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To Zach,


and to generations of enslaved children


each of whom deserves a voice in this world














Some escaped the treacheries of enslavement by going North. But there were also those who ran away to the deep swamps and forests of the American South. There, in secret, they created free lives.


This is a tale of what might have been.
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Prologue


SANZI HAD BROKEN YET ANOTHER RULE, BUT she didn’t care. It was night, and she was alone and on the forbidden edge. To make matters worse, despite her mother’s numerous warnings, Sanzi crossed right over, leaving behind the safety of her swamp island home. Just a peek, she thought. That’s all she wanted, then she’d go back. Down the muddy hillside she slid to a single tall tree. She climbed it, hopping from one craggy branch to the next, higher and higher.


On the highest branch, moonlight hit Sanzi and made her nutmeg skin shine silver. From her perch she looked out. A sea of swamp mud, muck, and tangle lay before her. To her disappointment, fog rolled in from the east, covering her view like a white feather blanket.


She strained to see beyond the muck and fog to the plantation lands. She was a free child of the swamp and those lands were a mystery to her. It was a miracle her parents and the others had run from there and found this piece of elevated swamp land, small and dry. Their own secret island in an ocean of mud.


Tales had spread among the swamp island children like herself about what lay in plantation lands: two-headed men, turtles without shells, and skeletons that rose from the dead. Although she was twelve and almost grown, at least in her mind, Sanzi still wasn’t sure how much of it was true, but she did believe that dangers lay out there.


As Sanzi contemplated that danger, she took a walnut-shaped stone from her sack, placed it in the well of her sling, and spun it overhead. The whir of the leather sling whispered in the air like children sipping hot soup. Sssip, sssssip, ssssip. She aimed toward the plantation lands. With a dream of adventure and a flick of her wrist, she released the sling and watched the stone soar high in the air, catch the moonlight, and disappear into the cauldron of fog below.















THE JOURNEY
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Homer


DOGS BARKING IN THE FOREST IS EXTRA SCARY.


All their growling and yapping hits the trees and makes it sound like they’re coming from every direction. Stokes had sent out the whole pack. He knew we’d tried to escape, and his knowing had me to blame.


But Ada didn’t say that. Eyes wide open with fear, Ada’s skinny arms held tight to a tree trunk. She was huffing and puffing to catch air.


“Homer!” She howled it in that way that said, You’re my big brother—now what?


I didn’t have the breath nor heart to answer her. My mind was still on where we’d come from. Where were Mama and Anna? How could we keep going without them? Mama had gone back because of me, and now they were both gone.


“Homer, they’re coming!” said Ada.


Paws crushed dead tree branches. It was enough to bring me back.


“Run!” I said. But it was too late. In the moonlight I spotted dog ears that pointed straight up. Funny thing was, I knew this dog. Even in the dark, I could see its face, big and round like one of Mama’s iron pots in the Big House kitchen. Stokes had me feed that big head when he was away watching the fields. I had to do it with my morning work, after collecting milk and eggs, but before watering and brushing down the horses. The dogs ate just about the same food rations they gave us—lucky dogs. Yet they always stood there, yapping mean and angry—ungrateful dogs. Now here, this same dog came running at me like it didn’t even matter he’d had the food from my hand. We were strangers. I was the slave and he was the dog sent to catch me.


He sank his teeth into my ankle. Ada screamed. She didn’t need to. I was so scared I didn’t feel anything but the hot wet of his tongue. With my other foot, I kicked him in his head. He let go, whimpering, then backed away, maybe waiting for his friends before coming at me again.


I grabbed Ada and we ran.


There was water nearby—Mama had told us about it. If you don’t see me come back, get to the river, she’d said.


I didn’t take much heed of her instructions at the time. We were going North, and Mama and Anna were coming along with us.


Mama said there was a river, but she hadn’t told us it wasn’t a thing like the sleepy one we knew by Southerland. We heard the water before we saw it. It was night, but this river was awake. We stood on the bank with barking behind us and roaring water in front.


“It sounds like a hungry monster!” Ada likened everything to monsters and angels. But she was right. The water spilled downhill and grumbled like a belly waiting for food, its tongue licking this way and that as it turned and twisted toward the foggy swamp. Lord only knows what happened when it got there. But there was no time for worrying about that. If those dogs met us again, they weren’t going to be any nicer.


“Ada, you know that dream you have about flying?” I asked. Even with dogs on our heels, her face was kind of happy that I’d remembered her dream. She nodded.


“Well, now you get the chance to fly, like you did in that dream. We’re gonna fly right off this riverbank.”


Ada considered. “Into the water?” she asked.


I nodded. The sound of dog paws hitting soft ground came closer.


“But Homer, I can’t swim.” She said it more with sadness than anything.


“That’s all right, you can do it,” I said.


“But Homer, you can’t swim,” she said.


Before I had a chance to think about that fact, I grabbed Ada’s hand and ran toward the riverbank and jumped.
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Homer


WHEN MINGO DIED LAST SUMMER, THEY SENT over a coffin to our quarters. It was a simple wood box, narrow and short. I didn’t know him well. But you don’t forget a man you help put in a coffin. He was tall. When we folded his long legs to fit in that short wood box and nailed on the lid in the middle of the summer heat, I remember being scared that he wouldn’t be able to breathe in that thing.


In the river, a flash of Mingo came to me. That’s how being underwater felt, like lying in a coffin. I couldn’t breathe, see, or move. I’d swear that water felt like pudding—heavy, wet, and smooth.


I stopped, pudding still until Ada’s dress swiped my foot and woke me up. I took hold of it and started kicking and chopping at the water like I was fighting that big-face dog all over again.


Everything went swirling and finally I hit air. Water filled my ears and slapped my face. In my arms Ada was swinging at the night, reaching for things that weren’t there.


“Homer!” she coughed.


The water pushed us downriver into a churning fall. Over we went, and down under again. My head hit rocks on the river floor and clanged like a cowbell. Everything went black. I awoke floating in the water, and Ada’s arms were gone.


Then I heard it. A scream. Ada had made that same scream the last time she’d been around Mistress. That scream had set Mama’s mind on taking us North.


I fell back into the ugly water. This time, I used it to help me get farther downriver, to Ada.


Ada’s got a color on her, oak brown with lots of spots. I only ever seen spots like that on Master Crumb. It’s those spots that led to troubles and the scream with Mistress. In the moonlight, her spots caught my eye. Ada was pressed to the riverbank, water smacking her this way and that. I kicked and fought my way to her. She grabbed on to me.


We reached for roots poking out from the bank and clawed our way out of that river. When we hit land, I lay there with my head heavy and pounding. Ada coughed and spat.


“I don’t think we flew that time,” she sputtered.


“No, I reckon we didn’t,” I said.


“I think we mighta needed to be running faster when we started, not just go jumping like that,” explained Ada, like she was the one who was twelve, not me.


Even at seven, Ada holds tight to her dreams. I’m the opposite. If it didn’t work the first time, there was no way I’d be trying it again.


“What you reckon is gonna happen now?” she asked.


I looked around, hoping for an answer. Thin, tall, starving-men trees stood at attention. Huge, fat ones with knotty trunks rested on their sides. All were covered in a tangle of vines, brush, dreamy fog, and darkness.


I coughed and the whole swamp answered with a heap of grunts, growls, tweets, and squawks. The swamp heard me, and I felt anything but safe.


I had my rules back at Southerland; the most important was being invisible. Invisibility was how I survived. I’d learned that all attention, even the good kind, could be dangerous. I’d go a full day without anyone or anything even knowing I’d been there. Fetching milk, brushing horses, tending the flower garden, getting eggs, all of it done without so much as a moo from a cow or a cluck from a chicken, or anyone saying my name. I was nowhere, I was nothing. When I did it right, I felt safer. But the swamp didn’t abide by my rules. This swamp saw me.


My head sank into the spongy wet ground. It smelled of old tea.


“Homer, you hear those monsters?” asked Ada.


She leaned over me. Her wild curly hair touched my nose. Ada liked to do things close. Sweat made her spots shine like tiny coins in the moonlight.


“It’s animals you’re hearing—ain’t no monsters, Ada.”


Her eyes got dark, almost as brown as mine. They were the only thing about us that looked alike. She exhaled. Her breath already smelled like the swamp. Ada had a way of soaking things up.


“That’s what the monsters want you to think,” she said, like it was me who was talking without good sense. “Mrs. Petunia told me they’ll eat you alive. They just step out from one of these trees and swallow you down whole,” she said.


“Mrs. Petunia was trying to scare you. There ain’t nobody living in these here trees,” I said.


“You think we could get up North from here?” Hope shone in Ada’s eyes as she said it.


“North?” The word didn’t seem right in this place.


“Mama said we were going,” Ada reminded me.


Hearing talk about Mama made me rub my hurting head and almost cry from shame and sadness. I was set on going back for Anna. Anna was my friend and she needed saving. I tried to go, but instead Mama went in my place. And when no one came but those dogs, we did like Mama said and ran for the river.


“Ain’t no heading North in this here swamp. Besides, we can’t go North without…” My ending hung in the air. Mama.


“I was only wondering. Mrs. Petunia would whisper about the North. She said there were people free like birds there. I’m thinking if there’s ever a place where people can fly, it’s in the North. Going there we might even learn to fly ourselves, then come back here and fly Mama away.”


Sometimes Ada’s dreams burned so bright I didn’t have the strength to put them out.


“I don’t know,” I muttered.


Ada smiled at me. She found that a good answer.


Mama was a finder. An egg tucked under the hay of the chicken coop, a tick lodged behind my knee, wild mint left over from planting three years past, my favorite rock, she could find it. She was good at finding me and especially Ada. When Ada was small, she was always wandering into trouble. Ada’s foot stuck in a ditch, her hair caught in nettles, or she was lost in the forest. From the kitchen, Mama would know to go find her just in time. Mama had told us to run for the river. Maybe she could find us. The thought made me sit up.


How would she know where on the riverbank? Head pounding, I got two sticks, went to the bank, stuck them into the ground, then leaned them onto each other to make a point.


“What are you doing?” asked Ada.


Mama could find that, I thought. Then, as if the swamp said no, the damp ground pulled at the sticks and they fell flat. A second try and they fell again.


“Nothing,” I said, digging my toes into the spongy earth. “Nothing.” Still, if Mama slid down the river like us, she’d probably stop in the same place we did, then she’d climb up the bank and there we’d be. It was possible. She could find us.


Tired by the thought of it all, I sat down and everything began to swim. Blood ran from a cut on my temple. The swamp, Ada, and the river were spinning around me.


“We need to stay here for a minute,” I heard myself say, and I laid my head back and let sleep come over me.
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Stokes


AS OVERSEER OF SOUTHERLAND PLANTATION, Stokes prided himself on three things: driving enslaved souls in the fields until they could hardly stand from exhaustion, his instincts for knowing when one would run off, and training dogs to hunt and return those runaways to Southerland.


On the evening of Rose, Homer, and Ada’s disappearance, Stokes’s instincts were slightly dulled. Situated at the start of a dirt path that ran through the quarters was the overseer’s shed. Inside, a poker game had his full attention. His two newly married brothers-in-law, Rick and Ron, who also served as his overseers in training, were with him. Having hired them as a favor to his two sisters, Stokes tolerated their dim-witted ways.


Yet, there was one favorable thing about Rick and Ron for which he could rely on—losing at poker. That night, Stokes was well ahead in the game and was contemplating what to do with his winnings, when his luck turned and he found himself caught with a less-than-fortunate poker hand. What to do? In frustration, he said he needed to pause the game to check the quarters. An unusual request, but one he felt would gain him enough time to consider his next card move. Happy to oblige their older in-law and employer, Rick and Ron settled into a game of balancing playing cards on their noses.


The first cabin door Stokes swung open proved unremarkable. He was almost set to return to his losing poker hand when something made him stop before Homer’s cabin. He swung the door open. The floor was empty of three souls.


“Runaways!” he shouted down to the overseer’s shed. Rick and Ron stuck their heads outside.


“What you say?” they asked in unison.


“Runaways! Get the dogs,” ordered Stokes.


“Right now?” asked Rick.


“No, next Tuesday, you idiot!” yelled Stokes.


“In the night?” asked Ron.


“What? You afraid of the dark?” yelled Stokes.


“No.” Rick shook his head.


“I ain’t, either. But we’re gonna take torches, right?” asked Ron.


“Get the dogs!” said Stokes, with steel in his voice.


Rick and Ron jumped into action.


They released Stokes’s young dog first for the quick catch. It was fast and loud but unsuccessful. Now Stokes unleashed his older trained dogs, their noses set on the scent of human fear. Only the river churning and the dogs’ murmuring pants could be heard as they went left then right, moving back and forth, meticulously covering the forest ground, thirsty for a scent.


Their torchlights splashed shadows on the crackly trunks of the forest trees, catching the shine of waxy leaves. Time passed, the terrain became more difficult, but they found nothing.


“Maybe something’s wrong with the dogs,” Ron said.


“No,” Stokes answered, straining to keep the insult from his tone. “I’ve had these—”


Then all at once the dogs stopped, pointed their noses west, and took off running.


“They’ve got a scent,” said Stokes. They scrambled in the direction of the barking.


“We’ve got ’em!” Rick yelled.
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Homer


I AWOKE DAZED WITH ADA LYING TUCKED UNDER my arm, her eyes scanning the swamp trees in the early morning gray.


“Finally, you’re awake.” Ada hugged me.


“Yeah,” I muttered, but my heavy head said different.


“I tried waking you, but you didn’t move one little bit,” moaned Ada.


“You see anybody?” I asked, peeking around.


“Nope. But I was wondering, you think Two Shoes tried to go North and ended up here, too?” asked Ada.


I didn’t like thinking about Two Shoes.


“Why?” I asked, even though I already knew.


“He up and ran off and nobody caught him. I figured he got away North, but maybe he got away to here,” she said.


Two Shoes was the talk of the quarters. He was different. He didn’t work in the house nor was he a field hand. During harvest and planting time he worked in the fields, but mostly he did Mr. Crumb’s bidding—from fetching food to fetching people. Then there were the shoes. Once he got them, we all called him Two Shoes. They were castoffs from Mr. Crumb. Old leather with worn soles, Two Shoes spit shined them until they shone. It was unusual for the quarters to have such shoes. Shoes kept you from thorny branches, snakebites, and all sorts. Plenty folks had tried running off but most were found and brought back. But Two Shoes had made it, and we all figured it was on account of his shoes.


Most folks suspected he’d run off on account of Desmond, his only son. When Mr. Crumb sold Desmond, Two Shoes changed some. But Sally, Two Shoes’s wife, changed the most. Sally had been a light in the quarters, but when her boy was sold, her flame went with him.


“I bet he lost his shoes if he went in that river,” said Ada.


“I’m pretty sure when he ran, he didn’t run for no river,” I said. “What does it matter anyway?”


“I was thinking is all,” said Ada.
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Unlike most folks, I was kinda happy after Two Shoes was gone. I’d heard him one early morning with Mr. Crumb. I was by the side of the house and he was there on the back porch whispering about Wilson, who’d lived in the quarters and had run off.


“You know where Wilson gone to?” asked Mr. Crumb. Two Shoes was quiet a long while.


“Come on and tell me—we’re gonna catch him one way or another,” said Mr. Crumb.


“Yes, sir,” Two Shoes said. “I heard he went over to McGrath’s plantation. I heard McGrath had bought Wilson’s brother.”


Master Crumb spit his tobacco.


“I suspect he’ll be back, once he’s seen his brother,” said Two Shoes.


Master Crumb spit again.


“You best get on back to the fields. Stokes will be needing a hand,” said Master Crumb.


“Master Crumb, thought I might ask—” Two Shoes went silent.


Another splash of tobacco hit the porch.


“I reckon this harvest is coming out good,” said Two Shoes.


Spit.


“We said that with a good harvest we might try… we might try getting Desmond back?” The words came out like a maybe.


Spit.


“Only… Sally has been missing him so,” said Two Shoes.


Spit.


“Now ain’t the time to be thinking about that,” said Master Crumb. “Get on back to the fields.”


I took off running around the side of the house toward the quarters, but my feet didn’t act as fast as my head. Next thing I knew, I tripped and found myself rolling downhill. Muddy, I looked up and there were the shoes.


“What ya doing over this way?” asked Two Shoes as he pulled me up.


“Getting something for Mama,” I responded. His stare was hard. “She’s waiting on me,” I said as I ran off.


The next day, after he was found at McGrath’s, Wilson was whipped. Whippings are terrible. No matter how many you’ve seen, you’re never ready for the next one. They always made us watch.


Two Shoes stood behind Mr. Crumb, his face kept to the ground.
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Something howled, then came a squawk, and the swamp woke up in a clatter. Ada sat up and watched the trees as if they were monsters on the attack. A thin trickle of blood ran down my face. I crawled to the riverbank and dipped my fingertips in a puddle, then rubbed the cool water on my hot head. I didn’t have to see the bleeding to know I had to stop it.


So what you waiting on? That’s what Old Joe back at Southerland woulda said to me. Yes, he was old as dirt. He was even old when I was little. He’d been with Master Crumb since Master Crumb was a child. Master Crumb’s father had made a gift of Old Joe to his son on his wedding day. I’d seen many kinds of ways we moved from one place to another. We were sold, loaned, taken, and ran away, but gifting was the strangest. Gifts sound nice, but slave moving was always ugly. It didn’t seem right to call it gifting.


Old Joe was a serious person and had survived years on the plantation. I’d learned plenty from watching him. I’d seen him tie off bleeding cuts. Now I took hold of my pant leg and tore a long piece of the wool, wrapped it twice around my head, and tucked in the end. I started to see about the bite on my ankle when Ada caught my attention.


“You hear that? I think they’re coming for us.” Ada’s face went tight, and she stood up.


“Ada, ain’t no monsters coming for us.” I leaned back. She spun around with her ear cocked to the foggy sky.


“I ain’t meaning monsters. The dogs,” she said.
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Homer


BETWEEN THE CHIRPING AND SWAMP RAUCOUS, there was barking.


“Far off?” Ada whispered.


“If we’re hearing it, not far enough,” I said. High bushes and walls of thick knotted vines surrounded us. “Come on,” I ordered, pulling Ada toward a small opening of leaves.


“What about the monsters?” Ada asked.


“We go through here, or we go back off that riverbank. Which you think will keep us?” She stared down the bank at the running water.


“You think if we run faster we’d be able to fly this time?” Ada asked.


That was Ada, she wasn’t one for giving up on dreams.


“Ada, get on this way.” I pulled her through the small opening and deeper into the swamp.


With so many plants, trees, vines, and bushes, there was no clear path for running—you hardly knew which way to go anyway. Pushing through was the best we could do. Which way? Whichever way made the dog barking get quieter.


With no shoes to speak of and the ground so wet, we thought the muck would swallow us whole. Squawks and growls died down as we moved. It was like the swamp shut up and decided to watch us. I stepped and felt the muddy ground give way under me. A sinkhole. Mud and muck took my feet and then my legs.


“Homer!” Ada yelled. Arms flying, she reached out to me, but the hole kept pulling me down.


“Get something, Ada!” I called to her. “A stick, anything!”


Ada spun around, heaved back the weeds we’d come through, and disappeared. Each time I moved, the ground pulled me in more. In the muck, my leg caught a vine and the more I fought, the tighter it got. Mud swallowed up my waist.


“Ada!” I yelled. “Ada!”


I swear it was ten tobacco plantings before I saw the bushes shake. “I got a stick!” Ada called. It was more like a fallen branch, heavy and long. She shoved the branch my way, and I grabbed hold.


“Ada, get me up,” I begged.


“All right!” she said.


I could hardly see her little body behind the bushy branch as she yanked.


I didn’t budge.


“I’m sinking!” My chin was touching the muck.


“I’m trying,” Ada cried, but I was going under all the same.


Then she braced the branch on a tree and pulled. I started moving. The vine around my leg gave way a little, and Ada hauled me from the water until I hit dry land.


“You did it!” I huffed.


She ran around the tree and climbed over the branch to me. I smiled but Ada didn’t look happy. Instead, her mouth hung open.


“Your leg,” she whispered. I didn’t understand.


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“Homer, look.” She pointed.


I looked down at my vine-tangled leg and saw no vine there at all. Coiled around my leg, thick as two fists put together, was a snake. Its head was raised, and it was considering my thigh, while its body, dark brown and shiny, tightened around my calf and foot.


I opened my mouth to scream, but the air in my chest disappeared. So Ada screamed for me.


The snake, maybe tired of fighting with my leg, maybe tired of my screaming sister, squeezed its coiled body tighter and opened its fanged mouth.


I didn’t see the arrow coming, but I did hear it whiz through the air. It was like the zip of a hummingbird. So fast you couldn’t see it, but you knew it was there.


I sat up. Beside me the snake lay dead with its fangs separated by an arrowhead.


Its body still held my leg tight, like it had plans for me even in death. I kicked it loose as Ada ran to me.


“You all right?” Ada asked.


“Uh-huh,” I panted.


“An arrow got the snake.” Ada said it like arrows falling from the sky was how it was meant to be.


“But who had the arrow?” I asked.


Overhead, fog clung to the trees. It was the fog that made him appear to be sent down like a bird from some other world, someplace… magical.


When he came through the cloud above Ada and me, his long arms and legs were outstretched like a hawk. He was free-falling, plunging through a path between the tree branches. Silent, he dropped until he neared the ground, where he grabbed hold of one branch then another to slow his fall and land on two feet before Ada and me.


I jumped back, almost rolling over the snake beside me. Ada didn’t move a bit. She stood there, eyes wide open.
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Homer


HE WAS THE MOST DIFFERENT PERSON I’D EVER seen. His skin was a sweet, deep, glowing hickory brown, with hair locked into long ropes that hung over his wide shoulders and down his back. His shirt was white, or it had been at some point, with a bit of ruffle cloth on the collar, and torn to tatters along the bottom. Across his chest was a fur strap that mounted to his back a bow and a quiver filled with snake-killing arrows. Around his waist were strange ropes I’d never seen before, like braided vines.


We were right in front of him, but he didn’t even look at us.


Say something! I thought. But my voice was choked by all my thoughts. Ada broke the silence.


“You fly here from the clouds?” she asked, like that was the most important question.


He walked past her and stepped over me with animal-skin shoes. Grunting, he pulled the arrow from the dead snake, rubbed the bloody point on his pant leg, and placed it in his quiver.


Ada walked over and looked up at him.


“You fly other places? You ever fly North? We were going North, but then the dogs were after us and we couldn’t fly so we got washed away by the river, then we came here,” explained Ada.


Silence. Maybe he couldn’t hear.


No matter, Ada pressed on. “You live in the swamp? You seen any monsters living in—”


His hand went up in front of her face. Where there should have been three fingers, there were smooth nubs, leaving only a thumb and its neighbor. Ada stopped in the middle of her thought and stared at the half hand in front of her. Then he motioned quiet to us both.


“Dogs,” he whispered.


Through the thick bush came echoes of barking and shouting. “Come on back, darkies. We know you’re in here, and these dogs are gonna find ya.”


It was Stokes. I’d have known his voice anywhere.


Ada grabbed hold of me.


“Do we have to go back?” she whisper-shouted in my ear. Blood drained from Ada’s face. We both knew what happened when you didn’t do what Stokes told you.


“He’s coming,” she said.


Ada ran for a thick wall of bushes, tripping and falling as she went. My first thought was to join her, but curiosity made me peer back at the man.


He hadn’t jumped at the sound of Stokes. Anyone with sense was scared of Stokes. But the man’s face hadn’t changed. Instead, he whipped his two-fingered hand out and caught hold of Ada’s dress. Before she could say a word, he tore off a long piece of her hem. He made two thin strips, took two arrows from his quiver, and wrapped the cloth around the tip of each. From his pocket he brought a sticky brown lump of something and put a bit of it onto both arrowheads. From his other pocket he took out a match and put the wooden end of the stick into his mouth.


“Little darkies! Don’t make me have to come in there and get you out!” yelled Stokes.


“We come after you and we’ll tan you good!” Rick yelled.


“Quiet!” I heard Stokes say.


Southerland had come to the swamp.


The flying man still didn’t run. Instead he turned to Ada and me and said, “Stay.”


Stay! He must be crazy. But Ada and I didn’t move an inch.


“If these dogs come in there and find ya, they’ll tear ya to pieces. Come on out and I’ll keep them off ya,” Stokes promised.


The flying man pulled rope from his waist, lashed it around a tree trunk, and fast as a squirrel, he climbed up, disappearing into the leaves and branches.


“You see him?” asked Ada, her head craning upward.


“No,” I said, listening for Stokes.


“You think he’s coming back?” asked Ada.


“He has to come back—where else is he gonna go?” I said.


“Maybe he’ll go flying off again,” said Ada.


“I don’t know, but I think we need to get out—”


I was trying to make a plan, then Stokes said, “We’ve got your mama, you little darkies.” Ada took hold of my hand and squeezed until her nails cut into my skin.


“I know ya want to see your mama again, so come on out of there,” Stokes said. Like the swamp heard him, hidden animals started chirping and hollering.


“He’s got Mama,” Ada said.


I heard him! my mind screamed.


“I don’t wanna go to Stokes, but I want to see Mama,” said Ada.


It seemed the flying man was gone, but then I saw a flame high in the tree, small as a pinhead flickering in the fog.


“It’s him,” I said, pointing for Ada to see. A flaming arrow arched over us and struck dry leaves. Smoke came first, then came fire, big and orange. It licked the trees, releasing a swarm of birds into the clouds. Another flame flew overhead, lighting a dead tree, sending up plumes of black smoke that scratched our noses. The air smelled like Mama’s kitchen when the chimney needed cleaning.


“Swamp fire!” yelled another man.


“Get my dogs out of there!” yelled Stokes. “Get on out of there!” His voice trailed farther away.


Ada and I stood breathless. We knew we’d seen something unimaginable: a man even Stokes feared.
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Homer


“HE SCARED OFF STOKES,” BREATHED ADA. NO one scared Stokes—it was Stokes’s job to do the scaring. But the flying man was unconcerned about what he’d done. Instead, he came down from that tree, tied his long, locked hair in a knot, pulled a small ax from his pouch, and started cutting a path through the plants, heading deeper into the tangled thicket.


He turned back, seeing that we weren’t following him.


“How’d you learn to do that?” Ada called after him.


“Who are you?” I asked. “What are you doing in this here swamp?”


He shook his head and kept hacking away. Then he stopped and for the first time he stared right at me. A chill ran down my spine. He saw me.


“None of those are good questions,” he said. “Here are some questions: Can you spot bear tracks in mud? Do you know how to keep snakes off you at night? Do you know how to hunt?”


“He doesn’t know any of those things,” chimed in Ada.


“Hush up!” I said, knowing she was right.


“Well, you don’t,” insisted Ada.


“Then you best follow me,” said the man, and he went right back to his hacking.


Follow you where? Who knew where this man would take us? If Stokes had found us, as soon as Mama got away she could, too. Staying meant we’d be here when Mama came for us. This was all too much to explain to this snake-shooting, fire-starting man, and even harder to explain to Ada.


“We might as well go on,” said Ada, and off she went running behind him.


“Ada!” I called.


I saw the man’s head bobbing up and down in the bush, and right before he went out of sight, he said, “Suleman. My name is Suleman.”
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Anna


THE NIGHT HOMER AND ADA RAN FROM SOUTHerland plantation, Anna awoke with a start from the bark of the dogs. Four others—a mother, father, and their two children, also asleep on the dirt floor across the cabin—did the same. They all knew what the sound meant. Runaways. Someone had tried to escape. The four peered through the cabin’s small window. Anna went outside. She stepped into the night as Stokes and two men ran past with the dogs, their noses already sniffing the air.


“Get back in your cabin!” Stokes barked at her.


“Get back in there!” Rick and Ron echoed, running behind Stokes.


Anna moved into the doorway’s shadow and waited for them to pass. Who ran off? Sarah and her father? Or maybe the two tall men, Clive and Henry? No. Candlelight flickered in their windows. In fact, there was light in each cabin apart from one.


Can’t be! she thought as she pushed the door open to Homer’s old home. Moonlight rushed in and shone on elderly Mrs. Petunia, still snoring on the floor, with three empty blankets beside her.


Homer was gone. They all were.


A memory flooded her mind. In the early days, when she first met Homer, he hardly spoke or even looked at her. But she knew they’d become friends because in the quiet times his words would come. She knew that she was his best friend when he shared his secret.


They were alone one afternoon, sitting at the river’s edge fishing for dinner.


Homer leaned in and whispered, “I can make myself invisible.”


“What’s invisible?” Anna asked. Is that like making yourself happy or angry? she wondered.


“It’s when no one can see me,” Homer said. Anna stared at him, her brow furrowed in confusion before stating the obvious.


“Homer, I can see you.”


Homer sighed. “It’s not like that. I do it when I need to.”


Anna saw that he believed it. He was her friend, the only one she’d ever had. Maybe she should believe it, too.


“I could show you how,” he said.


“All right,” Anna said slowly.


Homer inhaled and his face went still. His lips moved only the slightest bit.


“You have to think yourself into nothing. Be where you are but don’t see yourself there. I do it hard enough and most times no one even sees me,” Homer explained.


Anna squinted her eyes at him.


“Are you doing it now? ’Cuz I still see you,” she said.


“No, I’m not doing it now,” said Homer, turning to face the water, his feelings crushed. “I do it back there.” He gestured toward the plantation. “I was thinking you could use it with Mistress. Maybe it could help you.” Homer threw a stone into the water.


“I suppose,” said Anna, wanting to make things right with him.


“If she can’t see you, maybe she won’t get at you like she does,” said Homer.


Anna exhaled.


“I don’t know. As soon as she gets in one of her ways, I become…” Anna thought. “What’s the opposite of invisible? Red? Yeah, I’m like shining red, and she hits me.” She let out a sad laugh.


“Yeah, I suppose you’re right.” Homer laughed, too, so as not to let her laugh alone.
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Anna smiled at the memory, gazed about the cabin, then whispered his name.


“Homer.”


When no one answered in return, apart from Mrs. Petunia’s snore, she knew Homer wasn’t invisible. He was gone. What’s more, Homer had been wrong. He couldn’t make himself invisible. An invisible boy couldn’t have men and dogs chasing after him in the middle of the night. Even if Homer didn’t know it, he was real.


She closed the door, silently forgave Homer for leaving her behind, found the North Star in the sky, and wished her real friend well.
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Homer


AFTER TRUDGING THROUGH THE SWAMP FOR much of the day, I felt sweat soaked through my shirt. Ada had gone silent. Only thirst, hunger, or fear quieted Ada.


Finally, we came to a small clearing with water. Ada and I ran to it.


The water was still and bright green as a new spring leaf.


“You think we can drink it?” Ada asked.


“Green water is better than no water,” I said, sounding more sure than I felt. I put my hand in, and like the skin on hot milk, the green broke and tea-brown water poured through. I filled my hands and drank. It tasted of the earth on a cool day.


Ada watched then followed me, gulping a few times.


“This brown water tastes good. It looks all old, but it tastes like a clean forest,” said Ada.


Suleman joined us, gulping loud and strong, then pouring water over his face and atop his hair, and again, he glowed.


Before I knew it, he was down on one knee right next to me. His sweat smelled of ripe fruit.


“Let me take a look,” he said, touching my bandage.


My stomach tightened, but I let him. Cool fingertips brushed my forehead as he unwrapped the cloth. A warm breeze hit my raw flesh.


“Homer, it’s all red and pink,” moaned Ada, turning pale.


“They hit you?” he asked.


I shook my head. “It was the river.”


“It needs cleaning.” He tilted my head down and scooped water onto my cut. It stung, but the cold felt welcome as it dribbled down my neck and back.


“The cut’s wide, but not deep. I suspect that was a hard hit. You’ll need to watch yourself,” he warned, wrapping the cloth back around my head.


The water felt so good, I dipped my sore, dog-bitten foot into it.


I was wondering what would come next when Suleman stepped into a thicket beside the water and pulled. Like magic, we saw a cut-down tree trunk, rounded with the insides scraped out. With a push, it went right into the water and floated like a leaf.


Ada gasped. “It’s a tree boat,” she said. “I never seen a tree boat. You suppose we’re gonna ride in that tree?” As she said it, you could tell she was excited. I wasn’t so sure.


“Get in.” Suleman said it like there was no question that riding in a tree was a good idea.


Ada and I waded over. Lying in the boat’s bottom were long sticks. I picked up Ada and put her in the well. It was deep enough to swallow up half her body. Suleman helped me in, handed me a stick, then he started rowing.


“It works! We’re moving like a twig in water. When we go North, I want one of these,” said Ada.


I watched Suleman and taught myself to row along with him. We moved between trees that grew up from the water, with not a scrap of soil in sight. Great big lily pads lay side by side like floating tablecloths. Birds swooped down, stood on the pads, and watched us. Drips and spots of light sprinkled through the tangle of vines, knotted wood, and leaves.


“Mrs. Petunia never told me about the flowers,” said Ada, picking a yellow one about the size of her hand from a lily pad as our boat passed by.


Flowers were growing right out of the water while others spilled down from tree branches: Tiny white ones clumped together like a cloud on land; big orange ones sprang out of the riverbank.


“It’s pretty,” Ada said. “Not pretty like we know, swamp pretty.”


I wished Mama could have been there to see. She loved flowers. Maybe she would see them when she came to find us.


Forest, river, vines and bush, watch for the sinkhole, more vines and bush, green water, then the tree boat. Those were the steps. I whispered them to myself. If we could get here, she could, too. All I needed to do was remember the steps.


Dark holes and shadows were all about, with strange noises and echoes coming from them. Snakes slithered in the water. Maybe monsters were real.


Soon the waterway became narrower and the brush so thick it made an impassable wall before us. There was nowhere to go. Suleman stopped rowing, took his bow and arrows off, and unwrapped the vine rope from around his waist. Then, like it was nothing, he dove headfirst off the boat and into the tea-water.


“Hey!” I shouted. But it was too late. He’d already disappeared.


“You see that, Homer? You think he can swim?” Ada asked.


“Well, I suppose he wouldn’t have jumped in there unless he could,” I said.


“But there ain’t no place to swim to,” said Ada.


We studied the water around the boat. Nothing.


“What if he sunk down to the bottom? What if he doesn’t come back or he decided to go off North by himself, seeing as how he can swim and fly?” said Ada.


“Why’s he gonna leave us here with his tree boat?” I asked, trying to make sense of it myself.


“That’s true. I sure enough wouldn’t want to leave behind a tree boat, even for going North,” said Ada.


“Look.” I pointed.


The wall of brush in front of us shook and shimmied, and before long its middle swung open like the door of a chicken coop. Suleman stood inside the small waterway, tied the branch door open, then swam to the boat and jumped back in.


“That’s your secret door?” Ada asked.


For the first time Suleman glanced back at Ada and answered her question.


“Yes,” he said with all seriousness.
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