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Chapter One



Pascal hadn’t been able to fall asleep that night. Around the plantation the air seemed full of whispered secrets. As he lay in the cabin doorway, he worried about how people treated him now that Mama was dead.


After work that afternoon he had walked past some men and said, “How y’all doing?” They had stopped talking. Didn’t they know that, even though he worked in the Big House, he wouldn’t tell the master?


In fact, he had secretly saved one of those men from a beating one day. Master had seen the slave with apples he had picked to feed his children. As soon as Master had run after the man, Pascal had used his big walking stick to break a window. When Master turned back to run to his Big House, the other slave and Pascal had both escaped.


That had been last fall. It was now spring, and Pascal wanted to know the secrets folks were buzzing about. He bet the news had something to do with the War Between the States.


The night air by his slave cabin door was spring-blossom sweet, but that April of 1865 it seemed full of mystery besides. He listened to the breathing of six other slaves who lay with him on the crowded cabin’s dirt floor. From his pad, he glanced out the open doorway.


In the black South Carolina sky a half-moon mothered a million dancing stars. The night sky comforted Pascal’s hurt feelings. Soon he felt some of the peace and joy that Mama always had talked about.


When a shadow hesitated by his doorway, Pascal sat up. “Who’s that?” he asked in a whisper.


“Pascal? It’s me, Gideon.”


“Gideon? You be back? Be that really you, Gideon?” Pascal could hardly believe it. His heart seemed squeezed-to-bursting with happiness. As he stood to hug his tall brother, tears flowed from his eyes. How wonderful to have his brother back! Gideon had run away from the plantation two years ago. And he hadn’t gotten caught or killed in the war, as everyone had thought.


“Yes, it be me all right. I came back for you and Mama.”


“Gideon”—Pascal trembled—“Mama ain’t here.”


Tall, wiry Gideon glanced down the row of two dozen slave cabins. “Where’s Jerusalem City? Where she be? I be leaving tonight. Don’t want no trouble with Master.”


“Mama’s dead, Gideon. She kept asking for more food for the slaves. Folks saw the overseer shoot her down by the creek.”


Every time he thought about Mama getting shot, Pascal felt a fist ball up in his stomach. That white man just murdered his mama. How Pascal missed her; since then he had felt lost. Seemed like Mama just up and left him to the mercy of the world.


Since her death, he hadn’t had any family left among the slaves. With Mama and Papa dead, and with Gideon gone and four other brothers sold years ago, Pascal had been alone. Before she died, Mama had told him news; and she had given him something to look forward to, even if it was just a buttered biscuit left on the master’s plate. Afterward, there was no one to care.


But now Gideon was back.


Gideon pulled Pascal to his side, hugged him, and rested his chin on his little brother’s head. Pascal felt warm, close to his brother. No one had hugged him since Mama died.


Gideon heaved a sigh and said, “All this time I wanted to tell Mama. I wanted to tell her so bad. You know we be free now?”


“Free?” Pascal held his breath and wiped his eyes. Was this the news the other slaves were whispering about? “Walls of Jericho! You sure now, Gideon?”


“Sure we free,” said a voice from Pascal’s cabin. “But Master ain’t letting none of us go, nor paying us to work, neither.”


Another voice said, “And them that go just walk a little ways down the lane and come back. Some proud darkies keep walking and starve. I don’t wanna starve.”


“Freedom?” asked another voice. “There ain’t no white folks what gonna let us live free! What’s freedom mean for colored folks in South Carolina?”


Gideon shouted, “Freedom means everything!”


Pascal’s heart began to pound faster. Freedom did mean everything.


“Hush you now,” said a woman. “Don’t be getting us in trouble, Gideon. Master angry about this freedom talk and he might come walking down this way tonight.”


“But it ain’t just talk,” said Gideon. “President Lincoln freed us slaves two years ago. And better still, now we gonna have our own land.”


“Land?” Men from other cabins scrambled to crowd around Gideon. They called, “Hey, y’all, Gideon’s back and he say we can own land.”


Pascal nodded. With land they really could be free!


Dressing quickly, he stuffed all he owned—shirt, tin cup, hairbrush, and three marbles—into a potato sack. He tied the sack on his walking stick and limped to the door. They could own land to farm? Now there was something to look forward to!


Pascal was so excited he almost tripped over his lame foot. Where had Gideon been all this time? How far had he traveled? Questions exploded in his mind, but he would wait to ask them. People were whispering and chuckling in a circle around Gideon.


“Already happening,” Gideon said.


As Pascal walked away, he heard, “General Sherman already gave land to some of us who done followed him through the South. Forty acres and maybe a mule’s just for the asking for colored people, like homesteading been for white people.”


Pascal heard slaves stirring and talking in the cabins he passed. “Who’s that down the row?” a woman asked.


“Gideon’s back,” a man told her. “Say they giving out forty acres and maybe a mule to slaves.”


The woman snorted. “Gideon always been a sound-off. Worried Jerusalem City ’cause he never took kindly to slavery. It be a wonder he’s alive.”


“That woman be a sound-off herself,” another woman said, “sassing the overseer. She got herself shot dead.”


“Yeah, but Missus gave us more food, didn’t she?” Heart drumming, Pascal ran stumbling along the path. From birth his weak right leg was bent inward at the knee, and that leg was shorter. His right hand was weak, too. He reached the cabin he wanted at last. “Nelly,” he whispered through the doorway.


“That you, Pascal? What be going on?” She stepped out.


“My brother Gideon’s here. Say we free and can own land now. I be going with him, my own brother. You wanna come?” He took a deep breath. “Come on, Nelly.” Pascal had protected Nelly ever since the master had bought her a year ago. Nelly had biscuit-tan skin color and full moon eyes of honey brown.


For two years they had been free, but the masters were still selling and buying slaves. Pascal wondered at that.


Twisting a braid, Nelly said, “You be like my brother.”


Pascal squeezed her hand. “You’re right. We be family. So, come on, Nelly. It’s true. Gideon say we been free for two years. Free!”


She said, “Master won’t let none of us go.”


“Gideon’s here. We be running away with him.”


Nelly twisted another one of her braids.


“Your mama be dead,” he said. “What’s to keep you? You got no family here. Besides, if you stay after I run away, Master gonna treat you something awful at the Big House.”


Once, a hidden Pascal had used his stick and tripped Master when he was drunk, to keep him from kicking Nelly. Nelly had run, and Master never found out why he fell and got that cut lip.


At first Nelly stared at Pascal. Then in seconds she dressed, tied clothes in a shawl, and followed him.


When Pascal returned, Gideon asked, “You ready?” Then he noticed Nelly. Pascal was about twelve, but Nelly was only about eight years old. Like Pascal, she was thin. She wore her hair in six long braids. Twisting one of them, she stared at Gideon. Since she was new at the plantation, she had never seen him before.


“Who she be?” asked Gideon as he looked her up and down.


“My friend Nelly. She be coming with us, Gideon.”


Gideon tapped his army boot. “I hope she ain’t gonna slow me down none,” he said. Glancing at Pascal, he shook his head. “No more than you, lame leg.”


Pascal flinched. Gideon could be mean sometimes.


“Take them, Gideon,” called a woman from the cabin. “Master find new children to shoo the flies off his plate. They ain’t worth nothing.”


Head down, Pascal felt as if he had been slapped. Folks didn’t think much of him or of Nelly, but things were gonna change. They were gonna find land and be owners. Then he would have a family and a family farm, too. He straightened his shoulders and raised his head.


Gideon waved at the people standing around him in the moonlight. “You people stay here in the slimy shame of slavery. You nobodies! I be free and on my way to own land. Landowners are somebody!” He laughed.


Folks stepped back.


Pascal stared at his brother. What he said might have stung some folks, but the words landowners are somebody sounded fine.


Without another word, Gideon strode away in the dark, stooping under low tree branches. Waving goodbye, Pascal and Nelly followed. She stopped for a small cooking pot and a tin cup, then they ran to catch up. Already they had lost Gideon.


Mosquitoes buzzed. Their bites stung Pascal’s arms and legs. As the two children scrambled uphill along the path, cicadas and crickets sang everywhere. Pascal’s heart fluttered as if he were a canary let out of a cage.





Chapter Two



Nelly and Pascal pushed past trees and through scratchy brush.


“Pascal, are we lost?” Nelly asked.


“No, Nelly,” he said, “we be up to the road soon.”


“When we get there, how we gonna know which way to go? I be scared, Pascal. Master gonna catch us.”


Pascal took her hand in his weak, twisted one. He was frightened, too, but he had to be brave. “It’s just that Gideon’s impatient,” Pascal said. “He be coming back for us soon.”


Pascal thought back. Mama had tried to keep Gideon out of trouble. He sometimes stuck a burr under a saddle to make a horse throw the overseer, but one day he was caught. And he had planned days when the young slaves all slowed down in the field. Sometimes he got blamed for that, too. He got whipped all the time, but he kept on until Master grew angry and found a buyer. When Gideon found out that he had been sold, he ran away. They hadn’t heard from him, and Mama had wondered if he was still alive.


Mama had had six children, all boys: four of them sold away, Gideon, who ran, and Pascal, who was the youngest. He couldn’t even remember his older brothers’ names, let alone know where they were.


Should he have followed Gideon? Yes, Pascal decided. Gideon needed Pascal, and he, Pascal, needed Gideon. They were family. Nelly, too. And nothing was more important than family.


Pascal sighed and said, “Just think, Nelly, we won’t be running errands, fanning breezes, and shooing flies for Master no more. We free children now.” He had to distract her.


She nodded. “No more whippings at the whipping tree.” She squeezed his hand. “I hope.”


To make her feel better as they climbed, he practiced animal sounds. He imitated an owl. “What’s that?”


“Screech owl,” she whispered.


He chattered in a high voice. “What’s that?”


“Squirrel. You a regular woodland all by yourself, Pascal.”


“And this?” He stopped, made a call, and grunted.


“A deer?” As she spoke, a fawn stepped out of the bushes, looked at them with large, innocent eyes, and scampered away. Pascal was thrilled; he really did make good animal imitations.


He asked, “You know what a moose call his wife?”


“No.”


“Deer.” They both giggled and walked on.


When they climbed out of the bushes onto a dirt road, Pascal stared up and down. Where was Gideon? Had he left them? Pascal felt sick to his stomach.


Nelly pointed. “I be hearing voices that way.”


As they ran, Pascal stayed close to the grassy ditch along the roadside and kept Nelly with him, both ready to hide in the ditch. He carried his stick in his strong hand. Around a bend, he saw Gideon talking to a colored soldier. That seemed safe. Pascal and Nelly ran up.


“Where you been?” asked Gideon, laughing at them.


Pascal didn’t answer. He felt blood rush to his face, and his heart was pounding. Gideon was good-hearted, but he didn’t always act that way. Mama said slavery had set a fire of anger deep inside Gideon.


The soldier slapped Gideon’s back. “Of course I seen you. Can’t miss a tall, thin African like you. Didn’t you follow General Sherman from Atlanta to Savannah?”


“Yes, sir,” said Gideon. “I dug latrines and graves. This cap I got be off a dead soldier. The boots, too.”


“The war’s ’most over,” said the soldier. “I finished duty, and be on my way home. I hope you find a place to farm, son.”


Gideon said, “I hope you find your family well.”


He turned to Pascal and Nelly. “Come on. First we gotta escape Master.” He shook his head sadly. “Lordy, but I miss Mama. I was so looking forward to seeing Mama.”


Knapsack and folding shovel on his back, Gideon took them each by a hand. They had to run to keep up with his long-legged strides. “Now this the way it be,” he said. “At every town big enough, while you two hide in the woods, I gonna ask if they got a Freedmen’s Bureau. We want land in South Carolina.”


“Can’t we ask with you?” Pascal said. Freedmen’s Bureau. Freedmen! What a beautiful word, he thought.


For a few moments, Gideon didn’t speak. “You take care of Nelly here,” he said. “Just in case some white man get mad. I’ll do the finding out.”


Across Gideon, Pascal glanced at Nelly. She looked as frightened as he felt. One after another, Nelly was twisting her braids. Pascal knew he could be brave, but at the same time he was terrified. Was it safe to go with Gideon? What kind of freedom was this?


Pascal had always thought freedom would be like Joshua and the walls of Jericho in the Bible. Inside the walls of slavery they were bought, sold, separated from family, whipped, kept hungry, and sometimes worked to death. But God would raise up Joshua to blow a horn; and colored people would all shout. And those walls would come tumbling down forever. That would be freedom!


Gideon went on. “This place called Freedmen’s Bureau be where they giving out land to men with families.”


Pascal frowned. “You ain’t a man and you ain’t got a wife,” he said.


Gideon jerked Pascal’s hand. “Ain’t nobody saying I ain’t a man when I sign up for my forty acres. If I ain’t old enough, I’m tall enough.” Nelly gazed up at him and nodded.


Pascal sighed. The way he figured, he himself was twelve or maybe thirteen years old—he didn’t know his springtime birth month exactly—and that meant Gideon was only about sixteen or seventeen; but Gideon was tall. Maybe they could get that family farm after all!


For the first week of escaping, they traveled the roads by night and rested hidden in the woods by day. Pascal’s feet were soon bleeding from stones in the roads. Leaning on his stick made his good hand sore; and he was sleepy day and night. Sometimes his eyes were closed, and he let Gideon drag him along. Nelly moaned in her sleep. She must have been tired as well, but she never admitted it. Gideon had money for bread and cabbage; they drank from creeks and ditches.


The first time Gideon went into town and then returned to the woods, Pascal asked, “What’d they say? Can we get our forty acres here?”


“No,” said Gideon. “Man said he don’t know ’bout no freedom for slaves. He say go back and plant the master’s fields. But his white face say it be a red-face lie.”


Nelly shrugged. “I don’t much like it ’round here noways. Too close to Master.”


“Next place gonna be better,” Pascal said, nodding.


At the next stop, Pascal asked the same question.


“No,” his brother said, “they say we crazy to be thinking slaves could be smart enough to farm land. Say, ’Go back.’”


At the next town, Nelly asked, “What they say, Gideon? Do they got our land?”


“No, man wanna know who told me. I said General Sherman, and the man cussed and shook his fist.”


The next time Gideon returned, Pascal asked, but Gideon didn’t answer. His cheek was swollen, and the skin under his eye grew purple. That evening Nelly held a cool rag, wet at the ditch, on his face.


In the second week, since they were farther from Master, they walked in daylight. It was easier for Pascal to sleep at night and stay awake in the daytime.


“Pascal,” Nelly said one morning as they sat eating, “I used to dread growing up. Wasn’t nothing pleasant to look forward to. Now I feel different.” She sipped water.


“After the overseer shot Mama dead, I felt dead, too,” said Pascal. “My own wonderful mama, and I couldn’t save her. It was hard to believe at first. I felt helpless, empty in my heart. After a while I was sad, then I began feeling mad at her for getting herself killed.” He chewed a crust of bread.


“I got sold right after my mama died giving birth. I hardly ever saw her and I don’t know what happened to the baby.” Nelly sighed. “Different old aunties raised me, but I wanted my own mama. I be so thin, I think First Master thought I was gonna die, too, so he sold me. But now we be free children. What you reckon owning land be like?”


Pascal stretched out on the ground and put his hand behind his head. “We’ll wake up singing and go to bed laughing,” he said. “Mama used to say joy was peace dancing, and peace was joy resting. We be having both joy and peace.”
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