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    One




    Jonah




    He was called Jonah because he was born during a terrible storm and his mama said soon as she let go of him and put him ashore in this world of folly and time the thunder quieted and the wind laid. Trees had broken off their stumps and skipped across fields like dust brooms, and the Saluda River spread wide over the bottomlands. Some of the slave cabins behind Mr. Williams’s brick house got smashed to splinters by the high tempest.




    But soon as Jonah was cut loose and washed off in a pan and wrapped up in a towel rag, his mama said the sky cleared and the moon came out and shined so bright you could see a needle in the light from the window. Everything the storm had ruined was vivid in the moonlight, including dead birds that had been torn from their roosts and snakes washed out of holes in the ground. Because Jonah arrived on the full of the moon in the middle of a storm under the sign of the Crab, his mama called him her moon baby. The granny woman that delivered him said he would always be darting away, running from one thing and then another. He’d be no more dependable than Jonah in the Holy Book.




    THE DAY JONAH DECIDED to run away from Mr. Williams’s plantation was the day he turned eighteen. It was in the middle of summer, a hot day in the cotton fields and cornfields. The Williams plantation lay in the foothills of South Carolina, north of Greenville, on land just below the cotton line. Higher in the hills the season was too short to grow cotton. Farther south the winter was too short for apple trees to thrive. Mostly Mr. Williams grew corn, which he sold to stock drovers in the winter to feed their herds of cattle, horses, hogs, or flocks of sheep or turkeys. Drovers came by every day on the Buncombe Pike, driving their animals through dust or mud to the markets in Columbia and Charleston.




    Mr. Williams had built pens beside his big brick house, which he called Snowdon, to hold the herds and flocks, and the drovers paid two bits to sleep on the floor or four bits to sleep in a room upstairs in the big house. The house was called a stand or a tavern, and many of the women worked inside cooking and cleaning and taking care of the drovers. But in the summer they worked in the fields also. Mr. Williams called the plantation Snowdon, for a place in Wales overseas where his grandpa had come from.




    Since the Williams Place was not a regular plantation, almost everybody did more than one job. Field hands chopped wood when firewood was needed, and they cut trees and sawed lumber when a new barn or stock shed was built. “I can’t afford no field hands and house help,” Mr. Williams liked to say. Everybody had to hoe corn in the spring and all the men had to clean manure out of the stables and pens and spread the wagonloads on the fields.




    But Jonah the moon baby had been lucky, because Mrs. Williams picked him out as a boy to serve her and her children. Mrs. Williams was blonde and young and plump. She was young enough to be Mr. Williams’s own child. She was from Columbia and she liked to wear lacy pink dresses and give parties for her friends from Greenville and Travelers Rest. She even gave parties for her children, Betsy and Johnny. And she liked young slaves to serve at parties for her offspring. She had special clothes made for Jonah to act as butler at frolics for Betsy and Johnny and the neighbor children of quality.




    And because she paid special attention to Jonah, he paid special mind to Mrs. Williams. He volunteered to bring her the best strawberries from the patch just when they were perfectly ripe, and raspberries from the garden wall. He gathered chestnuts in the fall and roasted them on the hearth for his mistress. He carried her lap robe to the church in wintertime.




    When Betsy and Johnny had their lessons, Jonah often got to sit with them. His job was to bring things the tutor and his pupils needed, a glass of water, a book from the library, an extra pen or pair of scissors. Jonah got to listen to the lessons and observe the writing on the slates, and in time he learned to read and count the same as Betsy and Johnny did. Jonah knew he was not supposed to be reading. Nobody but white folks were supposed to read. But every chance he got he listened to the lessons and he learned the letters and numbers. He tried to read newspapers left on the table, and the children’s books left in the playroom.




    It was Mrs. Williams who caught him taking a book from the master’s library. It was a big book called Robinson Crusoe and he’d listened to the tutor read that volume to Betsy and Johnny. It was a thrilling book, with lots of words Jonah didn’t understand. Day after day he listened to the tutor reading from that story, and when the book was taken back to the library Jonah promised himself he was going to slip it under his shirt and carry it back to the cabin to read himself by firelight.




    Jonah knew where the book was. He’d replaced it on the shelf himself between smooth leather volumes with gold lettering on them. He had no trouble finding the book again and sliding it inside his shirt. He hoped to walk quickly down the hallway and take the side door out of the house. He would hide the book in a boxwood until nightfall. But just as he passed the dining room, Mrs. Williams called to him from the bottom of the stairs. She wanted him to carry a message to her friend Ophelia, who lived on the adjoining farm. She often called Jonah to deliver letters. But almost instantly she spotted the book under Jonah’s shirt where the volume’s weight pulled down the fabric.




    “What is that?” Mrs. Williams said and pointed to the sagging cloth.




    “Ain’t nothing, ma’am.”




    “Don’t lie to me,” Mrs. Williams snapped. She made Jonah draw the book from his shirt and hand it to her.




    “I won’t have a thief in my house,” his mistress said.




    Jonah wanted to tell her he was borrowing the book for the tutor, but he knew the tutor would say he’d already read the book to Betsy and Johnny.




    “You were going to take the book to the store and try to sell it,” Mrs. Williams said.




    Jonah shook his head and began to cry. He didn’t mean to cry, but his knees shook and his jaw trembled. He had no choice but to say he was borrowing the book to read himself. As he said the words he felt something hot and wet running down his pants leg. He looked at the floor and saw a puddle of pee growing on the varnished planks. Mrs. Williams noticed the streak down his jeans and the puddle also.




    “Shame on you, Jonah,” she said. “Shame on you for deceiving us, and for stealing a volume from Mr. Williams’s library.”




    Mrs. Williams was young and fat and soft, and she smelled like face powder and perfume. She took a handkerchief from the pocket of her dress and wiped his cheeks. She put her hands on Jonah’s shoulders and looked him in the eyes.




    “I won’t tell anybody you can read,” she said. “I won’t tell anybody, if you’ll promise me. Will you promise me?”




    Jonah nodded that he would promise her whatever she asked. He was trembling and afraid he might be whipped and put in chains and branded the way Old Isaac was. If a slave fought and hurt another slave, he was whipped and put in chains. Even worse, Jonah was afraid he might be sold and sent away to live among strangers. Mrs. Williams said she’d tell nobody he could read if Jonah would return the book to the library and read to her from the Bible from time to time. She said he’d benefit most from reading the Good Book and she was going to give him his very own Bible so he could study it and learn more.




    “Reading the Bible will teach you not to steal and deceive,” Mrs. Williams said.




    “Yes, ma’am.”




    “Reading the Bible will make you wise and useful.”




    The Bible Mrs. Williams gave Jonah was small enough to fit in his pocket. It had letters the size of gnats and hairs. But it was the prettiest book he’d ever seen, bound in rippling black leather. The edges of the pages were gold. The book had paper thin and crackly as cigarette paper or filmy bark on a river birch. Mrs. Williams made Jonah promise to read the book when he was alone. He could read it out in the woods or he could read it in the big house. He could read the book to her for his private lessons, and her private devotions.




    “We will learn with each other,” Mrs. Williams said. She made him clean up the pee on the floor and wash his pants at the well.




    AS JONAH READ TO Mrs. Williams from the Bible and learned more words, and learned the stories from the Bible, Mrs. Williams explained what words meant, words like void and begat, serpent and multiply. He stumbled through verses and Mrs. Williams explained when she could. Some of the words she didn’t know herself. She said someday he could learn to look up words in the dictionary, but for now he should just keep on reading. She liked to close her eyes while he read, like she was dreaming of things described in the Bible. Sometimes she had headaches and put a damp cloth soaked with camphor on her forehead and kept her eyes shut as he stumbled through verses.




    “This will be just our secret,” Mrs. Williams said.




    To help with his reading, Mrs. Williams let Jonah take newspapers back to the quarters. “Tell your mama they are to start fires with,” Mrs. Williams said. “But before you burn the papers up, you can read every word.”




    From reading the newspapers Jonah learned about the Fugitive Slave Law, and he learned about the Great Compromise. Much of what he read he didn’t understand. He read about elections and things in faraway Washington. He read about the Northern states, and at some point it came to him there was a place in the North, beyond North Carolina, where no one was a slave. He’d heard rumors about that. But an escaped slave could be arrested and returned to his owner. There were supposed to be no slaves up there, in the states to the north.




    Jonah read many mysterious things in the newspapers before they got burned. He read about foreign countries and wars in places he’d never heard of. He read about places where the snow never melted, far to the north. And he read about governments with kings and ships that sailed to China. The newspapers were Mrs. Williams’s greatest gift to him, besides keeping the secret of his reading. In the heat and dirt of the Williams Place, the newspapers were an inky threshold where he could enter a landscape that reached to the North Pole and to other times and people he’d never heard a whisper about before.




    The day Jonah decided to run away from the Williams Place was the day his secret was found out.




    Mr. Williams liked to be known among the people of the region, the other planters, the drovers, and the Negroes, as someone strict but fair. “Long as you obey the law and do your work I’ll be fair with you,” he liked to say. He almost never whipped a slave. He said whipping injured pride and injured property, instilled fear and resentment, and in the long run interfered with the work and harmony of the household. But Mr. Williams liked to remind his help that anyone who broke his rules and didn’t do the work assigned would feel the lash. He kept a black snake whip hanging on a peg inside the barn door and from time to time it had been used on more than horses and oxen.




    Jonah was caught the week Mrs. Williams was away visiting her sister in Flat Rock, twenty miles to the north, up in the mountains of North Carolina. A lot of families from Charleston and Columbia had homes in the highland community there. From late spring till early fall they stayed in the mountains to escape the heat and fever of the low country and central South Carolina. Everybody knew about the fine mansions there, and the wide, cool lawns and pine woods, the dances by the lake, the champagne lunches. It was a rainy summer day and no one worked in the fields. Summer was not a season when many drovers came along the Buncombe Pike, so things were quiet at the Williams Place. With Mrs. Williams and the children away, Jonah had no special duties. Mr. Williams was supervising work in the blacksmith shed, where iron bands were being fitted on wagon wheels. The ring of the hammers on steel was the only sound in the place except the tap of rain and the clucking of hens laying eggs in the chicken house.




    For the past several months Jonah had kept his Bible in the loft of the barn. He’d found that the best hiding place because it was dry there and hardly anyone came up to the loft. He laid the Bible on top of a beam, and when he had a free hour in daylight he climbed the ladder to the loft and sat in the hay and read a few pages from the fine book. It was his favorite time of day, when he could pore over the words and say them to himself. It was his secret pleasure, savoring the words and stories.




    He’d been so successful at hiding the book and finding time to read from it, Jonah had gotten careless. From the library he’d sneaked a volume of a new story called David Copperfield because he’d heard the tutor mention it. The book was in three volumes and he’d taken only one, hoping it wouldn’t be missed. When he finished that one he’d exchange it for the next.




    The books lay on top of the beam and he fetched them down and sat in the hay with his treasures in front of him. Rain on the tin roof was doing a tap dance that went on and on. In the gloom of the hay loft there was just enough light to read by. Jonah opened the Bible first. He would read a chapter there from the story about King David, and then he’d turn to the thrilling story about the other David and his friend Steerforth. Because of the hammering from the forge and the tap and hammer of the rain, he didn’t hear the steps on the ladder to the loft.




    Mr. Williams climbed up to the loft to get a piece of old harness hanging there. He planned to cut the harness into sections to use as pads on the brakes of his wagons. When he saw Jonah sitting in the hay he probably wasn’t sure at first what the boy was doing. Jonah did know though that Mr. Williams resented that his wife was so fond of him.




    “I can find some work for you, boy,” Mr. Williams said.




    Jonah jerked around, and as he turned Mr. Williams saw the books on his knees.




    “What you got there, Jonah?” Mr. Williams said. He picked up the fine Bible and the volume of David Copperfield. He recognized the former as one that belonged to his wife.




    “You have stole these,” Mr. Williams said.




    “I ain’t,” Jonah said, his teeth chattering.




    Jonah saw that he was caught. He couldn’t say that Mrs. Williams had given him the Bible, because he’d promised not to tell that she knew he could read, and that he read to her. And even if he could explain where he got the Holy Book, there was still the volume of the novel he’d taken from the library.




    “What you doing with those books?” Mr. Williams growled.




    “Borrowed them,” Jonah said, his lips trembling. “Gonna take them back.” But that was all he could say. There was nothing he could offer in his defense. And Mrs. Williams couldn’t help him because she was away with her children in Flat Rock and would be gone another week.




    “I’m a fair man,” Mr. Williams said. His eyes pierced through Jonah like hot pokers.




    “I know you are, sir,” Jonah said and hung his head.




    “But I won’t have any stealing or lying on this place.”




    “No, sir,” Jonah said.




    Mr. Williams said it made him sad that Jonah was a thief. He wanted everyone on the Williams Place to live in Christian harmony and work in harmony. It hurt his feelings that Jonah would steal. “We are a family here,” Mr. Williams said.




    Mr. Williams had a chew of tobacco in his mouth and he spit it out on the loft floor and wiped a copper stain from his lip. He made Jonah precede him down the ladder and he followed, carrying the books under his right arm.




    “You have stole books you can’t even read,” Mr. Williams said. Jonah wanted to shout that he could read, and that he’d read to Mrs. Williams, but he saw that wouldn’t help him now. Since it was raining steadily Mr. Williams told Reuben the blacksmith to tie Jonah’s hands to the railing of the horse stall. Jonah had to take off his shirt before he was tied up, and Mr. Williams made him drop his overalls also. Mr. Williams took the whip from the peg beside the barn door.




    “This is for your own good,” the master said. “I don’t want you to become a thief.”




    Several slaves had gathered in the hallway of the barn to watch. Chickens pecked for corn in the dirt of the hallway floor. With his face against the planks, Jonah smelled manure and piss, and the dust of the old corn. His knees shook and his lips trembled. When Mr. Williams hit him the first lick, the sting flashed through him. The hurt was not as bad as he expected and at the same time it was worse. It was a hurt he’d known before, but the lash also touched a new raw place. He jumped and twisted and felt something hot on his leg. He was pissing on the planks of the wall and the piss splashed back on him.




    “I won’t have a thief on this place,” Mr. Williams said again, and lashed him across the back, and lower down on the small of his back. The whip cut wires of fire in his flesh, as it fell on his legs and buttocks, and then on his back again. Jonah felt something else hot on his legs and thought it must be blood, but then smelled his own shit. The shit ran down his legs, the streaming, steaming shit of a coward.




    Jonah must have fainted then for the next thing he knew he was being dragged out into the rain to the well. Buckets of cold water were thrown on him and rain pecked his face and shoulders.




    “You clean yourself up and go back to your place and rest,” Mr. Williams said and tossed a tow sack at Jonah to cover his nakedness. “I’m a fair man, but I won’t have thieves on my place.”




    Jonah wrapped himself in the sack and limped back to the cabin. Other slaves watched him go by and didn’t say anything.




    “What you go and do a thing like that for?” Mama said as he came inside. “Why you steal from Massa Williams?”




    Jonah didn’t answer her. There was no use. He lay down on his cot in the corner of the room face down, and he stayed there all afternoon.




    “I knowed you gone get in trouble with all that reading,” Mama said.




    “How you know I was reading?”




    “ ’Cause I got eyes,” Mama said. “You always pawing over and staring at them newspapers. I knowed you gone land yourself in trouble. I seen it coming.”




    When Mama hollered she had supper ready, fresh corn and green beans and new potatoes, he didn’t move. He wasn’t hungry a bit, not just because his back was hurting, and his legs, too, but because he was thinking. In the newspapers Jonah had read about slaves running away to the North. Most got caught by men with guns and horses and hound dogs, but some made it all the way. And if you made it to the North, people there would help you. He’d read about the Underground Railroad and abolitionists and he knew the song “Follow the Drinking Gourd,” which meant follow the Big Dipper and the North Star.




    As he lay on the cot with his back aching, Jonah thought and thought about what he’d heard and what he’d read. And along about dark, while Mama and the rest of the children were eating, he had an idea. In the lessons with the tutor, Betsy and Johnny had learned to read maps and Jonah had listened. He’d studied the maps himself and seen where South Carolina joined North Carolina. And he’d seen the chain of mountains leaning to the northeast and running all the way to the northern states.




    The tutor said those mountains were wild and full of Indians and outlaws and people that made moonshine. The tutor said there were no plantations in the rocky hollows and deep valleys, only cabins and people who didn’t even know how to read. The tutor said quality folks lived on the east side of the mountain chain, but only outlaws and squatters and trash lived in the mountains.




    Jonah wondered how hard it would be to travel through such mountains. There were probably no roads and only a few trails. With rivers and deep hollows, cliffs and thickets, it would be almost impossible to travel that way. But at the same time it would be almost impossible for anyone to follow him. That was why escaping slaves headed for swamps and canebrakes, where they couldn’t be easily followed. If he got into the mountains and became lost he could always follow the North Star. The problem would be to find something to eat, and to keep from being eaten by panthers, bears, wolves, and maybe Indians. It could take him months, even years to follow those mountains. But he’d rather take the risks that way than to stay here where he’d been whipped and shamed forever.




    Now that Mr. Williams thought Jonah was a thief, he would always call him a thief. Now that he’d been whipped before all the others, Jonah would always be called a bad nigger. His fate had been decided suddenly that rainy afternoon in midsummer, when Mr. Williams climbed the ladder to the loft and Mrs. Williams was away.




    Jonah lay on the cot and thought about what he could take with him. There were all kinds of things he’d need for such a journey. For one thing he’d need a knife and good shoes and strong clothes. He needed money and a map, and he needed a better hat. Mr. Williams only gave his slaves shoes in the winter time, cheap heavy brogans. Jonah needed shoes that didn’t leave tracks, and he needed to travel fast and light. He could steal a knife from the kitchen behind the big house, and he might take a hat from the pegs inside the kitchen door. But he wasn’t sure where he could find money. Mr. Williams kept his money locked in a box inside his bedroom.




    Mama saved coins in a jar over the door of the cabin. But she would hear the rattle on the glass if he tried to take them out of the jar in the dark. He was ashamed to think of stealing money from Mama, but it was the only way he knew to get the funds for his long journey.




    Jonah lay on the cot till all his brothers and sisters were asleep. He waited until he heard Mama snoring and then he quietly raised himself. Even if Mama woke she would just assume he was going out to pee. After lying on the cot all afternoon and evening it would make sense that he had to relieve himself. He slipped on his shirt and a pair of ragged overalls. When he reached the door he felt for the jar on the board above it, but the jar was not there. After a moment of panic, he walked his fingers along the wood and touched glass. The jar had been moved to the left from where he’d last seen it. He lowered the jar without rattling the coins and slipped out into the night.




    July is the quietest month of the summer. The crickets have not appeared in the hills of South Carolina and the katydids would not start their singing until later, in August. Only an occasional cicada, or jarfly, buzzed in the trees. The rain had stopped, and a crust of moon shone through the clouds. Jonah hurried to the kitchen and took a hat from one of the pegs, then found the shelf where the knives were kept. He didn’t want a large butcher knife, which would be hard to conceal, but he needed something bigger than a paring knife. There was a strong knife with a wooden handle that he’d seen the cook use for slicing meat. He felt in the dark for that knife, being careful not to cut his fingers on the blades, and when he found the right one he stepped quickly into the backyard and headed toward the road. He wished he had some shoes, and he wished he had a map, but he had to get far into the mountains before daylight, before anyone knew he was gone.


  




  

    Two




    Jonah




    By the time Jonah reached the woods, he was so scared he almost turned back. If he hurried he could return the knife and hat to the kitchen and replace the money jar over the door, slide back into his cot, and no one would ever know he’d tried to run away. For running away he could be whipped again, and put in chains in the smokehouse. Slaves that ran away could be branded with a red-hot iron also, and they sometimes had to wear leg irons, or a neck collar with spikes, and some had an ear cut off.




    Jonah paused in the bushes at the edge of the field and decided he’d better go back while there was still time. Maybe Mrs. Williams would help him when she returned from Flat Rock. Maybe she would even say she’d given him the fine Bible, and that she herself had taught him to read it. Maybe if he was careful he could get by. And if his manners were good he could serve in the tavern and make cider and work in the distillery. Maybe if he was lucky he could even save money enough to buy his freedom one day.




    It was the burning in his back and on his legs that stopped him from turning back. But it wasn’t just the fear of another whipping that prevented him from retracing his steps across the field. Jonah knew that he could never be a good Negro again. He’d been whipped for stealing a book that was already his. He would always be called a thief at the Williams Place and he couldn’t submit to that daily humiliation. If he didn’t run away tonight, he’d run away next week, or next year. That was certain as the wet ground under his feet and the twinkling heavens overhead.




    As soon as Jonah knew that he could not turn back, he remembered something important. He would need lucifers to start fires to cook whatever fish or game he could steal. And when it was rainy and cold in the mountains, he’d need them to build a fire to keep him warm. There was a box of friction matches in the kitchen near the knives. He’d been foolish to not grab the lucifers while he had a chance.




    He was going to turn back to get the matches, but soon as he stepped out of the bushes a dog began to bark in the distance. No, he couldn’t turn back. Jonah had to get as far as possible up the mountain before daylight. As soon as he found Jonah gone, Mr. Williams would get the sheriff and they’d form a party to go looking for him.




    Rather than strike out through the woods and get lost in the dark, Jonah saw that he’d better take the Turnpike, at least tonight. He could travel faster and farther on the road, and now that he thought about it he saw it would be easier for men and dogs to follow his tracks in the woods than on the packed, much-traveled road. But soon as it got daylight he’d have to turn off the road and find a place to rest and sleep. It would be foolish to stay on the Pike in daytime. If he traveled by day he’d have to stick to the woods and thickets and skirt along the edges of remote fields.




    The world of the night was a different world, as mysterious as Jonah’s thoughts. He was as confused as he was determined. He was afraid as much as he was resolved. One of the things he was afraid of was snakes. He feared rattlers, but rattlesnakes rarely crawled at night and besides they warned you with the rattle of their tails before they bit you. He hated cottonmouths, but they stayed near water and were not seen often in the hills. What he feared most were pilots, copperheads, which did crawl at night and were said to be blind this time of year. Because they couldn’t see, they would strike at anything that moved. Copperheads were silent and sneaky. They hid in the grass and weeds. They were called pilots because they slept through the winter in nests tangled with rattlesnakes deep in the ground, and when spring came they led the drowsy rattlers to water for their first drink. Jonah was afraid of wolves, too. He’d heard that in the mountains there were lots of wolves that killed calves and lambs. And there were panthers that lived in cliffs and preyed on anything that passed below them. And in the highest mountains there were bears. Bears could attack you at night while you lay sleeping. He’d been told she-bears were especially mean when they had little cubs.




    When he reached the road, Jonah almost wished he hadn’t decided to go that way. The heavy rain had left the ruts filled with muddy water. He stepped through puddles with bottoms slick as wet paint. Mud squeezed between his toes, and he stubbed his big toe on a rock. There was just enough light to see the way between the trees. The road itself was a shadow, a long tunnel of shadow.




    Something else he’d forgotten while in the kitchen was to grab a few biscuits or a piece of cornpone, a little side meat. Anything left over from supper would come in handy when it got daylight and he had to rest and his belly was empty. Anything would do then, when he was hungry enough. Jonah had to stick to the edge of the road, out of the deep ruts. The edge of the road was firm ground, but overhanging bushes scratched him in the face and chest. He held out his arms and once got raked by a blackberry briar, or maybe a cat briar. Ticks hung on limbs and would drop on people as they passed; when it got daylight he’d have to search his hair and shirt and overalls and hat for ticks.




    Where the Turnpike ran through bottomland along the north fork of the Saluda River, it was a plank road. They’d laid logs side by side in the dirt and nailed boards on top of the logs to make a smooth track. He could walk faster once he got on the plank road. But he’d have to watch out for splinters. Jonah didn’t want to run, for if he hurried too much he’d wear himself out. Easy does it, he’d heard the tutor say to Betsy and Johnny. “Easy does it, Jonah,” he whispered to himself. He’d walk until daylight and then rest and walk again. A horse can walk a hundred miles a day, the tutor said. But a man is lucky to walk twenty-five.




    Despite the warning, as soon as Jonah reached the plank road he picked up his pace. The boards were wet and gritty, but they offered solid footing. He walked as fast as he could without trotting or skipping. While he walked on the planks it occurred to Jonah that this was a good season to be running away. Even though he’d not brought anything to eat, there would be fresh corn in fields wherever he went. Every place would have a garden, with new potatoes and beans, summer squash and tomatoes. If he was lucky he could slip into a garden and take what he wanted. It would be harder to find bread, whether biscuit or cornpone.




    Cherries would be ripe in some orchards, as well as apples, and back in the mountains there would be blackberries along creeks and huckleberries on hills, around old burns. Jonah was not so confident when he thought about meat. He had no gun or other weapon except the kitchen knife. He might be able to make a snare or deadfall to catch rabbits. Or if he was lucky he could kill a rabbit with a rock, or maybe even a groundhog. As he hurried along the level road across the wide bottomland, Jonah thought of something else he’d forgotten to bring. If he’d thought to take just one little fishhook he could have caught trout and other fish out of creeks. Jonah thought of the way Mama fried catfish in cornmeal so they were juicy and golden. He thought of the grits Mama would fix in the morning for his brothers and sisters, and his eyes got wet. He couldn’t believe he’d run away, run away without making any plans, just vague hopes.




    While Jonah walked, the stars grew brighter and he got his night eyes. He found he could see more if he looked sideways, out of the corners of his eyes, something he’d never noticed before. When he glanced that way, either to the left or to the right, the night was more vivid, the road ahead clearer. When he reached the other end of the long stretch of bottomland, the road turned steeply up the side of the mountain. He’d made such good time on the level plank road he was surprised at how quickly he got out of breath on the steeper grade. The road up the mountain was just dirt and rocks, and with every step he had to pull his weight up. Jonah had never been this far north on the Turnpike, and he’d heard that the steepest part, where it wound round and round and switched back and forth, was called the Winding Stairs. If he could reach the top of the mountain he’d be in North Carolina. Maybe because he was getting tired and out of breath, Jonah didn’t hear anyone on the road ahead of him. Suddenly a lantern was turned in his face. He was stunned, and didn’t know why he hadn’t seen the lantern before.




    “Where you going, nigger?” a man said.




    “Going to my massa at Flat Rock,” Jonah said in his flattest voice.




    “Like hell you are,” another man said.




    “I be going to Flat Rock,” Jonah said, his chin trembling.




    “You’re a runaway,” the first man said.




    Jonah saw the end of a shotgun poking out of the dark at him. He could hardly make out the face of the man holding it under his arm. “Ain’t done nothing wrong,” Jonah said.




    The man with the gun laughed like he was at a frolic. “Everybody has done something wrong,” he said. That was when Jonah saw the mule, loaded with heavy sacks strapped on either side. The sacks rattled and tinkled with jugs stopped with corncobs. The second man carried a shining jug in either hand. The man with the shotgun held the weapon under his right arm, which gripped the lantern, and he carried a jug with his left hand.




    “Since you ain’t done nothing wrong, and since you ain’t a runaway, you can carry a jug for us,” the man with the shotgun said. He handed Jonah the jug he carried. It was a heavy two-gallon jug. “You walk beside the mule,” the man said.




    The jug was so heavy it pulled Jonah down on his right side. He tried to hold it with both hands. He shifted the burden from his right side to his left side.




    “Hey, that ain’t fair,” the man with the two jugs said. “You ain’t carrying nothing.”




    “I’m carrying the gun and the lantern.”




    “Here, take one of these,” the other man said.




    “I’ve got to carry the gun to watch this runaway,” the first man said. “Not to mention the lantern.”




    As they labored up the road, the two men argued. Jonah wondered if he could drop the jug and dive over the bank and dash into the woods. The risk was that the man with the gun would shoot at him, aiming at the sound of his running. These blockaders would not mind killing him. He had to study what to do. He didn’t want to die before he even got out of South Carolina.




    “You’re a lazy bastard,” the man with the two jugs said.




    “Make the nigger carry one of them jugs,” the man with the shotgun said.




    “Here, take this,” the other man said, and handed one of his jugs to Jonah. As he took the second jug Jonah saw that the lantern was only open on one side. That was why he hadn’t noticed the light until they turned it directly on him.




    With a jug in either hand, Jonah felt his arms stretched almost to the ground. Each jug must have weighed thirty pounds. He took shorter steps to keep from tripping.




    “Carry them to the top of the mountain and we won’t turn you in,” the man with the shotgun said.




    “Bet there’s a re-ward for a young buck like you,” the other man said.




    Jonah didn’t bother to answer them. They could do whatever they wanted with him. They had the gun and there were two of them. He was worn out from the whipping and the walking. And he was even more tired from the climbing.




    “If we could collect a re-ward we wouldn’t need to carry no liquor,” the man with the shotgun said.




    “We’d be rich,” the second man said.




    “You’re already rich,” the man with the shotgun said and laughed, “rich around the asshole.”




    As they climbed up the Winding Stairs the two men cussed and argued and threatened.




    “This black boy would make a better partner than you,” the man with the gun said.




    Jonah’s back and feet were sore. His arms ached from lugging the heavy jugs. He was too tired to run for it. He thought about how he was going to get away from the bootleggers. The road wound higher and higher. Jugs clinked in the sacks on the mule’s back, and the men’s boots ground on the wet clay and gravel of the road. They’d climbed so far it seemed they must be already up in the sky.




    “How much is the re-ward for you, boy?” the man with the shotgun said.




    “Ain’t no re-ward for me,” Jonah said. “I be going to see my massa in Flat Rock.”




    “What if we was to take you to your massa?” the other man said. “Reckon he’d give us a re-ward?”




    Jonah didn’t say any more; nothing he could say would help. As long as the men didn’t know who he was and where he was from, they couldn’t take him back to the Williams Place. But they could turn him over to a sheriff, who would put him in chains until Mr. Williams came looking for him.




    “What’s your name, boy?” the man with the shotgun said.




    “People calls me Julius,” Jonah said.




    “Well, Julius, we’re going to take you to Flat Rock to see how much your master will pay to get you back,” the other man said.




    JONAH FIGURED THESE BLOCKADERS would just as soon kill him as not, but as long as they thought there might be a reward they would at least keep him alive. Maybe he was safe until it was daylight. But as they followed the road higher up the mountain the men began to quarrel even more. The man with the shotgun said they couldn’t take Jonah to Flat Rock: “Are you stupid enough to walk along the Buncombe Turnpike in broad daylight with a load of liquor?”




    “Don’t call me stupid, you dirty soap stick.”




    “After all this trouble you want to lose this liquor?”




    “This boy may be worth ten times what the liquor is.”




    “And he may be worth nothing, you stinking polecat.”




    First light came just as they reached the top of the mountain. The road and the trees were still dark, but there was a faint glow faraway to the east. Jonah felt he was above the rest of the world, but he could also see there were mountains to the west higher than the ground he stood on. As it got lighter Jonah saw the second man had a pistol stuck in his belt.




    “We’ve got to get off this road afore daylight,” the man with the shotgun said. His partner said nobody would be stirring on the Turnpike at this hour, and besides, Jonah was worth more than ten loads of liquor. They cussed and argued and fussed back and forth, stopped in the middle of the road, and the one with the shotgun said they had to cut off on a trail there.




    “What are we going to do with this boy?” the other man said.




    “Ain’t nothing to do with him except make him tote liquor.”




    Jonah wanted to drop the jugs and run, but he was so tired he knew they could shoot him before he reached the edge of the road. If one missed, the other was sure to hit him. Eventually the men decided they would tie Jonah to a tree. They had to get off the road, but they couldn’t let him see where they were going because they were on the way to the place where they stashed their supply of liquor. The man with the pistol said they would kill Jonah if he told anybody he’d seen them.




    “No, sir,” Jonah said. “I ain’t seen nobody.”




    “Damn right, you ain’t seen nobody,” the one with the shotgun said. He made Jonah take a drink from the small bottle he carried in his pocket. The whiskey flared in Jonah’s throat and sent a blaze through his belly. Then they used a piece of twine to tie his hands to a persimmon tree.




    “Anything else we can do for you?” the man with the pistol said.




    “All I need is a box of matches,” Jonah said.




    “You want to burn down somebody’s barn?”




    “I just need to light my pipe.”




    “I’ll give you some matches,” the man with the pistol said. He gathered straw and leaves and heaped them at Jonah’s feet. Then he poured some moonshine on the pile and dropped a match on top of it. Flames leapt up to Jonah’s knees where he stood with his arms around the tree. He stepped to the side and stomped the flames as the two men laughed and headed off into the woods with their mule and clinking jugs. He heard their laughter echoing off the trees as he kicked dirt on the fire. By the time he’d stamped out the last burning leaves and straw, the woods were quiet and he couldn’t hear the tinkle of jugs anymore.




    The bootleggers hadn’t bound his hands very tightly, and Jonah found that by leaning away from the tree he could rub the twine against the hard bark. By working his hands up and down, up and down, he wore the twine so thin he could break it. His wrists got scratched, but within a few minutes he was free.




    It was almost daylight now, and he could see the trail the blockaders had taken along the side of the mountain, winding down through a kind of thicket. As the sun came into view, Jonah looked out from the ridge on a world he’d only dreamed of before. The first rays turned the mountain peaks copper, but the valley before him had fog along the streams and lifting out of coves.




    Across the valley to the north a hill rose above a church steeple, and beyond that a higher ridge rippled to the west. Past that ridge other mountains rose into the early sun, like steps climbing one after the other. Mountain floated behind mountain to the edge of the world. It seemed impossible he could see so far.




    Just looking at the distant mountains he didn’t feel as tired or as hopeless. He was miles above the Williams Place, standing at the edge of a strange world. Surely in all the blue and copper mountains he could get lost and they’d never find him. He was so far up in the sky he must be close to the heaven they talked about in the Bible and in church. But no matter how thrilling the mountains and the view were, Jonah had to find a place to hide and rest, and he had to find a place to sleep, and something to eat. All he had was a knife and the coins in his pocket.




    After following the trail through laurels for a way, Jonah climbed to the very top of the closest ridge. Under some oak trees he found a bed of moss, which, though lumpy, was softer than the ground. Jonah cut some limbs off a sweet shrub to cover and hide himself when he lay down.




    He fell asleep and dreamed about dogs. A big dog like a cur lunged at him out of the dark, and when he backed away another dog gnawed at his leg. A dog barked in his ear. Another dog trotted toward him, one that appeared to be a mad dog. When Jonah woke he heard a dog barking, so it was not just a dream. The dog was far below him, somewhere down in the valley. By the sun he could tell it was late afternoon. A breeze stirred in the trees, but he could hear cicadas and a squirrel quarreling, and the dog barking. There was an ant on Jonah’s chin and he flicked it away. Another ant prickled on his neck, and he saw ants on his pants. There must have been a nest of ants in the moss. He jumped to his feet and began to brush the ants away. He’d been stung on his legs and on his elbow.




    The barking dog sounded closer than it had before. He listened, wondering if he could tell what kind of dog it was and if it was headed his way. Jonah knew they used bloodhounds to track runaway slaves. They used other hounds, too, and mean dogs like bulldogs and curs and Airedales. Jonah had once seen the sheriff come through the Williams Place looking for a runaway slave. All the Negroes had stood in silence as they watched the dogs go bellowing and yelping by, sniffing and panting, following a path along the edge of the field and past the last fodder barn. But when they reached the creek they lost the trail. The runaway must have walked right in the stream. Jonah had heard of all kinds of ways you could throw dogs off your tracks. The best was to run in a creek so far that the dogs lost hours trying to find where the trail continued on land again. But you could also run the length of a fallen log, then jump as far as you could, or swing on a grape vine across a gully. Any gap in a trail would slow the dogs down.




    Best of all was to do what a fox would do: backtrack. An old slave named Elmer had once described that ploy to him. First you got a lead on the dogs, then you turned and walked back in your own tracks. When you came to a bank or stream you jumped as far as you could. If you were lucky the hounds would go right past. As soon as they’d gone by, you ran as hard as you could in the direction you’d come from, hoping the dogs would just be confused. Elmer had told him to never climb a tree, for if they spotted you there was no escape.




    Best was to have hot pepper to sprinkle in your tracks, or gun powder, or meat with laudanum in it. But Jonah had none of those things in his pocket. If the dog was coming his way, he’d have to find a stream big enough to run in. His tracks could easily be seen in a spring branch or a swamp.




    Jonah listened to the bark, but couldn’t tell if the dog was really close. To reach a stream all he had to do was walk downhill, but he had to avoid roads and houses, and he knew there might be cabins on the slope or in the hollows of the mountains. It was better not to run, but to walk quickly and quietly. Before reaching the creek Jonah came to the edge of a little cornfield, tucked into a cove beside a branch. The corn smelled sweet as syrup. He stopped and listened, but didn’t hear the dog anymore. He watched the rows carefully to see if anybody was around.
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    The white field corn was not full in the kernel yet. In another week the grains would be bursting with milk. But the seeds were already sweet. Jonah pulled three ears and hurried back into the brush along the branch. If he left no shucks in the field no one would ever know he’d been there. If people reported things stolen along his route then someone might guess he’d come this way. They’d know the direction he was headed and Mr. Williams would send somebody to cut him off and bring him back to the Williams Place.




    Jonah was so hungry he bit off the pulpy seeds and hardly chewed them. He swallowed like a dog gulping mush. But then he slowed himself down. If he ate the raw, green corn too fast, it would give him a bellyache and he’d end up sick. He slowed down and munched the sweet, fibrous seeds. The smartest thing is not to hurry, Jonah told himself. When you have a long way to go, it does no good to get out of breath and confused. It won’t help to wear yourself out when you don’t have to. Mrs. Williams had more than once warned him not to be in such a rush. Hurrying was his weakness. He’d run away from the Williams Place in a hurry. A pain shot through his bones and through his bowels. He would never see Mrs. Williams again. And he’d never see Mama again. You fool, he said to himself. He put his arm across his eyes and cried hot tears. Whoa there, he said. Jonah was ashamed of himself for crying, and he was ashamed of himself for stealing money from Mama.




    Later, as he ate the second and third ears, he listened for the bark of a dog. But all he heard was the slapping of the corn leaves in the breeze in the nearby field and the mutter of the branch. Chewed slowly, the corn got sweeter on his tongue. By the time he swallowed, the corn was sweet as molasses. As he chewed, the sweetness of the corn became part of him. He didn’t know how it worked, but somehow the rich things he ate became part of his blood and then part of his flesh and bones. What he ate became his strength, and his future.




    If it was a thousand miles to the North, and he could travel ten miles a day, it would take him months to reach his destination. He tried to recall the tutor’s lessons in arithmetic. By any guess it would be late October before he got where he was going, and would be liable to be cold by then. He’d need a coat and shoes and heavy clothes. He’d need a place to stay warm. It would take money to buy the clothes. He could try to steal from clotheslines, but at some point he’d need more money than he’d taken from Mama.




    Jonah pulled the jar from his pocket and looked at the coins. It was a little jar Mama had once put cherry preserves in. He counted the silver coins first. There was one silver dollar and no gold coins. It was all the money Mama had saved that summer from selling herbs out of the little garden behind her cabin. Sometimes Mr. Williams would give her a coin on her birthday, and every Christmas Mr. Williams gave each of them two bits.




    Besides the silver dollar, there were two half dollars with pictures of eagles on them, and eight smaller coins, each worth two bits. Jonah counted fourteen little dimes and twenty-three nickels and eleven red pennies. As he tried to add the amount in his head he kept losing track of the numbers. But finally he separated the coins out on the ground and counted each pile and figured he had six dollars and sixty-six cents. It was a lot of money, and it was not a lot of money. It was more money than he’d ever held in his hands at once. But it would have to last him until he got all the way to the North. For that long trip he didn’t even have a penny a mile.




    Silver had its own smell. Jonah held the dollar and half dollar pieces to his nose. Silver tarnished like it had soot on it. What he could smell was the tarnish of silver touched by air. It was a smell of something faraway. Touching the coins left the smell on his hands. He dropped the coins into his hand and then back into the jar. And then he dumped the coins again one at a time into his left palm. Nickels had less smell on them, but pennies gave off an aroma when touched by his fingers. The pennies had big pictures on them and writing on their backs. They smelled of a special kind of spice and of secret places deep in the ground.




    Coins were the most interesting objects Jonah knew. They were equal to whatever could be bought with them. A little piece of metal could be equal to a horse, or a wagonload of corn. A quarter could be equal to time, time worked for a white man, the time it took a blacksmith to shoe a horse, an hour spent with a whore, or so he’d heard from Johnny Williams.




    “What do you mean, whore?” Jonah had said.




    “You don’t know what a whore is?” Johnny said. “A whore is a fancy woman you pay for, to hop. You pay by the hour.”




    “Where is such a woman?” Jonah said.




    “Why, everywhere. In Greenville, in Charleston.” That had set Jonah thinking in a whole new way. Time was equal to money, and a woman’s body was equal to money an hour at a time. It seemed that everything was equal to money, including freedom.




    But coins were like jewels, too. They shone and clinked with music in them. They had little faces carved on them, and birds and flags. A coin was a work of art, a thing of beauty. It had weight and texture to the touch. The feel of the coins of money delighted and thrilled Jonah. Money was different from anything else in the woods because it was a man-made sign. Jonah knew that he’d need more money for his journey to the North. But even with money he could be stopped and beaten and returned to Mr. Williams anytime. He himself had a price. He was worth so many dollars to Mr. Williams, and to other white folks. Maybe a hundred dollars, maybe five hundred, for he was, at eighteen, young and strong. A few coins were equal to him. If he ever got to the North he knew he’d have to make money, if he was to be free and happy. Money was equal to freedom, to a house, a horse, a field, a fine suit of clothes, a wife, a fancy woman. He would find money and make money. If he ever made it to the North, that’s what he would do.




    There was no reason to carry Mama’s jar; it hardly fit in his pocket, and it made the coins rattle and clink. He was lucky the bootleggers hadn’t heard the coins. What he needed was a leather poke, a little sack. He’d have to carry the coins in his pockets until he could find such a sack. The heavy coins would wear a hole in his pocket, and then he could lose them. As soon as he could, he’d have to find a safer way to carry his money.




    As Jonah was putting the coins in his pocket, a thought came to him that sent a shiver through his bones and gut. The amount of the money was $6.66, which was the number that was the Mark of the Beast in the Bible: 666 was the sign of the Anti-Christ. He’d heard the preacher talk about that evil number, and he’d read about it himself in the Book of Revelation. It was the sign of the end of the world and the Great Tribulation. Whoever was marked with the number wore the sign of Satan. Whoever had the Mark of the Beast would be damned.




    Jonah thought of throwing all the money away. The number showed it was cursed because he had stolen it from Mama. It was the amount that had taken her so long to save, money to buy herself cloth for a new dress. The number of the Beast was his punishment for stealing and for running away. Jonah weighed the coins in his hand. They felt heavier than they had before. There was something crushing about the weight of the silver and copper. The value seemed bleached out of the metal and the magic of the pictures and faces faded. All the delight he had taken had melted away.




    And then Jonah knew what to do. Taking a penny from the handful, he poured the rest back into his pocket. With a stick he scratched a hole in the ground, big enough for the penny to fit in. Quickly he covered the red cent with dirt and raked leaves on top of the dirt. He patted down the leaves so no one would ever know they’d been disturbed. He almost smiled as he placed sticks on the leaves. Now there was six dollars and sixty-five cents in his pocket. He had no number of the Mark of the Beast on him. He’d paid his tribute to the earth under his feet. He’d returned the metal to the soil it came from. Now the metal in his pocket was not as tainted. He carried on his person enough metal to last him for weeks and hundreds of miles.




    IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON when Jonah crossed the creek on rocks. The stream was bigger than he’d thought at first, and when his foot slid on a mossy rock he crashed into water up to his pants pockets. The creek water was so cold it burned his butt, and he stood and splashed through the pool to the shallows, holding his breath. He didn’t know why he held his breath, but he did until he reached the ground near the bank. As he approached the bank, a tree limb moved near him and he saw a long, dark snake like a corkscrew unwind itself from the limb and plop into the water near his feet. It was a water snake that went scribbling out into the current and downstream. But he couldn’t tell whether it was a cottonmouth or not.




    The far bank of the creek was covered with trees and bushes, briars and vines. It looked impossible to get through. He parted two bushes to find an opening. He hoped there was no poison oak or poison ash among the mess, and no copperhead hidden in the weeds. Turning sideways, stooping under vines, Jonah emerged from the thicket along the creek and saw a log house at the edge of a clearing. Someone was chopping wood and he listened to the knock of the axe, and the thud of the echo from the ridge across the creek. Between the creek and the cabin a cornfield fidgeted its leaves in the breeze.




    It looked as if there was a vegetable garden close to the house, for he saw bean poles with vines on them reaching above the rows of okra. He was sure there’d be tomatoes and summer squash there, maybe onions and carrots. But the garden was near the woodpile and he dared not get close. An ash hopper for making lye for soap stood just a few feet from the woodpile.




    Beyond the garden rose a little building with a chimney, which Jonah guessed was either a blacksmith shed or smokehouse. If it was the former there might be a box of matches by the furnace. If it was the latter there might possibly be matches by the fireplace, though that was unlikely since meat was cured in late fall, not in the middle of summer.




    Bending low behind the corn rows, Jonah worked his way around the little patch, keeping an eye out for anybody who might be in the field or garden. Crack and thud, the axe went, crack and thud. As he got closer he saw a long barn by a rail fence and a pasture on the hill where several cows grazed. The manure pile beside the barn glistened with a halo of flies. With disappointment he saw the small building was indeed a smokehouse.




    Staying close to the barn and then in the shadow of the smokehouse, he crept to the door and looked in. It was so dark he couldn’t see anything inside except the shelves where the salted meat was laid and the hooks where the hams could be hung over the fire. There was an overwhelming scent of smoke and ashes, grease and salt. It was not a bad smell, but summer heat had made the air a little rancid. Jonah looked out of the corner of his eye into the gloom. A couple of hams that appeared to have been turned to stone lay on the shelf by the door. Another ham, carved down to the shank, rested on a small table. As his eyes adjusted to the shadows, he studied the shelves and benches and saw kindling wood and a bag of salt. An old butcher knife lay on the table beside the shank meat, and Jonah sliced off a slab of the meat and put it in his pocket.




    Jonah backed out of the smokehouse and closed the door. The afternoon air appeared brighter after the shade of the building. There was no longer the sound of chopping. He stood perfectly still and waited to hear someone moving. A chicken walked by and a puppy ran up wagging its tail. The puppy twisted its behind to show how happy it was to see him. A door banged and Jonah hoped the wood chopper had gone inside. He waited a little longer, and then walked sideways with his back to the shed. Skirting the manure pile where flies the color of dew dilated and hummed a chorus of hallelujahs, he reached the barn and hugged the wall to reach the edge of the pasture.




    With someone at the house he dared not get any closer. His back was sore and his feet were sore. He couldn’t believe he’d been crazy enough to run away from the Williams Place where there was plenty to eat and a bed to sleep in. You must be dumb as a chicken, he said to himself. All he wanted to find here was a box of matches that would cost a penny at the Gap Creek store. He was risking his life just to find a few matches. It seemed he’d been a fool to run away from all the comforts he’d ever known and all the safety he’d known, too.




    Jonah saw it was too risky to cross the fence into the pasture, because the pasture was open and on high ground where he could be seen from the creek valley. Keeping the barn between himself and the house, he followed the fence to the edge of the pines and ducked into the cover of the trees. He noticed a trail that swung below the barn and into the pines, and he followed it into a hollow. The trail ended at a spring below some laurel bushes where a gourd hung on a stick. There was a wash table on the bank beside the spring branch, with two wooden tubs and a washboard. A black pot sat on rocks over the ashes of a fire. A cake of soap the color of beeswax lay on the table. Jonah suddenly knew how thirsty he was. He’d not had a drink all day. As he reached for the gourd to dip a drink he saw something blue out of the corner of his eye. Running to the table he saw it was a paper matchbox.




    Sliding the box out of its sleeve, Jonah saw the box was almost empty, with no more than ten or twelve matches inside. But he could not have been happier if he’d found a box of gold coins. With a dozen matches he could start fires for a week or more. He quietly slipped the box inside his shirt and then took a drink from the gourd. Then, with the matches close to his belly, Jonah climbed through the pines up the hill above the pasture. Before it got dark again he had to study about his plans. He had to be smart if he was going to make it through North Carolina to Virginia and then to the North. He had to be smart every minute of the day.




    Since he had money in his pocket, Jonah had to figure out a way to go into stores and buy what he needed. The money was just a burden if it couldn’t be spent. It would wear a hole in his pocket and be lost. Any unfamiliar black boy going into a store in a strange place would look suspicious. And it was possible Mr. Williams would send out posters with his name and description. He’d seen such posters on store walls in Travelers Rest, and he’d seen announcements in newspapers about runaways.




    It occurred to Jonah that on rare occasions Mrs. Williams had written a note to a storekeeper in Travelers Rest and had Jonah or another servant carry it there and bring back the merchandise. If he had such a note he could take it into a store and buy what he wanted. What he needed was a pencil and paper. But to get the pencil and paper he’d have to go into a store. It seemed a problem that couldn’t be solved.




    Another problem that hadn’t occurred to Jonah until now was that there were few plantations, therefore few slaves, in the mountains, meaning that everyone there would notice him. And the deeper he went into the highlands, the more suspicious he would appear. He hadn’t thought of that before. He’d have to be even more careful than he’d planned. Deep in the mountains where they were not used to seeing black folks, everybody would notice him and remember him. But it was also possible that since there were so few slaves in the uplands, someone might be willing to help him. If they didn’t have slaves themselves, they might not be sympathetic to Mr. Williams or afraid of the Fugitive Slave Law.




    Jonah reached the top of the hill, where hickory trees replaced the yellow pines. There was less undergrowth, and he walked quickly along the comb of the ridge and down the other side. In another hour it would be dark and he had to find a place to sleep. The ants on the bed of moss had taught him how vulnerable he was when sleeping on the ground. Besides ants, the copperheads were crawling blind in the summer night. It was dangerous to hurry through the woods as it got dark, for he might step in a sinkhole, or walk over a copperhead, or run into a hornet’s nest. Or worse yet, run into someone carrying a gun who would take him into custody. The woods were getting so dark he could hardly see the spiderwebs.
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