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A Note from A. LaFaye

You’ve heard of historical fiction, but you may not know about “alternate history,” which is a special category of historical fiction. These novels take historical events and alter them to see how history would’ve changed as a result. Most of these novels change something pivotal. In The Year of the Hangman by Gary Blackwood, George Washington is assassinated by the British, so the colonies never win their independence.

But some “alternate history” novels change a small thing in history to look at what might have been possible if everyday folks had done things differently. Sherley Williams does that by having two historical women, who never met in real life, meet on the pages of her novel Dessa Rose. In the book, a courageous young woman who escaped a slave coffle only to be killed for the crime in real life, escapes this fate in fiction and meets up with a white slave owner who harbored escaped slaves because she had no other way to keep the place running after her husband abandoned her on their remote plantation. These two women team up with the slaves on the plantation to start a con game to raise enough money to buy their own land out West. They have the plantation owner pretend to sell the slaves, then break the slaves out of bondage only to move on and sell them again. This novel takes a look at one of the possible things that could’ve happened if African Americans and European Americans had crossed the boundaries of slavery and prejudice to work together.

After reading this powerful novel for adults, I wanted to take a similar approach in a book for young readers. The novel you’re about to read is my own piece of alternate historical fiction that asks what could’ve happened if the people of the South had worked together to fight for what would’ve been owed to African Americans in a just world.
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The Warning

May 1866
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Even from my perch on the roof of Daddy’s old office, I could only see a bit down the road on account of all the gnarly old oaks crowding in on both sides. So I didn’t see the rust red of Mr. Daniel Richardson’s vest until he came within shouting distance, and that’s just where he stopped.

Stood there holding a hanky up to his mouth like the yellow fever that killed my mama might just fly out there and snatch him dead. “That you up there, Stella Reid?” he shouted.

I’m not one for idle talk, so I didn’t bother answering.

“I’ve come to give you notice.” He yelled so hard, his voice went scratchy. “The bank owns Oak Grove as of this morning. The property will be sold at auction. You have two weeks to pack your things and move on to your cousin Mertle’s. Be sure to smoke that fever out of the house before you go.”

He didn’t even say “your property” because that suggested I had some claim to the land my family had owned since my great-granddaddy decided to try his hand at growing cotton back when them rabble rousers met in Philadelphia to start a revolution against them British.

It’s all on account of we still couldn’t find Daddy’s will and the deed he kept with it. Mama and I had searched from the floorboards to the treetops for them papers, but found nothing. Not even the payment book that proved Daddy done paid every last penny for the land he bought from our neighbor Hendersen before he died. Then the bank started saying Daddy didn’t pay down all the interest. Wouldn’t give me no chance to pay it off myself. Said it’s too long overdue now that Daddy’s been gone near to a year. Not that they said one word on the matter before they sent us that foreclosure.

Richardson’s the one who did all that falsifying. And you can bet on a Bible that he’ll be the top bidder at that auction he’d been going on about. That man’s had his eyes on Oak Grove since the day he opened them. All on account of the fact my great-granddaddy done bought the land from Richardson’s granddaddy in a deal the Richardson clan called shady because the land they sold done produced more cotton than the land they’d kept. Now that old Richardson thought he had some kind of claim on the place. He wanted every last Reid off the land. Wouldn’t even put it past him to be moving the people in the Reid family plot if he got his hands on Oak Grove. Why, he hadn’t even waited an hour past the dawn of the third day after we buried my mama. Man had evil in his bones.

“Did you hear me, Stella Reid?”

My silence makes folks yell louder. Might be that believing I’m hard of hearing is easier to swallow than the offense of being ignored.

“Miss Reid?”

I began to think he might pop a vocal cord like a fiddle string. I decided to wait and see if such a thing could happen.

But he just shouted, “You’ve been warned.” Then he walked off down the road.

Duly noted, you old coot, but I’d been eager to hear him bust a vocal cord. Then again, I might get that opportunity the next time we met. Old Man Richardson tended to do a lot of shouting around me.

Felt good to have him gone. Like a bad storm carried south toward the gulf, so it could just run out of wind over the ocean somewhere. Too bad such a storm couldn’t take him out to sea.

I turned around for a look-see at Oak Grove, letting my eyes wander from Mama’s resting place among the Reids sleeping under their grass blankets on the wooded hill due north to the tidy brick rows of the folks’ quarters along the road headed south to the meeting house. I could near about smell the cotton growing in the summer sun.

A place soaks up its history. Things that happen there seep into the bricks of the houses and sift down into the soil of the fields, becoming permanent to anybody who could see the signs. My mama’d forever be in the garden where she laid down her own pathways in stones she quarried from the creek bed herself. My daddy’d never leave the stables where he’d carved the name of each horse into the stall doors. Mr. Beeman left his mark in the blacksmith’s shop, working his own family sign to hang over the door. Wasn’t an inch of Oak Grove that didn’t speak of the past. That’s why I could never leave it. I could hear and see those folks as if they never left. Who would tell of them with me gone?

Daniel Richardson could holler till the devil told him to pipe down. I’d never leave my home place. Never walk away from all that my family and the folks did to make this plantation fit enough to envy up the likes of Daniel Richardson.

The law may say I didn’t own the land, but that same law used to say the people who worked this land were nothing more than my daddy’s property. The Lord knows you can’t own another person. And He’s as much as told me He meant for me to keep Oak Grove—not for myself mind you, but for the people who really owned the place.

Got families on this land that been working it since a Reid laid claim to the place. And I say working ’cause Daddy done paid those folks a wage since Granddaddy passed on back when I wasn’t much more than a bawling baby. And Oak Grove is my world. A place where things run a little different. A bit more to the Lord’s liking, in my way of thinking.

Since Daddy started running things, folks here got a living wage for their work. Most are saving up to buy their own land, but to do that they had to move away from Helensburg on account of the laws here say no black man can own property. Now, Yankee law throws that evil old law down the well. But you can’t sell the planters in these parts on that idea.

That’s why so many of the folks of Oak Grove stayed on, worked the place their family been working. Why the Winfields got them three generations buried down past the rock bed. Their kin and everyone who took a hoe to this soil have a claim on it. Daddy thought that way and meant to make it legal, but his mama wouldn’t sign no papers to turn it over, saying weren’t no black man going to own her land until they put her in the ground. And she weren’t the only one giving Daddy trouble.

Why, Daddy couldn’t do nothing on Oak Grove that went against the way of things without seeing blood run. The planters in these parts been breaking my Daddy down since I had a mind to know what’s what. They had a law saying freedmen couldn’t live in these parts, but Daddy still tried to give the folks of Oak Grove their freedom even before the war. Them planters fought like demons to keep things as they liked them.

Daddy’d pay for free papers on a body only to have Hendersen or Richardson or some other rich son of an evil planter send out a lying notice that said he owned the poor man who weren’t nothing but a runaway. Hunted that fella down like a dog, burning his freedom papers, then worked him to the bone right where Daddy could see him. Driving that poor man so hard to punish him for thinking he could be free.

Daddy tried to buy the men back to Oak Grove, but them planters just laughed at him, sending him to seething so bad I thought he’d tear his office to the ground, smashing things and breaking windows, cursing till the devil sat up to listen.

But Daddy kept trying. Sent folks under the cover of night on the railroad with no tracks that led north to freedom and land of their own. But Daddy couldn’t do it fastlike or the planters in these parts would get wise and turn their sights on the people of Oak Grove again, threatening fire or accidents like the blade that nearly took Daddy’s foot off when he tried to buy him a new thresher the day he sent Granddaddy’s carpenter, Mr. Parker, north, or the grain hatch opening up on Grady Tanbridge the morning before he planned to take the railroad out of town, or the Nelson twins drowning in the creek before their mama could take them to meet up with their daddy, who’d reached Ohio that spring.

The folks on Oak Grove had stepped into a deadly dance with the planters here in the Natchez district, each one trying to fool the other into thinking they hadn’t missed a step. Our people dancing real prettylike, hoping nobody could see the one we tried to shuffle off the dance floor to freedom.

But the planters in these parts had their eyes fit to bore through your soul. They caught on to too many things. No matter how careful we stepped, they usually showed up to cut off our toes. And Richardson had him a right sharp knife, ready to cut away all of Oak Grove this time. And I had nothing but prayer and a promise standing between me and that blade.

If I had the power, I’d sign all of us onto the deed of Oak Grove, make it legal—a match to what the Lord knows to be true. Those who work the land own it by just rights. They’d be taking what’s owed them by my reckoning. Ain’t no one going to move me or the folks who work it off Oak Grove.

But Richardson’s been trying to do it for years. When Daddy died, Richardson started coming round to talk Mama into selling. She’d answered him with a shotgun blast over his head and a demand to have her squatter’s rights till she could find the deed and be legal. He’d scurry off into the woods like a scared little rabbit, shouting back, “You find your papers. I’ll find mine.”

Never knew what he meant until he came a calling about a foreclosure. Yellow fever took Mama from this world, so now Richardson wanted me to pack my things and move into town with Cousin Mertle, like our family hadn’t bought the land from his generations ago. Well, he’d be waiting for the Mississippi to freeze in New Orleans before I packed anything more than his empty threats. I planned on staying there on the land to which I was born.
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Hattie Comes, Carting a Problem
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“Stella!” My friend Hattie’s voice turned me around. “What you doing sitting on the roof like a rooster?”

“Just seeing.” I turned my feet to the east, slid down the roof to jump onto the wood pile, then pushed off for a nice landing on the mossy edge of the flower bed.

“Girl!” Hattie shouted.

I just laughed at her. She followed me as I headed to the kitchen, saying, “It’s true what they say about you, you are touched in the head.”

Heading into the kitchen, I gave a nod to Mrs. Bishop, who had every woman to call herself a cook working to get the noon meal ready before they rang the bell to call folks in from the fields. I slipped in to grab me some of her perk-up-your-tongue salted pork.

“Did you hear me? Touched, I tell you. Jumping around like some monkey.”

Folks always went on about my peculiar ways, but I’d gotten so’s I didn’t even hear their judgment talk anymore. And if Hattie didn’t have anything better to say, I planned on ignoring her, too.

Mrs. Wynston, strongest woman ever to put hand to broom, pushed a plate under my hand and tapped the bread with her spoon, but I didn’t pay her any more mind than I did Hattie.

“Don’t you go clamming up on me, Miss Stella!” Hattie followed me outside. “I got to talk to you.

“Hendersen say he got a paper say he can work me legal, but won’t let me read it. Got all spitting when I tried.” She shook her head to knock a memory loose, then put on Hendersen’s growl of a voice, saying, “Darkie, who you learn that reading from?”

Hands on her hips, words red and hot like fire, Hattie said, “He forget he don’t own me no more?”

That Hendersen had a dried-up peach for a brain. Hattie done learned to read sitting right next to me. Back then, her mama, Miss Rosie, done the sewing for Mama and Mrs. Hendersen. We studied reading on the days Miss Rosie came to Oak Grove until that sour old woman started saying Miss Rosie made prettier dresses for Mama and threatened to cut Miss Rosie’s hair clean off her head if she sewed one more thing for Mama.

After that, Hattie had to sneak out of her duties over at the big house on the Hendersen plantation to come see me. But with the anger she had spewing out like sparks, it’s a good thing for the Hendersens that she didn’t stay there.

Didn’t need to ask her about that paper she’d been going on about—she’d come around to it again. Didn’t take but the blink of an eye.

“Said with Mama and Papa gone, I’m his to claim. Says I’m an orphan. I ain’t no orphan!” She pointed. “You see any gravestones with my mama’s name on it?”

“Hattie!” Mrs. Bishop leaned out the kitchen door, waving a knife like a wand. “Don’t go tempting the devil, now!”

“Sorry, Mrs. Bishop.”

“Save your words for the Good Lord.”

Mrs. Bishop didn’t take to no dark talk, said it put ideas in the devil’s head. That fool ain’t got no head. Evil rotted it clean off by now, I’m sure.

Hattie set to pacing. “Hendersen has one of them papers on all of Miss Clara’s girls on account of their daddy dying over in Vicksburg.”

Folks said him a mighty fine funeral at the river for fighting under Old Glory to help General Grant take Vicksburg. But it seemed a shame to leave Miss Clara to raise all seven of them girls by her ownself.

“And Granny Quinna’s boys. Them too. And Royce and Paddy. Near to twenty of us young’uns. Can he do that? Sign us up to work till we grown? Ain’t got to pay us nothing, he say. Not a cent. Say we orphans and got to rely on his charity to keep us fed and clothed.” She pulled on her dress. “My mama done put this dress on my back and my papa done killed the cured rabbit I ate for my supper last night. Which I ate in my own house and cooked my own self. How can he call me an orphan?”

Now when Hattie got to ranting, didn’t matter that I never said much, she said enough for a whole church full of people.

“Sure, Mama been gone for a bit. But you can’t find no children you lost just by turning over some rock. She got searching to do. Searching.”

Miss Rosie had her three sons down in Mobile before she got sold away to Hendersen. With freedom on her side now, she could find them. But the search had kept her away for weeks at a time. When she’d come home, she’d look all thin and red-eyed, like she done beat the bushes from Mobile to Natchez to find those boys. I prayed she did, for she couldn’t be whole without them.

“And if that Hendersen hadn’t turned every planter in these parts against my papa, he wouldn’t have to be up there in Natchez making furniture for those Yankees. He’d be here with us, selling enough furniture in these parts to get us to Philadelphia.”

Mr. Caleb, Hattie’s daddy, made furniture fit for selling to the Queen of England. Like she needed anything more than a good swift kick in the behind. But still, he could make furniture so fine you’d think he’d trained under the Lord Jesus himself. I do wonder what kind of furniture the Lord made.

“Stella!” Hattie stomped on my foot. “You’re wandering again. I can see it in your eyes. This is serious!”

Hattie had it right. Planters in these parts had built up the fires of their wickedness because they knew the Yankee tax man was coming. They had all that land to pay for and no money to speak of. Fighting a war’s an expensive thing. Now they’d turned to stealing children for free labor to make ends meet.

“He got that paper saying I can’t leave till I’m grown. I know Mama and Papa won’t leave me.” Hattie looked ready to spout tears. “We’ll never get to his brother in Philadelphia.”

Felt the guilt of it sting me, but I liked that idea right well. Not the signing the paper part, but the staying part. I’d called Hattie friend since we messed ourselves as babies, so I hated the idea of her leaving, but I didn’t want her hurt none either.

“Mr. Caleb’ll work around it.”

“You say that like it’s driving a wagon around a tree in the road. It’s a legal paper and that Hendersen’s gonna lock me up until I promise to do the work.”

“Call your folks home.”

“Don’t you think I tried? Sent word through everyone headed in the right direction. Even thought of tying notes to the legs of crows. What more can I do?” Hattie shook her head. “That Hendersen wants to own the world like every other fat-bellied planter. I wish they’d all get yellow fever and die.”

Just the mention of that awful sickness made me swoon, seeing my mama shriveled up and crying in her bed, “Just a sip, Stella, just a sip.”

All she wanted was water. Why couldn’t they just give her water? The Good Lord had her name in His book. No need to make her suffer on her way to meet Him. Didn’t matter to me what no doctor said about sweating out no poison. I figured we should just give her the darn water and let her go.

I sat down, hating the tears on my cheek for being there.

Hattie appeared beside me. “I’m sorry, Stella, but those awful men deserve it. Your mama didn’t.” She gave me a hug.

Mama couldn’t be happier now, being part of heaven’s host and seeing Daddy again. She just shouldn’t have had to suffer like that. But even then, Mama had been thinking on other folks rather than herself. No one who hadn’t fought that fever and won, like Mrs. Wynston, could even go into the house. And it worked, too. That fever never spread to the folks. I was supposed to stay away, but I snuck in while she slept. Toward the end, she didn’t even have the strength to shoo me no more. I figured the fever couldn’t touch me if it hadn’t already. As that evil sickness took my mama away day by day, I grew to see it as an evil thing to be hated. Just wished I could’ve found me a way to hunt it down and kill it.

But that evil fever had gone and given me what little time I had to find a way to keep Oak Grove. Richardson kept his distance for fear of catching it. He gave me two weeks to let the house air out, ordering me around like I was nothing more than a house girl fetching his slippers.

Well, I’d fetch them right down his throat if he wasn’t careful. But I’d be a liar if I didn’t say all his yelling and threatening didn’t have me nervous enough to set to praying right then and there. Not just for me and the folks of Oak Grove, but also for Hattie and her family. Show us the path, Lord. Show us the path.
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The Path
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I’ve always been one to follow my own path—cutting through the woods while most people take the road, using an open window rather than a door, sitting on a roof ’stead of a porch. Most folks thought I did it to be contrary, but really, I followed my mind. Did what felt natural to me, not what folks said I should do.

Take talking, for instance. Never said a word as a wee child. People cooed at me, chanting “say this” or “say that” all livelong day. But I didn’t see no call for saying what I didn’t mean. When I’s about three, I followed Mama out to the garden and a snake came right in for a look-see. If Mama didn’t catch sight of him, she’d a turned too quick and he’d a bit her, so I said, “Mama, you got a snake on your tail.”

Mama turned, cut that snake in half with her hoe, then stared up at me like I’d done killed it myself. “Stella, you spoke.”

Who wouldn’t speak with a poisonous snake slithering up on her mama?

I didn’t see no cause for celebration, but Mama whooped and hollered, pulled me up into a hug, then ran me to Daddy, asking could I tell him what I’d said. There being no snake around, I didn’t see no reason to repeat it, so I held my tongue.

I do that most days. As I figure it, folks spend a good bit of their time talking about things that don’t matter none except for the noise of it all. I figure words for something useful, so I just use my words when I got something important to say. Seems right peculiar to most folks on account of me being silent so much, but I’ve found when you aren’t talking, you hear a lot more. Like God Himself. Most folks said me hearing the Lord weren’t natural, even called it evil. But I never did follow the regular path to God.

Most folks say churchgoing and Bible reading are the ways to obey the Good Lord. May God punish me if I’m wrong, but I never did figure it that way. I’d been to church with my mama, heard those Bible-reading folks go on about how the “Good Book,” as they called it, said that colored folks were meant to be slaves on account of them being evil and soulless. If you ask me, you’d have to be without a soul to beat a man to death for stealing meat to feed his family or stringing a woman up in a tree for trying to run free with her babies. No sir, there’s no goodness there. And the God I know would brand them people who could do such things as evil sinners.

I couldn’t sit in that building with those people knowing what they did when they went home. And any book they’d use to defend their ways didn’t need to be read by my account. Mama shook her head and patted her chest when I said such things, like I’d taken her breath away. She’d say, “Now, Stella, no one is free of sin. Least of all unruly little girls with ideas too big for their wee heads. You have no right to be placing yourself above others like that. You should be sitting in church side by side with all the other sinners. For every sin is equal in the eyes of the Lord.”

God may see sin that way, but I ain’t got that big of a heart. No sir, I keep my distance from those sinful folks and their evil ways. For services, I get me a spot in a good tree by the creek and listen in to the preaching and the singing and the testifying of the colored folks they don’t allow in that church Mama done dragged me to.

But most days, I go straight to the well for my time with God, praying to the Good Lord himself. They can say I’m touched. They can say I’m a heathen and a liar all they want. But I believe the words the Good Lord tells me when I pray. Now, I don’t hear the Lord’s voice like a man whispering in my ear. It’s more like a message carried on the wings of a feeling—a deep-down warmth-in-my-soul kind of sureness. I know it’s right straight down to the last drop of blood in my body.

When I walked to the garden one afternoon and saw how Mama’d taken to wiping her brow and clearing her throat, looking a shade like the hearts of the daisies she tended, I recognized the signs of yellow fever and I set to pray, saying, “Dear Lord, please don’t take my mama.”

But the Lord said, “She’ll be traveling soon.”

His words had me gripping that garden fence so hard I near about bled.

“Mama,” I said, wanting to warn her, to beg her to stay.

“Yes, Stella?” Mama always looked up when I called, on account of the fact I hardly ever spoke, so when I did folks figured I had something special to say.

And I did. I sure did. But the Lord told me, “She’ll be traveling to me.”

Then I knew I had no right to deny Mama the chance to be with the Lord who made her. Besides, Mama never did take to me hearing the Lord in my head. Said it wasn’t natural.

Even heard her whispering about it to Mrs. Wynston one morning while they made up the bed in my room with me hiding under it. I favored such a spot on linen day: Gave me a chance to listen in on what Mama was thinking about me.

“I fear it might be a sign of the devil, Casadine,” Mama said, tucking in a corner.

Mrs. Wynston clucked her tongue. “Folks be seeing the devil in any old thing they can’t understand.”

“But Violet Stevenson said . . .”

Mrs. Wynston stood up, then said, “You think I’m the devil?”

“Of course not, Casadine. If you were to go first, I’d expect you to be greeting me at the gates of heaven.”

“Well, thank you, Miss Gayle Anne.” Mrs. Wynston went all smiles and softness. “But that Violet Stevenson you been talking about says I’m devil-born on account of my remedies.”

“Huh,” Mama barked. “My husband still has two legs on account of your remedies.”

Mama spoke true. A snake bite swelled Daddy’s leg up like a pig bladder balloon—all black with venom. Dr. Aaronson said the best thing for Daddy would be to cut off the leg before the poison reached his heart. Mama just thanked him for his advice and sent him on home. Then Mrs. Wynston cooked her up a remedy that smelled like the insides of a dead dog, but it pulled that poison right out.

Mrs. Wynston snapped a pillowcase into Mama’s leg, saying, “Well then, don’t go trusting anything that Stevenson woman says about the devil. If you ask me, she’s the one with the devil whispering in her ear, the way she talks about our Stella.”

Mama smiled. “I did ask you and now I have to thank you for making me feel a whole lot better.”

They both laughed and set to putting down the quilt, chatting on about this and that. Felt like looking into the future and seeing Hattie and I come our mama days. Now, the laws of the land say such a bond can’t be between a white woman and a black woman, but such laws don’t have much play here on Oak Grove.

Before they left the room, Mama said, “Stella still worries me.”

“Miss Gayle Anne, you keep those worries of yourn so close, you’ll be loath to give them over to St. Peter when he asks for them at the gates of Heaven.”

Mama let out a fake cry of fear, then said, “Oh, my, do you think so?”

They left the room laughing and I had to scoot over for a peek. Mrs. Wynston turned as she closed the door and gave me a wink. I never could hide a thing from that woman.

Nowadays, the Lord’s voice is as clear as ever. And I do my best to listen when the Lord speaks to me. When I prayed on what would happen to Oak Grove after Mama died, the Lord said as clear as a mockingbird come morning, “Oak Grove will be under your feet until I call you home.”

And I’m not one to doubt the Lord when it comes to solving a body’s problem, so when Hattie brought me a problem of her own, I set to praying. The Lord told me to get myself on a horse and down to Potter’s Creek to find Miss Rosie, so that’s just what I did.
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Isaac, Jacob, Abraham

[image: Image]

Potter’s Creek runs through a clearing fit for meeting about fifteen miles south of Helensburg. Colored folks around those parts gathered there to call on the Lord and sing and pray. Had to do it deep in the woods real privatelike because them falsifying would-be-God-lovers who owned the plantations didn’t allow coloreds to have no church meetings.

Come the end of the war, folks who took to sharecropping put their houses up around that clearing and built them a church and a school there. It’s a bit of a town now. Even got them a small store for selling a little a’ this and a little a’ that, but they can’t put no sign up because the planters in these parts like their sharecroppers to buy on credit at the local store. Meaning them greedy grubs like to steal a hard worker’s money before they get it.

Well, Miss Rosie been known to stop off at Potter’s Creek coming to and from her searching trips. Seemed just right when the Lord told me to find her there. And I figured I would, so I saddled me up a horse and headed to her directly. Night come before I seen the creek snaking under the road and knew to turn into the trees.

Cut through the trees to reach the Winfrey place where Miss Rosie stayed, on account of her being friends with Miss Mavis Winfrey.

Tied my horse to their porch post, then knocked.

Gave Miss Mavis a bit of a start. “Sorry, didn’t expect to see no white face at my door at this hour.”

Her saying “white face” dropped a rock into my heart. Making me feel small and wrong for not being one of her people. But I had Miss Rosie to find.

Miss Mavis said, “You be Stella, right?”

I nodded.

“Come on in. Rosie’s in a bad way.”

For a bit, I thought she’d taken sick, but seeing Miss Rosie rocking in the chair by the window, her eyes fierce and staring, her hands gripping the chair’s arms like they might disappear beneath her fingers, I knew the memories had her.

Her words just pouring out like she thought they could fill the room and hold her together. “Isaac, Jacob, Abraham. Isaac had him gray eyes like his daddy. Jacob had that broken tooth from the fall outta that tree. Abraham, but a baby. Just a baby child. He smelled like hickory. Isaac, Jacob, Abraham.”

I’d seen Miss Rosie like this but once before, when a cut on Hattie’s arm turned evil sick and nearly took that poor girl from this world. That night, Miss Rosie took to chanting about the boys she’d lost. And weren’t nothing Mr. Caleb could do, just had to let her talk it out. Tell it through.

And that’s just what I had to do. I stood by the door and listened.

“Was a Saturday,” she said, gripping that arm till her knuckles looked ready to bust. “Had ham stew cooking in my head. Come fall, Master Turner always give us ham on Saturdays. Made stew to give us all enough to eat.

“Day hadn’t even shaken the night out of his coat when I come down the road, sewing under my arm. Miss Turner never did like me bringing my babies into the shop, so I’s coming back from leaving my Abraham with Granny Ulysses when I sees Rafferty coming down the hill. No overseer come down that hill after the hands go to the fields ’lessen someone took sick, so I turns around to see who got the cloth on they door.

“‘Rosie,’ he say, making me jump. Why he talking to me?

“‘Rosie,’ he say again. ‘We have to go. Get your things.’

“‘I got my things,’ I told him, holding up the sewing I done for Miss Turner. Made her a right nice dress for the garden party at the Benson place. Had gray glass buttons. I remember ’cause they always make me think of my boy Isaac. He had gray eyes, like my man Earl. Gray as the stones leading to the river. Even thought of running there, jumping in and swimming. I could hide out at the Piminger place till Earl could reach me. We’d run. Run with them boys. Keep to the river so’s the dogs couldn’t track us. We’s always talking how we’d run.

“But Rafferty, he took my arm, twisted it even. Said I had to go. Had to get my things and go. Said, ‘Master Turner passed you on.’

“Made it sound like I wasn’t nothing more than one of the shirts I sewed for his daughters, passed on to some smaller cousin. Passed on. It’d been better if he’d a killed me, than pack me off in a wagon and drag me away from my babies.

“‘But I got’s to say good-bye,’ I says.

“But he say no.

“Didn’t do no good to cry or pull back or let my legs go out from under me, he just dragged me to that wagon, and threw me in like a sack of cotton.

“Had me tied down and gagged at the mouth by the time I turned to check the fields for my boys. For my man Earl. All I could see in the rising light were the backs bent over hoes for row after row. I stared into that field until my eyes went to blurring, hoping for that one last chance to remember my babies. My Isaac, my Jacob. My Abraham.
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