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For the women in my family line, both known and unknown to me, whose love, courage, and sacrifices allowed me to come into being.


And for my daughter, and the dream of all she will one day become.
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I first heard of Josephine Napoleon Leary’s story from a tweet. A simple blip on my feed, a chance encounter with someone else’s thoughts, led me to write this book. It’s funny, because I was forced into using Twitter by a writer friend who insisted I’d need it for networking. I was already exhausted with Facebook, being a private person by nature. I fought tooth and nail but finally caved and got a Twitter account in 2011. Nowadays, I use it far more than any other social media site.


When I saw the tweet about Mrs. Leary, I was immediately intrigued. I was also upset that, as a native North Carolinian, I had never heard of her or her accomplishments. In eighth grade, I was required to take a state history class, one that was supposed to have given me an in-depth picture of North Carolina from its first colonies to the twentieth century. Where was the mention of Mrs. Leary, whose remarkable accomplishments should have more than secured her place in the annals of state history?


Years of independent research, to satisfy my own insatiable curiosity about my history, have shown me that this is often the case. The accomplishments of African Americans have so often been minimized, overlooked, or outright dismissed to serve a narrative that relegates us to the status of second-class citizenship. I decided to be a part of the solution, by putting my efforts into a project that would shine a light on someone who would otherwise be forgotten by history.


I began my research as most of us do in this age of technology: online. Using the Digital Archives of the Josephine Napoleon Leary Papers, housed at the David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library on the campus of Duke University, I was able to establish a baseline of knowledge about Mrs. Leary’s life and work, particularly as it pertains to her finances and her real estate transactions. The collection, acquired from Mrs. Leary’s grandson Percy Almeria Reeves in 1991, has been an invaluable source of information. Most of the factually verifiable information known about Mrs. Leary’s life is sourced from the materials in this collection.


My assistant and I first traveled to Duke University, to visit the reading room at the Rubenstein Library. As a registered researcher there, I’d requested the two boxes of items from the Josephine Leary Papers that had not been digitized to be brought up for my inspection. Holding the papers that Mrs. Leary herself handled only served to increase my level of passion and excitement for this project.


We then traveled to Edenton to get a firsthand look at Mrs. Leary’s building, which is still standing today and in very good condition thanks to faithful exterior restoration. The building currently houses the local newspaper, the Chowan Herald. We spent several hours touring the town on foot, visiting the Historic Edenton State Historic Site, the site of Josephine’s old barbershop at 317 South Broad Street, and Shepard-Pruden Memorial Library. We found valuable sources at all these locations, both in the form of documents and of helpful staff. Our walking tour also afforded us a view of many stately homes of the era, giving us a peek into life at that time.


At the library, I became the grateful recipient of a copy of the booklet The Life and Legacy of Josephine Napoleon Leary, 1856–1923, by Dorothy Spruill Redford. Mrs. Redford, a noted historian and former site manager of the Somerset Place State Historic Site in Creswell, North Carolina, compiled the booklet from primary source research during the 2010s. The forty-seven-page booklet is, thus far, the most in-depth writing that has ever been done on Mrs. Leary’s life, and it has enhanced my research immensely.


I’ve spent the better part of the past two years combing through historical databases, newspaper clippings, and scholarly articles to form a solid basis of knowledge on the life Mrs. Leary lived. And now that the book is finally in the hands of you, the reader, I’m proud to share the fruits of my efforts. It is my hope that you will be just as inspired by Josephine Napoleon Leary’s amazing life as I am.
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July 1870 Williamston, North Carolina


“Josephine? Josephine, don’t you hear me calling you, child?”


Snapped back to reality by the sound of my grandmother’s exasperated voice, I close my worn copy of Shakespeare’s Macbeth. In the doorway of my family’s small cabin is my grandmother Milly. She is dressed in her typical working uniform of tan blouse and earth-grazing brown skirt, her silver curls wrapped and tucked beneath a red scarf. Her brows are furrowed, her jaw tight.


“Heavens, Jo. It’s good that you read like you do, but you get so wrapped up in those books, nobody can reach you.” Grandma Milly shakes her head. “You liable to miss the Rapture, child.”


I answer her with a crooked grin. “Sorry, Grandma. What do you need?”


“I need you to get out here in the yard and help me with Mr. Stutts’s laundry.” She props her fists on her hips, as she’s apt to do when she’s about to lecture me. “These linens ain’t gonna wash themselves.”


“Yes, ma’am.” I tuck my beloved book beneath my low cot, climb to my feet, and follow Grandma Milly out into the front yard. The moment I step outside, the heat of early summer in North Carolina meets me, and I groan. “It’s hot out, Grandma.”


“You’re telling me.” Grandma Milly chuckles as we move across the crispy brown grass. “So hot out here it could fry the curls right out of your head.” She reaches over, tousling my hair. I cringe, knowing that if she upsets my bun, it will be hard to wrestle my thick waves back into submission.


We stop walking as we approach Grandma Milly’s washing station. Two large, galvanized tubs, each outfitted with a washboard, sit in the grass. One suds-filled tub stands ready for washing; the other is filled with clear water for rinsing. Each washtub boasts a crank-operated wringer, poised to squeeze every drop of water out of Mr. Stutts’s bedspreads and pillow slips. Beyond that, we have six sturdy poles, from which Grandma Milly has strung the clothesline on which the freshly laundered items will dry, and a small basket containing wooden clothespins.


“All right. Time to call on the muscle of this operation.” Cupping her hands around her mouth, Grandma yells, “Octavious! Come on and bring the laundry.”


“Yes, ma’am,” his small voice calls back. A few blinks later, here comes my little brother, pushing a wheelbarrow full of dirty laundry. His brown shorts and worn, once-white shirt are streaked with dirt as always. Parking the wheelbarrow near the washtubs, Octavious asks, “Can I go play now, Grandma?”


Grandma Milly smiles at him. “In a minute. First, get your mama. We gonna need some more help with this washing.”


“Yes, ma’am.” He runs off. Octavious is a ball of energy, most of which he uses to run around the farm, climbing trees and troubling the hens. Mama says he was born under the wandering star and that’s why he can’t keep still.


Octavious comes back with Mama, whose attire is similar to Grandma Milly’s. Mama isn’t wearing the headscarf she normally wears; instead, she’s wound her long wavy hair into a tight bun on top of her head, like me. Mama walks over with a smile and pinches my cheek. “Finished reading that play again, honey?”


I shake my head. “Not yet.”


“This is, what, the fourth time you’re reading it?”


“Sixth. I reckon I’ll finish it in the next few days.”


Grandma scoffs. “Honey child, how are you gonna find a husband if your nose is always buried in a book? You ought to look up once in a while; you never know who might be nearby.”


I shrug. “I suppose it’ll have to be a man who likes to read.”


Mama sighs. “Anyhow, we just want to make sure there’s somebody to look after you when we’re gone.”


“Gone? You two are gonna always be with me.”


My mother and grandmother exchange a look, but neither of them speaks.


We womenfolk set about the task of the Stutts family laundry, while Octavious busies himself climbing trees. Mr. Stutts, a pretty well-known lawyer in town, hired Grandma Milly on as his personal washerwoman after Emancipation. I was a girl of nine at the time, and my brother was around seven. Ever since we left the plantation, we been working as free Blacks on a small corner of his land. The plot, and our one-room cabin built upon it, are considered part of Grandma’s pay.


It isn’t a fancy life by any means, but near as I can tell, it’s far better than it used to be. The best part of being free is that I can read whenever I want and not get into trouble for it. That is, as long as I keep up with my chores. I took many a whipping from our old mistress for my desire to educate myself. Mrs. Stutts is nice enough to loan me books, since I always give them back in good condition. Reading is my favorite way to pass the time, and whenever I get the chance, I love to find a quiet corner and dive into a good story. I love to read about different times and different places, and all the lives that people can live.


Bent over the rinsing tub, Mama says, “My stars. It’s mighty warm out here.”


“Nothin’s quite as hot as a North Carolina summer.” Grandma Milly chuckles. “I mean, other than hell.”


Mama shakes her head. “The hot weather always reminds me of summers gone by, you know, Mama? It’s been five summers since we walked free from Master Williams. Twelve summers since I had Octavious. Fourteen since I had Jo. And fifteen since Colonel Lamb first visited the plantation.”


Grandma Milly gives Mama a look. “Jeanette. Why you always talking about that white man? No good’s gonna come of it.”


Mama runs the bedsheet she’s been rinsing through the wringer, then heads for the clothesline. She stoops, snatching up a few clothespins, then tosses the sheet over the line. “Mama, that man knows he fathered these children. Why else would he send me that portrait of him? And that lil’ bit of money that we put toward outfitting the cabin?”


Grandma Milly just shakes her head. “That’s neither here nor there. I’m not saying he didn’t sire these children, just like a hundred other white men who tipped into the quarters when we had no other choice.” She works a pillow slip over the washboard, stirring up a heap of suds in the hot, lye-laced water. “What I’m saying is, it don’t make any difference to your life, or to my grandbabies. You and me, we the ones that’s gon’ make sure these children are all right.”


I separate the pieces of laundry to hand to Grandma for washing, then carry them over to Mama for rinsing. Mama and Grandma don’t talk about Colonel Lamb very often, especially when I’m around, so I follow with interest. I know the colonel is the stern-looking, dark-eyed man who sired me, then denied me. I suppose he’s simply doing what other men of his status do, but I try not to think on him too much. All I know is, the folks with me right here, right now, are my family. My grandma, my mama, and my worrisome brother are my family. They love me, and I love them right back. Not knowing both of one’s parents is a common predicament, so to me it makes no difference if my father comes around or not. The four of us have been doing just fine without him.


The sounds of wheels rolling over rutted earth and the clopping of horse’s hooves make me turn my eyes toward the road. Seeing an approaching buggy, I point at the vehicle. “Somebody’s coming.”


As it stops in front of our yard, Grandma Milly drops the pillow slip into the rinse tub and wipes her hands on the front of her skirt. “I wonder who it is.”


The laundry work stops as we watch a bespectacled white man, carrying a notebook, walk up the steps to the Stuttses’ front porch. As the stranger carries on a conversation with Mr. Stutts, he jots something in his notebook.


“Who’s that man talking to Mr. Stutts?” Octavious asks from his perch on a low-hanging poplar branch.


Mama shrugs. “I don’t know. Looks like they doing some kinda business.”


The man shakes Mr. Stutts’s hand, then climbs back onto his buggy seat.


As the buggy moves away, I catch a glimpse of something. “Something’s painted on the back of his buggy.” I squint, shielding my eyes from the hot July sun as I try to make out the words. “U.S. Census Bureau.”


Octavious calls out, “A census what?”


I roll my eyes. “Bureau, Tavious. Bureau.” He’s a bit younger than me, and he’s not as inclined to read as me. I do read to him sometimes, though.


Mama chuckles and shakes her head. “It’s a government thing. Every so often, somebody comes around and counts all the folks in every household.”


I nod. “Right. So they can know how many folks there are, right?”


“Yep. Well, the show’s over, folks. Back to work.” Grandma Milly gestures to me. “Jo, give me the next thing to wash.”


I hand off the next pillow slip while I watch the buggy rattle back down the road. That road leads away from Williamston to the whole wide world. I close my eyes and imagine what lies beyond the road in front of me. I picture myself in a fancy traveling costume, strolling up to the train ticket window, then boarding a train headed west. I picture my seat by the window, and the views of the rolling plains, the buffalo, the mountains, and the valleys. I’ve seen these places in drawings within the pages of my books, and in the paintings hanging on the wall in the Stuttses’ big house. I can see it all so clearly in my mind, and one day, I will see it with my eyes.


When I’m full-grown, and my life is my own, there are so many things I can pursue. Will I have a buggy of my own someday? Maybe a house, with a husband and a baby and a vegetable garden?


I know freedom holds endless possibilities for me, but I can’t see how any of those possibilities will come to pass until we leave Williamston. Yes, we are free now. But there are just too many memories here, lingering memories of the lash, the cold nights sleeping on hard dirt floors, and the long days tending the crops under the hot Carolina sun.


My future isn’t here. It’s somewhere else… somewhere I can make a fresh start.
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January 1873 Elizabeth City, North Carolina


I take in the view, looking at the way the sun sparkles on the surface of the Pasquotank River. It looks like ribbons of light dancing over the water. Walking hand in hand with my Archer, I let out a happy sigh. We stroll toward the waterfront, and he gives my hand a squeeze.


“So what do you think, Mrs. Leary?” Archer smiles down at me. “Do you approve of your honeymoon so far?”


I melt, just as I do every time he looks at me this way. “As I said to you a few days ago, Archer… I do.” I lean up, place a soft peck against his jaw. The two days’ worth of stubble there make him look rugged, daring.


“I’m glad to hear it. Only the best for my bride.” He cups my cheek, affection shining in his eyes.


His touch is familiar, soothing. I suck in my bottom lip and release it before speaking again. “Come now, Archer. We’ve been locked in the room for two days. If you really want to get this fresh air, keep your hands to yourself.”


“You accusing me of tempting you?”


I give him a sidelong glance. “You know full well what you’re doing, Archer Leary.”


His answering grin is broad. “Heavens, Jo. What can I do to get you to call me Sweety, as everyone else does?”


I shrug. I never cared for that nickname. “Nothing. Besides, I’m not everyone else. I’m your wife.” I circle my arms around his waist. “I love the way that word sounds. Wife.” I never would have guessed I’d be fortunate enough to get married at a prime age to give my new husband all the babies he—and I—might desire. Mama and Grandma Milly were pleased when I met Archer on the Folly plantation, where I was sent to train in barbering.


We turn left toward the center of town, headed away from the water. An assortment of one- and two-story buildings line the road on either side of us. Some are fashioned of planks, while the older, more established ones are built from brick and stone. We pass a bakery, with its pink-and-white-painted exterior resembling a fancy wedding cake, a tailor shop with several fine suits on display in the glass-paned window, and a small general store advertising a sale on collards.


“Do you smell that?” Archer asks.


I sniff the air, and the scent of leather being worked sparks instant recognition. “There must be a tanner nearby.” I inhale again, more deeply, and let the memory wash over me.


I reported to the Folly barbershop at seven sharp, ferried there by Glasgow, Mr. Stutts’s ornery older brother and right hand. “Get on in there and learn something, gal,” Glasgow admonished as he pulled the buggy away from the walk.


Inside the shop, old man Folly stood by the door, wearing a fine black suit beneath a muslin apron. “You Josephine?”


I nodded shyly. “Yes, sir.”


He foisted a heavy bucket into my hand.


The acrid scent of lye hit my nostrils immediately. But I detected something else in the water, something fruity. Lemon oil, maybe?


Before I could pinpoint the other scent, the old man started barking orders. “First thing you need to learn: how to clean your implements. There’s four pair of shears and six combs in there. Take that bucket on the table over there and scrub ’em all clean. And be quick about it, gal.”


“Yes, sir.” I did as he instructed. Rolling up the sleeves of my worn shirt, I used the tattered cloth I dug out of the water to cleanse the tools.


I was still elbow-deep in the bucket of warm suds when he entered the shop. He was tall and well-built, his skin the color of Mama’s coffee after she added a good dose of milk. His hair surrounded his handsome, angular face in a silken mass of dark curls.


I stopped, stared. For a moment, his golden eyes met mine, and my heart pounded in my chest like the sounds rising from a Sunday drumming circle.


Our gazes met, and time seemed to fall away.


Folly croaked, “State your name, boy, instead of standing there like a damn statue.”


He snatched away his piercing eyes, leaving me both relieved and bereft.


“Sorry. I’m Archer, sir. From the Leary spread.”


Archer. What a strong name for a sturdy young man. My tongue darted out to dampen my lower lip as I resumed my cleaning duties.


“Well, boy, go over there and get the clean shears from that gal, and I’ll show you how to sharpen them on the strap.”


He strode toward me, and I dropped the cloth into the bucket, trying to keep my composure. As he reached for the shears, I moved the clean pile closer to him.


For a moment, our fingertips touched.


Something shot through me, like a bolt of lightning firing across a storm-darkened sky. If his widening eyes were any indication, he felt something similar.


We stared at each other again, for another long moment, until Folly’s angry shouts pulled him away from me. I moved across the shop to hastily grab a whisk broom, staying busy to avoid Folly’s wrath. As I swept the floors, I watched Archer work a straight razor over the leather honing strap, the smell of warm leather permeating the air.


Old man Folly wasn’t pleased about us sparking, but nothing could stop what fate had already begun. In three months’ time, when our training as barbers ended, our love story began in earnest. I was only thirteen, but old enough to know that he made my heart skip a beat. I was immediately smitten, but it wasn’t until two years later, during my fifteenth summer, when Archer had shown up at our cabin at the Stutts place, intent on calling on me. I was so red in the face at his arrival, I must have resembled a large tomato. Still, I couldn’t resist his charm, his sharp wit, and his wavy-haired handsomeness.


My mother and grandmother indulged my budding feelings for Archer. They listened with knowing smiles as I chattered on about him and encouraged us to spend time together under their watchful eyes. They were elated when Archer asked for my hand; he’d always been charming, considerate, and respectful during his visits, but their approval of the union went even deeper. Both older women were afraid I might be destined for spinsterhood. They say I’ve got a fierce independent streak.


But Archer’s different. I can’t count the number of afternoons we spent happily sitting in companionable silence, me lost in my books, him lost in his thoughts. When we daydream together about the places I’ve read about—striking out, traveling, and trying something new—he always has something to add that I’d never considered. Daydreaming together feels like more than just dreaming; it feels like planning a life.


Standing next to him, I admire his handsomeness. The tone of his skin allows him to pass for white, but no matter his race, no one with decent sight could deny his attractiveness. He has a head full of luxurious dark waves, framing a perfectly symmetrical face. His eyes are hazel, flecked with green, and easy to get lost in. And his mustache frames lips that are soft, smooth, and just full enough to cover mine when we kiss.


As easy as he is on the eyes, his looks alone wouldn’t have been enough for me. After every indignity I suffered under the hand of old Master Williams, I could never have settled for less than true love. And I do love Archer. I love him as flowers love the sun, as fields love the rain.


“Let’s go, Jo.” He takes my hand again. “I don’t want to be late for my appointment.”


I chuckle. “I’m never going to let you forget what a reasonable wife I am, Archer. Not many wives would agree to allow a business meeting during a honeymoon trip.”


“I know. And you have my endless gratitude.” He bows with a flourish. “If I wait, though, this prime piece of land is going to sell… to someone else.”


I sigh as we walk away from the water, not quite ready to leave the beautiful scenery behind. But Archer has his heart set on this property. He is more than handsome and affectionate; he’s ambitious. He’s been talking about this plot of land on Road Street for several weeks now. According to him, the location and size of the plot make it ideal for commercial development that has great potential to be leased for a good profit. And when the seller contacted him with a meeting date that happened to fall within three days of the date we were to be married, he’d agreed anyway.


I’ve got to admit, his excitement is a little bit contagious. I love the way his eyes light up when he talks about business, because I know the root of his ambition. To make something of himself, to prove to anyone that he can be successful in life. I want that too.


“You know this meeting is really about you, my dear. I’m looking at every opportunity to take care of you, to make sure you have a good life.” Archer squeezes my hand again. “Remember that. My goal is for you, and our future babies, to enjoy all the fruits of freedom.”


“I appreciate that, Archer.” Easing closer to him as we walk, I rest my cheek against his strong upper arm.


Soon, we arrive at the intersection of Road and Main Streets. The intersection is busy with both foot and buggy traffic, and it takes some maneuvering to get around everyone else. Finally, we come to the lot, the only vacant land in the near vicinity.


“So where’s this Mr. Charles?”


“He’ll be here.” Archer checks his pocket watch before tucking it back into the inner pocket of his coat. “There are lots of folks out today. Let’s just give him a few minutes.”


I stand with him on the edge of the lot, doing my best to stay out of the way of passersby. I shift my weight back and forth, growing somewhat impatient with the situation. This business meeting is putting a damper on our romantic getaway. Still, I know better than to try to persuade Archer to leave once he has his mind set on something.


Finally, a man in a fancy black wool suit appears a short distance away. He has a ruddy complexion, ice-blue eyes, and tufts of straight blond hair sticking out from beneath his bowler. As he walks toward us, he eyes us cautiously. “Are you Mr. Leary?”


He smiles. “I am. You must be Mr. Charles.”


The man in the bowler nods, sticking out his hand. “A real pleasure to meet you.” Charles’s gaze swings toward me, and a slight frown creases his brow. “Is… this your, uh, wife?”


“Yes, this is my sweet Josephine.” Archer beams. “We’ve not been married a full week yet.”


After a few beats spent looking back and forth between our faces, Mr. Charles says, “Wonderful. Congratulations to you both.” The compliment is strained; there’s a tinge of disapproval, or maybe pity, in his voice.


I fight the urge to roll my eyes. Ever since Archer began courting me, I’ve seen that same look of disdain and disbelief from most of the white men we encounter. In a way, it tickles me. Archer and I are both of mixed race, but my husband possesses a fair enough complexion to pass; I do not. It’s a mere coincidence, a trick of fate. Yet wherever we go, people assume he is white and that I’m Negro, and therefore unworthy of his love and his name.


“So let’s talk business here.” Archer claps his hands together. “What can you tell me about this property?”


Mr. Charles scratches his chin. “Yes, well, let’s see. It’s prime land, well-kept, as you can see. It’s the only vacant lot for five or so miles, and this area is booming. We’re seeing an influx of freed people; you know, like your ladylove here, looking to establish themselves by plying their trades to the locals. As more folks settle down in the area, more and more businesses will open to accommodate their needs.” He gestures around at their surroundings. “Only a matter of time before somebody wants to build something here.”


“I agree. Seems like a very sound investment.” Archer smiles. “I’ll take it.”


“Wonderful. All I’ll need is five hundred dollars, cash or bank draft.” Mr. Charles sticks out his hand.


Archer’s face crumples into a cringe. “Heavens. The whole purchase price, up front?”


Charles scoffs. “Why not?”


“Because that isn’t what the advertisement said, Mr. Charles.” Archer’s jaw takes on a harder set. “The advertisement calls for one half of the purchase price up front. That’s two hundred and fifty dollars.”


“I see you’re decent at math, Mr. Leary. But I had no intention of selling my land to anybody associating with coloreds.”


I can feel the tension crackling between them. It makes the muscles in my neck and shoulders tighten.


“I’m willing to go as high as three hundred.”


“You heard me. Five hundred dollars.” Charles folds his arms over his chest.


“Three twenty-five is my absolute limit, Mr. Charles.”


“You’ve seen the property, and we both know it stands to be very profitable for whoever can claim ownership of it. And no offense to you, but as I said, I don’t normally have no parts of anything pertaining to colored folks, and I’m not going to leave such a valuable piece of business open-ended by letting you pay this off over time. So I’m gonna need the whole price up front, on account of your missus.”


Archer’s expression goes flat. “You ought to have been more up front in your advertisement if—”


“Pardon me.” I stop him, as politely as I know how.


“What is it, my dear?” Archer shifts his gaze to me, appearing confused.


“I can buy it. I have five hundred dollars.”


Mr. Charles looks as if he’s swallowed a live trout.


“Come again?”


“I said, I have the money.” I turn my head, looking around. “Is there a bank nearby where I can get the draft?”


Both men stare at me.


I smile, enjoying their surprise and confusion. “Is something the matter? I can absolutely see the potential of this lot.” I point at the property. “Look there. Can’t you see a bakery or a small eatery here?” I scan the surrounding area, searching for what might be lacking. There are certain goods and services a growing town needs, no matter the background of its citizens. “What about a seamstress? From what I can see, there isn’t one nearby, and expert sewing is always in demand.”


Archer’s expression becomes thoughtful for a moment. “Yes, my dear. I can see exactly what you’re saying.”


“Good. Then you know it isn’t going to remain vacant for long. We should purchase it now and enjoy the profits later.”


Mr. Charles’s mouth drops open.


“How far is the bank from here?”


Mr. Charles stumbles over his words. “Not… not far. It’s right over there.” He points toward a stately two-story building about a block away.


“Thank you, Mr. Charles.” I take a step toward him. “Now, would you have any objection to selling me the property?” Let’s see if his greed outweighs his prejudice.


“I, uh… no. As long as your husband gives his approval.”


That’s amusing. According to the law, I don’t need anyone’s approval. I suppose Mr. Charles is looking for a way out. “Archer?” I look toward my dear husband, already knowing his answer.


He meets my gaze, and I see the twinkle of mischief dancing in his eyes. “Absolutely. By all means, Mr. Charles. Sell her the property.”


“I… er… Fine. I’ll be happy to do that.” Mr. Charles reaches into his inner coat pocket, removing a small leather-bound book. “So long as she actually has the five hundred dollars.”


“My wife’s word is irreproachable,” Archer insists, still looking at me. “If she says she has it, then she has it.”


“Let’s walk down to the bank, Mr. Charles.” My feet are already moving in the direction he’d indicated. “I’m eager to get this taken care of, so I can get back to enjoying my husband’s company. We’re on our honeymoon after all.”


Archer walks alongside me, still clasping my hand. I can feel his pride through the warmth of his palm—comforting, solid, and sure. I love that he’s not intimidated by me; it makes him a wonderful partner.


Looking utterly taken aback, Mr. Charles nevertheless falls in step behind us.


Within half an hour, I hand the freshly signed bank draft over to Mr. Charles. He exchanges it for the deed to the land. “Now you’ll need to take that over to the registrar, so a copy can be saved in the town’s record book.”


“Not a problem.” I fold the deed carefully, tucking it into my purse. “Thank you so much, Mr. Charles. It’s been a pleasure doing business with you.” Hand in hand with my husband, I walk with him out of the bank, leaving a still amazed Mr. Charles in my wake.


Outside on the walk, Archer stares at me for a quarter of a block as we walk. He’s silent, but it’s impossible not to notice his eyes on me.


Finally, I ask, “What is it, Archer?”


“You’re amazing, Josephine.”


“Really? How so?” I never pass up an opportunity to tease him.


“Pshaw. You just about shocked that poor fellow out of his shoes back there. Whatever possessed you to do that?”


“What, to buy the property?” I shrug. “It’s just as I said. I had five hundred dollars.”


“I know the colonel sent you a wedding gift, but you didn’t have to spend it on this.”


“That’s true. But that money was for me to establish myself, so why not?”


“So then I’m right.” He snaps his fingers. “There’s some other mischief afoot here.”


I can’t help laughing. “You’re very perceptive, Archer.”


“I am when it comes to you.” He strokes my jaw with his index finger.


“Fine, your perceptiveness will be rewarded,” I say, smiling. “I bought the property because you wanted it. You’ve been talking about it for a long while now.” I stop in front of the small building where the office of the town registrar is located. “I bought it because my mother and grandmother never had the right, or the funds, to make such a purchase, and I feel blessed to have the chance.”


“That’s really something, Jo.”


“And do you know the most important reason I bought this property, Archer?”


He shakes his head. “Do tell.”


“I bought it because I could. Old Mr. Charles would never have expected to sell that piece of land to a Negro, or to a woman.” I prop my fists on my hips, looking at my reflection in the glass window of the registrar’s office, feeling very pleased with myself. “I’ve shown him a thing or two.”


“You most certainly have.” Archer reaches for the door and swings it open. “Let’s put the deed on record, shall we?”


“Absolutely.”





As night falls, I extricate myself from Archer’s embrace, careful not to wake him as I move across the room. I feel the chill in the air now that I’ve left the warm cocoon of blankets, and I pull my silk robe tight, tying the belt to close it over the thin nightgown beneath.


Our finely appointed suite in the Coastal View Hotel has many amenities, not the least of which is a polished mahogany writing desk and matching chair. A quill pen rests in a black ceramic inkwell, and a few sheaves of the hotel’s linen stationery are stacked in a matching flat tray.


Opening the desk’s small drawer, I remove the leather-bound book I placed there when we checked in.


Sitting down, I run my hand over the smooth surface of the cover. I’ve kept this journal since I was fourteen; it was a gift from my mother for my birthday that year. This small book holds the memories of every significant moment in my life, and a few mundane ones as well. I turn to the first blank page and pick up the quill.


Things are finally starting to come together. My great-grandmother Amina was snatched from the shores of our ancestral home in Africa and never knew a day of freedom in this land. What would she think to know that her great-granddaughter now holds the deed to a piece of it, one that just a decade ago was likely worked by slaves?


I’m grateful to my grandmother Milly for the knowledge of my heritage she has passed on to me. She told me of her mother, Amina, and of her father, Dayo. My grandmother was still forming in Amina’s belly when she was taken from the shores of Ghana. My great-grandfather Dayo fought valiantly to save his wife but was ultimately killed in the struggle.


On a plantation in South Carolina, my great-grandmother went on to birth three daughters: my grandmother Milly, Sarah, and Nan. Amina’s master fathered the latter two girls, but that didn’t stop him from selling them Deep South while my grandmother was sold to a slaveholder in North Carolina. She never saw her sisters or her mother again.


While the tale of our family has been tragic in many ways, it’s given me a sense of purpose. All this strife led to my existence, and to my accomplishment today. It’s a wonderful and triumphant feeling to own a piece of North Carolina, though knowing that those who came before me never had a chance to experience the same triumph makes the victory somewhat bittersweet. Their tears have watered the crops and their blood has stained the soil so that I can walk as a free woman, with my head held high.


And because of their sacrifice, because of the strength they imbued me with via the blood coursing in my veins, I’m determined to pursue a successful life. If not for myself, for the children I’ll one day bear. And for Amina, Sarah, and Nan, and all those others who built this nation for free.


Their sacrifices, their pain, will not be in vain. I will amass more property, more land, than they could have ever imagined. And I will obtain the wealth they should have been afforded for their labors, and much more. My children will never lack food or shelter. And I will never, ever suffer the humiliation of surrendering my very existence to a white man, ever again.


As I return the quill to the ink pot, Archer stirs.


His voice is muffled by sleep and blankets. “Jo? Come back to bed, darling.”


Closing my journal, I tuck it away in the drawer once again and return to my husband’s embrace.


On the last morning of our trip, I awaken Archer early. “Come, dearest. There is something I want to do before we return to Williamston.”


We dress, check out of the hotel, and take our bags to our small buggy. As Archer grabs the reins, I stay his hand. “Honey, can we go to the general store?”


Archer directs Captain, his old gelding, as I’ve requested. He accompanies me into the store and watches in confusion as I purchase a small canning jar and a metal scoop. “Josephine, what are you about, exactly?”


I smile. “You’ll see.”


When we’re back in the buggy, I say, “Take me to the land I just bought, please.”


Shaking his head, my husband does as I ask. When we arrive at the plot of land, I climb down from my seat as soon as Archer brings the buggy to a stop. With the jar and scoop in hand, I go to a corner of the plot, near the sidewalk. Opening the lid, I set it aside and use the scoop to break the earth. Once I’ve got a nice little pile of the packed soil broken up, I add it to the jar and seal it.


Archer’s perplexed expression awaits me as I climb back onto the buggy seat next to him.


I tuck the filled jar and the scoop into my carpetbag. “I wanted to take home a little piece of my land.”


He chuckles. “You’re so sentimental, Jo.”


“I’ve been called worse.” I peck him on the cheek. “Let’s go home.”





JOSEPHINE


April 1873 Edenton, North Carolina


Tugging my wheeled trunk up the sidewalk, I pause to take a breath. Looking up at our new home, I feel a smile pulling at my lips.


The house is a simple two-story structure, occupying a modest lot on the south end of Broad Street. Both the house and the low picket fence surrounding it have recently been whitewashed, and the faint scent of paint still hangs in the air.


Our lot sits between a small dry-goods store and a cluster of other homes. Shaded by mature oaks and poplars, the house has a wide, covered front porch. I’m sure Sweety and I will enjoy sitting in rockers there, enjoying the warm air and the sounds of the neighborhood. My heart swells as I think of the years we will share here.


I’ve come to call him by the nickname that so many others call him. It tickles me now to think of how much I hated the moniker at first. Now I’ve found it fits his sweet and easygoing disposition quite nicely.


As if summoned by my thoughts, he appears at my side. “Dearest, let me take that.” Grasping the leather strap, he pecks me on the cheek and strides past me, dragging the trunk with ease. I watch his muscles work as he lifts it over the two steps, onto the porch, and, ultimately, into the house.


Next comes my mother, grandmother, and younger brother, all carrying various items.


“Where shall we put these lamps and things?” My mama watches my face as she awaits a response.


Still caught up in the excitement of the moment, I say, “Just sit them on the floor in the parlor. I’ll arrange things better later.”


She nods, and the parade of relatives continues past me.


I return to the buggy, getting the two rolled-up throw rugs I plan to put in the parlor and the sitting room. Tucking one beneath each arm, I head up the walk into the house.


The interior bustles with activity as my family works to put things in place. I love the dainty pink rosebuds printed on the cream-colored paper that covers most of the downstairs walls, and I imagine it will look even better once I get to hang some paintings and family portraits.


Grandma Milly says, “Sweety, have you brought in my cooking pots?”


“Yes, ma’am,” he calls from somewhere in the kitchen.


She claps her hands together. “Good. I’m going back there and put them away.”


“Careful, Mama,” my mother cautions. “Don’t overdo it.”


“Hush up.” My grandmother, not one to be intimidated, breezes past my mother and disappears through the dining room opening.


I can only shake my head.


“You will certainly have your hands full with your grandmother,” my mother remarks. “Are you sure you wish her to live with you, Jo?”


I nod. “Yes, I’m sure. She’s getting older, and I don’t know how many more years I will have with her.” My grandmother has been a beacon of guidance and wisdom my whole life. Now that she’s nearing seventy years old, giving her a comfortable place to live is the least I can do to repay her for all the love and care she’s shown me over the years.


“All right, child. But I’ll always have a room for her if she gives you too much trouble.” My mother winks at me.


Octavious carefully lifts a plate from the wooden cart holding my wedding china, peeling back the newspaper wrapping. “I expect to be invited over for dinner often, sister dear. Since you have all these darn plates.”


I walk over and bump my fist softly against his chin. “Don’t fret, brother. You’ll be here so often you’ll tire of me.” He and my mother reside together in a modest house on Queen Street, only a few blocks away.


A knock on the door draws my attention, and I swivel in time to see Hannibal Badham entering the front door. “Furniture delivery,” he calls out, as he and Dorsey Stewart enter, each carrying two kitchen chairs.


Both men are attired in the Badham Builders uniform of brown shirt and trousers. Hannibal is tall and broad-shouldered, with a long beard shrouding the lower half of his face. His bushy curls are mostly contained beneath a tan bowler. Dorsey is a few inches shorter than his employer, with a wider frame. His close-trimmed hair has a touch of gray, and his thin mustache frames an easy smile.


“Morning, Hannibal, Dorsey.” I go over to greet them. “Thanks for bringing it by.”


“No problem, Jo.” Hannibal is one of the best carpenters in the state, and Dorsey is his best apprentice. Beyond that, Dorsey and my mother have been courting for several weeks now, so I know both of them to be fine gentlemen.


I watch as Dorsey uses a length of rope to measure the width of the front door. “We’ll have to bring the table around back. It just isn’t going to fit through this doorway.”


“Certainly, if you think that’s best. Just go right through there and leave the chairs someplace out of your way.” I point in the direction they should go, then step aside to allow them to pass.


I go to help Octavious arrange the china in the cabinet gifted to us by my mother; then we stack the empty crates in the pantry for later use.


I’m returning from the pantry when I notice someone standing on the porch. Going to the door, I smile at the young woman standing there with her back to me. From this position, I can only see a mass of shiny brown curls, barely brushing shoulders covered by a pink blouse. I notice that she’s wearing denim trousers, something I don’t usually see the women around here wearing. “Hello there, can I help you?”


She turns, revealing ice-blue eyes and a bright smile. “Goodness, where are my manners. I’m Rosa Jackson. My papa owns this house.” She’s gripping the handle of a wicker basket, containing a bundle of something covered with red-checked gingham cloth. “Are you Mrs. Leary?”


“I am.” She looks about the same age as me, so I add, “You can call me Josephine, or Jo.”


She grins. “Well, pleased to meet you, Jo. We brought this for you.” She extends the basket.


I take the gift from her. “It’s heavy, must be something good in here.”


“Take a look,” she encourages.


Lifting the cloth, I let my gaze sweep over several jars of preserved fruits and vegetables. Smiling, I say, “Thank you so much, how thoughtful.”


She shrugs. “We run a farm on the edge of town, and we always have plenty of food. Papa and I like to share it with folks.” She turns again, looking back toward the road. “Where is he?”


“Here I am, sugar.” Paul Jackson appears then, coming from the side of the house. “Just helping the boys get that table in the back door.” He wears a red-and-black-plaid shirt with denim trousers and well-worn boots. A big straw hat shades most of his face, but I can still see his white beard and the single strand of hay hanging off his lip. Climbing up on the porch, he sticks out his hand. “Good to see you again, Miss Jo.”


“Likewise, Paul.” I shake his hand. “Thank you so much for the preserves.”


“No problem at all. My Rosa cans better than anyone I know.” He touches his daughter’s shoulder. “She’s a good egg, my little girl.”


Rosa blushes. “Go on with you, Papa.”


“Just stopping by to make sure you’re getting moved in all right, and to let you know you can send for me if there’s any problems around the house.” Paul touches his hat brim. “I’m at your service, as much as this old body will allow.”


“I appreciate that. Don’t sell yourself short—you’re still getting around pretty well as far as I can see.”


He chuckles. “That may be so, but I’m no spring chicken anymore, either. I’ll tell you now, I might be selling off this place in a few years’ time. Getting a little long in the tooth to be maintaining property and all that.”


I remember him mentioning that when we came to rent the place from him. Apparently, he was serious. “I see.”


“Comes a time when a man wants to settle into his rocker and enjoy his land, you know?”


“I completely understand.”


“Don’t worry, though. I’ll keep you informed on all that.” He gestures to the basket. “Go on, take a look in there. We brought you some real good stuff.”


I poke around the basket again and lift out a jar of something yellowish orange. “Look at this.… Are these peaches?”


Rosa nods. “Yeah. We had a bumper crop last season.”


“In that case, I’m gonna have to have you over for peach cobbler and coffee.”


“Sounds lovely,” Rosa says.


“It’ll just be you girls,” Paul insists, patting his belly. “Watching my waistline, you know.”


I swing my gaze back to Rosa. “I’ll call on you in a couple of days.”


“I look forward to it.”


There’s something about Rosa, be it her easy manner, ready smile, or unconventional dress, that makes me think we’ll be fast friends.


Soon, the Jacksons depart, and I head back inside.


Sweety catches me as I enter. “Dearest, what do you want to do with this?”


He hands me the framed certificate of study I earned from the Williamston Unified Freedmen’s School. I smile as I recall my three rigorous years there after emancipation. From the ages of nine to twelve, I expanded my mind by studying mathematics, literature, horticulture, and home economics. Taking it from him, I shake my head. “I’m not sure yet. Once we are better set up, I’ll find a place to hang it.” Tucking it under my arm, I carry it upstairs and set it on our bed.


When I return, Hannibal and Dorsey are moving the settee into place. Even though I ordered it, seeing it finished and sitting beneath the front window makes my breath catch in my throat. “Hannibal. It’s beautiful.”


He stands upright, smiles. “Why, thank you, Jo. You chose a real fine design, and if fits nicely with the style of the house.”


I walk over and touch it, running my hands over the curved lines of the intricately carved backrest. It’s made of rich mahogany, and glazed with a clear lacquer that gives it a glorious reflective shine. I press my fingertips into the cushion, finding it yielding yet firm. Amazingly, the rosebud-printed fabric is a close match to my wallpaper. “Where did you find this upholstery fabric?”


“Eunice Fitz, the seamstress, did the cushion for me.” He adjusts the settee’s position against the wall. “We were lucky, I snapped up her last couple of yards.”


“I’ll be sure to give her some business, then. It’s fine work.”


“Well, that’s all the furniture,” Hannibal says, dusting his hands on his trousers. “Heavens, let me collect my worker.” He jerks his head, gesturing to the corner of the parlor.


Turning my gaze that way, I see my mother and Dorsey embracing. He whispers something in her ear, and she giggles like a delighted schoolgirl.


I laugh. “Those two are something.”


Later, after everyone has left and my grandmother has retired to her room upstairs, Sweety and I sit on the new settee. His arm is stretched across the backrest, and my head rests comfortably on his shoulder.


“What a day,” I remark. “I’m exhausted.”


“Me too.” He chuckles softly. “But to look around and see everything in place makes it all worth it.”


I smile. “You’re right.”


“Just imagine it, honey. The smell of a roast coming from the kitchen. Little footsteps running through the house. Thanksgivings and Christmases and birthdays…”


“A stream of steady clients at the barbershop,” I add. “A portfolio of property from here to the coast.”


He touches my chin, tilts it up. “Now, Jo. Don’t get carried away.”


I shake my head. “I’m not. I am with you on the roast and the little feet and all of that; it sounds wonderful. We’ll need some income to fill those little bellies, though.”


He chuckles again. “Duly noted, Jo.”


I snuggle closer to him. “I can’t wait to do all those things with you.”


“Patience, my love. We’ve a whole lifetime to do all those things, and more.” He shifts, cupping my face in his hands, and presses his lips to mine.


And as I lean into his kiss, my heart is filled with the joy and wonder of what is to come.
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JOSEPHINE


June 1873 Edenton, North Carolina


I feel as if I’m melting. Beneath my blue apron, I’m wearing my usual attire of skirt, blouse, shift, and drawers, and each layer holds in a little more of the sweltering Carolina heat. The old but sturdy brogans on my feet have grown heavy, each step feeling like a trek through a damp bog. My station is at the rear of our barbershop, the farthest away from the door, and that only makes matters worse. I pick up the folded copy of this morning’s Chowan Herald and use it to fan myself, stirring the stale, tonic-scented air around my face. How can it be so warm this early in the day?


Unable to stand it any longer, I walk over to my husband, who’s busy tidying his station between patrons. “Sweety, darling, I’m going to prop open the front door.”


When he turns to face me, I can see the beads of perspiration that have formed around his hairline. “You’ve read my mind, Jo. I was just about to send Octavious to do that.”


I walk through the shop to the front door, my eyes sweeping over the interior in search of things that might need my attention. I find myself doing this a lot, but it’s my attention to detail that makes Central Barbershop run so smoothly. I glance at the walls, briefly inspecting the slate-gray paint for any stains. Seeing none, I shift to the copper-framed paintings of barbering implements to see if any of them are crooked. I commissioned the three images from a local artist and hung them myself. One depicts a pair of shears, another a comb with a few strands of black hair stuck in it, and the last painting is of a barber’s chair. The paintings are large enough to take up most of the eastern wall, with our four barber stations lined up along the western wall. Had I left the choice to Sweety, we’d all be stuck staring at blank white walls all day.


Beneath the paintings, two knotty pine benches are placed, a comfortable spot for clients awaiting their turn in the chair. I sewed the gray cushions on the benches as well. A low table sits in front of the benches, and I straighten the copies of Scientific American, The Freedman’s Friend, and the Farmers’ Almanac that I’ve placed there as reading material.


As I pass the waiting area, I adjust the position of the two potted dwarf eucalyptus plants I keep on ironwork stands near the front windows. The plants, growing in large earthenware bowls, serve several purposes: decoration, adding a pleasant fragrance to the air, and providing the eucalyptus oil I use to make my scalp treatment tonic. Stopping for a moment, I get my watering can and add some water to the soil in each plant.


Beneath one of my plant stands, I keep a large rock I found by the creek. Grabbing it as I set the watering can down, I use the stone to prop the front door open. With that done, I step outside to enjoy the cooler air for a few moments.


Looking up and down Broad Street, I can see the town coming alive. Living here, among all the businesses and people and activity, is quite different from my life in rural Williamston. There are times when I miss the quiet, but I’ve also come to love the atmosphere of this thriving town. Traffic is already starting to pick up; folks are out on foot, on horseback, and in wagons, going about their daily business. And if they wish to look their best while doing so, they’ll have to come to see us. We’re the only barbershop in town, and aside from that, you’d have to go to Raleigh or farther to find a barber as skilled as my Sweety.


I see Eunice Fitz walking toward me and throw up my hand. “Morning!” She’s fashionably dressed, as always. Her yellow summer-weight blouse is fashioned from fine cotton, and has a bright green vine filled with daisies stitched around the neckline. Her dark navy skirt has the same floral stitchwork around the hem. Her small yellow hat, perched at an angle atop her curls, has a small cluster of silk daisies as well. It’s a well-coordinated look, and her appearance certainly fits her role as the best seamstress in town.
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