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This book is dedicated to teachers.

Their skill and dedication

promise a better tomorrow.

—E. A. D. and C. B.






Authors’ Note

Dear Reader,

Hello and welcome to what we know will be an incredible and powerful reading experience! We are honored to introduce Susie Baker King Taylor, who at the age of fourteen, risked everything to fight for freedom and to break the bonds of enslavement for millions of other Black Americans. She was a freedom seeker, a teacher, a nurse, and supporter of the Union troops during the Civil War.

Susie King Taylor tells us that she was born “under the slave law in Georgia” on August 6, 1848, and over the course of her sixty-four years, she witnessed bondage, freedom, and segregation. Unlike most people living under slavery, Susie King Taylor could trace her family tree back to her great-great-grandmother, who watched five of her sons participate in the American Revolution. The women in Taylor’s family were strong and unique, and it is not surprising that she followed suit.

Taylor is best known for her service to the Union Army during the Civil War, where she taught, nursed, and supported Black soldiers. She worked alongside the First South Carolina Volunteer Infantry (later known as the 33rd United States Colored Infantry Regiment). These soldiers were among the first Black men to volunteer their lives to fight for the Union Army. Taylor accompanied these men during the war and became known as one of the first African Americans to teach at a freedmen’s school in Georgia—all while she was a teenager. She nursed sick soldiers, held the hands of dying men, learned how to clean and fire weapons, and laundered the clothing of soldiers. Unlike the men who fought for the Union, she would never receive payment for her work.

We made the decision to write this book about Susie King Taylor’s experiences in a first-person voice. Connecting the information given to us from her own narrative that she published in 1902, we have included additional experiences we imagine must have confronted her. In a few places, we needed to create first names to breathe life and dignity into the people who lived during this time. In some cases, we use “informed speculation”—meaning we tried to estimate what Taylor would have experienced—even though she may not have told us about her feelings in her writing. Even so, this is a history book, and wherever possible, we use Susie King Taylor’s own words. We have included the primary source (her own writing) at the end of this text, and we invite you to compare and contrast our telling of Taylor’s life with her own Reminiscences of My Life in Camp. It is the only known account of the experiences of Black Civil War soldiers written by a Black woman.

Reminiscences includes terms that were acceptable when Susie King Taylor was alive but are no longer appropriate. Words such as “colored” and “negro” are terms that are now seen as offensive, and we decided to remove them from our book wherever possible. We substituted these words with terms such as “Black” and “enslaved” in order to give dignity and respect to the people who were forced into bondage against their will. We ask that readers move through this language with an ethic of care.

Susie King Taylor took risks so that she and her loved ones could experience the power and the responsibilities of freedom. We can think of no better time to introduce her story, and we hope that all who read these words will celebrate her courage.

—Erica Armstrong Dunbar &

Candace Buford
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Chapter 1

MY GRANDMOTHER DOLLY WORKED AS a laundress in the city of Savannah, Georgia. I didn’t tell her how much I admired her, because that’s not the kind of thing you say to your grandma, but I studied her every day—watching her work hard washing clothes, cleaning boarding rooms, and trading supplies. She earned her own money, and this was no small feat for a Black woman born enslaved in 1820. Unlike most, Grandma managed to find her way off the plantation in Liberty County, Georgia, and she settled thirty-five miles away in the city. It was hard to make ends meet, but it gave her the opportunity to get paid for her work, and she managed to squirrel away a nice bit of money. Grandma had carved out a nice little half-life for herself, somewhere between slavery and freedom. I was lucky to have her.

Most mornings she rose early, hours before she roused me and my siblings from slumber. She said it was so she could work in peace without having children underfoot. But as I grew older and could no longer be classified as a child, she still let me sleep. I came to the conclusion that she wasn’t just protecting her workflow but also some semblance of childhood for us, as children who weren’t commanded to work. She prayed for a better life for us—one far away from the fields of Grest Farm, where we could have just a tiny bit more time to dream.

I had been living in that small Savannah home with her since I was seven years old. In 1856, Grandma convinced Mr. Grest to let me and two of my siblings live with her in the city, away from the plantation, where my thoughts had room to roam. Sometimes, when I was sure no one was looking, I thought about a world in which no man could say he owned another person. I dreamed of freedom.

That seed of freedom took root.

If Mr. Grest ever knew what I was thinking, he would have never allowed me to live with my grandmother. But he did not own my thoughts. Those were tucked safely away in my mind—which was a good thing too, because my mind was swimming with words and stories from all the books I could read now.

The old floorboards creaked underneath Grandma’s weight as she shuffled across the tiny house and made her way to her washboard, which was leaning against the back door. Her gaze craned toward the room where my little sister and brother and I slept. For a moment, I was sure she could see me watching her through half-closed eyes. But she smiled contentedly at the sound of muffled snores, then turned and carefully peeled her apron off its hook.

She wrapped the drawstrings behind her back, then drew them forward again. A heavy sigh escaped her wrinkled lips, puckering the skin of her weathered cheeks—all signs of excessive exposure to Georgia’s hot sun, making her look a little older than her thirty-eight years of age. Grandma was a good-sized woman, five feet seven inches tall with a rich dark complexion, similar to many of us who were born or lived near coastal Georgia. She opened the back door, and the porch groaned under her weight as she started her daily chores.

I unfolded myself from my younger sister and brother sleeping next to me on our pallet. My brother stirred, and I thought his eyes would flutter open, but he rolled over and curled into the covers.

I climbed over my siblings and walked to the fireplace, where a pot of water was simmering above the hearth. Grandma’s mug rested beside the stool. Shavings of dried sassafras roots lined the bottom of it. She swore by her tea—she drank it every morning, said it warded off all sickness and infection and kept her vitality up. I was wiping down another mug so that I could have some tea too, when the back door opened again.

“Child, what are you doing up?” she tutted under her breath. But by the way her eyebrows turned up, I could tell she was relieved to see me. “Give me a hand with these, please?”

She opened her apron, revealing dozens of eggs she’d collected from the coop, then carried them to the table. I sprang up from my perch near the fireplace, the tea in my grandmother’s mug sloshing droplets onto the floor as I rushed to help her.

“This is a great haul,” I said as I dove my hand into the bundle. Grandma’s shoulders rumbled as she chuckled—she was clearly pleased with the amount of goods she had to sell.

I set the eggs in a wicker basket, careful not to smash any. Underneath the eggs were a few bunches of carrots from the garden—vibrant in color and healthy-looking—that would fetch a good price at the market. Grandma pulled out a second basket from underneath the table and diverted some of the produce into it.

“These are for today’s market,” she said with a smug smile, admiring her surplus. “And I guess we’ll need to gather the other things I put aside for Shakespeare—he’ll be here early tomorrow morning, and I want to be ready for him.” She gestured to the bundle of twine on the table, which she used to package the bacon, tobacco, flour, molasses, and sugar that she purchased and brought back to the plantation every three months. Grandma would visit with my mother and then trade with people in the neighboring places for eggs, chickens, or cash, if they had it. She would carry everything back to the Savannah market, where she had a customer who sold them for her. The profit from these, together with laundry work and care of some bachelors’ rooms, made a good living for her. Since there were no railroad connections between the plantation and Savannah, and all travel was by stagecoach, she hired a wagon, and Shakespeare was the coachman.

“I wonder how long his beard will be this time,” I mused as I picked up a bundle of bacon. I used to visit the stable where Shakespeare kept his horses on Barnard Street, just so I could look at his signature bushy beard that nearly reached his knees.

“You know he doesn’t like people fussing over his beard.” Grandma planted her hands on her hips and surveyed the table; then her eyes wandered to the porch, where her big pot of water was surely beginning to boil. “I don’t know how I’ll finish cleaning the bachelor’s rooms and doing the washing before the end of the day. But I’mma sure try.”

“I’ll help you. Don’t worry.” I slid the mug of sassafras tea to her end of the table.

“Well…” She sighed, looking at the sprawl of goods on the table. She took a sip of her tea, then smacked her lips with satisfaction. “Perhaps you could lend me a hand after school? Oh! That reminds me….”

She shuffled to her satchel by the door and pulled out an item wrapped in brown paper. I recognized the shape and heft of it instantly.

“A book?” I gasped, reaching out for it, eager to discover the secrets inside. I wanted to learn above all else. But my elated surprise quickly curdled to fear, and I dropped the book on the floor.

I was the property of Mr. Grest of Grest Farm—tied to that family for life, fated to toil on their land for their spoils. Reading was forbidden for the enslaved, and the consequences were severe. If caught, I could be fined and publicly whipped, alongside whoever taught me.

I scrunched up my eyebrows. “How did you get this?”

“Never you mind where I got it.” She mumbled something about how I was old enough to know better than to ask such questions, then took another sip of her special brew. And she was right. At ten years old, I was old enough to know a lot of things—like the fact that an enslaved person in possession of a book was a punishable offense. But my grandmother believed the risks outweighed the benefits, so she had enrolled me and my brother in a secret school.

“You can supplement your schooling with that. Read something new for a change. I see your Bible getting more worn out by the day.”

Books were expensive—so expensive that we only had three in the house. I wondered how she’d gotten this book, how much it had cost, and if anyone had seen her buy it, but even as I worried over its journey into my hands, I cracked it open and leafed through the first pages. I couldn’t help it. I was drawn to the words.

“What does that say?” She tapped her finger on the top of the page.

“Charles Dickens—I guess that’s the author’s name. It’s a book about Christmas. Do you think it’s a real story?”

“I’d have to ask… oh, never you mind. Help me get more eggs from the coop. And there’s jam that needs canning for the market. And—and this is important—don’t let anyone see that book. Your mother would never forgive me if I let anything happen to you.”

Her dark eyes grew distant. Our life here was a tenuous one where we had one foot in the city and another one tied to the plantation. One misstep, and we’d be back on the farm, surely working the fields.

“No one will know.” I gripped my grandmother’s hand and hid the book under a loose kitchen floorboard. I left the kitchen and quietly walked over to my brother’s side of the bed, and I roused him from his blankets. My little sister could sleep longer, but it was time for my brother to get ready for school.



We walked down Bay Lane, our schoolbooks crinkling under our clutches. I had wrapped them in paper, as I always did before our trek to the widow Mrs. Woodhouse, a free woman who lived between Habersham and Price Streets, about half a mile from our house. No one could know we were attending school.

I could handle a secret. I was old enough to know better than to run my mouth. Or at least that’s what my grandmother told me.

My brother stopped and bent down to pick up a laurel leaf in his path. He twirled the stem between his fingers.

“This one’s good. I’ll add it to the others. I’m gonna make a crown like that Julius Caesar.”

“Hush.” I tugged on his sleeve, eager for him to hurry up. We were not at my grandmother’s house, where we could speak more freely. We were in public, half a mile away from the relative safety of home. And there were white folks around. It was my responsibility to look after my brother and sister, especially when we were away from Grandma.

“Don’t say anything about Caesar until we get into Mrs. Woodhouse’s.”

We had paper-wrapped books so that white folks, and especially the police, wouldn’t see them. Anyone holding a book who looked like me meant trouble, or at least that’s what most white folks thought. But we only wanted to learn, same as everybody else.

“But—”

“No buts.” I shook my head. He was young, but that didn’t matter. He knew better. I leaned against a tree near the corner of Bay Lane and Habersham Street. Tucking my book underneath my arm, I straightened his collar and patted it flat. The white shirt wasn’t much to look at—sort of tattered and browning under the armpits. But at least he had a shirt, a decent pair of trousers, and shoes. Some of the kids at school came barefoot. I took pride in our clothing, threadbare as it was. “Go on inside. I’ll be in shortly.”

My brother nodded, then turned on his heels. He was used to this process. We entered Mrs. Woodhouse’s house one at a time, so as not to raise any unnecessary suspicion. Sometimes the neighbors saw us trickling into the house, but they assumed we were learning trades. Because we were enslaved, we weren’t supposed to learn how to read and count.

But we did anyway. Grandma insisted on it.

I counted to sixty under my breath, trying to blend in with the people milling about. Then I slipped through the gate and walked through the small yard.

The back door was slightly ajar. It creaked as I opened it slowly and stepped into the kitchen. I closed it behind me, leaving it the same way I found it. There was another student somewhere out there, counting to sixty just like I did before they could come inside.

I placed my book on a desk at the end of the L-shaped kitchen, which served as our school room. There were about thirty of us crammed into the small space, all chatting in hushed tones. The talking quieted as soon as Mrs. Woodhouse’s daughter, Ms. Mary Jane, bustled through the hallway door. She was dressed in a faded but tasteful plaid dress. She was also a free woman like her mama, and she carried her chin high and her shoulders squared.

I would stand as proud as they did if I was free and had a house of my own. I liked the sound of that. I wanted that kind of freedom, I thought, looking out the window. When I was finally free, I’d teach just like the Woodhouse women.

Ms. Mary Jane cleared her throat and shimmied through the tightly packed room, balancing a stack of weatherworn books in her skinny brown arms.

“All right, y’all, listen here.” She leaned against the counter, smiling so wide that a dimple formed in her cheek. “We’re going to be reading the Book of Exodus today. It’s all right if you don’t have a Bible. I have a few extras. Some of y’all might have to share.”

She grabbed a copy from her stack of well-worn Bibles and wiggled it in the air. A few students raised their hands, jostling to grab one of the extra copies. Some faces in the room were new. Their wide eyes and hesitation made me wonder if this was their first time in school.

Ms. Mary Jane handed one of the new students a Bible, a girl about my age. The girl’s eyes widened as she wrapped her fingers around the book, then her jaw slackened with what looked like a little wonder and a little fear. I remembered feeling the same way when I touched my first book—eager to read but so scared to be caught with a book.

“Find a partner who can help you, okay, little ma’am?” Ms. Mary Jane scooted the girl toward the rest of the beginner readers near the front corner.

“I can help, ma’am,” I said from the back of the kitchen.

“I know you can.” She smiled with her approval. She gestured to the front of the kitchen where the newcomers were congregating. “Help the little ones, will you? I’ve got this group.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I nodded, then slid past her as I made my way to the other side of the room.

I held my arms wide, corralling the early readers into a corner, carving out our space to learn. I liked teaching the young ones. Shoot, I liked teaching older pupils too. There was power in knowledge—that’s what my grandmother always said. And I liked the idea of more people who looked like me knowing their letters. It made me feel less alone in the world, like I had a community.

Carefully I unwrapped my book. I set the paper at my feet instead of throwing it away. I’d need it to wrap my book back up at the end of school. Paper was precious because it was expensive, and I needed to make the best of this sheet for as long as possible.

Halfway through the lesson, Mrs. Woodhouse walked in. I had great respect for this woman, and the twinkle in her eye always made me smile.

“Susie,” she said as she approached my pod of students. She folded her arms, that twinkle in her eyes gleaming. “I see you’re teaching again.”

“Yes, ma’am. I don’t mind, though.”

“I know you don’t. But I do have a treat for you.” She crouched, her knees creaking as she lowered to my eye level. “A friend of mine, Mrs. Mary Beasley, said she can teach you more than what you’re learning here.”

“But I like it here.” I took a step back, fear swelling in my chest. I didn’t want to leave the familiar schoolhouse that had taught me everything I knew.

“Child, don’t be scared. This is a good problem to have. I’ve taught you everything I know, and my daughter has taught you everything she knows. Wouldn’t it be nice to move up in your schooling? You’d advance your reading and needlework and such.”

“Yes,” I said. I didn’t want to leave this homey, makeshift schoolhouse, but I did want to learn more—so much more.

“Mrs. Beasley is actually in the next room and very eager to meet you. Would you like to come introduce yourself? The little ones will be all right for now.” Mrs. Woodhouse heaved herself upward from her crouch and cocked her head at her daughter. “Would you mind taking over Susie’s students for a spell?”

“Um.” Ms. Mary Jane blinked, looking somewhat overwhelmed. She gave a reluctant nod. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Wonderful!” Mrs. Woodhouse clasped her hands together. She gave me a small wink before turning to the hall door. Over her shoulder she said, “Follow me.”



When we entered the small sitting room, Mrs. Beasley was standing next to the fireplace, wearing a fine gown of navy blue with a pressed bow across the chest—the kind Mrs. Grest would special-order from the shops in the city. Her curls were fastened in a loose bun atop her head. She stepped forward, her skirt swishing against the wooden floor.

“You must be Susie. I’ve heard such splendid things about you.” She held her hand out between us, waiting for me to shake it. I stood there, suddenly too shy to move. Mrs. Beasley was unlike any woman I’d ever met before. It was uncommon for a woman to shake hands, especially with a child. I blinked up at Mrs. Woodhouse, who nudged me forward.

“Nice to meet you, ma’am,” I said under my breath. I gripped the tips of her fingers and meekly shook her hand.

“No need to be timid.” Mrs. Beasley gripped my fingers a little tighter, her smile widening. “I hear your reading comprehension is impeccable, and you show promise with arithmetic.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I rolled the word impeccable around in my head, trying not to forget it. I’d write it down in my tattered notebook later. I had a collection of good words, and something told me if I stuck with Mrs. Beasley, I’d fill my notebook up in no time.

“Would you like to continue your studies with me? Perhaps learn about geography along with some more literature?” She tilted her head to the side, her eyes tightening slightly. “The choice belongs to you.”

I frowned, so unsure. No one had ever given me a firm choice to make. Free will wasn’t something I was used to. In this world of enslavers who held people in bondage, I was usually told what I had to do. But in this moment, I was given power, the power to choose. I couldn’t let this opportunity slip away, so I stood up straighter, squaring my shoulders like Ms. Mary Jane.

“I would like that very much, thank you. And…” I stepped forward, feeling bolder. “I would like to read Shakespeare. I know a man named Shakespeare who has a long beard and drives a stagecoach, and he told me there are legendary stories written by a man of that same name. And I would like to know why folks call people from the North Yankees. And what is an abolitionist? And…”

“Hush, child.” Mrs. Woodhouse squeezed my shoulder hard. Her eyes widened in horror as she met Mrs. Beasley’s gaze. I got the impression that I’d said a very dangerous word. But instead of looking as concerned as Mrs. Woodhouse, Mrs. Beasley raised a curious brow. I thought I heard a small chuckle escape her lips.

“Not so timid after all. Good.” Mrs. Beasley flared her nostrils as she folded her arms. She appraised me for a moment. “I’m not sure how much I can teach you. You may soon surpass my lessons.”

I blinked up at her, confusion swirling in my mind. I had only just agreed to learn under Mrs. Beasley’s tutelage.

What came after Mrs. Beasley?

“I’ll settle it with your grandmother. You’ll start next week if it suits.” Mrs. Woodhouse placed her hand on my back and gently pushed me toward the kitchen door. “Now, go on and get back to your work.”

When the school day was over, I grabbed the discarded paper off the floor and rewrapped my book. My younger brother did the same. Then we left the way we’d entered, slipping one by one through the back door. I waited for my brother about a block away from the house, near the old water pump. Then together we marched down the road, a bit quieter than we were on our journey there. I was deep in thought, thinking about Mrs. Beasley and her fine dress—her impeccable dress.

My brother gathered more laurel leaves on the way home. I even helped him this time. I only had a few more days to walk with him to school, because come next week, I was graduating to a higher learning.






Chapter 2

THE FAINT SOUNDS OF SLOSHING water greeted us as we approached the back of Grandma’s tiny house. Grandma was elbow deep in her wooden barrel. Her sleeves were rolled up, and her white kerchief was slipping down her brow. She was leaning over the water and scrubbing a balled-up blouse against her ridged silver washboard.

She spent most of her time here on the back porch—it was the only place big enough for her laundry buckets and clotheslines. She also liked being outside, where she could keep an eye on her chickens and smell the fresh herbs that were growing in her small garden. She smiled when she saw us coming up the steps.

“Hey, babies.” She straightened from her hunched position. She put her hands on her hips and pressed her thumbs into her sides, massaging her sore muscles. “I tell you, my back hurts something fierce.”

“I know, Grandma.” I rubbed the small of her back, trying to bring her some comfort.

“I will leave it all in God’s hands.” Then she leaned forward, whispering conspiratorially. “And I pray we all find freedom one day.”

“Shh,” I whispered, my eyes darting around the backyard to see if anyone was listening. There weren’t as many white ears in this part of Savannah, but we still couldn’t speak that freely. This was all lost on my brother, who thrust a handful of laurel leaves into her hands.

“I have enough leaves to make a crown. Look, Grandma.”

“That’s nice.” She patted him on the head. “Y’all help me with the washing now. I’m running behind. And Bessy’s gonna be here any moment for Mr. Blouis’s shirts.”

I inhaled sharply. Mr. Blouis was our landlord. If there was any laundry that needed to be done spick and span and on time, it was his. I grabbed an apron off the hook on the door and tied it tightly around my waist.

“These need pressing?” I asked as I slicked my hair away from my forehead and pointed to a wad of shirts on the laundering table. Grandma gave me a look—it was self-evident that these still needed to be dried before they were ironed, so I got to work, rolling my sleeves up before pinning the shirts onto the clothesline. “Mrs. Woodhouse wants a word with you when you have a chance. Says she wants to talk to you about me going to another school.”

“She won’t take you anymore?”

“That’s not what she said.” I shook my head, a sigh escaping my lips. “She just thinks I need higher education. The new teacher seems nice.”

“I’ll see. Long as you can still help me do the washing-up after lessons, we’ll find a way to get you more schooling.” She paced the small space, shoving her hands in her apron’s deep pockets. Then she lowered her voice. “You listen to me—there is a power in knowledge. It’s more valuable than the coins we’ll get from washing these clothes. You understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“All right, then.”

“Evening, Dolly.” A voice sounded from the gate. Our heads whipped around to face the side of the yard, where the landlord’s son stood. He nodded at Grandma, a small gesture of respect. It was more than most white men would do, but still less than the respect she deserved.

“Oh! Evening, Mr. James.” She wiped her hands against her apron and hurried down the steps to meet him. “What can I do for you?”

“Came by to hand you this. It’s a new monthly pass from Mr. Grest.” He slid an envelope out of his breast pocket and handed it to her. My grandmother had carved out a half sort of freedom while living here in Savannah, but she was still at the mercy of Mr. Grest and her guardian here in the city. Both enslaved and free Black people needed passes so they could roam freely without being arrested. James placed his hat back on his head and looked over her shoulder at the laundry hanging on the line. “And while I’m here, I can also pick up the washing.”

“Oh, sir. Never you mind that. Bessy will be along shortly. And I’ll give it to her, don’t you worry.” Grandma nodded, as placating as possible.

“Oh, I don’t mind waiting.” He hopped up the steps and leaned against the railing, making himself quite at home. White people did things like that—they felt entitled to our space without even asking. But technically this house belonged to his father, so I guessed his intrusion was justified.

“We’ll be done with it soon,” I said, pressing the hot iron into his father’s white shirt. His prying eyes darted to my paper-wrapped book resting on the railing’s ledge. My cheeks heated, and I avoided his gaze. I swiped the book off the ledge and tucked it into my apron pocket. “It’s a sewing kit,” I said, looking down. “It’s a gift for my mother.”

The lie slipped out of me so quickly, I surprised myself. But I knew better than to run my mouth about my literacy to the landlord’s son.

“It’s all right, Susie.” Grandma rushed up the steps, her smile tight but polite. “Tell the man how your reading is coming along.”

My mouth fell open. I looked from Grandma to James and then down at the floor. I couldn’t believe she’d just said that.

“So,” James said, folding his arms. “How are the books I gave y’all?”

“You gave us the books?” I peered at him, searching for signs of jest. But he stared back at me, looking sincere and, to my annoyance, slightly amused. I lifted my chin, willing myself to look confident. I patted my apron, thumping the book in my pocket. “I haven’t read the book about Christmas yet, but the Bible—I’ve read it twice already.”

“Twice? Huh.” He rubbed his chin. “Would you like another one? I got all sorts at home.”

“Yes, please. Anything you can spare would be great. My reading comprehension is impeccable.”

I squinted, hoping I was using my new word correctly. James’s grin widened, and a laugh escaped his lips.

“Indeed.” He pointed at me, still grinning.

“You’re not worried about getting into trouble?” I fidgeted with my fingers in my lap. It shouldn’t be a crime for me to learn to read, but it was. And on top of that, it was a crime for him to aid me in my pursuit of the written word. This was an illegal combination. If anyone found out, we’d both be punished—me most of all.

“I’m sure the authorities have bigger fish to fry.” He waved his hand dismissively. Then he leaned forward, his voice quieter and more serious.

“Look, if you won’t tell, I won’t.” He held his right hand over his heart, bowing his head solemnly.

I smiled and nodded in return.



Mrs. Beasley’s parlor was narrow and long, stretching from one end of her house to the other. It was an odd sort of room, not really ideal for entertaining huge gatherings. But it was perfect for a classroom. Her writing desk sat at the end of the room with a pair of upholstered chairs facing it. It was quite the change from the packed and often chaotic L-shaped kitchen at Mrs. Woodhouse’s house.

Mrs. Beasley cleared her throat, drawing my attention back to the start of the day’s lesson.

“Let’s try something a bit more challenging this morning,” Mrs. Beasley said as she grabbed a piece of chalk off her desk. This was how she liked to teach—writing prompts on a chalkboard and having me respond on the spot. I’d been under her tutelage for almost two years now, and already we’d covered all the states and territories and the United States Constitution, and so much more. I leaned forward, curious as to what today’s lesson would entail.

She held her small chalkboard on her lap as she scrawled something on it. Then she turned the board around so that it was facing me. “Can you tell me who this is?”

“That’s an easy one.” I slouched into my chair, my curiosity waning once I read the writing on her chalkboard. “That’s James Buchanan, the president.”

“That’s right. And do you know his political party?”

“He is a Democrat,” I said. “Isn’t everyone a Democrat?” I furrowed my brow. “I’ve never heard of any man calling himself anything else.”

“No, Susie. Everyone is not a Democrat. There are Republicans too. Maybe not so much around these parts, but they do exist.”

“The president is up for reelection this year, right?” I wracked my brain, remembering what I’d learned weeks ago. “The president is elected every four years, and since it’s 1860, it’s an election year.”

“Astutely observed, Susie.” Mrs. Beasley flared her nostrils, a sign that she was impressed. “But no. Normally that would be true. President Buchanan has only served one term, and traditionally, the president may run for office again if he so chooses. But he has stated that he will not run for reelection.”

“Then his vice president will run?” I tilted my head and waited for confirmation. I enjoyed getting Mrs. Beasley’s approval. There was something about her warm smile that lifted my spirits.

“Likely.” She bobbed her head from side to side. “But there is change brewing in this country—Republican change. I hear Abraham Lincoln is doing quite well.” She petered off. “You look troubled, Susie. Why is that?”

“The Republicans want to rip the country in half,” I said. I’d overheard chatter all over town about the scheming tactics of Republicans.

“You can’t believe everything you hear.” Mrs. Beasley sighed and slouched deeper in her chair. It was odd for her to lose her composure, but something about this lesson seemed weightier and more taxing on her than the others had.

“But could it happen?” I asked in a small voice. “Could the country really be ripped in half?”

“This country is changing—bursting at the seams with all its growth, trying to forge a path to the future with the albatross of slavery around its neck. It’s unsustainable.” She stood from her chair and paced the length of her parlor, which doubled as her schoolroom. “The North largely wants to abandon the practice of slavery. The South wants to keep it going for as long as they can. The planting states say they’re holding up the country, growing all the crops and doing all the work, and having labor of their choosing is their prerogative. But that justification doesn’t hold water. It’s simply not true.

“The Southern states may very well take matters into their own hands. And it’s all about slavery. Don’t let anybody tell you it’s all about state’s rights or Northern overreach or anything else like that! You hear?”

“Yes, ma’am.” I nodded vigorously, surprised by her fervor.

“If Abraham Lincoln’s ticket is elected, there may be trouble indeed. He’s a Republican, and Lord knows how we will weather the storm of Southern Democrats. They’d rather die than give up their human property and way of life. The northern Republicans will have a fight on their hands.” She brought her hand to her forehead and rubbed her temples with the tips of her fingers. “But I think what you should be asking yourself is this: Could we all really be free? Could that happen?”

“I hope so.” I looked out the window as I envisioned such a future. “I would read a book in the park. I’d go to as much schooling as I could. And then I would open my own schoolhouse and be just like you and Mrs. Woodhouse. I’d be a teacher.”

“That’s flattering.” She rapped her nails against my desk. “Thank you.”

Then I leaned forward, eager to learn more about these Republicans preparing to take on men like Mr. Grest and the other enslavers in Savannah. I liked the sound of them.
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