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Chapter One
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“Ouch!” Thirteen-year-old Abby Joyner hopped on one foot. Her soles were tough from going barefoot, but the briars growing wild beyond the orchard were tougher. Bending, she pulled up the hem of her homespun dress and inspected her dusky foot. A thorn stuck out from under her big toe.


“Mean ol’ pricker,” Abby muttered as she plucked it out. Her grandma, Mamie, had sent her to the woods to fetch crocks of preserves from their hiding place. Abby had been so worried about snakes and bears that she’d forgotten about the briars.


A twig snapped, and Abby crouched instinctively. Her heart banged as she stared through the tangle of wild rose and sumac. It was early morning, and a ghost of a mist hung over the meadow. “Who there?” she whispered.


Bears, snakes, soldiers. Abby was scared of them all. Especially the soldiers. Didn’t matter if they wore blue or gray. They were all hungry. All bent on stealing food. That’s why the crocks were hidden far from the Big House.


Hammond House was a small, isolated plantation nestled at the bottom of the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia far from a main road, but sometimes soldiers found their way. Three months ago a ragtag band of Confederates had ridden down the lane on their swaybacked mounts. Their cheeks were hollow, their faces grimy. They’d kicked Mamie and Tissie aside like dogs and snatched the cornbread from the oven. They’d shot the last milk cow and butchered her. Then they’d filled their saddlebags and left, leading Thomas the mule.


Now as Abby hid in the thick growth, she wondered if the gray-coated thieves were back. What will they steal this time? The war between the North and South had been raging for four years and there was little left.


Something snorted behind Abby. “Bear!” she screamed and shot into the air. Her feet tangled in her skirt, and she fell in a heap on a dew-sprinkled rose bush, her apron hiked over her head. Heart pattering, she peeked from under the coarse fabric of her dress. Toby, Thomas’s harness mate, stared down at her, his fuzzy ears flapping.


“Toby! You like to scare the apron off me!” Abby scolded the mule. Toby lipped at the weeds stuck in the hem of Abby’s baggy dress. She’d forgotten that Pap—afraid the soldiers would come back—had tethered the remaining mule in the tangle.


A thorn in Abby’s backside reminded her she’d better get moving. Master and Mistress would be rising, and Mamie wanted preserves for the hoecakes.


“Hold still you ornery critter!” Abby grabbed a hold of Toby’s spiky mane and hauled herself from the rose bush. Her apron was damp, her hem torn. All because she’d been scared of an old mule.


“Git on.” Abby whacked the mule’s lean flank. When he ambled off, she was glad to see his belly was round with spring grass. Winter had been too long.


Gathering the skirt of her calf-length dress, Abby hurried through the underbrush, keeping an eye out for the landmarks that would lead her to the hiding place. There! She spied two stones stacked on top of each other. To the left of the stones was the willow with the broken branch.


Abby stopped beside the willow and listened for the gurgle of water. Then she followed the sound to the spring. Beyond the willow, the air grew damp and cool, and cedars, locust, and sycamores met the wild brush. Abby climbed over an outcropping of rock. Each time she came here, she walked a different way. Pap had warned her about leaving even a hint of a trail.


Two years ago Pap had found the small spring at the base of a sycamore. Last summer he’d deepened the pool, filled it with rocks so the water ran clear, and hollowed out a shelf in the tree roots. There, each fall of the war, they’d hidden the precious preserves that Mamie and Tissie made from summers bounty.


When Abby reached the sycamore she lifted her skirt and kneeled beside the glistening pool. Dipping her hand into the cold water, she hunted for the sealed crocks tucked in the roots.


Fetch me some apple butter and peach preserves, Mamie had told Abby that morning. Abby pulled two crocks from the water and dried them on her apron. Before leaving, she counted the remaining crocks. Only five were left. Two months ago Master had hobbled home from the war with one leg missing and a powerful hankering for homemade sweets. Soon the tree roots would be empty.


Holding the crocks tightly against her, Abby hurried from the spring and into the orchard, overgrown with weeds.


“A-bbeee! Chile! Where is you and dose preserves?” Mamie’s bellow rang out over the plantation. Abby raised her eyes to the heavens hoping no soldiers were lurking near. Her grandma’s call would bring them running, and there’d be nothing but air to spread on the hoecakes.


Abby trotted past the peach and apple trees, heavy with blossoms, and into the kitchen garden behind the Big House. Her grandpa was in the middle of the strawberry plants chopping weeds. Hunched over his hoe, he reminded Abby of an old gray squirrel.


“Only five crocks left in the spring, Pap,” Abby said as she walked between the rows, her bare feet sinking in the spongy earth.


Pap straightened slowly. His face was as dark and rough as tree bark. “That’s five more than if we’d left them in the icehouse for the soldiers to steal!”


She handed him the crocks.


“Now scurry and change your apron ’fo breakfast. Your grandma and Tissie are cookin’ up a mess of hoecakes and eggs.” He nodded toward the Big House. “Maybe there ’nough for you, lil’ gal. You as skinny as the picket fence.”


“Yes suh.” Abby stooped to check the strawberries. The clusters of green berries were turning pink. Her mouth watered. Her empty stomach growled. After a winter of dried apples, a fresh berry would be close to heaven.


Hoping to avoid Mamie and her never-ending chores, Abby ran to the front of the Big House. She lifted her skirt and leaped up the brick steps to the porch. “The portico,” Mistress called it. Before the war, the portico had greeted carriages filled with fine, hoop-skirted ladies. Now it was home to the swallows making mud nests in the columns, their droppings dotting the planked floor.


In front of the wide entrance door, Abby spun and bowed. Unwrapping her head scarf, she pretended it was a silk handkerchief and waved it at imaginary visitors. “Welcome to Hammond House,” she called, imitating Mistress Rebecca. “Coffee and cakes will be served on the veranda.”


“What you chatterin’ ’bout chile?” Someone swatted Abby. Mamie stood in the doorway, hands on her wide hips. “We ain’t had coffee or cakes since the war.”


Abby made a face. “I was pretending” she said grumpily.


“Well, how ’bout pretendin’ you a slave girl who needs to serve Masta and Missus deir breakfast.” Mamie frowned at Abby with eyes as brown and hard as acorns. Cornmeal flour dusted one cheek. A gray hair poking from under her head wrap and folds of skin hanging from her neck were the only signs that Mamie was older than sixty years.


“And after breakfas’ you help Tissie in de laundry,” Mamie added. “Dirty drawers doan wash themselves.” Turning, she waddled stiffly back into the house, her breathing labored.


“Yes ’um,” Abby muttered. Sighing, she rewrapped her headscarf and followed Mamie into the front entrance hall. The hall was bare except for a rickety table and a lone candlestick used for lighting the way at night. Long ago the rugs had been made into winter wraps, the chandelier traded for molasses and salt.


Abby glanced up the winding staircase, catching her breath when she saw Mistress Rebecca. Head high, her hand lightly touching the railing, Mistress floated down the steps as if she was wearing yards of satin instead of threadbare calico.


Before the war, Violet, Mistress’s personal servant, had brushed and pinned Mistress’s hair, fastened and laced her corset and petticoats, and powdered and rouged her face. But two summers ago Violet had run off. Now, except for the chamber pot left outside the door each morning, Mistress cared for herself.


Abby curtsied. “Mornin’ Mistress.”


“Good morning, Abby,” Mistress said. “Were you rounding up the hogs this morning?”


“Ma’am?” Abby looked up, confused.


Mistress pointed to the stains on Abby’s apron and the rip in her hem. “By the look of you, I thought perhaps you’d been fetching hogs.”


Abby felt the heat rise in her cheeks. “No Ma’am. I was fetchin’ preserves for Master’s breakfast.”


“That’s nice. Now see that you change before serving. Master will be down shortly.” Mistress’s gaze shifted to the spiral staircase, and worry lines creased her brow. Every day Master struggled with the long, winding stairs. Once Abby had suggested to Mamie that Master use the shorter slave stairway but she was only rewarded with a slap.


Mamie’s answer to everything, Abby thought as she hurried down the hall and up the narrow wooden stairs. That was one reason Abby had stopped asking questions about her own Mama, who had disappeared when she was a babe. She was tired of Mamie cuffing her.


Pausing at the top of the stairs, Abby listened for the thump of Masters crutch on the wooden floor as he paced in his bedroom. Ever since he’d come home to Hammond Plantation, Master had been a ghost of a man.


“Like he lost his soul in the war,” Pap had explained. “Then lost his heart when he heard that Miss Julia had died.”


Miss Julia. Abby missed her too. Since the little girl had died last winter from scarlet fever, laughter had been as scarce as sugar.


Abby checked to make sure Master wasn’t coming, then darted into Miss Julia’s room. It had changed little since her death. Abby’s straw-filled pallet was still on the floor by the canopy bed since Mistress had continued to let her sleep upstairs.


’Cause Mistress afraid to be alone with the haunts, Pap had explained. And now that Master was home, Mistress was grateful for help at night when her husband began rambling feverishly.


Lifting the lid of the small wooden trunk at the head of her pallet, Abby found a clean apron. As she tied it on, her attention strayed to Miss Julia’s books. Miss Julia’s favorite had been The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes. Often they’d read it together late at night under the comforter. Abby glanced toward the doorway to make sure no one was in the hall then pulled out a geography book.


Geography, the study of the earth and its people, she heard Teacher’s voice in her head. Quickly, she leafed through the pages and found the card engraving of New York City that Teacher had tucked inside. Fascinated as always, she stared at the tall buildings. Abby had never set foot off the farm, but one day she aimed to leave for a big city like New York and find her Mama.


“Hey, Abby, whatcha doin’?” Abby jumped a foot in the air. Cyril, Tissie’s seven-year-old son, was standing in the doorway staring at her with big eyes. “I’m reading’,” Abby whispered. “So hush ’fore Master hears you.”


“Kin I read, too?” Cyril asked as he scuttled over. Abby wrinkled her nose. One of Cyril’s jobs in the Big House was emptying the chamber pots.


“You doan know how to read,” Abby said. “Teacher only taught me and Miss Julia. But you can look at this picture.” She showed him the photo. “That’s where the Yankees live. Crowded together like chickens in a coop. Lookee, there ain no trees or grass.” She shook her head. “I doan know what their cows eat.”


Cyril shook his head too. “That city place is might poor. No wonder dem Yanks want to live in Virginy.”


“That’s what Miss Julia used to say: Those bluecoats tryin’ to steal our home!’” Abby imitated her little mistress.


“Well, if dem Yanks come here, I’s tell dem they cain’t have Virginy.” Cyril puffed out his skinny chest. “I’s tell dem dey cain’t have me. I wants to stay in Virginy. I doan wants to be free.”


Slamming the book shut, Abby made a sound of disgust. “Not be free!” She slid the book back on the shelf. “That’s the foolest thing I’ve heard you say, Cyril. If you’re free you can go to school. You can travel to town without a pass. And …”—she gave him a sly look—“… you can tell Mistress to empty her own chamber pot.”


Cyril’s brows shot up. “Den I wants to be free!”


“Don’t say ‘den,’ Cyril” Abby corrected. “It’s ‘then.’ When you free you gotta talk like a free man.”


Thumping in the hall told Abby that Master was headed downstairs. “I gots to go,” she whispered. “And you skeedaddle, too, ’fore your ma finds you dawdlin’.”


Cyril ran out the door. Abby took one last look at the books before hurrying after him. She didn’t tell Cyril what being free really meant. It meant that Abby could leave Hammond Plantation and look for her Mama. It meant she could find the answers to the questions burning in her heart: Where was her Mama? Why did she leave? And why will no one ever talk about her?





Chapter Two
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“Where you bin chile?” Mamie demanded when Abby hurried into the summer kitchen. The small room, warm and sooty from the brick fireplace, was bursting with the smell of fried eggs and corn meal.


Her grandma thrust a serving tray into her hands. “Git along. Masta and Missus waitin’.”


“Yes ’um.” Abby took the tray, stuffed a hoecake in her mouth, and hurried down the brick walkway to the Big House. Before entering the dining room, she peeked through the half-open doorway. Master and Mistress sat at opposite ends of the long mahogany dining table. Only two chairs and a sideboard were left in the once ornate room. In early spring, Mistress and Jake the coachman had taken a wagon full of furniture to Tomasford. Mistress had returned alone driving a near empty wagon. The furniture had been traded for seed, and Jake had run off.


Mistress’s back was toward Abby, but she could hear her talking. At the other end of the table, Master sat slouched in his chair, his eyes on his empty plate.


Masta Hammond the comeliest man in all Nelson County, Mamie used to boast proudly. Now his dirty hair straggled across his forehead and his face was weary with grief. As if the war drummed the handsome right out of him, Abby thought.


Suddenly, Mistress’s voice rose angrily. Abby stopped chewing her hoecake and listened. Usually breakfasts were silently endured. Master shoveled food into his mouth as if he was a starving soldier while Mistress politely and carefully cut each meager bite. But today Mistress was going on and on. Abby pricked her ears, trying to catch the words, but they fired down the table like bullets.


Abby gulped the last of the hoecake. Quiet as a possum, she padded across the plank floor. When she reached Mistress’s side, she held out the platter. Instantly, Mistress quit talking and slid something into her lap. Abby heard a crinkle and glimpsed folded white papers. Is Mistress hiding something? she wondered.


“Abby, don’t stand there like a stump.” Mistress sounded ruffled. “Serve me, please, before the food gets cold.”


“Yes Ma’am.” As Abby spooned eggs onto the plate, she stole a glance at Mistress’s lap. A corner of white peeked from the folds of her skirt. Is she hiding a letter? Yesterday, Preacher Thornton had visited Hammond House, riding up on his sickle-hocked bay. Spring and summer, the preacher from Massies Mill rode from farm to farm, carrying news of births, deaths, Jesus, and sinners. Since callers were sparse, his arrival was anticipated by all.


But Preacher’s visits usually didn’t bring secrets. Master, Preacher, and Mistress usually talked in front of Abby and the other slaves like they had no ears.


So what is Mistress hiding today?


As Abby slid a hoecake onto Mistress’s plate she thought back to Preachers visit yesterday. He’d only stopped for a short while. Since Abby had been throwing corn to the hogs, Tissie had served dinner, and Preacher had left directly after. If there’d been any exciting news, it would have spread like flies from the Big House through the slave quarters. What did I miss? Abby wondered.


“Abby!” Mistress’s sharp tone made her jump. “Step lively, please. Serve Master Hammond, then you’re dismissed. I’m sure Mamie has chores for you. Today’s wash day.”


“Yes, Ma’am.” Abby scurried around the table, her ears ringing. You’re dismissed! Every day Abby waited silently through the meal, scuttling to attention if Master or Mistress beckoned for more jam or hot tea. When they finished eating, she cleared the dishes.


Abby couldn’t remember ever being dismissed. What is going on?


“Hoecakes, Master Hammond?” Abby stopped by his chair, careful not to bump the bandaged stump poking from the seat.


Without looking up, Master nodded. Abby served him, then hurried outside and into the kitchen. Mamie and Tissie were huddled by the fireplace, their heads together.


“Mistress has a secret!” Abby announced excitedly. Instantly, the two women sprang apart. Tissie began scrubbing the plank tabletop. Mamie bent to stir the cook pot hanging over the flames. Neither expressed interest in Abby’s announcement.


“Mamie, what is goin’ on?” she demanded.


“Forgive me, Lord,” Mamie murmured to the ceiling before saying, “Chile dere ain nothin’ goin’ on.”


Abby frowned as she set the tray on the table. Mamie is lying. Her grandma always asked the Lord’s forgiveness before telling a lie.


Must be everyone’s keeping secrets, Abby huffed to herself. Master. Mistress. Might be secrets swarming through the house like pesky ants!


A movement under the table caught her eye. Abby spied a scruffy pant leg and bony ankle. Cyril Has he been listening in on Mamie and Tissie?


Scooting closer, Abby poked him with her bare foot. “Hey, boy. You spyin’?”


With a yelp, Cyril scrambled from under the table and fled out the back door. Abby took off after him, tackling him in the pile of bedclothes Tissie had waiting in front of the wash shed.


“I ain gonna tell! I ain gonna tell!” Cyril squealed like a poked hog.


“Tell what?” Abby demanded as she wrapped him in a cocoon of Mistress’s sheets.


“Tell dat Joseph and Able done gone!”


“Gone! When?” Abby lay hard on top of him till he quit struggling.


“Gone las night,” he said, panting under her weight. “This mornin,’ when Uncle Zee woke the field hands, Joseph’s and Abie’s beds were cold.”


So that’s what Mamie and Tissie were whispering about! As soon as the weather had warmed, the slaves had started stealing away. Now Uncle Zee, the field boss, was down to ten hands. Joseph and Able were two strapping bucks. Without them the crops would be poorly tended.


“What else you hear from Mamie and Tissie?” Abby asked, knowing there was something more. Something hidden in Mistress’s lap.


Cyril’s eyes grew round as moons. “Uncle Zee was fired-up mad. He say, ‘Send the patrollers after Joseph and Able.’”


Abby felt Cyril shiver beneath her. Thoughts of the patrollers struck fear in every slave. Poorly clad farmers and wounded ex-soldiers, the band of white men roamed the hills looking for any excuse to cause a black man trouble. Gabe, Abby’s own Pa, had been killed by the patrollers thirteen years ago before she was born.


“What did Mistress say?” Abby asked.


“She say, ‘Git the patrollers, Zee. We need those hands for plantin’ and tillin.’ Only …” Cyril dropped his voice low. “Only Master tell Uncle Zee no patrollers.”


Abby’s ears pricked. So that’s why Mistress was so mad at breakfast! For three years, while Master was off fighting the war, Mistress had held the farm together. She knew the crops were life. She knew that without them, no one would survive the coming winter. But now that Master was home his word was law, even though his mind drifted for days like passing clouds.


Freeing his trapped arm, Cyril pinched Abby’s shoulder. “Now let me go or I tells my ma!”


“Go tattle to your ma,” Abby said as she jumped to her feet. “And I’ll tell Tissie your big ears been sneakin’ round the kitchen!”


Cyril wormed from the sheets just as Tissie came from the kitchen carrying a basket. With a squawk of fear, he leaped over the picket fence and took off into the garden.


“Cyril!” Tissie hollered after him. “Git back here lazy boy. We gots clothes to wash!”
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