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        June 1866




        Father and son sat shoulder to shoulder. Having talked most of the half-mile walk to the river, it was time to get down to business at their favorite fishing hole. Their extra-long lines dropped fourteen feet from the rock bluff to the dark surface of the water and eight more feet to the baited hook in the middle of the river sink. Except for an occasional comment about a missed bite or the size of a catch, the only sound around them was the little rapid that echoed downriver from their perch.




        They both jumped when a razor-sharp shot broke their peace.




        “What kind of gun is that, Papa?”




        A shiver crawled down the Moses Freeman’s spine. “I heard that sound afore, boy, and it ain’t no gun.”




        Just then, a long, lanky man on horseback broke through the scrub behind them. The pair was cautious because not many people came through these woods and not all who did could be trusted. Pulling up poles, they stood to face the rider who was still coiling the longest strap young Solomon had ever seen.




        “Mornin’ to ya,” said the stranger. Moses Freeman touched his hat in greeting and then put a protective hand on his son’s shoulder. Solomon knew this meant he should hold his peace.




        The man stepped from his horse, the coil in his hand, but cautiously didn’t step toward the pair. “I ran into a spittin’ mad bobcat back there. Guess I interrupted your catch. Having any luck?”


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        Moses hesitated. He knew appearances weren’t always to be trusted. “Got a couple. It’ll take a couple more to make supper.”




        Licking his lips instinctively, the stranger smiled. Then, collecting himself and removing his hat, he said, “I’m sorry. My name’s Pete Harker, come down from Madison County way.” The stranger and his horse stood their ground, making sure not to crowd the fishermen.




        “Mine be Moses Freeman and this here’s my boy, Solomon.” Trying to hide his suspicions, Moses added, “ ’Bout the finest piece of horse flesh I ever seed, Mister.”




        Mr. Harker gave the stallion a rough rub on his blazed forehead and said, “Diamond is about the best piece of horse flesh I’ve ever seen, too, Mr. Freeman. I’m lucky to still have him after all we’ve been through together.” Solomon thought Mr. Harker’s eyes looked sad.




        Harker smiled as he noticed that Solomon’s eyes hadn’t left the whip in his hand. He could also tell that Moses didn’t trust him or his whip. He extended his arm, but still didn’t move. “Would you like to touch it, Solomon?”




        The boy hadn’t spoken yet. His father nodded slightly and gently released Solomon’s shoulder. “It’s all wrapped ’round itself,” said Solomon.




        “That’s right,” Pete explained, “it’s braided in a very particular pattern. Some use a different braid, but I like this one best.” The boy edged forward and ran his small hands over the smooth, even texture of the whip. It was much softer that he’d expected, with a leather-covered wooden handle at one end and a little tail at the other. He couldn’t tell how long it was since it was coiled up, but he figured it was plenty long.




        “This thing made that loud noise?” Solomon asked, his eyes wide with disbelief.




        “Yes, it did,” answered Harker. “It can sound almost like a gun sometimes. Would you like to hold it?”




        “Can I, Papa?” Another nod. He could barely wrap his hand around the handle and its weight made the coil drop to the ground. He had no idea what to do next.


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        “Here, Solomon, let me show you how it works.” Harker stepped clear of the Freemans and circled the whip above his head. It lashed forward and whipped back making an explosion so loud Solomon jumped and covered his ears. Moses cringed taking an involuntary step back, and Solomon’s mouth hung open in wonder. Only Diamond stood undisturbed. He swung the whip several more times, neatly clipping a tree branch each time, and recoiled it. “Think you’d like to learn to do that, Solomon?” asked Mr. Harker.




        “Yes, sir, I sure would.” His excitement waned, and he stepped closer to his father. “But I ain’t got money for a thing like that. I shore liked seeing yours though. Thank you, sir.”




        “Mr. Freeman, that’s a fine-mannered boy you have there. You must be very proud of him.” Harker had a faraway look in his eyes as he spoke.




        “That I am, Mr. Harker, that I am.” Moses still wasn’t sure about Harker, but he didn’t seem so bad. “What brings you this way, mister? We ain’t had a visitor since we got here four month ago.”




        Moses shifted nervously. Mr. Harker, in no hurry to ride on, fastened his whip back into its place on his saddle and tied Diamond. “I’ve been in the saddle this long day. Would you mind me biding here until I work the kinks out of my back?”




        “Guess you can set a spell while we dig a couple more cats out of the river,” Moses offered after a pause.




        Harker lowered his long, lean body onto the bluff, flexed one part of his body at a time, and tried to relax. He told them that he was scouting the area for woods cows, hoping to gather up a small herd to sell over at the coast. “I’m still pretty new to Florida and haven’t been this way, so I thought I’d just light out and ramble a little.”




        “Yessir, I’d say they’s some cows, but you got work comin’ if you plan to do any roundin’ up.” Amused, Moses didn’t think Mr. Harker had any idea how scattered and skittish those animals were. Or how rough the land could be. Moses also knew he was just beginning to learn those things for himself.


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        A half hour later Moses looked skyward and started pulling in their string of fish. “Old sun tell me we best head in or Miss Lela won’t cook these cats, and I’d hate to miss that supper,” he said.




        “With a feast like that, you’ll sleep mighty soundly tonight.” Harker knew not to wear out a welcome. He added, “It’s been good resting a mite and visiting with you. I nearly lost track of time myself. I’ve got some more miles to cover before dark.” He found himself in a situation he’d never before faced. He wasn’t sure how to part with these two, but it seemed right that he extend his hand. Moses hesitated, then looked Pete straight in the eye and gave a firm handshake, holding his breath the whole time. “Mr. Freeman,” Pete said. Then he turned to Solomon and became the first man ever to shake his hand. “Solomon, it’s been a real pleasure. I apologize for interrupting your fishing and thank you for letting me sit a while with you. I hope our paths cross again sometime.”




        “Mayhap they will, Mr. Harker,” answered Moses as he and his son turned toward the woods and home, “mayhap so.” A little whirlwind twisted around them and spiraled skyward, sending them separate ways.
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        The Freeman family spent the next few weeks toiling through long, back-breaking days. They had only been on their homestead for a few months and it wasn’t what any of them would call a proper home yet. Lela and a downcast Moses were making trip after trip carrying water from the nearby spring to their water barrel when she reminded her husband, “It’s ours, Moses. I know that trip to the land office wasn’t easy and none of those people wanted us to have any kind of a homestead at all. Oh,” Lela shuddered, “I’ll never forget what a sight you were when you got home. And that was two days after the beating. I almost wished you hadn’t gone.”





        Moses shook his head slowly, remembering how humiliating it had been trying to do business with men who obviously didn’t think he deserved to do business. “I was shore stove up some after that. Lela, them men didn’t want to do no business, but they knew the law said they had to do business. Even with a colored man. Days is gettin’ different now, and them that beat me up are gonna just have to see that.”




        “You signed up like they said and long as we keep building and working it . . . ” Lela drew in a breath to continue.




        “I know what yore gonna say, Miz Freeman, and yore right. We got it so good next to some.” Moses stopped at the edge of the water and leaned against a tree that slanted toward the water’s edge. “Lela, I weren’t the only colored down there. Have to come to Gain’ville from all ’round these parts. They ain’t many land offices and lots of folks come longer ways.”




        Lela cooled her feet in the water and looked closely at Moses as he told her the parts he hadn’t told her before. She knew her man; he had never intended to tell her these things. “Were those people beaten, too, Moses?”


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        “I ’magine but I couldn’t swear it. But, Lela, some of them people didn’t have nothing. They didn’t know nothing neither. Thought they was gettin’ full hundert and sixty acres just to find out they could only get eighty. Them men tried to make ’em pay to sign up, too. An’ it weren’t just colored folks, neither. They was white folks there in same shape as us.”




        “What happened to them if they couldn’t pay to register a piece of land?”




        “They left. For where I don’t know, but they left.” Moses sat down next to his wife. “We got lucky stars, Lela, comin’ from Hill’s Run. An’ we both know he favored us. Not ever’body left there outfitted as good as us.”




        “True enough, Moses, and I’ll never forget that or stop being grateful for it.” Lela popped to her feet and brightened the sunny day. “Just think—eighty whole acres! We treat it proper, and it’ll take care of us. Five years and it’ll be ours clear and all!” Picking up her heavy buckets, she laughed, “Now, Mr. Freeman, we better get to workin’!”




        It seemed like everything had to be done at once. The wagon in which they traveled from north Georgia to their Florida homestead was adequate for camping out. Moses and Lela slept in the bed of the wagon and Solomon had a cozy but relatively cool hammock strung between the front and rear axles.




        Their place was about six miles southwest of New Troy in Lafayette County, Florida. They were purposely distant from other settlers, hoping they could live peaceably by staying to themselves. Moses laughed about the little hill they chose for their homesite. “Georgia ’least had hills you could tell was hills. Slick as lightnin’ when it were wet and hard packed as bricks when it were dry, that ol’ Georgia clay could do some growin’. Here it hard to see a rise in the land atall.”




        It was a dry spot, though, and a fair-sized natural clearing only a short walk to the spring run. That made the choice much easier since they’d have spots to build on without much clearing. Within a half-day’s journey they had found oak hammocks, cypress swamps, spring banks, and river bluffs. There were spots so full of sugar sand, a man could hardly walk through them. Others were springy muck that turned to sucking swamp in a good rain. Every inch was abundant with its own plant and animal life.


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        The wagon wasn’t much shelter against the erratic climate they found. The weather here could change mood like a lightning bolt. Summer heat with its still, stifling stickiness could turn into a blowing rainstorm. Almost every day through late July and August, there came a thunderstorm. There would be a strong breeze and a muffled rumble of thunder, followed by the summer shower. In just a few minutes, it would taper off and stop, leaves dripping fresh rain. The rain did little more than fill the rain barrel and make the hot air stickier than ever. Solomon observed that they had no need for clocks in summer since the rain always told them when it was three o’clock.




        Still sluggish from the heat and humidity, they knew they would soon need real protection from the winter. Without money for materials and hands for heavy labor, a lean-to with blankets covering the opening would see them through a winter or two. It would have to.




        There were always wood to be chopped, land to clear, and stumps to dig out. If this was to be a farm, crops had to be planted but that couldn’t be done before the clearing. Moses counted on Sunny and Sudie to pull the plow and drag logs and fat lightered stumps. He fretted that they would only get in a small planting this year, but Lela reassured him, “Moses, you can only do what one man can do. We’ll have a little corn for the mules and maybe a little for meal, too. Sweet taters go a long way and you know Solomon’s gettin’ mighty clever with his traps.”




        Lela looked at the little plot right next to the spot they planned to build their shelter. Surveying struggling late-season tomatoes and peas, she added, “My little garden isn’t what I’d like it to be either, but it’s done as well as can be expected against the deer and rabbits taking their share and more.” The diminutive woman stood straight and added, “But, we aren’t starving, and not likely to.” Moses knew he would continue working as hard as he could day after day and time would tell their story.


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        Solomon, a small, wiry eleven-year-old, worked the same long days his parents worked. He did a lot of hand labor—fetching tools, hauling out roots and limbs from newly cleared land, tending the animals. He was also learning to plow the mule. He wasn’t strong enough to manage straight planting rows, but could rough break new land.




        Early one May morning, Moses deemed that they had broken enough ground to begin the corn planting, so off they went with Sunny and a little sack of seeds. Moses led the way making long straight rows with the wing plow. Moses’ footprints made a straight path, closer together than a normal stride because of the loose dirt. Into each footprint, Solomon dropped a kernel of corn.




        When the two acres were planted, Moses unhitched Sunny from the plow and left him to graze, and he took Sudie with the rope drag into the woods to chop down pine trees. It seemed like they’d never get enough trees cut down to even begin a house. Solomon moved back to the start of the first row of corn and threw dirt from each side on top of the seeds so the corn would grow straight and tall. The hoe he used was a good foot and a half taller than Solomon, but he handled it with a practiced hand. “A body can get mighty thirsty, this heat and hard work,” Solomon said right out loud. He dropped the hoe with four rows to go and trotted toward the stream for a cold drink.




        Moses unharnessed Sudie to graze and returned to the camp tired, hands blistered, arms scraped and scratched. Lela had finished putting in her kitchen garden with okra, collard greens, and onions. She was less scraped up, but just as tired as Moses. “Where’s Solomon?” her husband asked.




        “I don’t know,” she said with a start. “I thought he was with you.”


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        “He was till we finished layin’ out the corn.” They were already moving toward the cornfield. “I left ’im to cover the rows and I cut some more trees.”




        Everything looked perfectly right, until he discovered the last four rows of corn seed still open to the elements. His hands clinched and his hulking body began to tremble. “Tarnation and the devil! That boy done left a job ag’in.” Lela stepped back and didn’t say a word. She didn’t dare when Moses was in a trembling spell.




        Stomping and boiling, Moses looked in all directions without finding their son. His anger boomed through the woods. “Solomon Freeman! You get here, boy. NOW!”




        The scrub rattled a disturbance and Moses saw the boy heading back toward the field. “Why, there he is, Lela. There be the master of the house.” The boy’s steps slowed, recognizing the tempest. “Oh, my, wouldn’t I just love to have me some time to waste.” Moses’ voice boomed, “Boy, get here.”




        “I’m here, Papa.” Solomon stood as distant as he thought he could get away with.




        Opening and clinching his fists time after time and drawing in a deep breath, Moses spoke with dangerous control. “Step in, boy, step in and face it.” Solomon did what he was told. “Me and your Mama workin’ hard as bodies can work to make this place go and you take time to idle away the afternoon doin’ God knows what. Speak for yourself.”




        “I’m sorry, Papa,” Solomon began.




        “You always sorry. I wants to know where you been.”




        “At the stream.” The words tumbled to build an explanation. “I worked steady, Papa, until late and I got powerful thirsty. It don’t take but a minute to run down to the stream and get a drink and cool down a little.”




        “Musta been mighty hot, take you hours to cool down.”




        Solomon’s, “No, sir,” was met with a grunt. “I got the drink and washed my face some. Then, there was a rabbit and I got it with my sling. We ain’t had meat in a few days and I thought a rabbit would fit pretty good over the fire.”


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        “That what took you rest of the afternoon?”




        “No, sir.” Solomon knew he’d fare better if he faced his father right out. “No, sir, that wasn’t it. I gutted the rabbit and washed up. Then I headed back to finish the corn. But, I noticed a little trail under the brush and built a snare so’s I could catch another rabbit.”




        “Humph. Just playing boy’s games when there’s work to be done.”




        “No, sir. ’Tweren’t play, Papa,” the words had barely been spoken when his head recoiled from the back of his father’s hand. Lela moaned, but offered no other protest.




        “Nothing wrong with the rabbit, boy. But the rest of the work still to git done. You gots to do your part.” Moses’ words were measured carefully, as he came back to reason. “I don’t ’spect a man’s load from you yet. Don’t ask you to do nothing you ain’t able. Now, finish the corn and see to the animals. They be any left, you can have supper.” Lela lingered long enough to be sure that the trickle of blood from his lip was the boy’s worst injury. Then she turned to follow her husband.




        While Moses put Sudie in the lot and washed up, Lela put the rabbit Solomon had handed her on a spit over the fire, turning it occasionally as she warmed up the morning’s biscuits and boiled down some poke greens. Moses sat heavily on the log with the water dipper in his hand, and stared into the fire. “Biscuits and poke greens don’t stand up so good on they own. Rabbit go good tonight.”




        “Uh-huh.” Lela waited, knowing he would talk soon.




        Lela’s patience paid its dividend. “I didn’t hurt him, Lela.”




        “No, you didn’t hurt him, not on the outside.” Lela sat and laid a gentle hand on Moses’ arm. “He works hard, Moses, harder than most men. And, he doesn’t act carelessly a purpose.”




        “I know it,” Moses said, quietly. “It just sets me afire for him to do his wanderin’ afore he’s finished the work.”




        “Is that all it is, Moses?”


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        “You do know me, don’t you, Lela? I guess it cuts me that he don’t like the farmin’ like I do. Have to say he a mighty help putting a little meat on the table.”




        Giving the spit a turn, Lela smiled to herself and turned back to Moses. “When we got freedom, it was for all of us—maybe Solomon more than us. Why don’t you talk with him quiet like about doing his chores and let him know you appreciate his gift for the woods. That would mean the world to him. He looks up to you, you know.”




        Moses knew she was right. “I’m tryin’ to get used to it, Lela.” He looked back at the fire. “That’s a fine big rabbit. They be plenty for all three of us to eat our fill.”




        “Yes, Moses, there’s plenty for all three.”
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        The homestead was centered on a flat spot with a few small natural clearings. That meant fewer trees had to be cut down right away. The combination corncrib and mule shed with its attached mule lot were the first to be built. It was a small, pieced-together structure started with the few saw boards Moses brought from Georgia. Added to that were even fewer boards he spent all but his last coin on in Gainesville when he went to the land office to register their homestead. Pine logs for support poles, an assortment of rough-hewn boards, and an extra thick thatched roof would have to do until Moses had time to improve it. 




        Any good farmer knew that if he didn’t take care of his animals and his harvest neither of them would do him any good. And Moses Freeman was a good farmer. He had taken in everything he could during his lifetime of fieldwork on Harrison Walker’s Georgia plantation. He learned so well that he was given responsibilities, and even a few privileges, rare for a slave.




        Aside from the fieldwork, most of Moses’ time was spent chopping wood for the cookfire, winter supply, and building a lean-to. The trees he cut had to be trimmed of their limbs to make the walls of the lean-to. Figuring by the size of most of the trees he had cut, he could make the lean-to about fifteen feet square. He had drawn a plan in the sand for Solomon, who thought it would be grand after having no roof over their heads at all. “Do you reckon we could have a window on the sides, Papa? Mama would love windows.”




        “She would, boy, but I ain’t sure we need ’em here with the whole front open but for blankets,” Moses said, jesting about their primitive situation. One day, he promised himself, Lela would have fine windows. Windows of real glass!


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        Simply putting food in their bellies a couple of times a day was a constant challenge, and they all did their part. Despite a variety of varmints regularly harvesting, the kitchen garden was growing well, with the sweet potatoes, collard greens, and okra coming in soon. Lela even managed to transplant some wild onions that were growing out larger than usual. She vowed that the secret to her winning garden was the regular contribution made by Sunny and Sudie. Lela did the cooking and tried to keep clothes relatively clean and mended. They didn’t have enough clothes to make that a big job. The main problem was Solomon, who was shooting up before their very eyes. His pants just got shorter and shorter, and the taller he grew the skinnier he got.




        Few nights went by that she didn’t spend a little while at the night’s fire working with Solomon on his lessons. “Get in them books, son,” his father would say. “They be your way up.” Moses took part in the lessons, too, because he wanted to be sure his son was never ashamed of him.




        At the rain barrel one hot afternoon Moses and Lela enjoyed sharing a refreshing drink of water and a moment of reflection. “Lela, it ours, ain’t it? And taking some shape.”




        “It is that, Moses. I’m right proud of you.” Lela absent-mindedly wrapped her arms like she was cold. Moses tried to follow her eyes as the looked far into the distance, but he could see nothing particular. Her lips turned up slightly and she sighed.




        “Lela, what you thinkin,’ girl? You ’bout a hunert mile away from here,” Moses observed.




        “Soaking in the feeling, Moses. I’m just soaking in the feeling.” Lela turned to her husband and put a hand on his forearm. “Moses,” she said finally, “this is home. I’ve never in my life felt like I truly belonged anywhere. Not in the quarters, not in the big house. I was always different, out of step.” She inhaled deeply and exhaled in a whisper, “With you and our son, I belong in this place.”  


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        Since he didn’t know what to say, Moses just patted Lela’s hand. He thought he knew at least part of her feelings, though, because he’d had some of the same ones.




        Their eyes moved toward the small figure in the distance. “Solomon’s doing fine, too.”




        “He sure is. Have to say I had him figured for a farmer like me. Guess ’cause I didn’t know nothin’ else. But he turnin’ out pretty clever with his traps and all.”




        Lela had to laugh. “You’re right about that. I know you’ve been some disappointed he doesn’t like the farming part. But, I can sure count on him to put meat on the table. I just never know what it’ll be!”




        “Ain’t that the truth? A squirrel, a coon, gopher, a couple of catfish . . . you just never know. He’s mighty clever with his snares and I wouldn’t want to be on the catchin’ end of his sling. It do take a burden of worry off me to know we won’t starve,” the man said standing a little taller. He licked his lips and turned to his wife. “And ain’t nobody can turn a poor varmint and a few poke greens and wild onions into a stew like you, Miss Lela. Not nobody.”




        Lela blushed under the compliment but loved hearing it. The couple continued to look at the boy. “Moses, Lord knows the boy carries his weight and more. He hardly ever does anything for himself until his chores are done.” Her hand shaded her eyes as she squinted against the bright sun, puzzlement painting her face. “But what’s this new game he’s playing? Other day he was scatting around with a long line of rags tied together. Now that’s something else.”




        “Yup, looks like scraps of hides if my guess is right. Still, it ain’t quite the thing he’s after.” Lela planted her hands on her hips and her feet on the ground glaring at Moses as she waited for him to share what he obviously knew. “‘Member I told you we run into the man, Mr. Harker? Part I didn’t say was that he about the best hand with a cow whip I ever seed.”




        Lela knew exactly why Moses spoke so quietly and seriously. “And Solomon was taken by it?”


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        “Like I ain’t seed him. You think he been charmed, couldn’t take his eyes off it. Don’t know how he could make one for his own. He didn’t hardly get a good look at Mr. Harker’s. But, it looks like he’s making a try with it.” As much as he hated the thought, Moses had to appreciate the way Solomon could handle his small, crude version of the whip he’d seen.




        “And you didn’t tell me ’cause you see it making trouble. From what you said, Mr. Harker didn’t appear a bad sort.” The nod of Moses’ head told Lela she had guessed right.




        “He sho’ ain’t like any white man I ever seed before. Had a sadness about him.” Moses exhaled slowly. “But, I just don’t know as I want Solomon to get attached to such as him and sure don’t like him fancying whips. Ain’t no place in my life for no more whips. Them days is gone.”




        “Times are different now, and we can’t just avoid all the white men in the world.” Lela took her husband’s hand and scolded gently. Memories of Moses’ appearance just weeks before flashed through their minds. “Oh, look at him, Moses. It’s just a boy’s passing fancy. Let him have a little bit of a childhood. Lord knows he gets little enough of one.” When he heard that tone from Lela, Moses knew not to argue, so he took a final sip of water and returned to the woodpile.
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        It took working from dawn to dusk every day to bring in their little harvest. The corn was picked and stored in the crib, the fodder was stacked to dry in the field, and the sweet potatoes were dug and buried in layers in their banks. They’d enjoyed a few vegetables and berries from the garden and the woods during the summer, and Lela had done her best to get them all built up healthy before fresh food went short in the winter. She even managed a small supply of dried fruits.




        By late fall the lean-to was almost finished. The family had spent every possible moment working on it. The end of every pole had to be notched just right so it would fit with others to make corners. The biggest logs went on the bottom with the fat end toward the front to give the roof a natural slope to the back. The problem was that without extra men to help it was slow, back-breaking, dangerous work slipping each log into one side and then lifting its other end to slip into the notch.




        Once in a while a log would slip right into place, but more often, they would snag and have to be trimmed to fit into the corner. It was a good day if they got five or six logs in place. Of course, the higher the walls got, the harder the job. He hadn’t known how he’d use them at the time, but Moses was glad he had salvaged several strong ropes from the plantation storehouse before they left Georgia.




        Sometimes Lela helped Solomon pull his rope line. More often, she trudged back and forth to the spring for water and to the pit where they found gray clay dirt. Every time a few logs went into place, Lela mixed a batch of good stiff mud strengthened with pine straw, which she daubed in between the logs, inside and out. Otherwise, the cold and wet would just bluster right through the house—and the people, too.


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        Poor Sunny and Sudie had to help everybody. For Moses, Sunny pulled the heaviest logs up and Sudie hauled the sacks of dirt on her back for the mile trip back to the house for Lela.




        For the past three days, the house had been so near completion they barely stopped to eat or rest. Moses tied off the last of the poles serving as roof beams and helped Lela daub the highest parts of the walls. Solomon cut as many broad palmetto fronds as Sudie could drag on a sled. They made trip after trip through the virgin timber, each time unloading the fronds near the house in piles by size.




        Moses shouted down to his son, “Solomon, don’t get no more pa’metta. I think we’re ready to put the roof over our heads, boy!”




        Solomon let out such a whoop that Sudie lurched and dumped the fronds on the ground and Sunny brayed nervously. “I guess Sunny and Sudie are glad to see the end of this, too, Papa!” Bless that boy, thought Lela. He can still keep a cheerful spirit as tired as he must be.




        It took several more days to weave and secure the palmetto fronds thickly and tightly enough to give a waterproof shelter. Their hands were blistered and cut from working with the sharp fan-shaped palmetto leaves. Their arms ached, their backs ached; they were tired to the bone. The three of them stood looking up at their house. “It’s a fine house, Moses, a fine house.”




        “It’ll sure do us for a while, an’ it’s a sight better than the wagon even without a front wall. But I tell you, I don’t think I ever been so tired out. Not even after pickin’ cotton all day long in roastin’ Georgia sun.” He noticed Lela flexing her hands. “Oh, my little Lela. Look at them hands. Your hands wasn’t meant for this kind of work. What have I brought you to, girl?”




        She quickly pulled her hands away from him before he could see just how badly cut she was. “You go away, Mister Freeman. I just had it too easy all those years growing up with Missy Walker. If I’d stayed on as her lady’s maid I’d have been spoilt and good for nothing sure.” Before he could say another word she continued, “Now, let me see if I can find some cold biscuits and a little of that wild honey Solomon and Sunny stumbled into. If you two men are as hungry as I am, you could eat that honey, bees and all!”


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        Moses slapped his hat on his leg and chuckled. “Well, I say we ought to enjoy every drop of that honey after all the stings Solomon and Sunny got finding it!” They collapsed at the food box enjoying the relief of a good laugh.




        As he put the last big bite of his third cathead biscuit in his mouth, Moses looked thoughtful. “Family, what do you say we have ourselves a little adventure?”




        “Adventure, Papa?” Solomon’s big round eyes were gleaming.




        “Moses Freeman, what have you got in that fool head of yours this time?” Lela asked, a gleam of curiosity and suspicion under her highly arched right eyebrow.




        “I tell you what’s in my fool head, woman. We been working from can to cain’t ever day since we been here. Now, I don’t mind work, but it’s time we took us a break. Mercy, we even had a day of rest near ’most every week when we was slaves!” Lela and Solomon tried to wait patiently, knowing that Moses would reveal his plan in his own time in his own way. “We ain’t looked around these parts much, only what we could see going where we had to go for fishing, or clay dirt, or such. S’pose we take a little look around. Maybe to the south a piece. The coast is s’pose to be south of us but I don’t rightly know how far. Maybe we could even get to the salty part and dry us up some fresh salt.”




        “That we could use. I’m all but out, and without a little salt none of our fine stews will taste so good. Maybe we could take the wagon and gather up a supply of good roots and herbs. Oh, and these biscuits are the end of the flour. Maybe we can find some of that coontie to grind up. They say it makes passable flour.”




        “Yeah, Mama, and maybe we can find some good fat raccoons and rabbits. I been saving the hides to trade when we can find a place to do the trading.”


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        “Hold on there, you two. You got your store list all wrote out, don’t you, Miss Lela?” Moses asked.




        “I guess I do know a thing or two we could use,” Lela answered as she cocked her head thinking of still more things to add to her shopping list.




        “It’s settled then, best get good sleep ’cause we leave at first light.”




        By dawn, all three were up and ready to leave. Some debate slowed their leaving as they tried to decide whether they’d have to use Sunny and Sudie for pack or if they could take the wagon. They had no idea what they would encounter, but hoped to find enough roots, herbs, nuts, and animal hides to fill the wagon. They would go as far as they could. If they had to leave the wagon and return to it later, they’d depend on Solomon’s keen sense of direction to relocate it.




        With a week ahead of them to enjoy the freedom of exploration, they left their little home with light hearts. Solomon raced ahead of the wagon, darting from one curiosity to another. Moses walked mostly but sometimes he sat on the wagon seat with Lela as she drove, her eye constantly on the lookout for the items on her shopping list. Their pace was slow but steady.




        The further south they moved, the more frequently they stopped, and Lela’s herb and root baskets were filling more quickly than she’d expected. They’d found ginger, lamb’s ear, and tree moss for healing. There were wild garlic and wild onions for cooking. They even dug coontie roots. It wasn’t anything like white flour, but the roots could be ground and dried into passable flour when nothing else was available.




        Hopping from the wagon and scurrying toward a miniature hammock of sassafras, Lela fairly danced. “Come on, Old Massah Winter,” Lela sang out, her arms flying outward as she spun around and around. “Lela’s ready for you now. She has a warm house, roots for making flour and boiling, and herbs for seasoning and healing. So, you just come on and try to get me!” Solomon and his father doubled over laughing at Lela’s dance.


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        Lela staggered to a stop at the sound of a click and a voice. “Oh, girlie, I’ll come and get you, all right.” His pistol was pointed straight at her. Moses and Solomon froze. This was trouble for sure.




        The intruder was joined by two more who looked just as dirty and mean as the one who had spoken. The leader took a step toward Lela, taunting her with the pistol. “Oh, aye, my little chocolate girl. Ye are a little beauty, ain’t ye?” The barrel of the pistol traced the edge of Lela’s cheek and defiance shone from her emerald eyes. “Mmm, sure some pure blood in you, ain’t they?” He turned to one of the other men. “She could ’bout pass fer one of them señoritas, couldn’t she, boys?.”




        “She sure ’nough could, Pork,” another lowlife growled. Moses didn’t stop to think if it was right or not, he just spoke. “That ain’t your little girl, mister, she my wife,” he said as he put a protective arm in front of Solomon, “and the mother of this youngun.” He hoped these men had some care about them. In his heart, he doubted they did.




        The two observers snorted at Moses’ attempt to protect Lela. She could smell the one called Pork. Good name, she thought, he smells enough like a hog. They were all filthy and unshaven. From their looks, they could be farmers, Rebel fugitives, or drunks. The two men stepped in and took Lela’s arms as Pork turned his attention and his pistol onto Moses.




        “Looks like you ain’t in much position to hep her, now ere ye, boy? Best ye just sit polite-like over there and leave us to our party.” He aimed the gun upward, directly into Moses’ face.




        The startling crack of the whip snatched the gun from Pork’s hand much to his surprise. Lela broke from her captors when their attention was drawn to the source of the ambush. In an instant, the horseman dismounted between the Freemans and the three scalawags, with the whip firmly in control of the trio. “Mr. Freeman, are you all alright?” His eyes didn’t leave the three outlaws.




        Pork spit and grunted, “Mister? Mister Freeman?” The whip’s hold tightened even more. The men were still and silent.


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        Solomon was the only one who managed to speak. “Mr. Harker, you done saved us sure.” His stunned parents could only nod agreement.




        “Solomon,” Harker asked, “do you have some rope in the wagon?”




        “Yessir, plenty,” he answered, racing toward the wagon before Harker even finished his question.




        Moses and Pete tied each man securely to a pine tree, working in silence. Moses gave the last knot a good, strong jerk. “I tell you, Mr. Harker. I can’t say I ever been gladder to see a body in my whole life. We owe you a debt, sir. Don’t know how we’ll repay you, but we owe you sure.”




        “I can’t think of better people to help out. It was just what needed doing, is all. You don’t owe me a thing.”




        “What are we gonna to do with these men, Mr. Harker?” asked Solomon.




        “Well, Solomon, I don’t want to get into keeping the law; don’t know that there is any law hereabouts. There’s plenty more of these Rebel renegades and deserters. Why don’t we just leave these three to stew a while until their friends find them?”




        “Whatever you think, Mr. Harker,” Moses said, glad he didn’t have to make the decision. “I just know I don’t want to see their kind again. No, sir, don’t want to see this again.” As Moses moved his family toward the wagon, he heard a low gravelly growl as Pete spoke to the scoundrels. He couldn’t hear the words, but felt pretty sure their pack would steer clear of Freeman territory.




        The Freemans in their wagon followed Harker to the west away from the river they’d followed on their trip south, trusting him to get them away from trouble the quickest way. As they traveled, he explained how he’d come upon them. “I skirted around a pretty sizable camp on south of here. Easy enough to tell it wasn’t a place I wanted to be.”




        Pete took a deep breath and continued. “I’d heard of these bunches but didn’t quite believe the tales. They’re mostly Reb deserters come down this far to save themselves from fighting. Others were dissatisfied with the outcome of the war and came to preserve their, ah” Harker paused, struggling to find the right words, “their so-called purity. Let’s just say the camp looked about as bad as those three. I thought I’d avoided them altogether, until I came on a wagon with what looked like bags of supplies on it. I heard the voices and knew somebody was in trouble. Didn’t know it was you until I got in the middle of it.”


      


    




    

      

         


      


    




    

      

        In just a few minutes they stopped at another wagon loaded with all manner of supplies. Harker leaned forward in his saddle and said very formally, “Mr. Freeman, I expect those men owe you and your family an apology and I can’t think of a better one than to offer you some supplies for the winter.”




        Lela’s face and voice were firm, “Mr. Harker, that’s stealing. I won’t bide stealing. “




        “Begging your pardon, Miss Lela,” he chuckled. “ I wish you wouldn’t think of it that way. I reckon it’s not stealing if you’re accepting it as an apology from those who stole it to start with! Don’t you get it in your head that these men have any honesty about them—they don’t.”




        Solomon had scrambled down from their wagon into the other and called out its contents. “Oh, Mama, there’s sugar and corn meal, and real coffee! Wouldn’t you and Papa like some of that?” Moses and Lela looked wistfully at the wagon while the boy continued investigating. “Oh, look here, it’s some cans of,” he struggled to read the labels, “p . . . pea . . . pea-ches. Peaches! And milk!”
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