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We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.

–Declaration of Independence


This book is dedicated to the fulfillment of that promise.
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CHAPTER I
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Monday, June 25, 1781

IN SHORT, MONARCHY AND SUCCESSION HAVE LAID . . . THE WORLD IN BLOOD AND ASHES. ’TIS A FORM OF GOVERNMENT WHICH THE WORD OF GOD BEARS TESTIMONY AGAINST, AND BLOOD WILL ATTEND IT.

–THOMAS PAINE, COMMON SENSE

VEXATION, BOTHER, AND BLAST,” I muttered, trying to blink away the sweat that stung my eyes.

Curzon dug his elbow sharply into my side, scowling, then tapped his finger on his lips. He wanted me to be silent as the grave, even though the British patrol we were hiding from was much too far away to hear us.

“A little closer,” I whispered low, “maybe I could read it then.”

“Any closer and you’ll be gutted by bayonets.” He turned his head so his lips touched my ear. “Patience.”

That foul word again. “Pox on your patience.”

I shifted my gaze to the lobsterbacks gathered at the edge of the woods. If they weren’t a patrol, then they were a foraging party sent to plunder farms. Whatever their purpose, they looked about to expire of the heat. The cool shade of the enormous live oak had so delighted them that they’d quickly stripped off their sweat-soaked coats and waistcoats and hung them from branches to dry. Two had even removed their shirts and rinsed them in the stream, showing a shock of white skin paler than any ghost would ever dream of being. ’Twas a frightful sight, but their desire to cool themselves had allowed Curzon and me to crawl safely to a hollow that was sheltered by tall ferns and overhanging magnolia and bayberry branches.

We’d had several encounters with patrolling soldiers in the previous weeks. Our course of action had always been to retreat slow and careful, and then circle wide to avoid them. This time we could not. A milestone stood at the crossroads a few paces from their fire. Hidden under their collection of bloodred coats and dingy haversacks was the carving of letters and numbers that showed travelers the direction and distance to Charleston, South Carolina.

After walking more than a thousand miles, after months spent laboring first in Lancaster, then Baltimore, then Richmond, and at whatever mountain farm would have us . . . After having been cheated, lied to, near captured twice . . . After months lost in worry, waiting to see if Curzon would recover from the wounds inflicted by a falling hemlock, then another half a year wasted as I fought an intermittent fever that gripped my lungs so tight I could barely walk . . . After dodging two armies, wild packs of banditti, and armed Loyalists deep in liquor . . . After sleepless nights haunted by ghosts and endless days of empty bellies . . . After all that, I was close to finding my baby sister, Ruth.

The thought of it made my heart pound.

All I needed was the information on that milestone.

We stayed hidden under the ferns in the hollow so long that the sun swung from the east to the west, and the damp ground soaked through both my skirt and the shift under it. The smell of the rabbits roasting over the British cook fire pained me. We’d eaten our last meal–a small, hideous fish boiled with bitter greens plucked from the edges of the swamp–more than a day and night previous. We were out of salt and hadn’t tasted bread nor porridge for weeks.

A mosquito bit my neck. I pinched it dead between my fingertips. In our years of journeying I’d grown accustomed to being bone tired, starving, and filthy, but I could not abide the bloodsucking demons.

“I’m going to move a wee bit closer,” I said.

Thunder rumbled in the distance. “Too dangerous,” Curzon said.

I killed another mosquito. “Not knowing where we are is the real danger. What if they decide to camp here for the night?”

A broad-shouldered, pink-faced soldier placed his damp coat at the end of a long stick, which he held above the fire in an attempt to dry it. Not a moment later the stick broke, the coat fell onto the rabbits roasting on the spit, and the whole lot tumbled into the flames. The soldiers roared with laughter, save the one who owned the coat. He snatched it out and stomped on the smoldering cloth, cursing vile and loud, while his companions rescued their supper.

“They’re barely keeping watch.” I pointed to a fallen tree trunk halfway between our position and the road. ’Twas alarmingly close, true, but several young pines sheltered it from view, the tips of their branches touching the ground like a drapery. “If I hide behind that log, I’ll hear every word they say.”

“The sun has fried your wits.” Curzon used his sleeve to wipe away the sweat trickling down my cheek, the scarred one. The unexpected kindness of his gesture startled me.

As we lay silent, my tired mind drifted into the past, to the day I’d first met Curzon back in ’76. I’d been a terrified maid of twelve, still in shock from the circumstances that had landed Ruth and me in New York. He’d been a cheerful lad, two years older than me and foolish enough to be eager for war.

Thunder rumbled again and a cool breeze stirred the moss that hung from the branches above.

I snuck a look at Curzon. He now stood a head taller than me and had the forged-steel strength of a man. He was still capable of mischief on occasion, but his smile was rare. He’d long ago traded the red hat he affected for a dark blue cap that did not draw attention. Likewise, the piratical earring he used to wear was now hidden in the lining of his filthy jacket.

There was no way of figgering what he saw when he looked at me, for he’d grown skilled at hiding the truth from his eyes. Time and hard travel had much changed us both.

Our friendship lay in ashes, another victim of the unending War of Independence. Months earlier we’d argued terribly, as fierce as two armies, when he declared that he needed to enlist again with the Patriots. We’d called each other ugly names and exchanged cruel words that cut deep. By the end of the battle he’d agreed to stay with me only until we found Ruth, but the damage was done.

The thunder rumbled again, dragging me from my remembering.

“I’ll backtrack,” Curzon whispered, “circle around and come down the road from the north, act as if I’m fleeing a rebel master. I’ll ask for their protection.”

I snorted. “So they can drag you to Charleston and put you to work with a shovel?”

“I’ll invent a tale of some Continentals I saw up the road. That will shift them away from here.”

“Blast your eyes!” I muttered. “You just want to play soldier.”

“Play? I’ll gather information and . . .” Curzon broke off speaking. His gaze shifted left, tracking a group of swallows as they flew betwixt the trees. Something shuffled in the distance behind us.

“Did you hear that?”

“A squirrel,” I said. “Nothing more.”

He rolled onto his back and lifted his head so he could better study the heavily wooded forest behind us. Our recent time lost in the swampy wilderness had revealed Curzon to be mortally afraid of alligators. In truth, I suspected half of his excuses for dawdling in the last few days were due to his unnatural fixation on the beasts.

’Twas not charitable to prey on his fears, but I knew my plan was the wiser one. I gave a start, as if I’d heard something else. “Over there!”

“What?” He tensed. “Where?”

“I heard something.”

“You said ’twas a squirrel.”

“Nay, this was a different sound, low and slithersome. As if a heavy tail was dragging through the brush.”

“A tail-slither sound?”

“A long and heavy tail.” I feigned deep concern. “Reminded me of that big fellow, the one we saw with the fawn in his jaws.”

He swallowed hard and squinted, trying to see the alligator that did not exist.

“Or it could be nothing,” I added. “The wind, mayhaps. I can go back and scout for it, if you’d like.”

“’Tis likely nothing.” He swallowed hard. “But I’ll go.”

“You swear you won’t circle round to meet the soldiers on the road?” I asked.

He nodded curtly. “I swear. But don’t move from this spot.”

I waited until he’d slipped out of sight, then rose up on my elbows to study the soldier standing guard, musket resting on his crossed arms. When he turned away to say something to his companions, I crawled forward one pace, keeping low to the ground. I’d become rather clever at moving without attracting notice. Months of dirt had erased the colors of my clothes, so I blended into the landscape. My few belongings fit in a small haversack, and my hatchet was secured to the leather belt I’d fashioned from reins taken off the skeleton of a horse. I was as skilled at moving without being seen or heard as an army scout.

After another check of the guard I crept forward two more paces. Just then he stepped onto the road. I pressed myself against the dirt as he gave a quick glance north and south, then returned to the comfort of the shade.

I studied the ground ahead, eyes keen to spot poison ivy, which I never wanted to touch again. I crept ahead a third time, only to be stopped by another noise in the woods behind me, this time off to the left. I slowly turned my face in that direction. Shadows danced as the strange moss that hung from the trees swayed like tattered laundry in the breeze.

A branch snapped.

I flinched. Curzon was too wily to make any such noise this close to danger. The Carolina woods were filled with treacherous creatures: bear, wolf, and panther. Was one stalking me for its next meal?

I forced the thought aside and trained all of my senses on the enemy ahead. The minutes ripened slow and fat, caught in the sweltering heat. When the guard put down his musket and knelt to fiddle with his boot, I crawled four full paces, moving silent and steady, until I ducked under the low branches of the pines and reached the advantage of the log. I breathed slow as bits of the soldiers’ conversation drifted over me: “bloody rebels,” “consarned heat,” and “affliction of my great toe on both feet.” Grumbling complaints were the common language of all armies.

The sound of a sharp cr-rack, like a branch trod upon by a heavy boot, echoed through the woods. The guard stood up, alert now, staring in my direction. He said something over his shoulder that I could not hear, and one of his companions got to his feet and joined him, musket at the ready. The two men raised their guns, aimed at the log, just above my head.

That’s when the rattlesnake appeared.


CHAPTER II
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Monday, June 25, 1781

I ATE PART OF A FRIED RATTLE SNAKE TODAY, WHICH WOULD HAVE TASTED VERY WELL HAD IT NOT BEEN SNAKE.

–JOURNAL OF COLONEL HENRY DEARBORN OF THE CONTINENTAL ARMY

I DID NOT BREATHE.

Near as long as I was tall and thick as my arm, the yellow-eyed snake stared at me; tail rattling, tongue flickering like flame. I could not move. There were other noises, other dangers that needed my attention–shouts, thunder, footsteps–but I couldn’t look away from those terrifying eyes.

A rattlesnake’s bite meant death, or at the very least, the need for amputation before the poison made its way to your heart. The worst place to be bitten was the face, for there was not much point in the amputation of a head. The only saving grace of a rattlesnake was that the creature gave fair warning. The vigorous shaking of the rattle on the end of the tail alerted the victim not to come closer, the way a port city might send a cannonball over the bow of a pirate ship straying too close to shore. It announced that a further advance would be met with swift and fatal punishment. The only thing worse than the rattling of the snake’s tail was the moment the tail fell silent, for then the creature would strike.

The snake afore me slowed the shaking of its tail but did not stop. The dull sunlight reflected off the dark brown scales, ornamented with diamond-shaped patterns in black and white. If I could move fast enough, there was a small chance I could leap up and away from its reach, but if I did that, the soldiers would seize me in an instant. The snake measured the panic in my face.

“I saw something, I tell you!” one soldier insisted. “Moving between the trees.”

“Blasted moss flapping in the wind,” replied another. “Quit acting like a wee bairn afeard of haints and ghosties!”

Two black butterflies, their wings dotted with splashes of sky blue and pumpkin orange, fluttered by. They paused for a moment on the log, their wings opening and closing like bellows, then twirled away. As they departed, the snake lowered its head to the ground and slid under the log. It did not cease rattling its tail until it disappeared from sight.

Before I could move away, the sharp report of rifle fire cut through the air. I peered over the log.

The guard lay on the ground, clutching his bloody shoulder and screaming. The British were hollering above the cries of their friend, arguing about where the shots had come from as they scrambled for their muskets and cartridge boxes.

Heavy boots thudded from the forest behind me, then militiamen in long hunting shirts and dark breeches ran past, skirting both sides of the hollow where I lay. They took up their positions behind the broad trunks of old oaks and ancient pines and knelt to load their weapons. Most carried muskets, but a few possessed the deadly rifles of the mountains.

This was warfare in the Carolinas: fierce battles betwixt Patriot militia groups and the redcoats, who fought alongside local Loyalists. Everyone was fighting for freedom, but few could agree on the meaning of the word.

“Prepare!” screamed a redcoat.

The militia roared in defiance, “Huzzah!”

“Ready!” The British snapped their muskets up to their shoulders and pulled back the hammers that held their striking flints.

“Now!” screamed a long-haired man clad in buckskin.

The militia stepped out from their trees and fired. The British fired at the exact same moment. The explosion of so many guns sounded like a fierce volley of lightning bolts.

The British soldiers dragged the wounded guard off the road and quickly formed a half circle to protect him, while preparing for the next volley. The air filled with shouts, screams, men from both sides being ordered to load, aim, and “FIRE!” The woods to both sides of me exploded for a second time. Bullets flew across the road, some headed east, some west, shredding leaves and thudding into tree trunks. Another voice cried out in pain. The screams of the injured guard were weakening. More footsteps ran past me. How many militia were there? How long before one of them found me? Was Curzon captured? Killed?

My nose twitched with the metal tang of gunpowder. I didn’t dare move but couldn’t stay. A stray bullet spun over my head like an angry hornet. Mayhaps I could back away from the scene, slow-like–

A hand suddenly covered my mouth, and another gripped my wrist and pinned it to the ground. Curzon threw himself to the dirt next to me.

“Don’t move!” he warned.

I pushed away his hand, but for once, was not inclined to argue. “Did they see you?”

He shook his head. “They only have eyes for the redcoats.”

“How many?” I whispered.

“Not sure.”

The noise of the skirmish changed in tone. The shouting quieted. Two guns fired, one right after another, but it sounded as if they were farther away. The wounded guard had stopped screaming.

We looked at each other, gave a nod, and silently counted to one hundred, as was our custom in unsure circumstances such as this. By the end of the count the woods had fallen silent. The gritty fog of gunpowder smoke drifted away. We crawled until we could peek around the opposite ends of the log. In the distance the militiamen were chasing the British patrol south down on the road. The guard’s body lay still by the fire. I did not have enough of a view to see if there were any more wounded lying about, or worse, any militia waiting to shoot at stragglers.

Curzon’s view must have been blocked too, for he gave his end of the log a small push.

The rattlesnake did not take kindly to having its hidey-hole disturbed.

It coiled in tight loops and raised its head, hissing fiercely, its stiff tail shaking a dire warning. The head bobbed side to side, fangs displayed, its eyes level with Curzon’s. He became still as a statue carved from rock.

The tang of gunpowder, the buzz of bullets, the threat of a deadly snake; these awaken all of the senses at once with a powerful ferocity. I could hear the retreating boot steps of the men, smell the blood stench of the dead soldier, see the pattern the snake wove in the air as it prepared to kill. I tasted fear.

My left hand, out of the snake’s sight, felt for the hatchet in my belt. I fumbled with the leather tie that kept it secured, then slowly pulled it free. I shifted closer to Curzon. The snake noticed. It turned its head to me and shook its rattles faster.

I gripped the hatchet.

Curzon scratched at the fallen pine needles with his fingers, diverting the snake’s attention and giving me the advantage.

The snake opened its jaws.

With all the fury I could muster, I brought the hatchet down onto the serpent, cleaving its head from its body with one blow. I pulled the blade free from the dirt and chopped again and again until at last Curzon grabbed my arm, and I stopped, panting.

“You’ve killed it three times over,” he said.

I spat on the remains. “Snakes vex me.”


CHAPTER III
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Monday, June 25, 1781

I WAS BORN IN THE PROVINCE OF SOUTH CAROLINA, 28 MILES FROM CHARLES-TOWN. MY FATHER WAS STOLEN AWAY FROM AFRICA WHEN HE WAS YOUNG.

–MEMOIRS OF BOSTON KING, WHO FLED SLAVERY TO JOIN THE BRITISH ARMY

I WAS GOING TO KILL it, you know.” Curzon prodded a bit of chopped snake belly with the toe of his boot. “I was going to smash it with a rock.”

I shrugged. I should have been giddy with delight about my victory over the creature and the fact that our enemies had chased each other away from this place. We had again cheated death and soldiers. But instead of being joyful, I felt weary and strangely out of sorts.

“You seemed determined to do the killing,” Curzon continued, crouching to admire the sharp fangs of the snake. “So I let you.”

“You let me?” I absently reached to pick up a bit of the snake’s body.

Curzon stayed my hand. “What are you doing?”

“It’s dead.” I stared at him. “We should cook it later, once we find a safe spot.”

“It will rot in this heat before we can cook it, Isabel. We’d both be sickened.”

He was right, of course. It was a commonsensical notion, the kind of thing a child would know. Why had I not thought of it?

He studied me close. “Are you feeling addled?”

I gave my head a small shake, trying to clear the clouds from my brainpan. “Nay, just hungry.”

“I’ll see if the fire spared us any rabbit,” he said. “You investigate that stone and figger our course. Sooner we’re gone from here, the better.”

We crossed the road, keeping eyes and ears open for the approach of any man or beast. Curzon approached the smoldering cook fire and the body of the dead soldier. I made for the milestone that had been our reason for coming to this place.

We’d spied on any number of Carolina plantations in the weeks previous, careful to stay out of sight, but close enough to watch how the work was done. Occasionally, when the circumstances were secure, we visited the cabins of the enslaved people at night, befriended a few folks, and learned of the news of that place and the other plantations nearby.

We were not the only ones making our way across the state by moonlight. The upheavals of the war had given many stolen people the chance to liberate themselves. Some were searching for kin, like us. Others were seeking a safe spot of ground they could call their own, a place where they could be the master of their own body and soul, and live without fear. All of us who wandered thus owned only the clothes on our backs. We relied on our wits to keep us fed. We traded information like coin. We shared stories about where clean water could be found, which places promised rest, and which held certain peril.

That was how we’d made our way to this godforsaken spot. The last woman we’d spoken to afore we became lost in the swamp had told me to seek out this very same milestone. The sea green flecks of moss growing at its base showed that it had long stood there. More moss grew in the letter C–for “Charleston”–that was deeply carved into its face, as well as the number 12 and the arrow that pointed south, indicating that Charleston lay only twelve miles in that direction.

Charleston had been our goal for years because the Locktons owned a fine house there, in addition to the rice plantation called Riverbend and the New York mansion where they’d held my sister and me in slavery. I’d convinced myself that Ruth had been sent to the Charleston house to work in the kitchen. Even though she’d been a sickly child, she was raised to do the heavy work of the scullery and larder.

But Charleston was under rule of the King’s army, as were New York and Savannah. Weeks earlier we’d learned that anyone in Charleston who was not white skinned was required to carry a British army certification proving the whos and whys and hows of their being. I’d easily forged our free papers the winter we lived above the printer’s shop in Baltimore (in a fit of hopefulness I’d even composed one for Ruth as well). But I had no notion of what a British army certification would resemble. Without the proper papers, we’d be snatched up soon as we set foot in Charleston. The scar on my cheek made me unfortunate-easy to identify, and I’d be in bondage again.

Ruth, I reminded myself. Find Ruth.

Curzon searched through the pockets and haversack of the dead soldier and took a clipped bit of silver coin and twists of gunpowder from his cartridge box. The gunpowder was of more use to us than the gun itself, which would be a heavy burden and useless without lead shot. He held up the man’s pocket watch, one eyebrow raised in question. “This is worth a great deal, if we could find someone half honest.”

I shook my head. “We dare not.” We’d been hoarding coins, both British and Spanish, for the journey homeward, but being caught with a watch such as that could be a disaster. Curzon nodded in reluctant agreement and replaced it in the man’s waistcoat with a sigh.

“Any rabbit?” I asked.

“Not much,” he admitted. “But we could boil the bones.”

I ran my fingertips over the number that told the distance to Charleston. Though it pained me greatly, we had to walk in the opposite direction, to Riverbend. It would be much safer to first seek word of Ruth there than in a city controlled by the British.

Curzon shouldered his haversack. “Which way?”

“The woman said north and northwest from here,” I said. “If we keep the Cooper River to our right, we ought come upon the place before dawn.”


CHAPTER IV
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Tuesday, June 26, 1781

MANY, VERY MANY MELANCHOLY IDEAS HAUNT MY IMAGINATION UPON THIS OCCASION.

–LETTER FROM ABIGAIL ADAMS TO HER COUSIN JOHN THAXTER

WE MADE OUR WAY THROUGH the woods, keeping the river close enough that we could follow its course. As sun set, we fell into our customary rhythm of night-walking. I’d walk in front for a while, then he would. People accustomed to cities require the aid of a lantern to walk in the countryside at night. Their eyes have been burned by the light of too many candles. Not us. Our eyes became sharper in the dark.

I’d expected to be even more alert than usual because we were in the midst of shifting armies and roving militia. But it was Curzon who halted our progress twice, when groups of wagons rattled by on the road. I hadn’t noticed, which shocked me.

“Has your fever returned?” he asked, before we started walking again.

“I’m fine,” I answered.

’Twas a falsehood. The bees of my melancholy, which had rarely troubled me since we escaped that foul man Bellingham at Valley Forge, were buzzing inside my brainpan, fast overcoming my customary caution.

I tried to hold tight to the notion of finding Ruth, for that was my true compass heading. I strained to see her in my remembery: the little girl who slept with a doll tucked in her arms, her thumb in her mouth. The grievous truth was that the details of her face had started to fade. Was she missing a tooth from the top or the bottom jaw when she was stolen? Was her chin pointed like Momma’s or broad like Poppa’s?

What manner of sister was I that I could not remember her face?

  *  *  *  

Hours later Curzon touched my elbow. “Look thataway,” he whispered, pointing through the trees.

The house lay at the end of the lane of live oaks, though the distance and the still-thick cover of night made it impossible to see anything more than a dim shape of the building. Beyond it the river curved hard.

“We’re here,” he added.

My heart was thumping so loud, I expected every person for miles could hear it. A ghost image of myself ran all the way down the lane and burst in through the front door, ready to tear the house down to its foundations until I found my sister. The rest of me stood fixed to the ground, shaking.

“Don’t do anything foolish,” Curzon warned. He pointed to the darker shadow of the woods at a remove to our left. “We’ll head over there, so the wind will keep our scent from the dogs.”

I nodded.

“Swear to me,” he said. “Give me your oath that we shall wait and watch until we understand where we might safely approach.”

Our habit was to study any house or barn for a full day and night before we drew close and inquired about food, work, or directions. This caution had saved us many times. I pressed my lips together and fought to rein in my frustration. It did no good to let desire and dream race ahead of common sense.

“I swear that if we don’t hurry, the sun will rise and expose us,” I said.

We walked silently through the woods until we found an ancient sycamore possessed of branches that offered an easy climb. By the time we’d settled in a crook high above the ground, the first robins and mourning doves had begun to sing. From our perch we had a good view of the side of the main house and a hint of smaller buildings behind it. Their muddied shapes slowly took proper form as night faded: rooflines, doorways, chimneys.

A lone rooster called.

“Something’s amiss,” I murmured. “A place this size ought have more than one rooster.”

“Mayhaps the others are asleep.” Curzon shifted uncomfortably, his form too large for our crowded perch. “Mayhaps these roosters post one fellow to guard, and the rest stay warm in their beds, until feeding time.”

“Beds?” I asked.

“Rooster berths.” He drew up his knees to his chin, wincing. “That’s what I need, a better berth.”

“’Tis called a roost, you ninny. Climb higher if you require more room.”

He did so without another word. Since winter he’d grown even taller and more broad across the shoulders. He was near twenty years, but he still thought himself the size of a boy. In his absence the crook was perfect-size for me, as if the tree had seen me coming and grown a special Isabel-shaped nesting place where I could shelter safely through the day and doze until dark. Except I knew there would be no sleep for me. The cool mist rising from the ground brought to mind the last visit I’d made to my mother’s grave, back when I was young enough to believe that people held to their promises and the world would treat all children fair. That was the day our journey had truly begun.

Was the spirit of our mother watching over us? Did she know how long I’d been searching?

Fearful questions crowded in. What if Ruth had died long ago? The notion chilled me and made me shiver. I’d worked hard to keep such terrible thoughts away, but they surrounded me now. Would strangers have buried her proper, with a preacher and prayers and weeping? Was there a lonely stone in an empty field to mark her passing? Was her grave already grown over with vine and grass? Or did her bones sleep at the bottom of the sea?

“I smell corn,” Curzon said in a low tone. “Meat, too.”

The interruption was a welcome one. I gave myself a pinch. Pay attention. Keep your wits about you.

A cow mooed. There should have been a dozen calling by now, eager to be milked. The birdsong grew louder, accompanied by the chirrup of frogs and the thrumming and buzzing of insects. Lowering clouds made it hard for the sun to rise, but I could see enough to be confuddled.

Where are all the people?

The plantations in South Carolina were all bigger than the plantations of Rhode Island. When I was a girl, my family lived on a farm near Newport with another twenty people also held in bondage, along with a few indentured white servants. As we’d drawn closer to Charleston, the plantations had grown ten times that size and more, with miles of fields, and overseers keeping watch to make sure no one ran off. The stolen–for in truth, that was the circumstance of every person enduring the condition of slavery–the stolen people had to wake long before the sun. Riverbend should have had at least fifty people on their way to the fields, plus the kind of bustle we’d seen behind other big houses at dawn: women carrying wash water, old men repairing tools, little children chasing one another and kicking up dust. Despite the faint smell of cooking nearby, there were no voices in the air.

Clouds shifted and the sky brightened enough for me to see the house in more detail. All of the windows had been broken. Smoke had stained the bricks above a window on the second floor, mayhaps caused by a fire set to burn down the building. Many of the shutters lay in splinters on the ground. The legs of a fine chair poked from the charred remains of a bonfire at the side of the house.

The war had brought trouble here, too.

“Don’t fret,” Curzon said. He understood my manner well enough to know I’d be upset by the sight.

“But–” I started.

“Don’t fret,” he repeated. “We’ll wait and we’ll watch. Tonight we’ll learn what we came here for.”

“We’ll wait,” I muttered.

The sun broke free of the horizon and lit the ground afore us like a giant lantern raised by the largest hand. A tidy building some twenty paces behind the house was the source of the breakfast smells, a summer kitchen with whitewashed walls and gray smoke curling up from its chimney. Across from the summer kitchen ranged small buildings made of rough boards, likely the homes of families, and beyond that, a barn, with the edge of a garden visible behind it. An old dog lay in a patch of sunshine in front of the barn, and a few chickens were pecking in the dirt nearby.

“Look there,” Curzon whispered.

A white-haired man, his back bent with age, walked slowly out of the barn. The scrawny lad by his side had his right arm in a dirty sling. He was a child of Africa, but lighter than the old man. He turned and called to someone in the barn to hurry. The dog raised his head to watch them pass, then laid it back on the ground as the two disappeared into the summer kitchen. A plump woman, near as old as the man, appeared at the kitchen’s doorway, wiping her hands on her apron. “Come now!” she hollered. “Now or you don’t eat till midday!” The words were harsh, but her tone was kindly.

A tall girl, almost a woman, emerged from the barn, a crate perched on her hip. Her hair was covered by a rose-colored kerchief that had bits of straw upon it; her face was tilted down, peering into the box. She carried it to the dog, knelt beside him, and set it on the ground. The creature thumped his tail in the dirt as hard as a maid beating a rug.

I squinted, certain we’d crossed paths with that lass before. Had she been hired out to another farm nearby? No, we’d seen her in a town. Baltimore? New Bern? I rubbed my tired eyes and looked again. I could not place her, but if she remembered us from an earlier encounter, it might make it easier to get the information we sought.

After scratching the old hound behind the ears, the girl lifted a tiny gray kitten out of the box and held it to the dog’s nose. The dog licked the kitten and the girl giggled.

My heart stuttered. I grabbed at the branches for balance.

The kitten pawed at the dog’s snout and was rewarded with another lick. The girl broke into laughter that sounded loud as thunder in my ears.

The shell that I’d carefully built around my heart cracked open.

I clambered down the tree and jumped to the ground, ignoring Curzon’s strangled cries for me to stop. I was totty-headed wrong to do it, but I could not help myself. I walked toward the sunlight, then I ran, and then I flew, fast as a bird who has finally caught sight of home after a dreadful-long flight.


CHAPTER V
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Tuesday, June 26, 1781

I SHOULD NOT DARE TO TARRY HERE IN MY PRESENT SITUATION, NOR YET KNOW WHERE TO FLEE FOR SAFETY; THE RECITAL OF THE INHUMANE AND BRUTAL TREATMENT OF THOSE POOR CREATURES WHO HAVE FALLEN INTO THEIR HANDS FREEZES ME WITH HORROR.

–LETTER FROM ABIGAIL ADAMS TO HER HUSBAND, JOHN

THE GIRL LIFTED HER HEAD and shaded her eyes as I approached. She stood, the kitten clutched to her chest. She looked right at me but made no sign that she knew who I was. To the contrary, her eyes narrowed in suspicion.

I stopped, the dog between us. The buzzing in my head grew louder.

She was Ruth and she was not-Ruth at the same time.

This lass was taller than me, though I could not think of how that was possible. The last time I saw my Ruth, she was so small, I could carry her a good mile before my arms got tired. The features of the girl before me muddled, as if water or a thick fog swirled over her face. Her broad, strong chin and wide cheekbones recollected our father; the beautiful skin and long neck was all Momma. Her eyes were only hers, my baby sister’s eyes: warm and brown and filled with questions. There could be no doubt.

“Ruth,” I whispered.

“What do you want?” she asked. The manner of her speech was Carolina-tinged, though the tone of it was near enough to mine to be an echo. The question repeated itself over and over in my mind, as if it had been shouted into a dark cave.

I swayed a bit, unsteady on my feet. Of all the times I’d dreamed of this moment, here was the one possibility I’d never considered: that she would forget me.

“I’m Isabel, poppet.” I tried to smile. “Your sister.”

Ruth scowled and shook her head.

How could this be? She’d been full seven years old when that Lockton witch stole her from me. Until then, she’d slept next to me every night of her life. Every day I had played with her, taken her to the privy, and shown her how to do the work required of us. After Momma died, I did mothering things for her, like sewing dolls and making her wash her hands and teaching her prayers. I was all the family she had in the world. She was all I had too.

I leaned closer. “Don’t you remember me?”

She scooped another mewling kitten out of the box and cuddled it against her cheek, avoiding my gaze.

An icy thought shot through me. Had she broken her head? Ruth had been born with the falling sickness. ’Twas my job to watch over her, to catch her before she hit the ground when overtaken by a fit. My biggest fear had always been that one day she’d fall and crack her head on a rock because I wouldn’t be there.

“I held you when you were born,” I said weakly. “We grew up together, you and me–”

“Don’t know you,” Ruth said.

“What?” My knees weakened. This could not be real, none of it.

What if it hadn’t been a fall? Ruth had not been like other children. She learned things slower and needed to be shown the doing of a task one hundred times instead of one. But when she finally understood the hows of a chore, she never forgot it. A few called her “simple,” but our mother did not hold with such language. Ruth was just Ruth, and that was good enough for us.

But how to understand her manner toward me now? Had they treated her so badly that her wits were fully addled, her remembery lost forever? Why doesn’t she know me?

“Who’s that?” The cook stood in the doorway of the summer kitchen. “You there, girl, what’s your business?”

The voice startled me into action. “Ruth.” I grabbed her elbow. “Come with me.”

She pulled away with a frown. Her refusal surprised me as much as her strength.

“Unhand that child!” The cook rushed toward us as I again reached for my sister. Close on her heels came the old man and the boy with the injured arm.

“I’ve come to take you home,” I said urgently. “We have to run!”

I reached for her again and managed to clutch a handful of her skirt.

“Don’t touch her,” shouted the boy.

The old man hobbled behind him. “You let go of our Ruth!” he called in a high, reedy voice. “Release her!”

The three of them pressed close together like a guard. Ruth spun out of my grip and slipped behind them.

Why doesn’t she know me?

The ground under my feet seemed to roll, as if I stood aboard a ship in the middle of the ocean. This almost-grown Ruth thought I was a stranger. My body ached with the pain of it. My heart hung heavy in my chest, not wanting to beat.

She turned her face away from me.

“Please–” I started.

“The soldiers took everything.” The old man was out of breath, but he spoke quickly. “I’m sorry, lass, we’ve nothing left to give. Mister Prentiss is due back soon and–”

“You don’t understand,” I interrupted. “I’m not looking for food. I’m here for Ruth.”

The boy moved so that he stood betwixt us, a spindly fence with long legs. “Don’t seem she knows you,” he said.

His rude manner sparked my anger.

“Don’t seem that’s your business,” I snapped. “Tell them, Ruth.”

Ruth gently shook her head back and forth, denying me wordlessly.

“You ought to leave right away, child,” the cook said quietly, “for your own safety. These are unsettled times.”

“Fina’s right,” the man added. “’Tain’t safe here. Wait in the woods till dark; we’ll bring food. But then you must head out. Last thing we need is more trouble.”

“I’m not making trouble!”

“Hush!” The boy locked his hand around my wrist like a metal cuff. “Missus Serafina and Mister Walter want you gone, so gone you gonna be.”

I tried to pull away. “Turn me loose, you skulking varlet.”

He had the strength of a body used to hard work, but his eyes were red rimmed and bruised from a beating, plus he favored that injured arm. A kick to the side of his knee would free me, but it would not help my cause.

The old man took charge. “Stay out of this, Deen,” he ordered.

“Let me walk her to the river.” The boy tightened his grip.

I thought again about the kick and shifted my weight in preparation to deliver it.

“Carolina is best known for treating guests with kindness!”

We all turned at the sound of the booming voice. Curzon boldly strode toward us from around the side of the barn. He was skilled at adopting the speech of many places. Now he spoke in flat Yankee tones that fair shouted he was a stranger to the South. “Also known for greeting kin with joy, Carolina is,” he continued. “Or at the least, with friendliness.”

The boy eyed Curzon’s tall, muscular form and wisely let go of me. “We’re no kin to you.”

“Nay.” Curzon took his place beside me. “But that girl?” He pointed to Ruth. “And this girl?” He jerked a thumb at me. “They’re sisters.”

The cook looked sharply between us. “Sisters?”

“We’ve been looking for Miss Ruth for years,” Curzon said. “Last we saw her was in New York, in ’76. The Lockton mistress witnessed one of Ruth’s fits and sent her down here. She had Isabel drugged the night Ruth was taken, to make the matter more easily accomplished.”

“Not taken.” Tears threatened, and I dug my nails into my palms. “Stolen. Kidnapped.”

“Is this true?” the cook asked Ruth.

I held my breath. Ruth gently set the two kittens in the wooden box without a word. Could she understand what was happening? Was her mind broken or was there another cause for her stubborn refusal to acknowledge me?

“Well?” the cook asked.

Ruth picked up the box. “Must take these babies to the barn.”

“Answer Missus Serafina, darlin’,” the old man said. “Is this lass your sister?”

Ruth hesitated, then looked at the boy with the injured arm as if seeking his advice. His nod of permission made me want to pull off his ears.

“Please, child,” Missus Serafina urged. “You must tell us.”

“She was my sister when I was little”–Ruth lifted her chin and looked right through me with sorrowful eyes–“but she’s not my sister now.” She set the crate on her hip. “Go home, Isabel.”


CHAPTER VI
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Tuesday, June 26, 1781

THE ENEMY CAME THERE; HE REPORTS THAT THEY TOOK WITH THEM 19 NEGROES AMONG WHOM WERE BETTY, PRINCE, CHANCE & ALL THE HARDY BOYS BUT LEFT THE WOMEN WITH CHILD OR YOUNG CHILDREN. . . . THEY TOOK WITH THEM ALL THE HORSES THEY COULD FIND, BURNT THE DWELLING HOUSE & BOOKS DESTROYED ALL THE FURNITURE, CHINA, ETC., KILLED THE SHEEP & POULTRY AND DRANK THE LIQUORS.

–LETTER FROM CAPTAIN THOMAS PINCKNEY TO HIS MOTHER, ELIZA LUCAS PINCKNEY, DESCRIBING THE EFFECTS OF A BRITISH RAID ON THE FAMILY’S SOUTH CAROLINA PLANTATION

WHEN I WAS LITTLE, I once watched the slaughter of an enormous ox. The powerful beast was strong enough to kill the butcher, so the man entered the pen armed with a sledgehammer, as well as a long knife. He went straight to work without a word, raising the heavy hammer high in the air, then bringing it down on the animal’s huge head. The ox stood, quivering, for a moment. It looked at me, wet eyes stunned with pain and confusion. Then it collapsed in the mud.

As Ruth walked away from me, I felt as if my body and soul had been shattered, like I was that poor ox, frozen in the moment after the dizzying blow of the hammer and before the killing-cut of the knife.

Ruth disappeared into the darkness of the barn.

My knees wobbled again. Suddenly Curzon was at my side, his arm around me to keep me from falling.

“Something’s not right,” I murmured. “She’s been hexed or she’s befuddled. I must talk to her. . . .”

“We found her,” Curzon said softly. “All is well. Let’s talk to these folks, learn about the full circumstances here.”

“But . . .” I paused, unable to think clearly, barely able to speak. “But . . .”

“Come with us,” the old woman said. “I’ve seen fatter broomsticks than the two of you. You need to eat.”

Curzon’s arm gently propelled me forward, and we followed the old couple and the boy into the summer kitchen.

Once inside, Curzon peered out each window, his face grave. “Is it safe for us here?”

“For now,” Mister Walter said as he slowly sat on the bench. “Prentiss, he’s the overseer, he’s gone to Charleston to get more field hands. Won’t be back for a few more days ’cause he’s got a lady friend down there. You’re safe enough for a good meal.”

Missus Serafina set bowls filled with rice and beans on the table.

“Very kind, ma’am.” Curzon shot me a worried glance and sat down across the table from Mister Walter and the boy. “We are much obliged to you.”

I found myself sitting next to him, with no memory of walking to the table, nor taking a seat. My mind had become unmoored from my body, like a rowboat that slipped its anchor or an apron blown off the clothesline in a gale. I kept picturing young Ruth, remembering the feel of her chubby arms around my neck as I pretended to be her horse, galloping across the garden at her command.
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