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    A household ruled by jealousy becomes a battleground where bondage, power, and conscience test the limits of human mercy. In Sapphira and the Slave Girl, Willa Cather turns from open plains and pioneer towns to the intimate chambers of an antebellum Virginia home, revealing how private emotions feed public injustice. The novel’s drama is not staged on sweeping battlefields but within parlors, gardens, and kitchens, where quiet decisions can devastate lives. Cather’s late style pairs lucidity with restraint, inviting readers to feel the pressure of social custom as keenly as the force of individual desire. The result is a story both compressed and capacious.

Willa Cather (1873–1947), one of the central figures of American fiction, published Sapphira and the Slave Girl in 1940, the final novel of her career. Composed late in the 1930s, it returns to the Virginia countryside where she was born and situates its plot in the years before the American Civil War. The premise is stark: a mistress’s suspicion imperils a young enslaved woman in her household, bringing to the surface the moral tensions that genteel routine has kept concealed. Without relying on sensational incident, Cather sets in motion a conflict whose outcomes will be measured not only in actions but in the burdens of conscience.

Known for My Ántonia, O Pioneers!, and Death Comes for the Archbishop, Cather built a reputation on spare, luminous prose and a disciplined focus on character. Sapphira and the Slave Girl stands as a decisive coda to that achievement. While her earlier novels often explore migration, settlement, and the forging of communities, this book investigates the interior life of an established society entangled with slavery. The perspective narrows to one valley and one household, but the implications widen to the nation’s central contradictions. Its status as her last novel lends it an air of retrospection, yet the narrative voice remains unsentimental and exact.

Cather’s method is to let the domestic sphere carry historical weight. She draws the reader into conversations, routines, and social gestures that slowly unveil the hierarchies governing the household. The third-person narration keeps close to several figures without collapsing their differences, preserving moral distance even as it records intimate perception. This approach allows cruelty, kindness, fear, and calculation to appear in ordinary light, neither excused nor melodramatically magnified. By trusting the reader to infer motives and meanings, Cather builds tension from quiet scenes and incremental choices. The novel’s architecture rests on character, setting, and the gravity of unspoken rules.

The setting is the rural Shenandoah Valley, a landscape of fields, woodlots, and neighboring farms where reputations travel quickly and custom is law. Cather evokes the rhythms of work, visiting, and worship that organize life in a small community and anchor a creed of respectability. Within that order, the legal fact of slavery undergirds property, ceremony, and kinship. Rather than treat the region as picturesque backdrop, the narrative shows how place conditions thought: distance and proximity, privacy and exposure, are all parts of the moral geography. Seasons turn, but an older system persists, shaping choices and limiting the imaginable.

At the center stands Sapphira Colbert, a white mistress whose pride and unease harden into suspicion. Her household includes her husband, Henry, whose demeanor and duties rarely align with his wife’s impulses; their adult daughter, Rachel, whose sympathy for the vulnerable strains the social norm; and Nancy, a young enslaved woman whose safety becomes precarious under Sapphira’s jealous eye. From this constellation, Cather delineates crosscurrents of authority, dependency, and resistance. Each figure is drawn with economy: habits, glances, and small refusals carry meaning. The novel’s initial movement maps how power is exercised, enforced, and occasionally questioned within the routine of everyday life.

Themes of race, gender, class, and power run through the narrative, but the book’s distinctive force lies in its insistence on accountability. Cather asks how complicity is formed in parlors and kitchens, where kindness can mask control and politeness can naturalize harm. She examines the tension between personal affection and legal subjugation, exposing how intimacy may coexist with exploitation. The problem of conscience—what people admit to themselves, what they deny, what they justify—anchors the story. In tracing those interior calculations, the novel reframes historical wrong not as a distant abstraction but as a series of choices made in familiar rooms.

Sapphira and the Slave Girl holds classic status for the clarity of its moral inquiry and the mastery of its craft. As a late work by a major American novelist, it has been persistently read and debated in classrooms and scholarship, where its treatment of slavery, femininity, and domestic authority prompts searching questions. Its endurance reflects Cather’s ability to compress a national crisis into a tightly rendered social world without surrendering nuance. The book’s poise—neither polemic nor evasive—has secured its place in discussions of American realism and historical fiction, demonstrating how narrative economy can bear the weight of history.

The novel’s influence extends through the example it sets for historical fiction that turns the household into a site of ethical reckoning. Later writers exploring bondage, gendered power, and community norms have found in Cather’s method—close attention to ordinary life, indirect revelation, and disciplined point of view—a durable strategy for engaging vast subjects through small canvases. Even where influence is diffuse, the book has helped shape expectations for how fiction can represent the past without simplifying it, modeling a balance between empathy and judgment that continues to inform literary practice and criticism.

Cather’s style is lucid, rhythmic, and unsentimental. She relies on precise description, calibrated dialogue, and suggestive gaps, trusting readers to supply what characters cannot say. Landscapes and rooms are not embellished; they are exact enough to hold moral pressure. The pacing is deliberate, designed to make turning points feel inevitable rather than contrived. This restraint heightens the impact of choice and consequence. The language never strains for effect, yet the cumulative effect is strong: a measured voice that watches, remembers, and weighs. Such craftsmanship rewards close reading, where understatement reveals deep fault lines.

Readers approaching the novel today may attend to how silence operates alongside speech, how social codes govern bodies and movement, and how the narrative positions sympathy without collapsing distinctions. Cather invites attention to what is noticed and what is ignored, to the small permissions and prohibitions that structure daily life. The book’s careful calibration of viewpoint allows conflicting truths to coexist, asking readers to hold complexity rather than settle for tidy verdicts. By foregrounding interiority and social ritual, the novel offers insight into the moral atmospheres that sustain injustice and the fragile gestures by which those atmospheres are challenged.

To read Sapphira and the Slave Girl now is to confront questions that remain urgent: how power dresses itself as propriety, how private feelings become public harms, how memory negotiates with responsibility. Cather’s portrait of a community tethered to an unjust order resonates with contemporary debates about authority, accountability, and historical witness. Its lasting appeal lies in its steadiness and its refusal to let anyone—character or reader—off the ethical hook. This is a classic not because it consoles, but because it clarifies, showing how the fault lines of a nation can be traced in the rooms of a single house.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    Willa Cather’s Sapphira and the Slave Girl, published in 1940 as her final novel, returns to the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia in the decade before the Civil War. The story centers on Sapphira Colbert, a white mistress from a declining planter lineage, and her husband, Henry Colbert, a miller whose practical, religious temperament sets him apart from plantation society. Within their household lives Nancy, a young enslaved woman whose quiet diligence makes her indispensable and vulnerable. Against a backdrop of fields, mills, and small-town customs, the novel establishes a domestic world governed by custom and power, then methodically exposes the strains within it.

Sapphira, long afflicted by a chronic illness that limits her mobility, rules her household with formidable will. Her sense of gentility and habit of command clash with the valley’s changing economy and with Henry’s scruples. He manages the mill and regards slavery with unease, yet the legal and social order places the property in his wife’s hands. Their differences over the people they own—how to treat them and what obligations are owed—become a fault line in the marriage. Cather presents this conflict not as open warfare but as a series of gestures, evasions, and decisions made under the eyes of neighbors.

Nancy’s presence becomes the pivot of the household’s tensions. Favored for her competence and proximity to the mistress’s rooms, she is exposed to scrutiny and rumor. Sapphira, suspicious by temperament and sharpened by ill health, convinces herself that Nancy exercises a hidden power in the house, and even imagines a threat to her marriage where none is shown. Henry, firmly protective of propriety, distances himself from the young woman to avoid scandal. The novel’s pressure point emerges from this triangle: a mistress anxious about respectability, a husband mindful of conscience, and an enslaved girl with little protection.

Beyond the house, Cather traces a social web that includes the Colberts’ married daughter, Rachel, whose upbringing has fostered a quietly dissenting conscience. Rachel’s affection for Nancy contrasts with Sapphira’s suspicious vigilance, and their differing attitudes embody a generational shift. The valley’s Quaker communities, widely known for antislavery beliefs, form a moral horizon to which some characters look with hope and others with resentment. As Sapphira tightens domestic routines to assert control, the boundaries of the property—porches, lanes, millrace—map a shrinking space in which Nancy must measure every movement and word.

The strain intensifies when a young male relative, known for careless appetites, arrives as a guest. His presence, welcomed by Sapphira as a diversion, introduces fresh peril for Nancy. Social codes that shield white women’s reputations grant little safety to enslaved girls, and the household must improvise forms of watchfulness—altered sleeping arrangements, errands timed to avoid encounters, messages passed quietly. Henry’s withdrawals to the mill deepen; Rachel’s indignation hardens into purpose. Cather depicts these maneuvers as ordinary gestures that, in a slave society, become acts of resistance or complicity depending on who witnesses them.

Whispers of a way out begin to take shape alongside the dangers. The valley’s back roads and meetinghouses, and the known sympathies of certain families, suggest that escape is imaginable if not assured. Rachel weighs filial duty against moral law; Henry contemplates risks that could compromise his position and imperil others. Nancy’s fear is practical and immediate: punishment, pursuit, and the legal reach that extends beyond the property line under federal statutes of the era. The planning, such as it is, must be hidden in ordinary tasks—bundles disguised as laundry, times chosen when watchful eyes are elsewhere.

Throughout these developments, Cather’s focus remains on inward weather as much as outward events. The mill’s steady turning and the valley’s seasonal changes counterpoint scenes of prayer, household ritual, and unspoken reckonings. Sapphira’s pride and dread of irrelevance sharpen her resolve; Henry’s piety is tethered to tangible duties; Rachel’s compassion matures into action. Nancy’s perspective gathers in small details—door latches, light on the lane—that measure danger and hope. The novel’s language of place, trades, and kinship makes clear how ordinary institutions give shape to power, and how manners can conceal or enforce coercion.

Late in the book Cather repositions the reader, shifting to a retrospective vantage that looks back on the Colbert household from years after the war. Memory, family lore, and community talk recast earlier scenes, allowing the narrative to consider how events become story and how story softens or hardens judgments. This frame neither undoes the past nor resolves every question; it underscores how the valley remembers itself, what it refuses to forget, and what it cannot cleanly tell. By filtering the aftermath through recollection, Cather places distance between action and appraisal while preserving the moral weight of what occurred.

Without sensationalizing cruelty or idealizing defiance, Sapphira and the Slave Girl examines slavery as a lived system sustained by habit, advantage, and fear—and by choices that accumulate in private rooms. The novel’s power lies in its close attention to motive and consequence: jealousy masquerading as propriety, faith contending with law, kindness constrained by economics. Published at the end of Cather’s career, it speaks to the enduring questions of responsibility within unjust structures and the costs of partial goodness. Its broader message is sober and lasting: character is tested where authority is easiest to abuse and hardest to renounce.
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    Willa Cather’s Sapphira and the Slave Girl is set in the decade before the American Civil War, in Back Creek Valley near Winchester, in northern Virginia’s Shenandoah region. The setting is a small slaveholding household anchored by a mill, fields, and orchards typical of the Valley’s mixed agricultural economy. The dominant institutions framing the story are chattel slavery, patriarchy, and Protestant social norms that organize household and community life. The narrative unfolds amid a local gentry culture that prized respectability and kinship ties, yet depended on the unpaid labor of enslaved people whose legal status, rights, and mobility were severely constrained by Virginia law.

Slavery in the Upper South differed from the plantation monocultures of the Deep South. In the Shenandoah Valley, enslaved people often worked in smaller units as domestic servants, craftspeople, mill hands, and farm laborers. Household intimacy did not lessen coercion; it changed its form, embedding surveillance and control in everyday routines. Proslavery ideology in Virginia emphasized paternalism and benevolence, insisting that slavery in such households was humane. Cather’s depiction of a mistress, her husband, and the enslaved young woman under their authority probes this claim, showing how proximity heightened vulnerability and how the private sphere became the primary theater of domination.

Virginia’s legal framework shaped every aspect of enslaved life. The principle of partus sequitur ventrem made children inherit the status of the mother, entrenching slavery across generations. After 1806, manumitted people were generally required to leave Virginia within about a year unless granted special permission, a rule that fractured communities. Following Nat Turner’s 1831 revolt, the legislature tightened restrictions on Black assembly, curtailed education for enslaved and free Black people, and expanded surveillance through passes and patrols. These measures limited movement, suppressed literacy, and fortified white authority, conditions that inform the novel’s atmosphere of risk, secrecy, and constrained choices.

By the early nineteenth century, Virginia had become a major supplier of enslaved people to the Deep South. The internal slave trade—via overland coffles and coastal shipping—moved tens of thousands from the Upper South to cotton and sugar frontiers. Markets in Richmond and Alexandria were prominent, and traders operated across the region. The ever-present threat of sale to distant states was a tool of discipline and a source of terror that fractured families. In Cather’s story, the possibility of sale and the vulnerability of enslaved women to exploitation hover like a social fact, not an aberration, reflecting patterns documented across the Upper South.

The 1850s political climate intensified the pressures within Virginia households. The Compromise of 1850 and the Fugitive Slave Act heightened sectional conflict by nationalizing slave catching and provoking Northern resistance. The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, allowing popular sovereignty on slavery, inflamed partisan alignments. The Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision in 1857 denied Black citizenship and limited federal power to restrict slavery, while John Brown’s 1859 raid at nearby Harpers Ferry alarmed slaveholders. Though the novel focuses on domestic life, these events formed the horizon of anxiety, rumor, and vigilance that suffused border regions like the lower Shenandoah Valley.

The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 made assisting freedom-seekers a federal offense, empowered commissioners to issue warrants without jury trials, and penalized officials who failed to enforce the law. In response, Northern states strengthened personal liberty laws, and Underground Railroad networks adapted by moving people along more concealed routes and aiming for Canada, beyond U.S. jurisdiction. Quaker meetings and free Black communities in northern Virginia and adjacent Maryland quietly aided escapes to Pennsylvania. The novel’s attention to clandestine help, coded hospitality, and the danger faced by helpers mirrors the documented risks undertaken by antislavery neighbors in this borderland.

Geography and transportation made the Valley both connected and porous. The Valley Turnpike, begun in the 1830s, linked Winchester to markets southward. The Winchester and Potomac Railroad (opened in 1836) connected the town to Harpers Ferry, where the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad and the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal facilitated movements of goods and people. The Potomac River corridors and road networks shortened the distance to Maryland and, ultimately, Pennsylvania. These routes undergirded the region’s economy and shaped possibilities for surveillance and escape alike, practical realities the novel incorporates in its sense of distance, timing, and travel risk.

The Shenandoah Valley’s economy in the mid-nineteenth century centered on wheat, livestock, and milling, not cotton. Technological change mattered: Cyrus McCormick developed a practical mechanical reaper in 1831 in Rockbridge County, hastening the shift to more efficient grain harvesting. Mills and small manufactories dotted the Valley, and enslaved labor supported these enterprises alongside white tenant and wage labor. Slaveholding was widespread but often on a smaller scale than in Tidewater districts. Cather’s mill-owning family, with enslaved domestic and farm workers, reflects the Valley’s blend of commercial agriculture, artisanal production, and hierarchical relations rooted in slavery.

Gendered power operated within the legal structure of coverture, under which married white women had limited independent property rights in antebellum Virginia. Elite families frequently used trusts to create separate estates for wives, but day-to-day authority in a household, including supervision of enslaved women’s labor, fell strongly to the mistress. Social codes stressed piety, prudence, and domestic management as signatures of gentility. Sapphira’s authority over servants, tensions with kin, and expectations of deference exemplify this moral economy. The novel tests how a mistress’s personal jealousies and economic power could converge to shape the fate of those she controlled.

Sexual coercion was a structural feature of American slavery. Enslaved women had no recognized legal protection against the sexual demands of white men, and Virginia’s anti-miscegenation statutes criminalized interracial marriage while enforcing racial hierarchy. Children born to enslaved women were enslaved regardless of paternity, reinforcing the system’s reproductive logic. White women’s status often depended on public reputation and household order, creating volatile dynamics of suspicion and punishment. The novel’s tensions around an enslaved young woman’s vulnerability evoke this legal and social vacuum, in which moral outrage could not easily be translated into lawful protection for the victimized.

Religious culture in the Valley was diverse, including Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian congregations, with a significant Quaker presence in nearby communities. Many white churches supported slavery with paternalist theology, while dissenting voices—particularly among Friends—argued for abolition and practical aid to the oppressed. Revivalism had long infused the region’s moral discourse, shaping how households spoke about duty, sin, and redemption. Cather’s characters reflect this vocabulary of conscience and scripture, even when advancing opposing claims. The novel thus mirrors a world in which religious language could both justify a violent institution and motivate quiet acts of resistance.

Free Black life in antebellum Virginia was constrained by registration requirements, travel passes, curfews, and occupational limits. Tightened laws after 1831 made it harder for free Black communities to grow and easier for authorities to detain or expel people deemed suspect. Kidnapping and illegal sale were persistent threats near borders. Yet free Black artisans, laborers, and domestics carved out spaces of relative autonomy, often forming networks that communicated news and opportunities. The book’s background sense of watchfulness and coded communication aligns with this environment, where hopes for safety or northward flight coexisted with constant vulnerability.

State politics shaped local expectations. The Virginia Constitutional Convention of 1850–51 expanded white manhood suffrage and adjusted legislative representation to reflect population more broadly, partly addressing western grievances. Even so, protections for slaveholding interests remained, and political rhetoric continued to center property rights and social order. Residents of the lower Valley would have followed such debates in newspapers and courthouse talk. The novel’s characters inhabit that political world, where reforms rearranged white civic participation while leaving the legal architecture of slavery intact, intensifying disputes over authority within households and across neighborhoods.

Everyday material culture undergirds the story’s realism. Rural homes managed dairying, kitchen gardens, and textile care; enslaved women and men performed skilled tasks in kitchens, washhouses, and fields. Manufactured cloth and imported goods were increasingly common by the 1850s, yet home production and repair persisted. Regional newspapers carried political news and notices for slave sales and runaways, and taverns and court days concentrated commerce and gossip. Cather’s attention to meals, chores, clothing, and tools reflects how power was exercised at the scale of rooms, yards, and ledgers, where small acts of kindness or cruelty could alter the balance of daily life.

Cather’s personal ties to the setting are significant. Born in 1873 in Back Creek Valley near Winchester, she left Virginia for Nebraska in 1883 but retained deep family connections to the region. Relatives’ recollections and local history informed her reconstruction of mid-nineteenth-century Valley life. As an accomplished novelist of place, she drew on remembered landscapes, oral stories, and archival reading to shape a narrative attentive to speech patterns, social gradations, and regional customs. The book’s occasional autobiographical frame underscores how memory and testimony mediate the past, especially when addressing a world she did not personally witness.

When the novel appeared in 1940, the United States was still a Jim Crow society, with segregation, disenfranchisement, and racial violence defining the lives of Black Americans. The late 1930s also saw popular romanticizations of the antebellum South in novels and films, notably Gone with the Wind (1936; film 1939), alongside vigorous critiques from Black intellectuals and activists. New Deal reforms had uneven effects across racial lines. Published into this debate, Cather’s work revisited slavery not as pastoral backdrop but as a moral crisis within an intimate household, complicating nostalgic myths by foregrounding coercion, fear, and the courage of those who sought freedom.

The novel’s geography gestures toward the broader Underground Railroad world. After 1850, many escapees aimed for Canada West (present-day Ontario), where Black communities in towns such as Chatham, Buxton, and St. Catharines grew. Crossing the Potomac into Maryland and then the Mason-Dixon Line into Pennsylvania was perilous under federal law. Quaker farms, free Black churches, and sympathetic white and Black neighbors formed links in a chain of aid. The book’s portrayal of careful planning, strategic timing, and ethical risk-taking echoes documented methods that balanced secrecy with solidarity to protect people fleeing a legally sanctioned system of bondage and sale.
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    Willa Cather (1873–1947) was a major American novelist, story writer, and essayist whose work helped define the nation’s literary understanding of the Great Plains and the immigrant experience in the early twentieth century. Born in Virginia and raised in Nebraska, she wrote with classical restraint and a keen sense of place, favoring clarity over experimental technique. Her best-known novels—O Pioneers!, The Song of the Lark, My Ántonia, and Death Comes for the Archbishop—established her as a central figure in American letters. Cather’s achievements include the Pulitzer Prize for the Novel for One of Ours, and an enduring reputation for depicting the complexities of settlement, memory, and artistic calling.

Cather was educated at the University of Nebraska, where she wrote journalism and criticism while developing a broad cultural literacy in literature, history, and the arts. The Nebraska landscape and its diverse immigrant communities provided subjects she would return to throughout her career. Early literary influences included classical authors and regional realists; among living writers, Sarah Orne Jewett is often cited as an important mentor who encouraged Cather to trust her own material. Music, theater, and visual art also shaped her sensibility, informing both her criticism and fiction. This foundation prepared Cather to merge disciplined craftsmanship with a distinctive regional vision.

After university, Cather worked as a teacher and journalist in Pittsburgh, writing theater and music criticism and building a portfolio of fiction. Her early story collection The Troll Garden introduced several themes she would refine over decades, and the widely read story “Paul’s Case” highlighted her gifts for psychological nuance and urban observation. Seeking larger literary opportunities, she moved to New York and joined McClure’s Magazine in the early 1900s, rising to significant editorial responsibilities. The demanding pace of magazine work sharpened her sense of narrative economy and structure. By the early 1910s, she left full-time editing to concentrate on fiction.

Cather’s first novel, Alexander’s Bridge, signaled her entry into the form, but she soon turned decisively to material rooted in the American West. O Pioneers!, The Song of the Lark, and My Ántonia—often discussed together for their thematic kinship—explore settlement, artistic vocation, and the shaping force of landscape. Critics praised the books’ lucid style, structural control, and sympathetic portrayal of immigrant communities. Drawing on memories of Nebraska and insights from earlier journalism, Cather developed a method that balanced personal recollection with carefully selected detail. The result was fiction that felt both intimate and archetypal, placing prairie experience at the center of national narrative.

In the 1920s, Cather broadened her scope while consolidating her reputation. One of Ours, a novel about a young Nebraskan and the pressures of modern life and war, earned the Pulitzer Prize. A Lost Lady offered a spare, elegiac portrait of changing values in the West. With Death Comes for the Archbishop, she turned to the Southwest, crafting a historical narrative of mission and terrain that many readers admire for its austere, almost sculptural prose. She continued this historical orientation in works such as Shadows on the Rock, confirming her interest in communities shaped by faith, migration, and landscape rather than by overtly experimental form.

During the 1930s and 1940s, Cather published fiction and essays that articulated her artistic principles. Not Under Forty defended the autonomy of art and the writer’s right to choose subjects and methods apart from passing fashions. Lucy Gayheart returned to the theme of music and the costs of artistic aspiration, while Sapphira and the Slave Girl examined the American past through a stark domestic lens. Public debates in those decades sometimes faulted her for perceived nostalgia or insufficient political engagement, yet her readership remained strong. Cather guarded her privacy, resisted biographical intrusion, and sought to control the use of her correspondence, shaping how posterity would approach her life.

Cather lived for many years in New York, while traveling to regions—such as the Southwest and Quebec—that nourished her imagination. She died in 1947, leaving a body of novels, stories, and essays that continue to be read in classrooms and by general audiences. Her legacy rests on the precision of her prose, the dignity she grants to immigrant and frontier communities, and her insistence that landscape is a central agent in human experience. Scholars and readers value her as a pioneer of American regional writing whose work remains contemporary in its attention to memory, vocation, and the fragile structures of community.
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Henry Colbert, the miller, always breakfasted with his
wife—beyond that he appeared irregularly at the family table.
At noon, the dinner hour, he was often detained down at the mill.
His place was set for him; he might come, or he might send one of
the mill-hands to bring him a tray from the kitchen. The Mistress
was served promptly. She never questioned as to his
whereabouts.

The miller was a solid, powerful figure of a man, in whom height
and weight agreed[1q]. His thick black hair was still damp from the
washing he had given his face and head before he came up to the
house; it stood up straight and bushy because he had run his
fingers through it. His face was full, square, and distinctly
florid; a heavy coat of tan made it a reddish brown, like an old
port. He was clean-shaven,—unusual in a man of his age and
station. His excuse was that a miller's beard got powdered with
flour-dust, and when the sweat ran down his face this flour got wet
and left him with a beard full of dough. His countenance bespoke a
man of upright character, straightforward and determined[2q]. It was
only his eyes that were puzzling; dark and grave, set far back
under a square, heavy brow. Those eyes, reflective, almost dreamy,
seemed out of keeping with the simple vigour of his face. The long
lashes would have been a charm in a woman.

Colbert drove his mill hard, gave it his life, indeed. He was
noted for fair dealing, and was trusted in a community to which he
had come a stranger. Trusted, but scarcely liked. The people of
Back Creek and Timber Ridge and Hayfield never forgot that he was
not one of themselves. He was silent and uncommunicative (a trait
they didn't like), and his lack of a Southern accent amounted
almost to a foreign accent. His grandfather had come over from
Flanders. Henry was born in Loudoun County and had grown up in a
neighbourhood of English settlers. He spoke the language as they
did, spoke it clearly and decidedly. This was not, on Back Creek, a
friendly way of talking.

His wife also spoke differently from the Back Creek people; but
they admitted that a woman and an heiress had a right to. Her
mother had come out from England—a fact she never forgot. How
these two came to be living at the Mill Farm is a long
story—too long for a breakfast-table story.

The miller drank his first cup of coffee in silence. The old
black man stood behind the Mistress's chair.

"You may go, Washington," she said presently. While she drew
another cup of coffee from the urn with her very plump white hands,
she addressed her husband: "Major Grimwood stopped by yesterday, on
his way to Romney. You should have come up to see him."

"I couldn't leave the mill just then. I had customers who had
come a long way with their grain," he replied gravely.

"If you had a foreman, as everyone else has, you would have time
to be civil to important visitors."

"And neglect my business? Yes, Sapphira, I know all about these
foremen. That is how it is done back in Loudoun County. The boss
tells the foreman, and the foreman tells the head nigger, and the
head nigger passes it on. I am the first miller who has ever made a
living in these parts."

"A poor one at that, we must own," said his wife with an
indulgent chuckle. "And speaking of niggers, Major Grimwood tells
me his wife is in need of a handy girl just now. He knows my
servants are well trained, and he would like to have one of
them."

"He must know you train your servants for your own use. We don't
sell our people. You might ring for some more bacon. I seem to feel
hungry this morning."

She rang a little clapper bell. Washington brought the bacon and
again took his place behind his mistress's large, cumbersome chair.
She had been sitting in a muse while he served. Now, without
speaking to him, she put out her plump hand in the direction of the
door. The old man scuttled off in his flapping slippers.

"Of course we don't sell our people," she agreed mildly.
"Certainly we would never offer any for sale. But to oblige
friends is a different matter. And you've often said you don't want
to stand in anybody's way. To live in Winchester, in a mansion like
the Grimwoods'—any darky would jump at the chance."

"We have none to spare, except such as Major Grimwood wouldn't
want[3q]. I will tell him so."

Mrs. Colbert went on in her bland, considerate voice: "There is
my Nancy, now. I could spare her quite well to oblige Mrs.
Grimwood, and she could hardly find a better place. It would be a
fine opportunity for her."

The miller flushed a deep red up to the roots of his thick hair.
His eyes seemed to sink farther back under his heavy brow as he
looked directly at his wife. His look seemed to say: I see through
all this, see to the bottom. She did not meet his glance. She was
gazing thoughtfully at the coffee urn.

Her husband pushed back his plate. "Nancy least of all! Her
mother is here, and old Jezebel. Her people have been in your
family for four generations. You haven't trained Nancy for Mrs.
Grimwood. She stays here."

The icy quality, so effective with her servants, came into Mrs.
Colbert's voice as she answered him.

"It's nothing to get flustered about, Henry. As you say, her
mother and grandmother and great-grandmother were all Dodderidge
niggers. So it seems to me I ought to be allowed to arrange Nancy's
future. Her mother would approve. She knows that a proper lady's
maid can never be trained out here in this rough country."

The miller's frown darkened. "You can't sell her without my name
to the deed of sale, and I will never put it there. You never
seemed to understand how, when we first moved up here, your troop
of niggers was held against us. This isn't a slave-owning
neighbourhood. If you sold a good girl like Nancy off to
Winchester, people hereabouts would hold it against you. They would
say hard things."

Mrs. Colbert's small mouth twisted. She gave her husband an
arch, tolerant smile. "They have talked before, and we've survived.
They surely talked when black Till bore a yellow child, after two
of your brothers had been hanging round here so much. Some fixed it
on Jacob, and some on Guy. Perhaps you have a kind of family
feeling about Nancy?"

"You know well enough, Sapphira, it was that painter from
Baltimore."

"Perhaps. We got the portraits out of him, anyway, and maybe we
got a smart yellow girl into the bargain." Mrs. Colbert laughed
discreetly, as if the idea amused and rather pleased her. "Till was
within her rights, seeing she had to live with old Jeff. I never
hectored her about it."

The miller rose and walked toward the door.

"One moment, Henry." As he turned, she beckoned him back. "You
don't really mean you will not allow me to dispose of one of my own
servants? You signed when Tom and Jake and Ginny and the others
went back."

"Yes, because they were going back among their own kin, and to
the country they were born in. But I'll never sign for Nancy."

Mrs. Colbert's pale-blue eyes followed her husband as he went
out of the door. Her small mouth twisted mockingly. "Then we must
find some other way," she said softly to herself.

Presently she rang for old Washington. When he came she said
nothing, being lost in thought, but put her hands on the arms of
the square, high-backed chair in which she sat. The old man ran to
open two doors. Then he drew his mistress's chair away from the
table, picked up a cushion on which her feet had been resting,
tucked it under his arm, and gravely wheeled the chair, which
proved to be on castors, out of the dining-room, down the long
hall, and into Mrs. Colbert's bedchamber.

The Mistress had dropsy[1] and was unable to walk. She could still
stand erect to receive visitors: her dresses touched the floor and
concealed the deformity of her feet and ankles. She was four years
older than her husband—and hated it. This dropsical
affliction was all the more cruel in that she had been a very
active woman, and had managed the farm as zealously as her husband
managed his mill.
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At the hour when Sapphira Dodderidge Colbert was leaving the
breakfast table in her wheel-chair, a short, stalwart woman in a
sunbonnet, wearing a heavy shawl over her freshly ironed calico
dress, was crossing the meadows by a little path which led from the
highroad to the Mill House. She was a woman of thirty-six or
-seven, though she looked older—looked so much like Henry
Colbert that it was not hard to guess she was his daughter. The
same set of the head, enduring yet determined, the broad, highly
coloured face, the fleshy nose, anchored deeply at the nostrils.
She had the miller's grave dark eyes, too, set back under a broad
forehead.

After crossing the stile at the Mill House, Mrs. Blake took the
path leading back to the negro cabins. She must stop to see Aunt
Jezebel, the oldest of the Colbert negroes, who had been failing
for some time. Mrs. Blake was always called where there was
illness. She had skill and experience in nursing; was certainly a
better help to the sick than the country doctor, who had never been
away to any medical school, but treated his patients from Buchan's
Family Medicine[2] book.

On being told that Aunt Jezebel was asleep, Mrs. Blake passed
the kitchen (separated from the dwelling by thirty feet or so), and
entered the house by the back door which the servants used when
they carried hot food from the kitchen to the dining-room in
covered metal dishes. As she went down the long carpeted passage
toward Mrs. Colbert's bedchamber, she heard her mother's voice in
anger—anger with no heat, a cold, sneering contempt.

"Take it down this minute! You know how to do it right. Take it
down, I told you! Hairpins do no good. Now you've hurt me,
stubborn!"

Then came a smacking sound, three times: the wooden back of a
hairbrush striking someone's cheek or arm. Mrs. Blake's firm mouth
shut closer as she knocked. The same voice asked forbiddingly:

"Who is there?"

"It's only Rachel."

As Mrs. Blake opened the door, her mother spoke coolly to a
young girl crouching beside her chair: "You may go now. And see
that you come back in a better humour."

The girl flitted by Mrs. Blake without a sound, her face averted
and her shoulders drawn together.

Mrs. Colbert in her wheel-chair was sitting at a dressing-table
before a gilt mirror, a white combing-cloth about her shoulders.
This she threw off as her daughter entered.

"Take a chair, Rachel. You're early." She spoke politely, but
she evidently meant "too early."

"Yes, I'm earlier than I calculated. I stopped to see old
Jezebel, but she was asleep, so I came right on in."

Mrs. Colbert smiled. She was always amused when people behaved
in character. Sooner than disturb a sick negro woman, Rachel had
come in to disturb her at her dressing hour, when it was understood
she did not welcome visits from anyone. How like Rachel!

For all Mrs. Blake could see, her mother's grey-and-chestnut
hair was in perfect order; combed up high from the neck and braided
in a flat oval on the crown, with wavy wings coming down on either
side of her forehead.

"You might get me a fresh cap out of the upper drawer, Rachel. I
hate a frowsy head in the morning. Thank you. I can arrange it."
She pinned the small frill of ribbon and starched muslin over the
flat oval. "Now," she said affably, "you might turn me a little, so
that I can see you."

Her chair was carved walnut, with a cane back and down-curved
arms: one of the dining-room chairs, made over for her use by Mr.
Whitford, the country carpenter and coffin-maker. He had cushioned
it, and set it on a walnut platform with iron castors underneath.
Mrs. Blake turned it so that her mother sat in the sunlight and
faced the east windows instead of the looking-glass.

"Well, I suppose it is a good thing Jezebel can sleep so
much?"

Mrs. Blake shook her head. "Till can't get her to eat anything.
She's weaker every day. She'll not last long."

Mrs. Colbert smiled archly at her daughter's solemn face. "She
has managed to last a good while: something into ninety years. I
shouldn't care to last that long, should you?"

"No," Mrs. Blake admitted.

"Then I don't think we need make long faces. She has been well
taken care of in her old age and her last sickness. I mean to go
out to see her; perhaps today. Rachel, I have a letter here from
Sister Sarah I must read you." Mrs. Colbert took out her glasses
from a reticule attached to the
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