
  
    
      
    
  


		

    
      
    
  







			This book is dedicated to American women who lived—and occasionally died—in pursuit of freedom one hundred years after the women portrayed in this book lived and faced death in pursuit of their freedom. 

			 

			The same freedom and some of the same songs.

			 

			For Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, and Ida B. Wells: 

			 

			“Wade in the water, 

			wade in the water children, 

			wade in the water, 

			God’s gonna trouble the water.”

			 

			For Ella Baker, Daisy Bates, Claudette Austin Colvin,

			Dorothy Foreman Cotton, Fannie Lou Hamer, Diane Nash, 

			Rosa Parks, and Viola Liuzzo.

			 

			“We who believe in freedom will not rest until it comes.” 

			—Ella Josephine Baker

			





Chapter One

Hezekiah English was neither afraid of nor discomfited by the dark. Not even in the middle of a cemetery on a moonless night, which, if the young doctors in the hospital could be believed, was unusual for those of his kind. They laughed and discussed him as if his ears could not hear their words or their loud laughter: Niggers are more terrified of the dark than they are of us! This one now, he’s lasted the longest! Only nigger I’ve ever seen didn’t piss himself at the thought of going to the cemetery at midnight! Maybe because he’s as tall as a tree and every bit as black as the night itself. More than unafraid of the dark, Hezekiah felt one with it, for the dark of the night did not hate the dark of his skin. The silly young doctors were right about at least one thing.

Not only was he unafraid of the dark, he had no fear of dead people or their spirits, which he didn’t believe existed but which others of his kind did—again according to the young doctors. All of them fear ghosts and spirits, too! They call them haints, of all things, and I don’t think they mean the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost! The combination of the ways in which Hezekiah was unlike others of his kind made him well suited for the illegal—and many of his kind would say immoral—job he would perform this night: the theft of the newly buried body of the newly dead Henry Goins from his newly dug grave. 

The doctors at the medical school paid Hezekiah handsomely to bring them the undecomposed bodies of Black men, though Hezekiah had no way of knowing that what they paid him was much less than they would be required to pay to obtain fresh cadavers through legal means. He cared only that it was more than he could otherwise earn at any job available to a Black man in Philadelphia in the summer of 1859, especially a Black man who, despite his years in Philadelphia, retained many of the behaviors of the African, to say nothing of the demeanor and appearance of one.

Hezekiah had just begun to dig when he was hit from behind with such force that, dazed, he fell to his knees. Before he could gather his wits sufficiently to wonder what was happening to him, he was hit again and pounced upon whilst being yelled at and cursed. Instinct told him that it would be both foolish and dangerous to resist. Hands and feet tightly bound, he was hauled upright where he towered above his two captors. The light from the kerosene lantern held to his face blinded him. He squeezed his eyes tightly shut and let his body go limp so suddenly that the men holding him on either side almost dropped him. Angered, they tightened their grip, drawing him closer to them.

“Dear God, he stinks!” one of them exclaimed.

“Hold your breath then, until we can put him down!” the other one muttered, as they stumbled forward more quickly, dragging him the length of the cemetery and causing him pain as his long, thin body bumped and bounced against the gravestones along the way to the road, though he would never give them the satisfaction of acknowledging how much pain they caused him. Hezekiah knew they had reached the road when the dragging stopped but he was not prepared for the suddenness with which they lifted, swung, and tossed him into the back of a cart as if he weighed no more than a bag of flour. He landed hard.

“Ah! Ah! Ah!” Hezekiah exclaimed. 

“I wish we could give you more pain!” one of the men shouted at him. “Do you know how much pain your filthy work has brought to good and decent people?”

“He’ll not answer you,” the other man said grimly. “He doesn’t talk to the likes of us.”

“Like him being born across the waters makes him better than we who’re born here!”

“I still don’t believe he was born over yonder. The white men stopped that slaving way long time ago.”

“I know they were ’spozed to stop, but you know how they are.” Disgust dripped from his words, tempered by what came next: “But he was just a boy when he come. His ma died on the crossing and he was left by hisself. And drive the horses faster if you please. Blow some of that stink away!”

Hezekiah went rigid. And he was so angry he almost spoke. How could they know these things about him? No one knew his truth. He had told no one. He was certain he didn’t know these men and yet they knew the deepest within parts of himself. But how could they?

“I don’t care a damn how he came here, or when. I just care that he steals the bodies of our dead men and I dearly want to know why!” 

“Whatever the reason you can believe there’s a white man behind it.”

“But what reason could there be? They cause us plenty enough suffering when we’re alive. What can they do to us when we’re dead? Bring us back to life and kill us again?”

Hezekiah didn’t hear the response because the cart now moved along the cobblestone road and the clip-clop of the horse hooves and the rattle of the metal wheels on the stones obliterated their voices. Though still unnerved by their knowledge of his past, Hezekiah’s thoughts were not on his captors but on how he could continue this night’s interrupted mission and earn the payment for its completion. Maybe if he could get free of them quickly enough, he could return to the cemetery . . . surely they wouldn’t expect that of him after being caught.

			• • •

The perspiration pouring from Hezekiah was not all due to the heat from the blacksmith’s furnace that he hung above by his shackled wrists: He was actually afraid. He expected righteous indignation and pious lectures from these men but not torture. Though he would never give them the satisfaction of showing fear—or even anger—he was deeply shocked and unnerved. These men believed in and prayed to a God they had no proof existed, and they forgave their enemies as taught by the black book they held so dear—the same book the white men held so dear. They didn’t torture them.

“You will tell us why you desecrate the bodies of Black men, or you will tell the fire,” the oldest of the men said quietly, tossing yet another handful of pipe tobacco into the flames of the forge.

Hezekiah did not respond, but he looked closely at the man. He was certain he did not know him yet there was the hint of some vague familiarity.	

“Just drop him in, save the devil the trouble of having to burn him when he gets to hell,” one of the men, a cripple, growled at him, as if a menacing tone of voice was frightening. Hezekiah stared into the eyes staring at him. Six pairs of them. Two were filled with hatred—those of the two men who brought him here. The eyes of the others reflected a mixture of confusion, wariness, disbelief, and some other thing Hezekiah didn’t recognize but that he knew was not conciliatory. Then he averted his eyes and observed the faces without making eye contact. He didn’t want them to realize that his orbs held nothing. No emotion or feeling at all. He knew they wouldn’t understand. He sometimes didn’t understand himself why he allowed his African-ness to keep him separate from people who were like him except for the place of their birth, or of his. Perhaps that one difference was sufficient to require their separation.

After the initial shock of his capture, and the surprise of the unexpected torture, he returned his internal self to its usual emotionless state. He had no feeling about the bodies he stole from their graves, nor did he have feelings about the white doctors who paid for his desecration of those graves, or about the research they conducted on the black corpses—whatever the research was and whatever its purpose. This inside nothingness kept him safe. Kept him alive. Kept him isolated and alone. He was different from them; they were different from him.

Hearing his captors discuss him, hearing their knowledge of his past, pulled emotion from deep within him and almost brought it to the surface. It made him realize how absolutely alone he was. How could they know things about him when he didn’t know them and knew nothing about them? Though one man, the older one . . . yes, there was a familiarity . . . but no knowledge. Hezekiah did not know this man. “He seems unafraid of fire,” a small man at the rear of the crowd said. “Perhaps it is water that he respects.”

Hezekiah looked closely at this man, blinking sweat from his eyes to see clearly, and what he saw was a woman in men’s clothing. That did not surprise him. Many women—Black ones as well as white ones—hid themselves in men’s clothing when away from their homes, trying, hoping to provide some protection from the lawlessness that was more and more prevalent in the streets of Philadelphia, especially in the poor and working-class sections of the city, and most especially in the Colored sections. What did surprise Hezekiah, however, was the deference the men paid her. They all watched her and waited for her to speak further, and when she did, her words horrified him.

“Take him to the docks, bound and gagged and crated as cargo, for the journey to Liverpool—”

“NO!” Hezekiah screamed, suddenly freezing and shivering, no matter that he was still dangling mere feet above the smithy’s forge, almost gagging on the acrid smoke of the pipe tobacco the men continually fed into the fire, though having no understanding of the reason for their action.

“Then you will tell us why you steal the bodies of Colored men from their graves, or you will be in the hold of a packet ship before dawn breaks,” said the man standing beside the woman who was dressed as a man, the one Hezekiah found familiar though he didn’t know why or from where.

“Because they pay me!” Hezekiah screamed. “They pay me for each body I bring them!”

“Who pays you?”

“The doctors at the hospital.”

That information silenced and stilled everyone for a moment. A brief one. “Why?” asked the woman disguised as a man.

“They study them, and do experiments—”

“Why!” thundered a muscular man who pushed his way to the front of the group. “And you’ll answer or I’ll bind and crate you and throw you into the hold of a Liverpool-bound packet ship myself.” And Jack Juniper, former seaman, was more than capable of making good on the threat. Of making it a promise.

One look at this man and Hezekiah knew he spoke the truth, so he told his captors everything he knew, all of it overheard from the conversations the doctors and medical students had with each other, not because they shared information with him. They did not. They told him only when they wanted a body delivered to the back door of the medical college, and because he never knew when that would be, Hezekiah made it his business to know who died when, and where the body was laid to rest. And how did he know when a corpse was required? They sent a messenger to his rooming house, and that was another bit of knowledge about him that he didn’t know how or why these strangers possessed.

“What do we do with him now?” Arthur, the crippled man, growled, his voice further roughened by the acrid smoke.

“What do you mean?” William responded.

“Do you trust him not to be robbing graves tomorrow night is what I mean?” Arthur growled. And there was no response because no one trusted or believed that Hezekiah English had learned anything from this night’s experience except that it was best to avoid getting caught. “Anyway,” Arthur continued, “his landlady put his belongings out on the street when he left tonight to do his grave-robbing—”

Hezekiah shrieked and ended his silence.  He could not stop talking. Words exploded from his mouth as if lit by an inner fire, but his audience may as well have been deaf for all they understood because Hezekiah spoke, moaned, shouted, and cried in the language of the Wolof people of his homeland, and it was the same three phrases over and over, representing everything he remembered of his native tongue. After all, he hadn’t heard the language since he was eight years old and the three phrases he uttered repeatedly now were the ones his mother spoke, moaned, shouted and cried until breath left her and the ship’s captain, Hezekiah Borders, had her thrown overboard. And though Hezekiah remembered the phrases, he did not remember—if he had ever known—their meaning.

“He did that when he first came to my mother,” William said. “Repeated the same words over and over, but we never knew what they meant.” He’d spoken quietly, though loud enough to be heard over Hezekiah’s wailing, and Hezekiah heard him and immediately quieted. Now he knew who this man was. He’d been a very young man when Carrie Tillman took in the African child whose mother had died on the brutal journey across the Atlantic.

“You beat me!” Hezekiah accused William, as if the beating had occurred yesterday.

“I would have killed you if my mother hadn’t stopped me,” William replied in his usual matter-of-fact tone. “You struck her and she was merely trying to help you.”

The two men regarded each other across the years of their memories and the circumstances of their lives. William Tillman, the freeborn son of a slave woman whose freeborn husband purchased her freedom, was a blacksmith who owned the place where they were gathered. The place where the Africa-born man, a son of the Wolof people of The Gambia, hung by his shackled wrists above the forge, a man who was not a slave because the slave ship’s captain had changed his mind and his heart about slavery and had given the child his freedom when the ship reached the Port of Philadelphia those many years ago.

“Genie?” William asked. “What do you think?”

She looked hard at Hezekiah, who refused to meet her gaze. She shrugged. “Maybe putting him on a ship is the best—”

“No!” Hezekiah cried out in the language of the people whose name he’d taken, and the only language he knew how to speak. “Not that! Please!”

“Then what, Mr. English, in light of your disregard for us?” she replied calmly. Too calmly. And those who knew her recognized the danger sign: When she became still and silent, her formidable rage lurked just beneath the surface of her beautiful face. And she was beautiful, Hezekiah thought, as if she could be one of the Senegal tribeswomen.

Hezekiah shifted his gaze away from Genie and did not answer her.

“You refuse even the courtesy of a reply—” 

Uncharacteristically, Arthur interrupted her. “Turn him over to one of them slave catchers you see everywhere you look these days.”

“I never do be a slave!” Hezekiah cried.

Genie and Jack were the only ones of their group who had been slaves and it was not a fate they’d wish on anyone, not even on the likes of Hezekiah English.

“Maybe Jack could find a use for him?” William posed the question and watched Jack Juniper’s face as he considered the possibility, though only briefly.

He shook his head. “His smell would kill my business,” he said with a grin that was more of a grimace, and that facial expression spread among the gathered. Except for Hezekiah.

“What mean you for my smell? And what for landlady? What is smell?”

“The smell of death, man.” Arthur growled. “You smell like death.”

Hezekiah twitched as if he’d been hit. Then a series of emotions roamed his countenance, each expression the result of a thought or a memory. He finally understood that people moved away from him or avoided him because he smelled like death, not because he was an African and as black as the night and as tall as a tree. He hung his head in shame.

“What do the doctors pay you for the stolen corpses?” Jack asked, and when Hezekiah told him eight dollars a month, Jack shook his head. “I won’t pay you that, but I will give you a place to sleep and food to eat if you work right. And a place to bathe.”

“Well, sir?” Genie looked up at Hezekiah. “What will you do?”

Hezekiah’s head still hung, but he nodded and eventually looked up. “What be the work I do for this man?”

“I make shoes,” Jack replied. “You will help me in my shop. You will do whatever needs doing.”

Hezekiah inhaled deeply. “You make shoes for the Black peoples?” And when Jack nodded, he asked, “I learn how to make shoes?”

But it was William who spoke. “No more stealing the bodies of the dead, Mr. English. Not ever again. Do you understand?”

Hezekiah nodded. “I do. I do understand. Yes.”

“Then I think we can let him down,” William said as Arthur began working the pulleys that would swing Hezekiah away from the forge and down to the ground. Arthur held his breath as he unbound and released the newly contrite man. William gave instructions for “washing away the death stink” and Genie left to get clean clothes for him. 

“And Arthur,” William said, “don’t burn his things. Put ’em in a flour sack with lots of river rocks and sink ’em. Including all the hair.” Then he looked steadily at Hezekiah until the man met his eyes: “You are to shave all the hair from every part of your body, Mr. English. All the hair from every part. Do you understand?” 

At Hezekiah’s confused expression, William pointed and both men averted their eyes in embarrassment. William thanked the two men responsible for ending the grave desecrations and asked if they’d help Arthur manage Hezekiah’s cleaning. They agreed, and William thanked them again, adding, “Dinner for you and your families at Joe Joseph’s Family Restaurant as my guests.”

Then William and Jack Juniper were alone in the forge room, but neither man could find words to express his feelings about the very unusual and unexpected event they had just witnessed, and both men hoped that “the African” could make a success of his new employment. “Maybe having someone teach him how to be—”

“He didn’t just come off that ship from Africa last week, William.”

“I know, Jack.” William rubbed the stubble on his face. Neither man had had time to shave this morning. “But the man didn’t know he stank of death, and he still doesn’t talk easily. Those things tell me he doesn’t have people close to him.” 

Jack nodded and rubbed the stubble on his own face, controlling the smile that threatened his composure as he thought how much his Margaret liked that stubble. William most certainly would not understand a smile at such a serious moment.

Genie’s quick return from her place of business made further conversation unnecessary, and that was good since she said she hadn’t the time to talk. She held several items of men’s clothing, which she gave to William. “I have work this morning with Ezra and I’d like to get a bit more sleep before embarking.”

Jack’s scowl spoke volumes as his concern for his new and quickly cherished friend, Eugenia Oliver, replaced thoughts of his beloved Margaret. Jack liked Ezra MacKaye well enough but he liked his friend Eugenia Oliver much more. “I do hope Ezra will not be placing you in any danger, Genie.” 

She shook her head. “I assure you, Jack, that I am in no frame of mind for danger.” 

William harrumphed. He knew Genie longer and better than anyone. “Where you and Ezra are concerned, Eugenia, danger lurks, your frame of mind notwithstanding.”

As quickly as the protest rose in her, Genie tamped it down. There was truth in his words. Ezra MacKaye, the former Pinkerton’s agent and current Private Inquiry agent, and Eugenia Oliver, the runaway slave and current dress and hat shop owner, had joined forces on several occasions, and while they produced successful outcomes, the danger they faced was considerable. Once, Ezra had been beaten nearly to death while helping Genie protect a Harriet Tubman safe house, and once, Genie almost came face-to-face with a member of the family who’d owned her and her family on the Maryland plantation where she was born. Though she had escaped many years ago as a young girl, the memory of slavery and her escape from it remained ever-present in heart and in her memory. “I always endeavor to be careful, Jack,” she said, “but even if I’d had a change of heart about today’s work, which I have not had, I have no way to reach Ezra to tell him so.”

“Should something untoward occur, just be certain that Margaret and Abigail know who is to blame,” Jack said dourly.

Genie’s heart and stomach cartwheeled at the sound of Abby’s name but she controlled her reaction. She could not let them see how deeply the mere mention of Abigail Read’s name affected her, though she suspected that Jack knew because his wife knew and Maggie was a dear and trusted friend. William did not know and almost certainly would never understand. Nor would his wife, Adelaide, Genie’s business associate. 

“If there is any hint of danger, I promise that—”

“It will be too late for you to forestall it,” William interrupted, sounding cross.

“If I don’t sleep, I won’t have the wits or strength to forestall it,” Genie replied, stifling a yawn and heading toward the back room of the forge for a brief nap. She stopped suddenly, remembering that Jack and Arthur were shaving and bathing Hezekiah English there. The yawn finally got its way and Genie bid her friends a quick good day and left them. She dearly wished she could return to the comfort of her own home. Instead, she walked briskly to her own place of business a few doors away where, in the back room, she could nap uninterrupted for the next two hours. And dream of Abb

			





Chapter Two

Ezra drove the horse cart slowly toward the train station, too slowly for Genie, but she understood and appreciated the need for caution. He sat on the bench and she sat on the floor in the rear of the wagon, as custom dictated: The white man rode in front, the Black one in the rear. But their configuration was more about caution than custom. Ezra could keep watch in front and Genie could keep eyes on who and what was behind them. Just as William and Jack were justified in their concern for her safety, she and Ezra were wise to be wary of the potential dangers lurking in every crowd, down every alleyway. Two or three men could overtake Ezra and control the cart as another clambered into the rear of the wagon to subdue and capture her. She smiled to herself, taking comfort in her weapons—the Deringer in her pocket and the new Colt revolver in her waistband. Ezra had two revolvers, and both he and Genie regularly practiced using them with speed and accuracy. They would not be taken by the ordinary hooligan who, fueled by whiskey and hatred, preyed on helpless and hapless Blacks who, once captured, could be sold down South with no questions asked. 

“Who will we be looking for at the train station?” Genie asked, keeping her head forward and her eyes maintaining their side-to-side search for potential problems.

“Whoever is damaging Edward Cortlandt’s trains,” Ezra replied, maintaining a similar body posture. “And the degree of the vandalism seems to support Cortlandt’s fear that someone is trying to put him out of the railroad business.”

“No doubt because he is such a good, decent and honorable man,” Genie responded with as much dry-witted sarcasm as she could manage. She would never forget nor forgive Cortlandt’s cold, cruel comment that he didn’t care who died in the very dangerous but ultimately successful effort to rescue young Arthur Cortlandt, his wastrel son, from a gang of kidnappers. 

It was more than a year ago, but the memory was as fresh for Genie as if it had occurred yesterday. Ezra was nearly beaten to death, and the men whom Cortlandt didn’t care lived or died saving his son were Black men hired by Genie to keep the boy safe. Young Edward Cortlandt, the only child of his wealthy parents, was a drunkard and a gambler, but they wanted him back alive no matter the risk or cost.

“I know what you’re thinking, Eugenia,” Ezra said.

“I’m sure you do, Ezra, but the past is just that and has no bearing on the task at hand—”

“Arthur is right! You truly have spoiled this horse, Genie!”

“What are you . . .” She was completely confused.

“The horse hears your voice and keeps looking around to find you instead of watching the road ahead!”

Genie stifled a giggle. “My sweet girl horse. Of course I spoil her—”

“Well, you must stop it. The horse isn’t a pet; she’s a working animal, but more importantly, she could compromise our charade.”

Now Genie was even more confused. “Our what?”

“It’s supposed to be my cart and horse, but if the horse wishes to listen only to you—”

Now Genie laughed, then quickly covered her mouth. She certainly would compromise their charade if she revealed herself to be a woman. “I’m glad you’re my friend, Ezra, hopeless though you are. Now, please consider, Mr. MacKaye: you’re the master and I’m the servant, so who do you think would care for the horse, and who would the horse respond to?”

Ezra was silent but Genie did not expect a response. The native-born Scotsman and former Pinkerton’s agent didn’t think about such things. He certainly never thought of himself as anyone’s master, and he most certainly did not consider the half dozen or so Colored people he called his friends to be his servants. Eugenia, the closest of those friends, was a runaway slave and, as a result of the Dred Scott Supreme Court decision two years ago, could never be a citizen of the United States. She therefore could not afford not to think about such things. Her life literally depended upon it. Abby understood that . . . no! She could not, would not, think of Abby! She closed her mind to thoughts and images of Abigail Read. Abby was much too distracting, and Genie was, she reminded herself, about to follow Ezra MacKaye into danger where any distraction could cost her life—and Ezra’s.

“What happened this morning to cause so much tension and anger among you?” Ezra asked, changing the subject, for which she was grateful, though she wondered how he knew about the tension and anger.

“I’ve known you long enough and well enough to know that predawn meetings in William Tillman’s forge almost always leave you tense and angry,” he said, answering the unasked question. Since she couldn’t argue the point, and since she didn’t want to think about danger—or Abby—she told him in great detail about the encounter with Hezekiah English. 

“How did he come by such a name?” Ezra asked, leaving the issue of Hezekiah’s behavior for a lengthier discussion.

“He named himself Hezekiah after the ship captain who decided not to sell him into slavery, and the surname English because every person he met who wasn’t African was English.”

“One could almost admire the man,” Ezra said. He couldn’t imagine what a Black person had to pull from deep within to survive in a strange world filled with people who hated his very existence.

“Almost,” Genie replied drily. She knew exactly and intimately what a Black person had to pull from within to survive in a world filled with people who hated her very existence—who hated both her Blackness and her femaleness. What she didn’t understand was stealing a person from his grave. That’s when a thought struck her hard enough to make her head hurt. Hezekiah English had not experienced immersion in the tenets of the AME Church, or in any Christian religion, so he wouldn’t know that a burial place was sacred. She would talk to Adelaide about this. She was a pillar of the Mother Bethel AME Church and belonged to several church and civic organizations, and Genie was certain she would want to know about Hezekiah. She was just as certain that William wouldn’t tell her. His need to shield his wife from life’s ugliness both annoyed and angered Genie. True, Adelaide very often, too often for Genie’s comfort, was silly and naïve in both belief and behavior, but the woman was her business partner and Genie knew her well enough to know that she was neither stupid nor timid. Did William believe she was?

In the faint light of dawn, the wide, congested space behind the train station was replete with motion and movement. Much of it was both necessary and justified as it seemed the station was always under construction with new railroad companies arriving to compete for business. However, a significant amount of surreptitious and illegal commerce also transpired behind the station, but under cover of darkness. The arrival of a new day and legitimate commerce spurred the denizens of the darkness to scurry away, like so many rodents or other vermin.

Few people paid notice to Genie and Ezra as their cart joined many others clattering into the construction site, and the few who did notice were, in turn, noticed by Genie and Ezra—men who looked to be the kind to attempt to capture a lone Colored person for sale down South. No way would they know that as long as she was with Ezra MacKaye, Genie was not alone. 

“To the right, Ezra, over there where the stacks of lumber and piles of bricks are,” Genie said, and Ezra turned the cart in that direction. She’d just recently learned that this was the area where half a dozen young Black boys lived and worked, when work was available, and where the boys hid from the slave catchers.

“Are you sure they’ll talk to me?” Ezra asked.

“I’m not even sure they’ll talk to me, Ezra,” Genie replied, “but we come strongly recommended and we bring food so . . .” 

He stopped the wagon and she clambered down, walking slowly but deliberately into a shadowy and narrow space between stacks of lumber and bricks. Her hands were deep in her pockets, her right hand wrapped around the revolver, the left holding the Deringer. “My name is Eugenia Oliver and I’m looking for Daniel. Joe Joseph sent me.” She spoke clearly and not too loudly and if the boys were there, they heard her.

After about ten seconds came a muffled reply: “Why is you got that white man with you?”

“He’s the one who needs your help and he’ll pay for the information you give him,” said Genie.

After another ten seconds two boys edged into the clearing, keeping close to an escape route. One approached Genie. He was very cautious and clearly afraid, but he put his bravery on display. “Thank you for meeting us, Daniel,” Genie said, freeing the revolver in her pocket and offering her hand to Daniel. He gave it a brief squeeze, then looked up at Ezra.

“Tell him to come down here with us.”

“Ezra—” Genie began but Ezra quickly jumped down from the wagon and in two quick, long-legged strides faced Daniel with an outstretched hand.

“My name is Ezra MacKaye, Daniel, and I really appreciate your help.”

“You brung us some food? Mr. Joe said you’d have food for us,” Daniel challenged.

Ezra nodded, pointing to a box in the back of the wagon. Daniel grabbed the box, sniffed it, nodded, and emitted a shrill whistle. Four boys emerged from the shadows. Two were about Daniel’s height and age, but the other two were much smaller, and one of them was little more than a toddler. “Who are those children?” Genie exclaimed.

Daniel shrugged. “We brung ’em with us ’cause they didn’t have nowhere to be.”

“Found them!?” Genie was ready to explode. Ezra’s calming hand on her arm tamped down her anger. And her fear. Had slave catchers seen these children wandering about . . . 

“Daniel, can you tell me what you know about men doing damage to train cars?” That was Ezra’s priority. Daniel had his own. He reached into the box of food and withdrew one of Joe’s famous bacon and egg biscuits, then gave the box to one of the larger boys. He returned to the shadows and the other boys followed. Daniel unwrapped his sandwich and took a big bite. Genie’s empty stomach rumbled. 

“Does that little one have teeth, Daniel? Can he eat food like this?” she asked.

Daniel halted mid-chew and frowned, then ran into the shadows, returning after a few seconds smiling. “He can eat eggs real good so we all give him the eggs off our biscuits.”

“Thank you, Daniel,” Genie said, and asked him about Ezra’s concerns.

“It’s English Jack’s boys what tear up the trains.”

“How do you know English Jack? Have you done work for him?” Ezra asked. The question was innocent but Genie heard a hint of surprise in Ezra’s voice.

Daniel nodded. “We keep a look out for Irish Jack and his boys, and we let English Jack know when they comin’.”

The Irish and the English. Even on American soil they kept their mutual hatred and fight alive. Genie had even heard Abby make disparaging remarks about the Irish, and heaven knew Ezra’s Scottish countryman and childhood friend, Donald Bruce, hated the Irish. Still, to enlist the aid of a destitute Black boy in their feud for a few pennies when either man would sell the boys to a slave catcher without hesitation if the opportunity presented itself—it was the worst kind of cruelty. Genie wished she could exact a suitable retribution, though she was glad that Ezra was Scottish, so she didn’t have to include him in the punishment.

“Are you absolutely certain, Daniel?” Ezra’s tone was almost sharp, and Genie realized she’d missed something important.

“I heard him clear as day, Mr. Ezra, ’cause he was talking real loud, to make sure his men could hear him. They was mad ’cause he didn’t have their money, and he was making them listen to him. He said real loud, I’m gon’ see Mr. Purvis tonight and get all the money and pay you t’morra night. He said this last night ’bout tonight, ’cept he won’t be payin’ ’em tonight.” And Daniel gave a sly smile when he said this and waited for Ezra to ask the question.

“Why not, Daniel?”

Daniel’s grin grew. “’Cause Eye-talian Tommy beat the snot out of him—”

“Ezra, really!” Genie had heard enough. “Please pay Daniel so we can go.”

Daniel’s eyes lit up and he exhaled deeply, and Genie realized the boy had been afraid that he wouldn’t be paid. “Thank you, Miss Genie, Mr. Ezra.”

“Daniel, those two little ones, I need to take them with me,” Genie said gently and quietly, not meeting Ezra’s eyes. “They’re too young to live like this. You and the other boys can fight if necessary, and run away, but they can’t. They’re too small.”

“Yes, ma’am, you right. And that baby boy, he’s ’fraid of the dark. He cries almost all night long.”

“He’ll be well cared for, Daniel, I promise.”

“You gon’ take him to live with you, Miss Genie?”

Now it was Genie’s turn to take a deep breath, not because she didn’t want to care for two homeless boys, but because she didn’t have the time or patience for it, and because as a runaway slave herself, she had to protect her own safety. “They will live at the Home for Destitute Boys—”

“The what kinda boys?” Daniel bristled.

“Poor boys, Daniel. Boys who don’t have anywhere to live. It’s on Darby Road. You can visit them—”

“We’re poor, Miss Genie, all us boys. Can we live in that home, too? I’ll give Mr. Ezra all this money back if we can live in that home, too.”

Genie heard something in Daniel’s voice that hadn’t been there before: fear and desperation. He knew the danger lurking in every shadow, and while he may not have known slavery personally, he knew enough to fear it. Every Black person did.

Genie looked at Ezra. He met and held her steady gaze. He looked at their horse cart. He said, “It will

			










































			





Chapter Five

Genie woke to the sound of her horse’s whinny. She lay still. Was she dreaming? Sweet Girl Horse whinnied again, and Genie jumped up and ran to the door. “Arthur?” she whispered. 

“It’s me,” came the whispered reply. Arthur here at midnight in the horse cart—it could only be trouble. She dressed rapidly, pocketed her weapons, grabbed a carrot for the horse, and opened the door. 

Arthur was already on the seat, the reins in his hands. She climbed aboard and when they were moving faster than she’d ever seen Arthur drive, he explained. Two hooligans had tried to rob the Joe Joseph Family Restaurant after closing time. Husband and wife fought back, steadfastly refusing to relinquish the cash. Joe was shot with his own gun, which one of the would-be robbers took from him because Joe didn’t shoot fast enough, and Mrs. Joseph was badly beaten.

The commotion alerted the busboys and general helpers, Absalom and Richard, who were cleaning up in the back of the building. They came running, and when they saw what was happening, they attacked the thieves. Richard managed to get Joe’s gun away from the thief and shot him with it, killing him. The other busboy beat the second thief with a broom handle until it broke, then smashed a chair over his head, and kept smashing until the man stopped moving. Then, seeing the condition the Josephs were in, the boys ran to get Arthur.

“I went to Joe’s to see what was what. I gave one boy a horse and sent him for the doctor, and I came for you. We got to get them dead white men outta there before the doctor comes,” Arthur said.

That much was certainly true, Genie thought. But how to explain the injuries to the Josephs? “We’ll tell the doctor the fight woke the boys and they came to the rescue, chasing the thieves away, and the Josephs took such a beating because they refused to give up their money, which is true. But you’re right, Arthur. We must get rid of the thieves, and quickly.” Then she had another thought: “Are we certain they’re both dead?”

The door to the restaurant opened when Genie and Arthur arrived. They couldn’t see who opened the door so they both entered with revolvers at the ready. They relaxed when they saw Richard, the busboy, and their first query was the state of the would-be robbers: Were they both dead? 

Richard said that one definitely was and the other almost was. In the dim candlelight inside they saw Mrs. Joseph sitting on the floor, her husband’s head in her lap. She held several blood-soaked cloths on his shoulder. Thank goodness it wasn’t a stomach, chest, or head wound, Genie thought as she considered the amount of blood.

“Thank you for coming, both of you,” Aurelia Joseph said.

Genie nodded acknowledgment of the thanks, but her focus was elsewhere. “We’ve got to get them out of here before the doctor arrives,” Genie said, pointing to the dead thief and the almost dead one. She knew the doctor only slightly from her very infrequent visits to the AME church with Adelaide—a pleasant enough man, but was he one who would overlook the killing of white men even if they were thieves and would-be murderers? Maybe he would, maybe he wouldn’t. The uncertainty meant it was best not to take a chance.

She knew the busboy-waiters much better and trusted them much more, just as they trusted her. She had gotten Richard and Absalom their jobs when they were still living on the street.

“You did well, especially to go for Arthur,” she told them. “And you saved the lives of the Josephs. All of us are grateful for that.” She looked at the couple splayed on the floor, Joe barely conscious, Aurelia still terrified. She told them what she and Arthur were about to do. And she told Aurelia to tell the doctor that the thieves tried to rob them and they beat and shot them when they refused to give up their money, and they ran off when Richard and Absalom came to their rescue.

“Can you boys get these two into the cart?” Genie asked Richard and Absalom. She didn’t want Arthur having to lift the dead weight of grown men. The two young men made quick and easy work of the task. Then Genie pointed to the blood puddles where the thieves had lain, and the boys nodded their understanding. “Put the bloody rags in the burn barrel,” she said, “and wrap up that gun in something and give it to me.” Before she and Arthur could get out the door, one of the boys made a noise that sounded a lot like a sob.

Genie turned to look at them—tall and strong, yes, but still closer to being boys than men. “Miss Eugenie, will y’all hurry up and come back?”

“I promise we’ll be as fast as we can,” Genie said. “I promise.”

“Where can we take them?” Genie asked when they were underway. “And what should we do with the one who may be still alive?”

“Pray he’s dead by the time we get into the forest—” Arthur began but Genie cut him off.

“I’m sorry, Arthur, but we don’t have time to bury them. Those boys are terrified. I don’t know how much bravery they have left in them.”

Arthur nodded but was quiet. He clicked the reins and Sweet Girl Horse picked up her pace. “There’s a place on the river where the current runs hard and fast. We tie some rocks on ’em and drop ’em in, they’ll be way far gone before sunup.”

Arthur turned the cart toward the river, and they could only hope and pray not to be seen before their work was done. Genie didn’t know this part of the river, but she could hear the rush and roar of the fast-moving current. The riverbank was steep and rocky. She clambered down, found big rocks she could roll uphill far enough so that Arthur could lift them. They worked quietly and quickly and soon were ready to dispose of the bodies—both of them now dead. 

Arthur drove the cart a short distance farther down the riverbank to a place that dropped directly down into the river. They rolled the bodies to the edge and over. Genie listened for a splash, but the roar of the water was too loud. “Don’t worry, Miss Eugenie, they gone,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. And perhaps he was: They knew each other that well.

He turned the horse and cart back the way they came, back toward the Josephs’ restaurant. Genie wanted to wash the blood from the cart bed before it dried. Among the tools kept in the cart was a bucket. A short ride away, at a place with relatively easy access to the river below, Genie dunked the bucket in, then handed it up to Arthur half a dozen times. They could not see in the dark and they dared not light the new kerosene lantern. They had to hope and trust that no trace of blood remained.

Back at Joe Joseph’s Family Dining, Richard opened the door as soon as the cart rattled into the yard. He looked terrified, which made him look even more like the child he was instead of the man he was called upon to be. Genie squeezed his arm until his face relaxed. Arthur greeted both boys with a firm handshake and a simultaneous shoulder grip, gestures that spoke more loudly than words ever could of his pride in them.

Aurelia Joseph was sitting, barely upright, in a chair at one of the tables. One side of her face was heavily bandaged and her left arm was in a sling. Joe was nowhere to be seen and Genie’s heart sank at the same moment she heard Arthur gasp. Aurelia roused, saw them, tried to stand, then dropped heavily into the chair.

“Joe—” Arthur managed.

“In the bed,” she said. “The doctor gave him a heavy dose of laudanum. Tried to give me some, but I wanted to stay awake to see y’all, to thank you.” She began to weep, shaking her head from side to side.

“You should be in bed, too. We’ll come back tomorrow; we can talk then. But your thanks belong to these two,” Genie said, pointing to Richard and Absalom. “They’d done the hard work by the time we arrived.”

Aurelia Joseph nodded. “I don’t know what we’d do without them. They are a godsend, Genie,” and she beamed at the boys—as much beaming as she could do with her damaged and bandaged face.

“Something I want you and Joe to think about before we talk,” Genie said: “Hiring a guard.” And she and Arthur left, but stood at the door until they heard it lock and saw the lamps extinguished.

“We need to hire guards, too,” Genie said to Arthur when they were back in the cart headed home. “You cannot continue to be the person everyone seeks out when there’s danger. Even I do it, Arthur, and it’s not fair to you. I’m so sorry that I caused you difficulty with William the other day.”

“You don’t owe me no apology, Miss Eugenie.”

“Yes, I do, Arthur. I know we promised to look after each other, but not if it interferes with your other duties.”

“You got other duties, too.”

“Yes, I do, but there’s no one to cause trouble for me if I put those duties aside for a moment.”

Arthur was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “I wish I knew what was worrying and troubling William. He don’t act like the same man I been knowin’ for so long a time.”

Genie told him what Jack had told her and his reaction surprised her. Sounding both sad and angry at the same time he said that he believed Jack was correct in his assessment, and that there was nothing any of them could do about it. “If any man—or woman—can turn against their own ’cause of what white people think or do, then there ain’t no hope for ’em. We got to take care of ourselves and each other, like you and me did that other day.”

“I always thought that’s what William believed,” Genie said. “All his work with the Underground Railroad—”

“He hates slavery ’cause of his ma, and he looks out for us what was slaves. ’Least he used to. Jack is right about how that Court thing took William’s mind—he ain’t been in his right mind since. I shoulda knowed that’s what was troubling him.”

Arthur had spoken more words at one time than Genie had heard in all the years she’d known him. “He’s our friend, Arthur. How do we help him?”

“We can’t, Miss Eugenie, not if he don’t want our help, and we can’t make him take it,” Arthur said with a helpless shrug.

“But he has helped me so much over the years, and I know he has helped you. I can’t just ignore him,” Genie said, and her shoulders sagged and remained down.

Arthur was quiet, then, “Maybe you can talk to Miss Adelaide.”
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