One

John Prescott was not pleased.  His elongated features were set in an angry frown, his blue eyes glazed over with disdain.  He was not the kind of man who tolerated rebellion from anyone, not even from his youngest son whom he had treated charitably all his life.  But rebellion was exactly what he was facing.  Since the day he set foot in California, Pete had changed from a shy, obedient son to a young man eager to offer his opinions.  Not that he was contrary or disrespectful, but different to the point where John felt uneasy, if not angry.  It seemed his son was spoiled by his surroundings.  

“Why in blazes do you to chase after her?” moaned John, trying to make sense of his son’s actions.  

Pete drew in air slowly.  His pale blue eyes blinked several times.  He spoke softly but with determination.  

“She’s the woman I love,” he said.  

“Love?  Love?  What do you know about love?” shouted John, bewildered.  Listen to me, son.  You can’t fall for a woman just like that.  You need time and a lot of sense.  Besides, wouldn’t you prefer an Anglo-Saxon, Southern woman?  

“No... I mean, I’m in love with Magdalena.  Besides, there aren’t any Anglo women here.”

John Prescott thought a moment.  Damn it to hell, it was true, he thought.  American women were nowhere to be found, especially Southern ladies.  A man might run into one in San Francisco, but most of those were saloon girls, not anyone he would want for his boy.  But there was a solution to every problem.  

“I’m sure we can get a suitable wife for you.  Women are coming to California to marry every day.”  

John was referring to the matchmakers who were bringing women to California.  It was a long process but with enough money and influence it could take as little as a year to arrange a wife.  

“Sorry, Father.  I can’t bear to even consider any other woman.”

“Think about it,” said John, hoping to eventually convince his son.  

“Father, I’m begging you.  Please talk to Señor Guillén.  I want his permission to visit his daughter.”

“Pete!  Won’t you consider what I’ve said?”

“I know what’s in my heart, Father,” said Pete.  “I’m certain she’s the only one I want.  But, I promise you, if after my visits I learn I don’t really love Magdalena, I’ll do what you ask.”  

“All right.  All right,” said John, cutting the exchange short.  What his son was proposing was a good compromise for now.  He would talk to Magdalena’s father, but he wasn’t giving up on dissuading his son from getting serious with the young woman. “I’ll need some time to think about it,” said John, nodding.

“Thanks, Father.” 

Pete walked out of the study smiling sheepishly, convinced he had persuaded John Prescott to arrange for his visits in the Guillén household.  

John Prescott sometimes wished his youngest son were more like his brothers, replicas of their father, impulsive and reckless, something he always counted on and appreciated.  But his son Pete was like his mother, easy-going and gentle, never brash or mean, one of the reasons he loved him deeply.  

Pete reminded him of his wife, at times in ways that surprised him.  When Pete spoke and gestured or smiled, John felt his wife's presence.  

John Prescott remembered his beloved Abigail often.  He recalled how her mere presence had calmed him down and tempered his anger.  He remembered the eyes that looked at him with a quiet love, sure and complete, despite his coarseness.  He longed for her pale skin and delicate features.  If only he had not been so ambitious, she would still be by his side!

John remained at his desk, brooding.  Despite his wealth and power, there were times when he wished he hadn’t come to California.  After all, he loved his Virginia homeland.  It had been the home of many generations of Prescotts.  However, at the time he made the decision to pack up and pull up stakes, he felt he didn’t have any other alternative.  Before the war with Mexico, he had heard from his older cousin, who told him California was a great place to start over, something John desperately needed to do.  His cousin Luke had gone to California ten years earlier and had married a Mexican woman in Los Angeles.  He was living the life of a rich ranchero.  

One of Luke’s American sons had delivered the letter in person, having come to Virginia—braving the Straits of Magellan—to recruit Virginia boys to work for his father.  The letter described a beautiful country, sparsely populated, where Americans could live lives of leisure and comfort.  

True to the Prescott name, Luke had been a restless soul who drifted from place to place, looking for adventure, changing direction on a whim.  He had spent time in Costa Rica and in the Mexican province of Jalisco, but as the years gained on him, he finally settled in Alta California where he found the people accommodating and easy-going.  Within a short time, he married a woman fifteen years his junior and, by doing so, he became part of a wealthy Mexican family.  

Luke was happy but needed company, some of his own family from Virginia, anyone who could come and join him in the cattle business.  

When word reached John of the wonders of California, rumors had already started that Polk’s administration was trying to buy the Mexican province.  Plantation owners were saying either Mexico would sell the territory or Polk would take it by force.  Some relished going to California, as groups of immigrants had gone to Texas.  If California became an American territory its gates would open wide for American immigration.  

With encouragement from his nephew, John decided he couldn’t wait for annexation.  He had to go to California there and then, regardless of who ruled the province.  In his letter, Luke assured him Mexican rule was no hindrance.  Americans came and went as they pleased.  The land was vast and no one seemed to care who settled it.  

Despite his willingness to leave Virginia, John knew it was risky to pull up stakes, leaving everything behind.  He acknowledged there were no guarantees.  Certainly, he understood why most of his fellow farmers stayed put.  They didn’t have a reason to abandon their homes.  They were landowners with vast fields of tobacco and scores of Negroes worth thousands of dollars.  There was no reason to risk all of that.  

But John’s case was different.  He didn’t need much convincing to pack up and leave.  Virginia didn’t have much to offer him.  His life in Powhatan County had come to a dead end.  Though he had land and a few slaves, his tobacco farming barely kept him from starving.  He lacked everything.  He needed acreage, mules, slaves.  He knew he would never attain the comfort and status he coveted.  During bad years, he felt dirt poor, not much better than the landless sharecroppers who lived in squalor.  He had a plantation in name only, he thought—a mere thirty acres of bad land, depleted by decades of over-farming.  While others had stately homes, veritable mansions, his house, though ample for his family, was no more than a simple farmhouse.  His slaves, too, were nothing to brag about.  He owned fifteen souls, half of whom were women and children, not much help in the fields.  

After years of struggling to make do with the property he inherited from his father, John came to the conclusion he was at the end of his rope.  The only way to prosper was by buying more acreage and more slaves.  But for that he needed money, something he was unable to put away in enough quantity. To make matters worse, his slaves, who consumed half of his profits, had become more of a burden than an asset.  

John decided he had to go.  There was no reason to waste any more time.  His cousin was waiting for him in Los Angeles.  He would find prosperity in California!

When he told his wife he was selling his property and moving to Mexico, she almost fainted. John sat her down and spoke calmly, describing the trip in positive terms.  They would go by way of Costa Rica, as his nephew advised.  The trip would be shorter that way.  Once they were on the Pacific Ocean, the rest of the trip would be easy, straight up the Mexican coast to Los Angeles.  His cousin Luke was prospering in California, he explained, and John too wanted his share of prosperity.  Virginia offered him little, he said.  The land was poor, the crops dismal, and he could no longer afford to keep the slaves.  

While he spoke, Abigail listened wide-eyed but said nothing.  Not a single word of opposition came out of her mouth.  But at night she wept softly.  She didn’t want to leave Virginia.  John turned in his bed, tormented.  He hated to see her suffering.  But damn it to hell! he thought.  He couldn’t let a woman’s tears get in the way of the only chance he had of digging himself out of a hole.  

Yet her tears grated on him.  He felt like a heel for making her cry.  Brimming with guilt, he promised to do everything he could to console her.  Rambling as he spoke, he told her that in Powhatan she was a simple farmer’s wife, but in Los Angeles she would be a lady, respected by all.  No longer would she work around the house as she did then with the help of a lazy slave.  In California, efficient servants would take care of everything she needed done.  He would build her a real house, a veritable mansion, made out of brick and stone.  Life would be much better for her, for him, for the entire family!   

In time, Abigail stopped crying and accepted her husband’s decision with resignation.  She was loath to leave the land of her birth but knew her place was with her husband.  Besides, she understood how John felt.  She couldn’t deny they were going through tough times.  As much as they worked, even with the slaves, they barely held their heads above water.  

Reassured, John actively looked around for someone who could buy his land, along with his slaves and the work animals.  He had mules, a few horses, farm tools and supplies to sell.   But what was all of this worth?  He had to find out.  

It didn’t take long to determine the value of the land and other property, but the worth of the slaves was not so easily decided.  The amount he could expect for his work force depended on the individual slaves, whether male or female, the age, and the health and strength of each one.  For this reason, he was advised to sell the slaves individually in order to get top dollar.  If he took them to Richmond and put them on the auction block, he would get the best price.  

When Abigail learned of his plan to take the slaves to Richmond, she broke her silence and took John to one side.  She didn’t want the slaves sold in that manner.  She was gentle but firm in her disapproval.  

“You can’t do that, my love,” she said, stroking his cheek.  “The poor souls are already sick with grief over losing their masters.”

“Sick with grief?”

John Prescott couldn’t fathom his Negroes feeling affection for him.  Maybe they liked his wife but not him.

“They’re heartbroken about never seeing us again,” continued Abigail.  “This farm, this family, is all they’ve known since way back when your father walked on this earth.”  

“They’ll get used to new masters, I’m sure,” said John, trying to minimize the importance of their transfer.  “As long as they have their grits and ham hocks, their mash whisky and their stash of tobacco, they’ll be happy.”  

“I’m going to miss them,” said Abigail.  “I’m going to miss the children.”  

Son-of-a-bitch, thought John.  His wife was too softhearted. She was always succumbing to her emotions.  Sometimes he wished she were more like him.  But then he thought again. Her good heart had driven him to her.  

Nevertheless, his plans were firm.  

“Got to get the best price for each one,” he said.  “It’s business, nothing more, nothing less.”  

The blue in Abigail’s eyes was already clouded by tears.

“I know you have to sell them,” she gasped.  “But don’t break them up!  For God’s sake, keep them all together!”  

“Together?  What are you talking about?”

“Don’t separate a child from a mother or a husband from a wife.”  

Abigail had put something in his head John hadn’t considered.  He had never thought much about slaves being part of a family with parents, husbands and wives, and children.  Since the time he was a boy, slaves were slaves, period; someone to do the heavy work on the farm, much like the mules and horses.  

“They’re property and I’ve got to sell property any way I can,” he said with finality, raising his voice.  

Abigail fell silent momentarily and walked away weeping.  

Like a growing number of people in the South, Abigail was a religious woman who did not put Negroes in the same category as mules and horses, incapable of feelings or rational thought; she saw slaves as lost souls, like children who couldn’t survive on their own and needed someone to take care of them.  They were an asset as well as a burden.  It was fair to have them work for their keep, but as God’s children, they had to be treated well.   

John feared he would relent.  His wife’s tears were too much for him to bear.  If he sold the slaves as a unit, he would lose money.  But what did it matter if he lost a few dollars? he thought.  His wife’s peace of mind was more important to him.  He knew she would fret and worry about the Negroes.  She would blame herself for whatever happened to them.  And in the end, he too would suffer.  It was best to do what she asked.  

John relented.  

“God bless you,” she said, lovingly.  “I know deep down you have a heart of gold.”

John didn’t fancy himself a kind-hearted man but was pleased that Abigail could see him in that light.  

In no time he found a buyer for the land, but he delayed a whole month to find a plantation owner willing to take all of his slaves, young and old, men and women, and keep them together.  John had to argue that by buying them as a unit, the Negroes would be happier, and happy slaves were better workers.  In addition, he offered them for much less than originally anticipated.    

As the day approached for the slaves’ transfer to their new owner, Abigail went to her husband’s study to announce that Pappy Sam, the oldest member of the Negroes, wanted to talk to him.  

“What the hell about?” asked John, surprised and irked by the request.  

“He just wants to say good-bye in the name of the others,” said Abigail calmly.  

John didn’t want to be bothered by agreeing to hear what the old man had to say, but he could tell his wife wanted him to grant the slave’s wish, so he decided it was best to please her.  After all, he reasoned, Abigail was making a big sacrifice by going along with his decision to move.  She had roots in Virginia, her father and mother were still living, and her brothers and sisters would take her in, should she refuse to go to Mexico with him.  

At sundown, Abigail coaxed John and their teenage boys to sit out in the porch to wait for Pappy Sam.  The boys dutifully obeyed their mother, carrying chairs from the kitchen to the porch, except Jake, the eldest son.  Like his father, he didn’t relish hearing what the old slave had to say.  He told Abigail he had to pack up his belongings for the trip.  But John set the boy straight.  

“Do as your mother says,” he bellowed.    

John Prescott sat in his rocking chair surrounded by his wife and family as the slaves began to gather in front of the porch.  They were weary from the day’s work and gloomy at the prospect of saying good-bye.  A number of women in the crowd were visibly grief-stricken, dabbing at their eyes with their aprons.  

Slowly, Pappy Sam lumbered up the steps.  He tugged at his frayed shirt in an apparent effort to adjust the fit.  Though he was hunched over as a result of age and years of toil in the fields, he had not lost his thick frame.  His hands were large and hard.  One could tell he had been a strong, virile man in his youth.  Now, however, his head was almost bare and his face furrowed by years of toil under the hot sun. 

Pappy Sam looked up and set his gaze on his master.  A bluish film covered his eyes.  John Prescott saw tears running down the old man’s face.  Pappy Sam is grieving, thought John.  But he wondered why the old slave was sad.  He and the rest of the Negroes had gotten what they wanted, to stay together.  

Pappy Sam spoke, his voice hoarse and uneven.  

“Master John…us folks cain’t see howse we ain’t gonna see ya no mo… We’s really down.”  

John rocked in his chair, ill at ease, staring at the old man.  He didn’t know what to make of Pappy Sam’s emotion.  It seemed his wife was right.  The slaves were sad at the prospect of losing their masters.  

Abigail looked on with a sad smile.  She wanted to say something to comfort the old man, but she held back.  She recognized it was up to her husband to speak.  But John remained silent, rocking in his chair.  

Pappy Sam continued.

“Folks axed me to tell ya, youse bin a good master… you and yo pappy, Master Joshua.”

John flinched when he heard his father’s name, remembering instantly the whipping Joshua Prescott gave Pappy Sam when John was a boy.  Joshua punished the slave for a minor infraction.  “Whip them hard,” he remembered his father saying.  “But not too hard.  You got to get a good day’s work out of them the next day.”  

John kept on rocking but said nothing.  His sons looked on impatiently, hoping the meeting would end soon.  They had more important things to do.  And even if they didn’t, they sure in hell didn’t relish hearing the old slave jabber.  Abigail was upset, glancing at Pappy Sam and then over at John, hoping her husband would speak up, say something, anything.  The slave had expressed his gratitude the best way he could, and it was John’s role to accept Pappy Sam’s words graciously.  

Finally, Pappy Sam was coming to the end of his farewells.  

“Ya’ll bin good folk to us and we’s gonna miss ya’ll.”

As he said this, he began to whimper, unable to control his emotions.  

Abigail glanced over to John once again and opened her eyes wide, signaling John to speak.  

“All right, Pappy Sam,” said John finally.  “Thank you for everything.  Now, no more fretting.  You should be happy ‘cause you’re all staying together.” 

“You’ll be going to a kind master,” added Abigail, feeling she could speak after her husband had spoken.  

“That’s right,” said John, nodding toward Abigail.  “And you can thank my wife for that.”  

Pappy Sam smiled sadly.  

“Thank ya, Mistress Abigail,” said the old man, turning to the assembled slaves.  It was their cue to speak.  

“Thank ya, Mistress Abigail,” they said in unison.  

“God bless,” said Abigail, dabbing at her eyes.  

Then Pappy Sam did something unexpected.  John Prescott didn’t know what to make of it.  The old slave hobbled over to John and held out his hand.   It was large and bulky with ragged, twisted fingers and splintered nails.  The old man was offering it in a farewell handshake.  

John didn’t know what to do.  He was loath to grasp a slave’s hand!  He glanced up at Abigail, hoping she could say or do something to stop the old man, but his wife only nodded.  Resigned, John held his breath and gripped the slave’s hand.  The leathery skin grated against his.  

The old man smiled wide, baring the scattering of teeth remaining in his mouth, and lowered his head in a sign of respect.  

“Thank ya, Master John,” he said and turned slowly to walk away.  

Three days later, John Prescott and his family boarded the ship that would take them to Costa Rica on their way to California. 

