-slavery marauders—Border Ruffians—launched volleys of musket rounds into the woods where William crouched beside a fallen oak. He clutched a dead militiaman’s musket, a ramrod jammed in its barrel. A stone’s throw away in the same thick woods, Captain John Brown’s badly out-numbered militia returned the Ruffians’ fire. The Ruffians had murdered one of Captain Brown’s sons earlier that morning. They would not be content until the abolitionist stronghold of Osawatomie, Kansas, was reduced to embers—until the Captain’s body swung from a tree and rigored there under the summer sun.

A whistling shrilled in William’s ears, binding him to the refuge of the uprooted oak. His breath caught in his throat. Grapeshot rasped branches overhead. Ruffians charged the woods, howling like a wolf pack swarming helpless prey. Brown ordered his men to retreat north across the river, but desperation tore William in a different direction. Good sense said he would not get there in time to be of any use, but he cast the musket aside and raced toward town like a wind-swept prairie fire. The reek of spent saltpeter gripped his throat as he slashed through brush. Beads of sweat dripped from his coal-black forehead and stung his eyes. His clammy tow-linen shirt clung to his back.

William drew a deep breath, bent over, his palms pressed into his knees at the edge of town. He squinted, straining to focus. A cyclone of smoke rose from rubble, darkening the sky. Town folks scrambled to escape dozens of whooping horsemen. Cries for help were lost in the wrenching wails of Osawatomie crumbling into the throat of an inferno. William wiped his face with the hem of his shirt and patted the pocket of his pantaloons ... his certificate of freedom was still there—bought with the sweat of his older brother’s brow.

Horses thundered past. A musket stock rammed William’s shoulder, rattling his teeth, driving him to his knees. Pain ran up his neck, down his arm.

A coarse hemp rope tumbled around William’s neck. A boot pounded his back, vaulting him forward. A musket stock hammered him until he lay face down in the dirt. A heel pressed into the back of his neck. He could hardly breathe.

A voice rang out. “We ain’t lynching this buck.”

“Don’t plan to. He’ll draw a good price down river. Just don’t want him running away.”

Boots thudded to the ground. Calloused hands wrenched his arms. Manacles clanged around his wrists.

“Get up,” one of the Ruffians growled.

The rope tightened around William’s neck, tugging and scratching at his Adam’s apple. He struggled to his feet. A meaty hand dug into William’s pocket and discovered his certificate.

“Well, well. Lookie here.”

“Whatcha got?”

“This one’s got a certificate. Signed by some Kansas abolitionist judge.”

“Won’t hold water in Missouri.”

The certificate floated to the ground. A boot stomped it, ground it into the dirt.

Resignation shrouded William’s thoughts.

“Move it, boy,” a Ruffian demanded.

By the time William was loaded into a covered wagon with captured abolitionists and other Negroes, he turned his mind to scheming a way of escape. He whispered, “Anybody seen Grace?”

“Women and children in the other wagon,” one of the white prisoners whispered.

A Ruffian shouted, “Shut up.”

William and the others held their tongues.

“Just once,” the guard bellowed, “I wish one of these abolitionists would sass me.”

“They’s as docile as them darkies they love so much,” the driver replied. “Say jump, they ask how high.”

“If it comes to war, all we’ll see of them—slave and slave lovers both—is their backsides as they run for cover.”

“No use getting worked up about no war what ain’t come yet. Gotta get these ones locked away in the county seat before that devil Brown and his vigilantes regroup. Marshal Wood says some New Orleans slave trader is due at the courthouse in a few days to buy some Negroes. Doesn’t want us to miss him.”

“At least we didn’t get stuck with that wench and her whiney young’un. It’s time Sam up there drew the short straw.”

William closed his eyes. He and Grace were headed to the same place.

––––––––
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WILLIAM PEEKED OUT at dusk when the caravan looped into a defensive formation. Three wagons on a windswept prairie. No place to run. No place to hide. He and Grace and Maddie would be chased down like varmints scrambling for cover, hemmed in by a pack of ravenous coyotes.

Half a dozen armed Ruffians had already dismounted. One of them dragged Grace to the ground, still shackled and without the baby. Two white women climbed down behind her. The baby wailed inside the wagon. Grace reached for her daughter but was yanked back.

A Ruffian ordered the male prisoners down from the wagons. William and the others maneuvered to the back of the wagon, wrist and ankle chains rattling as they shuffled. Their feet thudded onto the ground. The Ruffians’ leader barked, “Take off your boots.”

William and Grace exchanged glimpses. He met the panic in her eyes with a flicker of hope.

Someone shoved William. “Start gathering wood for a fire. Then help make supper.”

After the evening meal and cleanup, the prisoners loaded back into the wagons for the night. The Border Ruffians rolled out knapsacks and slept around a smoldering fire, taking turns standing guard in pairs. The caravan followed the same routine along two hundred dusty, jarring miles until they pulled into Columbia, Missouri—the Boone County seat. The prisoners unloaded at the courthouse and were transferred to the sheriff’s custody.

The white prisoners landed in cells upstairs to await trial for offenses against Missouri’s slave laws. In the basement, William and the other Negro men were cast into a packed cell, the air heavy with fetid odors. A few feet away, Grace screamed when her baby was stripped from her cradling arms. The child’s shrieks stabbed at her heart. “NO! Maddie!” she yowled. Grace’s despair echoed through the basement as little Maddie disappeared from sight. “Gone,” Grace wailed. “My baby’s gone. Please God, if you’re gonna take my child away, strike me dead where I stand!”

Guards shoved the women into a windowless room at the end of the dank corridor. A heavy door slammed shut behind them. The clank of the bolt-lock battered Grace’s ears.

William beat his head against the cell’s iron bars.

An older prisoner pulled him back. “Won’t do no good,” the man whispered. “Might as well get used to the way things are.”

“But the child needs her mother.” Tears streamed down William’s cheeks.

“White folk don’ see it dat way. Say our women and chillun don’ much mine bein’ separated. Say it ain’t no different den separatin’ a cow and her calf when the weanin’ time comes.”

William did not need to learn white people’s ways. His last mistress was a Mormon woman who taught her slaves everything they would need after paying for their freedom. Reading, elocution, posture, a Negro’s place in the world, all the ways of the civilized race.

––––––––
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DAYS LATER, WILLIAM glimpsed Grace on the courthouse steps. Childless, she stood stripped to the waist, her head bowed, hands shackled in front of her. Bile wormed up into William’s throat as the auctioneer traced her firm, bronze breasts and touted her teen-aged beauty. The words “fancy girl” rolled off the man’s tongue, knifing William’s heart.

The gallery of bidders teemed with excitement as the auctioneer called for higher and higher offerings. At a price of $1,600, frenzy gave way to hushed anticipation. “Sold,” declared the auctioneer, “to the fine gentleman from St. Louis.”

William reeled. His throat seized up. He had vowed to keep Grace and Maddie safe.

Half an hour later, a farmer from Western Missouri shelled out $900 to claim William as human property.

William remained manacled—ankles and wrists—as the wagon rumbled toward his new master’s farm. Barefoot, he pulled his knees to his chest and kept his head down. An old Negro riding with him in the back of the wagon enjoyed complete freedom of movement. Slits in his boots allowed his bunioned feet to spread out. He crawled over to William and whispered, “It best to jest let life roll on. Dat what I figger affer all dese years wiff Marse. He ain’t as bad as some.”

“It’s not me I’m worried about,” William replied.

“Yous got nutin’ else a worry ’bout. Everthin’ else is outside yo control. Sooner you figger dat out, easier thins will be.”

“You’re wrong, old man.”

“Name one thing else you gotta worry ’bout.”

“You saw that quadroon girl this morning?”

“She none yo bidness anymore.”

“She had a child when we got taken.”

“Child none her concern no more. Yers, neither.”

“I’ll find them and free them, if it costs me my life.”

“Look, boy. Lemme tell you how thin’s is, what goin’ happen. Her Marse take yo girl in his house. She serve him, satisfy him. She have chillun by him. When chilluns old ’nough, he work ’em in fields or in house. Maybe he sell ’em. When he marries, if he ain’t already, his wife give him little white babies. Yo girl be dere mammy or he sells her to be mammy fer some udder house. Beliefs me. Been there. She forgets ’bout you, and best you do same wiff her.”

“That may be good enough for you, but it’s not for me.”

“I tell you dis one time, boy. Whatever you lets eat you on the inside, don’ let any white folk see on the outside.”

The shackles binding William’s ankles rattled when he turned away from the old Negro. As he looked inside himself, all he found was his uselessness. He had failed, utterly, to keep his sacred promise.
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WESTERN MISSOURI—SPRING 1857

William took care to hide most things inside himself, especially that he loved to read—an offense, if discovered, that would certainly put him under his new master’s whip. William had other dark secrets. He could write and speak better than the farmer who owned him, and he had tasted freedom. He had learned the hard way not to trust a white man, no matter how much they wanted you to believe they were kind. Show them any sign of pride or ambition and they would beat it out of you. There was no reason to believe his new master would shrink from using every means of cruelty to break his spirit—put him in his place, make an example for other slaves. Unease festered in William. He’d already said too much to the wrong person.

The old Negro plodded down to the slave shanty on a crisp March morning as he did every morning after receiving work orders from Marse. William had been confined to the farm for the six months since he had been purchased at the auction in Columbia. That morning, though, he was told to load hogs into a wagon and drive them to Butler, Missouri, under the old Negro’s supervision.

As they started onto the main road, William slowed the wagon. “Kansas is a few miles west.”

“Don’ get no crazy notions, now.” The old Negro arched his brow.

“If we cross into Kansas, I can sue Marse for my freedom.”

“Who fed you dat nonsense?”

“If a Marse takes his slave into a place where slavery is forbidden, the slave is immediately free.” William pulled the wagon to a halt.

The old Negro glanced around. “Don’ see Marse ridin’ back dere wiff dem hogs.”

“You’re his Negro and that’s the same as him taking me.”

“Dat might a been law afore. It ain’t no more,” the old Negro replied. “So, maybe we should get on wiff Marse’s bidness.”

“Captain Brown told us the Supreme Court said so.” William smiled.

“Well, Marse say Supreme Court done change its mind. Da chief judge say we has no rights any white man is bound to respect. Especially, we has no right a sue Marse.”

William’s grin faded. “When did he say that?”

“Jest weeks ago.”

William stared straight ahead.

“’Member dat Dred Scott fella over in St. Louis ... an his wife?” the old Negro said. “Dat judge say dey has a go back to slavin’. Wonder how many suppos’d free Negro folk has dat same fate waitin’ dem.”

William’s shoulders slumped as he prodded the team of horses, directing them away from Kansas and toward Butler.

“Goes a show,” the old Negro added. “A white man always look out for hisself an always come out on top. Laws is made for him, not us. Best a keep yo head low, do what he say, an keep yo mouth shut.”

They rode in silence until they reached the outskirts of Butler. The old Negro pointed to a farmhouse in the distance. “See dat place?”

“What of it?” William asked.

“Woman like her buys Negro babies what gets took from dey mamas an auctioned to St. Louis. Dey raise dos babies an when dey be four o’ five, o’ so, dey sells dem. Gets good money fer dem. Lots more dan dey pays. Das what a Negro life be about. You be a problem o’ a burden, all Marse have a do is buy one younger and cheaper to take yo place. Den he cast yo off wiffout any guilt.”

“Captain Brown is different.”

“Dat so? ’Cordin’ to Marse, dat devil Brown steal slaves jes so he kin sells dem. Den he claim he free a dem so sof-headed abolitionist folk will give him mo money fer doin’ mo mischief.”

“Marse has never even seen Captain Brown. I have.”

“Where do that leave you? Only a fool Negro trusts any white man. No matters how nice dey seem, dey always use you up and casts you aside when dey done.”

William and the old Negro drove straight to Butler, did the business they were sent to do, and returned to the farm before nightfall. As William turned the wagon onto the farm road, he gazed westward. Even if he made it to Kansas, he would wind up in the same mess as Dred Scott. The distance that separated him from freedom had grown a hundred-fold—as had the odds against him keeping his vow to protect Grace and Maddie.

––––––––
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MISSOURI-KANSAS BORDER—DECEMBER 1858

Icy wind shrilled between cracks in unchinked walls of the shack William shared with four other slaves. Hopelessness had frozen his spirit to such numbness that no part of him, from bare feet to bare brow, complained of the cold.

William and the other slaves kept the stove’s fire low to conserve kindling, and out of fear the heat would draw any remaining moisture from their weathered skin. Because of the howling storm and the biting cold, any slaves who slept, did so fitfully. One hundred yards away, as powdery snow swirled in frigid gusts and collected at the base of fences, Marse bedded down and fell into a quiet sleep in the warmth of his farmhouse.

Near midnight, the shack’s door flew open and several men burst in as if catapulted by the violent squall. William and the other slaves gaped at the tempest outside and balked. One of the slaves grabbed a stick of firewood to beat the men away, fearing they were bounty hunters stealing them from Marse to be sold down in sugar country. William threw himself between the stick wielding slave and the intruders. “I know these men,” he shouted. “They’re with Captain Brown.”

“He’s right,” one of Brown’s men said. “We’ve come to set you free.”

Another of Brown’s men spoke up. “We’ve liberated more of you from other farms in the region.”

The slaves put on shoes and coats, such as they had, and grabbed what personal things they could carry. As they climbed into a covered wagon, a faint orange glow, appearing to come from Marse’s house, flickered in the blowing snow.

Hours after their emancipation, the freed slaves sat with Brown’s men, eating a hearty meal in the home of Augustus Wattles across the border in the free state of Kansas. Their laughter drew other houseguests to the kitchen. James Montgomery, leader of Linn County’s militant free-soilers asked, “How is this, Captain Brown? Whom have you here?”

“Allow me to introduce a part of my African family, whom I have restored to their natural and inalienable rights.” Brown waved around the circle of a dozen newly liberated Negroes.

Montgomery shrugged. “Suppose we should prepare for retaliation from their former owners.”

“That storm outside says no one and nothing will be moving for a few days.”

“What are your plans with this lot?” Montgomery asked.

“Canada. After the weather clears.”

The storm lifted unexpectedly the following morning, offering a window of opportunity for one of Brown’s men to load the former slaves into a covered wagon and drive north to Osawatomie. Meanwhile, Brown remained with Montgomery at Wattles’ cabin in case the Missourians showed up to extract retribution for the loss of their so-called property.

William fell into conversation along the way with a woman who escaped one of the farms near where he’d been in bondage the past two years. Her exotic voice, her mysterious eyes, gave clues that she was not an ordinary slave.

The woman recounted attending her master on a trip to St. Louis a year earlier. While there, she heard stories of a daring escape by a young quadroon fancy girl who crossed the Mississippi alone one night. Word filtered back to St. Louis through the Underground Railroad that the young woman made it to Alton, Illinois. Before the girl fled, she had talked about establishing her freedom and searching for a child that had been taken when she was enslaved.

“Her name?” William asked. “Did anyone say her name?”

“I don’t recollect.” The woman shook  her head.

“Grace? Could it have been Grace?”

“Yes, could be. That does sound like it.”

The woman had planted a seed of hope in William’s mind, but doubt crept in and began to squeeze out hope as the wagon crunched on through frozen snow. The woman wasn’t certain about the girl’s name, and even if Grace had made it to freedom in Illinois, he was headed to a different place—Canada.

William climbed out of the covered wagon when it pulled into Osawatomie and stared at the ground where a Ruffian’s musket stock drove him to his knees more than two years earlier. Phantom pain surged through his shoulder and neck. The piercing, frigid wind on his back triggered memories of the farmer’s whip cutting into his flesh. Amid the howls of snowy gusts, he recalled Grace’s screams, Maddie’s wails, and the groans of a town collapsing in upon itself. He drew his woolen coat tight and followed the others into a drafty cabin that had replaced one the Ruffians burnt to the ground.

He fixated on Grace for the next week while he and the other fugitives waited for Captain Brown to arrive and guide them to Canada. He pressed the handful of free-soilers who had resettled Osawatomie, probing for clues that might help him search for her. A couple of whites who were familiar with Illinois sketched a crude map of the least perilous route to Alton. He contemplated rumors of young women who fit Grace’s description and places where she may have been spotted. Some possible sightings were as far north as an Underground Railroad safehouse in Ottawa, Illinois. Amid the cyclone of uncertainty churning inside William, two things were for certain. Following well-traveled routes would increase the risk of falling into the clutches of bounty hunters, and a journey alone on foot through the Illinois wilderness during winter could prove fatal.

––––––––
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THE FUGITIVE NEGROES loaded into a covered wagon when Brown arrived. One of the militiamen drove the wagon north, tracking precariously close to the Missouri border. They traveled only at night. Brown was not about to raise suspicion by being on the road in broad daylight with a dozen Negroes. He and the driver instructed the Negroes on survival skills—from fishing in frozen streams and foraging, to hiding in plain sight—useful knowledge if they were forced to flee on foot during a Ruffian attack. The driver bragged about the captain’s reputation for brazenness, recounting stories from the militia’s many exploits. He called the captain a thorn in the side of pro-slavers on both sides of the Kansas-Missouri border.

Brown hid his contraband cargo at a farm outside Lawrence, Kansas, while he went into town to collect rations and clothing for them. That night, they headed west to Topeka where they were joined by several more of Brown’s militia and two more wagons loaded with provisions, muskets, and gunpowder. By the time they moved through Holton the next morning, they were a sufficient distance from Missouri that Brown no longer worried about traveling by day.

The caravan arrived in early January at Albert Fuller’s cabin, an Underground Railroad stop on Straight Creek. There they hunkered down for a few days due to a wicked storm and high water that prevented them from crossing the creek.

Several days later, one of Brown’s men was watering his horse at the stream when two Deputy U.S. Marshals approached. They asked if he had seen any Negroes in the vicinity, and he volunteered to lead them to the Fuller cabin where he heard some were hiding out. One of the marshals accompanied him while the other returned to their posse’s encampment.

As the deputy and Brown’s man approached Fuller’s cabin, the Captain peered out through a slit in a window covering. His man failed to offer an all-clear signal and he dallied at tying up his horse while the deputy looked on.

“I recognize that worthless cuss,” Brown muttered. “One of Marshal Wood’s deputies.”

Brown ordered his men to arm the Negroes, and all waited for the two to enter. The name Wood had become etched on William’s mind since he learned the marshal protected Missouri’s Ruffians when they raided Osawatomie. William clutched a loaded pistol. He was eager to savor revenge.

Brown’s man held the cabin door open while the deputy stepped inside.

“Hands up,” Brown ordered.

The deputy raised his hands. His face flushed.

“Been looking for me?” Brown’s chiseled face concealed any trace of emotion.

“Everybody’s looking to collect that $3,000 reward,” the deputy grumbled.

“I won’t promise $3,000, but I will let you live to see another day if you give an accurate report on the marshal’s position.”

The deputy bowed his head. “About a half-mile from here. Hunkered down in rifle pits at the creek.”

“How many?” Brown asked.

“About four dozen,” the deputy replied.

“I imagine we should go call on them,” Brown announced.

Several of Brown’s men complained as they filed outside. One argued they were outnumbered by more than two to one and they should wait until dark to detour several miles upstream. They could cross at a shallower, unguarded ford.

“Those who are afraid can turn back,” Brown replied, “but the Lord has marked out a path for me and I intend to follow it. The creek is now passable, so we are ready to move.” He set his jaw.

“I’m with you, Captain,” William declared as he climbed onto one of the horses.

When the horse’s owner reached for the reins, Brown intervened. “He who hesitates is lost. The boy earned the mount. You drive one of the wagons, and next time I give an order, do not balk. Just do as I say.”

The militiamen mounted and followed Brown toward the creek. The wagons loaded with freed slaves trailed a safe distance behind.

As the abolitionist militia approached the creek, the marshal and his posse were gripped with fear, recalling tales of the terror Brown inflicted on enemies. Many of the Ruffians broke and ran for their horses.

Brown sounded a war cry at the creek bank, and his men charged into the current. The remainder of Wood’s posse scrambled out of their pits in panicked retreat. Brown’s men spurred their horses.

William and a couple of militiamen peeled off from the charge to round up malingerers. His chest swelled as he cinched knots around the wrists of four prisoners. He relished being the captor, instead of the captive.

From Straight Creek, the party forged north to Seneca where the Topeka group turned back home. They were no longer needed. William wanted to go with them, staying in Topeka until spring when he would seek help from the Underground Railroad to steal through Missouri and cross the Mississippi to Alton, Illinois, where he hoped to find Grace.

Captain Brown learned of William’s obsession with finding Grace. He cornered William. “I have vowed before God to deliver the lot of you to the free soil of Canada, and my job isn’t finished. You will stay with us for the duration of my mission. After that, you will be free to search for this Grace woman or engage in any other foolishness you desire.”

William started to reply, but Brown raised his hand.

––––––––
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SOUTHERN IOWA—FEBRUARY 1859

The party pushed against deep snow and icy winds after crossing the Missouri River and passing through southern Iowa. William had been a freedman for six weeks and grew more impatient with every mile of their journey. As they approached Illinois, his misgivings found voice. He complained to other runaways that fleeing to Canada would be the same as giving up on his quest to find Grace.

Brown caught wind of William’s continued grumbling and drew his horse alongside the wagon William was riding in. Brown called out William. When William climbed onto the buckboard next to the driver, Brown cocked his head. “Something’s been needling me. I keep saying to myself, I’ve seen so many darkies they all blend together, but there’s something familiar about that one.”

William shifted on the wooden seat. “I was in the woods the day the Ruffians murdered your son and burned the town.”

“Osawatomie?”

“Yes, sir,” William replied. “I followed when you and your men went to face the Ruffians that day. I wanted to help somehow. But when hundreds of them appeared, you ordered everyone into the woods. One of your men fell in front of me as we scrambled for cover, blood bubbling from a hole the size of my thumb in the back of his head. I stopped to help, but you shouted at me to pick up the dead man’s musket and make myself useful.”

“I don’t recall the incident you describe, but you seemed mighty at ease handling a pistol and claiming that mount at Straight Creek. I could use your sort in my militia.”

“Does that mean you will help me find Grace?” William asked.

“Who’s she to you?”

“Do you remember my brother, Thomas?”

“From Osawatomie?” Brown replied.

“He died of fever.”

“I recall something of a sickness going around.”

“Grace is his widow.” William bit his lip. “They had a little girl.”

“Why is this woman and her child your problem?”

“The Ruffians took them away when they sacked Osawatomie. I promised my brother I would always protect them.” William’s throat ached from the memory of his brother’s plaintive voice in the moments before he drew his last breath.

“I’m sure you did what you could.” Brown scowled. “That’s water under the bridge. Now, we have a war to fight.”

“I promised Thomas on his deathbed. He bought our freedom."

“Maybe I’m mistaken about you.” Brown’s steely-eyed glare dispirited William.

“No, sir, I’m honored to be at your service.”

“I take care of my people like they were family.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“All right. It’s settled. Welcome to my clan.” Brown spurred his horse forward.

As Brown rode ahead, the driver leaned close to William. “You know what you’re getting into?”

“He said I’m family. That means he’ll help,” William replied.

“His mission is everybody’s mission.”

“His mission is freeing slaves. He’s my best hope to find and free Grace.”

“In that man’s militia,” the driver whispered, “you best put this girl and everyone else out of your mind.”

William fixed his gaze on Captain Brown riding out in front of the caravan.

The caravan reached Tabor, Iowa, that evening, and even ardent abolitionists gave Brown and his heavily armed men a frosty reception. After shaking off snow from their coats, the party ate a solid meal under a pall of silence and bunked down for a restless sleep. During the next several days, neither the weather nor the chilly mood of the disaffected Taborites thawed. Rumors that Brown’s abolitionist militia had murdered slaveholders along the Missouri border dampened their enthusiasm for the captain’s exploits. Nothing he said pacified them, so Brown ordered the caravan to continue toward Chicago where they were to catch a ferry to Canada.

For two more weeks they barreled through snow by day and slept overnight at Underground Railroad stops. The weather moderated for the party’s arrival at Grinnell, Iowa—home of one of Brown’s most loyal allies. Brown sat down with their host, Josiah Grinnell, on the second evening of their stay.

William had learned that Captain Brown was in the kitchen and resolved to make another plea for permission to strike out on his own. He was only a few steps from the passage into the kitchen when he overheard Grinnell. “Tell me about your big plans.”

William stopped in the hallway and stepped back to be sure he wouldn’t be seen.

“Once the Negroes in my charge are loaded on the ferry to Canada,” Brown replied, “I’ll head east to lay groundwork for slave insurrections.”

“Here’s $25 I’ve collected from your Grinnellian friends. Spend it wisely.”

Brown smirked. “Traveling expenses and fire power. Is that wisely enough?”

“You’re taking the fight to Virginia?” Grinnell asked.

“Hopefully, Virginia will be the kindling that births an inferno all across Dixie.”

“And when the destruction is over?”

“There’ll be a provisional government.” Brown grinned.

“I suppose you’ll be head of state.”

“What makes you think I won’t be a casualty of war?”

William stole back to his bunk and lay awake. The wagon driver’s caution from days earlier dogged him—his mission is everyone’s mission. Brown’s declaration—now we have a war to fight—also consumed William’s thoughts, like earthworms burrowing in loamy soil. The Captain had no intention of setting him free to search for Grace. William had let his guard down and trusted a white man. He could kick himself.

A few days later, the fugitives climbed into a railcar at the train depot in Liberty, Iowa. When the boxcar doors slammed shut, William stiffened. A loud clang and sudden lurch jolted his frayed nerves. He rolled his shoulders, stretched his neck, and found a seat in a corner.

The boxcar jerked forward and chugged along the iron rails, crossing the Mississippi River into Illinois. William settled and reached into his coat pocket for a map the wagon driver had drawn for him. He studied it in shards of morning light that knifed through gaps in the railcar’s siding and around the edges of its doors.

His reading was mostly perfunctory. Embedded in William’s mind was the portion of his journey that would begin after the train stopped in Ottawa, Illinois. The covered wagon driver had told him, “Wait until the train pulls away from the station then jump off before it picks up speed. Cross the bridge to the south bank of the Illinois River. Follow the river downstream, staying as close as you can to its bank until you come to the Sangamon River. Follow the Sangamon upstream. It will meander for a long while and lead you to Springfield. If you don’t find Grace there, the Underground Railroad can help you get down to Alton.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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SANGAMON COUNTY, ILLINOIS—JULY/August 1859

William battled icy winds, torrential storms, impassible terrain, and hunger all spring as he foraged and picked his way along the banks of the Illinois River. When summer arrived, he stumbled through dense underbrush in blistering heat and suffocating humidity. For the last half of July, he followed the snaking Sangamon, his ears trained for flatboat oars slapping and slicing the water and horses’ hooves clomping the road that ran beside the river.

Under a scant moon, he exercised what had become a ritual. He dug barehanded in rich, black soil, pausing at the slightest hint of a twig snapping or leaves rustling in the shadows. He kept a sharp rock in easy reach—it would come in handy if he hit hardpan. The hole had to be deep enough to hide a body. His own. A runaway’s survival often depended on staying hidden in plain sight. When William finished digging, he undressed, stuffed his clothes in a muslin sack, and nestled in, covering up with branches and moldering leaves to blend his blackness into the nightscape. He clutched the rock, hoping to catch a few hours’ sleep without being caught.

He rose at daybreak and waded into an eddy near the riverbank. Goosebumps covered his nakedness as he splashed himself to wash off residue from the previous night’s burial. He dressed and continued his journey, carrying his rock in the muslin sack—a makeshift slungshot to defend himself if he was set upon unawares.

If someone told him he would wake one morning and his life would turn, not either bitter or sweet but both, he would pray the sweetness would be finding Grace and Maddie. As for the bitter part, nothing, not even death, could be worse than losing his freedom to a slave hunter. Slave or free didn’t matter to hunters, even in a free state like Illinois—so long as your skin screamed Negro and your body could bring a good price at auction. Maybe luck would smile on him, though, and bitter wouldn’t be any worse than some sorry cuss just trying to prove there was some poor soul, other than himself, clinging to the bottom rung of humanity’s ladder. Funny, how folks take pride in knowing another human is in a more miserable state than themselves.

On that late July morning, he came to a point where the river tweaked up to the edge of the roadway, leaving him no choice but to emerge from the woods’ shadows. He had not been long on the road when a carriage pulled beside  him and slowed to match his pace. He quickened his stride, kept his head down. Without freedom papers, he was fair game. He tightened his grip on the muslin sack with the rock inside.

The crunching of carriage wheels ceased. His back tightened as he walked on, his heart pounding in his ears, eyes shifting right to left as he calculated his escape. A river too deep to cross on one side, and on the other, a wide-open stretch of prairie grass where he might break his leg in a vermin hole ... or catch a musket ball in the back.

A voice rang out from the carriage. “Haloo, boy.”

He recalled the woman in Brown’s gaggle of liberated slaves who told about a quadroon girl crossing the Mississippi River at night to escape her master. The woman warned of exotic-tongued, dark-skinned Creoles who prodded coffles of African Negroes to flesh markets on wharfs along the river.

“I mean you no harm, boy,” the carriage driver said.

William stopped, his back to the carriage, eyes still scanning side to side.

“Let me give you a ride to town.”

William peeked back at a slight-built Negro wearing a suit and a high hat. He was alone.

“You hungry?” the man asked.

William eased to the carriage, sizing up the stranger. “I don’t take charity, but I’ll give you an honest day’s work for a hot meal.”

“Sounds like a fair trade. By the way, what’s your name?”

“William.”

The man offered William a hand up. “I’m William, too. But folks call me Billy. Billy Florville. Glad to make your acquaintance.”

They had traveled all of a hundred feet when Florville said, “You’re not from here.”

William’s stomach tightened. “No.”

“Where you hail from?”

William had expected the question to be, where you running from?

Florville continued. “Springfield is a beehive of abolitionist activity. We have a sort of railroad to help fellows like you. Few years back, we had a slave stampede. A dozen runaways from St. Louis showed up in town all at once, slave hunters hot on their heels. Town folks, both white and colored, risked their freedom, maybe their lives. Hid the poor souls until they could be spirited north to Canada. Railroad conductors are friends of mine.”

William focused straight ahead.

“How about papers, son? Got papers?”

William poised to jump.

“Whoa.” Florville grabbed William’s arm. “I know someone who can fix that.”

––––––––
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WILLIAM STAYED IN THE Florville home after arriving in Springfield. The first evening, Mrs. Florville treated him to a hot meal, drew a bath, and made up a clean bed.  William had not enjoyed such indulgences since the raid on Osawatomie. Despite the comfort of his new surroundings, he imagined it would take many more nights before he slept in peace.

After breakfast the next morning, Florville took William to his barbershop near the state capitol. William’s eyes lit up. “This is yours?”

Florville puffed out his chest. “Indeed.”

“I’ve never known a Negro who owned much of anything.”

“Here is proof anything can be done, if pursued in earnest.”

William shuffled his feet. “There’s something I want to do.”

“Whatever it is you’re aiming for, remember—we each have a North Star to guide us. The problem is finding it and keeping it in focus. Now, there’s a lesson for us up in the night sky. Most folks think the North Star of celestial fame is the brightest star among a group that looks like a big drinking gourd. It’s not. That big celestial gourd points to a star of only common brilliance at the end of a smaller gourd’s handle. That, my friend, is the North Star.”

“I’m looking for a girl and her child,” William said. “We were separated when the Missouri Ruffians burned down our town almost three years ago.”

“That’s a tall order. They could be anywhere in slave territory by now.”

“Grace is her name. I’ve heard she may have escaped and made it to the Underground Railroad in Alton.”

“There was a quadroon girl passed through here by that name.” Florville scratched his head. “Maybe twenty years old, or thereabouts.”

“That’s the right age.” William’s eyes lit up. “What happened to her?”

“She always blew into town like a prairie wind, then all at once ... pfft. She accompanied wagon loads of runaways up from Alton. Full of harrowing stories of encounters with slave hunters from Missouri. She obsessed over children who came through here separated from parents.”

“I have to find them.”

“It’s a big country and half of it you don’t want to touch. You may have to wait until freedom comes ... if it does come. Even then you might not find them.”

William’s shoulders slumped.

“It’s a sad plight, but it is reality. Maybe you’ve got your eyes fixed on the wrong star.” Florville handed a broom to William. “I pay sweepers fifty cents a half-day. The job is yours if you want it ... until you figure out where you go from here.”

William started to tell Florville more—about how his brother, Thomas, died after buying their freedom, that Grace was Thomas’ widow, that her daughter had been stripped from her by slave traders. But the barber sounded too much like Captain Brown—“fixed on the wrong star” was not much different from “his mission is everybody’s mission.” William held his tongue. No one was going to choose his North Star for him.

William stared at the floor. “Do you think she—”

“Come along.” Florville gestured to the door.

They went out to the fairground where nearly 200 of Springfield’s colored residents were congregated and speechmaking was already in progress. It didn’t take William long to grasp the meaning of the celebration. The first speaker, a barber and friend of Florville’s named Presley Donnegan, recalled the emancipation of 800,000 men, women, and children who were enslaved in the West India Colony, now called Hayti. They won their freedom on the first day of August, twenty-five years previous.

Florville leaned into William and explained that he and others in Springfield had immigrated from the Island of Hayti. Many were descended from slaves who had been set free on that occasion, while some of the older folks had been liberated on that actual date.

When Donnegan concluded his speech, everyone took their baskets and retired on the bluegrass lawn to partake of their picnic dinners. William joined the Florville family for their meal and was introduced to Florville’s 22-year-old married daughter, Sinette. Her husband, Gilbert Johnson, had served the previous year as secretary of the African American meeting opposing colonization. Gilbert gave his rapt attention as William related stories of Captain John Brown’s escapades.

After everyone had eaten their fill, the speeches resumed. John W. Menard, Jr., who came from Belleville, some 90 miles away, employed his strong voice in defense of liberty and equality for all. Menard’s theme found fertile soil in William’s mind.

Later that evening, sad news struck the Florville family—Gilbert Johnson had died suddenly after the picnic, cut down in the prime of his life by a heart attack. When the immediate shock of his death released its grip on the family, the African community gathered in the cool night air in front of Florville’s home, recounting stories of Gilbert’s love, kindness, and devotion to the cause of Negro liberty and equality. As each relation, friend, or neighbor spoke in turn, William pondered the lines of a poem written by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. His Mormon mistress required him and Thomas to memorize the poem as part of their education. The words seemed to fit Gilbert Johnson better than any Negro he had ever  known. Of course, the verses fit Thomas, Mr. Florville, and John Menard, Jr., as well. All were staunch men who would not be held down.

Though William had known Gilbert for a speck of time, his emotions were stirred. “If you will allow me,” he said, “I would like to honor Gilbert’s memory. I have been thinking that a free man should have a name of his own choosing, not one given by a master or mistress. With your permission, I would like to be called William Henry Johnson. William is the name my family called me. Henry is the name of a poet who wrote the lines I want to live by—act in the living Present! Heart within, and God o’erhead. And I would like to have the last name, Johnson, in honor of Gilbert’s short, but courageous life.”

––––––––
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SPRINGFIELD, ILLINOIS—SEPTEMBER 1859

William had been sweeping floors in Florville’s barber shop for almost a month when a tall, lanky customer shuffled through the doorway and looped his crumpled black coat over a wall hook. The man pulled a paper from his worn silk hat and passed the paper to Florville before lying back in a special reclining chair that made it easier for the barber to shave folks. The customer’s scuffed boots capped a pair of gangly legs that went on forever. His arms hung over the chair, knuckles just about brushed the floor.

Florville instructed the man to sit up straight so  he could adjust straps that he pegged to the back and arms of the chair. With the chair set upright, Florville ran his fingers through the man’s tangle of black hair.

“William, this is Mr. Lincoln. People say he will be president someday.”

“How do, William?” Lincoln said.

William could scarcely believe his eyes, taking in the sight of the man’s odd appearance. He studied Lincoln’s weathered skin. Not fully white and not the muddy brown of a mulatto or quadroon. More like the putty edges of an approaching storm.

“Boy, what’s wrong?” Florville scolded. “Answer the man.”

“Sorry,” William stammered. “I’m fine, sir. Thank you.”

“Excellent,” Lincoln replied. “Now, don’t let my friend Billy give you trouble. He is not as mean as he sounds.”

“Yes, sir,” William replied.

Florville turned to William. “Mr. Lincoln here’s the best man I have ever known. One frosty evening back in ’31, I was on foot approaching the little village of New Salem when I ran into this beanpole. He was returning from the woods in a yellowed tow-linen shirt, carrying an axe on his shoulder. Illinois, being near to slave territory, I was skittish. Before I knew it, though, we fell into easy conversation—him being a storyteller like myself. When he learned I was a barber and about out of money, he took me over to the village tavern to cut hair for the men boarding there. Next morning, my pockets full of money, I set out for Springfield. Been here ever since.”

Lincoln let Florville’s compliment roll off like spring rain on a pitched roof. “Over twenty years ago when the little village of New Salem was dying out, I removed to Springfield and inquired after old Billy. Was told, ‘Sure. Everyone knows Billy. His shop is on the square by the new capitol.’”

Florville laughed. “When you sauntered through the door, I said, ‘You come all the way from New Salem to get that mane tamed?’”

Lincoln cut in. “I replied, ‘A haircut would be nice, but I’m poor as Job’s turkey. Just stopping in to say hello. I’m settling here. Got a room over the general store with a good fellow named Speed.’ You told me to sit and gave me a free haircut.”

“The least I could do to return the favor you did me in New Salem,” Florville replied.

“After you threw in a steaming hot shave,” Lincoln added, “you told me I would have to start paying regular fare once I became a rich lawyer. Well, I did become a lawyer. Just not a rich one.” Lincoln glanced at William. “Still, he makes me pay the same as he charges the governor.”

“Don’t let that poor lawyer nonsense fool you.” Florville waved the comb at Lincoln. “Folks say he is going to be president. When he is, I shall be happy to cut his hair for free.”

“Reckon I’ll be paying for haircuts in the foreseeable future.” Lincoln chuckled.

“A good many folks think differently,” Florville said. “The whole town is abuzz over newspapers across the country publishing that speech you gave in Cincinnati.”

“It takes more than a prairie hamlet to elect a president,” Lincoln replied.

William’s eyes widened as Lincoln rose, unfolding himself as if joined by hinges at points along his frame. Lincoln donned his hat and coat as he thanked Florville.

William followed Lincoln to the doorway and watched him pet a floppy-eared yellow dog.

“Come along, Fido,” Lincoln said.

William tracked Lincoln’s progress as he ambled down the street with the dog in his wake.

Florville came alongside William and handed him the paper Lincoln brought. “Congratulations. You’re a freedman.”

William stared at the certificate. It was both a blessing and a curse, like a turn bitter and sweet all at the same time. William was a freedman, but his freedom likely came with a debt owed to a white man, and no white man should be trusted. If he wasn’t careful, he would find himself following a North Star that wasn’t of his choosing.

––––––––
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SPRINGFIELD—OCTOBER 1859

Weeks later, Lincoln perused a stack of mail as he settled into his favorite chair next to the fireplace in the parlor of his home. Atop the pile he found a telegram addressed to Hon. A. Lincoln.


Will you speak in Mr. Beecher’s church Brooklyn on or about the twenty ninth November on any subject you please pay two hundred dollars. James A. Briggs.



Henry Ward Beecher. Brooklyn. New York. Underground Railroad. Harriet Beecher Stowe. Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

He had read the telegram over and over when Mrs. Lincoln bustled into the room, their two youngest sons in tow—eight-year-old Willie and six-year-old Tad. Without acknowledging her husband, she stopped at the window and planted her hands on her hips. “What is that racket?”

The boys pressed their foreheads against the windowpane, laughing and waving.

Lincoln peered over his steel-rimmed spectacles and laid the telegram aside. He unfolded himself from the chair and joined his family.

A crowd swelled as a band serenaded from the street below. News of Republican victories in local elections had poured in that night from Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, and Minnesota. The results stirred hopes for a possible Republican victory in the presidential vote that was yet a year away, and many folks gave Lincoln much of the credit. They shouted, “Long Abraham, the Giant Killer!” Their cheers were a nod to his unhorsing of the indomitable 5’4” Little Giant, Judge Stephen Douglas, during the United States Senate contest a year earlier. The national fame Lincoln’s debating earned him had become a source of pride for all of Springfield.

Shouts and cheers grew louder until the band was nearly drowned out. Mrs. Lincoln replaced her drawn expression with sparkles in her eyes. “Father, they’re calling your name.”

“Reckon they are, Mother.” Lincoln absorbed the scene for a moment longer.

She smiled. “Go. Go be with them.”

Lincoln kissed her cheek, stepped out into the chilly night air, and waded into the sea of well-wishers.

William shivered at the back of the crowd. There was no reason for him to get riled up about elections. Colored folks couldn’t vote. Most would always scrap and scrape at the bottom of the barrel—unless they were freedmen from birth, like Florville and the late Gilbert Johnson. Even they had to put in ten times the effort and enjoy many times more the good fortune as white men of lesser talent.

Lincoln made up his mind the following morning to accept the invitation to speak at Beecher’s church. He supposed folks at Beecher’s church already believed the Founders had not intended for slavery to extend beyond where it existed when the nation began. Blind faith never set well with Lincoln, though. He set out to prove the premise with evidence. He camped out at the State Library, combing through stacks of books and Congressional Journals.

Before long, he awoke to the reality that he would need more time. The sponsoring committee at Reverend Beecher’s church rescheduled the lecture for late February, giving him three additional months. Lincoln figured he could be ready by then if he hunkered down and put aside his duties at home and around the law office.

First, Lincoln broke the news to his law partner, Bill Herndon, who squinted up from a stack of cases on his desk. Herndon’s blood-shot eyes suggested he was fighting a hangover. “What of our clients?” he asked.

“You’ll take care of them just fine,” Lincoln replied.

When Lincoln announced his plans to his wife, her eyes narrowed. “You shall have to get me some help. I cannot manage this house and these boys alone.”

Lincoln held his tongue, choosing to keep his powder dry for other battles. He rarely argued with his wife unless the stakes required him to take a stand.

––––––––
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SPRINGFIELD, ILLINOIS—NOVEMBER 1859

Lincoln trudged through snow-crusted streets to the law office several weeks after accepting the invitation to speak at Beecher’s church. He did not bother to remove his coat or shawl.

Herndon peeked up from his work, his eyes again bloodshot. “Am I glad to see you.”

Lincoln waved off Herndon’s greeting. “Not yet. General Washington said of slavery, ‘There is not a man who wishes more sincerely than I do to see a plan adopted for the abolition of it.’”

“So?” Herndon shot back.

“Also, Patrick Henry claimed, ‘We deplore slavery with all the pity of humanity. Let Congress examine this Constitution and see they have the power of manumission—in clear and unequivocal terms.’”

Herndon buried his nose in a stack of papers.

“Well?” Lincoln asked. “Where do you reckon I should place those quotations in my speech?”

“Near the beginning.”

Lincoln started for the office door.

Herndon called after him. “There is a matter you might want to handle.”

Lincoln turned. “Can it not wait?”

“Decide for yourself.” He held up a letter from the McLean County Clerk. “You forgot to pay the taxes on Florville’s lots.”

Lincoln strode over to his partner, snatched the letter from his hand, and sat in a chair across the desk they shared.  He wrote to a lawyer friend in McLean County.


William Florville, a Colored barber here, owns four lots in Bloomington, on which I have been paying the taxes for him several years. When last at Bloomington, I forgot to pay the recent assessment. Will you please pay all taxes due and send me the receipts? I shall be obliged and will repay you the money by first mail.



Lincoln tucked the letter under his hat and rushed to post it before going to Florville’s shop. When he arrived at the barbershop, Florville and William were alone, standing at the stove warming their hands.

“Billy,” Lincoln began, “our friendship means a great deal to me. I hope what I’m about to ask won’t drive a wedge between us.”

“Sounds serious.” Florville turned to face Lincoln.

Lincoln thought it best to avoid the tax matter. He took off his hat and held it at his waist. “It’s about your boy, William.”

“What about William?” Florville asked.

William continued to warm his hands at the stove.

“I’m up to my eyeballs preparing this big speech.”

Florville glanced sideways at William. “How do you expect him to help?”

“Oh, that’s not what I mean. Mrs. Lincoln has been on me like bees swarming honeysuckle over things around the house. Chopping, stacking, carrying logs into the house, keeping an eye on the boys, fixing this and that. Between her nagging and Herndon’s complaining, I’m half out of my mind. Can you spare William for a few hours a week?”

Captain Brown had taught William how to hide in plain sight, but the way Lincoln was talking right past him, it was as if he was already invisible.

“Maybe you should ask him.” Florville eyed William.

Lincoln’s shoulders sagged. “Sorry, I don’t want to—”

“I know,” Florville said. “But I am trying to teach William to be his own man. If he wants to split time between us that’s fine, but it should be his choice. I have no problem sweeping my own floor. I have done it plenty.”

Lincoln turned to William. “What do you say? Can you make time for me?”

William faced Lincoln, weighing his reply. If Mr. Lincoln was such an important man, maybe he could help him find Grace. With the extra earnings, he could save enough to start searching, buy her freedom when he found her. William answered, “For a fair price, if I can keep learning from Mr. Florville how to be a barber.”

“I’m sure we can work out something,” Lincoln replied, smiling. “One more thing. Auntie Maria comes twice a week to clean and do some cooking, but sometimes when she’s not around I take the boys to the office so Mrs. Lincoln can have some peace. How are you with young boys?”

“I can handle them,” William replied.

Florville clapped William’s shoulder. “Just do not go embarrassing me, you hear.”

“Yes, sir.”

After Lincoln left the barber shop, Florville interrupted William’s sweeping. “I should warn you,” he said. “Mrs. Lincoln can pitch a mighty fuss when she gets a mind to. She can be one hellion—that is for sure.”

William discovered Florville’s warning to be an understatement when he narrowly missed colliding with Lincoln on the icy street in front of the Lincolns’ home. Mrs. Lincoln was hot after her husband—wielding a cleaver—yelling something about coming home with the wrong cut of meat. Again.

William shrunk out of sight, sneaked over the pike fence, and circled to the back of the two-story frame house. He aimed at getting to work chopping and splitting firewood as fast as he could. Not that an axe in hand would deter Mrs. Lincoln if she got it into her mind to give him the what for. It just might settle her a bit to find him working.

William brushed snow off the chopping stump, grabbed the axe handle, and yanked. Not even a jiggle. The axe head was buried in the stump’s core. He pulled again. The axe might as well have been grafted to the stump. William recalled Lincoln demonstrating his chopping skills one afternoon. It was rumored that no man could bury an axe deeper in a tree than Lincoln could.

Mrs. Lincoln popped her head out the back door. “When you finish stacking, you must muck out the stable. It smells like no one has touched it in weeks. I do not understand how that man can bear to go in there to saddle his horse.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“At last, he has hired some help. The neighbors must think we are too poor to run a proper household.” She crossed her arms. “By the way, how much does Mr. Lincoln pay you?”

William released the axe handle. “Twenty-five cents for half days, ma’am.”

“Why, that’s ... that’s ...” She planted her hands on her hips. “He should not be paying you a cent more than fifteen.”

William bristled. Florville paid him fifty cents for half days, insisting what’s good for a white man should be good for colored folks.

––––––––
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LINCOLN SPOTTED WILLIAM a few days later as he crossed the square in front of the capitol. “Haloo, William,” he called.

William plodded through gritty slush to see what his half-time boss wanted.

“Where you off to?” Lincoln asked.

“Mr. Florville’s.”

Lincoln scratched the back of his head. “Come to think of it, I might need a haircut, and maybe a shave.”

“I’m sure Mr. Florville will be happy for the business.”

Florville was finishing another customer as Lincoln arrived with William. Lincoln and the customer exchanged greetings, and Lincoln removed some notes he carried under his hat for safe keeping.

Once the customer was out the door, Lincoln cleared his throat. “Mind if I read you the summation I have prepared for my lecture for Reverend Beecher’s church?”

“Go right ahead,” Florville said.

William grabbed the broom.

“I reckon you might as well listen, too,” Lincoln said, eyeing William.

William leaned on the broom as Lincoln read.


Twenty-one of the Constitution’s thirty-nine signers confirmed that the Federal Government has the authority to regulate, even prohibit, the extension of slavery beyond where it existed when the Country was founded. Many of the remaining signers expressed their belief that slavery was wrong.



“How does it sound?” Lincoln asked.

“Factual,” Florville replied. “Should not the end of a speech stir passions?”

Lincoln turned to William, “What do you say?”

William hesitated. His aunt’s Bible warned about serving two masters.

“Now William,” Lincoln said. “Speaking truth is the highest form of loyalty.”

William hesitated. Sweat collected under his collar despite the wintry temperatures. “Mr. Lincoln, I have to say I agree with Mr. Florville.”
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