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For Lyris.


I got to be quite hardy–quite used to water and bushwhacking; so that by the time I got to Canada, I could handle an axe, or hoe, or anything.

MRS. JOHN LITTLE


[image: Map of the eastern side of the United States from Kentucky in the south to Canada West in the north, showing the migration of enslaved people north from Kentucky.]
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Prologue
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A pirate on the inland sea took me south.

“It’s a thing to behold,” he told me. “In truth I hadn’t seen free country till I saw that. You been to coloured church before, yes, but has your grain known a Negro gristmill? No. Not unless you been there. The ironmasters, the schoolteachers, even the dogs; all coloured. And the runaways flood in like spring and summer rains. Hobbling, mind you; running, holding their wounds, blood in their eyes. There in New Canaan or Dunmore, Buxton or up in the Queen’s Bush. There to rest their cracked feet. Heal unseamed wounds. They have time there, at long last; doctoring sometimes, but mostly just time, and ­bush-­wild medicine from a hand like yours. And once healed, I tell you, in those towns they have a grace in the way they ­walk . . . like they know for certain that they reached where they meant to reach.

“If I would be an honest man,” the pirate said to me, “I’d make my life in such country. Glory and the promised land, no?”

I’m sure I scoffed. Even then, I had seen enough to know that behind every glorious thing is a whole mess of trouble.
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