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To all the hardworking, courageous women who envisioned what could be, and who sacrificed their intelligence, time, and energy for the love of friends and family and for the betterment of their communities.






When it comes to success the choice is simple. You can either stand up and be counted or lie down and be counted out.

—MAGGIE LENA WALKER








CHAPTER 1
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RICHMOND, VIRGINIA 1876


AT TWELVE YEARS OLD, my childhood immediately ended. On a chilly February day, Daddy’s body was found floating facedown in the raging, icy James River. I was forced to forget about playing outside after school and instead focus on helping my mother, who afterward would stare hopelessly at the sky, searching for God, and crying herself to sleep at night. Nothing was ever easy again.

The night Daddy died, Momma kept glancing at the old wooden clock on our kitchen wall.

I remembered the worry in Momma’s eyes when the clock read 6:45 p.m. Daddy always arrived home by half past five each evening. She had tried to stay calm, but none of it was normal. She’d paced the rough floorboards that she always kept shined to a high gloss, tracing and retracing her steps across the kitchen.

Daddy had left home early that morning before daylight to work for the St. Charles Hotel. He loved his work and would stand ramrod-straight whenever he’d speak of his job. And each morning, Momma would watch him from the front door in the murky darkness before dawn as he moved swiftly along, with his lunch tucked tightly under his arm, until he was out of sight. His shift at the hotel started at 6:00 a.m. and ended at 5:00 p.m., and Daddy never complained.

That night, the hard knock on the door had made us all shudder. I rushed to open it.

“Oh no, child, you let me get it,” Momma had said, right behind me.

She looked around and laid her eyes on the rifle beside the front door. She hadn’t picked it up, but I’d gone and stood close to it in case there was a problem. Bracing herself, Momma opened the door cautiously. A white Richmond police officer stood there, and immediately she knew something was terribly wrong.

“Mrs. Mitchell?” the officer had asked. She nodded in affirmation. “Can I come in?”

“Yes, sir, come on in,” she’d said, her voice trembling, hesitantly glancing over her shoulder to find me beside the rifle, my eyes on her, curious about this interruption in our routine. The policeman had entered, looking like a Confederate soldier in his navy-blue swallow-tailed coat with a raised leather collar and faded blue trousers. A truncheon at his side, he had his hand on it, ready to use it, even though only Momma, Johnnie, and me were at home.

Momma turned to me and said brusquely, “Get back, child.” Fear exuding from her wide eyes.

I, stubborn as usual, hadn’t budged, moving closer to Daddy’s rifle. Though still young, I was old enough to know how mean the Richmond police officers could be to colored folks, and I had known, even at that age, that I should not and would not move.

“I’ve got some bad news,” the officer had said, stepping into the hallway, kicking dirt off his boots onto Momma’s spotless floor. He’d continued into the kitchen, Momma following.

“What is it, sir?” Momma had asked, wiping her hands on her apron.

He told Momma that Daddy had been found floating in the James River. “Drowned,” she mumbled. Momma stood stock-still.

Then she asked, “How did it happen, sir?”

The officer narrowed his eyes and said, “We think it was suicide.”

Momma started to tremble. Her hands shivered like a leaf as she tried to maintain her posture.

“Thank you,” she said quietly and went to the front door to open it for him, all the while keeping her composure. When the officer walked out the door, she closed it cautiously behind him.

The instant he was gone, she turned around, glanced at us, and slumped down to the floor. We rushed over to her and held her in our arms, tears sliding down Johnnie’s and my cheeks. Momma didn’t believe a word the officer said. And she knew no one would even care.

“He didn’t drown, and he didn’t commit suicide,” she murmured.

Now, every night she is lonesome and tired, mourning for Daddy while worrying herself to the bone for us.



Since then, all I do is think about Momma. Will she be all right without Daddy? Will we ever be able to afford a full meal? Only one slab of bacon remained hanging in the small smokehouse in the back. When my brother Johnnie, only six, whined about being hungry, there was not much I could do. The flour was running low in the kitchen and the lard was just about gone, too—everything had to be rationed. A half a biscuit with a little apple butter would do.

Momma’s eyes were red from crying silently. All I wanted to do was comfort her. But there’s no rest or comfort when you’re suddenly the only parent and support for two children.

Before Daddy died, Momma had already been laundering rich white folks’ clothes for some time, to add to what Daddy brought home from his job. When it became our only way to survive, Momma needed Johnnie’s and my help to not only grow her business but keep our family afloat. And I worried I would have to leave school and work full-time as other poor colored children had to do.

So, we worked. My puny, pruned fingers dried up, and my skin cracked from being in boiling-hot water. The rose water and fatback grease Momma told me to rub on them had little effect, and my brother cried because his hands ached. The potash soap was rough on the skin. My knuckles blistered from rubbing stains out of Momma’s customers’ fine clothes on a washboard.

Momma kneaded each garment like a loaf of bread on the tin washboard. Her wrinkled hands immersed in steaming-hot water, she’d press and roll the clothes until all the stains were gone. And she taught me how to do the same thing.

It was like a supply-chain line—all of us had a responsibility. Johnnie’s job was to keep the fire going under the pots, so that when the clothing was transferred from the soapy pot into the rinsing pot there’d be no wasted time.

Momma was proud of her children—with few complaints, we had become a part of her laundry production line. She was proud of all that we accomplished, and constantly told us so. “I know it is hard, and every day I thank the Lord for my children.”

One of the secrets of Momma’s well-earned reputation for outstandingly fresh laundry was the addition of a dash of water scented with rose petals and lavender to the final rinse. It gave the clean clothing an inviting smell and a crispness that lasted.

Our day always started before daybreak. With our eyes half-shut, we got the clothes done in the early morning chill and left them hanging on the clothesline, swinging in the wind. So, after a breakfast of grits, which kept us full all day, together Johnnie and I would walk swiftly through the dense trees and onto the cobblestone road, hoping to reach school before our teacher rang the late bell.

Each day after school, Johnnie and I would rush home to help Momma deliver the day’s laundry. She would have the clothes ready by midafternoon, having ironed and starched them while we were in school.

Momma had four main customers, each of them snobbish in different ways, and all of them so wealthy they practically owned the town. Mrs. Thalhimer, the wife of the man who owned the biggest and most popular department store in Richmond, was the richest. She had a house full of servants, yet she hired my mother, Lizzie Mitchell, to do her laundry.

Each time we went to Mrs. Thalhimer’s house, I strained my eyes to see beyond the confines of the kitchen and the butler’s pantry where we left the basket of clean clothing. If no one was watching, I’d peek around the kitchen doorway to admire the paisley wallpaper and tall ceilings in the grand parlor. I knew the rest of the house had to be magnificent, with large rooms filled with the finest furnishings, including paintings brought over from Europe. On one of the parlor walls in later years was a masterpiece that I learned was by Monet. I would get glimpses of these things and had determined that one day I would have a fine house just like this.

One rainy evening, we unexpectedly saw Mrs. Thalhimer herself, who normally would have been out playing whist with her friends. Even when she was home, she spent little time in the kitchen, which was where we entered, through the back door, being oh so careful not to scuff up her meticulously shined wood floors. The thunderous downpour had probably brought her home tonight.

“Hello, Lizzie,” Mrs. Thalhimer said, nodding in Momma’s direction. Momma’s name was Elizabeth, but most folks called her Lizzie. “How are you today? And you too, Maggie?” She smiled down at me.

“We’re fine, thank you. Still mourning Willie’s passing, of course, but we’re getting by,” Momma answered with her head hanging down.

Mrs. Thalhimer was wearing a long, buckled, sky-blue dress. She had a waist so tiny I could probably have wrapped my hands around it. Did she eat? I wondered. She was elegant and effortlessly exuded confidence. A queen—and she carried herself in that manner. After thumbing through the basket of laundry we had delivered, she kindly reached in her dress pocket, pulled out a small pouch, and gave Momma a few coins for the day’s work, which clanged as they fell into her hand.

My eyes studied everything around me, especially the furniture in the nearest room, cushiony and fine, with intricately carved wood. I had never seen anything like it. I was in awe of all of it, and couldn’t hold my tongue any longer to ask, “Mrs. Thalhimer, how can I live like you?”

“Hush, child!” Momma scolded, giving me a disapproving look with those deep, dark eyes of hers. “Don’t bother Mrs. Thalhimer with your silly questions.”

But Mrs. Thalhimer appeared to be amused by my brashness and smiled. She glanced over at Momma. “It’s important for her to ask questions. How else will she learn?” Then she turned her attention to me, saying, “You appear to be a bright girl. How could that happen, you ask? Keep asking questions and keep a sharp eye on your mother. Work hard like her, doing the best you can. Then save your money.”

I smiled and nodded, listening intently to her advice. I knew, of course, that the chances of me or any other colored person ever living in a house like hers were close to nil. But I was pleased by Mrs. Thalhimer’s remarks and decided right then and there that I would strive to give truth to her words. I knew the few coins she gave Momma was hardly enough for much.

On the way home, I could see the tension building in Momma’s face. First the creases and then frowns. She felt I had said the wrong thing; colored girls were not to speak without being spoken to, and I had done the unspeakable. Although she didn’t say much, the side eye she gave me and her tight jaw were enough to worry me about a whipping when I got home.

When the scolding came, her voice rose: “You said that like you were a white child, and you know better.”

I lowered my head sadly and didn’t say anything.

Momma said, “The next time you go anywhere with me, keep your mouth shut.”

I thought to myself, Why couldn’t a colored girl ask a question, too?






CHAPTER 2

[image: ]

1876–1885

AS WE LEFT THE OFFICE of the Independent Order of St. Luke in Jackson Ward, a thought occurred to me: Dead men can speak, even from the grave. Everything Daddy had done for us was on my mind, and he was more than worthy of a proper burial. The Order, as we sometimes called it, was a fraternal order that was noted for addressing the needs of the community. Burial costs were one of the things residents often depended on them to provide assistance for, since funerals were expensive and most people couldn’t add that cost into an already depleted budget.

Our home was not in the heart of Jackson Ward, a predominantly colored neighborhood, but it was close enough. It was a few blocks over, hidden behind a street lined with a canopy of red maple trees, fern twigs carpeting the walkway. My daddy loved it because it was close to downtown and near his job. Our beloved community in Jackson Ward was flourishing with newness and small businesses. And we were proud of having made a good home for ourselves despite the almost constant upheaval of everyday life that still lingered fifteen years after the end of the Civil War. The Independent Order of St. Luke, which helped to support and uplift our community, was right in the heart of it all.

Momma’s eyes drooped at the thought of asking the members of the Order for help, but where else could we go? And she was grateful for their services, but meticulous when we sat down with the undertaker an hour later. Taking special care in all the details for Daddy’s burial, she told the undertaker, who was dressed in a weary black and dry as a prune, how she wanted Daddy’s hands placed. “I want them down beside him and not across the chest. He didn’t sleep that way,” she said, and the undertaker nodded in agreement.

I was so impressed with the services that the Order provided, I thought about their kindness all the way home. It wasn’t long before I started attending their meetings at the First African Baptist Church, where Johnnie and I went to Sunday school every week. My curiosity had gotten the best of me.

My very first visit to one of the Order’s meetings at the church stirred something in me. My determination to be free from a life of subservience developed over time. I had seen firsthand the assistance that the Independent Order of St. Luke had given us for the funeral and burial costs for Daddy. They offered other humanitarian services to colored people, trying to help them find better jobs and writing letters to the government demanding to change laws that restricted their ability to better themselves. I wanted to be involved.

There, I gazed studiously at the crowd who attended the meetings. All of them businesslike and concerned about the community. Men and women alike worried about the citizens living in Jackson Ward and other smaller colored communities nearby. I was concerned, too. And even though Momma allowed me to attend the meetings, work at home did not stop. The laundry business came first.

When I was not needed for chores at home, I spent what time I could at the Independent Order of St. Luke. I’d ask questions. Lots of them. Each time I went there, I’d come home with a mountain of ideas for how colored people could do better for themselves and for their community. Though Momma worried about me and my ideas, she was also very proud of how ambitious my dreams were.

She was also proud of the skills I was developing through my volunteer work for the Order. I learned office skills—filing, taking notes, bookkeeping—and I even inquired about starting a youth branch of the Order, something the members joyfully agreed to. Clearly, I was on a mission, not just of self-improvement but of improving the world in which colored people lived. And folks at the Order were starting to notice me.



Momma continued to work herself ragged for us. I marveled at seeing how, despite how tired she appeared, Momma never seemed to stop. I knew that when I grew up, I wanted to be like her, strong-willed and independent. She was intent on making a good life for us, no matter how difficult it was. More than once I had heard her say, “A little hard work is good for you. It will make you stronger as the days go on.” And she was proud. She’d kept her head high when she’d approached the men at the Order about Daddy’s funeral, and she did the same with the undertaker, never waning away as some women do when speaking to men. She was going to do whatever was necessary for the betterment of my brother and me. “We’re going to make it, Lord,” she would mumble to herself at times while staring at the ceiling.

Momma said she was always very tired and wished that we could reclaim the easier life we’d had before Daddy died, but her own mother had schooled her well in the need to keep her head out of the clouds, to focus on what was real, and to take on every task with determination. Getting the job done was important, but more critical was doing the job the best we could. That, Johnnie and I had come to realize, was the only way to get ahead in life.

In many ways, I was a perfectionist like Momma—especially when it came to learning. I was a good student. I wanted to know about everything and how to apply all that knowledge. I was especially attentive when it came to conversations about economics, particularly as it applied to our lives. “Why do things cost so much?” I would ask. “We work until our fingers ache and still there is not enough money to buy so many of the things we need—forget the things we want. They’re all so expensive. Why do white people seem to have all the money?” I would either be called impertinent or was ignored, but no one ever had a satisfying answer to any of my questions. I think that was the reason I found attending the Independent Order of St. Luke meetings so compelling.

Often, I found myself wondering how it was that stores and vendors put such a high price tag on things that cost very little to make. The potash soap that Momma used to wash her customers’ clothes came from combining animal fat and ashes, by-products of regular household practices. Yet some people sold one bar of that soap for more than it took to make an entire tray.

I took all my questions to the Order meetings. Some folks would turn up their noses when I offered my ideas, but knowing I was the youngest in the room did not stop me. One night, one person blurted out, “You think you white or something?” Another said, “What do someone your age know?”

I wasn’t sure who made the comments, but I stared hard in the direction the voices had come from and didn’t look away for a minute. I mimicked the glare Momma gave me when I was out of line. All coloreds, no matter how light-skinned, were second-class citizens in Richmond—and in the world. And just as they had questions, so did I.

I told Momma about that exchange. “Child, do not worry your little head about things like that,” she said. “Just leave them up to the good Lord.”

I frowned. My mother had been raised in a home among independent white women who took risks and worked secretly to defeat the Confederacy. It was something she was proud of and spoke about often, yet it was clear that in her heart she had settled for things as they were. White women could make a difference; coloreds could not.

I was determined not to settle. I enrolled in the Richmond Colored Normal School, which trained colored high school students to be teachers. As soon as I earned my teacher’s diploma in 1883, I had devised a plan to use it and my education to make a difference in the world. I would not be silenced.



I often thought about the coins Momma received from the laundry work we did. Some weeks it was enough and at other times it didn’t amount to much. But how to turn them into more wasn’t something I was taught in school or anywhere else. As a teacher at the Valley School, I couldn’t help but try to change that with my own students. For three years, I stood before my class with a few coins in my hands.

“Do you know what this is?” I’d ask the class.

“A penny!” one of the little boys hollered out loud, forgetting to raise his hand.

“That’s right. And what can a penny buy?”

“An egg?” they hurled back at me.

“And what else?” I would ask, encouraging them to think about the world around them. “What does five pennies equal?”

“A nickel!”

“How many nickels equal one dollar?”

The children paused to think, some of them writing on a sheet of paper and others counting on their hands, all of them trying hard to visualize the coins.

Finally, one of them said, “Twenty, Mrs. Mitchell.”

“Right. What can we buy with a dollar?”

“A lot,” a little girl answered, eyes wide with wonder. Then she added, “My momma can get a lot of things with a dollar.”

“So, the more money one has, the more they can buy.” I’d look around to see if they were paying attention before continuing: “You can get a dozen eggs, a pound of beans, a bushel of potatoes, sugar, and flour with just one dollar. We started with a penny, and we could only afford one egg. Now we can get a lot more. Small things can build into greater things, more sustainable things, that can help us live a little better, a little easier.”

It was not long before those little exercises were making the children think critically about their well-being, and what it cost on a daily basis to live in their parents’ house and why knowing how to count and make money was essential to their quality of life.

One Wednesday, as I was finishing up for the day to leave for a meeting of the Independent Order of St. Luke, I stood smiling to myself, feeling like I was making a difference. As I packed up, I invited another teacher to join me at that evening’s Order meeting. She accepted.






CHAPTER 3
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1885

THE INDEPENDENT ORDER of St. Luke meeting started at 6:00 p.m. I rushed to pack up from the day and straighten up my classroom to head over to the church for the meeting. My students had been quite inquisitive. They wanted to know how to make money and increase it over time. Their little eyes were ablaze with curiosity. “Are we going to be able to spend the money we’ve saved on land?” “Can we have a business like the white people?” So, I made sure to change my plans for the next day to include all the questions they had about money and buying. It would be another exciting way to learn math.

Being active in the Independent Order of St. Luke inspired me. From my very first meeting, the discussions about our youth and the needs of our community had me ready to roll up my sleeves and work. The Juvenile Branch had grown and so had the membership. They had allowed me to add a voice in the room, and most importantly, the voice of a woman. When they helped bury my daddy, I knew they were doing good in the community. My participation in the Order had led to me being the speaker for the night. I had quickly gained the trust of the other members by offering suggestions whenever possible for how we could improve our services. And I didn’t mind the challenge of taking the lead. It had been my idea to get our youth more involved, knowing their parents would follow and, in that way, help to increase our funding. It sounded a little unrealistic at first, but as I began to invite strangers to the meeting, and some of them stayed, the other members began to see me as a vital part of the Order.

“The increase in membership, along with the additional funds, has been a blessing to our community! They’ve allowed us to help more families bury their kin and pay the undertakers for their services!” I said loudly, trying to bring the meeting to order. Slowly, the overlapping conversations dwindled as I repeated myself over again until I finally held everyone’s attention.

The enraged attendees’ anger began to subside, and the outbursts concerning the cost of undertaker services in Jackson Ward ceased. Two undertakers in attendance, dressed all in black, stood up and clapped, and others stood and joined in with them. Burying our deceased at no charge was about to come to an end in Jackson Ward. Fannie Tweedy, the wife and owner of the most prominent funeral parlor director, threw her hands up in the air in elation, as her husband continued to applaud, and thunderous gratitude was heard across the room. Finally, the in-kind services were no longer necessary.

As my eyes panned over the elated crowd, I noticed that Armstead Walker was sitting motionless. What would rouse him? I thought. Yet I was still captivated by his lack of expression and stately manner. There was something alluring about him, and I simply could not tear my eyes away.

I didn’t believe in love at first sight then, and I didn’t still when my heart raced the first time I truly set eyes on Armstead Walker. A regular at the Independent Order of St. Luke meetings, Armstead was well dressed in a dark suit and bow tie, sitting quietly at the back of the room, when he caught my eye. His upright, muscular frame was very distinguishable from where I stood on the podium. He was a handsome man with a thick mustache and a face so smooth it appeared waxed. However, it was rare that I ever noticed him smiling, because he always seemed to maintain a stoic countenance. I wasn’t sure if it was his demeanor or his beauty, but the crowd surrounding him seemed very ordinary in comparison. This was certainly not the first time I’d had that feeling when he was in attendance.

Armstead sat judiciously and patiently, waiting for me to give my report. The rest of the group was a bit raucous as a cacophony of voices bounced around the room.

Armstead listened respectfully to the concerns of the people and their questions. When he did offer an opinion, he had an astute comment for every subject. This impressed me even more. If he was ever frustrated, it was impossible to tell. Armstead had a poker face, as they called it. You could not tell when he was moved. And after the loud outbursts and chitter-chatter of the members, the observations he shared were easy on my ears.

Most of the meetings were well planned and followed close to the agenda, but talk of burials seemed to bring out the worst in the attendees. Many of them complained about not being able to pay the high cost associated with the undertakers’ prices, even with help from the Order’s burial fund. The undertakers held their ground on their prices, refusing to lower them any further.

“Maggie, we’ve solved half of the issue, but what about the undertakers overcharging us?” one of the members stood up and said.

“Maybe we can have a discussion with the undertakers at another meeting.”

Mr. Walter Jones, an undertaker, said, “Ain’t nothing to discuss. We have given you all too many services for free already.”

Voices were raised again, and the meeting grew out of control.

“There’s money enough to pay for their services. We have funds in our account,” I stated again.

The crowd calmed down, and after a series of additional concerns, tabled until the next meeting, we adjourned. Most left with a smile on their face.

I couldn’t help but look for Armstead as folks began to leave the church. I found him sitting, stoic yet poised, still looking at me. I secretly wondered if he was married. Without knowing the answer, I felt physically drawn to him, my heart begging me to move closer.

At the close of the meeting, the usual folk who hung around to discuss matters and debate were in the room. I boldly strolled over to Armstead Walker, who was just standing to leave, and introduced myself.

“Good evening. I am Maggie Mitchell. How are you this evening?”

He beamed and held out his hand for a handshake. “Armstead Walker. Nice to finally meet you, Miss Mitchell. I’ve heard your name many times, and heard you speak, of course,” he said, gesturing to the podium. “Yet somehow, we’ve never been officially introduced.”

As he spoke, I glanced over him, looking for a wedding band or any signs of marriage, things married men did like shifting their eyes from side to side, cautious of their surroundings and who might be watching them. But his eyes remained on me, oblivious of the surrounding voices. I slyly glimpsed down at his hands. His hands were rough as someone used to hard labor, but there was no ring on his finger.

“You can call me Maggie. No need to be so formal. I’m glad we finally had the chance to meet properly,” I said. “What do you do when you’re not attending these meetings, Mr. Walker?”

“In that case, ‘Armstead,’ please,” he said, pressing a hand to his chest. “I guess you could say I’m a builder. I work mainly in this community. I have built a few of the structures that house some of the businesses here in Jackson Ward,” he said modestly.

I knew of his company and the precision used in their Jackson Ward renovations. However, I had never met the man who owned the business. He was one of several Walkers attached to the premier Jackson Ward construction company.

“And what do you do, Maggie?”

“I’m a teacher,” I answered proudly, sticking out my chest. “Some evenings I come to the Order to volunteer and offer my services, but my passion is getting young people ready for the world.”

He listened like he was truly analyzing my every word. Then he said, “Education is very important. Many children struggle with reading and arithmetic; simple things, like counting money correctly. You are a blessing to those children, I’m sure.” His compliment made me blush, but I caught myself and tried to remain serious. However, I couldn’t help but admit to myself that I was mesmerized by his hazel-brown eyes.

“Well, Mr. Walker, I appreciate your compliment. Yet I feel there is so much more to do in the community. The Order needs as much help as it can get. It does such important work yet has trouble sustaining itself.”

He nodded. “We all do,” he said and peered around the room. “Well, Miss Maggie, it seems we are going to be the last people in here if we don’t get to going soon.”

“It seems you are right,” I said, scanning the room as well. It was practically empty. “It was nice meeting you,” I said, ready to turn away and head home.

“May I walk you home?” Armstead asked, and then I really couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face.

Armstead was more than just handsome; he was a gentleman.

“Thank you. I would like that,” I said and pulled my shawl up around my shoulders, ready to brace myself against the brisk evening air.

Behind us, two men were still chatting. We could hear the bass tone of an undertaker’s voice as we left the building saying, “Funerals ain’t cheap. We have expenses, too. You have no idea how much time it takes to prepare the body.”

“Have you forgotten? I have a funeral parlor, too.”

Their voices faded and the sounds around us shifted as we left the building and moved farther away. By the tenor of the conversation, we could sense the discussion would certainly last awhile. Their concern was always about business, as if our people were not dying every day.

“They might have to lock up the church on those two,” Armstead said, smiling.

“I sure hope not,” I kindly replied.

Armstead positioned himself on the outside of the cobblestone sidewalk as we strolled down the street. The street lanterns lit the pathway as we headed home. Armstead cautiously looped my arm in his as an escort would. I was a bit uncomfortable at first and could feel the tension rising, yet I didn’t pull away.

“Are you married?” I asked finally, knowing he might not have taken my arm if he was married or in a relationship, but needing to be sure. The magpies, my name for people who always had a negative opinion about things, were always paying close attention, lurking behind closed doors, curtained windows, and around building corners, and I didn’t want to give them anything to gossip about. Most everyone in Jackson Ward was associated and word traveled fast.

“No, Maggie, I am a single man. I guess I’ve been working too much to find the time to court anyone seriously.” My doubts seemed to unravel and dissolve.

As we strolled down the uneven sidewalk, we passed by other couples who’d left the meeting and they nodded or smiled at us. I was rarely seen out with anyone and seeing me with a suitor was clearly a pleasant surprise to them.

“Maggie, I assume you must have a suitor. I hope he understands I mean no harm. I just don’t want to see a lady walking home alone,” Armstead commented, being less bold with his information-seeking than I was.

“No, I don’t. I am always working myself. I haven’t made the time.”

I noticed a smile subtly spread across his face. I had been approached by men before, yet none of them appeared to be my type. I desired someone with my entrepreneurial goals, someone who cared about the community. Armstead spoke with excitement as we discussed the restoration of Jackson Ward. His voice came alive as he described the amount of time it took to make sure the buildings were constructed soundly and with a flair for their community. His biggest concern had been the way the price of lumber seemed to be increasing by the minute.

“The community is growing, Maggie, and I love being in the midst of it all.” What he shared made me feel optimistic about the growth of Jackson Ward.

As we got closer to my house, I slowed my stride and looked up, as if I was trying to see all the stars lighting up the universe before going inside. I didn’t want the night to end. I was enjoying Armstead’s company so much.

Armstead looked up at the sky, too. “It is a clear night. You can see every star in the sky,” he said.

“I love to look up at the gibbous moon and the bright stars. It’s like God is smiling down on us,” I said, pointing out the Big Dipper and Little Dipper to him.

“Maggie, you are something else,” he said, and we both giggled. “I hope God is watching.”

“I am sure my momma is,” I said, knowing she was probably peeking from behind the window sash, waiting patiently for me to arrive home while watching the old wooden clock.

As we approached my house, I said, “This is where I live.”

He faced me. “Thank you for allowing me to walk you home.”

I smiled. “It was my pleasure, Armstead. I’ve enjoyed the company.”

As I placed my foot on the stairs to go up to the front door, Armstead asked, “Do you think I could come by sometime and maybe take you to the Virginian to hear some music?”

I was fidgety, but also glad to hear his proposal. I searched my purse for a key, and realized the door was almost never locked. “I’d love to do that,” I answered in my normally confident yet now shaky voice.

As I placed my foot on the next-to-last step up to the porch, Armstead came up the stairs behind me. I turned around and gazed at him, sort of wondering where he was going.

“May I pick you up on Saturday night?” he asked. I deliberately paused before answering.

“Yes, Saturday is good,” I said with apprehension, as if I had a list of other callers.

Armstead grinned. “Is seven o’clock a good time?”

“Well, yes, seven is fine,” I said.

“Unless you’d like to have dinner before the show?” I nodded yes. “In that case, I think six o’clock would be better. We can grab a bite to eat and then go over to listen to some music.”

“That’s perfect,” I said.

“I will see you on Saturday evening then,” he said, smiling.

Armstead waited for me to open the front door, and once I put one foot inside, he turned to go back down the steps, a smile of accomplishment barely concealed on his face. Once he was back on the sidewalk, he attentively waited for me to go inside the house. As I stepped through the door, I glanced back at him, and he was still there. When he caught a glimpse of me, I turned away quickly, and closed the front door.

He only lived two streets over from me, which would make it easier to visit. When I finally got myself together, I peeked out the front door, but he was long gone.

I could smell the pungent but satisfying aroma of coffee wafting through the house. I dared not go into the kitchen because I knew Momma was in there, but she called out to me before I could make my escape. “Is that you, Maggie?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied and went into the kitchen, where she sat sipping a cup of coffee. I took a seat at the table. “Momma, I think I like that guy.”

“What’s so special about him, darling?”

“He seems to be a good man.”

“Now, what makes you feel that way?”

Momma sipped her coffee and waited for me to gather my reasonings. “Well, he has purpose. He cares about the community and is helping to restore things in Jackson Ward.”

“Remember, you had a good daddy.”

“I know, Momma, and he has some of the same qualities,” I said, smiling shyly, blushing.

“You have to get to know him, chile. Don’t be too quick to love. Things are not always as they seem.”

I smiled. “Momma, Armstead is different, I know it. And I want to see him again.”

Momma shook her head and smiled back. Then she looked up toward the ceiling, something she always did when she was talking to God.






CHAPTER 4
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1885

THE WEEKEND CAME FAST. I tried on everything in my armoire before choosing a deep crimson bustled dress with pleats and a tight corset to accentuate my waist and lift my bustline. I added a little pressed powder to my cheeks and cinnamon blush for color. Standing in front of the mirror, my bright skin reflected the lights. For this special evening, I wanted to be radiant. Momma sensed he was special, since I had never spent so much time getting dressed before. My hair and makeup were perfect. I always cared about appearances, but this evening I wanted to be sure that I was the center of Armstead Walker’s attention.

Momma watched me as I added a little more cinnamon powder to my cheeks.

“That’s enough, you’re already pretty,” she commented.

“Just a little dot, Momma.”

She stood observing my every move, determined.

“Momma, how did you know Daddy was the one?” I asked, still pressing my hair in place.

“You will know, chile, you will know,” she said, and she sat down on the side of my bed.

“What’s wrong?” I asked her, after she hesitated to answer me.

“Willie Mitchell was really too good for me.”

“Momma, I know that couldn’t be true,” I said and put the final bobby pin in my hair.

“Well, chile…” she doubtingly said while I twirled in front of the armoire admiring myself.

She tapped the bed. “Come sit down beside me for a spell.”

I sat down next to her, and she cleared her throat.

“In 1863, when the Confederate Army, on the verge of surrender, marched into Richmond, their men exhausted and despondent, the Van Lews opened their home to the soldiers. A flush of fear swept over the entire mansion. And every servant, including me, dreaded what might happen,” she said.

“That Saturday afternoon,” she continued, “when the first group of soldiers appeared inside the house, waiting to be fed, the pungent stench of sulfur wrought by exploding gunpowder filled the air, almost but not quite powerful enough to overwhelm the smell of sweat and fear and wet wool. The men were fatigued, most of them filthy, some wrapped in bloody cloth bandages.

“It was known by every member of the household that Ms. Elizabeth Van Lew had secretly worked to advance the Union cause throughout the war, hiding soldiers in the cellar of her home and showing them great kindness. Yet still she needed to treat the Confederates as honored guests. Ms. Van Lew instructed her servants to serve the soldiers a soup of pork and vegetables. She didn’t believe in what they stood for, and she was no stranger to their evildoing, but she had to keep up appearances.

“Most of the soldiers were rude to the women serving them. But I made sure that they were properly cared for. Many were from poor homes themselves and had only seen their mothers and sisters set the table. Servants were far outside their range of experience. Now they groped the women who tended to them. I hated their behavior,” Momma told me. And she was surprised when one of the soldiers chastised another for grabbing her buttocks.

“ ‘You got a thing for this nigga girl?’ the offending soldier asked,” Momma said. “ ‘We are all hungry,’ my defender answered. ‘Leave her alone and allow her to serve our food.’

“I stole glances at him, careful not to be caught looking at him openly. He seemed different from the others. He said thank you when served and was generally polite to everyone. After the men were full and relaxed, most of them fell asleep on the floor. The solicitous one, though, graciously offered to help me move the dishes from the dining area into the kitchen.

“Later that evening, with the household settled and quiet, the soldier who had come to my aid sat at the kitchen table, writing in a notepad. He encouraged me to take a seat at the table. Though apprehensive, I did. He introduced himself to me, telling me that he was a writer and hoped to be a reporter one day. He reached for my hand and told me how much he admired my beauty. For years, I had gently rebuffed Willie’s advances. Now, an educated white soldier was giving me the same kind of attention, his eyes paying the same compliments. The more we chatted in the kitchen that night, the more relaxed I became, my anxiety slowly slipping away. At least not all Confederates were evil, I thought.”

“Weren’t you going to tell me about Daddy?” I interrupted.

“I want you to know the whole story.”

Momma continued: “The soldier’s name was Eccles Cuthbert. He came back to visit me many times after our first encounter. One day, Willie watched from a distance as me and Eccles stood on the veranda. Willie later told me that he had to resist calling out when Eccles pulled me close to him.

“The next day, Willie asked to speak to me in private. He looked directly into my eyes and without hesitation said firmly, ‘Look the other way, girl. A white man is nothing but trouble for a colored girl.’ But his warning did absolutely no good. I could not deny my attraction to the handsome soldier, who began showing up often for the evening meal. We would disappear after dinner into one of the many places we knew we could be alone, uninterrupted.

“Soon enough, I was growing, with you inside, a child the entire house staff knew belonged to Eccles Cuthbert. And now he had gone up north to pursue a career in journalism, having found employment working for the New York Herald. Occasionally, a letter would arrive ‘For Elizabeth,’ in care of Ms. Van Lew—who would dutifully pass it on to me without comment. Sometimes the envelope held a bit of money, but eventually there was a message that made me cry. Seeing my pain, your Daddy’s heart ached for me. He was the first one there to assist on July 15, 1864, when the old midwife showed up to deliver my baby.” She paused, grinning.

“When you came out, so much paler than me, everyone knew for sure that you belonged to Cuthbert. Shortly afterward, Eccles finally came for a visit. It would be his last. I was left alone with a little white baby. I named you Maggie Lena, after an enslaved woman I had loved as a child.

“Willie, your daddy, quickly came to love you and would often hold you tight in his arms. He always treated you as his own. Because he was so attentive to my child and because my loneliness was so sudden and profound, I began to appreciate Willie more, and as time wore on, he became more attractive to me. He was an unusually kind man, one I’d put off for years, but now I was falling in love with him. Willie was a great man, one I don’t think many will find. I just hope Armstead will be worth everything you are putting into this date. Courting can be tricky.”

I smiled. I knew about my biological father, Eccles, but she had never spoken about how Daddy had pursued her. He was surely a man on a mission.



Armstead arrived around 5:30 p.m. that Saturday, earlier than expected. Momma met him at the door. To me, Armstead seemed more handsome than he had appeared at the Order meeting. His perfectly pressed suit fit him like that of a distinguished gentleman, and his shoes shone so bright they sparkled. All I could do was stare.

“Come in,” Momma said.

I stood at the top of the stairs watching, my nerves twitching uncontrollably. With sweat on the palms of my hands, I took my time coming down. And for that moment, I had Armstead’s full attention. He gazed up at me as if he was in the presence of royalty, and I smiled cordially. He didn’t stop staring until Momma called out his name.

“Mr. Walker, I am Maggie’s mother. I hear you live around here.” Armstead couldn’t take his eyes off me, yet Momma had gotten his attention. While he spoke to Momma, he would casually peer at me as I slowly made my way down the stairs. Momma noticed and glanced at me as well.

“Yes, ma’am, I live two streets over. I could walk here in ten minutes,” he answered, giving her the attention she demanded.

“Did you walk tonight?” Momma asked, examining him with her suspicious dark brown eyes. She didn’t know him and was careful about who her children associated with, even though I was already a grown woman who’d been teaching nearly three years and helping to pay the bills.

“No, ma’am, I have my carriage outside. I wanted to make sure Maggie was comfortable and we could move swiftly from the restaurant to the Virginian.” She peeked around him at the carriage parked in front of our home. I knew Momma was impressed, but she kept a stoic face. Only a few people drove coaches in Jackson Ward or had stables attached to their home to store them along with the horses, and we were surprised he was one of them.

Momma didn’t ask many questions, but she did want to know where we were going. Armstead assured her we would stay in the Jackson Ward area. “Now have her home at a decent hour,” she said.

“I will, Mrs. Mitchell,” Armstead assured her, smiling at me as he took my arm to lead me out to his carriage.

We started our evening close to home. Armstead steered us to a restaurant only a few blocks from my house. As we walked toward the entryway I inhaled. When we entered, the staff greeted him warmly. Clearly, he was a regular there. The elegantly set tables were consistent with the class he’d exuded even at the Order meetings. Like most places in Jackson Ward, it was a colored establishment, and it was filled with the clinking of utensils on plates and waiters and waitresses moving swiftly through the large room, cautiously carrying food with an aroma that had us salivating.

Armstead led me to a table he’d reserved for us. I had never attended with a date, but I had been there once before. It was the finest restaurant in the Ward. My expectation was a quiet table for two in the corner somewhere so we could talk privately, but we took our seats in the center of the room. It seemed to me that Armstead wanted the other diners to recognize us as a couple.

As we waited to be served, it appeared quite a few people were peering at us, and I had to ask, “Armstead, this is a nice place, and the atmosphere is perfect. Is there a reason you chose a table in the center of the room?” We were seated right beneath the large crystal chandelier that folks often admired. For a moment, I felt the light was directly upon me.

“I thought the center would be a perfect place to sit.”

“What might you be saying?” I asked him.

“Well, most of us in this part of Richmond know each other. We do business together and we fraternize at the barbershops and hair salons. Sometimes when you are in the corner of a room, the impression is you’ve got something to hide. We don’t have those worries. Anything we do tonight is not a secret. You see, I admire you and enjoy being with you. Besides, I love the center table.”

I struggled to contain my smile, yet I knew my cheeks were pink from blushing. Armstead was transparent about what he wanted and was not concerned with the naysayers, the magpies who might gossip about how poor my family was compared to his and make assumptions. Armstead didn’t seem to care about any of that. I had always been that way myself. I felt if we handled ourselves in a professional and honest manner, regardless of our status, coloreds would continue to advance. And why not? Jackson Ward was already being talked about in the Virginia Star; they called it the Black Wall Street of the South. The Greenwood community in Tulsa, Oklahoma, was similar, as Blacks there strived to build their own wealth and to keep the money in our communities. And just like in Greenwood and the Auburn Avenue community in Atlanta, it was working. We had everything we needed right in Jackson Ward.

The menu had everything you could want, from roasted chicken to lamb. I had skipped meals all day to appear svelte in my dress, but now just the scent of the food being served around us caused my stomach to growl. Armstead took the lead and ordered a glass of red wine for each of us, professing the taste would prepare our tongues for the meal to come. He was a sophisticated man, one many a woman in Jackson Ward would love to have dinner with.

Our eyes met across the table and he reached for my hand. The wine made my head spin. I struggled to find something to say.

“Are you familiar with Peter Woolfolk?” I asked. “He and Otway Steward helped me understand racial progression and led me to believe that I could dream.”

“What do you mean by that?” Armstead asked, sipping sweet red wine from the long stemware.

“Well, Mr. Woolfolk was formerly enslaved, and I admire the way he turned his life around. Once freed, he became a teacher and started the Virginia Star with Mr. Steward, who was also a teacher. Transformation was at the center of their belief, and I believe it, too. We grow as a community when we have a thirst for knowledge and an undying ambition to be more than we are. Those of us who are educated must lift ourselves and our people up from the degradation and ignorance that whites have forced us into, and then help others to realize their value and their potential as well.”

Armstead leaned in to listen to me. It was as if I had opened a door of awareness he had never heard from a colored woman. “Maggie Mitchell, you amaze me. You are speaking about the things I think about much of the time. I haven’t heard most women speak on these topics. It brings me much joy that I can talk to you about them.” I could imagine other women only amusing him with talk of family and love. I had other things on my mind, too, and didn’t mind sharing them.

“There are a lot of women like me, we just need men like you to listen.”

He smiled. “Oh, is that so?” I never had a problem speaking out about things I was interested in. And many women would do the same if allowed.

“Armstead, I’m sure you know well that colored women pay attention and want the best for their families and their communities. But we are often too quiet about the things that matter to us, like the right to vote, afraid of retaliation or repercussions. So, we remain silent to keep the peace. Even white women are afraid to talk openly around their men.”

“To keep the peace means to be silent?”

“Yes, Armstead.” He nodded his head in agreement.

“We’ve got to do better,” he declared, saying it in such a way that I knew it meant he was giving thought to change.

We paused our conversation while the waiter took our food order. Even after he left the table, Armstead was still gazing at me as if I had awakened a concern in him. I sensed from his pensive gaze that he wanted to continue the conversation. So, I broke the silence.

“Most of us colored women are cautious about sharing our feelings with anybody, including our male friends.”

“Maggie, these are matters that have kept me up at night from time to time as well. Jackson Ward is a good place for us. I am impressed by the progress we have made, by what I see around me. And I love building more and better for my people. But to go further, I believe we need more women like you.”

“We’re here, in Jackson Ward. We just need the courage—and support—to raise our voices with yours.”

I watched him closely, searching his face for any indications of jealousy or anger. Men are often threatened by intelligent women, especially those unafraid to speak their minds. They’ll squint their eyes or frown deeply, furrows forming across their forehead, and then I know to be cautious. These are all signals that a woman has said too much. And in most cases, the “offending” woman will cover her mouth in contrition and apologize for what she said. But not me. My boldness was part of the reason I hadn’t had many male callers. They felt I was too forthright for a woman. Most of them would prefer I walk behind them, and just let things be as they’ve always been. And at times, I might agree. But I saw none of those signs in Armstead’s expression.

However, even when I was fourteen years old and working at the Independent Order of St. Luke, I eagerly shared my ideas. At first the men would cut an eye toward me, as a gesture to be quiet, and others would rudely talk over me as if I had not spoken a word. However, with time, things changed, and they began to take me seriously.

“Maggie, what made you want to be a teacher?”

“I believe education is vital for the betterment of our people, but more importantly, education can open doors with others as well. We all should have a yearning to learn something, whether it is a skill or history. I love to teach children because they have a natural thirst for knowledge. We can learn something from everything around us. To teach is an honor.”

“I feel we’d make a good team, Maggie,” Armstead said, looking at me as if we were the only two people in the room.

“Oh, really?” I said, but inwardly, I agreed with him.

“You know, Maggie, I love your assertiveness, your ideas, and even your bold comments. Most of the women I’ve known remain silent on most subjects and expect me to take the lead, making decisions and standing for all of us even in matters that involve the state of our community’s prosperity. You are a lot like my momma, who was very active in our household and in the community. My daddy made sure her voice was heard, and that we all listened and acted upon her words. And I believe in the same thing. You are something else, Maggie Walker,” he said, shaking his head and grinning, “and I’m happy you allowed me to take you out tonight.”

I gave myself a moment to take in his words, and a smile spread across my face as I felt joy fill my heart.

The waiter served us plates of lamb chops, sweet potatoes, and turnip greens then. Armstead grabbed my hand and said grace. I wasn’t sure I could smile any wider. Putting God first was important to me.
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