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My father is a far-thinking man.


He stands, feet firmly planted on ground, his hand over his eyes blocking the blinding sun.


I stand to the left of him, stroking Belle, our gray mule.


For what seems like hours, Father stares at the horizon. I can’t imagine what he sees. Not truly.


I asked once: “What’re you looking at?”


Without looking at me, he answered, “Dirt.”


Dirt is all around. Not worth staring at, I think. Near or far, it’s all Texas soil.


The Bible teaches me to respect my father. I try. I do.


Unlike Grandpa, Father never says much. Not to me. Or Ma.


“My wife died birthing him,” Grandpa laments as if it were days, not decades, ago.


“It’s a sorry tale,” Ma murmurs, her back bent, stitching shirts or tending the hearth. “Your son is a good man.”


Grandpa, nearly toothless, smacks his gums. “Of course he is. He’s my son.”


Ma smiles at me. I smile back. (I don’t know why.)


It feels as though Ma and I have a pact. I don’t know what our pact is, but Ma includes me in ways Father never does. She makes sweet treats, tucks me in bed, kisses my forehead, and, sometimes, lets me have a carrot for Belle. She talks to me calm, sensible.


Yes, Father is a far-thinking man.


Father’s life isn’t here or now. It’s out there, somewhere else, in a future time.


I think I’m too close to him, too near to count.


Shoulders rigid, Father gazes. I try to see what he sees. A flat, brown plain that stretches endlessly.


Maybe Father likes how the sky makes people feel small? Or how the horizon seems bleak, dusty, and endless? Or, maybe, he loves the burnt air that fills your throat and lungs, day in and day out? Or how the nighttime heat makes it impossible to sleep?


I hate it here. The only home I’ve ever known. (I wish I were gone.)


Belle brays. I pat, trying to soothe her.


It’s hotter standing still beneath the dry Texas sun. It’s better working, finishing the tilling, and knowing when you’re done, you can be cool in the barn. Belle isn’t stupid. Often, she says what I want to say but can’t.


Restless, Belle brays again—a high-pitched “Heeee,” then “Haw.” “Heeee-haw.”


Father spins, his face harsh. “Wish I could trade you for a horse.”


Belle isn’t bowed. Her arching brown eyes watch Father. Her thick lashes bat at flies.


What does Father feel? Most times, his face is like granite. High cheekbones, craggy chin.


“Come on, boy,” Father says without looking at me. He smacks Belle’s hind. “Back to work.”


Father grabs the tiller, thrusting its blades downward. Tugging her reins, I urge Belle forward. The iron pierces soil. Father digs, turning over rotten stalks as mulch for seeding the new crop.


I keep Belle’s pace, slow and steady. Row after row, blades whoosh, scratching, lifting, overturning dirt and roots. Sweat drips from Father’s arms.


For me, Father has always been the same. Work, eat, sleep. More work. Giving orders. Scowling or blank-faced. Never happy.


Belle accepts it all. She is my one good friend.
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After months of hard work—plowing furrows, row after row, sowing seeds, battling spider mites, weeds, stink bugs, and bollworms, the cotton blooms into white boll puffs.


August through September, sunup to sundown, the whole family picks cotton. Our backs ache. Grandpa’s ankles swell. All of us are hot, sweaty, choking on lint.


We hurry as best we can. Even so, harvesting is slow, tedious. Fingers bleeding, we pluck the sharp, pointy, sticky bolls, stuff them into sacks, then press them into bales and bind them with cord.
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Shoulders slouched, Father sets off with Belle pulling the wagon to the cotton gin. Time for our Settling Day.


It isn’t fair. Mr. Thompson owns five hundred acres. Twenty-five sharecroppers work twenty acres each. When cotton bales are weighed and priced, Mr. Thompson takes seventy percent of the profit. Then he charges Father for the seed, tools, food, and fabric our family needed during the year.


Father always returns, angry, hissing, “Still picking cotton. Still poor.”


Sad-eyed, Ma sniffs; Grandpa glowers.


“Charged interest on the seed, the hay for Belle. She’ll have to eat less.”


I tremble.


Father scowls, holding a small fistful of dollars. “This is why we left Louisiana? Traveled west?”


“You’re not suffocating, toiling in a building like city fools up north.” Grandpa persists. “You’re outside, free on the land.”


“This is freedom?” Father waves at our few possessions. Two cots, a hay-filled mattress, a stove, a table, and four chairs.


“White men control the land,” Grandpa declares stubbornly.


“That’s the key—‘white men.’ Not Black men. Sharecropping isn’t much better than being enslaved.” Father’s strength drains. He stares, focusing not on us or on Ma’s Settling Day feast, but on something no one else can see.


I want to explode. Father complains. But life doesn’t change. Work, eat, sleep. Not a bit of adventure. Same sullenness. Same stare at the horizon.


Leaning forward, Grandpa speaks to me. “Did I tell you how brave, how strong your pa was when we left Louisiana?”


“Tell me again,” I say, eager.


“He was nine, three years younger than you, Will. Your pa never complained.” Grandpa grins, smacking his thigh. “Wasn’t afraid. We walked for almost a year. Over rough terrain. Crossing streams, rivers. Snarled woods and swamps. Just us two.”


It’s odd to think of Father as a boy. I can’t imagine him smaller than me.


“Louisiana was humid, green, and hot,” Father says, strangely dreamy. “We foraged for berries, boiled roots, made traps to kill beavers. Hunted squirrels. Fished.”


“We never begged,” crows Grandpa. “Emancipated. We were newly freed men.”


“Men” makes Father sit straighter. Grandpa clutches Father’s arm. Intense, they stare at each other. Memories pass between them. Something frightful? Some secret?


(Though I’ve asked a hundred times, they never tell.)


Father’s gaze drops. Grandpa’s crooked fingers clinch.


It isn’t fair. Father became a boring old man.


I wish I’d known him as a boy. Journeying. Not confined by twenty acres. Each day filled with discoveries. Adventure.


Grandpa and Father are hiding truths about their trek. Time has made them grim, dull.


I complain to Belle. “Are you unhappy, too?”


Belle never says.


Not answering makes Belle wiser than me.
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Father is late.


It’s three weeks before Christmas. Ma needs pecans for Texas chewy pralines, cornmeal for corn bread, and wool so she can knit us socks. Grandpa and me cut a Leyland cypress. It’s outside, waiting to be bucketed, lifted inside, and decorated with paper chains and berries.


I’m eager. Christmas is the one time everyone seems happy.


But Father is late.


We hear wagon wheels clattering, rattling fast. Belle must be exhausted by the pace. “Whoa,” I hear. Quickly, Father throws open the door, not caring for Belle first. I’m shocked. Father trained me: “Take care of the animals first, so they can take care of you.”


Father storms into the room, waving a yellowing flyer, shouting, “Anna! Anna! Read this.”


“You’re flushed, George. Let me get you some water.”


“No, no. Read this. Tell me what it says. Exactly.”


Ma reads. She gasps, her face alight.


“Is it true?” demands Father.


“What’s true?” asks Grandpa.


Hands trembling, Ma hands me the paper. “Read it, Will.”


“I want you to do it,” insists Father.


“Will can do it,” Ma says firmly. “I’ve been teaching him.”


Stunned, Father peers at me.


Ma hands me the flyer. I read.


“Aloud,” grumbles Father.


Encouraging, Ma squeezes my shoulder.


Nervous, licking my lips, I read.


“Louder!” demands Father.




OKLAHOMA LAND RUSH


Unassigned Public Lands To Be Thrown


OPEN FOR SETTLEMENT


NOON ON MONDAY, APRIL 22, 1889





Grandpa whoops. Ma squeals, hugs Father. He spins her around.


I’m confused. “What’s a land rush?”


Father laughs. Astonishingly, he lifts me off my feet, twirls me twice. “Land rush means we have a chance to claim our own acres. Our own home. Not beholden, owing nobody.”


“Standing tall like real men. That’s why I headed west.” Grandpa chortles. “Land to be claimed.”


Father sets me down, exhales. “Now we’re going north. Texas to Oklahoma.”


“But it’s still west.” Grandpa grins. “Not St. Louis. Chicago. Or New York. Black folks don’t have to spend their life working in a city for someone else.”


“You did good, Pa,” says Father. “I’ve had my doubts. You toiling for Thompson. Me growing up to do the same.”


“What about Christmas?” I ask, but nobody pays me any mind.


“We’ve got to make plans, Pa. Begin the journey,” Father says excitedly. “One of the white sharecroppers handed me this flyer in town. He knew I couldn’t read. Said it was about a land rush. Said he’d been pondering since spring, last spring, whether he should make the trek.” Father stoops, his hands on Grandpa’s knees. “He gave me the flyer as a joke, Pa. A joke! He thought I wasn’t smart or brave enough.


“It’s December. We’ve got to go. Else we’ll never make the rush in April.”


“I can’t go.”


Father stands stricken, punched in his gut. “Pa, you’ve got to. We’ve done it before. Made the hard journey, counting on each other.”


“Time to count on someone else,” Grandpa says, pointing at me.


Brow furrowed, Father studies me. “He’s just a boy.”


“Older than you were.”


“He isn’t tough.”


“I am too,” I say.


Father looms.


I don’t back down. Feet planted, I stand upright, tall. I don’t care where Oklahoma is, as long as it’s not here. I want to do something. Leave our tiresome home.


“Will can read,” Ma says proudly.


“He doesn’t know what it meant to be a slave,” mutters Father.


“Why would a free boy need to know that?” asks Grandpa sharply. “Three generations of Samuelses. He’s the only one born with a chance of inheriting land. Mr. Thompson’s going to leave his land to his sons. What’re you going to leave?”


Father, Ma, Grandpa look at me. I feel vulnerable. Scared.


“He can read,” Ma says gently, touching Father’s arm. “It might help. I taught Will Sundays when you napped. It was our surprise.”


Father studies me. Wonderingly, weighing. He nods.


It’s decided. “I’ll see to Belle,” I blurt, dashing out as quickly as Father dashed in. I want to whoop, explode.


I can’t wait to tell Belle we’re going on an adventure.


Belle is lathered in sweat. “Oh no,” I moan, unhitching the wagon, leading her slowly to the barn. I towel her down, brush her gray coat. “Please, don’t catch a chill.”


Belle’s nose nuzzles me.


I fill the water bucket. Her slender tongue laps. She snorts as I pile hay into her stall.


Afterward, she watches me crouching in a stall corner.


“An adventure,” I breathe. “Oh, wow. Oh, wow.” Everything is going to change.


Belle’s gaze is steady, loving. She steps forward, lowering her head.


I reach up, hugging her neck, feeling her long, furry face against my cheek.


Gently, she nuzzles, tickling my ear.
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Preparations are exhausting, endless. It’s clear Christmas isn’t coming. No singing or Bible tales. No roast turkey or corn bread. Only land rush, land rush. Every dollar, every thought is about the journey.


I swear Father dreams Oklahoma in his sleep.


I’m proud I’m going. (I tell myself I’m too old for Christmas.)


I double-check Ma’s list: extra flour, extra jerky, dried apples, rice, crackers… extra coffee, cornmeal, bacon, and beans… extra kerosene, extra lard, sugar, salt, and vinegar.


From the general store, Ma buys cloth to stitch an extra set of pants and shirts for Father and me. “Going north, it’ll be cold,” she says. “Colder than here.”


Father leads me to the firearm supply. I’ve never been inside. Shelves and stacks of pistols, rifles, holsters of all sizes. Bullets in barrels are everywhere. A man holding a rifle across his chest, wearing a holstered gun on his waist, stands guard. White men move, gather, testing a gun’s weight, its feel.


I reach out to touch a slim-barreled revolver.


Father slaps my hand.


“Ow.”


I’ve never seen a pistol up close. Grandpa and Father have rifles for hunting. Sometimes Grandpa lets me try shooting a rabbit. Not often. I’m a bad shot. Father complains, “Wasted bullets cost money.”


I’m lightheaded. Smells of oil, ash, gunpowder, and tobacco fill the room. The men smell, too. Of cattle, dirt, sweat. Most of the men seem wild, stern, not polite or law-abiding. Are any of them cattle rustlers? Some seem like regular cowboys, stringy, broad-shouldered from wrangling herds. A few others with guns holstered on their waists can’t be placed at all. Awed, I wonder: Gunslingers? Wearing leather chaps, they seem scornful, mean, powerful all at once. While most men eye each other respectfully or suspiciously, these men glare, fearless, daring anyone to bother them.


Father is the only cotton farmer. He ignores the men, searching for his needs. He is tall, muscular, and moves with certainty.


I see how the other men glance at him sideways and judge him as a man to be reckoned with. I keep close, grateful Father is a big, strong, unsmiling man.


In wood-and-glass cases or resting on hanging shelves on the walls are specialty revolvers and sidearms. All glittering metal: long, midsized, short, all with decoratively etched ivory handles. They’re oddly beautiful. Who uses these guns? Not sharecroppers. Not Mr. Thompson.


Amazingly, Father purchases more than a year’s firepower. A hundred cartridges for his rifle.


He hands the clerk precious dollars.


Outside, he says, “Don’t tell your mother.” He squints, scanning the slow-trotting horsemen, bow-legged ranchers, and farmers’ families shopping in our small town. “So many bullets, it’ll worry her.”


I nod. This is the first time Father’s asked me to keep a secret.


Her—it’s a pact I understand: Don’t upset Ma.
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