
  

 



CHAPTER 1: Cumberland County, Kentucky 

 

Rachel pushed aside a corner of the curtain and tilted her head to look outside. Enough light from 

the full moon streamed through the window to cast her silhouette against the wall; her high 

cheekbones, full lips, and a thin, graceful neck might have adorned the pyramids instead of the 

unfinished walls of a slave shack in an earlier era. A sheet of ice covered the sewage ditch running 

behind their house, but they were uphill from the collecting pond and most of the smell settled 

around the houses below them. A barn owl hooted; the frantic scratching from field mice scurrying 

for cover slipped between gaps in the floorboards. The other shacks had dirt floors.  

“A Promise Moon, Joe,” she said. “This year is sure to be better.” 

I’ll be here every time there’s a full moon, Grandma had promised. We’ll call it our Promise 

Moon. Grandma had held her until she fell asleep, just like Mama did before the slave traders took 

her away. From that night forward, once a month Grandma had made the long walk from the 

plantation belonging to her new master to hold Rachel in her arms on the full moon. 

“This year is certain to be different. Every year is. Don’t know about better,” Joe rolled out of 

bed the way cold honey stretches off a dipper. He interlaced his fingers and stretched the kinks 

from his back, rubbed sleep from his eyes. He was taller than the bed was long, but he kept his 

head down and his shoulders hunched forward from habit. 

“It’s a Promise Moon, and about the only time good things happen around here.” Rachel 

glanced to where their infant son lay sleeping, saw his breath, like hers, leaving tendrils hanging 

in the frigid air. 

“It’s still just a promise; promises ain’t no match for trouble,” Joe said. “All this talk about the 

coming freedom—it’s just talk. Just because it’s about to be 1863, don’t mean the slavers will ever 

change their minds about setting us free.” 

She could see the muscles in his strong arms through the worn sleeves of his shirt. She 

remembered feeling safe while wrapped in those arms, but that was a long time ago, when they 

first vowed to watch over each other. Born a week apart, they shared the same wet nurse and played 

together in the fields, not realizing that children too small to work were used in the fields to act as 

scarecrows. Their childhood ended at age five, when they were put to work picking worms off 

tobacco leaves. 

 



 

 

When Old Shaky rang the bell in the middle of the afternoon, it meant trouble of the worst kind: 

bell-ringing trouble. Patches of gray stubble clung to his puffy cheeks. A failed goatee covered 

part of his chin; his moustache was no better. He stopped ringing the bell when everyone had 

gathered outside the big house. His lazy eye made it hard to know where he was looking, but he 

coiled his whip and turned toward the tree-lined entrance. 

A row of slow-growing oak trees lined the drive leading to the main road. The slaves followed 

Old Shaky’s gaze and watched a crowd of people materialize from the dust cloud kicked up by 

their bare feet. Men of all ages, sizes and shades of black were chained together. Women and 

children followed the line of slaves, some tied with rope, others merely herded, their terror more 

effective than chains. Two of the women wore bright red and green scarves and carried baskets on 

their heads. One man had a bone through his nose. Another man, with blue-black skin, had tribal 

scars on his face. Armed men riding horses ensured the coffle remained intact. 

“Looks like they’re being marched to cotton,” Rachel said. 

“Being marched to the slow death, more like,” Joe crossed his arms and held them against his 

chest. His large hands hid the holes in the front of his shirt. “They’re chained two by two, like 

they’re headed for the Devil’s ark.” 

A carriage pulled away from the big house. The house slave who drove the carriage stopped 

beside the bell tower and tied off the horses. At his master’s nod, he set up a writing table in front 

of the bell, set two chairs behind the table, and placed a black leather satchel on top. 

Rachel grabbed Joe’s arm and backed away from the table. She recognized the satchel. It held 

last year’s bills. 

Marse Williams stepped away from the carriage. He waved an official-looking paper with fancy 

marking on it. “All this talk about the Emancipation Proclamation.” He wadded up the paper as if 

it were garbage and threw it on the ground. “This is the first day of 1863, but it’s still Kentucky. It 

doesn’t free any of you.” 

“It doesn’t free you,” he pointed toward Joe while he ground the paper beneath his boot heel. 

“Or you.” He pointed toward Rachel. 

With each grinding twist of his boot, he pointed to another of his slaves. The paper was 

unrecognizable, yet he continued to grind it into the dirt as he pointed to each slave who comprised 



the elders and leaders. “None of you are free. None of you are getting free, so don’t get any ideas 

too big for your head.” He bent over and set what was left of the paper on fire. 

Rachel watched it burn. When the flames died out, Marse Williams stomped on the ashes. Red 

sparks formed meteor trails until all that remained was a blackened spot in the dirt. 

The stranger riding at the front of the coffle dismounted and handed the reins of his horse to the 

carriage driver. He refused Marse Williams’ outstretched hand and sat at the table. Marse Williams 

ignored the slight and kept his nose in the air as if he were the one doing the buying. 

Old Shaky rang the bell a single clang and sidled up to the table: the Devil’s disciple ready to 

deliver damnation. When his whip hand started to tremble, the lash was about to follow. None of 

the slaves moved. No one spoke. A breathless kind of quiet settled over the courtyard, the hushed 

silence a field mouse takes on when the hoot from a barn owl tells him he’s being hunted. 

The slaves eased backward another step but Old Shaky coiled his whip and kept coming. The 

youngest men and the strongest women of Marse Williams’ slaves were added to the coffle—that’s 

what was needed down south. Some of his debts took two slaves to repay, others only one. When 

the last person was sold, the mourning began. 

 

*** 

 

Rachel was all cried out. It wasn’t the first time someone she loved had been sold, and it wouldn’t 

be the last time, either. Unless she did something about it. She stared at the worn floorboards and 

crinkled her nose against the peculiar odor of rat feces. ‘How did I get so prideful about not having 

a dirt floor when I got field mice living under my feet?’ 

“You and me,” Joe said, “we ain’t got it so bad. You spend more time in the big house than all 

the other field slaves put together. You practically raised Little Missy. Who does she always play 

with? You. She even taught you to read.” 

“And I got whipped for her doing it.” It was illegal to teach an enslaved person to read and 

Rachel had been let off easy. Most slaves were sold down river, all the way to the deep south for 

such a serious transgression. It was a death sentence: life expectancy for a slave working the rice 

fields was five years. 

Joe was good at keeping quiet. He waited for Rachel to change the subject. 

But she had seen the future. The next time Marse Williams’ bills came due, the rest of the slaves 



would be sold. And their little family? Torn apart. 

Samuel, Rachel’s child, via Marse Williams, started to fuss. Cold, probably, she’d just finished 

nursing him a short time ago. He’d be walking soon. And then what? Working in the fields as a 

scarecrow until he was old enough to pick worms off tobacco leaves. Spending his life in a field 

with mosquitos so thick, he’d disappear from view if he was more than 10 feet away. 

Joe picked Samuel up out of the old, rusted-through washtub they used for a crib. He loved him 

like his own son. The other slaves made do with straw or cut grass and envied their good fortune. 

“Up, Dada,” Samuel giggled when Joe playfully tossed him in the air. Joe overlooked Samuel’s 

blondish hair and green eyes, treated him like his own son. 

Rachel watched them play. Their bond drew a smile to her face until the reality of their 

surroundings intervened. The door was three warped planks held together with a scrap piece of 

wood. Some of the bark still clung to the knots. No doorknob, just a length of rope knotted on both 

ends. Instead of hinges, two strips of animal hide kept the planks from falling when the door was 

open. 

“Maybe in a year or two, Samuel can be up at the big house and play with little missy.” 

“So he can be a pet?” She took Samuel from his arms and put him back in the makeshift crib. 

“Maybe be her favorite? Just remember this, Joe. Massa had a favorite horse. Loved that horse. 

Cried after he shot it when it broke its leg. The whole family is like that. They ain’t got no loyalty 

to something they own.” 

His shoulders slumped forward until his chin touched his chest. He wouldn’t look at her, the 

way he did when he didn’t have anything good to say. 

“We’re living on borrowed time. So what if we got the best shack or don’t have to share it with 

two other families? It’s still a shack—used-up wood with a leaky roof.” 

“What’s got into you?” Joe wrapped the gunny-sack blanket around Samuel and tucked in the 

corners. “We ain’t the ones who got sold.” 

“Yet. It’s just a matter of time. A short matter. This is our last chance, Joe,” she whispered. “I 

don’t want our baby raised a slave. We got to run.” 

“Where?” 

“I’ve been hearing talk about the Union Army,” Rachel said. “Heard they’re fighting at 

Perryville—wherever that is. Supposed to be close.” 

“Not close enough if we don’t know how to get there.”  



“I also heard the Missus talking about going back to France for more shopping. Marse Williams 

was yelling something fierce, carrying-on about how he couldn’t afford it. They had them an awful 

row, but she’s going anyway. Next time that satchel of bills comes due, you and me are getting 

sold—bound to happen—aren’t that many of us left to pay his bills.” 

“Won’t argue with what you’ve heard. But where can we go? Which way? I ain’t hardly been 

past the last fence. Haven’t even been to the nearest town. I don’t know how big Kentucky is. We 

don’t know nothing about finding that Ohio River. What if it ain’t the freedom river like everybody 

says?” 

“Then we keep going.” 

“Where? Where we going? And for how long? How far? You’re the one with the top eye, means 

you can see into the future, and you don’t even know what to look for.” 

“I’m just as scared as you.” She held out her hands so he could see the fear shaking in her 

outstretched arms. “But we can’t wait any longer. They’re bound to start looking at first light—if 

we ain’t sold on account Massa or the Missus decides they need something new.” 

She reached for her shoes, little more than strips of leather held together with cord. Born a slave, 

raised a slave, the lash of the overseer’s whip was her teacher, the only topic subjugation, the 

lessons harsh. But the ghosts of her ancestors cried out for her soul. She heard their pleas. The 

ancestors mourned lost dreams and pleaded with her to avoid their mistakes. 

“Ain’t got no peace about this.” 

“Just one step,” she whispered. “One little step. Next one will be easier.” 

His feet refused to move. 

She slid her foot a few inches toward the door. “See? I’m just as scared as you, but that’s nearly 

a step. C’mon Joe. Next step is almost here.” 

“My feet is stuck to the floor.” 

“I love you, Joe. Won’t be happy without you; can’t be happy staying here. We got to go.” She 

lifted their child from beside him. “I don’t want our baby raised a slave. That ain’t no life.” 

“And if we get caught? Sold downriver and worked to death? That ain’t no life, neither.” His 

coat was within reach, hung on a stick wedged into the gap between the unfinished logs of their 

shack, but his arms remained at his sides. 

“One step, Joe.” She wrapped the blanket around Samuel, fashioned it into a simple sling to 

hold him. She reached for Joe’s hand. “One step,” she whispered. She held out her hand until her 



arm became tired. “Just one little step.” 

He swallowed hard. “Can’t move my feet.” 

“One little step.” She refused to lower her arm. He couldn’t raise his head. 

“Give me your hand.” 

“Sorry.” He didn’t look up. “I’m so sorry.” 

“Won’t give up on you,” she promised. “Not now. Not never. But we got to go!” Her shoulder 

strained with fatigue until the weight of her arm slowly pulled her outstretched hand to her side. 

His gaze remained on the floor. 

If she stayed, if she wasn’t sold or worked to death, she would see this same splintered wood, 

smell the rodents living underneath her feet, every day for the rest of her life. 

She slid her other foot forward and reached for the rope. Was Joe right? Was she trading a bad 

life for something worse? 

You got to stay strong, child, Grandma whispered, but her words took the sound of rain falling 

on a rusty tin roof. 

You got to survive. Grandma helped the wind swirl this reminder beneath a gap at the bottom 

of the door. 

This is a Promise Moon. Remember? A shaft of moonlight streamed through a hole in the 

greased paper covering the window and settled on the knotted rope. 

It’s time to leave, child. The floorboards creaked beneath Grandma’s footsteps as she walked 

across the room. Open this door. Start a new life. 

“I’m going, Joe. I’ll wait for you when I get there, but I’m going where Mr. Lincoln says we 

can be together and free.” 

She hesitated. Gave him one more chance, and then turned her back on him. She stepped 

outside. 

Wind fluttered the ragged edges of Samuel’s blanket. She pulled the tattered corner over her 

baby’s head and wrapped the remainder across the lower half of his face. He got fussy if he couldn’t 

turn his head to either side and watch what was nearby. 

“We’re headed for freedom, child. I promise we won’t come back.” She shivered and felt the 

Devil nearby. The plantation house sat perched on a hill, same as a buzzard. She bent over and 

crept away from the shack to where a split-rail fence disguised the contours of her shadow. The 

last section of fence came together to form a ‘V,’ so she knelt beside the largest split rail, the worm 



log resting on the ground. The fence line stopped where the tobacco fields began. She turned 

sideways; her profile remained hidden by the overlapping rail. Her shadow disappeared when she 

leaned into the pole bean runners and peeling bark. 

Some folks claimed she had the “top eye,” and could see into the future, but there wasn’t any 

trick to seeing something before it happened—it was common sense and the uncommon patience 

to use it. Her Grandma taught her how to look for the little things most people missed. The big 

house cook must still be asleep; else, there’d be the smell of yeast in the air. It meant the white 

folk wouldn’t be awake for hours. 

The sixth sense her Grandma taught her was how she noticed what was nearby and figured out 

what it meant. The animals stabled in the barn couldn’t see her. They’d keep quiet if she did. But 

no slave could walk across an open field at night without being guilty of something, and only acres 

of tobacco plants separated them from a far-distant stand of trees where the land was too rocky to 

plow. 

She ran like the dogs were already after her. Samuel started to cry when the knot tied in his 

sling worked loose. She placed her hand on the back of his soft head and pressed it against her 

chest. They were both crying by the time she reached the end of the field. A few scraggly trees 

provided cover, but these spindly hickories were too full of knots to use for anything but a 

windbreak. 

“Lord!” she whispered, halfway between a prayer of thanks and a plea for mercy. It wasn’t safe 

for them to stay here long, just enough time so she could catch her breath and make sure no one 

followed. “We’re on our own, Samuel.” 

He stopped crying at the sound of her voice; he moved his head and kicked his feet. “Dada?” 

“Just you and me, child. You’ve got to be quiet. Think I hear the dogs.” 

A gust of wind rocked her off balance, the kind of breeze that favors tracking hounds. She had 

an onion in her pocket to rub on her feet, but dogs could follow the faintest of trails. A bloodhound 

could track a runaway slave from the scent lingering on a downwind tree. She hunched over 

Samuel and turned away to keep the wind at her back. The gust passed. She broke off a branch 

from a nearby red cedar to smooth over signs of their passage. She ground a bayberry leaf between 

her thumb and index finger and scattered the pieces. The pungent herb would help cover her scent 

and slow the dogs, but a bloodhound could track through almost anything. Grandma taught her 

about herbs and healing. But why didn’t you teach me bout healing myself? No matter how many 



times you don’t answer, can’t help myself asking. 

“We best keep moving, child,” she whispered. Samuel appeared soothed somewhat by her voice 

but squirmed as she pulled the blanket over his head and tucked in the sides. She refashioned the 

sling and draped it over her shoulder. This time she pulled it tight across her chest and tied the 

knot below his feet. “Only way I can make sure you don’t fall out—just for a little while. You be 

a good boy and don’t cry—the dogs are loose, I hear ’em coming.” 

The north wind clumped clouds around the full moon the way a churn chases buttermilk to the 

top. Not much light to cover unfamiliar ground, but enough. She reached for the nearest tree, a 

black walnut with serrated bark the width of her finger. She searched between the furrows on the 

far side of the tree until her fingertips identified a clump of moss with the consistency of an 

overripe piece of fruit and the soft texture of peach fuzz. This was north, nature’s compass. A 

hundred yards more, and she slid her fingers over the smooth bark of a wild cherry tree devoid of 

moss. The next tree felt like a ghost tree: a sycamore with peeling bark and eerie white upper 

branches illuminated by the moonlight. Moss could be tricky, she knew—sometimes growing on 

the north side but preferring the side of a tree facing the prevailing winds if they carried moisture. 

The wind swirled around to the west in this river valley. By keeping the moss to her left, she 

headed north. 

A spindly grapevine led to the knotty trunk of a dogwood that guided her to the edge of the 

small woods. From here the ground sloped toward the river. She heard the soft whisper of water 

flowing over rocky soil. Mint grew along the water’s edge, and when the scent was this strong, it 

meant the plants were ready to harvest. The river dragged a mass of cold air along with the current 

and she shivered; she wondered if it was the devil come to claim her soul—a premonition. If she 

had some salt, she could throw it over her shoulder and ward off the bad spirits. 

The riverbank collapsed beneath her feet. She clutched Samuel to her chest and the back of her 

head struck the riverbank’s rocky edge. She landed on her neck, her chin struck her chest, and 

Samuel tumbled from her arms. 

“Dada!” he wailed, and started to cry. The dogs responded to his cries with angry howls. 

“Samuel,” she called. “Oh God! Where are you . . .?” 

 


