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To the many who fight daily for survival and basic human rights, 

and

To those who fight against human injustice and oppression.
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“The story of the American Civil War is essentially one of human beings—Northerners, Southerners, Blacks, Whites, men, women—holding themselves accountable for the future 

of a nation.”

—Aberjhani, Journey through the Power of the Rainbow: Quotations from a Life Made Out of Poetry

“I never, in my life, felt more certain that I was doing right, than I do in signing this paper [Emancipation Proclamation]. If my name ever goes into history it will be for this act, and my whole soul is in it.”

—President Abraham Lincoln

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One


[image: image]


AUGUST 5, 1861

The robin in Adam’s hand trembled, its left wing fanned uselessly across his palm.

It’s all right,” he murmured softly. “Be still.”

His mother’s voice floated into the barn. “Cows need milking. Don’t forget the eggs.”

“In a minute.” Adam’s forefinger slid along the bird’s radius, the equivalent of a human’s upper arm. A shudder went through the feathered body as the robin made a feeble attempt to inch away. 

Fashioning a splint from a wood shaving, Adam realigned the wing, tied a few knots, and placed the robin inside a wooden cage hanging from the rafter and out of reach of the cat. He’d lost patients before and wasn’t about to let that happen again. For good measure he caught a cricket and fed it to the bird. 

He nodded at the beady eyes watching him attentively. “I’ll get you worms later.” He always sensed the animals understood him.

“Adam, did you hear me?” His mother sounded equally tired and irritated. “Where are you?”

“Right here, Ma.” Adam hurried from the barn. “Found a robin and fixed its wing. I’ll get to the cows now.”

“You and your animals,” his mother said, but he could tell she was pleased by the way her mouth twitched. With a shrug he went to work milking and then feeding the cows, cleaning the chicken coop, and collecting eggs.

The sun stood high and promised another searing day by the time Adam entered the cabin. It was no more than a single square room with a tiny alcove in the back where he slept. Pa had built it ten years ago, each board sawn and notched, each gap filled with a mixture of straw and mud. The fieldstone chimney had taken months to complete. 

Adam’s stomach lurched with hunger as he placed sixteen eggs and a full milk bucket on the table.

“Wash up,” his mother said, placing biscuits and a small chunk of butter on the table. “I’ll fix your eggs.” It took all his will not to grab the bread and wolf it down. Ma wouldn’t approve. Not even now while his father was away. 

Swallowing saliva and a groan, Adam hurried back outside. The pump stood in the front yard—if you could call it a yard. Except for the rough-hewn fence, it was nothing but a patch of grassland like the rest of the rolling foothills with the Appalachian Mountains as a backdrop. He kept his lids half closed against the glare and hesitated. He felt pinched today, as if his energy were carried away by the wind. To his left the corn swayed, its leaves so brown and dry, it produced a noisy rustle. Crickets chirped, unperturbed by the gritty air. 

With a sigh, he dipped his hands in the pail and cooled his burning forehead. It was early August and he’d soon be roasting like one of the chickens his mother occasionally baked in a clay pot over the fire.

By the time he sat down to eat, he felt lightheaded. His sister, Sara, a year younger than he and already at the table, smirked and pointed a forefinger at his cheek. “You missed a spot.” 

Ignoring her, Adam filled a bowl with oatmeal when he caught a warning look from his mother. With a sigh he lowered his head. As his mother prayed, his mind drifted to his sister. 

Most of the time Sara was all right, but ever since she’d turned fourteen she was acting prissy, washing her hands and face between every single chore, even after doing laundry, and sneaking glimpses in the tiny looking glass above the kitchen sink. Not to mention piling her hair in all sorts of strange ways as if she were one of the fancy ladies in town.

“Amen.” 

Ma’s voice jolted him back to present, and he began to shovel. 

“I’m sorry the two of you have to work so much.” His mother tugged a strand of blondish hair behind her ear and attempted a smile. “Pa thought the war would be over quickly. He’ll return home soon, hopefully. His ninety-day enlistment should be finished and he promised me.”

Sara patted her mother’s arm. “Don’t fret. It’ll be all right.”

Adam nodded between mouthfuls of biscuit and egg. It wasn’t Ma’s fault. Though Pa had only been gone since April, it felt like a year as most of the additional work had fallen on him. 

Union soldiers were paid thirteen dollars a month. With the harvest short two years in a row, they’d needed the extra money. Adam didn’t really understand the other reason his father had joined. He’d said it was the right thing to do and that President Lincoln knew what was good for the country. 

If he was honest, he didn’t care one hair’s breadth about the reasons. All he wanted was for Pa to return so he could get back to a normal life. At least one that left him a bit of time to hunt and visit his friend, Tip, at the neighboring plantation. 

Tip lived a mile and a half down the road on the Billings estate, a thousand times the size of Adam’s homestead, sharing one of the shacks in the slave quarter with his mother, Mama Rose. The Billings were famous for their fruit orchards and high-end tobacco plants they grew on hundreds of groomed acres.

He’d met Tip a few years ago at the Greeneville market where Tip had accompanied his mother, the Billings’s main cook. Tip’s coffee brown eyes had locked with Adam’s green ones as Adam stood behind the makeshift table selling eggs and homemade butter. A dimple appeared in Tip’s right cheek and his white teeth flashed a smile. There was something curious in Tip’s face— something that said, hey, I’m here to learn about the world—that Adam had never seen in other people, let alone slaves. 

An easy friendship developed, their visits to each other’s homes as frequent as they could manage. In truth, it was mostly Adam going to see Tip, since Tip was rarely allowed to leave the plantation. One of these days, when neither of them had to work, they’d go fishing all day or hunt squirrels. Adam had taught Tip how to shoot a rifle, a secret they kept from both their families.

Adam swallowed the last of the egg and straightened. 

“I’m going to the field,” he said, turning a reluctant eye away from the fresh bread loaf on the counter. 

They were growing corn, wheat and a tiny patch of tobacco. That was in addition to the vegetable garden his mother tended. They also had a handful of apple trees, now loaded with unripe fruit. Adam could already taste the pies Ma would bake in the fall and winter.

He sighed again, squinting as he stepped into the blazing sun, too hot for this early in the day. The air, dry and filled with the scent of butterfly weed and the honeysuckle hedge his mother had planted along the garden fence, quivered, the sky a bit hazy near the mountaintops. 

By the time his mother called for dinner, Adam’s body ached, his back a mess of knots and his neck tight with sunburn. He’d plowed a section of turf, chopped wood, and repaired part of the split rail fence surrounding the vegetable garden. Still, there were a hundred more things to do. Making a stop at the barn, he’d pulled a handful of earthworms from his pocket and fed them to the robin, who swallowed them whole. 

“I’m going to visit Tip after dinner,” he was saying between bites of corn and potato when he heard a horse galloping. They never had guests—Tip was always quiet and barefoot unless snow covered the ground, and their other neighbors were too busy and worn to make the trek. 

Sara and Ma had heard it too and rushed to the front door. Adam was faster. He yanked it open, expecting to see his father, Pa’s face lined with a rare smile. 

The man on the horse wore a uniform, but it wasn’t Pa. He looked vaguely familiar, perhaps somebody from Greeneville who’d volunteered for the war just like Pa. Except this one wore the broad-brimmed hat of a cavalry captain. 

Yanking the horse’s reins and coming to a stop in a dust cloud, he yelled, “Mrs. Brown.” 

“Mr. Pritchard.” Ma’s voice trembled. “What brings you out?”

Pritchard’s face looked pinched as he dismounted and began to fumble inside his jacket. 

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Brown. I wanted to deliver this myself...after all, I’ve known Vincent for a long time...and with the furlough, I thought...” Clearing his throat he held out a wrinkled letter. “I was coming home anyway.”

Adam stared at the stilted script and the words WAR DEPARTMENT on the letterhead, his heart already knowing what his mind refused to acknowledge.

“It happened so fast,” Pritchard said. “One minute Vincent was fine, the next he was...we were cut off at the Battle of Bull Run, total carnage. A terrible waste...” Pritchard’s voice faltered.

Somewhere in the recesses of Adam’s consciousness he heard his sister whimper, but his gaze was on his mother who’d taken the paper, her blue eyes wide as pools. 

“Ma?” Adam said, trying to catch a glimpse of the writing. But Ma didn’t seem to hear. Her arm with the crumpled letter fell to her side and she stood there swaying, neither crying nor speaking. 

“Mrs. Brown, if there’s anything I can do...” Pritchard glanced at his horse, clearly wishing to be somewhere else. 

At last, his mother found her voice. “That’s very kind. We’ll be fine.” She placed a hand on Adam’s forearm, clamping down as if to draw strength from his body. Pritchard had one foot in the stirrup, eager to leave. 

“Mr. Pritchard,” Adam’s mother called with a thin voice. “Where is he...?” 

“Near Manassas, Virginia. We made sure he was properly buried.” Pritchard tipped his hat and gave his horse the spurs. 

“What was he doing in Manassas?” his mother mumbled. Then she sagged to the ground, her fingers sliding off Adam’s arm.

“Ma?” Adam said again, his voice foreign and tinny in his ears. With the other he tugged at Ma’s arm, but she sat in the dust, staring at the distant mountains, her eyes glazed with unshed tears. 

“Come on, Ma, I’ll take you inside,” Sara sobbed. As their mother slowly rose, Adam took the letter from her hand, his eyes racing across the scribbled lines... to the inevitable.

“...we regret to inform you that your husband, Vincent Addison Brown, was killed in battle. He died a hero...”

Pa was dead. 

Adam had wanted to continue school, wanted to become a veterinary surgeon. No more. Not that chances had been great before, but now they had died. Like his father. 

He wanted to collapse then—to bury his head in the earth, to fill his eyes and ears with the rich soil Pa had loved, to stop thinking and feeling. 

But he couldn’t. He stood rooted and stiff as the black oak shading the house, his throat strangled with an invisible rope. 
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Chapter Two
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“SO SORRY ABOUT YOUR Pa.” Tip leaned on a bale of straw in Adam’s barn, his cheeks damp with sweat. He kept shaking his head. Word about Mr. Brown’s death had gotten around quickly, and by the next evening he’d raced to Adam’s house, afraid what he’d find—and afraid for Adam, his only friend.

Adam remained mute, his eyes seemingly glued to a leather harness he was repairing.

“Supposed to work on Master Billings new porch,” Tip continued, his eyes achy from dust and the effort not to cry. “This more important. Mama Rose sends her wishes.” 

Tonight Adam seemed more like a child, small and fragile like Missus Billings, whose middle looked like a wasp’s ready to snap in two. He awkwardly patted Adam on the back and glanced around for something to do or say. Nothing came to mind as Adam kept staring into space.

“You all right?” Tip asked after a while, swallowing away the lump in his own throat. His friend’s sadness hung around him like a heavy black cloth, making his shoulders sag. He’d always been able to tell when people felt happy or bad. He could sense their mood long before they opened their mouths. 

Adam reminded him of his own mama’s sorrow. Before Tip was born, his father had been bludgeoned to death by a slave trader in Africa. Mama Rose’s eyes carried that same dimness. And as with her, he felt powerless to help. Relief swept through him, followed by shame. Relief he hadn’t known what he was missing, ashamed he felt glad about it. 

He smashed a fly that had landed on his thigh and fed the robin, his fingertips stinging from the impact. “What you going to do?”

Adam shrugged. “Help Ma, I guess. What else can I do?”

“How you going to manage the farm without your Pa?” 

Adam inspected his palms, where calluses and blisters competed. “Work harder and longer.”

Tip glanced around the modest barn, the air stifling even now. He’d be happy to have a place like this. It was tiny compared to the Billings’s plantation where he’d grown up, but it belonged to Adam’s family. He possessed nothing, not even the rags he wore. No, he was nothing but property, a concept he hadn’t understood for a long time. 

Clearing his throat, he said, “I help when I get away.”

“Hah,” Adam spat. “Billings will keep you busy forever. He owns you.”

Adam was right. Jack Billings would never let him and Mama Rose go. He sighed, racking his brain for something good to say, something to distract Adam. “Master says the war is going to get worse.”

It was well known the Billings were staunch supporters of the Confederates. Ever since April, when Tennessee had seceded to the south, Jack Billings had praised the South’s new president, Jefferson Davis. Each night, the Billings’s living room was filled with guests who discussed in no uncertain terms how the South was going to defeat Lincoln.

“Old Billings won’t let you join?” Adam kicked up dust with his boot.

Tip chuckled. “Negroes ain’t allowed to be soldiers. Don’t want to anyway. I have my own farm one day.” 

“Where I’ll fix your horses,” Adam said darkly. 

“That right.” Tip straightened, his chest bulging under the faded bib jeans. He liked to think he’d be free one day, even if Mama Rose said it was foolish and to keep quiet. “I better go before Master find out and get his whip.” Suppressing a shudder, Tip made two strides to the barn door. “Come soon. Mama Rose fix you chicken soup. She say it mend things.” 

Adam nodded, but Tip could tell he wasn’t really listening. 

Falling into an easy run, Tip headed across the meadow and woods toward the Billings estate. He’d been born here shortly after his mama had come to America. And though the slave quarters were at best hovels with drafty walls and ramshackle beds, this was his home. 

Mama Rose had told him about her village in Africa. She’d been a young girl of twenty, newly married and pregnant when they’d taken her away. 

Quit thinking about freedom. It never happen. Most of the slaves he knew at the plantation seemed to accept their fate, so why couldn’t he stop thinking about a different life? He’d been born a slave just like they had, and yet he was restless. If he were honest, he didn’t understand how Mama Rose could be so resigned. She’d been free and happy in Africa. 

He’d be fuming mad. Actually he was fuming mad. If not for himself, then for her. He grimaced. Maybe one day he’d own a house where his mama could live in peace. 

His attention returned to the path winding its way through the patch of woods. Just like Adam, he loved the quiet, the rustling of birds and squirrels, and the coolness of the trees. The shadows were long and he knew he was late—later than he’d wanted to be. His stomach hitched with worry as he pushed his legs to go faster. He’d skipped the dinner hour to be with his friend and make it less obvious that he’d left. He was supposed to ask permission, but when Mama Rose had come running into the vegetable garden with the news about Adam’s Pa, he’d not thought twice.

At last he slowed down. In the dusk, the lights of the kitchen glowed softly, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten. This was his mama’s domain where she ruled and created her famous dishes. He was proud of what she’d accomplished and wanted to do just as well. 

No, better. He pressed his lips together. For now he’d stay quiet. No point in talking about it with his mama and downright dangerous to mention it anywhere else.

“Where have you been, boy?” 

Tip froze. Master Billings had an uncanny way of appearing out of nowhere. Despite his massive frame, he walked silently, reminding Tip of a stalking cat, ready to pounce and devour. 

Billings senior twirled his cane, ready to spear a beast. “I was looking for you earlier. About that porch...” 

“Yessir,” Tip said, bowing low. “I see Adam, just for an hour. He lost his Pa in the war and—” 

“You left without permission? Wilkes said he didn’t know where you were.” 

“Yessir. Sorry, Sir,” Tip stammered. “I meant to ask but Adam my friend and...” He cringed, knowing what was going to be next. 

“And though you are clearly not allowed to leave the plantation, you left anyway?” Billings came to a stop next to Tip. “Bend over.”

His gaze on the kitchen window, Tip crouched low, hurrying to cover his head with his arms and hoping his mama wouldn’t glance outside as the walking stick crashed on his shoulder blades. 
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Chapter Three


[image: image]


ADAM WORKED HIS BODY hard, as if he could labor away the pain. Because as soon as he stopped he noticed things. Things that made it impossible to forget. Things like the cabin, or Ma, or the carriage Pa had built. His father’s memories were everywhere. 

That’s when the pain gnawed at him from the inside, sharp teeth that scraped at his heart. In those moments he had to slow down, his breath as ragged as if he’d run a sprint, his back wanting to curl itself under an unbearable load. 

The mountains in the distance appeared solid yet uncaring, blurred. 

When at last he grew aware of his boots standing in the soil, the wind sending puffs of dry dust to attack his skin, he resumed his chores. He thought of the letter under his mattress, tattered and stained from the hundreds of times he’d read it. Not so long ago he’d dreamed of going to New York, where the first school of veterinary surgery had opened. It had always been a long shot. Now it was impossible. His life was over. He’d always work on the farm, from sun up to sun down until he’d wake up one morning to discover he had turned into an old man, his skin as leathery and shriveled as Mr. Porter’s, their neighbor to the west.

Dinner was silent. Adam’s mother had baked a mince pie from the nuts they’d collected last fall, a treat he’d always loved and associated with special days. But a heavy stillness that neither of them had the strength to break descended like a smothering curtain as soon as they sat down. Ma struggled to keep the farm going, and the blue of her eyes was dull as if all the energy had drained out of her. Sara’s formerly fancied-up hair hung in wild tangles, covering her tear-reddened cheeks. Adam rushed outside as soon as he swallowed the last bite.

Tip was harvesting lettuce when Adam arrived at the Billings plantation. In the distance, the main house rose two stories tall. White columns shaded the enormous front porch, where, on nice days, Mrs. Janet Billings and her assorted female guests sat fanning themselves and sipping lemonade. Adam had never been inside the main house. Tip spoke of plush carpets the size of Adam’s vegetable garden, chestnut furniture oiled to perfection, and a dining table that easily seated fifty people. 

“See Mama Rose.” Tip wiped the rich soil from his fingers. “Take these with you. I be there soon.” He held up a basket of salad greens, onions and tomatoes.

Adam headed for the kitchen, a room jutting out from the back of the main house where Tip’s mother reigned. 

Mama Rose looked up from the half dozen pots bubbling on the double stove and smiled. “Adam, my boy.”

Adam always marveled how a voice could be like sweet molasses, but that was exactly how it sounded to him. Next thing he knew he was swallowed by a huge bosom as Tip’s mother hugged him tight—suffocating was more like it. Before he could utter a word, she released him and gripped his shoulders, her eyes studying him. 

She was short, nearly as wide as tall and her red-and-yellow-checkered dress billowed around her. But being short didn’t stop her from running a tight household. Except now she was all soft and yielding. “How you doing?”

Adam swallowed and nodded, unable to pull away his gaze. She was looking right at his soul, a cesspool of anger and grief. 

She shook her head. “Tsk, tsk. It will pass,” she said quietly. “You find your way. I see it in your face.”

Adam blinked. All he saw was a lousy life shoveling dung.

“Eat some of my pie. Tipper pick blackberries this morning.” Mama Rose turned to her ovens where half a dozen baking tins were cooling. “Tell me how you like it.” She handed him a humungous piece on a wooden board. 

Adam nodded, his throat too dry to talk, yet his mouth watering from the rich fruit aroma. He knew that Tip’s mother had worked her way from a common slave to a house girl, then kitchen assistant and later main cook. After memorizing every recipe, she’d invented many new ones. 

He carried his pie to the table and slumped on the bench. 

“Good,” he managed after a bit.

Mama Rose set a mug of milk in front of him. Skirts swishing, she returned to her stove to stir a pot. “How is your Ma?” 

“She cries a lot at night,” Adam said between bites. The butter crust was melting on his tongue, the blackberries juicy explosions. 

“A dreadful fate for a woman.” Mama Rose gripped the wooden ladle tighter. “A shame.” 

Adam remained mute. Ma would be alone for the rest of her life and no amount of pie would remove the bitterness from his mouth.

Three young servant girls appeared, dressed in black skirts, white blouses and aprons. They looked as fresh as if they’d stepped from a cool pond despite the fact it had to be a hundred degrees in the kitchen. Even their caps were the spotless white of cream puffs. Tip’s mother gave orders, and one-by-one the pies disappeared toward the Billings’s dining room.

“Where is that boy?” Mama Rose cast a worried look toward the back door. 

Adam noticed a frown between Tip’s mother’s eyebrows. It was the only wrinkle on her face, so unlike his own Ma’s gaunt features. “He said he’d be right in.”

“Better go find him,” she said. “I have to do something with this mess.” She nodded at the vegetables and a half side of butchered sheep hanging from a ceiling hook. “Guests tonight. Master want a second meal at midnight.”

Shaking his head, Adam hurried outside. How could these people eat all the time? But more importantly, how could Tip’s mother work nearly around the clock fixing a hundred dishes a day?

Adam was just about to yell a playful insult at Tip when he noticed his friend standing rigid at the edge of the salad patch, a shadow looming over him.

“You are a big boy.” Nathan Billings’s voice was venomous. By the way he slurred Adam knew he was drunk. “Flex your arms.” 

“Mr. Billings, please.” Tip stepped backwards to put distance between him and the Billings’s only son. 

“Please what?” Nathan said. “It’s Master Billings to you. And as your master I order you to show me your muscles.”

Tip looked down, and Adam knew he was trying to hide his anger. He could’ve easily squashed Nathan Billings, who was short and blond and so unlike his dark-featured father that people whispered he wasn’t a Billings at all. Even in the late sunlight he looked pale, as if color had a hard time sticking to him.

His face glistening with sweat, Tip lifted one arm and flexed his bicep.

“Aw, look at that. Where do they find people like you, boy? You look like you escaped from hell, all black and burned.”

Adam held his breath, but Tip just stood silently, his eyes downcast.

Nathan scrutinized Tip’s chest, his lips curled into a sardonic smile. “I think they got you from the bottom of the earth.” 

Tip didn’t move.    

Adam hurried forward. “Mama Rose needs your help, Tip,” he shouted. 

Without a word, Nathan Billings stalked off down the path. Adam noticed how a shiver of relief ran through Tip.

“Next time, I’ll have a whip,” Nathan yelled from the edge of the garden. Ignoring Adam, he marched toward the main house.

Adam rushed over as Tip silently grabbed his produce basket. “What was that all about?”

Tip shrugged. “Young Master drink.” 

“He’s harassing you for no reason. Have you told Mama Rose?”

“She got enough worries. Besides, she can’t do nothing about it.” 

They’d reached the backdoor to the kitchen. Tip’s eyes met Adam’s. They said to keep quiet—they said I’ll deal with it.

How, Adam wanted to ask as Mama Rose yanked open the door. “What is taking you so long, Tipper?” 

“Nothing. I wash now and go with Adam for a bit.” Tip hurried back outside. 

“What has gotten into that boy?” Mama Rose mumbled. But then her eyes wandered to the newly arrived piles of leeks and potatoes and she bustled off to organize her helpers and cook another meal.

Adam scurried after Tip, who seemed to want to drown himself under the pump. Water splashed as a puddle formed beneath his feet. 

“Easy, Tip,” Adam said quietly. “How long has this been going on?”

Tip, finally satisfied with his bath, wiped himself off. “What?”

“You know, Nathan picking on you?”

At first it seemed Tip was going to dismiss Adam’s question, but then he shrugged. “It start when he come home from school last summer. Now that he eighteen he drink all the time. His father busy buying up land and his mama worship him. So he chase the young misses and come after me for entertainment.”

“Has he...hit you?”

“A couple of times when old Master away.” 

Absentmindedly, Adam held a hand under the dribbling pump. “You need to tell somebody.”

“Who I tell?” Tip’s voice was thick with frustration. “I just wish Master send me to help with the war. I don’t care. I rather dig trenches than stay here.” 

“You may get your wish. I heard President Lincoln has asked for 500,000 volunteers. If the north grows their military, the south will follow.”

“I don’t understand what it all mean,” Tip said. “Your Pa, he fought for the Union. And Master here and all the other rich families are for the south.”

“All I know is that Lincoln wants to abolish slavery. And the south, like the Billings, loves slaves.” Adam squinted against the setting sun, which tinted everything orange. “Let’s walk down to the creek. It’s cooler there.” 

“Can’t imagine Master ever letting me go free.”

Adam shrugged. It was about as hard to imagine as half a million men fighting in the war.

“You going to join like your Pa?” Tip asked as they settled next to the water, a tributary of the Nolichucky River that drained the Blue Ridge Mountains of eastern Tennessee. 

Adam unlaced his boots and dunked his toes in the water. “Not planning on it. They took Pa’s life. Ma received a letter from the government with fifty-two dollars. That’s all Pa was worth to them.” Fresh anger seized him and he spit into the water nearly black in the vanishing light. “Besides, Ma needs me to work the fields.”

Tip waded into the shallows to harvest cattails. “Maybe you get a few slaves to help on the farm.”

Adam fervently shook his head. “A good slave costs hundreds of dollars. Besides, Pa always was against it.”

“Against what?” Tip said.

“Keeping slaves. Pa said it was immoral.”

“You be good Master.” Tip began to nibble the stalk of a cattail. “Want some? Taste like corn.” 

Adam shook his head. For a moment only the trickling of the creek could be heard. Somewhere above them a bird settled in to roost. 

“How can a person own another?” Adam said. 

“It’s the way things are.”

“How can you be so accepting after what Nathan just did?” New fury tightened Adam’s throat. “He’s an arrogant bastard.” 

Tip shrugged. 

“Come on,” Adam said, “I saw you were stinking mad. You said you’ll be free one day and own your own farm.”

“I want to,” Tip said simply. He spit the remains of the cattail into the water. “You know it impossible. Master never let me go. I still be here when I’m an old Negro like Jonas.” 

Nearly sixty-five years of age, Jonas was the oldest Billings slave. He’d been on the same ship as Mama Rose and quickly worn out with hard labor. Now all he could do was keep the two-dozen fireplaces stocked and run simple errands. On the side he arranged bouquets of flowers in such a way that every visitor took time to admire them.

“Nonsense,” Adam said. “Things will get better.” You don’t believe it yourself. Why would Tip? 

***
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IT WAS LATE BY THE time Adam returned home. To his surprise, a light shone in the window. 

“Guess what?” Sara said as soon as he entered the cabin. She was in her nightdress, her long blonde hair tied into a thick braid. 

“What?” In no mood for conversation, Adam stalked toward his alcove. 

“There is a dance in town next weekend. Allister has asked me to go with him.”

“So what.” Adam yanked his sweat-soaked shirt over his head. All he wanted to do was sleep. It was almost midnight, and he knew he’d pay for it tomorrow. 

Sara hurried to his side, her voice low and humming with excitement. “I think he wants to marry me.” 

“You’re just a baby. Go to bed,” Adam hissed, suddenly aware that he didn’t want to take his pants off in front of his sister. 

“You’re such a bore.” Sara’s voice rose as it always did when she was angry. 

To his relief she blew out the candle and climbed into bed next to their mother who was lying motionless. 

Most nights when Adam lay awake and wondered if she was still breathing, he’d wanted to get up and check. But he never did, himself unable to move in the constant knowledge that Pa would never return.
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Chapter Four
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TIP CRAWLED INTO BED, which consisted of a corn shucks mattress that rustled with every move and a quilt his mother had stitched together from scraps of cotton. It was soft and smelled a little like her. He’d waited until Mama Rose was asleep before coming inside—not only to keep her from seeing his raw shoulder blades, but because he needed to think. 

Adam was right. Young Master Nathan was getting worse by the day. He was used to regular beatings and had learned how rage showed in a man’s eyes, how the pupils shrank and the skin around the cheekbones retracted. It was different with Nathan. There was something cold and sick about it, like some monster was ready to burst from his soul. He wanted blood for the fun of it. 

Unable to find a comfortable position, Tip rolled on his side. The skin on his back had broken apart, the old scars seeping and sticking to his shirt. Next time would be worse. And the time after that...

What could he do? He was trapped—a slave with no rights. Always working, always afraid, nothing but property to be treated like dirt. He also had to look out for Mama Rose. He’d break her heart if he tried to escape. And there was Elda, the girl he loved, a young housemaid, no older than fourteen. He’d managed to walk with her a few times on Sundays, her smile shy, her eyes so dark and her lashes so long, he wanted to spend all day looking at them. 

What he really wanted was to go north where Negroes were rumored to be freemen. A preacher had stopped by in May, telling them about the northern states where he could volunteer for the war or work in a factory, make something of himself. 

A ragged sigh escaped him. He’d never do it.  

***
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“GET UP, TIPPER.” MAMA Rose’s voice was soft yet firm. “Time to pick peaches. Young Master ask for peaches with his grits.”

Tip squinted to keep out the light though it was hardly necessary. Dawn was breaking, the candle just bright enough to light the wobbly table. Remembering his back, he quickly changed his shirt and hurried to the pump. 

His stomach growled by the time he headed to the kitchen, a bushel of peaches, skin fuzzy and soft, under one arm. He’d wolfed one down earlier before Wilkes, the overseer, a small man with cruel eyes got out watching their every move. 

Now Tip was ravenous. He hoped Mama Rose had oats or grits ready. He was supposed to eat with the other slaves in the slave quarter cookhouse, but if the kitchen was empty, his mother usually let him eat at the corner table near the backdoor. 

When he was little, she had cooked often for the other slaves in the quarters. She’d made porridge from couscous, the traditional breakfast she’d grown up with. Now she had time only for Master’s family and their never-ending stream of visitors.

“...it better be done by the time our guests arrive,” Jack Billings said as Tip opened the backdoor. 

“Yessir.” Mama Rose attempted a curtsy. “All be ready.” 

Tip bit his lip. Everyone knew his mother was the best cook in Greeneville, making meals at the Billings’s plantation a sought-after event. Why was Master pushing her to do more all the time? He worried about her, especially lately. Even the smallest walks wore her out, her breath labored, her face damp with sweat. 

“Peaches.” He abruptly plunked the basket on the table, hoping Master would leave—especially since the air was rich with the flavor of porridge and brown sugar. 

Jack Billings’s thumb rubbed across the silver horse head adorning his walking stick. “Ready to work on the porch, boy?”

“Yessir.” Tip bowed his head, swallowing saliva and a nasty comment. There wouldn’t be any porridge for him this morning. Instead he trembled, despising himself for the fear that had crept into his heart. It was always this way—the anger, the frustration of having to follow orders, the certainty of punishment at the slightest mishap. 

“Come with me.” 

Tip nodded at his mother, his mouth dry. Why hadn’t he stopped by the pump before coming inside? 

The stack of milled boards next to the barn seemed a mile high, each log sawn square and twelve feet long. 

“You can manage, I’m sure,” Billings said before turning toward the main house. Tip stared after him for a moment as his stomach clenched with a mixture of hunger and fury. But then he noticed Wilkes cross the path, fingertips drumming the handle of the whip on his belt. 

Taking hold of a log, Tip bit back a groan. His shoulders screamed from the weight on his bruised skin. Forcing his legs forward, he strode toward the mansion.

By evening, he was soaked in sweat. He’d lugged most of the lumber to the construction site. Numb with pain he was so tired, he barely had energy to eat, let alone think about plans for a new life far away from the Billings. 
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Chapter Five
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WHEN ADAM ENTERED THE cabin the following Saturday afternoon, Sara was standing on a chair as Ma adjusted the seams of a cream-colored gown, Adam had never seen. 

“I loved this dress...wore it the first night your daddy took me out.” Ma tugged at the lace as if she’d heard Adam’s silent question. “You’ll look beautiful.” She smiled at Sara, her eyes shiny.

Adam ignored both women and began to rummage for a piece of bread. Unable to find any, he picked up a cucumber and took a bite. The women whispered, his sister striking poses while Ma worked on Sara’s hair. With a disgusted look at both of them, Adam headed for the door.

“You better go along tonight,” Ma called after him.

Adam’s hand with the half-eaten cucumber froze in midair. He couldn’t believe his ears. “What do you mean?”

“I mean it will do you good to socialize with young people for a change.” Ma attempted a smile and he noticed new lines around her eyes and mouth. 

“I don’t care to jump around like a dandy.” 

“That won’t happen if you try,” Sara said with an appraising look. To her mother she added, “I don’t see why Adam has to go. Allister is perfectly capable of watching over me.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” their mother said.

“So I’m the chaperone?” Adam inspected his grimy fingernails. “You heard Sara. Allister is the perfect gentleman.”

“You’ll go with them, Adam.” Ma’s mouth was set, and Adam knew arguing would be fruitless.

“Hurry up then,” Sara yelled as he slammed the door behind him. 
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ALLISTER PORTER ARRIVED with a wagon. He looked like an idiot, Adam thought, his auburn hair tamed by loads of pomade, probably stolen from his grandfather, old Dallas Porter. His face was covered in freckles so numerous he looked blotchy. What did Sara see in him anyway? 

Allister couldn’t quite hide his disappointment when Adam mounted his horse to follow them into town. Adam had put on his Sunday pants, the only spare pair he owned. To top it off, his mother had given him one of Pa’s shirts, blue and white cotton. It wasn’t as big on him as he’d expected. His body was making odd changes, his shoulders now as broad as his father’s while his waist remained small. In addition to the ridiculous dress-up he wore his favorite hat, a brownish-gray felt contraption that blended in perfectly with the wheat and oat fields they traveled through. 

Sara was ignoring him. So was Allister. Once in a while she giggled, and Adam noticed with disgust how Allister kept touching his sister’s shoulders and forearms. Of course, he made it look like it was accidental, but Adam knew better. He wanted to smack the lecherous sap in the nose. Marrying Sara. Hah! What would Pa say? Surely, he’d never approve of the sod. Which meant it now fell to him, Adam, to keep an eye on the silly girl.
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ADAM LOITERED NEAR the entrance to the Greeneville dancehall when Sara showed up and sagged on a bench. 

“It sure is nice to catch the breeze,” she said, fanning her reddened cheeks. “The air inside is just too stuffy.” Adam made a face, ignoring the soft sounds of fiddles and guitars that drifted through the open windows. 

The clip clop of a horse approached. Adam rolled his eyes as Nathan Billings tipped his hat. 

“Now, Miss Sara, don’t you look mighty pretty?” From the top of his stallion he looked almost normal, had there not been the watery blue eyes glued to Sara’s face. Pale as ever he wore an evening suit with an embroidered vest and calf-leather riding boots that probably cost more than Adam’s family earned in a year. 

Even Adam had to admit Sara looked a hundred times prettier than any of the girls inside. No matter that some of them wore fancy gowns, Sara’s thick blonde hair and smooth skin, not to mention her striking blue eyes set off by a matching satin ribbon, were hard to forget.

Sara nodded, throwing nervous glances toward the door where Allister had disappeared earlier to get punch. Adam, bored yet irritated with watching the halfwits inside dance themselves into a frenzy, stepped next to Sara. 

“Isn’t it a bit below your standards to show up at a farmer’s dance?” he said coolly, looking up at Nathan. 

Nathan’s mouth quivered the slightest bit before he resumed his smile. “What business is it of yours?” 

“It is my business. Sara is my sister, so you better stay away?”

“Adam, please.” Sara placed a hand on Adam’s forearm. “Don’t...”

“Don’t what?”

“I’m sure Mr. Billings has no ill intentions.”

The smile on Nathan’s face deepened. “That’s right, Miss Sara. I’m only admiring your beauty as any gentleman would.”

“You’ve admired enough, so get going,” Adam huffed. You’re no gentleman, he thought squinting back at Nathan. “I’m sure there are plenty of rich ladies you can visit.”

“You should teach your brother some manners.” Nathan tipped his hat a second time. “I wish you a pleasant evening.” He kicked his horse so hard that it jumped, its front hooves nearly striking Adam in the chest.

“Why do you have to be such a nasty?” Sara cried as soon as Nathan had disappeared. She furiously fanned her face. “Mr. Billings was perfectly polite.”

“Right.” Adam pulled off his hat and scratched his forehead. He wasn’t about to share Tip’s plight or the rumor that one of the Billings’s house slaves was pregnant with Nathan’s child.

Just then Allister appeared with two glasses. 

“They had to make more punch with so many people,” he said, oblivious to the tension between brother and sister. 

Sara shot him a crooked smile and took his elbow. “Let’s go inside and dance some more.”

“Oh, absolutely,” Allister hurried, though Adam was sure he’d hoped for a walk in the dark street for some private time.

“Make it quick,” Adam called after them. “It’s time to go soon.”

With a sigh, he ambled off down the wooden sidewalk. Sitting here and watching the merriment of Greeneville’s youth was almost too much to bear. All along Main Street Confederate flags dangled above walkways and shop entrances. Many businesses had posters in the window.

FREEMEN!

Of

TENNESSEE!

The Yankee War is now being waged for “beauty and booty.” They have driven us from them, and now say OUR TRADE they must and will have. To excite their hired and ruffian soldiers, they promise them our lands and tell them our women are beautiful...that beauty is the reward of the brave. Tennesseans! Your country calls! Shall we wait until our homes are laid desolate; until sword and rape shall have visited them?

NEVER! Then

TO ARMS!

And let us meet the enemy on the borders. Who so vile, so craven as not to strike for his native land?

The undersigned propose to immediately raise as infantry company to be offered to the Governor as part of the defense of the State and of the Confederate States. All those who desire to join with us in serving our common country, will report themselves immediately.

J.B. Murray.

H.C. Witt

May 17th, 1861

Neal and Roberts, Printers, Morristown, Tenn.

How had his father decided to fight for the north when most of the town was pro south? What difference did it make anyway? 

Even if tomorrow was Sunday, in the morning he’d go back to farm work and that would be all he’d do. 
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Chapter Six
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ADAM WAS INSPECTING a sore on their only hog, a two-hundred pound boar Sara had named Fred, when he heard horse hooves. Fred was supposed to have been butchered months ago, but none of them could muster the strength to do it. Fred had been in the family for years.

“Looks like we’re having visitors,” he mumbled as he smeared a paste of ground sage on the hog’s hindquarter. 

Straightening his aching back, he walked outside where a dust cloud grew steadily larger. He craned his neck back toward the house and called, “Ma, come quick!” 

By the time, the two riders stopped at the gate, Sara and Ma were by his side.

“Mr. Billings, to what do I owe the honor of your visit?” Ma said with a cool smile.

Adam admired her self-control. 

“Mrs. Brown, I wanted to tell you in person how sorry I am for your loss.” Billings senior bowed from his saddle. But Adam’s gaze was drawn to his son, Nathan, who wore a ruffled white shirt with a leather vest. To Adam he looked pompous and girlish. Nathan’s pale eyes, shaded beneath a broad-brimmed black hat, were on Sara.

“Thank you,” his mother said. 

“It must be difficult for you.” Jack Billings’s voice dripped with concern. “Taking care of a farm without your...Vincent...with just your children.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Adam huffed, but Ma put a calming hand on his shoulder. 

“We manage,” Ma said.

“I wonder if we could talk for a minute.” Without waiting for a reply, the old Billings dismounted and moved toward Adam’s mother. 

“Of course,” she hurried, “will you come in for refreshment?” 

Adam was going to follow, but as their eyes met, Ma shook her head. Biting back a comment, Adam decided to visit the vegetable garden in the back of the house where a window was always open during the summer to allow for a breeze. 

Before he made it into the garden, he noticed Nathan taking Sara’s elbow and leading her away from the house. Adam wanted to smack away his possessive hand, but the draw of the secret conversation was stronger.

“...I can only imagine how you must struggle,” Billings senior said as Adam crouched beneath the window.  

“We manage just fine,” his mother said again.

“Mrs. Brown, wouldn’t it be easier and safer...with the war and all...if you moved into town?”

He heard his mother clear her throat before answering, “Sure, but what would I do? My children are nearly grown and—”

“That’s exactly why I’m here,” the old Billings said. “I’d like to make you an offer for your land.”

“Why would you want to buy my land?”

Billings’s low chuckle filled the air as if Adam’s mother were too stupid to see the obvious. “It isn’t anything special, but if I can help a poor widow and in exchange raise a few
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