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I know why the caged bird beats his wing 

Till its blood is red on the cruel bars;

For he must fly back to his perch and cling

When he fain would be on the bough a-swing; 

And a pain still throbs in the old, old scars

And they pulse again with a keener sting—

I know why he beats his wing!

—Paul Laurence Dunbar, “Sympathy,” 1899
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Part One 









“If I could save the Union without freeing any slave I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone I would also do that.”

—Letter from Abraham Lincoln to Horace Greeley. (August 22, 1862)





Chapter 1
Graham Market Day, February 26, 1870
Morning

To some residents, the iron clapper striking the 400-pound bell in the Graham courthouse cupola sounds like a death knell. Today, it’s meant to summon the overwrought residents of Alamance County to town for a rare winter market day. Already, wagons rumble, chickens cluck from wicker baskets, and the scent of freshly baked bread mingles with the sharp aroma of rendered lard.

Wyatt Outlaw, a light-skinned Negro with a dark, silky beard and mustache, moves cautiously through the early crowd. His black, wavy hair curls down to cover a small fish-shaped birthmark swimming on his forehead, but hiding the blemish won’t conceal his identity. He’s too well known and too often despised by too many white citizens. 

The tense white merchants and farmers, and the recently emancipated Blacks, have begun to form distinct clusters around the courthouse square. Since his goal is to bring people together, not pull them apart,Wyatt hoped his market day scheme would avoid these divisions, but it’s already out of his control. 

Wyatt pauses. Are they talking about him? He squeezes hard on the sample piece of oak wood he’s carrying to show a prospective buyer. For a moment he’s back in Virginia in the Union Cavalry, waiting impatiently for an impending battle. This is worse. At least in Virginia he knew who the enemy was. These unknown enemies frighten him the most. Now he’s as jumpy as a horse spooked by a rattlesnake. 

Seeing Judge Crowder standing near the courthouse steps, Wyatt jams his jittery hands into his pockets and strolls in the opposite direction. Crowder seems to be a leader of all the upset white people in Alamance County. On several occasions, he’s publicly accosted Wyatt about his actions as town constable. 

Wyatt’s stomach roils and growls. God knows, he’s not ready to confront the Judge, not this early in the day. No need to antagonize the man. Other Black men have been murdered for what Wyatt’s planning to do. Wyatt stifles a yawn. Although nervous, he’s still tired and sleepy from last night’s mission with the Graham Patrol, when he and four other constables confronted the White Brotherhood right here in the town square. The oily stench of the Brotherhood’s kerosene torches still hangs in the moist air and tingles the inside of Wyatt’s nose.

He must get control of himself. Taming his anxiety, Wyatt stands straight and moves through the growing crowd with a stride that says I’m here, in charge, and ready to protect our citizens. When he marches past, bystanders take notice. Many turn up their noses in contempt, a few admire him, but none ignore him.

He walks past Nick’s General Store and heads towards the Union Hotel. Wyatt finds his booth and hurries to finish setting up his display of wooden knickknacks and crafts before all the farmers get to town. 

He has prepared signs describing a few of his large furniture items—two cherry dressers and a pine wardrobe—that are too bulky to lug from his shop into the town square. He really needs to sell at least one piece of furniture soon. His mama and sons are hungry. They never get enough food to eat. He prays silently that God will bless him with a sale today. For the family.

Just then Ruthie Mae, a freed woman and his mother’s best friend, hobbles up to his stall. 

“Good day, Ruthie,” Wyatt says. “You thinking we’ll see any business today, with it being so chilly and gloomy?”

Ruthie Mae’s face is rounded, and her eyes are dulled with cataracts and age, but Wyatt trusts her completely. She begins working right away, her seventy-three-year-old withered hands carefully arranging bundles of dried herbs and Wyatt’s small, hand-carved wooden figures. 

“How you this mornin, Wyatt? Where’s that oily stink comin from? You smell it? You gonna help me out in this stall today?” 

When she speaks to Wyatt, her voice resonates loud and clear. But when she speaks to former slave owners, her hands tremble, and her voice purrs like a frightened kitten’s. Wyatt wonders, will Ruthie ever overcome her fear of the white owners?

Wyatt grins and says, “I might make it back here about noontime for a few minutes, Ruthie. But you don’t need me. I’d just stand in your way.” 

Ruthie Mae does need Wyatt in the stall to bolster her confidence with potential customers. But she will need to work by herself today. His clandestine meeting with his special friends is much more important. He marches on, surveying the different groups of people. A flash of red at one of the nearby stalls catches Wyatt’s eye—a Confederate Flag. An instinctive terror suddenly slams him in the gut. He instantly lowers his head and tenses, ready to dive under the nearest table. 

Looking more closely, Wyatt sees it’s just a burlap bag stretched over a bench with the label “Rebel Chicken Feed—Best in Dixie” in huge red letters. Beneath the advertisement lies the familiar Confederate battle flag Wyatt aimed his carbine at a few years ago. 

It’s just a farrier selling used horseshoes. Wyatt chuckles; his racing heart slows as he realizes that he’s being anxious over nothing. It’s just a feed bag. Old habits die hard.

Now—almost a year since the Fifteenth Amendment passed—Wyatt has more important things to do than selling knickknacks. If everything works out with the governor’s man today, this might be another turning point in his life. Possibly a milestone on the road to harmony in the lives of everyone in Alamance County. 

But he can no longer put off encountering Judge Crowder. As he turns and walks towards the courthouse steps and the Judge, Wyatt envisions his three sons sleeping peacefully a few hundred yards away. When he left before daylight, he stopped briefly and kissed each boy on the cheek. For the first time in his life, he is excited for their future. And hopefully, his own future will improve, too. Soon he will be able to vote. Who knows, maybe one of his boys will someday run for mayor.

Standing apart from everyone else, Negro men and women, most still feeling unsure of how to act, creep towards the simmering food. Many still work for their former owners and are underpaid, with poor living conditions and meager rations. Most appear gaunt and hungry. 

They are too proud to beg, but their bodies compel them to look and smell the food, even if they don’t have money or anything else to trade for a bite. A few are brave enough to approach and speak to white people, but most remain with their own kind, talking about their strange new world. 

Loitering near the edge of the square, their eyes sharp and squinted, are groups of young white men, mostly former Confederate soldiers. A few still wear patched and torn gray uniforms, but most are now dressed in faded civilian clothes. 

They are angry. Many men are still in shock and do not understand what has happened to them. Their fathers, sons, and brothers are gone, buried in unmarked graves in unknown territory. Many speak a harsh, rural drawl, often punctuated by curses and racial slurs muttered just loud enough to be heard. 

Talking the loudest, Caleb Riggs is the only one of six brothers to survive the war. The stub of his right arm hangs limply at his side. His face hardened and scarred, he waves his left arm in a circle and spits tobacco juice that lands near the wagon wheel he’s trying to repair. 

“Look at em, all uppity and sassy, ain’t they? Act like they own the whole damn Alamance County now.” 

His best friend, Silas Burke, a burly man with an impish sneer, chuckles. “Just wait till nightfall, Caleb. Some folks ain’t learned their place yet. But they will. Soon.” 

Riggs asks, “What you mean, Silas? What you planning?” 

Burke glances in the direction of the courthouse, where Theron Vance and Judge Crowder are talking. He can’t hear their words, but both men are gesticulating frantically, as if their pants are on fire and they’re summoning firemen with barrels of water.

Burke answers, “I ain’t planning nothing. But somebody else is. I can’t say what right now. If you want to join us, meet me behind the courthouse before midnight. We might have ourselves some fun!”

Farther away from the courthouse, Jimmy Cobb slouches near a pile of freshly cut pine timber. He’s a hard-working farmer with calloused hands and a perpetually wary scowl. Seems like he can never get ahead no matter how hard he tries. And now, in addition to the haughty plantation owners trying to regain control of everything in the county, the mobs of freed slaves are everywhere fighting for every scrap of food or clothes. 

Cobb leans against his wagon loaded with the firewood he recently gathered and split, and a few animal pelts he trapped during January. He also offers a few leftover stored root vegetables. It’s not much to sell, but his family desperately needs money to purchase food and make clothes for the new baby.

Cobb is haggling with an overseer. “Reckon I can’t go much lower on that wood, mister. I can’t just give it away. Takes real muscle, sweat, and time to find and cut good wood. Tell your boss to get off his tail and chop his own firewood. Times is changing so fast around here I can’t seem to keep up.” 

Cobb stares suspiciously at the Negro men and women moving like shadows through the crowd, a few carrying their own meager goods to try and sell, most just observing the unfamiliar faces. 

Cobb’s wife Eliza, her wrinkled face protected by a simple bonnet, exchanges knowing glances with several other farm wives. It’s her first time in town since the slaves were freed, and her first time being with other wives since her baby girl was born. 

Eliza feels confused and scared with so many darkies wandering around like they’re lost souls. She pulls her baby girl close against her breast to protect her. She believes in her heart that treating slaves like animals is wrong. Against God’s way. But she will never have the courage to say that to her husband. Or to any of her friends.

A few of the early-rising elite planters cluster near the courthouse steps, their wives nearby. Theron Vance, his tailored broadcloth coat a shade too fine for the mud-spattered streets, adjusts his spectacles. He can’t believe what he’s seeing. That mulatto Wyatt Outlaw has the stones to strut around court square like a peacock. Beside Vance looms Judge Crowder, his face florid from too much good whiskey. They speak in booming, confident tones, like they still ruled their world. 

But they are not happy men. Their fortunes changed drastically with the loss of slave labor. And now the freed slaves are challenging the owners’ sense of absolute authority and power. Any white man in his right mind must be worried. 

The women murmur of church gossip and their concern about the new, darker ways. Judge Crowder’s plump wife Beulah is the most outspoken. 

Talking to Vance’s wife Sarah, Beulah asks, “Did you see the Negroes selling eggs by the mill? They looked like beggars. I wouldn’t dare eat anything they sell. It’s probably dirty and would make me sick. And that highfalutin mulatto Wyatt Outlaw dares to try and sell us his expensive furniture.” 

Seeing Outlaw walking towards them, Sarah whispers, “The audacity!” Her eyes dart towards a group of Negro vendors. She hates to admit it, but she’s terrified by the freed Negro brutes. She says, “At least when they were slaves, they could be controlled by whippings. Now there’s absolutely nothing to stop them.”

Meanwhile Vance begins to rant. He removes his brown spectacles and shakes them in the air like a captured robin, complaining loudly about the scarcity of freed slaves who are willing to work for practically nothing. 

Vance yells, “It ain’t right, I tell ya, Crowder! Can’t get a good day’s work from em no more, not like before. I’m paying them more than their sorry asses are worth.” 

He dabs at his brow with a silk handkerchief, although the day is cool. He’s feeling hot and dizzy. Noticing Outlaw walking towards them, Vance raises his voice and says, “They show no respect for their betters anymore. No respect at all. One big buck even came up to me yesterday and demanded a raise. You’re a damn judge, Crowder. Can’t you do something?” 

Just then the direction of the wind changes. The heavy smell of horse dung wafts in from the stables and farrier several blocks away. Staring directly at Outlaw, Vance pinches his nose and grunts, “Shoo, something stinks. Somebody forgot to shovel out the horse shit.” 

Judge Crowder also glances at Outlaw, then stares down at the ground. “You’re right, Vance. Over there struts a big part of the problem. Speaking of problems, you’re too damn impetuous. That’s always been your trouble, scurrying around like you got yellow jackets in your pants. Just be patient. Some of us have a plan. Believe me. It will change. Starting tonight.”


Chapter 2 
A Child Is Born 
1820

Twenty-five-year-old Jemimah Phillips is clearing the huge cherry dining room table in the Faucette home, but her mind is not on her work. She’s thinking about how her life got in such a mess.

She’s had an itinerant life. Ten years ago, she was a fifteen-year-old princess in Central Africa. 

Five years ago, she was a slave on a sugar plantation in Haiti, where she was brutalized but managed to escape, only to be captured and sold to slave traders who brought her to Charleston. 

There she was purchased and sent to North Carolina, where she landed on the Phillips farm in Caswell County as a field slave. Then, two years ago, Chesley Faucette needed a house slave to pretty-up his planned dream home.

At age twenty-eight, bachelor Chesley Farrar Faucette lives alone in his family’s large—but nondescript—clapboard house near the confluence of Stony and Jordan Creeks in northeastern Alamance County. 

Perched on high ground, the house is shaded in front by three large magnolia trees; Faucette likes to sit on the front porch in the spring and early summer, sipping bourbon and enjoying the sweet aroma of the magnolia blossoms floating on the breeze.

Faucette is taller than most of his friends and walks with a confident, straight-backed posture. He takes great pride in his appearance and always keeps his thick, dark hair neatly combed and styled, with a touch of oil to keep it in place. Unlike many of his cronies, his face is clean-shaven, highlighting a strong jawline and olive-green eyes. He’s so handsome that, when he strolls by, birds fall from trees and southern belles swoon.

Faucette yearns for a magnificent plantation home with features such as a central hall, a lavish library, ornate columns, large windows, and prominent chimneys. Working with an architect, he is determined to convert his family house into a mansion more appropriate for his stature as a community leader. With a few quality furniture pieces he’s inherited, and a closet full of fancy clothes, he’s already well on the way to completing his fantasy. 

Faucette already owns a store on three acres of land his father—God bless his soul—gave him. He has planted a few acres of tobacco and owns three slaves, including Jemimah “Mima” Phillips, purchased from a family who lived in nearby Caswell County. 

Jemimah is a sturdy woman who can take care of herself and anyone else she likes or loves. Nine months ago, she was a pretty, slim, coffee-colored girl with frizzy black hair and brown eyes that looked like chestnuts. 

Now she is fat and lumpy and moos when she walks. But she considers herself lucky to be alive and pregnant on the Faucette plantation.

Jemimah needs a break before she washes the supper dishes. Stepping outside, she leans against the porch rail, the splintery wood a familiar roughness under her palm. Thank you, God, for ten minutes of rest and for taking care of this baby.

She moves her hands to rest protectively over the swell of her belly. She tries her best to carry on with all her chores, from sunrise to after sunset, but a deep weariness has settled into her bones. It feels heavy as a huge cast iron skillet inside her. The baby kicks, startling a gasp from her lips. She presses a hand to the spot, her thumb lovingly tracing the firm curve of her belly where the unborn life pushes back against her. 

What will she do with this baby? How can she work all day and night and take care of an infant? Will Ches Faucette help her, or will he hide behind his manliness and pride?

So tired. Another arduous day is almost over. Jemimah looks past the yard to the dark line of oak trees, which seem to creep closer to the house every day. She’s afraid to walk into the woods, believing that the treacherous trees will eventually surround her, their leaves falling and suffocating her and her precious cargo. 

Jemimah knows she can handle almost anything because she’s already been to hell and back. But this tiny flutter from within, a persistent, living pulse, is different. It’s threatening. And it’s also a promise. “I can do this,” she says quietly, her chin lifting.

She absolutely must talk with Master Faucette. She has tried. If only she can spy him by himself again, but the Faucette house is always full of guests, mainly young women. Faucette stays too busy to bother with Jemimah—supervising the refurbishing of his mansion, learning how to farm tobacco, and chasing white ladies. 

Or is he ashamed and avoiding her? When can she catch him alone? She turns and walks inside. Back to work.


The pains startle her when Jemimah’s washing dishes. The first one isn’t so bad, but just a few minutes later the second pain drives her to her knees. It feels like a fattening hog is snouting around in her belly. God Almighty knows this kicking and jumping baby is determined to kill her. 

Then the baby goes back to sleep.

Damn Ches Faucette. He’s not a bad white man. Not like some of them white Masters that love to beat on darkies. It’s just like a rich white man to do his nasty deed and then disappear. 

She desperately needs to speak with Faucette, but she doesn’t dare approach him in public. Occasionally, she spots him riding in and out of the plantation in his fancy carriage, but that never provides her an opportunity to talk. 

Ches made her do it only that one time, and now, just her luck, she’s paying the price. Jemimah knows she can’t be as good as the high-class white women she sees traipsing in and out of what she calls The Palace, but at least she’ll be free. 

Free. He’s promised her freedom. To her friends who will listen, Jemimah repeats her prayer, “I mighta been born colored and I mighta been born a woman, but by God I’m gonna be free—no matter what.” 

After a hard day cooking and serving food in The Palace, then washing dishes, Jemimah is exhausted. And now she’s feeling scared. She knew several slave women on the Phillips plantation who died during childbirth. 

“Oh my God,” Jemimah chokes back a scream as she waddles towards her cabin. Was that just a hard kick, or is this baby ramming its way out right now? It’s late and too dark to see where she’s stumbling. She nearly falls but manages to grab hold of the handle on the well-house door. 

Jemimah is tough. And again she resolves to have this baby, no matter what. “Just a few more steps,” she says to herself. “Or maybe I’ll have to crawl.”

Jemimah sucks in her breath and manages to hobble towards her small shack. Her cabin is only about fifteen yards from the Master’s kitchen. With gaps between the rough-hewn logs that hummingbirds could fly through, it’s like another world compared to The Palace. Right now, though, even her packed-dirt floor and straw bed look and feel like heaven. If she can just make it there.

“Thanks you, God,” Jemimah mumbles. “But do you needs to be so forceful? If only my mama was alive. She’d know what to do.”

Then another pain slams her belly from inside. Jemimah is alone and needs help. She screams so loud she’s afraid of bothering the white folks. They wouldn’t want to hear all the commotion, especially coming from the servants’ shack. Jemimah wouldn’t think of disturbing their celebration, would she? 

Thank goodness, just then her best friend Ruthie Mae comes running in and out bringing hot water and clean rags. 

“Mima, I was ready. I heards you. We knew it was coming. But not this soon! You okay?”

“God no, Ruthie. I ain’t okay. I can’t stand it when them pains come. They say the first baby is the hardest. For me, it’s gonna be the first baby and the last. 

“Right now it’s feeling better. Till the next one. See if you can get in touch with Ches. Maybe he can take me into that new house he’s gettin built before I die. Or get me a doctor.”

“You knows that ain’t gonna happen, Mima. If he ain’t looked you up in all this time, he won’t start now. Does he even know the baby you carryin is his?” 

“Oh yeah, he know. He done promised me. He gonna set me free!”

“You believe that? What you gonna name this here baby, Mima? Has you give it any thoughts?”

“You foolin with me, Ruthie? I have had near on a year and that’s all I think about. If it’s a girl, I gonna name her Faith, cause that’s what kept me going all this time. If it’s a boy, I gonna name him Liberty, cause Master Ches hisself told me that means freedom.”

“Mima, you sure enough asking for trouble. You knows no Master or overseer gonna allow a name like Liberty for a slave.”

Jemimah groans. “You right, Ruthie. I better lay low. Mr. Ches done said he might wait a while before he can set me free. He don’t want nobody to know it’s his baby. He says he’s shamed of what he done.”

“You believes him, Mima? All them white owners want to lay with us slaves but don’t want none of the problems. I guess I’m so good lookin, they’s afraid to mess with Ruthie.”

“Mr. Ches, he different, Ruthie. You’ll see. We just have to give him some time. Anyway, if it’s a boy, I’ll name him Wyatt. After that other family in Caswell County. They was good people. Aw God, here comes another pain! I can’t stand it. Damn Ches Faucette!”


It’s the worst day and the best day of Jemimah’s young life. The pain of the birth tears her apart, sharper than any whip she knew in the cane fields in Haiti. But when the pain and turmoil finally settle, she holds the godsend—Wyatt, a living, breathing, kicking miracle.

Looking at her baby’s small, dark face, her mind drifts back to the darkness of the ship’s hold. She hasn’t thought of Le Saphir in years, but the exhaustion and pain of childbirth bring it back. She remembers the iron biting into her ankles and the foul slickness of the blood and waste on the floorboards. She remembers the way the crew abused the women, and how she begged God to let her die.

Haiti was no better—twelve hours a day under a white-hot sun, harvesting cane until her hands bled. But she survived the ship. She survived the cane. Now she’s survived childbirth, and looking at the bundle in her arms, she knows the reason why.

Her life at the Faucette plantation is mild by comparison. She’s a housekeeper now, not a field hand. She has food and a place to sleep. And she has Wyatt.

In Haiti, she learned a few French phrases. Her favorite was “Ça ira”—it will be fine. She repeated that phrase often to help her survive the brutality of her life. Now, whispering it to the baby boy sleeping against her chest, it sounds like a promise. Goodness is coming. God only knows, she deserves some goodness in her life.


Chapter 3 
The Faucette Plantation 
 

Seven years later, his plantation has prospered, and Chesley Faucette desperately needs more slaves. But he refuses to attend slave auctions. He attended one in Charleston outside the Old Exchange, and it sickened him. He vomited behind the building until his stomach was empty. 

For weeks he dreamed about the terrified children, manacled and in leg irons, being hit, grabbed, and auctioned off alone without their mother or father. He’s also viewed coffles of slaves hobbling through Graham, their glazed eyes reminding him of cattle and hogs being driven to the local slaughter pen. 

Faucette vows that his Negro workers will be the best-treated slaves in Alamance County and that, since he deplores violence, he will not whip them. He also advises his overseers to refrain from whipping slaves except in the most extreme cases—such as their trying to escape from his plantation—which Faucette considers a personal insult that will not be tolerated.

Faucette often jokes with his friends that he accumulated his wealth the easy way, inheriting much of it from his family. But he is being disingenuous, for he’s also smart at making money. He is young, handsome, and eager to meet all the ladies, perhaps even get married. He just hasn’t found the right lady yet. 


Wyatt is now seven years old and fascinated by the ongoing renovation of Faucette’s brick house. Since he has few chores he can manage, Wyatt watches the construction managers every opportunity he has and bombards them with frequent questions, most of which they ignore, swatting him away like he’s a pestering gnat. 

With ten rooms and eleven fireplaces, when it’s finished the Faucette house will become one of Alamance County’s largest plantations. It will showcase a two-story porch that has doors providing access from the upper level and simple Doric columns on brick piers. Its Grecian columns will stand tall and proud, announcing to the world that Chesley Farrar Faucette is rapidly becoming one of the wealthiest men in the county. 

Faucette now owns almost 1,000 acres and twelve adult slaves, along with their children. This is good and bad for Jemimah and Wyatt. Good because the Master is too busy to frequently interact with them, and bad because he ignores them and acts like he has forgotten what Jemimah believes was their special agreement. 

Since Master Faucette leaves them alone to do their tasks—her in the kitchen and Wyatt doing what seven-year-old slaves can do—Jemimah decides to quit bothering him about her demand for immediate freedom. It could be worse. She could be a slave owned by a white tyrant who whips his slaves just because he wants to. So she can wait. But she’s not giving up on her dream to be free. Someday. 

Jemimah still thinks of Master Faucette as Ches, from his bachelor days, but that Ches has disappeared. After his first wife died in childbirth, Faucette acted like he suddenly realized life was passing him by way too quickly. He lost weight and became nervous and fidgety. Frequently he was away from home for days at a time.

Then just last month he disappeared for a week and returned home married to Margaret Hayes Shutt from Orange County, who is seventeen years younger than Faucette. To Jemimah, this is more evidence that Master Faucette is losing his mind. Do men never learn? 

With Margaret, Faucette’s entire personality changes—drastically. He seldom ventures into the yard and never says anything in public to Jemimah or Wyatt, except for a perfunctory order, like, as he glances askance, “You may serve supper now, Jemimah.” 

This standoffishness really irritates Jemimah, but she quickly realizes that now she serves two Masters. Master Faucette is trying to manage the plantation business, and Mistress Margaret is in control of the household. She’s also in control of Master Faucette.


It’s Sunday morning, the only time Master Faucette allows Jemimah to have a few hours to herself while he attends Union Ridge Christian Church. For an hour or so of freedom—more than the other slaves get—she is thankful. 

But now her personal time is over, and she expects the Faucettes to be home soon. He will be unhappy if the backyard isn’t clean and if she hasn’t completed her other Sunday chores. 

“Wyatt,” she calls, “I needs you to sweep this here back yard.”

Tall for his seven years, Wyatt has pecan-shell-colored skin, frizzy black hair, and striking light green eyes. Jemimah has noticed that he always stands erect when talking to an adult. Precocious Wyatt is already asking Jemimah questions she cannot, or will not, answer. 

As they prepare to clean the back yard of The Palace, Wyatt scrunches up his face and asks, “Mama, why doesn’t I have a daddy like some of the other boys in the quarters?”

Flummoxed, Jemimah stalls, “Hand me that broom. Let me see if it needs shaking out before you sweep the yard.”

“What broom, Mama? I don’t see no broom.” Wyatt’s careful to look straight ahead and not let his eyes wander across the yard to where he’s hidden the broom behind a big oak tree. 

“You never answers my questions, mama. Where’s my daddy?”

Jemimah knows Wyatt will keep repeating the same question again, so she replies, “Your daddy done gone away before you was born.” Bad answer. If only Wyatt would ask only yes or no questions, she might have a chance.

“Where’d he go to, Mama? Why didn’t he take me along?” Now Wyatt’s standing so close, his piercing green eyes pleading right into hers, Jemimah can’t lie without feeling guilty.

“I doesn’t know where he went, Wy, and before you ask, I doesn’t know when or if he’s coming back.”

“Mama, if he was here, could I call him papa? Some of the boys I know call their daddy papa. I likes papa better than daddy, don’t you, Mama? I wishes I had a papa. My friend Jim has a papa, who takes Jim fishin in the pond. They caught four catfish last time.”

Poor beleaguered Jemimah says, “That’s nice, Wy.”

“Mama, can you take me fishin sometime?”

Jemimah places her hands gently on Wyatt’s shoulders and answers, “Yes, I’ll take you fishin. If you’ll sweep this here yard. Right now.”

“You promise, Mama?”

“I promise, I’ll take you fishin. Sometime.”

“Wy, you best come here right now, you hear me?” Jemimah yells. “I done ask you two times to sweep this here yard. And there’s grass done sprouted near the well house. You knows Marse Faucette gonna check out this backyard when he gets home.” 

“Yesum, Mama, I be there soon. But it’s our cabin. Why does Marster Faucette always tell you what to do? Why can’t we sweep the yard when we wants to? You know, I’m trying to whittle me a horse outa this here piece of poplar wood. I done made me a fish yesterday. Fish are easy to make.”

Jemimah points towards Wy’s hand clutching the piece of wood. “That piece of wood is not yours.” 

She points towards the slave cabin. “That cabin is not ours.” 

She then gestures at the mansion looming over their heads. “This here yard between the cabin and Marse Faucette’s house is not ours. It all belongs to him. Even that raggedy shirt on your back is not yours. Nothing is ours. You understand me?”

“I do, Mama, but I still wants to work on my horse,” Wy whines, a tear sliding down his face. 

Jemimah bends over and hugs Wy hard. She gently wipes the tears away with her finger. Standing tall to emphasize her point, Jemimah shakes her hand and says, “You needs to listen. All I know is you need to take care with that knife before you cut yourself. You too young to be playing with that. Where’d you find that knife, anyhow?”

“Marster Faucette done give it to me. He sharpened it and everything. He says I might be good at carvin things. Can I just finish this first? Please, Mama.” 

“Say Master, Wyatt, not Marster.”

“Yes, Mama,” Wyatt smiles. When Wy smiles, which he does often, his face lights up the world like the sun after an eclipse—slowly, from darkness to shadow to a brilliance so intense you can’t look at it without being happy. 

The small valley in Wy’s chin, normally almost imperceptible, widens and reminds her of Ches, whose dimple is conspicuous and accentuates his handsomeness. It was the first thing she noticed and liked about Ches—damn his handsome face.

No matter how tired or angry she is, Jemimah can’t refuse to smile back at Wy. It would be against her religion and her nature, her belief that even though she’s a slave, and there are lots of bad people and evil things in the world, life is good. She believes with all her heart that she has been blessed with this special son. 

Already, young Wy often exhibits a contrary streak, not out of meanness but because he is smart and independent and prefers to think for himself. He is unwilling to accept orders or advice without asking questions, which, for a slave, is a character trait certainly destined to cause him severe problems. 

Jemimah hates to scold Wy again, so she lowers and sweetens her voice and says, “All I knows is, I need you to sweep this here yard. Hurry up now, and I’ll let you hide in the cabin and work on your horse. If he asks, I’ll tell Marse Faucette you got a bellyache.” 

Sure enough her strategy works. Wy hides his knife and partially shaved piece of poplar behind the big rock that serves as the cabin’s front step. He runs and grabs the weed broom from where he hid it. This special broom has been shortened to accommodate Wy, but it’s still difficult for him to manage. And this broom gets “lost” often.

The determined little boy begins swinging the broom from side to side, cleaning the air around him more than the yard. He has other chores, like feeding the chickens. His favorite job is using peacock feathers to fan flies away while the white folks eat their meals. Most of the time he just smiles and waves the feather randomly, ignoring the flies.

Wyatt is really dreading tomorrow, because it’s so hot and he’ll be starting his new job—hauling water to field workers all day long. Just then Master Faucette, home early from church, pokes his head surreptitiously through the gate and calls quietly, “Jemimah, I need to speak to you. In private. Can you send Wyatt into the cabin so we can talk in private?” He seems pained to look directly at Jemimah. Just then the heavy wooden back door opens, and Mistress Margaret takes command of the back porch.

Surveying her domain, Mistress Margaret is still dressed in her Sunday best, a dark blue bell-shaped skirt pleated tightly at the waist, and a tight-fitting alabaster-colored bodice with puffy sleeves. She is still carrying her ribboned bonnet in one hand and her leather reticule in the other. Mistress Margaret glares at Faucette as if she could burn a hole in his chest with her eyes.

Just for a minute Jemimah thinks Mistress Margaret will sling her purse at Master Faucette’s face.

“Now? You mean now, Master?” Jemimah smirks.

About to say “Yes,” Faucette glances at his wife and abruptly changes his mind. “No, not now. But as soon as possible. It’s very important,” he whispers.

Chapter 4 
The Dilemma 

Faucette’s words, “No, not now, but as soon as possible,” spoken under duress while his wife stood in the rear doorway, still linger in Jemimah’s mind while she prepares breakfast the next day. He sounded serious. What’s going on now?

Sure enough, Mistress Margaret travels to visit her sister in Orange County. She plans to stay one night, giving Faucette the opportunity to sneak a meeting with Jemimah. 

He arranges his plantation duties so he can talk privately with her after she serves breakfast and cleans up. He asks her to meet him outside under the shade of the big oak tree near the cabin, the same tree where Wyatt likes to play.

“Jemimah, where is Wyatt? I hope he won’t interrupt us.”

Jemimah can tell, from the strained way he stands, and the deep furrows in his brow, that Ches is upset. He’s been there only two minutes and already he’s looking furtively left and right to see if anyone else is around. 

“Oh, don’t you worry, Wy’s inside the cabin. He’s supposed to begin luggin water to the field slaves this morning, but he’s sickish. I told overseer David that Wyatt would be out there in the fields later. Right now he’s so busy whittling with that there knife you give him, the roof could fall in and he probably wouldn’t notice. That gift probably wasn’t very smart.”

“What do you mean?” Faucette asks. “I like the boy a lot. I want to help him.”

“Well, Wy may be too young to play with a sharp knife. I don’t know. But the main reason is, you don’t give gifts like that to the other colored boys. You wants everybody to know you treat him special? What they gonna think? More important, what’s Wy gonna think?”

“Jemimah, that’s what I need to speak to you about. I think Margaret knows, or at least has suspicions.” 

“Knows what? About how you had your way with me and left your mess behind? That Wyatt is your son?”

Faucette cringes and steps backwards. “She’s not certain about anything, but I sense she doesn’t like you and wants you out of the house.” Finally relaxing slightly, Ches reaches out and touches Jemimah lightly on the shoulder. She flinches, then recovers quickly and smiles.

She says, “You used to like to touch me. Remember?”

“Jemimah, you know that was another world then. I’m happily married now. Margaret and I are planning to have children, hopefully lots of children. I want Margaret to be happy, not be anxious about her husband. 

“She hasn’t said anything to me, but I can tell. Whenever you’re around, or just when someone mentions your name, her complexion changes. I don’t think she suspects that Wyatt is our son, but it can’t be long before that happens, too. Especially if I keep giving Wyatt special gifts. You make a good point.”

“Master Faucette,” Jemimah replies. He winces. Although he prefers that she call him Ches when they’re alone, she refuses—just to irritate him. “I thought all you owners believe it’s okay to have your way with us colored women. You just fit right in with all your friends.”

“Jemi, you know it wasn’t like that with us.” Faucette speaks softly and uses her diminutive name, as if that will heal all the emotional scars for her. 

“What can I say? I’m sorry I got carried away with your beauty eight years ago. I’m sorry you had a baby all by yourself. I’m sorry that I couldn’t help you after the baby was born, but what would my neighbors think? My reputation is at stake.” 

“Your neighbors? You means you don’t brag about your manhood with all your male friends? Well, at least that’s good news.” 

Jemimah isn’t about to let him off that easy. Although she’s a slave, his slave, she must speak up for herself, even if it makes him angry. Deep inside, she believes that Ches will not harm her. He might sell her. He might even take her son away, but he would never physically harm her. Or harm Wyatt. Would he? 

“Call it what you please. I says I didn’t have no choice. You owned me. You still owns me. You owns our son. But you’re his father in name only. How does that make you feel? Does you understand how that feels to me?”

“Jemi, I promise you, I have a plan. It will take some time, and I can’t do it all at once without arousing Margaret’s suspicions. Without causing all our neighbors to wonder. Can you just give me some more time?”

“And what about my freedom? You promised you would set me free. You recalls that?”

Just then Wyatt pokes his head out the cabin door and shouts as loud as his young voice allows, “Mama, I finished making my horse. Come see it.”

Before she can answer, Wy looks directly at her, and pumping his legs as fast as he can, he runs towards them. He stops suddenly when he recognizes Master Faucette.

At first dumbfounded, Ches quickly recovers and becomes Master Faucette. “Hello, young Wyatt, how are you today? Are you ready to start your new job this afternoon?”

Wy peeks furtively at his mother and then answers, “Yes sir, Marster Faucette. I done finished my horse. Thanks you for giving me that whittling knife.”

Faucette lifts his hand to reach out and touch Wyatt on the top of his head. He stops short and says, “Good for you, young man. If you work hard, you can find enough time to carve something else. If you do, let me see it, will you?” 

Faucette turns and says to Jemimah, “I must go. Just like you, I have my own work to do.”

After Master Faucette is inside his big house, Wy proudly places his carving in Jemimah’s hands and says, “Look Mama. Do you like the horse I done made?”

“Yes, Wy. It’s very good. It looks like a real horse.”

“Mama, you says we are slaves. What does that mean? Why are some people slaves? Marster Faucette is nice to me. He don’t treat me like he treats them other slaves. Mama, why are you dark brown and I’m light brown?” 

Taking his hand in hers, Jemimah pleads, “Shush, Wy. God knows, you ask too many questions. I done told you to quit saying Marster. He’s Master.” 

Wyatt smiles his impish way and asks, “Mama, where does God live? Does God have slaves?”

Jemimah holds her hands over both her ears and leads her son to the cabin. Maybe—if she feeds him some cold cornbread, honey, and butter—his mouth will be too full to keep on asking so many questions.


Chapter 5 
Faucette’s Choice 

Leaving that little scamp Wy, as Jemimah calls him, standing there with his prized carving of a horse, causes Faucette
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