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TOMORROW’S PARADISE

By

Susan M. Belknapp

CHAPTER ONE

KNOXVILLE, TENNESSEE, AUGUST 1867:


“Keep moving, damn it!  We can’t give up!”  Jameson gasped, barely audible to himself much less the others.  He struggled for air, breathing deep then coughing violently as he drew more smoke into his lungs.  Drenched in soot and sweat, he hauled bucket after bucket through blistered hands.  His legs trembled beneath the weight of the water and his feet slipped on the slick incline.  Taking a moment to steady himself, he tried to focus.  His eyes, red and stinging, squinted through a layer of ash covering his face.


A quickly organized bucket brigade stretched from Second Creek to an isolated wooden schoolhouse engulfed in flames.  Professor Jameson Braydon, one of seven white men in the crowd, struggled to keep up in the long line of Negro men, women and older boys.  Slaves most of their lives, they were barely daunted by the grueling work.  The shouts and shrieks of the workers and onlookers faded, drowned out by the roar of the flames.  

The front workers recoiled; the heat was too intense to endure.  Jameson glanced at the blue satin ribbon still dangling near the front door.  Had he cut it just moments ago?  It caught a spark; then flared and curled like an undulant snake and disappeared with a hiss.  His stomach convulsed; his back ached. He swiped at the sweat pouring from his forehead with a filthy sleeve. 


They planned the dedication of The Knoxville Negro Academy for weeks.  During yesterday’s walk-through, Jameson reveled in the school’s beauty, caressing the sanded pine boards and breathing in their fresh scent.  The sunlight streamed through the six-paned glass windows, casting iridescent light over the polished wood floors.  

And today, after the dedication and blessing, he felt an ecstatic rush of pride and relief when he and Cyrus Proctor finally cut the ribbon to open the school.  The celebration began at once.  Amid handshaking and backslapping the women laid out food and sang spirituals.  Children chased and played, and could often be caught staring reverently at the pristine building, with its three coats of whitewash, purchased desks and books.  It was all theirs.  Jameson knew what the school represented and was honored to play such an integral role.  The power it signified to these people, legally free yet still figuratively enslaved, overwhelmed him.  


Glass shattered.  A child screamed.  A muffled explosion echoed from inside the building and everybody froze.  Hoof beats of horses running on grass faded into the distance.  Almost immediately, sparks shot out of the school’s chimney and smoke billowed from the door.  Shouts of panic came from all over.  Jameson reached the door first and opened it to a wave of intense heat; flames climbed a wall of books.  He pulled the door shut and ran.  

They organized quickly, dumping food from dinner pails and grabbing every available container.  A human chain stretched to Second Creek and here, forty minutes later, they continued to fight, though the battle had been lost.  Jameson fought the exhaustion that pulled him to the ground.  He knew the freedpeople would keep going and he had to keep going for them. 

“Get back!” Hap Archibald yelled.  The broad, powerfully built man worked with his brother, Abel, at the front, attacking the flames head-on with soaked quilts.  Their strength and grit astounded Jameson.  Physical opposites, Hap and Abel were likely not related, but being raised and sold together bound them tighter than blood.  Abel, a head taller than Hap, worked shirtless.  He had long sinew and very dark skin.  Muscles rippled beneath a web of raised whip scars.  Layers of raw, welted tissue latticed his torso, upper arms and neck.  

They both dove back as the roof caved in with a splintering crash.  A shower of sparks shot into the night sky.  The brigade froze.  The skeletal frame of the school jutting from the flames began to crumble. 

Resin from the fresh pine burst with a thousand small explosions; more glass shattered.  Waves of heat assaulted the crowd, forcing everyone back.  Smoke stung their nostrils.  Tears streaked the soot-covered faces of the forty or so freedpeople and a handful of white abolitionist volunteers as the school burned out of control.  Jameson sunk to the ground and watched as the hand-lettered plaque, donated by his wife, Amelia, and her father, became the last recognizable feature to succumb to the fire.


Hap limped toward him, “It’s gone, Mr. Braydon, it’s gone,” he said.


Jameson stared through the crowd and saw Selah, Hap’s wife.  She resembled Abel, tall, long-limbed, luminous skin and wide, almond eyes.  She sang absently, the only thing she could do.  Her voice, hauntingly beautiful, was a gift of The Divine.  Fiercely dedicated to her family and their small community of freedpeople, Selah and Reverend Cyrus Proctor helped convince the others that Jameson and the officers and volunteers of the Freedmen’s Bureau wanted only to help.

Impassioned by education, she planned to complete her literacy training in two years, and then be the first southern Negro teacher at their school.  The pain on her face tore at Jameson’s heart; an entire life of anguish reflected in her bewildered stare.  She turned back to the fire, her arms wrapped protectively around her sons Samuel, eight, and Elijah, six.


Jameson tried to go deaf to the sobbing and shouts of the crowd.  “I knew something like this would happen,” Abel came up behind him, his voice raw with smoke and emotion.  “I could have told you this is how it would all go down,” Abel glared at Jameson. “Maybe not so soon, maybe not before the first Negro child walked through those doors, but did you really think they were ever gonna let this go?  They were never gonna let this be.”  Jameson pulled himself up from off the ground.  He was tall, but Abel was taller.  He had to look up to meet Abel’s acrid stare.


“I am so sorry, Abel…” Jameson said.  The words rasped dry and hollow.


“Sorry, yes sir, I’m sure you are.  But now you can go on home and say you tried…you did your time and got - what is it you got from being here?  You and the Colonel, well he has to be here, Miss Rutledge and Little Simon…what is in it for any of you?”


“Abel,” Jameson sighed, “This is not the time, and we’ve discussed this before…”

“Sure, we talked but I don’t know if I ever understood.  Why would this rich man with smooth hands and big words leave his family to stay here for almost two years?  No fine white man like you ever stepped out of his way to spit on us and yet here you are as dirty, burnt and bleeding as the rest of us.  Why?  Do you even know?”


“Abel, I’m far from rich.  And after what I’ve lost over these last years and what I’ve put into this school…” the words trailed off as he gestured toward the smoldering ruins.  “Never mind, there’s no point….”  Escalating screams and cries of outrage echoed around him.  


Cyrus edged toward them.  His face drawn and body bent with exhaustion.  His usually kind, knowing eyes were reddened by smoke and yellowed with age.  The striking contrast of his brown skin and white hair was lost in the black dusting.  Cyrus laid a calm hand on Abel’s arm.  “Not now, son.  Please, not now.”  Abel looked into Cyrus’s face for a long moment then turned and walked away.


Jameson and Cyrus exchanged looks of mutual grief.  Townspeople began arriving in carriages and wagons, with lanterns and buckets, prepared to help.  Jameson’s head spun.  The sacrifice of the past year and a half smoldered before him in waves of oppressive heat.  Some of the white citizenry, many who were violently opposed to the building of the school, came in the guise of sympathy and compassion.  They came in time only to witness the devastation.

“We might have known better, Jameson, but what would we have done different?”  Cyrus asked, his voice barely a croak, “As I see it, we had no choice but to go forward.”

“You’re right; we knew the risks from the beginning.  But we’d come so far with so little resistance.  Were they just biding their time?  How could we be so naïve?  We relied too heavily on the Union sympathies in this region, but there are many out there who still oppose us.  East Tennessee is still the south.  They blame us for the destruction of their world, which is not entirely untrue.”

Cyrus squinted, “I understand what you are saying, Jameson, and I’m sure you’re right.  Judging from the rumors coming from farther south and west, this is far from over.  I have a sick knowing in the pit of my stomach that tells me it is only the beginning.  Every time I think about Jeremiah, I still smell his sweat and blood.  I feel the weight of his body and the coldness of his skin when we cut him down from that tree.  How alone he must have felt dying that way…and the look on his Mama’s face when we brought him home…”

The thought filled Jameson with cold revulsion.  He remembered all too well the night they found Jeremiah Campbell’s flayed body strung from a tree.  His wrists, bound to a branch, broke in his struggle.  Whoever beat him did so mercilessly; it looked like at least two men took turns.   

Eighteen-year-old Jeremiah contracted himself out as a carpenter, working two and three jobs to pay for his and his mother’s passage north to find her family.  She already lost four children to sale.  Jeremiah was the only one she was allowed to keep and they were devoted to one another.  Jameson found a worn copy of The Freedmen’s Second Reader shoved into the waistband of Jeremiah’s pants with a strange insignia, it appeared to be three Ks, scrawled across the page in his blood.  

“That could have been an isolated incident and this could be too, but if they’re not, what do we do?  Where does it go from here?”  Jameson asked the question of himself as much as Cyrus. 

“I prayed, my God, I prayed they would let us have this,” Cyrus’s said.

“Protests…harassment, I was ready for most of it but I thought we’d see it coming,” Jameson said.

“This will not be the end of us, Jameson.  We’ve fought too long and too hard to consider surrender.  We won the war.  Now we’re in another and we’ll win that too.”

Jameson smiled, despite the desolation around them.  He and Cyrus fought in many abolitionist battles over the past seven years.  He recruited Jameson, his wife and her father into service with the Underground Railroad.  They spent months together on speaking tours for the American Anti-Slavery Society.  “And what if it takes fifty years?”

Cyrus laughed, showing the gaps in his back teeth; one sparkled gold, “Even if it takes a hundred and fifty years.  I can only hope to see the next twenty or so, someone else will have to take it from there.”

“Cyrus, the man hasn’t been born that can break you.”

“Fortunately the only ones with heart enough are on my side,” he squeezed Jameson’s arm tight.  “Abel has a point though.  This is not your battle, and it is not over.  We could have never reached this point without you and those like you, but we must learn to stand on our own.”

“There is still too much to do.  You haven’t begun to get the help you need.  And with the elections coming up…” 

“I understand you need to stay through November, but Jameson, you can’t keep putting your own life on hold for us.” 

Jameson ran his hands through his hair and knocked more ash into his face, “I hate every minute I spend away from Amelia and Maranda, yet I thank God they are not among the thousands of war widows and orphans.  This is and was my cause and I don’t feel I’ve done enough, not nearly enough.  You need me more now than ever.”  Cyrus held up a hand.  Jameson continued, “You can’t trust the Fed’s commitment to the Reconstruction.  It could be pulled at any time, and if there is growing insurgency among the natives, we could be in unimaginable trouble.  I don’t know if it is the end or the beginning – I don’t know what it is, but you’re right, it is not over.”

A shriek tore through the night.  The crowd shifted when a live ember landed on a girl of about nine, with a homespun smock and matted braids.  The coal passed through her thin dress and seared her skin.  Her mother screamed and fell on top of her to smother any flames.  A man stomped the ember until it was dead in the grass.  Selah rushed over with a rag soaked in creek water, pressing it against the burn on the child’s chest.  The little girl whimpered, trying not to bawl.  The mother trembled and clung to her daughter, looking more frightened than the child.

Cyrus and Jameson watched until they knew the girl was alright.  The crowd moved back as a unit, outside the range of flying sparks.  Cyrus continued, “This was supposed to be the end for you.  You need to go home.”

“Amelia will understand.”

“She always understands, but how selfless can you expect her to be?”  Cyrus’s voice softened, “And what about Maranda, you will never get these years back.”

The words stung; Jameson squeezed his eyes shut.  He knew that too well.  “You know I’ve always felt like a hypocrite for exempting from service.   But with Amelia’s father sick, I was the only male in two families.  It was the practical thing to do.  Now I consider this my time served – this and the Sea Islands.  Most fathers were away from their children for three and four years, many never made it back. I am very fortunate to be able to do my part and haven’t had to kill anyone in the process.”

“What if we find the people who firebombed the school?”

Jameson sucked his breath and stared at the smoldering ruins, “This is not the time to ask me that.”

“So tomorrow we start again…”

Jameson swallowed back tears, “I can’t believe it’s gone - all that money, work, materials and supplies…Jesus, what a waste.”

“I’ll call a Union League meeting tomorrow.  You get with the Bureau officials and we will figure out our options.  How long can you stay?”

“How long do you need me?”

“The need is never ending.  We’ll need you ‘til you’re used up.  And that end will come, Jameson.” Cyrus paused before continuing, “What about your colony?  That is what you really want.  You need to get started - very soon.”

“I will find a way to do it when the time is right.”

“Do it.  And the time will be right.”

“I’ve asked far too much of Amelia and Maranda already.  I couldn’t ask them to endure that kind of sacrifice for me again so soon…”

“I think they would do whatever you asked of them.”

“Yes, they would.  I don’t know.  I try to tell myself the whole idea is crazy but then I find myself thinking about it again.  I feel a compulsion to make a community like that work.  My experience on the Sea Islands was exhilarating - the world opens up to offer a blank slate.  With a little fortitude, cooperation and ingenuity, you can build a whole new existence. There are few frontiers left and I confess, creating a colony based on shared responsibility and prosperity thrills me.”

“You have an obligation to listen to your instincts.  Lord knows you’ve allowed it to steer you to some high-risk ventures in the past,”

“When is it time to stop taking these risks?”

“You need to listen to your gut.  Regardless, this is not the time to decide.  I planned to go to Columbus in a few weeks and return before winter.  But now I don’t dare leave.”

“I’ll wire Amelia tomorrow and tell her I’ve been indefinitely detained,” Jameson’s voice caught; he swallowed hard.  Cyrus nodded.

The men moved toward the crowd.  Fury began to replace shock as people argued about who saw and heard what.  The bitterness and resentment from the more vocal members, Abel included, began to spread.  Jameson tried to ignore the echoes of “We should have known!” and “What did we expect?”

Cyrus stepped forward, always a calming influence on his parishioners, “Please, please don’t make our loss any worse than it already is.  We will find answers and we will start over as many times as it is asked of us.  Violence is the weapon of our subjugators.  If we retaliate with the same, we will be hunted and punished as criminals - that is no option.  I beseech you to take the higher path and follow Jesus’ example.  Believe that our reward will come, maybe not until we walk beside Him in the Kingdom of Heaven, but it will come.  And those who vanquish us with cowardice and violence will burn in Hell.  Do not go there with them.”  

“Amen, amen,” murmurs echoed through the crowd.  The grace and tranquil confidence Cyrus displayed and the control he exerted over his congregation awed Jameson.  Because of their devotion to Cyrus, the freedpeople accepted him and the assistance offered by the Freedmen’s Bureau.

Hap and Selah huddled together, shrouded by the smoky fog.  Selah sobbed into her hands; Hap tried to comfort her.   The waxen look on his face cut deeper than her tears.  Elijah, their younger son, sat atop a large tree stump, rocking back and forth.  He pressed his knees tight against his chest, hiding his face in the crook of his arm.  He hadn’t looked up for a long time.  Watching him, Jameson thought, “If he can’t see it, it’s not there…”  He knew even if Elijah didn’t let himself see it, he smelt, heard and felt it with an intensity he may never forget.

Samuel sat on the ground next to the stump.  He held his wiry body, shirtless under dirty coveralls, straight and rigid.  His wide, liquid brown gaze glared at the embers as if he could stare them down and away.  The activity around him never deterred his focus.  Smoke hissed loudly as four teenage boys flooded the area with water, preventing any additional flare-ups, and in the vain hope that something inside might be saved.

The Knox County Sheriff and two deputies rode up on horseback and began questioning members of the crowd.  Everyone spoke at once, the dialect of one region yelling over the broken English of another.  The white lawmen feigned confusion.  Shots rang out.  The Sheriff, still on his horse, held his pistol in the air.  The yelling stopped.  


“Now, I know you’re upset, but there’s no more to be done here,” the Sheriff shouted, “Before a bad night gets much worse, I suggest you all go home.”

Four uniformed Union soldiers rode around the fringe of the crowd.  They moved in as the townspeople pushed out, hoping to prevent impending trouble.  The soldiers assisted the Sheriff and deputies as they directed the onlookers down the hill and toward their homes.


Colonel Leland Walker DeWitt, District Administrator of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands, arrived in full uniform; his moustache impeccably waxed.  He scrutinized the scene from atop his horse.  A handsome man about Jameson’s age, thirty-five, with slate-gray eyes and a slight overbite, reveled in the authority of his rank.  Most of the Bureau volunteers believed DeWitt had legitimate sympathies for the Negroes and the displaced southern whites in his charge, but his tendency to swagger in his Union blues garnered him little genuine respect.

The ranking officer of the small unit of Federal soldiers, DeWitt was stationed in Knoxville to ensure the peaceful transition of the freed slaves and war refugees.  Their responsibilities included enforcing national Reconstruction policies, providing sustenance items and documenting crimes and atrocities committed in their region. In addition, they guarded against any Confederate uprising.  Once the soldiers arrived, the rising hostility of the crowd began to abate.

Jameson joined his fellow volunteers, Adeline Rutledge and Simon McIvoy, “Little Simon” the freedpeople called him.  The devastation on their faces had to mirror his own.  Adeline opened her arms and caught Jameson in a tight, maternal embrace.  “Sweet, sweet Jesus, tell me this isn’t happening.”

Jameson couldn’t speak for fear he’d lose control.

“Jameson, you worked so hard for this.  I am so sorry,” Simon said.  Mud and soot caked his clothes.  He struggled alongside the others in the bucket brigade with stamina greater than his slight stature would imply.

“We all did, Simon.”

“You secured the Peabody Grant and the additional funding, donated your parents’ books…” Jameson raised his eyebrows.  “…And I’m not helping, am I?” Simon winced.

Jameson sighed, “We told them they wouldn’t have to rely on abandoned buildings or donated churches forever.  We promised to set a precedent for districts throughout the south.  Thousands of hours and thousands of dollars later, what do we have?  Smoking ruins…”

Tears streaked the ash covering Adeline’s round face.  “We can’t do anything about it tonight.  We have got to do our best to diffuse the situation and prevent any more trouble.”

Simon tried to clean his wire-framed glasses, but every part of him was just as dirty.  “They are going to need us now more than ever, and tomorrow will come all too quickly.  I propose we reassure as many as we can and try to get them home.  They can come to the Bureau in the morning and maybe we’ll have more answers for them.”

Adeline and Jameson agreed.  They served over a year together as Bureau volunteers, assisting the freedpeople and refugees with shelter, clothing, food, and locating lost family members.  They also helped with job training and work contracts, protecting them from hostilities too numerous to mention.

The soldiers waved the crowd on and it began to break up.  In a disconsolate haze, the women cleaned up the long forgotten celebration feast.  Children held lanterns for their mothers.  Men brought their wagons around and loaded them.  One by one the last of the workers and observers moved soberly down the hill.  


Jameson walked to his carriage.  Selah caught up to him, touching his arm, “Mr. – Jameson,” she glanced shyly at the ground, “No one should be alone now.  We’d like you to come over…some cracklin’ bread and hot coffee will help us figure out what to do next.  The Reverend will be there – would you please come?”  

The warmth of her smile cut through his exhaustion; she was difficult to resist.  And the thought of his lonely hotel room made him feel twice empty, “Thank you, Selah, I’d like that.”

“The boys went home with Leta and Wilton Groves; she’ll give them supper.”

 He could barely find the strength to pull himself onto his carriage; gripping the reigns with blistered and bleeding hands was excruciating.  Looking back at the wreckage of the school, he choked back the emotion that threatened to tear from his throat.  

While he drove away, he contemplated the torrent of demands that swept through his life like a river.  Until now, he clung to a tiny vessel of dedication, bandied about by deadlines, conflicts and bureaucracy.   Sometimes he wished he would be thrown clear of this runaway mission before the tide of need overtakes him and he drowns in the waves of his own good intentions.

CHAPTER TWO


A half moon lit an expanse of dark, grassy farmland outside Knoxville.  The cracks and windows of a dilapidated barn flickered with orange firelight.  Everett Hannigan gripped his unlit torch as he emerged from the Little Woods.  He took a breath and made his way across the open meadow.


Somber chanting of a strange, otherworldly hymn could be heard as a line of white-robed men filed ceremoniously through the barn’s back door.  Their gowns varied widely.  Some wore simple cotton sheets; others donned fancy robes adorned with Confederate, religious or occult symbols.


White hoods covered every head and face.  The patterns were essentially the same, cotton sacks with holes cut out for the eyes.  Anonymity was their sacred strength.  Grave restitution befell anyone negligent with the keeping of his hood.  With washing considered too risky, the filth of one’s mask often symbolized the owner’s length of affiliation and level of involvement.  


Every third person in line carried a torch.  They were known as Furies.  The flame, held a foot above the head, served to light the ground for the carrier, the member before and the one behind.  Everett joined the group of about ten members still outside.  Another member lit his torch.  He held it high and straight; bearing it as the proudest honor he knew.


A Sentry stood at the open door with a tattered Bible in hand.  One by one he peered into the eyeholes of every hood.  Once satisfied, he held out the Bible and quickly administered the sacred oath.  At his turn, Everett stepped forward.  He looked down so the shorter Sentry could see his eyes.  There was no recognition, at first.


“Brother, you are a Fury.  Are you a member of this Dominion?”  The Sentry kept his drawl low, but stern.


“Yes sir,” Everett rasped.


Another member peered around Everett’s robe.  Beneath the hood of the smaller man was Everett’s brother, Cal, though only they knew it.  Cal’s eyes connected with the Sentry’s, in instant recognition.  “He’s my charge, Brother,” Cal explained. “Only his second time, but they made him a Fury right off, on account of his size.” The pride in Cal’s voice made Everett stand taller.


“Ah, then welcome, Brother,” the Sentry said, extending the Bible to Everett, who placed his right hand on top.


“Are you a white Protestant American citizen?”


“Yes sir,”


“Are you in favor of a white man’s government?”


“Yes sir,”


“Do you believe in racial separation?”


“Yes sir,”


“By the authority vested in me I now declare and proclaim you a citizen of The Invisible Empire Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, and invest you with the title of Klansmen, the most honorable title among white men.”


“Thank you, sir,” 


“Do you swear that these proceedings are absolutely sacred, and we, as members, swear eternal secrecy of any and all knowledge, imparted to us as honored brethren?”


“I do.”


“May any who betray us burn in Hell,” the Sentry stepped aside and allowed him in.


The line snaked through the center clearing and around, swinging wide to form a perfect human circle.  This ritual entrance and formation symbolized kyklos, or circle, the Greek namesake of their brotherhood, the Ku Klux Klan.


The members continued walking and chanting in the ring until everyone had come inside.  Everett fell into place, picking up the verse from the others.  A warm wind cut through the barn; the heavy door slammed shut.  The gust rustled robes and flared torch flames.  The din of the mysterious, indecipherable chants grew louder, more unified.  Their intensity grew frenetic; the sound built to an eerie, inhuman moan.


Suddenly, a figure broke rank and stepped to the center of the circle.  The chanting stopped.  The man, wearing slightly more elaborate raiment, revolved in place, viewing the crowd around him, his arms outstretched.  His right hand clutched a wooden staff.  The folds of his robe rustled around him.


Two thumps on the dirt floor called all to attention.  Every pair of eyes locked onto the man in the center.  The barn was silent, save for the crackling of torches and the creaking of old boards at every lean of the wind.  A moment passed; the center figure hurled his free arm and staff upward in salutation.  He wore his hood folded just over his mouth, to allow his voice to carry, but still shadowing his face.  Everett caught sight of a coarse black beard and a vicious scowl.


“Welcome all Ghouls of this Great Dominion!  Our numbers have grown far faster than we dared hope.  This Dominion of Knox, Blount and Loudon counties is destined to be the greatest in all of Tennessee, and soon, the Confederacy.  They have long branded East Tennessee as traitorous to the South; we have a hallowed mission to avenge this position.  With your loyal service, brothers, and my leadership, as your Grand Titan, we will indeed realize our cardinal goals!”  The crowd roared their agreement.


The Grand Titan moved slowly around the inside of the circle.  He hesitated as he passed each individual.  While he spoke he peered into every pair of eyeholes.  Torch flames lit the exposed eyes of the bearers.  Clenched hands on every staff gave the only visible evidence of flesh and bone and provided the only glimpse of the men behind.


Every finger, knuckle and thumb differed from those gripping the torches before and after.  The hands ranged from thick and hairy, to smooth, almost adolescent; some were manicured, others blue-veined and withered with age; many had powder burns, not all had five fingers, most all were callused or scarred from the toil of farm work (or, perhaps, the wielding of whips).  No mistake could be made of the two traits every hand had in common: they were all white and male.


Everett’s heart pounded.  The exhilaration of power and unity pulsed through him.  The strength of his clenched fingers belied the clammy palm gripping the torch.  As the Titan approached, he struggled to control the trembling of his taught hand.  He whispered a silent prayer, and thought of his Ellen.  Was she watching him?  Please, Ellen, please understand why I’m here…


Before reaching Everett, the Titan stopped pacing and began to speak.  His voice rang sharp and strong.  He exuded supreme confidence.  “We have a tremendous task before us.  We must reclaim our pride.  We must reclaim our land.  No longer will we tolerate this repulsive domineering from the North!  They forced this war then destroyed everything!  Our women have been raped, defiled, left penniless, our brothers, fathers and sons butchered, emasculated…our Niggers, stolen and re-enslaved by their government!  Now our land, the most beautiful and fertile in the world, is barren, destroyed.  Our homes and fields looted and razed.  This travesty must stop and I for one am saying, NO MORE!”


“NO MORE!” the crowd yelled.


“NO MORE!” Everett’s confined shout echoed in his ears.


“No, gentlemen, not one minute more.  Only through the reuniting of our Confederate ranks, will we prove gentlemen of the South never lay down to die!” The Titan ignited his audience; Everett included.  Fueled by their anger, purpose and brotherhood, the group’s energy flared.  The Titan fed off their intensity.  They cheered his every line and thrust torches higher into the air.


With deliberate movement and demeanor, the Titan stalked the crowd, “I don’t mind telling you, gentlemen, because I know you will hear what I’m saying as fact, that come November we will watch our families’ slaves – darkeys that have been in our families for three and four generations – cast a ballot in a United States election…”


The mob groaned their disgust.  “Sacrilege!” a voice shouted.  The Titan’s hooded head hung in shame.  “Through this whole humiliation, I have thought of my father and his father before, and how they will spin in their graves at the thought of our own Niggers looking me level in the eye, smirks on their impudent faces, wearing that abomination, the Fourteenth Amendment, on their sleeves.  I swear I will puke right there on the street.”  The crowd roared and cheered, growling their shared indignation.  


The Grand Titan refused to lose momentum, “Let me remind you of something we already know – It’s not our Niggers’ fault.  We have been living together peaceably for two hundred years…”


“Until them Yankees!” Everett heard his own voice shout.


“Oh, yes Sir!” the Titan wheeled around and pointed directly at him.  Everett nearly jumped back but he commanded his feet to stand firm.  The Titan didn’t miss a beat, “Them Yankees - those officious, insolent, bastard Yankees!”  He tasted the words first then spat them like repellent venom.


“Yes, they brought down our land, our farms and families.  They destroyed our lives…all for something that was none of their goddamned business!”


The crowd’s cheers continued, accented with howls and muffled whistles.  Through the clamor, a lone voice broke through, “We know this!” It came from Everett’s far left, “That’s why we fought in the first place!  Fought and lost!”


The room exploded in a frenzy of screaming protests and objections to the war.  The Titan nodded and paced as if deep in thought.  The crowd noise finally succumbed, inducing their leader to speak again.


“Yes, Brothers, for a million reasons and more, which every one of us knows, we lost that battle of the War.   Maybe our government struck a deal and conceded but have we given up?  I know I never surrendered, did you?”


“No!  Hell no!” The crowd shouted.


“No, we did not!” The Titan announced.  “Now, I propose we attack our true enemies, the insurgent Carpetbaggers and Scalawags.  They freed our Niggers, which led to the collapse of our economy and our government.  And those parasites are getting rich by reconstructing the South they plundered and destroyed…”


The Grand Titan stared into the circle surrounding him.  Again Everett froze as the Titan moved in his direction.  The moment the man stepped before him, his heart skipped a beat.  Instead of the shadowed jaw he’d grown used to, he found his eyes locked onto a malevolent, ice blue stare that seared through him.  After he passed, Everett let out a slow breath.


The Titan stopped pacing and walked to the edge of the circle.  He broke through the ring of robed men then climbed onto a stack of hay bales at the rear of the barn.  He handed his staff to a nearby Ghoul and he pulled a page of scrawled paper from beneath his robe.


“Brothers!  We have been tracking agitators in our Dominion.  They are our sworn enemies and we will do anything to remove them from our lives and our land.”


Everett’s eyes followed the Grand Titan.  He licked away salty rivulets of sweat that collected on his stubbled upper lip.  The restricted heat and shortage of air in his hood added to his excitement.  His mind reeled and he grew intoxicated by their surrounding energy and passion.  He hadn’t felt such unification since the early days of enlistment and soldier training.  They were Brothers, bound by their hatred of a common enemy.

A sudden understanding flashed through his mind, cutting through the haze of despair he lived in the past two years.  “They killed her!” he said aloud.  The realization overwhelmed him.  The grief and confusion that plagued him since Ellen died began to dissipate.  He felt a surge of relief brought by this clear-headed awareness and a new, extremely powerful, sense of purpose.


“Furies!”  Please step forward,” the Titan commanded, “You will be in charge of one group, or in some cases, one particularly infectious individual.  Your responsibility will be to rid us of them – by whatever means necessary.”


Everett thrust through the crowd and proudly stepped forward.  The Grand Titan received him with a nod of respect.


“Here is your charge, Brother,” the Titan read from a slip of paper, “Jameson Braydon of Boston, Massachusetts, a Law Professor,” his voice dripped contempt, “When he ever teaches, I don’t know.  He was an Abolition activist and speaker for years, since Harvard.   He draws big crowds, this one.”  He read on, “Member and Officer, American Anti-Slavery Society, Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, writes for the Liberator, delegate, Republican National Convention…hmm, our boy was on the committee to nominate Abraham Lincoln for President, how nice.  And now he’s here, in Knoxville, raising money and building Nigger schools, teaching them to read, organizing Union Leagues and come November…we definitely need to rid ourselves of him.”


“Yes sir!” said Everett.


“This Braydon,” the Titan continued, “Has proposed building a New England style colony on our land – just what we need.  He has a wife and daughter, still up north.  Too bad, they could make things so very easy…” His eyes again locked onto Everett’s.  Their cold blue reflected the flickering torch flame.  He whispered, almost hissed, to Everett, “The fear of God is a powerful tool, Brother, learn how to use it.”

CHAPTER THREE


The boys couldn’t move.  Their bodies were pinned so tightly into the small space that they could scarcely breathe.  Samuel didn’t dare look up until long after the ghosts had gone.  Samuel held Elijah tight.  How could he be sure they were alone in the barn, when all he could hear was the howl of the wind and the pounding of their hearts?


He kept them hidden from the evil they saw just an hour or so before.  Thin streaks of moonlight poked through the slats of the decaying barn wall, allowing Samuel to see just a little.  The darkness saved them before but now they were lost in it.


He waited and waited, long after the torches and voices and footsteps had gone. He waited until he had to move.  He began to work his arms free of Elijah.


“No, no, no!  Don’t move, Samuel, don’t move!”  Elijah gripped Samuel’s arm tighter.  His voice came out a whispered shriek.


“’Lijah, I have to,” Samuel said, “Before long it’ll be worse to stay than go.”


Wedged between the wall and two bales of hay, they had been clamped in that position for almost two hours; Samuel couldn’t move at first.  Slowly, he worked his arms free.  Once loose, they stung with tingling pain.


Elijah whimpered and grabbed him tighter.  Samuel strained in the darkness to find his brother’s eyes.  Elijah kept them shut tight.  Samuel grabbed his brother’s dusty, tear-streaked face and forced him to look upward, “C’mon, Elijah, we got to get out of here while we still can!  Daddy’ll whip us if we don’t get our butts home!”  He hesitated then whispered, “Remember Jeremiah.”


Elijah shrunk deeper into the hay, “No!  They’ll come back!  They’ll come back!  They’ll catch us and kill us – you know they will!  They’ll throw us in their fires; then they’ll sing while we burn like the school!”  Samuel tried to work himself free of Elijah’s grasp.  He was scared too, almost as scared as Elijah, though for not the same reasons.

Ghosts terrified Elijah.  Samuel, Abel and Daddy used to tease him about it, making up crazy stories to scare him worse.  Samuel regretted that now.  As far as Elijah knew, they watched a gathering hosted by Satan himself, surrounded by his most evil spirits, the chanting, the fires, the fluttering robes…


Samuel shuddered.  In the beginning he also thought they found a haunted barn.  After watching, he began to notice things about the ghosts.  He realized they were not spirits at all. 
“Elijah, you know those weren’t real spooks, right?”


Elijah whimpered.


“I know they looked like it.  I was afraid too at first, but then I saw a hand with two silver rings, like Master Faulk wears, and remember the Overseer, Mr. Orson?  He’s missing two fingers on one hand, and Mrs. Rawley’s husband has those boots from Savannah he’s always bragging on – I saw them too.  Those weren’t spirits, they were white folks dressed that way.”


Elijah finally looked up.  Samuel pushed on; knowing Elijah feared white folks less than ghosts but he didn’t know if he felt the same.  “No matter who they were, they will kill us if we’re caught.”


He could see Elijah’s eyes now; tears glistened in the faint light.  “You sure they weren’t spooks, Samuel?”  


Samuel nodded and held out his hand.  Elijah took it.  Gently, he straightened Elijah’s legs.  The younger boy’s body gave up its fight and allowed his brother to lead him from their straw refuge.  They looked in every direction before they dared stand.  Then they carefully tested every limb and joint for strength before trusting them with their weight.  Numb at first, the feeling began to come back with painful pins and needles in Samuel’s hands, legs, feet and buttocks.


“It hurts,” Elijah shifted from one foot to the other.


“Shhh, we’ve got to be careful!”  Samuel rubbed Elijah’s arms and legs and tried to brush off the prickly hay imbedded in the dry skin of his knees and elbows.  He looked around the darkness of the barn.  The memories of the night crept in; he pushed them back.  Elijah squeezed his hand tight and tried to balance, his footing still tender.  “You ready?”  Elijah nodded.  “If I get caught, you keep going, hear?  Keep going until you find somebody to help.  Go back to Mr. Groves or get to our house, but move fast and stay out of sight.”  

Samuel knew that once they started they could not stop, not until they reached the front stoop of their cabin, maybe three or four miles away.  Why did he get the idea to sneak away from Miss Leta’s?  If they ever saw their parents again, they would be in the worst trouble.  Should he remind Elijah about Jeremiah again?  No, the kid was scared enough already and Samuel knew he would never forget.  They could no longer wait.  


“Now!” Samuel nudged Elijah and they slipped through the dark barn.  Elijah followed his every step.  When he got to the mildewing barn door he felt for its edge.  He breathed deep and as gently as he could, pushed the door open.  The warped wood and rusty hinges let out a deafening creak.  They froze.  Samuel’s heart pounded in his chest, his throat, his head...  Elijah moaned, but kept quiet, thank you, Jesus.


The moon lit the open field enough for Samuel to see across.  Nothing moved.  With no more time for thinking, he bolted from the door and lit out across the field as fast as his legs could move.  Elijah dragged behind him but didn’t let go.  Before long, they matched their rhythm and pace making it possible to skirt obstacles, stay low and run as hard they could.    

***


Small droplets of sweat beaded across Selah Archibald’s smooth, high forehead.  She continued to stoke the already blistering fire beneath her iron kettle.  With eyes squeezed shut, she whispered a silent prayer, as she had done a hundred times in the past hour.  She paced from the rock hearth back to the shuttered window.  The black, empty night offered less hope than it had moments before.


The coals glowed at the far end of the two-room slave cabin.  The aroma of bacon, onions, greens and hickory smoke mingled with fresh biscuits and butter and filled the tiny house.  She pushed the shutter open wide hoping, praying, that her boys would come running to the smell, as if it could guide them safely home.


Four men sat at her table, Reverend Proctor, Mr. Braydon, Abel and Wilton Groves, who made an already horrible night worse when he came to tell them Samuel and Elijah disappeared from his house while he tended his animals and Leta fixed supper.  The men sipped boiled coffee and scraped at their plates while discussing how to proceed.  Those fool boys probably thought they’d find out who burned the school.  My God, what would happen to them?


“They’ll be safe, baby, I know they’ll be safe,” Hap came up behind her.  His strong hands squeezed her shoulders. 

“No, Hap, you don’t know!  Why are you all still sitting here?  Go find them!”  The tears she held back broke with a flood.  Her life knew plenty of fear and heartbreak, but she knew nothing close to the cold, raw terror that gripped her heart right now.

“She’s right,” Mr. Braydon pushed his chair back. “We’ve waited long enough.”

“Hap, you have to go now, it’s getting too late,” she steeled herself but let the tears fall without shame or apology.  

“Yes’m, we’re going,” Hap said, “We’ll take my rig, Mr. Braydon’s and the Reverend’s.  We’ll split three ways.  You stay here in case they come back on their own.  Please don’t cry…we’ll find them.  I promise.”  Reverend Proctor, Abel, and Wilton reassured her as they put on their hats and planned their routes.  Still covered with a layer of soot, the men stunk like a pile of ash.  That smell will surely bring back the hell of this night for years.  Mr. Braydon, lost in the filth of his white suit, turned and touched her hand, “All we have right now is hope, Selah, please don’t give that up.”  Selah wiped her eyes with her apron and forced a smile.  She would never figure that man out.

Alone in her cabin on the former Archibald farm, she tried to busy herself.  She opened her Bible to pray, but instead began looking at the inscriptions her former mistress, Mrs. Archibald, wrote inside: The date of their marriage, a real, legal marriage, not the usual slave marriage.  She also wrote the date they came to East Tennessee and the birthdays of Samuel and Elijah.  She and Hap were Mrs. Archibald’s favorites; she doted on them like children.  

They had come so far from their years at the Danforth plantation in South Carolina.  Selah had only shadowy memories of her mother, with her radiant dark brown skin, wide eyes and long neck and limbs.  She spoke with an accent and the women at the plantation sometimes referred to her as a French Islander.  Then one day, she was gone.  

An overseer brought Selah to Master Danforth when she was about six.  After that, she worked in the Big House.  She listened to the whispered gossip of the other house slaves and learned her mother was sold because she was with child.  “With no other white man on the property, everyone would know who the daddy of that mulatto baby was…” Selah didn’t know what this meant, but guessed it had something to do with Master Danforth.

Master demanded immaculate appearance and silent grace from his house servants.  The Housekeeper, Sonia, and Cook kept after the younger girls, hissing at them to stand up straight, move fluidly, mind their manners and attend their duties with mouths shut and eyes open.  The threat of being sent back to the fields hung over their heads.  Nobody ever whipped the house servants, yet if one disobeyed they went back to the fields, where whipping was commonplace.  

Selah vowed this would never happen to her. She remained polite and well-behaved as she tended the children during the day and assisted Cook at night.  The governess told the children stories every morning.  Selah loved to listen.  When they began their lessons, Selah always found a reason to be nearby.  She arranged to dust and clean the nursery everyday while the children learned their letters and numbers.  If the governess noticed her listening, Selah pretended not to hear or understand.

She hated wash day.  The children’s laundry had to be done first, so every Saturday, Selah got up before dawn and hauled bucket after bucket of water from the stream.  She built the fire, heated the water and dissolved the lye soap in the barrel.  It burned her hands, nose and eyes.  

Then one morning she realized she could write in the mud at the base of the tub while the clothes soaked.  For a precious hour Selah practiced shaping the letters and searched her mind to remember the lessons learned the week before the other house slaves descended on the stream for the ritual of laundry day.

If anyone approached early, she could douse the ground and stomp the mud to erase her sin.  This offense would certainly land her back in the fields; she made sure she was never discovered.  She dreamed of one day opening open a book, understanding the markings and being part of the magic they held. 

After dinner Saturday nights, the Danforth slaves received three hours of free time.  This was the only time the field hands and house servants interacted.  Selah’s best friend, Mary Agnes, worked in the gardens.  Selah accompanied Cook to the gardens everyday to carry the load Cook harvested.  Mary Agnes, with her wide, gap-toothed smile, knew about everything that happened in the fields that week - who got beat, born or sick…Cook always scolded Mary Agnes for being a petty little busy body, but never missed a word of her news and repeated it in detail to the women in the house.

On their Saturday nights, Selah and Mary Agnes spoke to two field boys their age, Abel and Elias, who everyone called Hap.  Hap was kind and soft-spoken with round cheeks and deep dimples.  His long-lashed eyes made him look on the verge of laughter. Abel looked more like Selah and, unlike Hap, he rarely smiled.  His bottomless eyes saw everything.  Smart, suspicious and proud, Abel only let his guard down with Hap, Selah or Mary Agnes.  Hap couldn’t disguise his adoration of Selah.  She liked it.  It made her feel special when he looked at her.  The four of them spent their free time together for months before Master Danforth took sick.

The gossip flew in the weeks before Master Danforth died.  What would become of them?  The children, being too young, would live with relatives.  The slaves would be re-sold or inherited with the rest of the house and property.  Everyone hated Master, who seemed to delight in the suffering of others.  Petty and cruel to his neighbors and business associates, few mourners paid their respects.  Those who did came out of social obligation, or to inspect the estate.  No one but the children cried over his coffin.  

The whispers of the slaves began to report the Master’s many debts.  The house and property would be parceled off and sold at auction.  Master’s relatives had first pick of the holdings for the price of the taxes.  Selah, Abel and Hap learned they had been chosen by a Tennessee cousin, Master Whitcomb Archibald.  Everyone knew the deeper you went into the south, the worse it was for a slave.  Tennessee was north!  Selah checked it on the globe in the nursery.  They hoped and prayed and listened for rumors to find out if Mary Agnes would be going with them.

They found out the day the Trader arrived.  Selah grabbed her friend and held her tight.  She squeezed back tears and trembled when the Overseers began pointing out slaves. The Trader’s men grabbed at people attempting to run and threw them on a wagon.  One snatched Mary Agnes by the arm and jerked her off the ground.  Selah screamed and cried and held tighter.  All around her people shouted.  Mamas and babies cried, the horses whinnied and reared.  One of the Trader’s men, a black man, held a rifle.  He grabbed Selah, pulled her off Mary Agnes and threw her to the ground.

Hap charged him.  A shot shattered the noise and screaming.  Everything fell silent, save the cry of a few babies.  Two rifles were cocked and aimed at Hap’s chest and face.  Everybody froze.  

A fat white man with a bulbous red nose spoke in a deep Cracker drawl, “Goddammit, the deals have all been made.  You Niggers best accept that and get the hell out of my men’s way or we will shoot you.  Now, I don’t necessarily want to do that ‘cause I make no money off a dead Nigger, but I will not hesitate if you become more trouble than you’re worth.  Now those who were told to stay – stand back, or we’ll throw you in the wagon too.  No one would blame us if we couldn’t tell one from the other and--” He cast a long glance at Abel, eyeing him head to foot, “I may have got the raw end of this deal and I could sure try to make up for it…”  

Abel glared.  He and Hap pulled Selah back from the wagon.  She squeezed Mary Agnes’s hand as long as she could.  They bit their lips to keep quiet.  When the wagon pulled away, Mary Agnes put her face in her hands and bawled.  Selah watched helplessly then buried her face in Hap’s chest and wept.  Why them and not her?  What would happen to her?  To all of them?

Selah, Hap, Abel, Cook, Miss Leta and Cook’s baby niece, Lizzie, went to Tennessee.  All the others went to the Traders.  Selah still thought about Mary Agnes and dreamed of finding her one day.  Mr. and Mrs. Archibald lost everything during the war.  He took a job in town as Assistant Postmaster.  

They sold their farm to a northern speculator, which allowed for Selah and Hap to keep their cabin until the buyer took possession.  The volunteers at the Freedmen’s Bureau assured them it could take years before that happened, if it ever did.  The deed would likely change hands several times or the government might take over the land.  Many slaves hoped for the Land Redistribution and Resettlement Act, which some Congressmen wanted in Washington, but Mr. Braydon doubted it would pass.  Meanwhile she was thankful to have her own home.

Selah opened the velvet lined cedar box that Hap made her for their first anniversary.  She kept their important papers inside.  Mrs. Archibald arranged for them to have a legal wedding, with their Marriage Certificate filed with the Knox Country Courthouse.  Mrs. Archibald also made documents to record the births of Samuel and Elijah.  

In her fanciest script, she wrote the day, date and their given names.  Because of the kindness of Mrs. Archibald, Selah and Hap decided not to change their names.  Their sons will always know something they never did, the exact date of their birth.  

Abel did not have it so good.  He remained in the fields and at the mercy of the drivers and overseers.  He wanted to change his name and they didn’t blame him for it.  The day he announced his new name would be Abel Lincoln, Selah and Hap laughed ‘til tears ran down their cheeks.  Abel didn’t think it at all funny.  Every time she looked at Abel, she saw him with a stovepipe hat and pointed beard and started to laugh again.  He decided against it.  Abel hated when people laughed at him.  For now he kept Archibald because Hap did and they considered themselves brothers.  

Selah tried to raise the weight in her heart by remembering their many blessings.  She could read now and got better every day.  Hap had a good job at the foundry.  Many people helped them.  The good usually balanced the bad.  The thing that scared her most was when the bad was truly evil…how could they fight that?  And the boys…Oh God, the boys, they were supposed to start school at the new Academy on Monday.  And now they may not make it home.  Please, God, let them be safe….

All Negroes knew and heeded the warning words, “Remember Jeremiah,” as a reminder to be cautious at night.  She stood by Lucy Campbell on Jeremiah’s eighteenth birthday comforting her, assuring her friend that her son would come back safe.  He had been late, like the boys were now.  Hap, The Reverend and Mr. Braydon went to find him.  

She saw Jeremiah’s bleeding body as the wagon approached and she lunged to block Samuel and Elijah’s view.  She wasn’t fast enough and they both saw the young man with the wild laugh they adored, his death stare shining in the lamplight.  Elijah gasped.  Selah grabbed his face and pressed it to her skirt; she wanted to bury her own face, but couldn’t.  She stood firm for her sons, for Lucy and for Jeremiah.

Selah could only watch as Lucy rocked the body of what had been her only surviving child.  Jeremiah promised her from the time he could talk that he would someday buy her freedom.  He just started to do this when they were emancipated.  That didn’t stop him from working though, if anything, he worked harder.  He contracted himself out for farm work or carpentry repairs to support them.   He volunteered his time to work on the school, and was every bit as excited as Selah about reading and learning.  He also dreamed of teaching at the new academy.

***

Samuel strained for breath and kept running; sure his heart would tear out of his chest any second.  His head and ears throbbed.  The rhythm matched the pounding of his footsteps as they hit the hard-packed dirt as fast as he could make them go.  Past his own panting and pounding ears and feet, he heard his brother behind him.  Elijah kept one step behind.  Samuel held tight to Elijah’s hand from the second they started, but after pulling him through the Little Woods, he had to let go.  

The pitch darkness confused him.  Thorns and branches tore at their skin and clothes.  He pushed past a limb that hit him in the chest then it bent back and whipped Elijah across the face.  When they finally made it out of the woods, he glanced back.  In the moonlight he could see the gash was bleeding and a welt formed over Elijah’s eye.

After that he let go to free both their hands.  Elijah could steer his own way, which worked much better.  Samuel was proud of the way Elijah kept up, not once complaining or begging him to stop.  Elijah wanted to get home safe to Mama worse than he did, if that was possible.  Samuel tried not to think of anything but breathing and keeping his legs moving.  

They reached the edge of a large grass field.  Was this Gibson’s Meadow?  He wasn’t sure, “Hold up!” Samuel stopped.   Elijah nearly ran past him, but Samuel grabbed his arm and jerked him back.  For several seconds they panted uncontrollably.  Samuel struggled to calm himself, drawing air through his nose and leaning his hands on his knees.  Sweat prickled his scalp and dripped down his back.  Elijah gasped and coughed.

“Shhh, slow down or you’ll never catch it,” Samuel said between breaths.

“How much farther?” Elijah barely got the words out.  Samuel shook his head.  He didn’t know for sure where they were.  He listened hard and looked around for something familiar to give him some clue.  He could only hear the lowing of a cow in the distance and the chirping of crickets.  

“What’s that?” Elijah pointed across the field at a tiny light on the other side.  It looked like a single lantern.  The light moved.

“I think it’s a wagon or buggy,” Samuel whispered.  He wasn’t sure what to do.  At the edge of the meadow they were protected by the shadows of the trees, but once they went out into the open, the moon lit up the long green grass.  They would be seen.

“Maybe its Daddy or Abel looking for us,” Elijah said.

“What if it’s one of the ghosts?  What if they saw us leave and knew we saw them?” Samuel tried to think.  He dropped to the ground.  The grass, still damp from a thunderstorm that day, smelled of fresh soil and manure.  He held back a sneeze.  Elijah dropped to his belly behind him.  They inched forward keeping an eye on the light.  Soon they could see it was a carriage.  The lantern lit the driver’s hands, which were white; the canopy shadowed his face.   If only Samuel could see the carriage from the side he might recognize it, but it was aimed straight at them. 

He stopped.  If they crawled any further, the driver was sure to spot them.  It could be Mr. Braydon, or Mr. McIvoy, or maybe Mr. LeVeque, his Daddy’s boss, or Mr. Treadway, he was always nice to them…  He prayed it was help, but couldn’t risk it.  The thought of Jeremiah’s bleeding body flashed in his mind.  

The carriage turned.  If it left, they could be lost out here all night. The grass itched.  Elijah’s stomach growled.  Just as the carriage veered away, he caught a glimpse of the side and the bay horses that pulled it.

“Mr. Braydon!” he shouted, then crouched low.  What if he was wrong?  The carriage stopped, the driver leaned out, waving the lantern in front of him.  Samuel saw the white suit, the pale hat.  Elijah broke into a run across the meadow.  Samuel tried to catch up.

“We’re here! Right here!” Elijah’s high voice rang through the still night.

“Elijah, hush!” Samuel whispered as he ran, “We don’t know who can hear.”

“Samuel!  Elijah!” Mr. Braydon’s proper northern voice still sounded so strange.  Right now it was the most beautiful thing he ever heard.  “Thank God!  You boys had everyone worried sick.  Your mother is beside herself,” Mr. Braydon helped them into his carriage, swinging Elijah into the seat then pulling Samuel up behind. 

Mr. Braydon smiled, his face and hair streaked with mud and soot.  He patted their arms and legs and looked them over.  “Are you alright?  You’re not hurt are you?”  He squinted in the lantern light at the bleeding gash above Elijah’s eye.  Samuel tried to talk, but started crying instead.  The relief…he was so scared.  

He looked up at the man, one of kindest men he ever knew, white or Negro, and couldn’t say anything.  He just bawled like a baby.  Elijah started crying too, of course.  Samuel wanted to stop, but choked on his tears instead.  “Quiet now, we don’t know who might be out here,” Mr. Braydon tried to hide the concern in his voice.  Samuel nodded.  If he only knew…  Elijah squeezed himself deep into the seat between them.  Though he was usually shy around grownups, especially white folks, Elijah pressed himself against Mr. Braydon, making it difficult for him to steer the horses.  He adjusted by putting his arm around Elijah and protecting him while he drove. 

He spurred the horses to a gallop.  The dark scenery rushed by, and things began to look familiar.  It would have taken them all night to get home, if they didn’t get more lost.  Samuel prayed to God and thanked him.  When they turned onto the nearly deserted land that used to be the Archibald farm, Samuel could see the light in their cabin.  

Besides his Daddy’s wagon, Mr. Groves’s rig and Reverend Proctor’s buggy with the horses still hitched up, stood outside.  They hadn’t been there long.  He and Elijah were in so much trouble.  “I don’t care if we get our butts lashed clean ‘til Sunday,” he said, “I’m so glad to be home.”

CHAPTER FOUR

As Jameson pulled up to the cabin Selah stood in the doorway, her body rigid.  She peered into the dark, seeing his face first.  He smiled, triumphant.  Her eyes fell to her two sons seated beside him.  The elation on her face made him almost forget the agony of that day.  

“Thank you, thank you, Jesus!” she cried, running to the still moving carriage while the four men inside came to the doorway.  

“Mama!” Samuel and Elijah shouted and waved from their seats.  Jameson stopped the horses.  Selah pulled Samuel down to her.  Jameson swung Elijah into Hap’s waiting arms.  They cried and laughed and hugged each other.  Jameson climbed down and shook hands with Cyrus and Wilton Groves.  Abel gave a faint smile of gratitude.  Selah wrapped around Samuel as they walked into the house.  Hap carried Elijah, who laid his head on his father’s broad shoulder.  Selah looked back at Jameson, her dark eyes flooded with tears, “Thank you, sir, thank you…” her voice trailed off.

Jameson caught Cyrus’s eye and hesitated outside the door.  Cyrus sensed his meaning came back outside.  Through the window Jameson could see Selah dish out the food she kept hot for the boys.  Hap tried to set the boys by the fire, but Elijah wouldn’t let him go.  Hap sat on the ground next to Samuel, still holding Elijah on his lap.  Samuel stared into the fire.  Elijah, usually quick to exert his independence and resistant to being babied, clung to Hap like an infant.  


“Where were they?” Cyrus also watched the scene through the open shutter.  Jameson shook his head.


“It was a fluke.  I detoured by an old farmhouse, the Gibson place, I think.  I didn’t hold out much hope, but something told me to keep looking.  I’d turned to drive away when they saw me.  Elijah yelled before Samuel had a chance to stop him.  They were hidden in the grass so deep I wouldn’t have seen them in broad daylight.”


“The Gibson place, they would have never made it here on their own, not until tomorrow, at least,” Cyrus said.  Jameson nodded.


“Cyrus, we need to find out where they were.  I’ve had a strange feeling since I found them.  They’re terrified.  They haven’t said anything, but I’m sure they saw something worse than the school burning tonight.  Elijah was trembling.  The dead of summer - I know he wasn’t cold.  They both seem…haunted.  I don’t want to press them, but we can’t afford not to know what we are dealing with either.”


“Let’s give them a little time.  Selah will get some food into them.  We should maybe wait ‘til Elijah’s asleep, then we can see if Samuel is up to talking,” Cyrus said.  Jameson agreed.  Would this day never end?  He needed to know if the boys learned anything about the burning of the school before he approached the City Council and the Freedmen’s Bureau tomorrow.  

He unhitched his horses and led them to the water trough.  

“You’re thinking it’s that group, aren’t you?” Cyrus asked.

Jameson shrugged.  “This scenario does fit the rumors.  God, if only the newspapers weren’t so damned unreliable.”

“They’re still owned by the Democrats in the south and west.”

“Where we need it most…the last I read, from the limited Union publications, were reports of strange occurrences.  A group of white hooded, sheeted pranksters terrorized freed slaves and Union infiltrators.”

“Pranksters?” Cyrus asked.

“That’s what the Confederate papers call them.  I’ve heard about destruction of property and businesses, lynchings, floggings, Northerners and Negroes being dragged, tarred, feathered, abducted, interrogated…no officials seemed to have any information or inclination to find the source.”

“What about the Bureau?  Shouldn’t it be their responsibility to find out who is involved?  Are they isolated or are they organized and growing?”

“I’m going to take that up with DeWitt tomorrow.  He may know more than he’s told me.  Maybe they thought because of the Union stronghold in East Tennessee, the threat would have limited power here.”  


Jameson and Cyrus went back inside.  Wilton and Abel left, both sharecroppers, they needed to be in the fields by dawn.  Selah rocked Elijah in her hickory rocker and sang him sweetly to sleep.  Her aching melody filled the room.  Samuel’s eyes began to droop; he woke himself with a jerk.  When Hap, Cyrus and Jameson pulled their chairs around him, he looked drained.  Hap sat him on his lap, but Samuel, too long and awkward to be held by Daddy, climbed back down to the floor.  He sat cross-legged with his hands on his lap and waited for someone to speak.  

The men traded looks; Hap spoke first, “Son, can you tell us what happened tonight?”  Samuel stared at the clean-swept wood floor.  He picked at a sliver that stuck up between the boards and nodded almost imperceptibly.  Jameson knelt down to his level, “Samuel, something happened tonight, and it wasn’t just the fire and wasn’t just getting lost, am I right?”

The boy’s eyes went wide.  “I’m sorry Daddy, we should have never left Miss Leta’s house – Elijah followed me, it was my fault.”


“Okay, son, what made you leave?  Where did you go?”


“We saw smoke.  We thought it was another fire, someone’s barn or house burning this time.  We saw an old barn, all falling down and the fields grown over.  We just wanted to see inside.  Then people started coming; we had to hide.  I told Elijah they’d be gone in a few minutes, but they weren’t.  More and more came, they…”


“They what?  Go slow, it’s okay,” Cyrus’s rich voice soothed.  Selah came from laying Elijah down in the tiny adjoining room.  She sat in her rocker and stroked Samuel’s cheek with her thumb, forcing his eyes to meet hers,


“Now baby, you need to tell us everything, you understand?”


“Yes ma’am.”


“Did you know these people?”


“I don’t know.”


“You don’t know?  How could you not know?  You were right in the barn, weren’t you?”


“Yes, but they had sheets and hoods on,” his voice dropped to a near whisper, “They was like ghosts…”


“They were dressed up?” Jameson asked.  Samuel nodded.


“Elijah thought they were real ghosts.  He was so scared I didn’t think I was going to be able to get him out of there.  They shook torches and they yelled and sang and said horrible things…”


“Could you understand anything?” Jameson asked.


“Some.  They were real mad; they cussed the Niggers and the Yankees, carpetbaggers they said…One stood in the middle and did most of the yelling, like a general, the others cheered him on.  I think--” he looked into his mother’s face, flames reflected in his nearly black eyes, “I think they want to kill us.”  

Tears welled in Selah’s eyes, but she forced her expression to remain serene, “No, Baby, that can’t be true…you have to understand, so many people lost so much because of the war, and now they’re very angry.  But they declared peace and the soldiers are here to protect us.  People like Mr. Braydon and Reverend Proctor came from up north to help us.  I know it’s hard, but they’ll adjust, we’ll adjust.”


“They burned the school, I know they did, and they’ll keep doing it!  They aren’t going to let us be.  Abel said so - he was right,” Samuel said, defiantly.  Cyrus, stiff and weak from fatigue, lowered himself to the floor to sit beside Samuel.


“Son, there will always be some people who hold on to their anger, they think it makes them strong, but the truth is, it’s a far stronger man that lets it go,” he scratched his wiry beard and thought a moment, “I wish I could tell you this will end soon, but I can’t.  I don’t know when, or if, it will.  But we have come so far in the short time since you were born.  You are so lucky to start your life in freedom.  You have something your Mama, Daddy, Abel and I barely dreamed of at your age.  That responsibility can be scary, I know.  We have no choice but to go forward.  Grab help where you can get it and pray that righteousness will win out, eventually.”


Their faces grew shadowy, lit only by glowing embers.  Jameson worried the child would feel cornered, defensive, but Samuel held his own.  He met the gaze each person as they spoke and listened, Jameson included, which impressed him because it was habitual for former slaves to avoid eye contact with white men.  With a furrowed brow, Samuel struggled for comprehension of the words and the deeper meaning beneath.


Selah continued, “Samuel, the worse people are hurt, the more they hold on to their anger sometimes.  Abel was hurt far worse than me or your Daddy.  We never knew the kind of pain he suffered, but we saw it over and over again.  I washed his wounds and heard his screams.  Your Daddy dragged him when he was too badly beaten to walk.  We don’t judge him for his anger.   Maybe it’s because he bore such pain that we were spared.”


“I don’t know much, son,” Hap said, “But one thing I’ve seen over and over, whether you’re talking dogs, cocks, tomcats or people, the meaner you treat something, the meaner they get.  That’s how they breed ‘em for fighting.  No son of mine is going to allow himself to be treated like an animal.  You have a choice none of us had and, like the Reverend said, it brings responsibility.  I know you will make us proud.”


A shrill scream jolted everyone with a start.  Selah leapt from her chair to the bedroom door in a single motion.  Elijah screamed again, “Mama!  Mama!” with the panicked delirium of one still asleep, locked in a horrifying nightmare.  She hushed and comforted him with soothing words; Hap went to the room to help.  Elijah’s cries calmed to whimpers as she sang him a lullaby.  

Samuel shook his head and said gravely to Cyrus and Jameson, “He’s going to be scared forever after this.”

CHAPTER FIVE

Jameson opened his eyes.  The morning sun streamed through the loosely curtained window.  He had no idea what time it was, but it was hot already.  His room at the Lamar House Hotel faced directly east and on mornings like this, when he wanted anything other than to pull his aching body out of bed, the relentless sun would not allow it.  He threw off the covers and lay there a few minutes.  

The memories of last night assaulted his consciousness in a merciless flood.  Every muscle in his back, legs and arms screamed when he tried to move.  The room reeked of smoke.  He left his clothes piled in a heap in the corner.  Washing up last night didn’t help.  The smell seemed to have forever permeated his skin and hair.

“Now what?”  Jameson knew the answer but didn’t want to think it.  They start over.  Today he was supposed to prepare to leave for home; he planned to be in Boston by Friday.  His chest tightened at the thought of Amelia, aching for the sound of her voice, to feel her warm, soft body and lose himself in her touch.  He imagined tracing the exquisite angle of her cheekbones with his fingertips and staring into those soft brown eyes so filled with insight, intellect and love.  He valued her opinion more than those of his most revered colleagues; her intuition guided them through some high risk battles in the past. 

Amelia had blonde hair and brown eyes; he had brown hair and blue eyes.  Maranda was a unique culmination of them both, with honey-colored hair and gold-flecked, hazel eyes.  She had her mother’s delicately cleft chin and his earnest brow.  Her struggle for language and mastery of it as a toddler and since amused Jameson to no end.  An only child, Maranda had the precociousness that most children who live in an adult world tend to possess. 

Instead of purchasing his return ticket to Boston, he would wire Amelia and apologize for his extended absence – again.  The hotel steward left fresh water in a chamber set outside his door.  He used it to wash as best he could.  Once up and moving, and in fresh clothes, he began to feel a little better.  

He entered the dining room at full morning rush.  Nods of familiarity and respect greeted him as he passed through.  His usual table by the window was open.  Molly, a sturdy woman with red hair and deep dimples waited on him every morning.  Shrewd and observant, Molly had a throaty laugh and a wicked sense of humor.  Little went on in town that she didn’t know about.  When he caught her eye, the look on her face said everything.

“I am so sorry about the school, Mr. Braydon,” she poured him a steaming cup of coffee, “I don’t know what to say…”

“Neither do I,” Jameson said, “Thank you for your kindness though.  It does help.”  

Molly stood for a moment with a tight-lipped smile then snapped into action, bringing him a menu and the latest edition of the Knoxville Whig and Rebel Ventilator on the table, “You may not be ready for that.”

“Not reading it won’t make it any better.”

“In all, the article is more sympathetic that you might expect.”

“I never know what to expect from Brownlow.  One day he seems to support us, the next he prints heinous things and derides our every attempt at progress.”

“Whatever sells newsprint, I guess.  What can we fix you up with this morning, Mr. Braydon?”

“You would think I wouldn’t have any appetite at all, but truth is, I’m famished.  Indulge me in your most traditional southern breakfast – two eggs, basted, sausage, biscuits and honey…more of this fantastic coffee and peaches and cream.”

“Better get ‘em while you can – summer’s almost over.  Not that I’ll miss this heat.”

“Maybe it’s all those New England winters plus the time I spent in Minnesota, which is almost as bad.  I think I may be hearing the call of the west.”  Molly’s eyebrows raised and she went to tend another customer.  Jameson read his paper.  After a moment, Molly returned with a bowl of sliced peaches and heavy cream, perfectly balanced.  The article of the burning of the school was somber, non-committal.  It simply reported the facts without embellishing the prior controversies surrounding the proposal and implementation of a first-class Negro academy. 

Knoxville had Negro education prior to Union occupation, but many feared the Academy would draw displaced Negroes from all over the south and the north too, for that matter.  Because of a lack of plantation farming, the Negro population was comparatively smaller in East Tennessee; many preferred it this way.  Despite the civil acceptance of Republicans and Unionists by the locals, the hospitality did not readily translate to the freedpeople.

“Only a man could eat like that and stay thin as a reed…” Molly winked as she set down steaming plate.  Jameson smiled as buttered a biscuit.  

“So, you’re thinking of seeing the elephant after all this time?” Molly asked.

Jameson hesitated before tasting his food, “Maybe it’s just fantasy…there is so much despondence here, everywhere really…I just can’t seem to shake the yearning to start fresh.  Taking untapped patch of land and building a town from scratch…I find the idea exhilarating.  What if you had a community of committed individuals and their families with shared ideals?  Maybe I’ve been reading too much Emerson or its residual Thomas More…I don’t know, it’s crazy…” He began eating and stared out the window at the activity on Gay Street.  Molly poured more coffee and he ensured her everything was delicious.  

When he was almost done, he opened his watch to wind it; a morning ritual.  As always, he thought of his father, who wore it until the night he died.  The cover still bore the nick of the bullet that killed him; powder burns slightly marred the golden sheen on the lower edge.  It was eight-thirty.  He needed to wire Amelia and be at the Freedmen’s Bureau by nine.  

Hopefully, the Bureau officials could set up a meeting with Congressmen Swathe, who would return from Washington later this week.  He grabbed a few more bites and took a long drink of water as he signed his check and set a coin down for Molly.  She smiled, “You take care now, Mr. Braydon.”  She was American born, but her voice echoed the brogue of her parents.  It reminded him of the Irish in Boston. 

Jameson stepped onto Gay Street; it bustled with Monday morning activity.  Dust filled the air.  He lowered his hat to the morning sun and walked toward the telegraph office as he mulled over the phrasing of his wire.  How could he possibly break this news?  Not coming home was bad enough, but telling them why was even more heartbreaking.  

As he passed strangers and acquaintances on the street he assessed if they were locals or northern transplants.  He nodded to everyone and received either greetings or snubs, depending on their political sympathies.  Would there ever be a time when the world wasn’t so relentlessly divisive?


By the time he got to the telegraph office he felt weak from dread.  Was it the wire?  Or the hostility that seemed to grow over time, not dissipate?  He entertained the idea of buying a train ticket to Boston and not looking back.  But quitting wasn’t an option.  He had to agree with Cyrus though, he needed to assess where and when he should draw the line.  Especially now that the rumors of local hatred grew more frequent and alluded to greater violence.

Merle Decker, the Telegraph Clerk, waved when he walked in the door.  “Morning’ Mr. Braydon, another wire to Boston?”  Jameson nodded.  Decker continued, “You have a few here waiting, you want to read them first?”

“Thank you, of course.  I hadn’t given a thought to incoming wires.”  Merle handed him four sheets of paper.  He scanned the senders.  One from Amelia!  The others were congratulatory messages from supporters of the school.  His heart soared and sank as he read Amelia’s wire through twice:


“Jameson, wanted to surprise you for the school’s dedication – STOP.


Couldn’t get a train from New York until Monday morning – STOP.

