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CAIRO 1813

The Bakhoum and Nacif families are arranging a marriage between them. The cousins negotiate the dowry in letters, some in pictorial writings to disguise the possession of priceless family heirlooms. When a few notes fall in the hands of a British naval officer, family members go missing.
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ALABAMA 1824

Eliza Jamieson, a slave living in nineteenth-century Alabama, learns that her family was captured and enslaved for a specific reason.  While the family plans to escape and return home, Eliza enacts a plan to lessen the threat against them, and in the process, goes from being Eliza to Lady Eliza.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

LADY ELIZA

MARCELLA DENISE SPENCER


[image: image]


COPYRIGHT ©2019 BY Marcella Denise Spencer.  All rights reserved.  No part of this book may be used or reproduced at all without written permission except for brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

PUBLISHER’S NOTE

[image: image]


THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION.  Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

HAMITIC PRESS

Visit the author online: http://www.marcellaspencer.com





[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Prologue


[image: image]


JAMIESON PLANTATION, Alabama

1815

“You have taken much upon yourself, my lord,” Joshua Jamieson said to his guest as he entered the parlor.  Jamieson gestured with a hand for his lordship to take a seat.  “Do you feel obliged for their welfare?”  

“I do.”  John Pargetter, Lord Mayfair, sighed as he took a seat.  “My family is partly responsible.  My father, a naval officer, is passionate about ancient history. He made his deployment in Egypt much to his advantage.  He befriended this family’s patriarch.  But when my father shared the news with his peers, some were less honorable in their intents.

“I had no idea they would do what they did.  Nor did my father.  He has retreated from polite society, disgusted by their actions.  I have taken it upon myself to redeem my family for the horrors we sent to theirs.”

“Well, if that be the case, what can I do?” Jamieson said. 

Lord Mayfair stood and went to the bay window.  Jamieson joined him, and together they watched a wagon pull up in the driveway.

Mary Jamieson, mistress of Jamieson Plantation, left the house and went outside to let the men discuss business.  She stood on the house’s porch, watching the new servants disembark.  A family of thirteen from the looks of them, lined up in a row.  Handsome family, Mary thought. 

But how could Jamieson afford them all?  

She suspected their purchase was a partnership with Mr. Pargetter. Jamieson never made any mention of purchasing new stock, but since Mr. Pargetter, Lord Mayfair, had arrived, the two men had had several meetings in Jamieson’s office, such as the one they were having now.

Mary smiled as a precocious little girl broke free and ran toward the house as if it were hers. 

“Neita,” said a woman, probably her mother.  The child turned and ran back to her family, where she was scooped up by a tall, aristocratic-looking man.  The Jamieson overseer then came out of the house, rushing toward the slave agent.

The slave agent cleared his throat then read aloud a letter about this new property, mostly for the illiterate overseer’s sake.  The overseer leaned in and whispered something to him.  

Mary thought that unnecessary; the slaves couldn’t understand English.  And she certainly couldn’t hear him from where she stood.  The overseer pointed to certain individuals. Mary watched as the family was split.  The Jamieson overseer took ten, and three were put back on the wagon.  

The father with the child handed her off to the mother and boarded the wagon.  As the wagon departed, the child cried out in her native language.

Mary turned and went back inside.  Tears came to her eyes as the little girl’s sobs became screams.

St. Clair, Alabama

1824
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One
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I, ELIZABETH JAMIESON, do declare that I’se never so happy to see a drunkard in my life.  As Mr. Ned’s carriage came rambling up the drive, I knew I’d get some answers.  All I had to do was be patient.  Cause he’s gon’ drink Old Orchard whiskey before supper, during supper, and after supper. 

And he is bound to say somethin’.  Somethin’ profound.  

Well, I’ll say.  Sitting in with Miss Carrie during her lessons has done me some good.  Where did that word come from? Profound.  Anyways, I digress.  Mr. Ned is gonna say something that his kinfolk ain’t gon’ be pleased to hear, but I sure ’nuf will.

From the upstairs window, I watched Ol’ John help the gentleman out of his carriage. I assumed the master and mistress were standing on the porch, like they always do when company comes a-calling.  Though I’d hardly call the master’s younger brother company, he here so often.  I hurried back downstairs before Cook had something to say about my absence.  She always gots something to say.  I swear, though I shouldn’t according to Scripture, but I declare that woman stays up at night thinking of cruel things to say to me.   

But I digress.  What I’m looking for is information.  Who am I? I knows—or rather, I ’members—my ma, but not my dad.  And why does Cook hate me so much?—and believe you me, she hates me something fierce.  So why don’t the Massa have me sold to another plantation? 

Makes me no never mind.  One slaveholder is as good as the next.  I’m gon’ be a servant for the rest of my days anyway.  

When I came down the stairs, I heard a slurred voice yell from the entryway.  “Them Looneys have built them a fine house there on Coosa River, wouldn’t you say, Brother?”

I entered the foyer as they were taking Mr. Ned’s waistcoat.  Master Jamieson was standing with his wife and his two daughters, Felicity and Carrie.  

As for Mr. Ned, his face was flushed and the tip of his nose was red and swollen.  He opened his mouth and gaped at me.  “By Jove, Joshua, is that your little nig—”

“Ned, please,” Master said in a stern voice.  

I’m thinking now I should be on stage.  Sure ’nough I should be an actress, ’cause I pretended like I hadn’t heard a thing.  I curtsied, all proper-like, and went on about my business.  Someday, I declare, someone should give me an award for that performance.

“In here,” I heard the master say gruffly.

From the side of my eye, I saw Master push his brother into the sitting room and shut the double doors.

“Seems to me like Uncle Ned is in the house,” I said, entering the kitchen.  Laughter erupted from my friends, Bathsheba and Catey.  

I may not have to wait long for information, seeing as that gentleman was already drunk.  Always struck me as peculiar when a white man ain’t gotta serve in neither field nor Big House, but he drowns his sorrows in the devil’s rum.  What did he have to be sorry about?

“Girl, hush your smart mouth and go set that table,” Cook said.  

I scurried along to do as ordered.  Cook.  Thinks she’s the mistress of this here house.  One time, when the new mistress wanted stew for supper, Cook told her no.  And then told the mistress not to come into her kitchen anymore.  She had never said that to the first Mrs. Jamieson, but Massa’s new wife had turned red and left the kitchen.

I’d a told Cook something.  Set her to rights, put her in her place.  I’d a said, You listen here, this is my kitchen and you will cook what I request.  That’s what I’d a done.  But then, I’m not right in the head. So folks say. 

I got the napkins from the cabinet drawer and set them on the table to fold.  All the while thinking, why did Ned up and say that?  I don’t look like master.  I wonder if it’s true.  That’s why I’m a slave.  My daddy is white, ’stead of my mother.  I daresay Cook had it right. She started the rumor that I was the master’s bastard.  

Cook better not say anything to me, ’cause I will tell her if’n she keeps it up I’ll have her whipped.  I am the master’s daughter. I laughed out loud. 

Well now, everyone can’t be wrong, can they?  Maybe I am touched in the head.  I sobered when Cook waddled into the dining room to check my progress.  She grunted, satisfied.

When I finished the table, I returned to the kitchen and stood at Cook’s side. She stopped stirring to look at me. I gave her a great big smile then said, “Is there anything else I can do to help?”  Cook just narrowed her beady eyes at me.

I shrugged, turned, and went outside to feed scraps to the pigs.  When I rounded the corner at the barn, a man was sitting there as pretty as you please.  I’m thinking, he’s here to steal vittles, but he put a finger to his lips, telling me to be quiet.  Which told me for sure that he’s up to no good. Made me no never mind.  Ain’t my house.  Burn it down, if’n you wish.  Just let me get outta here first.

“What’s your name?” said the man.  He had neat wavy brown hair and blue eyes.

“Eliza, if you please,” I said, giving a small curtsy all proper-like just in case he’s somebody important.  He was dressed like he was going to a ball but squatting on the ground like the overseer.

He smiled like he knew me. “Would you like your freedom, Ms. Eliza?”

I placed my chin in my palm, pretending to think.  I was being silly, of course. Mister here is thinking that I’m giving his proposal some consideration.  That’s a non-question.  I answered him, “Why, of course I do, sir. What does I have to do? May not fancy it.”

“I’ll come here same time tomorrow.  Be ready to go.” 

“Go where? Tell me more.”

“That’s all you need to know now.”
I lifted my chin, all uppity-like, as I’ve seen the mistress do, then I turned around and went about my chores.
Later, when I entered the house, the family was heading into the dining room.  The first thought that came to my mind when I saw them was: Listen up: ya’ll have ’til tomorrow to treat me like a proper Jamieson, or this here waltz is over.  

Of course, I didn’t say that aloud, but my eyes and smile said it all.  Cook stood in the kitchen doorway, watching me as I strolled past her.  

Cook said, “Chile, if you ain’t touched in the head, I don’t know what.”

***
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THE NEXT MORNING, I was down in the root cellar, looking for carrots. I heard Cook say that Ned didn’t appear for breakfast.  “Still sleeping off that whiskey, I bet,” Cook said to Catey and Bathsheba.  Total silence until I heard my name yelled out.  “Eliza!”

I came up with my hands full of turnips and onions, then I shuffled forward, real slow-like.  “Yes, ma’am,” I said to Cook, beaming. 

She hesitated.  

Doesn’t like my smile, I reckoned. She’s trying to figure out whether she should take me seriously or not.  

Finally, Cook said, “You wanted in da village.”

“What for?” I let the vegetables fall on the table.

“I dunno.  Look for Ol’ John. And don’t be blathering to nobody why you’s going, ya hear?”

“Yes ma’am, Cook.” I saluted, turned on my heel and marched out.  Now, what she know?  And who, pray, did she think she was, giving me orders and such?  I has a mind to find the mistress and ask her if is it alright.  But I needed to get me a proper pass.  I was light, but not white.  Not gon’ catch me in town without permission, no sir.

I wondered if it had something to do with that fella.  The one with the funny accent and fancy clothes.  Speaks like the mistress, he does.  I hope he ain’t made Cook the same proposition, ’cause I don’t wanna be involved in any conspiracy with her. Conspiracy.  Golly be, I’m getting too big for my britches with all this learnin’.  I gots me a new word, for sure.

Cook thought that I was just gonna run off and do as she said.  And how did I know that? ’Cause she watched me from the porch, didn’t she?  I pretended to be following her instructions, skipping down the driveway like the lunatic everybody thought me to be.  But then I made a right turn, you see, toward the barn.  Then I crept ’round the back of the house then ran to the other side of the field.

Mr. Samson, the overseer, was on his horse, riding through the fields making sure folks were picking their quota.  I went ’round the shanties and peeked to see if Cook was still standing on the porch, with her chubby hands on them hips.  As I passed a few old folks sitting in front of their homes, I heard them say, “What’s Eliza up to now?”  “That chile is somethin’ else...”

Cook went back to her domain, so I sneaked over to the overseer and waved to hail him down.  He came over with his chin in the air, all important-like.  Perspiration dripped from his stringy brown hair and down his red face.  He removed his stained hat and wiped the sweat from his brow. “What you be wanting, Eliza?”

Always the gentleman, our Samson. “Well, sir, I’ve been instructed by Cook to go and picks something up from da village.  I need a proper pass to do so.  If’n you’d be so kind.”

“The master ain’t said nothing about it.”

“Well now, maybe he’s forgotten to mention it to ya, with Master Ned in town and all.”

“Sure ’nough.  Wait here.”

I did so, making sure my facial expression was everything sweet.  When Samson returned with the pass, I gave him a proper curtsy.

“Go on with yo smart self, Eliza.  And you best be back before dinner or I’ll take the switch to your mulatto hide.”

“Yes, sir.”  I smiled, ’cause being the Massa’s daughter should give me power, and a little is all I need over Cook.  I ran off, but not straightaway, mind you.  I went back the ways I came, lest Cook saw me.  Few minutes later, I was headed down the driveway, for real this time.

I loved going in this direction.  Loved to see the poplar and hickory trees. Nice to see life outside the farm.  If I took a left, it’d take me to more plantations, but going this way I could see the mountains and hear the Broken Arrow stream.  Would like to see more of this country, for sure I would.

I remembered from Miss Carrie’s lessons that St. Clair was founded six years ago.  And it was located at the Appalachian Mountain Range.  Now that was a word for you.  Appalachian.  I wouldn’t be able to spell that if’n my very life depended ’pon it.  Anyways, St. Clair was named after the Scottish general, Arthur St. Clair.  Miss Carrie’s tutor had said that this St. Clair served under George Washington in the War with the British. 

I made the walk into town real quick-like, keeping my eyes out for Ol’ John.  What Cook don’t know was that I got myself some coins for my birthday last week.  They came from Master himself.  Why he gave them to me I don’t know.  Ever since then I’ve been a-wondering who I am.  What made me special that I get currency instead of new socks like the other house servants?  Or anything at all for that matter.  Massa don’t usually hand gifts out until Christmas.

I’m sixteen years old now.  I think.  Every time I asked a grown-up, they say sixteen or seventeen.  I don’t feel seventeen.  My chest don’t poke out like the other seventeen-year-olds, either.  But it’s poking out enough, judging by the way the young bucks treat me now.  They ain’t ignoring me no more.  I have a mind to ignore them just to show them how it feels.

Before Mama passed on four years back, she said that I was twelve.  And a mama would know, wouldn’t she?

Anyways, I digress.  I told no one about the money Master gave me, not even my best friend, Bathsheba.  

So now I was in town.  I made my way around, passing horses toward the general store, all the whiles looking for my gramps, Ol’ John.  I stopped as a cart driven by a child came around the corner.  Couldn’t be more than ten years old, I reckon.  His younger brother wore a hat that must belong to his pa, could barely see his face.  Until he lifted his head and stuck his tongue out at me.  I smiled, then pulled my scariest face.  He giggled.

“Eliza?”

I turned around to see Ol’ John inching the Jamieson carriage forward. 

“You know it’s me, Ol’ John, whatcha asking fer?” He stared down at me with those rheumy eyes.  “Whatcha know?”

“What do you do here?” he asked.

I told him all that Cook said to do.

“Cook has sent you on a fool’s errand.  She heard what Master Ned said, and told everyone.  She means to have you sold—”

I interrupted him mid-sentence. “How you know this?”

“Never mind how I know. Just know that you’re being watched.  Cook’s green with envy as is, thinks we’s Master’s favorites.  Then yesterday she saw you talking to that Redcoat.”

“That who?”

“The British fella.”

“Oh.  That’s why he talks likes the missus?”  

“Eliza, watch yo’self, specially that mouth of yours.  Take this here parcel back to the farm, tell the mistress if’n she asks that this here is why you went to town.  Master is gonna stay in town until supper-time.” He handed me the package.  “Now go on with you.”

Well, if that don’t beat all. 

I knew folks could do all sorts of evil, and I knew jealousy could eat at a person’s heart.  But this here’s the first time I’ve come to face to face with that kinda jealousy.  Cook trying to get me sold.  I know I’m silly, but I ain’t malicious-like.  

I felt my insides quake.  A plan was needed.  I need to watch that Cook, ’cause she’s trying to take me from my kin.
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WHEN I CAME UP THE driveway, I saw Cook standing in her spot.  That kitchen corner window which allowed her to see the driveway.  From here she could also see the barn and the smokehouse.  She’d witnessed romantic trysts between people who didn’t think they could be seen.  She saw folks sneak into the smokehouse and leave with a ham.  

Not just the slaves, mind you; the overseer had done it too.  Once he gave that snotty-nose kid of his a ham and told him to run on home with it.  Then he had the nerve to look around to see if anyone was looking.  When the blacksmith came back to the barn, Samson gave him a threatening look, just because.

Cook’s eyes were narrowed.  I saw that from the distance.  Then she shrunk deeper in the corner.  

When I entered the kitchen, Cook had returned to the hearth.  Large enough for a body to lie in, the cooking hearth held cast-iron pots and skillets, and one was simmering with what smelled like rabbit stew.  Cook didn’t turn away, but said, “Chop them there carrots up so I can add them to the stew.”

“Yes, ma’am. And here is your package.  And Ol’ John, he says that Massa will be taking his dinner in town, but you’s to expect him for supper.”

“I know that, chile!” Cook screeched over her shoulder, even though she hadn’t.  

I bit back a grin. “Well, did you know there ain’t no more carrots in the larder?  Would ya like me to go and pick some?”  

Cook turned to me with red, bloodshot eyes. “Yes, Eliza, I would.  And make it quick.”

I bowed.  On my way out, I caught Bathsheba’s eye and whispered, “Ain’t she the most possessed creature you ever did see?”

Bathsheba laughed, then made an about-face and crooked her arm through mine, and together we went outside.  

“I gots something to tell you, but wait until we gets to the garden,” I said. 

This was Cook’s job, and it should’ve been done this morning. More than a few times, the overseer has seen us girls doing her work.  And said something about it to the mistress he did.  I’m surprised that old possum, Cook, ain’t been whupped yet.

I shook the dirt off the carrots I pulled then asked Bathsheba, “You think she doing some dark magic stuff on the Massa and his family?”

“Sure of it.  She gots the mistress so scared, and the woman don’t even know why she’s scared. Heard her say so to Mistress Perkins on her last visit.”

“Well, she has it out for me too.” I told her what Ol’ John told me—well, most of it. I left out the Redcoat’s visit.  Ain’t ready to confirm or deny that just yet.

Bathsheba moved her full basket on her right hip and put her fist on the left.  “If that don’t beat all.”

We talked and picked vegetables a whiles, waiting for dinner to pass ’cause no one in the Big House likes to take their meal with Cook if’n they could help it.

I looked up at the sun.  “Let’s head back.  I know that snake is done eating and standing at the hearth, trying to stick her plump self in that corner.”  Bathsheba nodded with a knowing smile. “She acts like no one knows she’s spying on them,” I said.  “Everybody knows about it.”  

We paused when we heard the clip-clop of horses on the driveway. The Jamieson family carriage pulled up.  Master Jamieson disembarked, then Ol’ John drove toward the stables.

“Now that you mention it,” Bathsheba said, “I heard Aunty Nell say something about Cook hating your ma.”

Aunty Nell was no relation, you understand; she’s a ninety-two-year-old slave, now retired.  Used to be Massa’s wet nurse when he was a young ’un.  

“Is that so?  I wonder why?”

“Some tribal thing,” Bathsheba said.  “Her peoples in Afriky used to help the white man capture folks.  When your mother’s parents came here, they recognized Cook and her brother as culprits.  I’m guessin’ they told the other slaves as well, ’cause nobody in dat there family is liked.”

“I thought they were just mean-spirited,” I said.

“Yes, well, that too.” We returned to the house.  “I’ll ask Aunty and see if she knows more about it.”

I placed my finger to my lips.  “Be discreet, Bats.”

“Discreet!” Bathsheba repeated, then leaned back and roared.  “Where did you get dat word from?”
“By tending to Miss Carrie in the schoolroom. I’m on my way to some learning,” I said, flashing her a saucy smile. Bathsheba and I entered the kitchen in whoops, much to Cook’s dismay.  She turned and gave us a fierce look, which we ignored.  We only sobered because the mistress entered.  
The new Mrs. Jamieson speaks like a foreigner.  A high-falutin’ one at that.  Came from England, she did.  Lady Alice is how she introduces herself to folks, though she been a Jamieson now for two years. 

When she came in, every kitchen servant curtsied, except Cook, who inclined her head like it was beneath her. 

I wished the mistress would stand up to that snake; surely, I do.  If’n it were me, I’d sell her off to Mississippi.  And not to the kitchens. I’d tell her new owner she was a top field hand.  

Be quiet now and listen, because sometimes wishes do come true...  

Mistress stared at Cook, taking notice of her lack of respect. “I suppose you think yourself important, Cook?” 

Cook didn’t reply.  

The mistress turned toward me. “Elizabeth?”

I curtsied.  Mistress has never called me Elizabeth before. Wonder what she calls me behind my back? Bastard? That’s what Cook calls me when she thinks I’m out of hearing distance.

“The master would like to see you in the sitting room.”

“She needs to chop these here carrots,” Cook said, like she owned something here.

The mistress whirled around. “I declare, Cook, you act as if you are the mistress of this house and not I.  You should’ve had those carrots chopped this morning.  The master has sent for his servant.  Do you mean to defy his wishes?”

I, Elizabeth Jamieson, do confess that I was whooping it up in my insides.

Cook’s eyes narrowed, but then she remembered herself.  She squared her shoulders and said, “No, Mistress.  Just commenting is all.”

I waited until the mistress turned in her fancy gown before following her out.  I flashed a wide smile at Bathsheba on the way.  I didn’t get far before I heard Bathsheba’s distinctive laugh, which sounded like it came from the bottom of her belly.

I stopped at the open door of the sitting room, rapped twice, and curtsied when the master looked up.  He motioned with his hand for me to come in.  “Mistress said you wanted to see me, sir?”

Master Jamieson sat on a corner chair. “Yes, shut the door.”  I obliged him, standing with my hands clasped in front of me.  “About that comment Ned made about you.”

My left pinky finger started trembling.  Why it does that when I’m nervous I don’t know.  I waited for Master to finish.

“I am not your father.”  

My heart slipped.  I grabbed a hold of my stomach to stop it from doing the same.  Silly I know, since if my heart leaves my chest I’m dead anyhow.  

“I hadn’t realized until Ned spoke that anyone thought of me as so.  Even your mistress believed it to be so, which she confessed to me that evening.”

“If I may, sir, might I ask why you gave me the currency, if you’re not my father?”

“Yes, that money was handed to me by your father, to be given to you on occasion of your sixteenth birthday.”  My eyes must’ve gone big, ’cause master gave a half-smile. “Yes, I know who your father is.  He has not yet given me the liberty to disclose his name; however, I can tell you that he is a British military officer.”  

My hand flew to my mouth.  The visitor!  Skulking by the well, he was.  Asking me if’n I wanted my freedom.  I recovered my composure and bowed.  “Thank you, kind Massa, for telling me.”

“You watch that tongue of yours, missy, around Cook.  She is not a gentle soul,” Master said.

“Yes sir, I shall.”

The mistress walked in, as if she’d been standing at the door, listening.  She took a hard glance at me then at her husband and back to me again.

“You are excused,” she said.  I bowed before taking my leave.  I heard the mistress’s voice do that high-pitched thing it did when she was emotional.

“A military officer, did you say?”

“Yes.  A high-ranking officer at that.”

“My goodness, Joshua, this servant could be better born than you or I?”  

I longed to skulk in a corner like Cook does so I could listen to the rest.  But I couldn’t move any slower even if I wanted to, ’cause guess who was standing in the kitchen’s doorway, eyeing me. Cook.

When I came closer, she pointed a ladle in my face.  “I saved them carrots for you, so get to slicing.”

I sneaked a look at Bathsheba, who put her finger to her lips, a reminder of what the Massa just told me. Mind my tongue around Cook.  Easier said than done.  I just can’t help myself.

“Cook,” I said in my sweetest voice.  “Now that the stew is done, would you like me to put the carrots and celery in bowls so folks could add them to their plates?”  I didn’t even look up to see her expression.  Didn’t need to.  Bathsheba and Catey dissolved in laughter as they took napkins and utensils to the dining room to set the table.  I grabbed the carrots and set about slicing them, ignoring Cook’s fuming, which I could feel.  

Humph!  Even Massa knew what Cook was.  With him and the mistress talking in there, I hoped he convinced her to sell this here possum. Getting on my nerves, she was.

She came to stand behind me, then said in her nicest voice, which sounded more sinister than her usual tone. “What did Massa say to you?”  

None of your beeswax was on the tip of my sharp tongue, but then I remembered I was supposing to be watching her, playing the role as a good servant.  

I looked up from my chopping, then squished my eyebrows together like I’m trying to remember somethin’.  Somethin’ profound. “Oh, yes, he said I’m never to repeat what was said in the privacy of the sitting room.”

Her eyes went from rat-beady to snake-sliver.  “Don’t play with me, girl.”

I looked her straight in the eyes, to let her know I ain’t scared.  And I’m not. I didn’t care how much hocus-pocus she knew.  Anybody can chop off a chicken’s head and mumble some nonsense.  Furthermore, if I wanted to put a curse on her, all I’d have to do was go see Ms. Lily.  She can’t stand Cook and would be happy to help.  Lucky for Cook, my mama raised a Christian child.  

I relented.  “Massa, he said that Master Ned was all wrong.  He ain’t my father.”  With that said, I handed her the bowl of sliced carrots, feeling low as I do so. Like I had given her more power.

Cook’s eyes glittered.  She took the bowl but just stood there like she was in a trance.  Finally, she turned and dumped the vegetables into the cauldron.

***
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TODAY IS SUNDAY, MY favorite day of all, ’cause Massa don’t make us work—but the missus, she does. The Massa gathers all his servants together and reads to us from the Good Book.  Afterwards we get to spend the day with our families.  But when Massa is out of town, Samson does the Scripture reading, and the missus makes us work afterward.  Cook always says that the missus is a-going to hell for doing this.

But Massa was in town, and we had a good afternoon.  The next day, I sat with Miss Carrie in the schoolroom, listening to her tutor drill her in French.  Usually, I daydreamed while this is going on, but today I listened in earnest.  I surprised myself when Carrie started conjugating verbs, and I answered along in my head.  

I ain’t really a Jamieson after all.  And that British officer who gave me this money is probably my father.  

I bet the mistress will be kind to me from now on.  I wondered if I go outside the same time today, if the British officer would be there.  He wasn’t there yesterday like he promised. This time I was more than interested in what he had to say about my freedom. I wondered if he offered Massa a price for me?  Mama never spoke about him, this Redcoat, but there was always something hush-hush about me, though I never knew why.

I tuned in to Carrie’s lesson.  Where was France, I wondered?  Us servants were not allowed to get any learning. I reckoned that tutor would not get mad if I asked him one little question.  Two questions and he’d tell the mistress for sure.  She doesn’t know I already learned some English and French words, just by escorting Miss Carrie here.  And that I can speak Masri and read Araby.  Taught so by Ol’ John, Bats and I were.

On my right, Tutor had a map hanging on the wall.  I never paid any attention to it before, figured it was a map of Alabama.  Didn’t much care about where the Injuns live, or where the next farm was at.  When Tutor turned his back and scribbled on the blackboard, I inched forward and turned my body toward the map.

Golly be!  ’Tis a map of the whole wide world.  Couldn’t see Alabamy on this if I wanted to.  Tutor spoke the first line of a poem, about a man from Carcassonne.  Miss Carrie closed her eyes and concentrated as she recited the rest.  When she got stuck, the line came to my mind and I almost leaned in to prompt her but stopped myself in time.  I looked at the map when Tutor’s eyes darted toward me.

There! I see France. It’s next-door to England, where my father was from.  I felt a thrill course through me, don’t know why I’m excited.  Feels powerful I do, able to read English words. But I best get back to performing.  I folded my hands in my lap and kept my eyes on the outdoors.  Carrie paused again, and Tutor glanced at me.  From the corner of my eye, I saw his frown.  I ignored him and continued looking out the window.

Afterwards, I escorted Carrie downstairs to her piano lessons. The teacher was a woman from a nearby county, so I was free to leave Miss Carrie alone.  I went to the kitchen and gathered up the dirty utensils and pots from breakfast and took them outside for cleaning.

I kept my eye out for the British man but didn’t see him.  Ol’ John knew about him, so maybe Samson warned him off the property.  When I turned back to the house, I saw Cook’s wide bosom sticking out from the window.  

Lord, that woman sure needs Your help.  

In the kitchen, Bathsheba and Catey were kneading dough for biscuits.  “Aunty Nell wants someone to bring her some corn pone and tack.  Says her legs are swollen, and it hurts to walk,” Bathsheba was saying when I came in.

“Did she eat any breakfast?” I asked.

“Yeah, Ol’ John brought her a bowl of mush this morning. Bet it was cold though by the time he got to her,” Bathsheba said.

“Send it by way of the children; ya’ll don’t need to be leaving this kitchen,” Cook said, like someone was a-talking to her.

“Send what by way of the children?” the mistress said, entering.  She looked from me to Cook.

We bowed our greetings. Even Cook made a better effort after yesterday’s reprimand.  Reprimand? 

We waited for Cook to speak.  She squared her shoulders and said, “Aunty Nell is feelin’ poorly, and she wants one of us to take her some food.”

“I see.  Elizabeth, put something together for Aunty and take it to her straightaway.” 

I curtsied. “Yes, ma’am.”  I didn’t give Cook a glance; her eyes would have told me no even with the mistress standing right there. I turned to do as instructed.

“I’ll go with her,” Cook offered, loosening her apron strings.  “I can see if she needs the apothecary.”

Mistress called over her shoulder.  “You will do no such thing.  Finish making dinner, Cook.”

This time I looked at Cook, and her eyes narrowed in that demonic way of hers, and then she turned back to skinning the possums.  

I smirked, thinking, how fitting.

I gathered the vittles from the larder, some day-old biscuits from the tin can, then some bacon still left on a plate on the hearth.  I headed out, wondering what has got into the mistress.  Did the Massa tell her to keep a closer eye on the kitchen servants, namely that bully, Cook?

I think Aunty Nell could outrun Samson if she needed to.  Thin as a hickory branch, she could still work, but told Massa she had worked for eighty years and felt it was time to lay her burdens down.  He had agreed.

I walked through the slave village, greeting and nodding at the elders.  Mister Tom had lost his leg when training to replace the blacksmith.  Can’t do much no more.  Miss Jenny had twins last week, but I see that her cabin is empty.  She was sitting out front yesterday; must’ve tied those babies to her back and returned to the field.

Finally, I got to Auntie’s cabin.  She saw me coming, got up from her rocker and went inside, moving slower than usual in case someone noticed.  Cook had eyes everywhere, and her family especially can be called on to spy on others.  I can’t understand what they think it was going to get them.  We’s all servants.

I followed Aunty inside her cabin.  She had the quilts she sewn folded on the bed.  Before her husband passed, he had carved her a table, which sat in the middle of the cabin.  On the table were fresh flowers Aunty picked every morning and placed inside a pewter cup.

“Good morning, Aunty.  How’re you feeling?”

Aunty looked at me with knowing eyes.  “Is this discreet enough for you?”

I burst out laughing.  Bathsheba had set this up.  “Yes, it sure ’nuf is.” I handed her the vittles.  

She took a seat and reached for a strip of bacon. “I never did like Gert’s biscuits,” Aunty confessed.  Gert is Cook’s Christian name—or Gertrude, to be precise.  “She adds too much salt to ’em.”  I nodded in agreement.  “So, I heard you met your father?”
“Now, how did you find that out?” I said, then smiled, knowing full well Aunty knew everything that went on on this farm, including inside the Big House.  
“Not sure how he met your mother, only remembers the master selling a mare that the officer wanted to buy.  Not even sure if he lives here or England.  I do remember him fighting in the War back in ’12.”

I heard loud laughter outside the cabin.  Both Aunty and I turned our heads to look, making sure none of Gertrude’s nosy relatives were about.  “Anyways,” Aunty said.  “Your ma’s tribe has some royal connections back in Africa.  I forgets the name now, you have to ask Ol’ John.  The slave trade is supposed to have ended in ’08, but as we’s all know, that’s a fib.  

“Gert’s people made money, got muskets and other stuff whenever they brought in a healthy body to the white man.  Well, they captured your grandfather, who’s rumored to have royal blood in his veins.  They sold him for a pretty coin, but afterwards he escaped.  His captors were mad, felt they been cheated.  They went back to her people and demanded their goods back.  

“In the end, your grandpa and some of his people were captured by traders.”

I sat, dumbfounded.  In all my years, I ain’t never heard Ol
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