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Your word is a lamp to my feet

and a light for my path. . . . I have suffered much;

preserve my life, O Lord, according to your word.

Psalm 119:105, 107 
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7

Prologue

F P, S C

N 

:e only thing that was clear to Kitty in all the fussing and carry-

ing on was that they needed to run. :e Yankees were coming—

thousands of them. :e soldiers would steal everything they could 

find and burn Massa’s plantation to the ground. :ey’d do unspeak-

able things to the women—white women like Missy Claire and even 

to slave women like Kitty. She and Missy had to flee again, just as 

they had fled from Massa’s town house in Beaufort a year ago. :e 

plantation was no longer safe.

“Better hurry, ma’am,” the Confederate soldiers warned Missy 

Claire as they marched past the house. :ey didn’t even pause for a 

drink of water or a bite to eat as they marched by on the double-quick. 

Two of the officers stopped just long enough to say, “:e Yankees 

are coming. Six thousand of them have landed on the mainland at 

McKay’s Point. :at’s only seven miles from Pocotaligo. We figure 

they’re aiming to cut the rail line between Savannah and Charleston. 

I’d leave today if I were you, ma’am. Tomorrow morning at the latest.”

“And be careful, ma’am,” the second officer warned. “:e Yanks 
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have been stealing our slaves and arming them with guns. Nothing 

worse than a Negro with a gun in his hands.” :e soldiers tipped 

their hats and marched down the road toward Pocotaligo in their 

mismatched uniforms and worn-out boots and shaggy beards, leaving 

nothing but panic and a cloud of dust behind them.

:ey’d thrown the household into an uproar, filling it with so much 

fear that Kitty thought for sure it would overflow like a bucket. Missy 

Claire’s face turned the color of pie dough, and she looked about to 

faint. Kitty made her sit down real quick in the nearest chair, and 

she grabbed a palmetto branch to fan her.

“Oh, Lord . . .” Missy Claire moaned. “Why is this happening to 

us again? Isn’t it enough that the Yankees chased us from our home 

once before? Why have those cowards declared war on innocent 

women and children?”

Kitty waved the fan faster, moving it closer to Missy’s face to 

help her breathe. “It’ll be okay, Missy. Everything will be okay. . . .”

“No it won’t!” she shouted. “Didn’t you hear what they said? :e 

Yanks are arming slaves! And once a Negro gets a gun in his hands, 

he’ll murder us all in our beds!”

Her words gave Kitty the shivers. For a moment it was as if 

both of them had forgotten that Kitty was also a Negro. She’d been 

Missy’s slave since they were children, but she’d never seen her this 

upset, even when they’d fled from Beaufort. Of course, back then 

they’d thought they would be returning to town in a day or two, 

once the Yankees were whipped. But that had been nearly a year 

ago. “Where we gonna run to this time, Missy Claire?” Kitty asked 

in a hushed voice.

“I don’t know. :ey’ll burn every plantation house in the area. . . . 

We’ll have to pack up everything that we don’t want to lose.”

“Everything?” Kitty glanced around the drawing room. “:ere’s 

so much, Missy! All of Massa Fuller’s nice things. . . . How we gonna 

know what to take and what to leave?”

She could see that her mistress was getting control of herself 

again. Missy pushed the fan away from her face and rose her feet. 
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“We’ll have to get all the other house slaves to help us. Now hurry! 

We’ll pack as much as a wagon will hold, the most valuable things 

first—then leave the rest to God’s mercy.”

Kitty set to work as fast as she could, but it wasn’t fast enough 

for Missy. She shoved Kitty backward and nearly knocked her down 

because she thought Kitty was packing one of the steamer trunks 

too slowly. When Kitty accidentally dropped the silver caddy, spill-

ing the tableware, Missy grabbed hold of her hair and pulled. And 

when Kitty asked her who would take care of the house while they 

were gone, Missy Claire slapped her. “Don’t bother me with your 

stupid questions, Kitty!” Missy wasn’t usually this mean. She was 

scared, that’s all.

“If only Roger were here,” she kept saying as they went from room 

to room, trying to decide what to pack. :e big house was crammed 

clear to the attic with Massa Fuller’s things, passed down through 

his family for years and years. :e paintings of all Massa’s relations 

would fill an entire wagon all by themselves, and his books would 

fill a second one. Anyone could see that they would have to leave all 

his beautiful furniture behind—Massa’s oak desk and his piano, the 

canopy beds and wardrobes and dressers, the walnut dining table 

that Delia polished with beeswax and turpentine until it gleamed 

like a mirror. :ere were closets full of table linens, feather beds 

and spreads; cupboards of fine porcelain, silver serving pieces and 

tableware. :ey couldn’t possibly take it all. :ose Yankees must be 

demons from hell if they would burn down such a fine old house 

and destroy all these beautiful things.

Kitty was upstairs packing Missy Claire’s clothes when she heard 

the rumble of wagon wheels outside. She ran to the window, expect-

ing to see soldiers and armed slaves coming with guns and torches. 

But the wagon that stopped out front was empty.

“Kitty!” Missy said as she hurried into the bedroom. “One of the 

field slaves finally brought a wagon up from the barn. Quit gaping 

out the window and start loading some of these things into it. I 

already told Delia to gather the baby’s clothes.”

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)

Austin_LightPath_JS_bb.indd   9 1/15/14   12:40 PM

Lynn Austin, A Light to My Path
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2004. Used by permission.



 A Light to My Path 

10

Kitty scooped up two satchels and headed toward the stairs.

“Make sure you hurry right back,” Missy Claire yelled. “None of 

your usual dawdling!”

Her words hurt more than a kick in the shins. Kitty never dawdled 

the way a lot of other slaves did. Maybe she daydreamed once in a 

while, but that was different from dawdling, wasn’t it? Folks dawdled 

on purpose, but daydreaming was something you just couldn’t help.

Kitty was still grumbling to herself about how unfair Missy was 

when she met Delia going down the stairs with a bundle of the baby’s 

clothes. :e little woman descended the stairs much slower than 

Kitty did, her joints painful with age. Kitty slowed her pace to match.

“What’re you pouting about, honey?” Delia asked. “Mind you 

don’t trip over that bottom lip of yours, hanging clear to the floor.”

“Missy’s been hollering at me all afternoon, Delia.”

“Ain’t just you, honey, that’s for sure. Brr, it’s chilly out here!” she 

said as she pushed open the door. Outside, the autumn sky was as 

raw and gray as a tombstone. “Can’t be good for Massa’s little baby 

to be dragging him all over creation this way,” Delia said, shaking her 

head. “:e Good Lord said that when Judgment Day finally comes, 

we’re supposed to pray that our flight ain’t coming in the wintertime.”

Kitty looked at Delia in surprise. “Is this here the Judgment Day?”

“Seems like the Lord’s judging some folks,” Delia mumbled, nod-

ding toward the wagon. “Never thought I’d see Massa’s family riding 

in an old cotton wagon pulled by a team of mules.”

Delia was right. :e farm mules that had been hitched to the 

wagon were what poor folks drove around. But the Confederate 

soldiers had taken away all of Massa Fuller’s horses a long time 

ago. Grady had stayed in the carriage house that day rather than 

watch them go. For as long as he’d been Massa Fuller’s coachman, 

Grady had looked after those horses like they were his babies, same 

as Delia looked after Missy Claire’s baby. He had to work as a field 

slave now that his horses were gone.

Kitty dropped her burdens onto the wagon bed. :e driver stood 

near one of the mules’ heads, adjusting its bridle. It took Kitty a mo-
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ment to realize that the driver was Grady. He looked even thinner 

than the last time she’d seen him, and his clothes hung on him like 

rags. She longed to go to him and hold him in her arms, but when 

he looked up at her, his expression made her hesitate. It was almost 

as if he was holding her at arm’s length.

But Delia didn’t hesitate at all as she hobbled over to Grady and 

hugged him tightly. “Lord, Lord, honey! I hardly recognized you. 

You driving Missy Claire’s wagon for her tomorrow?”

He shook his head. “I’m all through with being her slave,” he said 

quietly. “Me and the others are stealing away to the woods tonight. 

Once we get to where the Yankees are, we’ll all be free.”

His words sent a tremor of fear through Kitty. “You can’t run away, 

Grady! :ey’ll send the dogs out after you if you run!”

“Who will? Ain’t nobody left to chase us but the overseer. He 

can’t catch all of us, can he?” He folded his arms across his chest and 

raised his chin. “You don’t have to go with Missy Claire, you know. 

She can’t make you go with her.”

“What do you mean? She’s our missy. We have to do what Missy 

says.”

“No you don’t,” he said in a low, harsh voice. “We don’t have to do 

nothing she says no more, now that the Yankees are coming. Y’all 

can come hide in the woods with us tonight . . . unless you think 

house slaves is too good to run off with field hands.”

“Nobody’s thinking that,” Delia said.

“:en come with us,” he urged.

Kitty gazed toward the south, the direction the Yankee soldiers 

would be coming from. :e sky above the distant trees seemed a 

deeper shade of gray, as if darkened by smoke. “Missy says the Yankees 

ain’t our friends,” she told Grady. “She says they gonna have their 

way with all the women and—”

“Don’t you know them white folks is lying?”

“Missy Claire don’t lie! I been with her just as long as I can re-

member, and she—”

“Go on with your fancy white missy, then, if you’re wanting to 
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be her slave so bad.” He spat on the ground near his feet, as if the 

words had left a bitter taste in his mouth.

Kitty gazed toward the woods again. It scared her to death to 

think about hiding in that terrible place. Snakes and spiders and 

alligators lived in those swamps, and the paddyrollers would chase 

after you with their baying dogs. When they caught you they would 

whip you until the blood ran. She remembered what had happened 

to her own parents, and she longed to run to Grady and beg him 

not to go. Kitty had seen the scars on his back from when they’d 

whipped him before.

Delia stood beside the wagon, not saying a word. But they all 

looked up a moment later when one of the second-floor windows 

slid open with a loud scrape. Missy Claire leaned out of it. “Kitty! 

Get back up here this minute!”

Kitty turned and ran straight into the house. Halfway up the stairs 

she realized that she hadn’t said good-bye to Grady. She hurried 

to gather another load, but by the time she brought it down to the 

wagon it was too late. Grady was gone. She wondered if she would 

ever see him again.

Delia came down with two more satchels a moment later. She 

paused to catch her breath, leaning against the wagon.

“What are you gonna do, Delia?” Kitty whispered. “You gonna 

run off with Grady tonight and hide in the woods?”

“Never mind what I’m gonna do, honey. You got to be decid-

ing for yourself what to do. Can’t nobody tell you which way to go 

except the Lord.”

“Decide? How?” Kitty had never made up her own mind before. 

She always did whatever Missy said and wasn’t allowed to have any 

ideas or wishes of her own. Making up your mind was something 

you had to learn to do, like reading and writing—and she’d never 

learned those things either, only how to obey. “I don’t know how to 

decide,” she told Delia. Her words came out in a whisper, as if she 

were too scared to say them out loud.

“It ain’t so hard,” Delia said. “Just think of your life as a story. As 
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if you’re telling it around the fire someday to your children.” Delia 

was a storyteller herself, well known among all the slaves in the area, 

so she knew a thing or two about spinning a yarn. She gave Kitty 

a minute to ponder the idea, then said, “Now, how are you wanting 

that story to end? What would be ‘happy ever after’ for you?”

Kitty didn’t even have to think about it. :e best ending would 

be to wind up in Grady’s arms and finally hear him say that he loved 

her as much as she loved him. :ey would be together forever, with 

Grady driving Massa Fuller’s carriage again and Kitty tending Missy 

Claire like she always had, and both of them knowing that Massa 

would never sell them apart.

But then Kitty remembered Grady’s bitter words and she knew it 

was never going to happen: “Can’t nobody love you, girl, until you learn 

to love yourself. You obey that white woman like you were her dog—like 

you’re dirt under her feet and she can walk all over you. !ink a man can 

love dirt? !ink a man wants a dog for his woman?”

Kitty knew what he meant. Hadn’t Missy lashed out at her just 

this morning, pulling Kitty’s hair and slapping her? Grady said she 

needed to respect herself before he could respect her. But how was 

she supposed to do that? Would he admire her for disobeying Missy 

and running away?

“Now, are you seeing that ending?” Delia asked, interrupting Kitty’s 

thoughts. She closed her eyes and imagined herself in Grady’s arms.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“What are you needing to do right now to get there? Beginning 

of that story has already been told. Can’t change the ‘once upon a 

time.’ But you can be making up the middle part that will take you 

to the end.”

Which path led to Grady? Kitty tried to picture herself running 

away with him, not answering Missy when she called, hiding in the 

woods until the wagon drove away. :en what? :e only thing Kitty 

knew about disobeying white folks was that you got whipped for it. 

No, it was much easier to do what she’d always done—obey Missy, 

follow along behind the wagon, take care of her mistress and the 
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new baby. But wasn’t that what Grady got so mad at her for? For 

bending her back and thinking like a slave?

All of a sudden a scary thought shuddered right through Kitty, 

as if somebody had walked over her grave. How would she ever find 

Grady again if he ran away into the woods and Kitty went with 

Missy? What if she never saw him again?

“But, Delia,” she said, “how will Grady and me ever find each 

other if he runs off and I don’t?”

“Is that what you’re worrying about?” Delia let out a big sigh. 

“Listen, honey. Maybe you’ll find that boy again someday and maybe 

you won’t. But first Grady has to find hisself. And so do you, child. 

So do you.”

Everything went blurry as tears filled Kitty’s eyes. “I don’t know 

what that means. I don’t know how to find myself,” she said. “Can’t 

you just tell me what to do, Delia?”

“Go back to the beginning,” she said gently. “How’d you get to 

this day? If you know where you’re starting from, and if you know 

where you’re wanting to end up, then maybe you can find the path 

in between.”

Kitty knew the beginning—of Grady’s story as well as her own. 

She knew where they both had started out from. She wiped her 

tears and gazed toward the woods, remembering a time when her 

name had been Anna. . . .
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Part One
Ee

I cried out to God for help;

I cried out to God to hear me.

When I was in distress, I sought the Lord;

at night I stretched out untiring hands

and my soul refused to be comforted. . . .

Has his unfailing love vanished forever?

Has his promise failed for all time?

Psalm 77:1–2, 8 
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 CHAPTER

1

G O P

S C 

Anna stood on the cabin’s top step, peering into the distance. It was no 

use. Even on her tiptoes she could see only the top of the Great Oak 

Tree. She was too small. And the carriage house blocked her view.

Behind her the other children squealed and giggled as they played 

in the muddy yard outside Slave Row. Last night’s rain had pooled 

in shallow puddles, and her playmates had made a game out of 

squishing the mud between their fingers and toes and smearing it 

on their bare, brown skin.

Anna didn’t want to play in the mud. And she didn’t want to draw 

pictures in the dirt like she always did, either. She’d had the dream 

again last night, but it was growing as worn and faded as threadbare 

calico. If only she could touch the Great Oak Tree again and gaze at 

the vivid green woods beyond it, maybe she could keep the dream 

from fading altogether.

:e tree seemed miles and miles away, up near the Big House 

where she was forbidden to go. Old Nellie had threatened to use 

the hickory switch on Anna if she went up there again. But Nellie 

was old and couldn’t see very well. She’d gotten too tired and bent 
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over to work in the rice fields with the other slaves, so now she took 

care of their children all day.

:e Great Oak Tree’s top branches swayed in the breeze, and they 

seemed to be waving to Anna. She suddenly decided that she didn’t 

care if she got switched; she had to go. When Old Nellie carried 

one of the babies into the cabin, Anna saw her chance. She crept 

quietly away from the colorless slave yard, staying close to the row 

of weathered cabins, hoping no one would notice her. She turned up 

the driveway when she reached the carriage house, walking faster 

now that she was out of sight. Stones and crushed oyster shells dug 

into her bare feet; knots of buzzing flies warned her where the horse 

droppings were.

She reached the edge of the lawn at last and saw the tree up ahead, 

its massive trunk and spreading branches a dark silhouette against 

the blue sky. Pale silver moss entwined with the leaves and swayed 

gently in the breeze. Anna stepped off the driveway onto the warm, 

prickly grass and began to run.

:e Great Oak Tree that gave the plantation its name stood on a 

rise overlooking the Edisto River, a sentry marker for ships that fer-

ried the plantation’s rice crop down to Charleston. Anna ran to it as if 

for shelter, resting her small palms against the bark. She felt dwarfed 

alongside it yet somehow very safe. She gazed up into the canopy 

of branches and leaves above her head, and the memories stirred.

Once there had been a tall, strong man she’d called Papa, a man 

she could run to for refuge. His voice was very deep and he sang to 

her sometimes, humming a tune that had no words. :e oak’s dark 

branches reminded her of his ebony arms, strong and muscular with 

corded sinews and tendons. Anna looked up at the outstretched 

limbs and remembered how Papa’s arms had reached out to her, 

lifting her, carrying her.

She closed her eyes and listened to the swishing leaves and heard 

her mother’s soothing whispers, the rustling of her skirts. Mama had 

been soft and sweet smelling, like the breeze that blew from the 

nearby flower beds. Whenever Anna had gazed into Mama’s dark 
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eyes she’d seen tenderness and love and a fierce protectiveness that 

made her feel very safe.

:en everything had changed.

One day the place where they lived and ate and slept was no 

longer surrounded by whitewashed walls but by trees—trees and 

bushes and tangled vines that were so tall and gnarled and thick 

they blotted out the sun. Anna remembered the sound of palmetto 

saplings brushing past her legs, rustling like her mother’s voice: “Shh, 

Anna . . . shh. . . . You can’t make a sound.” Papa hummed his song 

very softly to her in that place.

Now Anna opened her eyes again, summoning the courage to 

peer into the distance beyond the Great Oak Tree, beyond the last 

swath of cut grass to where the woods began. She needed to soak 

up the lush green colors of the forest, memorizing them. But some 

deep fear kept her from ever venturing into that terrible place.

:e woods she had lived in with Mama and Papa had been just 

like that distant forest—wet and green and sticky-hot, yet rich in 

the rainbow of colors she loved. :ere had been emerald blankets 

of thick moss coating the sides of the trees. Anna still remembered 

how fuzzy the moss felt beneath her hand. :e trees wore long gray 

beards of Spanish moss.

Sometimes Papa carried her on his shoulders through the maze 

of green, his arms burdened with the quilt that held their bundled 

belongings. Sometimes Anna walked, following along behind Papa’s 

creamy homespun shirt, the cloth dark with patches of sweat beneath 

his arms and down his back. :e earth felt wet and soft under her 

feet, and tiny green frogs zigzagged across the path.

Papa carefully steered around the king snakes and rattlers that 

slithered across the trail or lay coiled in patches of dappled sunlight, 

but he hadn’t been afraid. “:ey won’t bother you none, if you don’t 

bother them,” he’d told her.

:e sound of croaking, gulping frogs filled the thick air along 

with the harsh drones of cicadas and whirrs of insects. Anna swat-

ted at the huge metallic-green dragonflies that swooped around her 
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head. Mosquitoes and gnats and midges swarmed around her in a 

humming cloud, biting and stinging her arms and legs. Mama had 

tied a red bandana around Anna’s head, just like the one she always 

wore, to keep the bugs out of her thick hair.

Once, as she rode on Papa’s shoulders, they’d passed beneath an 

arch of tree branches and she’d felt cobwebs on her face. She looked 

up to see a huge spider, its outstretched legs as broad as her mother’s 

hand. Anna had cried out in fright, and Papa had quickly dropped 

his bundle and swung her down from his shoulders, clapping his 

hand over her mouth to silence her. His movements had been swift 

and rough but his eyes were gentle and kind as he whispered, “Hush, 

now. :em spiders ain’t gonna hurt you. :ey’re big, but they don’t 

mean you no harm. :ey’re the Lord’s creatures, too.”

Papa and Mama walked a long, long time, it seemed, barely paus-

ing to sleep or eat. Whenever Anna had grown hungry, Mama would 

pull a piece of corn bread or bits of smoked pork from the bag she 

carried, saying, “:ank you, Jesus, for this food” before they ate it. 

At dusk they sometimes saw white-tailed deer. Owls hooted in the 

darkness at night as Anna dozed on Papa’s shoulders or in his arms.

:ey passed cypress trees with bell-shaped trunks that reminded 

Anna of hoopskirts. In places, the path grew so marshy that Papa’s 

feet sank, and sometimes the path disappeared completely in the 

swamp. All that remained of it were tiny islands of trees surrounded 

by brackish water. Papa hopped from one island to the next until 

they grew too far apart, then waded through the knee-deep water. 

He put Anna high on his shoulders, and he unsheathed his knife, 

alert for alligators. He’d shown her one, floating in the water like a 

fallen log with only its eyes and snout peeking above the surface.

One day the narrow path ended beside a stretch of dark green 

grass. Papa had pulled Anna back as she’d started toward it. “You 

can’t walk on that, Anna,” he whispered. “:at ain’t grass, it’s water. 

It won’t hold you.”

Anna didn’t believe him. “:en why is that bird sitting on it? 

See?” she asked, pointing.
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Papa shook his head. “He ain’t sitting.” He tossed a pebble at the 

bird, and as it launched itself into the air on graceful white wings, the 

bird’s long, stick-like legs dangled for a moment. :en they curled 

beneath its body, hidden again, as they had been hidden beneath 

the water.

But as beautiful as the woods were, Anna recalled that journey 

with fear. Her family had been running from something. Anna didn’t 

know where they were going or why, but her parents’ faces wore looks 

of alarm and desperation. Mama would glance over her shoulder at 

each new sound, and Papa stopped to listen every now and then, 

wary and alert. “Lord Jesus, help us,” he would murmur. “Shine your 

light on our path.”

As the days passed, fear began building inside Anna, too, as she 

sensed her parents’ tension, absorbing it. Even now, as she stood 

beneath the plantation’s Great Oak Tree and gazed at the distant 

forest, that fear twisted inside her.

:eir journey had ended in terror. One day Anna had heard a new 

sound in the distance, a harsh braying that made her skin prickle. 

Papa had stopped to listen as soon as he’d noticed the far-off bark-

ing, and his face turned gray with despair.

“No . . .” he groaned. “Oh, please, Lord Jesus . . . no . . .”

Mama clutched his arm. “What? What is it?”

“Dogs. :ey’re tracking us with dogs.” Papa scooped Anna into 

his arms and they began to run.

:e barking drew closer. Along with it came the distant crack of 

gunfire. Bullets whizzed through the leaves around them like wasps. 

Papa ran and ran with Mama and Anna, never stopping, gasping 

for breath. :ey wove and ducked through the tangled woods and 

swamps, searching desperately for a place to hide. :e dogs were 

much closer now, splashing through the water behind them. Shouts 

echoed through the woods, men’s voices commanding them to halt. 

:e men rode on horseback and Anna could hear hooves pounding 

down the trail, sloshing through the swamp, drawing nearer.

Papa ran and ran, but it was no use. :e dogs had found them, 
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and there was no place to hide in the gloomy swamp. :e hounds 

raced through the woods, converging on them like a single, snarling 

beast, snapping at Papa’s legs, tearing at Mama’s skirts, forcing them 

to stop. Papa held Anna high above their reach, trying to kick the 

dogs away. But three white men suddenly broke through the woods 

on horseback, their guns aimed.

“Lord Jesus, help us!” Papa breathed.

Anna buried her face against Papa’s chest as he lowered her into 

his arms, hugging her close to himself. She was afraid to look, afraid 

to cry out or make a sound. :en Mama screamed, and Anna felt 

her father’s body lurch. He was trying to shield Anna and remain 

standing as the men clubbed him with their rifles. At last Papa stag-

gered and fell, landing on his knees, still clutching Anna, covering her 

with his own body as men and dogs attacked. :e rest of the dream 

turned into a nightmare that she couldn’t—or wouldn’t—remember.

“Anna! Get over here!”

She came out of her reverie to see Old Nellie beckoning to her 

from across the yard. “Anna? You hearing me? I said get on over 

here!” :e old woman stood near the carriage house, as far as she 

dared to come.

Anna pressed her palms against the dark tree trunk one last time 

and braved a final, fleeting look at the distant forest. :en she turned 

and dashed across the grass toward Slave Row. Old Nellie had a 

hickory switch in her hand, and she caught Anna by the arm as she 

sped past and thrashed her bare legs all the way back to the cabin.

:at night Anna lay alone in the darkness, clinging to the memo-

ries that the Great Oak Tree had awakened. She was no longer certain 

that the doomed flight through the swamps had been real—or that 

she’d ever really had a mama and papa. She drifted to sleep, longing 

for them to come to her again in her dreams, hoping that the dream 

would end differently this time.
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